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Virtue has a veil, vice a mask.

—VICTOR HUGO (1802–1885)


Chapter One

London, May 27, 1820

SEDUCTION WAS NOT foremost in Lady Juliana Ivers’s thoughts. However, the same could not have been said for her escort, Mr. Engelheart. The moment she had agreed to step out onto the upper garden terrace with him, her amiable supper companion at Lord and Lady Lettlecott’s prestigious ball had turned into a lecherous, brutish knave.

So naturally Juliana ended up in the Lettlecotts’ hazel tree.

Juliana pressed her lips against the comforting trunk and uttered a brief prayer of appreciation for the beautiful old tree that had been coppiced in its youth, four distinct trunks radiated out from the ground at thirty, fifty, and seventy-degree angles. In spite of the hindrance of her evening dress, she had managed to use one of the opposing low-lying trunks as a step as she carefully inched her way high enough for the foliage to conceal her.

Her beautiful dress was ruined.

The stylish frock of white satin with pearl and jet beads dangling from the short sleeves was now etched with smudges of dirt and lichen from the trunk of the tree. The higher confusion of corkscrew branches and spiky serrated leaves caught at the jet beads and flounces adorning the bottom of her skirt and her upswept hair. Even her sandal slippers and white kid gloves had not been spared the abuse.

Maman would likely despair over the loss. The tumultuous five years following her husband’s unexpected death had cast their family on the precipice of financial ruin. Maman had done her best to provide for their basic needs and the considerable investment needed to launch Juliana and her two older sisters, Cordelia and Lucilla, into polite society. When Maman had summoned a modiste from London to their rather unassuming house in Norfolk, the widowed Marchioness of Duncombe had vowed to see each of her daughters married and their future secured.

She would undoubtedly be shocked to see Juliana perched in a tree as she tried to escape the potential suitor.

“Lady Juliana!”

She froze at the sound of Mr. Engelheart’s voice. In the distance, Juliana could hear the merry tempo of string instruments and a tambourine as the musicians in the ballroom played the old ballad “Blow the Candle Out.” It was a cautionary tale of a young lady and her apprentice lover. Without a doubt, the song added a certain irony to Juliana’s predicament. One that would be likely lost on her lovelorn supper companion.

Juliana had hoped Mr. Engelheart would have given up by now. After she had broken free from his unwanted embrace, she had spun around and escaped down the polished stone steps that led into the Lettlecotts’ expansive back gardens. The moonlight and flickering lanterns that lit up the meandering paths had bolstered her nerve. She had assumed that the gentleman would have surrendered with dignity.

Sadly, the man’s head was as thick as his hands were clumsy.

Her illuminated path to freedom also fired Mr. Engelheart’s passion to catch his slippery quarry. She veered off the gravel paths into a small thicket. The time had come for drastic measures.

Hence the hazel tree.

“Lady Juliana?” Mr. Engelheart was close enough that she heard the fine tremor in his inflection. “You have nothing to fear from me. I just want to escort you safely into the ballroom.”

He paused and listened to the night sounds for some clue to her whereabouts.

Juliana’s lips thinned as she wondered how long would she have to remain in the tree? Minutes? An hour? The rest of the evening?

Juliana shifted her body in an attempt to scoot down from her perch. A faint hiss escaped Juliana’s lips as the sharp point of a broken branch punctured her stocking and scratched her left calf. Leaves rustled a warning as she struggled to free herself. Her struggles only made matters worse. Portions of her skirt were snagged, and the more she moved, the higher the hem crept up her legs. She was soundly caught by this wretched tree!

Then soft feminine laughter floated like pollen on a spring breeze, and Juliana came to a halt at the throaty sound.

“Catch me if you dare,” the unidentified woman called out to someone, probably her lover, as she unknowingly raced toward the tree Juliana was starting to view as her own.

There was the sound of multiple footfalls on the gravel path and a brief tussle. It was followed by a highpitched burst of laughter. Clearly the lady had been caught by her male companion.

However, sheer panic set in when a dark-haired woman adorned in a black bombazine dress carelessly brushed against the nearby shrubbery and staggered toward the bench next to the hazel tree. She slipped onto the bench and extended her outstretched gloved hand to the man casually strolling into Juliana’s line of vision and for some reason her heart immediately began to pound.

This gentleman was no Mr. Engelheart. He moved stealthily, like a well-fed predator in his prime. His dark hair was long and straight. Most of the length was tied in a queue at the back of his nape. However, some of the dark, glossy ends had escaped during his playful romp with his lover and the ends curled slightly at his jawbone. Juliana could only see intriguing glimpses of his face. Her elevated position and the shadowy thicket deprived her of details, but Juliana sensed his gaze was fixed on the lady beckoning him to join her on the bench.

“I have been waiting all evening for this,” the woman purred.

Juliana’s forehead furrowed in puzzlement. The woman’s voice sounded dreadfully familiar.

“Half the fun is the chase,” the man said, his low, smooth tones trailing down Juliana’s spine like phantom fingers. He clasped his companion’s wrist, drawing her up so that her breasts were flush against his chest. “Besides, I doubt you want an audience when we fuck.”

Juliana’s breath caught and she found her eyes locked on this depraved gentleman in fascination.

He lowered his head and claimed the woman’s lips. For a few minutes, the only sounds were breathy gasps and moist sucking sounds of fervent kissing.

“Or maybe you do,” the man chuckled with something akin to admiration in his silky, rich tone. He tugged on her full sleeve and bared her left shoulder. The woman clutched him tightly and moaned when he put his mouth on the exposed flesh.

Juliana peeked down as the woman uttered a wordless sound of need. She slipped her hands into the man’s coat, her fingers splayed over his inner waistcoat. From her perch, Juliana recognized the bird egg–sized diamond pinned to the front of the woman’s gown. Juliana’s lip curled into a sneer. She had been wrong about the color of the dress. It was a dark blue rather than black. The gaudy diamond winked at her. The amorous lady below was her hostess, Lady Lettlecott. The same odious woman who had cheerfully paired Juliana earlier with the lecherous Mr. Engelheart. She did not recognize the lady’s companion, but he was not Lord Lettlecott.

“Sin, it has been too long since our last meeting,” the countess said breathlessly, losing her concentration when he cupped the swell of her right breast and worshiped the flesh with his mouth. “I—I was beginning to feel …”—she sucked in her breath—“undesired.”

Sin paused in his sensual ministrations and touched Lady Lettlecott’s cheek with undisguised affection. “If you move your hand lower, you can feel my desire, Abby. All the same, let’s not complicate our friendship with messy sentiment that neither one of us wants. Our needs are pathetically basic. Fortunately for you, I’m in the mood to accommodate you.”

Juliana blinked at the man’s detached bluntness. She hugged the tree trunk, watching Lady Lettlecott struggle about in Sin’s embrace as if she was trying to raise her hand to slap him. The man seized the lady’s wrists with one hand as he delivered a firm swat to her backside.

“Behave!” he growled.

Juliana grinned at the countess’s well-deserved comeuppance. This was more entertaining than any drama Juliana had ever witnessed in a ballroom, and the ton was notorious for public spectacles.

“Do you really want to fight me, Abby?” Sin separated the countess’s hands and nipped one of her palms with his teeth. For chastisement, it was mild and oddly sensual. Juliana’s stomach fluttered in response.

Lady Lettlecott evidently agreed with Juliana’s private assessment. The lady ceased her futile struggles and leaned heavily against him. She moaned, signaling her surrender to his overwhelming dominance.

“You are so wicked, Sin. If I had any sense, I should leave that preening cock you are so proud of stiff and aching.”

Sin released her wrists and stepped back. “Then leave,” he replied, sounding almost bored by her threat. He sat down on the bench, resting his left arm casually on the back of the bench. “This quiet spot and my hand are more than enough for the delicate chore, my dear.”

Juliana’s eyes widened in shock and she craned her neck to glimpse even more of the gentleman who Lady Lettlecott thought was worth the risk of inciting her husband’s wrath. She could not see Sin’s face at all from this angle, though she deduced from his confidence and movements that he was undoubtedly handsome. She had met the Earl of Lettlecott on her arrival. He possessed an admirable face, and Juliana doubted his wife would settle for an inferior specimen of manhood.

“There was a time when you claimed that you liked it best when I used my hands on your flesh,” the countess said, edging close enough so that her skirts brushed his knee.

“Did I?” he said; his soft, patronizing tone was enough to make Juliana grit her teeth.

Sin had slumped down into an informal sprawl on the bench, his long legs spread out in front of him. Lady Lettlecott seemed to be staring between his legs intensely. Juliana conceded that she was curious, too, about this so-called magnificent testament of maleness concealed within his trousers. As she had lived a sheltered life, her knowledge of the male body was woefully incomplete. What was it about Sin that warranted such rapt attention from Lady Lettlecott?

To Juliana’s surprise, Sin did not seem troubled by the countess’s frank perusal. In fact, Juliana sensed that he was enjoying his companion’s brazen actions. Without making a sound, Juliana lifted her upper torso slightly to the left of the sturdy branch. She ignored the burning sensation in her eyes as she strained to see beyond the enigmatic shadows just above the man’s muscular thighs.

Lady Lettlecott slowly moved into the V created from Sin’s outstretched legs. Wordlessly she knelt down between his legs so her upturned face was inches from the buttons adorning the front of his trousers. “Perhaps a demonstration is in order, my lord.” Her hands lovingly stroked the intimate contours on display.

Here? No! She would not dare! … Would she?

Not trusting herself, Juliana clamped her hand over her mouth. Egad, this was not happening! The faint sounds of fabric sliding over fabric and the countess’s sigh of appreciation at what she had uncovered confirmed that Juliana was about to become the unwilling spectator of a lovers’ tryst. It took an immeasurable amount of inner fortitude to quell her mounting panic.

“Oh, Sin, my love, I will perish if you deny me a taste!”

Juliana cringed, unwilling to dwell on what portion of Sin the countess wanted to taste. Juliana had never kissed a man, let alone examined his—what had the countess called it?—his preening cock? Lady Lettlecott, conversely, seemed to have an unnatural obsession and familiarity with it.

If she and Sin discovered Juliana, what would they do to her? Offer payment for her silence? Threats? Violence? She felt her throat constrict as half a dozen choices flashed through her mind like repeating lightning strikes on her skull.

A murmur of encouragement rumbled deep from Sin’s throat. Juliana shivered at the wild masculine sound of abandonment. She rubbed the sudden ache in her breasts. The poor constricted flesh was mashed by her corset and the unyielding hardness of the trunk. She yearned for the moment when her maid would free her from her clothing to ease the tightness that she felt all the way down to her stomach. Below, Sin widened his stance, giving the kneeling woman better access to his defining attributes.

Juliana bit her lips to suppress her soft groan. Her legs instinctively tightened around the trunk of the hazel tree, pressing the hard roughened surface against her feminine core. In spite of the coolness of the evening, she felt hot and light-headed. If she did not calm her rattled nerves, she was going to do something to give herself away like fainting and falling out of the cursed tree!

In an agitated gesture, she dragged her hand from her hair, causing the unexpected to happen. One of the tiny white plumes tucked into her upswept tresses slipped free. Without thinking, Juliana reached out to grasp the errant two-inch curl of fluff that was destined to be her downfall. The lissome plume evaded her fingers, dancing on the breeze created by her frantic motion. It silently drifted down to the couple.

Juliana brought her fist to her mouth and silently prayed. Both Lady Lettlecott and Sin were distracted for the moment. Perhaps the tiny feather would remain unnoticed. The husky moans and disconcertingly wet smacking noises coming from below heartened Juliana.

Until the fragile white plume landed on the top of the countess’s dark tresses. Even in the moonlight, it was a stark beacon. Juliana held her breath. She mentally willed the plume to catch another breeze and disappear into the inky blackness of the ground.

Fly!

Any hope she harbored was dashed when Sin’s fingers moved from his lover’s shoulder to the lady’s hair. To the traitorous plume. His shoulders stiffened as he held up the feather, rubbing the light down between his fingers as he wordlessly contemplated its origins. Then without warning, Sin tipped his head back and stared directly into Juliana’s troubled gaze.

Alexius Lothar Braverton, Marquess of Sinclair, or simply Sin to his friends, had made the most of his five and twenty years. His privileged existence was filled with excessive indulgences, the forbidden, and oftentimes the perilous. Very few things in life surprised him. That was, until he looked up into the branches of the hazel tree and saw the pale, frightened face of a young woman.

The air in his lungs burst from his lips.

Abby, naturally, thought her skillful tongue and the measure of his cock were the reasons for his lapse of control. Alexius was content to let her believe he was enthralled. The countess’s soft tongue curling and lapping the full length of him was pleasurable, even if his interest had drifted decidedly upward. Besides, if he exposed the little interloper, he would never learn why she was watching them from the tree.

And, yes, he was … intrigued.

From his vantage point, her appealing looks caught his jaded eye. Long blond corkscrew curls were draped chaotically around her oval face, hanging like the golden catkins of the hazel tree. A pair of languid almond-shaped eyes balanced the delicate slope of her nose, and the rounded curve of her chin made his fingers itch to inspect each line. Her skin was pale, luminous, like the moon overhead. Whether it was natural or from fear he could only guess. Her full lips parted, as if she struggled to draw air into her chest.

Who the devil was she?

Was she spying for Lettlecott? Alexius immediately discarded the idea. Boredom rather than desire had driven him into Abby’s clinging arms this evening. He could have taken the lusty countess anywhere. Their decision to use the back gardens had been merely a whim. No one, not even a suspicious husband, would have thought to plant spies in the trees.

And a pretty one, as well.

The sharp press of Abby’s nails against Sin’s sensitive baubles caused him to return to more important matters. If left to her own devices, the lady would score a man’s tender flesh with her teeth and nails.

“Here now, my dear, as pleasurable as that is,” he said, pulling her up with one hand, “we’ll give my tickle tail a chance to recover.” Ignoring her wordless protest, he tucked his turgid cock back into his trousers and fastened the two buttons above his right hipbone. Modesty was not his primary motivation. Alexius doubted the pretty wench in the tree could see much in the gloom. He just wanted to get through the evening without crescent-shaped welts on his bloody tackle.

Alexius teased the nipple peeking from the edge of the countess’s bodice with his finger. “It seems impolite to keep you on your knees.”

Abby flowed like warm wine onto his lap. “I seem to recall that you prefer your women on their knees and their mouths filled to cease their useless prattle.”

The corner of his mouth lifted into a genuine smirk. The comment certainly sounded like something he might have spouted in the past. “Perhaps I have changed.”

Abby laughed at the absurdity of the notion. “Oh, Sin, you are many things. Reckless … calculating.” Abby pushed his hair away from his face, pressing tiny kisses down the line of his jaw as she tried to sum up his nature. “Inventive, passionate, crude … sometimes cruel. You are a self-seeking scoundrel. A breaker of hearts. And a jaded bastard. Nevertheless, at this moment, you are mine!” Her hands slid around his neck, slipping beneath the secured wrappings of his cravat. He felt the sting of her nails cut into his skin, drawing blood.

So Abby had marked him, after all.

Alexius did not bother to contest her opinion of his character. His friends would heartily agree. He had been all of those things at one time or another. A lady would be foolish to trust him with her heart or her body. That was one of the reasons why a woman like Abby appealed to him.

When he took a lover, he learned her body so he knew it as well as his own. He knew exactly how much pressure to apply to make a woman quiver in his arms. What pace to set with his agile fingers to make her sigh and cry out his name. Alexius was just one of countless lovers Abby had taken since she had given Lettlecott his heir. In truth, Alexius was not even her favorite.

A second pregnancy and the birth of another son had kept Alexius out of her greedy hands for more than eighteen months. However, Abby had recently weaned her infant son, and she had expressed a desire to renew her and Alexius’s acquaintance. He had been mildly interested. Earlier this evening, he had faced the choice of spending the evening fondling sweet Abby’s breasts or playing cards with his friends and Lettlecott’s cronies.

He should have stayed in the card room.

Fortunately, his mercurial nature sensed a new game was afoot, and he openly embraced it.

Alexius looked up and wide, solemn eyes met his stare. He grinned up at her, calculating the possibilities of his good fortune.

Alexius helped Abby to her feet. Abby looked startled. “What is this? You have not—we have not—”

“Alas, there is no time.”

With his hand firmly on her elbow, he led her away from the tree. “We have tarried too long. I thought I heard someone call your name from the upper terrace.”

The first hint of fear flashed in Abby’s eyes. “Why did you not speak of this sooner?”

His smile was unapologetic. “I was distracted.”

The countess muttered an unladylike curse as she reassured herself that her dress and hair were in place. “Remain here. It would be unseemly if we both appeared to be taking air in the gardens.”

Abby kissed him quickly on the lips. “I look forward to our next meeting.” She let her fingers linger on his cheek for a few seconds before she dashed back toward the house.

Abby viewed him as a secret lover to be used and discarded at whim. Alexius had allowed the countess to cling to her illusion because it suited him. What the countess failed to understand was that he had taken and pleasured her at his whim. Like all the women who came before her, Abby belonged to him until he tired of the game.

With anticipation vibrating through his aroused body, Alexius turned and headed back for the hazel tree.

God’s hooks, Sin was walking toward her!

The man was aptly named. With him on his feet and striding toward the tree with a lazy grace, Juliana understood why Lady Lettlecott risked a beating or worse for this man. Sin was the most beautiful man Juliana had ever encountered. Granted, she and her sisters had lived rather sequestered lives since their father had died and a distant cousin had claimed the Duncombe title along with their beloved home. Even so, Juliana’s natural instincts hummed with a secret pleasure that muted her earlier fear.

He was older, mayhap twenty-five or twenty-six. His face was riveting, all slashing angles across his cheeks, nose, and jawbone. Hatless, the tousled black hair that had escaped his queue softened those uncompromising planes. Juliana was certain his eyes, too, enhanced his masculine beauty, but he would need to get closer for her to inspect them. She noticed as he approached that there was a slight plumpness to his lower lip and a hint of self-mockery that twisted his mouth. It might beckon an unwary lady—not her, of course—to risk her virtue by begging for a kiss. Oh, good grief, he was tall. Lean corded muscle and sinew moved seductively under his expensively tailored coat and tan-colored trousers that indicated that he was a gentleman.

Now that he was almost upon her, Juliana could not stop blushing. She kept thinking about the intimate way he had touched Lady Lettlecott. The countess had mewed and rolled her feverish body against him, and Sin knew Juliana was watching!

Even in the varying levels of shadows, the gleam in his eyes seemed like an unspoken challenge. No longer concerned about the noise she might make, Juliana tried to scoot down the tree trunk before he reached her, only to remember that her skirts were caught on the shoots and branches.

“Well, well, it isn’t every day that I encounter a tree sprite,” Sin drawled, bracing a palm against the slanted trunk that held her prisoner. His amusement was palpable.

And annoying.

Juliana impatiently blew the strand of hair obscuring her vision. “You know very well that I am not a tree sprite.”

“Or mayhap you are a lybbestre. Tell me, my lady: is it true that moonlight is the source of your power and beauty?” Oh, the scoundrel, as Lady Lettlecott named him, was thoroughly enjoying himself on Juliana’s behalf.

“I am not a sorceress,” she said through clenched teeth. Her fear had gradually waned when it was plain that Sin had no intention of alerting the countess to Juliana’s presence. While she was forced to watch the wicked rake dally with his married mistress, the night air had chilled Juliana. She was tired and her arms ached from the strength she had exerted to avoid discovery. In her frame of mind, mocking her predicament was a dangerous sport.

She glared down at him. “Go away.”

Sin gave her a measured stare, before his gaze traveled down the length of her body to her exposed legs. Her stockings and garters were visible to his perusal, and she cringed at the several inches of bare skin he could see above her garter on her left thigh. Even her mother had not viewed Juliana’s body so intimately since she was a small child.

The man sensed her growing agitation and sighed. “Very well. I shall leave you to your magic and moonlight—” He stepped away from the tree. His shoulders bowed as he stoically accepted her rejection.

“Pray, my lord, hold!” Juliana blurted out before she thought better of asking the devil to help her. “I need your assistance. I am soundly caught.” She kicked her legs to demonstrate her dire predicament.

The swift grin he flashed at her revealed that she had neatly ensnared herself in the subtle trap he had set. “Indeed, you are, my lady.”

He had thought her merely appealing? The blond lybbestre was spectacular! All of the physical attributes Sin had admired from afar had only improved with proximity. He seized the heavy bench at the base of the tree and dragged it closer to her side. Climbing up, he used one of the other low-angled trunks to balance his stance. If she had not seemed so vexed with him and her predicament, he might have touched her cheek to test its petal-soft smoothness for himself.

Instead, he concentrated on her legs. By god, it was no hardship on his eyes. The poor lady had managed to tangle her skirt and petticoat in the branches. The gentle curves of her calves and a tantalizing hint of thigh were exposed for his hungry gaze. He patted one of the hazel tree’s trunks, paying silent tribute to it for the lovely prize it had caught for him. If he had known what awaited him, he would have shoved Abby off his lap and sent her back to the house sooner for a chance to dally with this delightful wench.

Unable to resist, he stroked one of her legs with his palm. The blonde shrieked as if he had hurt her. The panicked reaction doused his enthusiasm a little. Whoever she was, she was unused to a man’s hands on her body. Or she belonged to another man. Sin scowled, immediately disliking the notion. In the past, he had been able to work around such a hindrance when it suited him.

Like now.

“Steady, my dear lady. You’ll bring others to your side, and I highly doubt either one of us wants the attention.” Sin paused and waited for her consent.

She gave him a shaky nod.

“Good girl,” he said approvingly like he was speaking to a fractious mare. Sin leaned in and peered at her legs. He heard her soft gasp. He uttered a low curse, noting her torn stockings and the spots of blood that had soaked through. “Christ, what a mess you’ve made,” he muttered, sure her leg was stinging as much as the back of his neck. “You’ve bloodied your leg with your night mischief!”

“Night mischief?”

Sin turned his face away so she could not see his grin. Her outrage had fired her blood, and it was heating parts of him as well. He was certain the little tree witch was livid that he dared to scold her when she had caught him dallying with someone else’s wife. What would she do, he mused, if he told her that he had changed his mind about Abby the second he had seen her peering down from the tree’s foliage? His hand was unsteady when he placed it on her leg. What would she do if he bent his head down and tasted the hollow at the back of her knee with his tongue?

Alexius snorted.

She would probably try to plant her dainty foot in his arrogant mug.

What a sad, sorry state he was in. Lust had a way of stewing a man’s wits, so much so that it twisted a man’s cravings for a lady in a manner that even the thought of her committing violence against him made his cock twitch.

Painfully aroused, Alexius was sorely tempted to show the little innocent how rapidly temper could change into blind passion. The bruises and scratches would be worth it.

“I had a very good reason for climbing this tree, Mr. Sin,” she said, oblivious to the battle he was waging within himself. “You might find this difficult to believe, but none of my reasons had anything to do with you or Lady Lettlecott!”

His lips twitched as if he was fighting not to laugh at her petulant tone. “So now I can add spying and eavesdropping to your growing list of misdeeds.”

Sin patted her calf in sympathy, and to his delight, she growled at him. Her response provoked a throaty chuckle. “There, there, I was merely teasing. And it’s simply ‘Sin.’ After all we have shared I think it is only fair that we are on informal terms. And you are?”

She ignored the question. Sin would have been disappointed if she had made it too easy for him. Sulky, the blonde closed her eyes, blocking out the knowledge that he was touching her. He kept the pressure of his fingers light and impersonal. A whiff of a light feminine scent teased his nose as he worked. She smelled of crushed hazel leaves, wood, and violets. All he wanted to do was bury his face between her legs and discover all of her unique scents.

Her body trembled under his gentle ministrations.

“Are you cold?” he inquired politely. “My coat would help warm you.”

She opened her eyes and angled her neck so she could watch him unthread the fabric of her dress from the branches. “You are kind to offer, but I will be warm again when I return to the house.”

“So you are one of Lettlecott’s guests.”

Her brows rose in mild curiosity. “Did you think I was a servant?”

Sin shook his head, his gaze directed on his task. “No. Your dress and speech are too refined.” He did not mention that Abby was a trifle vain. She would have sacked any maid who outshone her own beauty. “I did, however, suspect that you might try to lie.”

“Why would I lie?”

Aware of every move that she made, from the corner of his eye Sin watched as she kneaded a cramped muscle in her neck. She rested her cheek on her arm to relieve the discomfort.

“I have no intention of telling you anything about myself.”

Juliana stopped breathing when Sin stroked her garter with the pad of his thumb. “You are not as forgettable as you might think, my mysterious lybbestre. You have skin that glows in the moonlight. Gold spun silk for hair, and lips that remind of ripe wood strawberries. Your eyes—,” he began, but she cut him off.

“Pray, not another word.” She leaned on her elbow to brace herself into more of a sitting position. “You cannot see the color of my eyes, you dolt!” she said, ruthlessly cutting off his praise. The fluttering in her heart had more to do with annoyance, she tried to tell herself, rather than pleasure at his practiced flattery. The man probably paid every woman he encountered the same compliments. “Even I cannot see the color of your eyes!”

The abrupt tension in his body unsettled her. Maybe she had gone too far? Finally, he said, “Then you will have to take a risk and move closer.” The edge in his tone made her want to apologize. Before she could, he added, “You are free.”

Without asking her permission, Sin plucked her from her perch and cradled her in his arms with an ease that astounded her. He was so warm Juliana wanted to instinctively burrow against him, soaking his heat into her bones. As her unguarded yearning registered, she stiffened in his embrace.

Juliana whispered against his coat, “You are holding me too tightly.”

On a muffled oath, Sin jumped down from the bench, causing their bodies to bump against each other. The impact was strong enough to rattle her teeth.

Juliana had closed her eyes and now refused to open them. “You can put me down.”

“What color are my eyes?”

Her eyes fluttered open at the unexpected question and she looked up and directly into his. Juliana only had the filtered moonlight and Lettlecott’s distant lanterns to assist her, but her vision had acclimated to her dark surroundings. She saw Sin quite clearly. Framed with dark long eyelashes she saw intelligence, humor, and an emotional intensity she did not quite understand just beneath the gleaming surface of those expressive orbs. Sin had also proved he was capable of kindness. He had not delivered her to Lady Lettlecott when he had his chance. Nor had he abandoned Juliana, when her shame over her awkward predicament had caused her to be rude to him. The countess had said that Sin was capable of cruelty, and there was no reason to doubt the woman. She knew the man far more intimately than Juliana ever would dare.

However, that was not what he had asked her.

“Brown,” she said, squinting as she drew closer. “No, wait. A hint of dark green and mayhap some gold. Hazel, I believe.”

Hazel.

Just like the tree.

Was her fate to be ensnared by Sin as thoroughly?

The triumphant smile faded from her lips. It was then that she realized Sin’s mouth was a hair’s breadth away from hers. A sudden strong wind could have satisfied her curiosity and ended her just-realized torment.

No, this was wrong. He was all wrong for her. He could be married, a rake, or a fortune hunter. Her mother had plans for Juliana and her sisters. Whoever Sin was, she was certain that he did not fit in Maman’s grand schemes. Juliana cleared her throat, breaking the spell of enchantment. Blinking rapidly, she turned her face away and cast her eyes downward to the ground.

“I need to return to the house, my lord,” she said, hating the rawness in her voice. “My family. They will be concerned by my absence.”

His slow reaction hinted at his reluctance to release her. Her legs wobbled as her satin slippers touched the soft ground covering.

“Green.”

She started at his abrupt tone. “I beg your pardon?”

“Your eyes. The hue is reminiscent of the dark leaves of the Dog Rose in August.”

He released his firm grip on her arms, and the night air washed away the warmth she had stolen from his embrace. She crossed her arms over her breasts. “I should go.”

Sin took a step forward. Arms spread, he gestured at the wooden bench. “Or you could tarry and tell me why you were hiding in Lettlecott’s hazel tree.”

Juliana smiled sheepishly at his outrageous offer. Their unusual meeting should not have invited shared confidences. So why was she tempted to remain? She wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “I have family awaiting me indoors. Besides, your countess might return.”

Juliana backed away from him, letting the shadows swallow her.

“Abby belongs to Lettlecott,” Sin said quietly. “Not I.”

“You might want to remind her of that fact, the next time she unbuttons your trousers,” Juliana snapped back, and then winced. She would have happily cut out her tongue if she could have taken back her sharp words.

Sin’s low, hearty laughter enveloped her. It slipped beneath her skin even as Juliana quickened her pace to put as much distance between them as possible.

Alexius listened to the woman’s footfalls and shook his head in disbelief at her foolishness. She was likely to break an ankle fleeing from him at such a reckless pace. He could have assured her that he had no intention of pursuing her. There was a chance that she might have believed him.

Of course, it would have been a lie.

Walking back to the bench, he crouched down and scanned the ground. Where was it? There. Alexius plucked up the forgotten white plume and held it up for inspection.

There was nothing extraordinary about the tiny piece of fluff. Nothing. Still, it did not stop him from tucking the feather into the tiny pocket of his waistcoat.

It was then that Alexius recalled that his sulky lybbestre had not told him her name.

No matter.

The mystery of her identity was part of the sensual game they would play together. No woman had ever been able to resist Sin for long.


Chapter Two

ALEXIUS NODDED TO the two burly guards as they opened the double doors to Nox, one of the more notorious clubs in London. Situated at 44 King Street between Covent Garden and the private clubs of St. James, Nox was an exclusive den of corruption whose members provided titillating gossip for the ton each spring.

As one of the founding members, Alexius was often the focus of innuendo and full-blown scandals; however, such notoriety was common for the men bearing the Sinclair title.

“Good evening, Lord Sinclair.” Berus, the steward of Nox, inclined his head respectfully. He removed the heavy black cloak from Alexius’s shoulders and passed the outer garment to a waiting footman. “We were not expecting you this evening.”

Alexius handed the servant his silk top hat. “My plans for the evening have taken an unexpected turn, Berus.” Energetic music and the shouts from enthusiastic gamblers beckoned behind closed doors. “It sounds like we have a full house.”

The eighty-five-year-old house once belonged to the current Duke of Huntsley’s grandmother. When she had died, she had specified in her will that the house and all its contents would pass to her beloved grandson. Six years earlier, the duke, or Hunter as he was called by his friends, had generously offered to donate the house for their little club. In a joint financial endeavor, Sin and his friends had renovated the old King Street house into an elegant, if not disreputable, meeting place. It had been Frost, the not-always-so-sensible Earl of Chillingsworth, who had suggested that they open the first floor of their club to guests and potential club candidates. All seven founding members had concurred. Over the years, the drinking and gambling had provided substantial revenue for the treasury that covered the servants’ wages and the club’s upkeep.

“Busier than usual for a Saturday evening, but nothing me and the staff can’t handle, my lord,” Berus said, removing a key from his waistcoat. He inserted the shank into the keyhole and gave the ornate bow an efficient twist. “You will find that you are not the only member whose plans took an unexpected turn this evening.”

The steward opened the door. Overhead, painted on a rectangular stained-glass panel was the Latin phrase “Virtus Deseritur,” which translated into “virtue is forsaken.” The panel had been a generous gift from someone’s former mistress, though the astute widow’s name had been long forgotten. Over time, the phrase became an apt motto for their little club.

Upstairs was the private sanctuary of the Lords of Vice. The appellation had been bestowed upon the seven of them years earlier after a prank had gone horribly awry. Afterward, several angry members of the ton had christened them with the nefarious title and Alexius and his friends were perverse enough to embrace it.

Access to the upper floors was restricted. Berus and his men were paid handsomely to ensure the uninvited were kept out. “Do you require anything else before I return to my duties, Lord Sinclair?”

“No, that will be all.”

Alexius heard the heavy oak door close and the metal locking mechanism slide into place as he climbed the stairs. Ahead he could hear the familiar crack as one ivory ball collided with another. Masculine and feminine laughter greeted him when he entered the room.

Only four of the seven founding members of their club were present this evening. Reign, who seemed determined to ignore the stifling duties as Earl of Rainecourt, was stretched out on the sofa with a female companion tucked under each arm. Vane, the Earl of Vanewright, was across the room on another sofa cuddling a very affectionate wench on his lap while Saint, the Marquess of Sainthill, and Frost, the Earl of Chillingsworth, strategically circled the twelve-feet by six-feet billiard table positioned in the middle of the room.

Reign ground his dark head of hair into the back of the sofa as he twisted his face in the general direction of the doorway. His expression flashed from surprise to genuine pleasure. “Sin! Egad, you’ve made a short evening of it. You have my sympathies.”

“Good evening, gents … ladies,” Alexius said, settling into the chair to his left. “Berus says we have a full house this evening.”

“Apparently so,” Saint said, his keen gaze focused on the billiard table. His tone implied that the activity below meant little to him.

Reign murmured something in the blonde’s ear, causing her to giggle. Sensing Alexius’s casual regard, the earl’s dark blue gaze shifted to him. “What happened to the Lettlecotts?”

Alexius pressed the back of his hand to his mouth to stifle a yawn. “Nothing. They seemed hearty and hale when I took my leave.”

Vane gave the woman sitting on his lap a playful shove. “Mary, my flirtatious minx, be a dear and pour Sin some brandy. It should dull the edge of his sarcastic tongue and spare us a bloodletting.”

The two white ivory balls collided, the hollow sound morbidly reminding him of skulls clacking together. Frost grunted in satisfaction as Saint’s ivory ball disappeared into a corner pocket.

“Do you wish to concede this game, Saint, or shall I humiliate you further?”

The Marquess of Sainthill pointed his cue at his opponent. Contrary to what his nickname implied, Saint could be quite devilish when provoked. Alexius shifted in his chair, his muscles tensing at the subtle threat of violence emanating from the players. This would not be the first time that he and the others had separated Saint and Frost.

Saint sneered. “Just play, you cocky arse. Either way, at the end of the night, my blunt still ends up in your bloody purse.”

“ ’ Ere you go, milord,” Vane’s brown-haired minx said, dangling the glass of brandy in front of his face. When Alexius accepted the offered glass, the lady interpreted his actions as an invitation and slid gracefully onto his lap.

“I do not believe we have been properly introduced, my dear,” he said dryly as the generous chit worked her clever little tongue into his ear. “What is your name?”

Everyone laughed, which had been his intention. The enthusiastic flirt on his lap had bathed herself in a heavy floral scent that offended his nose, but she had a sweet face, clean hair, and wore a dress that displayed her enticing wares as effectively as a shopkeeper’s front window display.

“I’m Mary, my lord,” she said, glancing back at Vane for his support.

“Or you may pick another name if you fancy something exotic,” Vane added cheerfully, unperturbed that his lady for the night was fondling one of his best friends. “Is that not so, love?”

“Indeed, it is.” She leaned closer and whispered into Alexius’s ear, “I can be anyone you desire.”

Her offer summoned the unbidden visage of the mysterious lady he had encountered in the Lettlecotts’ gardens. Those expressive green eyes, so wary and yet curious, had made an impression on him. He looked forward to the hour when he would encounter the lady again. For now, he banished the intriguing lybbestre from his thoughts and concentrated on the female on his lap.

“You’re one of Madam V’s girls, are you not?” Alexius inquired, lazily wondering if the lady was also a pickpocket. Her hand had delved beneath his coat and he could feel her unfastening the buttons of his waistcoat.

“Aye, that’s right,” Mary said, her brown eyes warming with pride. “The madam sent us to you fine gents with her compliments.”

Madam Venna was the proprietress of the Golden Pearl, a brothel that provided a rather extraordinary creative selection of carnal indulgences for its discerning patrons. Alexius suspected it was Madam V’s royal admirers who allowed her to run her establishment unmolested by the local constables.

“Your mistress is generous,” Reign said, nibbling on the brunette’s lips as he fondled the blonde leaning against his right side. The man was thoroughly enjoying the lion’s share of the madam’s gift, and if Alexius knew his friend, neither lady would be neglected.

The brunette clinging to Reign added, “Madam Venna appreciates the business our visits to Nox bring about.” She gave Saint a sly glance. “Lord Sainthill, the madam wanted me to convey her personal condolences on the departure of your latest mistress. If you require anything, the madam has offered to see to your, uh, demands personally.”

Saint slammed his cue down on the billiards table with enough force to silence the room. He took a threatening step toward the brunette but seemed to collect himself as she cringed against Reign. “Tell Madam Venna,” he said, snatching up his cue. “Tell her … Her pity is unnecessary and her offer bores me.”

That was Saint for you. He could be polite while telling a lady to go to hell. Alexius could only speculate on what had transpired between the lovely Madame V and Saint, but it had ended unpleasantly.

Vane cleared his throat. It was a pathetic attempt to change the subject, but even he seemed willing to ignore Saint’s unexpected outburst. “Sin, did Berus mention that your sister has sent several messengers to the club this afternoon?”

Damn.

Alexius finished his brandy. “No,” he said curtly while Mary, bless her, trotted off without being asked to refill his glass. Why was Belinda searching for him? Already aggravated by whatever crisis his sister was planning to draw him into, Alexius scrubbed his face with his hand. He was tired and hoped within the hour he would be too drunk to tackle Belinda’s little problem.

“I will call on her tomorrow.”

“There, there, Lord Sinclair,” Mary said, placing the glass of brandy into his eager hands. Her tone was soothing and almost motherly, but she ruined the chaste image by plopping down onto his lap. “Family matters. They tend to muddle a man’s plans, don’t ye think?”

“For a pretty girl, you are awfully insightful.” Alexius toasted her clever brain by raising his glass and imbibing. Mary giggled and squirmed closer as if she hoped to share his coat with him.

For a silent invitation, hers was endearingly transparent.

The pretty whore was letting him know in her unsubtle manner that she was his for the evening. All he had to do was accept her generous offer. Alexius measured her narrow waist with his hands. His thoughts once again drifted to the beautiful green-eyed blonde who had not trusted him with her name.

Utterly insulting.

Even though he had spared her from the Countess of Lettlecott’s ire, the ungrateful chit had not thought his good deed worthy of a boon. Sighing, he lifted Mary off his lap and steadied her while she found her feet. He patted her affectionately on the rump.

Mary’s brow lifted in puzzlement.

Alexius was sympathetic. He was equally bewildered by his decision.

“Off you go,” he said, encouraging her toward Vane. “My friend will appreciate you this evening more than I.”

Vane gave Alexius a questioning glance when Mary rejoined him on the sofa. Alexius shrugged and sipped his brandy. This was hardly the moment to announce to his drunken companions that a willing whore would not satisfy the lust simmering in his loins when he craved a more elusive challenge.

Frost howled in triumph as he holed the winning ball. His friends cheered, and in spite of Saint’s flash of temper, he accepted their ribbing with admirable grace.

“Another game, Saint?” Alexius suggested. “I didn’t have the opportunity to wager on Frost this last game.”

Saint muttered an obscenity under his breath. With a pointed look at Reign, Saint rolled the cue between his palms. “Any thought on how I might improve my odds?”

Reign’s slow smile was truly evil.

“I might, indeed.” He spoke quietly to the brunette. She cast several quick glances at Frost and nodded. “Frost, my friend, what say you if we added a slight challenge to this new game?”

The Earl of Chillingsworth snorted. “If you double the wager.”

“Done!” Reign extricated himself from the two beauties and climbed to his feet. “Gentlemen?” he asked, looking at his friends for concurrence.

From Saint’s expression Alexius concluded that he and Reign had concocted a plan long before the first game had been played. It was even possible that Saint had deliberately forfeited the earlier game to lure Frost into a false sense of confidence.

Not that Frost needed any encouragement.

The man possessed the arrogance of five men.

Vane shrugged, so Alexius spoke for both of them. “Agreed.”

Reign offered his hand to the brunette. She appeared a little skittish, but she tucked her hand into his and allowed him to escort her over to Frost.

“Lord Chillingsworth, your challenge.”

The prostitute tolerated Frost’s sullen perusal like a professional. Of the three, she likely would not have been the earl’s first choice. Alexius, like the rest of the occupants in the room, was privately wondering what Reign had ordered the brunette to do.

The earl’s eyes flared with interest when her fingers touched the two vertical buttons near his right hipbone. She unfastened his trousers with a practiced ease, and with her gaze fixed on Frost’s she braced her hands on his hips while she slowly lowered herself until she was on her knees.

“If I may?” The brunette purred in approval as she freed Frost from his trousers.

The prostitute’s head blocked Alexius’s view, but Frost’s face told its own story. He was aroused and willing to play billiards by Reign’s rules.

Without warning, Frost’s blissful expression vanished and his jaw clenched as his competitive spirit resurfaced. Reign had underestimated Frost’s desire to win. Nothing could distract him from claiming his victory, not even the tantalizing wench on her knees.

“Do your worst.”

Even so, there was no doubt in Alexius’s mind that Frost fully intended to bed the brunette who was teasing him to the point of madness with her nimble tongue.

After he trounced Saint in a game of billiards.

With the lip of the glass of brandy touching his lips, Alexius watched both professionals in action. When his eyes were half-closed, it was simple to imagine the blond lybbestre at his feet, her green eyes shimmering with desire.

All he had to do was find her again.
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