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  The air held a sleepy scent of tobacco overlaid with the aroma of liquor and leather chairs. Jonas Maxim leaned back and looked at the room at large, taking in the inquiring expressions of the other five men at the table.


  “So,” he said with affable calm, “it is finally my turn. Considering some of the tales we’ve had, I am a bit intimidated, gentlemen. How does one compete with exotic harems, demonic ghosts, clandestine affairs, murderous husbands, and lovely drowning maidens?”


  Lord Grayson grinned and lifted a dark brow in an ironic arch. “Well, I believe you—cruelly, I might add—left us hanging at the end of our last meeting by mentioning something about a bloodthirsty midnight visitor?”


  “Yes,” Christian Foster, the youngest of the group spoke up, from where he was sprawled carelessly in his chair. Candlelit shadows danced across his face. “I must say, I’m damned curious.”


  “If we all reveal our most scintillating sexual exploits, Jonas, you should certainly be last. This was all your idea.” His younger brother, Colin, picked up his glass and took a sip, an expectant expression on his face.


  “Bloody fine idea it was, too.” Gavin St. John nodded his blond head. “I’ve been enjoying our meetings immensely.”


  “As have I.” Ross Benson, Viscount Winterton, held his glass and swirled the cloudy liquid inside. “Now, please, it sounds like you have an intriguing beginning, at least, since any story involving a beautiful woman invading your bedroom is off to a good start. She is beautiful, I take it?”


  Jonas couldn’t help but smile. “Oh, yes. The lady in question is lovely in every way. The only problem is she possesses a somewhat impulsive nature. Our initial meeting was most unusual.”


  Chapter 1


  The dark, cloaked figure slipped over the windowsill and a silver gleam shone wickedly in the moonlight.


  Half awake, Jonas Maxim only vaguely registered what was happening at first, wondering if it was part of some bizarre dream. He didn’t snap fully awake until the midnight visitor approached the bed, rolling away at the last possible moment when he realized the shadowy figure held a long wicked knife poised above him.


  “Bloody hell,” he snarled, trying to free himself from the tangle of the bedclothes and still a little disoriented. His assailant made a low sound of dismay.


  Without thought, he launched himself across the bed, catching the intruder’s uplifted arm and tumbling them both to the floor. He landed on top intentionally and heard with satisfaction the abrupt exhalation as his weight knocked the air from the lungs of his attacker. Grabbing the wrist of the arm wielding the weapon, he shook it violently, and was rewarded when the knife clattered to the floor and skidded away.


  “Now then,” Jonas said grimly, “since the tables appear to have been turned, my murderous friend, do you mind telling me what the devil is going on?”


  The person beneath him gave a low, ragged gasp.


  Shifting his weight, Jonas became aware of two things simultaneously. His assailant was not only much smaller, but unexpectedly curvaceous and soft in certain strategic areas. In the thin illumination, he could also see the hood of the concealing cloak had fallen back and richly gleaming hair spilled loosely across the rug, framing a pale oval face. Realizing it was a woman just made the situation more bizarre, and he loosened his tight grip a little.


  “Let me go.” Immediately, she began to struggle, trying to twist out from under his body.


  “So you can slit my throat? No thank you, my lady.”


  He transferred both her wrists to one hand, and keeping them pinned above her head, untied her cloak at the throat so he could see her face better. Her features were fragile and delicately pretty and she stared up at him with huge dark eyes. Frowning, he didn’t bother to conceal his bewilderment or anger.


  “I don’t know you.”


  “What difference does that make?” The girl spat the words. “Do only women of your acquaintance wish you dead, Lord Wilding?”


  His brows snapped together in annoyance. “Up until a few moments ago, I wasn’t aware anyone, male or female, wished me dead. I think you have the advantage, miss. Now, who are you and why in heaven are you sneaking into my room like some murderous brigand?” Jonas could feel her tremble.


  “Does the name Lucinda Glass strike a familiar chord, my lord?” she asked scathingly.


  Scanning his memory, Jonas shook his head. “No.”


  “You bastard.” The woman beneath him surged with unexpected force, freeing one of her hands. Caught across the face by a slap that made his ears ring, Jonas gave a low curse and subdued her again, catching her flailing arms.


  “I just told you I don’t know you,” he snapped out, doing his best not to hurt her, though why he was being such a gentleman when this slip of outraged womanhood apparently wanted his head on a platter was a mystery to him.


  “Not me, you lying, lascivious, deceitful, disgusting, rapacious, black-hearted…” she sputtered.


  “I get the picture,” he interrupted grimly. “There is no further need to find more derisive adjectives to describe your opinion of my character. Why should I know this Lucinda?”


  “Because,” the woman said in a low choked voice, “she is pregnant with your child.”


  



  * * * *


  



  If Viscount Wilding was acting, he certainly put on a respectable performance. His brows shot up and his mouth tightened perceptibly.


  “That’s not possible.”


  Marianne Glass let the contempt she felt for this wealthy, privileged and amoral man come bubbling out, her furious rage making her shake.


  “You seduced and abandoned her. Don’t deny it. She was an easy target and you had your way with her and now cannot even so much as remember her name.”


  The man holding her didn’t flinch from her furious stare, but instead glared back. He had light eyes, and even in the insufficient light of a sickle moon, she could see they were silver under his fine brows. Just the color Lucinda had described. Everything seemed to fit: his handsome, almost austere, features, the thick rumpled waves of his dark blond hair framing that aristocratic face, even the width of his bare, well-muscled shoulders.


  “You’re mistaken,” he told her, his tone icy. “I have seduced no one, Miss Whoever-You-Are.”


  “The fact you do not own up to the responsibility does not surprise me,” Marianne said with unconcealed venom. “Not a man like you. She’s paid for your casual lust and now she’s disappeared. I came here in the hope of forcing you to tell me where she is. I was foolish enough to hope you may have some idea where’s she gone. I should have known such a blackguard would be the last place she could turn.”


  Those remarkable silver eyes glimmered as his long body still pinned her to the floor.


  “Quite frankly, since you do not know me, these insulting observations are getting a tad tiresome. Now, unless you enjoy being trapped under an irritated, confused, and entirely naked man, I suggest you tell me who you are. When I have your name and an assurance you will not attack me again, maybe we can discuss this misunderstanding in a more civilized fashion. I, for one, would like to don my dressing gown.”


  He was entirely nude, Marianne realized to her horror. Large and muscular, he held her immobile easily, and at such a disadvantage, she had little choice but to agree. “Fine,” she muttered.


  “Your name first.”


  “Marianne Glass. I am her sister.”


  “All right.” He nodded once, his expression grim. “Miss Glass, please note that I have never struck a woman in my life, but if you hit me again I might just be tempted to change my mind. A polite word of warning.”


  He stood in one fluid athletic motion. Marianne had a startling view of his body before she hastily looked away, scrambling to her feet. Her unwilling host stalked across the room and a moment later she heard the scrape and flare as he lit a lamp. The soft glow filled the elegant bedchamber, illuminating thick carpeting, silken bed hangings, and heavy carved furniture. From what information she could gather during her brief time in London, he was a rich man.


  In stark contrast, Lucinda had lived in poverty, an outcast from her family and society, scraping by because he had never helped her like he promised.


  The landlady of the squalid London boarding house had told her the name of the man Lucy finally had admitted fathered her child. Jonas Maxim, Viscount Wilding. There was no mistake.


  Tears welled and she fought them valiantly, reaching for her anger like a shield. “You could have spared Lucy a little money,” she said bitterly, deliberately looking around, studying the elaborate details of the Italian marble mantle with an assessing eye. “Even if you didn’t want the child, are you such a tight-fisted monster that you would deny a woman you impregnated proper food and decent shelter?”


  Tying the belt on a crimson dressing gown, Lord Wilding gave her a sardonic look. “Even operating under the erroneous assumption that I am the responsible party, I would have to know about this child I did not father to give anyone anything.”


  “She wrote to you.” Marianne watched his expression carefully. “She told me so.”


  “I received no letters of such a nature from anyone.” His brows, a slightly darker shade than his dark blond hair, elevated a fraction. “For the very good reason, of course, that I have never met your sister, much less bedded her.”


  Facing him defiantly in the center of the bedroom, Marianne stood her ground. “Though she refused at first, she finally identified you as the father when she was completely destitute and desperate. Can you give me one good reason why a woman who wouldn’t reveal her lover’s name for many long, shameful months, in which she lost everything due to her pregnancy, would lie?”


  To her infinite surprise, the viscount didn’t evade the question. He simply looked perplexed. “No, I can’t. She named me specifically?”


  “I wasn’t there.” Marianne couldn’t control the quiver in her voice. “But the landlady and midwife both heard it clearly enough. She was apparently having some trouble and they were worried about what would happen if she went into labor too early. They pressed her, wanting to know what to do with the child if it survived and she did not.”


  His face softened a fraction. “If she is that close to the birth, then I can see why you are so frantic to find her.”


  Sensitive observations were not what she expected, and were certainly not welcome from this man. Marianne turned away slightly, her throat thickening with emotion.


  “I cannot think where she would go. I hoped that you had finally decided to do the right thing and even if you didn’t want to acknowledge the child, had provided for her in some way so she could safely deliver it.”


  “Miss Glass, though I am many things, I am not a monster, nor do I go about siring illegitimate children. If I had information to give you, you would be welcome to it, but I am afraid I do not.” He moved to a small beautifully carved table that sat by his huge bed and she heard the clink of crystal and the splash of liquid. A moment later he handed her a glass full of some amber substance. “Here. You are extremely pale. Drink this. It will help. And perhaps you’d better sit down.”


  Her knees were wobbly. In fact, she was shaking more from disappointment and despair than anything else. His lordship’s denials held a distinct ring of truth and if he wasn’t lying, she was no closer to finding her sister. Allowing him to lead her to one of the wing chairs flanking the fireplace, she sank down almost listlessly.


  “Take a sip,” he ordered in a tone that did not brook argument. She obeyed, watching him from under the veil of her lashes as he sat down opposite her with what seemed to be a genuine frown of concern on his handsome face.


  The liquor was fiery and it burned her throat. Coughing a little, Marianne swallowed and said hoarsely, “My heavens, that’s awful. What is it?”


  “Brandy, my lady. Contraband at that, and the finest French product money can buy.” He looked slightly amused at her reaction. “It is an acquired taste, I suppose, but it will put color back in your cheeks. A smaller sip might be wise. Now then, tell me where this supposed seduction of your missing sister took place.”


  Marianne discovered he was right. If she took a more cautious drink, it went down more smoothly. “The seduction is not supposed, my lord, for my personal experience might be limited, but as far as I know, there is only one way to get with child.”


  One corner of his finely-sculpted mouth twitched. “I stand corrected. My apologies, but I was simply curious as to where and when you believe she met this mysterious lover.”


  “In Wiltshire. We live near Burbage, not far from Marlborough. My father is a vicar. It must have happened in early fall, for by Christmas her condition was becoming evident.”


  Viscount Wilding’s dark blond brows inched upward. “I am supposed have lured the daughter of a country vicar into my bed? I assure you that anyone who knows anything at all about me will tell you how ludicrous that assumption. I avoid innocent young ladies at all costs. What’s more, I can tell you I have not been in that area for any reason this past year or more.”


  “Can you prove that, sir?”


  “Prove my whereabouts for an entire year? No, I suppose not, but I can give you my word as a gentleman that I am telling the truth.”


  There was a certain underlying edge of arrogant assurance to that statement that told Marianne few ever doubted him, and if they did, they kept the sentiment to themselves. He simply held a slightly dangerous air, which unfortunately added to his potent male beauty. At over six feet, and from what she’d seen—which was everything— of his body, he was also lean and athletically inclined…no, she didn’t see anyone challenging his word.


  Marianne sipped her drink, feeling a pool of warmth in her stomach. An odd light-headed sensation made her lean back in her chair. “She described you perfectly. How do you explain that?”


  His snifter of brandy was arrested an inch from his mouth. He lowered it without taking a drink. “What do you mean, Miss Glass?”


  “Though Lucinda refused to reveal the name of her lover, she did tell me about him. Because we shared a room, I knew, of course, about her predicament before she had to confess to my father and was turned out of our home. She said she’d met the man on the road to the village one day, as she was walking to the market. There are several large estates nearby who host aristocratic gatherings often, especially in the fall, so maybe that was why he was in the area, but she wouldn’t explain. He persuaded her to meet him clandestinely the next day. She said she agreed because he was so very handsome, tall, blond, with silver-gray eyes and, well…very much like you, Lord Wilding.”


  His eyes narrowed. “That’s rather disturbing. As one who knows for a fact my innocence in this matter, it becomes more mysterious by the moment.”


  “With two lives at stake, do you see now why I came armed and wanting to take you by surprise? I hoped, with a knife at your throat, you would tell me the truth.”


  Had she realized how difficult it would be to threaten the viscount physically, she might have tried another way. However, she’d been certain enough that if she had sought an interview in the regular fashion, she would never have gotten past his butler.


  “You are a very inventive and resourceful young lady, Miss Glass.” His smooth tone held a hint of dryness, the soft inadequate light gilding his fair hair and the chiseled planes of his face.


  “And you are difficult to surprise,” Marianne admitted grudgingly. The empty glass in her hand felt heavy suddenly in her lax fingers. She truly could not remember finishing her drink.


  “I think I might have been a little too generous with the brandy.” His lordship reached over and gently removed the snifter from her hand. “When was the last time you had anything to eat, my dear?”


  She wanted to tell him in no uncertain terms she was not his dear, nor was she completely convinced of his lack of culpability, but her body was too warm and comfortable, and somehow her eyes wanted to close. As for a meal, well…breakfast the day before maybe was the last time she’d eaten. She didn’t have much money and wanted to save what little she did bring for when she found Lucinda. The journey had been long and uncomfortable, the day grueling, and she was exhausted. It was unbelievable, but in the bedroom of the notorious and perhaps wicked Jonas Maxim, she felt herself drifting off to sleep.


  Chapter 2


  Michael adjusted the lace at his cuff with a negligent hand, viewing the transformation in the glass with satisfaction. No one would guess he was anything but a handsome foppish lord, he thought with a slight sneer, his lips curling as he studied his reflection. In fact, he was fairly sure, because of how he dressed and the strong family resemblance, he could secure another tidy loan on the strength of Lord Wilding’s good name and well-known fortune.


  His expression darkened. He wouldn’t have to take the risk so soon if it wasn’t for that silly little bitch, Lucinda. Yes, she’d been a virgin, so the child could be his, but he’d merely wanted an afternoon or two of amusement, not to be pestered incessantly afterwards with her sappy letters and pleas for support. He’d left Wiltshire the day after she told him of the pregnancy, but the efficient staff at the estate where he’d been staying forwarded all his correspondence so he heard from her on a regular basis anyway. When her father tossed her out, he’d reluctantly paid for her to come to London and given her a little money, making any promises necessary to keep her quiet.


  In retrospect, seducing her had probably been a mistake, though she’d been one tight, hot little fuck. The fact she was a vicar’s daughter also amused him, and it made each time she spread her legs for him a bit more enjoyable.


  But she had actually threatened to contact the Earl of Cleredon in her last letter, who she erroneously thought was the grandfather of her brat. He was certain he had her properly convinced his highbrow family would look down their aristocratic noses at her so it was futile to ask them for help, but apparently the ungrateful little twit wasn’t satisfied with what he’d already done for her. Whatever happened, Michael couldn’t have the family alerted to what he was up to right now, not before he managed to get as much money as possible out of the high and mighty Maxims. So he’d found her a shabby little place in some obscure village and paid the rent up for the next six months. That should give him as much time as he needed to gather a nice little nest egg. Sooner or later, the bankers would start to call in the markers, but by then he planned on being somewhere in Italy, enjoying the Mediterranean sun and those passionate, dark-haired women.
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