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Chapter 1





She watched as he moved through the crowd, his tall, languid grace at odds with the look in his golden eyes, alert and predatory.


Women whispered that Marcus Stewart, Lord Roth, was a fallen angel. With his dark hair and whiskey eyes, his lush lips and artistic hands, she had never believed otherwise.


He nodded politely to one of the friendlier couples of the ton; the other man standing taller, the woman growing more animated as the conversation continued. Even from her vantage point across the room, she could see a small smile curve Marcuss beautiful mouth and a warmer light enter his usually cold and distant eyes.


She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry in the moist late spring air. She had been privy to his real smile, the one that reached all the way to his eyes and lit up his face, the one that caused her to forget her own name and her body to lean closer to his. Silk felt smoother and chocolate tasted better when he unleashed that smile. And she was selfish and wicked enough to want it all to herself, to taste him as his mouth curled, to feel his long, lean fingers curve around her waist and into her hair as he drew her forth.


She saw him moving on into the crush of people and watched full lips thin into a dangerous smirk as he said something cutting to a man she knew he disliked. That was the danger with fallen angels, she had always thoughtthey could show you all the delights of heaven or easily deliver you into the fires of hell. Most women found the dichotomy all the more exciting, and though she might scoff aloud, in the darkness of her bedroom, ensconced beneath her covers, left to her dreams, her mind agreed.


He finally stopped his forward momentum at a foursome of the fashionable and notorious. As he joined their conversation, his shoulders relaxed infinitesimally; unnoticeable to anyone else, but she hadnt spent years observing him for naught. The Angelfords and Marstons were his closest friends. Friends with whom he could relax and dispense with the facade that society demanded; friends who generated more than their own share of gossip.


That his two best friends were now happily married had society poised for Marcuss capitulation as well. But he was not the least bit interested in marriage, and although the reasons for his feelings were secret, the actual matter of his opinion was not.


That had not stopped every matchmaking mama with daughters of a marriageable age from throwing their daughters in his path. Oh, no. The Roth title was distinguished and enduring, more so than many of the dukedoms. Marcus had power, lots of it.


That, coupled with his looks and brooding nature, made for no shortage of young misses, or married women, ready to fall at his feet. All of them wishing to be the one to tame him.


He carried a darkness that only dissolved when he unleashed one of those smiles. And perhaps, more desirous than the feeling of the smiles turning her to goo, she longed to see the shadows behind his eyes banished and his inner light relit.


She wanted to be more than just his chess partner and friend. She wanted


Pain crashed through her foot, causing her to jerk upright and look to the side. Her mother, her handsome features highlighted by her upswept hair, continued to look straight ahead at the stuttering young man conversing with them, acting as if she hadnt just deliberately crushed her daughters toes to dust.



Isabella, Lady Willoughby, quickly contained her mortification at being caught staring. Not that it mattered overly, since she wasnt one on whom the ton kept close tabs. She was just nice, plain Isabella Willoughby, widow of an equally nice and plain member of society. And like the pretty but unremarkable paper that covered the walls of the ballroomshe belonged in the scene but was eminently forgettable.


No one expected much from her besides pleasant conversation and a convenient way to introduce their daughters into society. Her spotless reputation and the fact that she genuinely liked to make outings easier for the young debutantes in their first seasons had ensured the ton matrons continued benevolence in the ten years since Isabellas own debut.


Of course, a single whiff of scandal would grind all past benevolence to dust. Thus spoke society.


The man talking to her mother excused himself, allowing her mother to pin her with a knowing gaze. Isabella tried to look contrite, but her mother shook her head in exasperation. Polite exasperation, of course. After all, they were still in the public eye.


Isabella, you need to stop woolgathering. One day someone other than your mother is going to catch you staring.


Isabella cringed. Sometimes her mother could still make her feel fourteen. I know, I know. Im sorry, Mama.


Charlotte Herringfield tapped her fan and sighed. Dont apologize, dear. I still dont know if your father and I did the right thing by pushing you into marriage with a man that wasnt She waved her fan in Marcuss general direction.


Isabella swallowed. You didnt force me to marry George. And it was the right decision. George was awas a good friend, she finished softly.


But you didnt love him. Her mothers shrewd eyes missed little.


No, I loved him, you know I did. And she truly had, even though she had never been in love with him. He had been a good companion and friend. They had been comfortable. Her stomach had never clenched and the sheer thrill of life had never occurred in his presence, but then those were not necessarily the things on which to base a marriage. Still, she had never experienced that extra spark with George, and had always felt that shed somehow slighted him. That she was the one who had denied him love. He had scoffed lightly at her confession on the day he had asked for her hand, instead joking and making her laugh.


Not the type of love we are talking about. Her mothers look was slightly censorious. They had beaten around the topic many times since his death.


George always said that we shared something better, she explained. Friendship. Respect. The gardens. She laughed, but it was slightly strained. He was just so ill much of the time, especially there at the end


Her mother had a faraway look in her eyes. Oh, Isabella. I just wanted you to be happy. She sighed and looked toward Marcus, who ironically was now chatting amiably with Isabellas father. I still do, of course.


I was, Mama. I am.


Hmmm


Isabella narrowed her eyes. Dont hmmm me, Mama. Im no longer in leading strings.


Her mother patted her arm, somewhat sadly. No, indeed you are not. She straightened. Will you be coming with us to Devonshire?


The season was nearly over, and her parents were always eager to return to the country. Her gaze shifted back to Marcus and her father. Perhaps in a few weeks.


Mmmm


You are losing your vocabulary, Mama. Need I be worried?


Her mother swatted her with her fan. When Im old and infirm, I will still be able to match wits with you, my dear.



Isabella briefly rested her head on her mothers shorter shoulder, breaking a rule of etiquette and for once not caring. I know you will.


Her mother harrumphed, but looked pleased all the same. Her father was making his way toward them through the crowd and Isabella blinked, realizing that she had lost sight of Marcus. Perhaps that was for the best.


Francis is on his way over, so Im sure we will be leaving for home soon. Dreadful crush, and we dont want to be stuck with thirty carriages in front of us and nothing to do about it. Well call on you before we leave town, of course. She paused, as if wrestling with something. And perhaps it is time you pull one of your dreams into reality, dearest. A woman in your position is accorded more freedom than you had when you were eighteen or even twenty-one. Just dont do anything too far beyond the pale.


She grimaced, and Isabella grinned. Her mother was very straitlaced about certain things, so for her to suggest something daring like that nearly defied imagination.


Why, Mother, you wound me.


I will wound you if you get into trouble, she muttered. Dont make me regret this.


Isabella gave her a squeeze, and her father winked as he joined them. Did I miss something?



It was on the tip of her tongue to repeat what her mother had saidher mothers glare only a minor deterrent. Mother is just worried about what you two will do inside a carriage for an hour while you wait in the queue to leave. Shall I find you a deck of cards?


Im sure we can find something to occupy the time. Her father waggled his dark brows and her mothers face tinged pink.


Charlotte Herringfield gave a sniff, pressed her empty cup into Isabellas hand and turned to walk away, but Isabella noticed that she stayed close to her fathers body as they left.


Her parents marriage was a love match by any standard. She wondered if that aspect of life would have been different if she had been reared by parents who were distant and cold. Would she still pine for love and all it entailed?


She tucked an errant strand of hair behind her earas usual, her too heavy hair strained to be free.


Turning back to the crowd, she nodded as one of the more timid debutantes passed by and smiled. No, she was not unhappy with her lot in life, no matter what the pitter patter in her heart said when she brushed Marcuss hand while playing chess or cards. At least she was still able to be near the one she loved.


The dance floor had grown even more crowded, the young bucks and maidens eager to catch their final dances. She watched a risqu widow capture the attention of the men on the edges of the floor as she expertly whirled in her partners arms, the train of her rose-lavender dress swirling about as she arched her back to expose more of her dcolletage. Isabella had to keep from arching a brow as the men salivated. They would assuredly vie for the widows hand in the next dance.


Isabella looked down at her own demure ball gown. A bright blue, not the perfect shade for her skin, but adequate and within the fashion dictates of the season, which edged into the brighter colors. It was unfortunate that the bold, deeper colors she looked best in were not currently in fashion. Oh, every color could be made fashionable, but the character she played in society would never be dressed in something daring or risqu.


She bit her lip. And yet, there was a tiny part of herall right, more than a tiny partthat wanted to whirl and twirl and transform into a butterfly instead of a passable moth.


She compared the dresses of the other married and widowed ladies in the crowd to her own gown. Yes, she was definitely one of the more modest ladies in attendance. Being on the edge of fashion had never been one of her aims. Just being in fashion was enough. Shed much rather be tending her garden, or playing chess, or speaking with Marcus, than worrying about what to wear. However, if she wanted to be seen as more than just a friendly face, she knew she would have to rearrange her priorities.


She sighed. She had fallen in love with him ten years ago, and even now, at twenty-eight and a respectable distance from widows weeds, she still found him the most entrancing man shed ever met.


He, of course, had never returned the sentiment.


She continued to survey the ballroom and nearly dropped her mothers cup. Marcus was looking straight at her, his whiskey and gold eyes connecting with hers. He smiled, but there was no heat in his gaze, no glint of passion. She swallowed heavily and smiled warmly in return. She was well-practiced by now at keeping her real emotions hidden. She looked away, pretending interest in a raucous group near the corner.


She was a coward. A complete and utter milksop. What if she showed her interest and his eyes turned cold or disappointed? She had seen that expression on his face for others. She didnt know if she could bear it being turned on her.


And if that wasnt a cowardly thought


Yes, it was definitely time to take her courage in hand. She just couldnt take this any longer. She would make a few changes and see what happened. She just wanted to


A warm whisper of wind caressed her ear, and she knew who it was before his husky, sinful voice formed words. Good evening, Bella.














Chapter 2





The first thing most people noticed about Isabella Willoughby was her hair. Thick, lustrous and coal black, it evoked images of harem veils and moonlight bouncing off the dark wavy sea.


To most people it was her one outstanding feature, usually constrained to a bun or upswept in a style that inhibited it from tumbling around her shoulders in the lazy haze it deserved. Marcus had often thought she should allow the riotous mass to have its way.


As he leaned forward to whisper in her ear, a curl brushed his cheek and the fine edges of the tendrils slid across his upper lip.


Good evening, Bella.


She stiffened before turning. He greeted her with a lazy grin and watched her expression ease into a welcoming smile. Others might never look past her glorious hair, but the thing that he liked best about Isabella was the way the edges of her lips curled upward, spreading to the tiny crinkles at the edges of her eyes. Her smile transcended mere lips or eyes and showed something much deeper.


Good evening, MarLord Roth.


His lips curved again. You can call me Marcus in public, Bella. Im surely not going to start calling you Lady Willoughby.


He had never liked her married name.


She raised a brow. Lord Roth, I see that you are in pleasant spirits tonight, she said somewhat tartly, but the sparkle in her eyes spoke otherwise. A rousing discussion of the weather with Miss Cross?


Were you watching me, Bella? he said in a low, seductive voice, amused when her lips tightened. Trying to make sure the ladies under your wing dont come to harm?


But of course, she said airily. The infamous Lord Roth, despoiler of innocents, is on the prowl tonight, didnt you know?


The light scent of wildflowers, uniquely Isabellas, drifted up to him. Sounds like a man who knows how to have a good time. Do introduce us, wont you?


She waved a hand in dismissal, her fan clacking at her wrist. He isnt that exciting. Likes to bury his nose in a book when he could be out in the garden or enjoying the sunset. You are aware of the type, Im sure.


The scholarly type, you mean? Not the brutish, slightly addled type like our dear friend Lord Marston?


Brutish, whatever do you mean? Her tone was questioning, but he could see the amusement in her blue eyes for his poke at Stephen.


Men who cant do a thing with their brains and must resort to constantly moving things about with their hands.


I think most women appreciate a man who knows what to do with his hands.


The undercurrent of the conversation rippled through him. Her face held only innocent interest, but even as a staid and proper lady, she was far too intelligent not to recognize a double entendre when it passed her lips.


One of her fingers tapped the bottom of an empty cup, and he saw the bottom of her blue dress sway slightly to hide a definite fidget beneath.


He considered Isabella a friend, and would never have entertained thoughts of a less savory nature about her, but his lips suddenly disconnected from that part of his brain.


No woman has ever had cause for concern with me in that area, I assure you.


She nodded, and her wide eyes narrowed in thought as she examined him. You are an exceptional pianist. I suppose theres that. You certainly have the fingers to play.


The disconnect in his brain seemed to have encompassed more than just the route to his mouth. It seemed his ears had been affected as well. Either that or Isabella Willoughby had secretly sprouted horns.


A flash of movement from the dance floor made her head turn, but he continued to watch her face, trying to decipher what the devil was going on. An expression of longing, of deep desire, passed over her face. He turned to see what had captured her attention.


A woman was dancing particularly close to her partner, her dress swirling around her. He looked back to see the expression wiped clean from Isabellas face, her eyes riveted back on him, patiently awaiting his response. What did she long forthe dance, the closeness of the couple, or the man? Fenton Ellerby was a scoundrel, and there was something about the man that always put him off, but Ellerbys handsome features and devil-may-care attitude inspired blushes and swoons wherever he went. More than one young lady had been shuffled off to the country after a rumored liaison with him.


Did Isabella carry a tendre for Ellerby? That could only end badly. Women like her, gentle, caring and unerringly polite, would always be sought by the well-meaning men of the ton. But the rogues preferred prettier, curvier, richer meat.


He would know.


He opened his mouth to say something, but her expression suddenly shifted again. Longing? Disappointment? Resolve?


Goodness, Miss Cross is waving me over. I do hope she hasnt gotten herself into a pickle with Mr. Sethy. I must be off. She gave him a brilliant smile and pressed something into his hand.


Be a dear and dispose of this, would you, Lord Roth? Her fingers lightly brushed across his, leaving behind her empty lemonade cup. Oh, and Knight to C6. I believe that is check, my lord. She sauntered away with her usual stately grace.


Well, damn.


He looked at the empty cup in his hand, his mind still processing what had just transpired. His eyes tracked her movements. Was she leaving to move closer to Ellerby, who had just insinuated himself in a group near Miss Cross?


And damn it all, he had completely expected her to move her rook, as that had been consistent with her previous strategies.


He could easily remove his king from check. The move she had just made was an obvious one, but not at all her style. All of a sudden she was changing her game? It was going to take him well into the night to figure out a countermove to whatever her new strategy was.


You look as if that cup has done you immeasurable harm.


Marcus looked up to see James Trenton, Marquess of Angelford, staring at him in amusement.


I believe it may well have.


And how is Lady Willoughby tonight? I havent had the chance to greet her. Scared her off again, have you?


He gave James a dark look. She moved her knight.


Ah.


Marcus dragged a hand through his hair. Never mind. He scanned the crowd, looking for the rest of their close-knit group. Where is Lady Angelford?


Socializing. Calliope knew I wanted to speak to you alone.


Marcus immediately looked back at James. Somethings gone wrong again, I take it?


Jamess expression darkened. Yes, we need to speak outside.


Stephen Chalmers, Duke of Marston, appeared at their sides as they walked through the thinning crush of bodies and the gilded terrace doors.


I take it Im the last to know this time, Marcus said, casting a look at Stephen.



Youve lost some of your touch, old boy. Always with your finger on the rhythm of the world. But lately taken to the ladies more than usual. Youve been through what, four of them in the last two months?


Marcus made a rude gesture, which he covered from a passing couple by pretending to cough.


Not a ton record, by any means, Stephen continued, blithely ignoring the gesture as they found a spot on the terrace where they could observe others without being overheard. But rather gadabout of you. None of them up to your standard? Or are you trying to escape from something?


The last comment hit a little too close. Marcus scowled.


I dont know what you found wrong with the last one. Mrs. Cavenwell, was it? Seemed a good enough sort for a mistress.


Marcus gave him a withering look. Ill make sure to inform your wife.


But Stephen just smiled. Audrey also thinks Mrs. Cavenwell would make you a good mistress.


She would. Audrey wasnt the usual society wife. I dont want or need a mistress.


Sometimes he wondered if he wanted friends either, with ones like these.


Stephen clapped Marcus on the back and looked at James. Calliope will be most pleased, wont she, James? She has her eye on a few marital prospects for you and has just been waiting for you to come around.


Marcus resisted the urge to find a quill and jab it through his temple.


While Stephen chattered, James watched Marcus silently. Youve changed over the past few years, he said. Weve all noticed.


Stephen shed his carefree facade and he too looked up at Marcus through shrewd eyes. They had been dancing around this subject for weeks.


Marcus waved them off in dismissal. Stress over the past years happenings. Its not as if the two of you have been in any position to judge. I remember you both muttering and wailing until your wives whipped you into form.


Were worried about you. All of us.


Marcus looked at Stephen. Of the three of them, Stephen had been the one able and willing to express his feelings. Marcus envied him that, even as he cringed at the banality. With his free upbringing and carefree attitude, Stephen had never expected to inherit the title that had been thrust upon him a year ago. In contrast, he and James had known since infancy that they were to carry the family mantlesthe pride, arrogance, and responsibility. It predisposed one to a more stoic mien. And now Stephen outranked them both, though he tended to eschew the political and power manipulating that Marcus loved and James tolerated.


Upon gaining the inheritance, Stephen had promptly pitched his titles inherent power and his House seat into Marcuss hands. It had been a mutually beneficial arrangement.


Marcus had already wielded enough power to select who sat in any office in the government, his power more than the other two mens, no matter that they were a duke and marquess, and he a mere baron. After gaining Stephens block, he had wielded more power than anyone in the House. Perhaps more than anyone in the country who was not of royal blood.


Political intrigue was one of his loves. The love that would be the first to fall.


Cold swept through him. He was getting quite used to the feelings of dread these days.


Dont be ridiculous, Stephen. There is nothing to worry about.


Youre grooming St. John to take your place. Why? You love all that bloody trite and boring mess in the House. Even for the Foreign Office, Ive seen you mentoring him. Right scary, it is.


Marcus knew his face showed nothing. He had been playing power games for far too long to reveal anything. And he had an edge over the other two in years. Not by much, but hed been playing politics and shadowing the underground longer. Whereas James and Stephen were good, excellent in fact, at what they both did, he was better. It was his lifes work. His goal. His ambition. And it allowed him to forget, to escape, if only for the length of a job. And then he would find another job, another task, another political intrigue on which to focus.


He didnt fidget, didnt brush his sleevetelling signs that might give him away.


Sinjun is a good sort. Young, though. Loves the ladies a bit too much. Better tell Audrey to watch her sister with him.


A half smile played around Stephens mouth. I know. But you are changing the subject.


Sinjun is growing and realizes he needs to take over more. You are well past that stage. He looked down his nose. You need to start sitting more regularly in the House.


Stephen waved a hand dismissively. But you love it. Better to keep me out of the way. Im like a puppy, and you wouldnt want drool on the House floor, would you?


Marcus smiled despite himself. It would be right in line with types like Ainsworth and Yarnley, who piss all over it.



So why are you grooming Sinjun, and pushing me, all of a sudden?


Marcus cocked a brow. Stephen had made too many trips to the lemonade bowl if he thought that tactic would work. Its not all of a sudden. Now, are you going to tell me the real reason were out here?


They were his friends. Real friends. And he didnt have many of those in his type of work, so he valued their opinions greatly. But he wouldnt talk about his personal life. Not even with them.


Stephen looked like he might argue, so Marcus turned to James. Angelford. You have always been the more sensible one. Out with it.


James raised a brow. Fletchers missing. One of the officers informed me about twenty minutes past. The grab had the stamp of the Crosby gang.


Marcus swore, his bones growing cold as he instantly calculated what this would cost them and where new men would need to be deployed. He wasnt set to meet with his men tonight, something hed have to rectify.


Is there any other information?


No.


Third abduction this week, Stephen added.


Marcus gripped Isabellas cup in his palm. We obviously didnt get the right Crosby member.



No.


These one word answers arent endearing you to me, Angelford.


Shall I pretend to move my rook instead?


Ha, bloody ha.


Three men missing or dead. And the key players still unknown. Marcus clutched the cup. He hated making mistakes. And this mistake was costing his men their lives.


Have you talked to Hildebrand?


No, but the officer said Hildebrand wanted us to report in early tomorrow, James said.


He must be going spare, Stephen said. Been a bit tetchy of late.


Hildebrand was fairly new to the position, after the death of their last leader. Best not to think about that, though, Marcus told himself. Another mistake in a long list of them. Marcus had been asked to lead the office, and had seriously considered taking the position, but in the end chose to remain in the field.


He might not be able to express his emotions as freely as Stephen, but he didnt want to end up as one of the wax museum figures from burning the desk work at both endspolitics and intrigue. He wouldnt be able to do either for much longer anyway.


Yes, Hildebrand would be a bit tetchy.



Stephen looked past him, toward the terrace doors. Its getting late. Audrey and Calliope are waiting for us by the doors.


Off with you two, Marcus said. Go back to your doting wives.


James cocked his head, and Marcus felt the stirrings of a headache. Not this again. Why did every bloody, happily married person feel the need to interfere in the lives of others?


He held up a hand to forestall the meddling. Angelford, Ill have your head on a platter if you say one more word about my private life.


Stephens green eyes twinkled, but James must have seen something in Marcuss face beyond the warning because he gave him a mock salute and pushed Stephen toward the doors.


Marcus felt the stirrings of a more severe headache as a wave of nausea broke over him. He swallowed and inhaled deeply. Damn. He looked around the terrace, pretending an interest in the foliage. Mentally he counted the steps to the doors just in case. The layout of the ballroom was clearly impressed in his mind, but the shifting bodies on and around the dance floor always presented a challenge.


His vision dimmed around the edges as he strode inside. It was past time for him to leave.


He deftly maneuvered around the dancers and headed for the door, hoping to get to the blessed darkness of his carriage before he became physically ill. Perhaps it was time to leave London for good. Finish up this last case and retire to the country.


Away from pushy, well-meaning friends, the work he loved, and all the things he preferred not to think about.
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