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Chapter 1
May, 1803
The Divine Sophronia was the toast of London. Her astonishing voice had ignited a fever of admiration among the ton. The fever failed, however, to infect Derek Whittaker. It wasn’t that her singing failed to move him. It’s just that it moved him toward the door.
The famous soprano waddled purposefully toward the footlights. An aria was plainly imminent. An expectant hush fell upon the audience. Several spectators near Derek actually leaned forward, mouths agape, in a kind of delirium of pleasure.
Derek decided he had had enough. He was positioned, as usual, at the back wall of Lord Stokesdown’s box. No one would notice if he simply disappeared. During the orchestra’s introductory flourish, he slipped neatly through the curtain behind him and escaped.
There were advantages, he reflected, to being a lowly secretary. He shared many of the amenities enjoyed by the aristocracy—witness his presence at the opera tonight, for example—but he labored under none of the tedious social obligations. He was free to form his own opinions because, frankly, nobody cared what they were. No one’s eyes were upon him. No one observed his comings and goings. Provided he returned at the interval, when Lord Stokesdown or one of his guests might want him, it didn’t matter whether he listened politely to Sophronia’s caterwauling or spent the evening playing mumblety-peg in the cloakroom.
Derek hovered at the fringes of every society event, invisible as a ghost. And, come to think of it, just about as penniless. What Lord Stokesdown paid him amounted to something less than he might make as a butler or a valet. But a Whittaker, of course, could not take a post as a butler or a valet—a rule that made little sense to Derek, but which he accepted with the same cheerful shrug he accorded most rules.
What can’t be cured must be endured, as his old nurse used to say. And besides, he liked Lord Stokesdown. He was busy, he was useful, and he enjoyed it when duty demanded his attendance at balls and dinners and plays. He did not resent the fact that he, Derek Whittaker, was never invited to the festivities. Often it was better to be a ghost than a guest.
He wandered down the softly lit passage, enjoying the solitude. The opera sounded faintly through the curtained openings in the wall beside him and echoed with pleasant spookiness against the high, arched ceiling. A bit of distance muffled the shrillness of Sophronia’s voice, and added a peculiarly haunting quality to the orchestra. He rather liked it.
An usher stood at the head of the stairs. He had been slouching against the railing, listening to the music, but Derek’s arrival caused the young chap to snap to attention. Derek hid a grin. It was his evening clothes, of course. He had been mistaken for a gentleman. He was a bit vain about his togs—and why not? Were it not for the inconvenient birth of brother Hector, he would be, in fact, a gentleman.
He approached the usher, addressing him in a conspiratorial whisper. “I say. How much time before the interval?”
“Quite a bit of time, sir.”
“Anyone mind if I have a look about?” He jerked his chin, indicating an arched doorway where the well-lit passage dwindled into shadow.
The usher looked vaguely surprised. “No, sir. I shouldn’t think anyone would mind.”
“Good lad,” said Derek approvingly. “Thanks.”
With a friendly nod, Derek headed out of the light and into the shadows. He could still hear the opera in the distance, but he was completely alone. His skin prickled with pleasurable anticipation.
There was something indefinably exciting about exploring places where he had no business being. He was a little ashamed of this peculiar hobby, but it had held an irresistible allure for him since childhood. One of the many advantages of his ghostlike existence was that he could, and frequently did, slip his chain and wander about strange places unescorted.
The theater proved, to his keen delight, to be a vast rabbit warren of a place. He always carried a flint and a bit of candle somewhere on his person, on the off chance he might need it, but the management of this establishment evidently ran it with a liberal hand. Wherever he roamed, lamplight gleamed here and there to show him the way. It seemed a shocking waste of oil. There wasn’t another soul in sight.
The narrow passage he was exploring suddenly turned a corner and he found himself in a small, dusty room. He supposed he must be nearly to the stage area by now. Across from him, a flight of wooden stairs led up and out. Over the foot of these stairs yet another lamp hung from the ceiling on a chain, feebly illuminating what appeared to be a collection of disused props stacked haphazardly about. Derek wandered from item to item, examining them with mild interest. He was idly studying the crude decorations adorning a muslin screen, when a sudden tingle of awareness caused him to turn.
There came a soft footfall on the stairs to his right, and the faint slither of silk. He felt his eyebrows climb with surprise when a girl came into view, clutching the rickety banister as she descended. She was evidently all alone. When he looked at her she flinched, then froze in place. Her eyes dilated as she stared, motionless, at Derek.
Derek felt his jaw start to drop. With an effort he reanchored it, keeping himself from gaping at her. Her beauty was unbelievable. She might have been any age between sixteen and twenty…and she was the loveliest sight he had ever beheld. Almost other-worldly. He had always been partial to blondes, but this girl took blondness to an entirely new level. Her fair hair captured and reflected whatever light was available, shimmering like moonlight on water even in the dim glow cast by the overhead lamp.
It was difficult to discern her station in life, for the cut and style of her simple, white gown were very much de rigeur for a young lady of breeding—but the material of which it was fashioned was scandalously revealing. The thin silk clung to every line and curve of her slender form. It was hard to tell whether she was a lady of quality or a bird of paradise.
She was so astonishingly beautiful that for a heartbeat or two he could notice nothing else about her. Then he saw that her eyes were stark with fear.
“Help,” she whispered. She stumbled down the stairs toward him. “Help me.”
Every chivalrous instinct Derek had ever had rushed immediately to the fore. He moved toward her at once. “Of course,” he heard himself say. “Anything in my power.”
The girl reached for him in the way a child reaches for protection, and he caught her in much the same spirit. It seemed perfectly natural to take her hands in his, then place one arm around her to comfort her. For an instant she sagged gratefully against him. He could not help noticing how perfectly she fit in his embrace. But she was trembling with terror; he couldn’t help noticing that, either.
“Hide me,” she whispered.
At almost the same instant, Derek heard a door close somewhere above their heads, and footsteps, firmer than the girl’s, heading toward the stairs down which she had come. The sharp intake of her breath confirmed that this, whoever the individual may be, was the source of her terror. Quick as thought, Derek pulled the girl into the shadowed stairwell. She clung to him in a way that sent a surge of fierce protectiveness through him.
No harm would come to this girl, he silently vowed. He didn’t care who she was. Duchess or beggarmaid, princess or prostitute, if she needed him to slay dragons or walk on hot coals, so be it. He’d slay the dragons while walking on the coals, if that was the only way to keep her safe.
The footsteps on the floor above their heads halted, apparently at the top of the stairs. A dry, masculine voice spoke.
“Cynthia.”
The single word managed to convey both command and menace. The tone was redolent of hostility, but overlaid with silky amusement. At its sound, the girl seemed to stop breathing.
The man would surely come down if he were not stopped. Derek laid a finger to his lips, warning Cynthia to keep still, then let go of her and emerged alone from beneath the stairs.
“Oh, hallo,” he said, trying to sound affable and mildly puzzled. He peered inquiringly up at the figure standing at the top of the stairs. “Didn’t see you,” he remarked, in an explanatory tone. “You looking for me?”
There was a perceptible pause before the gentleman answered. “No,” he said. His voice was hard, but civil enough. “I beg your pardon.”
Derek gave him an airy wave. “Not at all, not at all. Haven’t disturbed me a whit.” Still aping the amiable vapidity of a young man-about-town, and trying to convey the impression that he had, perhaps, imbibed too much wine, he wandered a bit unsteadily toward a suit of armor made from paperboard. “Just having a look round, you know. Fascinating, all this scenery and what-not.”
The man at the top of the stairs did not move. He seemed to be studying Derek with careful suspicion, weighing whether to challenge him or move on. Derek stole another glance at the chap. By moving toward the suit of armor, he had positioned himself where the light was no longer in his eyes, and he could get a good look at the fellow.
He knew the man at once, and had to return his gaze to the wall to avoid displaying his start of recognition. Sir James Filey. Damnation! How had a girl like Cynthia fallen into Filey’s hands? The fellow was notorious. Gamester, rakehell, lecher—a thoroughly ugly customer. And besides that, he was old enough to be her father. Older, by Jove!
Was it possible that Filey was her father? There had been a note of authority, unmistakable and implacable, in that dry, sneering voice—
“I wonder if I might trespass upon your courtesy for a moment.” Filey’s voice was very cold.
Outwardly relaxed but inwardly alert, Derek turned politely back toward the stairs. “Eh?” he said, swaying slightly.
Filey did not bother to hide his contempt. The sneer on his face deepened. “I’m looking for a fair-haired chit in a white gown.”
Well. Whatever Filey’s interest in Cynthia, it clearly was not paternal.
Hiding his disgust, Derek gave Filey a lopsided grin. “Ha! Aren’t we all?” He winked drunkenly.
Impatience sharpened Filey’s voice. “Have you seen such a female pass by here, a few moments hence?”
“No, dash it.” Derek infused his voice with wistful regret. “Is she pretty?”
“Excessively pretty,” snapped Filey.
“Really? By George! I’ll help you look for her.” He began to stagger eagerly up the stairs.
“No, thank you. That won’t be necessary.” Filey actually threw out a hand as if warding him off.
Derek paused, one hand on the banister. He pasted an injured look on his features. “No need to take that tone, dear chap. Only offering my assistance, you know.”
“I require none, however. I prefer to hunt alone.” Filey’s lip curled. “I wish you a pleasant evening.”
He sketched a bow and was gone, his footfalls beating an angry retreat. Derek waited until the footsteps receded into silence, then gave a grim chuckle. “That dragon was too easily slain,” he remarked. The vapid drawl had vanished from his voice. He sauntered back down the stairs. “What a pity that no fisticuffs were called for! It would have been a pleasure to plant that rogue a facer.”
A faint voice sounded from the stairwell. “Oh, on the contrary! I am glad no blows were exchanged.”
Cynthia emerged into the light. Her attempt at a light tone was pathetically brave; now that Filey was gone, she was shaking with reaction. Derek saw that she was clenching her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering, and his heart went out to her. All humor fled from Derek’s features. It was impossible to make light of the situation when confronted with Cynthia’s distress.
“I sent him away through a silly ruse,” said Derek quietly. “I would have served you better, perhaps, had I faced the villain down.”
Cynthia’s eyes, celestial blue, lifted to his. Derek felt his breath catch in his throat. A thrill went through him like an electric shock, as if her eyes held divine power.
“You were splendid,” she whispered. There was something dazed and wondering in her face, as if the words had been pulled out of her against her will. A sudden stillness seemed to descend upon her. And her trembling simply…stopped.
How beautiful she was. But there must be something else, some added element beyond physical beauty, attracting him. Nobody was this beautiful. Nobody could possibly be as beautiful as this girl seemed to him.
Crazy thoughts jumbled in his brain; snatches of Shakespeare mixed with heart-pounding emotion—and, somewhere above it all, a detached portion of his mind noted, with calm, scientific interest, so this is what it’s like ... love at first sight. He had read of the phenomenon, but had assumed it was merely a poetic convention. Such things never happened in real life. Real people did not, could not, fall in love with total strangers.
Except that, apparently, they could and did.
Cynthia and Derek stared at each other, motionless under the flaring lamp. Oh, she doth teach the torches to burn bright. Madness, madness. Knowledge and intimacy, clear truth somehow born in intuition, flashed and pulsed in the air between them. How could such things be? And then, without a word, Derek opened his arms.
It was a crazy thing to do. What did he expect? No decent female would accept such an invitation. But, marvel of marvels, Cynthia walked into his embrace as if she belonged there.
In the grip of magic, reality steps aside. The normal laws of earthly existence, including the rules set forth for human behavior, simply do not apply. Whatever was happening here, it was larger, more important, more compelling, than any code of conduct. For another fraction of a second, Derek drowned in those blue, blue eyes, now so close to his own. Then he surrendered to the inevitable. He bent his head and kissed her.
She melted into his arms with perfect trust, lifting her lips to meet his. Sweet. Her mouth was soft and warm. He explored it with a kind of reverence, cherishing its every curve and hollow. One did not plunder a miracle. A man could not allow petty, greedy lust to intrude upon the Holy. Derek closed his eyes as if in prayer, savoring the gift of kissing Cynthia.
When he lifted his head again, her eyelids seemed to flutter open at the same moment his did. As one, they took a breath. As one, they moved slightly apart, the better to stare at each other.
Derek raised one hand and touched her cheek, placing his finger lightly along her perfect jawline. He shook his head slowly, in baffled awe. “I hope,” he said hoarsely, Athat you do not expect an apology.”
The corners of her mouth curved in a tiny smile. “No,” she admitted. “In fact, I think ... I think it might grieve me, if you expressed regret.” Her cheeks were turning a delicate shade of pink.
“Regret? Impossible,” said Derek fervently.
She dropped her eyes, apparently suffering a belated attack of shyness. Another moment, he realized, and she would recall the outrageousness of their situation. She would remember the rules of polite behavior, and be horrified by her inexplicable lapse. And the moment after that, she would withdraw from him. He could not let that moment arrive.
“Come and sit down,” he urged her softly. “You have had a harrowing experience. You should rest for a time and collect yourself.”
He led her to the stairs and spread his handkerchief on one of the steps to protect the fragile silk of her gown. Attempting to lighten the moment, he shot her a sheepish grin. “The gentlemanly thing, of course, would be to give you my coat. But men’s fashions being what they are today, I’m unable.”
She looked a startled inquiry. His grin widened. “Can’t extricate myself without assistance,” he explained. “Takes two strong men, a shoehorn, a crowbar, and a bucket of grease to get me in and out of this coat.”
Her laugh was as clear and sweet as he’d hoped it would be. “Never mind,” she told him, seating herself gracefully on the handkerchief. “Although it’s a pity we can’t cut you loose. I did bring scissors with me this evening, but I’m afraid I left them in my reticule.”
He caught himself staring again. Her movements were so fluid, she made sitting on the handkerchief-draped stair seem natural and elegant. She was seated almost directly beneath the lamp. Her hair scattered light like an angel’s halo, and the silk of her gown seemed poured over her, a gloss of milky white shimmering on her warm skin. A man couldn’t help but notice. It was highly distracting, to say the least. He had to clear his throat before he could speak.
“Where is your reticule? Shall I fetch it for you?”
“No, thank you.” A shadow crossed her features. “I must have left it behind when we—when I left the box.”
Derek was not so lost in admiration that he missed the shiver that ran through her. The very thought of what had happened to her earlier returned the fear to her eyes. This could not stand; he must do something to take her fear away.
He sat beside her, frowning. “Cynthia,” he said quietly, and took her hand in his. “What happened tonight? Tell me.”
Color flooded her cheeks. She averted her gaze. “I’m ashamed,” she whispered. “It was…he was…horrid.”
“You speak of Filey.” It was not a question. The scoundrel must have…but he couldn’t let his mind finish the sentence. Anger rippled through him. “Blast! I should have knocked the rascal down while I had the chance.”
Cynthia glanced apprehensively back at him. “You sound angry.”
“Of course I am angry! I should have known, the instant I saw you were afraid of him—” Derek’s teeth clenched. “What did that villain do to you?” he exclaimed. Then his arm tightened around her. “Never mind,” he growled. “If you tell me, I may have to kill him.”
She looked startled. He managed a strained smile. “I’m joking,” he explained.
A tiny smile curved her lips again. She tilted her chin, studying him. “I don’t think you are,” she remarked at last. “Not entirely.” Her smile sweetened. “You joke, but there is something of the knight-errant about you.”
A short laugh escaped him. “I lack the shining armor, of course. Perhaps I should borrow that suit of paperboard over there before I hunt Filey down.”
Her color deepened. She dropped her eyes. “In truth, you know, he did not do anything so very… that is, he did not…” Her voice trailed off and she gave a strange, choked laugh. “He did nothing more than you did.”
Surprise and chagrin jarred him, paralyzing him for a moment. He had to bite his tongue to keep from swearing. It was not as bad as it might have been, but still—Filey had kissed her! The swine had dared to kiss her! It mattered not a whit that the man had done nothing more than he himself had done. Had Filey walked into the room at that moment, Derek felt he must have lunged for the dastard’s throat.
Cynthia looked back up at him. She must have seen the mortifying emotions chasing themselves across his face, for she smiled with what seemed a wisdom beyond her years. “You are thinking that Sir James had no right,” she said softly. “No right to touch me.”
“Yes.” Derek’s voice sounded half-strangled. “Sorry! I know it sounds absurd, coming from me. Can’t help it.”
Amusement crinkled the corners of her eyes. “But it doesn’t sound absurd at all. I agree with you. He had no right to touch me. And he certainly had no right to kiss me.”
“Cynthia, you shame me.” He cradled her face in his hands. Her cheeks were soft as a baby’s. His heart swelled with a remorse so keen it was almost sorrow. “I had no right to kiss you, either.” He opened his mouth to apologize, but she forestalled him by laying one finger gently against his lips.
“Yes, you did.” Her whisper was barely audible. “You had every right.”
Remorse faded, forgotten. Awe took its place. It was suddenly hard to breathe. He shook his head slowly. “How can that be?”
Her eyes were blue as the morning sky. “I don’t know.” Confusion clouded them briefly, and then cleared. She smiled at him. “I don’t know,” she repeated, but the trouble had vanished from her face. “Some things, one can’t explain. They are simply true.”
So of course he kissed her again.
And again.
Eventually he was forced to come up for air. He moved immediately to sweep her back into another kiss, but Cynthia pulled away from him, gasping to catch her breath.
“I ... I can’t ... oh, what time is it?” She sat up, seeming dazed. “What am I doing?”
“Kissing me,” he said thickly. Whatever else she had on her agenda, it couldn’t possibly be more important. He reached for her again, but she held him off.
Her face was rosy from his kisses. She looked delightful, but she pressed her hands to her cheeks as if trying to cool them. “Merciful heavens. I have never in my life—that is—I mean—oh, this is madness! I don’t even know you.”
But on this point, Derek was very sure. “You know me.” He smiled, besotted, and tucked a strand of her spun-sunlight hair back into her coiffure. “Never doubt that, Cynthia.”
She gave a shaky little laugh, seeming to agree with him against her better judgement. “Perhaps you are right. What’s in a name?” she said lightly. With an inward start, he recognized the words; she was not only quoting Shakespeare, she was quoting the same play that— “And yet,” she continued, breaking into his jumbled thoughts, “I would like to know it.”
He took a deep breath. “Of course you would. What a dunderhead I am.” He raked his hair back off his forehead and tried to gather his wits. “My name is Whittaker,” he told her. “Derek Whittaker. At your service, I need hardly add.”
Cynthia’s smile bloomed again. “Derek Whittaker,” she repeated. He thought his name had never sounded so well. “And I am Cynthia Fitzwilliam.” She seemed to expect the name to mean something to him, but he couldn’t place it. After a tiny pause, she added, “My father is the Earl of Ballymere, you know.”
No, he hadn’t known. Derek’s heart sank. This was not good news. Ballymere was obviously an Irish title, but Irish or not, an earl’s daughter was above his touch. Ridiculous, that that would matter so much to him. He barely knew this girl. Was he already planning to court her?
Well, yes. He was. No doubt about it.
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