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The new Earl of Monteith, Colin Hunt, had been in possession of Chaunceston Hall less than a day and already trouble was afoot.

Surrounded by unpacked boxes, Colin watched through his study window as a cloaked form darted across the lawn to slip into the stable. It was after midnight; none of the servants he’d hired in London should be about. And since the stable was filled with prime horseflesh he’d purchased at Tattersall’s earlier this week . . .

Confound these English thieves to hell! Unearthing his pistol from a box, he loaded it and shoved it into the waistband of his trousers before hurrying into the hall.

Why wasn’t some groom outside guarding the stable? Because this wasn’t India, of course. In Colin’s home country of twenty-eight years, the weather was so balmy that a syce could sleep across the stable doorway very comfortably. But here in England, no sane man slept outdoors in such weather.

Grumbling to himself about the brutal English winter, he donned his heaviest wool surtout, lit a lantern, and headed out. The gust of icy wind that greeted him made him swear vilely.

He missed the hot Poona days, the sultry Calcutta nights, where a man could lie naked in his bed and still be comfortable. A wave of homesickness swept him. He missed spicy pickles and cinnamon-scented tobacco and jackal hunts with the local jemadar and other fellows from the native infantry . . ..

Who would just as soon slip a knife in his back as breathe.

Colin sighed. He didn’t miss that, the suspicions and spying, the petty grievances that erupted into violence, the ever-present threat of marauding bandits, of mutinies and rebellions. Of women cowering beneath the sword—

He shuddered. No, there was nothing left for him in India, no reason to stay where the persistent memories of his wife’s slaughter at Poona could torment him. He wanted peace, and he’d hoped to find it in the sleepy English countryside.

This wasn’t a promising start. It was only his first night at the Devon estate he’d inherited from his late, unlamented grandfather, and already the local rogues were robbing him. But they were in for a surprise. Half-Indian or no, he had every right to live here, and they would soon learn that he meant to hold on to what was his.

With that resolve beating in his breast, he slid open the stable door. At first he could see nothing, just his new Cleveland Bays sleeping in their stalls. But the faint acrid scent of a recently snuffed candle hung in the air, proving that the cloaked figure probably still lurked here.

He swept his lantern in a wide arc, then came back to where his pride of purchase, a chestnut Arabian, stood wide-awake. She was saddled and ready, with a cloth sack slung over the pommel.

His temper flared.

“Come out now, whoever you are!” Colin demanded, setting the lantern on a hook. “If you force me to go stall by stall to find you—”

“No need for that, sir,” said a decidedly young voice as a short figure emerged from the stall. Colin glimpsed riding boots and breeches before the fellow shrank into his voluminous cloak like a turtle into its shell. “Beg pardon, but I didn’t mean to wake you. I was just seeing to the horse.”

“Seeing to stealing it, you mean.”

“No!” The lad’s head jerked up, though the hood of his cloak still shielded his face. “I-I merely wish to borrow it. I know the owner personally, and I assure you he’d happily loan it to me if he were here.”

Colin didn’t know whether to laugh at the bold devil or shoot him. “That, too, is a lie.”

“Honestly, sir, the owner’s wife is a good friend of mine.”

“That’s impossible.” Furious that this thief persisted in his pretense, Colin slid his hand inside his surtout to grasp his pistol. “The owner’s wife is dead.”

“Dead!” The lad sounded genuinely upset. “How did it happen? Did the duchess die in childbirth? I can’t believe—”

“Hold up there, lad. What duchess?”

“The duchess of Foxmoor. You said that the owner’s wife—”

“The owner of this horse, of this entire estate, is the Earl of Monteith.”

“Who’s lying now?” the fellow retorted. “The earl has been dead for six years or more.”

If the boy knew that, then he wasn’t some wandering horse thief. Which also explained why he thought that the duke owned the estate; Foxmoor had managed it for the heir. “The new Earl of Monteith is alive and well, I assure you.”

“The new—” The lad broke off with a groan. “Ohh, I forgot. The duke’s cousin inherited the Monteith title. But he’s over in—” He stared at Colin. “Blast.”

“Exactly.” Was it usual for a country boy to know so much about a duke and his family? “I am the owner. And you are trespassing.”

“I-I suppose that means you won’t lend me a horse.”

“That’s exactly what it means.”

“I understand. Don’t blame you a bit.” The fellow turned his head toward the open door beyond Colin. “I won’t keep you any longer. I’ll just go—”

“The hell you will,” Colin bit out and took a step forward.

A hand suddenly appeared from beneath the fellow’s cloak, bearing a rather substantial flintlock pistol. “S-stand aside,” he said as he pointed the gun at Colin.

Colin’s fingers tensed on his own weapon . . . until he noticed that the thief’s pistol wasn’t cocked, and the barrel was an ancient rusted relic. He’d lay odds that the thing hadn’t been loaded in twenty years, much less fired. “An unloaded weapon won’t do you much good, lad,” he said dryly.

The fellow’s hand shook. “How did you know it isn’t loaded?”

“I didn’t.” Colin taunted him with a smile. “But I do now.”

The lad groaned. Without warning he hurled the pistol at Colin. As the heavy weapon glanced off Colin’s brow and the boy dashed past him, Colin let out a roar and lunged after him.

Catching the fellow’s hood, Colin yanked him back, then slammed him against the stable wall and pinned his arms at his sides. “Now see here, you little devil—” he began as the lad’s bared head shot up and their gazes met.

The words died in Colin’s throat. Because the nearby lamp flooding the thief’s face revealed porcelain features and a tumbled-down length of thick, golden brown hair that were decidedly not male.

“I’ll be damned,” Colin murmured. “You’re a woman.”

And quite a woman, too, judging from the full mouth, rosy cheeks, and long silky lashes. Not to mention the ample breasts crushed against his chest. No wonder she’d worn a cloak. No one would ever mistake her for a boy without it, breeches or no.

A series of sweet-scented breaths stuttered from between her pretty lips and her lightly freckled cheeks flushed. For the first time in a long while, his blood stirred.

“Get off of me, blast you!” she cried. “You’ve no right—”

“I wouldn’t be talking about rights just now, if I were you,” he warned, trying not to be affected by the soft, feminine body plastered to him from thigh to chest. “Last I heard, they hang horse thieves in England.”

Her chin trembled. “You know perfectly well I’m no horse thief.”

He did know. Despite her oaths, her speech was that of a well-bred miss. And if her tale about borrowing a horse from the duke was true, she had the connections of one, too.

But why was she out at midnight dressed as a boy? “Tell me who and what you are.”

“I’d rather not.”

“And I’d rather not release you, so it appears we’ll be here all night,” he said, deliberately pressing his body into her.

“It appears so,” she said, but with less bravado.

As he gave her his fiercest glare, she began chewing on her lower lip, and the girlish gesture made him feel like a scoundrel for bullying her. With a curse, he released her arms and shoved away from the wall.

“Thank you.” She pulled her hood back up to cover her hair. Warily she edged out from between him and the wall, then slid toward the door. “I’ll be sure to tell Louisa of your kindness.”

If the foolish wench thought he would free her simply because she’d tossed out the name of his cousin’s wife, she was mistaken. “Oh, no, you don’t.” He whipped out his weapon. “My pistol is loaded. And you aren’t going anywhere until you tell me why you were ‘borrowing’ my horse.”

Her eyes fixed on the gun, and even in the lantern light, he could see her flinch. “You . . . you wouldn’t shoot a woman.”

She was right, but he didn’t put the pistol away. “You never know what a foreigner might do when faced with a lying thief.”

“I’m not lying! I really was borrowing it!”

“Why?”

A frustrated breath escaped her lips. “If you must know, I need to ride it to Honiton. But once I get there, I plan to pay a post boy to return it.”

He snorted. “Right. You can’t afford a mount of your own and don’t have the wherewithal to rent one, yet you can afford a post boy.”

“Oh, but I can! I can even rent the horse from you if you’ll let me.”

She reached into her cloak, but he waved his gun at her. “Keep your hands where I can see them. I don’t need another conk on the head.”

Which was beginning to throb. He gestured to the door. “Let’s go. We’ll continue this discussion inside.”

“But I don’t have time for that!” she cried. “I must reach Honiton by two!”

“I’m not lending or renting or otherwise giving you a horse, so get that idea right out of your head.” He snuffed the lamp, then strode up to grab her by the arm. “Nor am I going to freeze to death while you try convincing me to do so.”

Hustling her out of the stables, he led her across the well-clipped lawn dotted with topiaries. “I suppose you know your way, since you’re such a grand friend of Louisa’s.”

“Well . . . um . . . I’ve never actually been to Chaunceston Hall.” She gazed ahead to the battlemented turrets and parapets of the manor house that dated back to the Middle Ages. “It looks positively gothic, doesn’t it?”

“If that’s the word for a moldering old pile with drafty halls and monstrous pieces of ancient furniture, then yes.” He shot her a quizzical glance. “And if you weren’t familiar with the place, why did you come here?”

“I overheard the servant talking about preparations for a hunting party’s arrival next week, so I knew—”

“There’d be horses,” he clipped out. “That were easy to steal.”

“Obviously not that easy,” she grumbled.

He choked back a laugh. She certainly behaved like Louisa’s friends, those young ladies who’d flitted in and out of his cousin’s town house in London during the month Colin had lived there after arriving in England. And his little captive had servants: more evidence she wasn’t the sort of female to steal a horse. Unless—

“Why are you running away from home?”

Her head swung around, her eyes full of panic. “How did you know I was run—” She broke off with a groan. “That trick of yours grows more tiresome every time you use it.”

“So you might as well tell me everything. I’ll get it out of you eventually.”

“It has nothing to do with you!”

“It does if you’re trying to entangle me in your scheme.”

“You’re the one insisting on an entanglement. Just let me leave, and I’ll walk to Honiton.”

“The hell you will. I’m not letting some fool of a young woman out on the road alone to be raped or killed.”

The harsh words made her tense. “Fine. Then be a gentleman and drive me there in that cabriolet I saw beside the stable.”

“Not a chance.” He hurried her up the front steps. “Not until I know what you’re up to.” He led her into the house, releasing a grateful breath to be out of the infernal cold. “Hand me your cloak and gloves,” he ordered as he shut the door.

She blinked at him. “Why?”

“You’d be an idiot to run off without them in this weather, and I’m not taking the chance that you’ll knock me over the head while my back is turned.”

With a roll of her eyes, she peeled off her gloves, then untied her cloak. When she drew it off, the sight of what lay beneath struck the breath from him.

He’d guessed her to be a girl of about sixteen. He’d guessed wrong. God help him, that was a woman’s body half-bursting out of the ridiculously tight male apparel she’d apparently “borrowed” from a man much thinner than she.

It was impossible not to stare at the fetching picture she made in a waistcoat half-unbuttoned to make room for her plump breasts and a pair of breeches too snug for her hips. Her unfortunate choice of a tailcoat made matters worse, too, since the nipped-in waist only accentuated her curves.

So did the shimmering cascade of thick hair that fell to her waist unfettered, although a few lingering hairpins twinkled in the candlelight.

This time it wasn’t just his blood that stirred.

Confound her. Why had she come along now? In the first years after his wife’s death, he’d felt nothing but grief and anger. But in recent months, especially since he’d arrived in England where his memories didn’t plague him so, his desire for feminine company—in and out of his bed—had begun to return.

So the last thing he needed was a reckless runaway firing his blood. She was too much like Rashmi, his late wife. When he married again, it would be to a steady, quiet female who wanted peace as much as he. Maybe even some settled widow who wouldn’t be bothered by his mixed blood. Certainly not an impudent wench with more curves than sense.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, coloring beneath his intense scrutiny.

“You thought you could pass for a man in that costume?”

“Well . . . no. I’m too plump in . . . er . . . certain places for that.”

Plump? Luscious, more like.

“But that’s what the cloak’s for. And even without it, from a distance—”

“—you’d look like a cherry ripe for the picking,” he snapped. “Just how old are you, anyway?”

“Nineteen.” She cast him a mutinous glance. “Old enough to go where I want and do as I please.”

She had a point. In India, she would already be married. And her lucky husband would already be happily initiating his blushing bride into the pleasures of the bed, unveiling those creamy breasts and that dimpled belly, winding himself in the luscious silk of her dark honey hair as he buried his flesh inside—

He swore under his breath. What was he thinking? She was trouble. The chit was probably running off to elope with some equally clod-pated idiot. Although if that were so, why hadn’t the idiot come to fetch her?

Whatever her reasons, no young female with her attractions and rash tendency to land in trouble should be roaming the English countryside at midnight.

The last time a woman had convinced him to let her travel without his protection, she’d ended up dead. He wasn’t about to let that happen twice.

“Old enough or not, you shouldn’t be on the road alone.” He held up his free hand. “So give me the cloak and the gloves.”

Rebellion flared in her face. Taking him by surprise, she tossed the gloves at him. As he lunged to catch them, she deftly swung the cloak to cover his head and pistol, then took off.

He swore, momentarily blinded, but managed to fight free of her cloak just as she sped past him toward the door. “Oh no, you don’t,” he growled as he reached out and snagged her about the waist, then jerked her up against him.

When her furious gaze swung to him, he added, “Nice try, my dear. But it would take a better ‘man’ than you to best me.”

“Very . . . funny,” she gasped as she struggled against him. “Let me . . . go!”

“You’re plucky—I’ll give you that.”

Also incredibly foolish. And it was time he made her aware just how foolish. “But my patience is at an end.” He stuffed his pistol inside his waistband, then caught her by the throat. “You have one minute to tell me your name, where you live, and why you’re running away.”

Although she stopped struggling, her hazel eyes narrowed to slits. “Or what? You’ll throttle me?”

“Tempting as that sounds, no.” He slid his thumb down to brush her top shirt button. “I’ll simply remove the rest of your clothes piece by piece until you do.”
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With alarm beating wildly in her chest, Eliza Crenshawe stared up into Lord Monteith’s glittering gaze. For a moment, she’d actually forgotten that the new earl was half-Indian and a foreigner, but this close it was hard to ignore the man’s swarthy features and the inky slashes of eyebrows drawn in a frown.

Or the large hand encircling her throat with potent menace. She swallowed, which only made her more aware of his grip. Surely he was bluffing. He was the duke’s cousin—he’d never assault her virtue. Would he?

Blast it—she didn’t have time for this! By morning, her uncle, Silas Whitcomb, would surely have discovered her gone, no matter how drunk he was. They were supposed to head to Cornwall in a hired coach at dawn, so once he came to fetch her from her bedchamber—

“If I tell you my name, will that satisfy you?” she offered.

She’d throw the dogged earl a bone to get him to release her. Giving him her name was probably safe, since both of them were new to the area. He wouldn’t know that her uncle had a niece . . . if he even knew her uncle at all.

“I want more than your name.” The earl’s arm still anchored her against his side and his hand still clutched her throat. “I want to know where you live—”

“My lord, is that you?” came a voice from below, followed by footsteps coming up the servant’s stairs.

They both froze. They’d awakened someone. And if they were caught together in the middle of the night, she’d be ruined for certain. Which would only give her uncle more of an excuse for going through with his heartless plans.

“Please . . .” she whispered, but Lord Monteith was already releasing her.

“Yes, it’s me!” he called down as he scooped up her cloak and gloves, then tossed them into the nearby closet, which he locked with a little key. “I couldn’t sleep, so I went for a walk. No need for you to come up.”

They heard the servant hesitate on the stairs. “Very good, sir. If you need anything—”

“I’ll ring for you. Go back to bed.”

They both held their breaths until they heard the door close below. Then Lord Monteith pocketed the closet key. “We’d best continue this discussion somewhere more private.” He gestured toward a long hall. “I believe the parlor is that way.”

“You believe?”

He scowled at her. “I just arrived this afternoon. Too bad your spies didn’t pass on that bit of information.”

“Too bad indeed,” she shot back, “for I’d have tried harder to avoid you.”

Turning on her heel, she headed off down the hall he’d indicated, but with every step she felt the time racing by. Much longer, and she wouldn’t make it to Honiton on foot. She could try to run from him . . . no, he could outrun her easily. Besides, he still carried that nasty pistol. She didn’t think he’d use it, but—

How the devil had everything gone so wrong? Her plan had been simple: borrow one of the duke’s horses, ride to Honiton, catch the mail coach back to school in Richmond, and appeal to Mrs. Harris for help with her mad uncle. Running afoul of the new owner of Chaunceston Hall hadn’t been part of the plan.

And what was she to make of him? She could feel his eyes on her as he followed at a more leisurely pace.

You’d look like a cherry ripe for the picking.

Judging from the audacious way he’d raked her body with those black-as-hell eyes, he wouldn’t mind doing the picking, either.

An errant thrill coursed down her spine before she squelched it ruthlessly. This was not one of her favorite gothic melodramas. This was real. Real trouble.

Besides, men didn’t think of her like that—she’d always been too full-figured and freckled to be fashionable. It was just this ridiculously gothic house and gothic situation making her imagine such things.

But it didn’t help that Lord Monteith made the perfect gothic hero, with his brooding stare and his piratical features, and those threats he kept making that she was sure he wouldn’t follow through with.

Almost sure, anyway.

“In here,” he bit out as he thrust her through the door of a well-appointed parlor.

He closed the door behind them, then strode across the room to build a fire in the enormous hearth while keeping a suspicious eye on her like the gothic hero he was.

Or gothic villain? She wished she could be sure. So far he hadn’t hurt her, though he’d nearly given her heart failure half a dozen times. Like when he’d first caught her in the stables, with his ebony eyes gleaming and the shadowy light darkening his olive features. And when he’d drawn his sleek, well-oiled pistol—

A shudder racked her. Perhaps she should have better heeded the lesson Mrs. Harris had set for her to learn over the holidays: You have a tendency not to look before you leap, Eliza. It’s time you stopped letting it land you in the briar bushes.

Lord Monteith made quite a fearsome briar bush. As he crouched to feed the fire, the flames lit his fierce warrior’s face, and his broad shoulders and muscular thighs impressively strained the confines of his wool clothing. She had no doubt of their strength after being pinned against the stable wall. This wasn’t a man to be toyed with, Louisa’s relation or no.

He rose and strode to where a carafe of brandy sat on a console table. She instantly stiffened. “I’d prefer that you not drink.” She’d already had to deal with one intoxicated male this evening; she had no wish to wrangle with another.

“I’d prefer that England not be so damned cold, but since it is, I’m hoping the brandy will compensate.” Arching one silky black brow, he held up the carafe. “I’m happy to share.”

“A lady never partakes of strong drink,” she recited, one of the few lessons that had actually stuck with her. She cast the carafe a pointed glance. “And English gentlemen don’t imbibe strong drink in front of ladies, either.”

To her annoyance, he still poured himself a glass, then turned to eye her speculatively as he sipped from it. “What makes you think I’m a gentleman?”

Certainly not his looks. With his thumb thrust inside his waistband and his hand brushing the pistol tucked there, she could easily mistake him for one of the ruthless sultans so popular as villains on the stage.

Except that his surtout and perfectly tailored wool suit, not to mention his confident bearing, were pure English aristocracy. Even his speech was precise and cultured as any lord’s, with only a hint of a foreign accent. And if he wasn’t a gentleman, why was he trying so hard to keep her from traveling alone?

Perhaps if she appealed to the gentleman in him, she could convince him to let her go. There was still time.

She met his gaze squarely. “Louisa told me all about you.”

“Ah, yes, my cousin’s wife, your ‘good friend.’ What exactly did she say?”

“That her husband regarded you highly when you served as his aide-de-camp. That’s why he worked so hard to have your rightful inheritance and title given to you after all this time. She said you were educated in one of the best schools in Calcutta and raised a gentleman, that you fought valiantly for England during the Battle of Kirkee despite—”

“My Indian blood,” he broke in coldly.

“I was going to say, ‘the hard loss of your wife before the battle,’ but clearly you know my mind better than I.”

His gaze softened a fraction. “Touché.”

“And as I understand it, your blood is only half-Indian.”

“That certainly hasn’t prevented my countrymen—or you, for that matter—from regarding my dusky features with suspicion,” he said with a hint of bitterness.

“It’s not your dusky features I regard with suspicion,” she said dryly. “It’s that loaded pistol shoved in your trousers.”

He blinked, then laughed. “Clever girl.” He lifted his glass in a toast, but didn’t take the hint and remove the pistol as she’d hoped. Instead, he took another sip of brandy before pacing closer. “How odd that I never met you in London. God knows I met any number of Louisa’s other ‘good friends.’ ”

“I’ve been in mourning for my father the past few months,” Eliza explained. “He died when his landau lost a wheel and he was thrown into a—” She blinked hard, forcing back tears before going on. “Into a stone wall. It broke his neck.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he murmured.

“Thank you.” She swallowed her sobs. She couldn’t dwell on Papa right now. “Anyway, that’s why you didn’t see me at Louisa’s. I’ve been rather reclusive.”

“Until tonight.” He swirled the brandy in his glass. “Does your father’s death have something to do with why you’re running away?”

He was fishing for information again. “You could say that.”

“Come now, Miss—Damn it, I still don’t even know your name.”

“Eliza,” she offered. “Just . . . Eliza.”

“And where do you live, Just Eliza?”

A small smile touched her lips. “In Hampstead Heath.”

“Very amusing. Even I know that Hampstead is near London.”

“And that’s where my home is. Or used to be, anyway.”

“Where’s your home now?” The clipped military command reminded her that not only had he once been a soldier, he was also the son of a soldier.

She weighed her choices. She could continue to tell him nothing, hoping he really had been bluffing about the strip-her-clothes-off thing.

But refusing to answer wasn’t getting her anywhere. So perhaps if she told him everything, he might recognize her desperate situation and be willing to lend her a horse or drive her to Honiton. It was rapidly getting to the point where she’d never make it in time, otherwise.

Then again, he might just decide to return her to Uncle Silas. And then she’d never get another chance to escape.

Very well, she’d tell him only enough to convince him to help her. She’d leave out the part that might ruin her plan for escape. “My home is yet to be determined, actually. This is my first day in this area, as well. My . . . er . . . guardian and I only arrived here this evening.”

“And what is his name?”

“I can’t tell you.” When frustration scored his features, she added, “But only because I can’t go back to him, and if I tell you who he is, you’ll try to make me.”

He muttered an oath under his breath. “Eliza, it’s late, it’s cold, and I’m in no mood for playing games.”

“Nor am I. But my guardian is determined to marry me off to a stranger. He means to force me into it, whether I want it or not.”

Casting her a skeptical glance, he sipped more brandy. “I thought this was enlightened England, where no one is forced to marry against their will.”

“I thought so, too,” she retorted. “But that was before my new guardian left me at my school after the funeral, while he apparently went off to arrange some marriage without my knowledge or permission.”

Her uncle’s betrayal still made her reel. The Uncle Silas she remembered from childhood visits had been amiable and affectionate, a country squire held in high regard by the townspeople of nearby Brookmoor. Not the drunken bully he’d become.

“The day before yesterday, he came to fetch me for the holidays,” she went on. “But when we arrived in Brookmoor, he informed me that I couldn’t have my Season in London next spring after all. Instead I was to marry some friend of his.”

Worse yet, the marriage was to occur as soon as they arrived in Cornwall. Uncle Silas had said he intended to marry her to his friend no matter what, and would use any means—even force—to make sure she complied. He knew she had no recourse, with all her friends being in London.

“So you ran away,” the earl said.

She thrust out her chin. “Yes. I didn’t see any way around it.”

He swore under his breath. “No, you thought it better to steal a horse and hie off to London alone in that outrageous costume. How about simply informing your guardian that you won’t marry his choice?”

“I tried that. He slapped me.”

“Slapped you!” Anger flared in his dark eyes, and his hand paused in midair as he was lifting his glass to his lips.

“Yes. He was drinking. Heavily.” She touched a hand to her cheek, still mortified to remember it. No one had ever struck her, not her father nor any teacher or tutor. That a beloved uncle could do it—“And I fear what else he might be capable of if I persist in refusing to marry his friend.”

A muscle ticked in the earl’s jaw as he glanced from her to the brandy, then set his glass down. “What was your father thinking to give such a man charge of your life?”

She sighed. “I gather that my guardian’s drinking has only become a problem in recent years. I’m sure Papa would never have appointed him if he’d realized that the man had become a sot.”

But Papa’s will had been drawn up before Aunt Nancy had followed Mama, her older sister, to the grave two years ago. Since then, Uncle Silas had refused to visit, saying that he still grieved too much.

Now she wondered if he’d had other reasons for refusing. When they’d arrived at Uncle’s manor this evening, her aunt’s once elegant parlor had been littered with bottles, and a horrible stench had pervaded every hall.

“So you see, I can’t go back there.”

“Then we’ll take you to the local magistrate. He’ll make sure that your guardian does his duty.”

An alarm seized her that she struggled to hide. “You can’t do that.”

He eyed her closely. “Why not?”

Because my guardian is the local magistrate. “You just can’t.” When the earl raised an eyebrow, she added hastily, “The magistrate is sure to be on my guardian’s side, so if you take me to him I’ll be worse off.” She met his gaze squarely, praying her answer would be enough to convince him to help her.

Apparently it wasn’t, for he now regarded her with clear suspicion. “I see that my house isn’t the only gothic thing around here.”

She caught her breath. Good Lord, had he somehow guessed her fanciful speculations about him as a gothic hero? “I-I can’t imagine what you mean,” she said, unable to suppress a blush.

That only seemed to rouse his suspicions further, for his expression grew positively menacing. “I may be foreign, Eliza, but I do read books and attend the theater. I know all about the present passion for gothic literature that you young ladies pursue. So I recognize a trumped-up tale when I hear one. The drunken guardian. The late, lamented father. The forced marriage.”

Her blood stilled in her veins. She hadn’t realized until he said it that she’d begun living in a gothic play. Oh, how the other girls would laugh! They’d always teased her about her enjoyment of the absurd plots and excessive characters.

And they were right—it was absurd, all of it. Absurd that Papa had died in such an awful manner. Absurd that Uncle Silas had become a sot and was up to some wild scheme to marry her off to his friend.

Absurd that Lord Monteith, whom she’d begun to think might actually be reasonable, had returned to playing the arrogant and slightly scary gothic hero. Minus the wicked mustache and cape.

Well, she’d had enough of the play for tonight. She wasn’t going to sit here quarreling while the minutes ticked by, bringing her ever closer to a marriage she didn’t want. “So you don’t believe me,” she said. “Fine. Think whatever you want. Because it’s not going to change anything. I, sir, am leaving.”
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Muttering a curse, Colin moved to block Eliza’s march to the door. “I can’t let you do that.”

He was already furious with himself for listening to the spoiled chit’s nonsense about a drunken guardian. How many of his wife’s exaggerated complaints had he acted upon before he realized she’d say anything to get her way?

“You said you wouldn’t let me leave until I told you everything,” she protested, looking every bit the outraged gothic heroine. “So I did. It’s not my fault you refuse to believe it.”

“Nor mine that your tale left out so much,” he countered. “The name of your guardian and where he lives. Even details about your dastardly suitor, like who he is and why you object to the match.”

“I object to the match because he’s a stranger to me! And that’s why I can’t tell you who he is. Why would I lie about it, anyway?”

“Because you think exaggerating your situation will enable you to talk me into helping you run away.”

She looked genuinely appalled. “I would never—”

“If your guardian is shirking his duties, you should be happy to speak to the magistrate. Yet you refuse. So I know you’re hiding something.”

A guilty flush touched her cheeks. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“There’s another fellow involved, isn’t there? Your guardian whisked you away from the city to keep you from marrying a penniless nitwit who’s claims he loves you for yourself—”

“Absolutely not,” she said with a sniff. “Mrs. Harris would skin me alive if I married a penniless nitwit after all her lessons.”

Mrs. Harris. Where had he heard that name? Ah, yes. “So you’re one of her little heiresses. From her School for Ladies.”

“Yes.” She eyed him warily. “What of it?”

“That makes your tale even more unbelievable. Why the blazes would your guardian marry you to a stranger when you could have your pick of suitors?”

“I said the same thing to him! But he claims I don’t even have enough money for a Season, much less my dowry—which is ridiculous, because I know Papa left me adequately provided for.”

“So that’s what this is all about. You’re angry that he isn’t giving you a Season.”

“No! That merely showed me that something is dreadfully wrong.” She cast him a pleading glance. “And there was another odd thing—my guardian told me that after seeing me in the park, his friend was smitten.”

“And that insulted you?” he said, all at sea.

“Blast it, no!” She looked exasperated. “Don’t you understand? My guardian never introduced me to this man. So if the suitor had been in town, why didn’t my guardian bring him to meet me?” Her eyes flashed. “I’ll tell you why. Because he’s some . . . horrible, decrepit fellow who has made a dastardly arrangement that my guardian refuses to reveal.”

“And this is the tale you plan to tell your friends in London to gain their help. Well, perhaps your friends would indulge your whim, but I’m not fool enough to do so.”

This was the sort of impetuous act his wife had regularly indulged in, which was how she’d ended up dead. He wouldn’t be a party to it. “I’ve heard enough. Give me your guardian’s name; I’m bringing you home. If you wish, I’ll speak to him on your behalf, but that’s your only choice.”

“Oh, for pity’s sake, I don’t have to put up with this! You have no right to keep me here, no right to stop me—”

“You were stealing my horse, remember? That means I have every right to haul you off to the local magistrate. He’ll know what to do with you.”

Though her face went ash-white, she planted her hands on her hips. “I should like to see you explain to him how I ended up in your company in the middle of the night. Since you insist on believing me a liar anyway, I might as well take my ‘gothic tale’ to its extreme. When I finish wailing about how you accosted me in the woods near my home and dragged me back to your lair to have your wicked way with—”

“What!” he roared. “You would dare to lie about a man’s good name?”

“If I have to.”

“You stubborn little troublemaking . . .” He forced himself to remain calm. “They’d never take your word over mine.”

She arched one eyebrow. “Are you sure? My guardian would rather believe I was assaulted against my will than that I was shameful enough to run away.”

Damn the chit, she was probably right. “Seeing you dressed as a boy will confirm my claims,” he said, grasping at straws.

“Not if I tell them you forced me to wear a servant’s clothes after you ripped my own off.” She drew herself up, a determined glint in her eye. “I participated in amateur theatricals at my school, and gothic heroines were my specialty. I can even cry at will. Shall I show you?”

She screwed up her face as if to cry, and he rolled his eyes. “Spare me, please.”

What a mess! Taking her to the magistrate became less feasible by the moment. He didn’t actually know the magistrate . . . or anyone else in town. His new servants didn’t know anyone, either. He’d come to the estate in advance of his cousin and the hunting party so he could grow acclimated. Simon was to introduce him about Brookmoor next week.

So if he took her into town and she did make spurious claims about his character, they might be believed. Her guardian might even be a prominent local figure. Despite Colin’s title and connections, the townspeople would still regard him as a stranger and a foreigner.

Confound her to hell. How could he have a peaceful life in the country if she put him under a cloud of suspicion from the start?

“So you see,” she went on, “you’re the one with no choice, unless you want to be carted off to prison for assaulting a poor innocent.”

God, he hadn’t even considered that possibility. “They wouldn’t take an English peer to trial on the basis of your fabricated tale,” he said uneasily.

“Perhaps not, but they could make you marry me.” Her eyes narrowed. “That would certainly solve my dilemma, so if you’re eager to take a wife—”

“You? Never.”

A flush touched her freckled cheeks. “You don’t have to be insulting.”

“Forgive me, but I don’t want a wife whose favorite pastime is dressing in men’s clothing and stealing horses. What I want is peace and quiet. And I daresay any husband of yours would have to give that up.”

She tipped up her chin. “If it’s peace you want, you should let me go.” Shoving her hand into her coat pocket, she pulled out a wad of pound notes. “Since you won’t drive me to Honiton, at least rent a horse to me.”

His temper flared. The idiot meant to traverse England alone with a fortune in her pockets and a disguise only a blind man would believe. And she was mad enough to try blackmailing him into letting her do it.

What if she tried such foolishness with an unscrupulous innkeeper or coachman? In the two days it took the mail coach to reach London, she could be robbed and assaulted half a dozen times, for God’s sake!

Fine. She wouldn’t tell him who her guardian was, so he’d have to scare her into it. It was time he showed the woman exactly what she risked.

“You’ve just threatened to ruin my character—do you think I’ll let you go now? You’ve given me no choice but to keep you locked up as long as it takes to silence your lying tongue.”

That certainly got her attention. She blinked at him like a cat caught in candlelight. “Wh-what do you mean?”

He stalked toward her. “I can’t have you voicing false accusations or forcing me into marriage. So what’s it to be? A few nights in my attic while I starve you into compliance? A week in the dungeon? I’m told there is one, although a cellar would suffice.”

At least she had the good sense to back away. “If you’re attempting to play the villain, it won’t work,” she said with a nervous laugh. Yet she darted around the heavy baroque sofa to put it between her and him. “You would never lock anyone in an attic. And you aren’t the sort to bully a woman.”

“How would you know?” he asked as he prowled along the sofa.

“I heard all about your brave exploits in India from Louisa.” She quickly moved to evade him. “Your reputation for heroism and fine deeds has preceded you, and I can’t believe you’d tarnish it by hurting—”

“You forget that no one knows you’re here. Not your guardian, nor my servants. I could haul you into the woods, shoot you, and bury you so that no one would ever find you.” If that didn’t frighten the little fool, nothing would.

“You could.” Her gaze flitted about the room as if in search of a weapon. “But you wouldn’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’d have to catch me first.” Grabbing one of the cushions, she threw it at him and darted for the door behind her.

Confound the woman! He leaped the sofa to capture her, and tossed her to the floor. With the wind knocked out of her, she couldn’t stop him when he threw himself on top of her, pinning her beneath him.

For the first time since he’d found her in the stable, sheer panic showed in her face. “Get off me!” she cried, shoving against his chest.

“Do you see how easy it is? How quickly a man can subdue you?”

“Only if I let him,” she spat, lifting her hands to scratch his face.

But he caught them and pinned them to the carpet, too. “Now what?” He glowered down at her. “You’re well and truly trapped, admit it.”

She struggled against him, but it took ridiculously little effort to keep her restrained by her wrists and to clamp her thighs between his so she couldn’t move.

When she stopped her futile struggling, he continued his warning. “Now do you understand what I could do to you if I had a mind to it? I could rip your clothes off, and you couldn’t do a damned thing to stop me. I could ravish you . . .”

“Oh, for pity’s sake, you’re worse than any gothic play.” Her expression had turned mutinous. “If you’d meant to ravish me, you would have done it in the stables the second you discovered I was a woman.”

He couldn’t believe his ears. She was pinned to the floor completely helpless, and instead of acknowledging the danger, she was even more stubborn.

She actually had the audacity to taunt him! “It would have been far wiser, you know. Less messy—you wouldn’t have spilled any blood on the furniture.”

“Spilled any—” He let out a vile oath. “I swear, you’re the most maddening female I’ve ever met! Don’t you realize what trouble you’re in?”

“Yes, I do. That’s why I won’t let you take me back to my guardian.” Her eyes glittered up at him. “You won’t murder me. If you won’t risk having me falsely accuse you, you certainly won’t risk a murder investigation.”

Christ, how far must he go to intimidate the stubborn woman into revealing the truth and giving up her mad scheme? Clearly, farther than he had. “Perhaps not, but that won’t stop me from making good on my earlier promise.”

“What promise?”

“To strip your clothes off piece by piece until you tell me what I need to know.”

At last he got the reaction he wanted. Uncertainty flickered in her face, and she bit down on her lower lip. Her pretty coral lip, plump enough to devour—

He swore under his breath. Having her beneath him, with her lush hair spilling about her face and his groin flush against her soft flesh, was beginning to affect him. He’d better finish this while he could still control himself.

Clasping both her wrists in one hand, he dropped the other to her borrowed waistcoat. With a dire glance, he flicked a button loose. “We’ll start with this.”

“Stop that,” she whispered as he opened another.

“Tell me your guardian’s name,” he said, pausing.

She thrust out her impudent little chin. “It’s Peter,” she said sweetly.

He jumped on that eagerly. “And his last name?”

“Pumpkin-Eater. He lives down the road in a pumpkin shell with his wife—”

“Damn it, this is not a joke! Tell me his name!”

“I don’t remember.”

With a foul glance, he worked loose another button, then another.

She glared at him. “Let me see—it was Jack something. Jack Sprat? Little Jack Horner? Look in the corner and see—”

“I swear, it won’t be the corner you’ll be sitting in if you don’t tell me your guardian’s name and where he lives,” he warned.

“I’m not going to tell you.”

Eyes gleaming with threat, he released the last few buttons, then reached for the ones at the collar of her shirt. “You think not, do you, Eliza?”

Though her breath came more quickly and her delicious lower lip trembled, her pretty eyes still shone resolutely. “As long as you’re calling me Eliza, I shall call you Colin. It is Colin, isn’t it? Colin Hunt?”

“Colin, yes.” He caught himself. “It doesn’t matter what you call me, confound it!”

“It certainly does. If you’re about to see me entirely naked, then I should at least call you by your Christian name.”

He froze. Damn her for putting that image in his head! “Have you no sense of danger, you little fool?” he exploded as he bent close. “No idea of how you tempt fate every time you open that reckless mouth of yours?”

“Not where you’re concerned,” she shot back. “Perhaps you alarm others with that black scowl, but I can tell a gentleman when I see one, and you—”

He cut off her words with a hard kiss.

He’d meant it to shut her up, to shock her. Unfortunately, it did far more than that. It made him conscious of her as a woman. A desirable woman. Whom he’d secretly lusted after from the minute he’d felt her curves beneath her cloak.

She wasn’t helping, either, for she didn’t struggle, didn’t even turn her head away. She lay there frozen, letting him kiss her, taste her.

Desperately reaching for sanity, he lifted his head to stare at her, hoping to see fear or alarm or anything on her face that might bring him to his senses.

Instead, she was watching him with wide, astonished eyes. With a sinking heart, he saw in them the same awareness of him as a man that he’d felt for her as a woman.

And in that moment, he knew he was done for.
  

Four
 

[image: image]
 

Colin’s second, rougher kiss stunned Eliza. Especially when he slid his tongue between her lips and inside her mouth.

Lord save her. The girls at school had whispered of such outrageous kisses, but she hadn’t known . . . she hadn’t expected . . . He seemed to be trying to violate her mouth the same way he’d threatened to violate her body, but it didn’t feel like a violation. It felt . . . amazing. Blatantly erotic, blatantly enthralling.

Oh, what was wrong with her? She mustn’t let him do this, even if he was just trying to frighten her into letting him cart her back to her uncle’s.

Frighten her, yes—the way the pistol digging into her thigh was meant to frighten her. This was not a real kiss. She must pay it no mind, even though her heart hammered in her chest, and the thrusts of his tongue did funny things to her insides, making her want to open her mouth further, tangle her tongue with his—

He jerked back with an oath. “For God’s sake, what are you doing?”

“I-I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “Whatever it is, I don’t mean to do it. It’s just that no man has ever kissed me like that before, and you . . . that is . . .”

She was babbling, blast it. She couldn’t help it—the way he looked at her unsettled her. Excited her. Good Lord.

It only got worse when she chewed nervously on her lower lip. His eyes darkened to a smoky black, and he uttered a heartfelt groan.

Then he kissed her. Again. And she let him. Again.

By tomorrow, she might very well be hurtling toward Cornwall, so she had to know what might lay ahead. That was her foggy reasoning, anyway.

This time he still took possession of her mouth like a hungry, marauding army, but gone was the roughness, the insolence. He kissed her like a man who meant it, his tongue delving inside with slow, sleek strokes.

So this was what it felt like to be thoroughly kissed: hot and heady and too tempting for words. Even his whisker stubble scraping her soft cheek and the threat of his pistol merely reminded her he was a man, and not some local lad trying to steal a kiss at a picnic. Every inch of the body plastered to hers was firm, muscular, demanding . . . the way a man’s body should be.

Oh, Lord, she could never do this with just anyone, certainly not with some suspiciously secret friend of her uncle’s. Never! No matter what it took, she would make sure that the only man she kissed this intimately was a man she desired.

A man like Colin.

She groaned against his lips. Had she lost her mind? Colin meant to cart her back to her uncle! And he’d made it clear he had no interest in marrying her.

Not that she would marry the stubborn ass. He refused to believe her, and he ordered her about, and . . . and . . . oh, blast, he kissed like something out of a gothic play. A very good gothic play. His mouth enticed her, and the press of his very masculine body against hers roused forbidden urges in her breasts and belly.

When he suddenly released her wrists, her arms slid automatically about his neck as if drawn there by a puppeteer. With a sigh of pure pleasure, she buried her fingers in his thick, silken hair.

He slipped his hand inside her open waistcoat to cup her breast through the thin linen of her shirt.

Good Lord, what was he doing? This went too far. And yet . . .

It felt so good. Shocking and appalling and absolutely marvelous.

“We must end this,” he choked out even as he trailed kisses along her neck, and his thumb swept her nipple with a delicacy that made her breath catch.

“Yes,” she breathed, though his hand now kneaded her breast, sending delightful chills along her spine.

“Tell me who your guardian is, sweeting,” he murmured, a hint of desperation in his voice. “Tell me where he lives.”

The question cut through her sensual haze like a knife of ice.

Blast, another few minutes of this, and she’d tell him everything he wanted to know! And then she’d be doing this with her uncle’s horrible friend, whether she wanted to or not.

No, never. She jerked his hand from her breast. “Stop that,” she whispered.

He pushed himself up, looking as dazed as she felt. At least she hadn’t been the only one caught up in their touching. Though that proved hollow comfort when his scowl turned black as the devil’s. “What game are you playing, Eliza?”

“Me! You’re the one who’s playing a game, touching my body and trying to distract—” She broke off. She didn’t want him to know how close he’d come to succeeding, or he’d use that to his advantage. Forcing nonchalance into her voice, she said, “If you’re trying to teach me the dangers of ravishment, it’s not working.”

“Damn it, I’m not playing!” He thrust his lower body against her, pressing something thick and rigid into the flesh between her legs. And it wasn’t his pistol, either. “This is what happens when a man is aroused. Shall I show you what happens when he satisfies that arousal?”

He was bluffing again, wasn’t he? She was almost sure he was. Still, it took all her will to cast him a sweet smile and call his bluff. “Go ahead.”

He tensed, the bulge below his waist swelling against her, a bold, heavy threat that she couldn’t quite discount.

Then he swore and rolled off of her, his breath coming in urgent gasps and his chest heaving to contain them.

Dropping her head back, she strove for calm. She’d won this round. But how many more could she manage?

It took her a moment to regain her equilibrium. Then she sat up on the carpet and cast him a furtive glance. “Thank you.” For being the gentleman I knew you were.

Muttering a coarse oath, he rose, glared at her, then perversely held out his hand to help her up. She released it as soon as she was on her feet. The feel of his arousal against her soft flesh hadn’t left her, and she very much feared she’d have let him do as he pleased with her, if he’d forced the matter.

She winced. Curse him for that. The few men she’d met at school functions had seemed appalled by her bold manner, abundance of freckles, and inappropriate cursing. Yet Colin seemed to like all of it, despite his railing against her.

As she buttoned her waistcoat, he watched her with a fearsome scowl. “You do realize that if I’d been any other man—”

“I know,” she said to forestall another lecture.

“So what am I to do with you?” He prowled the room like a panther, his agitation evident in every terse step. “You won’t go to the magistrate with your tale, and I can’t let you ride off to Honiton alone.”

Her “tale?” Blast him, he still refused to believe her. “You could take me to Honiton in your cabriolet. You could ensure that I get onto the mail coach safely.”

“And after that? Anything could happen on your trip to London. Anything. One look at that body of yours and that hair—”

“I’ll keep my hood on.”

He snorted. “To and from coaching inns or in a carriage, with people jostling you? You’d never manage it.” With a glint of purpose in his coffee-hued eyes, he stalked toward her, his surtout flapping open to expose his pistol. “If you won’t let me return you to your guardian tonight, I’ll have to lock you up here until morning, when I can go into Brookmoor and ask around to find out who he is.”

Panic pressed upon her chest. “And once you know?”

“I’ll have a word with the gentleman, see if what you say is true.”

“He’ll just lie to you,” she said glumly. “The way he lied to Mrs. Harris about my coming back in a few weeks for my Season.”

“Credit me with some sense,” he said. “I can tell when a man is lying.”

“Really?” she snapped. “You think I’m lying, and I’m not.”

“Exaggerating,” he said, his gaze growing shuttered. “Not lying.”

“So once you talk to him, then what?”

“It depends on what he says.”

Her temper flared. “Right. And he’s a man, so you’ll take his word over mine, of course.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“But you thought it.” She glared at him. “I’d rather take my chances on the road than with you.”

“And I won’t let you. So let’s find you a place to sleep.”

She searched for another argument to convince him, but what was the point? Nothing swayed him. He was even more stubborn when sober than her uncle was when drunk. He left her no choice but to let him lead her from the room.

Now what? Colin would never lower his guard long enough for her to escape. And once he learned that she was the magistrate’s niece, he would wash his hands of her. Because what foreigner new to town would champion her when it meant tangling with the authorities?

Unless . . .

He did seem to find her attractive, despite his insulting comments about the sort of wife she’d make. Why not use that? If she could get him even a little enamored of her, then perhaps he wouldn’t be so eager to throw her back to her uncle in the morning. She might even convince him to take her to Honiton.

Could she do it? She’d watched other girls at the school flirt and tease fellows into doing things for them. She’d never been good at it herself—not enough opportunities for practice—but it couldn’t hurt to try.

She slanted a glance at him as he led her to the stairs with an iron grip on her elbow, his dark eyes resolute and his jaw set. Colin wasn’t some fawning suitor or a friend’s shy younger brother whom a woman could tease endlessly with impunity. He was a virile, volatile man. If he lost control of himself with her—

She ignored the sudden and very wicked current that pulsed through her. She didn’t want that; she didn’t. All she wanted was to escape her uncle. And she could do it, if she were careful. After all, if Colin hadn’t lost control when he’d had her subdued beneath him, he wasn’t likely to do it in response to some teasing.

And if he did?

It was a chance she’d have to take.

Colin lay staring up at the canopy of his bed, wishing desperately for sleep to rescue him from his misery. But until Eliza stopped moving about in the adjoining room, sleep was impossible.

The last place he’d wanted to stow her was in his dressing room, especially since it was half-filled with boxes and had only a chaise longue for a bed. But it was the only room in the whole damned place that he could easily monitor. It had just one door and a transom window, both of which led into his bedchamber.

He couldn’t risk her attempting an escape from this floor. And she was liable to do it, climb out some window and fall and break her pretty little neck. Then he’d have that on his conscience, too.

She hummed as she moved about, and he groaned. Confound the stubborn chit. Was she trying to drive him insane? Given that he’d nearly seduced her in the parlor, she ought to keep quiet, if only to soothe his temper. But no, after arousing him with her sweetly innocent response to his unwise kisses and then still refusing to tell him what he’d needed to know, she’d waltzed up the stairs ahead of him like a queen. While he’d followed behind, trying futilely to tear his gaze from those seductively swinging hips.

Then when he’d tried to stash her in the dressing room, she’d kept him there with questions about India, her soft, knowing smiles perfectly blending the innocent with the naughty. Clearly he didn’t intimidate her one bit.

And why did she seem so damned convinced of his gentlemanly character? Other Englishwomen acted slightly afraid of him. Eliza melted in his arms.

The little fool was fearless. And sweet, a temptress in the making. He wanted her. Very badly. Which was why when he couldn’t silence her magpie tongue, in desperation he’d shut her into her cage, before he gave in to the urge to stop her mouth with his own, again.

God, he could still taste her, still feel her breast ripening beneath his palm, and her thighs parting to allow him to cradle his aching loins between the delicate softness of her—

Don’t think about it, he told himself as his cock hardened.

As if that were possible. He must be cursed. It was as if Shiva himself had sent down a delicious morsel of a female to destroy his resolve to settle in England. No matter what decision he made concerning her, it was bound to come back to trample him.

But oh, what luscious lips she had. And that bosom . . . a man could die happy caressing those breasts, as tempting and womanly as any devadasi’s. He could well imagine her as one of those Indian dancing girls, draped in a filmy gauze veil, with kohl lining her eyelids and henna staining her pouting, seductive mouth—

Damn it, he’d never get to sleep if he didn’t find relief from his obsessive thoughts and this cursed arousal. Casting a furtive glance at the closed transom, he turned onto his side and took hold of his cock.

With her pretty humming still sounding in his ears, he began to work his flesh. He imagined her naked, beckoning him to suck her nipples and lick her belly and drive his eager cock inside her harder . . . faster . . . deeper . . .

As he reached his release, he muffled his cries with the pillow. After that he was finally able to fall asleep.

But he dreamed of her, of those delicate hands caressing him, and that hair of rumpled velvet entwining his limbs as she brought him to ecstasy with her hot, silky mouth. So it was no wonder that when next he awoke, he was half-hard again, aching for the dream that evaporated as soon as his eyes shot open. As soon as he realized that something in particular had awakened him.

For a moment, he lay there alert, waiting, listening, as early dawn brushed the room with the faintest wash of light. Then a loud thump sounded from the dressing room, and he jerked upright. What the blazes was she up to now? She should be sleeping—he’d given her a mountain of blankets. He’d also left her with candles and a flint box, so there was no need for her to be stumbling into things.

He slipped from the bed and shivered as the chill hit his bare flesh. He would have to resign himself to wearing nightclothes. Though he’d slept naked in India, it was too cold for that in England, even with the fire blazing high.

After donning his drawers, he threw on his banyan and knotted the tie, hoping that would be enough not to offend Eliza’s maidenly sensibilities. Then he lit a candle and knocked on the dressing room door. “Eliza? Are you all right?”

“I’m perfectly fine!”

Her cheery response gave him pause, especially when it was followed by another loud thump. “Are you dressed?”

“Yes, why?”

Swiftly, he unlocked the door, then swung it open to find her busily unpacking a pile of pasteboard boxes. A lit candle atop one box cast a lurid glow over the scene.

He’d expected to find her sulking, the way his wife would have over being thwarted, not happily exploring his belongings.

And doing it in style, too. She had shed her male attire to drape herself in a length of gold-shot silk that he’d brought from India to use as a gift for female relations. His mouth went dry.

Not only did it enhance the warm color of her skin and make her honey-brown hair fairly sparkle, but she’d wrapped it only just high enough to cover her nipples. Then she’d thrown the extra bit over one shoulder, leaving the other creamy shoulder exposed, along with a healthy portion of her breasts.

It was even more alluring than her too-tight male clothes. What he wouldn’t give to run his tongue down into the shadowy crevice between her plump—

“Did you want something?” she asked.

You. In my bed. Now.

He swore under his breath. “What the devil are you doing in here?”

She shrugged her half-bare shoulders, apparently not the least perturbed by his burst of temper or her outrageous costume. “I decided to amuse myself by seeing what you brought with you from India.”

He surveyed the boxes with their contents in various stages of disarray. “You had no right to unpack my belongings,” he bit out.

“I didn’t think you’d mind.” When he glowered at her, she added mischievously, “It’s not as if I had anything else to do.”

“How about sleeping?” he snapped. “That’s what most people do in the wee hours of the morning.”

“Most people don’t have my worries.” She tossed him a challenging glance. “I had to keep my mind off of my dire future somehow, didn’t I?”

Confound it, she was like water on stone with her persistent tale. And damned if he wasn’t beginning to believe her. She certainly seemed desperate to escape, so desperate that she’d refused to reveal her identity even after he’d manhandled her.

He shook off that thought. Women like her had a talent for making men believe their fabrications. This was a game for her, and he wouldn’t let her win it.

“So what did you find to ‘amuse’ you?” he asked, determined not to give her the satisfaction of drawing him into another discussion of her claims.

She hesitated, then deliberately turned to rummage through something. “Oh, I found quite a number of interesting items. A lovely ivory comb . . . some leather slippers . . . and several fascinating pictures.”

She faced him again, her expression resolute. “Tell me, sir, what exactly is the ‘congress of crow’?”

What? Had she found—

“Because that’s the title on this particular picture.” She held up a print, and he saw several others scattered atop the box behind her.

Confound the woman to hell, she’d found his erotic Indian prints.
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Colin’s expression was so comical, Eliza had to smother her relieved smile. Finally, she had the reaction she needed. She’d begun to think he would never respond to her feminine wiles, given how he’d ignored her for the past few hours.

She arched an eyebrow at him. “Well? Will you tell me what it is?” She held up the print. “The title didn’t explain, although I must say the picture itself is very naughty—”

“Give me that!” Colin set his candle down on a box near the door and strode into the room. “That is not for a lady to see.”

“I don’t know why not,” she shot back, though when she’d first found the prints, she hadn’t been able to stop blushing. But shock had given way to fascination, and then to a plan. A very risky plan. “You found them perfectly acceptable to carry around with you.”

Snatching the print from her, he pushed past her to gather up the others and stuff them back into the box. “They were a farewell gift from an artist friend. He thought it a grand joke.”

“And of course, you kept them anyway. Out of loyalty to your friend. Certainly not because you like naughty pictures.”

He glowered at her. “I must have twenty books in these boxes, and this is what you chose to look at?”

She shrugged. “I looked at the books, but they were horribly dry. Frankly, Colin, I don’t understand men’s fascination with recitations of who won what battle and how. Now, if you’d had any books or prints concerning fashion—”

“Why?” His dark-eyed gaze trailed insolently down her body. “So you could invent an even more scandalous costume for yourself?”

“Is this scandalous?” She batted her eyelashes at him in perfect innocence. “I didn’t think it any worse than an evening gown. And you were so outraged by my male attire that I figured I should put on something feminine. Under the circumstances, this was the best I could do. If you have a better gown, then by all means give it to me. Because this does have a deplorable tendency to slip down.”

She tucked her thumbs beneath the top and pretended to tug it up, instead dislodging the silk another fraction. When his gaze swung inexorably to her bosom, she had to stifle a laugh.

“Please tell me you’re wearing something underneath that,” he said hoarsely.

“Of course.” She waited until he released a sigh of relief, then added, “I found a pretty jeweled chain to go about my waist. It’s the most darling thing, although I don’t think it’s really supposed to be worn against a woman’s naked skin.”

“God help me,” he muttered under his breath.

“Is something wrong?” she asked, sidling nearer.

“I have to be in Brookmoor in a few hours,” he said curtly, whirling toward the door. “And before then, I would like to get at least a few hours of sleep—”

“I’ve been thinking,” she said, to keep him from leaving. The man wasn’t cooperating, blast it. He was forcing her to be more shameless. “We could work out a trade. If you’ll agree to take me to Honiton, then I’ll do something for you.”

“Like what?” he growled as he marched for the door. “Manhandle the rest of my belongings? Steal my hunting dogs? Tell the magistrate—”

“Pleasure you,” she blurted out. “I . . . I could pleasure you.”

He froze just short of the doorway.

Gathering her courage, she came up behind him. “Your prints reminded me of the harem tales we girls secretly read at school. According to the tales, it’s possible for a woman to pleasure a man by—”

Abruptly he swung around, then backed her against the wall of the dressing room, his eyes glittering dangerously. “Are you trying to end up in my bed, Eliza? Because that’s precisely where you’re headed.”

He’d turned into the gothic villain again, and that wasn’t what she’d wanted. “I didn’t mean—”

“Not that I’d complain, believe me,” he said in a rough rasp. Laying his hand on her hip, he swept it up to caress her waist, her ribs . . . the sides of her breast. “But if you’re hoping that seducing me will trap me into marriage, think again. I may ruin you, but I’ll be damned if I’ll marry you.”

She fought not to show how sorely his cruel words wounded her. “Thank you for your candor, my lord,” she managed to choke out. “But it’s quite unnecessary. I’m not interested in seducing you.” She tipped up her chin. “Nor have I any wish to marry a man who considers me utterly unsuitable to play the role of his wife—except in his bed, of course.”

“I didn’t say you were . . . I only meant that . . .” He muttered a curse. “Never mind. And if you don’t want to share my bed, then what do you intend?”

With her blood in a dizzying stampede, she forced herself to soldier on with her plan. “From what I read, it’s possible for a woman to give a man pleasure without . . . losing her virtue. That’s what I’m offering.”

He leaned so close to her that she could feel his arousal through the flimsy silk. The reality of it momentarily shook her, but it also reassured her that her plan could work. At least he found her attractive.

Emboldened by his reaction, she slid her hand between them. “I could use my mouth or my fingers . . .”

He caught her hand. “You could. That’s true.” His eyes bored into her. “But then what? Once you’re done pleasuring me, I mean.”

“You take me into Honiton in your cabriolet.”

“Ah, yes.” He released a shuddering breath, then turned his gaze to the door. “Tempting as your offer is, I cannot in good conscience accept it.”

“Why not?” she cried. “I know I’m not the most attractive woman, but I thought . . . that is . . . you do seem to desire me.”

“Yes.” A faintly regretful laugh escaped his lips. “But not enough to ruin my future and yours.”

“It wouldn’t—”

“The cabriolet is a gift from my cousin, sweeting,” he said softly, his gaze swinging back to hers. “He had the Monteith crest emblazoned prominently on the panels. By the time we reached Honiton, it would be morning. The buggy isn’t closed, and everyone we passed would see us together. So with your guardian out scouring the roads, along with his family and servants, all it would take is one glimpse of your face beneath your cloak, and there would be a scandal and no way to hush it up privately. We would either have to marry, or, if you choose to spout your little tale about my ravishing you—”

“No, I wouldn’t do that.” It had been a bluff and a feeble one at that.

“The point is, it’s too late to take you anywhere without creating a scandal.” He stared grimly at her. “Your only choice is to go home on your own and tell them you spent the night in the woods. And you seem determined not to do that.”

Lord, but he was stubborn. Fine. Then she would pretend to do what he wanted and walk to Honiton on her own. “Very well, what if I do agree to go home? Will you let me leave?”

“Of course,” he said, his eyes searching her face. “And I’ll follow at a discreet distance to make sure you reach there safely.”

She blanched. “There’s no need for you to bother. I know the way—”

He let out a frustrated laugh. “You’re still just trying to make a run to Honiton on foot. Very well, you force me to go looking for your family.”

As he turned for the door, she saw all her plans slipping away. “Blast you, just let me go!” She grabbed his arm to stay him. “Don’t think about what could happen to me. Just forget that you ever saw me, and let me leave.”

When he stiffened, she whispered, “That could be the trade, you know.” Desperate to make him agree, she slipped her hand down to cup him through his drawers. “I pleasure you, and you let me walk out of here alone.”

His sudden, ragged breath told her that she’d caught his full attention. So did the heavy weight of him thickening beneath her fingers.

“I’m not going to let you use your body to buy off my conscience,” he ground out. He grabbed her hand as if to pull it away, paused, then entwined his fingers with hers.

When he continued, his voice was a tortured rasp. “But since I can’t reasonably start asking questions in town for a couple of hours . . .” He pressed her hand back against his groin. “And since you’re hell-bent on exploring what well-bred virgins aren’t supposed to explore, I’d be willing to agree to a different trade.”

He had that look in his eyes again, the one that tempted her to strip off her clothes and throw herself at him. “Wh-what?” she whispered.

“Pleasure for pleasure.” He curved her fingers about his thick arousal. “You pleasure me.” Taking her by surprise, he slid aside the front of her makeshift gown, then slipped his other hand beneath to brush the curls between her legs. “And I pleasure you. That, sweeting, is the only trade I would accept.”

Pure shock, then alarm held her still. What he was suggesting was unthinkable. Dangerous! She’d touched herself down there furtively, in the dark of the night, never daring to dream of a man doing it. It was one thing for her to do things to him, but if he did things to her, too, who knew what might happen?

Even now, the teasing caresses of his fingers were affecting her, making desire pool and swirl in her belly. As his eyes turned a smoky black, her mouth went dry. Oh yes, this was dangerous indeed.

But it could be another way to persuade him to help her. Another form of flirtation, of tempting him and teasing him into not betraying her to her uncle. She should do it for that reason.

Surely she could control her own desires. Yes, she did have a shameless urge to feel him touch her down there, to fondle her like in those naughty pictures, but she would keep it in its place. She would.

“All right,” she said, before she could regret the words.

He looked surprised, then his eyes narrowed. “Don’t think it will change anything.” With their hands still resting where hands should never rest, he stared into her face, his gaze searing her. “Because it won’t.”

“I know,” she lied.

His feverish gaze dropped to her lips, then lower. “I must be mad. I have no right to—But I swear, if I don’t at least get to taste you, feel you . . .”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Please . . .”

With a groan, he pressed her back against the wall and kissed her, so fiercely, so deeply, she could hardly breathe. A shiver of need pulsed down low in her belly that grew more insistent when he drew his hand from between her legs to unbutton his drawers.

He guided her hand inside them, folding her fingers around the incredibly warm, rigid length of him. He stopped kissing her to murmur, “Grip it, sweeting, yes. Now tug on it, like you’re tugging off a boot.” When she clasped it tentatively, he commanded, “Harder. Up and down.”

She did as he bade, and he gasped. Laying his forehead against hers, he said, “You are so sweet . . . oh God . . . such a sweet little temptress . . .” Releasing her hand to continue its motion, he brought his own hand up to where the silk was knotted at her breasts. “And speaking of tugging things off . . .”

One sharp pull and the silk was loose, baring her body entirely to his darkly covetous gaze. “You have a body made for pleasuring,” he said raggedly as his gaze drifted down to her breasts, then lower to the chain that hung low on her belly. “A body made for jewels.”

Tucking his thumb in the chain, he held her fast so he could bend his head and seize her bare nipple in his mouth. Her naked breast. With his hot mouth. She thought she’d die right there.

“Good Lord, Colin . . .” It was an amazing feeling, having his mouth suck her and his tongue flick her and his teeth tug her nipple as if it were his to devour, his to tease and fondle.

Except that it wasn’t his, nor did he ever want it to be. That humiliating truth nearly made her end their fondling. Until his hand dropped back to between her legs so he could stroke her, delicately, then more firmly, making her moan and thrust herself shamelessly against him.

“That’s it, my beauty,” he murmured. “Your yoni is wet and eager for me. Part your legs more. Let me give it what it wants.” She followed his instructions in a daze of need, aching for the touching never to end.

Then he slid a finger inside her and she started. Murmuring soothing words, he brushed kisses over her face, one of his hands caressing her breast while the other delved between her legs.

“You’re so tight.” He nuzzled her forehead, her tangled hair, the pulse beating madly at her temple. “So lovely and soft and welcoming . . .”

Now a pulse began to beat somewhere lower as his fingers, first one, then two, worked and rubbed and drove her absolutely mad. Like the beating of a drum, her blood thrummed down there, the insistent rhythm rising with his every caress.

“Faster,” he choked out. “Stroke me faster, sweeting.”

She did, and he did, too, their hands moving in a frenzy until they were both panting, straining, seeking . . . until the pleasure built and the need built and it all exploded in a fever of delicious excess that tore a cry from her throat.

He muffled it with his mouth as he pumped against her hand one last time before groaning against her lips. Seconds later, she felt something wet and sticky spill over her hand.

For a few seconds they stood there rapt, their breaths frantic and their muscles taut. The pulsing in her veins died away as if to hide from the inexorable approach of dawn. Gray light now brightened the intimate darkness of his dressing room, shaming the feeble candles that still burned.

He drew back, the soft yearning in his face momentarily giving her hope that he might feel the same connection to her that she couldn’t help feeling to him. Then a shutter came down over his features, chilling her soul.

“You should sleep now,” he murmured. Dropping his gaze, he pulled her hand from his drawers and wiped it clean with the fabric of his banyan robe.

“Colin—”

“I have to go, Eliza. It’s as I told you—this changes nothing.”

Curse him for his stubbornness! How could he be so cold after what they’d shared? She caught his chin, forcing his head up until his gaze met hers. “Liar. You want me. I know you do. And not just in your bed, either.”

His gaze pierced her, hot and intense and angry. “I wanted Rashmi, too. And all that got me was pain and trouble.”

“Rashmi was your wife?” she asked, wanting but fearing to know the rest.

“Yes. She was much like you: stubborn, tart-tongued . . . beautiful. Ours was an arranged marriage, but when our families paraded her before me, I thought I’d die if I couldn’t possess her.”

Dragging Eliza’s hand from his face, he stepped away. “I paid for my foolish desire every day of our marriage. It was a constant quarrel, in bed and out, with her always determined to get her way. She hated that I worked for the English government, she hated my cousin, she hated socializing with the snobbish English in Calcutta. I knew why she hated it—unlike my English father, hers had refused to marry her Indian mother, so she was very bitter about her bastardy. But I got tired of listening to it. I never had a moment’s peace.”

He concentrated on buttoning his drawers. “After our last quarrel, she flounced off alone to visit her mother in Poona.” His hands stilled on the buttons. “I let her go, tired of fighting with her, tired of her sharp words, tired of trying to protect her from herself. And when I did go after her, I arrived just in time to watch her die.”

“Oh, Colin . . .” Eliza whispered.

His head shot up to reveal an expression so full of impotent rage that it made her heart ache. “So I am not going to choose a wife as heedlessly as I did last time. No more fractious females for me, no matter how sweet and tempting their attractions. I’ve learned my lesson. This time I want a steady, responsible wife.”

“I see,” she choked out. Now painfully conscious of her nakedness, she bent to pick up the silk and hold it to her breasts to shield her body. “You want a docile wife, who will never gainsay you or have opinions of her own or—”

“I want peace. And I’d never find it with you.”

She clutched the silk to her chest, fighting back tears. “You’re right,” she whispered. “Because I’d never accept such a tepid marriage. I want the passion, the drama, the thrill of knowing a man intimately enough to quarrel with him over the important things. I want love. And from what I hear, love is never peaceful.”

“No.” He stared at her a long moment. “But now you understand why—”

“Yes,” she said, not wanting to hear any more of his half-insults.

She understood, all right. He wanted to ease the guilt he felt over his wife’s passing, and he thought to do it by never feeling anything again. By handing her over to her uncle without a care for what happened to her.

Tears stung her eyes. Fine. Then she did not want him. Because she could never settle for that kind of careful marriage.

Abruptly, he turned and strode for the door. “I’m going to lock you in and order the servants not to enter my room. I suggest that you don your old clothes again. Because when I return I’ll have your guardian with me, and I’ll dump you in his arms, naked or no, and wash my hands of you, no matter what the consequences.”

And with those horrible words still ringing in her ears, he left.
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Liar. Colin ground his teeth as he drove the cabriolet toward Brookmoor two hours later. She’d called him a liar, and she’d been right.

He’d tried so hard to hide how badly he wanted her. The whole time she’d been flashing his erotic prints at him and tempting him with talk of the jeweled chain beneath her seductive costume, he’d been torn between laughter and the urge to throttle her. And that was before her sweetly innocent offer to pleasure him had sent his desire for her soaring into a frenzy.

He should never have suggested that stupid trade—pleasure for pleasure. But like some green cadet, he’d thought that touching her and kissing her and bringing her to ecstasy would somehow quell his need for her.

Idiot. All it had done was whet his appetite.

And banish hers.

No, the words he’d spoken afterward had done that. She’d clearly taken them to heart—when he’d gone to bring her breakfast and take his leave, she’d been wearing her male attire again and sitting pensively, reading his “dull” books. She’d spoken to him curtly, barely sparing him a glance.

It had struck him harder than he’d expected. He rather liked her fierce determination, her teasing remarks . . . her attempts to seduce him. The possibility that he might actually have crushed her spirit gnawed at him.

Damn her, he did not want this! He did not want her. After four years of torturing himself over his wife’s death, he’d finally reached the point where guilt didn’t plague him night and day. And then Eliza had come along to torment him.

Well, he’d be damned if he’d let her draw him into her gothic play. He would find her guardian and tell him to come take her home. And even if the man tried to shame him into marrying her, he would stand firm. He would not be manipulated by some English hoyden.

Who kissed like an angel and didn’t back down even when he attempted to frighten her. Who thought he was a gentleman despite his parentage and his glowering. Who made him yearn for long-forgotten intimacies and the warmth of a wife’s embrace—

Swearing under his breath, he urged the horses on.

His next few hours were spent introducing himself to the townspeople: at a linen draper’s shop, at the apothecary’s, even at the rectory. To his shock, although his appearance startled some, his title smoothed his way toward acceptance, especially since he was careful to place an order for Chaunceston Hall at every shop where he stopped.

Unfortunately, his title didn’t gain him answers. He wasn’t entirely surprised no one mentioned a runaway. Eliza’s guardian would have hushed that up to save her reputation. What did surprise him was that no one seemed to know an Eliza at all.

And he’d had the perfect pretense for asking questions about her, too. He’d said that he’d met a young woman from Brookmoor at his cousin’s house in London and now wanted to pay a call on her, but could only remember her Christian name. It probably sounded suspicious, but it was the best he could do.

Still, no one knew her. As a last resort, he decided to try the livery, in case she’d attempted to steal a horse from there, too. As he approached, he caught the end of an argument.

The livery owner stood in the yard, venting his temper on a maid. “Tell Mr. High-and-Mighty Whitcomb that I can’t keep the horses in their traces all day just because he might be going on a trip to Cornwall.”

“He’ll be leaving momentarily,” the maid said with a haughty air. “As soon as his niece feels up to traveling.”

“He said that an hour ago. And an hour before that, when he came here all in a dither to rent a horse so he could fetch the girl. Said she’d up and gone off for a walk and he had to find her.”

Colin perked up his ears. Could it be?

“He still has that horse, too. And now you say the girl is feeling poorly from her walk? Well, he might let some chit from a girl’s school lead him about by the nose, but I don’t see why I should have to do it.”

The maid sniffed. “Because he’s the magistrate. And if you don’t want him having you rousted from the tavern for drinking every Sunday, sir, then you’d best keep that rig ready to go.”

Colin’s heart began to pound. If the maid was talking about Eliza and her guardian was the magistrate, it explained a great deal.

The livery owner cursed under his breath. “Fine. It’ll be here when he needs it.” As she walked off, head held high, he grumbled, “If anybody should be rousted, it’s Silas Whitcomb. Ought to stop shoving his head in a bottle and start paying his bills, that’s what I say.”

So the part about the drunken guardian had been true. God help him.

The maid had already set off briskly down the road, so Colin hurried to catch up to her. “Excuse me, miss,” he said as he pulled his rig up beside her, “but I’m headed to the magistrate’s myself. Might I offer you a ride?”

The servant eyed him with suspicion.

“The name’s Monteith. I’m the new owner of Chaunceston Hall.”

One furtive glance at the crest emblazoned on his rig, and she was suddenly all smiles. “I’d be most obliged, milord,” she said with a quick curtsy.

After he helped her in, he set the horses off at a fast trot. “You’ll have to direct me. I’ve only just arrived and don’t know my way around.”

“The road to Mr. Whitcomb’s manor is just on the other end of the bridge that you passed coming into town, sir.”

The bridge? That had been a good four miles from Chaunceston Hall. And Eliza had walked all that way? At night? Alone, in the dead of winter?

He shuddered. “I take it that your master is planning a trip.”

“Aye, milord. Him and his niece. Soon as she . . . is feeling up to it.”

He took a stab in the dark. “Actually, I’m glad she’s unwell, or I might have missed her. That’s why I’m headed to Mr. Whitcomb’s: to pay a call on Eliza. I know her from London.”

The servant’s gaze swung sharply to him. “Eliza, is it? You must know Miss Crenshawe well then.”

He let out a breath. Eliza Crenshawe. He had her name at last. “Well enough to want to see her again,” he said absently, his mind awhirl.

He had the magistrate’s niece locked up in his dressing room. And instead of cursing her for getting him into this mess, all he could think was how panicked she must have felt when he’d threatened to carry her to the magistrate.

Yet she’d stood up to him and threatened him right back, even knowing how it would infuriate him. For a young miss from a girl’s school, she was damned brave. He could see now why she’d thought she had no choice.

His arrival at her uncle’s house only hammered his conscience more. What had once probably been a thriving estate had fallen into utter disarray: the fields lay fallow, the tenants’ cottages needed repair, and the stables were deserted. No wonder she’d had to steal a horse.

Servants seemed scarce, too. The maid he’d met was the one to usher him into her master’s untidy study. She was the one to go call her master, leaving Colin in a setting that Eliza would surely call “perfectly gothic.”

Colin called it tragic. His blood chilled to think of Eliza arriving here fresh from Hampstead Heath and still mourning her father, only to be set down in this gin-soaked room with its discarded bottles and stench of an overflowing chamber pot. And if she’d told the truth about being struck by her guardian—

“You’ve come about Eliza?” said a voice from the doorway.

Colin whirled to face Silas Whitcomb, already prepared to loathe the man.

Yet Whitcomb didn’t look like a slovenly brute of a drunk. Dressed in riding breeches and bearing a crop, he looked like any man would after riding the roads in search of his missing niece: pale, harried, and hollow-eyed. The idea of this spindly fellow striking anyone seemed ludicrous. Colin could probably crush the man’s skeletal frame with one sharp blow.

“I am the girl’s uncle.” Whitcomb entered with measured steps, his eyes wary. “The servant tells me you are my new neighbor, the earl. So what business could you possibly have with my niece?”

Colin hesitated. Now was his chance to tell the man that he’d found Eliza in his stables. That if the magistrate wanted to preserve her reputation, he would come at once and whisk her home.

Yet something held him back. He couldn’t give her over until he was sure she’d be safe.

Colin repeated his tale about meeting her in London. “I wanted to call on her, since she mentioned she’d be here for the holidays.” As he approached Whitcomb he could smell the gin on him, which gave him pause. “But the servant said she’s been taken ill. I do hope it’s nothing serious.”

“It’s just a piddling cold. She’ll be fine. Sorry that you had to come here for nothing, my lord.” He turned to the door.

“If it’s just a cold, then she should be able to receive visitors,” Colin persisted. “May I see her?”

Whitcomb froze. “Why?”

“There is something I wish to discuss with her before she goes on the trip that your servant mentioned.” He had to get the man talking about Eliza’s suitor. “You see, she and I were much thrown together at my cousin’s house, and I—”

“If you’ve come courting, sir,” Whitcomb snapped as he whirled back around, “then you’ve come too late.”

“What do you mean?”

“My niece is already betrothed. Indeed, we’re off to join her fiancé as soon as she feels better.”

So she’d been telling the truth about the marriage, too. His conscience fairly beat at him now.

“I don’t know how that can be.” Colin paused before speaking his next lie, but in for a penny, in for a pound. “Miss Crenshawe and I had something of an understanding when she left London.”

Whitcomb ran a shaky hand through his hoary locks. “She had no right to make you any promises. She is betrothed, I tell you.”

“She mentioned no betrothal.”

“It was . . . rather sudden.”

“Which is why I want to speak to her,” he said in a steely tone, determined to get the truth out of the man.

“You can’t, damn you!” With sudden, inexplicable violence, the man swung his crop in a wide arc that sent a nearby table lamp flying.

Colin caught his breath. “Why not?” he said, trying not to think of Eliza being struck by this ass.

Who was now bearing down on him with crop in hand. “I know what your sort wants, and you can’t get it from her.”

“My sort?” Colin said in an icy voice that most men knew to fear.

But drink apparently made Whitcomb reckless. “Spawn of an Indian witch. The duke got you a title, and now you think to plump up your purse with my niece’s fortune. Only she doesn’t have one anymore, so you’re wasting your time.”

Colin’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t need or want her fortune. I just want her. And I’m willing to give her a generous settlement.”

“So is her betrothed.”

This was odd. Why would Eliza’s uncle refuse an earl’s interest in her if she was so poor? Despite Colin’s mixed blood, he was perfectly eligible. “Who is my rival?”

“It’s none of your concern.”

“I’m making it my concern.” Time to force the magistrate’s hand. He strode toward the hall, calling out, “Eliza! Are you upstairs?”

“Stop that, you fool!” Her uncle grabbed him by the arm with surprising strength. “You don’t want her, I tell you. She’s a reckless little hoyden—”

“Indeed she is, but I happen to find that appealing. Eliza!”

“Now see here, my lord, there are things you don’t know about my niece.”

Colin froze, then turned to the man. “What do you mean?”

Whitcomb hesitated, then squared his shoulders. “I didn’t want to tell you this, but you give me no choice. There’s a perfectly good reason I must take another man’s offer for her hand.”

Eliza scowled up at the transom window for the fiftieth time and cursed her wide hips. She could never wriggle through that tiny space, even if the boxes weren’t too flimsy to climb on.

Blast Colin. He’d certainly found her a neat little prison.

With a sigh, she turned back to his naughty prints. She’d unearthed them again, unable to resist the lurid fascination they held for her. How these people could contort themselves into such positions was beyond her. She could never do it.

Not that she would ever get the chance. Once Colin returned, she’d be hauled off to marry her uncle’s friend.

The thought of it made her sink onto the floor in despair. First her uncle and now Colin. They would both rather ruin her life than be inconvenienced.

A sob rose in her throat that she stifled at once. She would not cry. Somehow she’d get through this. She would.

The sound of the outer door opening made her tense. Hurriedly she tried to whisk the prints away, but there were so many that Colin already had the dressing door open before she could finish.

She faced him defiantly. “So you’re back, are you?”

“Yes.” His gaze flicked to the prints. “Doing more exploring, I see.”

A blush touched her cheeks. “Where’s my guardian? Downstairs? I don’t suppose you want him to know that you stashed me in your dressing—”

“He’s not here. And I didn’t tell him that you were.” Colin held the door open, then gestured for her to come out. “But you and I have to talk, Miss Crenshawe.”

She tensed. He knew her name now, so he knew everything. Wary of his mood, she followed him into his bedchamber.

“I met your uncle. Apparently your tale wasn’t so gothic after all.” He fixed her with an unsettling glance. “But according to him, you left out a few things.”

She frowned. “What things? I told you that I don’t know the suitor he chose.”

“Jacob Minyard. He’s a brewer in Cornwall, willing to marry you despite your lack of fortune.” He paused, his gaze unreadable. “And virtue.”

“Lack of virtue?” She cast him a perplexed glance. “I don’t understand.”

“Your uncle says that some scoundrel in London seduced you. That’s why he has to marry you hastily to a stranger. Because no one else would have you.”

She stared at him dumbfounded as the words pelted her like stones, hard and cruel, destroying her every hope for the future. “How dare he?” Tears welled in her eyes. “I expected him to lie, but this. . . . Blast him, why would Uncle Silas ruin my good name?”

“He’s clearly desperate,” Colin said evenly.

Her gaze shot to him as she dashed her tears away with one fist. “You believe him, don’t you? You believe that I actually let a man . . . that I’m not—”

“No.” His voice was softer now as he came toward her.

“You do!” More tears chafed her throat. “You already think me reckless and foolish, so why wouldn’t you think—”

“Because you’re not reckless like that.” Grabbing her hand, he drew her to him. “I’ll admit that at first I was half-tempted to believe him, given how you offered to pleasure me.” When she tried to pull away, he wouldn’t let her, enfolding her in his strong embrace. “But it made no sense that an unchaste woman wouldn’t try to buy her freedom by offering to share my bed,” he murmured into her hair. “Or that she’d behave so innocently when I kissed and touched her.”

“After what I told you about my acting, you probably figured I was pretending,” she said peevishly. He was holding her and nuzzling her hair and being awfully sweet, but she was afraid to trust that.

He chuckled. “How to play the innocent when being seduced isn’t something you learn in a school-girl theatrical.” Brushing a kiss on her forehead, he added, “And I had other reasons for doubting your uncle’s claim. For one thing, why would he reveal your ‘condition’ to a man who’d come courting his niece?”

“Courting?” She drew back to gape at him.

“I couldn’t get him to tell me anything, so I claimed I’d met you in London and now wanted to marry you. I even offered a substantial settlement.” His eyes turned black and cold. “Not only did he refuse me, but that’s when he claimed you were unchaste. To warn me off, he said. Which is ludicrous. He should have leaped at the chance to make a good match for his ruined niece. Why marry you to a brewer in Cornwall when he could marry you to an earl?”

“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “None of it makes sense.”

He fixed her with an intense glance. “Tell me, sweeting, when your father’s will was read, was there mention of your fortune?”

“Yes!” She chewed on her lower lip. “But after Uncle Silas fetched me from school, he said that the trustees had looked more deeply into Papa’s finances and discovered hidden debts. They were forced to use my money to pay them. By the time he told me this, we’d already reached Brookmoor, and he said he meant to bring me to Cornwall.”

“And marry you off hastily, before anyone could gainsay him. He was counting on browbeating you into it, I imagine.”

“But why?”

“I suspect that your uncle is desperate for money, so he’s trying to circumvent the law and your trustees. Minyard has probably agreed to give him a portion of your fortune in exchange for brokering the marriage. When Whitcomb fetched you from school, he thought you’d just go along, take his word for it about the money.” Colin chucked her under the chin. “You’re a schoolgirl, after all. Why would you question your legal guardian?”

She ducked her head. “And I’m not that pretty, so he probably thought I’d leap to have a husband.”

“Which only shows what an idiot he is. Any fool can see that you could have your pick of the men.”

With a toss of her head, she met his gaze squarely. “Yes, you certainly seemed eager to have me.”

He winced. “I . . . probably shouldn’t have said what I did this morning.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she lied, turning away. “It’s how you feel.”

“But it doesn’t change what we should do.”

She whirled on him. “I don’t care what lies my uncle tells the world about me, and I don’t care how badly you want to be rid of me. I shan’t marry some horrible Mr. Minyard, and I shan’t let my uncle—”

“Of course not,” he said firmly. “It’s out of the question.”

Slightly mollified, she crossed her arms over her chest. “So what solution do you propose?” She brightened. “Now will you bring me to London? I can go to the trustees—”

“And what if your uncle isn’t lying about the money?”

She swallowed. “I—I’ll take a job at the school, then.”

“Which they’ll happily give to a young miss who traveled with a man alone for two days?” When she opened her mouth to protest, he added, “Or who was seen being put on the coach by the Earl of Monteith? After having been missing for a night? If you thwart your uncle, he gains nothing by saving your reputation.”

Blast him, why must he always be right? “Then I’m ruined.”

“Not if you marry me.”

She blinked, then shook her head. “It’s very noble of you to offer, my lord, but I shan’t marry a man who thinks me so unsuitable to be his wife.”

“Eliza—”

“No!” She turned her back on him, her throat raw with frustration and anger at the horrible situation her uncle had put her in. “I don’t have to marry anyone. I’ll go to Mrs. Harris, and she’ll help me find some way through—”

“While you live like a pariah, your reputation shattered, your future uncertain?” He slipped his arm about her waist and drew her back against him. “This is the best way to handle it, and you know it.”

Tears trickled steadily down her cheeks. “I-I am not s-some p-poor, pathetic creature you have to r-rescue.”

“No,” he murmured. “You aren’t. But you deserve better than ruination, and a possibly fruitless struggle against your legal guardian. If you marry me, he can’t touch you. And even if he denies you your fortune because we eloped, I don’t need it. The only way to keep you safe is for me to marry you.”

“I don’t care about staying safe. And I deserve a husband who wants me.”

“I do want you.” He kissed her hair. “You know I do.”

“I don’t mean that sort of wanting.”

“It’s better than no sort of wanting, isn’t it? Which is what you’re liable to have if your reputation is ruined beyond repair.” When she hesitated, fighting the temptation he offered, his voice grew acid. “Or perhaps you simply don’t want to marry a man who’d give you little brown-skinned children—”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She turned to face him. A lock of raven hair fell across his brow, lending him a vulnerable air that tugged at her heart. “You’re a beautiful man who would give me beautiful children. If things were different, and you really wanted to marry me—”

“I do. I meant to take a wife once I was settled, so why shouldn’t it be you?”

She eyed him askance. “Because only a few hours ago, you told me that you wanted a steady, responsible female, not a hoyden.”

“I was wrong. I’ve changed my mind.” His smile didn’t quite hide the fact that he was lying. “And you’re not a hoyden.”

“But I’m not a steady female, either.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

It did matter. She’d heard just how much it mattered last night.

“You might as well say yes, Eliza. Because I’ll keep you locked up here until you do.”

She rolled her eyes. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“No, you’re right. If I kept you locked up, I’d never get any sleep or peace.” His eyes gleamed at her. “So I guess we’re off to the north in the cabriolet.”

“The north?”

“Gretna Green. That is where I’d have to take you, isn’t it, to marry you? Since you’re under age?”

Him and his noble character. It was heartening that he’d marry her just to save her from her uncle, but she couldn’t let him do it.

He was right about one thing, however. Even if she went to London alone, the trustees would never believe her over Uncle Silas, especially if there really was no money left. Drunken sot or not, he was a man, her guardian, and a magistrate.

One way or the other, she had to deal with Uncle Silas. Better to do it now than later. “There’s another choice,” she said. “I can go back and reason with my uncle.” Alone, so she could get Colin out of this mess once and for all.

Colin scowled. “No.”

“This morning you said that was the only solution, and you were right.”

“No,” he said, seizing her by the arms. “You’re never going near that ass again. And certainly not alone.”

She laughed bitterly. “You can’t stop me from doing as I please this time, my lord. We both know you won’t assault me. You can’t tie me up and carry me off in the open cabriolet. And if you attempt to imprison me again in the dressing room, I will scream until the servants let me out. It was one thing when I had a reputation to preserve, but now I have nothing to lose. So either you let me go and save yourself, or you let me take you down with me.”

Snagging her about the waist, he drew her into his embrace. “Or you could let me give you a reason to stay.” The smoldering heat in his eyes ignited an answering heat in her belly. “You could let me show you that our mutual desire is more than enough to sustain a marriage between us.”

The fierce determination on his face made her despair. He would never let her go, would he? Now that he knew how badly she’d been wronged, he wouldn’t rest until he “saved” her. Even though he disapproved of her as a wife.

It was only because he desired her. That guided his actions right now, but once his desire was sated, he would come to his senses.

Her eyes narrowed. Then his guard would be down, and she could escape.

But she’d be ruined.

She sighed. For all intents and purposes, she was already ruined. Uncle Silas had seen to that. At least this way, she’d have one night with Colin to last her for the rest of her days.

Because he would always be the only man for her. She knew it down deep, an ache in the center of her chest. It was madness, of course. She’d known him for barely one day, yet it seemed as if she’d known him for ages. Like her, he never quite belonged, never quite fit in. Which was precisely why she liked him.

There was nothing she could do to change how she felt about him—except leap without looking one more time, and take what he offered. At least for tonight.

“All right.” She reached up to untie his cravat. “Give me a reason to stay.”
  

Seven
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Colin caught his breath as Eliza tugged his cravat free, then shoved his coat off. “I can give you at least ten reasons,” he vowed, startling even himself with the intensity of his need.

“Ten?” she said, her eyebrows arching high.

“Or however many you need.”

“Ten is plenty, my lord.” She flattened her hands on his chest. “If they’re very compelling.”

So she meant to make this difficult, did she? He supposed he couldn’t blame her. He’d done his best last night to discourage her from considering a marriage between them, and a woman with Eliza’s pride wouldn’t easily forget that.

But that didn’t mean he would let her walk out of here to a life of ruin and spinsterhood. Not after that horrible, patently untrue claim of her uncle’s. No wonder she’d been so stubborn—she really hadn’t seen a way out. And now neither did he.

Except to marry her.

An errant thrill coursed through him, the same one that had seized him when he’d first decided that marriage was their only course. He’d been a long time without a wife. She might not be the perfect choice, but God, how he wanted her.

So he would have her. He’d simply be careful and do things differently this time. He could still have his peaceful life if he took her firmly in hand.

But first he must convince her to stay.

“Here’s Reason One.” He brought his mouth down to hers. “You like kissing me.”

He devoured her lips, starved for them after hours away from her. Flavored with butter and honey, her mouth was a feast of pleasures so heady that when she tangled her tongue with his readily, hungrily, it drove him out of his mind. And when she broke the kiss, he gave an audible moan.

“That is . . . quite a compelling reason,” she murmured against his lips. “But you have nine more to go.”

“Give me a chance,” he rasped, trailing kisses down her throat while he removed her ridiculous coat and waistcoat, then dragged her shirt free of the breeches so he could slide his hands up beneath it to cup her heavy breasts. “Reason Two: You like having me touch you.”

He thumbed her nipples, and her breath quickened. “Yes . . . that, too . . . is awfully convincing.” She worked loose the buttons of his waistcoat and shirt. “But let’s see what other reasons you might have to tempt me, shall we?”

After shoving his waistcoat off, she dragged off his shirt, then ran her hands over his bare chest with a clearly admiring smile.

“So what do you think?” he choked out as her questing fingers sent shivers of need down his spine. “Will this do for Reason Three?”

A minxish laugh bubbled out of her, as if she’d guessed his discomfort. “Not until I see the rest.”

“You first,” he bit out, reaching for her shirt.

She pushed his hands away. “I’m the one who requires reasons, remember?” she teased. “I have to see how you compare to those men in your naughty prints.”

“I won’t compare favorably if you give me no encouragement,” he warned. “So if you want me to . . . er . . . rise to the occasion . . ..”

“All right,” she said, a pretty blush staining her cheeks. “I’ll go first.” She unbuttoned her breeches and slid them off, but the hem of her long shirt fell to below her garters, veiling everything. “Although you already saw me naked.”

“In the dark. Not in the light of day.” When she fumbled with the buttons of her shirt, he growled, “Here, let me help.”

Seizing the lapels, he ripped the shirt in half, sending the buttons flying.

She drew a sharp breath. “Was that really necessary?”

“God, yes.” His blood pounding, he shoved the remnants of the shirt off her shoulders to bare her full breasts with their lovely brown nipples, her eloquent dimple of a navel that cried out for a ruby or an emerald, and the sweet, honey-brown curls that hid her pretty yoni.

Though not for long. “You’re a work of art, Eliza,” he rasped as he lowered his hand to part her curls.

“You’ve seen enough for now,” she murmured, stepping back from him. “It’s my turn to see what you look like, Colin.”

Muttering a curse, he shed his clothes and boots with record speed, then stood still for her critical perusal. It unnerved him to be examined like a horse at Tattersall’s, though his cock didn’t seem to mind—it leaped to attention at once. “Well?” he snapped. “Reason Three?”

Her gaze was fixed on his cock in alarm. “I’m not sure.”

“Not sure!”

“I-I was hoping your naughty pictures were an exaggeration. When I touched you, it didn’t feel quite so . . . But if you mean to thrust that huge thing inside me . . .”

A frustrated laugh boiled out of him. “It will be fine, trust me.” Clasping her about the waist, he drew her to him. “We’ll see how you feel about it later. For now we won’t count it as one of the ten.”

“All right,” she said, though she still looked hesitant. “But that means—”

“I know, more reasons. And here’s one.” He slid his hand down between her legs to find the dewy center of her pleasure. “You should stay with me because I know exactly how to excite you.”

He rubbed her until her lovely eyes turned molten and her cheeks flushed. Only then did he indulge his urge to suck and lick her tantalizing breasts.

Squirming beneath his hand and mouth, she gripped his head tightly to her. “Yes, that is . . . a compelling reason . . . my lord.”

He played with her, fingering her delicate flesh, teasing and taunting each breast in turn, reveling in her gasps of delight and her quivering body.

When he could endure no more, he straightened and backed her toward the bed. “I want you, Eliza,” he said as he tumbled her down atop the coverlet.

Eagerly he covered her with his body, loving the feel of her beneath him, the look of her with her glorious hair spread across the pillows and her eyes wide in wonder.

“I want to be inside you so badly I ache with the need.” Laying his cock in the cradle of her thighs, he slid it up and down her damp nether lips, moistening himself with her juices, preparing her and him. “My blood burns every time I think of having you, of making you mine. Is that not a compelling reason for marrying?”

Her face darkening, she looped her arms about his neck. “It would be more compelling if I didn’t know that any woman would suffice.”

“Not any woman.” He scattered kisses over her neck and throat. “You’re the first woman I’ve desired since my wife died.” When she started, he added, “It’s true. And believe me, there were women enough who wanted me—pretty women, eager women. None of them tempted me. Until you.” He brushed his mouth over hers. “Surely that’s a reason.”

Her breath beat hot and fast against his lips. “A very compelling reason indeed.”

He slowly entered her then, fighting for control, fighting the urge to drive hard and deep inside her heated flesh. The urge grew nearly overpowering the farther he pressed, for she was so incredibly tight . . . so velvety soft.

“You do know this will hurt,” he warned against her mouth.

She jerked back to stare at him. “You really didn’t believe my uncle’s claim about me, did you?”

“Of course not.” He inched farther inside her. “Not that it would have mattered if he had been telling the truth. It certainly gave him no right to steal from you or force you into marriage or strike you.”

She cast him a tremulous smile so warm, it made his blood race. “Then that’s Reasons Five and Six, Colin.”

“Two of them?” he queried as he met the barrier of her innocence.

“One for believing me over him, and one for not caring.”

Gazing into her soft eyes, he felt an alarming hitch in his chest. “And here’s Reason Seven. I’m taking your innocence, sweeting. Now you have to marry me.”

With a quick, hard thrust, he broke through. When she cried out and stiffened beneath him, he clutched her tightly to him, a fierce wave of possessiveness surging through him. She was his, now, his. It was strange how glad that made him.

He kissed her and gentled her, though his blood ran high just to be planted to the root inside her. At last she began to relax.

“All right?” he whispered.

“I-I think so.”

“Just wait, sweeting,” he promised as he began to move. “It gets better. You’ll see.”

“Better is good,” she mumbled. “Because if it gets worse, I might have to take back one of my reasons for marrying you.”

He laughed raggedly. “Can’t have that, can we?”

That was the end of speech for him, for he was too intent on making it better for her, pleasuring her and fondling her where they were joined. He kissed her heady mouth, too, and ravished the hollow of her throat before moving on to suck and nip her tender little earlobe as his cock swelled inside her, dragging him inexorably toward release.

“Better?” he asked hoarsely, not sure how much longer he could bear the exquisite torture of being inside her.

“Much better . . . oh Colin . . . I’ve never . . . it feels . . .”

She was shimmying beneath him now like a dancer, her hips arching up to meet his, her breasts crushed to his chest as she kissed his chin, his jaw, his throat.

“That’s it,” he growled against her neck, his release bearing down on him with brutal swiftness. “Let it come, sweeting. Let it take you.”

“Take me, yes . . . yes . . .”

Suddenly she was moaning and thrashing and digging her fingernails into his back, as her flesh convulsed about his cock like a hot fist. That sent him over the edge into oblivion, tearing a guttural cry from his throat.

And as he spilled his seed inside her, he felt that same peculiar hitch in his chest as before. God help him. Eliza had the power to catch hold of him somewhere down deep, and he mustn’t let that happen.

Not if he wanted peace.

Eliza had never felt so contented as she felt now, lying in Colin’s arms. She felt like a woman. His woman. As she gazed up at his face, the painful truth hit her: she loved him. Quite desperately.

Oh, how could that be? How could she fall in love in one short night?

She didn’t know, but she had. She loved his determination to right her wrongs, his sense of justice, even his gruff temper. Most of all she loved how desperately he seemed to desire her, even if that was all he felt.

But perhaps it wasn’t all. Surely a man who could make love to a woman with so much fervor felt something for her. Perhaps if she loved him enough, it would make up for all the things about her that he thought unsuitable in a wife. Perhaps she might even dare to stay.

“How do you feel?” he murmured, nuzzling her hair.

“Wonderful.”

“That sounds like Reason Eight to me, sweeting.”

She cast him a tender smile. “Very well, I’ll count it as Reason Eight.” When he looked rather smug, she couldn’t resist teasing him. “But only if you explain something to me.”

“And what is that?”

“What exactly is the congress of crow?”

He chuckled. “Precisely what the picture shows it to be: a woman pleasuring a man with her mouth while the man pleasures her with his.”

“But what does it have to do with crows?”

“Damned if I know.” Eyes gleaming, he laid his hand on her hip. “Though I’m sure we could puzzle it out eventually if we tried it a few times.”

“Yes, let’s try it,” she said, then blushed at her shamelessness.

He laughed. “I believe, sweeting, that makes Reason Nine: I can show you how to do all the things in those naughty pictures that you’re clearly dying to attempt.”

“I am not,” she said with a sniff, not wanting him to think her a brazen wanton. “And anyway, that still leaves you one reason short.”

“I’m sure I can come up with another on the way to Gretna Green.” He glanced to the window, where the afternoon sunlight filtered through the muslin curtains. “We should probably leave tonight—surely your uncle will have given up on riding the roads looking for you by then. We can go to Honiton in the cabriolet, then hire a coach to take us the rest of the way.”

“That gives us a few hours to sleep.” And for her to make her decision. Though she had half-made it already.

But before she leaped into marriage with him, she wanted to know some things. “Do you mean to stay in England forever?” She shifted to face him. “Or are you just here to assess your estate’s value so you can sell it?”

He cast her a sharp glance. “Why? Afraid I’ll be dragging you off to India?”

“I would love to go to India. It’s been a fascination of mine ever since Papa brought me back silks from his trips when I was a girl.”

A faint smile touched his lips. “I should have known gothic plays and erotic prints weren’t your only interests.” He grew pensive as he stroked her arm. “I may visit, but no, I don’t mean to live there ever again.”

“Don’t you miss it?”

“Sometimes. I miss the food and the music.” He drew the covers up over them with a rueful smile. “And I really miss the climate. But very little else.”

“Have you no family? I mean, on your mother’s side.”

“My mother died when I was young, but by then most of her family had already cut her off.” He cast her a bitter smile. “My countrymen are no more fond of mixed-blood marriages than yours. But her sister, my aunt, took me in and raised me. That’s why I stayed as long as I did—to look after her.”

A faraway look entered his eyes. “So when the duke invited me to return with him to England, I refused. My aunt was too sickly to travel, and I couldn’t leave her. But once she died . . .” He shrugged. “There was nothing left for me in India. I’d never really belonged there anyway—I’d always had one foot in the English camp. Then when Foxmoor gained me the title, I figured why not? At least England didn’t have warring tribes and sudden rebellions and bandits who—”

When he broke off with a shudder, she laid her hand on his stubbled cheek. “Your wife was killed by bandits, wasn’t she?”

He nodded tersely. “Marathas. Hired to fight for the leader of our province.” His eyes glowed with sudden anger. “They murdered her because she was the wife of the aide-de-camp to the English governor-general. Because of me.”

“You couldn’t have anticipated that,” she said softly. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“I should have stopped her. When I realized she’d defied me and run off to her mother’s, I should have gone after her. I should have kept her safe.”

Eliza rather liked his protective streak, but it had clearly made life difficult for him. “She didn’t want to be safe. She wanted to be happy. And sometimes they don’t go together.”

“No,” he choked out. “I don’t think . . . I made her very happy.”

And that was the source of his guilt, wasn’t it? His fear that he’d driven his wife to be reckless. “Did you try to make her happy?”

He eyed her warily. “As best I could.”

“Because it sounds to me as if she was incapable of happiness. Some people are. I have a friend at school like that—nothing ever pleases her.” She cupped his cheek gently. “You can’t stop chronically unhappy people from doing foolish things in their endless quest for happiness.”

He swallowed convulsively. “I’ve never thought of it like that, but you’re right. Rashmi had a seemingly endless supply of misery.”

“She didn’t blame you for it, did she?”

A surprised look crossed his face. “No. At the end she blamed herself. She died begging me to forgive her foolishness.” As he released a ragged breath, tears rose in his eyes.

Eliza stroked his face, wishing she could take away his pain. “Then you mustn’t blame yourself, either. You did the best you could. That’s all a woman can ask of a man.”

His face crumpled, then he caught her hand to his lips, kissing it fervently before he bent his head to take her mouth in a long, loving kiss. As tears dampened his cheeks, she clutched him to her.

Perhaps they could make a marriage of it, after all. At least she could give him this. A bit of comfort and an end to the past. “You came to England to forget her, I suppose,” she whispered.

“To forget all of it,” he rasped. “To find . . . I don’t know—”

“Peace,” she said, remembering his words.

He drew back and wiped his eyes. “Peace. Yes.” He gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I know it sounds absurd to you, but—”

“It doesn’t sound absurd at all.” They lay there in a companionable silence for a while, before she ventured another question. “And you mean to find this peace in Brookmoor? Or will you sell Chaunceston Hall and go back to London to live?”

“London isn’t for me, sweeting.” He stroked her hair back from her face, clearly in control of his emotions again. “I didn’t like Calcutta any better than Rashmi did, but that’s where my position took me. I prefer the country—always did. I’m not much for balls and parties, with all those curious eyes on me, the whispering about my family, the incessant rude questions . . . . In the month I stayed at my cousin’s house, there was a constant swirl of gossip wherever I went. I wanted to escape it.”

“There will be a swirl of gossip about you here, too.”

“Yes, at first.” A cynical smile touched his lips. “But I figure that the title will go a long way toward smoothing my progress, as will my owning a large estate in the area. Here I have a better chance of being accepted, being part of a community, than I’d ever have in London.”

Not if they eloped. Not once her uncle spread his lies. Her heart sank. If Colin were right about Uncle Silas’s reason for marrying her off, then the man would be furious about losing his chance at her fortune. And desperation could make a man do mad things—like destroy the reputation of the foreigner who’d thwarted him.

“Is it so important to you to be part of the community of Brookmoor?” she whispered. “Surely anywhere you bought property could give you that.”

“I don’t actually have a choice. The land is entailed. I can’t sell it.” He brushed her forehead with his lips. “Besides, this estate has been my family’s for generations. My grandfather may have tried to keep it from me, but according to the letter my cousin unearthed to prove my claim, my father wanted it to be mine. That means something to me. I want to carry on for him.”

He idly wound a lock of her hair about his finger. “I want to belong somewhere. I want my children to belong, and their children, too. My best chance for having that happen is here. Why? Don’t you want to live in Brookmoor?”

“Brookmoor is fine,” she managed, though her heart was breaking.

If they eloped, there would be lots of the gossip he hated. Being magistrate, her uncle could make it sound however he wanted. He could paint Colin as blackly as he pleased. She knew very well what English towns were like—insular and suspicious of strangers, especially foreign ones who stole away their females.

Peace would be difficult for some time to come.

She couldn’t do that to him; not after everything he’d endured with his wife and his grandfather’s treachery. He deserved his “peace,” his place to belong. By involving him, by letting him make love to her, she’d given him no choice, as surely as her uncle had given her no choice.

Mrs. Harris was right—leaping without looking had landed her in the briar bush. First, when she’d come here and dragged him unwillingly into her troubles. And second, when she’d shared his bed.

That wasn’t right. And there was only one way to make it right. To go back; to stop the leaping right where it had begun.

So when next he murmured her name, she pretended to be asleep. And she kept pretending while he settled himself against her and began to doze.

While she waited for him to fall asleep, she considered what she must do. As soon as she had her plan firm, she slipped from the bed. Thankfully, he was as exhausted as she, for he slept through her getting dressed, borrowing one of his shirts to replace her ripped one. He didn’t even rouse when she wrote letters for him to post for her, and a note meant for him.

Tempted to stay, aching to be his wife, she paused at the door to give him one last yearning glance. “I love you, Colin,” she whispered.

But she’d had enough of arranged marriages. There would be no more of them—either for her or for him. She would see to that.
  

Eight
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Something insistent tugged Colin from sleep, nagging at his consciousness. As he awakened, the vestiges of a dream followed him: Eliza saying she loved him. It was only a dream, yet its sweetness tantalized him. Opening his eyes, he turned toward her . . .

She wasn’t there.

He tried not to panic as he scanned the room. She was probably just looking for the necessary or a chamber pot. “Eliza!” he called out.

No answer. He glanced at the window. She couldn’t have gone far—it was still light. Then he saw the clock. Seven. But how could that be? It was winter, and the sun set early—

Heart pounding, he leaped from the bed and rushed to the window. Oh God, it was dawn, not sunset! He’d slept for twelve hours at least. So how long had she been gone? Confound it all, where was she?

He started for the dressing room, then neared his writing table and froze. There was a letter atop it addressed to him. Trying to still the frantic rush of his pulse, he picked it up. Beside it lay two others, one addressed to his cousin and another to Mrs. Harris.

He opened the one meant for him and read:
 

Dearest Colin,

I have decided to return to my uncle’s. I would be most grateful if you could send by express the other letters I have left for you. I intend to stand firm against my uncle and refuse to marry Mr. Minyard until my friends come to my aid. I know it won’t be long. If I remain resolved, Uncle Silas will surely see the wisdom of not bullying me. So do not worry.

 

Had she lost her damned mind? She meant to tangle with her drunken uncle alone? The woman must be mad! And how was he not to worry, damn it! If her uncle had struck her once, he could easily do it again. She would risk that? Was she that desperate to escape him?

He read on, his heart in his throat:
 

Thank you for your generous offer of marriage, but as you put it yesterday, I cannot in all good conscience accept. You were right—you do not need another reckless female for a wife. I know your offer was meant to save me from ruin, but it is too great a sacrifice.


If we elope, you will never have your peace. Magistrates, even drunken ones, wield much power in England, and you deserve better than to have your character assaulted and your life turned upside down. You are responsible for many people, so you must think of them, too. Without me, you can continue your plans for the estate unfettered.

 

Unfettered? Unfettered, damn her! How could she think he’d go merrily on with his life while she struggled to deal with her treacherous uncle? Did she really think he could find any sort of peace in that?

He read the next part:
 

It would be one thing if you loved me, but we both know that you don’t.

 

“We do not both know that!” he shouted to the empty room.

The words echoed in the depths of his heart.

God help him. He loved her. He did. He loved how she challenged him at great risk to herself, how she asked questions no one would ever ask, how she gave herself wholeheartedly once she decided she cared for a person. He loved that she was clever and resourceful.

And brave. Too brave for her own good.

A chill swept through him at the thought of what she might even now be enduring because of her unselfish act. He tossed the letter aside, dressed quickly, then found his pistol—God, she hadn’t even bothered to take it—and loaded it. Then he strode for the door.

He opened it to find his servants conferring about whether to disturb him.

“My lord, are you all right?” his steward asked. “We heard shouting—”

“I’m fine. Have my horse saddled, will you?”

“Certainly, my lord, but . . . I did wonder . . . will you return in time for your meeting with the tenants? They are most anxious to meet their new landlord.”

You are responsible for many people, so you must think of them, too.

Colin gazed around at his servants. Oh God, she was right—he wasn’t the only person to consider in this. He really had no idea how much trouble her uncle could make for him. Did he have the right to risk not only his own future, but that of his tenants and his servants, even his future children? For love?

He wasn’t even sure she loved him, after all. The final words of her letter had been cold and formal, not lover-like at all:
 

I hate to leave you now, though it is for the best. Do take care of yourself.


Yours,

Eliza
 

Take care of himself. As if he were an acquaintance she’d met on the road.

And what if she’d lied about not caring he was half-Indian? What if she really was just another undisciplined female who didn’t mind sharing his bed, but couldn’t abide a marriage to him?

She’d chosen to leave him—he hadn’t made her go. The wisest thing, the safest thing for his heart, was to let her have her way.

To hell with that.

What had being wise and safe gained him? He’d thought it wise to box up his wounded heart when Rashmi had died. But instead of bringing him peace, it had brought him loneliness.

Then Eliza had come along, and opened the box to let the light shine in on his heart so it could heal. She’d even dared to state what he’d known within an hour of meeting her: that he wanted her. And “not just in your bed,” either.

Wise or safe didn’t matter. He couldn’t just let her go.

“Saddle a horse,” he told the steward. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, but I have to pay a visit to the magistrate.” I have to fetch the woman I love.

Sitting in the bedchamber she’d used her first night at her uncle’s, Eliza plotted how to handle him. Last night she’d sneaked into the house, raided the kitchen while he and the servant slept, and come up here. She’d been reeling from lack of sleep and the exhaustion of walking back, so that had been her first priority.

Thankfully, no one had discovered her, so she’d had a good night’s sleep and dressed herself properly. But dawn had broken two hours ago, and she couldn’t hide forever. She’d smuggled up only a day’s food at most.

The longer she could stay undetected, the better, for it would give Colin time to post her letters.

Colin. Her heart lurched. No, she wouldn’t think about him right now, or she’d lose her nerve and go running back to Chaunceston Hall.

The door swung open, and the servant who’d probably come to clean the room blinked at her. Eliza held her finger to her lips, but it was no use.

“Master, Master!” the servant was already crying. “The miss has returned! She’s come home!”

Eliza groaned. So much for hiding.

She rose, determined to face her uncle with stoic indifference, but when he entered reeking of gin, with his graying hair disheveled and his cravat askew, her heart sank. How could she make him listen to her when he was in this condition?

“Go to the livery and order that rig brought here,” he commanded the maid.

With a bob of her head, she hurried off.

“Where the devil have you been?” he growled at Eliza.

“I set off for London, but I was robbed yesterday. So I had to return.”

He looked torn between concern over her misadventure and anger at her impudence. Anger won out. “Serves you right, being robbed. You’re lucky they didn’t murder you, too. And I hope it showed you a thing or two—like how lucky you are to have a suitor willing to overlook your wildness—”

“I’m not going to Cornwall,” Eliza said stoutly. “I won’t marry your friend.”

His face darkened. “You’ll marry who I say, and be glad of the chance.”

“To have my inheritance stolen from me?”

“What do you mean?” he said hoarsely.

She swallowed. “I don’t believe you about the money. I want to speak to Papa’s trustees in London before I do anything so precipitous as to marry.”

The blood drained from his face. “You dare to defy your guardian?” He stalked toward her. “I swear I will have your hide—”

“I posted letters to my friends in London.” When that halted him, she added, “The Duchess of Foxmoor and Mrs. Harris. I told them everything. They’ll come to my aid.”

A look of sheer panic crossed his face. “Eliza, you don’t know what you’ve done. You have to marry Min-yard. You must or I’m finished!”

It clutched at her heart to see him so desperate. How far he’d fallen since she’d known him as a girl. “I’m sorry, Uncle Silas, but I can’t.”

His panic twisted instantly into rage. “You will write those friends of yours and tell them you were mistaken.” He walked up to seize her by the shoulders. “I’ll make you marry him, damn it!”

“Let go of her!” ordered Colin’s voice from the door. “Or I swear I’ll kill you!”

Releasing her, Uncle Silas whirled around.

Eliza’s heart leaped. He’d come for her! She couldn’t believe it. Oh, but he shouldn’t have, blast him. Her uncle would destroy him, too.

“What are you doing here, Monteith?” her uncle snapped. “This is none of your concern. You stay out of it!”

“Come here, Eliza,” Colin said.

When she tried to pass her uncle, he grabbed her. “She’s my niece, and I’m not letting her—”

“Do you want to die?” Colin snapped, whipping out his pistol. “Let her go.”

Her uncle blanched, but thankfully released her. As she hurried to Colin’s side, Uncle Silas growled, “I’ll have you charged with assaulting a magistrate.”

“And I’ll have you charged with fraud. It shouldn’t take much to uncover your scheme with Mr. Minyard.” When her uncle gaped at him, Colin added, his eyes deadly cold, “I told you yesterday—Eliza and I have an understanding. I mean to marry her. And nothing you say, no lie you tell me about her, will change that.”

Oh, he was taking such wild chances.

“You dare to threaten me, sir?” her uncle snapped. “I swear I’ll—”

“Let me reason with him, Uncle,” she put in. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

“Damn it, Eliza, I know perfectly well—”

“Out here, my lord.” She dragged Colin into the hall, then lowered her voice. “Have you lost your mind? Don’t you realize what he could do to you?”

“I don’t care.”

“Oh, Colin, I can’t let you—”

“I still haven’t given you the tenth reason you should marry me.” He fixed her with a darkly intent gaze. “I love you, Eliza.”

The words poured over her like honey, so sweet she was afraid to believe them. “You’re only saying that because you’re bent on saving me. You’re just being the gentleman again.”

“No! I swear I’m not.” He gave a shaky laugh. “That’s one thing I love about you—the way you think me so noble. Any other Englishwoman would take one look at me and assume I was a savage. But you pronounced me a gentleman within moments of meeting me, even after I drew a pistol on you. Do you know how rare that is, to be seen for what one is and not what one appears to be?”

As her heart began to soar, he caught her face in his hands. “And I see you now for what you are, too. I was wrong about you and Rashmi—you’re nothing like her. She would never have done something as unselfish as you did today.”

When she still didn’t speak, her heart too full of joy for words, he added, “How could I not love you? You’re the sun to my moon, the flame in my hearth—”

“Flame?” she choked out. “That doesn’t sound entirely safe, my lord.”

“I don’t want safe. I want you. However I can get you. So if you think that in time you could come to love me—”

“I don’t need time,” she breathed. “I already love you so desperately that the thought of my uncle ruining your—”

He cut off her words with a sweet kiss that stole away any remaining objections. Colin was hers at last. And perhaps it was selfish of her, but she meant to keep him. No matter what trouble it caused.

“Lord Monteith!” said a sharp voice, making them break apart.

Blast, she’d forgotten about her uncle.

Colin drew her to his side, sliding his arm protectively about her waist. “I love her, and I’m marrying her, sir. There’s naught you can do to stop me.”

Uncle Silas looked like he’d swallowed nails. “You’re not afraid of what I can do to you? I could make a great deal of trouble for you in England, you know.”

A muscle ticked in Colin’s jaw. “Then we’ll go to India.”

That seemed to take him aback. “You really aren’t interested in the money.”

“No, sir.”

Her uncle paled. “And you, girl? You wish to marry this . . . this . . .”

“Yes, Uncle,” she said hastily. “I love him, too.”

His face fell. “Young love. The two of you sound like Nancy and me years ago.” A heart-wrenching sigh left his lips. “Elope then, if you must. I won’t stop you.” He turned wearily toward the stairs, mumbling, “And now I’m ruined.”

“Uncle Silas,” she called out, “do you need money? Is that it?”

“Don’t you dare offer that scoundrel money,” Colin snapped.

Her uncle froze, then faced them with a haughty look. “Sometimes when a man is grieving and can’t take care of his property, he gets into debt, sir. But that does not make him a scoundrel.”

“When he tries to steal from his niece, it does,” Colin shot back. “I know what it’s like to grieve, but I also know that a real man pays his own debts. He doesn’t push them onto the back of a young woman who needs him. Besides, we both know it has nothing to do with grief. You’re so sunk in drink that you—”

“Colin,” she chided when her uncle bristled, “now who’s being reckless?” She glanced at her uncle. “You owe Mr. Minyard money, do you?”

He hesitated, then nodded. “He said he would seize everything I own to pay it, but he agreed to absolve me of the debt if I . . . I . . .”

“Gave him Eliza to marry,” Colin snapped.

He hung his head. “Yes.”

“How much do you owe?” Colin asked, to Eliza’s shock.

Her uncle met Colin’s gaze warily. “Why?”

Colin glanced down at Eliza, then back to her uncle. A sigh escaped his lips. “I propose a trade. I’d prefer not to elope—Eliza will suffer enough gossip by marrying me as it is. So if you’ll approve the match and act as a guardian ought, perhaps I can help you repay your debt.”

Uncle Silas shook his head. “Minyard won’t accept it. He wanted her fortune, and if he can’t have that, he wants the estate since it isn’t entailed.”

“He will settle for money and a schedule of repayment, if I bring my cousin into it,” Colin said. “Especially if I point out the disadvantages to seizing the estate of the Earl of Monteith’s relation. My title has got to be good for something.”

The first sparks of hope leaped into her uncle’s face until Colin added, “But there will be conditions.”

“What conditions?”

“You must refrain from drink.” When her uncle scowled, Colin added, “Every day that you do so, I’ll send servants over to help you set this place to rights. We’re neighbors now; we can help each other. But you must do your part.”

Uncle Silas looked despairingly from Colin to her. “I don’t know if I can.”

“I remember when this house was filled with light and love and laughter,” Eliza said softly. “It can be that way again, if you’ll only try.”

Her uncle uttered a weary sigh. “Very well. For you, girl, I shall do my best.” He gestured to the stairs. “I suppose we should adjourn to my study to discuss the terms of the marriage and . . . the rest.”

“Yes,” Colin said and started for the stairs.

Eliza stayed him. “We’ll be there in a moment, Uncle.” As he nodded and continued down, she turned to Colin. “Thank you for helping him, but why—”

“You pointed out that many people depend on me. Well, people depend on him, too. You, for one. His tenants, and that poor servant. Not to mention the residents of Brookmoor. If their magistrate is ruined, what does it do to them?” He cupped her cheek. “Some people may be incapable of happiness, but does that mean we shouldn’t try to help them find it?”

“No, it doesn’t.” The ferocity of her love for him stole her breath. “Trying to reform my uncle won’t make for a very peaceful life for you, I daresay.”

“Probably not.” His eyes glittered with mischief. “But I’d never accept a life as tepid as that. I want the passion, the drama, the thrill of knowing my relations intimately enough to quarrel with them over the important things.”

As she laughed, he sobered. “I want love. And from what I hear, love isn’t always peaceful.”

“No, it isn’t.” Sometimes it was a briar bush. And sometimes no matter how long you looked, you couldn’t see the roses in the briars. But if you’d done your looking, and your instincts served you well, sometimes it was all right to leap.

“But fortunately for you, my love,” she said as she lifted her mouth to his, “I think peace is vastly over-rated.”
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If circumstances had been different, Lisette would have laughed at the look of sheer outrage carving deep lines into the duke’s brow. But much as she would normally enjoy shocking a haughty English lord, this was not about that.

It was about making sure that Tristan didn’t find himself at the end of a hangman’s noose. Because if he were in London or if the duke made a big to-do over finding him in Paris . . .

It didn’t bear thinking on.

No, she had to avoid having the duke speak to the new head of the Sûreté, who would use any excuse to dismiss Tristan. She would talk to Vidocq, who was Tristan’s friend. He might know what this was about.

But that meant she had to be there. The wily Vidocq would never reveal anything to the duke.

“You have lost your bloody mind,” Lyons said in a low hiss.

She squared her shoulders. “I have not. I know how men like you work. You run roughshod over whomever you please, because you can. Well, you’re not going to run roughshod over my brother.”

He glowered at her. “And you won’t stop me from prosecuting him to the fullest extent of the law if I find he has attempted to defraud me.”

A chill froze her blood. She ignored it. “And I won’t try, either. If he’s guilty of such a horrible thing, I’ll hand you the shackles to secure him, myself.”

Clearly that caught him by surprise. “Is that a promise?”

“It is,” she vowed. “But I’m not doing anything until I determine that you have the right culprit.”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “How do you propose to do that?”

“I don’t know,” she said truthfully. “I only know that if I hand you the means to find him and you muck up his life and future in France, I will never forgive myself. He and Dom are my only family. I owe them better, for all the years they’ve looked after me.”

That seemed to give him pause, thank goodness. He scrubbed one hand over his face, and she realized that he looked quite weary. If he’d been up since yesterday morning . . .

A sudden pang of sympathy made her scowl. Why should she care if he was tired? He was threatening to hunt Tristan down like some common criminal, with nothing more to go on than that note.

And Tristan’s inexplicable disappearance.

She suppressed that thought. Tristan couldn’t be guilty of fraud. He could not!

“What if I swear to treat your brother fairly?” he said.

She eyed him with suspicion. “Men like you do not—”

“You know nothing about men like me,” he snapped.

“I know more than you think.” She thought of George’s determination to destroy Tristan. “Besides, I have connections of my own to the authorities in France. If you attempt to malign Tristan unfairly, I’ll have some recourse. But only if I am there when you do it.”

The duke prowled before the desk like, well, a lion . . . all tawny hair and muscular brute of the forest. He was a rather frightening fellow in a temper. His words and manner might be cold, but a terrifying anger simmered just beneath the surface, showing only in the wild glint of his eye and the tautness of his jaw.

So she didn’t wait for more of his protests. “I can be a help to you. I know not only where Tristan lives, but how he works, how to find him, where his haunts are.” And Vidocq still had friends in high places. Not to mention, a few in low places who might be useful.

The duke glared at her. “But you cannot travel alone with me, so I’ll lose precious time finding a chaperone for you.”

Was he joking, for pity’s sake? “I don’t need a chaperone. No one cares about my reputation. I’m a nobody.”

“You’re a respectable woman.”

She snorted. “That’s not what you said earlier.”

That brought him up short. He stared at her, his gaze unreadable. “That was rude of me, and I apologize.”

“No need,” she said, though the apology gratified her. She doubted he offered one very often. “I’ve grown used to people making such assumptions through the years. What people think of my mother is bound to reflect upon me.”

That’s why she was so wary of men. Even Tristan’s soldier friends were only interested in dallying with her. Her brothers couldn’t see that; they seemed to believe she could find a husband anywhere if she just tried. She knew better.

“All the same,” he said earnestly. “I won’t ruin any chance you have for a decent marriage by carrying you off with me unchaperoned to France.”

A bitter laugh burst from her. “I assure you I have few prospects for a ‘decent marriage.’ I’m nearly twenty-seven. I have no connections or fortune. Not to mention that I’m the daughter of a French actress.”

“And a viscount.”

“Who chose not to marry my mother.” When he looked as if he would say more, she added, “If the thought of damaging my reputation truly bothers you, just tell people I’m your relation. Your sister, perhaps.”

He shot her an incredulous glance. “I’m the Duke of Lyons. Everyone knows I don’t have a sister.”

“Then choose something else, something they would never know was a falsehood. Tell them I’m your mistress.”

She regretted the flip statement the moment something hot and fierce and raw flared in his eyes, something distinctly ungentlemanly. It provoked the oddest fluttering in her belly.

And then it provoked her temper. She braced herself for whatever sly innuendo he was sure to make, about how he would happily take her along as his mistress if she would be his mistress. Or some lecherous comment about her bosom—that one happened a lot.

Instead, the glint in his eye abruptly vanished, and he flashed her his cool, mocking smile. “As intriguing as that sounds, Miss Bonnaud, that would never work.”

She eyed him warily. “Why not?”

“Because you have no idea of the gossip that attends me wherever I go. The moment I announce myself, nay, the moment I arrive in my crested coach, the tongues start wagging. By the end of our first day on the road, whomever we meet will have resolved to find out your name, your family’s name, your rank, and your personal connection to me. In under a week, they will know everything about you, and you will be ruined.”

Good Lord, he really was concerned about her reputation. How astonishing.

He strode up to the desk, his gaze hard upon her. “Not to mention that the world will no doubt learn that my brother may be alive, and I will be confronted with even more impostors and defrauders.”

An idea took form in her mind. “Then don’t announce yourself. Don’t travel in your crested coach. Travel as a regular person. Then you could pretend to be my relation without comment.” She couldn’t resist a mischievous smile. “We’ll be nobodies together, and no one will give a fig for my reputation. Or yours. Or the possibility that your Peter is alive.”

The words echoed in the still room. He stared at her with a blank look.

She hastened to fill the silence. “It will make everything easier. If you masquerade as another of my brothers, there will be no attendants to accommodate, no questions to be answered. We will travel to France, find out what we can, and return without anyone’s being the wiser.”

“And what about the advantages my rank offers?”

“What advantages? In France you will still be a foreigner, a lord in a world that recently lopped off the heads of as many lords as it could find.” Her tone turned arch. “You may discover that being an English duke is actually a disadvantage in France, Your Grace. All things considered.”

She held her breath, waiting for more protests, but to her surprise, he grew thoughtful. “A regular person, eh? I’ve never been one of those, to be sure. That would be novel indeed.” He sounded almost wistful. Then his expression hardened, and he shook his head. “No, it will not work. I’ll be recognized.”

“Not if you dress and behave appropriately. People notice only what you reveal, and the key is to reveal only what you want them to see.” Not for nothing had she watched Vidocq manage his agents, who moved seamlessly through Paris’s underground, uncovering criminals. “You look about the same height and build as Dom. I can give you some of his clothing, so you aren’t bedecked in your usual finery. If we travel by mail coach to Brighton—”

“Why Brighton?” he cut in.

“Because coaches leave frequently for Brighton on Sundays. In fact, there’s one that leaves from the Golden Cross Inn at two. Since we can’t take a steam packet, we can still move forward and be ready tomorrow morning for the packet to Dieppe.”

“Ah yes, Dieppe shortens the route to Paris by ninety miles,” he said smoothly.

But she caught the calculating glint in his eye. The sly devil was still trying to figure out where Tristan was. “It shortens the route to Rouen and Dijon, too. And any number of French towns.” She wasn’t about to reveal that they were headed for Paris, not yet. She couldn’t take the chance that Lofty Lyons would abandon her once he knew their eventual destination.

With a scowl, he crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re really not going to tell me where Bonnaud has been living or who he’s been working for.”

“No.” She tilted up her chin. “Not unless you take me with you.”

“I could travel to Edinburgh to find your half-brother. No doubt he would tell me where Bonnaud lives and works.”

“He might. But Edinburgh is only where Dom is disembarking from the ship—he’s traveling on elsewhere in Scotland, and I’m not going to tell you where that is, either. So while you’re rambling about Scotland, I’ll be off to France to warn Tristan that you’re hunting for him, and if you’re right and he’s guilty, he’ll be long gone by the time you reach him.”

What an idle threat—she couldn’t afford a trip to Dover, much less a trip to France. But he didn’t know that.

Lyons studied her a long moment, the small crease between his eyes deepening until it mirrored the small crease in his chin. The intensity of his gaze sent tremors of apprehension down her spine.

Apprehension, yes. That’s what it was. She knew better than to feel tremors of anything else for an English lord of his consequence. A very attractive, very virile English lord of the highest consequence in the land.

“So what’s it to be, Your Grace?” she said, as much to remind her of the gulf in their stations as to stop that intrusive stare. “A masquerade? Or are you going alone to search for a needle in a haystack in France?”

He scowled at her, then propped one hip on the edge of the desk. “I would play your brother,” he said, as if trying the idea on for size.

“Yes.” She fought to hide her relief from him. At least he was considering her proposal. “We’ll make it simple, which is always best. You can use your real surname, since that will make it easier for you to remember. No one will connect Mr. Cale with the Duke of Lyons, especially since Cale can be spelled so many ways. And I’ll be Miss Cale. It’s probably less conspicuous than my own French name anyway.” She tapped her chin. “Oh, but I’ll want to call you by your Christian name. What would that be?”

Though that impertinence made him raise an eyebrow, he said, “Maximilian,” in that oh-so-cultured voice of his.

“That won’t do at all. I’ll call you Max.” At his dark stare, she added wickedly, “To throw off suspicion. ‘Maximilian’ sounds far too lofty a name for plain Mr. Cale, the cotton merchant.”

“Cotton merchant? You said to keep it simple. What the blazes do I know about cotton?”

“You don’t need to know anything about it; I know plenty already. Dom had a case once involving the industry. I’ll field any questions you’re asked.”

“Right. Because that won’t look odd in the least,” he said sarcastically. “Nor will anyone notice that we have different accents. And before you suggest it, no, I cannot change my accent. Unlike you, I’m unaccustomed to playing a role.”

Was that supposed to be an insult—implying yet again that she and her family were devious? “What do you mean—‘unlike you’? Do you think I play roles routinely?”

“You must,” he said dryly. “You seem to think it the easiest thing in the world.”

“Oh,” she said, slightly mollified. “Well, it is. My mother was an actress, you know.”

“Have you ever done any acting yourself?”

She colored. “No, but I know all the techniques. I spent years helping Maman prepare for her roles.”

And she’d always wanted to be an agent for Vidocq, to pretend to be someone else while traveling to exotic places and infiltrating the highest and lowest levels of society. To be a spy. It sounded very exciting.

He was watching her now, his gaze hooded. “All the same, no one will ever believe that you and I are brother and sister. We sound too different, look too different.” His voice dropped to a rough thrum. “And I can assure you, I will never be able to treat you like a sister.”

That got her dander up again. “Because I’m too far beneath you?”

“Because you’re too beautiful.” When she stiffened, he added ruefully, “I can’t pretend I don’t notice. And the last time I checked, brothers weren’t supposed to notice such things about their sisters.”

The bald statement threw her off guard and made a stealthy warmth creep under her defenses. She steeled herself against it. He was probably using flattery to try to get his own way, since blustering hadn’t worked. Obviously he thought she would melt at the idea of being thought beautiful by a duke. Then she would relent in her plans.

Arrogant beast. “It doesn’t matter if people believe it. As long as they don’t know who we really are, they can speculate all they want. We are two relatively anonymous travelers. No one will ever connect the real me to the real you. Hardly anyone knows me anyway. I only returned to England six months ago.”

He cocked his head to one side. “Yet you backed out of the doorway to keep your neighbors from seeing you speaking to me in your nightrail and wrapper.”

A blush heated her cheeks. “That’s different. I can’t have my neighbors gossiping about me, because it would reflect badly on Manton’s Investigations.”

“Exactly,” he drawled.

“But my neighbors won’t be taking the coach to Brighton or the packet boat to Dieppe. As long as I don’t join you in your coach to travel to the Golden Cross Inn, no one will be the wiser. We’ll arrive there separately, and let Shaw deal with my neighbors. He’s good at telling tales. He actually is a professional actor.”

“Your butler is an actor?” he said incredulously.

“Well, he’s not exactly a butler, more like a jack of all trades. But he’s an excellent actor. So you see, there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Right.” He lifted his gaze heavenward. “Just the possibility of disaster when either you or I let something slip that unmasks us.”

“Come now, Your Grace, think of it as an adventure,” she said firmly. He was not going to talk her out of this. “It sounds as if you could use one, quite frankly.”

He shot her an arch glance.

“The coach from the Golden Cross will land us at the coast well before midnight,” she continued, “and we can be up at dawn to take the packet for Dieppe.”

“Can we indeed?” he said dryly.

She ignored him, determined to have her way in this. “I know that leaving at two allows us only a few hours to pack, but you won’t want to take much with you anyway—just Dom’s clothes and a few essentials. Nothing fancy that will call attention to yourself. And no big trunk, either—public coaches don’t have room for such.” She walked to the window. “You mustn’t show up at the inn in your coach either, or—”

“You’re forgetting one thing, Miss Bonnaud.”

She turned from the window to find him standing with legs apart and hands clasped behind his back, looking every inch a duke as he fixed her with a steely glance.

“And what is that?” she asked, feigning nonchalance.

“I haven’t yet agreed to your plan.”

She girded herself for battle, ignoring the tremor of alarm that swept down her spine. “But neither have you suggested any other workable plan that I will agree to. So unless you can read my mind for the information you seek, you will have to work with me. Or let the matter of your brother’s handkerchief remain an intriguing mystery.”

He scowled at her. She stared right back at him.

At last he let out a low oath. “Given that time is of the essence, you leave me no choice.”

“None,” she agreed. She’d actually won!

She headed for the door, now that the worst was over. “I’ll see what clothes Dom might have that would fit you—”

“I’ll find my own clothes,” he interrupted. “I’m sure one of my servants can provide attire different enough from my ‘usual finery’ to suit you.”

“Oh.” How could she have forgotten that he would have legions of servants to order about and borrow clothes from? “Of course.”

They walked out into the hall and down the stairs in utter silence. When they reached the entrance, where Skrimshaw already had the duke’s great coat and hat waiting, Lyons faced her with eyes glittering.

“Forgive me for being blunt, Miss Bonnaud,” he said irritably, “but I think you should know that the reason you’ve remained unmarried until now isn’t your age or lack of connections or even your illegitimacy. It is the fact that you are a royal pain in the—” He caught himself as Skrimshaw cleared his throat. “In the derriere.”

She burst into laughter. “Dom said exactly the same thing to me before he left yesterday, except that he used the more colorful version. It appears that you can play the role of my brother. after all. Obviously it comes naturally to you.”

The duke must have missed the humor in that, for he glowered at her. “Then it’s a good thing I never had a sister. Because I would have throttled her before she was even grown.”

The statement was so similar to something her brothers might have said that she couldn’t resent it.

“You wouldn’t have done any such thing,” she said softly. “You would have fought to protect her with every ounce of your strength, the same way I’m fighting to protect my brother.”

He studied her with eyes the color of a summer forest. “Then for your sake, I hope that Bonnaud proves worthy of your faith in him.”

“He will.” He’d better, in any case. Or she would throttle him.

“Very well then. It seems we have a plan.” Taking his coat and hat from Skrimshaw, he dipped his head. “I shall see you in a few hours at the Golden Cross.”

“I’ll be there.”

A few hours later, when she arrived at the Golden Cross Inn with her bag, she had to remind herself to ignore Lyons’ compliments and the absurd attraction she felt for the man. This was a matter of saving Tristan’s future. Because the haughty duke had once more defied her expectations.

Dressing in lower-class attire ought to have made him look ordinary and workaday, dulling his virile appeal. Instead, it amplified it. With his great coat slung casually over one shoulder, he looked like a rakish adventurer out to conquer the world.

And she had a decided weakness for rakish adventurers.

Drat it all. She couldn’t blame his clothes; the fustian suit was what any merchant might wear—a medium-brown coat, buff breeches, and a dark brown stock tied simply about his neck.

But the soft brown color brought out the warm green of his eyes. And his brown leather high boots, with their creases and weathering, made him look rough and daring, a man to be reckoned with. Worse yet, the bold features and unfashionably straight, gold-streaked hair that had seemed wrong for a rich lord were perfect for an adventurer in fustian.

Then he spoke, and the duke returned in full force, arrogant accent and all. “There you are. I thought that you had forgotten what time the coach left.”

She forced a smile as she approached. “It took me forever to get packed.” Mindful of the people milling about the coach office, she added, “Were there any more notes waiting for you at home from . . . our brother?”

His expression hardened. “No. No word of any kind.”

She released a sigh. Part of her had hoped that Tristan had just been delayed somewhere and would have tried to reach the duke again. But it had been over twelve hours since Tristan had first sent that note. It wasn’t looking good.

Feeling a sudden chill down her spine, she glanced about the coach office, but nobody seemed to be paying them much mind. She’d had the oddest sense that someone was watching them, but it must have been her imagination, spurred by her worry about Tristan. “I suppose you’ve purchased our tickets already.”

“Of course.”

“And your bag?”

“Already loaded.”

“Then I should—”

“Miss Bonnaud!” cried a voice behind her. “I can’t believe you’re here!”

Her heart sank into her stomach as she turned to see Mrs. Greasley, one of her neighbors, bustling toward her with her stoic husband in tow. Oh no. The biggest gossip in her street just happened to show up at an inn halfway across London? What were the odds?

“Going on the coach, are you?” Mrs. Greasley continued as she caught sight of Lisette’s bag.

Steady now, Lisette told herself. If she asks who’s accompanying you, all you need do is claim that Dom is running late. Lots of coaches left from the Golden Cross Inn, and the woman might not even be here to travel on one.

“Good day, Mrs. Greasley,” she said smoothly. “Fancy seeing you here.”

“We’re off to Brighton to visit my daughter,” Mrs. Greasley said cheerily. “I suppose you’re off to Brighton, too, eh?”

Lisette froze. This couldn’t be happening. How was she to play Miss Cale if the Greasleys were in the coach with them all the way to Brighton? “I-I—”

But Mrs. Greasley didn’t seem to require an answer, for she went on without pause, “I spoke to the coachman, and he said he had a gentleman and a lady booked for the inside seats with us, but I never dreamed it were you and your half-brother.” She glanced about the inn. “Where is Mr. Manton, anyhow? The coach will be leaving soon, our driver said.”

Panic seized her. She couldn’t be Miss Cale, and Mrs. Greasley knew that she had no other brothers, so she couldn’t claim that the duke was another Mr. Manton or Mr. Bonnaud or—

“I’m afraid the cat has got her tongue,” Lyons said smoothly beside her. “You’ll have to forgive her—it’s been a busy week.” He bowed to Mrs. Greasley. “The lady is going with me to Brighton.”

“You!” Astonishment mingled with outrage in Mrs. Greasley’s voice.

“Yes. Allow me to introduce myself. Max Cale, at your service.” As Lisette’s panic grew to a fever pitch, he took her hand and placed it firmly in the crook of his arm. “I am Miss Bonnaud’s new husband.”
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