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Chapter 1

London, 1820




Damn, damnthere it goes, the frigging thing! A stream of curses floated on the gust of wind, shocking the guests at the water party.

The yacht was anchored in the middle of the Thames, the guests assembled in honor of King George. So far the party had been dull but dignified, everyone dutifully complimenting His Majestys magnificently fitted yacht. With its brocaded furniture, fine mahogany, chandeliers of clustered crystal droplets, gilt sphinxes, and carved lions poised in every corner, the yacht was a floating pleasure palace. The guests had all been drinking heavily in order to attain the mild euphoria that would substitute for a real sense of enjoyment.

Perhaps the gathering would have been more entertaining had the kings health not been so poor. The recent death of his father and a taxing ordeal with gout had taken their toll, leaving him uncharacteristically morose. Now the king sought the company of people who would provide laughter and amusement to relieve his sense of isolation. That was why, it was said, he had specifically requested the presence of Miss Lily Lawson at the water party. It was only a matter of time, a languid young viscount had been heard to remark, until Miss Lawson would stir things up. As usual, she did not disappoint.

Someone get the deuced thing! Lily was heard to shout between lilting bursts of laughter. The waves are moving it away from the boat!

Grateful for the reprieve from ennui, the gentlemen rushed in the direction of the commotion. The women protested in annoyance as their escorts disappeared to the bow of the ship, where Lily hung over the railing and stared at some object floating in the water. My favorite chapeau, Lily said in reply to the chorus of questions, indicating it with a sweep of her small hand. The wind blew it right off my head! She turned to her crowd of admirers, all of whom were ready to provide consolation. But she didnt want sympathyshe wanted the hat back. Grinning with mischief, she looked from one face to another. Who will play the chivalrous gentleman and retrieve it for me?

Lily had tossed the hat overboard on purpose. She could see that some of the gentlemen suspected as much, but that didnt stop the torrent of gallant offers. Allow me, one man cried, while another made a show of doffing his own hat and coat. No, I insist that I be afforded the privilege! A rapid debate ensued, for each one of them wished to gain Lilys favor. But the water was rather turbulent today, and cold enough to cause a health-threatening chill. More importantly, it would be the ruination of an expensive, perfectly tailored coat.

Lily watched the controversy she had caused, her mouth curving with amusement. Preferring argument to action, the men were all posturing and making gallant statements. If anyone were inclined to rescue her hat, he would have done so by now. What a sight, she said under her breath, staring at the bickering dandies. She would have respected a man who would step forward and tell her to go to hell, that no ridiculous pink hat was worth such a fuss, but none of them would dare. If Derek Craven were here, he would have laughed at her, or made a crude gesture that would have sent her into a fit of giggles. He and she both had similar contempt for the indolent, overperfumed, overmannered members of the ton.

Sighing, Lily switched her attention to the river, dark gray and choppy underneath the heavy sky. The Thames in springtime was unbearably cold. She lifted her face to the breeze, her eyes slitting as if she were a cat being stroked. Her hair was temporarily straightened by the wind, and then the shining black curls sprang to their usual buoyant disorder. Absently Lily pulled off the jeweled ribbon that had been tied around her forehead. Her gaze followed the ridges of waves as they broke against the side of the yacht.

Mama she heard a little voice whisper. Lily shrank from the memory, but it wouldnt disappear.

Suddenly she imagined she felt downy baby arms encircle her neck, delicate hair brush against her face, a childs weight settle in her lap. The Italian sun was hot on the nape of her neck. The quack and bustle of a duck procession crossed the glassy surface of the pond. Look, darling, Lily murmured. Look at the ducks. Theyre coming to visit us!

The little girl wriggled in excitement. A chubby hand lifted, and a miniature forefinger extended as the baby pointed to the parade of self-important ducks. Then she looked up at Lily with dark eyes, and a grin that revealed two tiny teeth. Dah, came the exclamation, and Lily laughed softly.

Ducks, my darling, and very handsome ones, too. Where did we put the bread to feed them? Dear me, I think Im sitting on it

Another whisk of wind came, chasing away the pleasurable image. Moisture seeped beneath her lashes, and Lily felt a painful twisting in her chest. Oh, Nicole, she whispered. She tried to breathe away the tightness, willed it to disappear, but it refused to go. Panic built swiftly inside her. Sometimes she could numb it with liquor, or divert her mind with gambling or gossip or hunting, but the escape was only temporary. She wanted her child. My babywhere are youIll find youMamas coming, dont cry, dont cry The desperation was like a knife twisting deeper every moment. She had to do something at once, or she would go mad.

She startled the men nearby with a high, reckless laugh, and kicked off her heeled slippers. The pink plume of her hat was still visible in the water. My poor chapeau s nearly sunk, she cried, and threw her legs over the railing. So much for chivalry. I see Ill have to rescue it myself! Before anyone could stop her, she leapt off the yacht.

The river closed over her, a wave smoothing over the place where she had been. Some of the women screamed. Anxiously the men scanned the rippling water. My God, one of them exclaimed, but the rest were too astonished to speak. Even the king, informed of the goings-on by his grooms-in-waiting, waddled forth to take a look, pressing his massive bulk against the railing. Lady Conyngham, a large, handsome woman of fifty-four who had become his latest mistress, joined him with an astonished exclamation. You know Ive said it beforethat woman is mad! Heaven help us all!

 
Lily stayed underwater a moment longer than was necessary. At first the coldness was a shock, paralyzing her limbs, making her blood turn to ice. Her skirts turned heavy, pulling her down into the mysterious cold darkness. It wouldnt be difficult to let it happen, she thought numblyjust drift downward, let the darkness overtake herbut a pang of fear impelled her hands to make a finning motion, propelling her to the dim light above. On the way up, she grasped the lump of sodden velvet that brushed her wrist. She broke the surface of the water, blinking the stinging salt from her eyes, licking it from her lips. Needles of intense cold stabbed through her. Her teeth chattered violently, and she regarded the shocked assemblage on the yacht with a shivering grin.

Ive got it! she chirped, and held the hat aloft in triumph.

A few minutes later, Lily was pulled from the river by several pairs of willing hands. She emerged with her wet gown clinging to every curve of her body, revealing a slim, delectable figure. A collective gasp went through the crowd on the yacht. Women watched her with a mixture of envy and dislike, for no other female in London was so admired by men. Other women who behaved just as disgracefully were regarded with pity and contempt, whereas Lily

She can do anything, no matter how abominable, and men adore her all the more for it! Lady Conyngham complained out loud. She attracts scandal just as honey draws flies. If she were any other woman, she would have been ruined a dozen times over. Even my darling George wont abide any criticism of her. How does she manage it?

Its because she behaves like a man, Lady Wilton replied sourly. Gambling, hunting, swearing, and politickingtheyre charmed by the novelty of a woman with such masculine ways.

She doesnt look very masculine, Lady Conyngham grumbled, observing the dainty form sheathed in wet fabric.

Assured of Lilys safety, the men crowded around her erupted into laughter and applause at her daring. Pushing the sodden curls back from her eyes, Lily grinned and gave a dripping curtsey. Well, it was my favorite hat, she said, regarding the ruined clump of material in her hands.

Good Gad, one of the observers exclaimed in admiration, youre absolutely fearless, arent you?

Absolutely, she said, causing them to chuckle. Rivulets of water ran down her neck and shoulders. Lily wiped at them with her hands and turned away to shake her wet head vigorously. Would one of you dear, dear gentlemen fetch me a length of towel and perhaps a bracing drink before I catch my death of Her voice trailed away as she caught sight of a still figure through the curtain of wet tendrils.

There was movement around her as the men scattered to find towels, hot drinks, anything to serve her comfort. But the one standing several feet away did not move. Slowly Lily straightened and pushed her hair back, returning his bold stare. He was a stranger. She didnt know why he stared at her that way. She was accustomed to mens admiring gazesbut his eyes were cold, emotionlessand his mouth was taut with contempt. Lily stood without moving, her slender body shivering.

She had never seen immaculate golden blondness combined with such satyric features. The breeze blew the locks of hair back from his forehead, revealing the intriguing point of a widows peak. His hawklike, aristocratic face was strikingly hard and stubborn. In his eyes, so brilliantly pale, there was a bleakness that Lily knew would haunt her for a long time afterward. Only someone who had experienced such bitter despair would be able to recognize it in another.

Profoundly disturbed by the strangers gaze, Lily turned her back to him and beamed at her approaching admirers, who were laden with towels, cloaks, and steaming hot drinks. She banished all thoughts of the unknown man from her mind. Who gave a damn about some stuffy aristocrats opinion of her?

Miss Lawson, Lord Bennington remarked with a concerned expression, Im afraid youll catch a chill. If you wish, I would be honored to row you ashore.

Discovering that her teeth were chattering against the rim of a glass, making it impossible for her to drink, Lily nodded gratefully. She reached her blue-tinged hand toward his arm and tugged in order to make him lower his head. Her icy lips came near his ear. Hurry, pl-please, she whispered. I th-think I may have been a little t-too imp-pulsive. But dont t-tell anyone I s-said so.



Alex, Lord Raiford, a man known for his self-discipline and remoteness, was battling an inexplicable anger. Ridiculous womanrisking her health, even her life, in order to make a spectacle of herself. She had to be a courtesan, one known in a few select circles. No one with a shred of a reputation to preserve would behave like that. Alex unclenched his hands and rubbed his palms on his coat. His chest felt tight and banded. Her high-spirited laughter, her lively gaze, her dark hairdear God, she reminded him of Caroline.

Youve never met her before, have you? he heard a scratchily amused voice nearby. Sir Evelyn Downshire, a fine old gentleman who had known his father, was standing nearby. Men always have that look when they see her for the first time. She reminds me of the marchioness of Salisbury in her day. Magnificent woman.

Alex tore his gaze away from the flamboyant creature. I dont find her all that admirable, he replied coldly.

Downshire chuckled, revealing a carefully constructed set of ivory teeth. If I were a young man Id seduce her, he said reflectively. I would indeed. Shes the last of her kind, you know.

What kind is that?

In my day there were scores of them, Downshire mused with a wistful smile. It took skill and cleverness to tame themoh, they required no end of managingtrouble, such delightful trouble

Alex looked back at the woman. Such a delicate face she had, pale and perfect, with fiery dark eyes. Who is she? he asked, half in a dream. When there was no reply, he turned and realized that Downshire had wandered away.



Lily climbed out of the carriage and made her way to the front door of her Grosvenor Square terrace. She had never been so uncomfortable in her life.

Serves me right, she muttered to herself, walking up her front steps while the butler, Burton, watched from the doorway. What an idiotic thing to do. The Thames, in which all of Londons refuse was dumped, was not an advisable place to swim. Her leap into the water had left her clothes and her skin tainted with a distinctly unpleasant odor. Her feet squeaked inside her wet slippers. The odd noise, not to mention her appearance, caused Burtons brow to furrow like a millstone. That was unusual for Burton, who usually greeted her calamities without expression.

For the past two years, Burton had been the dominant figure in the household, setting the tone for servants and guests alike. When welcoming visitors into her home, Burtons starched manner conveyed that Lily was a person of consequence. He overlooked her follies and adventures as if they didnt exist, treating her as an impeccable lady although she rarely acted like one. Lily knew full well that she would not be respected by her own servants if it were not for Burtons imposing presence. He was a tall, bearded man with a solid girth, his neat iron gray beard framing a stern face. No other butler in England had his precise combination of haughtiness and deference.

I trust you enjoyed the water party, miss? he inquired.

A smasher, Lily said, trying to sound animated. She handed him a wad of soggy velvet, adorned by a straggling pink feather. He stared blankly at the object. My hat, she explained, and squeaked into the house, leaving a wet path in her wake.

Miss Lawson, a guest is awaiting your arrival in the parlor. Lord Stamford.

Zacharys here? Lily was delighted by the news. Zachary, Lord Stamford, a sensitive and intelligent young man, had been a dear friend for a long time. He was in love with her younger sister, Penelope. Unfortunately he was the marquess of Hertfords third son, which meant that he would never inherit sufficient title or wealth to satisfy the Lawsons ambitious plans. Since it was clear that Lily would never marry, her parents dreams of social advancement were centered on Penelope. Lily felt sorry for her younger sister, who was betrothed to the earl of Raiforda man Penelope reputedly did not even know very well. Zachary had to be suffering.

How long has Zachary been here? Lily asked.

For three hours, miss. He claimed to be about urgent business. He stated that he would wait as long as necessary in order to see you.

Lilys curiosity was awakened. She glanced at the closed door of the salon, positioned between the arms of the double-sided staircase. Urgent, hmm? Ill see him right away. Ersend him to my upstairs sitting room. I must get out of these wet things.

Burton nodded without expression. The sitting room, attached to Lilys bedchamber via a small anteroom, was reserved for Lilys closest acquaintances. Few were allowed up there, although an untold number had angled for invitations. Yes, Miss Lawson.



Zachary had found it no hardship to wait in Lilys parlor. Even in his agitation, he couldnt help noticing that something about No. 38 Grosvenor made a man feel extraordinarily comfortable. Perhaps it had something to do with the color schemes. Most women had their walls done in the fashionable pastel colorscool blue, icy pink, or yellow, ornamented with white friezes and columns. Uncomfortable little gilt chairs with slick cushions were the mode, those and sofas with dainty legs that looked incapable of bearing any real weight. But Lilys terrace was decorated in rich, warm colors, with solid furniture that invited a man to put his feet up. The walls were covered with hunting scenes, engravings, and a few tasteful portraits. There were frequent gatherings of writers, eccentrics, dandies, and politicians at her home, although Lilys liquor supply was undependablesometimes abundant, sometimes perplexingly sparse.

Apparently Lily was amply stocked this month, for one of the housemaids brought Zachary a decanter of good brandy and a glass on a silver tray. She also offered him a copy of the Times, ironed flat and stitched down the seam, and a plate of sweetened biscuits. Enjoying a feeling of well-being, Zachary asked for a pot of tea and relaxed with the paper. As he finished the last of the biscuits, Burton opened the door.

Has she arrived? Zachary asked eagerly, jumping to his feet.

Burton regarded him implacably. Miss Lawson will see you upstairs. If you will allow me to show you the way, Lord Stamford

Zachary followed him up the curving staircase, with its intricately turned balusters and highly polished banister. He entered the sitting room, where a lively blaze cast its light from a small marble fireplace, and illuminated the green, bronze, and blue silk wall hangings. After a minute or two, Lily appeared at the doorway that connected to her bedchamber.

Zachary! she exclaimed, rushing forward and seizing his hands. Zachary smiled as he bent to brush her soft cheek with a perfunctory kiss. His smile froze as he realized that she was clad in a robe, her bare feet peeking out from beneath the floor-length hem. It was a circumspect robe, heavy and thick, the neck trimmed in swansdown, but it was still a garment in the category of unmentionable. He stepped back in a startled reflex, but not before he noticed that her hair was drying in spiky clumps, and she smelled ratherpeculiar.

In spite of that, Lily was still strikingly beautiful. Her eyes were as dark as the center of a sunflower, shadowed by a thick sweep of lashes. Her skin had a pale, polished glow, and the line of her throat was delicate and pure. When she smiled as she did now, her lips had a singularly sweet curve, as if she were an angelic little girl. Her innocent appearance was deceptive. Zachary had seen her trade the subtlest of insults with rarefied dandies, then shout vulgarities at a pickpocket who had attempted to rob her.

 
Lily? he asked tentatively, and he couldnt help wrinkling his nose as he got another whiff.

She laughed at his expression and waved at the air in front of her. I would have bathed first, but you said your concern was urgent. Pardon me for reeking of eau de poissonthe Thames was rather fishy today. At his uncomprehending stare, she added, My hat was blown into the river by a gust of wind.

While you were still wearing it? Zachary asked in confusion.

Lily grinned. Not precisely. But lets not talk about itId rather hear about the matter that brought you to town.

He gestured to her attire, or rather her lack of it, uncomfortably. Shouldnt you like to dress first?

Lily gave him a fond smile. There were some things about Zachary that would never change. His soft brown eyes, his sensitive face, the neatly groomed hair, all of it reminded her of a little boy dressed for church. Oh, dont blush and carry on. Im perfectly well covered. I wouldnt have expected such modesty of you, Zachary. After all, you did ask me to marry you once.

Oh, yes, well Zachary frowned. The proposal had been made and rejected so quickly that he had almost forgotten about it. Until that day Harry was my best friend. When he jilted you in that dastardly manner, I felt the only gentlemanly thing to do was to act as his second.

That provoked a snort of laughter. His second? Good Gad, Zachary, it was an engagement, not a duel!

And you turned down my proposal, he remembered.

Dear boy, I would have made you miserable, the same way I made Harry miserable. That was why he left me.

That is no excuse for him to have behaved so dishonorably, Zachary said stiffly.

But Im glad he did. If he hadnt, I never would have traveled round the world with my eccentric Aunt Sally, and she never would have left me her fortune, and I would be Lily paused and gave a delicate shudder, married. She smiled and seated herself before the fire, gesturing for him to do the same. At the time, all I could think about was my broken heart. But I do remember your proposal as one of the nicest things that ever happened to me. One of the few times a man has acted unselfishly on my behalf. The only time, actually. You were prepared to sacrifice your own happiness and marry me, just to save my wounded pride.

Is that why youve remained friends with me over the years? Zachary asked with surprise. With all the elegant, accomplished people you know, Ive always wondered why you bother with me.

Oh, yes, she said dryly. Spendthrifts, wastrels, and thieves. Quite an assortment of friends I have. Obviously I dont exclude royalty and politicians. She smiled at him. Youre the only decent man Ive ever known.

Decencys gotten me far, hasnt it? he said glumly.

Lily looked at him in surprise, wondering what had made Zachary, a perennial idealist, look so woebegone. Something must be very wrong indeed. Zach, you have many wonderful qualities. Youre attractive

But not handsome, he said.

Intelligent

But not clever. Not a wit.

Cleverness is usually born of malice, which Im glad to say you dont have. Now stop obligating me to praise you, and tell me why youve come. Her gaze sharpened. Its Penelope, isnt it?

Zachary stared into her fire-lit eyes. He frowned and gave a long sigh. Your sister and your parents are staying with Raiford at Raiford Park, making preparations for the wedding.

 
Its only a few weeks away, Lily mused, warming her bare toes before the crackling blaze. I wasnt invited. Mother is terrified that I would make some sort of scene. The sound of her laughter was tinged with melancholy. Where would she get such an idea?

Your past doesnt quite recommend you Zachary tried to explain, and she interrupted with amused impatience.

Yes, of course I know that.

She hadnt been on speaking terms with her family for some time. Those ties had been cut years ago by her own careless hands. She didnt know what had driven her to rebel against the rules of propriety her family held so dear, but it didnt matter now. She had made mistakes for which she would never be forgiven. The Lawsons had warned her that she would never be able to come back. At the time, Lily had laughed in the face of their disapproval. Now she was well acquainted with the taste of regret. Ruefully, she smiled at Zachary. Even I wouldnt do something to embarrass Penny. Or heaven forbid, endanger the prospect of having a wealthy earl in the family. Mothers fondest dream.

Lily, have you ever met Penelopes fianc?

Hmmnot really. Once I caught a glimpse of him in Shropshire during the opening of grouse season. Tall and taciturn, thats how he appeared.

If he marries Penelope, he will make her life hell. Zachary intended the statement to be shocking, dramatic, spurring her into immediate action.

Lily was unimpressed. Her dark, slanting brows drew together, and she contemplated him with almost scientific detachment. First of all, Zach, theres no if about it. Penny is going to marry Raiford. She would never disobey my parents wishes. Second, its hardly a secret that youre in love with her

 
And she loves me!

and therefore you may be apt to exaggerate the situation for your own purposes. She raised her eyebrows significantly. Hmm?

In this matter I couldnt exaggerate! Raiford will be cruel to her. He doesnt love her, whereas I would die for her.

He was young and melodramatic, but it was clear he was sincere. Oh, Zach. Lily felt a surge of compassion for him. Sooner or later everyone was driven to love someone they could never have. Fortunately, once had been enough for her to learn that particular lesson. You will remember, I advised you long before now to coax Penny to elope with you, she said. Either that or dishonor her so that my parents would have to consent to the match. But its too late now. Theyve found a fatter pigeon than you to pluck.

Lord Raiford is no pigeon, Zachary said darkly. Hes more like a liona cold, savage creature who will make your sister miserable for the rest of her days. He isnt capable of love. Penelope is terrified of him. Ask some of your friends about him. Ask anyone. Theyll all tell you the same thinghe doesnt have a heart.

Well. A heartless man. She had met her share of those. Lily sighed. Zachary, I have no advice to offer, she said regretfully. I love my sister, and naturally it would delight me to see her happy. But theres nothing I can do for either of you.

You could talk to your family, he begged. You could plead my cause.

Zachary, you know Im an outcast from the family. My words carry no weight with them. I havent been in their good graces for years.

Please. Youre my last hope. Please.

Lily stared into Zacharys anguished face and shook her head helplessly. She didnt want to be the source of anyones hope. He own small supply had been exhausted. Unable to remain sitting, she sprang up and paced around the room, while he remained deathly still in his chair.

Zachary spoke as if he feared that one ill-chosen word would be his ruin. Lily, think of how your sister feels. Try to imagine what it is like for a woman without your strength and freedom. Frightened, dependent on others, helplessoh, I know that is a feeling utterly foreign to someone like you, but

He was interrupted by a caustic laugh. Lily had stopped pacing and was standing near the heavily draped window. She rested her back against the wall, one leg bent until the point of her knee showed through the thick ivory robe. Regarding him with bright, mocking eyes, she gave him a smile shadowed with irony. Utterly foreign, she repeated.

But Penelope and I are both lostwe need someone to help us, guide us to the path we were meant to walk together

Dear, how poetic.

Oh God, Lily, dont you know what it is to love? Dont you believe in it?

Lily turned away, pulling at a few strands of her short, matted hair. She rubbed her forehead wearily. No, not that kind of love, she said in a distracted manner. His question troubled her. Suddenly she wished he would go, and take his desperate gaze with him. I believe in the love a mother has for her child. And the love between brothers and sisters. I believe in friendship. But Ive never seen a romantic match that lasts. Theyre all destined to end out of jealousy, anger, indifference She steeled herself to look at him coolly. Be like every other man, my dear. Marry advantageously, then take a mistress who will supply all the love you need for as long as youre willing to keep her.

Zachary flinched as if she had slapped him. He stared at her as he never had before, his soft eyes accusing. For the first time, he said unsteadily, I can believe some of the things that others say about you. F-forgive me for coming here. I thought you could provide some help. Or at least comfort.

Damnation! Lily exploded, using her favorite curse. Zachary winced but remained in his chair. In astonishment, Lily realized that his need was that great, his hope that stubborn. And she, of all people, should understand the hell it was to be separated from the one you loved. Slowly she went to him and pressed a kiss to his forehead, smoothing his hair back as if he were a little boy. Forgive me, she muttered remorsefully. Im a selfish wretch.

No, he said in confusion. No, youre

I am, Im impossible. Of course Ill help you, Zachary. I always repay my debts, and this has been long outstanding. Suddenly she leapt away and strode around the room with renewed energy, chewing on her knuckles as if she were a cat frantically grooming itself. Now let me thinklet me think

Dazed by her swift change of mood, Zachary sat there and watched silently.

Ill have to meet Raiford, she finally said. Ill assess the situation for myself.

But Ive already told you what hes like.

I must form my own impression of him. If I find that Raiford is neither as cruel nor as horrid as you paint him, Ill have to let the matter alone. Her small fingers laced together and she flexed them up and down, as if making them more limber before seizing the reins of a palfrey and charging off on a hunting course. Go back to the country, Zach, and I will notify you when Ive made a decision.

What if you discover that Im right about him? What then?

Then, she said pragmatically, Ill do whatever I can to help you get Penny.

 








Chapter 2




The ladys maid entered the room with an armload of evening finery. No, Annie, not the pink gown, Lily said, gesturing over her shoulder. Tonight I want something more dashing. Something wicked. She sat at her dressing table, peering into a gilt-framed oval mirror and running her fingers through her unruly sable curls.

The blue with the slash-and-puff sleeves and the low neck? Annie suggested, her round face wreathed in a smile. Born and reared in the country, she had a fascination for all the sophisticated styles to be found in London.

Perfect! I always win more when I wear that one. All of the gentlemen stare at my bosom instead of concentrating on their cards.

Annie chuckled and went in search of the gown, while Lily tied a silver and sapphire bandeau around her forehead. Artfully she coaxed a few curls to fall over the sparkling ribbon. She smiled into the mirror, but it looked rather like a grimace. The daring grin she had once used to great effect had disappeared. Lately she couldnt seem to manufacture anything but a poor imitation. Perhaps it was the strain she had been living with for so long.

Lily frowned at her reflection ruefully. Were it not for Derek Cravens friendship, she would have become far more bitter and hardened by now. Ironic, that the most cynical man she had ever known had helped her to retain her last few shreds of hope.

Lily knew that most of the ton believed that she was having an affair with Derek. She was not surprised by such speculationDerek was not the sort of man who had platonic relationships with women. But there was no romantic attachment between them and there never would be. He had never even made an attempt to kiss her. Of course, it would be impossible to convince anyone else of that, for they were seen together, cup-and-can, in their favorite haunts, places that ranged from the most prized seats at the opera to the dingiest Covent Garden drinking establishments.

Derek never asked to visit Lilys London terrace, and she did not invite him. There were certain lines they did not cross. Lily liked the arrangement, for it kept other men from making unwanted advances to her. No one would dare intrude on what was considered to be Derek Cravens territory.

There were things about Derek that Lily had come to admire over the past two yearshis strength and utter lack of fear. Of course, he had his faults. He was lost to sentiment. He loved money. The clink of coins was music to him, sweeter than any sound a violin or piano could produce. Derek had no taste for paintings or sculpture, but the perfect shape of a diethat he appreciated. As well as his lack of cultural refinement, Lily also had to admit that Derek was selfish to his very marrowthe reason, she suspected, that he had never fallen in love. He would never be able to put anothers needs before his own. But if he had been less selfish, if he had possessed a sensitive and kind nature, his childhood would have destroyed him.

Derek had confessed to Lily that he had been born in a drainpipe and abandoned by his mother. He had been raised by pimps, prostitutes, and criminals who had shown him the darkest side of life. In his youth he had made money by robbing graves, but found his stomach was too unsteady for it. Later he had turned to laboring on the docksshoveling dung, sorting fish, whatever would yield a coin. When he was still just a boy, a high-born lady had caught sight of him from her carriage as he carried boxes of empty bottles out of a gin shop. In spite of his unkempt and filthy appearance, something about his looks had appealed to her, and she had invited him into her carriage.

Its a lie, Lily had interrupted in the middle of that particular story, watching Derek with wide eyes.

Its the truf, he countered lazily, relaxing before the fire in his apartments, stretching his long legs. With his black hair and tanned face, and features that were neither chiseled nor coarse but somewhere in between, he was handsomealmost. His strong white teeth were slightly snaggled, giving him the appearance of a friendly lion when he smiled. Nearly irresistible, that smile, although it never reached his hard green eyes. She took me in er carriage, she did, an brung me to er ome in London.

Where was her husband?

Away to the country.

What would she want to do with a dirty boy she had just plucked from the streets? Lily asked suspiciously, and scowled as he gave her a knowing smile. I dont believe this, Derek! Not a bloody word of it!

First she ad me take a bath, Derek reminisced, a thoughtful expression on his face. Godthe ot waterhard soap, an it smelled so sweetan the rug on the floorsoft. I washed my arms an elbows firstmy skin looked so white to me He shook his head with a faint smile and sipped some brandy. Afterwards I was shiwerin like a newborn pup.

And then I suppose she invited you into her bed and you were a magnificent lover, beyond anything she had experienced before, Lily said sarcastically.

No. Derek grinned. The worst, more like. Ow did I know to please a woman? I only knew as to please myself.

But she liked it anyway? Lily asked skeptically. She was experiencing the same confusion she always had concerning such matters. She had no idea what drew men and women together, why they desired to share a bed and engage in an act that was so painful, embarrassing, and joyless. There was no doubt that men enjoyed it far more than women did. Why would a woman deliberately seek out some stranger to couple with? A blush came to her cheeks and her gaze fell, but she listened intently as Derek continued.

She taught me what she liked, he said. An I wanted to learn.

Why?

Why. Derek hesitated, drinking more, staring into the dancing fire. Any man can rut, but few knows or cares to please a woman. An to see a woman like that, going soft an eazy underneaf meit gives a man power, ysee? He glanced at Lilys perplexed face and laughed. No, I spose you dont, poor gypsy.

Im not poor anything, she retorted, wrinkling her nose in distaste. And what do you mean by power?

 
The smile he turned to her was faintly nasty. Tickle a womans tail right, an shell do anyfing for you. Anyfing.

Thing, Lily said distinctly, and shook her head in bemusement. I dont agree with you, Derek. Ive had myI mean, Ive donethatand it wasnt at all what I expected. And Giuseppe was known everywhere as Italys greatest lover. Everyone said so.

Dereks bright green eyes filled with mockery. Sure e did it right?

Since I conceived a child from the act, he must have done something right, Lily retorted.

A man can father a thousand bastards, an still not do it right, lovey. Plain as a pipe stemyou dont know nofing about it.

Arrogant male, Lily thought, and gave him a speaking glance. She didnt care how someone did it, there was no possible way it could be pleasant. Frowning, she remembered Giuseppes wet mouth on her skin, the suffocating weight of his body, the pain that had driven through and through her until she had gone rigid in silent misery

Is this all you have to give? he had demanded in his fluid Italian, his hands roving over her body. She had flinched from the intimate groping that had brought only embarrassment, the rough probing that brought pain. Ah, youre like all the Englishcold as a fish!

Long before then, she had learned that men could never be trusted with her heart. Giuseppe had taught her not to trust anyone with her body, either. To subject herself to that again, from any man, would be more degradation than she could bear.

Reading Lilys thoughts, Derek stood up and approached her chair. He braced his hands above her head and stared down at her with glinting green eyes. Lily shifted uncomfortably, feeling trapped. You do tempt me, lovey, Derek murmured. Id like to be the man what shows you the pleasure it can be.

Disliking the threatened feeling that was coming over her, Lily scowled at him. I wouldnt allow you to touch me, you wax-nosed cockney.

I could if I wanted to, he returned evenly. An Id make you like it. You needs a good tumble, worse than any woman I ever knew. But it wont be me that does you over.

Why not? Lily asked, trying to sound bored. Her voice held a nervous quaver that made him smile.

Id lose you then, he said. Thats what always appens. An the devil will go blind before I loses you. So youll find some other man to lift your eels for. An Ill be ere, when you come back to me. Always.

Lily was quiet, her wondering gaze locked on his purposeful face. Perhaps, she thought, this was as close as Derek could ever come to loving someone. He saw love as a weakness, and he despised weakness in himself. But at the same time, he depended on their odd friendship. He didnt want to lose herwell, she didnt want to lose him, either.

She gave him a glance of mock scorn. Was that supposed to be a declaration of affection? she asked.

The mood was broken. Derek grinned and rumpled her short hair, pulling at the silky curls. Whatewer you wants it to be, lovey.



After her meeting with Zachary, Lily went to Cravens in search of Derek. Certainly he would know something about Raiford. Derek knew the financial worth of every man in England, including past bankruptcies and scandals, future inheritances, and outstanding debts and liabilities. Through his own intelligence service, Derek was also aware of the private contents of their wills, which men kept mistresses and how much they paid for them, and what marks their sons made at Eton, Harrow, and Westfield.

Dressed in a pale blue gown, her small breasts emphasized by a scoop-necked bodice edged with sparkling cream lace, Lily strolled through Cravens unaccompanied. Her presence attracted little attention, for by now she was a familiar sight, an accepted oddity. She was the only woman Derek had ever allowed membership at Cravens, and in return he had demanded complete honesty from her. He alone knew her darkest secrets.

Peering into room after room, Lily took in the sights of early evening at the gambling palace. The supper rooms were filled with guests partaking of fine food and drink. Pigeons, she said softly, smiling to herself. That was Dereks word for his guests, although no one but her ever heard him use it.

First the pigeons would dine on the best cuisine in London, prepared by a chef to whom Derek paid the unthinkable salary of two thousand pounds a year. The supper would be accompanied by a selection of French and Rhenish wines, which Derek furnished at his own expense, ostensibly out of the goodness of his heart. Such an appearance of generosity encouraged the guests to spend more at the tables later.

After supper, the club members would proceed through the building to the game rooms. Louis XIV would have felt entirely at home here, surrounded by stained glass, magnificent chandeliers, acres of rich blue velvet, dazzling and priceless artwork. Set at the center of the edifice, like a precious jewel, was the hazard room with its domed ceiling. The air was filled with a quiet buzz of activity.

Skirting the edge of the octagonal-shaped room, Lily absorbed the rhythm of ivory dice rattling in the box, the crisp shuffle of cards, the hum of voices. A shaded lamp hung directly over the oval-shaped hazard table, concentrating brilliant light on the green cloth and yellow markings. Tonight several German embassy officials, a few French exiles, and a number of English dandies were grouped around the central hazard table. A wry, pitying smile touched Lilys lips as she saw how absorbed they were. Bets were placed and dice tossed with hypnotic regularity. Were a foreigner to come here, someone who had never seen gambling before, he would assume that some sort of religious rite were taking place.

The trick of winning was to play with detachment, taking calculated risks. But most of the men here did not play to win; they played for the thrill of casting themselves on the mercy of fate. Lily played without emotion, winning moderately but consistently. Derek called her a rook, which was for him a term of highest praise.

A couple of the croupiers at the hazard table, Darnell and Fitz, nodded discreetly as Lily passed by. She was on excellent terms with Dereks employees, including the kitchen staff. The chef, Monsieur Labarge, always insisted that she sample and praise his latest creationslobster patties covered with breadcrumbs and cream, miniature potato souffles, partridge stuffed with hazel-nuts and truffles, omelets filled with jellied fruit, pastries, and mouthwatering custards layered with crushed macaroons.

Lily glanced around the hazard room in search of Dereks slim, dark form, but he was not there. As she headed toward one of six arched doorways, she was aware of a light touch at her gloved elbow. Turning around with a half smile, she expected to see Dereks lean face. It was not Derek, but a tall Spaniard wearing a golden insignia on his sleeve that designated him as an ambassadors aide. He bowed to her perfunctorily, then reached for her with insolent familiarity. You have attracted de notice of Ambassador Alvarez, he informed her. Come, he weeshes you to sit with him. Come weeth me.

Jerking her elbow away, Lily looked across the room at the ambassador, a rotund man with a thin mustache. He was staring at her avidly. With an unmistakable gesture, he motioned her to come to him. Lily returned her gaze to the aide. Theres been a mistake, she said gently. Tell Seor Alvarez that I am flattered by his interest, but I have other plans for this evening.

As she turned away, the aide took her wrist and jerked her back. Come, he insisted. He weel pay for hees pleasure.

Obviously she had been mistaken for one of Cravens hired women, but even they were not subjected to this sort of treatment, as if they were whores procured from a street corner. Im not one of the house wenches, Lily said through her teeth. Im not for sale, do you understand? Now let go of me.

The aides face darkened with frustration. He began to chatter in Spanish, trying to force her toward the hazard table where Alvarez was waiting. Several guests paused in their gambling to observe the commotion. As embarrassment joined her irritation, Lily shot a murderous glance at Worthy, Dereks factotum. He stood up from his desk in the corner and began toward them. Before Worthy reached the aide, Derek miraculously appeared from nowhere.

Well, now, Senyr Barreda, I see as youve met Miss Lawson. A beauty, aint she? As he spoke, Derek deftly extricated Lily from the Spaniards grasp. But shes a special guestmy special guest. Theres other women we as for the ambassadors convenience, an sweeter to the taste. This ones a sour little apple, she is.

You know what you are, Lily muttered, glaring at Derek.

 
He wants thees one, the aide insisted.

 E cant ave er, Derek said, his voice pleasant. The gambling palace was his own private kingdom, his word the final one in all matters.

Lily saw the flash of uneasiness in the Spaniards gaze. Having once attempted to face down Derek, she knew exactly how daunting he was. As always, Derek was dressed in expensive garmentsa blue coat, pearl gray pantaloons, and an immaculate white shirt and cravat. But in spite of his exquisitely tailored clothes, Derek had the rough, seasoned look of someone who had spent most of his life in the streets. Now he rubbed elbows with the cream of society, knowing as everyone else did that his elbows had originally been meant to occupy far less exalted places.

Derek motioned to his two most beautiful house wenches, who sped efficiently to the frowning ambassador, sporting lavish displays of cleavage. No, I azure you, ell like those two bettersee? Appy as a mouse in cheese.

Lily and Barreda followed his gaze and saw that with the womens expert attentions, Alvarezs frown had indeed cleared away. Giving Lily one last frown, the aide retreated with a few mumbled words.

How dare he, Lily exclaimed indignantly, her face flushed. And how dare you? Your special guest? I dont want anyone to think I need a protector. Im completely self-sufficient, and Ill thank you to refrain from implying otherwise, especially in front of

Easy, settle your temper. I shouldve let im ave a go at you, is that it?

No, but you could have referred to me with some respect. And where the hell have you been? I want to speak with you about someone

I respects you, lovey, more than a woman should be respected. Now come ave a walk with me. My earwhats left ow itis yours to chew.

Lily was unable to prevent a short laugh, and she slipped her hand into the crook of Dereks wiry arm. He often liked to take her on his strolls through the gambling palace, as if she were a rare prize he had won. As they crossed the main entrance hall and went to the magnificent gold staircase, Derek welcomed some of the arriving club members, Lord Millwright and Lord Nevill, a baron and an earl, respectively. Lily favored them with a bright smile.

Edward, I hope youll indulge me later with a game of cribbage, Lily said to Nevill. After I lost to you last week, Ive fretted for the chance to redeem myself.

Lord Nevills pudgy face creased with an answering smile. Most assuredly, Miss Lawson. I look forward to another match. As Nevill and Millwright headed to the dining room, Nevill was heard to say, For a woman, shes quite clever

Not too much ow a scalping, Derek warned Lily.  E touched me for a loan yesterday. Is pockets arent long enow to please a little rook like you.

Well, whose are? Lily asked, causing him to chuckle.

Try young Lord Bentinckis father takes care of is debts when e plays too deep. Together they ascended the magnificent grand staircase.

Derek, Lily said briskly, I came to ask what you know about a certain gentleman.

Who?

The earl of Raiford.

Derek recognized the name instantly. The nob whats betroved to your sister.

Yes, Ive heard some rather disturbing speculation on his character. I want your impression of him.

Why?

 
Because I fear he is going to be a cruel husband to Penelope. And there is still time for me to do something about it. The wedding is only four weeks away.

You dont give an oyster for your sister, he said.

Lily directed a reproving glare at him. That shows how little you know about me! It is true that we have never been much alike, but I adore Penny. She is gentle, shy, obedientqualities I think are very admirable in other women.

She doesnt need your elp.

Yes, she does. Penny is as sweet and helpless as a lamb.

An you were born wi claws an teef, he said smoothly.

Lily lifted her nose. If something is threatening my sisters future happiness, it is my responsibility to do something about it.

A bloody saint, you are.

Now tell me what you know about Raiford. You know everything about everyone. And stop snickering like thatI dont intend to interfere in anyone elses affairs, or do anything rash

Like ell you wont. Derek was laughing, envisioning yet another scrape she might land herself into.

Hell, Derek, she corrected, enunciating the word. You didnt see Mr. Hastings today, did you? I can always tell when youve missed a lesson.

Derek gave her a warning glance.

Lily alone knew that for two days every week Derek employed a special tutor who tried to soften his cockney accent into a more genteel one. It was a hopeless cause. After years of devoted study, Derek had managed to elevate his speech from the level of Billingsgate fish vendor to that ofwell, perhaps a hackney driver, or a Temple Bar merchant. A slight improvement, but hardly remarkable. His hs are his downfall, the tutor had once told Lily in despair. He can say them if he tries, but he always forgets. To him Ill be Mr. astings until he draws his last breath.

Lily had replied with a mixture of laughter and sympathy. Thats all right, Mr. Hastings. Just have patience. He will surprise you someday. That h wont stop him forever.

He doesnt have the ear for it, the tutor said glumly.

Lily had not argued. Privately she knew that Derek would never sound like a gentleman. It didnt matter to her. She had actually come to like the manner of his speech, the mixed up vs and ws, the imprecise consonants that fell rather pleasantly on the ear.

Derek led her to the carved, gilded balcony overlooking the main floor. It was his favorite place to talk, for he could watch every move at the tables, his mind never ceasing its intricate calculations. Not a farthing, cribbage-counter, nor a card flicking through nimble fingers ever escaped his vigilant gaze. Lord Raiford, he murmured thoughtfully. Aye, es shook the elbow ere a time or two. Not a pigeon, though.

Really, Lily said with surprise. Not a pigeon. Coming from you, thats quite a compliment.

Raiford plays wisefollows runs but never goes deep. Derek turned a smile on her. Even you wouldnt be able to rook im.

Lily ignored the taunt. Is he as wealthy as the rumors claim?

That produced an emphatic nod. More.

Any family scandals? Secrets, trouble, past affairs, any misdeeds that would reflect badly on his character? Does he seem like a cold, cruel sort of fellow?

Derek folded his long, well-tended hands over the balustrade, looking down at his small kingdom.  Es quiet. Private. Especially since the woman e loved was knocked off a year or two ago.

 
Knocked off? Lily interrupted, both amused and appalled. Must you be so vulgar?

Derek ignored the reprimand. Miss Caroline Whit-more, Whitfield, somefing o the sort. Broke er neck on an unt, so they say. Damn little fool, I say.

Hunt, Lily said, irritated by his meaningful glance. She loved to ride to the hounds, but even Derek didnt approve of such a dangerous activity for a woman. And Im not like other women. I can ride as well as any man. Better than most.

 Tis your neck, he replied casually.

Precisely. Now, that cant be all you know about Raiford. I know you. Youre keeping something from me.

No. Lily was caught by Dereks steady gaze, transfixed by the cool depths of green. His eyes contained a spark of humor, but also a warning. Once again she was reminded that despite their friendship, Derek would not be there to help her if she landed herself in trouble. His voice was shaded with a quiet force that was as troubling as it was rare. Listen to me, gypsy. Let it bethe marriage, ewerything. Raifords not a cruel sort, but es no rum cull. Stay clear ow im. You as problems enow to andle. His lips twisted wryly, and he corrected himself. H andle.

Lily considered his advice. Derek was right, of course. She should be preserving her strength, thinking of nothing but getting Nicole back. But for some reason, this question of Raifords character had taken root inside her, nagging until she would not have peace without seeing him. She thought of how docile Penny had always been, never misbehaving or questioning their parents decisions. God knew Penny had no one to help her. The image of Zacharys pleading face came before her. She owed this to him. Lily sighed. I must meet Raiford and see for myself, she said stubbornly.

 
Then go to the Middleton h unt this week, Derek said, taking special care with his vowels and consonants. Suddenly he almost sounded like a gentleman. Most likely h ell be there.



Assembling at the stables with the others, Alex waited while a small army of grooms brought the horses out to their masters. There was excitement in the air, for all participants knew it would be an exceptional day. It was cool and dry, the course would be challenging, and the Middleton pack was renowned for its quality, reputedly worth more than three thousand guineas.

Alex glanced at the brightening sky, his mouth twisting with impatience. The hunt had been scheduled for six oclock. They would be late getting started. More than half the hunting party hadnt mounted their horses yet. He considered walking over to someone and striking up a conversation. Most of the men here were familiar to him, some of them old classmates. But he wasnt in a sociable mood. He wanted to ride, lose himself in the chase until he was too tired to think or feel.

He looked across the field at the cool mist that hung over the yellow grasses and edged the dark, gray-green woods. The nearby covert was thick with spiny, gold-flowered gorse. All at once a flash of memory assailed him


Caro, youre not going on the hunt.

His fiance, Caroline Whit-more, laughed and pouted playfully. She was a lovely girl, with peach-colored skin and bright hazel eyes, and hair the dark amber of clover honey. Darling, you wouldnt deprive me of such fun, would you? Theres no chance of danger. Im a superb rider, a clipping one, as you British would say.

You dont know what its like, riding to a leap in company. There are collisions, refusals, or you could be thrown or ridden down

Ill ride with the utmost discretion. What do you suppose, that Ill ride neck-or-nothing across every hurdle? Ill have you know, dearest, that common sense is one of my strongest virtues. Besides, you know its impossible to change my mind once Im set on something. Caroline sighed melodramatically. Why must you be so difficult?

Because I love you.

Then dont love me. At least not tomorrow morning



Alex shook his head roughly, trying to clear away the haunting memories. God, would it always be like this? It had been two years since her death, and still he was tormented by it.

The past engulfed Alex in an invisible shroud. He had tried to move beyond it, but after a few futile attempts, he had realized he would never be free of Caroline. Of course there were others like her, women of spirit, passion, and beauty, but he did not want that kind of woman anymore. Caroline had told him once that she thought no one would ever be able to love him quite enough. There had been too many years in which he had been bereft of a womans nurturing care.

His mother had died in childbirth when Alex was a boy. Her death was followed a year later by the passing of the earl. It was said that he had willed himself to death, leaving behind his two sons and a mountain of responsibilities. Since the age of eighteen Alex had been occupied with managing business interests, tenants and land agents, household staff and family. He had property in Herefordshire, set among fertile wheat and corn fields and rivers filled with salmon, and a Buckinghamshire estate poised on a tract of harshly beautiful land that included steep Chiltern chalk hills.

Alex had devoted himself to caring for and educating his younger brother, Henry. His own needs had been neglected, put aside to be taken care of at some future date. When he had found a woman to love, the feelings he had pent up for so long were overwhelming. Losing Caroline had nearly killed him. He would never subject himself to such pain again.

That was why he had deliberately sought Penelope Lawsons hand. A demure blonde girl, quintessentially English, she had attracted him with her gentle manner at many of the society balls in London. Penelope was what he needed. It was time to marry and produce heirs. Penelope couldnt be more different than Caroline. She would share his bed, bear his children, grow old beside him, all in safety and peace, never becoming a part of him. Alex found ease in Penelopes undemanding presence. There was no spark or vivacity in her pretty brown eyes, no sharp wit in her comments, nothing that threatened to touch his heart in any way. She would never think to argue with him or contradict him. The distant friendliness between them was something she did not seem to want to bridge any more than he did.

Suddenly Alexs thoughts were interrupted by a remarkable sight. A woman was riding past the edge of the crowd, a young woman mounted on a high-strung white palfrey. Alex dropped his gaze instantly, but the vision blazed across his mind. A frown knotted itself between his brows.

Exotic, hoydenish, startling, she had appeared from nowhere. She was as slim as a boy, except for the gentle rise of her breasts. Her short, curly black hair was held back from her forehead with a ribbon. Incredulously Alex saw that she straddled the horse the way a man did, that she was wearing breeches underneath her riding gown. Breeches the color of raspberries, for Gods sake. Yet no one seemed to find her as astonishing as he did. Most of the men seemed to be acquainted with her, exchanging laughing comments with her, everyone from the fresh-faced Lord Yarborough to crotchety old Lord Harrington. Alex watched expressionlessly as the woman in raspberry breeches rode around the clearing where the bagged fox was to be loosed. There was something strangely familiar about her.



Lily suppressed a satisfied smile as she saw that Raiford had fastened an unblinking gaze on her. He had definitely noticed her. My lord, she said to Lord Harrington, a robust older gentleman who had been an admirer of hers for years, who is that man staring at me so rudely?

Why, its the earl of Raiford, Harrington replied. I would have assumed you had made acquaintance with him before, considering that he is soon to wed your delightful sister.

Lily shook her head with a smile. No, his lordship and I move in quite different circles. Tell me, is he as boorish as he appears?

Harrington gave a hearty laugh. Would you like me to introduce you, so that you may judge for yourself?

Thank you, but I believe I will present myself to Raiford unaccompanied. Before he could reply, Lily walked her horse toward Raiford. As she drew closer to him, she was conscious of an odd sensation in the pit of her stomach. She caught a glimpse of his face and suddenly realized who he was. My God, she breathed, stopping her horse beside him. Its you.

His gaze was as piercing as a rapier. The water party, he murmured. You were the one who jumped overboard.

 
And you were the one with the disapproving stare. Lily grinned at him. I was an idiot that day, she admitted ruefully. But I was slightly foxed. Although I suppose you wouldnt consider that an acceptable excuse.

What do you want? His voice caused every fine hair on her spine to rise in awareness. Low, gravelly, it sounded as if he were growling.

What do I want? she repeated, laughing softly. How direct you are. But I like that in a man.

You wouldnt have approached me unless you wanted something.

Youre right. Do you know who I am, my lord?

No.

Miss Lily Lawson. Your fiances sister.

Concealing his surprise, Alex studied her closely. It didnt seem possible that this creature was related to Penelope. One sister so fair and angelic, the other dark and smolderingand yet, there was a resemblance. They had the same brown eyes, the same fine features, the same unique sweetness in the curve of the lips. He tried to recall what little the Lawsons had revealed about their eldest daughter. They had preferred not to speak of her, except to say that Lilyor Wilhemina, as her mother called herhad gone a little mad after having been jilted at the altar when she was twenty years old. Shed gone to live aboard after that. Under the lax chaperonage of her widowed aunt, Lily had led a wild existence. Alex had been only mildly interested in the storynow he wished he had listened more closely.

Has my family ever mentioned me to you? she asked.

They described you as an eccentric.

I wondered if they still bother to acknowledge my existence. She leaned down and said conspiratorially, I have a tarnished reputationits taken years of dedicated effort to acquire. The Lawsons dont approve of me. Well, fate chooses our relatives, as they say. Too late to prune me from the family tree. Lily paused in her friendly chatter as she stared down into his closed face. Heaven knew what was going on behind those silver eyes. It was clear that he was not going to indulge her with small talk and smiles, reverting to the game that sociable strangers played.

She wondered if bluntness were the best way to deal with him. Raiford, she said briskly, I want to talk to you about my sister.

He was silent, watching her with icy gray eyes.

I know more than anyone about my parents ambitions of making an exceptional match for Penny, Lily remarked. She is a lovely and accomplished girl, isnt she? And it would be a brilliant marriage. Miss Penelope Lawson, the countess of Raiford. No one in my family has ever ascended to such a title. But I wonderwould it be in her best interests to become your wife? That is, do you care for my sister, Lord Raiford?

His face was impassive. As much as necessary.

That hardly sets my mind at ease.

What is your concern, Miss Lawson? he asked sardonically. That Ill mistreat your sister? That shes had no choice in the matter? I assure you, Penelope is quite content with the state of affairs. His eyes narrowed, and he continued softly. And if youre about to delight everyone with one of your theatrical displays, Miss Lawson, I warn youI dont like scenes.

Lily was taken aback by the veiled menace in his tone. Oh, she didnt like him at all! At first she had considered him vaguely amusing, a large, slightly pompous aristocrat with ice water in his veins. But something warned her that his nature was not only cold, but cruel. I dont believe your claim that Penny is content, she replied. I know my sister, and I have no doubt my parents have bullied and prodded her every step of the way to get what they want. You must terrify Penny. Does her happiness matter to you at all? She deserves a man who truly loves her. My instincts tell me that all you want is an obedient, fertile girl who will produce a string of little blond heirs to carry on your name, and if thats the case you could easily find a hundred other girls to

Enough, he interrupted harshly. Go interfere in someone elses life, Miss Lawson. Ill see you in hellno, Ill send you therebefore I let you meddle with mine.

Lily gave him an ominous look. Ive found out what I wanted to know, she said, preparing to leave. Good day, my lord. Youve been most enlightening.

Wait. Before Alex was aware of what he was doing, he reached out and caught one of her reins.

Let go! Lily said in surprised annoyance. His actions were outrageous. To take hold of any riders reins without invitation, removing control of the horseit was a demeaning act.

Youre not going to hunt, he said.

You dont think I came out here to wish you well, do you? Yes, Im going to hunt. Have no fear, I shant slow anyone down.

Women shouldnt hunt.

Of course they should, if they wish to.

Only if they happen to be wives or daughters of masters of hounds. Otherwise

A mere accident of birth wont prevent me from hunting. I am a bruising rider, and I insist that no allowance be made for me. Ill top any fence, no matter how high. I suppose you would like me to stay inside with the other women, tatting and gossiping.

There you wont pose a danger to anyone. Out here youll be a hazard to others as well as yourself.

Im afraid your opinion is in the minority, Lord Raiford. No one but you takes exception to my presence here.

No man in his rational mind would want you here.

Now I suppose I should go away meekly, Lily mused, my gaze cast down in shame. How dare I interfere in such a manly occupation as hunting? Well, I dont give this she made a snapping motion with her gloved fingers, for you and your self-righteous opinions. Now let go!

Youre not riding, Alex muttered. Something broke free inside him, driving him beyond rational thought. Caroline, no, Oh God

Ill be damned if Im not! Lily jerked at the reins, while the white palfrey sidestepped uneasily. Alexs grasp remained unbroken. Shocked, Lily stared into gray eyes as reflective as mirror glass. Youre mad, she whispered. They were both still.

Lily was the first to move, lashing out with her whip in a stroke of rebellious rage. It caught Alex underneath the jaw, leaving a streak of red that ended at the tip of his chin. Spurring the palfrey forward, Lily used the burst of motion to free the reins from the snare of his fingers. She rode away without looking back.

The confrontation had been so quick that no one had noticed. Alex wiped the smear of blood from his jaw, barely noticing the sting of pain. His mind was whirling. He wondered what was happening to him. For a few seconds he hadnt been able to separate the present from the past. Carolines light, far-away voice came to his ears. Darling Alexthen dont love me He flinched, his heart beginning to pound as he remembered the day she had fallen

An accident, one of his friends said quietly. Unseated. I knew when she fell

Get a doctor, Alex said hoarsely.

 
Alex, its no use.

Damn you, get a doctor or Ill

Her neck was broken by the fall.

No

Alex, shes dead

His grooms voice abruptly recalled him to the present. My lord?

Alex blinked and focused his gaze on the shining chestnut gelding, chosen for its combination of power and suppleness. Taking the reins, he mounted the horse easily and glanced across the clearing. Lily Lawson was chatting and smiling with the other riders. To look at her, one would never guess there had been a confrontation between them.

The pack of foxhounds were set loose, covering the field with their frantic snuffling. Then a scent was found. Reynard is out! came the call as a fox broke cover. A rich note pierced the air as the master blew the horn and the riders set out on the chase.

The hunters rode to the copse in a fever of exultation, shouting madly. The field fairly shook under the onslaught of horses and dogs, hooves tearing at the ground, eager cries renting the air.

Gone away!

Tallyho!

Halloo!

As the congregation spurred their mounts onward, the hunt took on the expected formation, the huntsman riding close to the foremost hounds, the whippers-in following the dogs and keeping the occasional stragglers in pace with the pack. Lily Lawson rode like a woman possessed, rushing at the highest obstacles and taking them as if she had wings. She seemed to have no concern for her own safety. Usually Alex would have ridden ahead with the others, but for now he held back. He was driven to follow Lily, watching her take suicidal chances. The course was filled with noise and revelry, while Alex went through a living nightmare. His horse strained over the jumps, hooves biting into the ground with every surge. Caroline Long ago he had closed it all away, stored every recollection in the back of his mind. But he had no defense against the thoughts that came without warning, the feel of Carolines mouth beneath his, her silky hair in his hands, the sweet torment of holding her close. She had taken away a part of him that would never be restored.

You fool, he told himself savagely. He was making the hunt into a macabre reprise of his past. A fool chasing after lost dreamsand still he followed Lily, watching her leap through gaps and over reinforced hedges. Although she did not look back, he sensed that she knew he was there. They rode for nearly an hour, crossing from one county to another.

Lily spurred her horse onward in determination, her nerves crackling with excitement. She had never cared much for the end of a hunt, being in at the kill, but the ridingoh, there was nothing like it. Gleefully she approached a towering double oxer, a quickthorn braced on each side with an ox rail. In a split second she realized it was too high and too much of a risk to take, but some devilish urge impelled her forward. At the last moment, the palfrey refused to jump. The arrested motion of the horse threw Lily out of the saddle.

The world seemed to spin, and she was suspended in mid-air. Then the ground came rushing up at her. Shielding her face with her hands, Lily felt her body slam into the mossy earth. The breath was forced from her lungs. Writhing on the ground, she gasped for air, while her hands clutched reflexively around bits of leaves and mud.

 
Dazedly she felt herself being turned and her shoulders lifted. Opening her mouth, she fought to pull in air. Red and black danced before her eyes. Slowly the mist cleared away to reveal a face above her. Raiford. The golden glow of his skin was infused with ashen gray. Lily stirred against him, discovering that she was held securely in the lee of his muscular thighs. She was as limp and helpless as a doll.

Her breasts rose and fell rapidly as she tried to regain her breath. His hand was tight on the back of her necktoo tighthurting her

I told you not to hunt, Raiford snarled. Were you trying to kill yourself?

Lily made a small sound, looking up at him with hazy confusion. There was blood on his collar, a splotch of scarlet from the wound she had given him earlier. His hand was powerful on her neck. If he chose, he could snap her bones if they were twigs. Lily was aware of the weight and sinew of him, the sheer power lodged within his body. There was a primitive expression on his flushed face, a mixture of hatred and something else she couldnt identify. Through the roaring of her ears, she thought she heard a nameCaroline

Youre a madman, she gasped. Good God. You belong in Bedlam. Wh-whats going on? Do you know who in the hell I am? Get your hands off me, do you hear?

Her words seemed to bring him back to awareness of what he was doing. The murderous gleam left his eyes, and the contorted shape of his mouth softened. Lily sensed an enormous tension leaving his body. He dropped her abruptly, as if the touch of her had burned him.

Falling back among the leaves and dirt, Lily watched with a glare as he stood up. He did not reach down a hand to assist her, but he did wait until she struggled to her feet. Assured that no serious harm had come to her, he hoisted himself onto his horse.

Finding that her knees were weak, Lily braced herself against a tree. She would wait until she felt stronger before mounting her palfrey again. Curiously she stared at Raifords expressionless face. She took a few steadying breaths. Penny is too good for you, she managed to say. Before I was afraid you would only make her miserable. Now I believe youll cause her bodily harm!

Why do you pretend to give a damn? he sneered. You havent seen your sister or your family in years. And obviously they want nothing to do with you.

You know nothing about it! she said hotly. To think of this monster crushing all the happiness from Penelopes lifeit would make her sister old before her time. Outrage leapt inside her. Why should an ogre like Raiford be allowed to marry Penelope, when someone as dear and gentle as Zachary was in love with her? You shant have Penny, Lily cried. I wont allow it!

Alex regarded her with contempt. Dont make an even bigger fool of yourself, Miss Lawson.

Swearing, dredging up the foulest language she could think of, Lily watched Raiford ride away. You wont have her, she vowed under her breath. I swear it on my life. You wont have her!
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