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1826, London, England

“Are you all right, ma’am? May I help you?”

Lady Lucinda Haymore flinched as the tall soldier came toward her, his hand outstretched and his voice full of concern. She clutched the torn muslin of her bodice against her bosom, and wondered desperately how much he could see of her in the dark shadows of the garden.

“I’m fine, sir, please . . .” She struggled to force any more words out and stared blindly at the elaborate gold buttons of his dress uniform. “I’m afraid I slipped and fell on the steps and have ripped my gown.”

He paused, and she realized that he had positioned his body to shield her from the bright lights of the house and the other guests at the ball.

“If you do not require my help, may I fetch someone for you, then?”

His question was softly spoken, as if he feared she might flee.

“Could you find Miss Emily Ross for me?”

“Indeed I can. I have a slight acquaintance with her.” He hesitated. “But first, may I suggest you sit down? You look as if you might swoon.”

Even as he spoke, the ground tilted alarmingly, and Lucinda started to sway. Before her knees gave way, the soldier caught her by the elbows and deftly maneuvered her backward to a stone bench framed by climbing roses. Even as she shrank from his direct gaze, she managed to get a fleeting impression of his face. His eyes were deep set and a very light gray, his cheekbones impossibly high, and his hair quite white, despite his apparent youth.

She could only pray he didn’t recognize her. No unmarried lady should be loitering in the gardens without a chaperone. Somehow she doubted he was a gossip. He just didn’t seem to be the type; all his concern was centered on her, rather than making a grand fuss and alerting others to her plight. He released her and moved back, as if he sensed his presence made her uneasy.

“I’ll fetch Miss Ross for you.”

“Thank you,” Lucinda whispered, and he was gone, disappearing toward the lights of the ballroom and the sounds of the orchestra playing a waltz. She licked her lips and tasted her own blood, and the brutal sting of rejection. How could she have been so foolish as to believe Jeremy loved her? He’d hurt her and called her a tease. Had she encouraged him as he had claimed? Did she really deserve what he had done to her?

Panic engulfed her and she started to shiver. It became increasingly difficult to breathe and she struggled to pull in air. Suddenly the white-haired stranger was there again, crouched down in front of her. He took her clenched fist in his hand and slowly stroked her fingers. She noticed his accent was slightly foreign.

“It’s all right. Miss Ross is coming. I took the liberty of hiring a hackney cab, which will be waiting for you at the bottom of the garden.”

“Thank you,”

“I’m glad I was able to be of service.”

With that, he moved away, and Lucinda saw Emily behind him and reached blindly for her hand.

“I told my aunt I was coming home with you, and I told your mother the opposite, so I think we are safe to leave,” Emily murmured.

“Good.”

Emily’s grip tightened. “Lucinda, what happened?”

She shook her head. “I can’t accompany you home, Emily. Where else can we go?”

Emily frowned. “I’ll take you to my stepmother’s. You’ll be safe there. Can you walk?”

“I’ll have to.” Lucinda struggled to her feet.

“Oh, my goodness, Lucinda,” Emily whispered. “There is blood on your gown.”

“I fell. Just help me leave this place.” Lucinda grabbed hold of Emily’s arm and started toward the bottom of the garden. She could only hope that Jeremy had returned to the ball and would not see how low he had brought her. She would never let him see that, never. With Emily’s help, she managed to climb into the cab and leaned heavily against the side. Her whole body hurt, especially between her legs, where he had . . . She pushed that thought away and forced her eyes open.

It seemed only a moment before Emily was opening the door of the cab and calling for someone named Ambrose to help her. Lucinda gasped as an unknown man carefully picked her up and carried her into the large mansion. Emily ran ahead, issuing instructions as she led the way up the stairs to a large, well-appointed bedchamber. The man gently deposited Lucinda on the bed and went to light some of the candles and the fire.

Lucinda curled up into a tight ball and closed her eyes, shutting out Emily and everything that had happened to her. It was impossible not to remember. She started to shake again.

A cool hand touched her forehead, and she reluctantly focused on her unknown visitor.

“I’m Helene, Emily’s stepmother. Everyone else has left, including Emily. Will you let me help you?”

Lucinda stared into the beautiful face of Madame Helene Delornay, one of London’s most notorious women, and saw only compassion and understanding in her clear blue eyes.

Helene smiled. “I know this is difficult for you, my dear, but I need to see how badly he hurt you.”

“No one hurt me. I slipped on the steps and . . .”

Helene gently placed her finger over Lucinda’s mouth. “You can tell everyone else whatever tale you want, but I know what has happened to you, and I want to help you.”

“How do you know?” Lucinda whispered.

“Because it happened to me.” Helene sat back. “Now, let’s get you out of that gown and into bed.”

She talked gently to Lucinda while she helped her remove her torn gown and undergarments, brought her warm water to wash with, and ignored the flow of tears Lucinda seemed unable to stop.

When she was finally tucked in under the covers, Helene sat next to her on the bed.

“Thank you,” Lucinda whispered.

Helene took her hand. “It was the least I could do.” She paused. “Now, do you want to tell me what happened?”

“All I know is that I am quite ruined.”

“I’m not so sure about that.”

Lucinda blinked. “I’m no longer a virgin. What man would have me now?”

“A man who loves you and understands that what happened was not your fault.”

“But it was my fault. I went into the gardens with him alone, I let him kiss me, I begged him to kiss me.”

“You also asked him to force himself on you?”

“No, I couldn’t stop him, he was stronger than me and . . .”

“Exactly, so you can hardly take the blame for what happened, can you?” Helene patted her hand. “The fault is his. I assume he imagines you will be forced to marry him now.”

Lucinda stared at Helene. “I didn’t think of that.” She swallowed hard. “He said we needed to keep our love secret because my family would never consider him good enough.”

Helene snorted. “He sounds like a dyed-in-the-wool fortune hunter to me. What is his name?”

Lucinda pulled her hand away. “I can’t tell you that. I don’t want to have to see him ever again.”

“Well, that is unfortunate, because I suspect he’ll be trying to blackmail his way into marrying you fairly shortly.”

Lucinda sat up. “But I wouldn’t marry him if he was the last man on earth!”

“I’m glad to hear you say that.” Helene hesitated. “But it might not be as easy to avoid his trap as you think. You might be carrying his child. Does that change your opinion as to the necessity of marrying him?”

Lucinda gulped as an even more nightmarish vision of her future unrolled before her. “Surely not?”

“I’m sorry, my dear, but sometimes it takes only a second for a man to impregnate a woman,” Helene continued carefully.

“I will not marry him.”

“Then let us pray that you have not conceived. The consequences for a woman who bears an illegitimate child are harsh.” Helene’s smile was forced. “I know from Emily that you are much loved by your parents. I’m sure they would do their best to conceal your condition and reintroduce you into society after the event.”

Lucinda wrapped her arms around her knees and buried her face in the covers. Her despair was now edged with anger. If she refused to marry her seducer, she alone would bear the disgust of society, while Jeremy wouldn’t suffer at all. It simply wasn’t fair.

Eventually she looked up at Madame Helene, who waited quietly beside her.

“Thank you for everything.”

Helene shrugged. “I have done very little. I wish I could do more. If you would just tell me the name of this vile man, I could have him banned from good society in a trice.”

“That is very kind of you, Madame, but I’d rather not add to the scandal. I doubt he would relinquish his position easily, and my name and my family’s reputation would be damaged forever.”

“And, as your father is now the Duke of Ashmolton, I understand you all too well, my dear.” Helene stood up. “But, if you change your mind, please let me know. I have more influence than you might imagine.”

“I’d prefer to deal with this myself.” Lucinda took a deep, steadying breath. “I need to think about what I want to do.”

Helene hesitated by the door. “Are you sure there isn’t another nice young man who might marry you instead?”

Lucinda felt close to tears again. “How could I marry anyone without telling him the truth? And what kind of man would agree to take me on those terms?”

“A man who loves you,” Helene said gently. “But you are right to take your time. Don’t rush into anything unless you absolutely have no choice. In my experience, an unhappy marriage is a far more terrible prison than an illegitimate child.”

Lucinda looked at Helene. “Emily told me you were a remarkable woman, and now I understand why. I’m so glad she brought me here tonight.”

“Emily is a treasure,” Helene replied. “I only tried to offer you what was not offered to me—a chance to realize that you were not at fault, and a place to rest before you have to make some difficult decisions. Now go to sleep. I will send Emily to you in the morning, and I promise I will not tell her anything.”

Lucinda slid down between the sheets and closed her eyes. Sleep seemed impossible, but she found herself drifting off anyway. Would any of her partners have noticed that she hadn’t turned up for her dances with them? Would Paul be worried about her? She swallowed down a sudden wash of panic. If anyone could understand her plight, surely it would be Paul....

 



Paul St. Clare prowled the edge of the ballroom, avoiding the bright smiles and come-hither looks of the latest crop of debutantes. Where on earth had Lucky gone? She was supposed to be dancing the waltz with him, and then he was taking her into supper. It was the only reason he was attending this benighted event after all.

Unfortunately, since the death of the sixth Duke of Ashmolton, speculation as to the new duke’s potential successor had alighted on Paul, hence the sudden interest of the ladies of the ton. He’d grown up with the vague knowledge that he was in the line of succession, but hadn’t paid his mother’s fervent interest in the subject much heed until the other male heirs had started to die off in increasing numbers.

And now, here he was, the heir apparent to a dukedom he neither wanted nor felt fit to assume. It was always possible that the duke would produce another child, although unlikely, because of his wife’s age. But Paul knew that even beloved wives died, and dukes had been known to make ridiculous second marriages in order to secure the succession. Paul’s own father, the current duke’s second cousin, had only produced one child before he died in penury, leaving his family dependent on the generosity of the Haymores for a home. In truth, Paul considered Lucky’s parents his own, and was very grateful for the care they had given him.

Paul nodded at an army acquaintance, but didn’t stop to chat. All his friends seemed to have acquired younger sisters who were just dying to meet him. In truth, he felt hunted. If he had his way, he’d escape this gossip-ridden, perfumed hell and ride up north to the clear skies and bracing company of his best friend, Gabriel Swanfield. But he couldn’t even do that, could he? Gabriel belonged, heart and soul, to another.

Paul stopped at the end of the ballroom that led out on to the terrace, and wondered if Lucky had gone out into the gardens. He could do with a breath of fresh air himself. He was about to pass through the open windows when he noticed a familiar figure standing on the balcony staring out into the night.

Paul’s stomach gave a peculiar flip. The sight of his commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Constantine Delinsky, always stirred his most visceral appetites. Of Russian descent, Delinsky was tall and silver-eyed with prematurely white hair that in no way diminished his beauty. Paul always felt like a stuttering idiot around the man.

Delinsky was looking out into the gardens of the Mallorys’ house with a preoccupied frown. Paul briefly debated whether to disturb him, but the opportunity to speak to someone who wouldn’t care about his newly elevated status was too appealing to resist.

“Good evening, sir.”

Constantine turned and half smiled. “Good evening, Lieutenant St. Clare. I didn’t realize you were here tonight. Are you enjoying yourself?”

“Not particularly,” Paul said. “I find all these people crammed into one space vaguely repellant.”

Again, that slight smile that made Paul want to do whatever he was told. “I can understand why. As a soldier, I always fear an ambush myself.”

“Are you waiting for someone, sir?” Paul asked.

“No, I was just contemplating the coolness of the air outside, and deciding whether I wished to stay for supper or leave before the crush.” Delinsky’s contemplative gaze swept over Paul. “Did you come with Swanfield?”

“Alas, no, sir. Gabriel and his wife are currently up north taking possession of his ancestral home.”

Constantine raised his eyebrows. “Ah, that’s right, I’d forgotten Swanfield had married.”

“I’d like to forget it, but unfortunately the man is so damned content that I find I cannot begrudge him his happiness.”

“Even despite your loss?”

“My loss?” Paul straightened and stared straight into Delinsky’s all-too-knowing eyes.

Delinsky winced. “I beg your pardon, that was damned insensitive of me.”

“Not insensitive at all. What do you mean?”

Delinsky lowered his voice. “I always believed you and Swanfield were connected on an intimate level.”

Paul forced a smile. “There’s no need for delicacy, sir. Gabriel was happy to fuck me when there was no other alternative. He soon realized the error of his ways, or more to the point, I realized the error of mine.”

Delinsky continued to study him and Paul found he couldn’t look away. “Perhaps you had a lucky escape, St. Clare.”

“You think so?”

“Or perhaps the luck is all mine.”

A slow burn of excitement grew in Paul’s gut. “What exactly are you suggesting, sir?”

Constantine straightened. “Would you care to share a brandy with me at my lodgings? I find the party has grown quite tedious.”

Paul wanted to groan. “Unfortunately I accompanied my family to the ball. I feel honor bound to escort them home as well.”

“As you should.” Constantine shrugged, his smile dying. “It is of no matter.”

Paul glanced back at the ballroom and then at the man in front of him. Despite Delinsky’s easy acceptance of Paul’s reason for not leaving with him, Paul desperately wanted to consign his family to hell and follow this man anywhere. Gabriel was lost to him. He needed to move past that hurt and explore new pastures. And when it came down to it, he had always lusted after Constantine Delinsky.

“Perhaps you might furnish me with your address, sir, and I can join you after I’ve dispensed with my duties.”

“It really isn’t that important, St. Clare.”

“Perhaps it isn’t to you, but it is to me,” Paul said softly. “Give me your direction.”
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“Lucinda, dear, whatever is the matter? You jump like a scalded cat every time the door knocker goes. Are you expecting anyone in particular?”

Lucky glanced at her mother and managed a smile. She didn’t really expect Jeremy to breach the forbidding walls of Haymore House, the Ashmolton mansion on Portland Square. But, if he really expected to marry her, he would have to confront her father at some point.

“I’m sorry, Mama, I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

The new Duchess of Ashmolton put her sewing aside and stared at her daughter with a worried frown. “You don’t look as if you are sleeping. Is it the move to the new house?” She glanced around the palatial drawing room and gave a palpable shudder. “I must admit that these new ducal surroundings are rather too grand for me too.”

“It is rather strange, Mama,” Lucky hastened to agree. “I am finding it difficult to sleep, and poor Milly keeps getting lost when she goes from the kitchens to my room.”

“She’s not the only one who gets lost,” the new duchess said gloomily. “If it wasn’t for Parsons, I think I’d never find my way anywhere. But we’ll get used to it. It’s far harder on your father, you know. The previous duke was very secretive about his affairs, and as he lived to such an advanced age, it appears he had a lot to be secretive about.”

“So I understand. I certainly feel sorry for poor Papa.” Lucky’s stomach gave an uncomfortable jolt as Parsons appeared at the door with a gentleman behind him. “Mama, it appears we have a guest.”

She let out her breath as Paul St. Clare entered the room and greeted her mother with his usual affection. His blond hair was damp from the rain and his top boots scuffed. He never seemed to care about his appearance as much as most of the soldiers she knew, and he was always getting into trouble for it with his commanding officers.

Despite his easy airs and manners, he’d changed considerably since his capture and long imprisonment in Spain. Beneath his charm was an impenetrable layer of steel that had deflected any concern or interest his family had wished to bestow on him since his return. There was a restlessness about him now that both attracted and repelled Lucky. It was as if he was no longer quite civilized and hated the restraints society placed on him. She wasn’t sure if she wished she had his courage, or hated that he made her feel so boring and ordinary.

“Good afternoon, Aunt. I came to see how you are doing in your new home.” Paul glanced up at the gloomy portrait of the fourth duke killing a stag. “I suspect you might need to do some redecorating before you really begin to feel at home.”

The new duchess laughed. “Indeed. I fear it will take me quite a while to change anything. I’m still convinced my father-in-law will pop out and start scolding me.”

Paul grinned, his teeth white against his slightly tanned skin. “He was something of an ogre, wasn’t he? I know he reduced my poor mama to tears on many happy occasions.”

After accepting the offer of tea, Paul came to sit by Lucky, his searching gaze roaming her face, his hands capturing hers in one easy motion.

“What happened to you at the ball the other night?” he murmured so that her mother couldn’t hear. “You abandoned me to the matchmaking mamas and their obnoxious daughters.”

“I . . .” To her horror, Lucky found that she couldn’t speak. Paul’s brown eyes narrowed and he drew her to her feet.

“Aunt, Lucinda promised to show me a book she found in the library. May we go and fetch it? We’ll be back in a trice.”

He took Lucky’s hand and whisked her out of the drawing room, down the stairs, and into the grand library below. As Paul was considered part of the family, Lucky knew her mother wouldn’t object in the slightest to them being alone together. He shut the door and leaned against it, his arms folded over his chest.

“Out with it, Lucky. What’s wrong?”

Lucinda turned her back on Paul and walked away from him. For the first time in her life, she realized that she didn’t want to blurt out her troubles to him. Other people might think Paul too sweet to hurt a fly, but she knew differently. She had a horrible suspicion that he’d immediately demand the name of her seducer, challenge Jeremy to a duel, and be halfway to depriving her father of his last remaining heir if she let him.

She glanced at him over her shoulder. “I’m sorry I left you at the ball. I slipped in the garden and ripped a huge hole in my skirt. I had to ask someone to fetch Emily so that I could gather up my torn petticoats and escape through the garden before anyone saw me.”

He didn’t answer her, and after a moment she turned to face him.

“I’m sorry you ripped your gown.” He angled his head to one side, his expression still courteous, but far too determined for Lucinda’s comfort. “Now tell me what really happened.”

“Nothing happened.”

“Are you sure about that?”

She managed to hold his gaze. “I’m quite sure, Paul.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Ask Emily. She was with me on the ride home.”

“And she’d lie about anything for you.” He sighed. “Are you sure you don’t want to tell me all about it?”

She spun away from him again, her arms wrapped around herself. “I’m not a child anymore, Paul. Please don’t talk to me like that.”

He leaned back against the door, blocking her exit. “You are a beautiful woman, Lucky. Even I have noticed that.”

“Even you?” She raised her chin at him. “I thought I’d always be your annoying little sister.”

His smile was wry. “Not my sister, no, never that, but I must admit that your growing into a beauty did surprise me.”

She felt tears threaten. “I’m no beauty.”

He considered her as if she were a piece of fine art he had never seen before. “Yes, you are. I’m not surprised you’ve taken so well with the ton.”

“Not that well.”

Goodness, she wanted to get away from his searching gaze before she forgot herself and cried out her fear and shame into the comfort of his shoulder as she’d always done before. But she couldn’t do that. She was beyond cuddles and reassurances now. The choices she faced now were far more painful than even he could protect her from.

“Lucky? Whatever is wrong? Let me help you.”

She looked up at his darling face, his brown eyes dark with concern, his whole body angled toward her. He would do anything for her. She’d always loved him, and now it was her turn to protect him. She had a horrible suspicion that if she begged for his help, he’d offer it unreservedly, and it wouldn’t be fair to involve him when he wasn’t in love with her, had never been in love with her.

“We should be getting back. Mama will be worried and you’ll be wanting your tea, I’m sure.”

She marched purposefully toward the door.

“Damn it, Lucky.” He caught her elbow in a firm grip and yanked her against his side. She couldn’t help flinching away from his suddenly intimidating male strength. Her breathing shortened. Could he hurt her, hold her down like Jeremy had? She’d never thought about it before, never considered how weak she was....

“Let me go.” Her voice wobbled and she hated it, hated what Jeremy had done to her anew.

“Lucky . . .”

He released her immediately, and opened the door wide for her to pass by him. She picked up her pale blue muslin skirts and made a very undignified run for the stairs.

 



Paul watched Lucky go with a frown. What the hell was wrong with her? When he’d caught her arm she’d stared at him as if he were a stranger intent on harming her. His suspicions intensified. What had changed to make her regard him as dangerous? Had some other man hurt her? Touched her?

He started after her and then slowed at the bottom of the stairs. He certainly couldn’t storm into her mother’s drawing room and demand answers she was obviously unwilling to give him. He could only hope she’d confide in him eventually. She always had before. He gripped the banister rail tightly. She loved him. His own arrogance alarmed him and he shook his head. Perhaps she didn’t love him anymore and another had claimed her heart. He should be relieved about that, as he had very little to offer her.

He started slowly up the stairs. Then why wasn’t he pleased for her? Was he truly such a spoilsport that he wanted her to love only him? Disgusted at himself, he resolved to offer her his support and wait patiently for Lucky to reveal whatever was distressing her in her own good time.

 



After a pleasant half hour, Paul took his farewell and made his way to Lieutenant Colonel Delinsky’s lodgings on Half Moon Street. Delinsky had invited him for an early supper and a visit to the theater. For the first time in a long while, Paul was aware of excitement coursing through his veins. On the night after the ball, Delinsky had proved a perfect companion, and Paul had forgotten his former nerves and actually enjoyed himself.

He knocked on Delinsky’s door and was admitted by a manservant who ushered him through into the large sitting room, where his host sat reading by the fire. Delinsky immediately put his book aside and rose to his feet. He was dressed in his waistcoat and shirtsleeves, his coat discarded over the back of the chair.

“St. Clare, how kind of you to come.” He gestured to the seat opposite him. “Gregor will serve our supper and then he’ll be off for the night. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. I’m sure we can manage.” Paul took the offered seat. “Thank you, sir.”

Was the fact that the manservant was leaving for the night significant, or was Delinsky merely being polite? Sometimes Paul hated the subterfuge that came with his sexual preferences. Working out whether another man was interested in going to bed with him often seemed as complex and deadly as negotiating a peace treaty. It wasn’t surprising when the punishments for sodomy were painful, humiliating, and in some cases terminal.

After the meal, Delinsky waited until the manservant cleared the small table between them and left before he poured them both glasses of red wine. He raised his glass. “I understand you are to be congratulated.”

Paul groaned. “Have I been offered a military promotion I didn’t know about? Not that that is likely to happen in the current climate. In truth, I’m thinking of selling out.”

“A military promotion does seem unlikely,” Delinsky conceded, “but I can see why you might be considering selling out. I expect you will be taking on new and far more onerous duties.”

“You’re talking about this Ashmolton business, aren’t you?” Paul sighed. “Unfortunately it is true. Apparently I’m the heir presumptive of the new Duke of Ashmolton.”

“As I said, you are to be congratulated.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” Paul took a gulp of his excellent wine. “I never thought to succeed to the title. There always seemed a satisfyingly large group of males ahead of me on various branches of the family tree. The war and the climate of India haven’t worked in my favor.”

“Most men would be delighted to succeed to a dukedom.”

“I’m sure they would, but me?” Paul flicked a glance at Delinsky and found he was watching him intently. “You are my commanding officer. You know how well I respond to authority and protocol and everything else the blasted aristocracy stands for.”

Delinsky’s smile was wry. “You don’t take orders worth a damn, but you are still one of the best officers I’ve ever had under my command, and one of the bravest.”

Paul shrugged. “That is very kind of you, but I’ve done nothing that any man in my shoes would not have done.”

“Not so. Swanfield said he couldn’t have gotten all the prisoners out of that hellhole without your help.”

“He’s lying, of course,” Paul said flippantly. “He simply didn’t want to take all the glory for himself.”

Delinsky sat back and studied him, one long-fingered hand wrapped around his wineglass. “You and Swanfield do have something in common. Neither of you can accept a compliment.”

“We’re not taught to accept praise. It is beaten out of us in school.”

“So I’ve heard, although I understand that Swanfield didn’t go to school.”

Paul sipped at his wine. “You seem very well informed about Major Lord Gabriel Swanfield.”

“I’m well informed about all the men I command. I find it useful to understand them.”

“And why is that? Surely all you need to know is that they will die on your order?”

Delinsky went still. “You truly hold such a poor opinion of me?”

“Not of you, particularly, just of the English army in general.”

“I’m not even English.”

“Then why do you fight for us?”

A muscle flicked in Delinsky’s jaw and his eyes narrowed. “You might have forgotten that my original regiment was decimated by Napoléon’s forces, as was my entire country.”

Paul let out his breath. “I apologize, sir. That was uncalled for. I have never doubted either your courage or your commitment to the cause.” He put down his glass and rose to his feet. “Do you wish me to leave?”

Delinsky leaned his head back and looked up at him. “I don’t want you to go anywhere. I find your honesty refreshing.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Quite sure. Now please, sit down and tell me about Swanfield. I understand he married Lisette Delornay-Ross.”

Paul sank back down into his seat. “You know her?”

“From both the pleasure house and from society. She is a very interesting woman. I think she will do very well with Swanfield.”

“I forget that you occasionally frequent the pleasure house.”

“I’m not there as much as you are. Christian Delornay says that you are practically a member of the staff.”

“Gabriel gave me his membership when he became part of the family.” Paul grimaced. “He thought it might console me for his loss, and offer me other avenues of sexual delight.”

“You haven’t exactly lost him, have you? He only got married. I would imagine that Lisette Delornay is more accommodating than most wives would be of her husband’s little peccadilloes.”

“But I don’t want to take advantage of their particular circumstances.”

“Why not?”

“Because I think I deserve more.”

Delinsky nodded. “So do I. Is that why you are almost always with a woman at the pleasure house?”

“You’ve watched me?” Paul looked straight into the other man’s eyes and tried to suppress his excitement. “I was attempting to broaden my horizons.”

“For what purpose?”

“Because I am a fool.”

Delinsky frowned. “I do not understand.”

“I promised Gabriel that I would at least learn how to bed a woman. And, to my surprise, I found that it was quite easy to do so and even quite enjoyable.”

“Is it also because you wish to marry one day?”

“That would hardly be fair to my poor wife, would it? Marrying someone, knowing that you could never give them what they needed from you? Your whole self?”

“But you can bed a woman.”

“That’s not enough, though. I’m not sure I would be able to keep my vows and not always yearn for the forbidden.”

“I understand.” Delinsky nodded and rose to his feet. “I have to dress for the theater; would you mind continuing our conversation while I change?”

Paul felt a ridiculous rush of disappointment and barely managed to keep from voicing his objections to the sudden end of their conversation. Had Delinsky decided he was no longer interested? Did he see Paul’s vacillating as a sign of weakness? He followed Delinsky into the other room, noting the newly brushed blue-and-gray uniform laid out on the bed and the shining black boots on the rug in front of the fire.

“Damnation,” Delinsky muttered. “This button seems reluctant to open.” He held out his wrist to Paul. “Is there a thread caught somewhere?”

Paul cupped Delinsky’s elbow and bent his head over the proffered shirt cuff. The scent of warm man and washed linen breathed over him and made it hard to concentrate. It didn’t help when Delinsky leaned in and spoke close to his ear.

“Can you work it free?”

Blindly, Paul fumbled with the buttonhole, untangling the reluctant thread. At last he succeeded in freeing the button and looked straight into Delinsky’s silver eyes.

“I think I got it.” His throat dried as the other man brought his thumb up to caress Paul’s lower lip.

“Thank you.”

Paul swallowed hard, the motion drawing the tip of Delinsky’s thumb between his lips. He couldn’t help flicking his tongue over the callused pad, felt the answering response in his cock as it thickened and sprang to life. Delinsky pushed his thumb deeper, and Paul sucked on it as if there was nothing else in the world he needed more.

When Delinsky slowly withdrew his thumb, Paul was panting and already aroused. He watched as Delinsky unbuttoned the placket of his breeches and pulled his shirt over his head to display the taut muscles of his stomach and his battle-scarred chest. His hair there was pale and almost impossible to see. The lieutenant was also both taller and broader than Paul was.

Paul’s gaze dropped to the opening of Delinsky’s breeches, where an impressive bulge pressed against the constraints of his linen. With all his much-vaunted experience, the sight of Constantine Delinsky’s cock made Paul feel like a shy virgin again. He wanted to fall to his knees and use his mouth on the man, to suck him until he came hard and fast.

He shuddered as Delinsky slid a hand under his chin and turned his face up.

“I want you, St. Clare. I have always wanted you.”

“Then why didn’t you tell me so before?”

“Because there was only ever one man for you—Gabriel Swanfield.” He paused. “I will not compete for your affections. I would rather do without.”

Paul held his gaze. “Gabriel doesn’t want me anymore, and I don’t want him.”

“I’m not sure I believe you. You love the man.”

“And because I love him, I had to let him go. Can you understand that?” Paul touched Delinsky’s cheek. “I want this. I want you.”

Delinsky’s smile was slow and serious. “Then perhaps I’ll wait before I put on my new clothes. I wouldn’t want to spoil them.”

He carried on stripping, his movements assured, as the long beautiful lines of his body emerged into the flickering candlelight. When he was completely naked, he turned to Paul, his cock jutting upward toward his flat belly, and gestured toward Paul’s clothes.

“May I help you undress, or would you prefer to have me like this, fully clothed, with just your cock freed to fuck?”

Paul licked his lips and Delinsky’s gaze followed the motion. “I’d like to touch you.”

“Touch me, then.”

Delinsky stepped closer until they were only a few inches apart, and the crown of his cock nudged against Paul’s waistcoat. Paul brought his hands up to Delinsky’s broad shoulders and felt him shiver. He spread his fingers wide and ran his palms over the other man’s chest, tracing every scar, the tight buds of his nipples, and the lush curve of tense muscle.

“Ah,” Delinsky sighed. “It’s been a long time for me.”

“You haven’t indulged at the pleasure house?”

Delinsky opened his eyes. “Like you, I’ve had only women there.”

Paul halted his explorations and stared back. “Which do you prefer?”

“I like both, but I prefer women.” He hesitated. “Does that offend you? Would you rather I preferred men? Perhaps I should have made myself clear before we started this.”

Paul closed his fingers around Delinsky’s nipple and squeezed hard. “I can scarcely judge you, can I?”

A smile flickered over Delinsky’s face, followed by a hiss as Paul twisted his flesh. “I’m not like Gabriel. I don’t have to choose one sex or the other. I’ll take you just as you are, if you’ll do the same for me.”

Paul slid one hand down toward Delinsky’s cock and halted his fingers just above the now wet crown. He felt Delinsky’s stomach tighten and saw the slight inclination of his hips, as if he couldn’t help but strain toward Paul’s touch. Being fully clothed while the more powerfully built Delinsky was naked was strangely erotic.

He sat on the edge of the bed and stared up at Delinsky. “Will you make yourself come for me?”

“Is that what you wish?” Delinsky’s smile was wild. “I’m so damned hard, it won’t take me but a moment.” He wrapped one hand around the base of his shaft, gripping himself tightly. Paul leaned forward and slid his arm around the other man’s hips, bringing him closer.

“Come for me.”

Delinsky began to move his hand up and down his shaft, his movements unhurried and graceful, only the intent expression on his face giving away his need. Paul inhaled the scent of the slick wetness now pouring from the slit of Delinsky’s cock and sighed. He couldn’t stop himself from sliding his forefinger around the crown, spreading the pearly wetness and lubricating the straining shaft.

“Oh, God,” Delinsky groaned and he started to jerk his cock faster through his clenched fist, the slick sounds loud along with his panting breaths. He started to climax, and Paul watched every jet of come seep through Delinsky’s fingers and drip down over his tight balls and thighs.

When Delinsky finished coming, Paul bent his head and carefully licked at his partner’s shaft. He kept licking until Delinsky groaned and started to grow again. Paul looked up. “Undo my breeches, release my cock.”

Delinsky obliged, and Paul stifled a moan as his cock and balls were carefully drawn away from his soaked underthings and cupped in Delinsky’s broad palm.

“Kneel down.”

Delinsky knelt between Paul’s outstretched thighs; his superior height meant his cock was now level with Paul’s. Paul reached forward and gripped the other man’s shaft, bringing it against his own. Delinsky sighed as Paul rubbed their cocks together and shifted his grip to surround both of their thrusting shafts.

“Together, then,” Paul murmured. “Let’s come together.” He slid his other hand into Delinsky’s hair and brought his lush mouth down to meet his. “Kiss me.” Delinsky obliged, his tongue delving deep, thrusting in the same intimate rhythm as their working cocks. Paul closed his eyes and simply enjoyed all the sensations: the feel of Delinsky’s skin, the textures of his mouth, and the ferocious yearning behind his kisses. Heat and wet and thrusting flesh, tension building until he groaned into Delinsky’s mouth and climaxed.

“Ah, God.”

 



Con murmured a curse in his native language and tore his mouth away from Paul’s only to bury his head in the crook of his shoulder as his come flooded all over their joined hands. It had been a long time since he’d allowed a man to touch him like this. He’d forgotten how good it felt. The sensation of his skin against the roughness of St. Clare’s clothing made him feel raw and exposed.

He shuddered as St. Clare continued to touch him, his hands skimming over the curve of his arse, making his cock twitch in response. He hadn’t lied when he’d told St. Clare that he’d always wanted him. St. Clare’s soft brown eyes and blond hair concealed a man of great courage and worth, a true warrior. He’d always admired the man’s stubborn loyalty to those he loved, a trait he’d found sadly lacking in his previous relationships.

Constantine raised his head and found St. Clare looking gravely at him. “May we dispense with your clothes now? I would like to see you.”

St. Clare’s mouth quirked up at the corner. It was one of the things Constantine liked most about him, his ability to joke about the absurdities of life. “I’m not quite as beautiful as you are.”

Constantine smoothed a hand over the ragged sword scar at his hip. “I’m hardly perfect.” He waited as St. Clare shrugged out of his coat and waistcoat and started on the buttons of his shirt. “May I help you?”

“Of course. Can you undo the cuffs of my shirt? I don’t think you’ll have any problems with them.”

Constantine obliged, and St. Clare pulled the shirt over his head, emerging with his hair sticking up like a blond brush. He sat on the bed and braced his booted foot against the bedpost to remove his footwear and stockings. All that remained were his breeches, which he shed quickly and tossed toward the nearest chair. He was finely built, all slight grace and hard muscle, a sharp contrast to Constantine’s broader frame.

Constantine reached out and touched St. Clare’s back. “Did this happen to you when you were imprisoned? The scars from a flogging always take a long time to heal.”

“I doubt they’ll ever disappear,” St. Clare answered. “And with my disrespect for authority, I’m quite used to being beaten.”

“Your school system is barbaric,” Constantine murmured as he joined St. Clare on the bed. “I’m surprised any of you survived it.”

“At least surviving it meant we were well prepared for the horrors of war. My uncle once told me that the system was based on the Spartan agoge.”

Constantine traced a line down St. Clare’s sternum. “With your shield, or on it, eh? That makes a terrible kind of sense.” He bent to press a kiss over St. Clare’s heart. “By the way, you may call me Constantine, or Con, if you prefer.”

“And you may call me Paul.” St. Clare’s quiet chuckle resonated through his chest. “I’m not sure I dare call you by your given name. You will always be Lieutenant Colonel to me.”

Constantine cupped the other man’s balls. “Not if you sell out. I think I’d prefer it if you did.”

Paul sighed. “I might have no choice. My uncle has already suggested it, and with the current peace, I’m hardly likely to be needed unless I go to India or those damned ex-colonies.”

Constantine stroked his thumb along the soft skin on the underside of Paul’s thickening cock. “I’d prefer you to stay here.”

“Still giving me orders, sir?”

Constantine raised himself up on one elbow and licked delicately at the tip of Paul’s cock. “I believe I am. Now perhaps you should lie back and do exactly what you are told.”
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Lucky didn’t want to go to the theater, but her mother had refused to listen to her excuses and practically ordered her into the carriage. Sometimes it was easier to obey than to think up another pathetic reason for not wanting to leave the house. At least she might meet with Emily and share her worries without her mother overhearing.

Emily, her brother Richard, and their father were already awaiting them in their box. Lucinda curtsied as Richard bent over her gloved hand and kissed it. He was a pleasant man with a distinct look of Emily and their father, Lord Philip Knowles. She suspected little ruffled Richard’s calm composure, and wondered anew how he felt stuck in the middle of the colorful and often scandalous Delornay-Ross clan.

“Lady Lucinda, such a pleasure.” He pulled out a chair for her. “Are you looking forward to the performance? I understand from Emily that Shakespeare is a favorite of yours.”

“Indeed he is,” Lucinda replied as she sat down and opened her fan. “And I particularly enjoy As You Like It.”

“So do I,” Richard replied. “I believe Emily is most enamored of Romeo and Juliet.”

Emily took the seat on Lucinda’s other side. “And what’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing, my dear sister, if your idea of true love is a double suicide.”

Emily fixed him with a quelling stare. “It is romantic, Richard. Don’t you understand anything?” She nudged Lucinda. “Isn’t it, Lucky. Tell him.”

In the throes of dealing with her own destroyed romance, and realizing that in reality the drama of suicide would only destroy her family further, Lucinda hesitated.

“Lucky!” Emily exclaimed. “How can you not agree with me?”

Richard reached across and patted his sister’s gloved hand. “Mayhap Lady Lucinda has a little more common sense than you do, Emily.”

Emily was staring at Lucinda. “Maybe she has. . . .”

Lucinda avoided her friend’s gaze and stared out over the glittering theater. Almost a week had passed since the unfortunate incident at the ball, and she still hadn’t decided what to do about Jeremy. Of course, she’d stayed home like the coward she was, so he’d had no opportunity to accost her anyway. Her gaze scanned the crowds. Was he out there somewhere, just waiting for the opportunity to talk to her?

A loud clashing sound made her jump and look toward the orchestra pit, where the conductor had just taken his place on the podium. The small orchestra started playing and the lights in the theater were extinguished as the curtain rose on an all-too-familiar scene.

Lucinda forced herself to relax. Even if Jeremy was here, there was nothing he could do to spoil her enjoyment of the play—at least until the interval. She snapped her fan shut and placed it in her lap. In truth, she was tired of feeling powerless and hiding from him. Perhaps it was time to be brave and face him after all.

 



When the curtains shut after the first act, she turned to Emily, who was enthusiastically applauding.

“Will you walk out with me? I’m feeling a little restless.”

“If you wish.” Emily raised her voice in the direction of her father, who was deep in conversation with the duchess. “Papa, Lucinda and I are going for a stroll. We’ll be back shortly.”

Before her mother could object, Lucinda headed for the door. The narrow corridor between the boxes was jammed tightly with people either exiting or visiting other playgoers. Lucinda managed to fight her way through the throng to the slightly less crowded landing and turned to look for Emily.

Before she could spot Emily, someone cupped her elbow, and Lucinda had to fight the impulse to shriek and pull away. She looked up into the pleasant face of her rescuer from the ball on the previous week.

“I thought it was you, ma’am. Have you recovered from your ordeal?”

Lucinda could detect no hint of sarcasm or condescension either in his question or in his expression, only a genuine desire to see if she was all right. In the brilliant light from the chandeliers, she could now see how handsome her rescuer truly was, and how young despite the whiteness of his hair. When had his hair turned that color? Why couldn’t she have met him before she met Jeremy? One direct look from this man made her realize how mistaken she’d been in thinking Jeremy was either strong or honest.

“I’m quite well, sir,” Lucinda murmured. “And thank you again for your assistance.”

“It was nothing, ma’am.” He smiled and kissed her gloved hand. “I’m just pleased to see that you are well.” His attention drifted over her shoulder. “Ah, here comes your good friend, Miss Ross. At least I know I am leaving you in good hands again.”

“Lieutenant Colonel,” Emily said cheerfully. “Are you enjoying the play?”

When her soldier turned to Emily, Lucinda was all too conscious of the loss of his warm grip on her hand. How strange that his touch didn’t frighten her, while she dreaded even breathing the same air as Jeremy again.

“Indeed I am, Miss Ross.” He bowed and briefly held Emily’s hand. “How is your family? I understand that your sister has recently married one of my past officers.”

“That is correct, sir. Lisette is currently up in Cheshire being introduced to the Swanfield family estates.”

“Then I wish her and Swanfield much happiness.”

Lucinda watched him smile and envied Emily both her ease of address and her large acquaintance. Before her fall from grace, Lucinda would’ve barely waited until the lieutenant colonel walked away before bombarding Emily with demands for all the salient details about his marital state and prospects. Now it was too late. What would a man like him ever see in her?

He turned back as if he’d sensed her distress. “Well, it was a pleasure to see you again, and in such improved spirits, ma’am.”

“It’s ‘my lady,’ ” Lucinda murmured. “I’m not married.” As soon as she spoke, she blushed at the absurdity of even mentioning such a stupid detail.

He brought her hand to his lips again. “My lady, then, but still a pleasure.” He nodded at Emily. “Good-bye, Miss Ross.”

He turned and walked back into the crowd, leaving Lucinda staring after him. Emily drew her arm through Lucky’s and walked them over to one of the long windows.

“Constantine Delinsky is a lovely man, isn’t he? I’ve no idea why he hasn’t married. He must be past thirty now.”

Constantine . . . Lucinda sighed. “He is indeed lovely.”

“And not married.”

“Have you set your cap at him then, Emily?”

“Unfortunately, I’ve known him for several years, and he’s never so much as glanced my way.” She paused. “He seemed far more interested in you.”

“Only because he sees himself as my knight in shining armor.”

“I think it is more than that. Would you like me to introduce you to him properly next time we meet? I wasn’t sure if you wished to reveal your true identity.”

“I don’t. It’s better if he forgets all about me.”

Emily touched her cheek. “Oh, Lucky, just because you were kissed at the bottom of the garden and ripped your dress running away doesn’t mean you are sunk below reproach. I’ve done far worse than that.”

But it was easy for Emily to say that. With her eclectic family, she wasn’t subject to the same strict rules Lucinda had to abide by. The conduct of the daughter of a duke must be above reproach, and so far she had failed miserably at that.

Emily’s gaze narrowed. “That was all that happened, wasn’t it, Lucky? Helene wouldn’t tell me anything.”

Lucinda went to reply and then saw Jeremy gesticulating at her over Emily’s shoulder. Her smile faltered and panic warred with anger at his casual belief that she would come when he called her. But if she didn’t face him now, would he think he had won? She had to deal with him at some point, and now that she knew what his handsome exterior concealed she would be on her guard.

Lucinda patted her best friend’s hand. “We should be getting back. I’ll need to visit the necessary, so I’ll meet you at the box.”

“I can wait for you, if you like,” Emily offered.

“No, I’ll be fine.” Lucinda gathered her skirts and headed for the staircase Jeremy had already descended.

He caught her midway down the stairs and drew her onto a narrow landing behind a curtain that concealed a locked exit door. She had no desire to be alone with him for even a second, but it seemed she had no choice.

“Lucinda, my dear.”

“Good evening, Mr. Roland.”

Lucinda stared up at his familiar face and it was as if the scales had fallen from her eyes. He looked older, anxious, and far less pleasant. Why hadn’t she noticed the tension running through him before, the lack of openness and the calculation in his stare?

“Lucinda, my darling.” He reached for her and she took a hasty step backward.

“Don’t touch me.”

He smiled at the sharpness of her tone. “You didn’t say that last time we met. In fact, I seem to remember you begging me to kiss you.”

“I was a fool.”

His smile widened and contained a mixture of triumph and pity that made Lucinda want to slap him. “I understand that you might be feeling a little guilty for throwing yourself at me like that, my love. But there is no need for remorse. I am quite willing to marry you and cover up your indiscretion.”

“My indiscretion?” Lucinda gathered all her courage and forced herself to look into his eyes. She was so glad she’d spoken to Madame Helene. “I’m not willing to marry you at all. In fact, the very thought of it makes me want to puke.”

He studied her for a long moment and then smiled. “I don’t see that you have a choice. Do you want me to broadcast your shame to the ton, to your family, to your father?”

“The only thing I am ashamed of is being taken in by you.”

“You love me.”

“I do not.” She steadied her voice. “My father will never force me to marry you.”

“Are you so sure of that? He’s just assumed his new title. I doubt he’ll immediately want to deal with a scandal concerning his only child. It will affect the way he is seen by the elite forever.”

“My father will never force me to marry you.” Lucinda repeated her statement as calmly as she could with a confidence she was far from feeling. “He trusts me.”

“More fool him.” Jeremy gave a harsh laugh, all pretense of civility now gone. “I’ll give you another couple of days to consider your position, and then I’ll meet you again.”

“My position will not change, sir. I can assure you of that.”

“Brave words, my dear, but I’m not convinced you mean them,” he sneered. “I know how much your family means to you, and that you would rather die than besmirch your father’s honor.” He shoved his face close to hers. “And believe me, I’ll ruin you all if you don’t see sense and marry me.”

Even as Lucinda recoiled from the violence in his eyes, he spun on his heel, shoved the curtain aside, and stormed away. Lucinda leaned back against the wall, wiped his spittle from her face, and waited until her knees stopped trembling. The bell sounded, announcing the beginning of the second act, and she took a deep, steadying breath. If she was a true lady, shouldn’t she be swooning at her despoiler’s feet instead of thinking up ways of killing him? In truth, her lack of sensibility seemed a blessing at this moment.

If she didn’t return to the box, her mother would become anxious, and that was to be avoided at all costs.

She started to walk back up the stairs. Jeremy was right about one thing: She would do anything to avoid upsetting her parents, particularly her father. He had so much to deal with at the moment. His new ducal responsibilities and his government appointments made for a heavy burden she had no wish to add to.

But was she willing to sacrifice herself to a life with Jeremy by assuring her parents that she wanted to marry him? Wouldn’t those lies be equally as cruel as not telling them the truth? She stood for a moment at the top of the stairs and stared at nothing. She couldn’t tell them the truth.

A couple of uniformed men came down the stairs on the opposite side of the landing, and Lucinda ducked out of sight. She might not be able to talk to her parents, but perhaps she could talk to Paul. It seemed she had little choice. If she made him swear not to ask her exactly who had dishonored her, he might at least have a fresh perspective on her dilemma.

The thought of his knowing what she had done made her heart clench, and she brought her hand to her bodice. She could only hope he would still speak to her afterward and would be able to think of a way out of her horrible plight.

 



Paul glanced up as Constantine reclaimed his seat beside him. “Where did you go? I lost you in the crush.”

“I met with an acquaintance of mine, and stopped to ask her how she did.”

“An old acquaintance?”

Constantine squeezed Paul’s knee. “Not that kind of friend.” He hesitated. “In truth, I’m not even sure exactly who she is.”

“Cinderella, perhaps? Did you retrieve her glass slipper for her at a ball?”

“Nothing quite so romantic. I merely assisted her when she needed a way to escape an uncomfortable situation.” He frowned. “Not that she would accept much in the way of help from me.”

Paul studied the other man’s face. “You seem concerned about her.”

Constantine sighed. “You know how it is when one of your young soldiers faces his first enemy fire, or makes his first kill? That terrible look of shock—as if the whole world has suddenly become a far more brutal and uncaring place?”

Paul shuddered. “Unfortunately I do.”

Constantine shook his head. “This will sound ridiculous, but you do not expect to see that look on the face of a young woman at a ball.”

Paul put his hand over Constantine’s clenched fist. “It sounds as though you did the best you could for her.”

“I did, but you know yourself that once that comfortable screen has been ripped from your eyes, the world is never the same again. I wish I could restore it to her, but I have no idea how to do it.”

Paul waited until Constantine looked back at him, and could only admire his lover’s character even more. “I don’t know about you, sir, but I’d rather be back in bed than here with all these people.”

“Indeed. Shall we go?”

Paul rose to his feet. “I would be delighted.”
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“Paul, I’m so glad you could come.”

“It is always a pleasure to see you; you know that. Now what is the dark mystery that made me have to skulk around the house until your mother left?”

Paul squeezed Lucky’s hands and then gave her a hug. Her whole body tensed, and she immediately shied away from him and returned to pacing the rug in front of the fire. She looked as if she hadn’t been sleeping well, with dark circles under her eyes and her mouth pinched and drawn. He took a seat by the fire and continued to watch her carefully.

“There is something I want to ask you.”

“Then go ahead.” He gestured at the seat opposite him. She didn’t seem to notice and continued to walk, this time with her back to him.

“A friend of mine finds herself in a difficult situation, and as I have no useful advice to give her, I thought of you.”

“A friend.”

“Yes, she . . . behaved quite indiscreetly at a ball recently, and now the man with whom she . . . dallied is insisting that they must marry to save her reputation.”

Paul frowned and rapidly tried to work out exactly what Lucinda was really saying. “When you say ‘dallied,’ what do you mean?”

“What do you think I mean? She was alone with this man without a chaperone. That alone is enough to force an offer of marriage—you know that.”

“But does she want to marry the man?”

An almost imperceptible shiver shook through Lucinda, and Paul tensed. “No, I don’t believe she does.”

“Then surely all she has to do is tell him she doesn’t wish to wed him. If he is a gentleman, he’ll accept her decision and withdraw his suit.”

She slowly faced him, her expression blank. “And what if he won’t?”

“Then he is a complete and utter scoundrel, and she should inform her parents and ask them to deliver the news for her.”

“And what if she doesn’t want to tell her parents?”

Up until then, he’d quite decided they were talking about her, but that didn’t fit at all. Lucky’s parents adored her and would never hesitate to set any man about his business who had offended their daughter.

“Why wouldn’t she tell her parents?”

She turned away from him again. “Perhaps she dreads upsetting them, or they are already burdened with great responsibilities she fears to add to.”

Paul considered everything she had told him anew. “I would still counsel her to talk to her parents. I doubt they would reject her entirely.” Her sudden, brittle laugh was unexpected. “What exactly did I say to amuse you?”

“Nothing in particular. It’s just that your advice is exactly the same as the advice I thought to give her.”

“What else did you expect me to say?”

She stared down at the floor. “I’m not quite sure. I just hoped . . .”

Paul sighed. “Lucky, will you please sit down and talk to me? None of this is making much sense.” She didn’t move, and he got out of his chair and went over to her. “Lucky . . .”

When she finally raised her head, her eyes were full of tears, and he instinctively took her into his arms. “What is it, love? Surely you know you can tell me anything?”

“Not this,” she whispered against the lapel of his coat.

He smoothed a curl back from her pale forehead and tucked it behind her ear. He couldn’t have his Lucky in tears, and whatever had happened, he was sure he could fix it. If some young fool had tried to compromise her over a stolen kiss, he’d soon sort that out. He gave her his handkerchief.

“Nonsense, you can tell me anything.” He paused. “What will it take to make you confide in me? Must I swear not to tell another soul under pain of death?”

She finished dabbing at her face with the handkerchief and raised her head to look at him. “You would promise that?”

He hadn’t really expected her to believe his melodramatic statement, but the desperate hope in her blue eyes undid him. Mentally he berated himself. How bad could it be? He was sure he would be able to persuade her to confide in her parents anyway. He traced a cross over his heart.

“I promise I will not tell a soul.”

She sighed and fixed her gaze on his waistcoat. “I wasn’t talking about a friend.”

“I gathered that,” Paul said gravely. “Are you saying that some man is pestering you to marry him?”

“He’s not pestering me. He’s insisting.”

“Because you let him steal a kiss?”

She pulled out of his arms. “No, because I let him steal everything.” She raised her chin, her gaze defiant. “Do you understand now why I don’t want to tell my parents? Their only daughter, ruined for the marriage mart.”

Paul heard her through a gathering cloud of disbelief and rage. “Who was it?” She shook her head, but he took a step toward her. “Who in damnation was it?”

She swallowed hard and flinched away from him. “I’m not telling you.”

His rage cooled to a deadly white heat and his hand came to rest on the hilt of his sword. “I’ll kill him.”

“And create exactly the kind of scandal I am trying to avoid?” Her voice was shaking, but he had to give her credit for standing her ground. “I will not marry him. I just need to find a way to avoid the scandal.”

“When I’ve lopped off his head you’ll be able to avoid him permanently.”

She touched his arm. “And have you facing a murder charge for me? I don’t think I could live with myself if that happened. I’d rather kill him.”

“Lucinda, we can have him disposed of quietly. I have friends who could arrange it, I swear it.”

“I can’t condone another human being’s murder. I just can’t.”

“You won’t have to. I’ll take care of it for you. You’ll never even have to know,” Paul said urgently.

“All I care about is protecting my parents from the folly of my actions,” Lucinda said. “My father has recently become a duke. I cannot let him down now.”

Paul had taken up pacing now. “Lucky, he won’t care. His first priority will always be you and his family. If you won’t let me kill the bastard, tell your father and leave him to sort it out. Mayhap the fool will allow himself to be bought off.”

“I don’t think he will. I truly believe he wants to marry me.” She sighed. “He thinks to influence my father and gain a substantial part of his fortune, supposedly on my behalf.”

“He told you this?”

“Well, he has no reason to lie to me anymore, does he? I met with him yesterday, and he laid out his plans quite plainly. He thinks the dukedom can be milked for his entire lifetime.”

There was a bitter weariness in her tone that he’d never heard before. “Lucky, you have to tell your father.”

“And what will he do, Paul?” She faced him, her hands clasped tightly at her waist. “Have you thought this through?”

Paul slowly shook his head.

“He’ll either face the scandal head-on and we’ll all be ruined, or he’ll try and solve it in a different way.”

“Exactly. He’ll find a way to avoid a scandal.”

Her gaze softened. “Yes, he’ll try and make you marry me. You know that is his fondest wish, and he’ll have the perfect opportunity to push for it.”

Paul stared at her for a long moment, as all the air in his chest seemed to explode outward. There was a terrifying sense of inevitability to this moment that made him want to howl and rage at the Fates. Instead, he took a deep, steadying breath.

“Then we’ll have to marry.”

Lucinda stared at Paul. “What?”

He straightened like a man ready to walk out to his death. In other, less personal circumstances, she might have laughed at his resolute face.

“We’ll have to marry.” He nodded jerkily. “There is no other solution.”

“No! That’s not what you are supposed to say!”

He raised his eyebrows at her. “What the hell does that mean?”

“You’re supposed to offer to take me away for a few months until the scandal dies down, or something. You’re not supposed to offer yourself up as a willing sacrifice!”

He looked at her steadily. “But I am willing. Didn’t I just tell you that I’d do anything for you?”

“But I can’t let you do that.” Lucinda gathered herself and practically galloped toward the door. “I’ll think of another way.”

“Lucky, don’t you dare run away from me again,” Paul said quietly and started after her. “We haven’t decided what to do!”

She glanced at him over her shoulder. “I can’t drag everyone down with me, Paul. I’ll just have to marry him.”

He marched toward her, his expression furious. “You will do no such thing!”

She didn’t dare wait to see if he would try and catch her but sprinted for the relative safety of her bedchamber, leaving her confused Sir Galahad behind. Talking to him had only made her even more aware of her folly and her stupid belief that someone else would come along to make everything right for her. She now knew that the price for that help was far too high. She alone could make this right, and she would have to find a way to do so.

 



After ascertaining that his uncle wasn’t home, Paul made his way to the pleasure house, his thoughts in a daze. He was supposed to be meeting Constantine there anyway, and somehow it seemed the most natural place to go to deal with his suddenly upended life.

Ambrose was sitting at the kitchen table, drinking from a tankard of ale and reading a newspaper. He looked up as Paul entered the kitchen and nodded an absent greeting. Paul took the seat opposite and poured himself a pint of ale. He drank it down in one swallow and poured another.

“Are you feeling all right, St. Clare?” Ambrose inquired. “You look a little green around the gills.”

Paul sighed. “Is it that obvious? I’ve had something of a shock.”

Ambrose lowered the paper. “Are your family all well? The duke and duchess? Lady Lucinda?”

“They are all well, thank you,” Paul replied.

“And yourself?”

“I’m fine too.” He groaned and buried his face in his hands. “I’m just grappling with an impossible dilemma.”

“Is this about your relationship with Constantine Delinsky?”

Paul peered at Ambrose through his fingers. “You are full of questions today. How is it that you know everything that goes on in society without appearing to move from this kitchen? What about Constantine Delinsky?”

“He is your commanding officer. Has that led to any official inquiries as to your relationship?”

“Not at all.” Paul glared at Ambrose. “Don’t add to my list of potential worries. Actually, I’d already decided to sell out.”

Ambrose nodded. “If you intend to pursue a relationship with the lieutenant colonel, then that would probably be the wisest thing for both of you.”

“I’m not selling out because of him.” Paul rested his chin on his hand and stared at the scarred pine table. “There is little hope of advancement unless I choose to go overseas. I’m not exactly a favorite among the top brass. And my uncle wants me to sell out.”

“As you are the heir to a dukedom, I suppose that’s fair enough.”

Paul fixed Ambrose with his most quelling stare. “It isn’t fair. It isn’t fair at all. I’ll make a bloody awful duke and you know it.” A bloody awful husband as well, but that seemed almost inevitable too....

Ambrose opened his mouth, and Paul held up his hand. “And don’t tell me how lucky I am.”

“I wasn’t going to.” Ambrose patted his hand. “I wouldn’t want that responsibility either.”

“Thank you,” Paul said. “I’m sorry. I’m not in the best of humors.”

Ambrose laughed, his teeth white against his dark skin. “I’m surprised you haven’t slit your throat.”

Despite his worries, Paul found himself grinning back at his old friend and sometime lover. “Perhaps you’d like that honor?”

“No thanks, my friend. I detest the sight of blood. Ask Delinsky. He’s a true military hero.”

Gloom crashed over Paul again. “He’s supposed to be coming here to see me this evening.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Ambrose asked gently. “I know you’ve always liked him.”

“And as usual the Fates are working against me. I’m going to have to tell him good-bye tonight.”

“Why? Does he object to your work here? You can always stop doing that. You aren’t actually employed here. In truth, Delinsky looks happier than I’ve ever seen him.”

“Don’t say that,” Paul groused. “I’m happy, too, and I’m going to have to spoil everything.”

Ambrose sat back. “You are dying, aren’t you? Tell me the truth.”

“I might as well be.” Paul rose to his feet. “Is Madame Helene here by any chance?”

“I believe she is. She had a meeting with Christian earlier and stayed to finish up some paperwork.”

“Excellent.” Paul blew Ambrose a kiss. “Thank you, my friend.”

“Will you be coming back to the kitchen before you see Delinsky? I’ll ask Madame Durand to save you some dinner.”

“That would be most welcome.” Paul wasn’t sure if he’d ever feel like eating again, but he had to be polite. “Now let me go and find Madame.”

He found her in her old office, sitting behind her desk, a pair of spectacles perched on the end of her pert nose as she studied a crumpled letter. She wore a faded muslin gown that did nothing to diminish her considerable beauty. He knocked softly on the open door, and she glanced up at him and smiled.

“Paul, I was just thinking about you today. How is your family?”

He came in and shut the door behind him, noticing the piles of boxes strewn around the floor and an unusual sense of emptiness.

Helene made a wide gesture encompassing all the disorder. “I’m cleaning out my office so that my daughter-in-law, Elizabeth, can use it. I can’t believe how much I have accumulated over the past twenty or so years. Can you find a seat?”

Paul removed a box of ledgers from a chair and sat. Madame put down her work and studied him.

“Now what can I do for you?”

“I would appreciate your advice.”

“Of course. How can I help you?”

“I asked Lady Lucinda to marry me, and she refused.”

Helene went still. “What on earth made you do that?”

He sighed. “She needs to marry, and it will make her family happy if she marries me. That’s all I am going to say about the matter.”

“I’m sure that isn’t all there is to it.”

He met her gaze. “You are correct, but I don’t wish to betray a confidence.”

“And what if I told you that I already know why Lady Lucinda might need to marry?”

Paul blinked at her. “You know?”

“Emily brought her to me after the event.”

“That was very astute of her.” Paul let out his breath. “Did Lucky tell you who the bastard was?”

“No, she didn’t, and even if she had, I wouldn’t tell you.”

“But you would take steps to deal with the man.”

Madame’s smile was cold. “Naturally. I would have ruined him.”

“I appreciate that. If you do manage to find out who he is, I’d appreciate being informed of his demise.”

“You wish him dead?”

“He hurt Lucky. She is . . .” He struggled to find the words. “She is the sweetest girl I have ever known.”

“She’s far more than that, Paul. She is also very brave,” Helene said quietly. “Faced with similar circumstances, most women of her class would have gone running to their parents, screaming for help. She told me she doesn’t want to worry them.”

“She said the same to me.”

Helene watched him closely, nodding as he explained Lucky’s somewhat flawed reasoning about worrying her parents and her belief that there had to be another way out of her dilemma.

“She can’t marry the man. I won’t allow it.”

Helene studied him. “Even at the expense of your own freedom?”

He sighed. “Madame, you know me. I am no more suited to be a woman’s husband than I am to be a duke, but Lucky is . . . she is the most important thing in the world to me. I can’t allow her to suffer.”

“Would she not suffer being tied to you?”

“I thought I would tell her the truth about myself, the whole truth. Then she can make an honest decision about whether she really wants to be tied to a man like me.”

“You don’t think she will be too naive to understand what you are saying to her, and grasp at any opportunity to avoid disgrace?”

“I’ll make sure she understands me,” Paul said firmly. “And as she has already turned me down once, I don’t think she is grasping at straws.”

Helene studied her clasped hands. “This other man might be able to give her children.”

Paul raised his head as the hollow sensation in his gut increased. “If she wants children, she can have them, either with me or a man of her choosing. I’d never stand in the way of her happiness.”

Helene sighed. “But what about your happiness?”

Paul fleetingly thought of Constantine Delinsky and swallowed down his unexpected grief that something so promising was doomed to a quick death. He met Madame’s worried gaze head-on.

“My uncle and aunt brought me up, and they have asked very little of me. If marrying Lucky makes them happy, secures her future, and keeps this fool away from her, I’ll be happy, I swear it.”

Madame’s face softened. “You are a good man, Paul.”

“Not according to the Bible and the laws of this land.”

Madame snapped her fingers. “As if we care about that here.” She hesitated. “May I make a suggestion?”

“Of course.”

“Lady Lucinda is still very young, but she isn’t stupid. When you tell her about your sexual tastes, don’t be coy. Tell her the whole truth. It is only fair.”

Paul stood up and bowed. “I agree, and thank you for your help.” He glanced around the room. “Are you leaving us for good?”

“It appears that I am.” She swallowed hard. “Philip is determined to whisk me away on what he calls a much belated wedding trip, and Christian is perfectly capable of running the place, as you know.”

“You’ll still be missed.”

“Nonsense.” Her smile was a little uncertain. “You won’t even notice that I’m gone.”

Paul walked toward her and bent to kiss her hand. “We’ll notice. But have a wonderful trip.”

Tears glinted in her beautiful blue eyes. For a moment, Paul wondered whether he had the nerve to put his arm around the formidable founder of the pleasure house. Before he could act on the notion, she drew away from him and busied herself with the books on the desk.

“Well, I mustn’t keep you, Paul. I’m sure you have a lot to discuss with Constantine Delinsky.”

Paul groaned. “Does everyone know about that?”

“Everyone who cares about you. I’m sorry that you have finally found each other just as your path is so unsure.”

“You don’t need to worry. I won’t bed anyone if I marry.”

Helene smiled. “That remains to be seen. Perhaps you should also talk about that with your potential wife.” She held his stare. “I did say that you should be completely honest with her, didn’t I? Just because you are tied together doesn’t mean that neither of you can ever have a lover.”

“I hadn’t thought of that. It seems . . . deceitful somehow.”

Madame shrugged. “Only if one of you is lying to the other, surely? If you are both happy about it, and let’s be honest, there are many married couples in the ton who have similar arrangements, then why shouldn’t you?”

Paul simply stared at her as a thousand new possibilities flooded his thoughts. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, thank the fact that you might be marrying a woman who sees exactly who you are and still loves you anyway. Don’t you think you might do the same for her?”

Paul nodded and walked out into the hallway. Madame had a way of seeing through conventional problems that sometimes astounded him. He liked to consider himself unconventional, but when it came down to it, it seemed he was too worried about exposing Lucky and her family to the scorn and ridicule of society.

He paused to look down the stairway at the now busy first level. Was Constantine already here? He couldn’t think about that. He had no idea how his lover was going to react to his abrupt withdrawal from their relationship. But did he really know Lucky at all either? If she had been forced . . . His hand tightened on the banister. She might not even know what she wanted physically, or her view of what was normal might be scarred for good. He could help her with that. At least he could do that....

Paul set off along the corridor to the servants’ door and used his passkey to access the dimly lit narrow stairs that went down to the kitchen. He’d force down some food, and prepare Christian Delornay, the new owner of the pleasure house, for the fact that he might not be offering his sexual services any longer. He couldn’t decide if Christian would be pleased to be rid of him or annoyed at his loss. But that wasn’t his problem. He had far more important things to worry about after all.
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