The sudden brightness of the chandelier and the cacophony of music and voices stunned
her momentarily. She wondered how difficult it would be to walk right past the guests and
servants in the glittering entryway and immediately dismissed the idea. She had to act fast. She
looked suspicious standing in the doorway without a tray or a purpose. To her left was another
doorway, which she imagined led into a parlor or library. She murmured a silent prayer and tried
the latch. It opened easily, and she slid inside and closed the door. This was indeed a library.
Shelves of books lined the walls. Directly across from her were a set of draperies, and she started
straight for them. She flung the drapes open, unfastened the latch on the window, and heaved it
up.

Nothing happened.

Tamsin swore and tried again.

But the blasted window was stuck and wouldn’t open.

“Need help?” a male voice said.

She couldn’t quite stifle a scream or the urge to jump. She swung around and stared at the
red-haired man sitting at the desk. Immediately, Tamsin wanted to slam her head against the
window. How could she have been so careless? She hadn’t even glanced at the desk to see if the
room was occupied. And here was a man in evening clothes, sitting at the desk, with a lamp
burning beside him. If she had been thinking, she would have realized the lamp was the reason
she could see the books and the drapes so easily.

“No, thank you, sir.” Her thoughts swirled as she tried to fabricate an excuse for being
here. “Lord Belgrave told me to open this window to cool off the house.”

“Lord Belgrave?” the man said, his eyes looking her up and down.

Velvet, brown eyes. She knew those eyes. She had dreamed of those eyes.

And now here he was—the man from the theater was here in the same room as she.
Tamsin felt dizzy and warm and genuinely thrilled. She’d never thought she would see him
again. How many nights had she lain in her cold bed and imagined his arms wrapped around her?
How many times had she fantasized about kissing his lips? She’d even gone out of her way once
or twice to pass by his house. Tamsin would have given anything for the man from the theater to
look at her again.

And now he was.



She couldn’t breathe, and she pressed a hand to her heart, but it didn’t still the thundering
in her chest.

The gentleman’s brow furrowed. “Don’t you mean His Grace?”

“Er...” Tamsin had completely lost her train of thought. She’d been staring at the
gentleman, but now she snapped back to the present situation. She had to get out of this house.
But she’d said something wrong. This was the Belgrave ball, was it not? Wouldn’t a man who
lived in a home this large be a lord? What did she know of titles and niceties? Best to play along.
“His Grace, yes, thank you sir. Or is it my lord?” She tried the window again and felt it move
slightly. Please don’t let that be my imagination.

“It’s sir.” He rose. “Sure you don’t need help with that window?”

Yes. Yes, she did need help. She wanted him to come close and use his muscles to aid her.
“Quite sure,” she said, struggling enough that a light sweat had broken out on her forehead.

“You’re a little short for a footman.”

“His Grace brought in additional staff for the ball,” she said, aware he was crossing the
room toward her now. Open. Open!

“I see. Seems strange he would want the library window open when this chamber is not
supposed to be in use.” He was right behind her now and reached forward, grasped the window,
and pushed it up and open. Immediately, a cool breeze wafted across her face. But nothing could
cool her heated cheeks or her burning body. She was so close to him. She might have touched
him.

“Thank you, sir.” Her voice trembled. She would have jumped from the window that
moment—it was less than six feet to the ground—if he hadn’t stepped in front of said window.
Tamsin was forced to look up at him.

He was even more handsome than she remembered.

His red hair was tousled, the waves styled artfully back from his forehead. His brows,
slightly darker than his hair, lowered over those soft brown eyes. His jaw was covered in stubble,
as though he’d forgotten to shave this morning, and it gave him a rougher look than she was used
to from men of the upper class. Most of them had weak chins and puffy eyes. This man was
anything but soft. His eyes were clear, and his chin was square and chiseled. He wasn’t

particularly tall—a man of average height—but with those broad shoulders and stiff spine, he



seemed to top seven feet in that moment. She wanted to melt into him. She wanted him to take
her in his arms and kiss her.

“Was there something else?”” he asked, raising his brows. “You said you wanted the
window open.”

“Er...” He expected her to depart. But she couldn’t turn and go back through the library
door. She’d be caught for sure. She was most likely caught now. But she’d rather be caught by
one man than half a dozen or more. “That is all, sir.” Tamsin took a step away, turning her back
to him as though to take her leave. She took one more step then used the momentum to swing
back around and charge for the window.

She caught a glimpse of surprise on his face as she raced toward him, but then she was
out the window and falling...except she wasn’t falling. She was halfway through the window,
but he’d caught her about the waist and was hauling her back inside. Tamsin wriggled and
kicked, trying to free herself from his grip, but he held on tightly and thrust her back into the
room.

“What the devil are you about?” he asked.

She panted, desperate to think of some excuse and to find another way to dart through the
window. She looked into his face, saw his eyes narrow, and then he reached forward and jerked
the wig from her head. The motion dislodged a pin keeping her hair in place, and it tumbled
down and settled just below her shoulders.

His gaze darted to her face then to her hair then down to her chest. Well, he wouldn’t see
anything there. She’d bound her breasts tightly.

“You’re not a footman,” he said.

His hands seemed to burn into her flesh, through the layers of livery she wore. She was in
his arms—sort of—and she knew this would never happen again.

She did the one thing she’d been wanting to do for two years. She leaned close to him
and kissed him.

He hadn’t been expecting this and he went completely rigid with shock. Tamsin didn’t
care. She pressed her lips on his then ended with a lick to taste him and a gentle bite to see if his
lips were as soft as she’d always imagined.

He thrust her back. “What the devil.”



“Let me go.” She tried to push past him, but he blocked the window and grabbed her
upper arms. She tried not to sigh with pleasure. He was touching her again.

“Don’t kiss me again,” he warned her. “Tell me what you are doing here. Give me one
reason not to call out and bring half the ball in here.”

Tamsin could think of three reasons, but she wasn’t about to reveal anything about
herself. She didn’t trust anyone—not even a man who’d shown her a moment’s kindness. She’d
have to play on his emotions, and it wasn’t difficult to allow her eyes to well with tears. She
sniffed. “Don’t call out, sir,” she said in her most whiny, pathetic tone. “Please. My father was
hired for this position tonight, but he injured his leg.” Tamsin had no idea how she’d conjured
this story, but she could see from the way the red-haired man’s jaw relaxed, it was working. “We
needed the money. I have a mother who is ill and four younger sisters who are hungry. If we
weren’t desperate for medicines, I would never have taken my father’s place. But I don’t want
my mother to die, sir.”

“I’m sorry about your situation.” He truly was. She could see the concern in his eyes.
Tamsin almost felt sorry for lying to him.

“But,” he continued, “if you leave through the window in the middle of the ball, how will
you be paid?”

That was a good point.

“I-I received word that my sister’s illness is worse. I need to go home to her straight
away. [ didn’t want to have to answer questions from the butler,” she said. “Please let me pass,
sir.”

He blew out a breath that smelled faintly of cinnamon. Do not kiss him again.

“Very well.” He moved aside, and she would have darted through the window that
instant, but she saw him reach into his coat. She watched his fingers slide into the small pocket
of his silk waistcoat. He held out his hands, coins in his palm. “Here’s a few shillings toward the
medicine for—"" His head jerked up.

Uh oh! Tamsin didn’t wait. She swiped the coins and went for the window. He grabbed
for her, but this time she was quicker. She jumped through the open window, both feet landing on
the gravel below with a thud. She should have run immediately, but she couldn’t help look up at
the window. He was peering down at her.

“You said before that your mother was ill!”



“Thank you for the coins, sir!” she called up to him and started away. Just a few steps and
she’d be in the shadows and safely away.

“Miss, was any of it true?” the man called.

She looked over her shoulder. “Yes. I am desperate,” she said.

And then she let the darkness envelope her.



