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      Pleasure’s a sin, and sometimes sin’s a pleasure.

      
      – LORD BYRON

      
      Don Juan, Canto 1, stanza 133
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      Chapter One

      
      London, 1817

      
      Fiery swords of lightning clashed across the sable sky. Great rolling clouds flung down a warning spatter of rain. Thunder
         growled in the distance, but the only sound in the dark, empty street was the frantic percussion of the girl’s running footfalls.
      

      
      Every step jarred her in her thin kid half-boots. Her dingy skirts swirled about her legs, threatening to trip her. Fleeing
         the glow of lanterns on the broad avenue, she raced up a murky side street, her long hair tangled and wild. Her pale young
         face was stark with terror as she glanced over her shoulder and pounded on, her fists clenched, her breath raking harshly
         through her gritted teeth.
      

      
      With a small gasp, half a sob, she pitched around the corner ahead into a coal-black alley and immediately pressed backward
         out of sight into the shadowed alcove of a doorway. There, she held perfectly still, but for the panicked heaving of her chest.
         Don’t move. Don’t even breathe.
      

      
      They were only seconds behind her.

      
      The riders came with the storm at their heels – relentless, inescapable as the approaching tempest. Another throaty snarl
         of thunder vibrated the windowpanes of the darkened building where she hid. She huddled down against the bricks, trying to
         make herself smaller, for when the low rumble faded, another sound still remained – softer, but more terrible by far.
      

      
      Clip-clop, clip-clop, clip-clop.
      

      
      The relentless cadence of hoofbeats grew louder. Becky Ward shut her eyes with a grimace of fear, a bead of sweat rolling
         down her cheek. The narrow alley funneled the sound of their approach: the squeak of well-oiled leather, the jangle and hiss
         of deadly blades, guns, pikes, and pistols – weapons that did not even have a name in English.
      

      
      Not that the riders had been sent to kill her. Oh, no, she thought bitterly. The prince wanted her brought back to him alive. If she had one advantage, that was it.
      

      
      She yanked in the muddied hem of her skirt a split second before they came trolling past the mouth of the narrow alley. She
         stood trembling in the muggy heat of the summer night, holding her breath, agonized with waiting as they stopped mere yards
         from her hiding place.
      

      
      They nearly had her, and, expert trackers, the Cossacks knew it. Prince Mikhail Kurkov had sent four of his best warriors
         after her, though many more were at his beck if these should fail. From where she stood, she could see the looming silhouettes
         of the second pair.
      

      
      Huge, menacing men with thick beards and elaborate moustaches, the battle-hardened Cossack soldiers wore dark gray coats over
         baggy trousers, which they tucked into their black riding boots. Beneath the brims of their foreign-shaped helmets, their
         inscrutable faces were browned and leathery from life in the saddle, their slightly slanted eyes cool and efficient. It was
         said they were descended from the Huns.
      

      
      One sniffed the air, trying to scent her out, while the others glanced around, murmuring questions and replies to each other
         in a low, rapid tongue that she could not decipher. She swallowed hard as they split up to continue searching for her in pairs.
         The first two continued onward while the second turned their swift, rugged horses around and headed back toward the wide,
         lamp lit thoroughfare, whatever it was called. Oxford Street … Piccadilly? Becky wasn’t sure. When they had gone, she nigh collapsed
         with exhausted relief, leaning all her weight against the locked door behind her.
      

      
      For a fleeting moment she allowed herself to shut her eyes.

      
      Another hairbreadth escape.
      

      
      After four days of this, on the run, hunted from town to town as she had made her way southward to London, she did not know
         how much longer she could last. She had not eaten all day and had reached a foggy-headed state of fatigue. Fear seemed to
         be the only thing keeping her awake; but closing her eyes brought no respite, for it immediately called back the crisp, awful
         image stamped on her mind of her mighty cousin’s crime. How could Mikhail have done it, killed that man in cold blood?
      

      
      Worst of all, she felt in part responsible. If only I had not tried to interfere …
      

      
      She flicked her eyes open again with a shudder, and her hand crept instinctively to the tiny seashell she wore on a ribbon
         around her neck. Somehow she drew another small dram of courage from her final token from her father. Must press on.
      

      
      She had to reach the Duke of Westland before the Cossacks found her.

      
      As lord lieutenant of Yorkshire’s West Riding, it was His Grace’s duty to handle Mikhail, since the murder had taken place
         in his jurisdiction. Becky had not bothered with any of the lower-ranking justice officials because of her cousin’s high rank;
         none but a very powerful man would dare to stand against the half-Russian prince, who had also recently inherited her grandfather’s
         British earldom. Old Westland was known for his courage and integrity; she clung to her faith that he would bring Mikhail
         to justice – provided she could gain an audience with him in order to report the crime.
      

      
      She knew how shallow aristocrats could be. After four days on the run, looking more beggar than lady of the manor, she was
         having doubts about whether she would even be received. The thought of being turned away at the door was too awful to contemplate. Westland had known Grandfather, she reminded herself.
         They had been political rivals rather than allies, but surely her grandsire’s name would be enough to make the great Whig
         duke listen.
      

      
      Unfortunately, she had never been to London before in her life and had no idea where to find this place called St. James’s
         Square, where she had heard the duke kept his Town residence. The squad of Cossacks dogging her every step were not helping
         matters, for Mikhail did not intend to let Becky expose his brutal crime. No, he had other plans for her entirely.
      

      
      Accustomed to submissive serf girls, the prince had become obsessed with trying to control her. With his hand around her throat
         and his cruel, hot whisper by her ear, he had made it clear how he would punish her defiance. I will teach you to obey, loobeemaya. Grandfather’s death had made him her legal guardian, but Mikhail was dead wrong if he thought he owned her like some sort
         of chattel. She’d rather die than be subjected to the brutal ravishment he had promised. The thought drove her on with grim
         resolve.
      

      
      Gliding out of the alcove, she went cautiously to the edge of the alley and peered out. The Cossacks were gone. Glancing left
         and right, she slipped around the corner and continued on her way.
      

      
      She hoped it wasn’t much farther, for her feet ached and she was starving. How many fancy garden squares could one city have?
         she wondered, but at least the elegant environs of the West End seemed much safer than the seedy tenement areas she had traversed
         at dusk. Now, however, past midnight, it was too dark to make out the street signs posted high on the sides of buildings.
         She stared and squinted at them as best she could, knowing that hunger and exhaustion would make it much too easy to become
         disoriented in the maze of this vast, dirty, bewildering city.
      

      
      Oh, she missed her wide Yorkshire skies and silent, windy moors, and most of all, she missed her bed.

      
      
      A sudden stab of lightning split the sky. Becky flinched, shrinking into her olive-colored pelisse. The churning clouds overhead
         were poised to launch their assault. She knew that she had to take shelter. It was futile to continue now. The intelligent
         thing to do was to find some unobtrusive place to hide from the Cossacks for the rest of the night and to escape the approaching
         storm’s fury.
      

      
      In the morning when the light returned, she would be able to read the street signs again. She could even ask for directions
         when people appeared – not that she had had much luck in that vein. She glanced down at her rumpled, muddy clothes with a
         great sigh.
      

      
      Thanks to her current state of dishevelment, every respectable-looking person she had approached for directions had brushed
         her off and quickly walked away, taking her for a beggar – or worse. Appearances, it seemed, mattered a great deal more in
         Town than they did in her rustic village of Buckley-on-the-Heath. She had even been proffered a most disgusting proposition
         from a well-dressed man old enough to be her father when she had walked by.
      

      
      Startled by the lewd offer, she had fled, only realizing afterward that while she might have considerable freedom in the country,
         in Town, a girl walking alone – especially after dark – was universally mistaken for a harlot. That was why no one would help
         her.
      

      
      Even the heartless jeweler whose shop she had ventured into upon first arriving in London had obviously reached the same conclusion.
         When she had nervously presented the great ruby secreted away beneath her clothing and asked how much it was worth, the jeweler
         had looked her over in her bedraggled state as though he suspected her of stealing it. He asked to see the authentication
         papers; Becky had never heard of such a thing, and in any case, had been compelled to flee her home with out any forewarning.
         There had been no time even to gather some money or food or an extra set of clothes, let alone the proper documentation. Then
         she realized what the blackguard had been about – trying to swindle her.
      

      
      With barely a glance at the enormous ruby, the jeweler had haughtily informed her it was a fake. Becky had been infuriated.
         He might think her a country bumpkin, but her mother had not raised a fool.
      

      
      The Rose of Indra had been in her family for two hundred years. It was all the inheritance she could claim from her cold-hearted
         noble relatives, and her only hope of saving her home and village from Mikhail. A fake, indeed! She had stormed out, disgusted,
         then decided to go straight to the Duke of Westland’s instead. The great Whig lord would just have to help her get a fair
         price for her precious jewel, in addition to helping her prosecute Mikhail for his crime. She only hoped that Westland would
         not take one disparaging look at her like everyone else had in this pompous city and turn her away, because if that happened,
         she had nowhere else to go.
      

      
      She refused to give in to despair. Somehow she would survive. Why, Yorkshire folk were as ruggedly self-sufficient as they
         were mistrustful of outsiders, she told herself. She would jolly well survive on her own, just like Mama had taught her.
      

      
      Yet, deep down, if truth were told, she was beginning to have a terrible feeling that her cause was hopeless. Mikhail was
         too powerful, too well-connected, too rich. There had been too many near misses so far over the past few days when his personal
         army of battle-hardened warriors had nearly caught her. As her fatigue deepened, she knew she was bound to make a mistake
         – one that could cost her, her freedom, her home – not to mention her virtue. I hate this city. I’m going to die here.
      

      
      Reining in a fresh surge of desperation, she dragged her hand through her tangled hair and forced her thoughts back to the
         problem of finding shelter for the night before the storm hit. She knew she had to hurry. The treetops behind the high, spiked
         walls of the rich Londoners’ private gardens swayed and rustled. The air felt heavy with the weight of pent-up rain.
      

      
      Folding her arms across her middle, she kept forcing one foot ahead of the other, her bleary stare traveling over the neat
         cobblestone streets of the slumbering neighborhood, with its tree-lined lanes and occasional lampposts giving off hazy orange globes of light. There was nowhere, nowhere, to go.
      

      
      Flat-fronted town houses offered no shelter behind their bristling wrought-iron fences. She wouldn’t even have minded sleeping
         in a hayloft, but the alley passageways leading back to the stables were locked up tight. This was no way for the granddaughter
         of an earl to go about, surely, she thought in rueful exhaustion.
      

      
      Down one street, up another. She made a halfhearted effort to scale a garden fence behind a stately darkened town house. She
         could see a dainty little gazebo in the garden that would have served her well, but she couldn’t fit between the tall wrought-iron
         bars, let alone make her way over their sharpened tips. Moving on, she turned a corner and, much to her surprise, arrived
         in yet another garden square. Hope rose.
      

      
      She walked over to the fenced-in center park, read the engraved copper plaque, and scowled. Damn. Not St. James’s. The sign said Hanover Square. She looked around in misery, not sure where to go from here.
      

      
      A volley of thunder in the distance stirred ancient memories of her earliest childhood at sea on Papa’s ship. She glanced
         at the lowering sky. Under normal circumstances, she wasn’t scared of much in life, but the shattering boom of cannon fire
         and the bloody, screaming, splintering destruction that she had seen those broadsides bring during the tenderest years of
         her childhood had left her permanently scarred with a fear of loud noises. Turning her face in to the wind, she brushed her
         blowing tresses out of her eyes and bleakly surmised it was going to be a bad night.
      

      
      At that moment the storm broke in earnest, unleashing thunder crashes, lightning, and a torrent of rain. She let out a startled
         cry, the cold, sudden downpour jolting her into motion.
      

      
      Dashing across the street, Becky took shelter in the first spot she found, trespassing or no. On the corner, a grand town
         house on the scale of a mansion offered a stately portico framed by fat white pillars. All of the windows of the house were
         dark at this late hour, and even if the owners were sleeping, she reasoned, they could not be so heartless as to mind her ducking under their portico
         to weather out the worst of the storm.
      

      
      A moment later she was wiping the rain off her face and looking out at the elegant square from the mansion’s front porch.
         It should suit well enough for the night, she thought. The porch had low walls on the sides to help hide her if the Cossacks came past. A pair of spiral-shaped bushes
         in large urns flanked the front door.
      

      
      Breathing a sigh of relief, she leaned against the house, then slid her back slowly down the wall in sheer exhaustion and
         sat on the flagstone floor. Shrugging deeper into her pelisse, she drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around
         them, watching and listening to the rain.
      

      
      How alone she felt. Nothing new in that. Scowling to ward off self-pity, she reached into her pocket and reluctantly took out her last morsel of food: a lone peppermint
         candy that she happened to have on the night she’d had to flee. Picking a piece of lint off it, she put the round hard candy
         into her mouth and sucked on it slowly, trying to make it last as long as possible. Her stomach protested at the meager offering.
      

      
      She glanced at the locked, bolted door of the mansion-house with its fine, brass, lion-mask knocker and wondered about all
         the food they must have inside, the big, fluffy beds … The thought made her even more miserable. Leaning her head back against
         the brick wall, she only meant to close her eyes for a moment or two.
      

      
      She never intended to fall sound asleep.

      
      The worst of the storm had passed an hour ago, subsiding into a vigorous, soaking pour. Watery spheres of gaslight from the
         wrought-iron lampposts along Oxford Street illumined blowing sheets of rain. The streets of the West End appeared deserted
         – but for one elegant black town-coach that came rolling through the bluster and blow, drawn by a blinkered team of midnight-colored
         horses.
      

      
      The mood inside the coach was one of wicked merriment, its passengers four of the undisputed rulers of Society, bon vivants
         of the first order: tall, athletic, good-looking men in their prime with a reputation for thrill-seeking and hedonism. Impeccably
         dressed, they sprawled on the silk-upholstered seats while the snug space of the carriage brimmed with their lively repartee.
      

      
      ‘Will you stop rattling that damned dice box?’

      
      ‘No! I’ve got to warm it up so I can win back what I lost on the Molineux match. I’m going to take your money tonight, my
         friend. And yours.’
      

      
      ‘You’re not content with having stolen my mistress? How is she, by the way?’

      
      ‘Fine, except you spoiled her utterly. Damned expensive wench. Do let me know if you want her back.’

      
      ‘No thanks.’

      
      Sardonic laughter abounded; the four archrogues were heedless of the weather.

      
      Highborn libertines connected to the best families of England, they took their pleasures where they willed and were each entirely
         accustomed to the pampered life of the aristocracy, every whim catered to by armies of servants from the day they were born.
         They had met at Eton as lads and had been fast friends ever since. Despite the edge of danger they presented, having fought
         a total of some fifty duels among them – the collective number of females they had seduced ranged into the thousands – the
         high world courted them.
      

      
      Their presence at a party made it fashionable; their snub spelled doom.

      
      Tonight they had favored the hostess Lady Everley with their late arrival at her ballroom. The Everley ball was one of the
         last of the Season before the high world removed to Brighton for the rest of the summer in its restless search for pleasure.
      

      
      Having graced the ball just long enough to set tongues wagging and to half scare, half titillate a few doe-eyed debutantes
         into nearly swooning with their subtly insolent attentions, they had finished their drinks and made their bows with their
         practiced air of bored superiority, which was, of course, largely for show.
      

      
      
      In roguish manly company again, haughty pretensions cast aside, they were bound for Lord Draxinger’s town mansion in Hanover
         Square for a late night of cards and gambling.
      

      
      Another carriage-load of their acquaintances would be coming along behind them, but the earl wanted to get home first to make
         sure his staff was up and awake, and prepared to entertain his friends with his usual lavish hospitality.
      

      
      Later in the night, no doubt, they would send for the harlots.

      
      Lord Alec Knight knew the routine because it was always the same.

      
      Staring out the carriage window at the rainwashed streets, all dark and empty, the golden-haired leader of their set barely
         listened to his friends’ rowdy exchange.
      

      
      Alec did not know what was wrong with him tonight.

      
      He would have gone home if he thought he would have felt any better there, but he knew the malaise would only follow him.

      
      ‘Are you dicing tonight with us or are you still sworn off hazard?’ A pause. ‘Hullo? Knight?’ An elbow nudged him in the ribs.
         It jarred him from his brooding.
      

      
      Alec turned to Fort with an air of distraction. ‘Hm?’

      
      ‘What is the matter with you tonight?’ Drax exclaimed at his absent manner. ‘I say, you’ve been acting strange for days!’

      
      ‘Aye,’ Rush agreed, the raven-haired heir to a marquisate. ‘I thought you were going to skewer Blakewell, training with the
         épée at Angelo’s today.’
      

      
      ‘If he doesn’t work on his parries, next time I will,’ Alec said coolly.

      
      ‘What about Harrington? You nearly killed him, too.’

      
      Alec scoffed. ‘His footwork’s atrocious.’

      
      ‘You must give him credit for trying. You’re too fast for him.’

      
      ‘Then he’s got no business stepping into the piste with me.’ Alec shrugged and looked away.

      
      ‘Jesus!’ Rush laughed. ‘It’s only practice, Knight.’

      
      ‘Leave him alone, Rush. He’s in a mood again,’ Fort said.

      
      
      ‘No, I’m not.’

      
      ‘He’s always in a mood these days.’

      
      ‘I’m not in any damned mood!’

      
      ‘What is it, then? A toothache?’

      
      ‘How the hell should I know?’ he muttered. A rut, he thought.
      

      
      ‘If you ask me,’ Fort told the others, clapping Alec on the back, ‘all the dear lad needs is a willing lady – no, pardon –
         a lascivious, rampant wench to dance the goat’s jig on his lap for an hour or two. Help him to forget a certain Miss Carlisle.
         I’m in earnest!’ he protested as the others laughed and heartily assented.
      

      
      ‘Good advice! Get wapt, my boy. You’ll be right as rain in no time.’

      
      ‘Cheers, to a vigorous humping,’ Drax declared. ‘’Tis the only cure for whatever ails a man.’

      
      ‘You think I haven’t tried that?’ Alec answered.

      
      ‘When?’ Rush demanded.

      
      Alec heaved a sigh and looked away.

      
      ‘Admit it, man! You’ve been a monk ever since her wedding, and that, to put it mildly, is unlike you.’

      
      Drax leaned forward. ‘Tell us what’s the matter, old chap. We are your friends. Heartbroken?’

      
      ‘Hardly. She is happy: I am happy for her. End of tale.’

      
      ‘Problem with the tackle, then? Bit of the clap?’

      
      ‘God, no! Jesus, Draxinger! Nothing like that.’ Alec scowled and shifted in his seat.

      
      ‘He’s not eighteen anymore,’ the ever-loyal Fort said in his defense, his hazel eyes twinkling. ‘I’m sure we all know better
         than to go into battle without armor.’
      

      
      ‘I daresay,’ Alec muttered.

      
      ‘Well, then?’ Drax’s ice-blue eyes searched his face in concern.

      
      Alec stared at him, and then merely shook his head. He had always been their leader in mischief, so how could he tell them
         that, these days, their constant pursuit of pleasure had begun to seem intolerably, well … pointless to him?
      

      
      
      They all kept going through the motions, he knew not why. And unlike his mates, he had made mistakes – serious mistakes –
         spurred on by the nameless hunger that would not be satisfied, try as he may to chase down any reckless impulse of excitement.
      

      
      But as lost as he might be, complaining seemed beneath contempt. All the world envied him and his friends their glamorous
         existence at the pinnacle of Society. Women wanted them, and men wanted to be like them. Surely this aching hunger for more
         was wrong. Even after his losing streak at the tables, Alec knew he still possessed more than a human being could reasonably
         ask of life.
      

      
      Then again, when had he ever been a reasonable man?

      
      His comrades awaited his explanation, but he shrugged it off, loath to discuss his disenchantment. If he did not speak of
         it aloud, perhaps it would go away. ‘No doubt you’re right,’ he said after a long moment, a jaded half smile curving his lips.
         ‘I probably just need to dock a bit of prime tail.’
      

      
      ‘Good lad! That’s the spirit.’

      
      ‘Pemberton’s wife was throwing herself at you all night—’

      
      ‘No, no, this calls for a professional.’ Rush reached into his pocket with a grin and tossed over the latest edition of an
         infamous little volume called The Whoremonger’s Guide to London. ‘The evening’s bill of fare, my lord?’
      

      
      ‘Here, have a drink.’ Drax, owner of the equipage, opened the satinwood liquor compartment beside him, selected a bottle by
         the light of the tiny interior carriage lamps, and then passed Alec a crystal decanter of fine French brandy.
      

      
      Alec accepted it with a nod and downed a determined swig, then passed the bottle on to Rush.

      
      Meanwhile, Fort picked up the Whoremonger’s Guide and held it up to the little flickering lamp, squinting at the pages upon pages of names and addresses. ‘Ah, yes, now, let
         us plan the night’s menu,’ he said cheerfully. ‘For the hors d’oeuvre, I believe I shall start with the Summerson twins—’
      

      
      ‘Excellent choice,’ Drax chimed in.

      
      
      ‘And for the first course, hmm, this Spanish señorita called Bianca sounds intriguing – she’s new, but I’ve heard good things.
         As for the remove, Kate Gossett is always very tasty—’
      

      
      ‘God, I love her,’ Rush vowed. ‘What a dairy she’s got in her bodice.’

      
      ‘Magnificent bosoms, yes. Second course, all four of the Wilson sisters, I should think—’

      
      ‘No, no, I’m tired of them,’ Rush protested. ‘Something different, something new.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Alec echoed softly. Something new.
      

      
      As his friends’ jaunty arguing about nothing in particular resumed, he considered their advice. Perhaps they were right. Perhaps
         a night of lust was all that he required, for even more than gambling, Alec loved sex, relished sex, lived for sex. It was
         love that he avoided like the plague.
      

      
      Drumming his lips thoughtfully with his fingertips, he mentally riffled through his long list of sophisticated ladies and
         love-starved Society wives who regarded a wild, sweaty night with him as the high point of their year.
      

      
      Perhaps.
      

      
      But he was even bored of the pleasant sport of cuckolding his betters, and that was a very bad state of affairs. The thought
         of another meaningless rutting with some hard-eyed harlot threatened to bring back his ‘mood.’
      

      
      He would have never admitted it aloud, but whores as a breed made him uncomfortable ever since his own lucrative arrangement
         with Lady Campion some months ago; fallen women pricked, he supposed, what little conscience he still possessed.
      

      
      He had laughed about his services to the wealthy baroness at the time, even bragged about it to his mates – she was delightfully
         insatiable and, better still, made his gambling debts go away. Their scandalous arrangement had raised eyebrows, but he had
         gotten away with it, of course. He was Alec Knight. He always got away with everything.
      

      
      
      Unlike his recently exiled friends, Lord Byron and Beau Brummell, one felled by scandal, the other by debt, Alec had fought
         for and kept his golden throne as a ruling prince of Society in spite of everything. It was style and money and class that
         made the man, after all, hardly virtue.
      

      
      His family also had been scandalized at his brazen affair with the infamous baroness, but they should’ve expected something
         like this when the clan’s patriarch, Robert, the Duke of Hawkscliffe, had cut off his funds in a final attempt to bring their
         wild baby brother to heel. Well, Robert giveth and Robert taketh away, Alec thought, but he refused to be controlled by his
         family’s wealth. No, with his expert bravado, he would never admit to a whit of repentance for having played the stallion
         for Her Ladyship.
      

      
      And yet, somehow, these days, it wasn’t so easy to look in the mirror. Not when he knew damned well that his wickedness had
         cost him a fair slice of his self-opinion and the esteem of the only girl who had ever meant a thing to him.
      

      
      After twenty years of unswerving devotion, dear, steady Lizzie, his younger sister’s best friend, had forsaken him for his
         old schoolmate Devlin Strathmore, with a final warning to Alec, her former idol, that he had better change his ways before
         he ran his whole life aground in pure self-destruction.
      

      
      Well, there was nothing to be done for it now. Lizzie was a good girl, better off with Dev, and that was that.

      
      Besides, as Alec cared for her like a sister, their flirtation had always felt slightly incestuous to him: Even a sinner like
         him had to draw the line somewhere.
      

      
      Propping his elbow on the ledge of the carriage window, he lifted his hand with a heavy motion and wiped away some of the
         wet fog on the glass with the heel of his fist.
      

      
      Strathmore was best for Lizzie. Alec had accepted that. The pair were perfectly suited and very much in love; the viscount
         was prepared to love her in a way that Alec had barely dared contemplate. He had not liked losing to his rival, but he had,
         of course, behaved like a gentleman in the end. How could he do otherwise? Deep down, he knew he was not good for Lizzie. He suspected
         he was not good for any woman, since he seemed much too capable of driving them insane.
      

      
      He preferred not to think about it. He only knew that, ever since their wedding, the newlyweds’ bliss only seemed to underscore
         his deep-seated ennui; their irritating joy somehow made the hard glitter of his high life look like fool’s gold.
      

      
      Resting his cheek on his hand, he stared out into the jet-black night when he suddenly spotted two figures on horseback in
         the rain. He perked up slightly with his usual dangerous curiosity.
      

      
      The riders were coming up Oxford Street from the opposite direction, and he took note of them because they were the only other
         people he had seen about in this foul weather and at this late hour.
      

      
      As the carriage approached, passing the riders near one of the brilliant gas streetlamps, Alec got a fair glimpse of the two
         uniformed men. Fierce-looking fellows, heavily armed. Probably looking for whores, as well, he thought cynically. Indeed, they appeared to be looking for someone, peering down every alley and byway as they rode slowly
         down the street, scanning the shadows.
      

      
      Odd, he mused, but marking the odd shape of their tall, brimmed helmets, he understood. Foreigners, he realized belatedly as the carriage passed them by. Probably lost. The metropolis had been crawling with foreign princes, generals, and dignitaries and their entourages ever since the close
         of the war. All of Britain’s former allies against Napoleon were wildly popular in London society these days.
      

      
      He considered halting the carriage to offer directions, but the foreign soldiers had vanished into the rainy darkness again
         before Alec could even determine if they were Germans, Russians, or Austrians.
      

      
      ‘Something wrong?’ Drax inquired.

      
      ‘Oh – no.’ Alec shook his head and put the trifling mystery out of his mind, determined to renew his interest in the night’s revelries. ‘Pass me the brandy.’
      

      
      Before long the coach rolled into Hanover Square and halted before the large, darkened town house on the corner. Drax’s town
         mansion was a stately redbrick affair of four stories and three window bays, distinguished from all the other houses on the
         square by its covered portico over the entrance.
      

      
      As soon as the carriage stopped, the gentlemen jumped out without waiting for the groom to get the door.

      
      Indeed, while the coachman up on the box set the brake, rain coursing off the brim of his top hat, the liveried groom posted
         in the rear barely had time to take the hanging lantern off its hook before jumping down off the gleaming wet coach and hurrying
         to light the walkway for the young earl and his stylish guests.
      

      
      Drax brushed the servant off, taking the lantern from him. ‘Never mind us, see to my horses,’ he ordered as he reached into
         his waistcoat for his house key.
      

      
      ‘Aye, milord.’

      
      Drax held up the light, ushering his guests ahead of him.

      
      The rain-slicked pavement diffused the lantern’s glow like polished ebony as they hurried up to the covered porch. With the
         lamp’s flickering glow behind him, the shadows were deep; Alec strode in the lead, as usual, and so it was he who nearly tripped
         over the prostrate form of a sleeping female on the ground.
      

      
      ‘Good God!’ He put his hands out quickly at his sides, preventing his friends from doing the same as they ducked out of the
         rain and crowded under the portico’s shelter.
      

      
      ‘I say!’ Rush exclaimed, before quickly recovering from his surprise. ‘Well, there you are, old boy. A gift from the gods.
         Go to it.’
      

      
      ‘Shh!’ Fort whispered with a wicked glimmer in his eye. ‘She’s sleeping!’

      
      Alec turned to Drax with a frown. ‘Do you know her?’

      
      ‘Never seen her before in my life.’ Pushing the others aside, the earl lowered himself gracefully to one knee beside her and
         held the lantern nearer so they could better see their delicate-featured foundling. ‘What a beauty,’ he murmured.
      

      
      Alec relinquished his place at the front without comment as the other two bent down on either side of Drax, Rush sweeping
         his ebony cloak back over one shoulder and crouching down beside the girl, Fort leaning down slowly to brace his hands on
         his thighs. He tilted his head a bit, studying her.
      

      
      ‘Nice-looking girl,’ Fort remarked with his usual gift for understatement.

      
      Alec hung back, on his guard. Perfect. Another whore.
      

      
      She was sound asleep, breathing sweetly, like some enchanted fairy-tale princess awaiting her true love’s kiss – except for
         the smudge of dirt on her cheek.
      

      
      Instead of a glass coffin for a bed, she had naught but the cold, hard ground. The sight of such a fair young creature reduced
         to such conditions caused a strange, tender pain in his heart. The thought of his nights with Lady Campion brought a twinge
         of guilt, like a clothing thread catching on the scab of a barely healed wound.
      

      
      No, they were not so different, he and the sleeping girl on the ground. Perhaps it was that realization that made him keep
         his distance, a reluctant and unwanted sense of kinship. While his friends crowded around her, Alec leaned back against the
         opposite pillar, folding his arms across his chest. ‘She’s a little young, don’t you think?’
      

      
      They ignored him, warming to their sport.

      
      ‘The abbess must have sent her over for the party,’ Drax whispered.

      
      ‘She’s early.’

      
      Rush flashed a satyric grin. ‘Maybe she was eager to get started.’

      
      ‘So, Alec, old boy.’ Fort looked askance at him over his shoulder. ‘How do you feel about brunettes?’

      
      He snorted, eyeing her uncertainly. The wench was lovely, no point denying that. Her skin was like cream, her lashes black
         velvet. Her slim figure was wrapped in a knee-length olive-drab pelisse as she lay on her side on the damp flagstones, her head resting
         on her arm, her dark chocolate hair pooled around her.
      

      
      ‘Slumber of the innocents,’ Rush purred.

      
      ‘Right,’ Alec drawled.

      
      Fort frowned at the angle of her neck. ‘That can’t be comfortable.’

      
      Alec supposed not. He surveyed her slowly, from her tangled tresses to the couple of inches of black-stockinged calf visible
         between the top of her battered half-boots and the mud-spattered skirts of her plain, light blue walking dress. Cynicism flickered
         in his eyes at the deceptive air of innocence wafting around her like the scent of roses.
      

      
      Nobody was truly innocent in this world, so why should he give a damn if his friends ogled her as though she were an object,
         a thing?
      

      
      He rolled his eyes, losing patience with them – and himself. ‘Are one of you going to wake the chit or are we going to stand
         here gawking at her all night?’
      

      
      ‘He’s right. We must get her inside. I shall thrash my butler for making this sweet creature wait out here,’ Drax clipped
         out. ‘Let’s pray she hasn’t caught her death.’
      

      
      ‘That would be a waste,’ Rush agreed. ‘Luscious little thing, ain’t she?’

      
      ‘Hard to tell beneath the grime,’ Alec muttered.

      
      Rush sent him a wily grin. ‘Perhaps we should give her a bath.’

      
      ‘Burn her clothes while you’re at it. Quite disgraceful,’ Drax said, wrinkling his long straight nose.

      
      ‘Yes. We’ll wrap her up in satin sheets.’ Rush reached down to touch her hair, and something in Alec stirred violently.

      
      He scowled. ‘Why don’t you give her some room?’

      
      They all turned, looking startled at his sharp tone.

      
      ‘You’re going to scare her if she wakes up and finds you breathing all over her like that,’ he said matter-of-factly.

      
      ‘We’re not going to scare the chit,’ Rush scoffed.

      
      
      ‘Alec’s always right about women,’ Fort reminded them in a murmur.

      
      ‘Yes, best leave this to me, Rushie, old boy. Bloody damned bull in a china shop, you are.’ Gingerly, Drax touched her fragile
         shoulder. ‘Miss? I say, miss?’ He shook her gently. ‘Wake up, my dear. Hullo?’
      

      
      Alec watched her awakening in spite of himself. Entrancing creature. Yes, he’d give her that.
      

      
      There was something so vulnerable in the way her sooty lashes fluttered drowsily. Her head lolled a bit, her lips parted slightly;
         then her eyes flicked open – luminous violet, jewellike in the lamp’s glow.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, sleepyhead,’ Rush greeted her softly.

      
      Her beautiful eyes widened.

      
      Finding his friends crowded around her, the girl sat up abruptly with a frightened gasp, visibly dazed and disoriented with
         slumber. At once, she scrambled back against the wall, panic flashing across her lovely face.
      

      
      The three of them laughed, but Alec could tell that she was frightened, still half asleep and not sure what was going on.
         He knew he should speak out, but he didn’t want to get involved. Not when the pitiful sight of her caused a pained, muddled
         tenderness to stir and churn in the region of his solar plexus. He wanted to look away in boredom – but he found he couldn’t
         do that, either. Instead, he watched her in brooding hunger and mentally counted the days since he’d last had a woman. He
         let out a low exhalation of starved need.
      

      
      So much for his recent efforts to be good.

      
      As her sleep-blurred vision cleared, Becky found herself surrounded by three large, strange men looming over her in the darkness,
         their handsome faces distorted into lecherous, leering gargoyle masks by the twisting shadows from the lantern’s flame.
      

      
      They smelled of liquor, and though their voices were cultured, she was frightened by their hard, aggressive stares and speculative smiles. She knew in an instant what they wanted. She had
         seen that look before – in Mikhail’s cold, gray eyes.
      

      
      With her cousin’s threat of force still ringing in her ears, and fragments of dark, violent dreams still lingering in her
         head, she pressed her back to the wall, her heart pounding. ‘L-Leave me alone. I haven’t done anything wrong.’
      

      
      ‘Of course you haven’t, my dear,’ purred the cool, lean gentleman in front of her. He had ice-blue eyes and a thatch of short,
         flaxen hair with a tinge of red in it. ‘Don’t be alarmed. I am Lord Draxinger and these are my friends.’ He offered her an
         elegant, pale hand. ‘I believe you wish to come inside?’
      

      
      She eyed him warily, not trusting his show of gentlemanly polish nor his offer of hospitality. Not by a mile.

      
      ‘Don’t be shy, love.’ The big, raven-haired fellow to his right moved forward, reaching for her as though he meant to scoop
         her up in his arms. ‘Let me help you.’
      

      
      ‘Stay back!’ she cried, warding him off.

      
      He knitted his thick, black eyebrows in surprise, taking pause at her warning. ‘My dear girl, I am Lord Rushford – you’ve
         probably heard of me. Now, come inside,’ he commanded with a managing smile. ‘We’re going to get you nice and warm—’
      

      
      ‘Don’t – touch me,’ she ordered him through gritted teeth.

      
      The two lords exchanged a startled look, and then laughed.

      
      ‘There, there, my dear. Don’t be afraid,’ the third fellow interjected soothingly. He had leonine features and thick, wavy
         hair the color of mahogany. ‘They’re just trying to be friendly.’
      

      
      ‘Can’t you blackguards see you’re scaring her? Give the girl some room.’

      
      Only now, when he spoke, did Becky realize there was a fourth man with them.

      
      Surrounded by lusty-eyed devils, she lifted her gaze and spied the golden-haired angel lurking in the background, outlined
         by silvery rain.
      

      
      
      Fallen angel.
      

      
      She drew in her breath, caught off guard by the vision of unearthly male beauty. Good God, in all her days, she had never
         beheld his equal.
      

      
      An elegant creature of dark radiance, formally dressed, he was leaning with one shoulder against the other pillar several
         feet away, his arms folded across his chest. He kept his distance, as though wary of her, or aloof, or as if he merely found
         her beneath his concern.
      

      
      Yet pinned in his celestial-blue gaze, she felt a strange tingle run through her body.

      
      Tall and muscular, he had the lean, sculpted build of an athlete: an air of quick, restless energy behind his outward languor.
         His finely chiseled face was square-jawed, high-cheekboned, intense – a flawless composition of severe male perfection.
      

      
      Perhaps she was still dreaming, but with the glow of heaven still upon him, she half expected to see mighty wings sprouting
         from his broad shoulders. But, no, she realized, her pulse quickening with unsettled awe as she looked into his otherworldly
         eyes and read the taut need in his stare; the devil himself had begun as the first among angels. Blissful sin personified.
      

      
      Temptation in the flesh.

      
      ‘Come inside with us, my dear,’ Lord Draxinger spoke up, startling her out of her trance.

      
      ‘Yes, have a drink,’ Lord Rushford murmured, reaching out again to cup her cheek.

      
      She knocked his hand away with a savage motion and shot to her feet. ‘Don’t touch me!’

      
      The third man laughed at her fierce show of spirit. Becky glared at him.

      
      ‘You know, I think she fancies me,’ Lord Rushford rumbled, staring at her.

      
      When he stood up slowly from his crouched position, rising to his full height, Becky had to tilt her head back to meet his
         fiery gaze. She felt the blood drain from her face.
      

      
      
      Lord Rushford pressed closer; she shrank back against the wall. He planted his hands aggressively on the bricks and lowered
         his head. ‘Tell me your name, you impertinent vixen.’
      

      
      ‘Easy, Rush. You’ve had a bit too much to drink,’ said the cool-eyed angel in the corner, but the black-haired man was fixed
         on her.
      

      
      ‘Get the door,’ Rushford ordered the other one as he took her arm.

      
      She felt cornered. Her heart thumped like that of a trapped rabbit. ‘Please.’ She swallowed hard. ‘Let me go.’

      
      ‘No, no, my dear. You must come inside and have a drink with us,’ Lord Rushford said in a tone that brooked no argument. ‘I
         insist.’ His grip was not rough, but it was unyielding.
      

      
      Country girl or not, common sense told her she was doomed if she let these men take her inside. Staring at her towering captor,
         all of the strain and terror of the past week swirled in her mind, pounded in her blood, funneled down into a fierce point
         of rage.
      

      
      No, she thought as her fury surged. She would not tolerate this. They were not going to do this to her. With senses blurred by fear, instinct pounded in her veins – fight or flee. As Lord Rushford leaned
         nearer with a vain grin, boldly bent on kissing her, Becky attacked without warning.
      

      
      She stepped forward suddenly and kneed him hard in the groin. He yelped in startled pain and let her go as he lurched to the
         side. In the blink of an eye she shoved the brown-haired man violently out of her way, and when Lord Draxinger reached for
         her elbow with a condescending, ‘Now, now, my dear,’ she hauled back her fist and punched him in the jaw as hard as she could.
      

      
      She dashed out of the portico and ran at top speed into the night, instantly drenched in the pouring rain.

      
      For a full second Alec could not even react for sheer astonishment. He was rarely surprised anymore in life, especially by
         females, but the girl’s attack left him flabbergasted. Fort was laughing his head off, applauding her attack and yelling,
         ‘Bravo, my girl!’ but Alec could only stare in shocked amazement at the sight of the other two members of his exalted set laid low. Rushford bent, wheezing,
         over his offending organ, while Drax rubbed his jaw with a groan and spit out a bit of blood.
      

      
      ‘Chit knocked my damned tooth loose!’

      
      All of a sudden, Alec laughed aloud. Good Lord, the chit had thrashed them, neat as ninepence! How many women of England,
         their past conquests, would have paid in gold to see the great seducers thus unmanned? Alec was not among the casualties of
         the little hellion’s rampage, so he could appreciate the humor in it; but although she hadn’t touched him, she had certainly
         jolted him out of his ‘mood.’ He was already in motion, dashing out of the portico’s shelter with a hell-raising grin.
      

      
      ‘Where are you going?’ Fort called as he ran out into the rain.

      
      ‘To make sure she’s all right!’

      
      ‘Her?’ Rush croaked. ‘What about us?’

      
      ‘You deserved it.’ Squinting against the rain, Alec spotted the mysterious waif sprinting away down the street. ‘Miss!’ he
         yelled, starting in her direction. ‘Come back!’
      

      
      She cast a frightened glance over her shoulder, but just kept running. Plainly, she had no intention of trusting them now.
         Alec sent his friends a scowl. ‘I told you not to scare her.’
      

      
      Then he set out after her at an easy jog, his longer paces allowing him to gain on her at once.

      
      ‘Careful, old boy!’ Fort yelled after him merrily. ‘Girl’s dangerous.’

      
      ‘I like dangerous,’ he replied under his breath. Indeed, he was eager to see what she might try to do to him.

      
      He cast aside his initial prejudice about her kind. The lass had spirit, aye, pluck to the backbone. He had to know her name.
         She was a challenge, and challenges, like surprises, were so very rare in his life. More than being merely intrigued, though,
         he was concerned about her, too – perhaps, in spite of himself.
      

      
      He was not entirely sure now that their first assumption had been correct, that she had arrived in advance of their usual summons for the filles des joie. She hadn’t been dressed like one, hadn’t smelled like one, doused in cheap perfume. She’d worn no rouge, no tawdry fake
         jewels. And she was sober.
      

      
      Either she had just woken up and hadn’t yet known what was going on when his friends had besieged her with their excessive
         attentions, or there was another explanation for her naive alarm.
      

      
      Alec intended to get to the bottom of it, solve her little mystery. It was not as though he had anything better to do.

      
      Ahead, the girl paused on the corner, beginning to tire. Looking one way and the other, as though she wasn’t sure which way
         to go, she glanced behind her and now saw him chasing her. She jumped back, recoiling.
      

      
      ‘Leave me alone!’ she cried shrilly, though he was still half a block away.

      
      ‘Wait! I just want to talk to you!’

      
      She let out a furious sound and fled again, darting to the left.

      
      With a glint in his eyes, Alec poured on the speed, drawing easily on his large, unused reserves of physical strength honed
         over many years of near daily training at the best fencing and boxing clubs in London. The puddles were deep as he splashed
         through them in his flat black shoes. He was still dressed for the ballroom in black trousers and tails, but the driving rain
         quickly soaked his shoulders and chest, sousing his favorite white silk waistcoat and plastering his hair to his head. Breathing
         harder with his sprint, he tugged off his cravat and threw it aside.
      

      
      As he turned the corner onto Bond Street, a carriage-load of Drax’s expected guests passed him, hailing him in surprise, but
         he ignored them, absorbed in the chase.
      

      
      He had a feeling he would not be going back to Draxinger’s for any cardplay tonight. No, he was already contemplating another
         kind of play altogether, the wondrous game of skin to skin. God, he needed it.
      

      
      He had gone too long without. He had not had a woman since well before Lizzie’s wedding to Strathmore on Midsummer’s Eve. Rejected by the one girl he always thought he’d marry – if
         and when he was ever ready to settle down – Alec had not had the heart to resume his Don Juan ways.
      

      
      Until tonight.

      
      What the hell was he waiting for? His body ached for a woman’s touch. He made up his mind as he pounded on through the rain
         that this mystery girl would do as well as any. Besides, it would indulge his vanity to succeed where his friends had failed.
      

      
      Passing a row of quaint shops with darkened bow windows, their shutters and doors locked up tightly for the night, the girl’s
         pace began to flag, as though she could not keep going much longer. She cast another anxious glance over her shoulder and
         saw him catching up.
      

      
      Alec was almost upon her now, only a few yards behind, close enough to see the fury that flicked over her dainty features
         at his determined pursuit.
      

      
      ‘Go away, you fiend!’

      
      ‘No,’ he panted cheerfully. She had yet to learn of his famed stubbornness – and he had yet to learn her name.

      
      With a small yowl of pure feminine frustration, she rushed over to the nearest storefront, a haberdasher’s, and seized the
         only weapon she could find.
      

      
      Snatching the long-handled candlesnuffer off its metal holder on the wall, she whipped around and swung it at him. ‘Stay back!’

      
      ‘Oh-ho!’ he laughed as he approached slowly. I like this girl. ‘What are you going to do with that thing? Put my lights out?’
      

      
      ‘Keep your distance or I’ll brain you! I’ll do it, I will!’

      
      He disobeyed, of course, stalking toward her another step or two as he caught his breath. ‘Easy, kitten—’

      
      ‘Don’t you “kitten’ me!” Whoosh! – the metal bar sang through the air in her grasp. Her dark tresses flew; the dirt-streaked skirts swirled around her trim
         figure as she swung her weapon with admirable ferocity straight at Alec’s head.
      

      
      
      He ducked, his fencer’s reflexes yanking him under the arc, but the nearness of the miss left him astonished all over again.
         Women had been threatening to kill him for years, but none had actually tried it before.
      

      
      ‘Jesus!’ he exclaimed, and then started laughing again. He couldn’t help it.

      
      Her face flushed. ‘Don’t you dare laugh at me, you coxcomb! I’m not afraid of you! A hero’s blood flows in these veins, I’ll
         have you know!’ she cried wrathfully, trying – rather adorably, Alec thought – to scare him away. ‘My father fought beside
         Nelson at Trafalgar!’
      

      
      He held up his hands. ‘I surrender! Don’t hurt me!’

      
      ‘Ugh, you—’ Another massive crash of lightning overhead cut off her words and sent her darting under a nearby awning of one
         of the shops that lined the street.
      

      
      Alec followed eagerly, but when he joined her, she was already in position to defend the small rectangle of dry territory
         she had claimed.
      

      
      With her weapon at the ready, she begrudgingly allowed him to step under the cover of the striped tin awning.

      
      The shadows were deeper in their shelter. He smiled wickedly at her as he approached. ‘Well, isn’t this cozy?’

      
      The warm rain drummed upon the awning’s painted tin, dampening the sound and casting an air of intimacy over their taut standoff.

      
      The girl backed up a step uneasily, adjusting her grip, more than willing, it seemed, to try again to break his head if he
         made one false move.
      

      
      Alec was on his guard and half smitten – though that meant nothing. He was known to fall in love six or seven times a day.
         Beautiful eyes, he thought. He studied her by the distant street-lamp’s glow through a haze of rain. Big, stormy eyes full of fight and
         spirit, their violet hue a rare and fascinating color. Her thick dark hair was slicked back with the rain, accenting the delicate
         sculpture of her face. Raindrops starred her lashes and turned her plump lips to dewy roses. Dirty little stray. Ravishing.
      

      
      
      And he wanted her.

      
      He dared not tell her so, however, for fear of the risk to his health. Indeed, his amusement at her ire was bound to get him
         clobbered, but he could not wipe the roguish grin off his face. Finally, a distraction worthy of him. ‘You’re rather handy
         with that thing. Have you ever thought of playing cricket? Our team could use you at Lords.’
      

      
      She let out a dainty growl of exasperation. Whoosh! – again. He leaned back from the waist as the candlesnuffer sailed past his chest. He could have grabbed it, but then she
         would have run and his fun would end.
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she cried, obviously vexed by her miss. ‘Why won’t you leave me alone?’

      
      ‘But mademoiselle, I only came to make sure you’re all right – and, of course, to apologize for my friends’ rude behavior,’
         he added with his purest choirboy stare. He offered a charming smile of humble male contrition along with it, but she eyed
         him warily, as though she wasn’t buying it. Well, she soon would. They always did. ‘They didn’t mean to frighten you—’
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t scared!’

      
      ‘Of course not.’ Alec’s lips twitched with the effort not to smile at her bravado. ‘Still, it wasn’t very nice of them to
         disturb your slumber.’
      

      
      She raised her weapon in menace. ‘Are you making fun of me again?’

      
      ‘Why, no,’ he answered softly. ‘I’m flirting with you, my dear.’
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