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Gentle Reader, Ill never forget the moment I first laid
eyes on the man who planned to murder me
 

LONDON, 1825
 

CARLOTTA ANNE
FAIRLEIGH WAS COMING
out. Unfortunately, what she was coming out of at the
moment was both her elaborate ball gown and the second-story window of her aunt
Dianas Mayfair mansion. She might have managed the latter without incident if
the silk flounces adorning the bodice of her gown hadnt become entangled in a
nailhead protruding from the inside of the windowsill.
 

Harriet! Lottie whispered frantically. Harriet, where are you? Im in
dire need of your assistance!
 
She craned her neck to peer into
the cozy sitting room shed inhabited quite comfortably until only a few
minutes ago. A fluffy white cat drowsed on the hearth, but
Harriet, like all of Lotties good fortune, seemed to have vanished.
 

Where has that silly goose of a girl gone? she muttered.
 

As she struggled to work the ruffle free of the nail, the slick soles of
her kid slippers danced and skidded along the tree branch that jutted out just
below her, vainly seeking purchase.
 
She stole a reluctant glance
over her shoulder, her arms aching from the effort. The flagstones of the
terrace below, which had seemed so attainable only minutes before, now seemed
leagues away. She considered bellowing for a footman, but feared it was her
brother who would come running and discover her predicament. Although only two
years her elder, George had recently returned from his first Grand Tour of the
Continent and was only too eager to lord his newfound sophistication over his
baby sister.
 
The discordant strains of a string quartet tuning
their instruments wafted out of the French windows on the north side of the
house. In a very short time, Lottie knew she would hear the clatter of carriage
wheels and the murmur of voices and welcoming laughter as the cream of London
aristocracy arrived to herald her debut into their society. They would have no
way of knowing their guest of honor was hanging out of a window two stories
above, having forfeited her one stab at respectability.
 
She might
not have found herself in such a predicament if Sterling Harlow, her
brother-in-law and guardian, had hosted her debut at Devonbrooke House, his
sprawling West End mansion. But his cousin Diana had cajoled
him into conceding the honor to her.
 
It took no great leap of
Lotties overactive imagination to envision her aunts guests gathered around
her broken body as it lay sprawled on the flagstones. The women would press
their scented kerchiefs to their lips to muffle their sobs while the men
tsked and tutted beneath their breath, murmuring what a terrible pity it
was that they would be forever deprived of her vivacious company. She gave the
rich violet poplin of her skirt a rueful glance. If the gown didnt suffer too
much wear on the way down, perhaps her family could bury her in it.
 

It was only too easy to imagine their reaction as well. Her sister,
Laura, would hide her tear-blotched face in her husbands lapels, her tender
heart broken for the last time by Lotties foolhardiness. But most damning of
all would be the bitter disappointment etched on her brother-in-laws handsome
features. Sterling had spent considerable time, care, patience, and money to
mold her into a lady. Tonight had been her last chance to prove to him that all
of his efforts had not been in vain.
 
Lottie might have still been
sitting in front of the dressing table in the sitting room had her best friend
Harriet not come trotting into the room just as her aunts abigail was putting
the finishing touches on Lotties hair.
 
Recognizing the hectic
patches of color staining Harriets cheeks, Lottie had quickly risen from the
dressing table. Thank you, Celeste. That will be all.
 
As soon as the maid had departed, Lottie had rushed to
her friends side. Whatever is the matter, Harriet? You look as if youve
swallowed a cat.
 
Although Harriet Dimwinkle wasnt overly plump,
everything about her gave the impression of roundnessher dimpled cheeks, the
wire-rimmed spectacles shielding her fawn-colored eyes, the shoulders that
remained slightly stooped despite hours of being forced to march around the
parlor of Mrs. Lytteltons School of Deportment for Fine Young Ladies with a
heavy atlas upon her head. Her name alone had earned her merciless teasing from
her fellow students. It hadnt helped that the girl was a tad bitwell,
dim.
 
Never one to tolerate injustice, Lottie had appointed herself
Harriets champion. She was loathe to admit, even to herself, that it was the
very thickness of Harriets wits that allowed the good-natured girl to go along
with most of Lotties schemes without worrying about the consequences.
 

Harriet clutched at Lotties arm. I just overheard two of the maids
whispering. Youll never guess whos been living right next door practically
under your aunts nose for the past fortnight.
 
Lottie glanced out
the window. The darkened house that shared the square was barely visible
through the falling shadows of dusk. No one, would be my guess. The place is
as quiet as a tomb. Weve been here since Tuesday and Ive yet to see a living
soul.
 
Harriet opened her mouth.
 
Wait! Lottie
backed away from her friend, holding up a warning hand.
Never mind. I dont wish to know. The last thing I need tonight is Laura
chiding me for being such an incorrigible busybody.
 
But youre
not a busybody, Harriet said, blinking like an owl behind her spectacles.
Youre a writer. Youve always said your sister lacked the imagination to make
the distinction. Which is why I simply must tell you
 
Lottie
interrupted her again. Do you know who Sterling asked my aunt to invite
tonight? Miss Agatha Terwilliger.
 
Harriet paled. Terrible
Terwilliger herself?
 
Lottie nodded. The very same.
 

Agatha Terwilliger had been the one teacher at Mrs. Lytteltons who had
refused to grit her teeth and attribute Lotties penchant for mischief to high
spirits or a passion for life. Shed been more interested in shaping her
students character than in placating Lotties adoring and powerful guardian,
the duke of Devonbrooke. The dour spinster had thwarted Lotties will at every
turn, earning her undying enmity as well as her reluctant respect.
 

Sterling wants me to prove to Miss Terwilliger that Im no longer the
wicked little hoyden who stitched the fingers of her gloves together and rode
the pony into her bedchamber. When I descend those stairs tonight, that
shriveled old battle-axeLottie winced at her lapsethat dear, sweet woman
will see only a lady, fit for entry into polite society. A lady who has finally
embraced the noble notion that virtue is its own reward.
 
Harriets expression turned pleading. But even the most
virtuous of ladies enjoys a nice hot sip of scandal-broth now and then. Which
is why you simply must know whos been staying in that house.
Why, its
 
Lottie clapped her hands over her ears and began to
hum the second movement of Beethovens Fifth Symphony. Unfortunately, years of
eavesdropping had honed her lip-reading skills to a fine art.
 

No! She slowly lowered her hands. It cant be! The Murderous Marquess
himself?
 
Harriet nodded, her limp ringlets flopping about like a
spaniels silky brown ears. The very one. And the maids swear this is his last
night in London. Hes leaving for Cornwall on the morrow.
 
Lottie
paced the length of the faded Aubusson rug, her agitation growing. On the
morrow? Then this might be my last chance to catch a glimpse of him. Oh, if
only Id have known earlier! I could have climbed right down that tree outside
the window and slipped into his courtyard with no one ever the wiser.
 

Harriet shuddered. And supposing hed caught you spying on him?
 

Id have nothing to fear, Lottie said with more conviction than she
felt. From what I can gather, he only murders those he loves. Seized by
inspiration, she hurried to her trunk and began pawing through its contents,
tossing kid gloves, silk stockings, and hand-painted fans left and right until
she found the pair of opera glasses shed been seeking. I dont suppose it
would hurt to steal a little peek, do you?
  

With Harriet nearly trodding on the scalloped hem of her gown, Lottie
crossed the room and threw open the window. She leaned out and pointed the tiny
gold binoculars at the house next door, thankful the tender green buds on the
linden tree hadnt yet sprung into full leaf. Although no more than a stone
wall separated them, the two houses might have existed in different worlds.
Unlike her aunts home, there was no lamplight spilling from the houses
windows, no bustle of servants, no boisterous laughter as children and spaniels
clattered up and down the stairs and romped across the parquet floors.
 

Harriet rested her round little chin on Lotties shoulder, giving her a
start. Do you think your uncle might have invited him to the ball?
 

Even if Uncle Thane invited him, he wouldnt come. Hes an infamous
recluse, Lottie explained patiently. And recluses are notorious for scorning
invitations to even the very best of soirees.
 
A dreamy sigh
escaped Harriet. You dont suppose hes innocent, do you? The scandal sheets
may have convicted him, but he was never even tried in a court of law.
 

Lottie shooed away a curious robin that had alighted on the branch above
her head and was trying to peck at her golden topknot of curls. While it was
all the fashion to adorn ones coiffure with feathers, she doubted an entire
bird would go unnoticed. What more proof do you require? He returned one night
to his London town house to discover his beautiful young wife in the arms of
his best friend, where shed no doubt been driven by his callous indifference. He called her lover out, shot him dead,
then whisked her back to the wilds of Cornwall, where she died only a few
months later after taking a most suspicious tumble over a cliff and into the
sea.
 
If I were him, Id have shot her instead of the lover,
Harriet said.
 
Why, Harriet, how delightfully bloodthirsty!
Lottie exclaimed, twisting around to eye her friend with new appreciation.
Only last week The Tatler ran a very cryptic tidbit implying
that his wifes ghost still roams the halls of Oakwylde Manor, wailing for her
dead lover. They say she wont rest until justice is done.
 
I
would think that would be most distracting to the digestion. Perhaps thats why
he chose to spend a fortnight conducting business in London.
 

Blast him anyway! The contrary creature has drawn all the drapes.
Lottie lowered the opera glasses. I had every intention of modeling the
villain of my very first novel in his dastardly image. Sighing, she tugged
down the window sash. But I suppose none of that matters now. After tonight,
Ill be officially on the marriage mart, which means all of London will be
abuzz with gossip every time I use the wrong fork or sneeze without using my
handkerchief. Before you know it, Ill be cloistered away in some country
estate with a dull squire of a husband and a passel of brats.
 

Harriet sank down on an overstuffed ottoman, reaching to stroke the cat
napping on the hearth. But isnt that what every woman wants? To marry 
a wealthy man and live the life of a lady of
leisure?
 
Lottie hesitated, at a rare loss for words. How could
she explain the unease that had been creeping through her heart? As her debut
into society approached, she had the suffocating sense that her life was about
to come to an end before it had even begun.
 
Of course thats what
every woman wants, she said, as much to reassure herself as Harriet. Only a
featherbrained girl would dream of becoming a celebrated Gothic novelist like
Mrs. Radcliffe or Mary Shelley. She slid onto the stool in front of the
dressing table, dipped some rice paper in a jar of powder, and dabbed at her
fashionably retrouss nose. I cant very well disappoint
Sterling again. He and Laura have welcomed me into their home, seen to my
education, and bailed me out of all my scrapes. Hes been more of a father to
me than a brother-in-law. When I walk down those stairs tonight, I want to see
his face shining with pride. I want to be the lady he dreamed I would
become.
 
She sighed, wishing the regal young woman in the mirror
didnt look quite so much like a stranger. The doubt shadowing her features
made her wide blue eyes seem much too large for her face. We might as well
resign ourselves to our fate, dear Harriet. Our hellion days are behind us.
After tonight, there will be no more grand adventures for either of us.


Lotties eyes met Harriets in the mirror. After tonight, she
whispered. The next thing Lottie knew, she was hiking up her skirts and hooking
one leg over the windowsill.
 
Where are you
going? Harriet cried.
 
Im going to steal one look at our
notorious neighbor, Lottie replied, swinging her other leg over the
windowsill. How can I ever hope to write about a villain with any conviction
if Ive never seen one?
 
Are you sure this is prudent?
 

Her friends concern gave Lottie pause. It was unlike Harriet to have
reservations about anything Lottie suggested, no matter how outlandish. I have
the rest of my life to worry about being prudent. But I have only a few
precious moments left to be me.
 
She lowered herself out the
window. By stretching, she could just touch her toes to the branch below.
During her years at finishing school, shed gained ample experience scrambling
both down and up trees to elude unreasonable curfews and diligent
headmistresses.
 
But what will I do if your sister and aunt come
to fetch you? Harriet called after her.
 
Dont fret. With any
luck, Ill be back before the musicians strike up the notes of the first
waltz.
 
And so she might have been had the stubborn nail not
snagged her flounces and Harriet hadnt abruptly vanished. Still dangling
between window and tree, Lottie gave the fabric one last hopeless tug. Without
warning, the flounce ripped itself free. She swayed, torn between grabbing for
the tree and grabbing for the fluttering silk. Her hesitation cost her the last
of her balance. She went plunging backward through the branches, a shriek
lodged in her throat.
 
Fortunately, she didnt
plunge far.
 
She landed in a prickly cradle formed by three
branches misted with delicate spring greenery. She was still dizzily trying to
absorb the fact that the gentlemen of London would have to mourn her loss
another day when Harriets shoulders and head appeared in the window above
her.
 
Oh, there you are! Harriet said brightly.
 

Lottie glared up at her. What did you do? Slip out for a spot of
tea?
 
Oblivious to Lotties sarcasm, Harriet held aloft a dark
garment. I went to fetch your mantle. Its only May, you know. Theres still a
bit of a chill in the air. You wouldnt want to catch an ague. It might be the
death of you.
 
So might plunging thirty feet to the ground,
Lottie informed her grimly. She gave her tattered bodice a rueful glance. You
might as well toss it down. It appears Ill have need of it.
 
The
mantle came billowing down over her head, momentarily blinding her. Lottie
batted the soft woolen folds away from her face, then balled up the garment and
tossed it over the stone wall.
 
Harriet glanced nervously over her
shoulder. What am I to do while youre gone?
 
Be a dear and
fetch a needle and some thread. Tucking one wayward breast back into her
drooping bodice, Lottie muttered, I dont think this is quite what Laura had
in mind when she said my coming out would be the talk of the
ton.
 
Grasping the limb above her head, Lottie
hauled herself to her feet. Once she regained her balance, it was no challenge to swing down to the broad branch that
stretched over the wall and into the courtyard next door. As she dropped to the
ground on the other side of the wall, she heard a carriage rattle to a halt at
the front of her aunts house, followed by the murmur of voices as its
occupants alighted.
 
She had even less time than she had hoped. The
first guests were beginning to arrive.
 
As she bent to retrieve the
mantle, an acerbic and all too familiar voice drifted over the front wall,
sending a chill spilling like ice water down the back of her neck. Its a
miracle the child survived to her debut. I always used to warn her that someday
she was going to get herself into a scrape she couldnt charm her way out
of.
 
Someday, Miss Terwilliger, Lottie whispered, whipping the
soft woolen folds of the mantle around her shoulders. But not tonight.




Hayden St. Clair sat all alone in the
study of his rented house, reading by candlelight.  The mysterious M.M.
himself was spotted ducking into a Bond Street haberdashery yesterday,  he
read aloud from the most recent edition of the Gazette. A
fine trick, that, he muttered, considering I havent left the house since
Monday. He flipped the page of the newspaper, seeking the next column. 
There are some who speculate his rare visit to London might have been timed to
coincide with the start of the Season and the recent influx of blushing young
belles eager to join the Husband Hunt. 
 
Hayden
shuddered, picturing some poor fox in evening clothes being
run to ground by a pack of giggling debutantes.
 
 If indeed the
M.M. has decided to seek a new bride, may this humble observer suggest an
appropriate hue for her bridal gownblack.
 
A
snort escaped himhalf laughter, half disgust. Devilishly clever, arent they?
The entire miserable lot of them.
 
He held the pamphlet over the
candle, waiting patiently until the edges began to curl, then burst into flame.
Leaning forward in the brocaded wing chair, he tossed it on the cold grate,
watching with no small satisfaction as it burned to ash along with that days
editions of The Times, the St. James
Chronicle, the Courier, and the Spy.
Disposing of them might have been easier had he bothered to light the fire one
of the footman had laid in the hearth, but compared to the stinging winds that
whipped across Bodmin moor, the chill damp of London felt positively balmy.
Hed only been in London for a fortnight, but he already missed the salty tang
of the sea and the shrill cry of the kittiwakes that wheeled over the foamy
breakers.
 
He wondered what the scandalmongers would write if they
knew he had come to London to seek a woman, but not a wife. Had they been less
successful in their mission to discredit him, he might even have found
her.
 
The Tatler had gone so far as to accuse him
of fleeing Cornwall to escape his ghosts. Unlike the professional gossips, he
wasnt fool enough to believe that ghosts could be confined to craggy cliffs
and windswept moors. They were just as likely to lurk within
a melancholy snatch of Schubert drifting out an open window on Bedford Square.
They hovered in a whiff of floral perfume that stubbornly clung to his coat
long after hed brushed past its wearer on the crowded pavement. They stalked
the fresh-faced young beauties who strolled past the shops of Regent Street,
their bouncing curls and exuberant chatter bringing a smile of delight to every
man who passed.
 
Every man too innocent to realize that one mans
delight might very well prove to be another mans doom.
 
Hayden had
caught a glimpse of just such a creature only that morninga golden-haired
sprite who had descended from a crested carriage and flitted into the house
next door, calling out a teasing challenge to the girl who plodded along behind
her. He had watched them from the second-story window of his bedchamber, his
fingers frozen in the act of knotting his cravat. Although hed slammed the
window and jerked the heavy drapes shut before he could catch more than a
tantalizing glimpse of her face, her laughter had haunted him for the rest of
the day.
 
He rose, moving to the elegant leather trunk perched on
the edge of the desk. It had been delivered only that morning. Opening the
trunk, he eyed the offering nestled in its velvet-lined interior. It seemed a
poor consolation for the treasure he had hoped to find. He would have done just
as well to remain in Cornwall, he supposed, but his quest had seemed too
significant to trust to a secretary or solicitor, however
discreet. He started to lower the brass-banded lid, then stopped, oddly
reluctant to hide away the trunks contents.
 
He was stuffing books
and ledgers into the valise yawning open on the other side of the desk when a
knock sounded on the door. Hayden ignored it, knowing from experience that if
he did so long enough, whoever it was would go away. He had dismissed the
servants shortly after tea, deciding they might as well enjoy their last night
in London even if he chose not to.
 
The rapping on the brass
knocker persistedfirm, steady, and unrelenting. His patience taxed beyond
endurance, Hayden shoved the last of the ledgers into the valise. He stalked
across the foyer to the front door and flung it open.
 
His
lingering skepticism regarding the existence of ghosts was dispelled in that
moment.
 
An apparition from his own past lounged against the
stoops iron rail, his silvery-blond hair haloed by the misty glow of the gas
streetlamps. Hayden hadnt laid eyes on Sir Edward Townsend since the blustery
autumn day four years ago when Hayden had laid his wife to rest in the Oakleigh
family crypt. Although Justines interment was supposed to be private, Hayden
hadnt had the heart to turn Ned away. After all, Ned had loved her,
too.
 
He hadnt denied Ned that last farewell, but he had left the
cemetery without exchanging a single word with him.
 
Once his
friend might have thrown his arms around him and given him a hearty thump on
the back. Now Haydens rigid posture made such a gesture
impossible.
 
Ned, Hayden said flatly.
 
Hayden, Ned
replied, his own expression faintly mocking.
 
Before Hayden could
protest, Ned had pushed his way past him and into the foyer, twirling his
walking stick between deft fingers. He cut much the same figure as the boy of
twelve Hayden had met at Eton all those years agolong-limbed and impeccably
groomed from the tips of his polished Wellingtons to his short-cropped Grecian
haircut.
 
Do come in, Hayden said dryly.
 
Thank you.
I believe I will. Ned turned, tapping the tip of his walking stick against the
oak floor. I couldnt very well let you sneak out of London without seeing me
again. Perhaps your butler has been remiss. Ive called on you every day for
the past week and have yet to receive a response. His gaze fell on the hall
table, where a silver bowl sat over-flowing with calling cards and creamy
vellum envelopes, none of which had been opened. AhI see its not the butler
whos been remiss, but I. I presumed too heavily upon the manners your mother
taught you, God rest her dear soul.
 
Hayden leaned against the
door and crossed his arms over his chest, refusing to look guilty. My mother
taught me that it was ill-mannered to meddle in the private affairs of
others.
 
Ignoring him, Ned picked up a stack of the cards and
invitations and began to shuffle through them. Lady
Salisbury. Lady Skeffington. The duchess of Barclay. He shifted his gaze to
Hayden, cocking one silvery eyebrow. These are all from hostesses par
excellence. Tell mehow does it feel to once again be one of the most
sought-after bachelors in all of London?
 
Hayden snatched the
invitations from his hand and tossed them back on the table. Ive no interest
in keeping company with those who pride themselves on their manners but not
their kindness. Theyre not looking for a fourth for their card parties or a
waltz partner for their daughters. Theyre seeking someone their guests can
whisper about behind their fans and cigarsa curiosity to be both pitied and
reviled.
 
Ah, yes, the Murderous Marquess. He cuts quite the
villainous figure through the pages of the newspapers and scandal sheets,
doesnt he? Its astonishing that I even worked up the courage to pay you a
social call. Ned studied his neatly manicured fingernails. But since Ive no
intention of sleeping with any of your future wives, I shant worry about you
calling me out or flying into a homicidal rage and stabbing me in the throat
with a jam spoon.
 
Hayden stiffened, stung by his friends
boldness. Nor should you. I have no intention of marrying again.
 

Mores the pity. But it was sadness that touched Neds cool gray eyes,
not pity. You were one of the most devoted husbands any woman could hope to
have.
 
They were both silent for a long moment.
Then Neds teeth flashed in a ghost of his old grin. Come out with me tonight,
Hayden! Harriette Wilsons been bought off by the duke of Beaufort and retired
to Paris to tantalize everyone with her memoirs, but her sisters still know how
to throw a party. We can get thoroughly foxed, plant a pretty bit of muslin on
our laps, and pretend were eighteen again and fresh from Eton. Come with me!
Youll see. It will be just as it was.
 
Despite Neds insistence,
they both knew it would never be just as it was. Instead of three wild and
handsome young bucks sampling the citys many illicit pleasures, there would be
only two.
 
Hayden dredged up a smile of his own from somewhere in
his memory. Im afraid youll have to woo the winsome Wilson sisters on your
own tonight. I plan to retire early and make an early start for
Cornwall.
 
Ned peered into the gloomy study just behind him. I
cant bear the thought of you entombed in this rented mausoleum on your last
night in civilization. At least let me send over some small bit of comfort to
warm you.
 
That wont be necessary. The cook left a nice fat
quail on the stove and a bottle of Madeira. That will be all the comfort I
require. Hayden swept open the front door.
 
Ned didnt waste time
taking offense or pretending to misunderstand. But he did pause and turn on the
stoop, a speculative gleam lighting his eye. You really shouldnt be so hasty
to dismiss my offer. Even the juiciest of quails can benefit
from a dash of spice.
 
Hayden watched Ned stroll to his carriage,
troubled by the spark of mischief in his friends eyes. At Eton, that look had
always meant trouble, usually of the female variety.
 
Shaking his
head at his own fancies, he firmly shut the door, dismissing both the night and
its ghosts.
 


Lottie picked her way
through the shadows cast by the overhanging tree branches, thankful that she
hadnt allowed Harriet to accompany her. Harriet had never been any good at
sneaking. She had an unfortunate tendency to clump about like a plow horse, no
matter how soft the turf or how delicate her slippers.
 

Tendrils of mist rose from the damp earth, glowing ghostly pale beneath a
wan scythe of moon. As she emerged from the shadows, Lottie drew up the
mantles hood to shield her hair from the moonlight.
 
The narrow,
three-story house towered over her, dark and forbidding. Had it not been for
the maid-servants gossip, Lottie would have sworn the house was
deserted.
 
She studied the darkened row of third-story windows,
wondering which one hid the marquesss bedchamber. It was only too easy to
picture him sprawled atop a satin coverlet, a snifter of brandy cupped in his
long, aristocratic fingers, a sardonic glint in his eye and a cynical sneer
curving his lips.
 
Before wooing and wedding his now deceased 
wife eleven years ago, Hayden St. Clair, the marquess of
Oakleigh, was purported to have been one of the most eligible young bucks in
all of England. The announcement of his engagement to the youngest daughter of
a minor French viscount was said to have been greeted with hysterical fits of
vapors and brokenhearted sobs. Although his marriage to the girl had ended in
tragedy, fond recollections of their whirlwind romance could still bring a
wistful sigh to the lips of even the most prudish of matrons. Despite his
rather spectacular fall from societys grace, Lottie had no doubt that those
same matrons would still welcome him into their drawing rooms today, if only
out of morbid curiosity.
 
But he had chosen instead to exile
himself to the wilds of Cornwall. His brief and infrequent visits to London
were shrouded in secrecy. Ironically enough, his attempts to escape notice had
only whetted societys curiosity and kept the scandal sheets churning out their
lurid speculations.
 
Lottie waited for several minutes, bouncing up
and down on her toes with impatience, but there were still no signs of life
from the darkened house. Perhaps the marquess wasnt the recluse everyone
believed him to be. Perhaps he was even now at some gentlemans club or
gambling hell, indulging himself in some of the citys seamier
pleasures.
 
She was turning away, prepared to make the arduous
climb over the wall and back up to the sitting-room window, when a flicker of
light drifted past the French windows at the far corner of the house.
 

Her heart skipped into an uneven cadence. It was probably only a maid or a footman, she told herself, securing
the doors for the night. But she moved forward anyway, skirting the shadows
along the wall. By the time she reached the corner of the stucco terrace, the
light was gone.
 
Lottie glanced toward her aunts house. The rattle
of carriage wheels was growing more frequent, the whine of the violins more
insistent. She didnt dare linger much longer. Her brother-in-law might adore
her, but the ton hadnt christened him the Devil of
Devonbrooke for naught. If she missed the first dance of her debut, there
would be hell to pay.
 
The light appeared again, a faint wink too
tantalizing to ignore, then simply vanished. Lottie tiptoed across the terrace,
promising herself shed allow only one quick peek into the marquesss lair
before she fully surrendered herself to virtues chaste embrace. Lifting one
hand to block out the glare of the moonlight, she sidled closer to the
glass.
 
The adjoining window flew open. A masculine hand shot out,
caught her wrist in its powerful grip, and dragged her into the house. Too
startled to scream, she found herself gazing mutely up into the face of the
Murderous Marquess himself.
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