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Love, that releases no beloved from loving,

took hold of me so strongly…

that, as you see, it has not left me yet.

—Dante’s Inferno, Canto V. ll. 103–105
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Prologue

Destiny’s Path



England, 1804

Being born into a secret, centuries-old order of chivalry sworn to the fight against evil was not a destiny for the faint of heart.

As a newly minted agent, twenty-two years old, Jordan Lennox, the Earl of Falconridge, had just completed years of rigorous training at the Order’s remote, military-style school in the wilds of Scotland.

There, with his brother warriors, he had mastered all sorts of dangerous fun. He could scale sheer rock faces with naught but ropes and pulleys, had already swum the English Channel, could devise explosives out of a little saltpeter and random everyday objects found at hand. He was fluent in six languages, could navigate by the stars, and was so much at one with his smooth-bore rifle he could hit a bull’s-eye at fifty yards blindfolded.

These were basic requirements for any young knight of the Order about to be deployed on his first mission.

Jordan, however, more prudent, sensible, and cautious than his headstrong teammates even at the start of their illustrious careers, had already made up his mind about how he did not want the life of a spy to affect him in the long term.

After years of observing the grim demeanor of their handler, Virgil, he had made a pact with himself not to end up like that.

Too many of the older agents had that same dark look: cynical to the point of bitterness, hard-edged, stony.

Ice-cold.

What was the point of taking the Order’s blood oath to protect the Realm and everyone he loved—friends and family—if a man ended up as dead inside as an old, blackened hunk of petrified wood?

And so, wherever his future missions might take him, he vowed, he would not let his work for the Order become the only thing that he had in his life.

The key, as best he could figure, was not to lose touch with normal people, normal life, as silly and trivial as it sometimes seemed compared to the high-stakes shadow war that he and his brother warriors had pledged to fight.

Max and Rohan preferred to scoff at the oblivious people in Society, but Jordan, with his wonderful parents, adoring siblings, and countless cousins, found a certain quaint charm in ordinary goings-on.

Participating in all the social rituals helped him keep his balance—and it was for this reason that he accepted the invitation to the country-house party.

He probably wouldn’t be able to stay the full month of July, he supposed, for any day now, he expected to receive his first assignment to one of the foreign courts presently under threat.

With Napoleon running amuck across the Continent, every agent was needed, especially those of high birth who could be given entrée into places and meet with people to whom common folk had no access.

But all this was a care for another day.

For now, there would be picnics, outdoor games, strawberry picking with the delicate young ladies, quadrilles with debutantes, perhaps a home theatrical at their hosts’ elegant country estate.

It was all so deliciously normal, the sort of pursuits in which any highborn young gentleman might while away the long, lazy weeks of summer. Jordan relished the chance to pretend for a while that he was no different than any of the other, well-fixed young rakes, aside from having already come into his title.

He was even prepared to let the other lads win most of the athletic contests. What he was completely unprepared for, however, was meeting Mara Bryce…









Chapter 1



London
 Twelve years later

There is a gorgeous man over there staring at you,” Delilah drawled under her breath as the two fashionable young widows sat amid the wealthy crowd amassed at Christie’s grand auction rooms in Pall Mall. “Mmm, he’s very fit. Blond, with a smoldering look. Impeccable clothes. Go on, have a look. I’ll take him if you’re not interested.”

“Sh! I’m concentrating!” Mara, Lady Pierson, ignored her friend’s mischievous efforts to distract her and kept her attention focused on the auctioneer, who was smoothly managing the sale of the Old Master from his raised podium at the front of the long, high-ceilinged chamber.

“Seven hundred fifty, do I have eight hundred pounds? Eight hundred fifty…”


“You don’t need another painting, darling,” Delilah opined. “What you really need to do is take a lover, as I have long advised.”

“That, I assure you, is the last thing I require.”

“Prude.”

Mara snorted, barely paying attention to her as the bid was raised again. “Another arrogant male to come along and lord it over me? No, thank you. I’ve just got rid of one.”

“A lover, sweet, is different from a husband.”

“Well, you would know.”

Delilah smacked her arm lightly for this bit of insolence. Mara shot her a wicked, twinkling look askance, then returned her gaze to the front of the room. “No, my dear, I assure you, I can do without a man. I’m nearly thirty years old, and I’ve only just now got my life the way I want it. Why should I give some randy male the chance to wreck it for me?”

“Well, that is a good point. But randy males have their uses, darling. I daresay you will learn to enjoy them in time.”

“I doubt it. I have no talent for such things, just ask my husband.” She cast her worldly friend a cynical glance.

Delilah smiled sympathetically. “All the more reason for you to find a man who actually knows how to satisfy a woman.”

“Is there such a creature?” she murmured, watching the auctioneer attentively.

“To be sure! You could borrow Cole—but, no. Then I’d have to scratch your eyes out.”

Mara laughed softly. “Don’t worry. Your Cole is safe from me. The only male I care about right now is two years old.”

“That may be, Mama bear, but be warned, now that you’re out of mourning, you’re going to find yourself considered fair game.”

Mara shrugged with a restless glance around the auction hall at her competition for the painting. “Whoever tries will only be wasting his time.”

“Do I hear nine hundred?”

She quickly raised her numbered paddle again.

Delilah let out a bored sigh. “Why are you spending a fortune on this gloomy old portrait of some Dutch merchant’s wife? She’s ugly, anyway. She has a bulbous nose.”

“There’s more to art than prettiness, Delilah. Besides, the painting’s not for me.” Mara winced at the climbing price as the auctioneer proclaimed: “One thousand pounds!”

“Who’s it for, then?” Delilah asked in surprise.

Her friend waited expectantly; Mara hesitated before answering the question.

“Well?”

“It’s for George,” she conceded at last in a low tone, flashing her paddle again.

“George?”

“Do I have eleven hundred?”

“Who is George?” her friend whispered eagerly.

Mara sent her a cautious, meaningful look, trying to be discreet.

Delilah’s eyes widened. “Ohhh, that George! You mean the Prince Regent!” She gasped in scandalous delight. “Oh, you are having an affair with Prinny! I knew it!—oh, but darling, he’s so fat! Then again, he will be king. Hold on! Is he in love with you? Good God, you could get diamonds as big as your fist—”

“Delilah!”

“How is he in bed?” She laughed with wicked glee. “Oh, I’ll bet he’s terrible! But no worse than other heads of state—I wonder. What about King Louis of France? He’s also fat, and very old. At least he’s not Napoleon, poor little thing.” The merry widow’s meaningful laugh was pure deviltry.

“For heaven’s sake, keep your voice down!” Mara scolded in a whisper, trying not to laugh. “Listen to me, you mad-woman. I am not having an affair with the Regent. We are friends. Friends, do you mark me?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“His Royal Highness is my son’s godfather, as you are well aware. That is all!”

“Tell it to the ton, love.” Delilah folded her arms across her chest and studied her with a knowing eye. “With all your visits to Carlton House, there has been speculation.”

Mara let out a sigh. I know, she thought wearily. What a perverse world it was. Why did people always assume the worst?

“Eleven hundred! Do I hear twelve?” The auctioneer scanned the sprawling room. “Eleven hundred fifty?”

Holding her paddle high, Mara bit her lip with another quick glance around. “I think I’ve just bought…”

“Sold! To the lovely lady here.” With a polite nod to Mara, the auctioneer banged his gavel.

“Well, bully for me.” When Mara turned to grin at Delilah, her friend was staring quizzically at her. “What?”

“Eleven hundred pounds? Darling, I just furnished my entire beach house at Brighton for that much. Why else would you spend such a huge sum on the Regent unless he is your cher ami, hmm?”

“Because,” she answered ever so reasonably, “Gerrit Dou is his latest collecting craze. And—” Mara stopped herself, unsure how much she was allowed to say.

“And what?” Delilah leaned closer.

“And…I happen to possess certain information that a happy royal occasion is about to be announced. Now you see how frightfully clever I am?” she teased. “I’ll already have my gift picked out, while the rest of you will be left to scramble when the big announcement comes.”

“What big announcement?” Delilah prompted, tugging at her arm. “Are they finally going to let him have his divorce? Because, just think, then you could—”

“No! Sorry, my lips are sealed.” Mara chuckled at Delilah’s imploring huff.

“You’re really not going to tell me?” she exclaimed with a wounded air.

“I can’t, love. They’ll throw me in the Tower.”

“Right.”

“My dear, I dare not. It’s not my news to tell, you see. But you’ll hear it soon enough. It should be made public within a sennight.”

“You are wicked.”

“Look who’s talking! So, where is this gorgeous man you were talking about, anyway? What did you call him—impeccable and smoldering? I rather like the sound of that.”

“I thought you didn’t want a man.”

“Well, I don’t mind looking.” Mara followed her gaze as Delilah glanced around.

“Oh. He’s gone now. I don’t see him anymore.” Then Delilah sent her a small pout. “Honestly, you would tell me if you were sharing a bed with the Regent, wouldn’t you?”

“With the way you gossip? Absolutely not,” she answered mildly.

“But, my dear, that’s why you love me!”

“True. All the same, there is nothing to tell. His Royal Highness is my son’s godfather and my friend.”

“Your friend.”

“Of course! He’s been altogether gallant to me and to Thomas ever since my husband’s death.”

“I wonder why,” Delilah answered dryly.

“Well, you know, he is married,” Mara pointed out with an evasive shrug.

Delilah scoffed. “And your point is?”

“Come, everyone knows the prince has always preferred older women. He’s kind to me, that’s all.” And I owe him in ways that you don’t understand. “What more can I say? I genuinely care for him.”

“Well, that’s very sweet, darling. But you may be the last person in England who feels that way.”

“I don’t care what anyone says about him. I adore our Prinny. He has an artist’s soul.”

“Just what the country needs. Can we leave now?” Delilah complained. “It’s stifling in here, and it smells like my grandmother’s attic.”

“Fine with me. I accomplished what I came for. I’m anxious to get home to Thomas, anyway. He woke up yesterday with a bit of a sniffle. It has me rather concerned.”

“Horrors, a sniffle! And how many physicians have you had to the house in the past twenty-four hours to tend our little viscount?”

“Delilah Staunton, you know nothing about children.”

“I know enough to stay away from ’em, don’t I?” she retorted, her eyes twinkling.

Mara gave her a severe look in answer.

Delilah laughed blithely. “Come, I’ll send for our carriages if you want to go settle up for your painting and make the arrangements for its delivery.”

She nodded, then the two ladies rose from their seats.

As they maneuvered their long skirts with care, climbing as discreetly as possible past the row of still-seated patrons, Mara reflected on the pesky rumor that she was the Regent’s newest ladylove.

Obviously, she did not want to risk insulting the future king by too vehemently repudiating the tale, as if the thought of him as her paramour disgusted her. Not for the world would she ever wish to wound the extremely sensitive royal George’s feelings. He was so conscious of his weight, so tenderhearted, so easily made to feel rejected.


Thanks to her parents’ methods of raising her on a steady diet of barbed criticism and disparagement, Mara knew firsthand the difficulty of trying to live when one’s foundation, as it were, was built on complete uncertainty about oneself. Constant attacks on one’s worth and value tended to fill a person with a hopeless sense of failure, no matter how one tried.

That was why she could sympathize with the poor Regent. For him, there had never been any real chance of living up to the expectations of his father, the King, let alone the expectations of his countrymen. They had wanted a Wellington combined with a royal Adonis, and instead they had received an insecure, portly dilettante who had quickly become a nervous wreck.

The pressure on the Regent was beyond enormous, and he was not the sort of man built to carry that kind of load. Mara knew he needed friends, actual friends, not two-faced toadies around him, and after what he’d done for her and her little boy, she was happy to stand by him with stalwart loyalty even if doing so did some damage to her reputation.

What did it matter? She was no longer a girl of seventeen, anyway, obsessed with others’ opinions, trying to please everyone.

With the Prinny situation, the wisest course in her view was simply to laugh off the rumor and protest it only mildly—in a way that would not bruise the royal ego.

After all, a monarch’s friendship was not without hazard. If Beau Brummell himself could fall out of favor after one too-sarcastic jest, anyone could. The Prince Regent might be unpopular of late, but he still had the power to sentence anyone to social death.

In the meanwhile, Mara assured herself, the Regent did not really want to bed her. He had only dropped a few hints, no more than a light, unserious flirtation. The thought that he might be serious in any degree was too terrifying to contemplate. No, his Royal Highness merely enjoyed her company—which was more than she could say for her late husband.

Besides, the whisper of her supposed tryst with the Regent worked like magic to keep all the other lecherous lords of the aristocracy at bay. They dared not poach on what might be considered royal territory.

Delilah was right. Widows who still owned a share of youth and beauty were often the most hotly pursued women in the ton, fair game in the eyes of London’s many highborn seducers. There was a time when Mara would have savored so much male attention, but that was long ago. Her brief career as a coquette seemed another lifetime.

Her priorities were very different now. She was no longer an insecure young debutante, desperate for a husband—any husband—in order to escape her parents’ loveless home, but an independent woman who had fought hard to come into her own. Two years ago, the birth of her son had changed everything. For Thomas’s sake, Mara had grown strong.

Reaching the aisle along the gallery wall, Delilah and she walked toward the back of the crowded auction room, where people were milling around, quietly coming and going. Delilah nodded to various acquaintances along the way, while Mara, following, gazed at the rain tapping at the high, arched windows along the opposite wall.

The flat gray light of winter-weary March did little justice to these sad masterpieces so unceremoniously put up for sale. Dozens of oil paintings crammed the gallery wall, along with watercolors and sketches of all shapes and sizes.

Most of these Old Masters had changed hands many times over the ages, she supposed, but still had not arrived at their true home. There was something so poignant about seeing them hanging there, as if they were just waiting for someone to come along who might finally see and appreciate their subtler beauties, not just buy them for the sake of others’ envy or for some haughty sense of self-congratulation.

She thought of her supposed lover with a wry smile.

The Regent would have probably bought them all if the country were not already outraged at his spending.

Her gaze trailed wistfully down the gallery wall to the long tables where statues, vases, jewelry, and other objets d’art were displayed, awaiting their turn on the auction block alongside rare old books and a few ancient, illuminated manuscripts.

Glancing forward again to mind her step, Mara unexpectedly locked eyes with a man leaning against the back wall a few yards ahead.

She stopped in her tracks.

Stunned recognition nearly knocked the breath from her lungs. She knew him at once though it had been years.

Gorgeous, impeccable, and smoldering, just as Delilah had said…

Jordan—?

Jordan Lennox!

He was staring at her, but he did not smile.

But, how—? What on earth was he doing here?

Pain gripped her as she held his stare, a sudden surge of anguish that came without warning.

Delilah walked on ahead, oblivious to her halt.

Mara floundered in a state of shock.

Of course, her logical mind had known it was inevitable she would run into him sooner or later, but to see him standing there after all these years…

He narrowed his eyes in aloof curiosity, watching her.

Mara stiffened though her mouth had gone dry, and her heart was already pounding.

Treading water in a flood of buried hurt and long-nursed anger, she saw that she would have to walk right past him.


There was no other way out of Christie’s unless she went all the way round to the other side of the room. And she did not intend to give the ice-cold bastard the satisfaction of her doing that.

Perhaps he won’t even speak to me. I meant so little to him in the end, after all. It’s been so long, he probably doesn’t even remember who I am.

Since there was no point in trying to pretend she had not seen her former suitor, the one she had naïvely thought might be her true love, she masked the tumult of her emotions, steeled her spine, and proceeded forward with a haughty lift of her chin.

She felt naked, however, before the earl’s cool, steady stare. He did not look any more pleased by their little reunion than she was.

As she approached, still defiantly holding his gaze, refusing to show any intimidation, quite unlike the first time they had met, she thought that his ice blue eyes looked even shrewder, more piercing than she remembered.

Not as kind.

He was still terribly handsome, that austere face with a hint of Nordic blood, all chiseled planes and angles. But he did not look like a happy man.

Good, she thought fiercely. If she’d had to suffer in the years that had passed since they had parted, it was only fair he should’ve done the same.

Everything she had gone through in nine miserable years of marriage could have been avoided if Jordan had not abandoned her. If he had really been different from the rest of the young men who had once vied for her hand.

Oh, he was different, all right. The others were merely shallow. He was worse, crueler, in his way, than her rough-mannered husband.

Tom had been a club, but Jordan was a scalpel.


“Mara.” He condescended to a dutiful nod when she was right in front of him, the crowd jostling her closer to him than she had any desire ever to go again.

The sound of her name on his tongue made her flinch.

How dare you speak to me?

“Lord Falconridge,” she replied in a frosty tone. She meant to keep going without so much as slowing down, but he spoke again—as if he could not help himself—his words polite, his tone slightly goading.

“Congratulations on the Gerrit Dou.”

Mara paused, turning to him with a guarded stare.

He flicked a rudely approving glance over her figure. “You’re looking well.”

Gracious, this bold appraisal from Lord Holier-Than-Thou quite astonished her! He had always been—or pretended to be—the model of knightly virtue when they were young.

Perhaps he’d changed. Perhaps he’d given up the act of chivalry at last. Good. The world did not need any more hypocrites.

“Thank you,” she clipped out. Again, she meant to walk away, and again he stopped her with another comment—seemingly in spite of himself.

“I did not know you collected art.”

There’s a lot you don’t know about me, you prick. “I don’t, my lord. Good day.”

“Mara—”

“Lady Pierson,” she corrected him in sharp reproach, but she, too, could not help turning back in spite of herself. Folding her arms across her chest, she subjected him to the same rude perusal that he had just enjoyed of her.

It did not help her peace of mind to see that he still looked good. Very good. Actually, to her dismay, the false-hearted cad looked even better than he had twelve years ago. He must be what, now? Thirty-four?


The years had hardened the comely, golden youth into a man. He was still clean-cut, his sandy hair cropped short and neat, while the careful discipline of his dress had matured into effortless elegance. But no wonder that, she thought in disdain, as this was a man who spent his time lounging around European palaces.

Leaning by the oak-paneled wall, casually winding his fob watch, the worldly diplomat earl wore a bottle green riding coat, its stand collar framing his neat white cravat. His waistcoat bore a discreet herringbone pattern; tobacco brown breeches disappeared into black top boots with buff turnovers.

That was Jordan for you, she thought with an ache that had never quite gone away. Nothing extreme. Coolly controlled, the consummate gentleman. All subtlety, precision. A model of exacting, pitiless perfection.

Years ago, she had heard one of his friends call him “Falcon,” short for his title, Falconridge, and indeed, the nickname fit him well. A fierce, beautiful, and solitary creature flying over all, out of reach, looking down on the rest of the world from a distance, his most private thoughts known only to the wind.

He had always fascinated her. Even now, to her complete exasperation, she felt the heated pull toward him in the core of her body, a womanly yearning for a completion with this man that had been too long denied.

He just watched her with a hawklike detachment, both very close and yet, so far away. That piercing stare made her think he could read her as easily as a street sign, but for his part, he was still a mystery to her, unknown and unobtainable.

At least now, in her widowhood, she had an inkling of the freedom he enjoyed as a male, with the money and time to do as he liked, having to answer to no one.


Perhaps that was part of why he had walked away from her all those years ago. She had thought she understood back then that the thing he cared about most was friends and family, the connections that wrapped a life in comfort; but instead, to her bewilderment, he had become a rootless wanderer.

Well, but it did not signify. Their history together was as dead and gone as Tom.

Mara advised herself to leave. Now. And yet, caught in his gaze, she remained.

“Back from the Continent, are you?” she asked begrudgingly, remaining aloof. “Or do you merely condescend to honor England with a visit, my lord?”

Jordan put his watch away again, looking amused by her hostility. “Back to stay, as far as I’ve been told.”

The news shook her. Oh, perfect. So now I’ll have to deal with you on a regular basis in Society?

Delilah had stopped ahead but pivoted upon finding herself alone, then returned the few short paces to Mara’s side. She smiled at the earl with admiring interest, then turned to Mara in curious expectancy. “Shall I wait for you?”

“No need. I’m coming,” she replied, but Jordan, damn him, dazzled her companion with one of his most devastating smiles.

“Won’t you introduce me to your friend, Lady Pierson?” he asked very deliberately, his tone silky-smooth.

Mara gritted her teeth. “Mrs. Staunton, the Earl of Falconridge.”

“Mrs.?” he asked, a teasing twinkle of regret in his pale blue eyes as he took her friend’s offered hand.

“Alas, Lord Falconridge, my poor husband has gone on to be with the Lord,” Delilah purred.

“What a shame,” he murmured with a frown full of sinful intent. He dipped his head and kissed her knuckles. “Pleasure.”


Mara clenched her jaw harder.

Delilah’s stare devoured him. “I marvel that we have not met before, Lord Falconridge.”

“The earl spends most of his time abroad,” Mara interjected, studying him in disapproval. “England is far too small for the likes of him. Provincial, I’m afraid.”

“I say!” Delilah laughed, noting Mara’s razor tone. “Where have you been wandering, my lord?”

“Yes, where, Jordan, pray tell? The nine circles of Hell, perhaps?”

“Not all nine yet. So far, I’ve only seen a few. Here and there,” he added, answering Delilah’s question with a smile. But he sent Mara a sardonic frown at her pointed reference to the scandalous Inferno Club, of which he was a longtime member.

All London knew that only very bad boys with fine bloodlines and deep pockets were admitted into Dante House, the headquarters of that exclusive and rather mysterious society of rakehells and highborn libertines.

Years ago, Jordan had charmingly assured her that he was the club’s token “good boy,” the one responsible fellow who made sure the others got home unscathed after a night of riotous drinking and wenching, or whatever other violent mischief his mad friends got up to in the middle of the night.

At seventeen, she had been naïve enough to believe him. Now she understood this was just his line.

It had certainly worked on her.

“Provincial or not,” Jordan added lightly, watching Mara, “I am back in London now.”

“How fortunate for the entire Realm,” she drawled, unnerved by his presence and this news. “Come, Delilah. I must get home to Thomas. Good day, my lord.”

“Thomas, yes, of course. How is your charming husband, my lady?” he challenged her.


Mara looked at him, taken aback. “Lord Pierson has been dead these two years. I was referring to my son.”

“Ah.” Jordan looked not at all surprised. “I’m so sorry,” he added with a polite nod and an utter lack of sincerity.

She realized he had known of Pierson’s death.

For whatever reason, he seemed to have asked merely as an experiment to find out her reaction.

Mara eyed him warily, then turned away, but alas, Delilah lingered. “I say, Lord Falconridge, considering you’ve only just returned to Town, why don’t you and Lady Falconridge come to my dinner party tomorrow night?”

Mara whipped around, aghast, hearing this.

“You mean my mother?” he drawled.

Delilah’s lashes fluttered. “Oh, you are not married?”

“Most assuredly not, last time I checked.” The air crackled with furious tension after that remark.

He did not look at Mara, and she could not possibly look at him.

In that moment, she was paralyzed with the memory of their final night together at the country-house party, when she had risked her reputation and her mother’s wrath to sneak away and join him in the garden, as he had asked.

Running out to him through the flowery garden paths glimmering in starlight, she had been so sure he meant to propose, and she already knew that her answer would be yes, yes, yes.

Every hour since she had met him had been magical.

But as it turned out, that was not the reason for his summons, as she had soon learned when he had taken her hands gently in his own.

“I wanted to see you privately so I could say good-bye.”

Stunned disappointment nearly stole her voice. “Good-bye?”

“I must go.” He had searched her eyes soulfully. “My orders arrived this afternoon from the Foreign Office.”


“Well, w-when do they want you?”

“Immediately, I’m afraid.”

Mara had struggled to absorb the blow. “W-will you be gone long?”

“Six months, at least. Maybe as many as eight.”

“Eight months! Oh…”

“I’m sorry.”

Her head was reeling. The thought of having to stay even longer in her parents’ house made her wince, but if there was hope they could be together eventually, she had to admit he was worth the suffering. “C-could I at least write to you?” she ventured.

“Oh—I don’t know yet where I’ll be.”

Being in shock made it hard to know what to say. “If you let me know the address when you find out, I’ll write you every day. You can write back to me when you’re able.”

“I’m not sure that will be possible, Mara,” he had said, searching her eyes with such sincerity. “But I will try.” He had lowered his gaze. “Miss Bryce, I know you’re anxious to change your situation. But if there’s any way you could delay making your choice for a while, then in a few months when I return, perhaps we could see each other again, and if we still feel the same—it’s just, I’ve never met anyone like you—”

“Oh, Jordan!” Without warning, she had thrown her arms recklessly around his neck and kissed him on the lips.

He had seemed as surprised by her sudden advance as she was.

A moment later, he had cupped her face between his hands and kissed her back with such reverent restraint.

“Take me with you!” she had whispered breathlessly, as soon as his lips stopped caressing hers.

“I can’t,” he breathed, shaking his head.

“Why not?”

“It’s too dangerous, Mara.” He closed his eyes. “The whole Continent’s a battlefield right now. I’m not dragging you into the theatre of war. You’ll be safe here.”

“Don’t go! I’ll die if anything happens to you!”

“Nothing is going to happen to me. I’m just a diplomat. I have to go, sweeting. People are counting on me. It’s the right thing to do. And besides, it is my duty,” he said, though the look in his eyes was anguished despite his conviction.

Mara had gazed at him adoringly. How beautiful he was! How noble! she had thought in awe, staring at him. How could a silly thing like her ever have attracted a golden-hearted hero like him?

If he left, he was sure to come to his senses once they were apart. Trembling, Mara had lowered her gaze to the ground for a long moment. Everything in her said, Don’t let him get away. It was obvious how and why she needed him. But some small voice inside her heart warned her, illogically, that somehow, Jordan needed her, too.

Rising panic made her desperate enough to dare whisper the boldest question of her life: “Could we not marry before you go?”

At least then she’d have her own house and the guarantee that he’d come back to her eventually.

He had gazed at her in tender regret and tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. “Mara, try to understand. I do care for you. But this is all so sudden. I have—responsibilities. We mustn’t let our emotions run away with us. A person can’t fall in love in three short weeks. That’s just the moonlight talking.”

She had lifted her head and stared at him. Did he really doubt what she knew they both were feeling?

She nearly blurted out her doubts, but she was already embarrassed that she had just more or less proposed to him and been rejected.

“Please. I have no choice,” he had whispered to her with an imploring gaze. “We have to be adults about this. When I come back, if things still feel the same between us, if you want to, then we can…oh, don’t look at me like that, sweeting. I’ll be back before you know it! You won’t forget me, will you?”

“Oh, Jordan, I could never forget you.”

“Then you must be strong.”

“And you be safe,” she had countered, tears rushing into her eyes.

He had winced, pulled her closer, and pressed a kiss to her brow. “Don’t worry about me. You just behave yourself like a good girl, and I will see you soon.” He had kissed her hands, then released them, gazing reverently into her eyes as he backed away, bowing to her when he reached the edge of the grove.

Mara had choked back a sob as he pivoted and marched off into the shadows.

That was the last time she had seen him until this very day. No wonder she could barely draw her next breath of air in past her corset.

But Delilah had no knowledge of their painful past, still prattling on. “You must come and let us entertain you, my lord!” Her friend was sidling closer to him and looking altogether pleased to discover that he was a bachelor. “I’m famous for the excellence of my table—and Lady Pierson will be there! I see you two are acquainted. You’ll want a chance to catch up, no doubt. And given that you’ve been away, we’ll both be happy to introduce you around again to everyone. All the best people come to my soirees,” she added, preening.

Mara’s heart was pounding. She stared at her friend, discreetly hiding her wrath, but Delilah paid no heed, exuding charm.

“How very generous of you, Mrs. Staunton,” he replied.


“No, no, Delilah, please,” she pooh-poohed him. “So, would you like to come, my lord?” she asked in a decidedly wicked tone.

The handsome blackguard looked delighted by her naughty innuendo, but before he could answer, Mara spoke up through gritted teeth. “I don’t think that’s a very good idea.”

She willed Delilah to notice her warning glare, but the merry widow could not tear her gaze off the worldly earl.

“I’d be honored,” he said smoothly.

“Excellent! I live at 16 Chesterfield, off Curzon Street.”

“Ah, nice and close to the Park,” he purred with a stare that practically caressed her friend.

If he was ogling Delilah for the express purpose of irritating her, by Jove, the childish trick was working.

How unlike the Jordan Lennox she remembered!

“Come at half past seven, and we shall dine at eight,” Delilah instructed him.

He nodded politely. “I look forward to it. Thank you for your kind invitation, madam. Ladies.” He taunted Mara with a sly, sidelong glance, then sketched a bow. “If you’ll excuse me, they’re about to introduce my item. Wish me luck.”

With that, he sauntered back into the bustling main auction room, leaving both wide-eyed women gazing at his broad shoulders and his compactly muscled derriere.

Mara turned to Delilah with a severe look when he had disappeared into the crowd. “You should not have done that.”

“Why ever not?” Delilah beamed and clapped her gloved hands in jubilation. “Oh, Mara, he’s perfect for you! What an utterly delicious specimen! Just the sort of lover you should start with—”

“Oh, God, don’t make me ill!” She pivoted and immediately began marching toward the clerk’s station to pay for the Gerrit Dou.


“What’s wrong?” Delilah exclaimed, hurrying after her.

“I despise that man!”

“Don’t be absurd.”

“I do! I hate him—he hates me—we hate each other—couldn’t you tell?” she asked rather frantically.

“Right.” Delilah folded her arms across her chest. “That would explain why neither of you could stop staring.”

“Nonsense, it was you he was drooling over!”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Darling, you sound jealous, and yet you hate him? Now, here’s a mystery!”

Mara scowled at her impossible friend, but her heart was pounding as she joined the short queue to pay for her Gerrit Dou. “Well,” she announced in a businesslike tone, tugging off her gloves, “I cannot possibly come to your dinner party now.”

“Of course you can.”

“No. The sight of him would more than ruin my appetite,” she declared with a shudder.

“Not mine.” Delilah glanced admiringly in the direction the earl had gone. “He is quite the robust entrée, if you take my meaning. Good English beefsteak. Bit of tenderizing, and I’d put him on my menu any night.”

Mara rolled her eyes heavenward at Delilah’s familiar brand of irreverence. “Are you going to flirt with him like that tomorrow night in front of Cole?”

“Perhaps. What does it matter to you since you cannot abide him? Anyway, Cole and I do not pretend to have an exclusive understanding.”

“Oh, really? Is Cole aware of that? In case you haven’t noticed, the poor man is in love with you.”

Delilah shrugged in studied nonchalance. “That is his problem, not mine. So, why this aversion to Lord Falconridge? He seems entirely charming to me.”


Mara shook her head and looked away. Though she was fuming, she finally conceded: “We had a falling-out a long time ago.”

“Over what?”

“It does not signify!”

“Well, if it was long ago, maybe it’s time to let bygones be bygones?”

She shot her a glare. “No, it’s not. And I don’t wish to discuss it,” she added, before Delilah could ask again.

Her friend frowned. “Well, at least tell me what he’s been doing out of the country!”

“I don’t know; something to do with the war,” Mara mumbled, moving forward as another gentleman finished his transaction with the clerk. “Now that it’s over, it appears the bleeder’s back.”

“Is he an officer? He looked rather dangerous to me.” Delilah elbowed her. “Did he ever show you his sword?”

“Would you behave? He’s in some branch of the diplomatic service. Foreign Office or some such.”

“How intriguing! Where was his post?”

“I don’t know, and if I did, I wouldn’t even care!” she declared a little too emphatically.

Delilah scowled at her. “Very well. I’ll go and tell the boy to bring our carriages.”

“Please do.”

“Touchy!” Delilah muttered, but lifting the hem of her skirts a bit, she glided off to fetch their transportation.

Reaching the front of the line, Mara shoved Jordan Lennox out of her mind with a vexed huff; but as she reached into her reticule and wrote out a cheque to pay for the painting, her hands were still shaking from their brief encounter.

Handing over her payment, she set up a time to have the Gerrit Dou delivered to her home. She would present it to her royal friend in person when he returned from Brighton. The arrangements made, she smoothed her reticule over her wrist and went to the entrance, where Delilah waited.

She realized she had been rather vehement with her friend and approached with a chastened attitude. “I’m sorry for being short with you, darling. It’s just that seeing that, that person again was—a trifle upsetting.”

Delilah gazed at her. “He meant a lot to you?”

“Once, he did. Until I realized he’s just a fraud. Too good to be true,” she said with a sigh.

“Perhaps he’s changed since you last knew him.”

“Oh, I’m sure we both have. For the worse.” Gazing down Pall Mall as she waited for her driver to bring the coach, Mara shook her head. “I don’t know. I once imagined he and I shared something…beautiful and sweet, and so innocent…but obviously, it was all a girlish delusion. He left without a backward glance, and that was how I ended up with Pierson.”

Delilah’s eyes widened. “Pierson was your second choice even from the start?” she whispered.

Mara nodded wryly. “And once he realized that, he never forgave me for it.”

Her friend studied her with a thoughtful frown.

“What is it?” Mara asked.

“Mara, Pierson’s gone,” Delilah said. “You are free to do as you choose. Perhaps destiny has given you and Lord Falconridge another—”

“No. He had his chance,” she cut her off. “He’s not going to hurt me again, I can promise you that.”

“All the same, that’s the biggest reaction I’ve seen out of you toward any man—well, ever.”

“That’s because I despise him, as I told you.”

“You know what they say, my dear. Hatred is but the other side of the coin to love.”


She snorted. “Not in this case.”

“Very well, then. Maybe you’re just saving yourself—for George.”

Mara scowled at her.

Delilah laughed. “Here’s my carriage. Au revoir, darling.” She gave Mara a peck on the cheek, then nodded to one of Christie’s footmen posted by the door; he opened it for her onto the busy, windy avenue. “Remember, tomorrow evening, seven o’clock!” Delilah called. “Come early so we can make fun of everyone else before they arrive.”

“I told you, I’m not coming anymore.”

“Of course you are!”

“No, I’m not. Not if he’s there.”

“Very well! Since you clearly have no interest in that lovely fellow, I’ll make sure to entertain him personally.” With a pointed glance over her shoulder, Delilah paraded out the rest of the way to her waiting carriage, where her liveried groom handed her up.

Before her carriage pulled away, she looked out the window with a knowing smile and an arch wave farewell.

Mara was left stewing on the pavement. I know what she’s trying to do, but it’s not going to work.

Delilah could have the cad for all she cared.

A moment later, her trusty driver, Jack, brought her coach gliding to a halt before the entrance. At once, her footman got the carriage door and knocked the step down for her.

Mara climbed in, assuring herself again that she did not give a fig if Delilah seduced Jordan, or the other way round. It mattered not the tiniest iota.

All she cared about was getting home to Thomas. Her pride and joy, the center of her world.

Whatever capacity for love she possessed, it was reserved for her child and him alone. Her baby deserved all she had to give. Besides, a creature so pure and innocent, so full of love, would never betray her, never hurt her like everyone else had. Even if by some wild chance, Jordan were interested in her again, it did not signify. Her decision was already made.

She was Thomas’s mother now, and that was all that she desired to be.
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