
[image: images]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




Also by Sabrina Jeffries

The Hellions of Halstead Hall Series
THE TRUTH ABOUT LORD STONEVILLE
A HELLION IN HER BED
HOW TO WOO A RELUCTANT LADY

The School for Heiresses Series
WED HIM BEFORE YOU BED HIM
DON’T BARGAIN WITH THE DEVIL
SNOWY NIGHT WITH A STRANGER (with Jane Feather and Julia London)
LET SLEEPING ROGUES LIE
BEWARE A SCOT’S REVENGE
THE SCHOOL FOR HEIRESSES (with Julia London, Liz Carlyle & Renee Bernard)
ONLY A DUKE WILL DO
NEVER SEDUCE A SCOUNDREL

The Royal Brotherhood Series
ONE NIGHT WITH A PRINCE
TO PLEASURE A PRINCE
IN THE PRINCE’S BED


Contents

NEVER SEDUCE A SCOUNDREL

ONLY A DUKE WILL DO

BEWARE A SCOT’S REVENGE

Bonus Material


[image: images]





“You keep your sword in excellent condition,

Major Winter.”





“I do my best.” His voice sounded rather choked.

Amelia glanced up to find him staring at her hand as she stroked down the blade, then up again. What was wrong with him? From the way he stared, you’d think the sword was—Surely he was not…. He did not imagine that she…. Blast him!

Deciding to test the possibility, she caressed the sword again with a lingering touch. “It is truly magnificent,” she gushed.

He went rigid, a muscle working in his jaw. “Thank you.”

“I’ve never seen such a fine piece of work.” Delighted by the results of her experiment, she clasped the ornate hilt, then fondled it. “Will you let me do a rubbing of it?”

His gaze shot to hers. “A rubbing?” he said hoarsely. “Of my…sword?”

“Yes. I’d take care not to use too much pressure.” She smiled sweetly, though his smoldering gaze made it difficult for her to breathe. “But I doubt I could harm it, as hard as it is.”

“You have no idea.” He suddenly sat down.
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Chapter One




London


June 1818




Dear Cousin Michael,


For the next few weeks, I shan’t be at the school, but in London chaperoning Lady Amelia while her father and stepmother are in the country. Do continue to send your missives. I’ll need your sage advice, for Lady Amelia is high-spirited (dare I say, almost as much as I?) and liable to land us both in trouble before the season ends.


Yours sincerely,


Charlotte




Who would ever guess balls could be boring?

Certainly not Lady Amelia Plume. When she’d first come to London from the tiny seaside town of Torquay, every tea, every ball, every soiree had been a wonder.

But that was two years ago, before she’d realized they were all alike. And the Dowager Viscountess Kirkwood’s annual spring ball was no exception, judging from the crowd Amelia surveyed as she entered the rose-bedecked ballroom. It was the same dull people—the same prancing fops and gossipy matrons and frivolous young misses. No aspiring lady adventurer with an ounce of self-respect would stay.

Unfortunately, she’d promised her Scottish friend, Lady Venetia Campbell, that she would. At least Venetia, whom she spotted a short distance away, knew how to enliven a tedious evening.

“Thank heaven you’ve come,” Venetia said as she approached. “I swear I shall die of boredom. There’s hardly anybody interesting here.”

“Nobody?” Amelia asked, her disappointment acute. “No Spanish ambassadors or explorers newly arrived from the Pacific, or even an opera singer?”

Venetia laughed. “I was thinking more in terms of eligible men.”

For Venetia, that meant clever men. Not that she couldn’t have her pick of the male crop, clever or otherwise. Besides being obscenely wealthy, she had the sort of beauty men slobbered over, with raven tresses and creamy skin and rather…enormous breasts.

Next to Venetia, Amelia was abominably average—of average height, with average skin, of average tone. Her average figure would never inspire rhapsodies, and her medium brown hair vacillated between being curly and straight.

But she had quite a lot of hair, thank goodness, and kept it lustrous with pomatum and her American stepmother’s honeysuckle water. Amelia’s eyes might not be the siren’s green of Venetia’s, but men described them as “sparkling,” and her breasts generally commanded attention.

In short, Amelia possessed her share of modest attractions…and modest suitors. Granted, most men only cared about her not-so-modest inheritance and her position as the Earl of Tovey’s daughter. But she didn’t intend to marry any of them, anyway—neither the Marquess of Pomeroy, an aging general who fancied her and her fortune, nor their hostess’s son, the Viscount Kirkwood himself, who’d made overtures to her last year.

She aspired to a more adventurous life—touring Turkey like Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, or living in Syria like the legendary Lady Hester Stanhope.

“Actually,” Venetia said, “there’s one person here we’d both find ‘interesting’: Lord Kirkwood’s American cousin.” She nodded to a spot beyond Amelia. “Major Lucas Winter is apparently in England on assignment with the United States Marine Guard.”

Expecting some weather-grizzled older fellow, Amelia followed Venetia’s gaze. Then stared. Good Lord, how had she missed him when she’d come in?

Major Winter stuck out in the cramped ballroom like a hawk among pigeons. He wore quite the dashing blue-coated uniform, which bristled with gold braid, and a wide, bloodred sash around his trim waist. Her heart raced just to look at it.

And not only his uniform, either. His inky hair matched his inky boots, and though far from grizzled, his sun-browned skin made the other gentlemen look positively anemic. It hinted at days spent at sea, at battles on the Mediterranean. Oh, the adventures he must have had!

“Now that is a man,” Venetia remarked. “They do grow them tall and well built in America, don’t they? Even if his features are somewhat rough.”

True. The man’s jaw was a bit too angular and his nose a touch too narrow for handsome. And any English lord would ruthlessly pluck those thick, unruly eyebrows. But even if his appearance were changed, as long as the man wore that brooding scowl, he would continue to look “rough.”

And fascinating.

“He hasn’t yet asked a single lady to dance.” Mischief glinted in Venetia’s eyes. “But you’ll adore this—they say he travels with a veritable arsenal. If he keeps insulting the officers, he may even have to use it.”

“He insulted them?” Drat it, she’d missed everything by coming late.

“He told Lord Pomeroy that the Americans won their recent conflict with us because English officers are ‘more interested in promenades than pistols.’”

Amelia laughed. She could only imagine how the general had taken that pronouncement. Especially from a man like the major, who clearly saw this as enemy territory, even though the war had ended three years ago. As Major Winter sipped champagne, he scanned the ballroom with the barely leashed contempt of a spy doing reconnaissance.

“Is he married?” Amelia asked.

Venetia frowned. “Come to think of it, no one’s actually said.”

“I do hope he isn’t.” Amelia slid another glance his way. “He must be remarkably brave to face his old enemies in their own territory.”

“And he must have something more than deadwood under his kilt,” Venetia added, her Scottish burr faintly evident.

Amelia eyed her askance. “You’ve been reading the chapbook of harem tales again, haven’t you?”

“It’s quite informative.” Venetia lowered her voice to a whisper. “What do you think? Does the major have a ‘sword’ worth worshipping with one’s mouth?”

“Goodness, even I’m not shameless enough to speculate on the major’s ‘sword.’”

Venetia chuckled. “Your stepmother will be delighted to hear it.”

Amelia laughed. “Lord knows Dolly despairs of me enough as it is, poor thing. She hated being dragged across the world by her late husband, so she can’t understand why I would jump at the chance to travel.”

Her gaze drifted back to the major. The American marines were famous for battling the Barbary pirates in years past. Was he too young to have experienced that? Did she dare wangle an introduction to him to find out?

Lord Kirkwood glanced in her direction and murmured something to his cousin, who followed his gaze. It was the first time the American had looked her way, so she flashed him an inviting smile.

He didn’t return it. His eyes narrowed on her with a sudden predatory intensity, then drifted rather impudently down her gown of yellow Chinese silk with its Oriental red flounces. By the time they trailed back up to fix on her face, hot color was rising in her cheeks.

Goodness gracious, the man was bold. No Englishman had ever looked at her as if she stood there stark naked. How very intriguing. It sent a delicious chill right down her spine.

Then he ruined it with a curt nod and returned his gaze to his cousin.

Well! What was she to make of that?

“Where’s your stepmother tonight, anyway?” Venetia asked.

“She and Papa left for Torquay yesterday,” Amelia said absently. Now that Dolly was expecting her first child, Papa was determined to coddle her in the country. “They nearly made me go, too, but Mrs. Harris fortunately agreed to come to town and chaperone me while she’s not needed at the school.”

Amelia and Venetia had graduated from Mrs. Harris’s School for Young Ladies two years ago, and their schoolmistress still bore a strong affection for them—as they did for her. That’s why they rode out there monthly for tea and her “lessons for heiresses.” Not to mention the wealth of information she received regularly from her mysterious benefactor, “Cousin Michael.”

“Much as I adore Mrs. Harris,” Venetia said, “I wouldn’t want her for a chaperone. She’d never allow you a private moment with a gentleman.”

“What gentleman is Amelia having a private moment with?” a querulous voice asked behind them.

Amelia stifled a groan. It was Miss Sarah Linley, another schoolmate. Amelia had tried to like her, but Silly Sarah’s petulance and snobbery made even Amelia clench her teeth.

“Hello, Sarah.” She pasted a polite smile on her face. “We were just talking about the lack of eligible men here.”

“What lack?” Sarah said. “I see several. Lord Kirkwood, for example.”

“Who I hear is trying to marry a fortune,” Venetia pointed out.

Sarah twirled one of her golden ringlets about her finger. “And I have a fortune, don’t I?”

The banker’s daughter also had the exquisite features of a porcelain doll. A pity she had nothing resembling a brain.

“Lord Kirkwood would never show an interest in you, ” Venetia bit out, not bothering to hide her loathing. Thanks to Sarah’s frequent mentions of “those dirty Scots,” the two of them were always at daggers drawn.

“Ah, but he has already done so,” Sarah said, in a voice dripping condescension. Then she sighed dramatically. “Unfortunately, my parents disapprove. Papa calls Lord Kirkwood a ‘titled wastrel’ and wants me to marry some tea merchant with pots of money. They only let me attend tonight because the merchant was coming here, too. Me, married to a tea merchant! Can you imagine? When I could be Lady Kirkwood?”

“I’m sure the viscount is brokenhearted,” Venetia said sarcastically.

“Oh, the tale isn’t over yet.” Sarah flashed them a secretive smile.

Amelia knew better than to encourage her, but Venetia clearly couldn’t stand having Sarah know something she didn’t. “Really?” Venetia prodded.

Sarah leaned close. “Promise you won’t tell anyone?”

Venetia exchanged a glance with Amelia. “Certainly not.”

“He slipped me a letter at the last assembly declaring his intentions.”

Amelia barely disguised her shock. She’d thought Lord Kirkwood sensible, but if he would seriously contemplate marriage to Silly Sarah, he was clearly mad…or more desperate for funds than society realized.

“I wrote him a response, too.” Sarah assumed a tragic air. “But it’s likely to remain in my reticule forever. Mama watches the mail closely and has threatened to take away all my jewels if I even dance with Lord Kirkwood.” She glared across the room. “Still, he could manage a word with me if not for his awful cousin.”

Their gazes turned to the American major just as he exchanged words with two male guests. As tempers erupted, Lord Kirkwood stepped in to douse the flames.

Sarah sighed. “Every time his lordship heads toward me, his ruffian of a cousin annoys someone else. And it’s not as if I can just walk up and hand my note to him. Someone might see, and Papa will have my hide.”

“Give it to a servant then,” Venetia said dismissively.

“And if Mama notices? Or the servant tattles? My parents will probably lock me in my room or do something equally horrible.”

“You could leave it somewhere he’s sure to find it,” Amelia suggested. “Like his study.”

“Men are playing cards in there,” Sarah said, with a petulant frown.

“Then put the letter on his bed,” Amelia said. “Or better yet, his pillow. No servant would dare remove it until his master saw it.”

As Sarah stared at her aghast, Venetia added, eyes gleaming, “Yes, Sarah, why don’t you trot upstairs and put it on his bed?”

“Very funny,” Sarah said with a pout. “You both just want to see me get into trouble so you can have Lord Kirkwood for yourself.”

Amelia nearly retorted that Lord Kirkwood had approached her before he’d even thought of Sarah, but she couldn’t be that mean. “I’m only pointing out,” she said tersely, “that the house is small, and there are servant’s stairs. You could sneak up and do it before anyone even noticed you were gone.”

“If it’s so easy, why don’t you do it?” Sarah snapped. “You’re the one who craves adventure.”

Amelia started to retort, then paused. She did like a good adventure. The stealth of it, the sheer excitement of sneaking about…why not do it? Not for Sarah, of course, but just to see if she could get away with it.

It wasn’t as if anything else exciting would happen tonight. Besides, the major’s room was probably up there, too—she might even get a glimpse of the “arsenal” Venetia had mentioned.

“All right,” Amelia said. “I’ll take the letter up myself.”

Sarah looked surprised, but Venetia scowled. “Don’t be absurd. You can’t go into the man’s bedchamber.”

“It’s the best way to make sure he reads Sarah’s letter.”

“It’s the best way to be ruined if anyone sees you,” Venetia snapped. “Might as well walk over and hand him the letter, for pity’s sake. The gossips would tear you apart either way.”

“If Amelia wants to help me,” Sarah protested, “why shouldn’t she?”

“Because she’ll get herself caught, you little fool.”

“If I get caught, I’ll play dumb,” Amelia said. “I’ll bat my eyelashes and pretend to be a flibbertigibbet wandering the house in search of the retiring room.”

“The flibbertigibbet act won’t work with everyone,” Venetia warned.

“Then I’ll be sure not to get caught.” Amelia turned to Sarah. “Give me the letter.” Sarah slipped it out of her reticule and into Amelia’s hand.

Ignoring Venetia’s continuing protests, Amelia shoved the envelope into her own reticule, then hurried off toward the hallway. All right, so this wasn’t exactly the sort of wildly exotic adventure she dreamed of, but it was better than nothing. Now if she could just reach the door to the back stairs without being seen…

She was in luck. The stairway was next to the retiring room, so it was easy to choose one door over the other when no one was watching. Upstairs, her luck continued, for the floor with the bedchambers was deserted.

But which room was his lordship’s? Listening for approaching servants, she opened doors in rapid succession, dismissing the one smelling of rosewater as belonging to the Dowager Viscountess, and the second as belonging to the lady’s maid. Just as Amelia opened one across the hall, voices came from the stairs. With her blood thundering in her ears, she slipped inside the room and closed the door.

As someone passed by out in the hall, she glanced about her. This room was certainly a man’s. A pair of polished boots sat at the foot of the bed, and a sword belt with an oddly shaped sword in its scabbard hung from a chair’s post. Lord Kirkwood’s sword would be kept in a cabinet downstairs, so this must be…

Major Winter’s room.

A forbidden thrill tingled along her skin. This was her chance to see his arsenal. And find out more about him—where he’d been, where he was going.

Whether he was married.

As excitement spiked her blood, she crept over to examine his shaving stand. Like most military men, he was scrupulously neat, his brushes and comb kept quite clean. The same was true of his orderly dressing table. She found no jewelry, but did discover a wicked-looking ivory-handled dagger tucked in the single drawer.

A peek inside the hanging wardrobe revealed clothing that was well made but not dandyish, serviceable gloves and boots, and two well-worn beaver hats. She found more of his arsenal, too—a locked pistol case, another dagger, and even a rifle, for goodness sake. But nothing to show whether he had a wife, drat it.

Then she spotted the opened letters on the writing table. She hesitated, her blood running high. Did she dare? It would be going rather far, wouldn’t it?

Oh, but that was the reason she should do it. No adventure was without risk.

Hurrying over, she peered down at the topmost sheet. The letter from the Navy Board to the American consul gave Major Lucas Winter permission to view the Deptford shipyards. Interesting, but not terribly informative. She thumbed through the others. More boring correspondence, no wifely letters.

Then she reached the bottom sheet, which contained a curious list of names with comments scrawled beside them. “Mrs. Dorothy Taylor” was annotated with a series of French addresses, a date, and a terse description. “Miss Dorothy Jackson” had no description, but the French addresses and mention of a brother. “Mrs. Dorothy Winthrop”—goodness, the man had a penchant for Dorothys—had only a date and one address, along with a reference to her American husband.

The last name was underlined twice: “Mrs. Dorothy Smith.” Amelia froze. Before Dolly had married Papa, her name had been Dolly—Dorothy—Smith. Amelia swallowed. It meant nothing. There must be a hundred Dorothy Smiths in London alone.

But as she scanned the comments beside Mrs. Dorothy Smith, her heart sank:



270 Rue de la Sonne, Paris


May have had companion in Rouen in Nov. 1815?


Departed Calais for Plymouth alone on Feb. 1816


Fair-skinned, green eyes, reddish hair, short




Amelia stared blankly at the paper. The description certainly fit Dolly. And Dolly had visited both Paris and Rouen before arriving in Plymouth in 1816, when Papa had swept her off her feet and married her. “May have had a companion”—of course she’d had a companion. Her now deceased merchant husband.

But why would Major Winter be interested in Dolly? Clearly her name was what triggered his interest, so he probably hadn’t known her personally.

Turning the sheet over, she found more chilling notes:



Dorothy Frier alias Dorothy Smith?


Times match when Frier fled US to escape capture




Dolly? Trying to “escape capture”? By whom? And why? The word alias sounded perfectly criminal. Did Major Winter’s involvement mean that the American government was part of it, too?

Perhaps the Dorothy whom Major Winter sought had been a British spy. But the war was over—who cared about spies now? Anyway, it couldn’t be timid Dolly, who flinched when people argued, who bent over backward to please Amelia and Papa, who’d been eager to marry Papa and give him full use of her fortune when she could easily have married a rich—

A sick apprehension settled in her belly. What if Dolly had come by her fortune dishonestly?

When Amelia’s widowed father had met Dolly in Plymouth, the two had fallen in love almost instantly. Dolly had been so sad, so delicate, that Amelia’s big, gruff Papa had wanted nothing more than to protect her. And who wouldn’t? Dolly was a sweet-natured darling.

But it was Dolly’s fortune that changed their lives. Dolly’s money had paid for Mrs. Harris’s expensive school. Dolly’s money had provided Amelia’s dowry and come out in London. And Dolly’s money had allowed Papa to bring the estate into good working order after their years of frugality.

Amelia searched the papers, hoping for other information, but found none. What now? Dolly had never mentioned the name Frier, but then, she’d said little about her past. Could Dolly have had another sort of life? Dolly did enjoy card playing—could she have been a gambler? Or the wife of a gambler or a card cheat?

No, it was absurd. Dolly would never participate in any sort of criminal scheme. She lacked the temperament for it. She couldn’t even deny Amelia the smallest request, and she cried over the deaths of goldfish, for goodness sake. The idea of her doing something criminal was ludicrous. That her recent life mirrored this other Dorothy Smith’s was merely a horrible chain of coincidences.

But the major wouldn’t think so. She could tell he was the sort to be a thorough investigator. Indeed, he might already know about Dolly. It would explain why he’d stared at Amelia in the ballroom.

So how long before the major traveled down to Devon and spoke to Papa? Or tried to haul Dolly off to America for something she was surely innocent of?

Amelia had to warn her, but how? And about what? She didn’t know what he was after—it might be nothing. She wasn’t even sure he’d connected Dorothy Smith with Dolly. And upsetting Dolly in her delicate condition was out of the question. Besides, wouldn’t it be better to find out why the man was there first?

A pop nearby made her jump. It was only a log in the fireplace, but still…she had to escape. The room had taken on a distinctly threatening cast, with its boldly displayed sword and hidden weapons and ominous notes hinting at treachery. If the major caught her here, no telling what he’d do.

She carefully restored his papers to the way she’d found them, then hurried out the door. Thank goodness the hall was deserted. She still had to deliver Sarah’s letter, a task she now wanted to be rid of as swiftly as possible.

As she hastened toward the only remaining bedroom, she retrieved Sarah’s letter from her reticule. But she couldn’t get it closed again, which was why she didn’t notice until too late that someone had ascended the stairs.

“What the hell are you doing up here?” snapped an unfamiliar male voice with a distinctive accent.

She nearly had heart failure. Thrusting the letter and her reticule behind her back, she jerked her head up, only to come face-to-face with the one man she should avoid.

Major Lucas Winter.








Chapter Two






Dear Charlotte,


A little high spirits never hurt anyone. Nonetheless I shall be happy to advise you, and if trouble does attend you, I stand ready to aid you both. Do try to give me ample notice, however. I shall need time to prepare for any escapes from Newgate.


Your faithful servant,


Michael




Lucas watched as the blood drained from the young woman’s face. Good. A fearful Englishwoman was a truthful one. When he’d come up to grab his dagger, he hadn’t expected to stumble across the stepdaughter of the woman he was investigating. Clearly enemies lurked in more than just the ballroom downstairs full of redcoats. And this particular enemy was hiding something behind her back.

“Well?” he demanded. “Tell me why you’re outside my room.”

A sudden change came over her face, and she fluttered her eyelashes at him. “Your room? I don’t even know who you are. I was looking for the retiring room.”

He snorted. “In the family quarters on the second floor? Try another tale. That one won’t wash.”

Although she was even prettier up close than in the ballroom, her pout showed her to be the kind of spoiled female he hated. “Really, sir, I don’t know why you make such a fuss. How was I to know the family rooms were here? I’ll just go downstairs—”

“First show me what’s behind your back,” he demanded.

“You mean my reticule?” she said, a bit too quickly, and held it out.

“And in the other hand?”

“Nothing to concern you,” she snapped. The shift from petulant young miss to lofty lady of rank made his eyes narrow, and she immediately softened her tone. “It’s private.”

Stepping forward, he took her by the arm. “Maybe we should just continue this downstairs.”

“No!” She jerked her arm from his grip, and something fell to the floor. As she reached for it, he stepped on it. Her head snapped up to meet his gaze, her eyes blazing. “Remove your foot at once!”

Had the lady actually stolen papers from his room? Swiftly, he picked up what he’d pinned under his boot. A sealed letter addressed to “Lord Kirkwood.” Hellfire and damnation. One look at her blushing cheeks told him what that meant—though Kirkwood hadn’t mentioned the girl having a liking for him.

Damn her for sneaking about where she shouldn’t. Now that he’d insulted and embarrassed her, he’d never get the truth out of her.

He gritted his teeth. Better change tacks. He held out the letter. “I believe this is yours, ma’am.”

She took it from him with a sniff. “I told you it was private.”

“A soldier’s bound to think the worst when a woman’s prowling about by herself. In America, a female sneaking about a soldier’s quarters is generally up to nothing good. Or nothing respectable, anyway.”

Her fiery blush deepened. “Is that your idea of an apology?”

Damn. He couldn’t say the right thing tonight to save his life. “Of course not.” He forced civility into his voice. “I beg your pardon, ma’am. I’ll tell my cousin you tried to protect his privacy.”

“Lord Kirkwood is your cousin?” she said, with wide-eyed innocence.

“I should introduce myself. I’m Major Lucas Winter.”

“I’m Lady Amelia Plume.” She flashed him another pretty smile, the kind that could get a man into trouble.

But not him—not until he confirmed that she wasn’t sunk up to that pretty smile in her stepmother’s affairs. “If you want,” he said tersely, “I’ll deliver your letter to my cousin myself. It’s the least I can do.”

“Oh, no, you’ve already done your least,” she quipped, waving the battered letter before him. “I think it would be safer if I just do what I came up here to do and put it in his room myself. Before you shoot it for ‘lurking about.’”

Her clever remarks were strangely at odds with the silly filly she’d appeared to be earlier. But then, her kind—wealthy and well connected—was like that, flighty and fickle. He should know; he’d been raised by her kind.

The reminder darkened his humor. “Don’t worry, Lady Amelia, a little dirt on your letter won’t affect my cousin’s interest in your fortune.”

“It isn’t my correspondence, but a friend’s,” she protested.

“Right.” He opened the door to his cousin’s room with a flourish. “Go on then—deliver your ‘friend’s’ letter. I’ll wait here while you do.”

By standing in the doorway he forced her to walk past him to enter, and he caught a whiff of her perfumed hair. It reminded him of something. Honeysuckle. Like the soap all the ladies seemed to favor in the town where he’d grown up in Virginia, before his father had moved them to Baltimore.

The faint scent of home made him want to howl his frustration. He’d been hunting Theodore and Dorothy Frier for over two long years. When other marines had returned home to enjoy the peace, he’d had neither a home nor peace. And now, thanks to the Friers, he’d been forced back to the country he loathed. It was one more thing he’d hold them accountable for, once he brought them to ground.

Lady Amelia returned to the doorway, and he moved aside so she could exit and close the door herself. He didn’t want to smell her scent again, to be reminded of all he’d lost…or to notice how damned attractive she was.

To his irritation, instead of running off right away, she faced him. “Thank you for letting me complete my task. And I’d appreciate it, sir, if you would not…That is, if anyone were to know that I—”

“You want me to keep this little encounter between us.”

Eyes the color of rich chocolate met his. “That would be lovely, thank you.”

So the lady wanted a favor, did she? He could use that. “Don’t be too quick to thank me, ma’am. I’ll expect something in return.”

She tensed. “Oh?”

Asking his questions right out would arouse her suspicions, and he didn’t want her alerting her stepmother. But she’d handed him a way to get closer to her so he could investigate more discreetly. “I want a waltz from you.”

“A-A waltz?”

“The man takes the lady’s hand in his, puts his other hand—”

“I know what a waltz is,” she said dryly.

“Then I want one in exchange for my silence.”

She blinked, then flashed him a flirtatious smile. “Why, Major, you aren’t trying to blackmail me, are you?”

The flirting put him on his guard. “That about sums it up.”

“It’s not very nice of you.”

“I’m a soldier, ma’am, not a courtier. I use whatever’s at hand to get what I want.” He let his gaze trail down her. “And what I want tonight is a waltz.”

Coyly, she lowered her eyes. “When you put it like that, how can I refuse?”

She turned, and her gown, weighted by its flounces, clung to her backside, outlining her curves before settling into place. He tensed. When was the last time he’d bedded a woman? Paris, probably. But that French whore’s heavily rouged cheeks and unwashed body bore no resemblance to the silky attractions of the perfumed creature undulating down the hall before him.

He couldn’t tear his eyes away. God have mercy, she had a walk that would heat a man’s blood to boiling. He’d noticed it even in the ballroom.

Before he could douse the fire in his veins, she turned to cast him a smile so blazing it lit up her whole face. “Just so you’ll know, Major Winter, I would have danced with you without the blackmail.” Then she sashayed to the back stairs and disappeared.

For a second, all he could do was stare after her. What a little tease! First his cousin, then him. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she was after something—

He scowled. Damnation, maybe she’d been inside his room after all.

Swiftly he entered it and examined everything. He scanned the surfaces, searched the carpet for stray threads, even sniffed the air. Nothing looked out of place. Even his papers sat exactly where he’d left them. Though he thought he smelled honeysuckle, he couldn’t be sure, with so many bowls of flowers lying around. Kirkwood’s servants must think he was a damned Prissy Pantaloons, like their English masters.

Still, he doubted a society female would come in here. Lady Amelia might be bold enough to leave a letter on a suitor’s pillow, but she’d never search a stranger’s room. Hell, unless she knew his real reason for coming to England—and she couldn’t—she’d never even think to look. If she knew how to think at all.

She was just a flirt. Good, he’d use that, too. If she wanted entertainment, he’d happily oblige her. How better to get information from the little lady?

If he could manage a flirtation when he was so on edge. Damned redcoats—they always did this to him. The war might be over, but they still plagued him.

Fine. Let them come at him. And in case they did…

He found his dagger in the drawer. He should have carried the damned thing with him in the first place.

Hiding it inside his wide sash where it made a reassuringly firm bulge, he headed out and down the stairs. Before he reached the bottom, two drunken redcoats approached.

He tensed. “Gentlemen,” he said with a tight nod.

He continued down, but they blocked his path. As the old anger settled hard in his belly, he felt instinctively for his dagger. Steady, man, they’re only young fools in their cups. But that didn’t quell the clamor in his gut.

One of them nudged the other. “Will you look who it is—one of them American savages who fled at Bladensburg while we burned their puny capital to the ground.”

It was the wrong battle to mention. The American militia had run from the British, but not the Marine Guard.

“You’re mistaken, sir.” Lucas fought to restrain his temper. “I’m one of the savages who stood firm with Commodore Barney.” He couldn’t suppress a sneer. “Not that you green lads would know that—you were probably cowering in a barracks somewhere.”

He knew he’d struck a nerve when both men flushed to their ears.

“Now if you’ll excuse me…” He shouldered past them.

One man grabbed his right arm. “See here, you insolent Yankee—”

With instincts honed from years in battle, Lucas whipped out his dagger with his left hand to press it to the man’s ribs. “Unless you want a blade in the gut, boy, you’d best let go.”

The other soldier lunged at him drunkenly, but Lucas crossed his right arm over his left to grab the man by the throat. “Go ahead: two to one odds are nothing to me.” He squeezed until the man began to choke. “All I need is a reason.”

He didn’t even need that. Fueled by the sight of redcoats, a dark haze filled his vision, whirling him back to an airless tunnel and the screams of—

“Major Winter!” came a sharp voice beyond them. “Release those men!”

It took a second for the haze to lift and another for Lucas to remember where he was. Then he saw Kirkwood hurrying up the hall, alarm in his face.

Smothering his remaining rage, Lucas smiled coldly. “Certainly, cousin.” He let go of the one man’s throat, but had to force himself to sheathe his dagger. His breath came fast and hard, parching his throat. “I was just explaining some things. But we understand each other now, don’t we, boys?”

The one he’d held by the throat fell to his knees gasping. The other fellow gaped at him. “You’re mad, you are!”

Lucas regarded him with contempt. “See that you remember it.”

Stiffening, the man growled. “Someone should teach you some manners.”

Lucas laid his hand on the dagger’s hilt. “I’d be happy to oblige anytime—”

“Enough, both of you,” Kirkwood said, sounding harried. He turned to the soldier. “Go on with you, before I tell my mother you accosted our guest.”

Sullenly the man relented. As he weaved down the hall, Kirkwood glanced at the gasping soldier on the floor and called for a servant to bring water. While the servant attended the man, Kirkwood motioned to Lucas to follow him into his study.

As soon as they’d entered, Kirkwood shut the door. “Good God, Winter, are you trying to get yourself killed?”

Lucas went to pour himself brandy from the decanter on Kirkwood’s desk. “Trust me, those two asses could hardly walk, much less kill anybody.”

“True, they’re better known for their prowess at the tables than in battle. But that wouldn’t stop them from trying.”

“And dying,” Lucas said calmly, though his hands had begun to shake so hard he could barely clasp the brandy glass. Now that the blood rush of battle was subsiding, it alarmed him how close he’d come to killing them. That was not why he was in England.

He forced his glass to his lips and drank deeply, needing the burn to bring him back from a distant hell. What a cruel joke—having his quest take him to the one place he couldn’t stand to be, the one place he couldn’t be easy.

Kirkwood gazed at him warily. “I should have discouraged you from wearing your uniform tonight, but with the war having ended so long ago, I foolishly believed you gentlemen would have put it behind you by now.”

“I can’t speak for your soldier friends,” Lucas snapped, “but I have a bit of trouble letting bygones be bygones. What was done to me and my men was beyond the rules of war and common human decency.”

“I realize that,” Kirkwood bit out. “And if I’d known Mother meant to invite so many officers, I would have nipped it in the bud. But a number of them have sisters who are heiresses, and she hoped to coax the females here—”

“She’s determined to marry you off, isn’t she?” Lucas said, desperate to get off the subject of English officers, desperate to forget how close he’d come to murder. Kirkwood had once helped Lucas at great cost and trouble to himself, but some matters they would never agree on.

His cousin wasn’t to be put off. “It doesn’t serve your purpose to make enemies here. No one will talk to you about Lady Tovey if you keep causing trouble.”

Lucas swallowed more brandy. “They’re not going to talk to me about Lady Tovey regardless. Because I’m not one of them, and my father was in ‘trade.’”

“Whatever the reason, your behavior hampers your investigation.”

With a grim smile, Lucas thought of Lady Amelia. “Not necessarily.”

Kirkwood stared at him. “What’s happened? Have you learned something?”

“I will once I claim my waltz with Lady Amelia.”

“Someone introduced you to her?”

“Not exactly.” Lucas watched his cousin’s face carefully. “I caught her upstairs with a letter for you.”

Kirkwood’s surprise looked genuine. “For me? Are you sure?”

“Your name was on the envelope, and she put it on your pillow.”

He seemed vaguely shocked. “I can’t imagine why.”

“There’s nothing between you?”

“I expressed interest once, but she rebuffed it. Lady Amelia is choosy. She came to the marriage mart late, and doesn’t seem to mind if she leaves it late.”

Interesting. Choosy wasn’t a word he’d have used for the lady, with her flirting smile and swinging hips. “Why did she come late?”

“How should I know? But she had her first season only after her father married.”

Maybe because she hadn’t had the money for it before? No, her father was a damned earl, for God’s sake. Kirkwood needed money, yet continued to live at a level far beyond the average American. Lack of money might have nothing to do with Lady Amelia’s late entry into society.

“Lady Amelia must have changed her mind about you,” he told his cousin. “I watched her put that letter on your pillow myself.”

Kirkwood shook his head. “Frankly, I’m astonished. According to Miss Linley, the woman has repeatedly said she isn’t certain she even wants to marry.”

“Miss Linley?”

“One of Lady Amelia’s former classmates from Mrs. Harris’s very prestigious School for Young Ladies. Privately, we call it Mrs. Harris’s School for Heiresses. Taken together, the families of her students probably own half of England.” He gave a wan smile. “Tonight Mother invited every female who’d ever graduated from there. Most of them accepted.”

“Don’t they care that you’re after their money?” Lucas asked, incredulous. He would never understand this English marriage barter system. Though Americans had it, too, most considered it undemocratic, which was why the high-class ones tried to disguise it.

“Some of the ladies care, but they attend anyway to meet other gentlemen. Other ladies are willing to make the bargain. Like Miss Linley, who has a fortune, but craves the position I can offer. Or at least I think she does—she hasn’t answered my letter.” His eyes narrowed. “Could Lady Amelia have been delivering a letter for Miss Linley?”

“Lady Amelia did claim she was doing it for a friend.”

“Ah.” He turned for the door. “Perhaps I should take a look—”

Lucas stopped him. “Not yet. I need you to introduce me officially to Lady Amelia. She agreed to a waltz, and I mean to claim it.”

“How did you get her to agree to a waltz?”

“I put the fear of God into her.”

Kirkwood scowled. “I hope you didn’t draw your dagger on her, too.”

“Of course not,” Lucas said irritably. “I can handle women like her.”

“If you say so.” Kirkwood walked to the door. “Come on then, I’ll introduce you. But try not to offend the chit, will you? Her friends are all gossipy as the very devil, and I still have to marry one of them.”

Setting down his glass, Lucas followed his cousin. “Surely a man of your intelligence and connections can do something else to get money.”

Kirkwood opened the door. “Not at my rank and not in England. Here, an eldest son has obligations. I have two sisters and a younger brother. If I marry an heiress, they’re taken care of. If I don’t…” He sighed as he ushered Lucas through the door.

Poor bastard. Though Kirkwood might not mind a wife who was about as useful as a ship’s masthead, Lucas couldn’t imagine using marriage to support his family. If he ever got around to finding a wife, he would be the one putting food on the table, not her.

Thankfully, the hall was deserted as they headed for the ballroom. “What if you can’t get anything out of Lady Amelia?” his cousin asked.

“Don’t worry, I will.” How hard could it be to get a frivolous flirt to reveal what he needed to know?

“Why not ride down to Devon and confront her stepmother?”

“If Lady Tovey is Dorothy Frier, then the minute some American soldier shows up at her husband’s estate asking to speak to her, she’ll smell a rat. She’s liable to alert Theodore Frier or run off before I can get past her butler. And this time, they’ll make sure I never find them.”

“Only if she’s really who you think she is. If you’re right about her, then she’s a bigamist, for God’s sake.”

“Assuming that she and Frier were legally married in the first place. It may have been a common law marriage. Clearly she got tired of being dragged from pillar to post by him, because I lost his trail after they separated in France. And how better to hide from the authorities than to marry a titled lord like Tovey?”

“Yes, but—”

“If she’s not who I’m looking for, then why did she have Tovey carry her off to the country the minute your mother started telling her friends about her visiting American cousin? She decided not to take any chances, that’s why. You said that she prefers the country; what else would a woman hiding from the law prefer?”

“So she sent her stepdaughter to my mother’s ball to be accosted by you?” Kirkwood asked skeptically.

“Look here,” Lucas said, growing exasperated, “I don’t know how the woman’s mind works. All I know is that Lady Tovey is the only lead I have left. I’m not going to risk alarming her or having her warn Frier until I’m sure I have the right woman.” He glared at Kirkwood. “Why all the questions? Do you have some problem with introducing me to that flighty wench, Lady Amelia?”

Kirkwood arched one eyebrow. “If you’re going to call her a ‘wench,’ I do. She’s not a bloody taproom maid, you know, whom you can bully into—”

“Fine,” Lucas growled, “I’ll claim my waltz without an introduction.” He walked away from his cousin.

“Stop, damn you!” Kirkwood called out irritably behind him. As Lucas halted, he came up alongside him. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it, for God’s sake. I just want to be sure you behave like a gentleman. Might you at least attempt to be circumspect and polite?”

“I’ll be the soul of discretion,” he drawled.

“Why don’t I find that reassuring?” Kirkwood sighed. “Perhaps luck will shine on us, and you’ll learn what you need to know in one encounter.”

“I hope so. Because the quicker I finish this, the quicker I go home to Baltimore—far away from all you damned English.”








Chapter Three






Dear Cousin,


Although I hope Newgate isn’t in my future, I would trust no one but you to break me out. Now for a more serious matter: Should I encourage Miss Linley to marry Lord Kirkwood despite his lack of fortune? She needs a husband of intelligence to make up for her lack of it, and I fear that her parents’ choice, Mr. Chambers, would indulge her silliness even more than they do.


Your always inquisitive relation,


Charlotte




Amelia paced the retiring room, her pulse wildly clamoring. Major Winter had given her quite a fright. Goodness! She wanted adventure—not heart failure!

Not that she cared about adventure if it meant Dolly was in trouble. But was she? Just because the major made a lot of notes about a woman with a similar name didn’t necessarily mean anything. It certainly didn’t mean he knew of Amelia’s connection to a Dorothy Smith.

She had to find out what he did know, and that meant more encounters with him. Amelia wiped her clammy hands on her skirts. She could do this. She’d handled that disaster in the hall well. Never mind that she’d had to behave like a silly flirt; at least she’d fooled him. Or he wouldn’t have asked for a waltz.

I’m a soldier, ma’am, not a courtier. I use whatever’s at hand to get what I want. And what I want tonight is a waltz.

Lord, but the man made blackmail sound enticing.

But beneath his seductive, slow-as-honey drawl was an iron will. He wasn’t some simpering lordling she could control with a smile here and a sharp word there—he was a seasoned officer of obvious intelligence. How would a true lady adventurer persuade him to divulge his secrets?

Her flibbertigibbet act might work: men said things to a stupid girl they’d never say to a clever one. But she needed something more to distract him.

A slew of scandalous fantasies born of reading the harem tales swirled through her head. She frowned. Not that. She wanted adventure, not ruin. Still, he had responded to her flirting. And even a suspicious marine might let something slip when a pretty woman turned his head.

A little trill of excitement rippled over her, and she squelched it ruthlessly. What was the matter with her? Yes, the man exuded the most intoxicating air of danger, but until she knew if Dolly was in trouble, she dared not let that sway her.

Heading toward the door of the retiring room, she stopped at the mirror to fluff her curls and pinch her pale cheeks. When Major Winter came for his waltz, she would play the wide-eyed miss to perfection, full of innocent remarks and teasing smiles meant to lull him into revealing everything.

She sailed out the door in a spirit of bold bravado. Then nearly lost her nerve when she spotted the major himself standing with Lord Kirkwood and her chaperone.

Her pulse broke into a gallop. Some lady adventurer she was. At this rate, she’d never find out what she needed to know.

Forget that this concerns Dolly. You’re a spy on a mission. The American has secrets you must uncover for the good of your country.

Her pulse settled. That was better.

Their host glanced her way as she neared the group. “Ah, Lady Amelia, we were just asking Mrs. Harris about you. I’d like to introduce my cousin.”

“Of course.” As the sounds of a quadrille wafted out to her, she forced a smile to her face. The waltz was next. Goodness gracious.

Lord Kirkwood swiftly performed the introductions. When he mentioned that Amelia’s stepmother was American, she had to suppress a groan, but the major merely smiled in response. Then he asked for the waltz in a perfectly appropriate manner. If she hadn’t known he might be investigating Dolly, she would have been flattered.

For a moment, she feared that Mrs. Harris, a petite thirtyish woman with incongruously flaming hair, might protest, since the major hadn’t exactly made the best impression. The widow did seem to regard both Lord Kirkwood and Major Winter with some wariness. But thankfully she only said, “Enjoy yourself, my dear,” and flipped open her fan.

As the major led her into the crowded ballroom, Amelia felt his gaze bore into her. “Is Mrs. Harris your relation?” he asked.

“No. My schoolmistress.”

“I thought young ladies were generally chaperoned by family.”

Did he mean anything by that? She couldn’t tell. “Yes, but my parents aren’t in town right now.” She watched for his reaction.

He showed no sign of concern or surprise, just polite curiosity. “Oh?”

“Papa and Dolly left for the country today—”

“Dolly? The American stepmother Kirkwood mentioned?”

Drat it, if he hadn’t known before of her connection to someone named Dorothy, he did now. What should she say? He could easily find out the truth, and if he caught her lying about something that simple, it might rouse his suspicions. “Yes.”

“I reckon Dolly’s short for Dorothy.” He led her to the floor.

She faced him with a bright smile. “We’ve always called her Dolly. I believe that’s actually her Christian name. In England plenty of women are named Dolly, you know, and it isn’t short for Dorothy at all. Why, only last week—”

The waltz began, cutting off her babbling. Thank goodness. At this rate, he’d guess what she was about long before she learned anything from him.

As he took her hand and laid his other on her waist, she forced herself to relax. Spies acted their roles with unruffled efficiency. They didn’t babble.

Then he swept her into the waltz, and she focused on the dancing instead of her nervousness. But that only made it worse. Because now she was aware of him as more than just an investigator. Unlike the other men she’d met, he attracted her. His shoulder flexed beneath her fingers, his hand rode her waist intimately, and he smelled of brandy and steel, if that were possible.

The critics were right—the waltz was too intimate, especially here beneath the romantic glow of argand lamps, with Lady Kirkwood’s roses scenting the air and the tiny orchestra filling the room with the most exquisitely sensual—

“Why did your family go to the country without you?”

Thankfully, the question jerked her out of her silly, girlish thoughts. Then she realized that while his question was perfectly understandable, his tone was almost too casual.

She made her own tone match his. “They didn’t want to ruin my fun by forcing me to leave town in the middle of the season. But Papa felt it best that Dolly spend her confinement at our estate.”

He looked surprised. “Confinement?”

“Do Americans not practice such a thing?” she said with a look of wide-eyed innocence. “In England, when a lady is enceinte —”

“I know what confinement is.” He took several deep breaths as if trying to calm himself. “I just didn’t realize that you English retire to the country for it.”

“Dolly’s in fragile health.”

“I see,” He sounded skeptical. “Is it their first child?”

“Yes.” Fearing any other truths he might elicit, she changed the subject. “You dance well, Major Winter.” Actually, he danced like a soldier, masterfully taking control of every step. No one would ever have trouble following his lead.

“You sound surprised,” he said. “Did you think Americans don’t dance?”

Remember, be a silly flirt.“Of course not. But I am surprised a big, strong soldier like you ever bothered to spend time waltzing.” She ran her hand over his powerful shoulder provocatively, then leaned close enough in the turn to give him a glimpse of her bosom. Men always seemed to like that.

His gaze dipped unerringly to her chest and stuck there. “I’ve navigated a few ballrooms in my day,” he drawled.

His bold gaze thrilled her. Her skin tingled beneath her gown, as if she’d exposed far more than the swells of her breasts, and she could scarcely keep her breathing steady, not to mention her steps.

She dearly wished he’d stop looking at her as if she were naked. Aside from the annoying furor it roused in her blood, it made it awfully hard for her to concentrate on the task at hand.

Only after he brought his gaze back up to lock with hers was she able to think what to say. She flashed him a smile. “I heard you were more interested in pistols than in promenades.”

He eyed her closely. “Upstairs, you acted as if you didn’t know who I was.”

Drat it, she’d slipped up again. “I hadn’t connected you with the man everyone’s been gossiping about. Not until you introduced yourself.”

“Ah.” His wary expression didn’t abate. His eyes searched her face from beneath incredibly long, sooty lashes. “What other gossip did you hear about me?”

“Not much. No one seems to know anything.” She cast him a coy glance. “Speculation has run high. Everyone wonders why a man who so clearly dislikes the English would be in England visiting his cousin.”

He scowled. “What makes you think I dislike the English?”

“Come now, Major Winter, you’re less than cordial to the gentlemen, and you haven’t danced with any of the ladies—”

“Because I had nothing to blackmail them with. Not because they’re English.” The smile he flashed her would have sent her pulse into a tizzy…if his eyes hadn’t remained as wintry as his name.

“So your stay in England is just a social visit.” Just to provoke him, she added, “And you wore your dress uniform to a ball bristling with English officers because you thought it would help you make friends?”

A muscle worked in his jaw as he whirled her into a turn with surprising competence. “All right, I admit it. I’m not just visiting my cousin. I’m here consulting with the British about the treaty they’re brokering with Algeria.”

Her heart sank. He hadn’t mentioned looking for a Dorothy Frier or Smith, which meant his investigation was secret. That couldn’t be good.

She probed further. “But why you ? You’re not a diplomat.”

“I’ve had plenty of experience dealing with the Barbary pirates.”

Her pulse leaped. “You were with Lieutenant Decatur at Tripoli?” she blurted out.

His eyes narrowed. “You know about that?”

Drat her quick tongue. But why did he have to mention the one subject she found utterly fascinating?

Oh well, a flibbertigibbet could have a passion for pirates, couldn’t she? “Everyone knows about Tripoli,” she said lightly. “The newspapers covered it extensively, you know.”

“But you couldn’t have been more than a girl when it happened.”

“A very bored girl in a very dull town. So I read the papers.” She’d kept clippings of every engagement of the Americans against the Barbary pirates.

Tossing her head girlishly, she added, “If there’d been any decent shops, I wouldn’t have resorted to such tedium, but a girl can only embroider so long.” She fluttered her lashes. “And what girl isn’t swept away by tales of corsairs?”

“Ruthless corsairs who kidnap men, women, and children for money. Have you any idea—” He broke off with a sneer. “No, of course you don’t. You think corsairs are a subject for entertainment.”

“Try living in Torquay for weeks on end with only a brooding father for company,” she said petulantly, “and see what entertains you .”

“What about your stepmother? Wasn’t she around then?”

She tensed. Tread carefully.

“Dolly and Papa didn’t marry until a few years ago.” Should she say more? Might he then reveal why he was interested? Or what if she told him the wrong information? His reaction might tell her if it was her own Dolly he sought.

She shot him a vacant smile. “They met right in Devon. England was Dolly’s last stop after her tour of the Continent, and her ship from Italy—”

“Italy?” he broke in, clearly surprised.

As a horrible fear settled in her belly, she forced her tone to sound breezy. “Florence, if I remember right. She visited all sorts of places after her American husband died—Spain and Italy—”

“During the war?” he interrupted, both eyebrows raised.

Drat it, she wasn’t good at this lying business. She could hardly admit Dolly had come to England after the war, for the timing would coincide too neatly with the dates he had for Dorothy Smith leaving France. “Oh. No…that is, she was in Italy at the end of the war, but before that…well, I could be wrong about Spain. It might have been Greece. I’m not sure.” She shrugged. “I can never keep all those foreign countries straight, can you?”

He gritted his teeth. “It’s my job to keep them straight.”

“Oh, of course.” She made herself giggle. “Do you travel a great deal? You must have been to Tripoli at least if you have experience with Barbary pirates.” She cut her eyes up at him in what she hoped was a teasing glance. “Unless, of course, you were a pirate yourself.”

She could well imagine him as a corsair, black hair tossed by the wind, a shining gold loop dangling from one ear, bare chest—

Stop that. You’re trying to determine if he really is here to help with some treaty.

“I wasn’t at Tripoli with Decatur—I’d only just been commissioned as a midshipman. But I was with O’Bannon at Tripoli the next year, marching across the desert to Derna.”

He’d accompanied the valiant O’Bannon? She couldn’t believe it! She was dancing with a man who’d actually been inside the fort at Derna, who might have freed slaves and even entered a harem—

Drat him, none of that mattered. And he was probably lying anyway. “You’d have been only a boy.”

“Someone of seventeen is more a man than a boy.”

She didn’t have to feign her surprise. “But now you’d be—”

“Really old,” he said dryly. “Almost thirty.”

“You don’t look thirty.”

“Ah, but I am,” he said, in an amused rumble of a voice that resonated through her body more seductively than the music of the waltz. “And if you don’t believe I was at Derna, I can give you details.”

Her curiosity warred with her prudence. Curiosity won out. “Like what?”

“We were four hundred strong—Arab cavalry, Greeks, mercenaries, and a handful of American navy and marines. It took us fifty days to cross the desert. The khamsin winds whipped the sand into storms that blotted out the sun even at midday. When we ran out of food, the Arabs butchered some pack camels, and that’s what we ate until we reached our supply ships waiting at the coast near Derna.”

“You ate a camel?” she said, fascinated.

He shrugged. “Had to. We were half-starved.”

“Yet you and your companions still subdued the fort and forced the town to surrender in less than two hours,” she said in a breathless rush.

That brought him up short. He cocked one brow. “You certainly paid close attention to what you read in the papers, didn’t you?”

She blinked. There she went again. “Oh, yes, I paid attention to it all,” she said blithely. “Especially the part about the marzipan sword.”

His gaze turned contemptuous again. “You mean the mameluke sword.”

“Mameluke?” She cast him a vacant glance, though she had to bite her tongue to keep from asking if it was the strange sword in his room. “They didn’t give you Americans marzipan treats shaped like a sword?”

“No, it was an actual sword.” Then he added in a patronizing tone, “It has a blade and everything. If you like, I can show you mine sometime.”

She wanted to slap him for his condescension…and kiss him for offering to show her the sword. The rascal certainly knew how to tempt a lady adventurer. “You carry it around with you?” She tried not to sound too excited. “Do you expect to have to subdue the enemy by force?”

His gaze drifted to her lips, and his voice turned husky. “If that’s what it takes.”

Her breathing quickened, and her stomach went all trembly. “Are we still talking about swords, Major?”

“Absolutely,” he drawled. Something intoxicating flickered in the inky depths of his eyes. “What else would I speak of to a well-bred young Englishwoman?”

The words leaped from her lips before she could stop them. “Your wife, perhaps?”That was certainly something a flirtatious flibbertigibbet would say. And she merely asked as part of her investigation. That’s all. Truly.

He blinked. “I’m not married.”

She ignored the errant thrill that coursed through her. “Thirty is old to be still unmarried, isn’t it?”

“I’ve been kind of busy the past ten years, ma’am. I was too young for a wife before the war with England, and during it, I didn’t have time for courtship.”

“But the war has long been over. What have you been doing since then?”

His gaze grew shuttered. “Diplomatic missions.” The waltz was ending, so he led her from the floor.

“Where?” she prodded, hoping he’d reveal his real purpose. “Somewhere you couldn’t find a wife? It seems to me—” She broke off as she spotted a gentleman pushing his way through the crowd toward them. “Oh, no, he’s here.”

Thoughts of eliciting information vanished in the wake of her need for self-preservation. “Pardon me.” She released his arm. “I have to go.”

He hurried after her as she swept toward the nearest glass door that led out onto the gallery. “Go where?”

“Away from the marquess,” she hissed. “And please don’t follow me. You’re hard to miss, Major Winter; you’ll lead him right to me.”

Thankfully, he heeded her request. Once outside, she peered back through the door. Major Winter had vanished, but the Marquess of Pomeroy had halted to scan the area. When his sharp blue eyes fixed on the glass doors, she jumped back.

Spotting a nearby pillar, she slid behind it. She fixed her gaze on the crack between the pillar and the wall, through which she could just see the glass doors.

“What did I miss?” came a voice at her elbow.

She nearly jumped two feet. Whirling to find the major standing there, she cried, “You beast! You gave me the most horrid fright! What are you doing?”

“Joining you. I came through another door.” His eyes gleamed at her. “Too bad you couldn’t find a pillar to hide behind upstairs, or you could have—”

“Shh,” she hissed.

Just in time, too, for they both heard the glass door opening. She tensed as a voice called out, “Lady Amelia?”

Her gaze shot to Major Winter. As if to protect her, he edged closer. A smile touched her lips. It was rather thrilling, hiding out here with the major.

A long silence ensued, during which she envisioned Lord Pomeroy surveying the gallery with his supercilious stare. When she heard the click of his heels on the stone, she flattened herself against the cold marble, struggling to keep her breathing quiet.

That was no small feat with the major standing inches away. His hand had found her waist, and he stroked it silkily, enticingly. She swallowed hard.

His gaze fixed on her throat, and again there was that delicious flicker in his eyes. But Lord Pomeroy’s muttered curse broke the moment. As Amelia held her breath, the footsteps receded, and the door closed.

“Do you mind telling me what that was about?” Major Winter asked.

“I don’t wish to speak to Lord Pompous…I mean, Pomeroy,” she breathed, worried that the man might come out again and find them.

“I guessed that much. Who is he?”

“The man you met earlier, the one to whom you made the comment about promenades and pistols.”

“General Paxton?”

“Try calling him that instead of Lord Pomeroy, and he’ll bite your head off.”

“I did. Call him that.” The moon illuminated the major’s lips as they quirked up in a wry smile. “And he did bite my head off. Self-important old goat, isn’t he?”

She cast him a chastening glance. “We English consider him a war hero for routing Boney. That’s why the prince honored him with the title of marquess.”

“Then why are you hiding behind pillars to avoid him?”

She sighed. “He wants to marry me, curse him. Me and my fortune.”

“Doesn’t he have his own?”

“Not really. They gave him lands and the title, but he has to maintain it.”

His gaze probed hers. “And you don’t want to marry a fortune hunter.”

His hand still rested on her waist. She knew she should move away, but she couldn’t bring herself to do so. “Who does?”

He leaned his forearm against the pillar, his expression calculating. “I guess that means I don’t have a chance with you.”

“Don’t you have money?”

“I did once.” His voice now held an icy edge. “But it vanished years ago.”

“You should have been more careful,” she said lightly, though her blood pounded in her ears. Had his money “vanished” because of Dolly?

Anger flashed in his eyes. “Care had nothing to do with it.” Dropping his hand from her waist, he pivoted on his heel and marched off.

She followed him down the gallery. She had to know more, which meant not antagonizing him. “You have other advantages that make up for your lack of fortune, Major Winter.”

“Do I?” he growled.

She slanted her gaze up at him. “What woman could resist a handsome, strapping marine like you, who’s had such exciting adventures? Hearing your tales would keep a woman entertained when other duller husbands would not.”

He paused to regard her with obvious skepticism. “And you would marry a man because he’d had adventures?”

“Certainly! It would be great fun.” With a flirtatious smile, she continued down the gallery. “Especially if my husband took me on adventures, too.”

“So why not marry General…Lord Pomeroy?”

“He’s old, for goodness sake!” she said in her best flighty manner.

“Well then, why not one of the other English officers?”

“Most of them only want my fortune to fund their retirement.” Sadly enough, that was true. “And the few adventurous officers either don’t want wives or are already married.” She turned to him with a pout. “Even the married ones expect their wives to stay home like good little girls and never see the world, while they sail to the West Indies and beyond.”

“Trust me, Lady Amelia, you wouldn’t enjoy seeing the world if it meant spending your days in a cramped ship’s cabin or long hours on a camel’s back.”

“Oh, what’s it like to ride a camel? Can they run like horses, or is it more like a trot? Do they really go for hours without water?”

He stared at her. “Camels are smelly and dirty and cantankerous. You wouldn’t like riding one. You certainly wouldn’t like eating one.”

Goodness, she was giving herself away again. “Of course not,” she said primly. “I imagine camel meat is rather tough.”

“Tough and stringy. Not food for a lady.” He shifted his gaze to the gardens below. “I suppose you got this interest in adventure from your stepmother.”

He kept turning the conversation back to Dolly. He must suspect her somehow. Walking over to the gallery rail, she stared down into the bushes to hide her agitation. “Why do you say that?”

He came up to lean against the rail beside her. “I’m sure she told you all about her own travels in France and—”

“Not France, Major Winter.” Her blood pounded in her ears. “It was Spain, remember?”

“Right, during the war. I forgot.” He searched her face. “You must be very close to your stepmother if you adopted her love of travel.”

“I can’t imagine what you mean,” she hedged. He must be after her Dolly. Until she knew why, she didn’t know how to answer his questions safely. She had to get him off the subject.

“I gather she and your father haven’t been married long, yet you seem to share her interests. How long have they been married, anyway?”

“Major Winter,” she said, desperate to change the subject, “are you going to just stand there babbling about my relations? Or are you going to kiss me?”

He frowned. “Beg pardon?”

Turn his head, she reminded herself. Away from Dolly.

Her heart thundering wildly, she walked her fingers up the gold braid of his coat. “When a man follows a young lady onto a gallery and talks to her of suitors and such, he generally has something other than conversation in mind. We’re alone, and the stars are out. You couldn’t ask for a better opportunity.” She tugged his hand to her waist.

He didn’t remove it and dragged in a sharp breath. “How old are you?”

“Nearly twenty-one.”

“Too young for me,” he said hoarsely.

“Nonsense. Lord Kirkwood is your age, and Lord Pomeroy is over fifty. It didn’t stop either of them from pursuing me.” She lowered her eyelashes in what she hoped was a provocative manner. “Of course, if you find me unattractive—”

“No man in his right mind would find you unattractive,” he ground out. “But that doesn’t mean I’m fool enough to kiss you.”

Some insane and reckless instinct possessed her. “Then I’ll have to kiss you. ”








Chapter Four






Dear Charlotte,


You and I are in perfect agreement. The spoiled Miss Linley needs a husband with a firm hand. Besides, Mr. Chambers secretly frequents the sort of establishment no gentleman should visit, which shows a definite lack of character.


Your opinionated cousin,


Michael




Every muscle in Lucas’s body went as taut as a full sail. God have mercy. The flirt actually rose up on tiptoe to press her lips to his. Hell, she was young enough to be…well, at least a younger sister.

But she didn’t kiss like a younger sister, that was for damned sure. She had the most tempting lips he’d ever tasted. Not to mention her pretty little treat of a body that made him want to run his hands over every inch.

Before he even got the chance to enjoy himself, however, she broke the kiss, drawing back with a knowing smile.

His temper flared. She was just like her countrymen, baiting and tormenting him, thinking she could escape unscathed because he was a crass American and she was the highfalutin English. But she’d been the one to start this, and she was damned well going to finish it.

He snared her around the waist and dragged her against him. “If that’s your idea of a kiss, it’s no wonder you crave adventure.” Seizing her chin, he growled, “This, Lady Amelia, is a kiss.” Then he covered her mouth with his.

Although she froze, she didn’t fight him, so he took advantage. He moved his lips on hers, testing, tasting, enjoying. Then, splaying his fingers over her silk-clad back, he thrust his tongue inside—

She jerked back, but didn’t pull out of his embrace, just stared up at him with those luminous, chocolate-hued eyes. “What are you doing?”

“Kissing you.”

She colored. “Yes, but you…that is…your—”

“That’s how we savage Americans kiss.” Her reaction irritated him. Given her flirting, she had to know what he was doing. “But I suppose you don’t like a plain soldier daring to kiss you with his whole mouth.”

“I-I didn’t say that,” she protested.

“Good. Then you won’t mind if I continue where I left off.”

Without giving her a chance to resist, he kissed her again. He didn’t know which drove him harder—her obvious shock at his insolence or the fact that she’d meant only to tease him—but he wasn’t letting some lofty English lady get the better of him. Not tonight, not when his blood still ran hot and furious after his encounter with the soldiers.

He took her mouth as insolently as any marauding army, half-expecting her to fight off the attack with the same ferocity. To his shock, she not only refused to fight, but when he probed between her lips, she even let him in.

Hellfire and damnation. It was like sinking into warm molasses—silky-smooth and so damned sweet it twisted his anger into something more dangerous. Intoxicated, he plunged his tongue deeply inside her mouth, then again and again. With every thrust, she melted a little more until she was as soft as freshly churned butter in his arms.

It would drive any hot-blooded soldier crazy. What luscious lips she had, tender as a Virginia peach. And the honeysuckle smell of her was so like home that for a second he forgot she was English, forgot whose stepdaughter she was. He just wanted more. A lot more. He wanted to conquer her, consume her.

When she looped her arms about his neck, crushing her soft breasts against his chest, he took it for an invitation and let his hands roam…up her back, then down over her shapely hips, then up along her ribs until his thumbs brushed the undersides of her—

“We must stop this,” she drew back to murmur, her face flushed and her breath coming quickly. “Someone will soon notice that we’re both gone from the ballroom, and if anyone catches us here together, I’ll be called ‘fast’ or worse.”

His mind struggled to assimilate her words. Then he scowled. “That’s the price you pay for adventure, darlin’,” he rasped, fighting the powerful urge to throw her over his shoulder and carry her down into the bushes.

She didn’t seem to realize she skirted the near side of danger, for she cast him a cold glance. “You wouldn’t be so flippant if you knew the price they’d try to make you pay if we were caught together.”

“Flippant is a hell of a long way from what I feel just now.”

Though her expression warmed, she tried to leave his arms. But he wasn’t ready to release her. What she’d said had sunk in, and he wanted answers.

“Exactly what price do you think ‘they’ would try to make me pay?” he asked as he fought to rein in his reckless lust.

“Marriage, of course. A gentlemen isn’t supposed to kiss an unmarried lady unless he’s courting her. And you aren’t, are you?”

The words “hell, no,” rose to his lips, but he caught himself. He had let himself get carried away by her honeyed mouth, but he wasn’t there to annoy some slip of an Englishwoman. He was there for justice. Which he couldn’t get without dealing with her.

And how better to deal with her than to court her? Courtship was the perfect disguise for his purpose. If he played his cards right, she might even bring him home to meet her parents.

Lowering his gaze to her reddened lips, he said, “I could be.”

She blinked. “Could be what?”

“Courting you.”

It was perfectly safe. Kirkwood had already said the lady wasn’t interested in marrying, and she’d as much as admitted it herself. Besides, she wouldn’t want anything to do with him after he apprehended her stepmother and Theodore Frier—which he meant to do once he was sure he had the right woman.

She watched him uneasily. “You ‘could be’ courting me? After one kiss?”

He lifted his hand to cup her cheek, running his thumb over her sultry lower lip. “More than one kiss. And sometimes that’s all it takes.”

“Really?” Her voice was oddly brittle. “I thought you were here on business.”

“Business?” he said warily.

“The treaty with the Algerians.”

“Oh. Right.” It was at least partly true. His superiors had agreed that it would provide him with a suitable cover while he tracked down the Friers. “Doesn’t mean I can’t look for a wife while I’m going about my business.”

He thought he saw anger flash in her eyes, but then it was gone. He must have imagined it—why would she be angry? Females like her collected suitors like so many jewels. She wouldn’t care if one more hung around.

“So now you’re looking for a wife.” She slid her hands down to his waist, then froze as she felt his dagger. “What’s this?” She thrust her hand inside his sash, then pulled out the knife and held it up with an arch glance. “Do you always carry a dagger when you’re courting?”

“Do you always check your suitors for weapons?” he countered, snatching it from her and shoving it back in his sash.

She hesitated, then cast him a smile more in keeping with the flighty flirt she’d seemed earlier than the woman he’d just been kissing. “Of course not, you silly man. It was accidental.” She wagged her finger at him. “But this is exactly the problem with your courting me. You don’t know the rules.”

“What rules?” he clipped out, annoyed by her abrupt change in personality.

This time when she pushed him away, he let go.

“Of proper English society.” She flashed him a teasing smile. “In England, arming oneself for a ball is considered terribly rude, Major.”

“Lucas,” he said tightly, bothered by her silly propriety after those hot kisses. “Call me Lucas. It’s my Christian name.”

She lowered her lashes demurely. “We aren’t engaged yet, sir. And we aren’t likely to be if you continue to flout the rules of proper society.”

To hell with the rules of proper society. He just wanted the chance to find out what he needed to know.

Then again…

“You could teach me not to. Flout the rules, I mean.” Yes, that would work. He couldn’t continue his investigation if she wouldn’t see him because of his “rude” behavior. “You could give me society lessons.” Unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice, he added, “Make me worthy to be your suitor.”

An oddly calculating gleam appeared in her eyes. “That’s a brilliant idea.”

He sure hoped so. “Who can teach me better than you?” The one woman who might lead him to Dorothy Frier, and from there to Theodore Frier.

“Who indeed?” She fluttered her lashes at him. “Although I’m not sure it’s worth my effort, when plenty of other gentlemen court me who already know the rules of English society.”

He gritted his teeth. If she thought to make him beg for the “privilege” of courting her, she was in for a surprise. But he did have something she wanted. “Ah, but none of those other fellows can feed you the tales of adventure you crave.”

She stared at him. “You have a point.”

“I can even give you adventures of your own, if you want.”

Her gaze grew steely. “What sort of adventures? Your kisses?”

His blood ran high. That would certainly make up for his having to endure “society lessons.” “If that’s what you want, darlin’.”

Her expression turned coy. “We’ll see. If you prove yourself ‘worthy’ to be my suitor, then perhaps a few of those adventures might be in order.”

So the little tease meant to practice her wiles on him, did she? Fine, let her practice all she wants. “Then we have a bargain. You give me society lessons, and I give you adventures. Of whatever kind you want.”

She hesitated, then flashed him an arch smile. “Very well. Feel free to call on me at Papa’s town house. Lord Kirkwood can give you the direction.” She glanced back toward the glass doors. “Now I’d best go in before someone comes looking for me.”

When she walked off, he started to follow. She stopped short. “We can’t enter together or people will assume—”

“That we were out here doing something we shouldn’t?”

“Exactly.” She gazed back at him from beneath seductively lowered lashes. “And let this be your first lesson: no one ever lets on to other people that they’ve been doing something they shouldn’t.”

“In that case—” He brushed his hand down the back of her dress.

She leaped away with a blush. “What are you doing?”

“There’s dirt from the railing on your gown. And if you don’t want anybody knowing what we were doing…”

“Oh.” She dusted off her gown. “In future, you really should tell me what to do, not take it upon yourself.”

“All right. Next time I’ll let you touch your own backside.” Her shapely, fits-perfectly-in-a-man’s-


hands backside.

A laugh bubbled out of her. “And you certainly shouldn’t say the word ‘backside’ in society.”

He bristled at the instruction. “You’d rather I said ‘ass’?”

She cast him a reproachful glance. “You’re not supposed to refer to any part of a person’s body at all.”

“So I can’t offer to give you a hand? Or take your arm? Or lend you an ear?”

“You know very well what I mean, you silly man.”

“Don’t be too sure. According to you English, I’m a savage.”

“Even savages can learn to behave.”

“If that’s what they want.”

She raised one eyebrow. “I thought you did.”

He forced a smile. “As long as you don’t try to turn me into one of your fancy milk-fed gentlemen.”

“Oh, I doubt there’s any danger of that,” she said, in a voice that could only be called sarcastic. But just as he wondered about that glimpse of another side to her, she gave him an inane little wave, and added, “I hope to see you sometime soon…Lucas. I can’t wait until our next adventure.”

Then she sashayed down the gallery with her hips swinging, leaving him to stare after her with blood afire. Oh, he’d give the little flirt an adventure all right. Just let him alone with her somewhere he could lay her down and—

He cursed under his breath. Don’t be a fool. This “courtship” was meant to elicit information, nothing more. Let her tease and bat her eyelashes. While she played at taming the American savage, he’d be interrogating her, not making love to her. Because no matter what, he meant to get answers.


 


As Amelia entered the ballroom, her inane smile turned into a scowl. Court her, indeed! The scoundrel meant to use a courtship to find out what he needed to know about Dolly. And probably even wangle an invitation to the estate.

Impossible though it seemed, Dolly was the focus of his investigation. He’d asked too many pointed questions, had tried to trip Amelia up too often.

Not to mention this scurrilous courtship. The cad would pretend to court a woman just to get what he wanted? How dare he?

Well, two could play that game. While he tried to kiss her into giving him information, she’d tease him into revealing why he was after Dolly. His foolish suspicions couldn’t possibly be based on anything substantial. And she’d prove it, even if she had to play the flirty flibbertigibbet until she batted her eyelashes off.

“Have you been outside all this time?” came a familiar female voice at her elbow.

She started, then faced her chaperone. “Yes. I needed to clear my head.”

Mrs. Harris looked more concerned than disapproving. “He didn’t bother you, did he?”

Her heart pounded. “Who?”

“Lord Pomeroy. I saw him go out after you, but before I could intervene, he was back inside. So I figured you’d dealt with him sufficiently on your own.”

“Oh.” She smiled in relief. “Actually, I hid. He never even saw me.”

Mrs. Harris let out a breath. “Thank heaven. I would have felt very remiss as a chaperone if he’d laid one hand on you. But I didn’t realize you’d stayed out there. Someone engaged me in conversation, and by the time it was done—” She broke off, her gaze fixing on something to the left of Amelia.

Amelia turned to see Lucas enter the ballroom just one door over from where she had come in. Oh no.

Catching their eyes on him, he nodded and went on, leaving Amelia to face Mrs. Harris. Even as her chaperone’s sharp blue gaze swung to her, she said hastily, “It’s not what you think.”

“You were with him? On the gallery, alone?”

“Yes, but we were only talking. He came out to make sure Lord Pomeroy didn’t bother me.”

“Did he, now?” She eyed Amelia closely. “Be careful, my dear. When a man of Major Winter’s age—”

“He’s no older than you,” she protested.

“That’s quite a bit older than you. Not to mention he’s merely a soldier, and you’re an heiress.”

“So he must be after my fortune, right?”

Mrs. Harris hesitated. “Possibly.”

Amelia tensed. Should she confess everything she’d discovered in the major’s room?

Probably not. Conscious of her duty to her charge, Mrs. Harris might try to pack her off to the country. Amelia didn’t want to alarm Dolly unnecessarily—or cause Papa to regard his wife with suspicion. Best that she keep this knowledge to herself until she knew more.

“I seriously doubt Major Winter is interested in my fortune,” Amelia said.

“Why not? We know little about him beyond his connection to Lord Kirkwood. We don’t know his family background or his income—”

“All of which would be good to know, wouldn’t it?” Yes, such knowledge might help her figure out why Lucas was after Dolly.

“You’re interested in him?” Mrs. Harris asked.

“You might say that.”

Mrs. Harris’s heavy sigh made her brazen red curls shake. “I’m not entirely surprised. He is the sort of man who would appeal to you.” Her voice grew brittle. “He’s of the right age to be worldly without being old. He wears a dashing uniform and lives a dashing life and is exactly what every young girl thinks she wants. Until she gets it.”

Amelia lifted an eyebrow. “Are we still talking about the major?”

Mrs. Harris blinked, then chuckled. “Forgive me, my dear. I do tend to let my own experience color my perceptions, don’t I?”

“Occasionally, yes,” Amelia said, with a smile.

Not that she blamed Mrs. Harris. A baron’s daughter, the woman had eloped in her youth with a reckless cavalry officer, who’d run through every pound of her inheritance within two years of their marriage. Fortunately, he’d possessed the good sense to die in a duel, leaving Mrs. Harris free to resume her life. But the widow had been understandably cautious about men ever since, both for herself and her charges.

Mrs. Harris stared across the room to where Lucas helped himself to some punch. “So you like the American major, do you?”

“I like his tales about fighting Barbary pirates. I like his exciting profession.” She liked his kisses, which were every bit as enthralling as those in the harem tales. Like the one where the corsair captured an English widow and kissed her so deeply and passionately that—

She groaned. Drat Lucas for using his corsair’s kisses against her. She mustn’t think about them. They were merely part of his strategy, the tactics of a scoundrel—nothing more. Easily forgotten.

Like a comet in the night sky was forgotten. Or an eclipse of the sun. Or the Thames freezing over when she was sixteen.

She scowled. Curse the man for not meaning his kisses. “Whether I like him will depend on what I can learn about him.” She fixed her gaze on Lucas’s strong, broad back and smiled grimly. “As a certain wise woman I know always says, ‘information is more valuable than gold.’”

“Nice to see that some of my instructions took root,” Mrs. Harris said.

“Don’t worry, they all did.” She tore her gaze from her adversary. “And I know just the person we should consult about Major Winter.”

“Cousin Michael?” Mrs. Harris said.

“Oh. I hadn’t thought of him, but yes, you should certainly write him. I was thinking of Lady Kirkwood. Who better to reveal his secrets than the man’s own relations?”

“If she’ll tell us,” Mrs. Harris pointed out.

Amelia smiled. “She wants an heiress for her son, doesn’t she? Valuable information can travel both ways.”

Mrs. Harris gave a reluctant chuckle. “You are more devious than I gave you credit for.”

“I learned from a master.” With an impish grin, Amelia squeezed her chaperone’s hand. “Come on. Let me watch you work.”

Though Mrs. Harris rolled her eyes, she went with Amelia to seek out Lady Kirkwood.

Fortunately, they found the Dowager Viscountess standing alone by the orchestra. As they approached, Lady Kirkwood smiled cautiously. “Mrs. Harris. How good to see you.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Harris answered. “Amelia and I want to ask about your relation, Major Winter.”

“I’m not sure what I can tell you. Our families aren’t close.”

“A pity,” Amelia broke in. “My dear friend Sarah Linley said you’d be the perfect one to ask.”

Lady Kirkwood thawed considerably. “Ah yes, Miss Linley. A lovely girl.”

Mrs. Harris pressed the advantage. “And very admiring of your son, I hear.”

If anyone knew how the game was played, it was Lady Kirkwood. “He certainly admires her greatly as well.” She touched a hand to her silver hair. “I do hope you’ll tell her that I said as much.”

“Of course,” Amelia said smoothly. “She’ll be delighted to hear it.” Ecstatic, more like. “Now, about Major Winter—”

“Ah, yes. My cousin.” Lady Kirkwood leaned closer. “Distant cousin, I should say. His mother is descended from the fourth Viscount Kirkwood.”

“And what about his father?” Mrs. Harris asked.

“Why do you wish to know?” Lady Kirkwood countered.

“Major Winter has shown an interest in Lady Amelia.”

Amelia held her breath, praying that Lady Kirkwood didn’t know about the overtures her son had made to Amelia a year ago. Otherwise, their questions could be awkward.

Apparently she didn’t, for she smiled. “Has he? I confess I’m surprised. Not that Lady Amelia isn’t a lovely young woman, perfectly capable of attracting any young man, but…” She sighed. “Major Winter doesn’t really like the English. He’s rather vocal about it.”

“I suppose the war brought about this prejudice of his,” Mrs. Harris said.

Lady Kirkwood shook her head. “It’s more than that, though I don’t know the whole of it. My son David knows, but he won’t say. Something happened when Major Winter was in England right after the end of the war—”

“He’s been in England before?” Amelia broke in.

“Yes. I’m not sure why. I assume it had to do with the peace treaty. I do know David helped him with his passage to America.”

How very strange. What would an American be doing in England so soon after the war? Could he have been a spy? Connected to Dolly?

That made no sense. Lord Kirkwood would never have aided a spy. Besides, back then Dolly hadn’t reached England yet, and Lucas clearly hadn’t even known which “Dorothy” she was until recently.

“Well, regardless of how he feels about other English ladies,” Mrs. Harris said, “he’s shown a clear partiality for my charge. I was hoping you might tell me something of his family and prospects.”

“What little I know.” Lady Kirkwood cast them a thin smile. “I can tell you this. Though his mother was from one of the finest families in Richmond, Virginia, his father was a common sailor. Apparently the father was personable enough to turn heads, which is how he enticed the mother into marrying him.”

“So how did the major gain a commission?” Amelia asked. “Through his mother’s family?”

“Not exactly. Though I believe Major Winter grew up poor—sailors in America aren’t paid any better than sailors here—the family later came into money. The father quit the navy when Major Winter was a boy to start a munitions company. He invented some special cannon for ships that made him rich. By the time Major Winter was sixteen, his father had the connections to gain his son a commission in the American Marine Guard.”

Mrs. Harris looked pleased. “Is he the only son, then? Or at least the eldest?”

“The only son, fortunately.” Lady Kirkwood’s voice turned contemptuous. “If he were the eldest, he’d have to share the estate with his siblings. Those mad Americans actually allow all the children to inherit. It’s unconscionable. How can families remain strong when they parcel out their assets?”

Amelia bit back a retort. Personally, she’d always found the English system rather unfair to daughters and younger sons.

“So he’ll inherit his father’s company,” Mrs. Harris said.

“He already has. His parents died three years ago, while he was abroad.”

The bald statement hit Amelia like a blow. Lucas’s parents had died in his absence? How awful!

“Poor man,” Mrs. Harris said with a tsk of sympathy. “I suppose he’s been forced to take over the running of his father’s business concern as well. Is that why he’s here? Something to do with the munitions company?”

“No, no…he’s here about some treaty. He’s still in the Marine Guard.” Lady Kirkwood seemed a little confused. “I suppose he has someone who manages Baltimore Maritime for him. Yes, I’m sure that’s right.”

Amelia was still fixed on the incredible sadness of Lucas’s losing his parents when he was only…what…twenty-seven? He couldn’t have been more than that if it had been only three years ago—

Three years ago. A chill shook Amelia. Wasn’t that when Dolly had left America for Canada? “Both of his parents died at the same time?” Amelia asked shakily, afraid to even consider the horrible possibility that rose in her mind.

“Yes.” A sudden shutter came down over Lady Kirkwood’s face. “I don’t know all the details, but it was very tragic.” And clearly her ladyship had just reached the limit of her willingness to reveal secrets.

Still, Amelia had to know one thing. “They weren’t murdered, were they?”

“Murdered!” Lady Kirkwood snorted. “Of course not. Those Americans are rough, but I’m sure they don’t go about murdering perfectly respectable people.”

“Forgive Lady Amelia,” Mrs. Harris put in hastily. “She has a wild imagination.”

“I should say so. Murdered, indeed.” Lady Kirkwood drew herself up. “If you’ll excuse me, I have other guests to attend to.”

As soon as the woman had stalked off, Mrs. Harris whirled on her. “What on earth was that all about? Murdered? Really, Amelia—”

“I’m sorry. You know me—always dramatic.”

Amelia could barely hide her relief. Thank goodness Lucas didn’t suspect Dolly of involvement with his parents’ deaths. That would be awful.

Mrs. Harris searched her face, but dropped the matter. “At least now you can be sure that Major Winter is not a fortune-hunter.”

“Yes.” But he’d said something on the gallery about losing all his money. Had that been a lie, or did Lady Kirkwood simply not know? And did it have anything to do with Dolly? Probably not, or surely he wouldn’t have mentioned it to Amelia in the first place.

Mrs. Harris eyed her consideringly. “You don’t look terribly reassured.”

“A woman should always be cautious. Before I become involved with Major Winter, I have to assess how serious his intentions might be. And behave accordingly.”

“A wise course of action, my dear.” Mrs. Harris smiled broadly.

What an understatement. Lucas Winter’s calculating kisses were clearly meant only to distract her from his secretive investigation.

And before this was all over, she meant to make him pay for that.








Chapter Five






Dear Cousin,


What shocking news about Mr. Chambers! I should never have guessed. He has such a sweet face. Wherever do you learn these things? And what do your sources say about Lord Kirkwood’s cousin, Major Lucas Winter? He has shown an interest in Lady Amelia, which concerns me. He does not have a sweet face.


Your always grateful friend,


Charlotte




The lamp in the tunnel went out. Footsteps stamped on the floors above, covering Lucas’s own shouts. He couldn’t be heard, couldn’t see…it was so dark in the tunnel, so damned dark and cold.

On hands and knees he scrabbled along the damp dirt to the shaft, only to look up and find the entrance blocked by its heavy stone. He climbed up to shove at it, but it didn’t budge. And he couldn’t make himself heard over the noise.

Then musket shots, half-muffled by the stone. The redcoats were firing, damn it!

Screams sounded above him, terrible cries of dying men, his men. This shouldn’t happen! The redcoats had no right to fire, none at all! He bloodied his hands pounding the stone, but it did him no good. His men were being murdered above him…

The cold seeped into his bones, making him shiver in his thin rags. The foul air clogged his throat, and he began breathing heavily. How much air did he have? How long could he last before it ran out?

He tried to think, but the screaming went on and on—

Lucas shot up in bed, drenched in a cold sweat, his heart clamoring so loud in his ears that it took a while to remember that he was safe now. He wasn’t huddled half-naked and starving in the lightless tunnel, waiting to die.

He’d just kicked off the covers with his thrashing, that’s all. And since he wore only his drawers to sleep in, he’d gotten cold. Everything was fine.

Fine. Right. Throwing his legs over the side of the bed, he sat there gulping air, struggling to still his frantically beating heart.

As his pulse slowed, he dragged the coverlet around him, then rose to go to the window, where the faint wash of light on the horizon signaled approaching dawn. Greedily, he drank it in to banish his lingering ghosts.

Damned nightmares. He hadn’t had one in months, not since he’d been closeted belowdecks on his passage from Canada to France. That horrific voyage made him fear that he’d never again be able to spend weeks at sea. A marine who started gasping for breath the second he went below was useless to his ship.

But the dreams had ended in France, and he’d started to hope…

He pounded his fist on the sill. It only took seeing the redcoats at a ball to bring the nightmares back. Christ, he couldn’t wait to leave this damned country.

He took one last look at the brightening sky, then raked his fingers through his tangled hair. Turning to the washbasin, he poured icy water in it to splash on his face. Judging from the dead embers in the fireplace, the servants would be slipping in soon to light the fires.

No point in trying to return to sleep. He was too agitated, too on edge. What he needed was to work off his tension with a round of swordplay, or a hard ride or a frenzied bout of lovemaking…

Damnation, where had that come from?

But he knew: Amelia. Pretty, flirty, infuriating Amelia. Who wanted to ride a camel and had a luscious honey of a mouth that stirred needs he’d suppressed for month upon lonely month. Too bad she was English and the stepdaughter of a criminal’s wife, because just the thought of losing himself in that silky body—

He snorted. As if that frivolous female, who wouldn’t even let him court her without “society lessons,” would take him into her bed. She claimed to want “adventures,” but she’d probably faint if she ever got one.

He stared into the mirror at his face, shadowed by morning whiskers and drawn from lack of sleep. Hell, she’d probably faint if she got near him right now. And since he meant to call on her this morning…

He shaved and dressed with care. Never mind that the flirt only put up with his “courtship” because she was bored—he needed information. And if that meant he had to look halfway civilized and dance to her tune, then he’d do it, by God, even if he had to grit his teeth the whole time.

An hour later, he headed down to the dining room. He was surprised to find his cousin already there.

“Kind of early for you, isn’t it?” Lucas strode to the sideboard, where the servants had laid out cold bread, cheese, and fruit just for him. “I thought none of you ate breakfast until after ten.”

“I haven’t been to bed yet,” Kirkwood mumbled.

Lucas surveyed his cousin, who was hunched over a cup of hot tea. Sure enough, Kirkwood still wore his evening clothes. “Balls go late here, do they?” He finished piling food on his plate, then took a seat at the table opposite his cousin.

“It ended at three. But I went out to my club afterward. I just got home.”

“That explains it. I didn’t wait until the end. Went to bed as soon as Lady Amelia left at midnight.”

“I noticed.”

His cousin’s acid tone put Lucas on his guard.

“I also noticed Lady Amelia and her chaperone speaking to my mother.” Kirkwood settled his redrimmed gaze on Lucas. “They seem to think that you’re seeking a wife. And that you’ve fixed your hopes on Lady Amelia.”

Stifling his irritation, Lucas poured himself some tea from the pot in the center of the table. “You know women. They think what they want.”

“Not all women. Not Mrs. Harris, for example. And not without reason.” He glared at Lucas. “What did you do? I noticed that both you and Lady Amelia vanished from the ballroom for a while, and I have to wonder—”

“Go to bed,” Lucas growled. “Before you start fooling with things that don’t concern you.”

“Take care, Winter. You may be a guest in my home, but—”

“—you’re the only one allowed to court a woman for the wrong reasons, right?” When his cousin bristled, he added, “It’s a flirtation, nothing more. And don’t be thinking I started it, because I didn’t. She did. So if the flighty female has a hankering to flirt with an American savage, I’m sure not going to stop her.” He scowled at Kirkwood. “And neither are you.”

But his cousin’s expression had softened. “Flighty female? Lady Amelia?”

“Don’t worry about me taking advantage of that featherbrain.” He rolled a slice of bread around a hunk of cheese and took a bite. “I swear, every time Amelia calls me ‘a big, strapping soldier’ and bats her eyelashes, I want to throttle her.”

When his cousin made a choking sound, Lucas glanced up to see Kirkwood fighting a laugh, his eyes overly bright.

“What?” Lucas asked.

“You are speaking of Lady Amelia, right? The Earl of Tovey’s daughter?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“No reason.” Laughter sputtered out of Kirkwood. “I’m merely trying to envision the woman calling you a ‘strapping soldier’ and batting her eyelashes.”

Lucas scowled. “You think I’m lying?”

“No, of course not,” his cousin said, managing an even expression, which he then ruined by breaking into laughter.

“I’m not an ogre, you know.”

“Absolutely not,” Kirkwood responded in a suitably sober tone.

“Women do find me attractive,” Lucas grumbled. “They do flirt with me.”

“Even featherbrains like Lady Amelia.” Amusement danced in his cousin’s eyes.

“Sure. Why not?”

Kirkwood held his hands up in mock surrender. “Why not indeed?” He rose. “I think I’ll head off to bed and leave you to your plotting.”

“Wait.” Lucas picked up his tea. “I need directions to Lady Amelia’s.”

Kirkwood halted in the doorway. “So that’s why you’re looking so dapper. You plan to call on the ‘flighty female.’”

“In a few hours.” Lucas said. “I want to give her and Mrs. Harris a chance to have breakfast. Besides, I need to polish my sword before I leave.” He leaned back in his chair. “I promised to show Lady Amelia my mameluke sword.” He snorted. “She thinks it’s made of marzipan.”

Kirkwood laughed heartily. “Does she indeed?”

“I tell you, I don’t know how you put up with these silly English heiresses.”

“It’s a trial.” His eyes gleamed with renewed humor. “Better not take too long with that sword. You don’t want to pay your call too late.”

“You’re right. I should catch them before they leave to go shopping, or whatever they do all day. I’ll just give the sword a quick wipe.”

“Or go on over and let the lady polish it herself,” Kirkwood joked. “That’ll teach her to think it’s made of marzipan.”

Lucas flashed on a vision of the flirt rubbing his sword, and a whole different image came to his mind. “Trust me, if I thought Lady Amelia would polish my ‘sword,’ I’d be over there right now.”

His cousin blinked, then scowled. “You know perfectly well I didn’t mean that how it sounded. A gentleman shouldn’t even think such things about a lady, much less say them.”

“Good thing I’m not a gentleman.” Lucas drained his cup. “Don’t worry. I’d never say it to her. Not that she’d understand it, anyway.”

“You might be surprised,” Kirkwood muttered, and left.

Lucas scowled after him. Nothing about Amelia would surprise him. The woman was as changeable as the wind.

But it didn’t matter. As long as he got what he needed from her, she could change fifty times an hour. This time, Theodore Frier wouldn’t escape him.


 


Despite not going to bed until one, Amelia rose early. She generally preferred to sleep late, but concern for Dolly had her entering the breakfast room of her father’s town house the next morning long before eight.

She’d tossed all night, examining her brief two years with her stepmother, searching for clues. And now she wondered if she might find them in her travel journals. She kept several, full of clippings and sketches and whatever tales she could coax from Dolly about the woman’s travels. Until Amelia could travel herself, her journals were all she had.

Hurrying to the writing table by the window where they were stacked up, she pulled out her latest and read through it. Nothing leaped out at her that told her why Lucas was interested in Dolly.

With a sigh, she inserted in her journal an article Venetia had given her last night about some Scottish Scourge fellow who robbed English nobility on the highways. Apparently he hated Venetia’s father, Lord Duncannon, for he always mentioned the man to his victims, although Venetia didn’t know why.

Then Amelia transcribed Lucas’s description of the march to Derna. He’d captured the essence of the experience so fully, she could practically taste the sand. And had he really eaten a camel?

She scanned a loose clipping. A camel had to be better than what this pasha in Algeria ate. One of the man’s wives had tried to poison him, but had merely given him a bad case of indigestion.

He’d probably driven her to it with his roving eye and insatiable appetites. Perhaps she’d grown tired of watching concubines parade in and out of his chambers to do what the harem tales described:



We captives were taught how to worship the pasha’s body, how to excite him with kisses we spread over his massive chest and his taut belly. Next we were instructed to caress that “sword” men carry between their thighs, first with our hands and then with our mouths.



A blush crawled up Amelia’s cheeks. When she and Venetia had first read that, they’d laughed wildly. The very idea! How did women keep from giggling?

Now it didn’t seem quite so odd. If a man like…say, Lucas…were to lie naked before her and demand that she worship his body—

“You’re up early, my dear,” Mrs. Harris said from the doorway.

Amelia jumped. Lord, the woman was as bad as Lucas, creeping up on a person. Summoning a smile, she turned to greet her chaperone. “So are you.”

Mrs. Harris went to the sideboard. “I thought I had better write that letter to Cousin Michael about Major Winter as soon as possible.” She picked up a plate and filled it with stewed pears, cold tongue, and thickly sliced brown bread.

“If anyone can ferret out information, it’s your cousin.” Perhaps he could even shed light on what the major wanted from Dolly.

“I don’t know how I would manage without his support.”

The comment roused Amelia’s curiosity. “Is it true he gave you the money to start your school?”

“Yes.” Taking a seat at the breakfast table, Mrs. Harris buttered her bread lavishly. “I could never have afforded to launch it on my own.”

“Yet you’ve never met him. I don’t understand. If he’s your cousin, why—”

“My late husband’s cousin, my dear, not mine. And my husband was very evasive about his family.” She ate some bread, then wiped her lips with ladylike delicacy. “I confess I have not pursued the matter too hard. Cousin Michael only requested one favor in exchange for helping me—that I allow him anonymity. He said it would help shield me from gossip. He did not wish to ruin my reputation after my husband—his own relation—had ruined my life. Since that was an excellent point, I acquiesced to his condition.”

“Whoever he is, he’s certainly well connected. How else could he know so much gossip? Unless—” A delicious possibility occurred to her. “Might he be a Bow Street runner?”

Mrs. Harris chuckled. “Leave it to you to imagine such a thing. No, I don’t think it’s anything as romantic as that. I rather suspect from his penmanship that he’s an elderly man. His writing is very shaky.”

“Perhaps he’s trying to disguise it,” Amelia speculated, but Mrs. Harris’s answering laugh didn’t lend credence to that either.

She and the other girls had spun many a fanciful tale about Mrs. Harris’s mysterious benefactor: a secret admirer, a lost love, a wealthy sultan who yearned for the pretty widow from afar.

A sudden knock at the front door made Amelia bolt upright. “Are you expecting someone?”

“No.”

When the new footman, John, came down the hall to ask if they were home to a Major Lucas Winter, they exchanged startled glances.

“He’s come to call at this hour?” Mrs. Harris asked.

“Yes, madam. He says Lady Amelia agreed to give him lessons.”

Amelia groaned. “I forgot about that.” When Mrs. Harris shot her a quizzical look, she said, “I promised to help him learn how to behave in English society.”

“Shall I show the gentleman in, then?” John asked.

“By all means,” Mrs. Harris said with a smile. “This should be interesting.”

Only after the footman had gone did Amelia remember that her travel journals were spread out everywhere. Hastily, she began to stack them up.

“What are you doing, my dear?” Mrs. Harris asked.

“Just tidying up.” She could hardly explain that her journals might reveal she had a brain. Mrs. Harris wouldn’t approve of her masquerade as a flibbertigibbet.

Mrs. Harris laughed. “He won’t notice if you’re untidy—he’s a man.”

Before Amelia could finish putting her journals away, John announced her caller, and the major entered.

As she turned from the table, and Mrs. Harris rose, Amelia’s heart lurched in her chest. Lord help her—men that attractive shouldn’t be allowed to roam society. It simply wasn’t fair.

“Good morning, Major.” Amelia moved to block his view of her writing table.

“Morning, ma’am.” He tipped his head toward her, then greeted Mrs. Harris. “You both look well.”

“So do you,” Amelia said.

More than well, curse him. The fierce corsair’s features that suited his uniform so well also suited his dark brown morning coat, doeskin riding breeches, and gleaming top boots. She knew, from having searched his wardrobe, that it was his finest clothing, apart from his uniform. She might be flattered…if it weren’t part of his strategy to get information out of her.

That made her snap, “And what brings you out at this ungodly hour, Major?”

Mrs. Harris looked startled by her rude remark, but returned to her seat at the breakfast table.

“What’s ungodly about it?” he drawled. “I’ve been up since dawn.”

“That may be so, but no one in London ever pays a call before noon.”

“I didn’t realize you English were such lie-abeds.”

“Mrs. Harris and I are both up, aren’t we? We’re simply unprepared for visitors. You should remember that next time.”

“I’ll surely try,” he said through gritted teeth. Clearly Lucas wasn’t used to being “instructed” in anything.

She hid a smile. She would make him rue the day he ever tangled with the daughter of the Earl of Tovey. Gesturing to his sheathed sword, she said, “I thought we agreed last night that you shouldn’t arm yourself for social affairs.”

He laid his hand on the hilt. “It’s the mameluke sword I offered to show you.”

A thrill shot through her, unbidden. All right, so the scoundrel had brought her the one thing guaranteed to spark her interest. That didn’t mean she should fall down at his feet in a swoon.

“How kind of you,” she said coolly, though she ruined the effect by hurrying over to clear a space for it on the end of the table opposite where Mrs. Harris continued to eat her breakfast. “Bring it over here so I can see it.”

He did as she asked, unsheathing the sword and laying it before her. With her heart in her throat, she examined it thoroughly, imagining him wielding it in battle. The curved hilt of gold-plated brass shone gem-bright, even in the foggy-morning light.

But the blade itself was what most interested her. “What are these?” She indicated the black, Eastern-looking symbols etched along the nearly three feet of tempered steel.

“I don’t know what they all mean, but this one is the Star of Damascus.” He pointed to a six-pointed star. “Damascus sword craftsmen use two triangles joined as a sign of their guild.”

“May I touch the symbols?” she asked.

“Be careful, my dear,” Mrs. Harris called from the other end of the table.

“Yes,” he said, “don’t cut yourself. This is a working sword.”

“A very hardworking sword, I’m sure.” Its numerous nicks and worn spots attested to that. Amelia fingered each one, wondering where it had been acquired. “Did you carry it at Derna?”

“No. My government only issued the mameluke to the rest of us after Hamet presented O’Bannon with his.”

“It’s astonishing.” She skimmed her fingers down the blade. “You keep your sword in excellent condition, Major Winter.”

“I do my best.” His voice sounded rather choked.

She glanced up to find him staring at her hand as she stroked down the blade, then up again. What was wrong with him? It wasn’t as if she could hurt the steel by touching it. From the way he stared, she’d have thought the sword was a living thing, for goodness sake.

Next we were instructed to caress that “sword” men carry between their thighs, first with our hands and then our mouths.

Surely he was not…he did not imagine that she…

She started to jerk her hand back, but something stopped her. The harem book had said that a man became uncomfortable when he was aroused. And Lord knew she wanted to make the major uncomfortable.

Deciding to test that possibility, she caressed the sword again, this time with a lingering, loving touch. “It’s truly magnificent,” she gushed.

He went rigid, a muscle working in his jaw. “Thank you.”

“I’ve never seen such a fine piece of work.” Delighted by the results of her experiment, she stroked the weapon up and down.

His hand shot out to halt hers. “You might hurt yourself. The blade is sharp.”

“It certainly is,” she said coyly. She moved her hand away…only to clasp the hilt.

His audible groan made her want to crow aloud.

She fondled the hilt. “Would you let me do a rubbing of it?”

His gaze shot to hers, and the heat in his eyes gave her pause. “A rubbing?” he said hoarsely. “Of my…er…sword?”

“Yes. I’d take care not to use too much pressure.” She smiled sweetly, though his smoldering gaze made it difficult for her to breathe. “But I doubt I could harm it, as hard as it is.”

“You have no idea.” Without warning, he sat down rather stiffly in a chair and pulled it up to the table.

“Major Winter,” Amelia admonished him, managing a frown, “it’s impolite to sit before all the ladies are seated.”

“You can’t blame the poor man, Amelia,” Mrs. Harris broke in. “You kept him standing too long after his ride over here.”

Her chaperone was watching her with one eyebrow raised, but Amelia was having too much fun to stop. “Nonsense, a short ride is nothing to a big, strapping fellow like him. Right, Major Winter?”

He opened his mouth to retort, but Mrs. Harris intervened again. “Show him your travel journals, dear. He might find them interesting.”

Amelia sighed. There was no way to hide them now. But she wasn’t ready to give up on this delightful game quite yet.








Chapter Six






Dear Charlotte,


Alas, few men of character have sweet faces. Life’s trials show up first in a person’s features. But I shall see what I can discover about Major Winter, even if I must pry the information from his family’s closed lips.


Your obedient servant,


Michael




As if through a fog, Lucas heard Amelia say, “We should probably sheathe your sword. Will you do it, sir, or shall I?”

Sweat broke out on his forehead. God, yes. Give him a minute alone with the little tease, and he’d have his sword sheathed so quick and deep that—

“I’m sure the major can put it away later,” Mrs. Harris snapped.

Amelia cast a bright-eyed glance at her chaperone that he noticed even in his lust-induced fever. If he didn’t know better, he’d think the damned female was tormenting him on purpose. But how could a flighty virgin turn a discussion of a mameluke sword into sensual torture?

“If we’re not going to sheathe it,” she said in a suspiciously innocent voice, “then I could do the rubbing—”

“Didn’t you mention travel journals?” he ground out. If the lady said another word about rubbing or sheathing, he’d be panting at her feet like a hound. “I’d like to see those.”

Amelia turned a cool smile on him. “Oh, it’s just something silly I do. A big, strong marine like you would find it tedious.”

“I daresay being big and strong has naught to do with it,” Mrs. Harris put in. With a stern glance at her charge, the widow rose and went to the table Amelia seemed bent on shielding from his gaze. Picking up a stack of strange-looking books, she brought them over and set them in front of him.

While Amelia fidgeted, he opened the first, a collection of rough paper sheets bound with string between two thin boards. Each sheet held something different affixed with glue—a newspaper clipping, a theater ticket, a feather.

But along with the usual female things—pressed flowers and sketches of French gowns—she’d included maps, articles about battles, and sketches of unusual characters. Amazingly, the flighty lady had put in facts about every item. She’d even commented on the articles.

Then there was page after page of Barbary pirates—clippings about captures, accounts by captives, descriptions of their culture. Most of it concerned the naval battles, including the march on Derna. She’d even written down his own account.

She sure was a strange little female, wasn’t she?

He turned the page, and a sketch arrested him. “Where did you get this?”

“The Indian chief?” She smiled proudly. “My stepmother drew him.”

Lucas’s pulse quickened. “His fur-lined hide boots show him to be Maliseet.” Lucas stared at her hard. “And the Maliseet live in New Brunswick.”

Her smile faltered. “That can’t be. They don’t have Indians in Brunswick; the Germans would never allow it.”

“No, dear. He’s talking about Canada.” Mrs. Harris poured herself some tea.

“I’m sorry to correct you,” Lady Amelia said petulantly, “but Brunswick isn’t in Canada, wherever that is—it’s in Germany.”

“New Brunswick is in Canada,” he said tersely, refusing to let her confuse the matter. And could any woman who’d put together journals like these really be as half-witted as Lady Amelia seemed? “From looking at this picture, I’d say that your stepmother has definitely been to Canada.”

“Do you think so? She probably just copied the picture from a book.”

“I don’t know, Amelia.” Mrs. Harris stared hard at her charge. “Your stepmother might very well have visited Canada. She’s quite the world traveler. I daresay that is why Lord Tovey became so enamored of her, that and her for—”

“Major Winter,” Amelia interrupted, “I’m so sorry, but we’re forgetting entirely about your lessons.”

“I reckon we’ll get to it eventually.” He wanted to know what Mrs. Harris had been about to say.

But Amelia was having none of it. “No, really, we wouldn’t want to waste your time. Besides, it’s too perfect a day to stand in here discussing my silly journals. Why don’t we take a turn about the garden? We can talk about the rules of society and enjoy the damask roses at the same time.”

He stared at her another long moment, but she merely looked at him with that inane smile he never knew how to read. “If that’s what you want.” He tipped his head to Mrs. Harris. “Pardon us, ma’am.”

“Certainly,” the widow said, though she gazed at her charge as if Lady Amelia had sprouted donkey ears.

He offered Amelia his arm, and they headed down the hall. He noticed the many rooms, thick rugs, marble fireplaces, and beeswax candles. His cousin’s house didn’t have this many fancy paintings on the wall, and it smelled of tallow candles. Amelia’s family had money, that was for damned sure.

But everything looked new, as if it had been bought in the past few years. If he was right, and the money to buy all this had come from—

“Lucas, slow down!”

Amelia’s voice dragged him from his thoughts, and he realized he’d been striding so fast she was having to run to keep up with him.

“Pardon me, ma’am,” he bit out as he slowed his pace.

“You’re awfully eager to see our roses,” she teased.

“I sure am,” he lied. “Nice house. Expensive-looking.” They headed down the back stairs into the big garden. “No wonder the fortune hunters are beating down your door. Have you lived here long?”

Her steps slowed along the garden path. “Long enough. And here’s another lesson for you—it’s horribly rude to talk about money and how much things cost.” She arched one brow. “Even Americans probably follow that rule.”

“You’re the one who brought up fortune hunters last night.” When she eyed him askance, he added, “You should practice what you preach.”

She pouted at him. “And you should take these lessons seriously, sir, or I shan’t even bother to give them to you.”

“I promise you, I’m taking them very seriously.”More seriously than you can possibly know.

“Oh? I daresay you brought your dagger, even after what I said last night.”

In London, with footpads roaming every street? Damned right he had. But he’d stowed it where she wouldn’t notice. “No, ma’am,” he lied, figuring she’d never know the difference.

“You’re just saying that to appease me.”

Eyes gleaming, he halted to open his coat. “Feel free to search if you want.”

When her gaze dropped to survey his chest, then turned admiring, his blood ran hot. As if she could see right through his waistcoat, her eyes did a slow crawl up to his face that sent his pulse galloping. Hellfire and damnation—where had the woman learned to be such a little seductress?

Then she gazed at him from beneath flirtatiously lowered lashes. “Much as I’m dying to find out just how big and strong you really are, Lucas, I had better not.” She glanced beyond him. “And you’d better close your coat before Mrs. Harris puts a swift end to this lesson.”

Sucking in a harsh breath, he followed her gaze. Through an upstairs window, he could see her chaperone sitting at a desk, keeping an eye on them as she wrote something. Damnation. That would make it hard to kiss Amelia into telling him what he needed.

He let his coat fall back into place. “I guess opening my coat is something else I shouldn’t do in good society.”

“Absolutely not.” She continued down the path. “Don’t ever remove it, either.”

He fell into step beside her. “Not even in the card room?”

“Not if ladies are around.” She cut her eyes up at him. “Do you play cards?”

“Once in a while. But I’ve never gotten myself into trouble with them, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I suppose you meet a lot of card cheats.”

That was a strange comment. He glanced over to find her watching him closely. “Not too many, why?”

She looked relieved. “I was just wondering, that’s all.”

“You think Americans are more likely to be card cheats, is that it?”

“Really, sir,” she protested, “you mustn’t take every innocent remark and turn it into a criticism of your countrymen.”

“Have I been doing that?”

“You certainly did last night at the ball. The soldiers were quite put out.”

“Then they shouldn’t talk about battles they damned well never fought in.”

“And you shouldn’t use such foul language.”

He bit back a hot retort. “Beg pardon, ma’am. I’ve spent nearly half my life with soldiers. I sometimes forget how to behave around a lady.”

She tipped her head. “As long as you reform your behavior.”

He snorted. He’d reform his behavior for an Englishwoman when the moon fell into the Atlantic. “I don’t know what your stepmother told you about Americans, but we don’t make a fuss if a man cusses sometimes.” That wasn’t completely true, but he had to turn the conversation back to his quarry.

“Dolly hasn’t mentioned it, no.”

He took a risk. “Kirkwood tells me that her parents were English, not American.”

Amelia increased her pace along the path. “Yes, they emigrated to your country before she was born.”

That fit with what he’d learned about Dorothy Frier. “Where’d she grow up?”

“I have no idea,” she said lightly. “She rarely mentions her life there. It reminds her too much of her late husband, whom she dearly loved.”

“Who was he?” When she raised an eyebrow at him, he added, “Maybe I know him.”

“His name was Obadiah Smith. He owned a trading concern in Boston.”

He frowned. When Theodore Frier had headed north from Baltimore, he’d joined Dorothy in Rhinebeck, New York, not in Boston. And from there, the Friers had crossed the border into Canada.

So was Dorothy Smith not Dorothy Frier? Or had she simply lied to her new family? “I don’t recognize the name, but then I don’t know Boston. Are you sure that’s where she lived?”

“Of course I’m sure.” She pouted at him. “And don’t try to tell me it was Brunswick just because they both start with a B. I know it wasn’t.”

“We’ve established that,” he said dryly. “So where in Boston did they live?”

“How should I know?”

“Well then, how long did they live there?”

She slowed her pace along the path. “She hasn’t told me every detail of her life. Why are you so interested in my stepmother, anyway?”

He had to be more careful. “No reason.”

She batted her eyelashes at him. “Because if your idea of courtship is to talk about my boring old family, we’re not going to progress very far.”

“You’re right, of course.” Gritting his teeth at the reemergence of her flirtatious side, he stopped to pluck a bud from a rosebush, then held it out to her. “Please accept my apology.”

Her eyes suspiciously bright, she stopped to sniff it. “Your apologies need work, sir. Our gardener would have your head if he caught you stealing a bud from his prize rosebushes.”

He reached up to tuck the bud in her hair, then let his hand trail down her cheek in a lingering caress. “Your gardener’s not here, darlin’,” he rasped.

She dragged in a breath as her gaze met his, and last night’s kisses loomed up between them, a tantalizing specter that made his blood roar in his veins. When she licked her lips, he lowered his head.

But before he could kiss her, she jerked back. Casting a glance at the upstairs window, she murmured, “He might not be here, but Mrs. Harris certainly is.”

“You English make it dam—darned hard to court a woman. In America, people give a man room to talk to females. They don’t breathe down his neck every minute.”

“There are ways to get around that.”

She laid her hand on his arm and his blood heated right up again. “You could take me riding, for example. Then I need only bring a groom with me.”

Riding. What good would that do? He could hardly distract her with kisses if they were on horses with a groom at their heels.

Then another idea occurred to him. “How would you like to see a genuine Barbary pirate ship?”

Her face lit up. “Really?”

“Really.” That would give him plenty of chances to be alone with her. “There’s a captured one at the royal naval shipyard in Deptford, and I’m allowed the run of it.”

“Then Mrs. Harris will have to come along, of course,” she said.

He scowled. “Why?”

“We’ll have to go in my carriage. It’s too dangerous at the docks for an open gig, and I can’t go off alone with you in a closed carriage.”

Damn—he’d been figuring on a groom riding outside. He should have known better.

Still, a ship was a big place, and he might be able to do something once he had her on board.

“All right, we’ll make it an outing for three.”








Chapter Seven






Dear Cousin,


Forgive me for my many notes, but this matter about Major Winter requires haste. He has the oddest effect on Lady Amelia: she turns into a pea goose whenever he enters a room. And I can assure you that she is never a pea goose around men.


Your anxious friend,


Charlotte




Lucas was surprised by how speedily Amelia talked her chaperone into the outing. The ladies changed their clothes, and in less than an hour they all headed for His Majesty’s Royal Dockyard in Deptford.

“What we’re going to see is called a xebec, isn’t it?” Amelia asked from her seat next to Mrs. Harris across the carriage from him.

He narrowed his gaze on her. “How did you know that?”

“An English xebec docked at Torquay once. I heard that the French later sank it.”

“The Arrow, yes. That’s why the navy wants to refit this one for their own use. Xebecs can be very handy ships.”

“How did they acquire it?”

“A squadron headed home captured it off the coast of Spain.”

Mrs. Harris lifted a gloved hand to her throat. “Did it have captives?”

“No. The pirates had just headed out to sea.”

“Thank goodness,” Amelia said softly.

His gaze locked with hers. “Aye. The Barbary pirates are none too kind to captives.”

They fell silent as the carriage rumbled out of St. James’s Square. Lucas wanted to ask more questions about her stepmother, but Mrs. Harris made him wary. The flighty Amelia might not notice he was interrogating her, but Mrs. Harris sure would.

After a while, the stench of the Thames filtered into the carriage as they approached Westminster Bridge. Amelia craned her head toward the window, drinking in the sights with a lively expression while they crossed the river.

He looked out to see a bristling army of masts beneath them, each fighting for purchase on a river choked with watercraft. Barges shouldered their way past penny boats, as merchantmen sailed by with their prows in the air like fancy ladies’ noses turned up in disdain. Skiffs skidded past the lumbering ferries that dared to cross the paths of the massive frigates, with pilots cussing at oarsmen and sailors with every turn.

He noticed that Mrs. Harris sat rigid in her seat, her hands fisted in her lap like cannonballs. “Are you all right, ma’am?”

Her gaze flew to his. “Fine.” She managed a wan smile. “Perfectly fine.”

The hell she was. But he wouldn’t press her, especially when Amelia seemed to be having the time of her life.

“There are so many boats,” Amelia breathed. “Just imagine where they’ve been, and what exotic places they’re going to from here.”

It wasn’t something he pondered much, having seen plenty of docks in his life. “Have you never been to the riverfront?”

“No. No one I know ever travels abroad. I’ve seen the docks at home and in Plymouth, of course, but they’re nothing like this.”

“You mean, noisy and reeking of human filth?” As they left the river, he gazed out to where a scruffy flood of raw male humanity surged along the streets, with the only women a few whores floating in their midst like rouged lifeboats.

She eyed him askance. “I see a fascinating array of colorful creatures bent on wrestling a living from the river.”

He snorted. “If that’s what you call them. I call them sailors and wherrymen and the lowest sort of water rat.”

“Have you no romance in your soul, Major, no sense of adventure?”

Mrs. Harris, who seemed to have relaxed now that they’d crossed the Thames, smothered a smile.

“If this is what you consider romance and adventure, then no,” he snapped. “Ships are for taking people where they want to go, that’s all.”

“Strange words from a man who spends his life on the water,” she retorted.

“It’s because of how I spend my life that I see it for what it is and not as a romantic adventure.”

“I quite agree,” Mrs. Harris put in, “but you’ll never convince Amelia. The first thing she asked when her stepmother enrolled her in my school was if we ever took outings anywhere interesting.”

Her stepmother had enrolled her? “And when was that?” Maybe he could get something useful out of Mrs. Harris after all. “How young are English girls when they go off to school?”

“Well, in Amelia’s case—”

“It was before my come out, of course.” Amelia fluttered her eyelashes at him. “Surely you could figure that out, you silly man.”

He scowled. The lady was as mercurial as an actress. She was like two different people.

He went still. Yes. Exactly .

“You have no idea how complicated a girl’s debut can be,” she chattered on. “You have to walk a certain way, and stand a certain way—I could hardly keep track of all the rules.”

“You seemed to manage it splendidly,” Mrs. Harris said, with lifted eyebrow.

Amelia twirled her bonnet ribbon about her finger like some coquette. “A girl has to learn everything if she wants to have fun in society.”

“I’m sure she does,” Lucas muttered. The more he got to know Amelia, the more her frivolous side annoyed him. One minute she was talking about xebecs and putting things so clever-like, it made a man take notice. The next she’d give him a vacant stare, and nonsense would fly out of her mouth. It just didn’t fit.

Especially when her chaperone seemed just as surprised by her flighty self. Was it a role Amelia took on? If so, why?

It gave him something to ponder the rest of the ride, while she babbled about dances and fan language and other gibberish. Whoever heard of a fan talking, anyway?

Soon they were approaching the docks at Deptford. Trying to get back the sensible Amelia, he glanced out the window and drew her attention to a frigate with a Spanish flag. The lightermen were toting barrels down the gangway. “They must have just started to unload that old girl there. With her sitting so low in the water, her hold’s probably full to bursting.”

Amelia followed his gaze. “What do you think it’s carrying?”

“I don’t know.” He said something deliberately stupid. “Maybe cotton.”

She snorted. “Why would anyone import cotton from Spain, and in barrels, too? It’s wine, more like, or even olives.”

“What makes you think it’s a Spanish ship?” he drawled.

“Well, of course it is. It’s flying—” She caught herself, then cast him a silly smile. “It’s flying what I assume is the Spanish flag. With so many bright colors, it has to be Spanish. Then again, it could be French and carrying silks.”

“Could be,” he said noncommittally. And she really could be as stupid as she seemed. But he began to doubt it.

The carriage halted. “We’re here.” Leaping from the carriage, Lucas turned to help Mrs. Harris dismount, then Amelia.

His hands practically spanned her slender waist. His pulse quickened as her honeysuckle scent sweetened the air around her, and she gazed at him with sparkling eyes and flushed cheeks.

He set her down on the dusty road, fighting to keep his sudden surge of lust in check. Hellfire and damnation, she was pretty. Under other circumstances, he might even consider making this a real courtship.

He snorted. Right. With an English lady whose favorite entertainment was probably spending her inheritance. Which he was pretty damned sure was stolen.

He gave Mrs. Harris his other arm. “There she sits,” he said as he led them to the dock. “It’s the black one anchored about a hundred yards out with the lateen rigging.”

“But it’s so small!” Amelia exclaimed.

“That’s big for a xebec. It’s really a xebec frigate, but the draught’s still too shallow to hold much weight. That’s why there’s so little cannon. You can’t see it from here, but it only has thirty-four guns, when the average warship carries twice that. The pirates rely on swiftness and maneuverability instead. To capture her the navy had to bring down two sails with broadsides.”

He gazed down at Amelia. “You want to board her? We could row out in that dinghy—”

“Yes!” she exclaimed, just as Mrs. Harris said, “Absolutely not!”

Amelia shot her chaperone a pleading glance. “Oh, surely we must go aboard. I want to see it up close.”

Eyes wide with horror, Mrs. Harris released his arm to back away from the dock. “I shall not, will not, get in any dinghy.”

Disappointment suffused Amelia’s face as she met his gaze. “I forgot. Mrs. Harris doesn’t…like boats. Or being out on the water.”

Judging from the widow’s panicked expression, it was more than a simple dislike. If anybody could recognize an irrational fear, he could.

He gentled his voice. “I could still take Lady Amelia out to it, Mrs. Harris. You’d be fine here with the coachman.”

“Oh, yes, please!” Amelia released his arm to go to her chaperone’s side. “I would dearly love to see it.”

“But, my dear, if something were to happen, if a squall were to come up—”

“There’s not a cloud for miles, and it’s only a few yards out,” Lucas said indulgently. “I won’t let any harm come to her. I’ll look after the lady like she was my own flesh and blood.”

“You see?” Amelia chirped. “With such a strapping fellow to protect me, I have nothing to fear.”

Mrs. Harris glanced from him to the dinghy to Amelia, whose face was so pleading that she sighed. “I suppose it can’t hurt.”

“Oh, thank you!” Amelia cried with a squeeze of the widow’s hand.

As Amelia seized his arm and they headed down the dock, Mrs. Harris called out after them, “But be careful, Amelia! You know how reckless you can be—do not go anywhere the major says not to!”

“I’ll be fine!” Amelia called back, grinning at him from beneath her bonnet.

Mrs. Harris stood far behind them, wringing her hands.

Lucas got into the dinghy first, then handed Amelia down into it.

“Don’t lean too far either way, or you’ll overset it!” Mrs. Harris cried.

Eyes twinkling, Amelia took a seat across from him with the balance of a born sailor. “I’ll be very careful!” she called back.

With a shake of his head, Lucas sat down and took up the oars.

As they pulled away from the dock, Mrs. Harris was still shouting, “And stay above deck! There might be rats down below!”

“I can’t hear you!” Amelia called back cheerily. “We won’t be long!”

Smothering a laugh, he rowed toward the xebec. “She’s got a right strong dislike of the water, doesn’t she?”

Amelia nodded. “She nearly drowned when she was a girl, and it made a great impression upon her. She won’t go near boats, and she tenses up whenever she crosses a bridge.”

“I noticed.” He smiled. “But boats don’t seem to bother you.”

She threw her head back with an expression of sheer delight. “Never. I love the water. Papa even used to take me fishing when I was a girl.”

“I take it you and your father were close.”

“As close as a girl can be to a man who spends most of his time buried in a book.” She eyed him curiously. “And you?”

“You could say we were close. Father was a military man like me. Served in the revolution.”

“What revolution?”

He arched one eyebrow. “The one against England.”

Laughter trilled from her lips. “Oh. Right. I forgot about that.”

“Believe me, I didn’t,” he said bitterly.

Her smile faded, and she gazed out over the water with a pensive expression. “Is that how your father died? In battle?”

“No,” he said tersely. He wasn’t about to tell her how his father died. Bad enough that the entire population of Baltimore knew it. And that he hadn’t learned of it himself until it was too late for him to stop it.

They’d reached the xebec now. He sent her up the rope ladder first so that he’d be below to catch her if she fell, but she climbed up nimbly as a cat. In fact, she moved so quickly he didn’t have time to dwell on the tempting swing of her hips or the glimpses he got of her stockinged ankles. As soon as she reached the top, she sat on the rail and swung her legs over, then disappeared.

With a curse, he clambered up to the top. “Damnation, Amelia, wait for—”

“Oh, Lucas!” she cried. “It’s amazing!”

He climbed aboard, then glanced around. It really was. Sweet, clean lines, and almost delicate timbers. A gazelle where most warships were elephants. “You still have to watch where you’re going on it. Those lady boots of yours can get caught in the gratings, and there’s hatchways and oars—”

“Oars! It’s a sailing ship.”

“Yes, but it can turn quicker with both. That’s why a xebec can attack a warship armed with twice the cannon. A xebec doesn’t stay still long enough to take a broadside, or it would be blown out of the water. It’s too flimsy to handle that kind of assault.”

She stared down at the deck. “I can see that. The timbers aren’t oak—or at least not English oak. They could be evergreen oak, since that grows near the Mediterranean. I don’t suppose olive wood is strong enough—”

“Not being an expert on Algerian woods,” he said, unable to hide his amusement, “I couldn’t say for sure, but I doubt it.”

She stiffened, then flashed him an inane smile. “Balsa wood, perhaps? That floats very well.”

The return of the flighty Amelia was too much for him. “Don’t,” he growled.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t play that ninny act with me.”

“I-I beg your pardon?”

“The fluttery eyelashes and the silly smiles and the ridiculous remarks. They’re not you, and we both know it. So you can stop it for good. There’s no need for it—I know what you’re up to.”








Chapter Eight






Dear Charlotte,


I shall proceed with all due haste. Remember, however, that gaining information about Americans is more difficult. Fortunately, I have a friend on the Navy Board. He might know more.


Eager to oblige your every request,


Michael




U-Up to?” Amelia’s heart beat faster than the ship’s flags flapping in the wind. “I can’t imagine what you mean,” she said, attempting to regain lost ground.

He fixed her with his unnerving stare. “I’ve heard Englishmen talk about their women. They think you all lack sense, and the truth is, they prefer that. So you females believe you can only catch husbands by pretending to be idiots.”

She gaped at him. That was what he thought she was “up to”? Trying to snare a husband?

“But you don’t have to do that with me,” he went on. “I like a woman with a brain. So don’t pretend that yours shriveled up the minute you turned fifteen.”

She sucked in a breath of relief. She might as well use his explanation. Besides, it didn’t mean she had to give up playing the flirt.

“Eighteen.” She smiled to cover the lie. “I was eighteen when I started pretending not to have a brain.”

With a self-satisfied look, he offered her his arm. “I knew it. Nobody could have your knowledge of flags and ships and be as stupid as you pretended.”

She let him lead her along the deck. “Thank you. I think.”

She let him have his moment of triumph. Perhaps then he wouldn’t notice that her silly self had only shown up when he’d asked probing questions.

A pity she couldn’t confront him, too. But as long as he didn’t realize how much she did know, she’d have an easier time questioning him.

“Why has the navy allowed you access to the xebec?” she asked, as they skirted the side of the ship facing away from land. They passed several cannon set into wooden blocks before rounding the mainmast. “Surely they didn’t think it would help you in your treaty efforts.”

“They thought I could suggest modifications. My father’s company used to design cannon for ships, you see.”

“Used to?” she prodded.

“Now that he’s dead, the company is rudderless. So to speak.”

“And you have no interest in designing cannon.”

He smiled ruefully. “Actually, I have no aptitude for it. While Father was building his company, I was off fighting the Barbary pirates. After I came home, I did try my hand at it, but…” He shrugged. “I’d rather fire a cannon than make one. Then the war with England began, and I—”

“Jumped at the chance to fight again.”

He arched one eyebrow. “You could say that.”

“Yet you’re no longer fighting.” She ventured a probing comment. “These days you deal with villains.”

His gaze shot to her, sharply focused and intent. “What do you mean?”

“The pirates, of course. And the treaties.”

“Right.” His expression grew shuttered. “But negotiating a treaty is a battle, too.”

“So how long have you been negotiating these treaties? I thought the British routed most of the Barbarys in Algeria a couple of years ago. Yet if this xebec-frigate showed up near Spain—”

“You sure are fascinated by those damned pirates.”

She refused to let him change the subject. “I’m fascinated by anything more exciting than my own tedious life. Like your treaties.”

“And my ‘adventures.’” Eyes darkening, he caught her by the hand and tried to pull her into his embrace.

As her pulse beat erratically, she broke free of him. “Not here. Mrs. Harris can see us.”

“No, she can’t. This side of the frigate is hidden from the docks.”

A little thrill skittered down her spine. Though he was only trying to distract her from her questions, she couldn’t help being tempted. And being aboard this dratted pirate ship actually enhanced the gruff major’s romantic appeal.

She backed away along the deck. “Nonetheless, we must limit ourselves to the right sort of adventures.”

“What sort might that be?”

“The ride to the docks. The little jaunt out here by dinghy.” She managed a teasing smile. “The tour of the xebec.”

He hunted her like a corsair running down a brig at sea. “Pretty tame adventures, wouldn’t you say?”

Spotting a hatch nearby, she darted toward it. “You haven’t finished showing me the frigate, and I’m dying to see what it’s like belowdecks.”

“I thought your chaperone told you not to go below,” he said, but his voice held an odd edge.

She reached the hatch and opened it. “I didn’t hear her say a thing,” she joked. “It was far too windy.”

He didn’t laugh. “Stay right there, Amelia.” He strode across the deck toward her. “Don’t you dare climb down that ladder.”

She peered into the dark hatchway. “Come now, Lucas, I just want to—”

Grabbing her arm, he yanked her back from the gaping hole. “No. You’re not going down there, damn it!”

“Whyever not?” She swung around to face him, but her words died on her lips.

His face was the ash white of the ship’s sails, and his eyes were fixed on the black hole as if it represented the gates to hell.

“Lucas?” she said in a low voice.

He didn’t seem to hear her, and his fingers dug into her arm like talons.

“Lucas!” she said more sharply. “You’re hurting me.”

He jerked, then hastily released her arm. “We’re not going below.” Pivoting on his heel, he strode toward the quarterdeck. “But I’ll show you the rest of the ship up here if you want.”

She followed him. “Why don’t you want to go belowdecks?”

“I just don’t want you going down there,” he snapped as he passed through the door beneath the quarterdeck.

She hurried in after him. They stood in a modest half circle of a room that had probably served as the captain’s cabin.

“That’s balderdash,” she said. As he whirled to face her, she added, “I saw the expression on your face. You looked as if you thought the devil himself lived belowdecks.”

His jaw went taut. “You’re imagining things.”

“I most certainly am not. I could plainly see that you—”

He marched up to her and kissed her hard.

When he drew back, her blood pounded fast and furious. She stared at him in dazed surprise. “What was that for?”

“To shut you up.” Then, with eyes smoldering, he caught her head in his powerful hands, sending her bonnet tumbling. “But this, ” he growled, “is for me.”

The kiss wasn’t so much hard as thorough. And searing. And demanding. He took control of her lips as if they belonged to him, as if he was laying claim to her.

She tried to remind herself that he wasn’t, but Lord, the man could kiss! He conquered her mouth as surely as any corsair, plunging his tongue deep inside in the intimate way he’d shown her last night, then repeating the outrageous motion with bold, eager strokes.

She kissed him back, tangling her tongue wildly with his. He tasted of coffee and smelled of the sea, an irresistibly exotic combination.

But as his kiss grew more fierce, she tore free and turned her head away in an attempt to catch her breath…and regain her sanity. That’s when she saw Mrs. Harris pacing the shore through an open porthole.

Mrs. Harris couldn’t see them in the darkened cabin, but that didn’t register until after Amelia muttered a hoarse cry and wriggled from his grasp.

Trying to restore control over her reckless impulses, she backed away from him. “I did not give you permission to kiss me.”

He stalked her mercilessly, his intention amply clear. “You gave me permission last night.”

“That was different.”

Anger flared in his face. “Because we’re truly alone, and you can’t call out for an Englishman to protect you from the American savage if he gets too rowdy?”

She came up hard against the cabin wall and groaned. Before she could escape, he was on her, his arms bracketing her body. “You claimed to want adventures, and I’m happy to oblige.” He leaned in close, his eyes alight. “But that was just hogwash, wasn’t it? You only want what you can control. And you can’t control me .”

She glared at him. “Are you sure about that?”

Oh, dear, not the thing to say to a furious male who imagined that she and her countrymen were trying to subjugate him.

Then again, he seemed to reveal more when he was under the influence of his temper…or his passions.

With a toss of her head that she hoped looked nonchalant, she added, “I think I’ve controlled you fairly well until now.”

She held her breath for his answer, wondering if taunting a “savage” was sheer madness.

But instead of looking angry, he looked thoughtful. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

“There’s no doubt about that,” she shot back.

To her shock, he actually smiled before bending in close to press his mouth to her ear. “The sword. You did do it on purpose, didn’t you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“This morning in your breakfast room, when you started stroking my mameluke. All that talk about how hard my sword was—you knew the whole time what your sly words were doing to me.”

Her stomach sank. “I can’t imagine what you mean.”

“You deliberately caressed my sword and talked about rubbings and sheaths to arouse me and then leave me in that state with no hope of relief.”

“Don’t be ridic—”

“And I reacted like any man. The way you knew I would, didn’t you?” He breathed heavily in her ear, but since she couldn’t see his eyes, she didn’t know if it was with anger…or something else. Whatever it was, having him so close—and so threatening—thrilled her.

And made her bold. She turned her head to meet his gaze. “If you were affected, it’s only because your mind is sunk in depravity.”

His eyes glittered. “You started it, so you’re the one whose mind is sunk in depravity.” He lifted his hand to stroke her hair. “You’re quite the little Delilah, aren’t you? Yet I’d swear you’ve never had a man in your bed.”

“Certainly not!” She tried to push free, but he held her fast against the wall.

“Then how did you know just what to do this morning, to bring a man to his knees without so much as touching him?”

“I…I guessed, that’s all.”

“You guessed,” he said skeptically. He kissed her ear, then nibbled the lobe. When he had the audacity to lave the inside with his tongue, she shivered delightfully. Lord, to think that ears could be so sensitive!

Then he was skating his mouth along her neck, down to the furiously beating pulse at her throat, which he kissed into a fever pitch. “Come now, Amelia, you’re too much an innocent to have guessed any such thing. So how did you know what to do? Did that stepmother of yours teach you how to—”

“Hardly,” she said with a shaky laugh. The very idea of Dolly teaching her how to seduce a man was outrageous.

He pressed a kiss into the hollow of her throat, then moved lower. “Someone taught you. And since she’s a widow—”

“I read a book,” she blurted out.

He drew back to stare at her. “A book?”

She blushed. “About the Barbary harems. And what goes on in them.”

He arched one thick eyebrow. “You mean one of those silly collections some Englishman cobbled together to titillate fools? Why would you read such claptrap?”

She thrust out her chin. “Curiosity, of course. How else is a sheltered young woman supposed to learn the truth about…certain matters?”

He laughed outright. “You think you can get the truth from harem tales? Half of them are lies, and the other half, wild exaggerations.”

Having him laugh at her was infuriating. “They were certainly truthful about how to rouse a man’s ‘sword,’ judging from how easy I found it to tease you .”

His amusement faded to a sudden dark intent. “Good point.” He bent his head to her mouth, but halted a breath away. “So you’re curious about what goes on in a harem, are you?”

“Yes,” she cautiously admitted.

“Then you should have your curiosity satisfied.”

That put her on her guard. “What do you mean?”

Eyes gleaming, he dropped his hand to rest on her waist. “Seems to me you’ve been awfully obliging today. You’ve been downright generous with the society lessons—telling me not to cuss or open my coat, and not to sit down even when you deliberately provoked me into…exposing myself, if you will.”

The edge in his voice set loose a thousand butterflies in her belly.

His hand slid up along her ribs. “And since our agreement was that I’d give you adventures in exchange for your lessons, I should take care of that right now.”

Her heart raced, and she had to struggle to answer. “It’s fine, really. Showing me this ship is adventure enough.”

“To repay you for all your many kindnesses?” he said, definite sarcasm in his voice. “Hardly.”

To her utter shock, he covered her breast with his hand.

“Lucas!” She grabbed his hand. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“You’re curious about what the Barbarys do with their captives, so I’m showing you.”

“If you think I’ll let you ruin me—”

“It doesn’t have to go that far.” A provoking smile played about his lips. “You can keep your innocence and still taste what a captive experiences.” He moved his hand over her breast, slowly, sensually.

“But—”

He sealed her mouth with his, kissing her with all the fervor and intensity of a man devouring his last meal. And she could no more resist the kiss than the earth could resist the pull of the sun.

Especially when he caressed her breast with a delicious deftness that shattered all her resistance into bits.

Lord help her. She’d imagined this very thing a hundred times. From the moment she first became aware that parts of her body were rather pleasurable to touch, she’d thought about what it would be like to have a man touch them.

She’d even touched herself a few times, which had only whetted her appetite for more. But she’d known she wouldn’t get more until she married, because no English gentleman would ever dare. Perhaps that was why Lucas’s doing it seemed so exciting and reckless.

“Let me give you a real adventure,” he said in a guttural voice, “not one you’d have to read about.”

The prospect of having him touch her even more intimately set loose a flurry of wild emotions—fear, excitement…anticipation. Oh, she was truly wicked.

Not to mention reckless. In here, he could do anything to her that he wanted. Especially now that they’d moved out of Mrs. Harris’s line of sight.

“I don’t think that’s wise,” she said breathlessly, though she didn’t stay his hand.

“Would any adventure worth its salt be wise?”

“I suppose not.” She had trouble thinking with his fondling her, with his hot mouth brushing kisses along her neck…And really, would it be so bad to engage in one measly…intimate…adventure?

She glanced toward the porthole. If she screamed, Mrs. Harris would surely rescue her, fear of water or no.

He must have taken her silence as consent, because he tugged loose the opaque fichu she wore tucked into her day dress.

“Lucas, I haven’t yet agreed—”

“But you want to. I can see it in your face.” The devilishly clever scoundrel smiled. “I know how much you like having control. So when you say stop, I’ll stop. The adventure will end there.”

He was offering her a safe adventure. Or the safest one she was likely to have. And if he broke the rules he was setting forth, she’d fight him tooth and nail while screaming for Mrs. Harris.

How could she possibly lose?








Chapter Nine






Dear Cousin,


Have you seen the enclosed newspaper account of last night’s ball? It mentions the major most unfavorably. I didn’t realize he had such volatile emotions. Under the circumstances, it’s very worrying. Amelia isn’t exactly the calmest of individuals herself.


Gratefully yours,


Charlotte




All right.” Amelia prayed she hadn’t gone insane. “Give me an adventure. Show me how a Barbary pirate would treat his captive.”

Fire leaped in his face seconds before he seized her mouth again, kissing her with slow, marauding thrusts of his tongue. Then he drew back. “Turn around.”

“Why?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Awfully insolent for a captive, aren’t you?”

Although she scowled, she did as he’d asked. But when she felt him knot her own fichu around her wrists, she panicked. “I did not agree to—”

“I have to secure my captive,” he said in that honeyed drawl that always made her stomach flip over. “Any self-respecting Barbary pirate would.”

The instant thrill that shot through her annoyed her. “So help me, Lucas,” she retorted, as he turned her to face him, “if you ruin me, I’ll make you regret you ever came near me.”

“I’ve no doubt of that, darlin’. But there’s a hell of a lot of room for adventure between kissing and ruin.” He smiled. “Besides, it’s not even tight.”

Skeptical, she tested her bonds. Sure enough, he’d tied it so loosely that a little wriggling would free her.

If she wanted to be free. Which she didn’t. Because the surge of excitement flowing through her at the thought of being bound and at his mercy was like a drug searing her veins.

She forcibly reminded herself of her purpose. “Have you ever done this before?” she asked, struggling to control her wayward breathing.

“What do you mean?” He stripped off his gloves with a ruthless efficiency that would make any captor proud.

Her blood pounded in her ears. “Tried to take a woman captive.” She kept her tone light, though she well remembered the words “escape capture” in his notes about Dolly.

He looked bemused. “Sorry, but it’s my first time playing the Barbary pirate. Why? Am I doing it wrong?”

“No. You seem very adept at imprisoning a woman.” That was as close as she dared come to referring to Dolly’s possible “escape.”

He gave her a wicked smile. “I’m sailing uncharted waters.” His voice roughened. “I’ve been sailing uncharted waters from the minute I met you, darlin’.”

The man certainly had a way with words. And when he tossed his gloves aside, a shiver of anticipation rippled down her spine.

“But I’m pretty sure of what a pirate should do next,” he said as he reached to untie her bodice ribbons. “He’d want to examine his spoils.”

“His s-spoils?” She gave a nervous laugh.

He arched one eyebrow. “You made me take your lessons seriously. Now you have to take the adventure seriously.”

If he only knew how “seriously” this adventure was affecting her! “Go on. The pirate is examining his ‘spoils’—which I apparently am.”

“Damned right. But he’d want a better view.”

When he thrust his hand scandalously inside her bodice to unknot the upper ties of her corset and her chemise, she swallowed hard. Then he dragged her gown, corset, and chemise off her shoulders, restraining her further but freeing her breasts from their confines. His heated gaze dropped to her breasts.

Goodness gracious! She stood before a man bare-breasted for the first time in her life. She didn’t know whether to be outraged…or delighted.

Having her hands behind her back lifted her bosom even farther out of her corset, and as her breath grew ragged, her breasts rose and fell in a motion that seemed to tantalize him.

“You’d be a fine prize for any Barbary pirate,” he said hoarsely.

His frankly admiring tone tantalized her, and his rampantly carnal expression made it clear that right now he wanted her for one thing only. And it wasn’t her money or even the information he sought about Dolly.

Men looked at Venetia this way, but never her. As the object of a man’s desire, she’d always been the second choice.

Lucas made her feel like the first choice.

The remnants of her resistance vanished, and she lost herself in his fantasy…her fantasy. She even thrust her breasts up for his gaze, and was rewarded by the covetous hunger shining in his eyes.

“But a pirate would do more than one kind of examination.” he said huskily.

“Oh?” she breathed, then blushed to hear the eagerness in her voice.

He apparently heard it, too, for his gaze shot to hers, thrilling her with its fiery intensity. “He’d have to assess by touch.” Then he covered her breast—her bare breast!—with his hands.

And it was wonderful.

He slid his other hand about her waist to pull her close so he could scatter feverish kisses over her neck and throat, kneading her breast with his bare palm and sending wild sensations along every nerve. She was such a brazen hussy. But it felt so glorious, so…exquisite.

When he thumbed her nipple into a fine, aching point, she practically shoved her breast into his hand, she was that eager for more. Yes, she was shameless…shameless! And she didn’t even care. She rose to his caresses, sweetly, eagerly, refusing to deny herself this luscious moment.

“Is this enough adventure for you, darlin’?” he rasped against her throat. “Or do you want more?”

He pressed a searing, openmouthed kiss to the upper swell of one breast, and she caught her breath. More?More?

“Let me show you…taste you…” Then he lowered his head to seize her breast in his mouth.

Lord help her. This was certainly more…more delicious, more enticing, more everything! Mouths could do so much…suck and tease and oh, Lord, that. He was laving her nipple with sensuous rasps of his tongue that sent a wild rush of sensation coursing through her, tightening her belly, rousing her blood.

When he scraped her nipple with his teeth, she nearly went insane, squirming against the fichu pinioning her hands, sure that she would die of pleasure before he was done.

How did female spies manage it? How did they use the sensual arts to elicit information, when the sensual arts were so very…distracting?

He transformed her into a strange carnal creature beyond her control. Everything above her navel tingled; everything below it burned.

As if he’d guessed what she felt, he reached behind her to unfasten her gown until it hung loosely on her, then slipped his hand inside the front, down past her corseted belly to the juncture between her legs. To her utter shock, he boldly rubbed her soft flesh through her chemise.

She squirmed beneath the intimate caress. “Are you…sure a corsair would feel the need to examine his captive…there?”

He lifted his head, his breath coming in rough, staccato gasps. “Hell, yes. Especially when his captive has been so naughty.”

“What?” she gasped. “How have I been naughty?”

“You’ve teased me for two days now. Only a few hours ago, you amused yourself by priming my ‘sword’ for an encounter you planned to deny me.” He brought his lips to her mouth, but stopped a breath away to add in a ragged whisper, “Well, darlin’, I’m going to give you a taste of what that’s like.”

Then he took her mouth again, thrusting his tongue deep even as his devilish fingers stroked her hard below. The fierce thrill of it made her arch up on her toes and strain against him, craving more. Oh, Lord…goodness gracious…what on earth was he doing to her?

His brazen fingers mimicked his brazen kisses until she felt a shameful dampness seeping into her chemise. Surely he could feel it, too.

If he did, it only made him caress her more blatantly, until a curious sensation built between her thighs, swelling in her most private place, making her undulate against his hand in mad, heedless thrusts.

Abruptly, he brought his hand up to fondle her breast. Moments ago, she would have welcomed it, but now it wasn’t enough.

She ripped her mouth from his to beg, “Lucas, please…,” not sure what she wanted, but knowing unerringly he could provide it. “Please…I…I want—”

“What?” he murmured against her cheek. “What do you want?”

“I-I don’t know,” she breathed, mortified.

“I’ll tell you what you want.” He nipped her earlobe. “You want release. Or as we coarse Americans put it, you want ‘to come.’”

“Whatever it’s called,” she said, turning a pleading gaze to him, “I want it.”

He gave a husky chuckle. “So do I. I’ll give it to you if you give it to me.”

She stared at him, dumbstruck.

He slipped her wrists free of the fichu binding them, then drew back to unbutton his breeches. That’s when she noticed the bulge in them. The very large bulge in them.

She swallowed hard as he unbuttoned his drawers. With his eyes brooding over her like a corsair over his captive, he rasped, “It’s time for that ‘rubbing’ you wanted to do of my sword, darlin’.” He stripped off her gloves, then slid her hand inside his drawers to close it around his “sword.” “You give me a rubbing, and I’ll give you one.”

As she stood there, her hand inside his breeches, fascinated but appalled by her own curiosity, he reached inside her gown and dragged the hem of her chemise up to her corset, then cupped her again between her thighs.

Except this time she was bare to his fingers.

He rubbed the aching flesh hotly, silkily. With his free hand he showed her how to caress him, how to tug the flesh in long, firm strokes.

“Oh, God, yes,” he moaned as she took control, though it was hard to concentrate on pleasing him when he made her insane with his own strokes.

He strained against her as their hands moved in tandem between them. “You’re so damned wet and sweet…” he whispered into her ear.

“And you’re so…big,” she whispered back, half in wonder. “And hard.”

He managed a choked laugh. “Now do you…understand why you…drove me crazy earlier? With all your…talk of rubbing my…sword?”

“I understood it then, too,” she teased him.

“You’re a virgin Delilah, learning how to torture a man from naughty books.”

Her face flamed, and she opened her mouth to retort, but another sound shattered the near stillness of waves lapping against the ship. “Amelia!” called a sharp voice across the water. “Amelia, where are you? What’s going on?”

“Damnation,” he growled, as they both recognized Mrs. Harris’s voice.

Amelia tried to pull away, but he held her fast. “We’re not finished,” he protested.

“I have to answer her, or she’ll convince some oarsman to come out here after us.” Wriggling free, she sidled around the curved wall to the porthole that faced toward land, being sure to let her head fill it as she worked frantically to restore her clothing. “We’re touring beneath the quarterdeck!” she called out.

Mrs. Harris caught sight of her bare head and frowned. “Where’s your bonnet?”

Lucas came up behind her and muttered, “Tell her the wind blew it under here.”

As she repeated his brilliant excuse in a carrying voice, he slid his hand around to fondle her breast. She nearly choked. Though she knew Mrs. Harris could see only her face, there was something terribly unnerving about having her chaperone staring at her while he was touching her so wickedly.

Unnerving…and strangely titillating. She pressed her breast into his hand.

“Get rid of her, damn it,” he commanded. “Tell her we’re looking for your bonnet.” His other hand dragged up her skirts in front so he could resume his more scandalous caresses. “Tell her we’ll be out as soon as we find it.”

She caught his hand, but that only prompted him to move hers back inside his drawers to stroke his “sword.” His boldly rampant “sword.”

She tugged hard on him, thinking it might make him behave, but instead he choked out, “Yes, like that…please, darlin’…”

It was the “please” that decided her. She knew he’d rather eat nails than say it to an Englishwoman. As her blood roared in her ears, she called out his excuse to her chaperone, praying her flushed cheeks wouldn’t give her away.

Mrs. Harris cried, “Are you all right, dear?”

“Fine!” she called back, desperate to get away from the porthole. Lucas was doing the wickedest things to her, and the excitement building in her down below was too exquisite to ignore. “It’s just a bit warm…in here.”

Warm wasn’t the word for it. Blazing. Searing. Engulfed in flames. She thought she’d die if she didn’t get relief soon.

She didn’t wait to see if Mrs. Harris accepted her tale. Sliding away from the porthole, she released Lucas’s “sword” and pivoted to face him. He was on her at once, devouring her mouth as he dragged her hand back inside his drawers.

Then he returned to caressing her, but this time he was even more outrageous. He actually had the audacity to thrust his finger inside her. Inside her!

She tore her mouth free to murmur, “Lucas…you shouldn’t…”

“Hush, darlin’,” he whispered as he branded her neck with fiery, openmouthed kisses. “It’s just my finger, nothing more. But you have to let me…drive you as crazy…as you’re driving me.”

She exulted in those words. “Am I?” she whispered, though speech grew more difficult by the second.

“You know you are,” he groaned. “Faster…stroke me…faster…I beg you, my sweet Delilah…”

She liked the begging, oh yes. And the way his kisses grew wilder and more frantic when she did as he begged. Gone was the calculated, controlling major. In its place was a man who needed a woman, who needed her.

This would be the perfect time to ask him what she wanted to know. But she couldn’t. Not with this amazing pressure building inside her down below…swelling…arching…tearing a scream from deep inside her throat—

Thank goodness he caught it with his mouth. Because she could no more have stopped it than she could have stopped the tempest of pleasure rocking her limbs, gushing hotly and sweetly through her veins, sending her to a glorious place where nothing existed but the man bringing her to ecstasy…

And finding his own, for moments later, she felt rather than saw him yank something from his pocket and jam it inside his breeches. She felt the something—a handkerchief perhaps?—wrap around her hand right before he groaned against her lips, and a sticky wetness seeped into the cloth engulfing her hand.

She’d learned enough about relations between men and women to know that it was his seed. A fierce delight seized her. He’d found pleasure in her arms, too.

But as they both quaked in the aftermath of their shared enjoyment, as their fervent kisses settled into a rapidly cooling embrace, the reality of what she’d just done sank in. They had…she had…

Lord help her. This had gone too far. She’d be banished to hell for such debauchery, no matter what her purpose.

Her purpose—hah! She’d forgotten about her purpose the moment the man began his cursed seductions.

She drew her hand from his breeches and slipped out of his arms, struggling to calm her raging pulse. What was she to do now? He would expect more “adventures,” now that they’d indulged themselves to this dangerous degree. And if he were really courting her, she might even be eager to supply them.

But he wasn’t, drat it all. Like any man, he was merely seeking his own pleasure. She stole a glance at him to find him watching her with that brooding gaze of his. He probably thought her a wanton and considered that enough excuse to indulge himself while pretending to court her.

She tamped down her anger at the thought. She’d brought this on herself, with her cursed fascination for the forbidden. But she wasn’t a fool: any more adventures like this and she’d find herself ruined. She wouldn’t risk shaming her family.

Turning her back to him, she carefully restored her clothing, trying not to remember the myriad thrills of having him kiss her neck, gaze at her bare breasts…fondle her into ecstasy.

She choked down a sigh. Oh, she was truly wicked. There was nothing else for it—their private encounters must end. She was useless at balancing her new reckless urge for passion with her duty to find out about Dolly’s secret past, and that was dangerous. Not only for herself, but for Dolly. For some reason, he hadn’t used their sensual encounter to question her, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t in the future.

So from now on, she must keep their “courtship” public. She must never let him guess how much his “adventures” affected her, or he wouldn’t rest until he got another chance to take advantage of her weakness.

And that could only lead to disaster.








Chapter Ten






Dear Charlotte,


I had indeed read the newspaper’s account. I dare say, however, that you need not worry about Lady Amelia. I’m sure she can handle Major Winter if he proves troublesome. You have well inoculated her—indeed, all of your young ladies—against scoundrels.


Sincerely,


Michael




Damnation. What the hell have I done?

As reason seeped back into his fevered brain, Lucas groaned. He’d really lost his mind this time. He’d ruined everything.

And nothing proved it more than the way Amelia had slid away from him. No tender final kisses, no clinging, no lingering in his embrace. Here he stood, struggling for breath, her honeysuckle scent around him and the taste of her still on his tongue, and she was withdrawing.

Not that he blamed her. He’d bound her hands. Pleasured her. Made her pleasure him. Christ, he’d nearly done the unthinkable.

But damn it, when she’d plagued him about going belowdecks, having her witness his weakness had goaded him into blotting it from her mind. And once he’d realized that she’d deliberately performed that bit of sensual torture with the mameluke this morning, he’d been seized by the urge to conquer her, to show her she couldn’t tease and taunt him like she undoubtedly did those Prissy Pantaloon lords.

He’d conquered her all right. And now she’d make him suffer for it.

After tossing his soiled handkerchief aside, he buttoned his drawers and breeches with the quick efficiency born of years hurrying to meet the call of duty. He glanced furtively at Amelia, but she wouldn’t even look at him as she straightened her own clothing. Damn, damn, damn.

Amelia was young and inexperienced, not to mention a very eligible heiress with a titled father. She wasn’t some merry widow he could play at pirates and maidens with, binding and stripping her for their mutual pleasure. Or a dockside whore he could shove up against a wall and fondle after paying her a few coins.

Amelia would punish him for this. Even though she’d agreed to everything he’d done, even though she’d willingly participated, had even made him forget for a short while—

He gritted his teeth. When he should have been interrogating her, he’d been enjoying her instead. And he’d probably angered Amelia, ruining his future chances.

The worst part was that he’d do it again in a second if she’d let him. Because being intimate with her had been the closest he’d come to heaven in three years.

God have mercy.

She faced him, her clothing back in place and her fichu covering her pretty breasts. If not for the trembling of her hands as she drew on the gloves he’d stripped off her, he would’ve thought nothing had happened between them.

“That was certainly an interesting adventure,” she said evenly.

An interesting adventure ? That’s all she could say? He eyed her warily. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be after your…rousing efforts?”

He struggled to take in her reaction. The English were reserved, but this —“I should apologize.”

“For what? You promised me an adventure, and that’s what you gave me. Now it’s done.”

Done?Done, damn her?

Smiling coolly, she tucked a few stray hairs into place. She’d never looked more English.

She’d also never looked more desirable. He wanted to thrust her back against the wall and make love to her until she’d lost her cool smile and aloofness, until he’d reduced her hair and clothes to a shambles, and had her panting and sighing beneath him—

Careful, man. By some miracle he’d been handed a reprieve, and he’d better grab it while he could.

“We should return to shore,” he said, determined to match her calm.

“Yes.” She bent to pick up her bonnet with such nonchalance, it made him grit his teeth. “And Mrs. Harris must never guess what we were doing.”

“Why not?”

Her horrified gaze shot to him. “You can’t possibly think she should know!”

“Not about all of it. But surely even you English kiss when you’re courting.”

Was that anger in her face? It was gone too quickly for him to be sure. Besides, why would she be angry over that, when she hadn’t been over the other?

“We aren’t formally courting.” She tied her bonnet with stiff motions. “So until things are more settled between us, I’d prefer you not say anything to Mrs. Harris about it.”

His eyes narrowed. The longer this went on, the more chance for Dorothy to find out who he really was. She and Frier could be two countries away by the time Lady Delilah deigned to let Lucas into the inner family circle.

“Then let’s settle matters now.” He tried to sound as unmoved as she looked. “I don’t have much time in England. I haven’t even met your parents yet.” Inspiration struck. “And we can’t keep our hands off each other. Truthfully, we might find ourselves forced to marry anyway if we keep meeting like this.”

“Truthfully,” she countered with a hint of sarcasm, “I see no reason to rush. We only met yesterday, Lucas. A short courtship is generally considered six months, and a long one a year or two.”

Her remote tone chilled him. Did she mean to keep him dangling after her for weeks while she made him dance to her tune? “If you think I’ll extend my stay in England until—”

“No, of course not.” She stuck out her chin with a sudden imperious expression. “But surely it wouldn’t hurt to spend a few days getting better acquainted with each other before we let others know your intentions.”

Determined to rattle her, he let his gaze trail slowly, covetously down the body he’d been caressing only minutes ago. “I thought we’d gotten pretty well acquainted already, darlin’.”

Instead of the blush he’d hoped to provoke, she shot him a look of such fury that it gave him pause. She wasn’t as calm or aloof as she pretended. Strangely enough, that pleased him.

“I’m talking about a different kind of acquaintance, Major Winter.”

“So we’re back to ‘Major Winter’ and ‘Lady Amelia,’ are we?” he taunted her. “That’s the kind of formal acquaintance you mean?”

“Yes, the proper kind, where people converse instead of—”

“Driving each other crazy with desire?” He lowered his voice to a husky murmur. “Arousing each other for their mutual enjoyment?”

She searched his face. “The kind where people reveal more to each other than just their bodies. Where they share their fears—like why they become immobilized with terror at the sight of an open hatchway leading belowdecks.”

The words hit him like a poleax to the gut. Damn her and all her curiosity.

“When we can share that sort of connection,” she added softly, “when you can be honest and truthful with me, then, and only then, will you meet my parents.” Whirling on her heel, she marched out from beneath the quarterdeck.


 


For the entire journey home in the carriage, Amelia regretted her hasty words. It wasn’t just the gut-wrenching horror of his expression after she’d said them. Or the fact that he’d barely spoken two words to her during their exit from the xebec or their tense ride in the dinghy.

It was the sinking feeling that she’d gone too far. Whatever demons had made Lucas react so powerfully to an open hatchway couldn’t be easy ones, and a man with his pride would hate having them noticed, much less discussed.

What if her cruelty drove him to act rashly—to haul Dolly off to America with him? Since he hadn’t yet, did that mean he didn’t really suspect Dolly of anything criminal? Or just that there were laws preventing it? Even if there were, clearly Lucas was sufficiently on edge to act out of wounded pride.

But drat it, she had pride, too. And every time he mentioned their “courtship” as if he truly wished to marry her, she wanted to slap him. He was merely trying to press her into bringing him to meet Dolly. Sly scoundrel. Two-faced devil. She would keep him chomping at the bit until she was sure he couldn’t hurt her stepmother.

“You are both very quiet,” Mrs. Harris said from beside her. “Was the ship not to your liking?”

Certain parts of it disturbed Major Winter enormously, she nearly said, but one look at his rigid expression killed the words in her throat. “It was fine.”

“Lady Amelia found it…dirty.” Lucas taunted her with a glance, curse him.

“I can’t imagine that a little dirt would bother Amelia,” Mrs. Harris said.

“You see, Major?” she shot back. “You should have let me go belowdecks as I asked, instead of protesting how dirty it would be.”

When he glowered at her, Mrs. Harris jumped in. “In such a situation, caution was appropriate. I’m sure there were rats. And though Amelia might not care about dirt, she would care quite a bit about having rats nibble her toes.”

That didn’t seem to mollify Lucas. “I’ll remember that when choosing our next outing. Maybe we should do something more tame—visit a museum or go for a ride in the park.”

“A ride in the park sounds wonderful,” Amelia said in a sugary voice. “I’m sure Mrs. Harris would enjoy it, too.”

“Tomorrow then?” he countered, though the icy glint in his eyes showed he didn’t like being trapped into including the widow.

“Certainly,” Amelia said, glaring back at him.

“No, dear, not tomorrow.” Mrs. Harris turned to Amelia. “Have you forgotten the meeting of the London Ladies Society? Miss North is counting on you to support her new cause, and you promised her you’d go.”

Louisa North was a viscount’s daughter who’d served as lady-in-waiting to the late Princess Charlotte. To escape her grief after the princess’s untimely death a year ago, Louisa had kept busy by helping prepare Mrs. Harris’s girls for their presentations at court.

But recently she’d turned her efforts to prison reform, the subject of the scheduled meeting. After everything Louisa had done for the school, Amelia had happily agreed to attend. She couldn’t go back on her word now. “Yes, I’m afraid I had forgotten,” Amelia said. “I must go.”

“And the day after tomorrow is the graduates’ tea,” Mrs. Harris said. “You can hardly miss that, since it’s being held at your house.”

Amelia sighed. Annoyed as she was at Lucas, she still needed to spend time with him to learn more about his plans. But if she started canceling her plans with friends to please him, Mrs. Harris might decide things were already progressing to the point where she should write Papa or Dolly about it. Amelia dared not risk their rushing back to London prematurely.

“Perhaps an evening event, then,” Lucas said tersely.

“Tomorrow night I already have an obligation,” she said, adding as he frowned, “but I have no engagement for the following evening, after the tea.”

He eyed her assessingly. “Then I’ll see what play we can attend.”

“Oh, the theaters aren’t open on that night,” Mrs. Harris put in.

Lucas settled back against the squabs, leveling a frown on both of them. “You ladies make it darned hard for a man to court a woman.”

A stunned silence fell over the carriage. He’d as much as made a formal declaration of his intentions—after Amelia had requested that he wait to do so.

She struggled to restrain her temper. He was exacting his revenge for her comments about the hatchway and her seeming refusal to see him. He was also forcing her hand, which created problems for her.

That was evident from Mrs. Harris’s response. “Well! You Americans are blunt, aren’t you?”

“And presumptuous,” Amelia added. She’d have to convince Mrs. Harris there was no reason to write Papa and Dolly about her “courtship” just yet.

“We discussed this,” he retorted. “You didn’t say no.”

Amelia felt the widow’s gaze on her. “I didn’t say yes, either. I said you could court me, and we’d see how it went.” Her eyes narrowed. “As I recall, I also asked you to keep the matter private until we were more sure of…each other.”

His gaze bore into hers. “I’m sure of you.”

Liar! You don’t even want me!

“Major Winter.” Mrs. Harris laid a calming hand on Amelia’s arm. “You Americans may be aggressive in achieving your aims, but we English tend to be cautious. We do not leap willy-nilly into important decisions concerning our futures.”

“I don’t have time for caution, ma’am,” he drawled. “At this rate, I’ll see Amelia once a week, and that’s not enough. I’ll be moving on soon, you see.”

“Oh?” Amelia retorted. Let him be the one uncomfortable for a change. “And what pressing business do you have to deal with next? You’re consulting on a treaty. Won’t your government allow you all the time you need?”

A muscle worked in his jaw. “I’m waiting to hear about the possibility of an impending appointment as a consul. Since certain personal difficulties prevent my continuing in the Marine Guard, I would hate to be unable to pursue it.”

If he could be blunt, so could she. “What sort of personal difficulties?”

“Amelia, that’s rude,” Mrs. Harris said in a low voice.

Lucas’s gaze locked with hers. “The sort that make it difficult for me to live on board a ship for months on end.”

Then it hit her: he couldn’t or wouldn’t go belowdecks. That would certainly create difficulties for a marine.

As he jerked his gaze to the window, staring grimly at the docks, a surge of sympathy made her regret her hasty words. Poor, proud Lucas. How she wished she could reach over and kiss away the harsh lines of his rigid expression.

No wonder he took his mission to find Dorothy Frier so seriously. He could no longer protect his ship as a marine was supposed to, so he was serving his country another way. Though he was surely misinformed about Dolly and certainly shouldn’t be pretending to court Amelia to further his aims, at least she understood the fierceness of his intent.

“I’ll leave the night of the tea free for you, Major,” she said softly. “When you decide on our plans, you may send me a note to inform me.”

His gaze met hers, dark and vulnerable. “Thank you,” he said gruffly.

They rode a while in silence, with only the creak of the carriage and the clopping of the horse’s hooves on cobblestone making any sound. They were now approaching St. James’s Square.

To her chagrin, she found herself loath to say good-bye. Granted, the next two days would give Cousin Michael time to find out more about Lucas’s mission, and that could only help her. But she would miss Lucas. Him , the most infuriating, secretive, arrogant fellow she’d ever met!

And the only one who’d ever sent her pulse racing, the only one who’d ever made her feel desirable. If he proved to be a true scoundrel when this was done, how would she ever endure it?

Mrs. Harris suddenly went rigid beside her. “Oh, dear,” she muttered. “You were right, Amelia—that man is indeed a pest.”

Confused, Amelia looked over to find the widow staring out the window, then saw what she meant. A carriage sporting a marquess’s coronet on its crest was situated two doors down from her town house.

Just what she needed to make her day complete. Lord Pomeroy.








Chapter Eleven






Dear Cousin,


Thank you, kind sir! I do my best to “inoculate” my ladies, as you put it so drolly. No disease is more dangerous than a bad husband, for if a woman catches that pox, she’ll languish from it her entire life.


Your friend,


Charlotte




Please, Lucas, leave the man be,” Amelia said a short time later, heartily wishing Mrs. Harris hadn’t noticed Lord Pomeroy’s carriage in the street. She explained to Lucas what it meant.

They now stood in the stables, since Amelia had insisted that the coachman carry them back here to disembark. The last thing she needed was Lord Pomeroy seeing the major with them.

She blocked Lucas’s path as he headed toward the stable door. “Lord Pomeroy doesn’t concern you.”

He glared down at her. “Like hell he doesn’t. Mrs. Harris has just been telling me that the man used to sit in his carriage outside your house to intimidate your suitors. And you expect me to leave him be?”

Though his unexpected protectiveness was rather endearing, his interference would only worsen matters. “He stopped hanging about after Papa refused to contemplate any marriage between us. Today he probably tried to call on me, was told I wasn’t home, and decided to wait. That’s all.”

“Or,” Mrs. Harris interjected, “with your father gone to the country, Lord Pomeroy has returned to his old tricks. Especially after seeing the major’s marked attentions to you last night.”

Amelia shot Mrs. Harris a frustrated glance. The woman was not helping.

Lucas looked fit to be tied. “Then somebody should remind Pomeroy his attentions aren’t welcome. And not just in words, either.” Reaching inside his breeches pocket, he pulled out his sheathed dagger.

“Dear Lord,” Mrs. Harris muttered.

“You told me you didn’t have it with you!” Amelia exclaimed.

“I lied.” He calmly removed the dagger from its sheath. “No decent soldier leaves his quarters unarmed.”

Amelia glanced around to find the grooms casting surreptitious, wide-eyed glances at Lucas’s dagger as they unhitched the horses and began rubbing them down. “I won’t let you use that.”

Lucas’s gaze met hers, glittering with anger. “A military man like Pomeroy only understands one thing. And it takes another man to explain it to him.”

“He’s a former general—do you think he’ll simply roll over and play dead?”

“When the choice is to be dead, he will.”

“It’ll only make him more determined to plague me with his suit. He’ll see it as ‘saving’ me from you.” When Lucas merely tucked his dagger into the front of his breeches, prominently displayed, she added, “If you threaten a lord, you’ll be arrested, no matter the reason. And how will that help me?”

Lucas’s jaw tightened. “Then tell me what to do. Because I’m not leaving until I’m sure you’ll be all right.”

“We’ll be fine, really. Lord Pompous is nothing but bluster. He wouldn’t dare do more than scowl at suitors from his carriage.”

“Some men will do anything to get money,” Lucas bit out.

His fierce conviction gave her pause. Was he talking about himself? Or someone else? Because surely it wasn’t just Lord Pompous that had him agitated.

Fine. Let the hotheaded idiot attack Lord Pompous. He’d probably injure the man, get himself arrested, and eliminate both her problems. Lord Pompous would leave her be, and Lucas would be safely in jail away from Dolly.

Except that she couldn’t bear to think of Lucas in jail. Not after seeing his ashen face as he’d stared into that hatchway. And certainly not after he’d touched her so intimately.

For better or worse, their battle must stay between them. So she had to calm his fears. She summoned a blithe smile. “Really, Lucas, I’m sure he’ll tire of this tactic when he sees it isn’t working.”

Lucas clenched his fist. “He’s not one of your soft-skinned lords. If this doesn’t work, he’ll take more drastic steps.”

“Like what? Anything else would create a scandal, and he wouldn’t want his reputation as a war hero besmirched. Besides, he knows I won’t marry him under any circumstances. And since he has to have my consent for a wedding, and my father’s consent in order to access my fortune—”

“But if he knows that,” Lucas said, clearly frustrated, “why is he lurking outside your town house instead of wooing a more malleable heiress?”

“Because it’s not just Amelia’s money that interests him,” Mrs. Harris put in, “no matter what she says.”

Amelia frowned at her.

“It’s true, and you know it, dear. When you first went into society, you were so eager to hear his tales of war and he was so flattered by your interest that he decided you were the only young lady for him.”

“Yes,” she protested, “but I long ago realized my error, and I’ve made it clear to him a thousand times that my interest was merely academic. He thinks that since I’m in my second season already, my lack of offers will eventually make me accept his suit. In time, he’ll realize he’s wrong.”

Lucas turned his skeptical gaze on Mrs. Harris. “What do you think?”

“I agree with Amelia. Though his avid interest is troublesome, I doubt he’ll act on it beyond what he’s doing now. He wouldn’t risk the scandal.”

“Lord Pompous may be a general,” Amelia added, “but he’s also a marquess and very conscious of his own importance.”

“Right,” he said with disgust. “I keep forgetting how highly you English regard titles.” But at least he’d sheathed his dagger and returned it to his pocket.

“Besides,” she went on, “do you honestly believe that my father would leave me alone in London if he thought I was in any danger?”

His gaze locked with hers. “I’m not sure what your father might do.”

He was referring to Dolly somehow—she was sure of it, but she couldn’t figure out what he meant. “He would never let me be hurt, I promise you. So you might as well return to the Kirkwoods’.” She took his arm and added more firmly, “Come, I shall walk you to the gate.”

“I’ll meet you inside,” Mrs. Harris murmured.

Amelia cast her a grateful smile, glad for the chance to tell Lucas a private good-bye. She had things to say to him that couldn’t be said before an audience.

They left the stables, but Lucas stopped short just outside, a calculating gleam flickering in his eyes. “I must get my sword from your breakfast room.”

When he turned as if to follow Mrs. Harris, she tugged him in the other direction. “Oh, no, you don’t,” she said, laughing. “You’re just hoping to run into Lord Pomeroy.” She cast him a coy smile. “Besides, you can’t have your sword back until I do my rubbing of it.”

His eyes darkened. “Teasing wench. That’s the real reason Pomeroy haunts your door. He wants you to do a rubbing of his sword.”

She blushed. “Balderdash. He merely wants my fortune.” They’d reached the gate. “And you, sir, are going to let him be, and return to the Kirkwoods’ by the back way so he doesn’t see you.”

“Actually, I think a friendly word soldier to soldier might be in order.”

“Drat it, Lucas—” she began.

“No weapons, I promise.”

“Not good enough.” She glared at him. “Promise me you won’t speak to Lord Pomeroy.”

A half smile played over his lips. “And why would I be fool enough to promise that?”

“Because if you don’t, I’ll refuse to see you again.” She pushed against his chest lightly with her gloved hand. “Now go on with you.”

He caught her hand against his chest before she could withdraw it. “I’ll promise not to speak to Pomeroy if you’ll promise that if the man keeps annoying you, you’ll let me handle matters my own way.”

“By shooting at him? Provoking him? Fighting him?”

“Whatever it takes to make him leave you alone.”

She’d be flattered by his concern if she weren’t suspicious of what prompted it. He probably feared that Pomeroy would do something precipitous that would make it difficult for him to complete his own plans.

Tamping down her hurt at the thought, she tried for a light tone. “I promise that if I find myself in grave mortal danger, I’ll summon you to dispatch my enemies.”

“I’m serious, damn it.” His hand tightened on hers. “Promise me. For once, just indulge me.”

“It seems to me I spent most of the afternoon indulging you.”

He gave a harsh laugh. “If you’d indulged me, darlin’, you wouldn’t have left that ship a maiden.” With a brooding glance, he lifted her hand to plant a kiss in the center of her palm. “Next time I won’t show such gentlemanly restraint.” Drawing down the top of her short glove, he pressed another kiss to the pulse beating madly in her wrist. “Because when a man wants a woman, he doesn’t stop until he gets what he wants.”

She caught her breath. How she wished she could believe the fierce intent in his gaze, the yearning in his voice. How she wished this was a real courtship, that Lucas really would want to marry her.

But when he spoke of wanting, he meant only her body, nothing else. The courtship was simply a means to an end. He hoped to gain something from it as surely as Lord Pomeroy hoped to gain her fortune. Lucas was just better at hiding his true intentions.

She swallowed the lump in her throat. As soon as he’d finished his investigation, the “courtship” would end, so she mustn’t indulge any foolish fancies otherwise. Not if she wanted to protect her heart.

With a wan smile, she extricated her hand from his. “Mrs. Harris is signaling that I must go in,” she lied as she opened the gate. “Thank you for showing me the xebec.”

He dragged his gaze down her body in a look as intimate as any physical caress. “Thank you for showing me…everything.”

Her temper flared. “Be careful, Lucas, or you may be the one forced to sit outside my town house in a carriage.” She hurried up toward the house.

Lucas watched her go, his blood pounding in his ears. Hunker down in a carriage waiting for Lady Delilah to grace him with her favors? Not a chance. If she ever closed the door to him, he wouldn’t wait around for her to change her mind. No woman was worth that humiliation, not even Lady Delilah.

Except when she sashayed down the path with that walk that boiled a man’s blood. Or let a man kiss her damned fine mouth. Or fondle her downy-skinned breasts. Or tease the sweet little pearl between her legs until she sighed and turned a man’s cock so hard that even the strokes of her warm hand weren’t enough to—

He tore his gaze from her backside with a curse. She was a Delilah, all right. She could drain the strength out of a man just by sauntering away from him.

He reached into his pocket for his handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his brow, then remembered he’d left the soiled linen on the ship. He should have left his lustful thoughts there, too, because the more he indulged them, the more they distracted him. And that wasn’t good.

Not when he was finally getting somewhere. By purposely declaring his intentions in front of Mrs. Harris, he’d guaranteed one of two reactions. Either the widow would promote his suit and encourage Amelia to summon her parents to London for a meeting. Or, if she didn’t approve of the match, she’d write them herself with her concerns, and that would bring them running to London.

So if he played this right, he’d soon be meeting Lady Tovey. He couldn’t let his randy cock ruin that.

He started down the back way to Lord Kirkwood’s, then paused as he passed the alley beside the Tovey town house that led to the street. Hellfire and damnation, it didn’t sit well to leave that general situated out front.

You promised not to speak to him.

True, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t do some reconnaissance. Striding up the alley to the street, he rounded the corner just in time to see Pomeroy stalk down the steps of the town house. The general had probably tried to pay his call again without any success.

As Pomeroy crossed to his carriage, Lucas looked over his rival from behind. For a man of fifty-odd years, he was pretty agile, with a brisk walk and the erect posture common to soldiers. As best Lucas could remember from the ball, the man was attractive enough to please a woman, despite his jowls and pug nose. His graying hair was still thick, and his status as a war hero would cover most ills. He could probably find a wife with ease, so why pursue Amelia so hotly? It had to be for more than her fortune.

He watched to see if the man drove away, to see if Amelia was right and Pomeroy had just been waiting for their return. But the marquess got into his carriage without a word to his dozing coachman. It took only a short wait to determine that he wasn’t going anywhere.

Lucas frowned. Damned idiot.

Pomeroy thought to intimidate other suitors? Fine. He wasn’t the only one who could use intimidation as a strategy. Lucas might have promised not to speak to Pomeroy, but he hadn’t promised not to be seen.

Strolling into the street, Lucas began to whistle. Sure enough, Pomeroy’s grizzled features appeared in the carriage window. Lucas walked right up to the town house. Pretending not to notice the general glaring at him, Lucas reached into his pocket for his whetstone, then took out his dagger.

He sat down on the steps and began to sharpen his knife with long, slow strokes, wiping the blade off on his boot leather periodically. And all the time, he whistled as if he had nothing better to do while late afternoon edged toward dusk.

After a few minutes, he glanced at the carriage. Lord Pomeroy was still watching him, but he looked uneasy. When their gazes met, Lucas deliberately tipped his hat to the general. Pomeroy frowned.

Come on, you old bastard, Lucas thought. I dare you. Get out of the damned carriage, and we can have this out right now. He couldn’t think of anything more satisfying than beating an English general to a bloody pulp.

But after glaring at Lucas, Pomeroy drew back from the window.

Gritting his teeth, Lucas returned to sharpening his knife. Snick, snick, snick, snick, wipe. The motion helped calm his temper, which was a good thing. Because he was fairly itching to bury the blade between Pomeroy’s ribs.

It wasn’t just because the man was English or even a general. He told himself it was because Pomeroy’s antics complicated his own plans, but deep down, he knew that was a lie. He just couldn’t stand the thought of any other man hanging after Amelia, even a puffed-up warhorse like Pomeroy.

He forced that unsettling thought from his mind, forced himself to concentrate on sharpening his blade. Snick, snick, snick, snick, wipe . Snick, snick, snick, snick, wipe.

The motion continued long after Lord Pomeroy’s carriage finally trundled off into the dusk.








Chapter Twelve






Dear Charlotte,


At last I have the information on Major Winter that you’ve been awaiting. I’m attaching a thorough report, courtesy of my friend at the Navy Board.


Your helpful cousin,


Michael




Perhaps we should move the sarcophagus into the hall, my lady.”

Amelia scarcely heard her footman. A week ago, she would have protested the very idea of removing her pride and joy from the drawing room that Papa and Dolly had allowed her to decorate herself. A week ago, she’d have delighted at the chance to show off to her schoolmates her new Egyptian-styled furnishings.

A week ago, she hadn’t met Lucas.

In the two days since the outing to the xebec, he and Dolly had absorbed her thoughts. She’d convinced Mrs. Harris not to write Papa about her “courtship” until matters progressed further, but how long could she put the woman off?

Now, as she and Mrs. Harris readied the drawing room for the tea, she examined everything Dolly had ever revealed: every scrap of information, every mention of her past, every reaction to every comment.

As the druggets were removed from the floors, she remembered Dolly’s shock the first time she’d seen Amelia cover up the expensive Axminster carpet with protective baize. As the butler brought out Amelia’s precious Wedgwood black basalt tea service to replace the everyday one, she remembered Dolly’s surprise at the idea of owning more than one tea service.

Either Americans were much less extravagant with their money than the English…or Dolly had never had quite the life Amelia had assumed, given her marriage to a wealthy merchant.

So with an hour left before the girls arrived for their monthly “lessons for heiresses,” only one thought consumed her. What if Lucas was right? What if Dorothy Smith wasn’t who Amelia had thought her to be?

“Has the mail come?” she asked the footman.

“No, my lady,” he answered. “Not yet.”

“Didn’t you already send your acceptance to the Kirkwoods?” Mrs. Harris asked. Yesterday, Amelia and Mrs. Harris had received an invitation to dine with Major Winter and the Kirkwoods tonight. “And explain why I cannot attend?”

“Yes, I gave it to Hopkins early this morning to send over.”

“Are you sure you don’t mind that I am not accompanying you?” Mrs. Harris persisted. “I had already promised my friend—”

“No, it’s fine. I’ll be perfectly safe with a footman for the short carriage ride over. It’s only a family dinner, nothing formal. With Lady Kirkwood there, no one should find it improper.”

“Then why are you so anxious about the mail?”

“We still haven’t heard from Cousin Michael about Major Winter.”

“Ah.” An indulgent smile touched Mrs. Harris’s lips. “Do not fret yourself; my cousin will send us information soon. But he said it would take time.”

I don’t have time for caution, ma’am.

That’s what Lucas had told Mrs. Harris. And if he didn’t have time, neither did Amelia. Yet she was forced to go on with these meaningless social affairs until circumstances were right. It was enough to make a woman scream.

How did female spies bide their time asking questions while pretending not to know things? She was far too impatient for such slow maneuvers. Clearly, she would have made an awful spy.

“My lady?” the footman prodded her. “Shall we move the sarcophagus?”

“As much as I…er…admire your signature piece,” Mrs. Harris put in, “it does take up quite a bit of room. It would be just as striking in the hall, don’t you think? And the ladies would still see it as they enter.”

“That’s fine,” Amelia said dismissively.

She paid no attention as footmen moved the sarcophagus out and three chairs in. Until she could see Lucas again, she couldn’t rest easy. But she’d feel a little better if she heard from Cousin Michael.

Restlessly, she walked over to the bay window to watch for the postman. Instead, she saw another irritating sight. “Oh, Lord, he’s back,” she muttered, and left the window at once.

“Lord Pomeroy?” Mrs. Harris asked.

“Yes.” When Mrs. Harris headed over to look, Amelia said, “Don’t let him see you. It only encourages him to come in and seek an audience with me.”

Mrs. Harris peeked out. “Where is Major Winter when we need him?”

“Don’t say that; this is all his fault. His knife-sharpening display ran Lord Pompous off temporarily. But when the marquess returned yesterday, he came earlier and situated his carriage closer.”

“And Major Winter ran him off again then, too.”

They’d returned from Louisa’s meeting to find Lord Pomeroy’s carriage parked on one side of the street and Lucas sitting on their steps on the other.

This time the major had brought a pistol to clean.

“Now he’s back, curse him,” Amelia pointed out, “with his carriage practically on our front step. Lord only knows what the major will do this time to try running the man off.”

“Polish a cannon perhaps?” Mrs. Harris quipped.

Amelia shot her a pained glance. “You laugh, but I wouldn’t be surprised. They’re mad, both of them.”

But Mrs. Harris’s attention had strayed. “There’s the postman, dear.”

Moments later, a footman entered with their letters. Mrs. Harris thumbed through them, then held up one with a triumphant smile. “It’s thick, and that’s a good sign.” She strode to the escritoire and broke the seal with a letter opener.

After skimming the letter, she offered Amelia the second sheet. “He sent along a report from his friend at the Navy Board.” Her eyes gleamed. “Suffice it to say, our major is not all that he seems.”

Amelia took the report in shaky hands, then read it with her stomach roiling:



According to my superiors, Major Lucas Winter is on special assignment with the Marine Guard to capture a criminal and return him to the United States to stand trial. At the end of our late war with America, a British citizen named Theodore Frier embezzled $150,000 from Jones Shipping Company, a contractor to the American navy. The man apparently fled to Canada with the money. Since then, Major Winter has been tracking Frier. Although Frier was last seen in France, Major Winter has good cause to believe he is now hiding in England. That is what Major Winter is investigating.



Mrs. Harris smiled. “You should be flattered the major is taking time from his important duties to court and defend you.”

“Yes,” Amelia choked out. She could hardly reveal that courting and defending her were part of his “important duties.”

Because Theodore Frier was probably related to Dorothy Frier, alias Dorothy Smith. Her stepmother.

She clutched the report to her chest in a vain attempt to still the wild beating of her heart. Dolly knew an embezzler. No, Lucas must suspect her of something more damning, or he would have already traveled to Torquay to question Dolly. And he wouldn’t have kept his real purpose secret. Clearly he didn’t want to alarm Dolly, so he probably believed that she’d helped Theodore Frier, either in his escape from America or in the embezzlement itself.

A chill iced her veins. Did Lucas actually consider Dolly an accomplice? Dolly had come to England with a fortune. Was that just coincidence?

It had to be. It must.

And if it wasn’t?

The ramifications knocked the breath from her throat. Amelia’s dowry might really belong to this Jones Shipping, and possibly even the American navy itself. Why else was Lucas the one investigating? Besides being a decorated officer of their Marine Guard—a branch of their navy—he had a knowledge of shipping companies from his father’s work with ship cannon.

So they’d sent him to retrieve Theodore Frier. And the money, too.

It explained so many things Lucas had said. The interest in Canada, the questions about when Dorothy had arrived here and where she’d come from, the comments about Amelia’s inheritance.

Nice house. Expensive-looking…. Have you lived here long?

Some men will do anything to get money.

Lord help her. What if Dolly had been part of this embezzlement?

No, timid, soft-spoken Dolly a criminal? Never! Amelia read the report again more carefully, but Dolly wasn’t even mentioned. Yet the major’s notes had focused only on her.

Amelia set her shoulders. That could easily be explained. Pigheaded, arrogant Lucas couldn’t bear not to catch his man, so he’d fixed on Dorothy Frier as a last resort. If he’d been searching ever since the war’s end, he was bound to be frustrated. So he’d seen a few similarities between Dorothy Frier and Dorothy Smith and had assumed Dolly was Theodore Frier’s accomplice.

Well, he was wrong. And she’d tell him so the minute she was alone with him again.

You don’t know everything he knows. What if he has irrefutable proof?

Very well, she would make him show it to her. She was tired of dancing around the issue. When she saw him at dinner, she would demand that he lay out every bit of evidence leading to Dolly, so she could refute each one. Then she could thrust the tempting scoundrel from her life once and for all.

“Are you all right, dear?” Mrs. Harris asked. “You seem upset by this news.”

She was sorely tempted to tell Mrs. Harris everything. Surely she could depend upon the widow’s discretion.

But what if the whole thing turned out to be nothing more than Lucas’s overzealousness? Mrs. Harris would forever look at Dolly—indeed, at the whole family—differently. Besides, alarmed by Lucas’s intentions, Mrs. Harris might insist upon writing to Papa and Dolly, no matter how much Amelia protested. And Amelia would feel awful if Dolly lost the baby over what proved to be nothing.

No, best to keep quiet until she spoke to Lucas. Then she could determine an appropriate course of action. If the major’s evidence did seem significant, she might need to hurry to Torquay to speak to Papa about the situation.

“I’m fine,” she told Mrs. Harris. “I’m just disappointed that Lucas has been so secretive.”

Mrs. Harris put her arm around her shoulders. “He only met you a few days ago. You can’t expect him to trust you overnight. These things take time.”

“I know.” The motherly gesture brought a lump to Amelia’s throat. She laid her head briefly on the widow’s breast, then moved out of her kind embrace.

She’d just run out of time. Clearly, Lucas had mentioned a lack of it for a reason. Was there pressure from his government to accost Theodore Frier soon? Or was he merely trying to force the courtship along so he could get to Dolly?

Probably the latter, knowing Lucas and his impatience. Witness how he’d behaved on the xebec.

She winced. And how she’d behaved, too. It shamed her to think of it now. She’d been as reckless as he, throwing herself headlong into his arms even knowing that his interest in her was pretend.

Yet it certainly hadn’t felt pretend. When he’d whispered, “please, darlin’” or “I beg you, my sweet Delilah,” it had felt very, very real.

She stiffened. Don’t lie to yourself, Amelia. If it had been real, he would have told you about Dolly. He didn’t. And still hasn’t.

But tonight he would.

Unless she saw him before then, when he came to annoy Pomeroy as part of his cursed program to ingratiate himself with her. If he did, should she confront him? No, there’d be no privacy with her fellow classmates milling about and Mrs. Harris watching. Besides, his evidence was at the Kirkwoods’.

Though if he did show up here, she’d have trouble restraining her tongue and her temper. Dolly, an embezzler’s accomplice—hah!

She frowned at Mrs. Harris. “I now perfectly understand your cynicism about men. Sometimes they’re nothing but a curse.”

Mrs. Harris laughed. “For proof, you need only look out your front door.”

“One of my clippings mentioned a pasha whose wife poisoned him. A pity I can’t do the same to Lord Pompous.” An almost hysterical laugh bubbled to her lips. Only imagine poor Papa, with a supposed thief for a wife and a murderess for a daughter.

“If I remember the clipping correctly, the man survived the poisoning,” Mrs. Harris pointed out, “so what good was that?”

“Ah, but the poison gave him a great deal of indigestion.” She smiled grimly. “I’ll wager he reconsidered his arrogant behavior toward her after spending a few hours in a…forcible purge.”

“I’ll wager he had his wife executed for it,” Mrs. Harris said dryly.

Amelia only half heard her. What if she were to…

She headed for the door and called for a maid. As soon as the girl appeared, she said, “Have Cook prepare a tray with a nice selection of cake and biscuits, a pot of strong tea, and a flask of brandy. I know Papa keeps some somewhere.”

“B-Brandy?” the maid asked.

“Not for me, for Lord Pomeroy.” The girl started to leave, and Amelia added, “But bring the tray to me when it’s prepared. I want to add something to the presentation before we send it out to him. And do tell Cook to hurry.” She wanted Pomeroy gone before her friends arrived.

As the maid scurried off, Amelia headed for the still-room cabinet upstairs.

Mrs. Harris hurried after her. “Amelia, what are you planning?”

“To purge myself of the annoying Lord Pomeroy.”

The widow groaned. “You cannot possibly mean to—”

“Why not?” Lifting her skirts, Amelia ran up the stairs with Mrs. Harris at her heels. “It would make him think twice about stationing himself outside my door. And it will certainly get rid of him during the tea.”

“Are you sure this will work?” Mrs. Harris asked as they reached the next floor. “That it won’t merely prompt the marquess into more drastic behavior?”

“At this point, I don’t care.” Amelia cast a frustrated glance down the stairs. “For today, at least, I’d like to be free of the little drama in our street. Can you imagine what everyone will say if they arrive to find not one, but two men at daggers drawn on my doorstep? I’m merely providing Lord Pompous with an incentive to move on. That way, if Major Winter does happen by, he won’t settle himself on my steps polishing a cannon.”

Mrs. Harris hesitated before turning toward her bedchamber. “Then I have a purge that will make any man take off at a run directly after ingesting it.”

Amelia laughed. “Why, Mrs. Harris, I would never have guessed you could be so wicked.”

Mrs. Harris flashed Amelia a rueful smile. “You have no idea, my dear. At times I am just as tempted by mischief as you.”

“Good,” Amelia said stoutly. “We lady adventurers must stick together.”

Before the so-called gentlemen adventurers—Lucas and Lord Pompous and yes, the mysterious Theodore Frier—trampled them underfoot.








Chapter Thirteen






Dear Cousin,


Lord Pomeroy has become such an annoyance that he has forced us to resort to drastic action. I shall keep you informed of the results. Newgate may be in our future yet.


Your shameless friend,


Charlotte




Lucas walked briskly toward Amelia’s carrying today’s “tool of intimidation”—his Springfield rifle with bayonet—along with his cleaning gear. He was getting damned tired of the general’s standard battle maneuvers. Advance on enemy territory. Stake his claim. Wait for the enemy to strike.

Which Lucas couldn’t do if he was to honor his promise to Amelia. He didn’t know how much longer he could bide his time, however. Every time he saw that damned general, it riled him up.

Suddenly, a coach clattered down the street in front of him at breakneck speed. It was Pomeroy’s—racing away from Amelia’s street as if the devil nipped at its heels. A niggling unease settled in Lucas’s gut. What had set the general off before Lucas had even arrived to stand guard?

He got his answer when he turned onto Amelia’s street to enter a scene of pure society mayhem. Coachmen shouted, grooms scurried, and horses stamped as fancy coaches with ornate crests descended on Amelia’s house. Liveried footmen handed out young ladies and their maids. Judging by the costly look of their carriages and clothing, these were Amelia’s classmates.

Damnation, he’d forgotten. She was holding a tea today.

No wonder the general had raced off. Seeing this many lofty young ladies swarming about, all rich, all noble, and all probably virginal, would send any man running for the hills.

Any man except Lucas. He’d come to see her, and no society tea would stop him. Because Amelia hadn’t accepted his invitation to dine tonight. Was she balking at the courtship? Punishing him for trying to run off that ass Pomeroy? Whatever the reason, he meant to get to the bottom of it.

But he didn’t aim to have an audience for their discussion. He’d wait until her friends were settled inside, then have the butler summon her for a private word.

Once the street cleared, he approached the house, climbed the front steps, and rapped at the door. The butler himself answered, and the warmth in his features showed that he recognized Lucas as the man who’d run off Pomeroy for the past few days.

Lucas smiled. “I’d be much obliged if you’d tell Lady Amelia that Major Winter is here to see her.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but Lady Amelia is engaged at present.”

“I know. I just want a quick word with her.” Lucas heard laughter spilling down the stairs. “At least tell her I’m here.”

The butler nodded and showed him inside, then climbed the stairs. Setting his rifle and gear by the door, Lucas began to pace the foyer.

Amelia was his only remaining lead. Between his stints on Amelia’s doorstep, he’d pursued other, more flimsy leads. In the interests of improving relations between their two countries, the British government had happily opened up records about Frier’s parents and their emigration to America. But they’d downright refused to provide information about the Earl of Tovey.

All he’d learned was the date of the earl’s marriage. Though it fit nicely with the dates of Dorothy Frier’s movements, it really only proved that she might be using the alias “Dorothy Smith,” which he already knew.

But he planned to move forward in his investigation tonight at dinner. Kirkwood had promised to help; with two of them asking questions, it would look less suspicious. Lucas had to get Amelia there first, however. What was taking that damned butler so long, anyway?

No sooner had he thought it than the butler returned. “This way, sir.” He gestured to the stairs.

She was meeting him upstairs? Fine.

He followed the butler to the next floor and down the hall past a big sarcophagus. Leave it to Amelia to furnish her house with a painted wooden coffin.

The butler stopped outside a room from which sounded noisy girlish chatter, and before Lucas even realized what he was up to, the man opened the door to announce, “Major Lucas Winter.”

Hellfire and damnation. Just what he didn’t need—to make his request before the whole hen party. But he was trapped now.

“Major Winter!” Amelia cried, as he walked in. With a brittle smile, she turned from helping the maids prepare tea. “Hopkins, take the major’s coat and hat. He’ll be joining us.”

“I don’t mean to intrude, ma’am.” What game was she playing?

At least a dozen females packed the room, some of them perched on a couch of carved and gilded mahogany with sphinxes on the arms, others sitting in the matching armchairs, and all regarding him with avid curiosity.

“It’s no intrusion, Major,” said Mrs. Harris. Her eyes danced with merriment as she gestured for him to come sit in the empty chair next to her. “We took a vote. The ladies felt that we needed a man’s perspective on our topic of discussion.”

Uh-oh. Anytime a woman asked for a “man’s perspective,” she really meant she wanted him to state her own. But if he played this carefully, he might get Amelia’s friends to tell him about Lady Tovey. And he could always talk to Amelia alone after the women left.

Giving the butler his hat and coat, Lucas seated himself in the black armchair Mrs. Harris had indicated. “I’ll try to oblige you ladies, if the topic is one I know anything about.”

That sent them into gales of laughter that Mrs. Harris silenced with a word. Then she introduced them. The only lady he took particular note of was Miss Sarah Linley, the woman Kirkwood meant to marry. Lucas understood why; anybody could see she was a beauty.

But he preferred brunettes to blondes any day. Plus she had that uppity society air that might suit Kirkwood fine but set his own temper to simmering. The air that Amelia usually lacked.

Not today, however. “We’re so glad you could join us, sir,” she said, her back ramrod straight as she helped the maids. “We were just saying—”

The door burst open and another young woman rushed in, then headed straight for Amelia. “I’m so sorry I’m late.” She didn’t even notice Lucas as he rose at the other end of the room. “I paid a visit to Lady Byrne. Her husband knows everything about everyone, so I thought he might have information about that American major Mrs. Harris said you—”

“Miss North,” Amelia interrupted, then jerked her head toward Lucas. “Meet Major Lucas Winter.”

Miss North stiffened, then slowly turned to see Lucas standing there, fighting a smile.

“Major Winter,” Amelia murmured, “this is my good friend, Louisa North. She sometimes helps Mrs. Harris with our lessons.”

“When she’s not investigating your suitors,” he added.

The women snickered. He wasn’t worried. The few people who knew why he was really here weren’t the kind to speak out of turn.

Unlike poor Miss North. Although a blush touched her cheeks, she met his gaze as boldly as Amelia. “Forgive me for my lack of tact, sir, but we don’t usually have gentlemen at our little teas.”

“No need to apologize.” And he didn’t want to antagonize Amelia’s friends. He offered her his chair. “I’m the intruder here.”

As Miss North seated herself, he walked over to the fireplace. On this fine June afternoon there was no fire in the hearth, so he leaned against the mantel, giving him a perfect view of the whole assembly.

Especially their bold leader, Lady Delilah—except today, she was as far from Delilah as a woman could get. With her lush hair bunched up tight atop her head and her frilly, flouncy gown, she looked too much like the other ladies for his taste. He wanted to march over, grab her up, and kiss that proper mouth until it softened into a smile.

That would give her friends something to talk about.

As if she read his thoughts, Amelia shot him a dark glance, then sat primly on the edge of a settee. “Actually, Louisa, the good major has agreed to give us his honest opinion about our usual topic.”

Her tone put him further on guard. What had her so snippy today? Was she just nervous about her tea party? Whatever it was, he didn’t like it. Especially when she gave him a smile so frigid it was like a blast of arctic air.

“You see, sir, we’re all graduates of Mrs. Harris’s school. Once a month, we meet to discuss what consumes our energies the rest of the time.”

“And what might that be?”

“Men,” one of the ladies said, then tittered.

Hellfire and damnation. “Seeing as how I am one, I suppose I qualify as an expert,” Lucas drawled.

“Ah, but not just men,” added the woman named Lady Venetia. “A certain sort of man.”

“Scoundrels and fortune hunters, to be exact,” Miss North put in.

“So tell us, Major Winter,” Amelia said, “do you qualify as an expert on that topic?”

The room fell deadly quiet.

He glanced at the oddly hostile Miss North, then the inscrutable Lady Venetia, and finally Amelia, whose usually soft brown eyes held a steely glint.

Every battle instinct went up. He recognized an ambush when he saw one. And the last time he’d been ambushed by the English, he nearly hadn’t survived.

This time would be different.

Crossing his arms over his chest, he cast them all a broad smile. “Depends on what you mean by ‘qualify as an expert.’ I’ve met a few fortune hunters and fought my share of scoundrels, but I don’t believe I personally qualify as either.” He narrowed his gaze on Amelia. “Not that you were trying to imply that, were you, ma’am?”

“Of course she wasn’t,” Mrs. Harris put in. When Amelia opened her mouth to retort, the widow added hastily, “Would you like some tea, Major? We were just about to pour when you were announced.”

As Amelia sat seething, he shot her an insolent grin. “Thank you. A good cup of tea never hurt anybody.”

Mrs. Harris motioned to the maids. One of them hurried over with a tray of plates containing cakes and such. Another wheeled a cart with a tea service over to where Amelia sat. She picked up the unusual-looking teapot and started to pour.

“I thought Americans didn’t drink tea,” said Miss Linley in a snooty voice that matched how she looked. “Amelia’s stepmother said Americans only drink cider and small beer.”

“She said no such thing, Sarah Linley.” Amelia handed cups and saucers to the maids, who brought them round. “She merely said it was difficult to find good English tea there.”

“In Boston?” he put in. “I don’t see why.” But it might be harder to find in Rhinebeck, where Dorothy Frier had been working as a housekeeper when Theodore Frier joined her after fleeing Baltimore. Even Dorothy’s own employer hadn’t known the real reason she’d run away with the man she’d introduced as her estranged husband. The same man she’d later introduced to the Canadian authorities as her “new” husband, Theo Smith. And who’d apparently become her “late husband, Obadiah Smith,” once she’d arrived in England.

He eyed the vapid Miss Linley. “So what else does Lady Tovey say about America?”

“Not much, actually,” Lady Venetia put in. “The woman’s so timid, you have to pry information out of her.”

Dorothy Frier, timid? The woman whose letters to her estranged husband had prompted a hardworking young man to steal a fortune from his employer and rush to her side? A woman who’d crossed a world, lying for her husband and spending stolen money? More likely, she kept quiet for fear of revealing too much.

“Dolly merely has a gentle disposition,” Amelia said, strangely interested in her tea-pouring. “That’s why elderly men love to dance with her at balls. She lets them drone on about their troubles because she’s too sweet to interrupt.”

“You’re quite right,” Mrs. Harris said. “How many ladies would allow a tea to be held in their homes when they could not be there to supervise? Yet Lady Tovey actually wrote to ask if she could supply anything else for the event.”

So the woman was kind to old men and young ladies. That hardly proved anything. Since she thought herself and Frier safe, she could afford to be kind.

A maid brought Lucas his tea. He declined the milk she offered, but took the sugar. As he drank the aromatic brew, he listened avidly to what was said about the woman he’d known only on paper. Even her former employer hadn’t told him much about her character.

“That sounds exactly like Lady Tovey,” Miss North was saying. “She’s such a giving soul. Despite being too timid to participate in a project like mine, she offered a generous donation.”

Easy to be generous with somebody else’s money.

As if she guessed his thoughts, which of course she couldn’t have, Amelia glanced at Lucas, then said to Louisa, “I’m sure you also appreciate how Dolly supports your project behind the scenes, don’t you?”

“I suppose.” Miss North looked bewildered. “But I most appreciate the money. The Ladies Society needs the funds.”

“I know that,” Amelia said in a clipped tone. “I merely meant that her money isn’t what matters to—”

“I think what Miss North is trying to say,” Lucas interrupted, “is that money always matters to women.” Not just Dorothy Frier, but his own mother. For all her gentility and fine manners, Mother had cared a whole lot about money.

When Amelia shot him a mutinous glare, he added, “If money didn’t matter, you ladies wouldn’t be here discussing how to keep from losing your fortunes to some man, would you?”

He’d swear the temperature in the room dropped several degrees, but he’d be damned if he’d take it back.

The ladies turned to Amelia, obviously waiting for her to defend them.

“Surely, Major,” she said in a crisp, awful voice, “you’re not implying that we ladies have no right to protect ourselves from scoundrels.”

He drained his cup of tea. “I’m only pointing out that if you thought money was so unimportant, none of you would be here.”

“So you think we’re mercenary,” Miss North retorted.

Yes, but he wasn’t fool enough to say that. “I just don’t understand why you ladies are so determined to hold on to it. If your fortune would keep you and some fellow happy, why balk at marrying him? I can understand a man being too proud to take his wife’s money, but why would a woman be too proud to give it?”

“I quite agree, Major Winter,” Miss Linley said.

“Oh, hush, Sarah,” Miss North snapped. “You wouldn’t be so quick to agree if the man you want didn’t have a title.” She scowled at him. “And I suppose you would have us marry whatever scoundrel we’re fortunate enough to catch.”

Mrs. Harris laid a hand on the woman’s arm. “I’m sure he does not mean that, dear.” Mrs. Harris fixed him with a pair of suddenly icy blue eyes. “But you have to understand, sir, that it’s difficult for a woman to discern a man’s motives for marriage when she has a fortune and he has none. As you once said, some men will do anything to get money. So how can we ever know their true character when money is involved?”

The words pricked his temper. Specters of his parents’ arguments rose up to haunt him—endless discussions that twisted love and fortune so neatly, even his father couldn’t separate them. They’d driven his father to work harder, faster, longer, trying to feed his mother’s ambitions. At the heart of it, she was what had really brought his father to—

No, he wouldn’t think of that now. Not here, among these young English copies of his mother. “A man doesn’t assume a lady’s looking only at his purse when she smiles at him, so why do you assume that a gentleman has sly motives when he smiles at you? ”

“Perhaps because he so often does?” Amelia said, her eyes suddenly ablaze.

Damnation, now she was talking about him. That stoked his temper further, even knowing she had good reason to distrust him. “You can’t really believe that, a pretty female like you.” Ignoring the growing tension among the ladies, he set his cup on the mantel. “Believe me, Lady Amelia, a man’s just as likely to be interested in you because he likes the look and the smell of you, or what you say or how you think, than because he hankers after your fortune.”

A shocked silence followed his words. Too late, he realized they could be taken as a public declaration of his own interest in her. Which was how she’d taken them, judging from the blush that stained her cheeks a fiery red.

Lady Venetia broke the silence with a laugh. “Congratulations, Amelia. You’ve found the only man in creation who cares what a woman says and thinks.”

That shattered the tension in the room. The other ladies laughed, and began to chatter about men and their antics.

Hell, he’d practically admitted publicly that he liked Amelia, and instead of being flattered, she seemed even angrier than before. What had riled her up?

Whatever it was had also kept her from responding to Kirkwood’s dinner invitation, and he couldn’t allow that. Time to get her alone.

He picked up his empty cup. “Lady Amelia, might I have more of your fine tea?”

“Certainly, Major.” She held up the pot, but when he just stood waiting, cup in hand, she rose and approached him, scowling.

He held the cup close to his body, forcing her to lean in to pour, then murmured, “I need to talk to you privately.”

“Not now,” she answered, filling up his cup.

“Yes, now. I only want a few—”

She walked away without letting him finish.

Temper flaring, he rattled his cup in his saucer. “Don’t I get any sugar with my tea?”

She took her seat. “I assumed you would prefer it black, sir.”Like your heart, her glittering eyes said. She motioned to a maid, who hurried toward him with the sugar bowl.

Fine, if she wouldn’t willingly speak to him in private, he’d provoke her into it. He let his gaze trail down the body he’d learned to know so well a few days past. “Even a soldier can use something sweet from time to time.”

A couple of the ladies nearest him tittered, and Amelia stiffened, but she kept her seat and turned deliberately to speak to a woman next to her.

As the maid offered him the sugar bowl, he noticed the design of it for the first time that afternoon. He glanced from it to the teapot, then burst into laughter.

When some ladies looked his way, he said, “Leave it to Lady Amelia to have tea dishes with crocodiles for handles.”

Amelia tilted her chin up proudly. “The set is in the Egyptian style, sir, like everything else in the room.”

“I suppose that shouldn’t surprise me,” he retorted, “given your penchant for the exotic—camels, xebecs…mamelukes.”

“What’s a mameluke?” Lady Venetia asked.

He kept his gaze fixed on Amelia. “A sword. Lady Amelia asked to see mine at the ball.”

When a few girls giggled, and a few others whispered, his eyes narrowed. Some of the ladies seemed to be in on the private joke. They’d probably read the same harem book as Amelia, and judging from how she colored, there’d been some mention of “swords” in it, too.

Fighting back a laugh, he schooled his features to look innocent. “I was happy to oblige her. She was so admiring of my sword, she offered to do a rubbing of it.”

Lady Venetia choked on her tea.

“I didn’t even know English ladies did that kind of thing,” he went on smoothly, “but I suppose when a lady wants amusement—”

“Major Winter!” Amelia abruptly rose. “May I speak to you in the hall?”

“Now?” he asked, unable to resist.

Her lips tightened into a line. “If you please.”

With a nod, he set his cup and saucer on the mantel. She preceded him out the door, and he followed, pausing on the threshold to look back and wink at the ladies. As they erupted into laughter, he left and closed the door.

When he faced her, she looked fit to be tied. “You’re the most arrogant, irritating—”

“Why didn’t you accept Lady Kirkwood’s invitation to dine?”

She blinked. “I did. I sent over my acceptance early this morning.”

“It hadn’t arrived when I left there less than an hour ago.”

Frowning, she called for Hopkins. When he arrived, she asked what had happened to the message she’d sent to Lady Kirkwood.

“John, the new footman, took it over, my lady.”

“It didn’t get there,” Lucas snapped.

“Begging your pardon, sir, but we needed the footmen here to prepare for the tea, so I only sent him off two hours ago. Then he was held up on the way.”

That put Lucas on his guard. “Oh?”

“An elderly lady with a turned ankle, I believe. He helped her down the street. But John has returned, so if you wish to speak to him—”

“No, that’s fine,” Lucas said tersely. There was something odd about the incident, but damned if he could figure out what.

Amelia waited until the man left before asking, “There, are you satisfied?”

Shrugging off his unease, he nodded. He wasn’t used to the ways of the English and their servants—these things probably happened every day.

“So tell me,” she continued, “was that why you hurried over here to annoy my guests? Because I didn’t answer your missive quickly enough?”

Her clipped tone rankled. He didn’t like being made to look the fool. “I forgot all about your damned tea. And I sure didn’t expect to be included. If I’d had any sense, I’d have followed Pomeroy’s lead and run off as fast as I could.”

“I wish you had.” She turned back toward the drawing room door.

Seizing her by the arm, he bent close. “What’s happened? Why are you so angry at me?”

She whipped her head around to glare at him. “We’ll discuss it tonight.”

“We’ll discuss it now.”

“Not with my friends here, probably listening at the keyhole.”

He eyed the door, then tugged her across the hall into what turned out to be a study, probably her father’s. “Then discuss it in here.”

Jerking away from him, she faced him down like a redcoat defending a supply wagon. “We’ll discuss it when I choose to discuss it, sir.”

“Is this about my trying to run off Pomeroy? Because you only had to say the word, and I—”

“As I recall, I did say the word. But no, it’s not about that. I know that in your own arrogant, peculiarly annoying manner, you were trying to protect me.”

“Then this is about the xebec. You’ve had time to think about it, and you’re embarrassed that we—”

“Have you no shame?” With a furtive glance toward the open doorway, she approached him and lowered her voice. “I shan’t have this discussion here, where my friends or Mrs. Harris may pop out any moment. It’ll be easier tonight.”

Turning her back on him, she headed for the hall, but he caught up to her in a few quick strides. He clasped her around the waist and pulled her out of sight of the open door.

As she began to struggle, he whispered against her ear, “Whoa, there, darlin’, you and I aren’t finished.”

“For now, we are.” She twisted to face him, spitting mad. “And if you think I’ll stand here letting you manhandle me with my friends across the hall—”

“Manhandle you?” His temper erupted. “Maybe I should remind you that you enjoyed yourself very much the last time I ‘manhandled’ you.”

Thrusting her against the wall, he kissed her hard, demanding a response and exulting when, after a moment of resistance, she gave it. And when she then slid her arms about his neck and pressed herself against him, he wanted to crow his triumph aloud.

Instead, he plundered her mouth with a fervency that alarmed him. Because it suddenly dawned on him that this was why he’d come here. Not to frighten off Pomeroy. Not to find out about the Friers.

He’d come for this. For her. Because after two days without her sparkling smile, her teasing comments, her lilting honeysuckle scent and luscious marvel of a mouth, he craved her like a prisoner craves release. Heedless of where they were, he ran his hands up her body—her tempting little hips, the waist that fit so neatly in his hands, and her breasts…oh, God, her breasts…that he stroked with his thumbs, wishing he could suck them, too…

Suddenly, her hands fisted in his hair. She tugged his head back to force him to break the kiss, then shoved him away from her. As she stared at him with reddened lips and quickening breath, a strange mix of emotions crossed her face—desire, anger, and oddly enough, regret.

Then a mask descended over her features. “I hope you enjoyed that, Lucas,” she said in an ominous tone. “Because that’s the last kiss you’ll ever get from me.”

Before he could react, she slipped from between him and the wall and left the room. With his cock hard as hell, he moved stiffly after her, reaching the hall just in time to watch her open the door to the drawing room.

She paused in the doorway to say, in a carrying voice, “I’m so sorry you have to leave, Major. I’ll make your apologies to the other ladies.”

As she disappeared inside, he had half a mind to walk in after her and make a liar out of her. But aside from the arousal that he’d have to banish before he could go in, the prospect of sitting through an awkward afternoon with her glaring and her friends snickering didn’t exactly appeal. He’d rather take on ten armed redcoats than one of those damned Englishwomen.

Never mind. He would return to Kirkwood’s and prepare for tonight’s “discussion.” As soon as he could bring his rampant erection under control.

He paced the hallway until he was presentable, then descended the stairs two at a time. Today’s “adventure” had shown him one thing for sure: he had to have her. He had no idea in hell how to manage it—how to capture the Friers and take them back to America and at the same time gain Amelia.

But no matter what she’d said about it being the last kiss, that woman was going to end up in his bed. He’d do whatever he had to do to get her there.








Chapter Fourteen






Dear Charlotte,


Lord Pomeroy isn’t as harmless as he appears. I heard that he acquired a certain unwise obsession during the war. Although I can’t confirm the rumor, I’d advise you and Lady Amelia to be on your guard with him.


Your concerned cousin,


Michael




You’re being utterly ridiculous, Amelia told herself while changing her gown for the third time. What you wear tonight doesn’t matter one whit.

After all, she needn’t act the flirt anymore. She would be forthright with Lucas, demand evidence, then determine how to act. And yet…

As her long-suffering maid fastened her up, Amelia scowled at the mirror. She wanted to make him burn. And burn. And burn some more.

If ever a gown was meant for that, it was this rose-colored dinner dress of sprigged gossamer satin. The bodice alone would send the high sticklers into a swoon—it showed far too much bosom for a maiden. She twisted to the left and swallowed hard as the filmy fabric clung to her figure like wet muslin.

Which was precisely why she rarely wore the thing. Since she already had a reputation for being too unladylike, she avoided attire that might push the minor gossip about her manner into major rumors about her character.

But after what she’d found out about Lucas’s purpose, then his behavior this afternoon—as if he really cared about her—she wanted to torture him.

His desire to marry her might be insincere, but his desire to seduce her clearly wasn’t. She felt it every time he kissed her with that bold, consuming mouth or ran those clever, seeking hands over her waist, her hips…her breasts.

He wanted her. And she wouldn’t let him have her. So why not show him what he threw away with his devious machinations?

Let him burn futilely, the way she had the past two nights, her hands fondling places a lady shouldn’t fondle, delving into soft flesh a maiden should never explore. The worst had been knowing that nothing would ever come of it. She knew too little to pleasure herself, and she refused to let him pleasure her again.

He’d ruined her for the comfortable maiden life she lived, curse him.

“I shall wear this one. Definitely.” She glanced at her maid. “And lace my corset tighter. I want my breasts so high I could eat my dinner off them.”

Her maid looked shocked but did as her mistress demanded, unfastening the gown to tighten the corset laces. Only when the mounds of flesh rose to present themselves like beacons of impropriety did Amelia finally concede it was enough.

As her maid added the finishing touches—the heavy pearls that drew attention to her bosom and the matching Cambridge hat with its plume of ostrich feathers—Amelia prepared for her looming confrontation with Lucas.

Oh, if only she could talk to Mrs. Harris to calm her nerves. But the widow had left for her evening engagement an hour ago. By the time Amelia put on her pelerine cape and headed downstairs, she had only minutes to spare.

Hopkins met her at the bottom, looking rattled. “My lady, we have a problem. One of the carriage wheels has cracked, and we shall have to change it out. The stable master says it may require an hour or more. Perhaps we should send a note to Lord Kirkwood to have him provide—”

“No, please don’t bother. Just summon a hackney. That will be fine.”

“But my lady—”

“I’ll have a footman with me. I’m sure it will be perfectly safe.” Especially now that she’d rid herself of the Pomeroy Plague. “I’d rather not wait.”

If she had to spend one more minute fretting over what she planned to say to Lucas, she might just explode.

“Very good, my lady,” Hopkins said with a disapproving frown. Then he summoned John, who rushed off to get a hackney.

Within moments, John had returned to escort her down the stairs and hand her up into the big black carriage. She hadn’t even sat down when it started up, throwing her off-balance. She landed on something decidedly too muscular for a carriage seat. Before she could even catch her breath, her hands were grabbed from behind and something silky wrapped around them to bind them.

She felt a moment’s alarm, until she realized who it must be. “Lucas, stop that! I don’t have the patience for your games tonight, and besides—”

“I see I’m saving you just in time,” said a gravelly voice she knew only too well. “Especially if you already call that American by his Christian name.”

Panic exploded in her chest. “Lord Pomeroy?” She tried unsuccessfully to scramble from his lap. “Release me at once! I shan’t allow this!”

Ignoring her protests and struggles, he tightened her bonds, then tossed her onto the seat beside him with surprising strength. That knocked the wind out of her, with her excessively tight lacings, and while she struggled against dizziness, he lifted her feet into his lap to bind her legs.

As soon as she caught her breath, she screamed, “John, help me! Help!”

“No point to crying out for him, my dear lady.” Lord Pomeroy wound the silken bonds around her ankles. “John has been in my employ since long before he answered your father’s advertisement. Besides, these windows are very thick—you won’t be heard above the horses. This rig was specially built for military purposes, to protect foreign dignitaries. It’s as solid as the Rock of Gibraltar.”

Fear settled like a lead weight in her belly. So he’d planned this. He’d probably arranged the broken wheel on her carriage, too. Lord help her.

She kicked at him, but her lovely satin gown, which had clung so nicely upstairs, twisted about her legs, and she could only produce a silly fluttering of her slippers. She might as well be a flounder. Not to mention that she could barely draw breath. A pity no one had told her to dress for a kidnapping.

He secured the bindings around her ankles as calmly as Lucas had, but the marquess wasn’t pretending to capture her, and these were real knots, firmly tied.

“Speaking of Gibraltar,” he said in a bizarrely conversational tone, “did you know I spent time there? With your love of the exotic, you would enjoy that place. We shall have to visit it once we’re married.”

She would brain him with the Rock of Gibraltar! How could he treat the kidnapping as a pleasure jaunt? “You won’t get away with this!”

Setting her feet on the floor, he shifted to face her. “I already have.” As the carriage turned onto a major thoroughfare, gaslight flooded his features, illuminating the determination carved there.

Her pulse started a mad stampede. Did he really think he could force her into marriage? She had to make him understand that he couldn’t, before they left London where people were around to help her.

Before she’d been gone too long to salvage her reputation.

“My lord, this abduction will do you no good. If you drag me to Gretna Green and bring me before the parson, I’ll simply refuse to marry you.”

“Nonsense. You’re a sensible woman. Given the choice between a respectable life with a war hero who adores you, and a future mired in scandal—”

“Yes, what about the scandal?” she said, preferring not to think of his disturbing claim that he adored her. “This will ruin your spotless reputation. Once people learn that you kidnapped a woman against her will, they’ll despise you.”

“The man who saved England from Boney?” He snorted. “Besides, we will be respectably married by the time anyone hears of it. It will merely be a romantic tale to be bandied about the card tables.”

“Romantic! When I’ve said repeatedly that I don’t want to marry you?”

He thrust out his bulldog’s chin. “If I thought that you truly felt that way, I would not be doing this. But you welcomed my attentions when we first met—”

“Only because you were an interesting fellow with interesting stories!”

He shook his head vehemently. “I saw how you looked at me—you were animated, excited…eager for me. I have been the object of many a woman’s affection, my angel. I can tell when a woman wants me.”

“Wants to strangle you, you mean.”

He ignored her. “Do not let my hoary locks fool you—I am as agile as any younger man.” He waggled one hairy eyebrow, which made him look even more like a bulldog. “I know how to keep a woman happy in the bedchamber.”

Oh, Lord. Now he fancied himself a Casanova. “I’ve no doubt of your ability to be a good husband,” she said, attempting tact. “But despite what you think, I can’t see you in that role, in the bedchamber or anywhere else.”

He stared at her stony-faced. “It’s only because those harpies at Mrs. Harris’s school filled your head with false tales about me. If you knew how far that woman will go in trying to separate us forever, my angel, you’d be appalled. Why, only this morning—” He broke off with a frown. “I shall not speak of it until you are ready to hear the truth.”

Oh dear, he thought Mrs. Harris responsible for the purgative. Should she set him straight? No, perhaps honesty wasn’t all that wise under the circumstances.

“You would not think so ill of me,” he went on, “if that woman had not indoctrinated you against men of a certain sort.”

“Fortune hunters, you mean,” she said dryly.

“I am not a fortune hunter!” he thundered, making her shrink back. He gave a shuddering breath. “Forgive me, but I thought you should know. While your dowry will be welcome—”

“If Papa lets you have it,” she spat.

“He will, when he learns of the more than generous settlement I mean to give you. I intend to treat you as you deserve, my angel.”

If he called her “my angel” one more time, she would treat him as he deserved and throw up all over his “specially built rig.”

He patted her knee, and she jerked it away. He frowned. “Eventually,” he said in a chilling voice, “you will recognize the wisdom of the match. Because we will be married. And you will not dispute it by the time we reach Scotland.”

The fear in her belly twisted into terror. She could think of only one way he meant to ensure her compliance. “I’m not going to marry you! And if you plan to force my hand by stealing my virtue—”

“Certainly not!” He puffed up his chest. “I am not like your rude American friend, pushing my way into a woman’s affairs after knowing her only a few days.”

“No, you wait a reasonable length of time before kidnapping her,” she said with heavy sarcasm. “At least Major Winter would never do that. And he won’t stand for your doing it either.” She hoped he wouldn’t, anyway. “He’ll hunt you down before we even reach Scotland. I’m expected for dinner at Lord Kirkwood’s. When I don’t arrive, he will investigate—”

“No, he won’t, or at least not until it’s too late. I have taken care of that.”

The ominous words sent panic clawing at her throat. Frantically, she writhed against her bonds, but despite the silky fabric, they held very well.

Seeing her struggle, he turned solicitous. “Perhaps you would feel better with some refreshment, since you missed your dinner. I brought provisions. Would you like cheese and bread? Some wine perhaps?”

That might be a way to get him to free her. “Actually, I would. If you’ll just untie my hands—”

“I’m sorry, but I cannot do that,” he said in the indulgent tone of a father to his recalcitrant child. He unscrewed the top from a flask of wine. “You will have to settle for my help instead.”

He held the wine to her lips, and she hesitated, remembering the purgative. As if guessing her thoughts, he gave her a patient smile and took a sip himself. “You see? Perfectly safe. I would never hurt you.”

“These bonds say otherwise.” She drank some of the wine, a sickly sweet port she didn’t care for.

“If you would not struggle so, my angel, your bonds would not chafe you. I chose them carefully—soft fabric for a lady’s soft skin.”

He urged more wine on her, and she drank it eagerly. She hadn’t realized how thirsty she was until now.

He smiled approvingly. “I thought you might like the wine. You ladies prefer sweet things.”

Even a soldier can use something sweet from time to time.

Despair gripped her. How she wished she could take back the harsh words she’d thrown at Lucas that afternoon. He might be a scoundrel, but until then, he’d never forced his attentions on her. And even his courtship scheme was partly her fault. If she hadn’t made him kiss her the night they’d met, he might never have tried to use kisses to get information out of her.

“Shall you have more wine?” Lord Pomeroy asked.

“No.” The wine he’d already given her sat heavy in her belly. And why was he so sure Lucas wouldn’t follow?

Screwing the cap back on the flask, the marquess turned to rummage through his provisions. “Some food then, some bread with butter.”

“I only want you to release me!”

“I know this is vexing, but I’ll do my best to make your trip comfortable.”

“Comfortable! If you call being trussed like a pig for market comfortable—”

“It’s only until the laudanum takes effect,” he assured her.

She froze. “Laudanum?” When had he given her—Oh no, please, no…“The wine had laudanum? But I saw you drink it, too!”

“Indeed. But I am less susceptible to the effects of laudanum than some.”

Panic made it hard for her to breathe. Or did the laudanum cause shortness of breath? She had never taken it—how did it work? Was it that unfamiliar warmth seeping into her blood? Or the way her eyelids began to feel heavy?

Suddenly she wanted so badly to sleep. “You have…poisoned me…”

“Certainly not. I gave you just enough to calm you. Do not fear, my angel. I’m very familiar with laudanum. I was given it to assuage my pain years ago, when wounded in battle. I have been something of a connoisseur ever since.”

She blinked. “Y-You’re…an opium eater?”

“If you prefer to call it that.”

That almost made the man more interesting. No, what was she thinking? This cursed drug was fogging her reason. “I don’t prefer to call it…anything…” She shook her head to clear it. “What was I saying?”

“Nothing, dear.”

He caressed her cheek. Or was she merely remembering when Lucas…

She drew back, and nearly fell off the seat. “I don’t want…I don’t…”

He smiled. “Rest, my angel. You’ll feel better later.” His voice seemed to come from within a tunnel. Through a haze, she saw him lift her feet to his lap and begin to undo her bonds. “Now let’s see about making you more comfortable…”

And sleep overtook her.








Chapter Fifteen






Dear Cousin,


The most awful thing has happened—we are keeping it quiet until we learn more, but I know I can count on your discretion. Lord Pomeroy has carried off my poor charge! I wish I had listened to you—he’s clearly a monster! And now I am the most miserable of chaperones for having neglected my duty so egregiously.


Your desperate friend,


Charlotte




For God’s sake, Winter, settle down.”

Lucas stopped pacing the drawing room to shoot his cousin a foul glance. “She’s late.”

“Women often are,” Kirkwood said. “Even Mother hasn’t come down yet.”

“Yes, but Amelia is generally on time.”

“And you know this from a week’s acquaintance?” His cousin snorted. “I take it your investigation is proceeding well.”

“Not as well as I’d like.” Lucas sat, then rose again, too agitated to stay still.

“Well enough you won’t need me after tonight, I hope.” Kirkwood set his feet up on the ottoman. “I’m getting married.”

Lucas swung around to face his cousin. “What? When?”

“In a few days, I hope, depending on how long it takes me and Miss Linley to reach Gretna Green.”

“What’s Gretna Green?” Lucas asked.

“It’s where a dastardly fortune hunter like me takes an underage heiress he can’t marry in England without her father’s permission. The town is just across the border in Scotland, where legal weddings are ridiculously easy to obtain. I’ve made arrangements for me and Miss Linley to head there tomorrow.” He scowled. “Before I have pockets to let.”

Lucas stared at him. “Do you even like Miss Linley?”

Kirkwood shrugged. “She’s a bit of a goose, but I can put up with it if it means pulling my estate out of debt. Besides, she’s too absorbed in her own affairs to worry about mine—so my life will be little different than it is now, as long as I let her have all the fripperies and jewels she wants.” He grinned. “And I don’t think consummating the marriage will be too much of a hardship, do you?”

Lucas didn’t answer. He couldn’t imagine bedding the snooty Miss Linley no matter how pretty she was. She’d probably worry about mussing her hair.

Unlike Amelia, who’d worry only about driving him crazy. Just the one kiss that afternoon had set fire to his blood. If he even imagined what she’d be like in his bed, he—

A footman entered the room to hand Lucas a folded sheet with his name on it. “Forgive me, sir, but we found this in the hall. Someone must have delivered it while the servants were otherwise occupied.”

Not surprising, considering how Kirkwood had been forced to cut his staff after his late father had lost a fortune at the card tables.

Opening the note, Lucas read it swiftly. Anger gripped his chest. “I don’t believe this. Mrs. Harris writes that Lady Amelia has a headache and won’t be here for dinner.” He frowned and read it again. Something about it bothered him. “I saw her a few hours ago, and she was fine. How can she now be so ill that Mrs. Harris has to make her apologies for her?”

With a shrug, Kirkwood settled back in his armchair. “You know ladies.”

“Lady Amelia isn’t the kind for vapors. And not tonight for sure. She insisted on having a chance to talk to me privately.”

Kirkwood raised one eyebrow. “Perhaps she changed her mind.”

“No, she’d never—” He stopped short. His kiss that afternoon had really angered her. Might she have decided not to see him because of one reckless kiss?

Damnation. He couldn’t let her do that when he was getting so close. He started for the door. “I’m going to talk to her.”

Kirkwood jumped to his feet. “The devil you are!”

Lucas strode out into the hall. “We argued this afternoon, and she gave me no chance to apologize. So now I’ll make her listen.” He called for his hat. “Tell your mother not to wait dinner for me.”

“I’m going with you,” Kirkwood snapped. As the footman brought him his hat, too, he told the man, “Inform my mother that Major Winter and I are off to fetch Lady Amelia.”

“Very good, sir. Shall I call the carriage round?”

“We’ll walk,” Lucas said. Maybe that would settle the sudden queasy feeling in his gut.

But although Lucas set a punishing pace toward the Tovey town house, his unease didn’t abate. Maybe it was ridiculous…but this just didn’t feel right. And he’d learned years ago not to ignore his instincts.

When he spotted the town house, he saw no lights in the upper windows. If Amelia really had a headache, she might have gone to bed, but Mrs. Harris ought to still be up. It wasn’t even seven yet.

The butler answered their knock at once. “Major Winter? Lord Kirkwood? What’s wrong? Is my lady hurt? Did something happen?”

Lucas exchanged glances with his cousin. “Lady Amelia didn’t stay home with a headache?”

Hopkins looked confused. “Certainly not. I put her in a hackney nearly an hour ago, headed for dinner with you gentlemen and Lady Kirkwood.”

A chill shot down Lucas’s spine. “She never arrived. But this did.” He thrust the note at the butler.

The man read it, then paled. “This is not written in Mrs. Harris’s hand. Besides, she left for an engagement with a friend nearly two hours ago.” He lifted a distraught gaze to Lucas. “I told Lady Amelia not to take a hackney, but she said it would be all right since she had John with her—”

“The footman who delivered her acceptance this morning?” The acceptance had been waiting for Lucas when he’d returned from the tea. But John had taken his sweet time getting it there. Lucas had a sinking feeling he knew why.

“Yes, John handed her into the hackney himself.”

“Why did Lady Amelia take a hackney?” Kirkwood put in.

“She insisted, sir. When our carriage proved to have a broken wheel, I offered to send for you, but she said not to bother.”

This sounded worse and worse. A slow footman, a sudden need for a hackney, notes that lied. Something bad was afoot.

Lucas forced himself to stay calm and gather information; otherwise, he’d be no good to Amelia. “This hackney. Did you summon it?”

“No, John did.”

Of course. “What did it look like?”

“I didn’t see, sir, but surely we could find it if we head into the street—”

“It’s probably on its way out of town by now. Pomeroy saw his chance to kidnap Lady Amelia and took it.” Lucas cursed foully.

As the butler groaned, Kirkwood shot Lucas a skeptical glance. “How on earth did you come to that conclusion? And how would Pomeroy even know about our dinner—”

“The footman. This morning, he said he stopped to help a lady while delivering Amelia’s note of acceptance. Something about that struck me wrong.” He fought down the panic rising in his gorge. “Now I realize what: I should have run into the man on my way here. I didn’t, because John lied. He was really bringing Amelia’s note to Pomeroy to read. The man’s probably been spying on her for a while.”

“It might be someone other than Pomeroy,” Kirkwood ventured.

Lucas shook his head grimly. “Pomeroy’s carriage was leaving when I arrived here this morning. And this has been as well executed as any military operation. He didn’t just carry her off—he left that note to allay suspicion until he could get well away. He didn’t count on my temper sending me over here.” His panic twisted into a raging anger. “But he chose a night when Mrs. Harris would be out. He probably hired John weeks ago—”

“That means John won’t protect my lady.” Dropping into the chair by the door, Hopkins buried his face in his hands. “This is my fault. I should have insisted that she wait until the carriage was fixed.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered.” Lucas clenched his hands into fists. “Pomeroy was determined to have her. When I catch up to them, I’ll tear him limb from limb.”

He turned toward the door, but his cousin stayed him with one hand. “If you’re right, then he’s carrying her to Gretna Green.”

“If that’s what it takes to marry her, then probably so.” Lucas shrugged off his cousin’s grasp. “And unlike you, he doesn’t care if she’s willing.”

“Even in Scotland, the woman must consent, or the ceremony isn’t valid.”

Lucas scowled at him. “You and I both know there’s a thousand ways a man can force a woman to consent.”

Kirkwood paled. “True. And, if she stays gone beyond tonight, she’ll have to marry him to protect her reputation. It’s difficult to hide this sort of thing, and in society’s eyes, spending the night with a man is as good as sharing his bed.”

Lucas’s stomach roiled at the thought of Amelia having to marry that ass Pomeroy. He glanced at Hopkins. “Do you have a mount I can borrow to go after them?”

“You’re better off with my carriage.” Kirkwood led him toward the door. “You can travel faster and save your strength for when you confront Pomeroy.”

“You’ll need it yourself if you and Miss Linley—”

“I’ll hire a rig.” Kirkwood cast the butler a furtive glance, then waited until they were out the door before adding, “The viscount’s crest that will serve you well will only help Miss Linley’s father track me .” They hurried down the steps. “Unless you want me to go with you.”

“No need.” Lucas broke into a brisk walk at the street. “Someone should stay to let Mrs. Harris and Amelia’s parents know what’s happened.”

They fell silent as they raced down the street. But as they reached Kirkwood’s town house and headed up the steps, his cousin said, “I’m surprised you want to do this. It’s to your advantage to let Pomeroy have her; it will bring the Toveys back to London. You could take advantage of their crisis to interrogate Dorothy Frier.”

Lucas glared at his cousin as they strode inside. “What kind of soldier would I be if I stood by while that ass Pomeroy ruined an innocent female?”

Kirkwood lifted one eyebrow. “She’s English. Why do you care?”

“Because I’m partly responsible.” If he hadn’t pushed Pomeroy, if he hadn’t challenged him—

“I’ll have to take your word for that. But I suspect that’s not your only reason for wanting to rescue her.”

Ignoring his cousin, Lucas headed for the stairs. “I have to arm myself.”

After ordering the carriage brought round, his cousin hurried up after him. “Be careful, Lucas. You can’t murder an English war hero in cold blood.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not about to give your countrymen reason to hang me.” But neither would he let Pomeroy hurt Amelia.

As Kirkwood followed, Lucas entered his room to grab his pistol case, and then, as an after-thought, his sword and rifle.

“If you don’t catch up to them until tomorrow—”

“I’ll catch up to them tonight. I have to.” Opening the pistol case, Lucas checked to be sure he had adequate ammunition.

“But if you don’t?”

Lucas whirled on him. “I won’t let her be ruined.”

“That would mean—”

“I know,” he ground out. “Someone would have to marry her.” He strode out into the hall and down the stairs. “If I don’t return by tomorrow, tell everyone she and I have eloped.”

His cousin followed him in silence. As they reached the study, Kirkwood said, “Hold up, Winter. You’ll need something else.” He hurried into his study, and Lucas hurried in after him. Kirkwood took paper out of a drawer and began to write. “To escape being caught, most eloping couples post through the night and day until they get to Gretna Green, so you’ll have to do the same. Since no one will want to give an American stranger information about a war hero like Pomeroy, here’s a letter to smooth your way.”

As he signed and marked it with his seal, he shot Lucas a rueful smile. “You’ll have an easier time with a peer on your side. So throw my title around as much as you need to.”

“Thank you.” Lucas took the papers from Kirkwood and started for the door.

“Do you have money?” Kirkwood asked.

Lucas halted. “I have enough. Thanks to your family’s generosity in letting me stay here, I haven’t spent much of my pay since I’ve arrived.” He glanced down at the papers Kirkwood had given him. “Cousin, I…I don’t know how I can ever repay you for all you’ve—”

“Get Lady Amelia back. That’s repayment enough.” He added, eyes gleaming, “Besides, the more you use my title, the more it will mislead Miss Linley’s father when he sets off after me tomorrow.”

“Good luck.”

“Be careful.”

With those words ringing in his ears, Lucas rushed out to the carriage. As it set off at a quick pace through London’s dark streets, his cousin’s statement stuck with him.

Spending the night with a man is as good as sharing his bed.

If he brought Amelia back unmarried, she’d be ruined. She’d never marry, and she’d be a pariah in society, even if Pomeroy hadn’t touched her. The parents of her former schoolmates would forbid their daughters to speak to her, as if scandal were catching, and her entire family would have to live with the shame.

He knew something about living with shame, and he sure as hell wouldn’t wish that on his worst enemy. Maybe the adventure-loving Amelia wouldn’t care, but she’d care a lot about having her family hurt. And about not having a choice in the matter. So he couldn’t let her be ruined—not when he’d pushed Pomeroy into it.

But I suspect that’s not your only reason for wanting to rescue her.

He tightened his hand into a fist on his knee. No, it wasn’t. He just couldn’t stand the thought of her in another man’s arms when she was meant to be—

His. He scowled. He’d lost his mind if he thought Amelia could ever be his. His lover, his wife. Sharing his bed, his life, his future. Even if she agreed to it, once she found out what he was up to, she’d never forgive him. Then where would that leave him?

Without her.

The possibility made his chest ache. Staring out the window, he forced himself not to think about it. At the moment, he had to concentrate on rescuing her. Later, he could consider the ramifications of doing so.

He only prayed he got that far. Because if he caught up to them to find her married to Pomeroy, he might just have to kill the man.








Chapter Sixteen






Dear Charlotte,


I shall await further news with eager anticipation, but I know that you, dear friend, could never be negligent. Regardless of the circumstances, I stand ready to leap to your aid in any way I can.


Your obedient servant,


Michael




Amelia felt like water coursing over rock, fluid, changeable, her stomach roiling with the motion, her eyelids so heavy…so very heavy. Was this another wild dream? Like the one with the camel who’d turned into a crocodile guarding a teapot? Or the xebec dream with Lucas at the helm and Dolly lashed to the mast?

No, this felt too…mundane to be a dream. She smelled stale oil and onions, overlaid by a stench of burning tallow and unwashed bodies.

The odors pierced the veil of sleep. It took her another second to realize she was being carried up stairs, with voices buzzing around her. Her mouth felt as dry as cotton. She swallowed, then opened her mouth to ask for water…

And closed it again. Drinking was dangerous. How did she know that?

A voice nearby hissed, “Can’t you move any faster? I don’t want her to wake before we reach the room.”

She knew that voice. And she knew the one that answered so close to her head that it startled her. “Beg pardon, milord, but I’m moving fast as I can. Milady must weigh more than she looks.”

If Amelia’s head hadn’t still been spinning, she would have given John a piece of her mind for that insult. And why was her footman carrying her, anyway?

Because he wasn’t her footman anymore. He was Lord Pomeroy’s. That was the other voice she knew.

“Damn these provinces,” Lord Pomeroy grumbled behind them. “What can the owner mean—refusing to rent us a posting horse until morning?”

“The ostler told me the innkeeper won’t risk them at night. That’s why the inn is crowded. That fellow, the Scottish Scourge, has been riding the road near here.”

“And I suppose you think I should have listened to you when we passed that other inn a few miles back. That we should have stopped there.”

A tense silence was the answer.

As the fog in her head thinned to mere vapors, her memory solidified. She’d been carried off by the marquess. He was taking her to Gretna Green. And she had to get away!

But her limbs still felt so heavy. Yes, he’d given her laudanum. And bound her.

She didn’t feel bound, though. Still, she dared not leap up and try to run, not in the stairway. Besides, she wouldn’t get past John, much less Lord Pomeroy.

How long had she been asleep? What time was it? She cracked her eyelids open enough to see the lit candles puncturing the darkness of the stairwell. Thank goodness it was still night. If she could escape her captors, perhaps she could return to the town house before Mrs. Harris sounded the alarm.

They reached the top of the stairs. Through the slit between her eyelids, she saw that the innkeeper had preceded them and was already in the room, ordering maids this way and that.

“Here you are, sir,” the man said, as John carried her into a room. “Your wife will be very comfortable here.”

Wife! For half a second, she panicked, thinking she’d not only missed the trip while drugged but the ceremony as well. Then reason asserted itself. Lord Pomeroy wouldn’t be fretting over their speed if he’d already married her.

John laid her on the bed, then turned away. She flexed her muscles. Her feet and her hands were definitely untied. And her cape was gone, leaving her scandalously low-cut gown exposed.

She had another moment of panic, remembering Lord Pomeroy’s words about making her more comfortable. While she’d slept, he’d untied her and removed her cape. Had he done anything else? Touched her? Fondled her?

Deflowered her?

She didn’t know, drat it! Her whole body felt different. Was that due to the drug? Or something else?

She forced herself to be calm. Right now all that mattered was getting away.

While the marquess and John dealt with the innkeeper and the maids, she stretched out her legs. They felt less heavy, more normal. And being unbound worked to her advantage. Lord Pomeroy had overpowered her the first time by surprising her, but never again. Not once they were alone.

She needed a weapon, though. Her slitted gaze scanned her immediate surroundings. She saw only a pillow—not much good unless the cursed idiot agreed to lie down and let her smother him with it.

She turned her head. A night table stood within inches of her, and on it sat a pewter pitcher. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but it might do.

“I shall send your footman up with your dinner as soon as it’s ready, my lord,” the innkeeper was saying. “And some broth for your poor sick wife. I assure you, she will not suffer a moment’s discomfort in our—”

“Yes, thank you.” Impatiently, Lord Pomeroy ushered the man and the servants out of the room, including John.

She jerked her eyes shut, her heart sinking as she heard him latch the door. She’d just have to hit him hard enough to gain her time to unlatch it.

“Now, my angel,” he murmured, “time for your refreshment. Can’t have you waking up before the wedding, can we?”

Her heart pounded as she heard him rummage in his cursed bag of “provisions.” It was now or never, before John returned. When Lord Pomeroy bent over her to make her drink his cursed potion, she would brain him with the pitcher.

She heard his footsteps near the bed. But as she braced herself for her one chance, a knock came at the door.

“Who is it?” Pomeroy snapped from very close.

“Dinner, milord,” a muffled voice sounded from beyond the door.

No! she wanted to scream aloud. How could John be back so soon?

That was it—she’d had enough. She opened her eyes as Lord Pomeroy headed for the door. She would just have to do it anyway; she might not get another chance. The footman’s hands would be occupied with holding the dinner tray, and Lord Pomeroy would be focused on opening the door.

Between that and the bloodcurdling scream she intended to let loose, she could gain her freedom. The marquess would have a hard time convincing the innkeeper she was ill when she stood over his prone body brandishing a pitcher and screaming bloody murder.

She used the sound of his flipping the latch to cover her slipping from the bed on the side farthest from him. As he opened the door, she picked up the pitcher and sidled to his right so the open door would block her from John’s sight when he came in.

“You!” Lord Pomeroy growled, and she froze.

The marquess backed into the room, and then she saw why. Lucas was entering, sword drawn and aimed right at Lord Pomeroy’s throat.

Her heart leaped. Lucas had come after her! Despite the risks, despite what it probably meant to his plan. He’d come to save her. She could kiss him!

“Where is she?” Lucas glanced beyond Lord Pomeroy to the empty bed.

“You’re too late,” Lord Pomeroy said, as Lucas forced him farther into the room and shut the door without taking his eyes off the man.

“Too late?” she whispered.

The marquess jerked his head around, then gave a start to see her standing a few feet away, pitcher in hand.

At the sound of her voice Lucas’s hard expression shifted to blatant relief, yet he kept his gaze fixed on his quarry. “Are you all right, Amelia?”

“Yes. No…I-I don’t know. He drugged me with laudanum, and I just now woke up. He could have done anything to me while I slept.”

“I would never hurt you!” Lord Pomeroy made a motion as if to go to her until Lucas prodded him back with the sword. The marquess glared at Lucas. “And I would certainly never behave badly to a woman while she slept.”

“Then why did you say he was too late?” she asked.

“Too late to save your reputation,” he said hastily. “That’s all I meant.”

She thrust out her chin. “It’s not too late.” She glanced toward the window where night still held sway. “It’s been only a few hours. If Lucas and I leave now, we can still get back to London before anyone discovers me gone.”

A deafening silence fell on the room. Lord Pomeroy looked decidedly uncomfortable, and Lucas muttered a curse under his breath.

“I’m sorry, darlin’.” Though Lucas still kept his gaze on Pomeroy, his voice held an aching remorse. “I tried to catch up to you sooner, but I don’t know the road well, and I had to stop often to ask after Pomeroy—”

“What are you saying, drat it?” she demanded.

“It’s been two days since you left.”

“Two days!” She gaped at him. “That can’t be! Surely I would have…” But now that her brain was pushing clear of the drug, she could sift the dreams from the hazy memories. Of someone coaxing her to drink more than once, of being led from a carriage to relieve herself, of dozing in a carriage too bright for it to have been night—

“You see?” Lord Pomeroy said, in a placating voice that further sparked her temper. “You’ll be ruined if you return unwed. The only way to save your reputation is to marry me.”

“Marry you!” She stalked toward him, brandishing the pitcher. Water sloshed out of it with her every step. “Marry you?You’re the one who ruined me, drat it!” Her temper soaring, she whacked his arm with the pitcher. “How dare you keep me drugged for two days?” She whacked his other arm. “Lord only knows what you did to me while I was asleep!”

He held his arms up to block his head. “I did nothing, I swear!”

“Then why is my cape gone?” she spat.

“I removed it merely to allow you to sleep more comfortably, my angel—”

“Don’t call me that!” She struck his crossed arms, tears welling in her eyes. “I was never your angel!” Half-blinded by tears, she hit him again. “I will never be your wife!” Her tears fell, and she swiped them away furiously. “How could you?” She punctuated each word with a blow. “You…had…no…right!”

“That’s enough, darlin’.” Lucas came up from behind to snag her around the waist with his free hand. “You’ve made your point.”

As he dragged her off the marquess, she threw the pitcher at her captor. “I shall never forgive you for this, never!”

Lucas tightened his arm about her waist, pulling her up against him. With his sword arm now lowered to his side, he backed toward the door. “Time to go.”

“No, wait, please,” Lord Pomeroy begged. His hands slid down from his head to bare his reddened features and tufts of hair all askew. “I know you’re angry now, Lady Amelia, but if you don’t marry me, you’ll never be able to hold your head up in society again.”

“I don’t care!” she cried. “I would sooner live the rest of my life a ruined spinster than marry you, my lord!”

“She won’t be ruined,” Lucas said firmly. “She’s marrying me .”

For a moment, her heart soared. He would marry her? Truly? Just to protect her from scandal? What a dear, dear man!

Then reality sank in. What if he wasn’t doing it to protect her? What if he thought it would help him in his investigation somehow?

She swallowed. It didn’t matter why. She could still use it to make sure Lord Pomeroy never attempted kidnapping her again.

“Yes,” she said, “I’m marrying Lucas.”

“An American?” Lord Pomeroy cried. “Think what you’re doing!”

He started forward, but Lucas stayed him with his sword. “If you lay one finger on her, I’ll make what she just did seem like child’s play. You won’t go unpunished for this, either. I’ll see you dragged before the courts—”

“You’ll do no such thing,” Amelia said quickly, though his fierce words sent a thrill coursing through her. Perhaps he did care, after all. “No lawyer would take an American soldier’s word over an English peer’s about what happened. He has the weight of the public behind him. And even if you succeed in having him prosecuted, you’d have lost your appointment in your government. And my family would be shamed. So there’s no point. Let’s just go.”

“You can’t go off with him,” Lord Pomeroy protested, casting her a glance of mute appeal. “He only wants your fortune, can’t you see?”

“He can have my fortune if that’s what he wants.” She ignored how Lucas stiffened against her. “I’d rather marry anyone—anyone, do you hear?—than you.”

Lord Pomeroy looked bewildered. “If you’d just give me a chance, I could make you happy. I know that in your heart you care for me.”

“Then why did I send that purgative out to your carriage in London?” She had to put an end to his insanity right now. Kindness and evasion had clearly not worked. “I was the one who ordered that, not Mrs. Harris. I was that desperate to be rid of you.”

When he looked stunned, she felt a moment’s pang, but she reminded herself of what he’d just done to her, and her resolve hardened to ruthless intent. “I am not an angel. Did you really believe I’d choose a husband old enough to be my father over a virile young fellow like the major? That I’d willingly marry a man I’d soon have to nurse through his declining years? A man who has to eat opium just to—”

“Enough.” Lord Pomeroy suddenly looked far older than his fifty-odd years. He drew himself up with a stiff dignity at odds with his mussed hair and rumpled coat. “It appears that you are correct—you are not the woman I took you for. I thought you had discernment and a kind heart. Apparently I was wrong.”

“She’s been kinder than you deserve,” Lucas muttered under his breath.

Thankfully, Lord Pomeroy didn’t hear him. “Do as you please then, my lady. Marry a scoundrel. I will not stop you.”

“You’ll have to do better than that.” Lucas brandished the sword. “You’d best keep this whole matter to yourself, do you hear? As far as you’re concerned, Lady Amelia and I eloped. My cousin is telling that story in London, and so help me, if you say something else—”

“I understand, sir,” Lord Pomeroy said in the pompous tone she loathed. “I shall not gainsay you.”

“Good.” But Lucas didn’t lower his sword. Instead, he released her. “Go open the door, darlin’. And make sure the way is clear, will you?”

She hurried to do as he bade, but when she swung open the door, it was to find a pistol pointed straight at her. John had returned.

The footman gestured to her to back up.

“Umm, Lucas?” she said as she did so. “We have a problem.”

“Drop the sword and step away from his lordship, guv’nor,” John said, then shifted his aim to the back of Lucas’s head. “Unless you want to end your days right here.”

“Put the pistol down, John,” Lord Pomeroy ordered wearily. “The major and Lady Amelia were just leaving.”

John blinked. “But, milord—”

“Now, John. Put it down.”

When John did as the marquess said, Lucas sheathed his sword. “Thank you, General.” He strode for the door, grabbing Amelia by the arm to tug her with him. “A wise decision.”

Lord Pomeroy’s lips twisted into a sneer. “I wish you joy of her. You will have a time of it, with that termagant for a wife.”

“Don’t I know it,” Lucas muttered, as they hurried into the hall.

Wrenching her arm free of his grip, Amelia rushed down the stairs ahead of him. “Never fear, sir,” she snapped. “I won’t inflict my presence on you a moment longer than is necessary. As soon as we reach London—”

“Calm yourself, darlin’.” They’d reached the ground floor and he slipped his arm about her waist again. “I was joking.”

“But I’m not, Lucas. I know you only said you’d marry me to—”

“My lady, you’re well!” cried a voice from the doorway. It was the innkeeper, looking astonished.

“Your inn has worked a miraculous cure.” As Lucas hurried her through the door, she added under her breath, “Amazing how one’s health improves once one removes the albatross from about one’s neck.”

A carriage drove up. She barely had time to register that it was Lord Kirkwood’s before Lucas was hoisting her into it.

“To Gretna Green,” he ordered the coachman, then climbed in after her.

As the coach set off, she slumped back against the seat. All she wanted right now was to find a nice Pomeroy-less coaching inn, have a full meal and a hot bath, and spend a few minutes not thinking about her dismal future.

But clearly Lucas wouldn’t allow that just yet. So she’d have to settle for laying her cards on the table, and hoping he would see sense once she did so.

“Going to Gretna Green is pointless, Lucas. Despite what I told Pomeroy, I’m not going to marry you.”

With a scowl, he tossed his hat onto the seat. “Why not?”

“Because I know the real reason you want to marry me.”

His face darkened. “If you think I give a damn about your fortune—”

“Not that. Because of Dolly.” She took a steadying breath. “I know why you came to England. That’s what I’d planned to discuss with you at the Kirkwoods’ dinner. You came to find Dorothy and Theodore Frier.”

As shock filled his features, she crossed her arms over her chest. “And ruin or no ruin, I refuse to let you marry me just so you can finish your investigation.”








Chapter Seventeen






Dear Cousin,


I had to summon Lady Amelia’s parents. No word has come yet from the North. Then there is this latest scandal with Miss Linley and Lord Kirkwood. I suppose I should not be surprised, but I did think his lordship had more sense than to elope so quickly after his cousin ran off after Lady Amelia. What was he thinking?


Your very distraught friend,


Charlotte




As Lucas stared at Amelia’s mutinous mouth and stubborn little chin and the glittering eyes he’d nearly despaired of ever seeing again, the rampant relief he’d felt upon finding her unharmed twisted rapidly into anger.

He didn’t stop to question how she knew about the Friers or how long she’d known. He was too damned furious for that. “You think this is about Dolly.”

She must have heard the edge to his voice, for she thrust out her chin even more. “Isn’t it?”

He leaned forward to fix her with a hard glance. “You think I traveled two days, posting through the nights, unable to sleep, unable to eat, imagining that any minute I’d find you being ravished by that ass, because of your damned stepmother? Because I thought saving you would help my investigation?”

She blinked. “Well…yes.” Her expression softened. “Don’t mistake me, Lucas, I’m very grateful you came after me. But I know you were only ‘courting’ me in London to find out more about my stepmother. So there’s no need to carry it as far as to marry me, for goodness sake.”

That brought him up short. If she knew the courtship wasn’t real, then she’d known about his investigation a while. Which meant that she, too, had been pretending an interest in him.

“What exactly do you think you know about the Friers?” he asked in a hollow voice. Clearly, they weren’t getting any further in this little discussion until he could determine that. “And how long have you known?”

She sighed. “Ever since the moment we met.”

He thought back, then cursed himself soundly. “So you were in my room the night of the ball.” That’s why she’d played the silly flirt—to keep him from figuring out that she’d been nosing around. And Dorothy and Theodore Frier were probably halfway to India or Jamaica by now.

“I saw your notes about all the Dorothys,” she went on, “and recognized the name that Dolly bore before she married Papa. Some of the details seemed to fit her, and it looked like you were investigating her, so I decided to find out why.”

His gaze shot to her. “You haven’t told her? Or your father?”

“I didn’t want to upset them until I knew more.”

He released a long breath.

“But the day of the kidnapping, I found out from…a friend of Mrs. Harris’s why you were looking for Dolly. Or rather, a woman like her.”

“Oh? What did this ‘friend’ tell you?”

“That the American navy had charged you with capturing an embezzler named Theodore Frier. And since you’re looking for a woman named Dorothy Frier, I assume that you think they’re connected.”

“They’re married.” Might as well tell her the truth—or most of it. He definitely didn’t want her to know certain things. “Theodore Frier had been a trusted employee of a naval contractor for five years when he started to withdraw funds. To do it, he forged several documents, and no one at the bank or the company questioned his authority. Until he disappeared.”

He glanced out at the bleak North England countryside, faintly illuminated by the coming dawn. He fought to keep his tone even. “Later I discovered that he’d received several letters from a ‘Dorothy Frier’ in the months before. The last one came on the day he fled. Apparently, it agitated him so much that he took the money and ran off to Rhinebeck. From there, he and Dorothy fled to Canada. She introduced him to everybody as her husband, Theodore Smith.”

“But you see, that’s where you’re confused. My Dolly is the widow of Obadiah Smith.”

He swung his gaze back to her. “So you say.”

“Dolly isn’t Dorothy Frier, I tell you. She would never live the sort of life you describe, and she would certainly never be party to an embezzlement—”

“No? She’s been to Canada—you admitted that much yourself, though you tried to cover it up. The timing for her arrival in England is right, she has Dorothy’s looks, and she came here with a fortune.”

“How did you know about the fort—” She broke off with a groan. “You didn’t, did you? Until I just admitted it.”

“I was pretty sure,” he said.

She thrust out her chin. “She got that fortune from her merchant husband.”

“In Boston, right? But I’ll bet that if you ask her, she doesn’t know a damned thing about Boston. And don’t you think it’s a mite strange that her husband happened to drag her to all the same places Theodore did his wife? A woman who fits the description of Dorothy Frier—”

“It’s not Dolly, no matter what you say! She’s the most timid creature. It’s just an awful coincidence that she shares a name with your criminal’s wife.”

“Then convince me,” he snapped. “Tell me the truth about her.” Something finally dawned on him. “You’ve been feeding me lies up until now, haven’t you? To throw me off the scent.”

“No!Well…a few at first. Just to see how you reacted. So I could tell if she was really the woman you were interested in.”

“So you could run off to Devon and warn her, help her escape.”

“Only if I determined you were wrong. That’s why I wanted to talk to you at the Kirkwoods’ dinner, so I could settle once and for all that she wasn’t the person you were after.”

That’s why she’d been so angry at the tea. Because she’d finally realized he was the enemy.

And he’d thought it was because of what they’d done on the xebec. He snorted. What a smitten idiot he was. Lady Delilah certainly lived up to her name, using her sweet little body to twist him this way and that while she tried to discover the truth. All the while, she hadn’t meant any of her kisses and caresses.

Or had she? Amelia wasn’t exactly a great liar. She hadn’t kept up her silly flirt role past one day. And now that he considered it, once they’d started touching each other on the xebec, she hadn’t talked one bit about Dolly.

Yes, what about that? “So all your flirting, the way you welcomed my attentions…they were just a pretense to get information from me. Is that what you’re saying?”

“You did the same thing.” Her voice was a hoarse whisper as she glanced out the window. “I did nothing you didn’t do.”

“Ah, but I meant my kisses, darlin’. Every single one.”

“Liar.” Her gaze shot to him, and the hurt he saw glittering there told him everything he needed to know. “You didn’t mean any of it.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?” he drawled. “And contrary to whatever harebrained notion you’ve taken into your head, it’s not because of Dolly. Trust me, if I’d wanted to help my investigation, I would’ve stayed in London until she and your daddy showed up and I could finally get her in my clutches. I came after you, instead. And you know why?”

Her lower lip trembled. “Why?”

He drew in a ragged breath. “Because I couldn’t stand the idea of Pomeroy forcing you. Not when it’s my fault he kidnapped you in the first place.”

“Your fault?” She frowned. “Why do you think that?”

“If I hadn’t sat out on your steps taunting him every day, he might not have taken such a drastic action.”

A faint smile touched her pretty lips. “I rather think it was my purgative that did it.”

“What was all that about the purgative?”

When she explained shamefacedly, he erupted into laughter. “So that’s why he went racing off from your town house before the tea. I take it back, darlin’, it was your fault.”

“He deserved it!”

“He did. But remind me never to cross you. Between the way you handle a pitcher like a bludgeon and solve problems with purgatives, I don’t want to be your enemy.”

Apparently that reminded her that he might be her family’s enemy, because she dropped her gaze to her hands. “So you really did come after me because you were worried about me?”

“No.” When her head snapped up, he added fiercely, “I came because I was sick with worry about you. It had nothing to do with Dolly or Theo Frier.” His gaze locked with hers. “And they sure as hell have nothing to do with why I’m taking you to Gretna Green. Marrying a woman to help an investigation goes beyond the call of duty even for me.”

“So you’re doing it because you feel guilty and think you should save me from ruin.”

He shook his head. “I’m doing it because I want you.”

She sucked in a harsh breath, her eyes widening.

“I’ve wanted you since the day I saw you standing in that hallway. I told myself that the kisses and caresses were just a means to an end, but when I had you alone on that xebec, my investigation was not in my mind, believe me. And that day at the tea, when you threatened never to kiss me again, all I wanted was to drag you back into that study, lay you down on the floor, and make love to you until you admitted that you want me, too.”

He leaned forward to clasp her hands. “God help me if I’m wrong, Amelia, but I’m sure that you do want me. It wasn’t all lies between us, was it?”

“No,” she breathed.

“And if a man like me takes a highfalutin English lady to his bed without marrying her, it’ll cause a big outcry. Hell, they might even hang me.” He flashed her a rueful smile. “Doesn’t leave me much choice, does it?”

“As usual, Lucas,” she said bitterly, “you misunderstand English society entirely. Now that I’m ruined, no one will squawk about your taking a ‘highfalutin English lady’ to your bed. They’ll assume that I’d leap at the chance to be your mistress.”

“I don’t want a mistress.” When she tried to pull her hands free, he only held them tighter. “Marry me, Amelia.”

“And what happens when you try to carry my stepmother off to America?”

“I thought you said she’s innocent.”

“She is!”

He shrugged. “Then there’s no problem. I’ll meet her, set this whole thing straight, and that’ll be the end of it.” He released Amelia’s hands only to haul her onto his lap. When she lifted her startled gaze to him, he repeated, “Marry me, Amelia.”

“You don’t have to—”

He cut her off with a kiss, a long, hot, seeking one meant to trample her objections. Only when he had her trembling in his arms did he tear his lips free to murmur, “Marry me, darlin’.”

When she stared at him uncertainly a long moment, he realized with a punch to the gut how much her answer mattered. Partly because he really did feel responsible for the kidnapping. Clearly the general was in love with her. If he hadn’t felt threatened by Lucas, by a need to save her from Lucas, Pomeroy probably would have wooed her as long as it had taken to wear her down.

But guilt wasn’t the only thing prompting Lucas’s proposal. The truth was, no woman had ever gotten to him like she had in the past few days. He’d never felt so comfortable talking to a woman, being with a woman. And God knows he wasn’t lying when he said he desired her.

Once she realized he was right about her stepmother, once she found out the whole truth about the embezzlement, there’d be rough sailing—but he’d deal with that later. Right now, he just had to get her to be his wife.

“Give me one good reason why I should marry you, Lucas,” she finally said.

He’d already given her a handful, for God’s sake. And if she was looking for a declaration of love, she could wait until doomsday. He wasn’t about to hand her the key to controlling him.

But he knew what else would turn her up sweet. “Because, darlin’, I can give you more adventures than any other man you’re likely to meet.”

He knew he had her when excitement flickered in her eyes. “How do you know I still want adventures?” she said breathlessly. “After my latest one, I might have decided against them.”

He laughed. “You? Swear off adventures? Never. You crave adventure like a Barbary pirate craves loot.”

She arched one eyebrow. “You think you know me very well, don’t you?”

Sliding his hand up to her neck, he caressed her pulse with his thumb as he bent his head to brush his lips against hers, toying with them but never quite kissing them.

When he had her pulse racing and could feel the eager breaths rushing from her mouth, he murmured, “I know how to excite you, and that’s enough.” He continued to toy with her lips. “So what’s it to be, darlin’? Take a chance on marrying me and finding a world of adventure? Or be a coward and live a boring life as a ruined spinster in Torquay?”

“There is another choice, you know,” she breathed against his lips. “I could become some explorer’s mistress and—”

He blotted out that absurdity with a kiss as fierce as the jealousy she’d deliberately provoked. He made it very clear that the third choice was no choice at all. But just in case she didn’t understand, he tore his lips from hers to growl, “We’re getting married. You’ve run out of choices.”

She gave him a self-satisfied smile that would put Delilah herself to shame. “Very well. But first I want a hot bath and a meal and a good night’s sleep.”

“You can have that after the wedding.”

She eyed him askance. “If you think I’ll go another day without—”

“Another hour, more like. Why do you think Pomeroy was so furious? He missed reaching Gretna Green by just a couple of hours.”

She gaped at him.

“And I won’t take the chance that he’ll change his mind and come after you, so we’ll be married first. There will be plenty of time for breakfast and bath and bed afterward.”

Her expression softened as she reached up to caress his cheek, tears filling her eyes. “Thank you for coming after me. For whatever reason.”

“You’re welcome.” He turned his lips into her hand to kiss it.

But when he then kissed her wrist and her arm, and headed further inland, she scrambled from his lap with a laugh and crossed to sit on the seat.

“Not until after we’re married, sir. And definitely not until after I’ve had a bath and a meal. And I can remove this cursed corset.”

He let his gaze drift down to where her breasts were pushed up so high. For the first time, he noticed just how provocative her gown was. “Is that what you were wearing when Pomeroy kidnapped you?”

Strangely enough, she blushed. “I had a cape to go over it while I was in the coach, but yes, I headed to the Kirkwoods’ wearing this. Why?”

“Because if you’d shown up for dinner in that, darlin’, I would never have made it through our private discussion without trying to ravish you.”

“I know.” She cast him a sultry smile. “That’s precisely why I wore it. To make you burn.”

Somehow that didn’t surprise him. “Damnation, Delilah, you’ll be the death of me yet.”

With a grin, she tossed back her fallen hair and thrust out her fine, high breasts. And he burned. Every inch of the rest of the way to Gretna Green.








Chapter Eighteen






Dear Charlotte,


I doubt the rash of elopements will hurt the school’s reputation. I don’t think anyone will protest the Kirkwood wedding; he’s of good blood and connections. But the other might cause gossip—assuming that the major can recapture Lady Amelia before the marquess marries her.


Your concerned cousin,


Michael




They were wed in a marriage house beside a Gretna Green inn, by one of the famous anvil priests. Amelia tried not to think how she looked in her rumpled evening gown and a corset so tight her breasts practically spilled out of it. She had to borrow pins to put up her hair, since her own had vanished during her hours of drugged sleep. But the parson didn’t seem to care about her appearance—no doubt he’d seen plenty of travel-weary brides—and treated the wedding as if it were an everyday occurrence.

Which it was, unfortunately. As adventures went, Amelia found it more tame than expected. First, they had to attest to their willingness to marry—she shuddered to think how Lord Pomeroy had meant to accomplish that.

Then they spoke their vows. She hesitated after the parson said, “Wilt thou have this man to thy wedded husband, to live together after God’s ordinance in the holy estate of matrimony? Wilt thou obey him, and serve him, love, honor, and keep him in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all other, keep thee only unto him, so long as ye both shall live?”

Was she mad to marry a man she barely knew?

Then Lucas said, “Darlin’?” in that low, sensuous drawl that made her toes curl, and she hesitated no more. “I will,” she said firmly.

There were no long prayers, no taking of Holy Communion, nothing that resembled the usual nuptial service of the Church of England. Indeed, it hardly seemed like a real wedding at all.

Until the priest asked for the ring, and Lucas placed a ring of his upon her left hand. It was too big for her ring finger, so he put it on her middle one. The weight was a potent reminder of her new status.

Never again would she wonder about her future—pondering what country she might visit first and whether she would get there by packet boat or clipper ship or even camel. Her future had narrowed to the man standing beside her, and she hardly knew anything about him. Lord help her.

Yet he’d come to her rescue when no one would have expected it, when rescuing her affected his own plans. So surely he must feel something for her. Not love, since he’d made no mention of that. But a little affection?

And certainly a lot of…wanting. It was more than some women got from their husbands. Of course, none of them had to worry that their husbands meant to haul their stepmothers off to jail. But Lucas had made an excellent point earlier: if Dolly was Dorothy Frier and had taken part in the embezzlement, she deserved to be apprehended. If she wasn’t, then Amelia had nothing to fear.

Besides, Dolly or no Dolly, she couldn’t think of another man she’d rather marry. That thought got her through the rest of it with a measure of ease.

After the wedding, the anvil priest was in a jovial mood, introducing them to several people at the nearby inn as she and Lucas sat down to a substantial breakfast. Apparently, while runaway weddings were common, weddings between American soldiers and earl’s daughters were rather rare.

Their hosts’ festive glee was infectious, so despite her exhaustion, Amelia regaled them with tales of London. She even told them of her own Scottish friend, Venetia. To her surprise, they’d heard of Lord Duncannon and his mysterious tormentor, the Scottish Scourge. Unfortunately, she could tell them nothing about why the thief hated the lord.

After breakfast, Lucas rented a room there for the night. “We’ll set out for London tomorrow,” he told her. “We both need rest.”

Rest, hah! They both knew it wasn’t rest he had on his mind.

Yet when they went up to their room, he took one look at her weary motions and ordered her to sleep. She insisted upon writing Dolly and Papa to let them know what had happened, but by the time she was done, she couldn’t even muster the energy for a bath. She swayed on her feet when Lucas began undressing her. As he stripped her down to her chemise and drawers, her eyes were closing of their own accord.

“Perhaps I’ll have just a little nap,” she murmured, as he bundled her into the bed with the impersonal efficiency of a servant. She was asleep before her head hit the pillow.

Hours later, she was awakened by the late-afternoon sun streaming in through the window. She’d slept so heavily that it took her a moment to remember where she was. But the man’s coat slung over the nearby chair and the boots lined up with her evening slippers by the door reminded her only too well that she was no longer Lady Amelia. She was Mrs. Lucas Winter now.

But where was Lucas? She turned toward the fireplace to see her new husband half-sitting, half-lying in a large brass tub that hadn’t been there before. His eyes were closed and his breathing even, but the water was steaming, so he must have just fallen asleep.

Good. Now she had to determine one thing: had Lord Pomeroy done anything to her while she was drugged?

She didn’t think so. Oh, he might have caressed her, but her corset had still been awfully tight when Lucas had taken it off her. Pomeroy would have had to pry her breasts loose from it to fondle them, and he would have had trouble getting them back in.

She swallowed. Whether he’d fondled her breasts wasn’t the problem. The slit in her drawers would have allowed him to thrust…whatever he liked inside.

Drugged or no, wouldn’t she remember it if he’d actually done the deed? Wouldn’t she feel different, sore or irritated or something ?

There was only one way to be sure. She lifted her chemise stealthily so as not to awaken Lucas and examined her drawers in minute detail.

Then she sank back with a sigh of relief. No virgin’s blood. He couldn’t possibly have taken her innocence without getting blood on her drawers, so she was still chaste. Thank goodness. She would have hated to go to her new husband’s bed unchaste, even if it wasn’t her fault. Things like that seemed to bother men.

An odd sound filtered into her senses—a sort of rhythmic sloshing. Had Lucas awakened? She sat up and looked over at him. No, his eyes were still closed. But his breathing seemed to have changed, and that sound…

She slipped from the bed and crept near enough to see that his arm was moving. Rhythmically. Making the sloshing noise she was hearing.

Why, he wasn’t asleep at all, the scoundrel! Instead he was…touching himself. In that way.

Though a blush stained her cheeks, she edged closer. She certainly didn’t mean to miss this .

Sadly, she couldn’t see beneath the surface of the soapy water. But she saw plenty above—shoulders broad enough to please the most discriminating female…well-muscled arms, one of which flexed deliciously with every stroke…and a nicely sculpted chest covered with little rivulets of black hair.

But it annoyed Amelia that she couldn’t see the rest of him. Well, she’d have to remedy that situation.

“Enjoying your ‘bath,’ husband?” she teased.

Lucas started as violently as a footman caught napping. “Hellfire and damnation, Amelia!” To her amusement, he actually blushed as he jerked his gaze down to check that his “sword” was adequately hidden. “Don’t creep up on a man like that, for God’s sake!”

“Decided to start the wedding night without me, did you?”

“What are you doing up anyway?” he grumbled. “I expected you to sleep for hours more. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have taken the bathwater. I figured it was better to use it before it cooled.”

She burst into laughter. “Yes, I can see you were making good use of the bathwater.”

It finally dawned on him what she’d seen. He groaned. “I only meant to…take the edge off my hunger. To make things easier on you later.”

“Don’t let me stop you,” she said cheerily. “But sit up a little. I want to watch.”

He blinked. “You want to what ?”

“Watch you stroke your ‘sword.’ Why not? We’re married now.”

Glancing away, he raked his fingers through his wet hair. “Good point. Yes, a very good point.” He was mumbling to himself as if thinking through some plan. “Might not be a bad idea.”

“Lucas?” she prodded.

His gaze swung back to her. As he took in her state of dishabille, his eyes darkened to a smoky black. Then his lips curved in a smoldering smile that sent sensual shivers down her spine. “Fine, you can watch.” Settling back against the tub, he rested his arms on either side. “But my sword will need ‘encouragement’ after being startled out of its wits by my wife.”

“What sort of encouragement?” she breathed.

Scouring her with a glance hotter than the roaring fireplace beyond him, he rasped, “Untie your chemise.”

“Oh. That sort of encouragement.” She suddenly found it very hard to breathe. Now this was an adventure. She did as he bade, her fingers fumbling a little on the ties in her eagerness.

As soon as she had them undone, he said in a low rumble, “Take it off.”

She needed no more prompting than that. Feeling devilishly wicked, she slid it off to bare her breasts and drawers. But the hungry glance he slid over her only made her impatient for more of him .

“You said I could watch you,” she reminded him.

He rose abruptly from the water, and she sucked in a breath. Next time she saw Venetia, she’d have to answer her friend’s question about whether the major had a sword worth worshipping. Oh, yes. Definitely yes.

His member jutted out from its nest of hair, as gloriously rampant as any sword raised in battle. She stared at it with unquenchable curiosity, marveling at how long and thick it was, and how much longer and thicker and more intimidating it grew beneath her avid gaze. And when he seized it and began to manipulate it as easily as if he were polishing his real sword, she added “sturdy” to its qualities.

“All right, Delilah,” he growled, his breath coming faster, “your turn. The drawers. Take off…the drawers.”

Casting him what she hoped was a provocative smile, she took her time about untying them.

“Now, darlin’,” he said, with an officer’s tone of command.

“Why, yes, Major. Whatever you say, Major. At once, Major.” She dropped them to the floor.

His sudden silence would have alarmed her if it hadn’t been matched by a sudden quickening of his hand on his “sword.” “God have mercy,” he said hoarsely, his gaze sweeping over her greedily, admiringly. “You sure are a fine piece of work.”

Feeling suddenly shy, she gave a nervous laugh. “If you can say that when I haven’t bathed in days and my hair is tangled beyond recognition, then you’ll make a very good husband.”

His hand stilled. “A very inconsiderate husband, to be rushing things. You should come bathe while the water’s hot.”

“There’s room for us both, isn’t there? Why don’t we bathe together?”

A fleeting expression of alarm passed over his face before he nodded. “Whatever will make you more comfortable…”

He trailed off awkwardly, then sank down in the tub again. He was acting quite odd for a man on his wedding night. Of course, she really had no clue how men behaved then. Perhaps they were as nervous as women.

When she climbed in facing him, he said, “Turn around and sit between my legs.”

She did as he said. The water was still blissfully warm, and with both of them in the tub, it rose almost to the top. Uttering a sigh of sheer pleasure, she sank down to immerse her head, sending some of the water sloshing over the edge. Then she slid back up to lean against his hair-roughened chest.

The rod of his arousal dug into her back, yet all he did was reach for the soap and lather her hair, his hands working soothingly through the tangles, scrubbing her scalp, turning her boneless beneath his ministrations. Once he dropped the soap, she snagged it to lather her shoulders and under her arms.

But after she rinsed her hair, he took the soap from her. “Let me,” he murmured against her neck.

So she did. And it was wonderful, simply wonderful.

He started with her breasts, lathering her thoroughly. As his long fingers worked magic over her rapidly hardening nipples, he kissed her hair, her ear, her shoulder. Soon his hands were everywhere, soaping her back and then her belly. He lathered her legs while he trailed his open mouth down her neck, kissing, sucking…heating her blood until it was hotter than the bathwater.

She ran her own hands up his calves, past his knees to his thighs, reveling in his sharp intake of breath when she stroked the insides. “Delilah,” he muttered, pressing a hard kiss to her neck. “Tease me, will you?”

His soapy fingers slid between her legs to fondle her, tenderly at first, then more boldly. She answered him in kind by kneading his thighs as high as she could reach, delighting to feel his flesh stiffen even more in the small of her back. He retaliated by delving his finger inside her, rubbing her so deftly that she groaned.

Abruptly, he stopped. Planting his hands on either side of the tub, he shoved himself up, then stepped out of the tub. “Come, let’s go to bed where I can do this right.”

She laughed as she rinsed off the soap. “It seemed pretty ‘right’ to me already.”

He wouldn’t look at her as he dried himself with the towel. “It’ll be more comfortable for you in the bed.”

“Really? Have you found a miraculous solution for eliminating pain from the process of deflowering?”

When he shot her a stricken glance, she realized something more was behind his odd behavior. And she was fairly certain she knew what it was.

Her throat felt tight and raw. “You think Pomeroy took my innocence, don’t you? That’s what’s bothering you.”

“No…yes…well, we don’t really know what he did, do we?” Jerking his gaze from her, he wrapped the towel around his waist. “He could have done anything to you while you slept.”

She shook her head no. “I would remember it.”

He paced beside the tub. “For God’s sake, Amelia, you didn’t even remember that you’d been gone for two days.”

“It wasn’t my fault!” she protested.

He whirled on her, shock filling his face. “Of course it wasn’t your fault. None of it was your fault. That has nothing to do with it!”

Heart aching, she rose and left the tub, then picked up the towel. She held it up to hide her body. “It has a great deal to do with it if you’re disappointed because I might not be chaste—”

“Disappointed!” He gaped at her, then groaned. “Oh, Christ, I’m an idiot. That’s not why…” He came up to gather her in his arms. “It’s not whether you’re chaste that matters to me.” He kissed her temple, her brow, her hair. “I just don’t want to hurt you.”

A cautious relief bloomed in her chest. “That’s unavoidable if I’m chaste. And if I’m not—”

“If you’re not, I don’t want to make it worse.” He cupped her head in his hands, and the look he gave her was so tender it made her chest hurt. “He…he might have bruised you or caused you pain that I could aggravate when I—” Pure remorse filled his features. “I can’t stand the thought that he drugged you, that he might have hurt you. I should have prevented it. You should never have had to endure such a thing.”

“He didn’t hurt me, Lucas.” She brushed a kiss over his lips. “I think I’d know if he did.” Leaving his embrace, she walked over to pick up her drawers. “There’s no blood, you see?”

“Some women don’t bleed at their deflowering.”

“How do you know? Do you make a practice of deflowering virgins?”

“No!” He drew himself up at the insult. “I read it in a book, for God’s sake.”

“A book?” She felt better by the moment. Much better. Almost giddy. Dropping the towel, she came toward him, a slow smile curving up her lips. “You read a book to find out about women? Fancy that.”

His eyes ravaged her, and the towel he’d wrapped about his waist started to lift of its own accord. “It was…a medical journal…” he choked out.

“A fine excuse,” she teased as she reached him. Jerking his towel free of its knot, she dropped it to the floor. “But more likely it was some collection of tales cobbled together by an Englishman to titillate—”

His mouth crashed down on hers as his arms shot round her waist to pull her tightly, achingly, into his embrace. She swung her arms about his neck and held on as he plundered her mouth with glorious abandon. It seemed ages since they’d kissed, not just a few hours, and she meant to make the most of it.

Lucas also made that vow to himself as he thrust his tongue deep inside her mouth. He would make this good for her, even if it killed him. He still felt uncertain of how many liberties he should take, how much he should press her, but given her enthusiastic response to his kiss, maybe he wouldn’t have to be as careful as he’d feared.

He kissed her lips, her eyelids, her hair…her lush, silky hair that he never could get enough of.

“Take me to bed,” she breathed against his cheek. “Please. I’ve waited ages to find out what it’s like to be with a man.”

“Whatever my lady wishes,” he said as he scooped her up and carried her to the bed.

He laid her down, then paused just to look at her, at the kittenish smile on her lips, at her swanlike neck with skin so delicate he just wanted to devour it, at the sweetly upthrust breasts that had driven him half-insane on the xebec. Climbing onto the bed, he parted her legs so he could kneel between them while he gazed at her slender belly and the smooth skin of her thighs. And what lay at their juncture, open, waiting. For him.

An instant’s terror seized him. What an awesome responsibility this was—to make right whatever Pomeroy had done to her, while also easing her from maiden to wife. If he didn’t handle it delicately—

“Lucas?” she said in that throaty voice that turned his knees to rubber.

And desire drove out the terror. He moved farther down toward the foot of the bed, then bent his head to where her pretty brown curls, still dewy from her bath, hid a second pair of pouty lips he just had to taste.

“What are you doing?” she cried, trying to draw her legs together.

He smiled at her. “Giving you an adventure, darlin’.” Then he buried his mouth in her slick warmth.

She smelled of soap and musk, a scent guaranteed to drive any man crazy. It was all he could do not to just plunge his cock deep inside her.

But he couldn’t. He wouldn’t. After what she’d endured, she deserved better.

So he gave it to her, laving her with his tongue, using his teeth and lips to arouse her, glorying in how she wriggled and squirmed, how she rose to meet the thrusts of his tongue. The very taste of her brought him to painful heights of arousal, yet he went on and on.

Only after he felt the spasms of her climax against his mouth, heard her cry out his name, did he rise up on his knees and take advantage of her heightened state of pleasure to push his heavy cock slowly into her.

Her eyes flew open. “Well!That’s…oh…you’re so…”

He came up hard against the barrier of her innocence and halted.

“What’s wrong?” she murmured.

“As it turns out, darlin’, you were right. You’re a maiden still.” A rush of relief hit him. Pomeroy hadn’t harmed her.

And she was chaste. It shouldn’t matter—it wasn’t as if she’d done anything to invite that ass’s attentions—but Lucas had to admit it did matter a little. He couldn’t prevent the errant thrill of possession that went through him to realize that he was her first, her only.

“But you won’t be a maiden for long.” Giving her no time to think or worry about it, he broke through.

She gave a heart-wrenching cry, and he winced, wishing it didn’t have to be this way. Wishing it didn’t have to feel so damned good to be buried to the hilt inside her.

He pulled out a fraction, and her moan cut through him. “Tell me if it hurts too much, and I’ll stop,” he said hoarsely, praying that he actually could.

“Don’t you dare.” She grabbed his shoulders to hold him. “It hurts, yes, but I want to know the rest of it. Every bit.”

He searched her face and could tell she meant what she said. “Thank God.”

But when he continued pulling back, she frowned at him. “I told you not to stop,” she said, almost petulantly.

“This is how it’s done, darlin’. Out and in. Like the motion of a hand. Remember?”

Her eyes widened. “Oh. Right. I’m such a ninny.”

He drove back in, then groaned. “A very tempting, very appealing ninny. God, woman, you feel so damned…good.”

“Do I?” she said, with a Delilah smile of delight. “Tell me how it feels for you. That harem book didn’t give nearly enough details.”

He managed a rough laugh. “Leave it to you…to learn lovemaking from a…book.” Holding himself off her with one hand, he caressed her breast with the other, wishing he’d taken the time to suck it earlier, too.

An anxious look crossed her now flushed face. “Lucas, the book…well…it didn’t go beyond a certain point. I…I don’t really know what to do…what I should be doing.”

Bending to kiss her neck, her throat, her cheek, he increased his thrusts. “Do whatever pleases you, darlin’. Whatever feels good. What excites you.”

“Oh.” She wriggled a little beneath him. “L-Like that?”

“God, yes,” he said hoarsely, his cock driving harder almost of its own accord. “Keep moving…like that…”

“And perhaps—” She licked and tugged at his nipple with that delicious mouth of hers, and he groaned. “Yes?” she asked, her sultry smile devastating him.

“Yes, my darlin’ Delilah…oh, yes…”

After that, neither of them could manage speech. He was fighting too hard to delay his release, to wait until she could reach it with him. But it got more difficult by the minute, with her rubbing his shoulders, teasing his nipples, arching her pelvis up against him until he felt as if he drove into the very heart of her. With every thrust, he tried to pierce the part of her that was English and rich and noble, the part he ached to conquer…the part he feared he could never possess no matter how hard he struggled…

“You belong to me now, Delilah,” he cried, determined to make it so. He pounded into her, feeling his release approaching, building. “You’re my wife…forever…”

“My husband,” she choked out, staring up at him with all the fierceness of a tigress laying claim to her mate. “Forever.”

Feeling himself on the edge, he reached down and fondled her slick little pleasure spot, until her body went taut and her fingers dug into his shoulders as she found her release.

Only then did he spill himself inside her. And in that brief, glorious moment, as he poured himself into her, he believed she could be his forever. That they could have a lasting marriage. That the empty loneliness of the past three years might actually be at an end.

He collapsed on top of her, his heart threatening to beat right out of his chest with the power of his satisfaction. The power of his intense joy.

After a while, he rolled off her to lie staring at the ceiling, savoring thoughts of their fine future as husband and wife, letting himself be seduced by hope.

It took them both several moments to regain their breath, several moments to settle their frantic pulses, as the sun set behind the inn room’s lacy curtains, and the sounds of guests trooping down to dinner filtered in.

Then she stirred beside him. “It really did matter, didn’t it?”

Her hesitant voice gave him pause. “What?”

“That I was a virgin. I saw your face. It mattered.”

His heart twisting in his chest, he reached over and pulled her into his embrace. “What matters to a man isn’t so much that his wife be chaste as that he be the one to teach her about pleasure. I won’t lie to you. Every man wants that. But I would have had that either way.” He managed a smile. “Because any woman who can’t remember her deflowering is, for all intents and purposes, chaste as a nun.”

She arched one eyebrow. “And you, sir? Were you chaste?”

He blinked. It wasn’t a question he’d expected. “Sorry, darlin’, but no.”

“That’s not fair,” she pointed out.

“True, but it’s the way of the world. And the world is pretty unfair.”

“Don’t I know it,” she grumbled.

He couldn’t help chuckling. She looked so adorably annoyed. “If it’s any consolation, this was my first time to share a bed with someone who mattered to me, someone I cared about.”

Brightening, she turned to search his face. “Really?”

“Really.”

She snuggled close. “I’m glad. And I’m glad you were the one to take my innocence and not Pomeroy. Because there’s another reason a man wants his wife to be chaste on their wedding night—so he can be sure his first child is his own.”

He froze. Hellfire and damnation. He’d been so eager to do the honorable thing by Amelia that he hadn’t thought once about children. But of course marriage—and the marital bed—led to children.

For a moment, he indulged in a pleasant vision of him and Amelia with laughing girls frolicking in the garden and sturdy lads sailing miniature ships in the pond. They would view his diplomatic career as an adventure, the same way their mother would.

Except that he couldn’t start that career until he captured Frier and returned the money the man stole from the navy. Money that was giving Amelia’s family their pleasant and comfortable life.

His enticing vision vanished. Amelia would never forgive him if he ruined her family while setting matters right. He’d convinced her to marry him despite her fears, but she’d done so believing that Dolly Smith was not Dorothy Frier. Once she heard the full story and learned otherwise, she wouldn’t side with him.

Not that it mattered. They were married, and even if she hated him, he was responsible for her—responsible for their children.

So he’d simply have to lay down the law, make it clear how things stood, now that she’d thrown in her lot with him. She was his wife, and she had to support him even if she didn’t like it. She would have to abide by the rules he dictated.

Ha—Amelia would never resign herself to anything anyone dictated. The woman had a mind of her own.

He groaned.

“Hmm?” Amelia asked sleepily, her head cradled against his shoulder.

“Nothing, darlin’,” he murmured. “Go to sleep.”

“Mmm.”

As she fell back into a doze, he stared down at her damp hair, curling sweetly about her shoulders as it dried. When his cock stirred, he threw his head back against the pillow.

God, she had him panting after her like some half-wit hound. It was dangerous how much she affected him. He’d begun to crave her company, and not just in bed, either. That wouldn’t do. No man could be master of his house when his wife had such power over him. God knows his father had proved that.

He stared bleakly up at the ceiling. Fine. He would teach himself not to crave her too much. He would enjoy what she had to offer—oh yes, he’d certainly do that—but he’d be careful. Because if he gave in to his need for her, if he showed any weakness, she’d have him twisted about her finger so quick he’d never unwind himself.

And that was something he definitely couldn’t risk.








Chapter Nineteen






Dear Cousin,


Lord and Lady Tovey are both half-mad with worry, and I am little better. I was tempted to tell them the information you sent me about the major a few days ago, but until we know which man Amelia has ended up with, I did not think I should betray your confidence.


Your anxious cousin,


Charlotte




Some impertinent servant was stroking Amelia’s hair back from her face, pulling her slowly from sleep. She grabbed at the hand, then froze when she realized it was big and hairy and obviously male.

Her eyes flew open to find Lucas bent over her, already fully dressed. “Time to get up, darlin’,” he murmured in a husky voice.

It came to her in a rush…why he was here, where they were, and what she was doing stark naked between the sheets.

She’d never slept naked before, and certainly never with a man. At any other time she would have found it wildly thrilling. But the window beyond Lucas showed it was still dark, and she felt limp as a dishcloth after their vigorous night.

Shutting her eyes, she snuggled back into her pillow. “Go away.”

“Get up, Amelia,” he said, his tone firmer.

“Not yet,” she mumbled.

“You can sleep in the carriage.”

She sighed. Major Crack-of-Dawn Winter wouldn’t let her stay in bed unless she did something drastic. Opening her eyes, she propped herself up on one elbow so that the sheet drooped provocatively below her breast. “And you can come back to bed.”

He froze. His black-as-Satan eyes raked down her with an ardent knowing that made her shiver. It reminded her he was now intimately acquainted with every line and hollow and curve of her body…that he’d kissed or fondled them all at some point during the long, very adventurous night.

His heavy-lidded gaze lifted to hers. “We can do that in the carriage, too, Delilah. Now get dressed. The inn is full, and we’ll never get horses and a postboy if we don’t leave early.”

He tossed her a piece of linen that turned out to be her chemise. She vaguely remembered his washing it and her other undergarments in the bathwater sometime during the night and hanging them up to dry by the fire. It smelled clean, and the lingering warmth from the fire felt so good…

“No, you don’t,” he growled as he spotted her sinking back with the warm chemise clutched to her cheek as a child clutches a blanket. “We need to start out for London as soon as possible.”

“Why?” she mumbled.

“We don’t want to give Pomeroy time to spread nasty rumors. I don’t trust him.”

“He won’t talk. He’ll be too embarrassed.”

“You didn’t think he’d kidnap you either, did you?” When she frowned at him, he added, “Besides, your parents must be frantic with worry.”

She sighed. That was a compelling argument. Sitting up, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes, then glanced around. The room was in perfect order, the tub and wet towels gone, her dirty gown and petticoat sitting folded on a dresser, and her drying drawers and stockings hung neatly over the backs of two wooden chairs before the fireplace. Clearly, life with a soldier would take some getting used to.

“You want tea?” he asked.

“Sounds wonderful.” She watched as he poured her a cup from a steaming pot on the table near the window, then arranged it on a tray with several other items. “Is that breakfast?” she asked, incredulous. Living with a soldier might have its compensations after all.

“Breakfast for you.” He set the tray down on her lap. There was toast and butter, a boiled egg, rashers—“I’ve already eaten.”

She gazed up at him in astonishment. “For goodness sake, how long have you been up?”

“A couple of hours.”

“It’s not even dawn yet! Are you mad?”

A shuttered look passed over his face. “I don’t sleep much these days.”

“Obviously not.” She sipped her tea. “I do hope you won’t be waking me before dawn every morning.”

“It depends on the circumstances,” he said tersely. “But while we’re traveling, you can count on it.” As she began to eat, he walked over to a wardrobe and removed a muslin gown, a petticoat, and a wool cloak, which he came back to toss down on the bed. “You can wear these.”

His matter-of-fact manner and cursory commands were beginning to annoy her. “Can I really?” she said sarcastically.

He misunderstood her comment. “It should fit. I told the innkeeper’s wife I would pay her well if she could find a gown that would, and she said she had. But I couldn’t get shoes to fit you, so you’re stuck with your evening slippers.”

“Where did you get the money for all this: the wedding, the inn room, the clothes?”

He looked insulted. “I receive a salary, like any other American officer.”

Oh, dear, now she’d pricked his pride, and even she knew that a man’s pride was a delicate thing. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

“I can afford to keep a wife, if that’s what’s worrying you.”

“I’m sure you can.” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “But the night we met, you said that the money you’d once possessed had vanished. So can you blame me for assuming that your funds are rather…restricted?”

A muscle worked in his jaw. “I only meant I didn’t have a fortune. But I manage well enough.”

Buttering her toast, she tried to appear casual as she broached what could prove a delicate subject. “There is always my fortune—”

“No.” Anger flashed over his features. “We’re not touching that.”

“Whyever not?”

His gaze bore into her, black as obsidian and just as unrelenting. “Until I’m sure of how your stepmother came by her money, we’re not taking your dowry. For all I know, every penny of it belongs to the navy.”

“Only if Dolly’s guilty,” she protested, setting down her toast uneaten.

“If she isn’t, and the money is a legitimate legacy from her previous husband, then we’ll discuss it.”

Pushing the tray aside, she left the bed and tugged on her chemise. “What do you mean, we’ll discuss it?”

“Once this mess with the Friers is done, I may have a position waiting for me that pays well, certainly well enough for me to support a family. I don’t need your money.”

She sensed she was treading shaky ground, but it was probably best to discuss this immediately, while they could be rational about it, rather than later during some crisis when they couldn’t.

She drew on her drawers. “Whether you need it or not, you have it, so it seems foolish not to use it.” When he bristled, she added hastily, “I don’t doubt, Lucas, that you can afford to keep a wife and family very comfortably—but what harm can there be in using my money to help pay for some niceties?”

“You’ll learn to make do with my income, Amelia, and that’s final.” He went to a knapsack that he’d apparently brought with him and pulled out a knife, which he stuck inside his coat somewhere.

With quick, angry motions, she tied on her garters. “Why should I?”

He paused to glower at her. “Because I say so. I’m your husband, and I’ll be master of my house. Or do they not teach that to you English ladies?”

“Oh, they teach it very well,” she shot back. “Why do you think I haven’t married until now?”

That seemed to bring him up short. Threading his fingers through his hair, he muttered a coarse oath. “I’m only saying it’s better if you learn to live like you don’t have the endless funds you’re used to having at your disposal.”

“Endless funds!” Her blood rising, she marched up to him and poked him in the chest. “I’ll have you know, Lucas Winter, that until Dolly came along, my father and I barely had enough funds to put food on the table. When I was growing up and we lived in a cottage, he supported us by writing articles for gentlemen’s magazines. When I was twelve, Grandpapa died, and Papa inherited the entailed estate. He did not inherit any money because there wasn’t any. And while Papa spent his time reading about crops and struggling to improve the estate so it would support itself, I managed the household as frugally as a twelve-year-old can.”

She poked his chest again. “So I know perfectly well how to pinch pennies. I know all about heating bricks in the fireplace to keep one’s feet warm because one can’t afford a fire going all night. I know a hundred ways to cook the fish freely available in our pond, and I can tell you exactly how to make rushes when even tallow candles are too dear. And furthermore—”

He caught her finger in midpoke. “Enough,” he said gruffly as he engulfed her hand in his. “I take your point.”

But she wasn’t finished. “Was I happy when Dolly came along with her money and her generous kindness and made my life easier? When I could leave behind a life of drudgery and cheese-paring for the possibility of a real future in London? When instead of reading about adventures other people had, I could go to museums and exhibits and talk to a general like Lord Pomeroy personally? Yes, I confess it. I was delighted.”

Her anger riding her, she snatched her hand free of his. “But I could return to living on pennies in a second if need be. Whatever you believe of me, I know how to survive very well on very little. And if you think I’ll let you dictate how and when to spend whatever money comes to me through our marriage—”

“Pax, darlin’.” Catching her head in his hands, he pressed a quick kiss to her lips. “Pax, I beg you. I didn’t know your family troubles. I just assumed—”

“That I was a frivolous chit who cares only about jewelry and nice gowns and who will spend you into debt.” She pushed him away, not the least mollified by his attempt to smooth over her temper with a kiss.

He frowned. “I didn’t say that.”

“Oh, yes, you did. At the tea. You said that money was the only thing that matters to a woman.”

“Damn it, Amelia, I was angry at you that day because I thought you’d refused to have dinner with me. I didn’t mean any of that.” Leaving her side, he strode over to stuff a few things into his knapsack.

“It certainly sounded as if you did.”

“We don’t have time for this discussion now,” he said irritably. “Get dressed, and we’ll talk about it in the carriage as much as you please.”

She wanted to discuss it this minute, but she knew he was right. “Fine.” After shooting him a foul look, she hunted until she found her corset, then slipped it on. “Come tighten my laces, please.”

He glanced at her. “Just leave the corset off. We’ve got a long trip ahead of us. You’ll be more comfortable.”

“I’ll be more comfortable with it on,” she countered. Then it dawned on her why he wanted it left off. “But comfort has nothing to do with it, does it?”

He snuffed the candle on the table. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You want me to leave off my corset because you don’t want anything hampering your lascivious enjoyments. But if you think I’ll let you touch me after the things you’ve been saying—”

“Christ, woman!” He whirled on her, his eyes glittering like ice in the firelight. “This is exactly why I never married. Because I never hankered to have some female pestering me with her sharp tongue. God knows I heard enough of it from my mother growing up. I sure as hell don’t need it from a wife!”

The harsh words hung in the air between them, and in that instant, everything made sense. Amelia should have seen it before, especially after Lady Kirkwood had told her about his family.

It explained so much. Why he was touchy on the subject of money. Why he’d shown contempt not only for the English but for society ladies. Why he’d never once mentioned his mother, though he’d talked about his father.

“Your mother was from a wealthy family, wasn’t she?” she said softly. “She had connections and status, like me. Until she married your father.”

Judging from how the blood drained from his face, she’d guessed the source of his agitation. “I don’t want to discuss my mother right now,” he bit out. “We have to get on the road.”

“But Lucas, if you won’t even tell me about your family—”

“Not now, Amelia.” He picked up his pistol case. “Wear the corset or don’t, I don’t give a damn. I’m going downstairs to have the carriage brought around while you dress and pack.” He gestured to the knapsack. “Put your clothes in there with mine. If you’re not waiting at the inn door in fifteen minutes, I swear I’ll come up and carry you down, no matter what your state of undress. Understood?”

Just that quickly, her anger returned. She thrust out her chin. “Yes, Major. Whatever you say, Major.”

“Good,” he snapped. “Fifteen minutes, Amelia.”

And with that, he left.

As soon as the door closed behind him, she threw the corset at it. He’d effectively made the corset choice for her, hadn’t he? She couldn’t lace it herself. She’d have a hard time even getting the gown on without help.

Drat the arrogant devil! Hurrying over to where her dirty clothes were folded, she snatched them up and shoved them into the knapsack. If he thought he could order her about like one of his soldiers, he had another think coming. She would not stand for it!

Stalking over to the bed, she yanked the petticoat on and tied it. She should have known he’d turn into a tyrant the minute they were married. The man had been a beast from the day she’d met him at Lord Kirkwood’s.

She shimmied into the gown, then froze. It opened in the front, making it easy for her to fasten. What’s more, though it was tight in the bodice and pushed up her breasts a bit high, it fit very well. Papa had never bought her anything that wasn’t either huge or too small for her, but in the space of a few hours at an inn in a tiny Scottish village, Lucas had managed to purchase a gown that fit her.

Tears welling in her eyes, she sank down onto the bed. Yes, what a tyrant and a beast he was. A tyrant who’d washed her virgin’s blood away last night as tenderly as if she were a babe. A beast who’d had breakfast waiting for her when she rose, who’d bought her new clothing so she wouldn’t have to wear a filthy gown. Who raced to the north of England to save her from a man anyone else would have expected her to marry gladly.

Lord, but he was a puzzle.

Dashing the tears from her eyes, she rose and set her shoulders. All right, so he was gruff and had a temper and a dictatorial manner that would try the patience of a saint. But sometimes beneath his belligerence, she glimpsed a man with a very troubled soul, a man who meant well but often went about it wrong. A man she even liked…when he wasn’t plaguing her to distraction.

Well, it was either learn to live with him or shoot him. And given the number of weapons he routinely carried on his person, she wouldn’t get very far with the latter.

Her eyes narrowed. There was a third choice, one neither of them had considered. One she didn’t particularly like. But since his honor had compelled him to marry her, he might prefer it. If Dolly proved to be a criminal, it would certainly make matters easier for them.

She’d just have to see how he reacted when she proposed it—because that would prove whether they could have a real marriage. And if he embraced the third choice, she’d simply have to go along. Even if it broke her heart.








Chapter Twenty






Dear Charlotte,


You must not fret over your charge. You will make yourself ill. Lady Amelia strikes me as someone with a great deal of good sense. She is not going to let any man run roughshod over her.


Your obedient servant,


Michael




After the way he’d lost his temper in the inn, Lucas had prepared himself to endure a tongue-lashing, a fit of rage, or at least some sullen pouting from his new wife in the carriage.

But Amelia sat quietly across from him wrapped in the woolen cloak he’d bought her, staring thoughtfully out the window as the overcast sky lightened with dawn. With her feet tucked up beneath her she looked so incredibly young it made something twist painfully in his gut.

Not yet twenty-one, she’d been kidnapped, drugged, and dragged the length of England in the space of a few days. As if that weren’t enough, she’d had to marry a man she barely knew just to save her honor. She’d had her innocence stripped from her, and her pride trampled. Yet she could still sit there pensively, like a little girl in a window seat waiting for her daddy to come home.

Or waiting for her husband to turn into something other than what he was—an American savage. A snarling brute. A man who lost his temper just because his wife offered him her fortune.

An idiot, who should apologize for being an idiot. And who had no clue how to do so without letting her think she could get round him anytime she liked.

“It’s beautiful, don’t you think?” she startled him by saying.

A lump lodged in his throat. “Yes. Beautiful.” Achingly, hauntingly beautiful. Even in the dull gray light, her face bore the luminous glow of an alabaster angel, and it was all he could do not to pull her into his arms and beg her to forgive him.

But that was insanity. Do that, and he might as well open up his chest and direct her exactly where to place the skewer in his heart.

Still, he couldn’t let her go on thinking him an ogre. He had to show her he could be sensible, reasonable. Not an idiot.

“Amelia, about the money—”

“I know, you don’t want my fortune.”

“It’s not that I don’t want it; it’s that it doesn’t belong to you.”

She turned an unnervingly clear-eyed gaze on him. “So you say. But I think you’re wrong.”

“Time will tell,” he said evasively. “So far you’ve told me nothing to prove me wrong.”

“The truth will come out once we speak to Dolly.” She drew the cloak closer about her. “And when you learn how wrong you are about her, we’ll decide what to do about my fortune.”

“Maybe we should just agree to save it for our children.”

An uncertain expression crossed her face. “Do you even want children?”

He tensed. “Considering that my favorite pastime inevitably leads to them, I don’t have a choice, do I?”

“That’s not what I asked,” she said softly.

No. What she’d asked was if he was prepared for all the responsibilities of marriage. With a sigh, he jerked his gaze to the window. “I’ve always assumed that marriage would include children, yes.”

She was silent a long moment. “It occurred to me this morning, Lucas, that…well…we needn’t have a traditional marriage if we don’t want.”

He froze, his heart pounding. “What do you mean?”

“We could always live separate lives. Couples do it occasionally. You could leave me here in England while you do as you please. It’s not as if you chose this. You were only trying to do the right thing, and I appreciate that. But you don’t have to take it so far as to actually…well…live with me and support me. You could just continue your bachelor’s life without worrying about a wife or children.”

A painful weight crushed his chest. They were barely married, yet she wanted to end it already. And in her typically English society way, she’d come up with a tidy solution that wouldn’t offend any of her lofty friends.

Just him.

He strove to sound as calm as she did. “And what would you do?”

“I don’t know. As a married woman, I’d have more freedom. I could travel. Or just live in London.”

“I see.” He stared out at the desolate mudflats that mirrored his sudden bleak mood. What she said made sense. It would sure simplify his situation. If he had to take Dorothy Frier into custody to capture Theodore Frier, he wouldn’t have to be concerned about Amelia’s feelings on the subject.

Yet the very thought of it made his stomach churn and his heart falter. Damn her. “I suppose that’s what you’d prefer. Freedom to live as you like, to have as many adventures as you—”

“No.” When his gaze shot to her, she thrust out her chin. “But it does seem to be what you want. You seem very uneasy with being a husband.”

In other words, he’d behaved like an ogre, and she meant to make sure he didn’t continue. “I’ll adjust. I’m not going to give you my name, then abandon you. You’re my wife, and that’s the end of it.”

He was sounding like an arrogant ass again, but he didn’t care. The thought of her leaving struck him to the very heart, and he reacted as any man under siege would. He dug in.

“Lucas, I’m only saying—”

“I don’t want to live separately, damn it!”

“And I don’t want to endure a husband who despises me for forcing him into a marriage he didn’t choose.”

Now he could see the tears glimmering in her eyes, and the sight of them drove a fist into his gut. “I don’t despise you, darlin’. And surely you know by now that nobody can force me to do anything I don’t want. Not a stubborn ass like me.”

She blinked back her tears, as if letting them fall would be an insult to her pride. He tried to imagine his mother holding back her tears and failed.

Forcing a smile, he searched for something to say that would reassure her. “A man can’t live alone all his life, you know. As you pointed out the first night we met, I’m getting a little long in the tooth to be a bachelor.”

“Practically doddering on the edge of the grave.”

“Fortunately, I have a young thing like you to nurse me in my old age,” he said, in an attempt at humor.

“If I don’t kill you first,” she snapped. But her eyes had dried, and her tone was more annoyed than anything.

He let out a relieved breath. She wasn’t going to leave him. And he hadn’t been forced to beg—or behave too badly—to accomplish it. Thank God.

“Of course,” she went on, “if we’re to have a real marriage, then I need to know some things.”

“I rise early, I like my eggs fried, I prefer bacon to ham, and—”

“Not those sorts of things. I mean important things.”

“Like what?”

“Tell me about your parents.”

He stiffened. He should have known she’d never let him off so easily. “Do I have to?”

Settling back against the squabs, she gave him a small smile. “I told you about mine.”

“You told me some about your father, but nothing about your mother.”

She shrugged. “That’s because I never knew her, never even knew her family. She was a squire’s orphan when Papa met her. Shortly after they married, she died giving birth to me. Dolly is the closest thing I’ve ever had to a mother.”

No wonder Amelia defended the woman so fiercely.

“But we’re not talking about me. Tell me about your mother.”

With a sigh, he laid his head back against the seat. “Not much to tell. She was raised in a fancy house in Virginia with plenty of money and strict Tory parents. My father was a gallant sailor fighting for America’s freedom. She ran off with him to escape her rigid life. But too late, she realized she preferred a rigid life with rich parents to a free life with a poor husband.”

Amelia cast him a solemn glance. “And you’ve decided that I’m like her.”

“I thought so at first,” he admitted, “when you were batting your eyelashes and calling me a ‘strapping soldier’ with every breath. Which, by the way, was a very clever way to distract me. You would have made a good spy.”

“Do you really think so?” Her face lit up as if he’d said she would make a good queen. Then the light died. “You’re only saying that because you don’t want to talk about your parents.”

At that moment, he wanted so badly to soothe her pride that he would speak any lie. “I’m saying it because it’s true.”

She snorted. “You saw through my flibbertigibbet role, remember?”

“Not right away. And I am a man who does investigations. I’m harder to fool than most.”

“So am I.” She gazed at him with steadfast intent. “Tell me the truth, Lucas. You still think I’m like your mother.”

“Not exactly.” He smiled faintly. “Somehow I can’t imagine Mother beating up a marquess with a pitcher. But…” He trailed off, not sure if honesty was such a good idea right now.

“But?”

He hesitated, but she wouldn’t let him rest until he told her something. “Once she was settled in a house half the size of the one she’d grown up in, having to raise a child by herself while Father spent most of his time establishing his business, the adventure of her marriage lost its appeal.”

“No doubt. I wouldn’t fancy raising a child virtually alone, either. If I understand you correctly, she gave up everything for your father, then he was never there.”

“Because he was working his fingers to the bone trying to please her,” Lucas bit out. “From the day they married, she wanted more money, more gowns, a better house in a finer part of town, prettier dishes—all the things a fancy female craves.”

“I do hope you’re not implying that I’m a fancy female.”

On the edge of retorting, he paused to gaze at her stubborn mouth, her lifted chin, her unadorned neck. Yes, she’d indulged in that Egyptian stuff, but he’d never once heard her speak of anything else she wanted to buy. Her jewelry had never seemed extravagant; her gowns were more unusual than costly. Her drawers and her stockings were plain cotton. Though he hadn’t known her long, she’d spent that time in charitable meetings and a tea for her friends, not shopping.

“No,” he admitted. “I’m not.”

That seemed to mollify her, though she drew her cloak even more tightly about her. “You see, Lucas? It’s not so hard to be reasonable, is it?”

Yet she still sat there remote from him, like a cornered raccoon ready to snap his hand off, and suddenly he couldn’t bear to have her annoyed at him another minute. All right, he probably wasn’t the easiest man to live with, but they’d married each other for more than just practical reasons. Maybe it was time he reminded her of that.

Shifting to sit next to her on the other side of the carriage, he caught her face in his hands. “I can be a very reasonable man, darlin’, given the right incentive.” As she gazed up at him, startled, he kissed her. Threading his fingers through her hair, he shook it free of its pins and kissed her as if his life depended on it.

When he slid one hand inside her cloak to caress her breast, he was surprised to find fewer layers of clothing than usual. He drew back to grin at her. “You didn’t wear the corset.”

“I couldn’t put it on by myself,” she said peevishly, “as you know very well.”

“I’m sorry, darlin’,” he drawled.

“No, you’re not. If you had your way, I’d be traveling naked.”

“Now that you mention it…” Eyes gleaming, he opened her cloak and reached for her buttons.

But this time she shoved his hands away. “Oh no, you don’t. We’ll stop to change horses soon, and I don’t intend to be lying naked beneath you when we do.”

“Fine. We can keep our clothes on.”

“No,” she said, staying his hand as he reached for his trouser buttons.

“Had enough of my ‘manly form’ already?” he grumbled.

“No, but you haven’t finished telling me about your parents.”

With a groan, he sat back against the seat. “What else is there to tell, for God’s sake?”

“I don’t know how or why they died.”

That was the last thing he wanted to discuss with her. Still, as his wife, she had the right to know.

When he continued to hesitate, she went on, “Lady Kirkwood said it was tragic, but she didn’t elaborate—”

“My father hanged himself.” The minute the bald statement was out of his mouth, he wished it back. “He threw a rope over a rafter in one of the Baltimore Maritime buildings and kicked away the chair he stood on.”

She sucked in a breath. “Good Lord. I’m so sorry, Lucas, I had no idea. Lady Kirkwood didn’t even hint at that.”

“Of course not,” he said tersely. “It’s the shameful family secret. Except it wasn’t that secret—he was found by a company clerk when the man came in to work.” Bile rose in his throat. “The Baltimore newspapers discussed it at length.”

He stared blindly ahead. “Not that I got to read them. Oh no, I wasn’t there. And by the time I even learned of it, Mother was dying, too, so I only have the little bit she was able to tell me in her last hours.”

His throat ached as he remembered his anxious return to Baltimore. How he’d burst into his house to find strangers living in it, who’d bought it from his father before his suicide. They’d kindly directed him to the hospital, which was swarming with his mother’s kin, whom he’d never even met until that day. Surrounded by those vultures, she’d barely been sensible enough to speak.

“What did she die of?” Amelia said softly.

“Shame,” he snapped. Then he sighed. “Or it might as well have been. After Father’s death, Mother moved into a lodging house and then…just languished there. When there was no word from me, no answer to her urgent letters begging me to return, she assumed I was dead, too, and I think she just gave up. She didn’t have me—or Father—to take care of her anymore, so she willed herself to die. By the time she learned I was alive, it was too late.”

“But Lady Kirkwood said she died three years ago. Wasn’t the war over by then? So why were you not—”

“There? A very good question.” He took a shuddering breath. She’d have to know about Dartmoor eventually. But could he tell her without revealing the full truth about his father’s death?

He had to. Because he damned well couldn’t tell her the whole truth until the mess with her stepmother was done.

He turned to look out the window, trying to figure out where to begin.

Then, as he stared unseeing at the heather, lost in thought, what he was looking at registered. Something looked strange. The clouds had lifted, and now he could see the sun rising…in the wrong place.

“What is it, Lucas?” Amelia asked.

His blood began to pound. “We’re going west, deeper into Scotland. That can’t be right.”

“Perhaps the postboy misunderstood—”

Somehow Lucas doubted it. Thrusting his head out the window, he called up, “Boy, we’re supposed to be headed to Carlisle!”

“Aye, sir,” the boy responded. “This is the shorter way.”

“That can’t be—”

The coach lurched suddenly, throwing him across the carriage. By the time he caught his balance and got back to the window, he couldn’t make himself heard over the thundering hooves.

This was bad. Very, very bad. Knowing he might have little time, he dragged the pistol case from under the seat and began to load his pistol.

“What are you going to do?” she asked breathlessly.

“Climb up onto the perch and get the damned postboy’s attention.”

“Are you mad? You’ll kill yourself!”

“But it will be quite an adventure, won’t it?” he quipped as he shoved the loaded pistol into the band of his trousers.

“That’s not funny,” she said hoarsely.

Bending over, he brushed a kiss to her lips. “I’ll be fine. I’ve done this kind of thing before.” He handed her his sheathed knife. “Hide this somewhere on your person just in case.”

He reached for the door just as the carriage slowed. They barely had time to brace themselves before it came to an abrupt halt.

Shouts from nearby and the sounds of men surrounding them alarmed him. Amelia leaned toward the other window, and he jerked her back. “Don’t let them see you until we know who it is,” he growled.

The carriage door swung open. “Come on out, then,” said a voice in a heavy Scottish brogue. “And if you want to live, don’t be doin’ nothin’ foolish, ye ken?”

Lucas climbed out slowly to gain time to assess the situation. Three masked men in motley garb faced him—one on horseback brandishing a pistol and two on the ground aiming blunderbusses at him. The traitorous postboy held the horses.

“Your lady, too,” the fellow on horseback said with a more cultured voice than the first man.

Lucas wished he could shoot them both right there. But his pistol contained only one shot and he’d be dead before he could reload, leaving Amelia at their mercy. Fighting to remain calm for her sake, he turned and lifted her down.

Thankfully, he’d gained her enough time to hide the knife under her cloak. But not enough to put up her hair. It fell about her shoulders like a rich velvet cape, lustrous and rippling and bursting with vitality. She looked as if she’d just been bedded, and the thought of these asses seeing her like that made him want to slaughter them all.

Steady, man, steady. This is no time to unleash your temper.

The man nearest them said, “Here’s a right fine lady for the laddies.”

“We’re not here for that, Robbie,” said the leader. “So you’d best be putting your eyes back in your head.”

Heart thundering, Lucas slid his arm about Amelia’s waist and pulled her close. “You’re welcome to our money if you’ll just release us unharmed.”

Robbie thrust the blunderbuss in his face. “Let go of the lady and keep your mouth shut.”

Gritting his teeth, Lucas did as he was bade.

The Scot on horseback gestured to Amelia. “You’re the lady who’s friend to Lady Venetia Campbell, aren’t you?”

“How did you—” She broke off with an accusing glance at the postboy. “You must have heard what I said at the inn.”

The boy shrugged. “Word gets round.”

Her gaze swung to the leader. “I suppose you’re the one they call the Scottish Scourge.”

“Aye.” He smiled. “And you, my lady, are going to be my guest for a while.”

Lucas went cold. “Now see here, you damned Scot, you can’t take—” He broke off when Robbie thrust the blunderbuss against his chest.

“In these parts, I do as I please,” the scoundrel said. “And in case you decide to get brave after we leave…” He jerked his head toward Robbie. “Make sure he has no weapons in his pockets. And search the carriage, too.”

Lucas groaned as the Scots found not only the pistol on him, but the sword and rifle under the carriage seat. He could only pray they didn’t search Amelia.

Robbie scowled up at the Scourge. “He’s got plenty of weapons.”

The Scourge looked none too happy. “Why are you so heavily armed?” he demanded.

“I’m a major in the American Marine Guard.”

“Holy Christ, Jamie,” the man grumbled at the postboy. “You didn’t say the lady’s husband was a Yankee officer. What the devil am I to do with him ? If I leave him, he won’t rest until he gets the girl back. He isn’t some English lord who’ll wring his hands and wait for the authorities to act.”

“I say we kill him,” Robbie said, thrusting his blunderbuss right in Lucas’s face. “He isn’t worth the trouble he’ll cause—”

“No killing.” The Scourge muttered a curse. “Looks like we’ll have to take him, too.” He turned to the postboy. “Ride the coach over to the French Horn Inn in Carlisle. I’ll be along presently to give you instructions.”

“Now see here,” Amelia cried, “what do you mean to do with us?”

The Scourge eyed her coldly. “You’d best pray that Lady Venetia is as good a friend to you as you claim. Because her father is the one who’ll be paying your ransom.”








Chapter Twenty-One






Dear Cousin,


We have still heard nothing of Amelia and her new husband, whoever he may be. Lord Tovey torments Lady Kirkwood daily for information, but her ladyship has been most unhelpful. She seems more concerned that her son’s carriage be returned unharmed than she does about whether Major Winter was able to stop Lord Pomeroy. Have none of your connections learned anything?


Your anxious friend,


Charlotte




Amelia couldn’t believe that merely mentioning Venetia at the inn had gotten them taken prisoner. Thanks to her, the Scots now prodded Lucas up a hill at the end of a blunderbuss while Amelia traveled astride a horse before the Scottish Scourge himself.

The next time she prayed for more adventure, she’d be sure to specify what sort. This being kidnapped grew exceedingly tedious.

“It’s absurd to hold someone for ransom and ask her friends to pay it,” Amelia grumbled at her captor. “What possible quarrel could you have with Lord Duncannon that’s bad enough to warrant kidnapping people?”

“Quiet! I don’t need your tongue just now.”

She sat there seething, biding her time, hoping she and Lucas could escape later. At least she still had his knife. She’d shoved it in the only hiding place she could think of—her bodice.

They crested the top of the hill, and she spotted a ruined castle in the little valley below them. “Is that where we’re going? To that ruin?”

“Hardly. The boys claim it’s haunted, so they won’t go near it. A lot of rot, I say, but you can’t tell them that.” He paused. “And since you insist on chattering, tell me something of use: Is Lady Venetia as beautiful as the London papers claim?”

A Scottish kidnapper who read the London papers. How extraordinary. “Why do you ask?”

“No reason.”

But she could sense his irritation. Perhaps she should encourage him to reveal something that might help her unmask him if they ever escaped. “Venetia is the most beautiful woman I know. Men trip over themselves trying to marry her.”

He tensed. “Then why does she remain a maid?”

“I suppose she hasn’t yet found a man she likes.”

“Or a man her father will approve,” he said dryly.

“So you know her father personally?”

He growled, “That’s enough chatter. You’d be better off preparing yourself for a long stay in Scotland than trying to get the truth out of me.”

She sighed. Her spying skills clearly still needed work. It was most annoying.

As they rode down the steep hill, she saw beyond the castle a stand of beech and firs surrounded on all sides by oat fields. They passed through the half-grown oats, then entered the little island of forest, picking their way through the trees until they reached the center. They stopped by a burned-out fire where the brigands had apparently spent the night.

After sliding off the back of the horse, her captor helped her dismount, then gestured to Lucas. “Bind the Yankee’s ankles and tie him to a tree.” He mounted his horse again. “I’m headed off to instruct Jamie and set up a place more permanent for our guests.”

“And the woman?” Robbie asked. “Bind her, too?”

“She’s not going anywhere without him—not a fine English lady like her. But if you’re worried, tie her hands. In front of her, ye ken?” He scowled at the men. “Don’t be getting ideas about touching her. She’s worth more to me unharmed.”

Amelia watched with a sinking heart as their leader rode off across the field, leaving his accomplices eyeing her and Lucas as they’d eye a couple of plump chickens ready for the plucking.

The younger fellow held his blunderbuss on her while Robbie forced Lucas to sit, then bound Lucas’s hands together around the tree and his legs in front.

Robbie rose to face her. “Your turn.”

She thrust her hands out, swearing that when this was over, she would make Lucas teach her how to use a weapon. She’d be damned if she’d ever let some scoundrel tie her hands again.

“Sit,” Robbie barked when he was done.

After she did, he went to the other side of the spent fire to set down his blunderbuss. Sweeping aside some leaves, he drew a jug out of a hole in the ground, then sat and drank. His friend walked over to join him on the ground, laying aside his own weapon to seize the jug and swig from it.

Lucas called out, “Damned inhospitable of you not to offer me any.”

“This is good Scotch whiskey,” Robbie said. “I’m not wasting it on a Yankee.”

“I dunno,” the other man said. “He might be easier to handle if he’s foxed. And God knows no Yankee could hold much of our whiskey.”

Robbie laughed cruelly. “True. Well then, give the man a snort.” As his friend rose, he said, “No, wait—he just wants you away from the weapons so he can attack you. Send the girl.”

With her heart thundering in her ears, Amelia waited. She mustn’t look too eager. This was her chance to slip Lucas the knife.

Robbie sneered at her. “Well, girl, didn’t you hear me? Come take the jug. You can manage that, can’t you, even if you are a fine lady?”

Trying to look offended, she rose and went to clasp the jug in her bound hands. As she walked toward Lucas, she used the jug’s mouth to push the cloak back over her shoulders, then maneuver the sheathed knife up between her breasts. By the time she bent over to offer Lucas the jug, the hilt was thrust up very nicely.

“Interesting hiding place,” Lucas murmured.

With her hands bound, she couldn’t hold the jug and also extricate the knife, so she whispered, “Pull it out, will you?” She thrust the hilt close to his mouth.

He caught it with his teeth and slid it free, his eyes gleaming up at her. She wanted to brain him. How could he think of that in a situation like this?

As soon as it was out, she moved the jug closer so she could tuck the sheathed knife under her fingers.

“Drop it by my hands,” Lucas whispered.

“Hey!” Robbie cried from where he was sprawled. “Do you mean to give him the whole damned thing, for God’s sake?”

“He’s thirsty, that’s all,” she threw back over her shoulder.

Her pulse pounded furiously as she dropped the knife. While Lucas sank lower so he could run his bound hands over it, she shrugged her cloak back into place.

“Come on then, that’s enough,” Robbie said.

“Got it,” Lucas whispered. “Now distract them.”

She straightened, turned, and walked toward the men. When she’d gone far enough past so they were forced to turn away from Lucas to look at her, she lifted the jug to her lips. “I do hope you gentlemen won’t begrudge me any of this.”

Robbie laughed. “Not a bit. But if you can get that down your throat without choking, I’ll eat my hat.”

“Fine.” Never one to resist a challenge, she took a swallow—then sputtered and spat. Lord, what would ever possess a man to drink that?

As Robbie laughed, an idea struck her, and making sure both men watched, she “accidentally” spilled it down her front.

“Zounds, what a clumsy wench,” Robbie snapped as he leaped up and took the jug from her.

She glanced behind him. Lucas’s hands were free, and he sawed at the ropes around his ankles with grim purpose.

She batted her eyelashes at Robbie. “It’s seeping into the fabric.” Loosening the ties of her cloak with her bound hands, she shrugged it off. “This nasty whiskey will destroy my delicate skin.”

Robbie’s eyes scoured her, taking in her now damp and clinging gown. Thank goodness for breasts and tight bodices.

His friend said, “Remember what the laird ordered—”

“I’m just looking, is all. Can’t hurt to look, can it?”

The laird? The Scottish Scourge was a man of property?

“Then let me have a look, too.” The younger one stood and came toward her.

“If one of you would just wipe off the whiskey,” she said in a plaintive voice, “I would be ever so grateful…”

“I’ll do it,” Robbie said, whipping out a handkerchief.

Suppressing a shiver, she glanced behind them. Lucas was on his feet, creeping toward the other fellow with knife raised.

Then everything happened quickly. Whether it was her glance or the other Scot’s instincts, as Lucas brought his knife down, the other fellow turned, and the knife caught him in the shoulder.

As he let out a roar and Robbie’s head jerked around, she grabbed the jug from him and brought it down on his head so hard it shattered. But although he dropped to his knees wailing, he was already reaching for the pistol.

Lucas yelled, “Run, damn it, run!”

She rushed toward where Lucas and the other Scot struggled for control of the knife. Lucas punched the man in his wounded shoulder and broke free, then seized her by the arm and set off at a run.

Terror hounding her, she raced along with him, though her dainty slippers were little protection for her feet. Behind them a pistol sounded, but they kept running, weaving through the trees, pounding across the forest floor. Ahead of them she saw sunlight. They were coming to the end of the grove.

Between them and the ruined castle lay a field, but Lucas didn’t even break stride as he dragged her across. The waist-high oats wouldn’t hide them, and she ran harder, knowing that their assailants might soon reach the field behind them.

Just as she and Lucas reached the castle, she heard a noise to their right and saw the Scourge galloping down the hill, headed for the grove. Probably drawn back by the pistol shot, he thankfully hadn’t seen them. Yet.

Despair gripped her as she and Lucas darted into the castle ruin. Around them, high, crumbling walls stretched up to the sky. There was no roof, and as they scanned the space, they realized it was little better than an open pile of rubble.

“Do you still have your knife?” she asked, thrusting out her bound hands.

“Yes.” He cut the ropes. “For all the good it does against blunderbusses and pistols.”

She peeked around the edge of the wall and groaned as she saw the man on horseback abruptly wheel round and head toward his men, who’d broken free of the forest. The man Lucas had stabbed was cradling his bleeding arm, but it didn’t seem to slow him much.

“We have to do something,” she hissed. “If they take us again, that Robbie will kill you for sure.”

He glanced around the side of the wall, too, then jerked back with a grimace. “You run for help. I can hold them off long enough to buy you time—”

“I’m not leaving you! They’ll kill you, Lucas!”

“If you get free, you can bring soldiers back for me.”

“And by the time they reach here, you’ll be dead, and those murdering Scots will be long gone.” She left the wall to roam the enclosure, being sure to stay out of sight of the Scots. “There must be a place to hide here somewhere.”

“Damn it, Amelia!” He came after her and jerked her around to face him. “You have to go! We don’t have time for this.”

“If anyone stays behind, it should be me. I’m the one worth something to them alive.”

“You’re not staying.” Turning her around, he pushed her toward the gap in the wall that led to open fields.

Instead, she headed for a still-standing chimney. “Perhaps we could crawl up into the chimney.”

“You wouldn’t fit.” He stalked toward her. “And I damned sure wouldn’t.”

She knelt to look up in it, bracing her hand against the stone mantelpiece. A creaking noise made her jump back. Perhaps the castle was haunted.

Then she realized that the side piece of mantel had moved. She gazed at it uncomprehendingly a moment, then pulled on it. The slab moved toward her. It was blocked by debris at the foot, but when she gazed around the edge, she saw an enclosure about six feet by four feet.

“It’s a priest’s hole!” She began shoving the debris aside.

“What’s a priest’s hole?” Dropping to his knees, he scooped away handfuls of rubble.

She rose, and this time was able to pull the slab out enough to squeeze through. “A priest’s hole, my dear husband,” she said triumphantly, “is where we’re going to hide.”
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Lucas stared into the yawning hole and shook his head. “I’m not going in there. Not now, not ever.”

Having already slipped behind the slab, Amelia turned back to glare at him. “Yes, you are. It’s the only chance for escape.”

“Fine. You hide, and I’ll hold them off so they’ll think that you’ve gone on. I’m not taking the chance that we’ll both be trapped inside—”

“We won’t. There’s an iron handle on the inside to close it, and a little latch that you press to open it.”

“Do as I say, Amelia. Stay inside, and I’ll hold them off.”

Already his vision had narrowed to a pinpoint, and his breath caught in his throat. If she didn’t close that maw of hell soon, she’d see him clawing for breath.

He set his shoulder to the slab, but as she realized he meant to close it, she thrust her arm out to grab him by the coat. “Absolutely not, Lucas Winter.”

“Move your arm,” he ordered.

She shook her head. “You’ll have to break it. Because I’m not hiding in here while they murder you within my hearing.”

Damn her and her stubbornness! “I can’t,” he gritted out. “I’d rather be out here in the open with a chance of fighting than be shut up in there.”

“Then we’ll face them together, because I’m not moving.”

Now he could hear the sounds of their pursuers crunching across the gravel surrounding the place. If he didn’t act fast, she’d be discovered. And considering how that damned Robbie had spoken of her and leered at her…

Closing his eyes, he slid through the crack into hell.

He heard rather than saw her pull the slab shut. He was already starting to sweat, his heart to pound. Keeping his eyes closed didn’t help. There couldn’t be enough air in here to breathe. They would die in this damned hole, smothering the way he’d nearly smothered those last few hours in the tunnel….

“Shh,” she breathed against his ear.

Only then did he realize he must have made some sound—a groan, a moan, something. And that wasn’t acceptable.

With a sheer act of will, he forced the fear back. He didn’t have the luxury of falling to pieces. If they were discovered, he’d have to come out fighting, giving Amelia a chance to run. And he couldn’t do that if he was huddled in a quivering mass on the floor.

Voices very near arrested him. “Devil take it, they can’t have just vanished.”

As he recognized the voice of the Scots’ leader, his eyes shot open. To utter darkness. Panic rose in him again, choking his throat, clogging his lungs.

Then Amelia pressed against him, shaking in her fear of being caught. For her sake, he had to stay in control.

“I told you the place was haunted,” Robbie muttered outside their cell. “They were carried off by the ghosts.”

“They weren’t carried off by any damned ghosts,” their leader snapped. “They’ve got to be here somewhere.” He paused. “Sean!” he barked, making Amelia and Lucas jerk. “Are they in the fields?”

They could barely hear the voice that answered. “I don’t see them. P’raps they’re hiding close to the ground.”

“Spread out! We’ll search the fields around the castle!”

The voices stopped, but that was worse, because now Lucas could hear the rasp of boots along stone, like the rasp of bodies being dragged across the floor above the tunnel. Like the bodies of his men, whom he should have been with, should have saved. The horror rose up in him again, and each breath grew more labored—

Damn it, man, you can’t let the fear conquer you—not with Amelia’s life at stake. Think about something else. Anything else.

He made himself listen for the world beyond the cell, keep track of where the men were. If he and Amelia stayed in here until sunset, they could probably escape. Three men couldn’t possibly watch the whole area at night, and they might not even try—if they couldn’t find their quarry quickly, they might just decamp.

But the idea of spending hours in this godforsaken cell made his terror return, his heart pound, his throat close up. Hellfire and damnation, how would he make it? He didn’t even know how much time he and Amelia had before the air petered out.

But the air didn’t seem stale. Forcing himself to concentrate on something other than the close space, he gradually realized he felt a draft from somewhere.

Abruptly, he released Amelia to move along the perimeter of their cell, running his hands systematically from top to bottom. When he found an iron grate set into the stone with air coming through it, he sagged against the wall with relief. At least he and Amelia wouldn’t have to worry about suffocating.

But that almost made it worse, knowing that they could be trapped in here for weeks without food or water. He needed to test the mechanism, make sure the door would open again.

No, not yet. “They won’t stay gone long,” he whispered, as the darkness weighed heavily on him.

“Shh, my darling,” Amelia murmured. “They might hear you.”

Only then did he realize he’d spoken the words aloud. “Either I talk or I scream,” he rasped. “You choose.”

Damnation, he wished he hadn’t said that. It mortified him to think of her knowing the full extent of his weakness.

“I have a better idea,” she whispered. She pressed against him, then cradled his face in her hands, stroking him, caressing him…kissing him.

Damn her. She was dangling a lifeline before a drowning man, and he wanted desperately to grab for it, to lose himself inside her warmth. But the only thing terrifying him more than this hellish darkness was the violence of his need for her. If he gave in to it here, he’d never be able to resist her.

“No,” he breathed against her lips. “I’m all right, I swear. It’ll pass. And we have to stay alert in case—”

“They find us? You’re trembling all over, and your skin is clammy. You won’t endure five minutes more unless you let me take your mind off the darkness.”

“I can handle it,” he choked out.

She cupped him between the legs, where his traitorous cock leaped to her touch. Stretching up to press her mouth to his ear, she added, “And I can handle this. You needn’t do anything. Just let me worship it.”

Worship it? What the hell was she talking about?

Then he felt her hands on the buttons of his trousers, and he knew. Or he thought he knew. But as usual, he didn’t know a damned thing about his wife, for after opening both his trousers and his drawers, she didn’t put her hand inside, as he expected. No, she sank to her knees and kissed his cock.

God have mercy. He’d definitely never taught her that. So either she’d been pretty wild with some other man before coming to his bed, or she’d learned another skill from those damned harem tales.

Odds were on the latter, since she was kissing and licking his shaft instead of taking it into her mouth. That was probably her idea of “worshipping” a man’s cock, but it was driving him crazy.

“Suck it,” he hissed, then cursed himself for speaking aloud. He hadn’t heard the boot steps for a while, but that didn’t mean the men were out of earshot.

Luckily, he didn’t have to say anything else. Her mouth enclosed his cock, warm and silky and wet, and he thought he’d leap right out of his skin. He thrust his hands out into the blackness to grip her head, then urged it closer.

Having her mouth surround his cock felt too damned good to resist. Her tongue…oh, God, her tongue was laving him, stroking him, making him squirm and fist his hands in her hair. Her mouth worked along his shaft with such sweet uncertainty that his chest ached. Knowing that she would do this…for him…to soothe him…was more arousing than even the hot silk of her tongue twisting around his cock as she sucked and sucked and…

Dragging himself free of her mouth, he bent and grabbed her by the shoulders to haul her up into his arms.

“Lucas?” she breathed against his mouth.

Pride be damned. “I need to be inside you. But I can’t take it slow.”

“Then don’t,” she answered, looping her arms about his neck.

He shoved her against the wall and lifted her skirts. Catching her legs up to straddle his waist, he found the sweet, melting center of her and thrust his cock through the opening of her drawers to impale her on it.

She swallowed his heartfelt groan with her lips, kissing him as she’d never kissed him before, fiercely, blatantly. Drowning himself in her whiskey-scented mouth, he let the taste and feel of her blot out the terror that still held him in its grip.

He drove inside her, and the terror receded. He thrust deeply again, and it receded more. With every thrust, he drove it back, and with every honeyed kiss of hers she shoved it back more until they moved in perfect rhythm, swept up in a conspiracy to beat back the nightmare plaguing him.

And when he found his release inside her and buried his cries in the lush warmth of her mouth, the sweet contentment that stole over him banished the rest of his fear.

They stood there panting, kissing, touching. In the intimacy of complete darkness, he discovered that her earlobes were amazingly sensitive, that one careless stroke of his forefinger over the inside of her wrist could send her pulse beating wildly, that she seemed to enjoy the rasp of his whiskers against the delicate skin of her neck.

She smoothed the hair back from his ear, to whisper, “I haven’t heard anything in some time, have you?”

“No.” He paused to listen, concentrating on what a soldier notices—the break in natural rhythms like wind and birdsong and ground vibration. “They’re not nearby. But they won’t have gone far.”

“Then I guess we can’t leave yet,” she murmured.

“Not until after sunset.”

She was silent a long moment, her breath hot against his cheek. “How will we know when sunset comes?”

“I’ll know. Sounds change. And the temperature of this breeze coming through the grate will drop.”

“Oh. I’m certainly glad one of us notices things like that.”

“You’d be surprised how much you learn to notice when you’re trapped underground—” He broke off as he realized what he’d revealed.

“Tell me,” she murmured. “Please. If you think it won’t…well…”

“Make me crazy again?” He paused, then realized that he didn’t feel so panicked anymore. He still didn’t like the close space and the darkness, but the breeze helped, and having her in his arms almost made it bearable.

Almost.

He slid down to the floor, urging her down, too, then sat with his back to the wall and pulled her onto his lap. When she laid her cheek against his, he steeled himself to relate his tale. “My ship was captured by the English toward the end of the war. I was taken prisoner and sent to Dartmoor Prison.”

“In Devon? That’s not terribly far from where I live. It’s a ghastly place.”

“Trust me, I know. It’s why I wasn’t in Baltimore when my father hanged himself. Apparently my parents didn’t even know I’d been taken prisoner. They never got any of my letters. Father went to his grave believing me dead.”

“That’s why he killed himself.”

He hesitated before speaking the lie. “Yes.” The old bitterness swelled in him. “Then Mother heard from one of the earliest released prisoners that I might be at Dartmoor, so in desperation she wrote to Kirkwood. He’s the one who tracked me down, then persuaded the British to release me.” He gritted his teeth. “The treaty was signed at Ghent in March, yet I wasn’t released until May. Some were held until as late as July.”

“Which means you were there in April.”

“Yes.” He let out a shuddering breath.

“Oh, Lucas,” she murmured, her voice achingly soft. “You were there during the massacre.”
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Amelia didn’t have to hear Lucas’s answer; she knew. With a sinking in the pit of her stomach, she knew.

Still, when he said, “Yes, I was there during the massacre,” she couldn’t prevent the tears from coursing down her cheeks.

Because she finally understood why he hated the English so much. And why it would be so hard for him ever to accept her and her countrymen.

She struggled to keep the pity out of her voice, knowing he would loathe it. “Did you…see it happen?”

“I heard it, which was nearly as bad.” He clutched her so tightly she could hardly draw breath. “When the firing began, I was taking my turn in the escape tunnel. The other prisoners hastily moved the flagstone over the shaft to hide it, not realizing I was still inside.” His tone grew bitter, cold. “The redcoats were above me, killing seven of my fellow Americans and maiming over sixty others, some of whom died later. All I could do was listen to the screams.”

“Good Lord.” She kissed his cheek. “They said nothing about tunnels in the newspaper accounts.”

“The British papers kept silent about half the things that happened at Dartmoor. About how many of us died from the cold and damp. About the outbreaks of smallpox; the starving prisoners scavenging food from offal piles—” He halted abruptly. “It’s not a tale for a lady.”

“I don’t care—I want to hear it.” Even if every bitter word broke her heart. “The way the papers told it, the prisoners were attempting to escape over the walls when the soldiers fired on them.”

“And if that were true, what would it have mattered, for God’s sake? The war was over and the treaty ratified. Only a damned administrative matter kept us at Dartmoor, yet Shortland, governor of the prison, still had us slaughtered! That damned haughty English—”

He halted, breathing heavily. Then his voice turned grim. “The bastard claimed at the inquiry that we were planning to wreak havoc on the countryside, but that was pure claptrap. He was just frustrated by our determined opposition.”

“He did say in the papers that he’d rather have charge of two thousand French prisoners than two hundred Americans.”

“We hated him, and he hated us.” His body shook with outrage beneath her. “No matter what Shortland claimed, he was the one who ordered the soldiers to fire. Some redcoats discharged their muskets over the heads of the crowd, but the rest were animals, cutting the prisoners down like dogs. One of the dead was a man from my own ship who—”

His voice broke. When he spoke again, his tone was as hard and cold as the stone walls of the priest’s hole. “I’m told he begged for his life, but the redcoats said, ‘No mercy here,’ and put a bullet in his brain.”

Her throat ached with pain for him. “And while this was going on, you were trapped in the tunnel?”

“For two days.”

A shiver swept her. “How on earth could that happen?”

When he shrugged, she felt the motion against her shoulder. “Everything was chaos the evening of the massacre. Then it took the guards the whole next morning to clean up the mess—half a day to wash away the blood of men it took only three minutes to murder and maim. And once the thousands of prisoners were let out of their quarters, it took hours for an accurate count to be made.”

“And they forgot you still.”

“Until one of my fellow prisoners, fueled by anger over the massacre, decided to go back to work in the tunnel. He found me insensible—thirsty, half-starved, and very near death.”

“Oh, my darling.” She threw her arms about his neck. “How awful for you!”

A shudder wracked him. “I tried to move the stone, but it normally took two men to move it from above—I couldn’t move it alone from below. Soon I was forced to blow out the lantern for fear of its burning too much of the breathable air. I spent both days in the dark, wondering if I was to die gasping for breath, or if they’d come for me only to riddle me with holes like the men whose screams I—”

When he broke off raggedly, she laid her head against his and cried. She cried for him and the cruelties he’d suffered, for the soldiers he’d known, for his father who’d died believing he was dead, and even for his poor mother.

She cried because she knew he couldn’t, because even now, after pouring out his soul in this dark cell, he sat rigidly, no dampness on his cheeks, no sobs erupting from his throat. He sat like a soldier and suffered in the dark, as all soldiers suffer defending their country.

“Shh, darlin’, it happened long ago,” he murmured. He brushed his lips over her cheek. “Shh, don’t go on so.”

That he could comfort her in such a situation made her want to cry even more. But the hoarse pain in his voice told her that her tears unsettled him, and she certainly didn’t want to do that.

As she fought to restrain her turbulent emotions, he stroked her hair. “It’s all right, you know,” he said soothingly. “It’s all right now.”

“No, it’s not all right,” she choked out. “You can’t go belowdecks on a ship, you have no family left, and you hate the English—how is that possibly ‘all right’?”

He cradled her close. “I don’t care if I ever go belowdecks again, you’re my family now, and I don’t hate all the English. Just the ones in red coats.” Nuzzling her cheek, he added in a low rumble, “I could never hate you.”

“You’d better not,” she whispered. But there was still so much bitterness and anger left in him. She’d heard it in his voice, felt it in his taut muscles when he’d told his story. It would be many years before he could forget.

Could he ever really live contentedly with an Englishwoman? If he couldn’t—

No, she wouldn’t think of that. He’d said he wanted a real marriage, and she would take him at his word. Somehow she would drive the past from his mind. Somehow she would make him love her.

Tears burned her eyes. Love. Oh, what an elusive dream. Would he ever love her?Could he?

Because she now realized that she loved him. It had been stealing over her gradually for days, but now she knew. She loved him so much that it ached to think of it. And it would break her heart if he couldn’t love her in return.

Fighting back tears, she rested her head against his shoulder. In the meantime, she would take what she could have of him. What else could she do?

“Listen, darlin’,” he murmured, “we should probably try to sleep while we have the chance. When we’re able to leave this damned hole, we’ll have a long night ahead of us.”

“I don’t know if I can relax enough to sleep.”

“Try.” Parting his thighs, he settled her between his legs, then pressed her head to his chest. “But first, tell me—what exactly is a priest’s hole?”

“When the Scottish Parliament made it a crime to be Catholic, and wild-eyed Protestants roamed the land seeking Papists to imprison, devout Catholic families hid their priests in specially built rooms like this. There are priest’s holes in England, too, from the days of Elizabeth, believe it or not.”

“I believe it. You English love to force your enemies to hide in the dark.” But the rancor in his voice had lessened, and his body was no longer stiff.

With a sigh, she settled into his arms, letting herself be lulled by his soothing warmth, his comforting embrace. And as the companionable silence stretched on, she fell asleep at last.

Lucas wasn’t so lucky. Speaking about the tunnel had drawn off some of his poisonous terror, but he could never be completely easy in the total darkness of the close room.

Worse yet, speaking of the massacre had dredged up painful memories of the days after it. The British government’s formal inquiry had absolved Shortland of any responsibility. Nobody had held the individual soldiers to account, because nobody had known who’d fired and who hadn’t. The whole thing had been termed a tragic misjudgment, with both sides partly at fault.

Right. Unarmed men responsible for being murdered in cold blood. Not in the heat of battle, not even in the interests of war. In cold blood. And for nothing.

The injustice of it still rankled.

Amelia shifted in his arms, mumbling something, and he pushed the dark memories from his mind. Other, more important things must concern him now. He had to figure out the best strategy for escape. Should they return the way they’d come or cut across the fields and pick up the road farther down? Which would the Scots anticipate?

Such thoughts absorbed him, lulled him. After a while, the exhaustion of several sleepless days and nights on the road overtook him, and he lapsed into a fitful doze.

The dream began as always. Wearing only his prison rags, he was trapped in the tunnel, listening to the screams, choking for air, desperately groping for his knife, with the blackness always surrounding him—

He woke gasping and trembling, but this time Amelia was there, too, running her hands over him, murmuring soothing words in his ear, kissing his cheeks, his jaw, his throat. She settled him as a groom settles a fitful stallion, and beneath her tender ministrations, he finally relaxed.

This time when he slept, it was a deep and dreamless slumber.

When he next awoke, he was sprawled across the cold stone floor. And Amelia was gone.

He shot up, panic seizing him until he saw—saw, damn it—her faint silhouette in the open doorway with the moon rising above her head. “What are you doing?” he hissed as he rose up on his knees to jerk her back inside.

“It’s after sunset. And you were right. If you really listen, you can tell when the sun goes down.”

He stared at her dumbfounded. He’d slept all day in this hellish spot? Amazing.

Rising to his feet, he moved to the opened slab and cautiously scanned the ruin beyond. Then he slipped outside. When she started to join him, he shook his head. “Stay here. If you hear anything alarming, shut the slab and wait until you can escape on your own.”

He left to prowl the ruin on silent feet. At the edge, he paused to stare at the woods. He saw no sign of a fire, though that didn’t reassure him. They might have fled for fear that Lucas and Amelia would bring back soldiers…or they might be hunkered down waiting somewhere outside the ruin.

He had to take that chance. He and Amelia might not get another.

After scanning the night sky to orient himself and determine which direction they should go, he returned to the priest’s hole, amazed that he could enter the cell without gasping for air. “We’re leaving. But I have some instructions for you first.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” she said, with a soft laugh.

“I didn’t see any sign of the Scots, but that doesn’t mean they’re gone. So once we leave this chamber, we don’t speak until we reach the road. Sound carries at night, and we’ll have a hard enough time passing unnoticed across the fields.”

“All right.”

Removing his coat, he put it on her. “Hold on to my hand and don’t let go unless I say. If I tell you to run, you do it and don’t look back, understand?”

“Yes, Major. Whatever you say, Major.”

“I mean it.” He caught her face between his hands. “Don’t stop to quarrel with me or try to help me. I can take care of myself. But no matter what happens, I won’t rest unless you’re safe.”

She sighed. “Yes, Lucas.”

He pressed a swift kiss to her lips, then tugged her out into the night.

Moving silently across the fields and up the ridge, they reached the road without incident and began the long walk back to Gretna Green. The moon gave them enough light to see by, though the road seemed deserted. No wonder the Scots had chosen to haunt this route.

They walked nearly a mile in silence before he felt it safe to speak. “Are you all right?” he asked softly.

“I’ll live,” she grumbled.

That’s when he noticed her limping. “Something wrong with your foot?” he asked in alarm.

“Nothing that a decent pair of shoes wouldn’t fix. These are nearly worn through. I’m afraid dinner slippers aren’t designed for tramping across Scotland.”

Cursing himself for not thinking of it sooner, he stopped and made her remove them. He unlaced one of his boots halfway, used his knife to slice off the top, cut the wide strip in half, and stuffed the pieces of leather inside her slippers. Maybe with the extra leather, they could hold out a while longer.

When she put the slippers back on and took a few steps, he asked, “Better?”

“Much better. Thank you.” As they continued down the road, she threaded her arm through his. “Aren’t you a handy fellow to have around for escapes from brigands and kidnappings? Since I seem to attract adventure wherever I go, I’ll need a companion like you.”

He groaned. “I sure hope you’re joking, because many more adventures like this will be the death of me.” He shot her a glance. “And I can’t believe you can laugh about it.”

“It’s either laugh or scream, to paraphrase a certain major.”

He covered her hand with his. “Had enough of adventure, have you?”

“Bite your tongue! No one can ever have enough of adventure.”

He shook his head. “I swear, darlin’, you’re nothing like any woman I’ve ever met, English or otherwise.”

“I do hope you mean that as a compliment, Major.”

“Absolutely. You did a fine job with those Scots, slipping me the knife and keeping them distracted and the rest of it. I wish I had more soldiers like you under my command.”

She beamed at him. “So I’m not much like your mother, after all?”

“Darlin’, if my mother had ever been taken prisoner by Scottish brigands, she’d have fainted dead away. Or asked them to increase the ransom demand so she could have some of the money.” He stroked her hand. “Trust me, you’re nothing like my mother.”

They walked a while longer in silence. Then she squeezed his arm. “Don’t you even miss her?”

He thought a moment. “Sometimes, I guess. She had this habit of crooning to herself whenever she cooked. She couldn’t cook worth a damn, but her singing…” He sighed. “She had the voice of a nightingale. Even a dinner of corn mush and lumpy gravy was good enough as a boy if I got to hear Mother sing.”

“My father hums,” she said. “Only he can’t carry a tune, so his humming sounds more like cats mating.”

“With my father, it was whistling…”

For the rest of their trek back to town, they spoke of their families. To his shock, talking about his parents eased some of the grief buried in him for three long years. And it made it easier to hold his tongue when Amelia told him about Dolly.

By the time they reached sleepy little Gretna Green, most of the lights were out. Despite the hour, Lucas returned to the same inn they’d left from to confront the innkeeper about his “postboy.”

The innkeeper swore up and down that he’d had nothing to do with the robbery, that Jamie the postboy had only been hired the week before. Lucas was on the verge of slamming the man’s head against the wall to knock some truth out of him, when a familiar voice behind him said, “What the devil is going on here? My wife and I are trying to—Winter? Is that you?”

Lucas turned to find his cousin coming down the inn stairs and gaped at him…until he remembered that Kirkwood had said he meant to elope with Miss Linley. Apparently he’d succeeded.

Now Kirkwood was looking from Lucas to Amelia, shock suffusing his face. “For God’s sake, what happened to you two?” Then he glanced beyond them through the inn door to the empty inn yard, his shock darkening to a frown. “And what the bloody hell have you done with my bloody carriage?”








Chapter Twenty-Four






Dear Cousin,


I have news! Lord Tovey received a letter saying that his daughter and Major Winter are on their way to London, now married. I wish I could witness the joyful reunion. However, matters at the school have called me back there. But as soon as I can return to London, I shall. I’m eager to hear how dear Amelia is enjoying married life.


Your much relieved friend,


Charlotte




As it turned out, Lord Kirkwood’s “bloody carriage” was in Carlisle at the very inn where the Scottish Scourge had ordered it taken. It still contained Lucas’s and Amelia’s belongings, but his mameluke sword had been driven into the interior’s back wall, pinning in place a note:



Tell Lord Duncannon he cannot escape the Scottish Scourge forever. One day I will come for what he owes me, and when I do, he will rue the day he denied me what is rightfully mine.



Young Jamie had vanished; apparently, the Scourge had warned the boy to flee when he’d ridden to Carlisle to leave his note. So Lucas and Lord Kirkwood spent a full day dealing with the authorities on both sides of the border before the two couples could set off for London in Kirkwood’s carriage.

While sharing the carriage seemed a godsend to Amelia and Lucas at first, it rapidly became a tribulation. Sarah’s constant chatter sent Lucas into a brooding silence. Amelia tried to steer the subject away from how many varieties of jewels Sarah meant to buy, but that soon proved impossible.

Even Lord Kirkwood began to show signs of strain after the first day, and Amelia didn’t know whether to pity him or berate him. After all, he should have realized what he was agreeing to when he married Silly Sarah for her fortune. While Amelia understood the circumstances, it was his own fault that he’d chosen such a flighty woman.

But if Amelia’s days in the coach were vexing, her evenings in the coaching inns were glorious. There was no posting through the nights on their return trip, oh no. They traveled like civilized people, at a leisurely pace. So every evening, after dining with Lord Kirkwood and Sarah, she and Lucas retired to their room—and their bed—as soon as possible. As if by tacit agreement, they didn’t speak of Dolly or the Friers; indeed, they didn’t speak much at all.

They spoke with their bodies, and their bodies were downright talkative. Amelia had never dreamed a man could pleasure a woman so many ways, or a woman discover so many secrets in a man’s flesh. And if Lucas’s lovemaking sometimes seemed almost desperate, she ignored that. She knew the situation with her stepmother worried him, but he would learn soon enough that Dolly was innocent. Then the cloud over their heads would dissipate.

Still, on their last night on the road, they could no longer avoid the subject. As she and Lucas lay sated in their bed, naked bodies entwined, he stared off with that distracted gaze he had more and more of late. She brushed a kiss to his bare chest, and with a start he cast her a smile. But she could feel the tension in him as he took her left hand, then rubbed his ring.

“I’ll buy you a real wedding band in the city,” he said.

“I rather like this one, actually.”

“It belonged to my father. My mother gave it to him in the early years of their marriage, and he wore it all his life.”

She digested that a moment, thinking of how devoted her own father was to Dolly. “Lucas?”

“Hmm?” He stroked her hair. “God, I love your hair, the silky weight of it, the way it smells, everything. You’ve got the most beautiful hair I’ve ever seen.”

It was such an oddly intimate thing for her taciturn husband to say that she nearly lost her nerve. But she pressed on. “I know you’re eager to have this situation with the Friers resolved. But promise me you’ll discuss it with Dolly privately, without Papa present. I don’t want him…I don’t think he—”

“Would approve of a wife who’s a criminal?” Lucas bit out.

“Should be hurt by your baseless accusations,” she countered.

A weary sigh escaped him. “I’ll keep it private if I can. But only if you promise not to speak to her about it until I confront her. I don’t want you warning her off; I want to watch her face when she hears the name Theodore Frier for the first time. You owe me that, Amelia.”

She did indeed, especially after he’d put aside his own plans so gallantly for her by marrying her. “All right, as long as you keep it private.”

Later that night, he had one of his dreams. When he woke her with his cries, she soothed him as best she could, but she couldn’t help noticing that he hadn’t had a nightmare since they’d been shut up in the priest’s hole. Had talk of Dolly set it off? And if so, why?

As they neared London the next day, Amelia grew nervous. Lucas was as solemn as a priest, Lord Kirkwood seemed agitated, and even Sarah held her tongue. Between Sarah’s furious parents and Amelia’s wary ones, they all knew this would not be the joyous homecoming most married couples could expect.

It was nearly dinnertime when the Kirkwoods left Amelia and Lucas on the doorstep of the Tovey town house, eager to get their own homecoming over with. As Amelia reached for the massive knocker, Lucas caught her hand, a sudden heat flaring in his dark eyes. “Whatever happens, remember that we’re married now. You’re my wife, and that should count for something.”

She tipped up her chin. “I should hope it counts for more than something, with you as well as me.”

He sucked in a harsh breath, then pulled her close to kiss her with a passionate abandon that curled her toes. She forgot they were standing on her doorstep with probably half her neighbors looking on from behind their curtains. She forgot that her father and stepmother were inside impatiently awaiting their arrival. She forgot that she hadn’t exactly meant to marry this stubborn, arrogant man.

When Lucas kissed her with the ardent sweetness of a lover, she remembered only that she loved him. So she kissed him back, putting her whole heart into it and praying that one day he could love her, too.

Amelia wasn’t the only one putting her whole heart into it. Now that the moment of truth was near, Lucas wanted to lay claim to her before all hell broke loose. Because if he was right about Dolly being Dorothy Frier, then Amelia’s affection for him would be sorely tested. And when that happened, he meant to have her firmly in his camp.

So he didn’t exactly mind when her butler opened the door to find them in a passionate embrace. Might as well give them notice that Amelia belonged to him.

As Lucas slowly released her, Hopkins stammered, “Oh, I-I beg your pardon, milady, I heard voices and—”

“It’s all right, Hopkins.” With a strained laugh, Amelia took Lucas’s hand. “And I’m not ‘milady’ anymore, for I’ve taken my husband’s name. Would you please tell Papa and Dolly that we’ve arrived?”

There was no need. The second Amelia and Lucas crossed the threshold, two people hurried out of the dining room and rushed to grab Amelia in their arms. As the three hugged and laughed and cried, Lucas stood back watching. So this gaunt gentleman was Amelia’s father. Which meant that the petite, delicate-featured female must be Amelia’s stepmother.

Amelia’s father looked more like a scholar than a lord, with his spectacles and his ink-stained fingertips. Unlike Pomeroy and even Kirkwood, Lord Tovey didn’t seem too concerned about appearances—his thinning brown hair stuck out in all directions, and his coat, cravat, and breeches were as rumpled as Lucas’s after days of travel.

But Lucas could see the family resemblance in his eyes and wavy hair, both the same chocolate brown that he found so appealing on Amelia.

Then there was Lady Tovey. During these months of searching, he’d envisioned a sultry, auburn-haired seductress, not a freckle-faced pixie with hair that was almost orange.

It unnerved him to see his quarry in the flesh—if indeed she was his quarry. She didn’t act like a deceitful woman. In fact, she was the first to pull free and include him in the reunion.

“And is this your young man, sweetheart?” she asked, her affection for Amelia apparent in every soft word.

“Yes!” Amelia exclaimed, blushing when she realized she’d abandoned him. She left her father to stand beside Lucas, sliding her hand in the crook of his arm. “Papa, Dolly, this is my husband, Major Lucas—”

“We know who he is.” Lord Tovey’s wary gaze assessed Lucas. “He’s the man who stole my daughter from me.”

Lucas narrowed his eyes at the unexpected attack. “Lord Pomeroy stole your daughter, sir. I only stole her back. And if you didn’t want her stolen, you shouldn’t have left her alone in London to be preyed upon by the likes of that damned fortune hunter.”

Lord Tovey bristled. “I did as my daughter requested.”

“A request you shouldn’t have indulged, with Pomeroy sniffing around her.”

Giving Lucas’s arm a warning squeeze, Amelia said lightly, “Forgive my husband’s harsh words, Papa. As a soldier, he tends to be overprotective of me.”

“And we’re very grateful for it, Major.” Lady Tovey stepped forward to seize her own husband’s arm. “I should have hated to see our sweet Amelia married to that awful man.”

When she cast Lucas an anxious glance, he understood instantly why Amelia defended the woman so fiercely. She looked like a little lost waif, not the full-grown temptress of thirty-two that he’d thought Dorothy Frier to be.

“Yes, Papa,” Amelia added. “Remember that if not for Lucas, I’d either be ruined or married to Lord Pomeroy.”

“Believe me, daughter, that’s the only thing keeping me civil just now. That, and the good report I’ve had of the major from Mrs. Harris.”

“And where is Mrs. Harris?” Amelia asked blithely, smoothing over her father’s gruff words.

“She was needed at the school,” Lady Tovey explained. “But she urged me to have you and Major Winter ride out to visit sometime tomorrow.”

“They can’t do that,” Lord Tovey said. “We’ve got to consult the lawyer about the marriage settlement. In fact, your husband and I should go back to my study right now—”

“Not yet, George,” Lady Tovey protested. “We’re just sitting down to dinner. Poor Amelia and her fellow probably haven’t eaten yet either, although they may wish to change clothes first.” She smiled at Lucas. “Lady Kirkwood had your things brought over here when she heard you were on your way, so everything is upstairs in the room adjoining Amelia’s, if you wish to freshen up.”

“I doubt he can wait that long,” Amelia put in. “I know I can’t. We’re famished.”

“Starving my daughter, are you?” Lord Tovey grumbled at Lucas.

“She eats whenever she wants,” Lucas snapped.

“Then why is she famished?”

“Enough, Papa,” Amelia said with a forced laugh. “I swear, if you continue like this, my husband will want to head back to America within the week.”

That silenced her father, sobered her stepmother, and set Lucas’s stomach to roiling. When he headed back to America with her stepmother in tow, would his wife be going, too? Or would she send him off with curses?

Right now she was chattering as they headed for the dining room. Lucas had noticed that Amelia tended to babble when she was nervous, and tonight was no exception. After they entered and took their seats, she launched into an amended tale of how Lucas had saved her from Lord Pomeroy.

She made her account entertaining enough to elicit a smile from her sober father. While the soup was served, she related Pomeroy’s self-serving excuses for kidnapping her. During the fish course, she glossed over the drugging part to leap ahead to how Lucas had rescued her, which seemed to soften her father toward him considerably.

So Lucas, of course, reciprocated by describing the beating she gave Pomeroy with the pitcher, which actually made her father laugh and her stepmother smile. Apparently, Amelia’s Amazonian side hadn’t escaped their notice.

But when Amelia began to describe their wedding, Lady Tovey burst into tears.

“Dolly!” Amelia exclaimed. “What’s wrong?”

“I so wanted to see your wedding,” the woman wailed. “I’m sure you made a glorious bride!”

“She sure did,” Lucas put in hastily, unnerved by the pixie’s sobs.

“Nonsense,” Amelia said, laughing. “My hair was down, and my gown was filthy. I looked like an émigré from the French Revolution.”

“Not to me,” Lucas answered. “You looked beautiful. You always look beautiful.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he wished them back—they made him sound like a smitten fool.

But at least Lady Tovey had stopped crying, and Lord Tovey’s frown had softened. And the dazzling smile Amelia shot Lucas made him want to leap across the table and kiss her senseless.

Damnation, this was killing him. All he wanted right now was to take his wife and flee England, forget about Dorothy and Theodore Frier, forget about his duty, forget about justice.

No, he couldn’t. And if he let his wife’s smiles tempt him into ignoring what he’d come here for, he wasn’t any kind of man at all.

Time to start his investigation. He’d promised Amelia not to say anything that might alarm Lord Tovey, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t ask Lady Tovey some sly questions. “I understand that you’re originally from Boston, Lady Tovey,” he said in a conversational tone, watching Dolly’s face.

Her gaze shot to his, suddenly wary. “I…well…my late husband was from Boston, you see.” She picked up a glass of wine with a shaky hand. “I lived there while we were married.” She took a swallow of wine as if to steady herself, then smiled at him. “Have you ever been to Boston, Major?”

“No, ma’am. The closest I’ve ever been to Massachusetts was when I visited Rhinebeck, New York.”

When her face went pale, his stomach sank. He wasn’t the only one to notice Dolly’s reaction, for Amelia looked equally stricken.

“What were you doing in Rhinebeck?” Lady Tovey ventured.

He hesitated, wondering how far he dared go without breaking his promise to Amelia. “I was there on an assignment for the navy.”

“What sort of assignment?” the woman whispered, her eyes huge in her face.

He drank deeply of his wine, more shaken than he’d expected. It was one thing to trap a brazen hussy who’d driven her lover/husband to steal a fortune from the navy and quite another to torture a defenseless pixie.

“An assignment, you say?” Lord Tovey put in. “Is this the same assignment Mrs. Harris mentioned? The investigation of some disappearance of a criminal?”

As Lucas stared at him dumbfounded, Lady Tovey whispered, “What are you talking about, dear? Mrs. Harris said nothing to me about any criminals.”

Lord Tovey cast his wife an indulgent look. “I know, my love. She told me this morning before she left. She explained about Major Winter’s real work here. You were so busy preparing for Amelia’s arrival that I didn’t bother you with it.”

“How did Mrs. Harris know?” Lucas shot his wife a dark glance.

“Don’t you remember, Lucas?” Amelia said hastily. “Mrs. Harris’s cousin found out the information from his connection in the navy.”

Right—he’d forgotten about that. And, of course, the good Widow Harris had passed the information on. Clearly Lord Tovey had no clue of its significance, which meant he was completely unaware of his wife’s activities. But judging from Dolly’s bloodless features, she was beginning to guess why Lucas was here. Apparently even pixies could have dark secrets.

“Well, Major Winter?” Lord Tovey picked at his roast beef. “Is it the same investigation? The one regarding that embezzlement from a shipping company?”

Lucas searched Dolly’s face. “Yes.” As she stared at him with growing confusion in her eyes, he added deliberately, “I’m hunting a man named Theodore Frier. And his female companion.”

“Companion?” Lord Tovey said, completely oblivious to Dolly’s distress. “There were two of these criminals?”

Lady Tovey rose abruptly. “Pardon me. I shall return shortly.”

As she hurried to the door, Lord Tovey served himself more roast beef. “My wife means no rudeness, Major Winter,” the man explained, “but in her condition, the smell of food sometimes upsets her stomach.”

She was upset, all right. Lucas rose. “As it happens, I need to…er…use the necessary myself. Pardon me.”

It was a clumsy exit, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t about to let Dorothy Frier flee now, if that was what she had in mind.

To his shock, however, Lady Tovey was pacing the hall when he came out. Though she looked startled to see him, she put a finger to her lips and gestured to the parlor across the way. He followed her there, his blood pounding.

She closed the door, then turned to face him, her eyes alight with anger. “I know what you want, Major Winter. If indeed you are a major.”

That flummoxed him. “I assure you I am. Why would I lie about it?”

“Because you’ve lied about so many other things,” she said hotly. “I know this tale about an embezzlement is a sham. You’re here for the money.” Wringing her hands, she paced to the fire. “Well, I can give you some of it. I have five thousand dollars’ worth of jewels, at least.” She turned to him, tears shining in her eyes. “I’m sure I can get the rest if you give me time.”

He gaped at her, shocked that this had been so easy. Though she denied the embezzlement, that was probably just an attempt to save her pride. “So you admit that you’re Dorothy Frier.”

“Of course I admit it. I’m no fool; I know what’s going on here. You married my stepdaughter to get at her fortune, since you probably thought you couldn’t get your money any other way.” She blinked back hot tears. “You should have come to me first. I would have given you anything to keep you quiet about my past. I still will, but only if you swear to return to America and leave my poor dear Amelia out of it. Anybody can see she’s already half in love with you, so you must leave while she can still recover from her broken heart.”

“I did not marry Amelia for money, damn it!” he growled.

She thrust out her chin, though it trembled violently. “Pretending to care about her won’t get you any more. It’s bad enough that she has no clue what a filthy blackmailer you are, but—”

“Amelia knows everything—why I’m here, who you are, and what you’ve done.”

“Done!” Dorothy gaped at him. “I’ve done nothing!”

“Then why are you offering me money, why are you hiding your past—”

The parlor door swung open to reveal Amelia standing there with her father. “I’m sorry, Dolly,” she said softly. “I-I tried to keep him in the dining room, but when Lucas left, he got suspicious.”

“What the devil is going on here?” Lord Tovey snapped. “Major Winter, what is the meaning of this?”

For a moment, they all just stood there. Lucas was perfectly willing to tell the man, but he’d promised Amelia he wouldn’t. And Dorothy was clearly torn.

Then she shifted her gaze to Amelia, and her expression changed, became almost pleading. “What exactly did your husband tell you about me, sweetheart?”

“About Dorothy Frier, you mean?” Amelia said in a whisper.

Dorothy flinched. “Yes. About me.”

When Amelia’s expression shattered, Dorothy turned to glare at Lucas. “What lies did you tell her? What does she think I’ve done?”

“She never thought you did anything,” Lucas snapped as he saw the last of Amelia’s hope drain from her. “You’re the one who’s broken her heart, damn you. I knew you were Dorothy Frier from the beginning, but she kept insisting you couldn’t be the wife of Theodore Frier—”

“Wife!” Shock filled Dorothy’s face. “I was not Theo’s wife.”

“Common law wife, lover…”

“I was none of those things, you horrible man!” Lady Tovey drew herself up. “I was Theodore Frier’s sister!”

Sister? For a moment, Lucas’s entire world tilted on its axis.

Then he reminded himself what a liar the woman was. “The hell you were—are. No one in Baltimore mentioned his having a sister, and your employer in Rhinebeck described you as Theo’s estranged wife.”

“That’s because when I applied for the position of housekeeper, the Webbs said they wanted a married woman. So I showed them a miniature of Theo and me and said we were estranged. That part was true—I hadn’t seen Theo in years. Then one day he showed up in Rhinebeck to tell me he’d given up the gambling and gotten a good job in Baltimore. I could hardly tell the Webbs I’d lied.”

“Yet you expect us to believe you’re telling the truth now.”

“I know she is,” Lord Tovey said in a hoarse voice. “She was an innocent when she came to my bed.”

“George!” Dorothy said with a blush. “You shouldn’t tell him such an intimate—”

“To keep this scoundrel from accusing you of God knows what, I’ll tell him whatever I must.” Lord Tovey glared at Lucas. “On my honor, my wife was chaste when we married. She told me Obadiah Smith was too old to consummate the marriage, and I believed her.” He stepped to his wife’s side. “As I believe her now when she says that this Theodore Frier is her brother.”

“We’ll see what Theo says when I talk to him.” Lucas fixed Dorothy with a dark frown. “Where is he?”

Shakily, she slipped her hand into her husband’s. “He’s in Lisieux, France. But I’m afraid you won’t be able to speak to him.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’s dead.”








Chapter Twenty-Five






Dear Charlotte,


I have heard that both pairs of newlyweds have returned to town. Rumor has it that Lord Kirkwood’s new father-in-law grudgingly agreed to the terms of the settlement his lordship demanded. As for Major Winter, no one has said what reaction his new father-in-law has had to him.


Your gossiping cousin,


Michael




Dead?

Amelia gaped at her stepmother, as shocked as Lucas. And hurt, too, not to mention confused. Was Dolly guilty of anything? Were her claims even true?

Suspicion clouded Lucas’s brow. “Frier’s dead,” he repeated.

“Of pneumonia.” The words poured out of Dolly. “He fell into a river while drunk one winter night. He caught pneumonia and never recovered.”

Lucas scowled at her. “How very convenient.”

Dolly stared at him, clear-eyed. “It’s the truth, no matter what you believe.”

“I tracked him over half of France, and never found anyone to testify that he’d died. The last place you were together was Rouen—”

“No, it was Lisieux. We left Rouen while we still had the lease on a cottage. He was always doing that—moving on to evade his pursuers.”

“Me and the United States Navy.”

“No! Those gamblers from Baltimore. The ones who got so angry when he won money in a card game that they accused him of cheating.” Her eyes narrowed on Lucas. “The ones you clearly work for.”

As Papa drew Dolly into the protective lee of his arm, Amelia groaned. Dolly was just the sort to believe some trumped-up tale given her by someone she loved.

“Dolly,” Amelia interjected before Lucas could rage at the poor woman, “Lucas is most assuredly working for the United States Navy. He has letters of introduction describing him as a naval representative. And I know the Kirkwoods would confirm his story.”

Lucas scowled at Amelia. “She knows I’m telling the truth. She’s just trying to cover Frier’s tracks.” When he shifted his gaze to Dolly, he again became Major Winter, military investigator. “If you thought Theo had gained the money honestly, you wouldn’t have let him pass you off as his wife. You wouldn’t have changed your name, fled to Canada—”

“Theo told me that the gamblers would hound him to the ends of the earth for their money. And to be honest…” She stared down at her hands.

“Yes,” Lucas snapped, “let’s have some honesty for a change.”

Dolly began to cry, and although Amelia knew why, she also knew Lucas would see it as the sort of tactic his mother had used to get her way.

“Leave her be,” Papa snarled, enfolding Dolly in his arms. “She’s told you what she knows.”

“She hasn’t told me half of what she knows,” Lucas retorted. “All she’s told me is a pack of lies.”

“Lucas, please,” Amelia said softly.

“You believe she was duped, too, don’t you?” he ground out. “She cries, and all logic vanishes. But think, Amelia—if Frier really is dead, and your stepmother really believed he’d won his fortune in a card game, why lie about where she got it? Why invent the late Obadiah Smith? Why lie to you, to your father—”

“Because I was afraid Theo really had cheated!” Dolly burst out, tears coursing down her cheeks. “I couldn’t bear to tell George…” She stared up at her husband. “I knew you’d be appalled if I told you my fortune might have come from such a thing. And I really wasn’t sure if it had.”

“Because it didn’t, damn it!” Lucas shouted.

“I didn’t know that, did I?” Dolly cried. “I wanted to believe Theo so badly. I was at my wit’s end. Mr. Webb’s wife had fallen ill, and he’d started drinking and…and making lewd advances. When I tried to give notice, he refused to give me a reference if I left his employ, and I had nowhere else to go. The town was small—he said he’d make sure I never worked again.” She shook violently. “I wrote Theo to ask if I could come live with him, and he said yes. But Mr. Webb threatened to report me as a thief if I left, so I wrote again to tell Theo that I couldn’t come—”

“And he stole a fortune.” Lucas sneered at her. “For you. Instead of just marching up there and jerking you out. Is that what you’re claiming?”

She sighed. “No. If he really did steal the money, it was for him. I’m sure he told himself he was doing it for me, but more likely he took his chance to enrich himself. That was the cause of our original estrangement. He fell into a bad way of life after our parents died, so I became a housekeeper and had nothing to do with him, until he claimed he’d reformed and wanted us to be family again. When he took that job, I believed him. But Theo had a fondness for fine things—”

“As do you,” Lucas growled.

Amelia’s heart sank as she watched her husband. To Lucas, Dolly was just another example of his mother.

“You begged Frier to come rescue you, didn’t you?” Lucas said bitterly. “You begged him to give you a better life, and he complied.”

“Enough, Major Winter,” Amelia’s father said, tightening his arm about Dolly’s waist. “My wife is no grasping witch. Most of her money went to my estate and Amelia’s dowry. I’ll turn over as much of the funds as I can—providing you can prove your claims. My estate is entailed and cannot be sold, but if I auction off some things—”

“George, I won’t let you sell everything you care about—” Dolly began.

“Hush, love, it doesn’t matter.” Her father brushed a kiss on Dolly’s forehead. “I care about nothing but you and the child. And Amelia, of course, though I do hope her new husband still means to support her.” He shot Lucas a disdainful glance. “Given that he married her as part of his investigation—”

“I married her to save her from ruin,” Lucas snapped, clearly uneasy at the sight of her parents’ visible affection. “Besides, the money doesn’t matter. I want…we want justice: Theodore Frier, tried, convicted, and executed for his crimes.”

As Dolly flinched from the word “executed,” Amelia wondered at the vitriol in Lucas’s voice. Why was he still so determined to capture Frier?

Papa said, “My wife has already told you—he’s dead.”

“Forgive me for being skeptical, sir. Your wife has told so many lies that only solid proof of the man’s death will convince me. And I doubt she has that.”

Every eye turned to Dolly, who trembled. “I-I have a death certificate.”

“Your husband…oh, excuse me, your brother, ” Lucas said snidely, “is a forger, ma’am. Forging a death certificate wouldn’t take him much effort.”

“If you won’t believe me, then go see his grave in Lisieux,” Dolly said.

“Anyone can erect a gravestone,” Lucas retorted.

“There was a local man who prepared his body. His name is Lebeau. I’m sure if you go there and speak to him—”

“Right. Then when I can’t find him, you’ll tell me he must have moved away. Or died. You have an answer for everything, don’t you, Dorothy?”

“Don’t call my wife that!” Papa put in. “She’s Lady Tovey now, and you will address her with the proper respect.”

Amelia groaned. Oh, Papa, that is the last thing you should say to my arrogant husband if you want to save Dolly.

The look of icy disdain crossing Lucas’s face would have shamed even a duke. “I’ll be sure to remember that advice when I arrest her and take her back to America so she can tell her lies to my government in person.”

“Lucas, no…” Amelia began.

“She’s done nothing wrong!” her father protested.

“Except lie about Frier’s whereabouts. And if I have to take her into custody to bring her brother out of hiding, I sure as hell will.”

“You’re not taking my wife anywhere, damn you. She’s carrying a child, and she’s fragile. I won’t risk losing another wife in childbirth. Especially when she has told you everything she knows!”

Eyes glittering, Lucas crossed his arms over his chest. “Can you prove that?”

Papa didn’t answer, because he couldn’t. Neither could Amelia. Yet she knew in her heart Dolly was guilty of nothing but blindly trusting her brother, the way she blindly trusted everyone she loved.

“Lucas,” Amelia said, “be reasonable.”

His gaze swung to her, so icily distant it froze her blood. “I’m not letting Frier escape justice on the strength of his sister’s word.”

Why did it matter so? Because Frier was born English? “At least investigate Dolly’s tale before you take such drastic action as to take her back to America. Go to France—see if her brother’s grave is there.”

“And then I’d return to find you all decamped, wouldn’t I? You’d be somewhere I couldn’t find you, while she’d be off meeting with her brother wherever he’s hiding now.”

“How could you think I’d consent to such a deception?” Amelia’s heart broke to see him regard her with such distrust after what they’d been through.

“What if I were to travel to France with you, Major Winter?” her father put in. “Dolly and Amelia could remain here while you and I gather proof of my wife’s claims. I’d be your surety for Dolly.” He added in as snide a tone as any Lucas had used, “That way, if my pregnant wife did happen to run off, you could haul me to America. Would that arrangement satisfy your demand for justice?”

Lucas went rigid. “That wouldn’t keep her from writing to alert him. For all I know, he’s hiding in the next county—”

“I won’t let you take my wife. I’ll fight you in the courts first.”

“Don’t try to bluff me, sir,” Lucas said coldly. “Going to court would mean having this all come out in the papers, and you’d never risk the scandal.”

“The scandal is nothing to me. What I won’t risk is losing my wife or child to your dubious justice.” His gaze narrowed on Lucas. “And before we go any further, I expect you to prove your claims about my wife’s brother.”

“Yes, Major Winter,” Dolly put in, desperation in her voice. “You claim that Theo stole the money, but my husband said at dinner that it was embezzled from some company called Jones Shipping. So my brother couldn’t possibly have stolen it.”

Lucas released a low curse.

“Why not?” Amelia asked, suddenly very afraid that she knew the answer.

“Because the company Theo worked for wasn’t Jones Shipping,” Dolly explained. “It was Baltimore Maritime.”








Chapter Twenty-Six






Dear Cousin,


I do hope Amelia will adjust well to her new situation. The major can be a difficult man, I suspect. But if any woman can weather his temper, it is Amelia.


Your devoted friend,


Charlotte




Hellfire and damnation. Lucas had nearly gotten through this without Amelia’s learning the whole truth. But he should have known her stepmother would seal his doom.

He dragged in a breath. Maybe Amelia wouldn’t remember the name of his father’s company. Had he even told her?

When he swung his gaze to her to find her frozen, her eyes accusing him, his gut twisted. She remembered.

“You lied to me,” she whispered, her eyes huge in her face.

“No,” he said. “I just didn’t tell you everything.”

She stepped forward, her eyes glittering. “It’s a rather important thing to leave out, don’t you think? That your father hanged himself not only because he thought you were dead, but because Frier’s embezzlement destroyed his company.” Her eyes widened. “That’s why your family fortune ‘vanished’ a few years ago, isn’t it?”

Slowly, he nodded. “I couldn’t tell you. It was part of my investigation—”

“Balderdash!” Her pretty cheeks flushed with her anger. “You couldn’t tell me because then you’d have to admit this isn’t just about doing your duty or capturing a criminal. It’s about revenge for your father.”

“It’s about justice, damn it!” His temper flared. “And that’s exactly why I didn’t tell you. Because I knew you’d assume that I wasn’t being fair, that I was trumping up the charges for personal reasons.”

“Aren’t you? The navy spoke of Jones Shipping, so how—”

“Jones Shipping was involved,” Lucas clipped out. “So were the navy and my father’s company.” He sucked in a heavy breath. “Jones Shipping contracted with the navy to provide several ships and refit others. That included thousands of cannon, which Baltimore Maritime contracted to Jones Shipping to provide.”

“An endeavor that Theodore Frier oversaw, I take it?” she whispered.

“An endeavor that Theodore Frier methodically drained of all funds.”

“And your father was blamed,” she said, with her usual uncanny insight.

“Of course he was,” Lucas said hollowly. “Frier forged Father’s signature week after week, siphoning money out of the Jones Shipping account, then shifting the stolen funds to a bank in another county.”

“Theo was always good with numbers,” Dolly put in.

Furious, Lucas cast her a cold glance. “That’s why Father hired him. And because my mother was taken with the man, with his English background and his fine manners.” He ignored the clear remorse on her face as the ancient wound festered in his gut. “So the cannon were cast and the employees paid, while the bills for materials mounted unseen and unpaid.”

He glared at Dorothy. “Then your brother fled, leaving behind a mountain of financial obligations and my father’s signature on the bank documents. So the navy and Jones Shipping went after my father, believing he and Frier were in the plot together. They hounded him until he gave Jones Shipping his own precious company to make up the losses. He auctioned off everything he loved, and once he’d done all he could to make it right, he…he…”

“Hanged himself,” Amelia said softly.

Lucas faced his wife. “Yes. By then Mother despised him for letting the embezzlement happen, and Father thought I was dead anyway. He had nothing left to live for. Nothing.”

Lord Tovey looked stricken. “You would have inherited your father’s company if not for my wife’s brother. So it’s not the American navy to whom the money is owed, or even this Jones Shipping. It’s you.”

“I don’t care about the money,” Lucas growled. “I don’t want a damned thing for myself.”

“Except Theodore Frier,” Amelia said.

“Oh yes. That I do want. I want Frier to hang like my father. I want justice, and after what he did to my family, I deserve justice.”

“Of course you do,” Amelia said. “You even deserve revenge. But against him— not Dolly. You can’t hang a dead man, Lucas.”

“I have only your stepmother’s word that the man is dead.” Lucas didn’t want Frier to be dead. He couldn’t stand that the bastard might have escaped the humiliation of a trial, the torment of a public hanging. It wasn’t right, damn it!

Amelia gestured to her stepmother. “Come now, Lucas, you can’t really think she’s capable of engineering some plot to hide her brother—”

“She’s shown herself capable of lying to protect him, hasn’t she?” It infuriated him that his wife continued to take her stepmother’s side. “So if I have to cart her off to America to prove she’s lying, then I will.”

“You just want to torment her because you can’t torment him. The only thing she’s guilty of is being foolish enough to trust her wicked brother.”

“And you’re foolish enough to trust her, Amelia,” Lucas bit out, even though her words held a certain truth. “Even you must admit you aren’t the best judge of character. You thought Pomeroy was harmless.”

She fixed him with a haunted look. “You’re right—I am a poor judge of character.” Her voice lowered to an aching whisper. “After all, I was foolish enough to trust you. But no more. No more.”

When she turned on her heel and stalked from the room, he stared after her. No more? What the hell did that mean? What did she mean to do?

He headed after her, then paused to tell his new father-in-law, “We can discuss this further in the morning. I’ll have my evidence ready for you then, and I’ll expect to see this ‘death certificate’ your wife claims to have.” When Lord Tovey nodded in consent, Lucas added, “If your wife goes missing before then, sir, or makes any attempt to reach her brother, I will hold you accountable, do you hear?”

“We’ll both be here in the morning, I assure you,” the earl said stiffly.

Lucas went after his wife.

He found her swiftly climbing the stairs and stalked up after her. “Where are you going?”

“To my room.”

“Our room, you mean.”

“I mean my room. I’ll have a servant move my things.”

“No, you won’t.” He had to quicken his pace to keep up with her; she was racing up the stairs like bloodhounds were after her. “This changes nothing between us.”

“It changes everything. I’m not sharing a bed with you until you come to your senses.”

“Until I agree with you, you mean.” He followed her down the long hall to a door at the far end. “Until I pat your stepmother on the head, and say, ‘Thanks for the information, ma’am, and sorry I interrupted your cozy life.’”

“If I thought you were merely doing your duty, Lucas, I wouldn’t interfere.” When he snorted, she cast him a heartbreaking glance. “But you’re not merely doing your duty, and we both know it.”

She entered the room and turned to close the door in his face, but he thrust his foot forward to block it. His temper erupting, he forced his way in, then turned and shut the door behind him.

“Please leave,” she whispered.

“Not until we settle this. When we married, you agreed that if your stepmother proved to be Dorothy Frier, you’d let me deal with her as I saw fit.”

“That’s not what I said. I said that if she’d played a part in the embezzlement, she deserved to be captured. But she didn’t. And she doesn’t.”

“The point is, she traveled with Frier spending the money, so she’s the only one who can lead me to the man.”

“He’s dead, and you know it!” Her hands curled into fists. “In your heart, you know it.” As he glared at her, struggling to ignore the niggling fear that she was right, she softened her voice. “But if you admit he’s dead, you have no justice at all. So you’ve let your desire for revenge blind you to the truth.”

“And you’ve let the spurious claims of a sweet-faced female blind you to the facts,” he ground out.

“What facts? Have you any evidence that Frier is alive ?”

He clenched his jaw. He didn’t. His evidence actually supported Dorothy’s story, because he’d found no trace of the man after Rouen. But only because Frier must have realized someone was pursuing him and decided to separate from his sister to throw off their pursuers.

Unless Dorothy wasn’t lying, after all.

“Just as I thought,” she said softly. “You have no facts.”

“Damn it, I can’t simply close this investigation on the word of a woman who’s admitted to multiple untruths—”

“Exactly: she’s admitted to them. The only thing she won’t admit to is what you don’t want to hear. Even her own husband believes her—”

“Because it’s either that or accept that his wife could be shielding a criminal, and he’s not going to accept the latter.”

“Yet you can readily accept that your own wife is a fool. Or worse yet, that she’d actively seek to deceive you if you turned your back.”

“This isn’t about us, Amelia,” he said sharply.

“Isn’t it?” She strode up to him. “I married you when every instinct told me I was mad to do so, and do you know why?”

“Because you didn’t want to live as a ruined spinster in Torquay?” he bit out.

“If that were why, I’d have married Pomeroy, who wasn’t seeking to destroy my family.” She faced him squarely. “I married you because I trusted you. Because you were honorable and just, and I knew you’d do the right thing by Dolly.”

Her lower lip trembled. “But that was before I realized that the hatred burning in your heart was so powerful, it could overwhelm your more rational impulses.”

“Rational! You think it’s rational to take the word of a liar?”

“No one’s asking you to do that. I’m not asking you to do that. I’m asking you to give her story a chance. Go to France. See if you can determine the truth by independent means. Then if you can’t, and you still want to drag my family through the courts—”

“You’ll accept my decision,” he said sarcastically.

“Yes. Because then I’ll know you aren’t just trying to strike back at us because you can’t strike back at Theodore Frier.”

He sucked in a breath, disturbed that his wife could read his emotions so well. The truth was, he was already leaning toward doing as her father had asked, if only to satisfy his conviction that her stepmother’s claims were false.

But having his pretty little wife demand it sparked his temper. He’d sworn not to let her lead him about by the nose, and now she was testing that. “And if I don’t go to France? How long will you punish me by refusing me your bed?”

She cast him a look of weary regret. “If you don’t at least confirm her story, then I won’t be refusing you my bed, Lucas. I’ll be refusing you everything. You can do whatever you want, but I will be living with Papa and Dolly, helping them through the scandal you set into motion to flush out a dead man.”

The words crashed over him like waves battering a ship’s hull. She meant to leave him. After all they’d endured together, she would still—

“The hell you will.” The panic squeezing his chest was worse than any he’d endured in the priest’s hole. “Have your fit of temper if you must, but you’re my wife, and I won’t let you force my hand with idle threats.”

“It’s not an idle threat,” she said. “I can’t live with a man I can’t trust.”

He fought to hide the terror that her assertion roused in his chest. “As I recall, darlin’,” he said, struggling to keep his tone unaffected, “our marriage vows didn’t include the word ‘trust.’ But I do remember something about you obeying me.”

“And that’s what you want? A wife who will obey you blindly, like the soldiers under your command? Who will never voice her own opinion, never make demands on you?”

What he wanted was for her not to leave him. But he’d be damned if he’d admit that. “It doesn’t matter what I want, because I won’t get it, will I? You couldn’t be an ‘obedient wife’ if your life depended on it.”

“And you don’t want blind obedience in a wife, no matter what you think.”

He suddenly saw his chance to get what he did want—his pride preserved, and his wife where he wanted her.

“Why don’t we find out, darlin’? If you’ll be my obedient wife for one night, I’ll go to France. But you have to do exactly what I say. Because if you fail, if you show your usual willfulness, then I’ll do as I please with your stepmother, and there will be no more talk of living apart. Agreed?”

What an excellent strategy! His wife had failed at playing a half-wit when they first met; she’d never manage “blind obedience” for a whole night. So when she failed this, too, he’d win what he wanted.

Then, when he magnanimously agreed to go to France in the morning, it wouldn’t look as if he’d given in to her demands, but was being generous. And once he’d determined in France that he was right about Theo Frier, she wouldn’t object when he used her stepmother to flush the man out of hiding.

It was a brilliant plan—if she accepted the challenge.

For a moment, he feared she wouldn’t. Her eyes narrowed as she searched his face. Then she flashed him a suspiciously bright smile. “As you wish, my husband. When do we start?”








Chapter Twenty-Seven






Dear Charlotte,


You have good cause to worry about Lady Amelia and her husband. An American marine officer is unlikely to tolerate impudence in a wife, and of all your pupils, Lady Amelia seems the most capable of impudence.


Your equally impudent cousin,


Michael




Now is as good a time as any,” Lucas said.

Amelia nodded. Not for nothing had she spent the past few nights warming her husband’s bed. She knew what he liked, and she’d begun to learn what he expected of her. An obedient wife wasn’t it, no matter what he told himself.

But it was time that he learned it. Whenever Amelia tried to reason with him, he balked at the challenge to his authority. She didn’t mean to have that battle every time some matter arose that they couldn’t agree upon. Nor did she intend to watch him destroy their future—and her family’s—because he couldn’t put his past behind him. If being obedient was what it took to get him to go to France, she’d do it. Because once he was there looking at a grave, once he’d talked to the people in Lisieux, how could he possibly ignore the facts?

So she would be obedient tonight if it killed her. And judging from the gleam in her devilish husband’s eyes, he meant to make sure that it did.

He strode over to her favorite armchair and settled himself in it, then gestured to the bags that had been brought over from Lord Kirkwood’s house. “You can begin, wife, by unpacking those and stowing everything away.” As she nodded and headed for the bags, he said, “And I want everything neatly folded. None of your messy habits, do you hear?”

She gritted her teeth.

For the next two hours, he barked orders like a general at the front lines, until she started to wonder if she’d been daft to marry a military man. After the unpacking came more intimate duties. He ordered her to remove his coat, waistcoat, cravat, and boots, which she did with the same cool efficiency he always showed.

When he commanded her to clean and polish his boots, she had to forcibly hold her tongue. He was giving her a servant’s duties when they both knew that officer’s wives didn’t do such menial tasks. He was trying to bend her to his will as an officer bends a soldier to his.

Very well, let him do his best. He’d soon learn the depths of a woman’s will.

By the time she was done with his boots and they shone to a high gloss, Lucas didn’t look quite as smug as when they’d begun. No doubt he’d expected her to give up being “obedient” before she got to this point.

He eyed her for a long while, and finally pointed to the door. “Your stepmother cut short my dinner, wife. Go downstairs and assemble a tray of food suitable to assuage my hunger, then bring it up.”

“Yes, husband,” she said in the same mousy voice she’d used all evening.

This time it made him arch one eyebrow. “And no purgatives.”

“Certainly not,” she said as she turned for the door, though the idea grew more appealing by the moment.

She took the backstairs to avoid running into her parents, but then dawdled in the kitchen. He hadn’t said to hurry, after all.

In fact, there were a number of things he hadn’t been specific about. Perhaps it was time she took this obedience game to the extreme.

When she returned to the room some time later with a tray containing black bread, sausage, and stewed apples, her frowning husband had moved to her bed. He was sitting propped against the headboard with his legs stretched out, his stocking feet crossed at the ankles, and his shirt unbuttoned.

“You took your sweet time, didn’t you?” he grumbled.

“The kitchen staff has retired for the night,” she said, as if that explained everything.

Despite his obvious displeasure, she didn’t approach him with the tray after pushing the door shut behind her. Instead, she stood there perfectly still.

“Well?” he said. “What are you waiting for?”

She hid a smile. “Your orders. I don’t know where you want the tray.”

With a scowl, he tapped the bedside table beside him. Giving him a servantlike nod, she walked over and placed it there, making sure to give him a thorough glimpse of bosom when she bent over. His sharp intake of breath afforded her some satisfaction.

That satisfaction only increased when he hauled her onto his lap. She sat there primly, regarding him with the expressionless gaze of a soldier as he studied her. Then he glanced over at the food, and his scowl deepened. “You know I don’t like sausage or black bread.”

“You said food. You didn’t specify what you wanted.”

“Wouldn’t an obedient wife bring what her husband likes?”

“Blind obedience is what you demanded. Since you didn’t say what meal to bring you, I gathered what was ready to hand.” She smiled sweetly. “I brought you apples, and you like those.”

“I sure do. So why don’t you feed me some?”

His husky voice sent desire curling in her belly. Drat him. If he turned her ploy into a sensual game, she’d never be able to make her point.

Then again, perhaps she could use even that to her advantage. “All right,” she murmured, wriggling her bottom as she reached forward for the fork.

“Not with that,” he said. “With your fingers.”

No doubt he was waiting for her to protest that stewed apples didn’t lend themselves to that manner of eating, or complain about his eating on her bed.

She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Forcing a smile, she picked up a slice of apple, dredged it heavily in juice, then carried it dripping to his mouth.

With the juice trickling down his chin, he ate the apple, then pointed to his jaw. “Clean this up.”

“I’ll fetch a rag.” She started to leave his lap.

“No,” he drawled. “Use your mouth.”

Her mouth? Oh, he was devious. If she licked his chin, matters would progress naturally.

So she’d have to thwart him. “As you wish, husband,” she murmured, then leaned forward and scraped the juice from his jaw with her teeth.

“Ow!” He jerked back to scowl at her. “What are you doing?”

“You said use your mouth.”

“You know very well what part of the mouth I meant.”

She cocked her head. “I would never dare to assume—”

He cut off her words with a kiss and she nearly responded, seduced by the taste and touch and scent of him. But she caught herself and forced herself to sit unmoving while his mouth caressed hers and his tongue pressed against her closed lips.

“Kiss me back,” he growled.

So she did, but only with her mouth. She kept her body still as a stone, her hands folded in her lap.

At first, he didn’t seem to notice. He plundered her lips as ardently as ever, his tongue driving deep as his hands swept knowingly over her hips, her belly, her breasts. But when she continued just to sit there, he drew back to glare at her. “I said, kiss me back.”

“I am.”

“But you’re not touching me.”

“I’ll be happy to touch you as soon as you tell me what to touch. And how. And when.”

“So that’s your game. If I don’t give the exact command, you don’t act.”

“I’m merely being an obedient—”

“The hell you are.” He stared at her a long moment. “Fine. I’m more than happy to command you in even the smallest detail because sooner or later you’ll rebel. You can’t help yourself.”

She just stared at him, more determined than ever to continue her campaign of passive resistance.

“Stand up and take off your clothes,” he demanded. “Oh, and in case you mean to misinterpret the word ‘clothes,’ I want you naked. Understand?”

“Perfectly,” she said, and rose to her feet.

She started out slowly, but within seconds her husband anticipated that teasing tactic, and murmured, “Quickly, darlin’. You have one minute.”

To unhook and unsnap and unlace everything ? Drat him, he was determined to tax her patience. It took her the full time, so only when she was done and standing there while he looked her over did she realize how unnerving it was to be fully naked before a clothed man. The last time she’d stood naked before him, he’d been naked, too. That had felt far, far different.

This felt more like their encounter on the xebec, when she was his “captive.” But that had been a game, with stakes smaller than these. Because theirs wasn’t a game. It was a war. And it remained to be seen who’d win it.

He took his time about looking her over, letting his intimate gaze linger on her unbound breasts, her trembling belly, the rapidly dampening curls at the juncture of her thighs.

She had to dig her fingers into her palms to keep from covering herself. When at last he lifted his eyes to hers, she could read in them a determination to conquer her that mirrored her own.

“Do you remember our wedding night,” he asked, “when you wanted to watch me pleasure myself?”

Warily, she nodded.

He smiled with all the sly charm of a born seducer. “Now it’s your turn. I want to watch you pleasure yourself.”

Lord help her. A blush spread over her cheeks as she realized what he meant.

But she could never…had never…well, she had, but not like this. She’d touched herself in the secrecy of her own bed, under the sheets, furtively. This would be utterly mortifying.

And he knew it, too, the wretch, for his smile broadened. “Now, wife. Put your hand between your legs and caress your tender parts for my enjoyment.”

She searched frantically for a way to misconstrue his request, but she was too flustered to think of one. Blushing from head to toe, she did as he demanded.

Her flesh was already damp and aroused, but now it seemed to pulse against her fingers, so violently that she was sure he could see it. She wouldn’t know, however, because she couldn’t bear to watch him watch her.

He realized that at once. “Look at me, darlin’,” he said, in that sensuous drawl that always sent delicious shivers down her spine.

She lifted her gaze to find him staring not at her busy hand, but at her flushed face.

“Use your other hand to caress your breasts,” he ordered.

When she did so, however, he didn’t watch that; he just kept watching her face.

Then she realized what he was doing. It was her reaction that mattered to him, her embarrassment that he wanted. And perhaps he also wanted to see her lose herself in pleasure and give up the control that he wanted to gain for himself.

Hah! Now she knew how to thwart him.

So she did exactly as he said, caressing the slick petals of flesh, rubbing her finger over the tight, aching little nodule. But she steeled herself against any reaction, though it took every ounce of her will. She forced herself to caress her body mechanically, as if she were grooming herself or brushing her teeth.

It wasn’t easy with him watching her, searching her face, hoping for signs of a break in her control. But having his heated gaze on her sparked her temper, making it easier for her to be cool and distant as she worked her fingers over her private parts.

The longer she did it, the deeper his scowl became until his eyes were blazing at her, not just with desire but with anger. “Come here, damn you.”

“As you wish, husband.” She approached the bed, ruthlessly suppressing her smile of triumph. He could command her to do many things, but he couldn’t command her to feel pleasure, and he was finally beginning to realize that.

“Undress me,” he ordered.

“As you wish, husband,” she repeated blithely.

“And stop saying that,” he growled.

“All right.”

She set about undressing him, but it was more difficult than she expected. Not so much because of the awkwardness of getting trousers off a seated man—an aroused, seated man—but because she could smell him and feel his breath quick and hot against her cheeks.

After she’d stripped him down to his drawers, he launched into a new torment. He began to kiss and touch her. As she worked the buttons free, he kissed her cheek, her brow, her ear. He took down her hair, caressing it, rubbing it…twining it over her breasts over and over.

And then, when he had her nipples taut and aching, eager for a firmer caress, he stroked them…but with a feathery touch that could only arouse, not satisfy, until it was all she could do not to shove her breasts in his mouth and beg him to suck them.

Which was exactly what he wanted.

Beast. Devil. She wouldn’t let him win. She would not .

She worked his drawers off, fighting to ignore his caresses. But it was not so easy to ignore the rampant erection that reared up before her very eyes, demanding her attention.

When he caught her staring at it, he said hoarsely, “Touch me.”

Her gaze swung to his, and the savage intensity of those dark eyes nearly banished her resolve.

But her will was stronger. Holding his gaze with a perfectly cool one of her own, she very deliberately fondled…his ankle.

A foul oath erupted from him. “You know damn well that I want you to touch my—” He caught himself. “Never mind, I have a better idea. Get up on the bed astride me.”

She blinked, not quite certain what he meant, but when she climbed up over his legs, he caught her by the waist, then positioned her so that she sat straddling his thighs just below his erection.

“Put my cock inside you where your fingers just were,” he rasped, leaving no room for misinterpretation.

So that’s what he wanted. How very intriguing and different…and adventurous. Of course. The devious scoundrel knew exactly how to tempt her to lower her guard.

Could she do what he asked without succumbing to him?

She could. She must. Tonight she was fighting for their future.

Casting him a curt nod that deepened his scowl but didn’t seem to dampen his arousal, she maneuvered herself onto his rigid staff, which took some doing since he still sat with his back against the headboard. But when she sank down fully, fitting herself firmly against his groin, he slid his eyes shut with a look of pure ecstasy.

“Yes, darlin’, like that.” His fingers dug her into hips. “Damnation, you feel good.”

He felt good, too, so good that the urge to move against him was nearly irresistible. But resist the urge she did. She sat there immobile, careful not to touch him except where they were joined.

After a moment, his eyes shot open. “Move, damn it.”

“All right.” She placed her hands on her thighs and stroked in circles.

The glare he cast her would have set fire to a glacier. “Up and down, Amelia.”

Struggling not to smile, she ran her hands up and down her thighs.

“Amelia…” he said in a warning tone.

“Isn’t that what you want?” she said innocently.

“You know damned well it’s not. I want you to make love to me.”

“Then you’ll have to be more specific in your requests,” she chirped, enjoying herself. “How exactly do I make love to you? What part should I move first? Where? How often? When do—”

“Damn you.” Seizing her head in his hands, he kissed her with a desperation that resonated deeply in her loins. Still she sat there, not touching him, not moving.

He ripped his mouth from hers to growl, “An obedient wife would know what I want of her.”

“She’d be able to read your mind? How extraordinary. I didn’t realize that such a talent came along with obedience.” She cast him a mischievous smile. “And you know perfectly well that any mealymouthed, blindly obedient wife wouldn’t be sitting atop your lap unless you demanded it. She’d be too embarrassed. And too busy groveling at your feet. In fact, if I were to be a truly obedient wife—”

She started to lift up off his cock, and he caught her to him. “Enough,” he growled against her ear. “Enough, you teasing, impudent plague of a woman. Give me what I want, Amelia.”

“An obedient wife?” she whispered, as he skated his mouth over the pulse beating furiously in her throat.

He hesitated, then let out a heartfelt groan. “No. You. Just you. You’re the only one I want.”

She sucked in a breath, not daring to believe that she’d won. “And in the morning? What then?”

His hands slid down to cup her breasts, to rub the nipples erect once more, and his mouth was warm and tender as it laved her ear. “I’ll go to France, all right? Just give me my Delilah back.” He pumped his hips beneath her as his hands feverishly caressed her breasts. “Please, darlin’…be my Delilah tonight…because in the morning we begin a very long dry spell…”

That was all it took to make her move, to have her throwing her arms about his neck and showering his face with kisses. She undulated against him, sliding up and down on his cock, pumping it fervently.

They’d never made love this way before, but she felt as if she’d been born to do it. It was the most exquisite sensation yet, having him deep inside her while at the same time having control, being able to press herself hard against him exactly where she wanted to feel him hard against her.

“Yes…” he rasped as she rode his cock in a fever of need. “Yes, Delilah, yes…faster, darlin’…God have mercy…faster, faster…”

She did exactly as he asked. Since she’d won, she could afford to be generous. And he responded to it with all the fervency she could desire, his fingers plucking her nipples, his mouth plundering hers and giving her such rich pleasure, she thought she would die of it.

As she ground down upon his cock over and over, the tension building inside her, she tore her lips from his. “Is this what you want?” she demanded, feeling her own release just beyond her, out of her reach. “Is this what my big, strapping soldier of a husband wants?”

“You know it is,” he said, his voice raw, guttural. He nipped her lip, then soothed it with his tongue. “I want you, darlin’…just you…”

She fisted her hands in his hair, her legs aching from the force of her motions. “But only…if I do as you say.”

“Do as you want.” His eyes slid shut. “Do as you please…just don’t…leave me.”

Her throat tightened. “I won’t,” she vowed.

“If you try, I’ll hunt you…to the ends of the earth.”

The fierce words sent a thrill coursing through her. It was the closest Lucas had ever come to a declaration of love, and she cradled it to her heart. “No need for that.” She brushed a kiss to his lips, his closed eyelids. “I’ll never leave you, my love.”

At the word “love,” his eyes shot open to search her face. “You won’t rest…until you…have me broken and bleeding at your feet…will you?”

Leave it to Lucas to see “love” as defeat. Even as she ground her hips more urgently, feeling the rush to release seize her, she fixed him with a fiery glance. “I won’t rest…until you love me…as I love you…”

The look of yearning that came over his dark features was so powerful even his scowl couldn’t disguise it. “God have mercy on me,” he groaned. “Because it’s damned certain…that you won’t.”

Then they were straining together, pounding, thrusting, lost to anything but each other, to their mutual need and desire and…dare she hope…love.

As he spilled his seed inside her and cried out her name with all the fervency of a vow, all the desperation of a prayer, she clutched him close and let her love wash over them both, hoping it was enough, swearing she would make it enough.

And long after she collapsed atop him, long after their hearts had settled into a more normal rhythm, and she lay spent and sated across his powerful body, she repeated the vow to herself. She loved him. And somehow she’d teach him to love her.

He stretched out and dragged her into his embrace, pressing her head to his chest and brushing her hair with his lips.

It was only later, after his breath had grown even and she was certain that he slept, that she roused the courage to say again, in a furtive whisper, “I love you, Lucas.” Then she gave herself up to the sweet exhaustion tugging her own eyelids closed.

When next she awakened, he was gone, and the sun was streaming through her filmy curtains. She jerked upright in a panic, cursing her tendency to sleep like the dead. Surely he wouldn’t have left without telling her good-bye!

But a cursory examination of the room showed that his knapsack was gone, along with his boots and some of his clothes. An unnamed fear gripping her, she dragged a nightrail and a wrapper over her body, then hurried down the stairs.

She found Dolly sitting in the breakfast room, staring vacantly out the window.

“Where’s Lucas?” Amelia asked.

When Dolly turned to Amelia, her eyes were red. “Gone to France with your father. Didn’t you know?”

“I did, but…” She sank into a chair. She’d hoped he might say something before he left, something to give her hope for their future.

“George suggested that you and I return to Torquay to await their return. The season is ending anyway, and if you stay here, you’ll have to deal with gossip about the elopement.” She stared down at her hands. “This way, we can start the tale that you and Lucas are on your honeymoon. No one need know that you’re in Torquay. Besides, if George has to make arrangements to sell the town house upon his return—” She broke off with a little sob.

“Oh, Dolly,” Amelia said, forcing her own troubles to the back of her mind. She hurried to sit beside her stepmother and put her arm about her shoulders. “Everything will be fine, I promise. Lucas will never demand money of Papa, you’ll see. And in France he’ll find proof that your brother is dead, and that will be an end to it.”

“You believe me about Theo, don’t you?” Dolly said in a plaintive whisper. “You believe I never set out to deceive you?”

“Of course, dearest. Of course.”

Tears slid down her cheeks once more. “I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t, you know. I saw your husband’s evidence this morning, all the banking documents and newspaper reports and—” She broke off with a choked cry. “Theo was every bit as bad as your husband claimed—a bounder, a scoundrel, a thief.”

“You didn’t know,” Amelia said softly.

“I did,” Dolly protested. “Deep down, I suppose I knew. I just didn’t want to face it.”

When she burst into sobs, Amelia drew her into her arms and murmured soothing nonsense, wondering what she would have done in Dolly’s place. Probably brained Theo Frier with a pitcher. And that wicked fellow in Rhinebeck, too.

But that wasn’t Dolly’s way. She always wanted to believe the best of people, and when she couldn’t, she retreated. Or, in the case of those she loved, avoided the truth. Dolly had spent a lifetime hiding from things, and Theo Frier had taken advantage of that.

After a while, when her sobs lessened, Dolly pulled away. “Listen to me, sweetheart. You mustn’t let any of this come between you and your husband.”

“It’s all right, I—”

“No, I mean it.” A soft smile touched her lips. “I won’t have you lose him over me. Anyone with eyes can see that Major Winter adores you.”

Amelia’s heart tightened in her chest. If he did, he had an odd way of showing it, running off to France without even so much as a kiss good-bye. “Do you really think so?”

Dolly nodded. “Of course, your father feels differently. He’s too angry to see it.” She gave a small smile through her tears. “He spent half the night vowing to thrash the major.”

Amelia gave a bitter laugh. “That’s not a surprise. I spend half my days vowing to thrash the major.”

“And the other half? How do you spend them ?”

Her throat tightened. “Wanting to hold him so close, he can never doubt that I love him.”

Dolly beamed at her. “I’m sure he knows, sweetheart. And I’m sure he loves you, too.”

Lord, she hoped so. Because she didn’t know how she’d survive if he didn’t.








Chapter Twenty-Eight






Dear Cousin,


Amelia’s husband and father have gone to France on an errand neither she nor her stepmother will divulge. It has made my dear pupil very melancholy, which tells me that poor Amelia is in love with the major. I can only hope for her sake that he feels the same. As I learned very well from my marriage, loving a man who does not love you leads to nothing but disappointment.


Your anxious cousin,


Charlotte




Ilove you, Lucas.

Lucas had expected those words to eventually lose their power over him. Yet after a week spent crossing the Channel, then trudging across the same French countryside he’d traversed barely a month ago, they only consumed him more. They glittered in every morning dawn, they beat through every step he took, they swirled maddeningly through his dreams at night.

They succored him after every chilling nightmare.

At first he’d tried to convince himself that Amelia had spoken them only to manipulate him. But after days reliving every moment he’d spent with his wife, he’d given up believing that. If he ever had.

Amelia wasn’t his mother. If she had been, she would have said she loved him the first time she’d thought it might gain her something, like when she was first ruined. She’d have thrown the words at him when she’d begged him to show her stepmother mercy.

She wouldn’t have said them after she’d made her point. She wouldn’t have burst out with them in the midst of their lovemaking. She certainly wouldn’t have whispered them when she’d thought him asleep.

So he had to accept them as truth: she loved him. His bewitching Delilah of a wife loved him. And instead of racing back to England to swear his undying devotion, he was standing in a graveyard in Lisieux with his gruff father-in-law.

Throughout their long trip, Lucas and Lord Tovey had discussed Lucas’s military career, his prospects as a consul, even his imprisonment at Dartmoor. Lucas had heard about the progress of Lord Tovey’s apple orchards, how many sheep had lambed the past spring, and which tenants had done well. The one thing they hadn’t talked about was what absorbed them most—their wives. It was as if they feared that talking about the situation would make it real.

But now they were staring at a gravestone neither of them could ignore. It read, in English:



Here lies Theodore Frier


Beloved brother and friend


May he find the peace in death


Denied to him in life



Lucas read it with a sinking in his chest. Amelia had been right when she’d said it was revenge that drove him. Because now that he saw the words carved in stone, his disappointment was so overpowering that he realized just how badly he’d wanted Dorothy to be lying.

“It looks authentic,” Lord Tovey said beside him.

“Yes.” But they both knew that didn’t mean much.

“What shall you do now? We could hunt down that fellow Lebeau, who prepared the body for burial. The man maintaining the parish register may not have known where he went, but surely someone does.”

The desperation in Lord Tovey’s voice struck a powerful chord with Lucas. The man was in a terror that he’d lose his wife, and Lucas knew exactly what that was like.

“We could also speak to the local apothecary,” Lord Tovey went on. “Those fellows at the inn said he would return by evening. He might know something more about the death recorded in the parish register.”

Lucas sighed. If the apothecary didn’t know anything about the death, there would be another trek to find this Lebeau. And for what? So Lucas could prove that Frier was alive? So that he could make sure his revenge hadn’t been snatched out from beneath his nose by a twist of fate?

In the end, all he’d probably learn is what he’d learned here—nothing solid. A lot of little things, but no real proof.

When Lucas still didn’t answer, his father-in-law growled, “Tell me what to do, Major. Give me some task, or I shall go mad with worrying what you will do to my Dolly.”

Lucas tensed, shaken to the soul by such desperation. He understood it only too well. There were some things worth lowering one’s pride and begging for—redemption, mercy…one’s wife.

Lucas stared at the drawn face he’d come to know well in the past days, at the graying temples and the anguished brown eyes that reminded him so much of Amelia’s. “You believe Frier is dead, don’t you?”

The sudden hope in Lord Tovey’s eyes was so poignant, Lucas had to look away. “I do. But whether I believe it is not the question. It’s what you believe that counts. And what proof your government will accept.”

Lucas was silent a long moment, then finally admitted what he hadn’t dared to before. “As long as they get their money, my government will accept what I tell them. If I make a rubbing of the gravestone, report what I found out here, and give them the death certificate, they’ll probably accept my word. For them, the money is what matters.”

“Are you sure?” Lord Tovey said hoarsely.

“Yes. The one who cared most about seeing Frier dragged back to stand trial was me. If I proclaim him dead, they’ll accept that he is since they know how fiercely I wanted him captured.”

“Ah,” Lord Tovey replied, a wealth of meaning in that word. Clearly, he understood after a week what Amelia had recognized that night in London—that Lucas was driven by far more than the embezzlement. Lucas wanted justice, for his father and for himself. And he could finally acknowledge that he wasn’t likely to get it—at least from Frier.

He’d had plenty of time over this trip to review his evidence in light of Lady Tovey’s claims. Things he had ignored before now loomed larger in his memory. Like the evasive manner of Dorothy’s former employer when Lucas had asked why the woman left. Or the trail of good reports she’d left behind her wherever they lived.

He’d been so determined to see her as a manipulative seductress that he’d made the evidence fit. Because it suited him. Because it suited his hate.

Because his search had given him something to live for, when his whole life had been one long measure of grief.

But finally he had a chance at something other than grief—a wife who suited him, who wanted to bear his children and have a life with him…who loved him.

He gave a shuddering breath as he faced his wife’s father. “So you would stake your honor, everything you stand for, on the belief that your wife is telling the truth?”

Lord Tovey stared him down. “I would be a fool not to. I’ve spent two years learning her moods, finding out what will bring tears to her eyes, and what will make her laugh. Two years of breakfasts and dinners together, two years of memorizing every freckle on her dear face…two years of knowing when she is lying and when she is telling the truth.”

Lucas lifted an eyebrow. “You didn’t know she had a brother.”

“No, but I knew she had a past.”

Lucas blinked. Apparently he hadn’t been the only one hiding things.

“Despite what you think,” Lord Tovey continued, “my wife is not particularly adept at deception. I guessed after a week of marriage that Obadiah Smith was a clear invention, for no woman who’d ever been married could have been as continuously surprised by the intimacies of marriage as my shy wife. After a month, I realized that she had some dark secret plaguing her. But I never pressed her because I knew she’d tell me when she was no longer afraid of losing me if she did.” His voice shook. “When she could finally accept that I loved her too much ever to let anything separate us.”

A lump lodged in Lucas’s throat. “You’re as much a romantic as Amelia. Who, by the way, never realized any of what you realized about your wife. She believed Dolly was innocent from the very first, no matter what I said.”

“That’s because Amelia desperately wanted a mother, and Dolly gave her that. And because my daughter couldn’t imagine that anyone she loved would ever deceive her in anything but the most superficial manner. When she gives her trust, she gives it with her whole heart, and it would take a powerful effort for anyone she loved to destroy that trust.”

I can’t live with a man I can’t trust.

And could she trust him now? Would she be able to trust him in the future?

She’d said that as long as he went to France and confirmed Dorothy’s story, she would live with his decision about what to do after that. But he was no fool. If he dragged her family’s name through the mud in some vain attempt to draw out a man who might very well be dead, she would never recover from it.

It would chip away at her trust of him as surely as his evasions had done. He would lose her. And suddenly, that was just one sacrifice too many in his life.

“Well then,” he said, turning toward the entrance to the cemetery, “we’re done here. I think it’s time to go home.”


 


Two weeks had passed since Amelia’s father and husband had gone off to France, and she was fit to be tied. Torquay wasn’t a lively town in the best of times, but in her current state it was excruciating. With little to occupy her, she had far too much time to worry about Lucas.

The one bright spot was that she and Dolly spent a great deal of time together. That’s when Amelia realized how difficult it must have been for Dolly to deceive them all—because now that she could speak freely, she couldn’t stop talking. She told Amelia about her parents, her childhood in New England, her awful time as a housekeeper in Rhinebeck. She seemed so relieved that her mood was lighter than it had ever been, despite the worry about the future hanging over both their heads. Clearly the secrets of her past had plagued her for some time, and it took an enormous weight off her to have them out in the open. So perhaps Lucas had done some good, after all.

As long as he didn’t cart Dolly off to America.

After a suitable time of pretending to be on her honeymoon, Amelia resumed her correspondence with Venetia. Desperate for news, she wrote her friend daily, claiming that she and Lucas were spending time in the country before returning to London.

From Mrs. Harris, who knew about Lucas’s trip to France, she learned that Lord Pomeroy had come to town and spoken nary a word about her or Lucas. But word had leaked out about his perfidy, and while some dismissed it as rumor, others were giving him the cut direct at parties. More importantly, parents were more careful with their daughters around him, which relieved Amelia enormously.

From Venetia, however, she heard nothing. She found that odd, given that her first letter had been a lengthy account of her and Lucas’s encounter with the Scottish Scourge. Of course, the London papers had already covered it, quoting the Kirkwoods’ description of the affair and lauding Major Winter and his wife for their successful escape. But Amelia wanted to hear what Venetia might tell her privately about the Scottish Scourge.

So when a letter finally arrived from her early one morning, Amelia seized on it eagerly. But it merely raised more questions:



Now, dearest friend, regarding your bizarre experience on the roads in Scotland, I confess I had no idea when I read the newspapers that I had some part in your abduction. How appalling! But I don’t know what it means. I still have no idea why this Scottish Scourge fellow is plaguing Papa, and Papa says he doesn’t, either. Unfortunately he’s had another of his painful spells, which is why I’ve taken so long to answer your letter. And in his present condition, I fear to press him on the matter. But you can be sure that as soon as he is better, I will do so.



The letter went on to beg information about what married life was like. Amelia didn’t know whether to smile or weep as she read it. Or how she could answer.

But even as she pondered it, a servant rushed into the drawing room. “The master’s home, milady! He’s home!”

Her heart pounding, Amelia raced into the hall, arriving at the same moment as Dolly, who threw herself into her husband’s arms with a cry of joy. Lucas was nowhere to be seen.

“Papa?” Amelia asked. “Where is my husband?”

Her father was too busy hugging his wife to even spare Amelia a glance. “He’ll be along this evening,” he said. “He had something to attend to first.”

Her heart sank. “Something regarding Dolly?”

Her father’s gaze shot to her. “No, dear, no. I see I have arrived before the letter I sent from France. But everything is fine.” He stared tenderly down at Dolly. “Major Winter has decided not to pursue the matter further. He’s going to make a full report on your brother’s death to his government. We’ll arrange to have the rest of the stolen money repaid, and that will be an end to it.”

A rush of relief hit Amelia, so profound that her knees went weak. “So where is he?”

“He went to Dartmoor Prison. Said he wanted to see it now that it’s empty.”

“And you let him go alone?” Amelia cried. “Are you mad? That will set him to thinking about all his wrongs again, for heaven’s sake.” She ordered the footman to fetch her pelisse and hat.

Her father watched her in clear alarm. “Now see here, he’ll be fine. There are some things a man should do alone.”

“That may be,” she snapped as the footman helped her on with her pelisse. “But this is not one of them.”

“Amelia—” her father began.

“Let her be, George,” Dolly shocked her by saying. “It’s not more than a few hours by coach, and if it will ease her mind, she should go.” She laid her head on his chest. “It has been a long wait for both of us, you know.”

Amelia’s father softened. He never could resist Dolly. “Whatever you wish, dear heart.” He glanced at his daughter. “We docked in Plymouth, but he was still trying to find someone willing to drive him the thirty miles to Princetown when I left. So if you leave now and take my carriage, you might arrive there shortly after he does. Take a footman with you.”

“Of course.” She kissed her father on the cheek. “Thank you, Papa.”

A short while later, she headed for Princetown. Although Dartmoor Prison was in Devon, she’d never been there. And two hours later, as the coach climbed higher and higher, she realized why. Because no one with any sense would come willingly to such a desolate spot.

Still a wilderness part of England, the rocky outcroppings and impassable bogs and mires of the barren moor were legendary. She’d heard that it was often plagued by fog, but today it was clear, affording her a grim view of Dartmoor Prison’s distant granite walls. Ugly and remote, the prison was flanked on one end by Princetown, a town there only to serve the prison. As her coach drove through it, she saw few signs of life. Now that all the prisoners were gone, the town seemed to be languishing.

As her carriage approached the prison proper, her heart sank to think of Lucas locked up in that inhospitable place, plagued continually by damp and cold, with nothing but a bleak vista as far as the eye could see. As she imagined him forced to obey the dictates of men as arrogant as himself, to endure the many petty humiliations inflicted upon prisoners of war, her heart sank further. Even if he’d resigned himself to giving up on his revenge before, seeing this place would surely renew it. How could it not?

She had no trouble finding Lucas, for as she drove up, he was standing in front of the stone arch entrance. Apparently he’d walked up from the town, for there was no carriage nearby.

If he heard the approach of her carriage, he made no sign, for he didn’t alter his military stance. His arms remained folded behind his back and his feet set slightly apart as he gazed at the locked wooden gates.

He wore his uniform—not the one she’d seen at the ball but a different one, without the red sash. It hung on him, and with wifely concern she wondered how well he’d been eating. Or sleeping, since passage to France had probably required his going belowdecks.

He looked so lost in thought that she was careful to warn him of her approach by speaking his name before she reached him.

He hesitated a second, then swung around, his face mirroring his surprise. “Amelia! What are you doing here?”

She managed a smile, though his drawn features made her want to weep. “I didn’t think this was the sort of place you should come to alone.”

To her relief, he returned her smile with a faint one of his own. “Afraid I’d run mad over the moor, were you?”

“Afraid you’d forgotten you had a wife, more like,” she said lightly, though her heart was in her throat.

He held out his arms, and she went into them eagerly, not even resisting when he hugged her so tightly she could scarcely breathe. “I missed you,” he murmured into her hair. “I missed you every moment I was away.”

“I see how much you missed me,” she teased, choking back tears. “Instead of coming home to me, you came to this nasty old prison.”

With a chuckle, he drew back but didn’t release her, just turned to face the prison gates with one arm looped about her waist. “I was saying good-bye,” he said.

“To what?”

“To everything. The war. My parents.” He dragged in a breath. “My revenge. You were right, you know. My pursuit of Frier wasn’t about justice—it was mostly about revenge. But not just against him.” His fingers dug into her. “Against the English, for this…travesty. For men held beyond the rightful time, men kept from returning to their families. Men murdered in cold blood.”

“Men locked in tunnels beneath the ground, gasping for breath.”

He nodded. “In my mind, Dartmoor marked the beginning of my troubles. I was convinced that if it hadn’t been for the prison, I would have been home and able to help my family. Frier wouldn’t have been able to embezzle the money, or if he had, I would have caught up to him before he could spend it, while he was still able to exonerate my father.”

A thoughtful expression crossed his face. “But the truth is, I could still have been elsewhere after the war ended. The marines returned to Algiers in 1815. And other events might have kept me from home, especially since I was never eager to be around my parents’ constant bickering. Dartmoor didn’t mark the beginning of my troubles—it was just another tragedy of war.”

A shuddering breath shook him. “That’s the hardest part to face. That there’s no one to blame, no one to punish.”

“Not even Theodore Frier?” she asked hesitantly.

He cast her a thin smile. “Not even him. He’s dead, you know.”

She sagged against him, her relief so profound it made her knees weak.

“He’s dead, and so is this place.” He regarded the rusty padlock on the gate with a pensive look. “I expected to find it the same as it was when I was here—redcoats marching and prisoners in ill-fitting yellow jackets. But of course it isn’t. Because life goes on.” He gestured to the weeds growing in cracks of the abandoned prison’s walls. “Time erodes everything eventually, doesn’t it?”

“Not everything,” she murmured, then gathered her heart in her hands and offered it. “Not love.”

He sucked in a breath. “No, not love.” Turning her toward him, he cupped her cheek. “That’s really why I came here today—to be sure I could put it behind me, to see if I could be the man you need.”

“And what did you decide?” she asked in an aching whisper.

“I have no choice. I love you, Amelia.” His eyes burned into hers, tender, tortured. “I can’t bear to live even one day more without you. So if keeping you means forgetting my past, then I will try.”

Her heart filled with joy. “I’m not asking you to forget your past, my love. I’m just asking that you not let it ruin your present.” She slid her arms about his neck. “Or our future.”

“I won’t,” he vowed, then kissed her with all the love she could ever want.

The cough of her father’s coachman reminded her they weren’t alone, and she drew back with a blush. “We should probably retire to a more private place.”

“Like a consulate in Morocco?” he asked.

She gazed at him, startled.

“Among the mail waiting for me when we returned from Scotland was a letter offering me the position of an American consul. I read it the morning your father and I left for France.”

“You mean, the morning you left me without a good-bye?” she said archly.

He cast her a rueful grin. “I was afraid to wake you, afraid that seeing you in all your naked glory might dim my resolve.” His grin faded. “I should’ve realized my resolve was dimmed the second I found you lurking outside my room, plotting to thwart me by fluttering your eyelashes and calling me ‘a big, strapping soldier.’”

She ran her hands over his shoulders. “You are a big, strapping soldier. My big, strapping soldier.”

“Soon to be your big, strapping consul.” A mischievous glint appeared in his eye. “If the pesky wife I’ve acquired, the one who gets annoyed when I make decisions without asking her, agrees to it. That’s why I haven’t answered the letter yet.”

Sobering, he searched her face. “I know you like adventures, darlin’, but after everything we’ve been through since we met, life abroad might have lost some of its appeal. The conditions may be primitive, and since your dowry will help repay what Frier stole, our income will be pretty modest. We won’t be able to afford—”

“Lucas…” she began in a warning tone.

“I’m just saying that the only crocodile crockery we’ll be buying is whatever you find in the cheap bazaars in Tangier.”

Tangier! The very word conjured up delightful images of mosaics and houris and dangerous desert expeditions. “Will I get to ride a camel?”

He broke into a smile. “If you want. Hell, darlin’, if you agree to live with me in Morocco, I’ll make sure you even get to eat a camel.”

“Riding one will be quite sufficient, thank you. Very well, I consent to your accepting the position. But under one condition.”

“And what is that?” he asked with a lift of one thick eyebrow.

“That you don’t expect me to be an obedient wife.”

With a laugh, he took her arm and led her toward the carriage. “I don’t think I could live with you if you were. The last time nearly killed me.”

“Really?” Her mind raced ahead to their next sensual encounter. “In that case—”

“Oh, no you don’t,” he growled as he lifted her into the carriage. “You were right about that, too, darlin’. I don’t want an obedient wife.” As he joined her on the seat inside, he took her in his arms. “What I want is a loving wife.”

“Thank goodness. Because that, my dear husband, you already have.”








Epilogue






Dear Cousin,


I received the loveliest gift from dear Amelia Winter last week—a teapot in the shape of a camel! She also sent news that she is once more expecting a child. She says that Major Winter is delighted…and does not try to restrict her movements too terribly much. But knowing our Amelia, no matter what he tries, she will prevail.


Your friend,


Charlotte




The sun was setting west of Tangier when a noise in the hall of the American Legation Building made Lucas turn from the open French doors of his new study. Seconds later his wife and brown-eyed daughter Isabel burst into the room, followed closely by the young Moroccan nursemaid they’d hired to care for her once Amelia had learned she was expecting another child.

“And where have you been, young lady?” Lucas made himself look stern, though his minx of a daughter was already giggling hard enough to shake her chestnut curls. “Don’t tell me you’ve been off getting into trouble.”

“Not trouble, Daddy,” Isabel cried. “Adventure!”

He didn’t know whether to laugh or groan. His little sweetie wasn’t quite three yet, and she could already lisp the word adventure. He glanced at his smirking wife, and lifted one eyebrow. “This is all your fault. Just imagine—if our daughter is eager for ‘adventure’ at this age, our son will probably leave the womb brandishing a pistol.”

“You do realize we might not have a boy,” Amelia said, eyes twinkling as she rubbed her thickening belly. “Dolly said that she felt her quickening at five months for young Thomas, but some time later for baby Georgiana. I’m already at five months and haven’t felt it. So the baby may be a girl.”

“God have mercy on me if it is,” he teased. “I can hardly handle the two females I already have.” He smiled at his daughter. “Well, sweetie? What do you think will happen if Mama gives you a little sister?”

“More adventure, Daddy!” she crowed.

He chuckled. “Probably.” Tucking his thumbs in his trouser pockets, he gazed down at her. “So what sort of adventure did you and Mama have this afternoon, while Daddy was at an audience with the sultan? Did you herd fish in the bay? Write messages for pirates? Beat a brigand?”

Isabel laughed, the sweet sound warming him to the soul. “Daddy silly,” she said, holding out her arms.

He scooped her up with a mock growl. “Silly, am I? I’ll show you silly, you little wiggle-worm…” And he pretended to eat her ear as she giggled and squirmed.

“We toured all the rooms and made a list of what will be needed,” his wife said. “This place is amazing. Does your government have any idea how valuable this property is?”

“If they don’t, I’ll make sure I tell them.” He jiggled Isabel on his hip. “So you like it, do you?”

“Like it!” Amelia beamed at him. “It’s magnificent! There are enough rooms for us to have as many children as we please, and we’re right in the heart of the city. There are courtyards and fountains and—”

“And this.” He gestured out the French doors. “Come see.”

With Isabel in his arms, he took Amelia out onto the fourth-floor terrace, then pointed. “When it’s clear, as it is now, you can see Gibraltar from here.”

“Goodness gracious,” Amelia whispered, as they took in the vista before them—the bustling harbor, the shining blue Straits of Gibraltar, and even the old city itself.

As the three of them stood gazing out across the straits, the peace of pure contentment stole over Lucas. He’d never expected to have this heaven of a life, to have an adoring wife, a lively daughter, and the expectation of other children. Dartmoor was a distant memory, and so were his nightmares. He hadn’t had one since he’d left France three years ago. He could even, when necessary, tolerate going belowdecks on a ship.

Not that he wanted to. He enjoyed being a consul, enjoyed the periods of quiet punctured by moments of sheer surprise. And his income had proved more than adequate for their needs. They actually lived very well. They hadn’t touched the money his father-in-law insisted upon sending them monthly in an attempt to repay what his wife’s brother had stolen. And Amelia even got to have her exotic dishes, not to mention exotic berber rugs, exotic visits to the sultan’s palace, and an exotic ride on a camel.

And now this. After three years of living in modest lodgings, they’d been shocked when the sultan had taken it into his head to give the American legation a consulate that amounted to a palace. They’d moved in today, and Amelia had already set herself to making it into a home.

Isabel wriggled in his arms, having lost interest in the view. “Daddy, down!”

Laughing, Amelia took the child and went back inside to give her to the nursemaid with instructions to feed her supper and prepare her for bed.

When Amelia came back, Lucas wrapped his arm about her waist, and they returned to admiring the view. After a moment, she laughed. “I should write Lord Pomeroy and tell him that I can see Gibraltar whenever I please.”

Pomeroy—he hadn’t thought of that scoundrel in a long time. “What’s the general doing these days? Do any of your many correspondents ever say?”

“He finally found a wife—can you believe it? Some Italian countess worth a fortune. I’m sure they’ll be very happy together, as long as she doesn’t mind polishing his opium pipe from time to time.”

At the tart comment, he glanced down to find her gazing at him with eyes agleam. She wore one of her brightly hued Moroccan gowns, the ones that always heated his blood and set his pulse racing. Judging from her sultry smile, his temptress of a wife knew just what effect the gown had on him, too.

“Speaking of polishing,” he said as he drew her back inside, “we’ve been so busy preparing for the move these past few days that my sword has grown a mite rusty. It could use some attention.”

“Really?” She cast him a teasing glance. “I shall fetch a rag at once.”

“You don’t need a rag,” he growled as he dragged her into his arms. “Your hand will be good enough.”

“For a sword as fine as yours? Hardly. I’ll need a rag and polish and—”

He cut her off with a kiss that was hotter than the desert sun. When she pulled back sometime later, she was smiling as only his Lady Delilah could.

“Very well, I suppose we can make do with my hand.” Her gaze turned seductive. “Or my mouth. Or any number of things suitable for worshipping a man’s fine weaponry.”

“Craving a little adventure, are you?” he murmured as his “fine weaponry” made an instant response.

“Always.” She tugged him toward their new bedchamber. “When it comes to the man she loves, a woman can never have too much adventure.”








Author’s Note





Doing research for this book made me realize how significant the War of 1812 was in making America feel like a nation and not just a rebellious British colony. When I read firsthand accounts of how American sailors who suffered impressment by the British laid down their arms at the declaration of war, refusing to fight against their countrymen, I was moved to tears. They preferred being prisoners of war to serving in the British Navy against their will. Many of them ended up at Dartmoor Prison, where they had the British tearing their hair out with their constant attempts to escape. Freedom has always been important to us, hasn’t it?

The Dartmoor Prison Massacre is an actual historical event—the only change I made to the story was in having someone trapped in a tunnel during it. But the rest of the tale of Dartmoor, including the fact that the massacre took place long after the war ended, is true. To this day, no one can agree on whom to blame—it was the senselessness of it that broke my heart and made me include it.

And although the local militias fled before the British at the Battle of Bladensburg, the Marine Guard fought until they were forced to retreat, many of them taken prisoner or killed. Also, it was the march on Derna that gave us the lines of the marine hymn, “From the halls of Montezuma to the shores of Tripoli.” And yes, they really did eat a camel!
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Simon stepped nearer. “I haven’t forgotten the past either….”



“But apparently the memories that loom largest in my mind differ from the ones looming largest in yours.”

The sudden feral hunger in his eyes called to the dark wildness that Louisa had suppressed inside her these many long years. “What do you mean?” she asked, her breath hitching in her throat.

“I remember long waltzes and longer conversations. I remember a time when you did trust me.”

“Before I discovered how false your attentions were, you mean.”

“They were not all false,” he said softly. “And you know it.”

As he bent his head, a frisson of anticipation swept her. “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked, though she very much feared she knew.

“Finding out if you taste as good as I remember.” Then he covered her mouth with his.
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Chapter One



London

April 1821


Dear Cousin Michael,

Do you know the Duke of Foxmoor who recently returned to England? I’ve heard such differing accounts of the scandal surrounding his departure that I hardly know what to believe. The two ladies most affected, Lady Draker and Lord Draker’s sister Louisa, say nothing of it. Does the duke mention it around other gentlemen?

Yours fondly,

Charlotte


Nothing had changed in seven years.

And everything was different.

Simon Tremaine, the Duke of Foxmoor, stood on the granite gallery above his sister Regina’s gardens and warily surveyed her guests. Perhaps he was merely different. Before his term as Governor-General of India, he would have known precisely how to handle this assembly of the brightest and best of English society.

Now he felt like a stranger in his own country.

A screeching sounded in his left ear, reminding him he was not the only stranger. He reached up to scratch his pet monkey’s belly. “Yes, Raji, parties here are very different from those at Government House in Calcutta, are they not?”

No native orchestras playing with more enthusiasm than skill, no rich curries and peppered soups, no tropical palms dripping with coconuts. Here it was all practiced harpists, French sauces, and yew hedges dotted by beds of primrose.

And a host of new faces to attach to names, a host of new Members of Parliament to assess at this fete celebrating the birthday of the king’s bastard son.

“Regina could have warned me she meant to invite every bloody MP in the kingdom to her husband’s celebration,” he told Raji. “I am surprised that Draker allowed it. There was a time when he would have barred his estate to this lot.”

Simon started for the steps leading into the lamplit gardens, then froze as his gaze fell on the dark-haired woman who stood near the bottom.

Draker’s sister, Louisa North. Who was also the king’s bastard. And the very female who’d had him banished to India.

Regina had made it clear that her sister-in-law would be at the fete, yet expecting Louisa to attend and seeing her in the flesh were two entirely different things.

Especially when she looked like that.

Responding to the sudden tension in his master, Raji chattered madly. Simon nodded. “Yes, she was pretty before. But now…”

Sometime during his years abroad, the socially awkward innocent who had haunted his dreams had blossomed into a refined beauty.

Simon groaned. Why hadn’t her fruitless years on the marriage mart dulled her jeweled eyes or her sparkling laugh? Why hadn’t her rich meals at court transformed her lush figure into a stout one?

She wasn’t the least bit stout, damn her.

But different, yes. Her appealing country-fresh features were now schooled into reserve. Even her China blue gown was restrained, a quietly elegant bit of female trickery that only hinted teasingly at the full glory of her curves. And gone were her girlish curls, replaced by a sophisticated swirl of black locks that begged to be taken down and kissed—

Bloody hell. How dared she still have this effect on him? His grandfather would turn over in his grave. After Simon’s reckless behavior with her, the aging Earl of Monteith had been livid. Simon would never forget what he’d said on Simon’s last visit to him before leaving for India.

I knew you would prove as worthless as your father, pursuing pleasure before duty. Did you learn nothing from my training? You’re too much a slave to your passions to ever govern a country successfully.

Damn him and damn his “training.” Simon had proved his maternal grandfather wrong in India, where, except for his blunder at Poona, he had governed with skill. And now he would prove the man wrong in England, too, Louisa or no Louisa. He only wished Grandfather Monteith had not died before witnessing Simon’s triumph.

Raji danced restlessly on his shoulder and Simon rubbed the monkey’s shoulder to soothe him. “Yes, scamp. It’s best we join the crowd before anyone, especially Miss North, sees me eyeing her like some starving Hindu contemplating a bowl of rice.” He strode toward the steps.

“Your Grace!”

Simon turned to see a Castlemaine servant hurrying along the gallery. “My lady told me to watch for you,” the man said as he reached Simon. “His Majesty asked that you join him in the rose garden at once.”

Deuce take it, someone else he didn’t want to see. Simon’s correspondence with his ex-friend had been limited to Indian government affairs. “What does His Majesty want?”

The servant blinked. “I-I don’t know. I was just sent to fetch you.” He eyed Raji warily. “Shall I put your creature in his cage first?”

“Raji attended over thirty balls in India. He will be fine.” Simon dismissed the servant with a nod. “Tell His Majesty I will be along presently.”

“Very good, sir,” the servant said, looking distinctly uneasy as he rushed off.

Simon didn’t care. Let the king wait, the way he had made Simon wait all these years to continue his political career.

He started down the steps, only to realize that his way was blocked by Louisa and the elderly lady with whom she conversed. Good God, it was Lady Trusbut. He would know the bird-loving baroness anywhere. No one else would carry a feathered fan and a feathered reticule, not to mention the usual feathers in her gown and coiffure that made her look more like a poulterer than the wife of an influential member of the House of Lords.

When the harpists began a new piece and Lady Trusbut turned her head to listen, he noticed that she even wore a brilliantly plumed artificial peacock nestled in—

Damn. Raji!

Even as Simon thought it, he grabbed for his pet, but Raji was already scampering down the steps after the one thing that could tempt him to misbehave. Fake birds.

With great glee, Raji climbed Lady Trusbut’s back and dove into her coiffure after what he saw as a toy.

Simon dashed after him with a curse, wincing when Lady Trusbut screamed…and kept screaming as Raji leaped about her head, tugging on the ornament firmly attached to Lady Trusbut’s hair.

“Raji, no!” he ordered, but his voice was drowned out by the panicked ones of guests who ran to her aid.

Meanwhile, Louisa was trying to coax the monkey onto her arm as Lady Trusbut lapsed into a sobbing chant, “Get-it-off—get-it-off—get-it-off—”

“Raji, come here!” Simon barked as he neared them.

This time both his pet and Louisa heard him.

Although Raji ignored him, Louisa did not. Her head whipped around, her eyes briefly filling with shock. Then her features smoothed into a composed mask. “I take it that this creature is yours.”

“Afraid so.” He scowled at his pet. “Come down this minute, you scamp!”

Simon reached for him, but Raji shrank back, taking the peacock with him and eliciting another screech from Lady Trusbut. For a monkey, Raji possessed a remarkably well-developed sense of self-preservation.

“You’re making it worse, Your Grace,” Louisa said. “He’s afraid of you.”

“The only thing he’s afraid of is losing that bloody bird,” Simon snapped, irritated that she could call him “Your Grace” as if they were strangers.

“Oh dear, oh dear.” Lady Trusbut grabbed at her head, then squealed when Raji dug in harder. “You mustn’t let that creature destroy my favorite peacock!”

“It’s all right,” Louisa said, “I’m sure we can find something else for him to demolish.”

She glanced about, then grabbed a cup from a passing footman. After dipping her finger in punch, she held it up to the monkey. “Ooh, smell that, Raji. Doesn’t that smell delicious?” She drank from the cup and smiled broadly, easing her finger closer to the monkey. “Yum, very sweet.”

Raji leaned near enough to lap her finger, first warily, then eagerly. She held the cup higher, and Raji reached for it with one hand, his other clasping the bird.

Louisa drew the cup back. “Oh no, dear boy, you must come here for it.”

As soon as Raji leaned toward the cup, Simon reached up to pry the monkey’s fingers from the peacock. Raji looked torn, but in the end the punch won and he leaped onto Louisa’s shoulder.

Lady Trusbut gasped, but Louisa didn’t so much as flinch. With admirable calm, she coaxed the monkey into her arms and handed Raji the cup.

As Lady Trusbut frantically repaired her hair, Simon told Louisa, “Let me have him.” The rascal was sure to head straight for Lady Trusbut’s peacock once he had downed the punch.

But when Louisa held Raji out, the monkey grabbed her bodice and wailed.

“Apparently, he doesn’t want to go to you,” she said, arching one raven eyebrow as she cradled Raji against her breasts.

“Of course not,” Simon muttered. His lucky devil of a pet drained the cup, then shot Simon a smug look. Little traitor. “Half the men in this garden would give their eyeteeth to be where that imp is right now.”

A blush spread from Louisa’s cheeks down her neck to the very breasts that pillowed Raji’s head, making Simon’s pulse thunder like an elephant run amok. But the calm gaze that met his was as remote as if they’d never met. “If you don’t like where your pet is at present, perhaps you shouldn’t take him to parties.”

“Dear Lord!” Lady Trusbut, who was repairing her coiffure, held up a hand smeared with blood. “That beast has wounded me!” Then she promptly fainted.

As Simon cursed, Louisa ordered, “Get my smelling salts.”

“Where are they?” Simon asked.

“In my reticule.” Louisa tried to juggle Raji and the empty punch cup. “Oh, never mind. Here, take your monkey.” She thrust Raji into Simon’s arms.

Raji dropped the cup, but when he eyed the prone Lady Trusbut and her peacock longingly, Simon manacled his wrist. “No, you don’t, you rascal.”

Louisa was already wafting smelling salts under Lady Trusbut’s nose as other females crowded ’round on the graveled path to help. Simon felt like an intruder. Again. “Excuse me, ladies, but I had best remove Raji to his cage.”

No one paid him any mind, except Louisa, who glanced up at him. “Yes, Your Grace, you may run along now. We have this under control.”

Run along now? A hot retort leapt to his lips, but Raji struggled to get free, and Simon could not stay to argue. “Please make my apologies to Lady Trusbut.” He strode off through the crowd.

Ignoring the whispers around him, he hurried up the steps, then back inside, his temper swelling. “You would think the chit and I were complete strangers,” he growled as he stalked toward Draker’s enormous library, where he had left Raji’s cage. “You may run along now, Your Grace—how dare she dismiss me as if I were some bloody servant?”

Simon glared at Raji. “And you had to make it worse, didn’t you? Had to make me look like a fool in front of her. Countless Indian balls without an incident, and you choose my first English fete to make a spectacle of us both.”

With Raji loudly protesting his master’s firm hold, Simon entered the library. “Next time I whittle anything for you, scamp, it will be a pair of shackles.” It was an idle threat; Simon rarely even caged Raji. Which was probably why the rascal shrieked in outrage as Simon carried him toward his prison.

“I had forgotten that you whittled,” said a painfully familiar voice behind Simon. “Used to make such a mess in my drawing room.”

Simon groaned. Bloody hell. First Louisa, now this.

Slowly he faced the king, who had just entered the library. “Your Majesty.” As Simon bowed, Raji in hand, he steeled himself for an awkward confrontation.

“Sprightly chap, isn’t he?” The king nodded to where Raji still protested his impending retreat from good society.

“He is generally better behaved.” Simon thrust Raji into the cage, but only when he handed his pet the gaily painted bird that was his favorite toy did Raji settle down, stroking the carved creature with paternal affection.

George sidled nearer to peer into the cage. “Did you whittle that toy of his?”

“Whittling helps me think.”

“Scheme and plot, you mean.”

Simon eyed him warily. “A skill you made good use of, as I recall.”

“True enough.” The king swept his gaze down Simon. “You look well.”

“So do you.” Actually, George looked like a bloated whale. A lifetime of debauchery showed in his puffy features and pallid skin.

“You never used to lie to me, you insolent scoundrel, so don’t start now.”

Simon choked back a laugh. He used to lie to the king with painful regularity—it was how he had advanced his career. But no more. “Fine. You look like hell. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

George winced. “No, but it’s the truth, isn’t it?”

“Truth depends on your perspective.” Simon closed Raji’s cage, wondering what the king was up to. “As my aide-de-camp used to say, ‘It is better to be blind than to see things from only one point of view.’”

“Don’t give me any nonsense you got from that half-caste Indian,” George snapped. “You’re not a nabob eager to hold lectures about his travels and entertain the frivolous with his pet. You and I both know you have a greater destiny.”

As Simon’s fingers stilled on the lock of Raji’s cage, he kept his tone carefully even. “You sound rather sure of that.”

“This is no time for games. I know you went to Parliament yesterday. You’re taking stock, aren’t you?”

Simon did not deny it. Or reveal that a mere hour with his old cronies had illuminated how much his time in India had altered his ideas about politics. Ruling with paternalistic indulgence had worked fine for men of his grandfather’s day, but the French Revolution and American defection had changed people’s expectations.

Unfortunately, the old guard had responded by digging in their heels and instituting draconian policies that only stirred up more trouble. They needed to listen to the discontented voices. And that meant overhauling the House of Commons so that it represented more than just the wealthiest landowners.

Not that Simon intended to let his old allies know of his new ideas. He must tread lightly at first. The old guard did not respond well to suggestions of reform—he would have to reassure them that his measures would not mean an overthrow of the government. Slow, moderate change was the only thing they could embrace.

Simon turned to find the king eyeing him uncertainly. “You do still mean to pursue your lifelong ambition, don’t you?” His Majesty searched his face. “Everyone expects you to follow Monteith’s fine example.”

Then everyone could go to hell. Because although Simon’s ambition was as healthy as ever, he did not mean to pursue it by following his grandfather’s fine example, living a life of hypocrisy and secret moral corruption.

Or by falling right back in with the king and his machinations. His Majesty was unpredictable at best and dangerous at worst. “I haven’t yet decided—”

“Of course you have.” He cast Simon a sly glance. “Or you wouldn’t have served your full term as Governor-General. You’d have returned to England once you tired of the heat and snakes and troubles with the natives. But you stuck it out when a lesser man would’ve said, ‘I have wealth and rank. Who needs politics?’”

Simon bristled. “I stuck it out because I pledged to do so.”

“And because I said you would have no political future unless you did.”

Clearly His Majesty meant to press the issue. “Yes. But I served my term faithfully, and now you owe me your unqualified support in my bid for prime minister. Just as we agreed.”

With a cunning smile, the king circled Simon. “Ah, but that isn’t exactly what we agreed to, is it? I said if you went to India, I would not oppose your reentry into politics upon your return. There was no mention of support.”

A sharp burst of anger seared Simon’s gut. Though he was not surprised that His Bloody Majesty was splitting hairs, it hampered his plans for England. Much as he hated it, permanent change would require the king’s complicity.

But he’d be damned before he’d beg. “Then I am on my own. Thank you for clarifying that detail.” He turned for the door. “Now if you will excuse me…”

“Wait, damn you. I only meant that if you do want my unqualified support—”

“I will have to do as you say.” Simon paused as he reached the door. “The last time you dangled your ‘unqualified support’ in front of me, I ended up banished.” Thanks to one reckless kiss and a handful of false promises. “Forgive me if I have lost my taste for currying your favor.”

“Don’t be impertinent, Foxmoor. You know damned well that what happened with Louisa was your fault. I told you not to make her believe you would marry her. Was I supposed to look the other way when you defied me?”

Apparently they were going to have this discussion, regardless of Simon’s wishes. Shutting the library door, he faced the king. “You gave me an impossible task. Court her, but not court her. Coax her to go off alone with me so you could meet with her, but not tell her why.” He took a steadying breath. “I could not accomplish your aims by remaining aloof.”

“I thought you would behave like an honorable gentleman.”

With Louisa, whose voluptuous mouth had haunted his dreams even then? “Even I have limits.”

George eyed Simon assessingly. “She’s much altered from the young woman you knew then, don’t you think?”

The abrupt change of subject put him further on his guard. This way lay quicksand. “I could not say. We barely had time to speak.”

“She’s more comfortable in society, more confident.” He scowled. “Too confident, if you ask me.”

“Trouble in paradise, Your Majesty?” Simon said dryly.

George glowered at him. “Your sister has told you about it, I suppose.”

“Regina and I do not discuss Louisa.”

The king began to pace. “The willful chit is driving me insane. She refuses every suitor, says she’s never going to marry. At first I didn’t believe her, but she’s twenty-six and still hasn’t let a man near her.”

He shot Simon a dour glance. “Then there’s her activities. I didn’t squawk when she was over at that blasted Widow Harris’s school, giving the girls advice on how to behave at court. I figured it would keep her busy, since Louisa took my daughter Charlotte’s death very hard, as did we all. But now she’s got herself mixed up with reformers, and she’s hieing herself off to Newgate—”

“The prison?” he said, curious in spite of himself.

“Exactly. She and her London Ladies Society go with those Quakers from the Association for the Improvement of Female Prisoners in Newgate to bring aid.”

That surprised him. Louisa had never struck him as the sort to pursue reform, much less the unsavory kind of reform. “And her brother allows it?”

“Draker approves, damn him. Even lets Regina go off with her. The fool thinks it’s good for them to do something ‘useful’ and ‘worthy’ with their time.”

Simon shrugged. “Charity work is a time-honored pastime for ladies.”

“Unmarried ones? Who should not have their tender minds besmirched by the debaucheries they might witness there?”

Remembering his one visit to Newgate years ago, Simon shuddered. The man did have a point. The inmates he had seen had acted little better than animals. And to think of Louisa there…

But it was none of his affair.

“And when Louisa isn’t trotting off to Newgate, she and her London Ladies Society raise funds for the Association.”

“That’s why she was speaking to Lady Trusbut.”

“Oh, she wants more from Lady Trusbut than money. She wants the silly featherhead to join the London Ladies Society so that—” George stopped abruptly.

Simon’s eyes narrowed. “So that what? What is wrong with Lady Trusbut joining Louisa’s charitable group?”

The king glanced away. “Nothing. Except that they’re trotting about the prisons, of course.”

That clearly was not what worried the king. Not that it mattered. “Why would your daughter’s new pastime possibly concern me?”

His Majesty’s gaze swung back to him. “Do you still fancy Louisa?” When Simon tensed, George added hastily, “What if I were to say you could have her?”

A thrill coursed down Simon’s spine that he ruthlessly squelched. This was a trap. “I am sure Louisa would have a strong opinion about that.”

“Perhaps if she knew. But I intend this arrangement to stay between us.”

Simon dragged in a sharp breath. “If you think I will once more play—”

“I’m not suggesting anything underhanded; this time I mean marriage. She needs a husband to keep her safe. And you’re the logical choice.”

“Me!” The suggestion staggered Simon. “You cannot possibly be serious. What happened to your assertion years ago that she should marry for love? That I was incapable of it?” Which just happened to be true, unfortunately.

“I thought she’d find someone. But she hasn’t, and I fear she never will.”

“Unless I marry her?”

“Exactly. Wed her and bed her and get her with child. Do whatever’s necessary to keep her safely at home.”

Simon burst into laughter. This was not the conversation he had expected to have with His Majesty. “Surely you see the irony. Me and Louisa…married…”

“You found her attractive enough once.” His face clouded over. “Or did her request that you be sent off turn your tender feelings to hatred?”

His amusement vanished. “I have no feelings for her one way or the other.”

Liar. He had tried to hate her. His anger, twisted with a healthy dose of frustrated lust, had consumed him during those early days in Calcutta. He had spent his nights in lurid fantasies, imagining her at his mercy, reduced to begging his forgiveness and offering all manner of erotic favors. But hard work and the challenge of being Governor-General had eventually burned off his anger.

He’d thought he had subdued his lust, as well—until today. Not that it mattered. He would not allow Louisa, with her seductive mouth and refreshing boldness, to distract him from his ambition this time. He had learned his lesson.

Besides, George was clearly hiding his real reasons for wanting Simon to marry her, and that made involvement with her dangerous indeed.

“I do not hate Louisa,” Simon said, “but under the circumstances, marrying her would be unwise. Even if I wanted to, she would balk. She has clearly lost any interest she once had in me.” Galling but true, judging from her reaction upon first seeing him.

“Yet she’s still unmarried. And blushes whenever your name is mentioned.”

He ignored the sudden leap in his pulse. “Does she?”

“Why do you think I’m approaching you with this proposition? Because I think she secretly still has feelings for you.”

“Then they are very secret indeed.” The damned female had acted as if he were any bloody gentleman she might meet at a party, instead of the first man to ever kiss her. “I certainly saw no sign of them earlier.”

“You will. Put that charm of yours to work. God knows you’re more eligible now than ever, after your heroic actions at the Battle of Kirkee.”

He sucked in a harsh breath. “Yes, wasn’t it heroic of me to close the stable door after the horses had escaped?”

The king eyed him with a curious gaze. “You acted on good intelligence. No one blames you for what happened at Poona.”

No one but himself. Because no one but him recognized the enormity of his misjudgment. He might have prevented the razing of Poona if only—

But going over and over it did no good. He had learned from it, and now he meant to make good use of what he’d learned. And to make amends for his error. That was only right.

“The point is,” the king went on, “Louisa still cares for you—I’m sure of it. And if you got her to fall in love with you once, you can do it again.”

The tantalizing appeal of that alarmed him. He did not need the likes of Louisa North in his life right now. “Ah, but I don’t want to do it again.”

“Even if I make sure you’re the next prime minister? Liverpool needs to resign after the mess at St. Peter’s Field. Even the other ministers acknowledge that it would soothe the populace to see him step down.”

And the other ministers were even worse than Liverpool, but they could be dismissed if Liverpool was gone. Judging from the MPs Simon had spoken to, the general feeling was that the entire current government needed dismantling.

Perhaps change was finally in the wind. Perhaps the time had finally come to sever the dead wood before it brought the English oak crashing down.

But that didn’t mean Simon could trust George with the axe.

“And what will you do if Louisa refuses to marry me or claims I broke her heart a second time?” Simon asked. “No. I will not risk my career yet again.” He stalked toward the door.

“At least take time to think about it,” the king said. “If you do this for me, I swear you won’t regret it. And if you don’t…” George trailed off meaningfully.

Bloody hell, the king still had the power to make a great deal of trouble. But why would he resort to threats over Louisa marrying? It made no sense.

Perhaps Simon should learn more about the situation before he burned any bridges. “I will consider it.” At least until he learned the king’s motives.

Since he clearly would not get the truth from George, that left only one other source—Louisa. Perhaps she knew what prompted the king’s concern.

Whether she would tell him was another matter. He would have to be careful in his questions, but he would get answers. Because he dared not proceed with his own plans until he knew exactly what the king was up to.

And how the tempting and dangerous Louisa North played into the equation.




Chapter Two




Dear Charlotte,

I have never heard anything but rumor about what happened between Miss North and Foxmoor. And what gentleman would dare ask the duke about it, after the Battle of Kirkee? Any man whose words can incite a tiny force of sepoys to fight and triumph over a vast enemy is no one I’d want to tangle with.

Quaking in my boots,

Your Cousin Michael


So the Duke of High-and-Mighty was still causing trouble. That did not surprise Louisa in the least.

The monkey, however, was something of a shock. And who on earth brought a monkey to a social affair? Only someone arrogant and sure of his welcome, someone who liked to pay compliments that would make any woman blush—

“How bad is it?” asked a plaintive voice.

Louisa jerked. She was supposed to be examining Lady Trusbut’s head, which presently lay in her lap. “I haven’t found it yet.”

She and the baroness sat in Castlemaine’s drawing room. Surprisingly, after recovering from her faint, the woman had put herself entirely into Louisa’s hands, even lying down on the damask sofa when they’d entered so that Louisa could look at her scalp while a servant fetched Regina. Given this unexpected opportunity to make her case to the woman, Louisa should not be woolgathering about Simon.

Good heavens, she mustn’t think of him as “Simon” either. He was the Duke of Foxmoor to her now, nothing more. If she’d had any sense seven years ago, she would have realized it then, no matter what dribble he spouted about her eyes and her hair and how he felt—

Felt, hah! The man had no feelings. Those were reserved for lesser mortals than the great duke. She’d been a fool ever to believe otherwise.

But she really ought to thank him. Because of him, she’d taught herself to be wiser, modeling her behavior on that of Regina and the ladies at court. These days the duke wasn’t the only one who could hide his true feelings behind an unreadable smile. Though it had taken Louisa years to learn how to restrain her volatile emotions, she’d done it, by heaven. And tonight she’d triumphed, handling the mighty duke himself with ladylike reserve.

Now if only her hands would stop quaking and her insides quivering and her blood raging through her veins.

She scowled. It wasn’t fair. How could that manipulative scoundrel still heat her up with just one unsettling glance from those searing blue eyes? She didn’t need this. She’d finally gained her chance to speak privately with the skittish baroness, and that lying devil wasn’t going to ruin it for her.

“I can’t find the wound,” Louisa said. “And the monkey seems to have left some odd-looking bits of chaff.”

“That’s birdseed, dear,” the baroness twittered.

“Birdseed?” The woman had birdseed in her hair, for heaven’s sake!

“My birds are messy eaters,” Lady Trusbut said as if that explained everything. “But at least they don’t attack people for no reason.”

“Yes, birds make lovely pets.” When they weren’t depositing their feed in one’s hair.

“Do you keep birds?” Lady Trusbut asked, brightening.

She kept cats. They liked to eat birds. Probably not the best thing to mention. “My brother keeps swans,” she hedged.

“No one ‘keeps’ swans, my dear,” Lady Trusbut said disparagingly. “They’re ornamental, and ill-tempered, besides. But a pretty canary will entertain you with song for hours with nary a complaint. Or there’s the finch, with its…”

As Lady Trusbut waxed poetic about her friendly flock, Louisa picked her way through seed chaff and wondered how to steer the conversation back to the London Ladies Society. She didn’t want to frighten the baroness off, after all.

Louisa finally found the source of the blood and dabbed at it with her handkerchief. “Your wound isn’t very bad. Just a scratch.”

“It hurts like the dickens,” Lady Trusbut protested.

“I’m sure it does,” Louisa said soothingly. “As soon as Regina comes, she’ll put ointment on it. She volunteers at Chelsea Hospital, you know.”

“I shall probably catch some vile disease from that odious monkey.”

Louisa stifled her impulse to point out that Lady Trusbut could catch something just as easily from her birds.

“You were very brave, my dear. I wouldn’t have made it out of the melee otherwise. How clever of you to tempt the creature with punch! I could never have thought of it. I’m not quick on my feet. My canaries always say so.”

“Your canaries talk?”

“Don’t be silly—they’re canaries. But that doesn’t mean I can’t understand what they think.” Louisa was still trying to decipher that, when Lady Trusbut added, “I’m sure they would agree that your capture of that willful beast was magnificent.” Lady Trusbut tilted her head to peer up at Louisa. “Did you learn that sort of quick thinking from your little group?”

At last, the chance she’d been waiting for! “I’ve learned many things from the fine and dedicated women of the London Ladies Society.”

“How long have you been a member?”

“Three years. I was the one who established the group.”

Lady Trusbut made a tsking sound. “A young lady like you should be thinking about marriage, not reform.”

Louisa tensed at the familiar criticism. “I think about both. But since I can only find time to do one, my conscience dictates that I choose the latter.”

Her conscience…and her raging terror. Although it was true she could do more good as a reforming spinster than as some overbearing lord’s wife, it was really the thought of what marriage wrought that kept her from it.

Childbirth. Doctors. Blood and horror.

After what her beloved half sister, Princess Charlotte, had endured…she could never live through that. No matter how often she told herself that women bore children safely every day, the bloody birth she’d secretly witnessed preyed on her mind. If even a princess could die in such agony, surrounded by the best doctors, anyone could suffer the same, including her.

A shudder wracked her. No man was worth that, even—

Louisa scowled. He was certainly not worth it, the scheming scoundrel.

Fiercely, she renewed her efforts with Lady Trusbut. “If you should hear the call of conscience yourself, the London Ladies would be honored to have you.”

“Isn’t your group affiliated with that Quaker Association I hear about?”

“Yes, the one run by Mrs. Elizabeth Fry.”

Lady Trusbut shook her head. “I don’t approve of Quakers. Edward says they despise anything with feathers.”

“Edward” was Lord Trusbut, who’d apparently found the perfect way to discourage his eccentric wife’s participation. “They merely disapprove of extravagant dress. I doubt they dislike feathers in particular. And the London Ladies Society doesn’t just have Quakers. Mrs. Harris is a member, as well as several of her graduates and ladies of rank.” She reached into her reticule. “I have here a list of women who—”

“Mrs. Charlotte Harris? Headmistress of the School for Heiresses?”

Louisa bit back a smile to hear the popular nickname for the school where she’d once given aid. “Well, it’s actually the School for Young Ladies.”

“Mrs. Harris keeps birds, doesn’t she?”

Good heavens, the woman had only one note. “She recently acquired a parakeet, I believe.”

“Parakeets are delightful, very chatty.” Lady Trusbut hesitated, as if thinking, then smiled up at Louisa. “Very well, I shall donate funds to your group. ’Tis the least I can do after you saved me from that imp from hell.”

Money. Louisa sighed. “We’ll be most grateful for the donation, madam, but we’d be even happier if you’d join us.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Edward would disapprove.”

Before she could answer, a male voice spoke from the doorway. “Nonsense. Surely any gentleman would approve of Miss North’s charitable organization.”

Startled, Louisa glanced up to find her nemesis watching them. Oh no, why was he here? And how long had he been standing there?

As she went to tuck her list into her reticule, her curst hands started shaking and the list floated to the floor.

Simon bent to retrieve it, then scanned it swiftly. “An impressive roster of ladies you have here, Miss North. Members of your group?”

Refusing to answer, Louisa held out her hand. “If you would please—”

“Certainly.” A smile touched his lips as he handed her the list.

He was probably laughing at her for her clumsiness. Simon would never be clumsy, oh no. Not the clever duke.

When his gaze fixed on her with the unerring instinct of a tiger scenting prey, she had to struggle not to blush like the girl she’d once been, swept off her feet by a dashing scoundrel. Until she’d discovered there was nothing “dashing” about having the Duke of Foxmoor dash one’s heart against the rocks.

“As you can see,” Louisa said tartly, “Lady Trusbut is fine now, so we won’t keep you from the party.”

“I don’t mind,” he said. “I came to apologize for my pet’s behavior.”

Lady Trusbut sat up and smoothed her skirts. “Kind of you to think of me, Your Grace.”

“It’s the least I could do.” Taking her hand, he brushed a kiss across the top.

The courtly gesture brought a smile fluttering across the woman’s lips.

Louisa stifled a groan. Apparently Simon had this annoying effect on every woman.

How she’d prayed that he would return to England worse for wear—sunken-eyed and gaunt, with skin burnt a leathery brown by the harsh Indian sun. Instead he looked every inch the conqueror arriving home to widespread accolades. His perfectly tailored evening attire accentuated his lean and muscular frame, and his days in the sun had tinted his skin a golden hue perfectly complemented by his sun-streaked blond hair.

“Allow me to explain Raji’s actions,” Simon went on. “You see, he loves toy birds, so he could not resist the chance to pet yours.”

“P-pet it?” Lady Trusbut squeaked. “H-he wasn’t trying to mangle it?”

“Absolutely not. He considers birds, real or toy, to be his playmates.” Simon arched one eyebrow. “He prefers canaries, though I am not sure why.”

Sly devil. He must have heard Lady Trusbut gushing over her birds.

Lady Trusbut cocked her head, pigeon-like. “Canaries are delightful, very amiable and sociable. I happen to own several.”

“Do you? Raji would certainly enjoy seeing them.”

“Then perhaps you should bring him to call on me sometime. If you’re sure he won’t hurt them.”

Simon bowed. “He will be on his best behavior, I assure you.” He shot Louisa a conspiratorial glance. “But I hope you will allow me to bring Miss North, as well. Raji seems to respond better to her commands than mine.”

Louisa blinked. What in heaven’s name was he up to now?

Before Lady Trusbut could answer, he added, “I forgot, that’s probably impossible, since your husband disapproves of Miss North’s charitable efforts.”

“I-I didn’t say that,” Lady Trusbut protested, looking confused.

“I assume that if he would disapprove of your joining her group, then he disapproves of their charitable work.”

The way he kept pounding the word “charitable” gave Louisa pause.

And flustered Lady Trusbut. “Well, no…I mean…my husband is a good man. He does believe in Christian charity, but the Association is so very political, you see, and he doesn’t think that politics is a woman’s purview.”

Louisa gaped at her, shocked that she had actually discussed the group with her husband. All this time she’d thought Lady Trusbut was simply ignoring her appeals for support.

Eyes narrowing, Simon glanced to Louisa. “What does she mean by ‘political’?”

Louisa stared him down. “We believe Parliament should institute certain reforms in the prisons, sir. And we aren’t afraid to tell the MPs our opinions.”

His gaze probed hers. “I see.”

She squirmed on the sofa. Why did she have the feeling he “saw” more than she’d said? Did he know about their other plans? No, how could he?

Simon smiled at Lady Trusbut. “Then I understand your reluctance, madam. Some men are particular about their politics, so you would not want to risk your husband’s wrath by joining such a group. Men of the oppressive sort—”

“My husband isn’t oppressive.” Lady Trusbut sniffed. “He’s a kind, generous man!”

“Yes, of course.” He lowered his voice. “Don’t worry, we will keep your secret safe. We will not let him know you associate with Miss North and her dangerous companions. We would not want to be the cause of his abusing you—”

“I tell you, sir, you’ve misunderstood my husband entirely!” Lady Trusbut stood to face the challenger to her husband’s honor. “You shall come to call, and you shall bring Miss North. Come Saturday, when Parliament isn’t in session, and then you’ll see for yourself how accommodating my husband can be.”

Simon nodded, eyes gleaming. “Thank you, I will do that.” His gaze flicked to Louisa. “Assuming that Miss North will honor me with her company.”

Half-dazed, Louisa rose to her feet. Had the duke really just manipulated Lady Trusbut into giving Louisa an audience with her and her husband? But why? What possible purpose could it serve him?

Before Louisa could answer him, Regina swept into the room. “Oh, there you are, Lady Trusbut. You seem to have recovered nicely.”

Her pride further soothed by the attention of a duke’s very popular sister, the baroness touched a hand to her hair. “Miss North has been quite solicitous of me.”

Louisa smiled at her sister-in-law. “I told Lady Trusbut that you probably had some healing ointment for her injury.”

“Yes, of course.” Regina waved her hand toward the door. “If you’ll just come with me to our stillroom…”

Lady Trusbut hurried to her side, but when Louisa started to follow, Regina shook her head. “No need for you to stay inside, my dear.” She nodded to her brother. “Accompany Louisa back to the party, will you? You might as well make yourself useful now that your pet is under wraps.”

“I would be honored.” Eyes gleaming, Simon held out his arm to Louisa.

She hesitated, but the last thing she wanted him to know was how much he unsettled her. Besides, she needed to find out what the wily fellow was trying to do. This would be an excellent test of her self-control. If she could stay unruffled with Simon, she would finally be free of him.

Yet the mere act of letting him lead her from the drawing room did fluttery things to her insides. Heavens, but he was finely made—she could feel his muscles bunch beneath his merino coat. He’d always been a virile man, but now…

Clearly, he hadn’t spent the last few years behind a desk. His shoulders were broader, and his physique more finely developed. Where he’d once been Adonis, he was now Zeus, and as confident of his power as that imperious god.

He stood aside to let her pass through the open door leading to the gallery, then laid his hand briefly in the small of her back as he came up behind her. A shiver of forgotten pleasure skittered down her spine.

Oh dear. When would her body learn the lessons her heart had—that he couldn’t be trusted? Would she have to be doddering on the edge of the grave? Because clearly her body was leaping for joy to have him near.

Dratted, witless body. She must teach it to behave.

When he offered her his arm again she barely laid her hand upon it. Surely she could control her thumping pulse if she just didn’t touch him.

Unfortunately, he noticed her reaction. Seizing her hand, he pressed it more firmly to his arm. “I promise you, I did not bring any diseases back from India.”

“I didn’t think you had,” she said, hot color flooding her cheeks. It was time to show him she wasn’t the naïve girl he’d deceived all those years ago. “But I am wondering what new scheme you’re engaged in, Your Grace.”

“Scheme?” he echoed as they headed for the steps leading to the gardens.

“That nonsense with Lady Trusbut, coaxing her to welcome me into her home. What are you doing? And why are you doing it?” She shot him a questioning glance, but his eyes remained fixed straight ahead.

“You helped me with Raji, so I decided to help you with the baroness.”

“You don’t even know what I’m trying to do with her,” she said.

“Perhaps you should enlighten me.”

That put her instantly on her guard. “Why would I want to do that?”

His gaze swung to hers. “We were friends once.”

“We were never friends.”

His eyes searched hers, brooding, hot…intoxicating. “No, I suppose not.” Settling his gaze on her lips, he lowered his voice. “Friends do not kiss, do they?”

Her pulse was positively hammering. “Friends do not lie and betray each other. We were pawns in His Majesty’s game. Or I should say, I was a pawn. You were as much the chess master as he.”

“And you got your just revenge on me for it,” he said tightly. “So can’t we put the whole incident behind us now?”

Leave it to Simon to regard as a mere “incident” the event that had changed her whole life. “In case you haven’t noticed, I have put it behind me.” She released his arm as they neared the garden steps. “Now if you’ll excuse me…”

But his attention had shifted to a spot beyond her. “Come,” he said abruptly, holding out his arm again. “Let’s take a turn about the gardens.”

“I can’t imagine why I—”

“Look down there,” he said under his breath. “Every guest is watching us, waiting to witness the explosion, especially after what happened earlier with Raji.”

She followed his gaze, and her heart sank. He was right. The crowd below had grown eerily silent, bent on not missing the “explosion,” as he put it.

While no one but their respective families knew the full extent of the antipathy between Miss Louisa North and the Duke of Foxmoor, they did know he’d once seemed on the verge of offering for her before abruptly and mysteriously accepting the post of Governor-General and hieing off to India.

Gossip had run rampant immediately after, snippets of which had drifted back to Louisa. Theories had ranged wildly: she’d jilted him and broken his heart; he’d jilted her and broken her heart; His Highness had inexplicably disapproved of the match and broken both their hearts.

“You have two choices,” Simon said with an edge in his voice. “You can take a turn about the gardens with me to show that we are on good terms, which might end the speculation. Or you can give me the cut direct, thus ensuring that we are gossiped about for the next year at least. Which is it to be?”

She hesitated, but she really had no choice. “Why, Your Grace,” she said in a syrupy voice as she took his arm, “I’d be honored to walk with you.”

A faint smile tugged at his lips. “I rather thought that you might.”

As they descended the stairs, people stared and whispered. Drat them all! She’d succeeded with her reform efforts because of her unblemished reputation and her avoidance of scandal. It had taken years at court for her to live down the rumors—not just about her and Simon, but her possible illegitimacy and the scandals her mother and brother had engendered in her youth.

She’d made a useful life for herself, behaved with consummate decorum, and learned to control her worst impulses so no one would compare her to her wanton mother. But it could all unravel with one pull of a loose thread.

How horrible it would be to have the gossip start up again, just as the London Ladies were on the verge of shaking up the stuffy lords and their backward ideas—

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Fine,” she said tersely.

“You look as if you just swallowed a toad.”

Her gaze shot to his. “A t-toad?”

“They eat toads in India, you know,” he said, his face utterly expressionless.

“You’re joking.”

The corners of his lips twitched. “Not at all. They eat them with mustard and marmalade. And a drop of Madeira to kill the poison.”

“Poison?”

He led her down a path bordered by daffodils and daisies. “Toads are poisonous if you don’t add the Madeira. Everyone knows that.”

“Now I’m sure you’re bamming me,” she said with an unsteady laugh.

But his tall tale had relaxed her. People were finally returning to their conversations, deprived of the scandalous spectacle they’d expected.

“That’s better,” he said in a low voice. “I can’t have them think I’m torturing you.”

“No, that wouldn’t serve your public image, would it?” she said lightly.

“Or yours.” When she glanced up at him in surprise, he added, “A reformer must worry about her public image, too, I would imagine.”

She sighed. She’d forgotten that he read minds. He’d always had an uncanny ability to know exactly what she was thinking.

No, that was silly. He merely gave that impression—it was his forte. It was how he manipulated people so successfully.

And yet…she couldn’t shake the sense that they were beginning exactly where they’d left off. He walked beside her as if he’d stepped right out of her memories and into Castlemaine’s gardens. Even his scent was the same as back then—an intoxicating blend of brandy, sandalwood, and soap.

And she’d forgotten how charming he could be. If she closed her eyes, would she be whisked back to those heady nights during her come-out when he’d danced with her more often than was proper, teasing her and tempting her?

Of course not. Those nights had been an illusion. And so was this.

Careful, Louisa. Nothing good ever comes of being friendly with the Duke of Foxmoor.

If she didn’t take care, she would find herself swept into his latest scheme. Only this time, she had much more to lose than her heart. And she refused to let the duke take something from her ever again.




Chapter Three




Dear Cousin,

I know perfectly well you would not quake in your boots for anyone. Besides, Foxmoor did not look so fearsome at Lady Draker’s fete; he had a monkey who quite got the better of him. Though come to think of it, the monkey did vanish later—perhaps Foxmoor had the last word after all.

Your gossipy cousin,

Charlotte


Simon knew exactly when Louisa erected her defenses against him again. He’d thought she was softening, but judging from her patently false smile and the way she nodded regally to everyone they passed, the moment was gone.

Bloody hell, she’d turned into quite the prickly female. Because of him?

Or because of her new activities? He couldn’t help noticing as they neared two prominent MPs that the men cast dark glances in her direction. Glances that turned wary when they fell on him.

She had said that her organization wasn’t afraid to voice their opinions about prison reform. Just how forcefully did they express them? Surely not strongly enough to annoy the old guard.

Though it might explain the king’s inordinate concern for her “safety.” Politics was involved. Now all Simon had to do was learn how.

He smiled at her. “I haven’t yet thanked you for helping me with Raji.”

“Why on earth did you bring him, anyway?”

“It is an outdoor affair, and Raji enjoys the occasional party.”

“Ah, but you don’t usually enjoy the occasional fiasco. The duke I used to know would never have risked annoying potential supporters to please his pet.”

“People change,” he snapped. He was supposed to be running this inquisition, not her, for God’s sake.

“Do they?” When he bristled, she added, “I confess I was surprised you even own a pet, let alone an exotic one.”

“Why?”

“Because pets require care, and a man of your position has little time for such.”

“Unfortunately,” he said dryly, “no one informed Raji of my busy schedule before he decided to adopt me.”

She blinked. “Adopt you?”

“He belonged to my aide-de-camp’s Indian wife, who died…tragically. Colin was too distraught to care for him, so he brought the little chap to the funeral, meaning to give Raji to her family. But as soon as the rascal saw me, he latched on and would not let go.”

And guilt had compelled Simon to keep him. Oddly enough, even though Raji served as a painful reminder of Simon’s misjudgment in India, the creature had also been his salvation in that bleak time. “He’s been with me ever since.”

“That doesn’t sound like you, either.”

He flashed her a rueful smile. “True. Yet here I am, monkey in tow. What is a man to do?”

Her features softened. Then she jerked her gaze from his and cleared her throat. “So what are your plans?”

He could hardly tell her they rested on what he found out from her. “I am not sure. I only arrived in England three days ago. Why do you ask?”

“Have you been to Parliament yet?”

“Yes.”

“Then I have my answer.”

He didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “I do come from a long line of statesmen on my mother’s side.”

“And on your father’s side,” she quipped, “a long line of pompous, ne’er-do-well dukes.”

He chuckled. “I see you have grown far too friendly with my sister.”

“Oh yes, though she talks more about your mother’s illustrious relations than your father’s. It’s a shame that men cannot inherit titles from the mother’s side, because you would have been the perfect heir to your grandfather Monteith, the famous prime minister. And apparently, he thought so, too. From what Regina says, the old earl groomed you most carefully to follow in his footsteps.”

His amusement vanished. Did his sister have any idea what that “grooming” had entailed? God, he hoped not. He would rather she didn’t know about that humiliating time in his life. Fortunately, she’d had far less contact with their autocratic grandfather than Simon had.

“Yes, I suppose you could say that,” Simon bit out. “When I was not at Eton, I spent much of my time with him, preparing for a political career.”

“That’s why everyone expects you to be prime minister.”

He eyed her closely. “And you? What do you expect of me?”

He’d meant to turn talk back toward discussion of her group, but her spine went stiff as a palanquin pole. “Nothing. Except that you and I can be civil.”

“We’re being civil now.” He chose his words carefully. “If you want, I could even help you with your charitable group. Since it dabbles in politics—”

“We don’t dabble,” she said stoutly. “We’re serious about our aims. One way or the other, we mean to convince Parliament to reform the prisons.”

One way or the other? Just how political was her group? “It’s a good cause.”

“If you only knew the horrors those poor women suffer.” Her fingers dug into his arm, and her voice sounded haunted. “It’s time something was done about it. And just because a few idiot MPs trot off to the king to complain about me influencing their wives is no reason for us to stop promoting our cause.”

Ah, so that’s what had the king so agitated. Still, trying to marry her off was rather extreme. “Perhaps the gentlemen feel that a young, unmarried woman should not be involved in prison reform.”

“Only because my spinsterhood prevents them from vilifying me publicly.”

He shot her a surprised glance. “What do you mean?”

“They can’t complain that I neglect my husband or children, as they do with Mrs. Fry. My freedom to dedicate myself wholly to my cause makes it hard for them to criticize. Especially since they know in their hearts that my cause is just.”

“I see.” So the king wanted her married off to destroy her Joan of Arc appeal. Which meant that any man who agreed to His Majesty’s bargain would probably gain a significant political advantage.

Good God, what was he thinking? He would be mad to consider marrying Louisa. Let her activities make things sticky for the king with Parliament. George deserved it for the havoc he routinely wrought with his private peccadilloes and personal vendettas. As long as the king didn’t actively oppose his return to politics, Simon could still achieve his aims. It might take longer, but—

Right. Probably much longer. After seven years, half the House of Commons was new, and the other half remembered Simon only as the man who’d taken a lengthy jaunt to India on his way to the top. Without the king’s support, he would have an uphill battle to become prime minister, much less institute any changes in policy. So he had to give the king’s bargain serious consideration.

He needed a wife anyway, didn’t he? He glanced over to where Louisa walked beside him with uncommon poise. Being a lady-in-waiting to the late Princess Charlotte had given her polish, taught her to be less impulsive. She had handled the situation with Raji masterfully. And her interest in reform was admirable, as long she stayed out of politics.

Or allowed her husband to govern her activities. Yes, if Simon married her, he could steer her toward pursuits better suited to a prime minister’s wife. He might even tap her unbounded enthusiasm for his own aims.

You just want her in your bed. It was his grandfather’s insidious voice, snide with contempt.

He stiffened. All right, so perhaps he did want Louisa in his bed. The hunger to possess her gnawed at his groin and surged through his veins. Who in his right mind would not want to possess the sloe-eyed beauty, to kiss that pale, lilac-scented throat and feel the pulse quicken beneath his tongue? That need not change anything. If they were married, he could better control his desires. Keep them from spilling over into his politics as they had last time.

You are too much a slave to your passions. He stifled a curse. Grandfather was wrong; he would prove that.

But before he considered taking up with Louisa again, he had to determine how serious she was about never wanting to marry.

He steered her toward a deserted path while broaching a subject to distract her. “I gather that Lord Trusbut is one of the gentlemen making protests.”

“Actually, no. We think he might support our aims. If we could make him see that we’re not trying to ‘overthrow’ the government or any such nonsense—”

”—then he might let his wife join you. And use his influence for your cause.”

“That’s our hope, yes.”

“Understandable,” Simon said as he led her farther from the main crowd, praying that she didn’t notice.

But Louisa was too busy wondering about the duke’s astonishing interest in her group to notice where they wandered. Perhaps people did change.

And perhaps she was a fool even to think it. Simon never did anything without a purpose; she just hadn’t figured out what it was yet. “Did you mean what you said about taking me to call on her?”

“Of course.”

She eyed him closely. “But why? And don’t give me that poppycock about repaying me for helping you with Raji.”

He shrugged. “Lord Trusbut’s support is as important to my aims as it is to yours. I see no reason why we cannot combine forces.”

“Except that I don’t trust you.” The minute the words left her mouth, she cursed her quick tongue. It wasn’t a nonchalant, devil-may-care thing to say.

He must have realized it, too, for he halted beneath a wide-stretching oak to search her face. “I thought you said you had put the past behind you.”

She fought for calm. “That doesn’t mean I forgot the lessons I learned from it.”

A Chinese lamp hanging from the oak’s low limb sent light dappling his golden hair, glinting in his brilliant eyes. Suddenly she realized that although they could still hear the sounds of the fete, they were essentially alone, cut off from the crowd by a stand of birch trees.

He stepped nearer. “I have not forgotten the past, either. But apparently my memories differ substantially from yours.”

The sudden feral hunger in his eyes spoke to the dark wildness that she’d suppressed inside her these many long years. Her breath hitched in her throat. “What do you mean?”

“I remember long waltzes and longer conversations. I remember a time when you did trust me.”

“Before I discovered how false your attentions were, you mean.”

“They were not all false,” he said softly. “And you know it.” He reached up to seize her chin in a firm grip.

As he bent his head, a frisson of anticipation swept her. “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked, though she very much feared she knew.

“Finding out if you taste as good as I remember.” Then he covered her mouth with his.

Heaven help her. He certainly tasted as good as she remembered. Memory catapulted her back to the first time he’d kissed her, with a magical tenderness that had captured her heart. But this wasn’t then, and this kiss wasn’t that one.

Firm, hot, lush…it was as exotic and thrilling as the India he’d commanded. The way his mouth commanded hers now, demanding a response.

And like some half-wit schoolgirl, she gave it, letting that secret, feminine part of her thrill to the fact that he could still desire her after what she’d done to him.

To him! How about what he’d done to her? She wrenched her lips free. “That’s enough, Your Grace,” she said, struggling to sound cool and unruffled.

“Not enough for me,” he murmured as he bent his mouth to hers again.

She wriggled away. “We’re done now, sir.”

Severely shaken, she turned to hurry down the path, eager to escape before she revealed how much he affected her.

His rumble of a voice came out of the darkness behind her. “Very wise of you, Louisa. You wouldn’t want me to find out that you have not put the past behind you after all. I might take advantage.”

A pox on him for reading her mind! She should ignore the taunt and walk away, but his arrogance was so annoying—

“You’re wrong.” She whirled on him. “I assure you I have outgrown you utterly.”

With a maddening lift of his eyebrow, he strolled up to her. “Then why are you rushing to get away?”

“I don’t want anyone to see us alone together and start up the gossip again.”

“No one is here, and no one is coming.” He cast her a mocking smile. “Admit it, you are merely afraid to let me kiss you.”

“Clearly I am not afraid, for I—”

“—barely gave me time to brush my lips over yours. That was not a real kiss.” He shrugged. “But I understand—you dare not give me a real kiss or you might discover you still have feelings for me.” His gaze drifted to her mouth. “Unless you simply don’t know what a real kiss, an intimate kiss, is like.”

An intimate kiss?

She’d once foolishly let some naughty fellow at court give her an “intimate kiss.” It was disgusting, and she’d hated it.

A slow smile touched her lips. How better to cure herself of any lingering attraction to Simon than to let him give her one of those messy and embarrassing “intimate” kisses?

“Oh, very well.” She stepped nearer and lifted her face to his. “I suppose you won’t rest until you have your ‘real’ kiss. So let’s get to it, shall we?”

For a second he stared at her, clearly not sure what to make of her sudden capitulation. Then his eyes narrowed and he took her mouth again, this time delving inside it with his bold, searching tongue.

Oh no, she’d made a rather significant miscalculation. Apparently one’s enjoyment of an “intimate” kiss depended upon the man’s proficiency. And Simon was definitely proficient. Far too proficient.

She moaned. Why hadn’t anybody warned her that an intimate kiss meant this series of sleek, silky forays into her mouth that sent her pulse into a gallop? Shouldn’t somebody have cautioned her that such a kiss could send her straight for trouble?

He thrust deeply, fiercely, his kiss an irresistible prelude to seduction. Delicious. Swoon-worthy, even though she never swooned.

But apparently he actually expected swooning, for he slid his arm about her waist to steady her. Unless it was just to draw her closer. And she ached to have his hands on her, craved the feel of his embrace.

She spread her hands over his chest, and then, emboldened by the savage pounding of his heart, slipped them up around his neck. How long had it been since a man had made her feel wanted? Desired?

So very long. Too long.

She’d thought she could swear off men, but Simon had made a mockery of that with just one kiss. Just as he’d made a mockery of her silly hopes years ago—

Shaken by how easily she had succumbed, she tore her mouth from his. “Why are you doing this?” she whispered.

“Why are you letting me?” he said in a low rumble.

The soft kisses he brushed along her cheek and jaw and throat made her positively dizzy. “Because…”

Because I’m a fool.

Although he’d proved she hadn’t put him behind her, she didn’t dare let him know it. “Because I figure it’s best that we get it over with.”

He froze. “Get what over with?” he breathed against her neck.

Struggling to subdue the foolish clamor in her chest, she drew back. “Your insistence on a real kiss. Now that it’s done, we are done.”

“The devil we are.” His breath came quick and hard as his eyes blazed at her. “Don’t try to claim you weren’t affected.”

She pretended to think. “You know,” she said slowly, “I really wasn’t. It was an interesting experiment, mind you—”

“Experiment!”

“—to determine for myself if I have outgrown you. What a relief to find that I have.” Buoyed by her success at hiding her true feelings, she slipped from his arms and added with a smile, “It appears you no longer have any influence on me, Your Grace.”

His flinch at her formal address gave her a small measure of satisfaction. Until he dropped his gaze to her burning lips. “You could have fooled me.”

Though her smile wobbled, she was determined to have the last word. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that how it sounded. You kiss quite as well as any of my previous suitors. But I have aims that don’t involve you, no matter how well you kiss.” She lifted her chin. “And I still don’t trust you.”

“You always were eager to think the worst of me,” he snapped.

“You’re only angry because you’ve lost the power to twist me about your finger. Well, society may fawn over you, but I at least know what you are.”

He met her gaze squarely. “You know nothing about me. You never did.”

Something in his voice made her want to believe him. But she’d learned only too well that his silver tongue lied with consummate skill. “I know enough.”

She pivoted to stalk up the graveled path. From now on, she’d have to be more careful. No private encounters with Simon. No long walks where he could taunt her into things.

And no kisses. Certainly no intimate kisses! He was just too good at them for a woman’s peace of mind.




Chapter Four




Dear Charlotte,

If Miss North and Foxmoor are as much at odds as rumor says, then perhaps she stole the duke’s monkey to annoy him. Though I cannot imagine what she would want with a monkey. Monkeys make poor reformers, you know.

Your fellow gossip,

Michael


Frustration knotted Simon’s insides as Louisa flounced away. The impudent chit had learned to be sophisticated in more ways than one during his absence. Someone had taught her how to kiss. Very well. Too well for his sanity.

And she dared to call that kiss an “experiment”? The devil she would!

He had half a mind to go after her and ravage her mouth until she admitted she hadn’t outgrown him. But he had his pride, too. He was not about to let her see how far he was from outgrowing her. He did not want her to know that he craved another taste of her…and another and another—

Deuce take her! Kissing her should have blunted his craving, not sharpened it. And why should he care if Louisa had put him behind her? Or had spent the past years learning seductive tricks designed to inflame a man’s desires? Or had let some insolent puppy at court plunder that lush, supple mouth?

He did not care. Must not care. In the palace, men occasionally stole kisses from ladies-in-waiting, who occasionally let them. Allowing some foolish jealousy to eat at him would only increase his passion for her, and that was unwise. Especially if he meant to take her in hand. He could not have his wife leading him about by his cock.

Wife?

He curled his hands into fists. Yes, wife. He could no longer deny the advantages to accepting the king’s bargain. Aside from what the king could offer him, the MPs would be eager to show their gratitude if Simon tamed Joan of Arc.

Though that could prove no small feat. Her father was right—she was as willful as ever. She had merely learned to hide it behind that princesslike smile.

A groan left his lips. How could he actually consider this mad scheme, after what that bloody female had put him through? If she ever found out about it, she would have him burned at the stake.

So he would simply make sure she never found out. After all, he would only be doing what was best for her. From the information he had gleaned, she was headed straight for trouble. If he did not marry her, the king would find some other way to control her, and that could not be good.

Besides, no matter what she claimed, she still desired him. Otherwise she would not have leapt to his kiss with the sweet fervor of a temple dancer, her body arching against his, her lavish breasts pressed—

God help him, he desired her even more than before. He ached to strip away her aloof manner, shake the pins from her sophisticated coiffure, and send that ocean of glossy black waves cascading down to her shoulders and breasts and hips. Then he would plunder that seductive mouth as much as he wanted, whenever he wanted, wherever he wanted. He would have it caress his throat, his belly…his aching cock…

A vile oath left his lips as molten fire heated his blood. Damn it, after everything he had endured because of his unwanted attraction to her, he deserved to have her. The best way to deal with this foolish obsession was to marry her and slake his thirst. Then his craving would ease.

Fighting it for seven years had not worked, so he must conquer Louisa to conquer his passions. Which would give him everything else he wanted, too.

“You’re right—my daughter has indeed lost interest in you,” said a voice beside him.

Simon tensed. How long had the king been standing there? “I see you still have your talent for spying. And she has not lost interest in me, I assure you.”

“It certainly sounded like she has. Granted, I only heard the end of your argument, but she seemed rather sure—”

“Do you want me to marry her or not?” he snapped, relieved that the king had not witnessed their kiss.

George sucked in a breath. “You said you needed time to think about it.”

“I have had all the time I need.”

The king paused. “The offer still stands, yes.”

Simon faced him. “Then we should discuss my terms.”

“Terms?” George glowered at him. “I already told you I’d make you prime minister. What more do you expect?”

“The truth. That your daughter is interfering with your politics.” Affecting a casual air, Simon leaned against the oak. “That she is making a nuisance of herself publicly. And that any man who marries her will be taking certain risks in his own political career.”

The blood drained from George’s face. “I can’t imagine where you got such a ridiculous idea.”

“From your daughter. Who, unlike you, is eager to expound upon her new interest in political reform.” Simon crossed his arms over his chest. “Come now, Your Majesty, surely you did not think you could hide it from me. I am the one who first learnt that Canning turned down Liverpool, who predicted long before the Cato Street Conspiracy that the Spenceans would cause trouble. So admit it—the London Ladies are no mere charitable group, are they?”

The king hesitated, then sighed. “No, damn you, they’re not.”

“They’re pressing Parliament to reform the prisons.”

His Majesty’s voice dropped so low that Simon had to strain to hear it. “First those blasted females started coaxing their husbands to raise the issue of reform in sessions. And if a husband refused, they denied him what a man wants most.”

“His wife’s bed?”

“What good would that do? Half the men have mistresses, and the rest are too old to get their cocks to a stand. No, their creature comforts. Their wives withheld the niceties that make a man’s home his castle, like cigars and brandy and newspapers. Some ladies even commanded their cooks to serve bad meals, or instructed the laundry maids to overstarch their husbands’ shirts—”

“You must be joking. England’s statesmen are being brought low by too much starch in their shirts, for God’s sake?”

“You scoff, but a man can only spend so much time at his club.” The king stabbed his stick into the packed earth. “Still, the men didn’t let it trouble them until the London Ladies became a cause célèbre. And now Louisa is rumored to have a new approach—”

“Louisa was behind this…this ‘creature comfort’ tactic?”

“I heard that she dreamt it up, yes.”

Simon burst into laughter.

“It’s not funny, damn you,” the king grumbled.

“The devil it isn’t. Leave it to Louisa to find a ‘domestic’ way to influence politics. She’s a clever girl, I will give her that.” And she would be a clever wife, too. Though he would have to outplot her to win her.

The challenge only made him desire her more.

“That clever girl is headed for a fall if she goes through with her new plan.”

“And what is that? Having the ladies put peas in their husbands’ drawers? Delaying dinner?”

“Putting up her own candidate for the upcoming by-election.”

That certainly got his attention. “You cannot be serious.”

“I wish I weren’t. Mrs. Fry has already put her brother-in-law in the Commons to support their cause, so it can be done. But there’s a rumor going ’round that Louisa is considering a radical candidate. And you know damned well if she rallies her ladies behind some hothead, we’ll have trouble.”

Trouble indeed. No ladies association had the political acumen to manage such a candidate. Louisa would merely succeed in getting the old guard’s back up, making it harder for him to achieve change in a reasonable manner. Especially with the balance of power in the Commons so uncertain right now.

“She’s a loose cannon,” the king went on. “But the public likes her. They see the polished lady-in-waiting to their beloved deceased princess selflessly garnering donations for poor female prisoners. They don’t realize that those donations may shortly go to whatever ass she thinks will support her cause.”

“And if you expose her—”

“Are you mad? The way things are now, she might rally half the rabble behind her. The last time a radical started making speeches and firing up the common people, eleven people died and hundreds more were wounded.”

Simon stiffened. St. Peter’s Field had been as much the fault of the government as the radicals, but that hardly mattered to Parliament. After that disaster, it had passed the Six Acts and behaved as the old guard always did—digging in its heels. England wasn’t ready for radicals. Couldn’t Louisa see that?

Of course not. Like Joan of Arc, she saw only her cause. Prison reform was all well and good, but it did not justify political upheaval.

The king grumbled, “Some in the cabinet are so up in arms about her activities that they’re talking about trying to besmirch her reputation. They figure if they destroy her credit it will end this nonsense.”

But it would ruin Louisa forever. “Surely you don’t condone such idiocy.”

“No, but if I don’t do something soon, it will be out of my hands.” His voice trembled. “If they hurt Louisa, Draker will never forgive me.”

“Never mind Draker, I will never forgive you.” When the king shot him a questioning glance, he scowled. “The bloody asses ought to reform the prisons.”

“They ought to do a lot of things, but they don’t want to spend the funds. Besides, the Home Secretary is utterly against it on principle, and there’s already enough turmoil in the government.” His Majesty sighed. “I told Sidmouth and Castlereagh I’d convince her to resign from her society, but—”

“She refused. So she has become a liability for you.”

“Damned right! I can’t have them think I support my illegitimate daughter putting up radical candidates. I have enough trouble with Parliament already.”

And so would Simon, if he pursued this further. Why should he take on such a political liability?

Because he had no choice. He couldn’t achieve his aims if Louisa was stirring up the Commons. Someone had to take her in hand.

Which he could do. If he married her. God help him, but the idea of taking Louisa in hand stirred his blood. “So you will give Louisa to any man who will solve your problems with your ministers and with Parliament.”

“Not any man.” George scowled. “But you always did like her—”

“And you figured I’d take the bait.”

At his dry tone, the king colored. “See here, I only kept the truth from you at first because I was afraid you wouldn’t do it if you knew how bad matters were.”

Simon shoved away from the oak and dusted off his gloved hands. “When will you learn that I enjoy a good challenge?” Especially when it involved getting the king’s temptress of a daughter into bed. Permanently. “Of course, now that I know everything, I shall expect a greater reward than you originally offered.”

The king trundled nearer, moonlight glinting off his silvered hair. “If you think I’ll pay you to marry my daughter, you greedy devil, think again.”

“I do not want money.”

That mollified George a bit. “Then what do you want?”

“Something more concrete than your vague promise to support me. You will make me prime minister, but you will do it on my schedule, under my terms.”

His Majesty looked wary. “What do you mean?”

“I will not wait on your indulgence ever again. By the time I marry, I expect you to have convinced Liverpool to resign as prime minister. On the day of my wedding, I expect you to hand me his resignation letter.”

The king blanched. “What if it ends up being soon? I don’t know if I—”

“You’d better, if you want me to keep Louisa from participating in that by-election.” When the king still looked uneasy, Simon added, “Don’t fret yourself—it will take me a while to win her. She is not an idiot; she knows she is treading dangerous ground. She will suspect any statesman who wants to marry her, especially me.”

“True,” the king muttered.

“Which is why you must stay away from me until she and I are engaged. I will have an easier time persuading her to marry me if she believes you are against it.” His tone sharpened. “You should not have any trouble pretending to disapprove of me—you were ready enough to wash your hands of me seven years ago.”

A flush touched George’s fat cheeks. “I admit it—I shouldn’t have been so hasty to listen to Louisa’s suggestion of how to…discipline you for your error. But it won’t happen again. You’ll have me firmly in your camp this time.”

“Good. Because the next time you give me the choice between exile or losing my future in politics, I will tell you to go to hell. So if I should happen to fail with Louisa, there will be no repercussions to me or my career, understood?”

“You have my word.”

“And no repercussions for her, either. If she won’t marry me, then you will not try to bribe any other man to court her.”

“If you can’t have her, no one else gets her, is that it?”

Anger knotted in Simon’s gut. “If I can’t have her, then she should be free to choose whomever she wants. Not some ass paid for by her scheming father.”

“Watch it, Foxmoor,” George snapped, “I am still your king. If you think I shall let you dictate to me—”

“Fine. It appears you don’t need me after all.” He turned to stride off.

“Wait, damn you, wait,” the king cried.

Simon halted.

“All right, if you don’t marry her, I won’t foist any other man on her.”

“And you’ll keep your idiot ministers from attempting to ruin her reputation,” Simon said as he faced the king.

“I’ll do my best.” The king paused. “But you won’t fail with her, will you?”

“No,” Simon said. “And you had better tell them that. I expect them to leave Louisa alone until I can secure her.” He scowled. “Because if I hear a single slur against her reputation, I will tear their tongues out by the roots. Understood?”

An odd expression passed over His Majesty’s face. “Perfectly.”

Simon gritted his teeth. He shouldn’t have said that; it revealed that he cared more for Louisa than he let on. And he damned well didn’t want the king to know it, or he’d lose his bargaining position. “It will not help my career to have a wife with a tarnished reputation.”

“Oh. I didn’t think of that.” The king broke into a broad smile. “By Jove, it’s good to have you back and in fine mettle. You always were my best advisor.”

“I’m not done stating my terms,” Simon said.

His Majesty sobered at once.

Simon strolled back to the king. “Don’t let Draker get wind of this. As it is, he will probably oppose the match. So after she and I become engaged, you should profess yourself resigned to the marriage, and then use your influence over him to make him accept it, as well.”

“You have more influence over his wife than I do over him,” the king muttered.

“In any matter concerning me, he is not going to listen to my sister. But he might listen to you if you assure him I have changed. I will not have Draker for an enemy. In my absence, he has acquired a number of useful connections.” The sort who were more open to reforming England’s election system than Simon’s old cohorts.

“I’ll do what I can with Draker.” George cast him a sullen glance. “Anything else? My favorite hounds? My collection of Rembrandts?”

“Only one thing.” He forced himself to sound casual. “I have a friend whose career I have pledged to advance. I will expect you to support my efforts.”

The king leaned heavily on his cane. “Who is this friend?”

After hearing the king’s slur against his “half-caste aide-de-camp,” Simon wasn’t about to tell His Majesty the truth. “I’d rather not say until I have finished looking into his situation.”

“You think I’ll promise to support some friend of yours without knowing who he is?”

God, he hoped so. It would make fulfilling the vow he’d made to Colin’s wife so much easier. “You and I have always been on the same side politically. Surely no friend of mine would pose a problem for you.”

“I don’t know,” the king said warily. “Your years in India might have given you any number of unsuitable friends.”

“That’s the chance you’ll have to take if you want me to marry your daughter.” If Simon was going to cast himself headlong into the maelstrom that was Louisa North, then by God he would make the king give him what he wanted.

His Majesty hesitated, then said, “Very well, you scheming scoundrel. I’ll support your friend if I must.”

“I want this in writing, too,” Simon persisted. “Every single term.”

The king looked startled. “Why the devil should you want that?”

“Because if you renege on your agreement this time, I want something to show the newspapers.”

“You wouldn’t dare.” George snorted. “That would be political suicide.”

“For you, too.” He fixed the king with a cool stare. “A written contract will bind us both. Because I refuse to suffer punishment on your behalf ever again.”

“All right, you devil, all right. I’d hoped that sending you to India might curb that arrogance of yours, but apparently I was wrong.”

“If you wanted to curb my arrogance, you shouldn’t have made me Governor-General of half a continent,” Simon pointed out.

“True. After managing India, I dare say you can manage England with one hand tied behind your back. It’s what you were born to, after all.” A sudden gleam flashed in the king’s eyes. “But it remains to be seen if you can manage my daughter. Until you do, your chance to manage England is far down the road.”

“Don’t worry. As you said, I made her fall in love with me once; I can damned well do it again. And a woman in love is easy to manage.”

“As long as you don’t fall in love yourself.”

A smile touched Simon’s lips at the impossibility of that notion. “Didn’t you claim I was incapable of love?”

“Ah, but you’re still interested in Louisa after all these years, aren’t you?”

If the king could be blunt, so could he. “There’s a difference between love and desire. You of all people should know that.”

George frowned. “You’re talking about my daughter.”

“Whom you are willing to sell to save your standing with Parliament,” Simon growled. “Your fatherly concern comes a bit late, don’t you think?”

George flushed. “We’re both scoundrels in our own ways, I suppose. Though I still hope you mean to treat Louisa well.”

“Of course. I would not marry her otherwise. But fortunately for your purposes, I am incapable of love.” Grandfather’s “training” and traitorous mistress Betsy had taught Simon only too well to wall up his heart.

“Which is probably a good thing, since love is a luxury no statesman can afford.” In that, Grandfather Monteith had been right, even if the man’s method for teaching it was suspect.

The king sighed. “You do have a point. God knows love has never served me well.”

And Simon would not allow love to ruin his own life and career. He would keep his obsession in its place. As long as he didn’t let Louisa wrap him about her finger, the two of them could have a comfortable, amiable, and honest marriage, the sort that would help him achieve his aims without being mired in hypocrisy, as his grandfather’s marriage had been.

Because Simon meant to prove he could be a better prime minister—a better man—than his grandfather. Then perhaps he could silence the man’s insidious voice in his head once and for all.




Chapter Five




Dear Cousin,

I daresay you are right about monkeys being unsuitable as reformers. But I am no longer sure that Louisa and Foxmoor are at odds, for they were strolling through the gardens at Castlemaine with seeming congeniality. So perhaps they have mended their fences.

Your romantic-minded relation,

Charlotte


Must the girls practice their scales in here?” Louisa rubbed her temples and prayed for patience. “I can hardly hear myself think over that infernal racket.”

Mrs. Charlotte Harris’s head jerked up, sending her flaming curls aquiver, and Regina burst into laughter. Four days after Regina’s fete, they sat at a table in the largest classroom at Mrs. Harris’s School. Generally Mrs. Harris used it for the monthly teas where she presented her “Lessons for Heiresses” to her graduates on the marriage mart. Today the widow had generously offered the room to the London Ladies Society for their usual Saturday morning meeting.

Morning had long passed, so most of the other members had left. But Louisa was determined to cross one item of business off her list, despite her friend Lady Venetia Campbell’s musical prodigies and their racket.

“I can’t endure this one more minute.” Louisa jumped up, prepared to send the girls packing, then caught the knowing glance Regina shot Mrs. Harris.

“You owe me a shilling,” Regina said to her friend. “I told you she wouldn’t last until the end.”

As Louisa blinked, Mrs. Harris fished a coin from her beaded reticule. “In Louisa’s defense, we are all very tired. It’s been a long day.”

“True.” Regina took the shilling. “But neither of us is grousing about the ‘infernal racket’ of three harpists practicing quietly.”

Louisa drew herself up. “I was merely saying—”

“It’s all right, dear.” Mrs. Harris stood. “They’ve played long enough. I’m sure they’ve quite worn out Venetia’s tolerance, too.” She called over to the girls, “Practice time is over, everyone. You may put your harps away.”

When the noise stopped abruptly and Mrs. Harris sat back down, Louisa did the same. “Thank you, that’s much better.”

Regina rolled her eyes. “Pay Louisa no mind, Charlotte. She has been a regular grumpy goose ever since the fete.”

“Oh?” Mrs. Harris said. “And what has provoked this unusual behavior?”

“Judging from her extreme reaction to the elaborate bouquets my brother daily leaves for her at my house,” Regina said, smirking, “she seems to have developed an aversion to lilies. Which is odd, since they’re her favorite flower.”

“Is it a severe aversion?” Mrs. Harris’s blue eyes twinkled. “Is she sleeping badly? Sighing into her pillow? Croaking out romantic ballads?”

“Very amusing,” Louisa grumbled. “I’m tossing the lilies out as fast as they come in, which is what anyone with an aversion to them does.”

Mrs. Harris laughed. “And Foxmoor? Has she tossed him out yet?”

“No,” Regina said, “but she might as well. She avoids him entirely.”

“That is absurd.” Louisa scanned the list of names on the table before her. “I’m merely too busy with the London Ladies Society to stay home for callers.”

“Busy hiding in your room or sneaking out when he comes by, you mean.”

“Who is Miss North hiding from?” asked Miss Eliza Crenshawe, one of the offending harpists who strolled with Venetia toward the table.

“I am not hiding. I simply don’t have time to entertain Regina’s brother.”

“You’re hiding from the Duke of Foxmoor?” Eliza exclaimed. “Are you mad? I would tremble with excitement if that man came to call on me!”

When all eyes turned to Louisa, most of them reflecting Eliza’s sentiments, she stiffened. “I’m not hiding from anyone.” With a stern glance, she tapped her finger on her list. “I’ve been utterly consumed with figuring out who to choose as our candidate. Which is why we’re here, if you’ll recall.”

That sobered them. “You’re right, of course,” Regina said. “We had to table our other items of business until we’d investigated further; we shouldn’t end the meeting without resolving this one.”

Eliza and Venetia wandered over to stand by the window overlooking the school’s front drive while the other girls took their seats in a flurry of white muslin.

Louisa closely surveyed the younger women. “You girls do know that this matter shouldn’t be discussed outside this room.”

They bobbed their heads in unison, wide-eyed but eager to hear more.

“If you don’t think you can curb your tongues, even with your family, leave now,” Mrs. Harris warned them. “Is that understood, Miss Crenshawe?”

Color stained Eliza’s plump cheeks. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Let’s go on, then.” Louisa stared down at the list. “Of the three men we’ve narrowed this to, I still think Charles Godwin is our best choice.”

Regina frowned. “And I still think he’s too dangerous. It’s one thing to put Mrs. Fry’s brother-in-law into office, but if we start supporting radicals, the MPs will accuse us of fomenting revolution. Especially if Mr. Godwin’s speeches are as fiery as his editorials.”

“I hope they are. Try as he might, Mrs. Fry’s brother-in-law hasn’t gained us a thing. It’s time to shake up those fussy old MPs.”

“But a more moderate candidate—”

“Will just be ignored. As Mrs. Fry’s brother-in-law has been. Radicals at least know how to get things done.” Louisa turned to Mrs. Harris. “Have you mentioned this to Mr. Godwin yet?”

Mrs. Harris had known the man for years, ever since he’d served in the same regiment with her late bounder of a husband.

“No, I didn’t want to speak until we made a decision. But I think he’ll be amenable. He’s already shown himself to be passionate about other reforms.”

“Too passionate, if you ask me,” Regina said. When the other two raised their eyebrows, she sighed. “But I suppose if you trust him, Mrs. Harris—”

“I do. He’s been a good friend to me since my husband’s death.”

“As good a friend as Cousin Michael?” Regina teased.

Mrs. Harris snorted. “I can hardly call Cousin Michael a friend when he insists upon keeping his identity secret. Stubborn fool. I’m not entirely sure he’s really my late husband’s cousin, as he claims to be.”

“Blast it all—look at that equipage!” interrupted Eliza from the window.

“Come away from there, Eliza,” Mrs. Harris chided. “And a lady does not use words like ‘blast.’”

“Hard to resist when a phaeton bearing a nobleman’s crest is tearing up the school’s drive.” Venetia peered through the window. “Is that a ducal crest?”

As every eye turned to Louisa, her heart stumbled into an erratic rhythm.

“It must be Foxmoor himself!” Eliza exclaimed. “How romantic for you, Miss North! He’s so smitten he rode all this way from town to find you!”

The younger ladies clapped their hands to their breasts and sighed in a perfect paroxysm of maidenly delight.

“Don’t be silly.” Louisa’s own hands fell into a maddening shake, so she buried them in her skirts of spotted pink muslin. “It’s probably one of the parents.”

Mrs. Harris lifted one eyebrow. “Aside from the fact that no duke would ever deign to enroll his daughter in a school, I doubt any of our parents would drive a phaeton. Those are for bachelors.”

“The duke would never ride anywhere after me.” When the others began to grin, Louisa bristled. “It’s someone’s cousin or suitor.” It couldn’t be Simon—she’d made it quite clear that she had no interest in him, not now, not ever.

Yet he kept leaving those gorgeous lilies, and with every bouquet the same line: “Surely we can at least be friends,” followed by the words, “Yours, Simon.” Not “the duke” or “Foxmoor.” Simon. As if he’d never wronged her. As if she’d never had him banished.

As if he weren’t probably consorting with her enemies even now.

Was that why he’d started this? Had the MPs asked him to distract her from her activities? She wouldn’t put it past them—or him, either. Not for one minute did she think he really wanted to be her “friend.”

“The phaeton is stopping!” Eliza leaned forward to see better. “A gentleman is getting out. He’s wearing a cobalt blue frock coat, light blue pantaloon trousers, and Hessians. I do so love a man in Hessians.” She turned back to smile at them, her hazel eyes sparkling. “Especially a handsome one.”

“Young, too,” Venetia added. “He couldn’t be more than thirty.”

“Thirty-three,” Louisa breathed. When they laughed, she thrust out her lower lip. “If it’s Regina’s brother. Which it probably isn’t.”

“Look, he has a monkey!” Eliza exclaimed.

Louisa groaned. Wonderful. The dratted man had run her to ground. Perhaps she could sneak down the back stairs to the stables…but no, she couldn’t leave without Regina.

She turned to Mrs. Harris. “Where are your copies of the London Monitor?” When the schoolmistress blinked, she added, “The ones with Mr. Godwin’s articles. Are they in your office? I shall go see—”

“Hiding in there will do you no good,” Regina put in. “I know my brother—he will find you.”

“Then it’s a good thing this has nothing to do with him.” Louisa headed for the door. “I told you, I can’t be bothered with his visits when we have work to do.”

“Regina is right, dear,” Mrs. Harris said. “You can’t avoid him forever. Just tell him you’re not interested, and put an end to it.”

“I already tried that at the fete. I made it quite clear how I felt.”

“Yet he keeps pursuing you.” Regina arched one blonde eyebrow. “You must have been very convincing.”

“I can’t believe she’s avoiding a duke,” exclaimed one of the girls.

“I can’t believe she’s avoiding the man who once governed India.” Eliza pursed her lips. “Who cares if he’s a duke? My father’s third cousin is a duke, and he’s an ass.”

“Miss Crenshawe!” Mrs. Harris chided. “We don’t use the word ‘ass,’ ever!”

“Sorry,” Eliza mumbled.

Louisa stifled a smile, remembering similar discussions with her governess. Eliza, with her reckless tongue and budding country beauty, reminded her of how she had been at seventeen: headstrong but naïve, easy pickings for the scheming Simon.

But she was older and wiser now. Surely she could handle one annoyingly attractive duke. And Mrs. Harris was right—she couldn’t avoid him forever, not when she lived with his sister. Better to settle her relationship with him for good. “I shall just have to be firmer in my refusal.”

“For some men it takes more than once,” Mrs. Harris said.

“Especially when the man knows you’re lying,” Regina said dryly.

Scowling, Louisa faced her sister-in-law. “I’m not lying.”

“No? Then why have you been hiding from him? Because you are afraid that you will succumb to his pursuit.” Regina’s eyes narrowed. “Or worse yet, that you will discover he has changed. You are afraid to see him for what he is.”

Louisa snorted. “His claim to have changed may fool you, but not me.”

“Did you know that he and His Majesty have been at odds since his return, reportedly over Simon’s renewed interest in you?”

The unbidden thrill searing Louisa’s veins vexed her, especially when she saw the young ladies regard her with envy and awe. “I hardly believe that His Majesty would disapprove of his old advisor.”

“Last night Simon pointedly left White’s as soon as the king arrived,” Regina persisted. “Marcus witnessed it himself. Doesn’t that prove Simon’s sincerity?”

It shook her, to be sure. She’d wondered if the king had coaxed Simon to distract her in exchange for some political advantage. But if they were on bad terms—

“Don’t you see?” Regina went on. “You have thought him the villain for so long that you would rather hide from your feelings than accept the changed man.”

“You’re wrong, I tell you,” Louisa said. “And I am not hiding!”

“From whom?” asked a deep male voice.

She jumped, then whirled to find Simon in the doorway, eyes gleaming. “From anyone,” she said, her heart in her throat. “I’m not hiding from…anyone.”

As Raji chattered and everyone behind her except Regina dropped into deep curtsies, Simon said, “Glad to hear it. Because only cowards hide. And I never took you for a coward.”

Heat filled her cheeks. She deserved that; she had been a coward. His bold, consuming kiss in the woods had unsettled her, but avoiding the truth never solved anything.

The butler appeared behind Simon, looking flustered. “Forgive me, ladies. I intended to announce His Grace, but he insisted upon surprising you.”

“Of course he did.” Louisa managed a remote smile. “The duke is nothing if not insistent.” Just like his sister, whom he resembled to an astonishing degree, both of them blond, blue-eyed, and bold. Except that Regina’s boldness was invigorating. Simon’s was just plain dangerous.

Like now, when he was scouring her with his impudent gaze. “You gave me little choice, Miss North. You seem to have forgotten our appointment.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You and I are supposed to pay a visit to Lady Trusbut, remember?” Idly, he scratched his monkey’s belly. “Raji was looking forward to it. But when I went to the town house to fetch you, they informed me that you were here.”

A hush fell across the room. Even the girls knew that gaining Lady Trusbut’s support had been a particular quest of Louisa’s.

“I didn’t think you meant it.” She lifted her chin in challenge. “After all, Your Grace, you have a bad habit of saying what you don’t mean.”

Ignoring the gasps from behind her, he shifted Raji to his shoulder. “Then give me a chance to prove I have overcome my bad habits.”

As if confirming his master’s words, Raji chattered madly, clutching a wooden carving of a bird to his furry chest. Painted bright yellow, the toy was clearly well-worn, well-loved. A canary. So Simon hadn’t been lying to Lady Trusbut about Raji’s preference for canaries.

It was a small thing, yet it gave her pause.

Simon held out his arm. “Shall we go? I have the phaeton waiting.”

Though the prospect of spending time alone with Simon in a phaeton unnerved her, she dared not lose the chance to snag Lady Trusbut’s support. Besides, he could hardly make advances in broad daylight with a monkey and groom as chaperones.

But first she and her ladies had to choose their candidate. “I tell you what, sir. Let me finish my meeting and then we’ll go. You can wait for me downstairs.”

He tensed, but before he could protest, Eliza burst out with, “Perhaps His Grace should participate, too. He probably knows all your prospective candi—”

“Hush, Eliza!” Louisa cast the loose-tongued girl a quelling glance. “I told you, that isn’t a matter for general discussion.”

Eliza’s face fell. “Oh, right.”

Louisa shifted her gaze to Simon. “Especially when we don’t know where the duke stands on our issue.”

“Nor can I tell you, when you are not forthright with me,” Simon countered.

“What do you mean?” she retorted.

He strode into the room. “You said you press your cause in Parliament, but you neglected to say how. I had to hear elsewhere about your unorthodox tactics.”

He’d heard about that?

They were still gaping at him when he added, “And you certainly never said you are putting up your own candidate for the Commons.”




Chapter Six




Dear Charlotte,

It would certainly help Miss North if she mended her fences with Foxmoor. Everyone is sure he will succeed Liverpool as prime minister. But I cannot see Miss North as his duchess. She would lead him a merry dance, and I hear Foxmoor isn’t particularly fond of dancing.

Your opinionated cousin,

Michael


Louisa’s heart dropped into her stomach. He wasn’t supposed to know about their political aspirations. No one in Parliament was supposed to know until the London Ladies marshaled their support. She could think of only one way he’d found out.

But when she glared at his sister, Regina drew herself up stiffly. “Don’t look at me—I didn’t tell him.”

“No, she didn’t.” Simon smiled. “Not for nothing was I once the king’s advisor. I know how to ferret out information, especially when it regards politics.”

As he handed his beaver top hat to the butler, Mrs. Harris said, “Then surely you realize how unhappy some of your friends in Parliament would be to hear that you’re helping us.”

“Helping you?”

“By taking Louisa to meet with Lord Trusbut.”

“Ah. I hardly call arranging an appointment with the Trusbuts ‘help.’ But if you’re looking for real help, I might offer it. After you convince me I should.”

Convince him? The audacity of the man! “We’re not interested in your help,” Louisa snapped.

“We’re interested in anyone’s help,” Mrs. Harris put in. “Especially coming from a man of such stature.” She cast Simon an assessing glance. “The question, Your Grace, isn’t whether we want your help, but why you’re offering it.”

“I’m not. Yet. First, I would have to know more about your cause—your aims, your methods—”

“You wish to spy on us,” Louisa said.

He cast her a cool smile. “I acquired my other information about your group with ease. So if I wanted to spy on you, Miss North, I would not waste time talking to you suspicious females. I’d be off befriending a less wary member.” He nodded at Regina. “Or bedeviling my sister with questions.”

“Which, to be fair,” Regina put in, “he has not done.”

“I came here to fulfill my promise to you,” Simon went on. “You were discussing politics, so I pointed out that I could help.” He smiled tightly. “But before I endorse any organization, I expect to know its aims and methods. Surely you understand that.” When they remained silently wary, he added with a shrug, “Of course, if you do not want my help—”

“What exactly would you wish to know?” Mrs. Harris asked.

“Now see here,” Louisa put in, “I’m not telling him anything until I know we can trust him.”

“Of course not,” Simon surprised her by saying. “But why not let me observe the workings of your group for a few days? How could that be a problem?” He arched one eyebrow. “Unless what I keep hearing is true, and the London Ladies Society really is planning some wild revolution.”

The others laughed a bit shakily, but Louisa’s stomach knotted up. He certainly knew a great deal after only a week. And if the other statesmen knew what he did, that wasn’t good. Refusing to let him observe might rouse further suspicion of her group’s political aspirations. That wouldn’t be good, either.

But if she did let him “observe,” she’d have to endure his presence.

Or would she? A sudden idea came to her. “What do you think, Mrs. Harris? Would you like the duke to observe your new committee?”

“I’d be honored.” Mrs. Harris smiled. “If he doesn’t mind riding out here twice a week for meetings.”

“Certainly not,” Simon said. “I could accompany my sister and Miss North.”

“Oh, but I’m not a member of her committee.” Louisa smirked.

His face darkened. “Then let me observe yours.”

She smiled sweetly. “Mrs. Harris’s committee will give you a better picture of our organization.”

How lovely to outwit Simon for a change. If he meant to assess their political aims, this would thwart him. And if he was sincerely interested in her group, Mrs. Harris’s current task would give him an excellent idea of their activities.

He was watching her suspiciously. “Exactly what does this committee do?”

Louisa headed back to the table. “If you can spare another few minutes, Your Grace, we’ll explain.”

“Certainly,” he said, following her.

He held her chair out with one of his tigerish smiles and she knew exactly how a gazelle must feel to be cornered. She shook off the feeling. She wasn’t cornered. She’d found a way to keep him out of her hair for a while, hadn’t she?

And thank heaven for that. Look at the handsome scoundrel—he already had the girls blushing and stammering as Mrs. Harris introduced them. Even Venetia turned a bit pink, and no man ever affected her.

What was it about Simon that turned perfectly reasonable females into blithering idiots? Was it his ability to make a woman feel as if he was listening only to her, paying attention only to her?

Or was it simply his air of command? He pulled back a chair for Mrs. Harris with a male grace that was beautiful to behold, every motion deliberate, nothing wasted. And once they were all seated and he took his own chair opposite Louisa, she couldn’t help noticing how well he controlled Raji. He tapped the table and the monkey hopped right onto that spot, clutching his toy canary to his white furry chest.

Eliza, who’d finagled the seat beside Simon, uttered a girlish sigh. “Your monkey is just darling, Your Grace.”

“You haven’t seen the creature lay waste to a woman’s coiffure,” Louisa quipped. “That darling draws blood if you’re not careful.”

“Only when presented with the right temptation,” Simon said. “He thought Lady Trusbut’s peacock was a toy.”

“Like his little carving,” Eliza said. “Where did you get it?”

“Simon probably carved it himself,” Regina put in. “He likes to whittle.”

“Really?” Mrs. Harris surveyed Simon with new eyes. “It’s very good.”

“Whittling keeps my hands busy while my mind works through a problem,” he said.

Louisa had forgotten that odd habit of his. He’d once whittled her a perfectly charming miniature lily, merely because she’d said she liked them. It was the one reminder of him that she’d kept.

“Did you learn to whittle in India?” Eliza asked.

“No,” Simon said with a chuckle. “My father taught me.”

Louisa blinked. She had rarely heard him speak of his parents. She’d learned more about them from Regina than she’d ever learned from him.

“Is it true you were the first duke to serve as Governor-General of India?” Eliza asked with stars in her eyes.

“Miss Crenshawe, stop plaguing the duke,” Mrs. Harris broke in.

“It’s fine.” Simon cast Eliza a kindly glance. “And no, not exactly. Wellington served long before me, though he wasn’t a duke at the time.”

“Simon wasn’t the first of our family to go to India, either,” Regina put in. “My mother’s younger brother served there, too. Uncle Tobias was there as a lieutenant for…what was it, Simon? Two years? Before he died of malaria?”

Simon’s expression grew shuttered. “Three years.” He sat back. “But enough talk of India—I want to know what Mrs. Harris’s committee does.”

His strained smile gave Louisa pause. All she’d heard from Regina about their uncle was that the poor man had gone to seek his fortune, and instead had died alone. A very sad tale. Was that why it bothered Simon to think of it?

Oh, why did she care? She forced herself to pay attention to what Mrs. Harris was saying.

“We’re presently assessing tasks that would provide sustainable income for our convict women while teaching them usable skills,” Mrs. Harris explained. “We need one that requires little training, since we lack sufficient volunteers for that. Yet it must pay well.”

“How well?” Simon asked.

“Enough to support our projects—the prison school, supplemental clothing and bedding, and matrons instead of male guards.”

“Why would you have to pay for matrons—isn’t that the prison system’s responsibility?” Simon asked as he scratched Raji’s back.

“It should be.” Anger at such injustice burned in Louisa’s chest. “Instead, guards are paid out of fees taken from the poverty-stricken prisoners. So of course they’re brutes who use their position to bully the women, subjecting them to—” She broke off, remembering the younger girls. “To…er…their advances.”

“And Parliament does not consider it a problem,” Regina said. “Despite committee reports, they refuse to institute the proper reforms.”

“The Home Secretary claims that we would ‘remove the dread of punishment in the criminal classes.’” Just remembering the speech made Louisa’s blood boil.

“That certainly sounds like Sidmouth.” Simon’s voice held an edge. “He equates reform with revolution and radicals.”

“And you don’t?” Mrs. Harris prodded.

A veiled look crossed his face. “It depends on the reform. But I see why you want to put up a candidate. And if you’ll forgive my saying so, I could be of greater use in advising you—”

“Oh yes,” Louisa cut in, “I’m sure your fellow statesmen have told you exactly how to advise us.”

His gaze pierced her. “Do you suspect me of being an agent provocateur?”

“I can’t imagine why I should.” Her voice dripped sarcasm. “What could possibly be suspicious about a duke with political aspirations wanting to spend time with female reformers instead of with his chums at his club?”

With a lazy smile, he trailed his gaze down to her mouth. “Even a duke with political aspirations can have a personal reason for wanting to advise…a friend.”

When that set the schoolgirls to giggling, she tossed her head. “Fine. As long as you limit your advice to helping us with an income-producing task for the convict women, sir, I am happy to hear it.”

Eliza cast him an adoring glance. “Perhaps the duke could tell us how to teach the convict women to whittle. Wouldn’t that be an income-producing task?”

“Handing knives to prisoners is not a good idea, Eliza,” Louisa snapped, annoyed by the girl’s hero-worship.

Simon settled back in his chair. “Whittling might not work, but your women could paint someone else’s carvings.”

“And who will provide us with those? You?” Louisa taunted.

He lifted one eyebrow. “Of course not. But I could supply the paint.”

Regina clapped her hands together. “I quite forgot. One of Grandfather Monteith’s investments was a paint factory in Leeds. He left it to Simon.”

“Every year London toymakers carve thousands of toy carts, soldiers, even Noah’s arks with animals.” Simon leaned forward, enthusiasm tinting his tanned cheeks a ruddy hue. “There’s still a few months before Christmas. If you were to partner with white-wood carvers—”

“White-wood?” Eliza chirped.

“Pine,” Louisa explained, surprised that Simon even knew the term.

“You could have the ladies paint toys,” Simon went on. “And if you sell them at Christmas, you will make very good money.”

Grudgingly, Louisa conceded that it was a good idea. She began to list strategies for carrying it out. “We’ll have to find the carvers and someone to transport the paint and train the women—”

An object thunked on the table in front of her. Startled, she looked up to find that Raji had walked across to set his canary before her. “Sorry, Raji,” she said, “but if we take on this project, we’ll need new carvings to paint.”

When he cocked his head as if listening to her, everyone at the table laughed. Then he leaped into her lap.

“Oh!” she exclaimed as he caught hold of her bodice. When she closed her arms about the dear creature, he curled up with a contented sigh. “For heaven’s sake, what’s this about?”

“Apparently he likes you,” Simon said, his voice a low rumble. “And Raji is very particular. Ever since his previous owner died, he’s been wary of women.”

“Isn’t that adorable?” Eliza breathed. “He thinks you’re her or something.”

A lump filled Louisa’s throat as she stroked the monkey’s fur. “Don’t be silly. He just hopes to coax a cup of punch out of me.” But secretly she was touched. She didn’t bother to examine why too closely. Nor did she meet Simon’s gaze, afraid of what she might see there. “Now where were we?”

“Mrs. Harris’s committee will head up a project to have the ladies paint toys.” Regina tapped a pencil on the table. “But we’ll have to take care around the children, so they don’t eat the paint.”

“There are children in Newgate?” A frown marred Simon’s fine high brow.

“Unfortunately, yes,” Mrs. Harris said, her expression grim. “The policy is to imprison the youngest with their mothers. Newgate alone contains two hundred eighty seven women and one hundred thirteen children under six, locked up with murderers and highwaymen.”

Louisa well remembered her outrage when she’d first seen the pitifully underfed, naked urchins, forced to witness their mothers selling themselves to gain food and clothes for their poor mites.

Thank heaven the Association and the London Ladies had improved matters. But not enough; not yet. She cradled Raji closer. “They even deliver babies in there. Can you imagine? With only one doctor, we have to fight to keep the women from dying of childbed fever or pouring out their life’s blood—”

“Louisa, dear, you’ve made your point,” Mrs. Harris broke in, with a glance ’round at her pupils.

They stared at Louisa wide-eyed, clearly never having thought about the perils of childbirth. Simon was watching her, too, a silent question in his eyes. And the last person to whom she wanted to reveal her darkest fear was him.

“That’s why we must have the funds,” she said quickly. “If not for the women, then for our children.” A smile touched her lips. “They deserve toys, too.” She glanced at Mrs. Harris. “Make sure you include that in the project.”

“I hate to interrupt, Miss North, but you and I must still visit the Trusbuts.” Simon glanced at his watch. “And it’s already three-thirty.”

Mrs. Harris made a shooing gesture at Louisa. “Go, go. Lady Trusbut is too important to ignore. We can discuss the candidates further on Tuesday.”

Simon had already risen to round the table. “What’s happening Tuesday?”

Louisa rose, too. “That’s when we—” She halted as a devious idea struck her. “That’s when you really ought to come observe us. And if you want to help, you can bring your coach and any other equipage you can spare.”

“Now, Louisa,” Regina warned, “I doubt that my brother would want—”

“He said he wished to observe, didn’t he? And how better to observe than from his own carriage? Besides, we could use the extra rigs.”

“We certainly could,” Mrs. Harris said with mischief in her voice.

“For what?” Simon looked decidedly wary.

Louisa smiled. “Time to leave, don’t you think? Although the Trusbut manor isn’t far, the hour is getting late. If we’re to return before dark—”

“Fine.” Simon scooped up Raji’s toy canary from where it lay on the table. “But I expect you to explain on the way why you want my carriages.”

He gestured to the door and she hurried out, her smile broadening with every step. If this didn’t discourage him from whatever sly scheme he was engaged in with them, nothing would.




Chapter Seven




Dear Cousin,

Foxmoor’s love of dancing must have improved, for he’s shamelessly pursuing Louisa. He even agreed to help the London Ladies, which worries me. Because if ever a man could spell danger for our political aims, it is the duke.

Your concerned friend,

Charlotte


Simon seethed as he and Raji waited for Louisa outside Mrs. Harris’s office. The damned chit had refused to see him all week, only to trick him into agreeing to observe the wrong committee once he’d finally cornered her.

She thought to make him relinquish his pursuit, did she? Very well, he would let her have her head, but only for a while. Because to deal with her political dabbling, he must know how far it went, which meant getting close to her. Besides, courting a woman was damned hard when the woman made herself inaccessible.

At least he had her for this jaunt, and for Tuesday’s, as well. He frowned. No doubt she had invented some new test with this business of needing his carriages.

“Ready?” she asked as she emerged from Mrs. Harris’s office, wearing a peculiar sealskin hat and a snug little white spencer.

He sucked in a breath. How did the bloody female manage to look so enticing in such prim attire? During his time in India, he’d seen a hundred devadasis in alluring saris, yet none of them had looked as enchanting as Louisa in a buttoned-up spencer. None of them had made his blood run hot with wondering about the silky female curves beneath the satin—

“Simon?” she asked, her cheeks pinkening fetchingly beneath his lustful gaze.

“Yes. Ready. Right.” Deuce take his vivid imagination. Pray God she stopped resisting him soon, or she would reduce him to begging.

They headed out to his waiting phaeton. Since he preferred to drive and Raji enjoyed riding on the perch, he handed his pet off to his tiger. Moments later, he had his matched bays comfortably trotting along the road back to London.

Glancing over, he noticed that Louisa sat prim and erect, the very picture of his sister at her loftiest. Except that the smile playing about Louisa’s pretty mouth was too mischievous for Regina. And too damned tempting by far.

He jerked his attention back to the road before he indulged his urge to ravage that sumptuous mouth out here in plain view of the world. “Why do you want carriages Tuesday?” he snapped, to take his mind off her lips.

“We need to transport some convict women a short distance, that’s all.”

Then why was she smiling so smugly? “Isn’t transportation the prison’s responsibility?”

“Yes, but they usually put them in open carts, and we don’t want that because—” Her smile vanished. “Well, it’s just not wise.”

“Let me guess—shackled prisoners in open carts invite public attention. Which means the women are subjected to taunts and insults.”

“And mauled by unfeeling men.” Her voice grew impassioned. “And pelted by rotten tomatoes and eggs and—” She stopped short as she realized how much she’d revealed. “Anyway, we figured private carriages would be better than carts.”

“I’m sure you did,” he said irritably. “Especially my private carriages. Why subject your own carriages to the whims of a rowdy mob when it would be more entertaining to subject mine?”

“We’re not asking you to do anything we’re not doing ourselves.” She flashed him a challenging glare. “You did say you wanted to observe.”

“Yes, I did.” And the minx had leapt at the chance to torment him for it. “But much as I enjoy the occasional run through rotten vegetables, I would rather provide coaches more suitable to your purposes.”

She sniffed. “If you’re suggesting hackneys, we tried that. They won’t rent to us at any price. Not for this.”

Yet the troublemaking wench was eager to have him expose his own costly rigs to abuse. “Hackney owners will take a risk if given the proper incentive. Like assurances from a duke that their losses will be covered.”

Good thing he had a fortune to spare. Otherwise, convincing his skeptical future wife to trust him would eventually drive him into penury.

When she said nothing, he added, “Will that do the trick? Or are you determined to see my carriages ravaged by the mob?”

“This isn’t a joke,” she said. “Our group is serious about gaining humane treatment for these women.”

“Not serious enough.” He still chafed at how she’d manipulated him earlier. “Otherwise you would not refuse to make use of my considerable talents where it would do you the most good.”

“Stop trying to provoke me into involving you in our political affairs.” She folded her hands in her lap. “I know that observing us isn’t really your aim.”

“It is certainly not my only aim,” he muttered.

“What do you mean?”

He hesitated, but it was best to be honest where he could. Honesty had always carried him further with her than deception.

This entire courtship is a deception, his grandfather’s voice sneered. And you call me a hypocrite?

Simon gritted his teeth. It was not a deception—he fully intended to marry her. He was simply hiding his reasons for it because it was the only way to gain what was best for everyone—her included. “Surely what I want is obvious. I want to be with you, Louisa.”

She eyed him askance. “Why? Did the king say something to you? He keeps going on and on about my activities—”

“It has nothing to do with the king,” he snapped, then regretted the blatant falsehood. But Christ, she drove him to it sometimes. “You are the most suspicious female I have ever met. God forbid a man should try to court you—”

“Court me!” Her musical laughter grated on him. “Court me? Fancy that.”

“Not the most flattering response,” he grumbled.

“No, no, forgive me, I’m flattered, indeed I am.” Her shoulders shook with laughter, and she clasped her gloved hands together tightly.

“I can tell how flattered you are. You’re practically swooning.”

She shot him a mischievous glance. “Would you like to see me swoon?”

“I would like to see you take me seriously. Because this time I have every intention of winning you.”

Her eyes darkened. “You really mean it, don’t you?”

“I wouldn’t say it if I—” He caught himself too late.

“Didn’t mean it?” she finished, an arch smile on her lips. “I seem to recall that you said it without meaning it easily enough the first time.”

His temper flared. “Things have changed since then. I have changed.” More than she realized, even if he still had an ulterior motive for courting her.

“You aren’t the only one.” She sounded as if she were trying to convince herself as much as him. “That’s why there’s no point to your courting me. I am no longer the naïve little fool who lapped up your every word.”

“You were never a fool.” He tensed, but could see no way around having this discussion. They clearly couldn’t go further without it.

Between Raji’s excited chattering and the raised phaeton hood, Simon’s tiger could probably not hear them. But just in case, Simon lowered his voice. “I was the fool, Louisa. I thought I could do what the king asked without hurting anyone.” His tone grew acid. “Unfortunately, I have an annoying tendency to press far beyond the point when another man would call a retreat.”

“Really?” she said coldly. “Do tell.”

“I didn’t mean to say what I did, I swear.” His hands clenching the reins, he stared at the macadam road. “That night when you told me I mustn’t see you again until you came of age, I saw my plans crumbling. The words just came out—”

He halted, realizing how feeble it sounded. Yet it was true. Desperate to keep from losing the king’s influence, he had spoken the fateful words that had changed his life forever: Run away with me. I love you. Marry me.

A second later, he had regretted them. Even in the throes of his youthful ambition, he’d realized he’d gone too far. But he still had not taken them back.

And when her face had lit up and she had said yes, kissing her had seemed perfectly natural. Especially when he had dreamed of it for weeks, had thought of it in the night, had burned to touch her—

“The point is, sir,” Louisa said, “I don’t care anymore if you’ve changed. I don’t intend to marry anyone ever. Neither you nor any other man.”

He refused to believe her. His sister had professed the same desire until she had succumbed to Draker’s advances. So if Louisa meant to drive him off, she would have to do better. “Say what you will, you are not the sort of woman to—”

“Dedicate her life to a cause?”

“Give up men. You are too passionate to endure life as a spinster.”

“Just because I melted into a puddle when you kissed me seven years ago—”

“And four nights ago,” he growled.

“I told you, that was an experiment. It didn’t mean anything.”

He eyed her askance. “And that is why you avoid me.” His sarcasm thickened. “That is why today you were headed off to hide—”

“I wasn’t!” With a furtive glance behind her, she lowered her voice. “My cause is just more important than you or me or what once happened between us.”

But a pretty blush stained her cheeks and her hands trembled, which sent a surge of triumph through him. “Prove it.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Prove that your cause is more bloody important than anything else. Let me advise your committee. You know very well I can be invaluable to you. And don’t give me that rot about not trusting me. If I wanted to ferret out your secrets, I would. But give me a chance, and I can be very useful in helping you navigate political waters. I want to be useful to you.”

At least until he married her. He had nothing against her admirable group, but they were headed for trouble if they kept listening to her. Reform groups that got on the wrong side of public opinion only succeeded in setting back their cause.

Since she was the one pushing them into politics, they would be better off without her. Then they could return to aiding convict women until their reforms could be legislated at a reasonable pace by reasonable men like himself.

And if taking Louisa out of the group damaged their charitable aims, too?

Newgate alone contains two hundred eighty-seven women and one hundred thirteen children, locked up with murderers and highwaymen. Children, for God’s sake, under the age of six.

It didn’t matter, he told himself, ignoring the squirming of his conscience. Sometimes even admirable causes must be sacrificed to achieve the greater good. He meant to uphold his devil’s bargain with the king no matter what that entailed. The sooner he stopped her political meddling, the better for everyone.

He flicked the reins. “If your cause really is more important than ‘you or me,’ then why not let me advise you?” Shooting her a covert glance, he added, “Of course, if you cannot bear to be around me because our past is too painful or I tempt you to abandon your high-minded ideas about marriage—”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” she bit out.

“Then make use of me. Seven years ago, I used you for my own purposes. Now it’s your chance to use my reckless attraction to you for your political cause.”

He felt her eyes assessing him. “How can I be sure this isn’t another of your schemes?”

“You can let me prove my sincerity. If you believe that anyone can reform, can’t you give me the same consideration as your convict women? What will it cost you to make use of my political connections and knowledge?”

“It could cost us everything if you use what you learn against us.”

“Not knowing what you’re doing could cost you everything, anyway.” That was exactly why he meant to marry her and coax her out of politics. “Besides, I’ll be risking my own career by publicly supporting a group that has MPs grumbling.”

“So why do it?” she snapped.

“Because I want you,” he said in a low voice. “As my wife. And if advising your group is the only way to win you, then that is what I will do.”

That brought her up short. She looked as if she might give him an answer, then blinked and pointed to a wide, elm-lined avenue cutting off from the main road immediately ahead. “That’s the turn to Lady Trusbut’s house.”

Damn, so it was. He took the turn quickly, throwing her against him. When she clutched at his leg for balance, his very muscles leapt at the touch. She started to draw her hand back, but he caught it and flattened it against his thigh. His gaze met hers, and for the merest second he saw his own arousal mirrored in her eyes.

That glimpse emboldened him. As they approached the house, he entwined his fingers with hers. “Will you let me advise you? Or will you condemn me to worshiping you from afar, pining after you alone in my bed, besotted and—”

“What a lot of poppycock.” But a reluctant smile played about her lips, and she did not try to free her hand. “I give you a week at most before you tire of courting me and turn your attention to a more suitable female.”

“I didn’t tire of courting you last time, did I?” He shot her a mischievous glance. “I only stopped because you demanded that I be packed off to India.”

“You didn’t have to go.” Stiffening, she slid her hand free of his. “You could have defied the king, given up the chance to become prime minister, and married me instead. But you didn’t.”

Cursing himself for having brought up their unsettling past yet again, he halted the phaeton in front of the Trusbuts’ impressive Palladian manor, then angled himself to face her. “You’re right. I chose exile over marriage. Because like you, I once believed there were ambitions more important than you or I.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Surely you won’t claim you no longer believe that.”

“I no longer believe that one must always choose,” he hedged. “There’s no reason we can’t have both, our ambitions and—” As his tiger leapt down, taking Raji with him, Simon lowered his voice. “—our passions.” In the right place.

“In a perfect world we might have both, but in the real world—”

“We make the real world, Louisa.” Simon climbed out. “If you did not believe that, you would not be a reformer.”

He took Raji from his tiger, allowing the scamp to climb onto his shoulder. “So make the world be what you want. What we both want. Give me a chance.” He held out his hand to help her down. “Let me be with you.”

She stared at his hand a long moment. The sun hung above the horizon behind her head, haloing her in an amber light that also shielded her expression.

But at last she allowed him to help her down. As she hesitated beside the phaeton, with cheeks pink and eyes lowered, he ruthlessly tamped down the urge to kiss her until she yielded everything. If he shamed her on the Trusbuts’ doorstep, she would never forgive him.

“I’ll think about your…er…proposition,” she said, “and let you know my answer by the end of the day…Your Grace.”

Scowling, he settled her hand on his arm, then led her toward the steps. “I’ll have you calling me Simon before then, I swear. The way you used to.”

“That was when you were someone else.” She reverted to her calm, detached air. “The Simon I knew was a figment of my imagination. The real Duke of Foxmoor was…is a stranger to me. And until I know him better, I will treat him like any other stranger I’ve just met.”

Not for long, my clever beauty, he thought as they mounted the steps. Not if I have anything to say about it.

Raji climbed across his back, then leapt off. When he landed on Louisa’s shoulder, she laughed.

“He has taken a fancy to you.” Simon fixed his gaze on her luscious lips. “Much like his owner.”

Though she blushed, her gaze was skeptical. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you put Raji up to it.”

“I have trained him to do some things, but leaping into your arms is not one of them. His fancy for you and his fancy for birds are entirely his own idea.”

The door opened, and the butler ushered them in, taking their cards off to his mistress while they stood waiting.

“Well,” Louisa whispered, “let’s pray he doesn’t take a fancy to Lady Trusbut’s coiffure this time.”

“As long as she refrains from wearing toy peacocks, he will be fine. Which reminds me—” He dug Raji’s canary out of his coat pocket and handed it to the monkey, who clung to Louisa’s neck. “It helps if he has his own toy to pet.”

“Good,” she said as Raji seized his toy. “We need to impress Lady Trusbut.”

We? Simon bit back a smile.

“And his lordship, too, of course,” she added.

“Which is why I’m here,” Simon said.

This would be tricky. They both needed Lord Trusbut’s support, but if Simon remembered correctly, the courtly gentleman thought women should be protected from the cold, cruel world at all costs. Which meant keeping them well away from prisons. Not to mention Parliament.

The butler returned to bid them follow him, then headed off at a clipped pace that gave Simon little time to examine the manor as thoroughly as he preferred when assessing adversaries. After a brisk walk down a carpetless hall devoid of portraits and smelling faintly of linseed oil, they were ushered into a private sitting room filled with bird cages, some of them empty, most of them not.

With a smile, Lady Trusbut curtsied while her hoary-headed husband made a sketchy bow over the stout ivory cane he leaned upon. Judging from the grim expression on the baron’s gaunt face, he was not nearly as happy that they’d come as Lady Trusbut seemed to be.

The baroness rushed forward, her hazel eyes alight. “Your Grace, we are so delighted to have you.” She inclined her head toward Louisa. “And you, too, Miss North, of course. Did your sister-in-law not come with you?”

“We took my phaeton, so there was no room for her,” Simon explained.

Lady Trusbut edged closer to where Raji was perched on Louisa’s shoulder and peered cautiously at him. “I say, is he really clutching a toy canary?”

“His favorite,” Simon said. “Though as you know, he also bears a certain fondness for miniature peacocks.”

Lady Trusbut gave a trilling laugh. “He does, indeed.” She gestured to a settee littered with yellow feathers. “Please, do stay a moment.”

Once he and Louisa were seated together opposite the Trusbuts, who’d each taken a chair, the baroness called for tea. Raji, scamp that he was, immediately settled himself into the curve of Louisa’s arm and buried his face in her bodice.

Louisa laughed. “Don’t tell me you’re choosing now to be shy, you little imp. After all the trouble you caused the other night?”

When Raji gazed up at her adoringly, she fussed over him. A sudden pang struck Simon’s chest. It was easy to imagine Louisa fussing over his child instead, cooing to his sloe-eyed, dark-haired son or tenderly stroking his curly-headed minx of a daughter. As Simon’s throat constricted, he had to look away.

All in good time. You will have that, too, if you can only be patient. A pity he felt far less than patient right now, with the feel of her hand on his thigh still fresh in his memory.

“See here, little fellow,” Lady Trusbut told Raji as her husband looked on sullenly, “do not be frightened of us. You’re among friends here.” Waving her hand in the air, she uttered a series of clicking noises. “Come, Garnet and Opal, Ruby and Sapphire! We have guests!”

As a flock of canaries alighted on her arms and shoulders, Simon quipped, “What? No Diamond?”

“Diamond is ill.” Lady Trusbut gestured to a cage at the far end of the room. “He’s resting, poor thing. How did you know?”

“Lucky guess,” he said, exchanging a glance with Lord Trusbut, who sat grimly silent with his hands upon his knees.

Lady Trusbut took a bird upon her finger. “Come now, Emerald, say hello to Raji.”

Emerald did more than that—she sang. Raji’s head jerked up, and before anyone knew it, he’d tossed his toy aside and was scampering over to Lady Trusbut.

“Raji, no!” Louisa cried and lunged forward.

But Simon caught her arm. “It’s all right. Just watch.”

The monkey scrambled into Lady Trusbut’s lap, then sat listening, enraptured.

Lady Trusbut smiled. “Look at that, will you? A perfect gentleman.”

“He knows the difference between real birds and toys,” Simon explained. “He’s very careful with real birds. It’s the toy ones he loves to death.”

Lady Trusbut brought her bird nearer Raji, who visibly sighed with pleasure. When the canary stopped warbling, Simon gave Raji a command in Hindi.

Raji clapped his hands and everyone laughed, even Lord Trusbut before he caught himself.

“What did you say?” Louisa asked.

“I told him to show his appreciation for the song. Certain commands he will only heed if I give them in Hindi.”

“You speak Hindi?” Louisa said, clearly surprised.

“Some.” Not knowing the language of the people whom one ruled could lead to disaster, as he had learned only too well from the tragedies at Poona. If he had only been able to listen to the gossip in the markets then, as he had learned to do later, perhaps—

No, thoughts like that led to madness. He was trying to make amends for that mistake. This endless reassessing of where he had gone wrong only kept him from focusing his energies on setting things right.

Louisa gasped, jerking his attention to where Raji now reached for the canary.

“Pet lightly, lad,” Simon warned, then repeated the command in Hindi.

But Raji was careful as usual, stroking the bird with awe.

“I don’t believe it,” Louisa breathed. “Look at the little devil. He’s in raptures. And so gentle, too.” She slanted a glance at Simon. “Not to mention well-trained. Did you train him?”

“No, he belonged to a traveling performer before Colin’s wife acquired him. Apparently he used to wear a silly vest and red hat.” He smiled over at Raji. “But we don’t go for such humiliating rot now, do we, chap?”

Raji chattered in answer.

“What did he say?” Lady Trusbut asked in perfect seriousness.

Simon blinked. “Devil if I know. Probably something like, ‘When are you going to feed me again, you big sorry lout?’”

“Oh no, surely nothing so impudent as that.” Lady Trusbut turned her head to the three birds jockeying for purchase on her shoulder. “What’s that, ladies? Yes, I know. The duke is joking. He would never starve his pet, I’m sure.”

“Apparently Lady Trusbut’s birds talk to her,” Louisa murmured.

“Ah,” Simon said. “Don’t tell Raji, or he’ll expect me to interpret.”

Lady Trusbut straightened in her chair. “My canaries are very intelligent, sir. They’re the jewels in my crown.” She flashed her husband a coy glance. “Edward buys me another every Christmas, don’t you, dear?”

The old gent’s ears reddened. “Cheaper than real jewels, eh, Foxmoor?”

“I imagine so.” Noting the indulgent look the baron shot his wife, Simon added, “Though I hear that any expense is worth it to keep one’s spouse content.”

Lord Trusbut took his meaning readily, for he reached inside his coat pocket. “My wife seems to think Miss North’s cause is a good one.” With a frown, he removed a slip of paper. “I told her I’d be willing to offer a small donation.”

The baron pointedly offered the bank draft to Simon. Ignoring how Louisa bristled, Simon reached for it, but Lord Trusbut did not let go.

“I assume, Foxmoor, that this amount will suffice to put an end to Miss North’s attempts to involve my wife with her Ladies Society.”

“Edward, please!” Lady Trusbut exclaimed.

“I mean it.” The crusty old baron met Simon’s gaze dolefully. “I won’t have my wife trotting about a prison. And if you care for Miss North, you’ll keep her away from prisons, as well. I’m sure you agree, sir, that ladies don’t belong at Newgate.”

The conversation had just turned tricky, but fortunately not impossible. Simon flashed Lord Trusbut a broad smile. “I do agree with you, sir. Newgate is no place for ladies.”




Chapter Eight




Dear Charlotte,

You have good reason to be wary. By all accounts, Foxmoor’s ambition to become prime minister has not changed, so if Miss North does catch him for a husband, she will take second place to his ambition.

Yours fondly,

Michael


Louisa nearly had heart failure. How dared Simon agree with that man? Leaning forward, she prepared to give Lord Trusbut a piece of her mind, but Simon laid his hand on her arm and squeezed it in warning.

“Newgate is no place for ladies,” he repeated. Lord Trusbut released the bank draft. Simon glanced at it, frowned, then folded it and tapped it against his knee. “Indeed, it’s no place for women at all. Yet there are hundreds there, being treated little better than animals. And surely you don’t approve of that, do you?”

Louisa let out her breath, then fixed Lord Trusbut with a questioning glance.

Lord Trusbut scowled at them both. “They’re criminals. That’s different.”

Releasing her arm, Simon sat back and cast her an expectant look.

She took his cue. “They’re not all criminals. Nearly a third are awaiting trial, which means they haven’t been convicted. And there are children, too, subjected to the filth and indignities of a prison merely because their mothers were sent there. Surely you don’t think children belong in a prison, sir.”

“Certainly not, but—”

“Despite what Lord Sidmouth claims, we’re not advocating that the women escape punishment. But we’ve found that if they are given rules and a suitable occupation in prison, they often become law-abiding citizens once they’re released.”

She chose her words carefully. “But until Parliament agrees to fund permanent matrons and schoolteachers, we need many charity-minded females to provide those services. We’d hate to see the prisoners return to their old ways because ladies like your wife and I aren’t there to help.”

“And if it’s the ladies’ safety you’re concerned about,” Simon added, “I intend to go with them from now on.”

“Really?” Lord Trusbut said. “You will accompany them to Newgate?”

Louisa was as surprised by the statement as the baron.

“As often as I can.” He fixed the baron with a steely look. “It is a worthy cause. And women will have their little causes, so why not indulge them?”

She didn’t like him speaking of prison reform as some female whim, but she couldn’t deny the effect his words were having on Lord Trusbut.

The man sat back, rubbing the ivory knob of his cane as if it were a fortune-teller’s crystal ball and he thought to find answers in its creamy surface.

Simon pressed his point. “I have taken a personal interest in Miss North’s organization. A very personal interest.”

That seemed to push Lord Trusbut over the edge, for he glanced over to his wife. “What do you think, Lillian? Is this something you would like to do?”

Lady Trusbut stared down to where Raji chattered at her canary. “Well…you see, Edward, many of my friends are joining. And I can’t help thinking how sad it is that those poor children must suffer for their mothers’ crimes. If I could make myself useful to them…”

It suddenly dawned on Louisa that the Trusbuts had no children, despite having been married practically forever. Her heart constricted to see how carefully the baroness handled her birds, how gentle she was with Raji.

“We’d be delighted to have you bring a few canaries to the prison sometime,” Louisa said softly. “The children would adore hearing them sing.”

Lady Trusbut brightened. “Do you really think so? Opal is the best for singing, though Emerald has a fine voice, too.” She held Emerald up to eye level. “What do you think, dear? Should you like to entertain some poor children?”

The bird cocked its head, and Lady Trusbut nodded, then flashed Louisa a blazing smile. “She would be happy to go.”

Louisa glanced at Lord Trusbut, who was staring at his wife with a haunting tenderness that made a lump lodge in Louisa’s throat. Oh, to be loved like that. It might make even the risk of childbearing worth it.

Simon must have seen it, too, for his voice was thick when he spoke again. “Then it’s settled. Lady Trusbut will join Miss North’s little group.”

Lord Trusbut’s gaze snapped to Simon, suddenly fierce. “But she will only go to Newgate if you are in attendance, too.”

“Of course,” Simon said. “I will ensure her safety at all times.”

The rest of the visit passed in a happy daze for Louisa. As she explained the project they were considering, she marveled at how easily Simon laid it out, how firm he was with Lord Trusbut about his assurance that it would be successful. Could this be? Could Simon really be this enthusiastic about their cause?

And could it really be all for her?

She dared not let herself believe that. Yet he’d defended her to an influential lord. He’d even agreed to accompany them to the prison, and before witnesses, too.

Surely it couldn’t last. He had more important things to do than squire ladies back and forth to Newgate. Unless he was sincere about courting her…

Warmth pooled in her belly at the thought. The devil certainly knew how to tempt her. She should know better than to trust him. Why, Sidmouth himself might have sent Simon to wreak havoc in their midst.

But if so, Simon was going about it wrong, professing publicly to have taken “a personal interest” in their group. The Home Secretary wouldn’t like that at all.

As they rose to leave, Simon stunned her by handing the bank draft back to Lord Trusbut. “Surely now you can find it in your heart to be more generous.”

Shocked at his daring, she said, “Your Grace—”

“No, the duke is right,” Lord Trusbut answered. “If my wife is to participate, I’m happy to oblige.”

He invited Simon to go with him to his study, leaving her and Lady Trusbut alone. Casting a glance toward the open door, Lady Trusbut lowered her voice. “His Grace seems very enamored of you.”

There’s no reason we can’t have both. Our ambitions. And our passions.

Louisa managed a shaky laugh. “He’s merely helping me because of our family connection.”

“Nonsense, my dear. No man is that solicitous of his sister’s relation for nothing. I can tell a serious suitor when I see one.”

Just what she did not need. Or want.

Except when he looked at her. And entwined her fingers with his. And ravished her mouth in the tempting dark of the night—

“Shh, they return,” Lady Trusbut warned. As the two men approached from down the hall, she added, “I shall tell my friends Mrs. Peel and Mrs. Canning about your group as well. They are both quite the philanthropists.”

Louisa gaped at the baroness’s generosity, as well as her astute choice of friends. Robert Peel and George Canning were both MPs who’d leaned toward supporting Louisa’s cause. If their wives were to join…

Barely able to contain her excitement, Louisa squeezed the baroness’s hand. “That would be wonderful—thank you! The three of you should come to call next week, so I can further explain our group’s aims.”

Then she and Simon took their leave and headed back for London, with dusk settling soft as silk on the sprouting green fields.

Louisa let out a long breath. “I can’t believe how well that went! I’ve been trying to get Lady Trusbut to join for weeks.” She gave Simon’s arm a playful punch. “But you merely set Raji to work, and she offers to introduce me to her important friends. Isn’t that wonderful?”

When Simon didn’t answer, she glanced over to where he tooled the phaeton with expert skill, looking pensive. “What’s wrong?” Her cheery mood dimmed. “Are you worried Lord Trusbut will change his mind and try to hurt your career?”

“Hardly.” When he caught her questioning gaze on him, he forced a smile. “Trusbut’s a man of character. If he says he’ll support your group, then he will.”

“Then why are you upset?”

“I’m not upset. I…” He returned to staring at the road, his hands fisting on the reins. “Did you see how Trusbut looked at her?”

“His wife? Yes. I thought it was very sweet.”

For a moment, he said nothing. When he spoke again, his voice held a wistfulness that tugged at her heart. “My father never once looked at my mother like that, not in all the years they were married.”

She was surprised he would speak of something so personal. “Regina did say your parents were rather formal together.”

“Formal?” He gave a harsh laugh. “Cold is closer to the truth. Father spent his time at his club, and Mother with her friends. Her fondness for faro was a sore subject with Grandfather Monteith. He believed my father corrupted his daughter.”

“Is that why your grandfather made you his protégé? Because his son-in-law was a dissipated gambler?”

“You could say that.” His voice held an odd edge. “It was probably no coincidence that Grandfather Monteith took me under his wing after the second of his two sons died. With my mother married, he had no one left to bully.”

“Bully?” His vitriolic words surprised her. “What did your grandfather—”

“He was merely strong-minded,” he said quickly, his expression veiled. He cast her a rueful smile. “Like me.”

“But not like your father, I take it.”

“No. My father had no ambition for anything but grouse hunting and whist. In the early years of their marriage, that fact annoyed my mother.” A weary resignation tinged Simon’s voice. “By the time she died, neither of them cared enough about the other for annoyance.”

“If it’s any consolation, neither did my parents.”

“Which ones?”

She sighed. “Good point. But it’s true of either of my possible fathers. The king’s attention to Mama was limited to the bedchamber. And the man who gave me his name couldn’t have cared much for Mama, or he wouldn’t have let His Majesty carry on a shamelessly public long-term affair with her.”

The pity in Simon’s face did nothing to lessen her hurt. “I’m sorry, Louisa.”

“For what?” She forced reserve into her voice. “It’s not your fault that my mother was a…” Whore. But she couldn’t bring herself to say the word, although she’d heard her brother call Mama that often enough.

Staring blindly at the road, she struggled to regain her composure. Odd how one’s past could jump up to bite a person at the most inopportune moment. “You knew Mama, didn’t you? She stayed with your family after Marcus banished her from Castlemaine.”

He tensed. “I was at school.”

“But surely not the whole time.” When he said nothing, she added, “Was she as much a…wanton as Marcus says?”

He hesitated just long enough for her to know the answer. “No.”

“Liar.”

His gaze swung to her. “Does it matter?”

“My family’s scandalous reputation was one of the reasons you thought me unsuitable for marriage, as you’ll recall.”

“What makes you think I considered you unsuitable?”

“It was fairly obvious when you left without marrying me. And then didn’t write or in any way show that you missed me.”

“I did not believe that you would welcome letters from me after how I behaved to you. Indeed, even after I returned, I did not think you would countenance my courting you again. Not until we kissed.”

“When I showed myself to be as wanton as my mother.”

“Louisa—”

“No, I want to know. Not about you and me—I suppose I understand why you behaved as you did. I want to know about my mother.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve always wondered what she was really like. When I was a child, she was hardly ever there.” Because she was perfectly content to ignore her children and her husband for the privileges of being a royal mistress. “Then after Papa died when I was ten and Marcus banished her, I wasn’t allowed to see her again.”

She swallowed hard. Marcus had only done what he’d thought was right. But it still hurt that in the four years Mama had lived after leaving Castlemaine, she’d made no attempt to see her daughter. That’s why Louisa had clung so tightly to her half sister. Because Charlotte had been abandoned, too, left to the indifferent care of her royal father while her mother, Queen Caroline, took lovers abroad.

It wasn’t right. No woman should put passion above her children. Better not to have children at all than to treat them with so little regard.

Or die bearing them, leaving them to the fickle affections of their fathers.

They drove in silence, past oat fields glittering greenly in the waning sun. When they entered a section of road near Richmond Park shrouded by overreaching oaks, even the clopping of the horses began to sound muted.

She sighed. “Anyway, I thought…you might tell me—”

“Beyond the physical resemblance you bear to your mother, you are nothing like her, if that is what worries you,” Simon said.

Worry her? It plagued her constantly, her suspicion that she’d inherited her mother’s lustful nature. Simon had no idea how she burned in the night, the places she touched herself as she yearned for what she knew was bad for her.

Then again, perhaps he did know. “Didn’t you claim just this afternoon that I am too passionate to be a spinster?” she said tartly.

“A woman can be passionate without being a wanton, just as a man can enjoy a good meal without being a glutton. Wantons—and rakes—are gluttons for fleshly pleasure. They’re indiscriminate and unable to heed the call of conscience or reason, which often makes them behave recklessly.”

“Like my mother.”

His silence was her answer.

Something suddenly occurred to her that sent a chill skating down her spine. “Did she ever…that is…were you and my mother ever—”

“Certainly not. Your mother liked her men much older. When she stayed with us, I was only eighteen, far too young.” He stared blindly at the road. “For her, at least.”

“What do you mean?” What other woman had been eager for a young lover? And why did the thought of a young Simon in the arms of some experienced older woman make jealousy burn in her belly?

“Nothing.” He gazed down the road, his smooth statesman’s mask firmly back in place. “So you’re happy about the results of our visit, are you?”

She wanted to press him, but was half-afraid to know what he meant. “Deliriously happy. It appears you were right—you can be very useful to my group.”

He flicked the reins. “Does that mean you will allow me to advise you?”

He was certainly making it hard to dismiss his offer. If Simon were the one pushing their reforms in Parliament, he’d win, assuming he could regain the influence he’d had before he’d left for India, and judging from Lord Trusbut’s reactions, it wouldn’t be long before he did just that.

But was that what he was offering? Or was he just seeking to ruin their political efforts? “You still haven’t said how you stand on prison reform.”

“I still haven’t seen what it entails.”

That was precisely what bothered her—the way he evaded her questions.

And the fact that accepting his help would mean being around him, talking to him…stirring up the old feelings for him. Feelings she didn’t dare act upon.

Her heart thundered in her ears. Was it worth the risks?

Before she could answer herself or him, something large and furry tumbled over her shoulder and fell into her lap. She laughed, relieved to put off the decision a while longer. “Raji, you little devil. I thought you preferred riding on the perch.”

“Apparently not when you’re around.” Simon cast his pet a stern glance. “You should leave the poor woman be. She is not your keeper.”

“I don’t mind,” she said, cradling the adorable creature in her arms.

Simon said something in Hindi to his pet. They were about to pass under a low-hanging branch, and suddenly Raji scrambled up the hood of the phaeton, then leapt right onto the oak and disappeared.

“Damn.” Simon brought the phaeton to a swift halt. “The rascal has a mind of his own. I must retrieve him before he scampers too far.” He sprang out, then turned to her. “You should come, too. Since he’s fond of you, perhaps you can coax him back.”

“Of course.” She let Simon help her down, then headed into the woods where Raji had disappeared. Simon gave his tiger some orders before joining her.

She could see no sign of Raji, and began to worry that they would never find him. Even Simon’s shouted commands brought no results. After several moments of wandering and calling, they reached the end of the woods. Still no Raji.

Simon turned to her. “We’ll have to wait until he tires of exploring. Which he will do eventually.”

“But he could hurt himself!”

“He’s a monkey. You may not realize it, sweetheart, but they actually spend most of their time in trees.”

“Very funny,” she said, but the word “sweetheart” reverberated through her chest in a most alarming way.

“We might as well wait for him to find us.” Simon gestured to a fallen oak. “Let’s sit, shall we?”

She shot him a sharp glance. “Wouldn’t he find us more easily at the phaeton?”

“Not necessarily.” He strode to the log and swept it clean with his leather driving gloves, which he then peeled off and slapped against his thigh. “Besides, I’d rather sit here than on the side of the dusty road, wouldn’t you?”

Removing his frock coat, he laid it over the log, then gestured for her to take a seat. The fact that it left him scandalously clad in his shirtsleeves and striped waistcoat didn’t seem to occur to him.

Or did it? Suspicion sputtered to life. “What did you say to Raji in Hindi that sent him leaping from the phaeton?”

“I told him to leave you be.” Simon tossed his beaver top hat onto the log. “He must have taken it to mean he should run off.”

“Fiddlesticks.” She planted her hands on her hips. “I saw how well you managed him today; he obeyed your every command. So admit it—you didn’t really tell him to leave me be, did you?”

A reluctant smile touched his lips. “You are too clever for your own good.”

“Too clever for the machinations of a scoundrel like you,” she scoffed. “Now tell me what you said to Raji.”

Mischief glinted in his eyes. “I said, ‘Go find the bananas.’”

“You know perfectly well there are no banana trees here!”

“Exactly.” He strode toward her with clear intent.

A little thrill coursed down her spine. “But he’ll get lost or—”

“Don’t fret yourself over it.” His dark smile made her toes curl in her half boots. “He’s been trained to look for a while and then return to his owner.”

Torn between laughter and outrage, she backed away from him. “You mean you sent that poor thing on a wild banana chase? That’s awful!”

“Trust me, there’s nothing Raji likes better than a good swing through the trees.” He stalked her with a tiger’s easy grace. “Besides, a man has to find some way to be alone with the woman he’s courting, doesn’t he?”

The words hung in the air, tantalizing her with the forbidden, alarming her with the reality.

Once again she’d made a huge miscalculation. And judging from the predatory look on Simon’s face, she’d best beat a hasty retreat.




Chapter Nine




Dear Cousin,

Why can’t Miss North and the duke both pursue their ambitions? Assumptions like yours are why women like myself refuse to marry—because once we achieve our life’s dream, we are loath to toss it aside for the dubious pleasures of matrimony.

Your irate cousin,

Charlotte


Simon wasn’t surprised Louisa had caught on to his ploy so quickly—he could scarcely believe she had let him take it this far.

She hurried back down the path toward the road. “It’s getting late, sir. We should return to town.”

She thought to flee him, did she? The devil she would.

Reaching inside his waistcoat pocket, he called out, “Don’t you want to know how much money Lord Trusbut donated to the London Ladies Society?”

That made her halt. She hesitated, probably weighing whether to engage the enemy in this cozy spot, but the reformer in her won out over the cautious spinster.

When she faced him, he was dangling the bank draft from his fingers.

Her face darkened. “That belongs to me, and you know it.” She held out her hand. “Now give it here.”

“‘Give it here’?” He chuckled. “That may work for my sister when she deals with your lummox of a brother, but I’m not so easily led.” With a grin, he tucked the draft inside his pocket. “If you want it, you will have to come and get it.”

Though color suffused her lovely cheeks, her eyes glittered in the rapidly dimming light. “I am not going to play your games,” she told him with typically feminine condescension. “Hand me the draft, Your Grace.”

His grin vanished. “Call me Simon, and I will.”

“Your Grace, Your Grace, Your Grace—”

“I will make you call me Simon if it’s the last thing I do,” he growled, then lunged for her.

She whirled and ran from him. “I shall never say it now, sir,” she called back as she weaved through birches and elms, her bodice ribbons trailing out behind her like a comet’s tail.

Fortunately her skirts hampered her speed, so he caught up to her within moments. Snagging her about the waist, he yanked her back against him so hard that he knocked off her hat. “Call me Simon,” he hissed in her ear as her sweet derriere nestled against his groin. “Call me Simon or you will never see that draft.”

She stopped wriggling, and for a second he thought he had won. Until she brought the heel of her very sturdy half boot back into his shin. Hard.

“Ow!” He released her at once. The bloody female had kicked him!

She turned and slid her hand inside his pocket, jerking out the draft with a cry of triumph. When she read it, she froze. “Oh my word.”

Simon glared up at her as he rubbed his sore shin. “I hope that warms your mercenary little heart.”

“Two hundred pounds! Do you know what we can do with two hundred pounds?”

“Hire hackneys?” he grumbled as he straightened.

“Add nicely to our fund for our candidate.”

He went cold. Not if he had anything to say about it.

She stared at the draft, a guilty flush touching her cheeks. “Um…what amount had Lord Trusbut offered before you convinced him to change it?”

“Twenty.” When her startled gaze shot to him, he added, “I strongly encouraged him to add a zero.” After promising privately that he would prevent the group from pursuing their political aspirations. Trusbut might be willing to placate his wife’s new interest in reform, but he was as wary as the other lords about letting some charitable group trot a questionable political candidate about the country giving incendiary speeches.

“Thank you. It is much appreciated.”

Her unwitting thanks troubled his conscience, but he told himself he would make it up to her once they were married.

Contrition shining in her eyes, Louisa folded the draft, then slipped it inside the pocket of her morning gown. “I’m sorry I kicked you. It was most ungenerous of me. This is far more than I expected, Your Grace.”

If she called him “Your Grace” one more time, he would take her over his knee. “Surely I deserve more than a mere thanks,” he snapped.

She stiffened. “Now see here, I am not the sort of woman to offer—”

“Call me Simon, damn it.”

Her eyes went wide. “Oh.”

The color suffusing her cheeks gave him pause. “You thought I was going to ask for something else, didn’t you?”

She dropped her gaze. “No, I-I wasn’t…I just thought—”

“That I was going to ask for a kiss. Or something equally scandalous.” He stepped nearer. “Perhaps you were even hoping I would.”

“Certainly not!” But she couldn’t meet his eyes. “I told you already that I have no desire to—”

Taking her off guard, he tugged her into his arms, then kissed her. Suddenly, firmly…briefly. When she lifted her startled gaze to him, he said, “There, you have your kiss. Now call me Simon.”

A laugh sputtered out of her that she quickly squelched. Her lips formed a prim line once more, but their twitch betrayed her. “I told you, I shan’t be so familiar with you.” She pushed against his chest. “And I certainly didn’t mean for you to—”

He kissed her again, but before she could shove him away, he drew back. “I am happy to give you as many kisses as you please, as long as you call me Simon.”

She looked torn between anger and laughter. “You know perfectly well I wasn’t asking you to—”

He leaned forward to kiss her again, but she hastily pressed her hand to his lips. “Stop that, sir!”

“Simon,” he prompted against her gloved fingers. “Call me Simon, and I will stop.”

Another laugh bubbled out of her. “Are you deaf? I told you, I won’t call you Simon until I know the real you better.”

Imprisoning her hand against his lips, he began to kiss her gloved fingers one by one. “So you prefer that I keep kissing you—”

“You know that’s not what I meant,” she said in a throaty whisper.

Yet she did not push him away or try to halt him as he unfastened the tiny buttons of her glove and opened it to feather a kiss over the lilac-scented skin of her wrist. When her pulse stammered into a wild thrumming, his own pulse leapt in response. She was not as immune to him as she pretended, thank God.

“You have such pretty hands.” He peeled her glove off, kissing every inch he bared. “Such delicate fingers.”

Her breath came in a hot, staccato rhythm against his forehead. “Don’t be ridiculous. I have short, stubby fingers. That’s why I play the harp so badly. Everyone says so.”

“Everyone is wrong.” He tucked her glove inside his trouser pocket, then skimmed his lips down her index finger to kiss her bare palm. When her fingers flattened against his cheek in a near caress, he exulted. “I remember your harp playing. It was wonderful.”

She laughed shakily. “Then you’re either mad or tone-deaf, or remembering another woman’s harp playing entirely. Regina’s perhaps.”

“It wasn’t my sister’s hands I dreamt of in Calcutta. It wasn’t her fingers I dreamt of having stroke my cheek.” His voice deepened. “The way you are now.”

Stiffening, she tried to pull her hand away, but he wouldn’t let her, caressing her palm with his open mouth until she softened.

“I don’t believe you thought of my fingers for one minute,” she said, but the yearning in her gaze showed that she wanted him to be telling the truth.

Oddly enough, he was. “No?” He paused in the midst of nibbling her sweet pinkie to seize her other hand, then rub her ring finger through the glove. “You have a scar on the second knuckle, right here, which you got when a terrier bit you. You told me about it at that dinner at the Iversleys.” When she had let him hold her bare hand briefly beneath the table.

“You…you remember that?” Her eyes widened to a sultry black that enticed him to lose himself in them.

He stripped her other glove off and tucked it in his pocket. Placing her hands on his shoulders, he tugged her close, plastering her against him from thigh to breast. “I remember everything,” he rasped.

Then he took her lips with his, his blood fired with the need to plunder her honeyed mouth. To hell with biding his time, being careful to keep from frightening her off with too much too fast. The only way to shatter her Joan of Arc shield was to remind her that she was a desirable woman, too passionate to languish as a spinster.

Too passionate and too damned luscious for words. She tasted of tea and lemon cakes—so thoroughly English that it intoxicated him, yet as exotic to him as any concoction of almond milk and coconut. And when she opened those soft-as-silk lips, coaxing him in, meeting his tongue thrust for thrust, it was all he could do not to lay her down beneath the birch and elms and satisfy his aching need.

For a woman who seemed to have led a nun’s life of late, she certainly excelled at kissing. Just thinking of the men who might have dared to kiss her while he was in India made him kiss her more roughly, more possessively—

She tore her mouth from his, struggling for breath, her hands now buried in his hair. “What else do you…remember about our time together?”

At least she didn’t thrust him away. “Obviously more than you.” The words came out harsher than he’d meant, and he nuzzled her sleek swan’s throat. “I suppose you were too busy with those idiots at court to think of me.”

“Idiots at court?” she echoed.

“The ones who taught you to kiss so well.”

He wished he’d kept his bloody mouth shut when she drew back to stare at him with a wounded expression. “So you do think I’m a wanton like my mother.”

Damn, he knew how sensitive she was about that. “If I thought you were a wanton, I wouldn’t be courting you.” When she tried to leave his embrace, he wouldn’t let her. “But clearly you learned to kiss from someone.”

She glared at him. “And what if I did? How many dozens of women did you kiss while you were away?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“I’m sure I would.” She tipped up her chin. “You probably had a string of Indian mistresses to rival a rajah.”

“No,” he said tersely. “No mistresses.”

Her eyes shone luminous in the fading light. “Then there were ladybirds.”

“No ladybirds, either. I have been as celibate as a monk for seven years.”

She looked skeptical. “I’m no longer a naïve girl, so you needn’t protect my delicate sensibilities. I’ve seen and heard enough at Newgate to know that men don’t usually deny themselves…certain things. You can tell me the truth.”

“Why would I lie about it?”

“So that I would think you’d saved yourself for me, or some such nonsense.”

He cast her a rueful smile. “My reasons were more practical. I did not want to risk exposing myself to disease—or treachery. I had plenty of opportunity to observe the dangers of taking an Indian mistress, especially for a man in my position.” Given the alternatives, pleasuring himself had seemed the most prudent.

Louisa, however, did not look convinced. “Then you should get yourself to a bawdy house straightaway, sir.”

“I beg your pardon?” Surely she had not just suggested that he—

“I’ve seen how cranky Marcus gets when Regina is away more than a few days, so I can only imagine how vexing seven years of celibacy must be. Which explains why you’re courting a woman who doesn’t wish to marry you. You need a less permanent solution, some ladybird or a mistress—”

“I don’t want a ladybird.” He’d seen enough ladybirds during Grandfather’s “training” to last him a lifetime. That was the most important reason for his restraint in India, though he could hardly tell her that. “And I certainly don’t want a mistress.” Not after his encounter with Grandfather’s heartless mistress Betsy. He cupped her cheek. “I want a wife. I want you.”

As he ran his thumb over her lavish lower lip, it trembled. “But I don’t want you,” she protested, a hint of desperation in her voice.

“Then why are you jealous of my supposed companions in India?”

He had her there and she knew it, for she blushed.

“We were meant to be together, Louisa.” He backed her against a tree, trapping her. “And we both know it. So there is no point to your fighting it.”

And flush with his triumph, he lowered his mouth to hers once more.




Chapter Ten




Dear Charlotte,

You know I admire your accomplishments. But surely you are lonely. Yes, your marriage was disastrous, but if you could live your life over, isn’t there some fellow with whom you might have been happier? And wouldn’t you have set aside your ambitions for this man?

Many apologies from your cousin,

Michael


Louisa groaned when Simon began kissing her again. This was not what she wanted, this sweet…heady…good heavens, he was doing it to her again, him and his hard, heated body flattening her against the elm. How could he annihilate her resistance so easily?

This never happened to her with any other men, only with Simon. Only he seemed able to tempt her to forget her purpose, her fears…

“Simon, please,” she whispered as he scattered kisses along her jaw. Perhaps if she begged—

A triumphant laugh escaped his lips. “I told you I would have you calling me Simon before the day was out.”

Now she’d never convince him she didn’t want him. And he would take full advantage of that knowledge…as always. “You know my wanton nature so well,” she said bitterly.

“Not wanton—passionate,” he breathed. “Nothing wrong with that.”

Only as long as she kissed him, she thought acidly.

If I thought you were a wanton, Louisa, I wouldn’t be courting you.

She froze. Could the way to discourage his suit be that simple?

Any man who’d spent seven years celibate to avoid complications or disease wouldn’t want a promiscuous wife. And she must do something before she found herself married to a man who might take her from her cause so she could bear his children—

No, that mustn’t happen. “‘Wanton’ is exactly what I mean,” she murmured against his whisker-rough cheek. “You were right about the ‘idiots at court.’ They taught me to kiss. And more.”

He paused, his mouth against her throat. “More?”

Heart pounding, she embellished the lie. “Yes. I’ve tried to fight it, tried to hide it, but you’ve found me out.”

He drew back to stare at her, his eyes the searing heat of blue flames. “What are you talking about?”

She hesitated. She risked much by making this claim. After her hard work to overcome her family’s reputation, did she dare ruin her efforts?

Did she dare not? Though he’d helped her with Lord Trusbut, that didn’t mean she could trust him. His persistent interest in their candidates was alarming. And if she gave in to his advances, only to find they were part of another scheme—

No, she couldn’t bear it. Besides, he was the only man who couldn’t or wouldn’t hurt her reputation. He wouldn’t risk bringing scandal down on his sister’s family. If he tried, she’d simply tell people he was lying to wreak revenge on her for having him sent to India.

She cast him a brazen glance of the sort she figured her mother would have worn. “After you went to India and I went to court, I was very angry. So I did some things I later came to regret. I allowed several men to sample my affections.”

His eyes narrowed. “Sample how?”

“You know—kiss me and touch me intimately, and…well, things a lady shouldn’t do.”

“Like let a man make love to her?” he said coolly.

She fought down a blush. “I-I am my mother’s daughter, you know.”

“Apparently you are,” he said in a tone as unreadable as his expression in the rapidly dimming light. “Though it’s odd that such a thing hasn’t been whispered about you. If anything, people say you’ve been a model of propriety.”

“I was careful and discreet.”

“I see.” But he hadn’t released her, and she couldn’t tell if he believed her.

“It happened at court, so the king was honor-bound to hide it, you know.”

That got a reaction. “The king knew about these…dalliances?”

The lie caught on her lips, but if Regina was right, the king and Simon were at odds, so Simon would never try to confirm her claim. “Certainly. He had to be the one to hush it up and force the gentlemen to keep their silence.” She thrust out her chin. “If you don’t believe me, ask him about it.”

“I would not want to cause you any more trouble,” Simon said, an odd note in his voice. “Though I wonder why you would tell me your little secret.”

She managed a shrug. “You want to court me, so I thought it only fair that you know I’m not chaste. Before this goes any further, you understand.”

“Ah—I do understand. And I am relieved to hear of your past.”

“You…you are?” She hadn’t expected quite that reaction.

Nor the way he was holding her now, leaning into her, his hand stroking her waist with a gossamer touch that made her blood race. His mouth brushed her ear. “Oh yes,” he whispered. “I’ve always desired you. Surely you know that.”

That he could say it despite her claim to be a wanton shot a thrill right through her.

Then he ruined it. “And now I need not marry you to have you. That is why you told me, is it not? To let me know you will allow me certain liberties?”

“Absolutely not!” The scoundrel, the cad—

“Care to be my mistress, Louisa?” With his heated mouth still hovering near her ear, he unbuttoned her spencer, then slid his hand inside to cup her breast through her gown. “It is not as if you have anything to lose. And I can be as discreet as any of your other lovers.”

A pox on him, this wasn’t going according to plan. She tried futilely to shove his hand down. “I wasn’t trying to suggest—”

“Of course, I might be wrong, and you might have invented this Banbury tale about your sordid past merely to put me off.”

She froze, then drew back to find amusement shining in his face.

The arrogant scoundrel was laughing at her! Oh, she should have known he wouldn’t believe her. He was always so dratted sure of himself, always so sure of her. She’d wipe that taunting smile off his lips if it killed her.

She forced her hand to press his more firmly against her breast. “Lie about it? No, indeed. I’m only giving you fair warning.” Looping her arms about his neck, she undulated against him as she’d seen some of the lewd females at Newgate do to male prisoners.

To her satisfaction, his smile vanished. Only then did she stretch up to kiss him, putting lips and tongue and teeth into it in a kiss as bold as she could make it.

But her triumph was short-lived. His hand moved against her breast, fondling, kneading, teasing. She felt it even through her muslin gown and linen chemise, even through the thin cotton of her stays. The firm caress sent a jolt of sensation right down to her toes, hardening the nipple into an aching knot, dragging a moan up from deep in her throat.

Then he took command of the kiss, too, and she was lost, drowning in the taste and scent of him. The twin assaults of his tongue and hand made her reel, especially when coupled with the rigid pressure of his thigh pressing into the softness between her legs, making her ache for something unknown. She was falling into that heady heaven where only the two of them dwelt.

Half-dazed, she felt him tug out her fichu, then slide his shameless hand inside her gown and chemise and stays to stroke her bare breast. How outrageous!

How delicious. She tore her lips from his in shock, but he didn’t even pause in his caresses. With his gaze settling warm as summer rain on her, he thumbed her nipple, wringing a gasp from her lips, making her yearn for more.

“Don’t you understand yet?” The stark hunger in his face was a wild complement to the hunger he roused in her breast. “I don’t care if you kissed the whole bloody army, if you took one man or ten into your bed. I want you. I have always wanted you. You’ve been a fever in my blood for years. So I mean to have you. Lie to yourself and lie to me all you like, but in the end, you will be mine.”

A thrill shot through her as powerful as it was alarming. “Your mistress, you mean?” she asked, her hands tangling in his hair.

“My wife.” He untied her bodice and chemise ribbons. “Although I am not averse to having the wedding night before the wedding, believe me.”

As she caught her breath, he trailed kisses down her jaw and throat to the exposed swell of her upper breast, then dragged down her layers of clothing just enough to expose one breast.

Her eyes went wide. “Simon—”

“I just want a taste of you. To hold me until we share a bed.”

“We are never going to—”

He closed his mouth hotly over her breast.

Heaven help her. What insanity was this? It was far more exciting than the secret fantasies that regularly troubled her nights, far more tantalizing than even her own furtive caresses at night. His tongue was doing things to her nipple that dragged a strangled cry from her throat.

Then his hand rubbed her lower down through her walking dress, in a most scandalous fashion. Sometimes she touched herself there, too, but it never felt like this…like she was tinder to his flame, sparking and burning so fiercely…

“You taste like nectar,” he breathed against her breast. “So damned sweet.”

She bent her head to bury a kiss in his golden hair. “You feel like…oh…heavens…” Now his other hand worked her other breast through her layers of clothing, and the flames blazed brighter in her belly, coursing through her like wildfire, consuming her. If he didn’t stop—“Simon…Simon…don’t…”

“Ache for you?” He scattered rough kisses from her breast to her throat. “Need you? Have you any idea what you do to me?”

He angled his hips against the place he’d just been rubbing, and she felt something unmistakably hard bulging against her. “This, sweetheart, is what you rouse in me every time I see you.” His lips brushed her ear. “I want to be inside you. I want to prove that passion between us is never a mistake. And I can, if you will just give me the chance.”

He bent his mouth to her other breast and laved it so deftly, teased it so expertly with his teeth, that she arched against him, lured by the promise of him driving inside her to satisfy her hot, aching urges—

A furry ball dropped onto Simon’s head, chattering and jerking his hair and shocking them both out of their sensual haze.

Simon sprang back, eyes alight with frustration as he grabbed for his pet. “Damn it, Raji, you have the worst bloody timing!”

“Or the best timing, depending on how you look at it,” she whispered. She’d just ventured close enough to the inferno to feel its flames licking at her. Thank heaven Raji had jerked her back.

While Simon wrestled with his angry monkey, she frantically tried to restore her clothing. How could she have allowed Simon…what sort of hussy was she, consumed by desires and fires and sweet, heady—

Raji leapt to her shoulder, then turned to snarl at Simon. Judging from Simon’s startled expression, his pet had never done that before. “What the deuce are you—” The monkey chattered at Simon so furiously that Simon scowled. “Oh, for God’s sake, you can’t possibly think I was hurting her.”

When Raji threw his arms about Louisa’s neck, Louisa clung to him. “I do believe that Raji is staking his claim on me,” she said shakily, afraid she could never be serene again after this.

“The devil he is.” Simon reached for Raji, only to have his pet slap his hand. Simon glared at Raji. “Now see here, you little scamp—”

“Don’t chastise him!” she said as she soothed the agitated monkey. “At least he has sense enough to know that we shouldn’t be doing…these things.”

Simon’s gaze shot to her, his blue eyes dark as midnight in the dusk. “You’re right, of course.” A shuddering breath escaped him. “I’m sorry, I got carried away. But I can control myself, I swear. You have to give me the chance—”

“To seduce me? To ruin me?”

“No!” He thrust one hand through his hair. “Of course not. To court you.”

“But I don’t want you to court me!”

His conqueror’s gaze fell hotly upon her. “Yet you melt in my arms whenever we kiss. Don’t try to deny that you desire me, when I can feel—”

“Yes, I do,” she said hastily, before his words further tempted her. She hadn’t yet recovered from his startling assertion—You’ve been a fever in my blood for years.

Just because he desired her didn’t mean she could trust him…with her heart or her dreams. He hadn’t been on the side of reform before—could his sojourn in India really have changed him that much?

She doubted it. And she dared not risk finding out that it hadn’t. Last time he’d betrayed her, it had nearly destroyed her. “I’ll admit that you tempt me. And you’re right—I still feel…a connection to you.” She stroked Raji’s fur, her voice lowering. “But it changes nothing. I’m still determined not to marry. Which is why I’ve…I’ve made my decision.”

He stiffened. “About what?”

“If you’re serious about helping us, then you can observe Mrs. Harris’s committee. But that is all. Because you and I are never going to work together.”

“Damn it, Louisa—” he began and stepped nearer, but Raji started caterwauling.

Clenching his hands, Simon glowered at her. “Take some time to think about it. You are only alarmed right now because of what we nearly did.”

“I don’t need time. I know what I want.” I know what I have to do to keep myself safe. To stay the course.

The fury on his face chilled her to her bones. “For God’s sake—”

“That’s my final decision, Simon.” Scooping up her hat and fichu, she took off at a run through the woods, with Raji clinging to her bodice. She had to get back to the road, where the tiger was, where Simon would be forced to behave like a gentleman and she could retreat into the solace of her ladylike reserve again.

Avoiding the groom’s curious glances, she set Raji on the seat, then stuffed in her fichu, buttoned her spencer, and donned her hat. By the time she climbed into the rig, she’d hidden the evidence of her shameless encounter with Simon. She could only pray that his groom would be discreet.

She heard thundering hooves coming from the direction of London and in case it was someone she knew, she bent her head to hide her face.

That proved useless when the carriage halted a scant few feet away. Too late, she recognized the crest and silver livery of her brother’s equipage.

Marcus leapt out, followed closely by Regina. “Why are you sitting out here by the side of the road?”

“I’m sorry, Louisa,” Regina said hastily, “but you know your brother. When he heard that I let you go alone with Simon to Lady Trusbut’s, he was furious.”

Thank heaven Louisa had returned to the phaeton before Marcus showed up, or he would be pummeling Simon into a bloody pulp right now.

“Deuce take it!” exclaimed Simon’s voice from the woods. “Why didn’t you—”

Louisa tensed. Leave it to him to choose the wrong moment to make his appearance. Her heart in her throat, she glanced at him, and let out a sigh of relief to find him fully dressed now.

Her brother whirled on the duke with a vicious scowl. “What the hell is going on here, Foxmoor?”

“His Grace’s pet ran off into the woods,” Louisa said before Simon could answer, “and the duke went to look for him.”

That drew her brother’s anger back to her. “Oh? Then why is the monkey sitting in your lap?”

She thrust out her chin, well-accustomed to dealing with her bear of a brother. “Because he found his way back while the duke was out searching.” She shot Simon a glance as she took Raji into her arms. “You see, Your Grace? Raji is safe.” Please don’t make trouble for me, she begged him silently.

Simon sucked in a breath, and for an instant she feared he’d pronounce her a liar. She wouldn’t put it past him—compromising her would probably seem like a good way to force her to the altar. But he was in for a surprise if he tried it, because she would never let Marcus browbeat her into marrying anyone.

Simon let out a breath, then approached them with an expression as unruffled as she hoped hers was. “Typical Raji behavior, I’m afraid. The scamp took a notion to swing through the trees, and I half feared I wouldn’t find him.” He smiled coldly at her brother. “But he has a fondness for your sister. I should have known he would circle back to her.”

“Yes, and he’s fine now,” she put in.

Though her brother looked suspicious, his stance softened. “Well, neither of you should be out here after dark. The roads can be dangerous.”

“Yes.” Simon shifted his gaze to Louisa, a wealth of emotion glittering in the steely depths. “We were talking about the dangers of a lonely road earlier, weren’t we, Miss North?”

Impudent scoundrel—him and his “dangers of a lonely road.” What did he know about it? He’d never had to bear a child in blood and horror, never had to risk trusting someone who could easily turn into a tyrant after marrying her. Men had all the power in England. And if you couldn’t be sure you trusted the man—

She smiled sweetly. “Speaking of dangerous roads, I might as well ride back the rest of the way with Marcus. You’ll be home quicker if you don’t have to take me to the town house, Your Grace.”

“I don’t mind,” Simon bit out, his jaw taut with anger.

“I know.” She set Raji on the seat, then leapt down from the phaeton before anyone could stop her. “But this will be easier.”

Indeed, now that she no longer feared being caught in a passionate embrace with Simon, she wanted to kiss her overprotective brother for coming after her.

As she walked toward Marcus’s carriage, she told Simon, “I do hope you enjoy observing Mrs. Harris’s committee, sir. And thank you for helping with the Trusbuts. It was most kind of you.”

“We’ll see you Tuesday, won’t we, Simon?” Regina chirped behind her.

Louisa stifled a groan. She’d forgotten that she’d asked him to join them. She could hardly get out of it now.

The cursed rogue knew it, too, for a sudden smile split his face. “Oh, I’ll be there. I’m looking forward to it.”

Jerking her gaze from his gloating expression, Louisa stepped up to her brother’s carriage, but before Marcus could help her inside, Simon added, “Aren’t you forgetting something, Miss North?”

She turned toward him, her heart nearly stopping when she saw what he held out to her. Her gloves. The ones he’d tucked in his pockets.

Ignoring her brother’s scowl, she walked over to take them from Simon. How she wished she could use them to slap the mocking smile off his face. “Thank you.” Hastily, she slipped them on her hands. “I forgot I’d removed them to feed Raji at Lady Trusbut’s. I’m so glad you remembered that I’d given them to you.”

It was a creaky tale at best, which was why his low laugh made her want to kick him. But at least he didn’t try to sabotage her claim. “You’re welcome, Miss North. I am always happy to be of service to you.”

His eyes drifted down to her crooked fichu, and she thanked the heavens that she blocked Marcus’s view of his knowing gaze.

Simon’s voice was a rough rumble that stopped the breath in her throat. “Next time we’re alone, I’ll be sure to leave my pesky monkey at home.”

She couldn’t mistake his meaning, or the firmness of purpose that darkened his handsome face.

“There will be no next time,” she murmured. “I promise you that.”

As she headed for Marcus’s carriage, she felt Simon’s hot gaze scorching her. If he ever got her alone again, the fever in his blood was liable to ignite the fever in hers, and they’d erupt in flames together, burning everything to ash before them—everything she’d planned, everything she’d worked for.

As she, Marcus, and Regina set off in the carriage, she didn’t look out the window to see if Simon stood watching them leave. With Regina and Marcus there, she didn’t dare.

When she caught her brother scowling, she met his gaze coolly. “Do you have something to say, Marcus?”

“Take care, angel. Foxmoor is still a dangerous man.”

“Marcus!” Regina cried. “My brother is not the ogre you paint him.”

“No? Have you forgotten how he manipulated even you—”

“That was years ago,” Regina said. “He’s not the same man he was then.”

“I’m not so sure,” Marcus said. “He’s still toying with my sister’s heart.”

“Fiddlesticks.” Louisa forced lightness into her tone. “My heart has been boarded up against the duke for years. You needn’t worry about me with him.”

Marcus lifted an eyebrow. “Then why did he have your gloves? I’m no fool, Louisa. I know how a man like him works.”

“Probably much the way you worked on the many occasions when you and Regina got into trouble before you married her.”

Regina’s smothered laugh merely made Marcus’s scowl deepen. “That was different. Regina and I were in love.”

Louisa sighed. She certainly couldn’t claim that for her and Simon. Just because they couldn’t seem to keep their hands off each other didn’t mean they were in love. Reckless, perhaps. Insane, most definitely. But not in love.

“Simon and I aren’t taking up with each other again. He has agreed to help the London Ladies Society, but that’s all.” She flashed her brother a blithe smile.

Marcus snorted. “I saw how he looked at you, like you were a plump partridge he ached to pluck. Has it occurred to you that his sudden interest might be part of a scheme for enacting his revenge on you for what you did to him?”

The chill that coursed through her banished her smile. That had never occurred to her; she’d been too busy looking for some political reason for his behavior. She’d never once thought his motive might be as simple as revenge.

Because he’d said he’d put the past behind him. Because he’d claimed to have recognized that what he’d done to her was wrong.

Because he’d kissed her like a man who meant it.

But his kisses could lie—they had before. Oh, she was such an idiot, not to consider the most obvious reason for distrusting him.

“Ignore Marcus,” Regina said. “Simon would never be so diabolical—”

“That’s what you claimed seven years ago,” Marcus snapped.

“He was a brash young idiot then. Since that time, he has done much good for his country. He learned from his mistakes. I’m sure of it.” She glared at her husband. “Even you once admitted that his tenure as Governor-General was above reproach.”

A muscle ticked in Marcus’s jaw. “That was before he started pursuing my sister again. And before I got wind of—”

When he broke off, Louisa’s stomach knotted. “Of what?”

“It’s just a rumor, and I can’t even be sure it’s true, but…” Marcus sighed. “Supposedly Sidmouth and his friends were thinking about trying to ruin your reputation irretrievably—by having some idiot compromise you.”

The ache in her belly intensified. “And you think that Simon—”

“I don’t know, angel. I’m just saying it’s possible.”

“He would never do such a horrible thing!” Regina protested.

“He might.” Louisa cringed to remember him asking if she wanted to be his mistress. He hadn’t been serious. Had he?

“It doesn’t matter what his motives are,” she said tightly. “I don’t intend to be alone with him again, so he couldn’t possibly ruin my reputation.”

“Now, Louisa—” Regina began.

“I mean it, Regina. I know you hope that Simon and I will marry one day, but it’s never going to happen. This is best for everyone, I assure you.”

Now if only she could convince her silly heart.




Chapter Eleven




Dear Cousin,

No need for apologies. As for Foxmoor and Louisa, if the duke thinks marrying her will enable him to keep her under his thumb, he is in for a surprise. I have never met a woman as determined to go her own way as Louisa.

Ever your friend,

Charlotte


The Monday evening after Simon had last kissed Louisa, he restlessly prowled one of Travellers’ drawing rooms. Of all his clubs, Travellers was the only one with a sufficient diversity of newspapers to suit his purposes. But after poring over back issues of the radical press for two hours, he’d lost patience with the task.

Partly because what he had read upset him more than he had expected. But mostly because the same damned female who had haunted his nights now bedeviled his days, as well. He could still taste her lilac-scented flesh, still hear her delicious moans of pleasure, still feel the soft yielding of her beneath his hand.

Bloody hell. He paced between the fluted columns, grateful that the club’s inhabitants were in the card room or dining, leaving the drawing room to him. If they saw him so agitated, they would torment him unmercifully with questions.

He’d suffered enough torment already. And what the devil was he to do about it after he had driven her away?

That’s what happens when you let your cock overrule your reason.

“Shut up, old man,” he muttered at his grandfather’s voice. The memories of his grandfather’s cynical remarks had not plagued him so in India. Except for the brief period after his misjudgment at Poona, the voices had died once Simon had received word of Grandfather’s death, shortly after arriving in India.

But now that he had returned, and Louisa was tying him into knots…

He groaned. Grandfather’s criticism was well-deserved this time; he had indeed let his cock rule his reason. He had frightened her off. And he could not for the life of him figure out how to regain lost ground.

After her cold leave-taking, he had expected her to avoid his call this morning. Instead she had accepted it like any society lady—with rigid courtesy and impenetrable self-assurance. Only Regina’s presence had kept him from grabbing Louisa by her pretty arms and shaking her senseless.

What would it take to convince her to trust him? Kisses and caresses did not work, and she merely twisted his offer of help into an excuse for avoiding him.

Stubborn wench. Bloody female.

“Foxmoor,” said a thready voice behind him, and he whirled, prepared to snap off the head of whomever had dared bother him.

But he choked down the angry words as soon as he saw who it was—the Home Secretary himself. And the man’s good friend Castlereagh, the Foreign Secretary.

“Sidmouth,” he said tersely.

Sidmouth approached Simon with the cautious care of a hound sniffing ’round a porcupine. As well he should. At the moment, Simon would enjoy spiking the scrawny fellow’s nose with a few choice quills.

Sidmouth’s gaze flicked to the newspaper Simon had left open on a table, something called the London Monitor, published by a hothead named Godwin. The Home Secretary scowled, then shifted his gaze back to Simon. “I hear you’ve been spending time with that flock of hens who flutter about Miss North.”

“My sister is one of that flock, so be careful what you say.”

“The king told me in confidence that you mean to curb their activities. Yet I hear you wangled two hundred pounds out of Trusbut for their cause.” Sidmouth’s pasty cheeks pinkened. “You know they’ll use the money to put forth their candidate.”

“If they get the chance, yes. But I don’t intend to let them.”

Sidmouth’s thin lips twisted into a sneer. “How do you mean to stop them? By marrying Miss North? When she turns down every suitor?”

“She will not turn me down,” Simon retorted. “In time—”

“Time! We don’t have time. Every day her group marshals more women to its cause. Before you know it, they’ll be supporting several candidates for election, the Commons will be overrun with radicals, and we’ll have another Manchester Patriotic Union Society on our hands—”

“And then you will make sure they are arrested or murdered at St. Peter’s Field, the way you did the members of the Manchester Society,” Simon bit out.

Sidmouth paled and Castlereagh gasped. But before either could speak, Simon added, “No, you cannot do that, can you? Because it is one thing to arrest farmers demanding representation in the government. It is quite another to arrest society ladies trying to clothe prison children and prevent poor women from being raped by their guards.”

Sidmouth drew himself up with the haughty condescension he was known for. “Whose side are you on, Foxmoor?”

Only with an effort did Simon gain control over his temper. What insanity had prompted him to speak so bluntly? Probably all his reading about the “Peterloo Massacre,” as the radicals called it. In India he had only read the Times version, which, though sympathetic to the crowd, had not been nearly as chilling as that of the radical press.

He steeled himself to speak the lie. “Yours, of course.”

“I begin to wonder,” Sidmouth snapped. “I had thought you meant to step into your grandfather’s shoes. But he would have lauded my response to the St. Peter’s Field affair. Monteith knew that the people require a firm hand.”

“And I am not Monteith,” he said tersely. “Nonetheless, you and I do share some concerns. I agree that Miss North and her friends are in over their pretty heads. And if we want to prevent another St. Peter’s Field ‘affair,’ we’d best fish them out of the pond before they drown us all.” He fixed Sidmouth with a cool glance. “But you must give me time to work.”

So that when this was over, he could make sure lords of Sidmouth’s ilk no longer ruled England with an iron fist. Simon was certainly never going to tolerate such a man in his cabinet.

Sidmouth cast him a grudging nod. “Very well. But only a little, or we will take matters into our own hands.”

The devil they would. Keeping a tight rein on his temper, he nodded. “Now if you will excuse me, gentlemen, I am late for an engagement.”

If he stayed one more second in Sidmouth’s presence, he would say something he would regret. But damn, the man infuriated him. Couldn’t he see that if they did not deal with those who wanted representation, they would continue to find themselves at the mercy of angry mobs?

No, Sidmouth was from a different age, still living in fear of an English version of the Reign of Terror.

Simon strode out of the club, pausing only to retrieve his hat and cloak from the porter and call for his phaeton to be brought ’round. He had done all the reading he could stomach this evening.

He had discovered more than he had bargained for. He’d hoped to figure out which friends of the London Ladies Society were likely candidates for the Commons. Instead, he had read countless articles praising their work, lauding the good they had brought about despite fools like Sidmouth.

But that had been the radical papers. There were grumblings in the more traditional press. Just the usual complaints about women dabbling in matters beyond their purview, but unnerving all the same. It alarmed him to think how close they skated to the edge, especially now that they meant to move into politics.

As he headed for home, he thrust his unease aside. Tomorrow he would get another chance at changing Louisa’s resolve regarding marriage. Until then, there was nothing he could do.

Besides, he had something else to work on. With his days spent at Parliament or wooing Louisa, and his nights filled with social affairs that he could not ignore if he meant to reenter politics, he’d had little time for researching Colin’s situation. But he could not put it off. He had a promise to keep, after all.

As soon as he reached home, he called his butler into his study. “Fetch me another box of Grandfather Monteith’s letters.” Simon peeled off his coat. “And have one of the footmen bring me a cold supper. I didn’t eat at the club.”

“Very good, sir.”

As his butler headed off, Simon looked around for Raji, whom he spotted dozing in his favorite spot by the fire. The study was the monkey’s temporary cage when he wasn’t tramping about with Simon. The servants were careful not to release him if the door was closed.

Simon lit more candles and prepared for a long evening of dusty work sifting through Grandfather Monteith’s letters, but he had little hope of finding anything. The man had been too wily to leave incriminating documents behind. He had probably burned the pertinent letters as soon as he received them.

Still, he might have missed one. Or an otherwise innocuous letter might refer to someone who could corroborate Colin’s claim. Simon had to try.

After his butler returned with the box, Simon settled down at his desk with it. But after a mere hour, his eyes began to glaze over. Damn his grandfather for keeping every piece of correspondence from every lackey. Though Simon could skip some merely by noting the signature, he had to wade through plenty of others. He never knew when a note from the steward might contain an important reference.

Simon had just sat back to eat his sandwich when his butler entered the room. “Lord Draker is here to see you, sir. Are you at home to him?”

Simon had half expected this visit ever since Saturday night, but he was not in the mood for his brother-in-law’s lectures now.

Still, he didn’t want Draker for an enemy. “Yes, send him in.” He barely had time to check that Raji was still asleep before his mountainous relation entered.

“Evening, Foxmoor,” the viscount bit out.

“Evening, Draker.” Simon caught his butler’s eye and said, “Leave us,” then rose and strolled to a side table to pour himself a glass of brandy.

After Draker closed the door behind the butler, Simon held up the decanter to him, one eyebrow raised.

When the viscount nodded, Simon poured him a glass, as well, then walked over to hand it to him. “Isn’t it a little late in the evening for paying social calls?”

“You know damned well this isn’t a social call.”

If his brother-in-law could be blunt, so could he. “You were obviously unhappy to see Louisa with me Saturday night.” Simon walked back to sit behind his desk.

“Unhappy isn’t the word.” Draker dropped into a seat before the desk. “But I promised Regina I’d stay out of it.” Scowling, he gulped some brandy. “Of course, that was before I heard that you paid a call on my sister today. Bearing flowers. After she’d assured me that you had no romantic interest in her.”

“She told you that?” Simon set down his brandy glass so hard that some sloshed over onto the desk. Scowling, he mopped it up with the napkin from his supper tray. “Bloody stubborn female—”

“Watch it, Foxmoor, that’s my sister you’re talking about.”

Simon eyed him coolly. “Don’t tell me you’ve never thought the same.”

Draker stared at him, then gave the barest nod. “She can be a little difficult sometimes.”

“Difficult? Is that what you call it when a woman pretends not to have an interest in you, when you know she bloody well—” Mindful of who he spoke to, Simon modulated his tone. “I am courting your sister. And whether she will admit it to you, it is a fact I have made quite clear to her.”

Eyes narrowing, Draker sat back in his chair. “Perhaps she’s having trouble believing you.”

“Deuce take it, first I get it from her, and now from you.” Simon reached for his knife and the block of wood atop his desk, then began to whittle with sharp, angry strokes. “You two make quite a pair—suspicious as hell, always sure that the world is out to betray you.”

“Not the world,” Draker said dryly. “Just you.”

Simon paused to fix Draker with a baleful stare. “I mean to marry her, and this time I do not need your consent. Louisa is perfectly capable of making her own decisions. So you might as well resign yourself to it.”

“I’m not resigning myself to anything until I’m sure of your reasons.”

“They are the same as any man’s who wants to marry a woman,” he hedged. “I think she will make me a good wife, and I enjoy her company—”

“And you’re in love with her?”

Avoiding Draker’s gaze, Simon returned to his whittling with a vengeance. He ought to lie, but lying to her and her family was what landed him in trouble last time, and he meant to go about things better this time. “The king once claimed I am incapable of love, and I fear he is probably right. But I do feel a great deal of affection for her.”

“That doesn’t exactly reassure me,” Draker growled.

“I know. But I am trying to be truthful.” His gaze swung to Draker. “I figure you deserve that.”

Draker stared him down, coldly, assessingly.

“Perhaps this will put your mind at ease.” Setting aside his whittling, Simon removed something from a drawer and flung it across the desk.

As Draker scanned the thick sheaf of papers, an incredulous expression filled his scarred face. “This is a marriage settlement.”

“Yes. I had it drawn up last week. As you can tell, she will have a generous allowance, a jointure for our children, a—”

“I doubt she’ll care much about that. Well, except for the children.” To Simon’s surprise, Draker smiled. “Though the existence of a marriage settlement does set to rest one of my suspicions.”

“Oh?”

“Never mind.” He read over the settlement, then sat back with a smug look on his face. “Rather cocksure about your chances, aren’t you?”

“I was until this morning,” he grumbled, feeling companionable now that Draker was being decent about the whole thing. “Your sister can be as cold as an arctic winter when she wants.”

“Blame Regina for that. Louisa has adopted your sister’s old manner to perfection.” Draker stared down into his brandy. “I should warn you, Louisa claims to have no interest in marrying anyone.”

“Regina said the same thing up until the night she agreed to marry you.”

“After I compromised her.” Draker’s gaze shot to him. “I hope you’re not planning anything like that.”

“Planning it? No.” Simon brooded a moment, before adding, in the spirit of honesty, “But I cannot promise that it will not happen. When it comes to Louisa, I seem to have trouble—” He broke off as Draker’s face started to darken. “All I can promise is that I will do my best to avoid it.”

Though Draker’s expression was still clouded, he did not say anything. He just sat back against his chair and drank his brandy.

After a moment, Simon ventured a comment. “You do not seem as upset as I expected about the possibility that I might marry Louisa.”

Draker swirled his brandy. “I can’t be upset about something that might not happen. And the truth is…” He sighed. “I worry about her obsession with the London Ladies. Theirs is a good cause, I’ll grant you. But I can’t help thinking—”

“That she deserves more.”

Draker’s gaze shot to him. “Exactly. There was a time when I thought I had no chance of ever marrying. It was a long and lonely part of my life I would not wish on anyone, especially my sister.”

“Nor would I.” Simon tapped the block of wood, then sighed. “See here, Draker, I know we have had our differences, and I would not blame you for despising me after what I did to Louisa seven years ago. But I am not the same man I was then.” He met his brother-in-law’s gaze. “I think I can make her a good husband. And I will treat her with the kindness and respect she deserves.”

Rising from his chair, Draker set down his empty glass. “See that you do.” He leaned on the desk, his massive shoulders set for battle. “Because if you hurt my sister, I swear I will kill you, brother-in-law or no.”

Simon met his gaze without flinching. “I understand.” Forcibly, he restrained the urge to point out that Draker would only succeed if he did it with his bare hands, because Simon could beat him in a duel of sword or pistols with one hand tied behind his back.

Draker headed for the door, then paused. “I wanted to ask you about one other matter. Ever since Regina heard that your aide-de-camp’s name was Colin Hunt, she’s been curious to know if it’s mere coincidence that his surname is the same as your late uncle who served in India. Regina said she even asked you about it in a letter, but you didn’t answer.”

Simon’s fingers curled around the block of wood on his desk. “It’s a common enough name.”

“That’s not what I asked.” He drew himself up. “And I think Regina has a right to know if she has a cousin somewhere, even an illegitimate one.”

“I agree.” A sigh escaped Simon’s lips. “But I am not sure of the answer.”

Draker arched one eyebrow. “Not sure? Or not willing to say?”

“Not sure.” He gestured to the letters. “I am looking into it right now, as a matter of fact.”

“Does he claim to be your uncle’s by-blow?” Draker asked.

“No.” That was the absolute truth, although what it left out was so enormous as to be staggering.

“Yet you are looking into it.”

“Yes. I promise that you and Regina will be the first to know when I get an answer.” He wasn’t about to drop that surprise into their laps without being absolutely certain that he could prove his assertions.

After Draker left, he returned to his desk and took up another letter. Despite his exhaustion and having to get up early in the morning to be at Newgate to help Louisa, he needed to know the truth. Only then could he make amends for his dreadful misjudgment at Poona.




Chapter Twelve




Dear Charlotte,

I recently learned that Foxmoor spoke privately to Lord Sidmouth on Monday. It may mean nothing, but given the Home Secretary’s acrimony for the London Ladies, I would caution you and your friends to be on your guard.

Your concerned cousin,

Michael


The sun had barely lifted its nose above the horizon Tuesday morning when Louisa faced down Brutus the Bully inside the gates of Newgate Prison.

Louisa had privately dubbed Mr. Treacle that, because the guard had been nothing but trouble ever since the London Ladies had hired a matron to replace him, resulting in his reassignment to the men’s wards. Brutus didn’t like that, oh no. The male prisoners weren’t nearly as useful for his lascivious tastes.

If she’d had her way, he would have been dismissed from the prison long ago, but his cousin was Mr. Brown, governor of the prison, so that was that.

Today he was sorely taxing her patience. “You told me last week that eight hackney coaches would be enough,” she said.

“To transport the women, Miss North.” Brutus tucked his thumbs in the pockets of his grimy waistcoat. “But the guards has got to ride somewhere.”

“The guards always ride on horseback alongside.”

“Aye. When the women is in carts. But they ain’t gonna be in carts today, is they? And we can’t risk them escaping.”

“They’re shackled! How far could they get before a guard ran them down?”

Brutus crossed his thick arms over his chest. “A carriage might break free and be gone before a guard can catch up to it.”

Oh, for heaven’s sake—She had half a mind to strike the wicked fellow; it was hard to resist when faced with his oily smirk.

Steady, Louisa, steady. Losing your temper never accomplishes anything. She settled for an icy glare instead. “So how many carriages do we need?”

“Dunno. I’m just sayin’ that with two guards to a coach—one on the perch and one inside—you’ll never get them and sixty women in eight hackneys.”

“I told Simon to hire an extra,” Regina put in, “but it still won’t suffice.”

“Reckon we’ll have to put the rest of the prisoners in carts after all.” Brutus didn’t even bother to mask his glee.

“We are not using carts,” Louisa bit out.

“What’s wrong?” Mrs. Fry asked, drawn by the commotion at the gates.

She and the other Quakers had been passing out packets of needles, thread, and fabric scraps so the convict women could make patchwork quilts to sell in Australia, and Louisa hated taking her from her task. Still, the neatly dressed banker’s daughter, a woman of forty whose kindly features belied her iron will, often had good success with shaming Brutus into behaving.

After Louisa explained, Mrs. Fry fixed him with her sternest gaze. “I shall take this up with the governor, sir.”

Brutus shrugged. “Ain’t no skin off my back if you do. And it don’t change nothing—there’s still too few coaches.”

“We can use my carriage, too,” Mrs. Harris put in. “Since only Venetia and I came today, we can fit three women more.”

The discussion of who else could volunteer their equipages was still going on when Simon arrived.

“Why are carts lined up in front?” he asked as he joined them.

Louisa cast Brutus a glance of pure disdain. “Because Mr. Treacle here is itching to make a public spectacle of these women.”

“Ain’t my fault that you didn’t take into account the guards,” he snapped.

“You didn’t say I had to.” Louisa arched her chin so far forward that the high lace collar of her pelisse robe scratched her throat. “And so help me, if you—”

Simon stepped between her and the guard. “What seems to be the problem?”

In a frock coat and trousers of dun-colored nankeen, Simon was decidedly underdressed for a lord, so Brutus barely spared him a glance. “Too many women for the hackneys.”

“Then we’ll hire more,” Simon said. “Or take two trips.”

“Can’t. No time. The Cormorant sets sail in two hours with the tide. So you gotta use the carts, guv’nor. You ain’t got no choice.”

Those were the wrong words to say to Simon. Drawing himself up, he said in a cool, awful voice, “I would like to speak to the governor of the prison.”

“The governor don’t have time for no Quakers,” Brutus said dismissively.

“I am not a Quaker. I am Foxmoor. And I want to speak to the governor. Now,” he said, every inch the supercilious aristocrat.

It took a second for the name to register, but when it did, it wiped the smirk right off Brutus’s face. “F-Foxmoor? The duke?”

“The very one.” Without breaking eye contact, Simon gestured to Regina. “That woman is my sister. Miss North is her sister-in-law and my own very good friend. You might want to mention that when you fetch the governor.”

“Aye, Your Grace,” the man mumbled, then hurried away.

As soon as he’d gone, Simon faced the ladies. “Tell me how this happened.”

By the time Brutus returned, Louisa had thoroughly acquainted Simon with the man’s general tactics and his dislike for reformers.

Mr. Brown trotted up beside Brutus out of breath, like a spaniel panting to please his master. “Your Grace, it appears there’s a misunderstanding—”

“Yes, it appears there is,” Simon said in that imperious manner she could never perfect. He flicked his gaze at Brutus as he would at a lowly beetle. “Your man there told us to bring eight hackneys. Now he says there aren’t enough.”

Brutus regarded Simon with murder in his eyes, but Mr. Brown bobbed his head furiously. “An honest mistake. I shall get to the bottom of it at once.”

“An excellent idea, since these ladies and I will now have to use our own equipages. Unless you have another suggestion?” When Mr. Brown opened his mouth, Simon added, “One that does not involve using open carts?”

Mr. Brown shut his mouth.

“I see. And do you have an equipage of your own, sir?” Simon asked.

“Aye,” called out one of the guards before the governor could answer. Louisa recognized him as a man of good character, who’d always been kind to the women. “Keeps his barouche out back, he does.”

“Good.” Simon smiled thinly at the governor. “I am sure you will be happy to add your barouche to the tally, won’t you, sir?”

Only with great difficulty did Louisa stifle her smile.

Mr. Brown paled. “Er…yes…Your Grace, of course.”

“Because otherwise I might have to mention your ‘honest mistake’ to my good friend, the Lord Mayor, and he would not be pleased.”

“I…I will be happy to offer my barouche, Your Grace.”

With a nod, Simon turned to the women, who’d been hastily amassing a count. “How many more carriages do we need then, ladies?”

“Two,” Mrs. Harris said, “if we put the children on laps.”

“There’s some hackneys at a stand in the next street,” said the helpful guard. “If you’ll vouch for their pay, Your Grace, I’ll see how many I can fetch.”

Simon handed him several crowns. “Pay them with that, and keep the rest.”

Louisa knew it was more than the guard made in a month. His face alight, he thanked Simon profusely before scurrying off.

With a supercilious stare Simon turned back to Brutus. “It appears, sir, that our problem is solved.” His voice dripped sarcasm. “So perhaps we should get this going, since the ships are so impatient for our arrival.”

Louisa only had time to flash Simon a grateful smile before the guards began the tedious process of loading the shackled women and their children into the carriages.

Oh, how was she to resist him when he did lovely things like facing down Brutus for her convict women? Or informing Marcus that he truly meant to marry her? She could still scarcely believe what her brother had told her last night—that Simon had even shown Marcus marriage settlement papers.

The man’s presumption should have angered her. Instead it sent her heart soaring, and all because his attentions had proved not to be a scheme.

She must be insane. She glanced over just as he finished speaking to a hackney driver. He caught her gaze, and the fleeting glance he shot her sent a lightning stroke of anticipation racing along her spine, especially when he coupled it with a smile so dazzling it practically blinded her.

As her breath stuck in her throat, she jerked her gaze away. That was the trouble with Simon—he blinded everyone, the way Lucifer must have done when he’d descended from heaven as an angel of light.

Even Marcus had turned traitor in the wake of Simon’s brilliance. After his talk with Simon, Marcus hadn’t tried to caution her further. He’d even admitted he was probably wrong about Simon pretending to court her so he could ruin her.

Unfortunately, Mrs. Harris had related a disturbing bit of news this morning: Simon had been seen speaking privately to Lord Sidmouth right before Marcus had visited him.

Her stomach knotted every time she thought of it. But it could mean anything. Much as it annoyed her, Simon was a member of Sidmouth’s party. It didn’t necessarily follow that he agreed with the man’s ideas; there were plenty of Sidmouth’s party members who didn’t.

But was Simon one of them? Or was this, even the marriage settlement, merely an elaborate deception he’d concocted to destroy her reputation?

Surely not. Surely he knew that Marcus would never allow it. Of course, Marcus’s disapproval hadn’t stopped him seven years ago—

A pox on Simon! After all these years, he still wreaked havoc in her life. And apparently she was no better equipped to figure out his motives than before. Some men ought to come with instructions, for heaven’s sake.

Yet he’d stood up to Brutus for her.

“Miss North?” a guard said, jerking her from her obsessive thoughts. “We’ve put you in a carriage with the women you taught, if that’s all right.”

“That’s wonderful, thank you.” She followed the guard to a hackney. She cast the prison yard a quick glance. Every equipage was filled except Simon’s phaeton. Fortunately only one woman remained, tugging a child no more than three years old.

As Louisa debated whether to give up her own seat in the carriage to the woman, Simon approached the prisoner with a kind smile. “It appears, madam, that you will be riding with me.”

Louisa gaped at Simon. He would put a convict woman in his favorite equipage? Truly?

The woman’s eyes widened as she took in the phaeton, with its gilded panels, damask upholstery, and spirited pair of matched bays. Simon’s identity hadn’t yet filtered down to the women, but she couldn’t fail to realize that the rig—and its owner—were of superior quality.

She shook her head. “No, sir, i-it’s a good sight too nice for the likes of me.”

Simon leaned toward her. “Truth is, it’s too nice for me, too, but I put up with it because the horses prefer it. Makes them feel important, you see. And I have to keep my horses happy, or they dawdle.”

Brutus stepped in. “You can’t be puttin’ her there, Your Grace. A guard’s got to be with her.”

Simon’s look of contemptuous fury was truly awe-inspiring. But he merely said, in a tone of ice and iron, “The guard can squeeze onto the perch with my tiger. Feel free to do it yourself, if you really are concerned that a shackled woman with a child would attempt an escape.”

Brutus turned a mottled red as he realized that the duke had called him a liar.

But before he could retort, the convict woman said, “Please, sir, it’s all right. My lad here has been ill, and he’s likely to…spew his breakfast in your lovely coach. We’ll ride in a cart. It ain’t so bad.” Swallowing, she laid her hand on her boy’s head. “Them crowds won’t throw nothing at a mother and son, I expect.”

“They certainly won’t.” Simon’s eyes glinted a steely blue. “Because they’ll have to hit me first.” And he lifted her, shackles and all, into the phaeton. Then Simon knelt beside the boy. “If your belly starts to hurt, you let me know, and we will stop so you can ease it, all right?”

The boy stared at him wide-eyed, thumb in mouth, then nodded.

Simon picked up the child with such care that it made a lump lodge painfully in Louisa’s throat. And why did the boy have to be an adorable cherub whose blond curls jiggled sweetly as he crawled into his mother’s lap? It made it too easy to imagine him as Simon’s son, off for a ride with Papa. To imagine herself as the child’s mother, tucking his head against her breast, straightening his cap, and murmuring soothing nonsense into his tiny ears.

She couldn’t tear her gaze from Simon as he mounted the phaeton, a guard climbing onto the perch behind him. She’d never thought of him in terms of fatherhood. Driven by his ambitions, yes. Masterful in his seductions, most definitely. But capable of nurturing a son or daughter? Never.

Until now.

Oh, what was she thinking? She wanted no part of the pain and wrenching screams of childbirth, the cruel doctors with their leeches and scalpels.

She steadied her resolve. No marriage for her, no matter how much Simon tempted her.

Louisa settled into her seat with a sigh of relief. This she could handle—her convict women. She’d taught this group to read during their wait for their trials. Despite the gulf in their stations, she felt comfortable with them because they didn’t care what she wore or if she spoke her mind. Indeed, they included her in their gossip as the carriages set off.

Amy, a draper’s assistant convicted of stealing, leaned forward. “Is the man who put Lizbeth and her boy in his fancy carriage really a duke, Miss North?”

Martha, the woman next to her, snorted. “You silly goose, why would a duke be here?”

When the others teased Amy, Louisa said quickly, “Yes, he’s a duke.”

“I told you he was!” Amy cast Martha a gloating glance. “Isn’t that something? I’ll wager Lizbeth never expected to be sitting next to a duke.”

“Don’t know why not,” Martha said. “She probably sat on a duke’s lap often enough at the tavern.” She nudged Amy. “On more than just his lap, too, I expect.”

The other women sniggered, and Louisa frowned. “Ladies, what did we say about avoiding unsavory discourse?”

They sobered at once. “Yes, miss,” they replied in unison.

But she couldn’t blame them for lapsing into old habits; they were nervous about their futures. And with the hackney curtains drawn, eerily muting the dawn light, the space became a gloomy harbinger of their coming voyage, where they’d be crowded below decks in tiny cells.

Amy cast her a thoughtful glance. “We mean to be good, really we do. But we hear things about what becomes of women who go out on the ships—”

“I know.” Louisa, too, had heard the tales. Three years ago, a convict ship had even been kidnapped by pirates. “But if you take pride in yourself, then decent men will treat you with respect.”

“And the others?” Martha snapped. “Them’s the ones we worry about.”

“You must at least try to hold firm to your principles. Because this is your chance for a new sort of life, if you only have the strength to seize it.”

“All the same,” Martha said, “I’m glad I got my friend to buy me some sponges.”

Louisa stared at her questioningly. “Sponges?”

“Don’t be talking about that ’round Miss North, you dolt,” Amy chided.

“Why not?” Martha said. “Might prove useful to her. And God knows none of them fine gentlemen or ladies is gonna tell her.” Martha gazed at Louisa coolly. “Sponges is what you use to keep from having babies. You soak them in vinegar and shove them up inside your—”

“Martha!” Amy snapped. “Don’t be so improper-like.”

“It’s fine,” Louisa breathed, her mind reeling. Why hadn’t she learned of this before? She’d certainly heard enough about the act itself from the prisoners. She’d even heard of condoms for men, but what use was that if a woman wanted to keep her purpose secret? She could hardly sneak such a contraption onto her husband’s…thing. “These sponges. Do they really work?”

“Mostly,” Amy said. “Preventing children is never a sure thing. You needn’t use them anyway, miss—not with the lovely rich man you’re bound to marry. He’ll have plenty money to go ’round.”

“P’raps Miss North ain’t thinking of no husband,” Martha said slyly. “P’raps she’s bent on taking a lover—”

“Certainly not.” A blush heated Louisa’s cheeks. “I’m only curious because the young women ask me about such things.”

The other ladies seemed to accept the blatant lie, but Martha raised an eyebrow as she sat back and crossed her arms over her chest.

Louisa took a steadying breath. “Can’t the man…well…feel the sponge?”

Amy laughed at her embarrassment. “Oh, miss, you should leave it to the married ladies to instruct the young women about such matters.”

“I don’t mind explaining it.” Martha shot Louisa a piercing glance. “A man don’t notice much of nothing when he’s doing his business. Long as the woman lays there and lets him do what he wants, he’ll never know the difference.”

“It’s quicker that way, too,” said another woman, and they all laughed.

Louisa blinked. That sounded awfully…matter-of-fact, rather like the rutting she’d inadvertently witnessed at prisons before she and her fellow reformers had brought order. It certainly sounded nothing like the wild tempest of feeling that Simon’s kisses roused in her.

She met Martha’s gaze with one that she hoped appeared perfectly innocent. “And where would a…young woman purchase these sponges?”

Martha shrugged. “Mrs. Baker’s in Petticoat Lane has ’em.”

“She even sells a special preparation to soak ’em in, don’t she, Amy?” another woman put in.

But Amy had apparently lost interest, for she’d drawn the curtain aside to stare out at the street. “Look at them, the vultures, just itching to let fly.”

Louisa drew her curtain aside also and grimaced to see the streets lined with onlookers, some having brought baskets of rotting refuse.

“Why aren’t they throwing anything?” Amy asked. “They’ve got to know who we are. The ship’s departures are always in the papers, and they can guess what’s going on from the guards.”

“Having you in carriages takes the fun out of it,” Louisa speculated. Still, the sight of a murmuring crowd casting black glances at the procession snaked a shiver down her back.

“It’s that duke in front what’s keeping ’em still,” Martha said. “People don’t know what to make of the fancy carriages.”

Louisa nodded. Yet she couldn’t shake the sense of foreboding creeping over her, especially when she realized how many miles they had left. She could only pray that Simon’s stalwart presence would hold the crowd at bay long enough for the carriages to reach the docks.




Chapter Thirteen




Dear Cousin,

Thank you for the advice, but I am always on my guard around bachelors. They have this deplorable tendency to surprise one, and surprises are so very hard on an aging woman like myself.

Your friend and cousin,

Charlotte


Simon stared grimly ahead as he navigated the phaeton through streets clogged with rubbish-wielding dustmen, costermongers, baker’s assistants…anyone with the time and inclination to take their frustration with the government out on convicts. He had a chilly sense that if he gazed directly at them, the odd spell keeping them orderly would shatter and mayhem would ensue.

As it was, the murmur of voices had been escalating. How long could an angry mob stay in check? He didn’t want to find out.

Simon set his jaw. This was no place for Louisa or Regina or the other ladies. Let the Quakers take on prison reform—they knew how to handle the common people. But just thinking about Louisa confronting that guard earlier spiked fear through his heart.

She would damned well never do it again. If she wouldn’t let Simon guide her, then he would make sure Draker received a full account of today’s events so that he could guide her. Either way, Simon meant to halt her activities.

“Is that the ship?” the little boy at his side lisped, pointing ahead to where several masts loomed high above the river.

“One of them is,” Simon said.

“Will I see Papa there?” he asked with the hopefulness of his tender years.

“Hush now, Jimmy,” murmured his mother before Simon could answer. Catching Simon’s eye, she said, “I told him his father’s a sailor.”

Whether that was true was any man’s guess, but judging from her haunted expression, the father had probably abandoned them long before Jimmy’s birth.

Such a thing was probably common, but the sadness of it infected Simon. All right, perhaps he did understand why Louisa felt she couldn’t stand back and let such small tragedies routinely occur.

But must she go so far? Holding classes at a prison was one thing; putting oneself at the mercy of this lot was quite another. Or at the mercy of that villainous guard who rode ahead of the phaeton. Treacle reminded Simon painfully of the Maratha bullies who’d pillaged and burned Poona, until the English had arrived to stop them. Or to pick up the pieces, depending on how one looked at it.

The acrid smell of smoke and blood still haunted Simon’s nights.

Now the somber procession approached a busy intersection near the docks, and Treacle signaled a halt until they could cross. As they waited, Simon’s disquiet grew, especially when he saw Treacle talking with an onlooker.

The bastard glanced back at Simon, and the chap he spoke to scurried off to spread some news among the crowd. Within seconds, low cries erupted throughout the mob like sparks of heat lightning across the Great Indian Desert.

Simon groaned when he caught snatches: “the duke and his mistress” and “Foxmoor’s bastard” and “privileges of nobility.” It didn’t take long to decipher the rest of the tale spreading through the crowd. That he was personally carrying his mistress—presumably the woman at his side—to the docks. That he’d been allowed to circumvent the usual methods by virtue of his being a duke. That he was going to carry his bastard son away with him after his mistress was sent off.

It was a measure of how tense the people were, that they would embrace Treacle’s lie instead of considering its absurdity. If any duke had wanted to prevent his criminal mistress from suffering for her crimes, he would have used his influence long before she made it to trial.

But mobs were rarely logical. Nor did it help that his passenger’s son shared Simon’s coloring.

The intersection cleared, and Simon started the horses going before Treacle gave the order, but the damage had been done. The crowd’s grumbling grew to a rumbling, then an outright uproar. Within moments, missiles began to fly.

He heard the refuse hit the carriages behind them, splatting against the panels, startling the horses. As the mounted guards strove to regain order, Simon spurred his steeds to greater speed and the hackneys followed suit. They raced the last mile to the docks amid rotten vegetables and other slop.

Since few in the crowd dared to toss anything at Simon, his passenger and her son were mostly spared, though he did throw his coat over them. Fortunately, once they reached the docks, more guards awaited. They and the mounted ones managed to hold the crowd back so the passengers could disembark without being struck.

But the women couldn’t escape the jeering, and as the first of the carriages emptied, a woman in Louisa’s group fought back, snarling curses at the crowd.

Simon had just finished lifting his passenger and her son down when he glanced over to see Louisa admonishing the angry woman. He saw a man in the crowd push through the guards and lift his hand, and before anyone could react, the man let his missile fly.

But this was no putrid tomato; it was a large rock.

Simon lunged for Louisa, but it happened too fast—all he could do was watch in horror as it struck. Louisa reeled, then crumpled to the ground.

“Louisa!” Simon vaulted the remaining distance in a panic.

When the man who’d thrown the rock realized it had struck the wrong woman, he ran off, but Simon was too frantic to care.

As Simon reached Louisa, the woman who’d taunted the man fell into hysterics.

“Quiet!” he ordered, fear slamming his heart in his chest. He knelt beside Louisa to feel for a pulse. At least her blood beat steady and strong, though her eyes remained closed and her arm lay limp in his grasp.

“Oh God, she’s dead, ain’t she?” The convict woman wrung her hands, refusing to leave Louisa’s side. “They killed her, and it’s all my fault! She told me to ignore them, but I just had to give ’em a piece of my mind—”

“She’s not dead,” he growled. “Now go on, and let us see to her.”

A guard pulled the woman away as Regina pushed through. “How is she?”

“I don’t know.” Simon could hardly breathe past the pressure in his chest. “She either fainted or she’s unconscious. Do you have smelling salts?”

“We don’t carry our reticules to the prison.”

He could well imagine why. “Then I have to get her out of this madness.”

“Take the hackney.” Regina gestured to the still-open door of the nearby carriage. “I’ll see that the phaeton is returned safely for you.”

“You should go with me, you and your friends. This is not safe.”

“Nonsense,” Regina said, “the guards have already got the mob under control. And we need to pass out packets to women who have come from other prisons. Go on. I will be home as soon as I can.”

Louisa’s pale face alarmed him more by the moment. After carrying her limp form into the hackney, Simon settled Louisa’s head in his lap. Sobered by the sight of a reformer being struck low, the crowd thankfully parted to let the carriage pass, and they raced toward the Draker town house in Mayfair. With fear throbbing in his throat, Simon removed her bonnet. As gently as he could, he threaded his fingers through her hair to assess her injuries. The lump swelling on her scalp increased his panic. It was far too large.

Her breathing was steady and even, but that did not reassure him. How could it when her eyes remained shut and her head lolled with every jolt of the carriage? Swearing, he removed the pins from her tightly wound hair and unfastened the top buttons of her pelisse robe. When she still didn’t rouse, he removed her gloves and began to chafe her clammy hands, unsure what else to do.

If she ever came out of this, he would make sure she never took such a chance again. He would marry her and lock her up at one of his estates. He would bribe her London Ladies to keep her out of it. He would resort to any method to ensure her safety.

The ride was the longest of Simon’s life.

At Draker’s town house, Simon climbed out of the carriage with her and ascended the steps.

As he strode inside, Draker’s butler approached. “Your Grace! What has happened?”

“Miss North had an accident,” Simon snapped. “Fetch her brother at once.”

“H-he’s not here, sir,” the butler said. “He’s at Tattersall’s for the day.”

“Then send for him, for God’s sake. And a doctor.” He headed for the wide central staircase. “Which bedchamber is Miss North’s?”

“The one at the end of the hall on the right.”

“Send a footman up with smelling salts.” Simon stalked up the stairs with his precious burden.

Her bedchamber proved simple and spartan, with a plain Brussels carpet and modest furnishings. Perfect for a Joan of Arc. He could only pray she did not end up as that famous saint—dead at the hands of her persecutors.

She did not stir even when he laid her on the bed, increasing the vise of terror around his chest. His aide-de-camp must have felt like this when they’d rushed to Poona and found Colin’s wife dying of a sword wound to the belly.

The familiar old guilt knotted in Simon’s gut, but he pushed it aside. Louisa wasn’t going to die—she was not! He would not allow it.

Hurrying to her writing table to fetch the chair, he froze as he spotted what lay beside her inkwell: the lily he had whittled years ago. She had kept it despite his lies and deceptions.

Grabbing the chair, he dragged it back to her bedside, then sat down and tugged off her half boots. Her feet looked so small and fragile in their white cotton stockings. He skimmed his gaze back to her bloodless face. She had to live. She must. Life without her…

No, he would not consider it. Grabbing her cold hands in his, he prayed. He had never been religious, but he prayed for all he was worth.

He was still praying when Louisa groaned, and her eyelids fluttered open.

She gazed around her, confused. “Why am I at home? And why are you here, Simon?”

The vise around his chest eased. She knew where she was! So she couldn’t have been hurt too badly, thank God. Swallowing the thick emotion clogging his throat, he squeezed her hands. “Shh, sweetheart. Don’t try to talk now.”

“Why not?” She frowned. “The last thing I remember, I was coming out of a carriage—”

“Someone threw a rock that hit you and knocked you out.”

Confusion knit her pretty brow. “That explains this throbbing.” She rubbed her scalp, then winced. “But why would anybody throw a rock at me?”

“It was meant for one of the convict women.”

“The convict—Oh no, I have to get back to the docks!” She jerked upright, then released a heartfelt moan.

With a curse, he pressed her back down on the bed. “You must rest. At least until I can be sure you are all right.”

“But I have to help pass out the packets,” she said plaintively, though she closed her eyes.

“You are not going anywhere right now. Regina and the other ladies have matters under control. Besides, you are in no condition to help them. You have a nasty lump, and we will not know how bad it is until a doctor looks at it.”

“A doctor!” Her eyes sprang open, and the abject panic in them chilled him. “Absolutely not. I’m fine, really.” She sat up, and before he could stop her, swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood.

Rising himself, he caught her just as she pitched forward.

“Bloody hell.” He sat back hard on the chair with her in his arms. “Stop that, damn you, before you keel over and add another lump to the first one.”

Thank God she didn’t resist him, just settled into his lap. “I…I really am fine, you know. I only need a minute to…to steady my dizziness.”

He cradled her head against his chest with an oath. “You are the most stubborn female in creation, do you know that?”

“Surely not.” Opening her eyes, she cast him a weak smile. “There must be someone more stubborn somewhere.”

“I shudder to think it,” he said hoarsely.

She nestled against him, rubbing her cheek against the rough nankeen of his waistcoat. Suddenly she drew back to stare at his chest. “Where’s your coat?”

“God only knows. I threw it over my passengers when the mob started hurling refuse. It is probably lying trampled on the docks.”

A look of remorse crossed her face. “Did those awful people ruin your lovely phaeton?”

He couldn’t believe she was worried about that. “I don’t give a damn if they did.”

The irritation in his voice made her wince. “If you don’t care about your phaeton, then why are you so angry?”

“Good God, woman, why do you think? I nearly lost ten years off my life when you fell.” He nuzzled her hair, his voice thickening. “I don’t care about my phaeton or my coat or even the fact that the masses now think I have a mistress and a bastard headed for Australia. I only care about you.”

Her face softened, and she began to smile. Until the rest of his speech registered. “Mistress? What are you talking about?”

He explained what he thought had set the crowd off.

She frowned. “That sounds exactly like something Brutus would do.”

“Brutus?”

“Mr. Treacle. I call him Brutus the Bully because of how he treats the women.”

He tightened his arms about her fiercely. “And that is the sort of vile person you deal with—”

“Better I deal with him than the women. At least he knows he can’t bully a woman of my rank.”

“Oh?” Simon said hotly. “He can only incite a riot to attack you—”

She pulled back with a scowl. “You said the rock wasn’t meant for me.”

“That scarcely matters. You are the one it struck.”

A knock on the door presaged the entrance of a footman, who halted when he caught sight of Louisa in Simon’s arms. “I-I beg your pardon, Your Grace. I brought the smelling salts.”

With a blush, Louisa leapt from Simon’s lap. This time she stayed on her feet rather well. “Thank you,” she told the footman, batting Simon’s hand aside when he rose and tried to pull her back toward the bed. “But as you can see, it’s not needed. I’m fine now.”

The footman glanced from Louisa to Simon. “His lordship’s doctor wasn’t home, sir, so is there another doctor you wish to call?”

“No,” she said at the same time Simon said, “Of course.”

“Simon!” she cried. “I told you, I’m not going to see a doctor.”

Ignoring her protest, Simon strode to her writing table and jotted down the name and address of his own physician. Then he walked over and handed the footman the paper. “If he’s not at this address, then he’ll be at St. Bartholomew’s.”

As the footman nodded and hurried off, Louisa darted toward the door. “Come back here this minute! I didn’t say you could—”

Simon caught her about the waist, then shut the door and locked it, pocketing the key. “That’s enough from you, Joan of Arc.” He tugged her toward the bed. “You are not going anywhere until the doctor says you can.”

Wrenching free with surprising strength, she backed away. “No doctors.”

“Do not be foolish, for God’s sake. You might have a fracture or—”

“I don’t have a fracture. I’m sure I would know if I did.”

“We will let the doctor determine that.”

“I don’t like doctors!” Alarm suffused her cheeks. “They bleed women on the smallest pretense. Besides, I feel better by the moment.” She turned in a slow circle without stumbling once. “You see? I’ll be fine. No need for a doctor.”

“Let’s see what your brother says.”

Anger flared in her face. “You can’t tell Marcus about this.”

“The devil I can’t. He needs to know what dangers you and Regina are getting into when his back is turned.”

“He already knows.”

“I seriously doubt that, or he would never let his wife participate.” Eyes narrowing, he stalked toward her. “And you wouldn’t be begging me not to tell him. So get back into that bed. Now.”

She dropped her pretense. “Simon, you mustn’t say anything to Marcus. I know you—you’ll make it sound worse than it is.”

“Worse!” he roared. “How can I make it sound worse? You nearly got killed!”

She thrust out her pugnacious chin. “And you nearly got killed at the Battle of Kirkee when you weren’t even a soldier. No one thought twice about your risking your life, but I must sit at home and do nothing like a good girl, is that it?”

“Damn it, Louisa—”

“You can’t tell him. Please.”

Muttering an oath, he raked his fingers through his already badly disheveled hair. “He’ll find out anyway from the papers tomorrow.”

“They’ve never put it in the papers before,” she said with a shrug. “I don’t know why they should put it in now.”

“Before!” Simon stepped toward her. “You mean you have been hurt—”

“No!” As she darted out of his reach, she hastened to explain. “We’ve seen the mob throwing things before, that’s all. We were never allowed to accompany the carts, but we did meet the convict women at the docks so we could hand out packets. And when we saw what they endured…”

She frowned. “It’s unconscionable. And the papers never mention it, I assure you. They condone the behavior. That was when we decided it shouldn’t happen again.”

Casting him an imploring glance, she added, “And if you tell Marcus, he’ll refuse to let me and Regina go, and then other husbands will follow suit, and the London Ladies Society will lose half its support—all over some silly rock.”

Good, he thought. “Next time it could be a brick the mob throws at you.”

“Next time I’ll wear a steel hat.”

He scowled. “Even if I don’t tell Draker, Regina will.”

“Fiddlesticks. She’s as passionate about reform as I am, and she knows how he’d react. Once she sees I’m fine, she won’t say a word.”

She probably wouldn’t. Regina was every bit as recalcitrant as Louisa.

“Come now, Simon, you don’t really want to be at odds with us both, do you?” Louisa’s suddenly coy smile made his breath catch in his throat. “And surely you don’t want to be at odds with me.”

Now she meant to seduce him into forgetting his concern? The devil she would. “We’re already at odds, remember? After today, you mean to banish me from your presence. So no matter how angry it makes you, I will keep you safe.”

“Perhaps I was a bit hasty yesterday.” She tipped up her chin. “What if I were to say that I’ll let you observe my committee after all?”

He stared at her a long moment, then said softly, “Not good enough.”

“Then what if I were to say you could court me?” She eyed him from beneath seductively lowered lashes. “That is what you want, isn’t it?”

Good God, yes. That and more. And if he courted her, he could make sure she never risked her life again.

He snorted. Little chance of that. Louisa could get herself into plenty of trouble while he was dancing attendance on her, especially if she kept him dangling for weeks. At least with Draker, Simon had some chance of seeing an end to her activities—assuming that the man wouldn’t let the bloody females talk him ’round to their way of thinking.

“I will not risk seeing you end up dead.” He took a step toward her. “Now get back in the bed, sweetheart, so I can go see if your brother has arriv—”

She halted his words with a kiss. A very sweet, very tender kiss that sent his blood racing. When she drew back, her eyes glistened the same sultry black as the Indian nautch dancers who’d tempted the soldiers.

To his chagrin, his body leapt to attention just like one of those reckless soldiers. “What do you think you are doing?” he rasped, curling his fingers into his palms to keep from tossing her over his shoulder and carrying her to the bed.

“I’m showing you how nice it can be between us.” She draped her arms about his neck, then stretched up on tiptoe to kiss him again, this time skimming her tongue tentatively along his lips.

So innocent…so alluring. And he was only human. He had nearly lost her, and now…

With a groan, he tugged her close and kissed her deeply, passionately, driving his tongue between her warm, welcoming lips over and over.

When at last he pulled back, her breath stuttered and her temptress’s eyes shone up at him. “You see how it could be?” she whispered. “And if you keep quiet about what happened today, I’ll…I’ll…” She forced a smile. “I’ll let you have as many kisses as you like.”

He started to release her, partly out of shock that she would bargain with him using kisses, and partly out of concern for her injury. But she didn’t look injured. If anything, she looked—fine. Very fine.

Fine enough to devour in one gulp, with her night-dark hair in a wild tangle about her shoulders and her lips red from his urgent kiss.

His blood beat a steady tattoo in his ears. “Now? Here?” he said hoarsely.

She played with a lock of his hair. “If it takes that to keep you silent…”

“Your brother will arrive any moment, and when he finds us together—”

“He won’t be back for hours. He left for Tattersall’s early this morning, and he never returns from there until late in the afternoon.”

But Draker had been summoned—

Oh, right, she hadn’t heard that. Which meant that she didn’t know how easily they might be caught.

His mind began to race. This might be exactly the opportunity he needed to secure her. To end his torment. To marry her.

He gripped her waist as a plan fell into place. Though he had promised Draker he would not compromise her, that was before watching her nearly die.

“And Regina will be at the prison for a good hour more,” she went on, clearly willing to say anything to bend Simon to her will. “Besides, we’d hear either of them enter downstairs in plenty of time to stop kissing.”

He doubted that. Nor was he as certain as she seemed to be that Draker would end her reform activities if Simon tattled. But as long as Louisa believed it, Simon could get what he wanted—a chance to compromise her.

He’d have to convince her to go far enough to make Draker demand a marriage, but he could do it. Christ, if it meant winning her, he could even endure the beating that her brutish brother would surely administer.

“So?” she asked blithely. “Are we agreed?”

“Not yet. I want more for my silence than a few kisses.” He deliberately swept his gaze to where the unbuttoned collar of her pelisse robe exposed a tempting slice of bare flesh. “Quite a bit more.”

A blush stained her cheeks a deep scarlet, but she didn’t pull away. “What do you mean?”

Bringing his hand up to cover her breast, he bent his mouth to her ear. “Forbidden caresses. Forbidden, intimate caresses. I want to touch you. I want to taste you and fondle your bare flesh—”

“That isn’t acceptable.” She pushed away from him, though her eyes now held a shimmering heat that matched the fire in his belly.

“Then your brother and I will be having a long and very informative conversation about your activities as soon as he arrives.”

He loathed pressing her so wickedly, but he might never get this chance again. How better to make her want to marry him than to rouse her desires? If he could show her how sweet marriage could be…

“I do not mean to take your virtue,” he said to reassure her. “Just to have some mutual enjoyment.” Enough to compromise her. “When we are done, you can return to being as prickly as you want.”

But he would make sure she did not want to. Ever again. And surely he could control himself long enough to pleasure her without taking her. He had waited seven years for this; he could wait a short while more for their wedding night.

She glanced away, anger warring with desire in her face. But she was no fool. She knew he meant what he said. She must really be worried that Draker would curtail her activities—and equally determined not to let him—or she wouldn’t even consider this outrageous bargain.

At last her gaze swung to his. “You must swear on your honor that you won’t ruin me.”

“I swear.” He merely had to get her so hot and bothered that she lost track of the time.

“And you have to swear that this will be the only time you make me buy your silence with…scandalous caresses. Because if you return tomorrow threatening to tell Marcus—”

“On my honor, it will be just this once.” Once was all it would take. Unless—“But you must promise to let me do as I please. No balking at caresses you think are too intimate. I have agreed not to ruin you.” He skimmed his gaze slowly down her. “And that is the only thing I have agreed to.”

Panic crossed her face. “But you can’t stay here half the day—”

“I will stop when the doctor arrives, all right?” He only prayed that Draker got here first.

“Fine. As long as you send the doctor away when he arrives.” When Simon scowled, she added, “No doctor and no discussion with Marcus. That’s the agreement.”

She thought she was so clever. “You are in no position to bargain, sweetheart,” he reminded her.

“If you don’t want the offer—” she said primly and started to turn away.

“I’ll take it.” Giving her no chance to change her mind, he dragged her into his arms.




Chapter Fourteen




Dear Charlotte,

I would hardly call a woman of thirty-two “aging.” Nor can I imagine that all surprises are unwelcome to you. You are not as unadventurous as you pretend.

Your “aging” cousin,

Michael


Madness, sheer madness. Louisa reeled beneath the onslaught of Simon’s kisses. What had possessed her to propose this? Clearly, that rock had knocked the common sense out of her.

But she couldn’t let Simon tell Marcus about today. If her brother knew she’d been hurt…No, she dared not risk it. If both she and Regina had to stop their work, the group would never survive.

Fiddlesticks, her conscience said. You just want to see what Simon means by “intimate caresses”…

Like those he lavished on her now, his hand kneading her breast as his mouth plundered hers with a hunger that answered her own. Heavens, the strangest parts of her body were tightening, tensing, yearning for his mouth, his fingers…

Then he unfastened her pelisse robe and dragged it off.

“Simon!” she cried as her serviceable wool gown puddled at her feet.

“Naked flesh, remember?” He circled behind her to unlace her corset.

“But if anyone comes in—”

“Don’t fret, sweetheart.” With heated, open-mouthed kisses, he teased her sensitive ear, her flaming cheek, the pulse beating furiously in her neck. “The door’s locked.”

She swayed back against him, struggling to regain her sanity. “What about the servants? They have keys.”

“Yes, but they wouldn’t use them without permission. The footman is fetching my doctor. When he knocks to inform us of the man’s arrival, I will go into the hall, and that is where your family will find me when they return.”

“W-won’t the doctor…say something to…someone?”

“I pay him well for his discretion.” He peeled off her corset, then dropped it. “I will pay the servants to keep quiet, too, if I must.”

It sounded eminently sensible…far too sensible for how he made her feel. His hand now cupped her breast to tease and fondle and drive her out of her mind. And his other hand…oh, sweet heaven…what was he doing?

He rubbed her between the legs as he had in the forest, but this time it was much more intimate, much more…erotic. Since she never wore drawers, only the thin linen of her chemise lay between his fingers and the most hidden part of her flesh.

“You’re so wet and hot, sweetheart,” he said in a guttural voice. “Do you know what that does to me?”

He knew about the dampness, the heat? Of course he did. No matter what he’d claimed about his celibacy, he’d probably had plenty of women in his life. Or he wouldn’t know how to do this so…very…oh, heaven help her. What was he touching that made her feel—

A moan escaped her lips. Wildly she arched into his hands, craving more. He kissed a fiery path down her neck, and she turned her head to meet his lips.

When she spotted herself in the mirror, with his masterful hands all over her and his mouth ravishing her neck, the picture they made together excited her further…until she realized how anyone else would react to see it. “Simon, if the servants…do…unlock the door—”

“They’ll find you lying in fashionable deshabille in your bed, awaiting the doctor.” Taking her by surprise, he lifted her in his arms. “Because that is precisely where you will be.”

With a gasp, she flung her arms about his neck. There was some flaw in his logic, but she couldn’t puzzle it out when his gaze was raking her body with such exhilarating intent.

In her chemise, she could hardly be called naked, but it was less than she’d ever worn in a man’s presence. And Simon seemed to see right through it as he stretched her out on her bed, for he hovered over her, his eyes darkening to that deep cerulean blue that always sent an errant thrill along her spine.

When he untied her chemise with a flick of one finger, then dragged the neck down to expose her breasts, her face flamed, but her shameless, flagrantly rebellious nipples tautened into points beneath his penetrating glance.

“Do you know how often I have imagined you like this?” he rasped as he slid onto the bed beside her. “How many stifling Calcutta nights I endured by conjuring up pictures of you naked beneath me? Wondering if your breasts were as full as they’d seemed?” He fondled them, teased them. “Wondering if your nipples would be pouty little cherries or rich dark damsons that puckered sweetly when I touched them?” He bent toward her breasts. “Or tasted them, like this…”

His tongue slicked over her nipple, and she choked back a groan. His words seduced her as thoroughly as his devilish caresses. Just the sight of his golden head at her breast shot a tremor through her.

This bargain had been a mistake. Much more of this, and she’d beg him to take her, if only to ease the yearnings in her breasts and belly. Not to mention the place between her legs that he was now unveiling, tugging her chemise up inch by inch. He even stroked her there, his finger tormenting the spot that ached for his—

Good heavens, she couldn’t let him do this, or she would be lost. She wouldn’t put it past Simon to ruin her if she were fool enough in the throes of her heedless desire to say she wanted him to.

But she’d already agreed to let him touch and taste her, and if she didn’t hold to it, he would ruin everything she’d worked for.

Long as the woman lays there and lets the man do what he wants, he’ll never know the difference.

Yes! That’s what she must do—lie here and let him do as he pleased. Not allow her shameless feelings to tempt her into doing things back, like stroking his hair or thrusting her hips against him as she was doing this very moment—

She forced herself to ease back onto the bed. Just let him ‘do his business.’ Then it will be over and your virtue will be intact.

He shifted to suck her other breast, and she had to fight to keep from clutching his head to her chest. Instead she grabbed great handfuls of the bed covers and squeezed.

Think of something other than his curst mouth. Think of Newgate. She fixed her gaze on the bed canopy of white muslin above her. White. Yes, think of the white-wood carver project. What you will do with the money.

Had Simon and Mrs. Harris met again? She would have to ask him later. Perhaps—

“What are you doing?” Simon snapped.

She jerked her gaze from the canopy to where he hovered over her, scowling.

A guilty flush heated her cheeks. “I-I don’t know what you mean.”

“Yes, you do. Seconds ago you were aroused, and now…” His gaze shifted meaningfully to where she clutched the bed covers for dear life. “You’re resisting me.”

“Perhaps I’m not as passionate as you thought.” She forced a cool smile to her lips. “Or perhaps I merely don’t find this as engrossing as you do.”

Anger blazed in his face. “And perhaps you’re trying to put a swift end to our bargain the only way you know how.”

A pox on the man and his uncanny ability to read her mind. “That’s a rather arrogant way to look at it. You’re assuming that I—”

“I am assuming nothing. I know you—you would rather die than allow me to win. So you are circumventing our agreement.”

With deliberate insolence, he bent to run his tongue in a circle around her nipple, and a delicious shiver coursed down her.

Desperately, she fought back. “You said you wanted to touch and taste me; you said nothing about my responding. Or doing the same things to you.”

“Ah, but I am arrogant enough to want it all. So go ahead—resist me. Lie back and think of England and keep your hands to yourself.” He seized her nipple in his teeth, arousing it with a sensual sweep of his tongue. Then he released it to flash her a darkly wicked smile. “But that will only make me more determined to have you writhing beneath me in the end, touching me and tasting me and begging me to give you pleasure.”

Ooh, what conceit! How dared he? “Save your blustering speeches for Parliament, Your Grace. This is one fight you won’t win with them.”

The minute the taunt left her mouth, she regretted it. Now he wouldn’t rest until he’d conquered her utterly.

“Then it’s a good thing I don’t intend to use speeches,” he said in a harsh rasp.

And the battle was on.

She’d scarcely drawn another breath when he caught the hem of her chemise and jerked it up her body to bunch above her breasts. Now she lay fully exposed to him, from her chest to the garters tied just below her knees.

Simon scoured her naked body with a devouring glance. Then like Wellington at Waterloo, he swooped down upon her with merciless cunning, scorching her bared breasts and nipples with kisses, laving them with hot rasps of his tongue even as his hand delved fearlessly between her legs.

Only this time he didn’t stop with rubbing her, oh no. He slid his devilish finger inside her slick passage in a motion as bold as it was shocking. She was still gasping at the audacity of that invasion when he began stroking her, in and out, up and down, first with one and then with two questing fingers.

Oh, heaven save her from his clever hand, which seemed to know just how to arouse her. She swallowed the cry that rose in her throat and squeezed the covers into knots in her effort not to squirm. She closed her eyes, but that only made her more aware of his mouth, now searing a path of open-mouthed kisses to her belly, his tongue darting into her navel for a fleeting caress before it trailed farther down to—

Her eyes shot open. “Simon, what are you—”

“I can taste you wherever I want, remember?” he lifted his head to growl.

His fingers withdrew from inside her, but only so he could part her tangled curls and bare her tender parts to his covetous gaze. As she held her breath, half in alarm, half in tantalized wonder, he covered her down there with his mouth.

Heavens! What on earth…what was he…ooh, that was not fair.

Now his tongue drove inside her, tempting her but not giving enough. If Simon had governed India anywhere as competently as he governed her body, no wonder everyone lauded his actions.

His tongue flicked her eager, throbbing petals and she heard herself moan as if in a dream, felt her hips arch up to meet his mouth. But she could no more stop it than she could stop the images flooding her brain…of Simon carrying her, worrying over her, conquering her as his tongue darted deeper and deeper.

She didn’t even realize she’d grabbed his head, fisting her hands in his hair, until he demanded hoarsely, “Do you want me?”

The sound of his voice startled her into dropping her gaze to his face. Although she expected to see gloating there, instead his eyes glittered with a raw desire so electric, it sent a current through her. And so powerful that she could no longer deny it. She nodded.

“Say it, Louisa,” he ordered. “Say ‘I want you, Simon.’”

“I want you…Simon,” she said even as she thrust her hips up, vainly trying to meet his mouth.

Eyes gleaming with a dark satisfaction, he returned to his sinful caresses. Soon he had her quivering and writhing, begging until her voice was hoarse from her cries, until she thought she would die if she didn’t reach that summit his mouth seemed to offer…

When the lightning struck at last, pulsing energy through her from her curling toes to her tossing head and wringing a scream from her throat, she clutched him to her and held on without shame or sorrow, without even caring that she’d lost the battle. For it felt like she’d won.

Simon felt like she had won, too. He had tempted her into letting him pleasure her, but she still had not touched him, and he craved her hands on him.

With one last glance at the sweet delicacy he had just fed on, he slid up her body. “Touch me, sweetheart, please…” he growled, hardly conscious of the words, “Touch me, too…I beg you—”

“Where? How?” Unexpectedly eager to comply, she started kissing his shoulders. The delicate kisses drove him mad.

He yanked his shirttails free, tore at the buttons of his trousers and drawers, then grabbed her hand and urged it inside. His heavy cock was so eager for her that it jerked at the first touch of her fingers. With a gasp, she let go, and he moaned.

“It’s all right.” He closed her hand around him. Thank God she let him, because he might die otherwise. “It’s supposed to move.” He showed her how to caress him. “Stroke it. Firmly.” When she did, a heartfelt groan escaped his lips. “Yes, like that. My God, you have no idea…how good that feels.”

“I have some idea,” she teased with a sultry smile, then tugged hard, wresting a cry of pleasure from his throat.

“I knew that you are really…Cleopatra…not Joan of Arc.” He thrust into her tight little fist. “Seducing men into surrender.”

“Seducing?” She feathered a kiss along his throat. “You begged me, remember?”

He barely remembered his name just now, but he did remember begging. And her begging him. “Admit it, sweetheart, you surrendered first.”

“You imagined that,” she said with a silky smile, her strokes growing harder and faster. God, she was born for passion.

“The devil I did. I made you beg.” He bent to brush her mouth with his. “And I’ll do it again, too.”

Then as he headed inexorably toward release, he kissed her mouth, fondled her satiny breasts, until she was once again wriggling and squirming beneath him.

Somewhere in the recesses of his brain he heard a knock, but it had barely registered when another sound followed, of a key turning in a lock.

He didn’t even have time to leave her before Draker’s voice thundered through his fevered mind. “Damn you, Foxmoor, get the hell off my sister!”

Simon groaned. He had not wanted it to happen like this, for her to be seen like this. Fighting his burning urge for release, he rolled off her and onto his feet on the floor, dragging the cover over her.

With his back to Draker, he fastened his trousers. Staring down at her flushed, shocked face, he murmured, “I am sorry, sweetheart. Forgive me.”

Before he turned, he heard other voices behind him, his sister’s for one, saying, “Marcus, how is she?” Then a painful pause. “Oh, dear Lord.”

That was all it took to fully banish his erection. Cursing, he faced them, taking in the horrified expressions of not only Regina, but at least three other members of the London Ladies Society, all of whom crowded around the entrance to the room. Then his gaze swept to Draker, and Simon sucked in a breath.

He had vastly misjudged what his brother-in-law’s reaction would be. He would not suffer a beating at Draker’s hands, after all.

Draker was simply going to kill him.




Chapter Fifteen




Dear Cousin,

Will you be surprised to learn that the duke and my friend Louisa are shortly to be married? I was present when they announced their betrothal. But do not believe everything you hear about it—Foxmoor was not found naked in her bedchamber. Though he might as well have been, for she very nearly was.

Your shameless gossip of a friend,

Charlotte


Choose your seconds, Foxmoor,” Marcus said in a deadly voice that sent a chill through Louisa.

“No!” she cried at the same time as Regina. Dragging the cover around her, Louisa leapt from her bed. “No duels, Marcus. This is my fault, not his.”

Marcus glowered at her. “He took advantage of you while you were wounded, for God’s sake!”

She caught her breath. “How did you know about—And why aren’t you at Tattersall’s? You never return this early.”

“A footman fetched me,” Marcus retorted.

“At whose command? I did not send for—”

“I did,” Simon said tersely. “While you were unconscious.”

She was still trying to assimilate that when Marcus let out a roar.

“Unconscious!” Marcus stalked toward Simon. “Why, you wretched scoundrel, I’ll tear you limb from limb!”

“Stop it!” Louisa put herself between her brother and Simon. “He didn’t touch me then. And as soon as I awakened, he sent for a doctor.”

After he’d already sent for Marcus. The full ramifications of that hit her. Heaven help her, he’d engineered this awful—

“You knew Marcus was coming.” She could hardly breathe past the pain, and cast Simon a glance of pure betrayal. “When you agreed to my bargain, you knew he would find us together long before the doctor arrived.”

“What bargain?” Marcus snapped.

“Be quiet, Marcus!” She fixed her gaze on Simon. “You knew, didn’t you?”

He hesitated, then nodded.

“But why?” A shudder wracked her. “No, don’t answer. I know why.”

To accomplish what Sidmouth had wanted. She shifted her gaze to the women peeking into the room, then groaned. Oh, he’d done it so effectively, too. She could count on Regina and Mrs. Harris to keep quiet, but the other two…

Despair gripped her. One was a notorious gossip and the other a new member. It wouldn’t be long before the tale swept through the group and women began to leave the London Ladies.

“I suppose you knew they were coming, as well,” she choked out.

“Certainly not,” he snapped. “Regina told me she was staying at the docks to pass out packets.”

“We were going to, all of us,” Regina put in quickly, “but Mrs. Fry said the Quaker ladies could take care of it and sent me home. Mrs. Harris and the others came along out of concern for your injury.”

“Clearly that’s not what they should have been concerned about,” Marcus growled. “And I’ll have his head on a platter—”

“Hush, Marcus!” Louisa and Regina said in unison. Louisa turned to Simon. “So it was just a happy coincidence for you that they came, too.”

“If you want to look at it that way,” he said warily.

And now she was ruined. If Simon didn’t marry her, that is. And why should he? He’d achieved his goal—to discredit her before her fellow reformers. She’d let him do it, too, walked right into the trap like a rabbit hopping into the tiger’s den.

Hurt exploded into anger. “You unconscionable devil!”

Remorse flashed over his face before it changed to sheer, unadulterated will. “I told you I meant to marry you. So I saw my chance and took it.”

Louisa blinked, momentarily taken aback. “You…you didn’t do this at Sidmouth’s request?”

“No!” Shock suffused his face. “How could you even think it? I would never do that to you.”

Simon wasn’t working for Sidmouth. He did want to marry her—so badly that he’d purposely compromised her.

Torn between relief and anger, she didn’t resist when he slid his arm about her waist and tugged her to stand beside him. “This is as good a time as any to announce that we are getting married, don’t you think, sweetheart?” His gaze locked with hers, daring her to say otherwise.

Regina let out a breath, as did the other ladies, but Marcus only scowled and started toward Simon. “I would rather throttle you.”

“You are not going to throttle him.” Regina grabbed Marcus’s arm. “It would ruin Louisa. She has to marry him now, and you know it.”

Louisa glanced from Simon to Regina, her heart in her throat. Regina was right. But good heavens, what a choice. If she didn’t marry Simon, she would lose everything she’d worked for. And if she did marry him…

“Louisa?” Simon prodded. When she continued to stand there woodenly, he shot the others a black look. “I would like a few moments alone with my fiancée, so if you could give us some privacy…”

“Privacy?” Marcus bit out. “You’ve already had far too much privacy.”

“Marcus, for heaven’s sake!” Regina said sharply.

His jaw tightening, Marcus glanced at Louisa. “What about you, angel? Do you want time alone with this scoundrel?

She forced a smile. “Yes, please.” She needed privacy to wring his neck.

“Ten minutes,” Marcus snapped. “In ten minutes, if you aren’t both downstairs and dressed, I’ll come up here and tear Foxmoor’s heart out with my bare hands.” His gaze shot to Simon. “Understood?”

“Understood,” Simon murmured, though his fingers tightened on her waist.

The others were halfway out the door when Marcus paused. “Are you…able to go downstairs?” he asked Louisa. “The footman didn’t say how badly you were injured or even how it happened—”

“I tripped,” she said before Simon could answer. “Getting out of the carriage at the docks. I tripped and hit my head. It temporarily knocked me out, but I feel fine now, truly.”

She glanced to Regina, whom she implored with her eyes not to belie her. Regina gave a sketchy nod. Thankfully, the other ladies were already in the hall and hadn’t heard. Louisa would have to trust Regina to make sure they kept silent, too.

Especially since Marcus looked skeptical. His gaze swung to Simon. “Is that what happened, Foxmoor? She tripped?”

Louisa held her breath. So help her, if he betrayed her now—

“Yes.” Simon’s fingers dug painfully into her waist.

Marcus hesitated. Then a faint, almost snide smile touched his lips. “I suppose it hardly matters. From now on, my sister and her activities will be your concern, not mine. And I shall vastly enjoy watching her give you hell.”

As soon as her brother left, Louisa proceeded to do just that. She rounded on Simon, her voice trembling with rage. “How dare you? You schemed to get me alone, and then—”

“You were the one who suggested the bargain. I did not scheme to get you alone, for God’s sake.”

A pox on him for being right. Seething, she dropped the bedcovers and retied her chemise, then strode to her highboy for a dressing gown. She would never succeed in donning her corset and pelisse robe during the short time her curst brother had given her.

“Very well, but you schemed to have us found together.” She jerked on her dressing gown. “You should have told me Marcus was on his way home. You shouldn’t have let me make that bargain.”

“I argued that it was unwise. You chose to ignore me.”

It was true—she’d been reckless, and he’d counted on that. Because Simon, more than anyone, knew that her impulsive nature lay just beneath the surface, waiting for something like this to emerge.

“Come now, Louisa, would marriage to me be so awful?”

The hint of wounded pride in his voice further unsettled her. “I can’t really tell, can I? I scarcely even know you.”

That was the problem. Marrying the Simon who lifted sick children into his phaeton would be far from awful.

But the Simon who’d deliberately manipulated her into compromising herself…that Simon made her wary, even though he clearly felt remorse for his scheming afterward. I am sorry, sweetheart. Forgive me.

Approaching her from behind, the dratted devil slid his arm about her waist. “You knew me well enough to want to marry me before—what has changed?”

“Everything,” she whispered. “You, me, my plans.” She didn’t want Simon’s interference in her affairs. And if he’d been stubbornly overprotective before, only imagine how he’d be once they married.

“The only significant change is that we are even better suited now.” He tugged her back against his lean frame. “We belong together. You know we do.”

His achingly tender voice gave her pause. But did she dare believe it? “Do you love me, Simon?”

He stiffened, then countered with, “Do you love me?”

She winced. “Certainly not.” It was true. It had to be true. Because if she ever dared to love him, he would use that ruthlessly against her.

“Then I don’t see a problem,” he said coldly.

“So this is to be a marriage of convenience, is it?” she choked out.

“Absolutely not.” He dragged in a heavy breath. “I want a real marriage, Louisa. Surely there is enough affection between us for that. I like you. And if you could swallow your pride long enough, you would admit you like me, too.”

“I desire you,” she muttered. “That isn’t the same.”

“It’s close enough for me.” He nuzzled her cheek. “If you are not tempted by the prospect of an amiable marriage to a man who desires you and will treat you well, then consider this. Together we could do a great deal of good in the world.”

“You mean, you could do a great deal of good.” Wrenching free, she faced him. “And I could be the perfect political wife, never causing trouble, never engaging in controversial causes, so you can become prime minister.”

A scowl darkened his brow. “I have never lied to you about my ambitions. But they need not keep you from participating in various charitable organizations. When you are not taking care of our children.”

“Ch-children?” A pox on him, she’d forgotten about that. He would expect her to have children, his children. There would be blood and doctors—

“Yes, children.” He eyed her closely. “I need an heir. Surely you know that.”

Realizing how close she came to revealing her fears, she said quickly, “Of course.” Then she frowned. “And you will expect me to put everything aside to raise them, I suppose.”

“Not everything.” He looked decidedly wary. “Regina has children and does charitable works. Indeed, a prime minister’s wife is expected to do such things.”

“As long as she chooses fashionable causes, correct? Would the London Ladies Society be one of those charitable organizations I’d be allowed to support, the way your sister does?” When he muttered a curse and glanced away, she nodded. “I thought not.”

For a second, she considered that the marriage itself might have been part of her enemies’ plan. That Simon had compromised her precisely so he could marry her and control her activities.

But that made no sense; surely Sidmouth wouldn’t have asked Simon to do something so extreme. And even if he had, surely Simon wouldn’t have agreed to it. Not when he could marry a less troublesome woman more useful to his career.

Unfortunately, that didn’t make her feel any better. He still had her trapped.

Or did he? She set her hands on her hips. “Well then, here are my terms for our marriage. I must be allowed to continue with the London Ladies Society and all the charitable—and political activities—that such participation entails.”

His gaze shot to her. “Damn it, you are in no position to bargain.”

“And you like me in that position, don’t you? Caught between a rock and a hard place. Only this time you have overshot the mark. For if I must give up the London Ladies either way, I’d rather take my chances with ruin than with marriage.” When his scowl darkened to a glower, she hesitated, but she saw no other way to salvage the situation. “If you don’t agree to let me continue with my group, then I thank you for your offer, but I can’t marry you.”

“The devil you can’t.” Fury carved deep lines in his brow. “If I tell Draker what happened today, he will forbid you to participate in your group anyway.”

“And I will know that you’re a liar and a cheat. Because you swore on your honor that if I let you make free with my body, you would hold your tongue.”

With a curse, he raked his fingers through his hair, and a tiny part of her exulted. She had him trapped now. Simon might be a schemer, but when he gave his word, he didn’t go back on it.

“Your brother will make you marry me. If he doesn’t, my sister will.”

“No one makes me do anything anymore. Not you nor your sister nor my brother. Surely you’ve already figured that out.”

“So I am supposed to let you do as you please, gallivant about Newgate risking your life, risking the life of any child you bear—”

“I would never do that,” she said. “We don’t allow our other members to go to the prison if they’re enceinte, and I’d certainly not ignore the rule for myself.”

That seemed to give him pause. “You would refrain from your activities if you were with child?”

“Of course.” Fortunately, she didn’t intend to have children for a very long time. Now that she knew how to prevent them, she would make sure she bore his heir on her schedule and not his. Surely after a few years of marriage—after the London Ladies had succeeded in gaining their demands for prison reform—she would feel safe enough to have children. She had to give Simon his heir; it wouldn’t be fair to him to do otherwise.

But only after she’d accomplished everything. And conquered her fear.

She glanced at the ormolu mantel clock. “Our time is almost up. What is it to be? Marriage to me on my terms? Or my ruin?”

“You know damned well I will not let you be ruined,” he bit out.

She cast him a cool smile. “Then we are agreed.”

He hesitated, but he knew when he’d been bested. Fixing her with a baleful glance, he snapped, “Yes, we are agreed.”

Knotting the tie of her wrapper, she stepped toward the door, but he caught her arm and pulled her close enough to warn, “Don’t think you will always get ’round me so easily, Joan of Arc.” He lowered his voice to a seductive murmur. “I now know exactly how to tempt you, how to make you beg. And if the only way to master you in the marriage is to master you in the bedchamber, I will happily take on that task.”

Though a thrill shot through her at the very thought of being mastered by him, she met his gaze steadily. “You forget, sir, that I know how to make you beg, too.” She swept her hand down to his trousers, delighted when just the touch of her fingers made him harden. With a smile, she rubbed him through the rough fabric. “So we’ll see who surrenders first. I wager it won’t be me.”

Leaving him cursing and trying to gain control of his errant arousal, she swept from the room. The battle lines were drawn. And despite her fears for the future and her uneasiness about how the marriage would play out, she looked forward to the fight.




Chapter Sixteen




Dear Charlotte,

I did not credit the rumor about Foxmoor’s nakedness, since he does not strike me as the reckless sort. Miss North is another matter. After years of good works, what woman could resist the promise of passion from a man as accomplished as the duke?

Your cousin,

Michael


Four days later, Simon watched as his new wife mingled with the guests at their wedding supper. He could hardly believe it—Louisa was his at last. He had traveled to hell and back to get her, but he had done it, by God, and surely everything would be easy sailing now.

As if she felt his gaze, she looked over and smiled, and that smile thrummed through him like a sitar string freshly plucked. She fairly sparkled today in her gown of silver satin, with the Foxmoor diamonds about her throat and orange blossoms speckling her dark hair. He couldn’t wait until she lay in his bedchamber wearing only those diamonds and her Cleopatra smile.

What he felt must have shown in his glance, for her smile grew sultry and she raised an eyebrow. When he lifted his glass of champagne in a silent toast, she turned back to Mrs. Harris with a musical laugh. Every inch of him exulted.

It had all been worth it—Draker’s draconian amendments to the marriage settlement and the rush to get the special license. Even the terms Louisa had demanded of him the day he’d compromised her.

He bit back a smile, remembering it. Any other woman would have leapt to marry a rich duke after he’d ruined her so publicly. But not Louisa, oh no. She had exacted her pound of flesh with all the righteous indignation of a wronged woman.

He had let her have her terms because she would have little chance to relish her triumph. By agreeing to quit her Ladies Society when she became enceinte, she had sealed her fate. He would put a babe in her belly in record time.

And he was bloody well going to enjoy doing it, too.

His sister strolled up beside him. “You look rather pleased with yourself.”

“As do you.” He drank deeply of his champagne. “God knows you have been angling for me to marry her for years.”

“You will treat her well, won’t you?”

“Your husband made sure of that—she now has enough pin money to start her own country. And her jointure—”

“I am not speaking of money, as you well know.”

He stared off to where Louisa filled her plate with roast beef and pickles. “Do not fret, Regina. I would sooner cut off my arm than willingly hurt her.”

He winced as he heard the words leave his mouth. It was true, but the last thing he needed was for his sister—or his new wife—to know that. They had already taken enough advantage of his obsession.

He forced a smile. “I must congratulate you on your spectacular handiwork. My gardens have never looked so lovely.”

His sister had planned and executed a simple church wedding and modest afternoon luncheon of astonishingly tasteful proportions. Their few guests were feasting on turtle soup and potted lobster beneath a hastily erected canopy of striped canvas. A violin player and a harpist played something appropriately matrimonial.

Only one oddity in the arrangements gave him pause. “I am curious about the Indian figures on the table,” he said. “Your idea?”

“No, Louisa’s, actually. She thought they might please you.”

“I see.” He wondered if his wife knew that the carved wood sculptures were of devadasis, Indian temple dancers of a decidedly sensual character. He would have to tell her later, if only to see her blush. He liked making her blush.

“Louisa went all the way to Petticoat Lane to find them,” Regina added.

He frowned. “She didn’t go alone, I hope.” That part of town was dangerous.

“She had a footman with her.” Regina shot him a glance. “But I do hope you realize that Louisa is used to moving about London as she pleases.”

“I know that only too well,” he said tersely.

“You have to understand—she’s had a very difficult time these past seven years. Bad enough she had to endure the rumors about Marcus and her mother once she came into society, but then you and she…well, the gossip plagued her after you went off to India. I thought for a while that her friendship with Princess Charlotte might help, but then Charlotte died in childbirth and it devastated her.”

“She was there?”

“Of course not. They did not allow the single ladies to attend the princess.” She sighed. “But it still affected Louisa profoundly. I think that’s why she throws herself into the London Ladies. It gives her life some purpose.”

His fingers tightened on his glass. “Well, she need not do that anymore. She has me. Our life together. And soon, I hope, our children.”

“Yes, but do not rush her. It is a huge change for her, so please try to understand. This has happened so fast.”

“Of course.” It was the least he owed her after how he had manipulated her into marrying him. Though he did not regret that in the least.

“I do wish you had chosen to wait a while longer to marry.”

“You know we could not risk the gossip. And Louisa did not want to take time out of her activities to plan a more elaborate wedding.” Nor had he wanted to chance her having second thoughts. The sooner he secured her as his wife, the better.

“But why not a wedding trip? It would be better for you both.”

“We will, after Parliament is no longer in session.” He smiled thinly. “If I can tear Louisa away from the London Ladies Society, that is. I should never have suggested that Christmas project. I will be lucky to get her alone for two days, much less two weeks.”

“You should carry her to Brighton. She loves the sea, you know.”

“Does she?” He had not known. Indeed, there was much he did not know about his wife.

“She always loved going there with the king and Princess Charlotte.” Regina frowned. “And speaking of His Majesty, I am quite put out with him. I cannot believe he did not attend the wedding or the supper. Louisa is very hurt by his not coming, and I don’t blame her.”

Nor did Simon. But he did have a sneaking suspicion about why the king had not come. One that put a decided damper on his day.

She sighed. “I suppose it’s because of your being at odds with him, but I honestly do not understand that. If Louisa and Draker and I are content with the marriage, I do not see how he could continue in his disapproval of you.”

“His Majesty is fickle, as you well know,” he hedged, reluctant to lie to his sister. Louisa had not been the only person he had wronged seven years ago. His sister had forgiven him, but that almost made it worse, for it emphasized what an ass he’d been to her back then.

“Nonetheless…” She slanted a glance at Simon. “You have nothing to do with his not being here, do you?”

“Of course not.”

If he’d had his way, the king would be waiting in his study right now to hand him Liverpool’s resignation. Simon had tried to see George ever since Louisa had agreed to the marriage, but His Majesty’s lackeys had always made excuses for why the man was unavailable.

It was the only black spot in this affair. Simon scowled. He would not be surprised if the king was already trying to renege on their agreement.

And if he was?

Then Simon would work around it. Despite his threat of going to the press, Simon could never shame Louisa like that. But surely there were other ways of making the king keep his promise, and Simon would use them if he must.

Later. “Tell me something, sister. How much longer must I endure this luncheon before I can forcibly evict our guests without appearing rude?”

She laughed. “Patience, brother. I still haven’t even served the cake.”

“Then serve it, for God’s sake.”

“After waiting all these years for your wedding night,” she teased, “I should think another hour would not kill you.”

“Another hour?” he growled, sending her hurrying off, laughing. She had no idea. After seven years, even another minute might kill him.

Unfortunately, it was more like two hours before they said good-bye to the last of the guests, and even longer before he could hustle Draker and Regina off. By the time they left, the setting sun already glistened on the verdant meadows of Green Park opposite Foxmoor House.

As the door closed behind them, Simon turned to Louisa with a frown. “I do believe your brother meant to spend the night here.”

She laughed. “He was merely tormenting you, I expect.”

“It’s a good thing he relented,” Simon said as he tugged her into his arms. “Because if I’d had to wait one more second to have you to myself, sweetheart, I might have tossed him bodily into the street.”

He kissed her, a long, thorough kiss that only whetted his appetite. They’d had no chance to be alone in the last four days, and just the taste of her drove him insane. “It is long past time that we retire, wife,” he murmured against her lips.

With a coy smile, she pushed away from him. “Not yet, Your Grace. You have to give me the chance to prepare.”

“You look perfectly prepared to me—”

“I want to change into the special nightdress I bought.” Her eyes twinkled as she backed toward the stairs. “You’ll like it. It’s of the sheerest fabric—”

“Unless it’s transparent, I’m not interested.” He stalked her ruthlessly.

“Ten minutes. That’s all I need.” Her teasing smile faltered. “Please?”

Do not rush her, Regina had said.

He sighed. “Fine. I’ll go make sure no one let Raji out of my study.”

“Thank you,” she said, her smile ablaze once more.

His heart flipped over in his chest as she went up the stairs, hips swaying.

Besotted fool, his grandfather’s voice intruded, the first time in days. The man was right. All she had to do was smile and swing her hips, and he leapt to give her whatever she wanted. Well, he could afford to be indulgent, couldn’t he? He had convinced her to marry him. She was his duchess now, and nothing could change that.

His duchess. He liked the sound of that.

Smiling, he headed for his study and found the door ajar. He glanced inside, but his pet was gone, of course. Gritting his teeth, he hailed a footman. “Find Raji and shut him in my study, will you?”

As the footman scurried off to do his bidding, Simon put his pet from his mind and headed for the east wing. Seconds later, he was entering his wife’s bedchamber after she answered his knock with a throaty, “Come in.”

The sight that arrested him stole the breath from his lungs. With her velvety black hair rippling over her shoulders, Louisa stood beside the great state bed in a confection of sheerest linen. Like a fine glaze over her porcelain skin, it revealed as much as it concealed, highlighting the crimson buds of her nipples and glistening over the dark smudge of her pretty mons.

As his cock went on instant alert, he kicked the door shut behind him.

A smile trembled on her full lips. “Do you like it?”

“You could say that, sweetheart.” Shrugging out of his coat, he strode toward her. “I mean to rip it off you with my teeth.”

Her smile broadened. “I bought three just the same.”

“Good.” As he went, he unbuttoned his waistcoat and tore his cravat loose, then left them crumpled on the floor. “I will rip them off, too.”

“They were very costly,” she teased. “And I charged them to your account.”

He caught her about the waist and dragged her flush against him. “All the more reason for me to do as I please with them.”

When she chuckled, he grasped the ribbon ties in his teeth to tug them loose. But before he could proceed further, a shrieking mass of fur landed on his back.

He swore as Raji pulled at his hair like a demon possessed. “Bloody hell, not again!’ he growled as he reached back to grab his pet, then wrench him off.

With Raji protesting, Simon held him at arm’s length. “Sorry, scamp, but this is one battle you will lose. She married me, not you, and you simply have to accept it.” Louisa’s laughter spilled over them, and he scowled at her. “This is not funny.”

“Of course it is,” she sputtered between bursts of hilarity. “He’s defending my virtue, poor thing.”

As if in agreement, Raji chattered and struggled in Simon’s grip.

“He can defend it all he wants—in another part of the house.” He turned and strode for the door.

“Where are you going?” she called out behind him.

“To deposit him in my study,” he shot back. “I’d throw him in the dressing room, but his caterwauling would drive us insane.”

When he yanked open the door, she cried, “Wait!” Then she hurried over to kiss Raji on the forehead. The little devil stopped his complaining long enough to gaze up at her with worshipful eyes.

“It’s all right, dear,” she whispered.

Simon rolled his eyes. “Don’t encourage him, for God’s sake.”

The sound of her laughter followed him out.

He strode down the stairs with his grumbling pet. He passed a footman, who cried, “Your Grace, I should tell you—”

“Later,” he barked. “Tomorrow. Next week.”

Hurrying into the study, he set Raji free, then froze. The king himself was bent over his desk, opening drawers and peering inside them. “What the devil—”

“Foxmoor!” The king had the good grace to look guilty. “I…was too late for the wedding, so I figured I’d duck in here and—”

“Search my desk?” Then he noticed the envelope lying there. “Is that Liverpool’s resignation?”

George turned a sickly shade. “Er…not exactly.”




Chapter Seventeen




Dear Cousin,

Passion is all well and good, but better that a man give a woman love. I have had passion—it does not last. For Louisa’s sake, I hope that the duke’s passion comes from something deeper than the needs of his body.

Your cousin,

Charlotte


Louisa was still giggling in her new bedchamber when she spotted Raji’s wooden canary beneath a writing table. Apparently that was where he had hidden to spy on them.

Poor Raji. She would have to find him a female monkey, because Simon’s obvious affection for the scamp was clearly no longer enough to satisfy him.

With a sigh, she retrieved the toy, then wondered what she should do with it. She didn’t want Raji to do without the one companion he did have. Bad enough he was banished to the study for the night.

After pulling on a dressing gown, she hurried out the bedroom door. Simon must have taken the stairs at a run, for he was already nowhere to be seen. But she’d been to Foxmoor House many a time with Regina while Simon was away, so she knew exactly where the study was.

She hummed to herself as she strolled down the stairs. What a silly goose she was. Despite her initial misgivings about marrying Simon, she hadn’t been able to stop smiling for the past four days.

His reaction to seeing her nightdress certainly helped. Perhaps this was not such a mistake. Simon had agreed to her terms, so she needn’t fear for the London Ladies. And she had her sponges—one was lodged inside her at this very moment. The shopkeeper in Spitalfields had said that they didn’t always work, but it was better than nothing, wasn’t it?

And the truth was, she did want to share Simon’s bed. How could she not, when he didn’t even bother to disguise how fiercely he desired her? The way he’d looked at her a few minutes ago…good heavens, it was enough to turn even a Puritan into a wanton, and she was no Puritan. Not with him.

She quickened her steps, eager to have her husband back in her bedchamber. But as she approached Simon’s study, she heard voices. Simon and a servant? Surely Simon could have no visitors on this, of all nights.

Then she recognized the other voice. The king. Her father.

“I swear, I will talk to him when the time is right,” the king was saying. “I promise I will uphold my part of the bargain.”

Bargain? What bargain?

“And that is why you are skulking about my study on my wedding night?” Simon snapped. “Of course not. You knew I would be occupied elsewhere, so you sneaked in here to steal our agreement. Then I could not use it against you when you trotted in tomorrow to announce that you had reneged.”

The blood pounded in Louisa’s ears. What bargain had he reneged on? And what agreement?

“I did not renege,” the king protested. “It is just that the marriage happened so quickly I didn’t have time to arrange—”

“You said that already,” Simon remarked. “See here, I do not want to discuss this now. My wife awaits. But just so you will stop this foolishness, I should point out that I am not stupid enough to keep the damned papers here. They are locked up at my solicitor’s. So your little search is all for naught.”

“You won’t use them, will you?” The king sounded panicked.

“I ought to.”

“But you have to give me more time to gain Liverpool’s resignation,” the king said in alarm. “If you go to the press—”

“I am not going to the press,” Simon said wearily. “I am not ready to commit political suicide just yet. And the last thing I want is for my wife to know that her father offered me certain inducements to marry her.”

Just like that, the bottom dropped out of her world.

Certain inducements.

Oh, of course.

Clutching her stomach, Louisa prayed she could make it back to her bedchamber without retching. How could she have considered every possible scenario to explain Simon’s interest in her, except the most obvious—her father and his machinations? She’d let the “falling out” between Simon and her father sway her, but it had so obviously been another of their schemes.

Bile rose in her throat, and she paused to steady herself with a hand on a console table. Oh no, what was she to do now? She was trapped in a marriage with him. Forever.

What an utter fool she’d been! How could she possibly have thought Simon had changed, that he would truly care for her? This was the real Simon. This was how he always worked.

She stumbled another few steps before Raji scampered out of the study and threw his arms about her leg. He must have smelled her.

She frantically tried to shake him off, not wanting Simon to know she was here, but he wouldn’t let go. “Stop that,” she whispered. “Go back!”

“Raji!” Simon came into the hall after his pet, then halted. “Oh God, no.”

Slowly Louisa faced him, hardly even aware of the tears that stung her eyes. Feeling like an actress in some horrible farce, she held up Raji’s toy canary. “I thought Raji might want…” She trailed off as the carving slipped from her fingers and rolled across the floor.

While Raji dashed after it, Simon stepped toward her. “This is not what you think.” He looked stricken, even remorseful. But that only made it worse. “Your father and I—”

“Don’t,” she whispered. “Don’t invent a lot of nonsense that we both know I’ll never believe now.”

“What is it, Foxmoor?” The king lumbered into the hall, then paled as he saw his daughter. “Er…good evening, my dear.”

Her gaze still locked with Simon’s, she choked out, “We missed you at the wedding, Your Majesty.” Pain sharpened her tone. “Didn’t you want to make sure you got what you paid for?” She waved her ring finger in the air, the heavy gold band feeling like a shackle. “Well, you did. I’m married to your friend and out of your hair at last. Happy now?”

The king’s chubby cheeks flushed as he apparently realized what she’d heard. “Louisa, I only did what I thought was best for you—”

“Best for me!” Hot tears scalded her cheeks. “You bought me a husband whom you knew had always…despised…me…” The tears fell full force now, and she dashed them away, frantic to keep her dignity at least.

“I never despised you,” Simon said in a ragged whisper.

“There now, poppet, you see? It’s not like that.” Her father came toward her. “I knew Foxmoor wanted to marry you. He just needed a little incentive—”

“Be quiet, will you?” Simon hissed at her father. “You have done more than enough damage for one night.”

“But I want to explain, damn it,” His Majesty shot back.

“Not tonight,” Simon bit out.

“Oh no,” Louisa said fiercely, the word “incentive” pounding into her brain. “I want to hear His Majesty’s explanation. I want to hear what awful thing I did that would make him bargain to marry me off to the very man who once betrayed me.”

Her father’s eyes narrowed. “See here, you impudent chit, I warned you not to get involved with those Quakers. I begged you to consider what you were doing. But you were so blasted stubborn, worse than even your brother. And then the MPs started coming to me, complaining about your politics—”

“And you figured that Simon, of all people, would know how to reel me in?” The pain of it threatened to destroy any remnants of remaining pride.

“Damn it, girl,” the king bit out, “you were talking about putting up candidates for office. Radicals, even!”

She blinked, momentarily taken off guard. “You knew about Godwin?”

“Godwin!” Simon put in. “Charles Godwin? Owner of the London Monitor? He’s your candidate?”

She leveled Simon with a cool glance. “And what if he is?”

“You see?” The king cast Simon a triumphant glance. “I told you she was a loose cannon. Reckless and thoughtless, that’s what she is, letting herself be manipulated by radicals—”

“Enough!” Simon growled as Louisa stood in mute horror at her father’s words. “Leave, damn you!”

The king drew himself up with royal indignation. “You cannot speak to me like that, Foxmoor, even if you did marry my daughter.”

Simon took a step toward him. “If you do not leave this instant—”

“Fine, I shall go.” The king sniffed. “But remember that you promised—”

“Get out!” Simon roared, his expression so enraged, it even frightened Louisa. “Before I throw you out!”

“All right, all right.” Her father rushed past her. “I’ll call on you in a day or so.”

“Wonderful,” Simon muttered as the king disappeared. “Now that you have ruined my wedding night, do come back and see if you can ruin my marriage.”

“Don’t blame him,” Louisa snapped. “You ruined your own marriage.”

She headed for the stairs, needing to be alone to nurse her hurt. But she should have known Simon would never allow it.

He raced up behind her. “So that’s it?” he ground out as he kept step beside her. “You won’t even let me explain? You’re just going to march upstairs and closet yourself in your room to tally up my many offenses against you.”

“Something like that.”

Grabbing her by the arm, he swung her around. “The devil you are!”

“Was any of it true?” The seeming concern in his face wounded her even more. “The supposed interest in my group, your claims to feel affection for me, that…nonsense about how I’ve been a fever in your blood—”

“Every word was true,” he said hoarsely. “I did my best not to lie to you.”

“Except when you promised to let me continue my activities after we married.”

“That, too. I swore on my honor, and I will hold to what I said.”

“Until I am with child.” A sickening realization hit her. “That’s why you agreed to my terms, isn’t it? Because you figured that you would have me enceinte within a short time, and then I’d have to stop anyway.”

The flash of guilt across his face was her answer.

“Oh, I should have known…” she whispered.

“It was not as calculating as all that,” he broke in. “Don’t make it sound as if everything between us was just—”

“Part of your bargain with my father. Well, it was, wasn’t it? You clearly promised him you would marry me and put an end to my work if he made you prime minister.” Awareness dawned. “That’s what you were fighting about—the letter of resignation that he didn’t get for you from Lord Liverpool.”

“All right, all right, yes. Your father did agree to make me prime minister if I married you, but—”

“So everything you said was a lie—every tender word and kiss.”

“No, damn it!” He caught her by her arms and pulled her closer. “You can’t believe that. You know I want you. From the moment I saw you again that first night at my sister’s, I knew I had to have you. So when your father came to me, concerned about your activities, willing to offer me a few advantages to marry you, I admit it, I saw nothing wrong with—”

“Gaining everything you wanted—me in your bed and the position as prime minister.”

“There was more to it than that, deuce take it,” he said, eyes glittering. “Once your father told me what you were doing, I was as worried about you as he. And with good reason, considering what happened on the docks.”

“Don’t pretend you did this because you care about me,” she whispered. “You used that incident at the dock to compromise me, to force me to marry you.”

“That was not what I started out to do, and you know it. I called for a doctor, for God’s sake!”

I will not risk seeing you end up dead.

She shook off the memory. Simon was very good at pretending to care. “You still turned it to your benefit, the way you do everything. You wanted to give my father what he asked for—getting me out of politics.” Despair gripped her. “Was what I did really so very awful that you would go behind my back—”

“Men were talking about ruining your reputation to stop your meddling, Louisa,” Simon snapped, “so clearly someone thought you were reckless.”

“And you?” She stared at him. “You saw the prison, the women, the children. Did you think my activities reckless?”

“When you’re talking about putting up radical candidates, yes.” As she opened her mouth to retort, he added quickly, “I am not going to discuss politics with you right now, when you are too angry to think rationally.”

His condescension infuriated her. “I am perfectly rational, sir. Enough to know when I’ve been bested by a master.” She drew herself up stiffly. “You set out to have your cake and eat it, too. And you would have succeeded if I hadn’t—” A sob rose in her throat that she ruthlessly stifled. “Unfortunately, in this case the cake just happens to have an opinion about the matter.”

Wrenching her arm free, she backed away. “There is nothing I can do to remove the cake from your grasp. Even if it were possible, a divorce is out of the question. A scandal would destroy my reform efforts as surely as marrying you probably will.” She tugged her wrapper closer about her body. “But I’ll be damned before I let you eat your cake, as well.”

Whirling around, she headed for the stairs.

“What the devil does that mean?” he demanded as he raced to keep up with her.

“I will be your wife in public, because you leave me no choice. But you can forget about ever sharing my bed.”

He swore a vile oath. “You are only saying that to strike back at me. When you calm down, you will realize—”

“I made one mistake. I shan’t make another. You can’t stop me from my activities if you don’t get me with child, so I’ll make sure you never do.”

“What?” He stepped in front of her on the stairs to block her path. “You can’t do that, damn you! I’m your husband!”

“Yes, because I was stupid enough to think you had changed. But you’re the same Simon you always were, and I did not agree to marry that Simon.”

Fury and candlelight lent his face an unholy glow. “Unfortunately, only one Simon signed the marriage certificate and made his vows, so you are married to that Simon whether you like it or not.” He backed her down the stairs with implacable steps. “And if you refuse to honor the marriage in every way, then your association with the London Ladies will end right now.”

A chill ran down her spine. “But you promised—”

“You swore in a church to be my wife, to honor, serve, and obey me. If you go back on your promise, I sure as the devil can go back on mine.”

How dare he? She had a right to be angry after what he’d done. Yet he would punish her for what he had done?

She would not let him think he could get ’round her, the scheming scoundrel. “You can’t stop me from doing as I please.”

“You think not, do you?” He moved inexorably forward, forcing her down the stairs. “If not for my ambitions, you and I would already be on our honeymoon. Yet as much as I wish to stay in London right now, if I hear that you have even attempted to meet with the London Ladies, whether at the prisons or someone’s home, I swear I will whisk you off to Italy or Spain or some other spot on the Continent. And we will stay there a year, if that is what it takes to bring you to your senses.”

She thrust out her chin. “You wouldn’t do that—leaving England would hurt your plans to become prime minister.”

“No more than having a wife consorting with radicals would. So what is it to be, Louisa? A real marriage as we agreed? Or no cake for anyone?”

She stared at him, seething. “Go to hell.”

He recoiled as if she’d slapped him. Then his eyes narrowed. “Not without you.” And before she could do anything to prevent it, he dragged her up against him and kissed her hard.

Her temper white-hot, she’d already brought her hands up to shove him away when he drew back, his eyes boring into her like shards of ice. “I could make you share my bed if I choose. It is my right.”

“Go ahead,” she retorted. “But afterward you’d better sleep with a dagger at your side, because I swear I will kill you for it.”

Twisting free of him, she dashed past him and up the steps. Thankfully, he didn’t come after her, because she was half-afraid she would push him down the stairs if he did.

How dare he threaten her! He was the one in the wrong. He was the one who’d promised her father behind her back that he would curb her activities.

He also said he would uphold his promise to let you continue with the London Ladies, until you got his back up.

Oh, that was just his excuse. Eventually he would have trumped up some other reason for restricting her. It didn’t serve his purposes to let her be part of the London Ladies, and Simon the Schemer always did what served his purposes.

As tears stung her eyes once again, she burst into her bedchamber and slammed the door. She was not going to waste tears on that wretch. She was not!

Dashing them away, she paced the floor. Nor would she let him get his way this time. Not for nothing had she spent the past few years teaching women how to get around their husbands.

Dictate her activities to her, would he? No cake for anyone, eh? Well, she’d just see about that. By the time she was done with the Duke of Foxmoor, he would rue the day he’d ever schemed to marry her.




Chapter Eighteen




Dear Charlotte,

Surely Foxmoor would not have married her without feeling something deeper for her, not when there are countless more eligible females to hand. Still, you must admit passion has its place. It doesn’t make up for everything perhaps, but certainly a great deal.

Your cousin,

Michael


Two evenings after his thwarted wedding night, Simon strode into his dining room, then cursed as he saw the empty chair at the other end of the table. Still sulking, was she? “Where is my wife?” he asked the footman.

“She asked that a tray be brought up to her room. I took it up already.”

So he couldn’t even commandeer the tray in an attempt to see her.

Good God, he was thinking like a besotted idiot again. This was what his own wife had reduced him to, damn her.

And damn the king, too, and the whole bloody family. He must have been insane to get himself mixed up with them again. Louisa was volatile, her father a fool, and her brother a nuisance at best. He ought to wash his hands of the lot.

But he couldn’t. He was married to her now, God help him.

With a groan, he took his usual seat at the table. His latest strategy wasn’t working. After his temper had cooled, he had thought he would give her time for hers to cool, and then perhaps they could have a reasonable conversation.

Bloody stubborn female. “Reasonable” wasn’t in her vocabulary.

Of course, his ultimatum had not helped. But he’d be damned if he would rescind his order. She was not going to twist him about her finger. He was the head of this house, by God, and she would learn to accept that if it took forever.

A sigh escaped his lips. Right. As if he could last forever in this limbo. He couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep. During the day, he only half paid attention to what was said in the House, and at night, during his hunt through Grandfather’s letters, he had to read most of them twice.

What the deuce did she do all day, anyway? She didn’t go walking—he had charged a footman to accompany her if she did. Whenever he was home, he heard her moving around in the room adjoining his and saw the trays left outside her door. Apparently she ate in the dining room when he was in sessions.

The footman set a bowl of something white in front of him, and he tensed at this other, more tangible proof of her presence. “What is this?” he barked.

“Smoked fish soup, sir.’”

Made with milk, no doubt. Milk-based soups and sauces turned his stomach, always had. His cook did not know that because he had been hired after Simon’s return, with the other servants. So all of them would accept whatever Louisa claimed about his likes and dislikes.

And where had she learned what those were anyway?

He had a fairly good idea. “My sister came to call today, did she?’

“Yes, Your Grace. How did you know?”

“Lucky guess.”

He doubted Louisa had told his sister about their battle, or Draker would be beating down the door to throttle him for hurting her feelings. His minx of a wife had doubtless couched her requests for information about his preferences by claiming that she wanted to be a good wife.

He should have guessed what she was up to when his brandy began to taste noticeably less potent, and the fire in his room was allowed to go out frequently. But last night, when the servant told him it was his wife’s idea to have his cigars tossed out so she could buy him better ones, Simon had finally realized what was going on.

She was using her “domestic warfare” tactics on him. And they were actually working. He had never been so uncomfortable in his own home in his whole life. Bloody conniving female.

Women are like horses, his grandfather’s voice sounded in his head. Give them their heads and they will trample you. They must be broken to the bridle if they’re to give you a proper ride.

“Yes, and you did such a good job of that, old man,” Simon snapped. “That’s why Grandmother cringed whenever you entered a room.”

“Your Grace?” the footman said.

“Er…nothing. Just thinking through a speech.” God, now he was talking to himself. That was what Louisa had done to him.

Simon pushed the soup aside. “Take this away, will you?”

The footman did it without comment, but when he brought the next course—a joint of beef ruined by a thick overlay of creamy sauce—Simon lost his temper.

Enough of this nonsense. He was not going to let her get away with this. She’d had plenty of time to get over her anger at his colluding with her father. It was going to end right now.

Shoving away from the table, he left the dining room and headed for the stairs. He was halfway up when he saw Louisa’s maid slip out of her room with her discarded clothes. Good. Louisa had just dressed for bed, so he would catch her alone with her door unlocked. That was another thing that must stop, damn it—her locking her doors against him.

He jerked the door open, several husbandly admonitions leaping to his lips, but they died unsaid when he spotted her.

She sat by the hearth but she didn’t see him, for her head was down and she was brushing her hair in long, slow strokes. He sucked in a breath at the picture she made, her inky tresses flowing to the floor and the firelight shining through her sheer nightdress to silhouette every soft, seductive curve. As if in a trance, he entered the room and headed for her, wanting nothing more than to haul her into his arms and kiss the stubbornness right out of her.

Then a sound arrested him. Weeping. She wept as she brushed, the sobs wracking her slender frame. Hearing them was like a knife blade to the gut.

He froze, half of him angry at himself for letting her tears affect him, and the other half wanting desperately to comfort her, to embrace her and assure her that everything would be all right.

That was exactly what she wanted, wasn’t it? To bring him to his knees. To soften him until he allowed her to do as she pleased—consorting with radicals, ruining any hope of his being prime minister.

He would not let her do it, damn it!

He stood there another moment, uncertain. But in the end, his pride got the better of him and he left for his study, desperate to drive the sounds of her pitiful sobs from his head.

But being in his study only reminded him of her look of betrayal once she had realized that he had conspired with her father. He had hurt her badly. Not just once, but twice. Could he really blame her for wanting to strike back at him?

After an hour of such tormenting thoughts he went to bed, only to be plagued by them there, too. But sleeping was worse, for he saw her in his dreams, wearing her sheer nightdress on their wedding night, a hopeful smile trembling on her lips. Until her father walked in and the smile turned to shock.

When he awoke at dawn, hard as stone and restless, she was still asleep. And as on the past two mornings, though he dawdled, he ended up having to leave for Westminster Palace without ever hearing her stir in the adjoining room.

A few more days, he told himself. Give her time.

But how many more of these days could he stand, the hours bleeding into each other, one long monotonous torture?

Even being at Westminster did not help. With no important issues on the agenda just now, the lords had little interest in Parliamentary business and the speeches were dull as a rusty penknife. Halfway through the morning, he was contemplating going home when a voice hissed at him from close by, “What the devil are you doing here?”

He turned to see Lord Trusbut staring at him in alarm. “Why shouldn’t I be here?”

“You said you would go with the ladies to Newgate. I counted on it when I sent my wife off with yours.”

Simon stared at the man. Surely Trusbut was mistaken. Louisa would not have defied him so openly. Not after what he’d threatened. “They…er…went this morning?”

“Yes, just as they’d planned,” Trusbut whispered. “Your wife told us the day before your wedding that today’s trip to Newgate wouldn’t be affected by your marrying, so I brought Lillian to your house just an hour ago.”

Two men nearby frowned at them, so Simon motioned to Trusbut to go with him into the hall. Once there, he snapped, “Are you sure they went to the prison?” He’d given express orders to the coachman that she was not to take any coach anywhere without Simon’s permission.

Trusbut eyed him as if he’d lost his mind. “Of course. Your wife asked if I meant to join them, and I told her I was going to my club. When I asked to see you, she explained that you were coming from here to join them at Newgate. That’s why she requested that I carry her and Lillian to Lady Draker’s house—so you wouldn’t have to leave two equipages near the prison. I was happy to oblige—it was on my way to the club. But then I remembered I wanted to speak to Peel, so I came to find him. And found you here instead.”

“Yes,” Simon said grimly. Here in Parliament. While his wife trotted off to do exactly as she pleased. Domestic warfare was one thing, but out-and-out defiance was unacceptable.

He was not fool enough to admit to Trusbut that he couldn’t even control his own wife. “Sorry, old man,” he said tersely, “I forgot entirely about the trip to Newgate. And since I left before the duchess was awake, she had no chance to remind me.” He headed for the door. “I am going there now.” And taking my wife in hand, damn it.

“I’ll go with you,” Trusbut said. “I see that Peel isn’t here anyway.”

Moments later they were in Simon’s carriage, silently trundling toward Newgate. Thank God Trusbut wasn’t a chatty sort, because Simon doubted he could carry on a civil conversation just now.

When they reached the prison, a guard led them through several dank, gloomy halls. They moved at a snail’s pace to allow for Lord Trusbut’s game leg, so by the time they reached the women’s ward, Simon’s anger was at fever pitch.

But it faded at the sight that greeted them as the guard ushered them inside. Over two hundred women sat on the stone floor in small and orderly groups, diligently painting wooden carvings. Mrs. Fry, Mrs. Harris, and Regina moved among them to help. Though the women wore meager clothing, it was clean and neat and, for the most part, proper.

A burst of laughter from the corner made the laboring women glance up, then smile indulgently toward where a group of children milled about, clapping at some entertainment that he and Trusbut were too far away to see. Which was, of course, being provided by Simon’s wife, along with Lady Trusbut.

Simon motioned to Trusbut and they made their slow way around the crowd. As they approached their wives, Simon could hear a bird trilling over the buzz of female conversation. Then he spotted Lady Trusbut’s canary perched on a chair, and beside it, Raji dancing with his usual glee.

Simon caught his breath. He ought to be angry that Louisa had brought his pet here without his knowing, but how could he when the children watched enraptured, their little faces animated with delight?

Lady Trusbut was the first to notice him. When she saw her husband, she broke into a smile so broad it wiped years from her aging face. Simon did not have to look at Trusbut to know that the smile was returned, the way a wife’s smile should be. By a caring husband.

He winced.

Louisa had not spotted them yet, but she was smiling, too, as she watched the children enjoy the antics of Raji and Lady Trusbut’s canary. Indeed, her face wore a look of such pure pleasure that a lump caught in his throat to see it.

And suddenly her defiance of him did not matter so much. The only thing that mattered was figuring out how to keep that look on her face.

So when she glanced over at them and her smile faltered, he cursed himself for ever conspiring with her father. If he had simply courted her like a proper gentleman before marrying her, would they now be estranged? Was it too late to make it right?

He hoped not. Because at this moment, he would crawl through broken glass if it would make her smile again.




Chapter Nineteen




Dear Cousin,

After seeing how Foxmoor looked at Louisa today at the prison, I have hope that their marriage may one day prove a love match, if they can refrain from discussing politics. Louisa tells me that her husband is not at all pleased by our choice of Charles Godwin as a candidate.

Your opinionated cousin,

Charlotte


Louisa jerked her gaze away in a panic. Good heavens, Simon was here. How had he found out?

Lord Trusbut, of course. She should have known she’d be caught. What had she been thinking? Her husband would never forgive her for this. He would whisk her off to Italy and that would be the end of her hopes for the London Ladies.

But what else could she do when Lady Trusbut showed up with her canary, eager to go off to Newgate? Tell her that Simon forbade it? She couldn’t destroy the woman’s budding interest in the London Ladies before it even had a chance to flower.

She sighed. What would he do now? Drag her out? Lecture her before her friends? Order Raji to dance on her head?

“Raji,” Simon said, then added a command in Hindi.

The monkey made a pretty bow to the children, then began marching like a soldier, his hand in a salute.

As the children burst into laughter, her gaze shot to Simon. He was watching her, but he didn’t look angry. He looked like an urchin gazing through a toy shop window at what he couldn’t have.

It was a most unsettling glance, haunting her, chipping away at her anger. That had been crumbling for days, every time she heard him pace his bedchamber or saw him pore over papers in his study, with his cravat askew and his face weary.

Not that any of that compared to what he’d done to her, of course. And yet—

She had to admit that Simon’s present betrayal differed vastly from seven years ago. For one thing, he’d actually married her. Considering that he’d already compromised her and destroyed her reputation, there’d been no need for him to carry it so far just to remove her from politics.

And he had said he’d married her because he wanted her. That must be true, or he wouldn’t have lost his temper when she’d denied him her bed. He would have just trotted off to find a mistress.

She swallowed. How did she know he hadn’t?

Oh, she should never have said what she did. Despite what he’d done, the thought of him sharing some other woman’s bed tortured her.

And that was only the least of what he could have done if he’d wanted. Another husband might have locked her up or beaten her—such things did happen, even in the finest homes. He could even have demanded his marital rights by force. Her puny warning to kill him wouldn’t have worried a real tyrant.

But Simon wasn’t a real tyrant. Somewhere in that devious, scheming soul of his was a reasonable man—she just knew it. A man she could care for. The problem was, how was she to get to that man? Simply give in? Forgive him for his unforgivable behavior?

She had to do something. He was her husband whether she liked it or not. Did she really want the sort of distant marriage her own parents had endured?

She stole another glance at him, her heart thundering to see the yearning in his face as he stared at her.

When their gazes locked, Simon said hoarsely, “Raji, stop.” After the monkey complied, he added something in Hindi and Raji scurried over to her. She glanced down to find the dear creature holding his tiny hand out. Not sure what to do, she took it, then caught her breath when he kissed it.

As the children squealed with delight, her gaze returned to Simon. His eyes held such brooding desire that her pulse began to thump madly.

“Your Grace!” called a voice from behind Simon and Lord Trusbut, and Simon turned toward it.

A guard with an eye patch approached them, and Simon broke into a smile. “Captain Quinn!”

When he offered his hand, Captain Quinn pumped it hard. “I heard you were here, sir. Thought I’d come and thank you. Mr. Brown told me you were the person who recommended me for this position, despite my bad eye.”

Simon smiled. “Why shouldn’t I? Your one good eye is probably twice as sharp as any other man’s two.”

“I gather it’s sharper than those of the fellow I replaced,” Captain Quinn said grimly. “Turns out the wretch made a practice of looking the other way while the prisoners regularly assaulted the women. Took money from the male convicts for it, of course. Must have been what got him sacked.”

“That wasn’t the only thing that got Mr. Treacle sacked, I assure you,” Simon said tersely.

Louisa caught her breath. Brutus the Bully had been sacked? It must have been at Simon’s instigation or how would he have known to suggest a replacement?

What’s more, Captain Quinn clearly had a conscience. So while she’d been preparing for their wedding, Simon had been improving matters at the prison.

A slow warmth built in her belly. He must have done it for her. Heaven knew he’d have no other reason.

“How do you know the duke, Captain Quinn?” Lord Trusbut asked.

“His Grace and I were at the Battle of Kirkee together, sir. Never seen a man fight so hard or long without a lick of soldierly training. His Grace can wield a sword with deadly accuracy. But it wasn’t his sword that won the day—it was his rousing speech. Turned that battle ’round, it did.”

Simon looked more uncomfortable than she’d ever seen him. “Nonsense,” he said tightly, “it was you lads who turned it ’round with your hard fighting.”

“The sepoys would have fled if you hadn’t bucked them up and then joined them in the fight. The only other Governor-General to fight beside them was Wellington, and he was a soldier by training.” Captain Quinn broadened his gaze to include them all. “The duke was a hero, slashing and parrying like some mad—”

“Forgive me, you have not yet met my friends, have you, sir?” Simon interrupted, his voice decidedly strained.

As he introduced the Trusbuts, Louisa watched him speculatively. Why did talk of India always make him uncomfortable? The papers had lauded his performance at Kirkee. Was he simply too modest to acknowledge it?

Simon turned to Louisa. “And this, Captain Quinn, is my wife.”

“Your Grace,” Captain Quinn murmured as he bowed.

She had to resist the urge to laugh. She’d been Miss North for so long that being the Duchess of Foxmoor would take some getting used to. “I’m pleased to meet any friend of my husband’s, sir,” she said as she held out her hand.

Captain Quinn’s face lit up at this show of congeniality. “The pleasure is all mine, madam.” Seizing her hand, he pumped it as furiously as he’d done Simon’s. “I always said His Grace must have some extraordinary female awaiting him in England, given the way he kept to himself in India.”

As a blush stained her cheeks, Simon said in a husky voice, “Indeed, Captain, for what man could look at any other woman, with a lady like my wife filling his thoughts?”

Yesterday, the compliment would have grated. But today…

Today, she hoped desperately that he meant it.

When Captain Quinn returned to his duties, Louisa half expected her husband to give some excuse for whisking her off. Instead, he asked how he and Lord Trusbut could help.

With her heart in her throat, Louisa told him he could entertain the younger children, since Lady Trusbut was eager to show her husband around the ward and explain what the ladies were trying to accomplish.

Louisa settled the older ones down for a lesson in reading, while Simon whittled the little ones simple monkeys and birds with Raji settled atop his shoulder. From time to time, she glanced over to see him earnestly listening to some three-year-old’s chatter.

He made such a strange picture there in the prison, dressed in a fine bottle-green coat and buff trousers, with his immaculately tied cravat and his starched collar points wilting in the damp.

Her husband, the duke, helping in Newgate. It was hard to fathom.

They departed two hours later. Regina agreed to carry the Trusbuts back to Westminster to retrieve their equipage. That left Louisa and Simon to climb into his carriage alone, since Raji was ensconced on the perch with the coachman.

An awkward silence ensued once they pulled away. Now was his chance to lecture her, yet he sat across from her, staring out the window, deep in thought. Should she ask what he meant to do with her?

Not unless she wanted to remind him that she’d done what he’d forbidden. So she tried small talk instead. “Captain Quinn seems nice. A decided improvement over Mr. Treacle.”

“Yes.”

She twisted her hands together in her lap. “I suppose you were the one who had Brutus the Bully sacked.”

“I did strongly encourage Mr. Brown in that direction.”

“Thank you,” she said softly.

His gaze swung to her, solemn, intense. “You’re welcome.”

“Captain Quinn will be a decided improvement.”

A faint smile touched his lips. “You said that already.”

She licked her own lips nervously. “He seems quite admiring of you. You’ll have to tell me what happened at Kirkee—it sounds like an exciting tale.”

His face grew shuttered and he shifted his gaze out the window once more, a frown creasing his brow.

That was the wrong thing to say. She didn’t want him angry. She didn’t want to be at odds with him anymore. The Simon who’d entertained the children at the prison was a man she could live with—as long as he stopped being a tyrant about her activities. “Simon, I know you’re probably very angry at me for—”

“Defying me?” His gaze shot back to her. “Going off to the prison behind my back? Taking Raji to a place he’s never been without me?”

Her heart sank at the edge in his voice. “Raji was fine, and you know it. Besides, you started this by conspiring with the king. Surely you see that was deplorable.” When his jaw tightened, she groaned. “But that wasn’t what I meant to say.”

“No, I am sure it was not,” he said bitterly. “You probably meant to point out yet again how horrible I have been to you by marrying you and sharing with you my name, my wealth, my connections—”

“I want cake,” she blurted out. When he blinked, she added in a soft voice, “That’s what I meant to say. I want cake. For both of us.”




Chapter Twenty




Dear Charlotte,

A man may look affectionately upon his wife, but that does not mean that when faced with important decisions, he will allow her to influence him. I would not place too much hope in a tender glance, my dear.

Your forthright cousin,

Michael


For a second, Louisa wasn’t entirely certain Simon had taken her meaning. Then a look of such stark, wild hunger crossed his features that her breath caught in her throat. Before she could even think, he’d reached across the carriage and hauled her onto his lap.

“What are you doing?” she exclaimed, darting a glance at the window.

“Eating cake,” he murmured. Then his mouth seized hers.

She forgot about the crowded streets outside the carriage windows. She forgot about her anger and his machinations and her father. There was only Simon, plundering her mouth like a marauding conqueror, his hands sweeping possessively over her body, his breath wafting hot and heavy over her face.

He paused to drag the curtains closed, but as he bent his mouth to hers again, she pressed a finger to his lips. When a scowl twisted his brow, she said hastily, “I want to make sure we’re in agreement. We both get cake. Which means you’ll let me participate in the London Ladies.”

His eyes glittered a searing blue. “You will share my bed? And stop telling the servants to feed me things I detest? And give me back my cigars?”

She gave a shaky laugh. “I didn’t think you’d noticed.”

“Of course I noticed. The same way I noticed the trays outside your room and your absence at dinner and the cold, empty space in my bed…” His choked words seduced her as effectively as the kisses he now scattered over her cheeks, her nose, her brow.

“The London Ladies,” she rasped while she still had the power to speak. “Will you let me—”

“Do you mean to defy me again?” he countered.

“I might.” She scowled at him. “If you make unfair pronouncements.”

“Wrong answer,” he growled.

She’d already opened her mouth to retort when she felt his hands unbuttoning the back of her gown. “We can’t do this here, for heaven’s sake!”

“The devil we can’t.” He was disturbingly adept at undoing her clothing. “I’m not taking any chances with you this time, sweetheart. I mean to make you mine before you change your mind. I cannot go another night alone in my bed, thinking of you alone in yours.”

Though his words thrilled her, they weren’t the ones she wanted to hear. “But you haven’t yet agreed—”

“If you want to negotiate terms, give me some incentive.” After removing her gloves, he dragged her gown and chemise and stays down in one fell swoop to bare her breasts, then scoured her with his ravenous gaze, sending her blood into a frenzy.

As she warmed to his clear admiration, he bent his head to seize her breast in his mouth, sucking it so sensuously that she squirmed on his lap.

He devoured first one, then the other, while she buried her hands in his thick hair to hold him close. “Now this, sweetheart,” he rasped, pausing briefly to tongue her nipple, “is what I call cake.”

Cake, yes. The dratted seducer had made her forget about the cake. “The London Ladies, Simon,” she whispered, though it got harder to speak when he was sliding his hands beneath her skirts. “Will you let me participate?”

“Do you promise never to defy me?” he shot back.

“It depends—”

“Wrong answer again.” He found the aching spot between her thighs and thumbed it so that she gasped. “You are my wife. I will not have you going behind my back. Is that clear?”

“Yes, but—”

“Never again do I wish to have some lord accusing me of not holding to my word because my wife lied to him.”

She winced. She probably shouldn’t have told Lord Trusbut that her husband was meeting them at the prison. But how could she have known he would then run into Simon?

“Is that understood, Louisa?” He brushed his mouth against her ear as his forefinger delved suddenly, shockingly inside her.

She wriggled to get free, but that only made it worse when his finger swept along her cleft in a silky caress so erotic, she gasped. Then writhed against it in an attempt to feel more.

Simon’s breath quickened as he laid her out across his lap to give him better access to her breasts.

“Understood, Louisa?” he repeated, tugging at her nipple with his teeth. “No going anywhere behind my back.”

When he punctuated the demand with a maddening caress down below, she whispered, “Yes…oh, good heavens, yes…”

Then, realizing what he’d made her say, she stiffened. He was trying to seduce her into agreeing with him. And it was working.

Very well, seduction was a game for couples, wasn’t it? As he teased her nipple with his devilish tongue, she untied his cravat and tossed it aside, then unbuttoned his waistcoat and shirt. He drew back only long enough to remove it all.

She blinked. Now that was a chest, very nicely swathed in muscle, the way a man’s chest should be. She looked her fill, since it was her first look at her husband’s naked body. Dark blond hair trickled from his throat to where it broadened to take in his whole chest, swirling about his male nipples, then narrowing to a thin line over a flat, taut stomach before disappearing beneath his trousers. Which were noticeably bulging.

And swelling even more beneath her gaze.

“Don’t just look, sweetheart,” he said hoarsely. “Touch me, too.”

With a blush she dragged her gaze back to his face. “Wh-what?”

“Put your sweet hands on me.” He practically ripped loose the buttons on his trousers and drawers. “Anywhere. Everywhere. Here.”

He seized her hand and tried to force it inside his drawers, but remembering her purpose, she resisted. “And where’s my incentive, husband? I get cake, too, remember?”

Eyes smoldering, he slid his hand beneath her skirts once more, but she stayed him with her other hand. “Not that sort of incentive, drat you. Since I agreed not to go anywhere without your knowing, you should agree not to restrict my activities with the London Ladies.”

When a frown touched his brow, she slid her hand beneath his drawers to caress his thigh. His naked, brawny thigh. He sucked in a harsh breath.

Delighted to have such an effect on him, she slid her hand closer to his ballocks, skirting them, brushing them…teasing them. “You did promise me that when we agreed to marry, you know.”

With a groan, he closed his eyes. “Yes, but…that was before I found out you were courting…radicals.”

“According to my father,” she said as she stroked everywhere but his rigid flesh, “you knew I was. You said that’s why you married me. To stop me.”

He squirmed beneath her hand. She slid one finger along his heavy arousal, but when he pushed against her palm, she withdrew.

His eyes shot open to blaze at her. “What do you want from me?”

“Our original agreement—that you won’t restrict my activities with the London Ladies.” She fondled his shaft, and he groaned.

“All right, damn you.” Sliding her off him and onto the seat, he knelt on the floor between her legs, then tugged her closer. “You can have your original agreement.”

She beamed at him. “Thank you. That’s all I wanted.”

“I do have one condition.” Eyes alight, he shoved her skirts back to bare her below the waist.

She grabbed his shoulders. “Oh?”

“Since allowing you to consort with radicals would damage my future in politics, you must let me advise your group on their choice of candidate. You owe me that, at least.”

“Advise. Not browbeat.”

“Advise,” he repeated, then bent his head to suck her breast. “Come now, wife, I am being most accommodating, and you know it.”

“Fine, though undoubtedly I’ll regret it.”

“I will make sure that you don’t.” Then a wicked smile crossed his face, and he shoved down his drawers and trousers.

“Oh Lord,” she said as an instrument of rather sobering proportions sprang free. So that…beast was what she’d been fondling? It hadn’t felt so large. How on earth did any sane woman “lay there and let the man do what he wants” when he was assaulting her with that? “Um, one more thing—”

“Negotiations over,” he snapped as he aimed the thick rod of flesh between her legs. “The only words I want to hear out of your mouth for the next hour are ‘Yes, Simon…more, Simon…please, Simon…’”

“Please, Simon,” she whispered as the tip brushed her curls. “Try not to slay me with that beast of yours.”

“Beast?” Simon halted to stare at her, then let out a choked laugh. “My God, you’re a virgin.”

“Of course!” She drew herself up. “You didn’t actually believe what I babbled in the woods about having been with other men.”

“Certainly not,” he hastened to say. “It is just that when I am with you I forget…I mean, you are so damned—”

“Wanton?”

“Wonderful.” He nuzzled her cheek. “I get carried away, and I forget.”

He angled his shaft up between her thighs, a hot, heavy reminder of what they were about to do. When he caressed her between the legs with it, rubbing it up and down against her damp curls, she caught her breath, torn between the pleasure it gave and the pain it promised.

“In the past seven years,” he went on, “you and I have made love in my dreams so often…I have to remind myself that you have not actually done it.”

“You really dreamt of me?” Now he was opening her with his warm fingers, smearing her with her own juices. “That wasn’t just something you said so I would let down my guard?”

“God, you have no idea,” he said hoarsely as he slid inside her.

To take her mind off the strange and rather uncomfortable intrusion, she asked, “What exactly did I…do in your dreams?”

“You tempted me with your hair and breasts and belly. You rubbed your nipples against my chest—”

“Like this?” she whispered as she did what he’d said.

He gave a harsh laugh. “Yes, Cleopatra, exactly like that.” His eyes glimmered. “And you put your hands on my a—…my buttocks. Try that, too.”

Although she blushed, she did as he ordered, but when she went a step further and squeezed the firm flesh, he surged inside her. Instinctively she tensed to feel him so thick there.

“It’s all right, you’re doing fine,” he said huskily. He slid his hand between them to find that spot that always seemed to crave his touch. When he stroked it, she relaxed, allowing him to slip even deeper.

A groan escaped his lips. “That’s it, sweetheart, let me in. That’s even better than I dreamt.”

“It’s not at all what I dreamt,” she said dryly.

“What did you dream?” He continued to stroke her where they were joined, which did make it easier to endure him inside her.

“I-I don’t know.” She remembered how Regina had once described it to her. “Angels…harps…like it was when you…did those things with your mouth to me in my bedchamber. Only better.”

“Give me a chance, and you’ll have that again. But first…” He drew back to stare at her ruefully. “I’m told that purgatory comes before heaven for virgins.”

She eyed him skeptically. “Purgatory?” She’d heard varying accounts of a virgin’s pain. The same varying accounts she’d heard about childbirth. And Lord knew how reliable some of those were. “Or hell?”

“You tell me.” Giving her no time to tense up, he plunged deep inside her.

The pain was sudden, intense…and brief. It took a few moments for it to pass. Then she sagged against him, relieved that it hadn’t been worse.

He brushed a kiss to her forehead. “Well?”

She wriggled experimentally, but there was only a lingering soreness. “Definitely purgatory,” she pronounced.

“Thank God.” He clutched her hard against him. “Because after seven years, stopping now would be hell for me.”

He began to move, and she caught her breath. It was…intriguing, to say the least. Quite…invigorating.

Then he thrust particularly deep, and her pulse leapt. Good heavens. That wasn’t like anything she’d ever felt, not even that night in the bedchamber. There was something so…amazing about being joined to him like this.

Now he was kissing her, his tongue hot and strong, surging inside her mouth the way he surged inside her body, and the multiple sensations began to swamp her. His thrusts beat in counterpoint to the swaying of the coach, the thundering hooves…the clamoring of her heart. Soon the wild rhythm quickened, building, growing, running away with her…

“Do you want me, Louisa?” he tore his lips free to growl, reminding her of that day in her bedchamber when he’d made her beg.

“Yes…I want you, Simon.”

With a groan, he increased his pace. She grabbed at his buttocks to hold on, joining them even more intimately. He drove inside her over and over until her head spun and her body soared and she couldn’t stay anchored to the earth…

“Yes, sweetheart, yes,” he rasped as he plunged to the hilt. “Yes!”

And in that moment the heavens opened up, and angels and harps rained music down around her, blending with her cries.

With a guttural cry of his own, Simon flooded her with his essence, clasping her so tightly she didn’t know where he began and she ended.

For a moment she felt suspended in the heavens, joined to Simon inextricably for eternity while his seed still poured inside her and her heart beat a madly exultant rhythm.

Then her heart began to slow and his breathing to settle. The creak of the carriage intruded in her thoughts, along with the realization that they were inches away from a city full of people who had no clue what they were doing.

A little embarrassed, she loosed her hold on him.

But he wasn’t done. “You are my wife now,” he whispered fiercely, still clasping her to him. “You are mine, Louisa. My wife. Say it.”

“Your wife,” she echoed, the words feeling more like a vow than anything she’d said at their wedding. “I’m yours.”

Some of the fierceness left his face, and he buried his face in her neck, his arms so tight around her that she could hardly breathe. “Don’t ever deny me your bed again. I don’t think I could bear it twice.”

She stroked his hair, the rough pain in his voice melting her heart. Their joining was clearly more than mere lovemaking to him, and that made her regret being so harsh before. “There’s no need,” she whispered.

Besides, today had made her realize the risk she’d taken. Denied an outlet for his urges, a man was liable to find it elsewhere. Especially a man like the Duke of Foxmoor, who could have any woman he wanted. The very thought of him doing something like this with another woman made her ill.

“You’ll be a real wife to me from now on,” he said.

“Yes.” She hesitated, but she had to be sure. “As long as you’re a real husband to me.”

He pulled back to eye her warily. “What do you mean?”

“I won’t tolerate a mistress, Simon. I’m not sure I could even tolerate your going to a bawdy house.”

Relief, then amusement shone in his face. “Didn’t you suggest only a few days ago that I do so?”

She glowered at him. “Now see here—”

“I am only teasing you,” he said with a light kiss to her nose. “Trust me, the last place you will ever find me is a bawdy house.”

He said it with such conviction that she believed him. “And a mistress? You won’t take one?”

His amusement faded to solemnity. “Not even if you banished me from your bed forever.”

She swallowed, not quite sure she believed him. “Why not?”

His eyes began to smolder as he lifted his hand to cup her breast. “Because I happen to like only one flavor of cake, sweetheart.” He kissed her neck. “Yours.”

As he thumbed her nipple, the heat rose in her again. Oh, she truly was her mother’s daughter. And just now she was glad of it.

“You see how easy I am to please?” he said. “Give me cake, and you can do whatever you want. At least until you find yourself enceinte.”

She stiffened. Her sponges! Good heavens, she’d forgotten all about them. Too late to do anything about it now, but she must not forget again.

He nuzzled her cheek. “I suspect it won’t be long until you are with child. Because when a man eats as much cake as I intend to, children inevitably follow.”

The thrill coursing through her was tempered by the knowledge that she still intended to use her sponges. Just for a while. Surely she could be forgiven for that.

You should tell him about the sponges. Simon would understand.

Would he? No other man would. And Simon was more determined to have his way than most. No, she couldn’t tell him yet. But it would be all right; they’d been married less than a week. What was a few more days alone together before she had to think about children? Surely she could get past her fear eventually.

And if she didn’t?

She’d cross that bridge when she came to it. Which hopefully wouldn’t be anytime soon.

 

Several hours later, Simon lay in his bedchamber beside his sleeping wife and wondered if he would ever be able to satisfy his sweet tooth. He’d had “cake” twice this afternoon, and already he craved it again.

He stared down at Louisa’s tousled hair and the wedge of shoulder above the covers turned golden by the waning sun. Instantly his cock stirred. God, he was a randy devil.

But seven years of celibacy would turn any man into a randy devil. Even now, he wanted to lick every inch of her fine, porcelain skin, to dip his tongue in her navel, to drink his fill of the nectar between her legs before rising up to plunge his cock so deeply inside her that—

He swore under his breath. His cock was now painfully hard. And he truly would be a devil to take her again. Twice was more than any virgin should have to endure on her first night.

Throwing himself back against the pillow, he laid his arm over his eyes. He should sleep. He’d certainly had little enough of it in the past few days.

Yet how could he sleep with Louisa beside him after all these years? He groaned. This obsession with his wife must stop. Bad enough that he craved her every waking moment. But she had used her delectable body to wrest concessions from him that he should never have given. He could not let that happen again.

He was supposed to be getting her out of politics, not advising her on candidates. If he didn’t watch it, she would be coaxing him to support some idiot radical who would ruin his future as prime minister. But what was a man to do when his luscious wife put her hands where he had wanted them for years? Especially when he wanted to keep her putting her hands on him?

That’s what mistresses are for. His grandfather’s voice grated. To satisfy you in bed so that you can keep your wits about you with your wife. A mistress has no power. But a wife has the power to ruin you, if you let her.

Grandfather might have been right, but he could never betray Louisa that way. He would take her in hand by standing firm on the things that mattered, and giving her freedom in the things that did not. Because living like his grandfather was not an option. The devastation the old bastard had caused to everyone surrounding him made that clear.

Which reminded him…He glanced over, but his wife slept soundly. He could either stay here aching for her, or get something done. Clearly he was not going to sleep himself.

He left the bed, dressed, and ambled downstairs to his study. The minute he entered, Raji hurried to his side.

“Hello there, scamp.” Simon lowered his arm so Raji could climb up. “Sorry to abandon you, but you’ll have to get used to it. No more sleeping in my bed, I’m afraid.” He chuckled. “I don’t relish fighting you to get to my wife every night.”

Raji chattered happily as Simon lit candles in the dusk-dark study and dragged out the last box of letters. If he did not find anything here, he was not sure what else to do. He would help Colin to whatever extent he could, of course, but he might not be able to give him what he truly wanted and deserved.

Even if Simon did find the proof, he would still have to convince the king to support Colin’s claim. So far, the man had not upheld any other part of his bargain. His Majesty had not gained Liverpool’s resignation. He hemmed and hawed about its being better to wait until sessions were over.

Ignoring Raji, who was sniffing his hair, probably smelling Louisa’s lilac scent on it, Simon took out the top batch of letters and began to read. He was well into his tenth when a sound from the doorway made him look up.

Louisa stood there wearing nothing but her wrapper and her smile.

His pulse quickened instantly. Steady, man. She will not be ready for you again so soon.

“I did not want to wake you,” he explained when she continued to stand there, one eyebrow raised.

“I suppose I shall have to get used to a husband who rushes off to his study every chance he gets.”

“It was either that or make love to you again, and I did not think a considerate husband should do that to his newly deflowered wife.”

She strolled into the room, her smile turning coquettish. “Am I so hard for you to resist?”

He raked her with his gaze. “Hard? Definitely.”

It took her a moment to grasp the double entendre. Then she closed the door behind her and reached for the tie of her gown. “Well, then, perhaps you need some relief for your condition, my darling.”

Darling. His wife had called him “darling.” She had never done so before, and just the sound of it on her lips delighted him. Especially when she came toward him with seduction in her eyes.

She did not get far, however, before Raji scampered across the desk to launch himself at her.

Simon gave a rueful laugh as the monkey settled eagerly into his wife’s arms. “Raji obviously will not allow that.” He sat back in his chair. “And in any case, you should give yourself time to recover. Or so I hear.”

Conceding the point with a shrug, she rounded the desk to stand beside him and look down at the letters. “So what do you work on so diligently every night?”

He hesitated, but there was no reason not to tell her. If anything came of it, it would affect her, too. “I am reading through Grandfather Monteith’s old correspondence to see if I can find any mention of Colin Hunt.”

“Colin Hunt. Wasn’t he your—”

“Aide-de-camp. Yes. And quite possibly also my cousin.”

She stared at him. “Your cousin.”

“By my Uncle Tobias. You know, the one who died in India.”

“But I thought he died alone.”

“Apparently not.” Simon uttered a sigh. “There’s little doubt that Colin is his son. Uncle Tobias signed his name to the birth certificate as Colin’s father. I have already authenticated that signature from letters, so I know that much is true.”

“And the mother? Who is she?”

“An Indian woman. She died when Colin was quite young. He was raised by his mother’s sister, who says his mother was my uncle’s legitimate wife.”

“Wife! But that would mean—”

“That Colin is heir to my maternal grandfather’s title. Yes, if I can prove the claim.”

She paused to take that in. “There’s no record of the marriage?”

“Unfortunately, no. Though his mother supposedly married his father in a church, the place was destroyed by a flood shortly after Uncle Tobias died.”

“Convenient,” Louisa pointed out.

“Yes. But the church really was destroyed. That part is fact.”

“And what of their marriage certificate?”

“That is where it becomes complicated. Colin’s aunt claims that when Uncle Tobias realized he was dying, he wrote to my grandfather to tell him of the marriage. He enclosed the certificate as proof. That was the last anyone saw of it. Shortly after that, my uncle died, leaving his wife and son in dire financial straits.”

He fingered the letter before him. “You may not know this, but around then, Indian widows of officers were cut off from being allowed the widow’s portion. So according to Colin’s aunt, when Grandfather Monteith offered a healthy sum to the widow if she never pursued the matter of her son’s inheritance, she agreed.”

It sickened Simon to think of his grandfather taking advantage of a poor woman that way, though it didn’t surprise him. Grandfather Monteith would not have been pleased to have a half-Indian grandson. He had crafted his public persona too carefully to allow such a “stain” on the family line.

“At the time,” Simon went on, “Colin was the son of a second son, so his inheritance was not of any great import anyway.”

She laid her hand on Simon’s shoulder. “But once your other uncle died without issue—”

“Colin became the heir. Not only to the Monteith title, but to the Monteith estates. Which have increased substantially since I have taken them over.”

Louisa’s hand tensed. “That would certainly give someone great incentive to lie about their heritage.”

He laughed. “Colin? Hardly. I had to twist his arm to get him to be my aide-de-camp after his aunt came to me with his story. He meant to continue serving in the peshwa’s army, but I could tell he had inherited my grandfather’s keen mind. His talents were wasted as a foot soldier. Nonetheless, he never had any interest in being the earl. When I tried to convince him to return with me, he refused, saying I should let the matter stand.”

“Then why are you pursuing it?”

“Colin is a man without a country. Other Indians do not accept him, and the English do not, either. It isn’t right. He and his mother deserved better treatment from my grandfather, so I owe it to him to set the matter straight. And not just to him, but—” He paused, wondering if he should reveal so much, but when she squeezed his shoulder encouragingly, he went on. “To his wife, too.”

“Oh, I forgot he had a wife. She was Raji’s previous owner, wasn’t she?”

“Yes. She, too, was half Indian. When she lay dying, I swore that I would make sure Colin got what was rightfully his. Assuming I could prove his claim.”

“But why would you make such a vow? Just because he was your aide-de-camp and possibly your cousin?”

“Is that not reason enough?” he hedged. How could he tell her the truth? She already thought him devious and a liar, but at least she seemed to think him competent as a statesman. If she knew everything—

“I think there’s something you’re not saying.” She pulled her hand back. “I know that those Indian women are very beautiful…”

Bloody hell, he had not realized how this must sound. “I told you, sweetheart, I was celibate in India. I never had an affair with Colin’s wife, if that is what you think.”

“Then why would you make her promises?” she whispered. “You can tell me, darling, really you can, even if you just secretly cared for her or—”

“It was nothing like that.” Now he had to tell her, if only to keep her from getting the wrong idea. Besides, the secret had lain like a sore on his soul for too long. If anyone could help him lance it, it was his forthright, practical wife. Assuming that she did not regard him with loathing, instead.

“But you are right; it was not just because of Colin that I made that vow.” A ragged sigh escaped him. “It was because of what I had done. You see, I am the one who caused her death.”




Chapter Twenty-One




Dear Cousin,

Surely you acknowledge that a tender glance is sometimes all a body needs or wants. Once in a while, a tender glance is even more important than having one’s opinion solicited by one’s spouse.

Your romantic-minded cousin,

Charlotte


Louisa didn’t know what to think or say to his astonishing confession. “Does this have to do with that battle you and Captain Quinn fought?”

Simon shot her a veiled glance. “How did you know?”

“Today you clearly didn’t want to discuss it.” Louisa perched on the edge of his desk, and Raji settled himself in her lap. “Colin’s wife died in that battle, didn’t she?”

“Actually, she died just before it, at the hands of the Marathas. They were warriors who served as soldiers-for-hire for the peshwa.”

“What’s a peshwa?”

“A sort of prime minister of a region of India. Baji Rao was the peshwa and ordered his Marathas to raid Poona. They burned the British Resident’s home to the ground, then roamed the town, pillaging and slaughtering. Colin’s wife was singled out because she was half-English and married to my aide-de-camp.”

“Is that why you blame yourself for her death?” Louisa asked, laying her hand on his arm.

Shrugging it off, he rose abruptly to pace. “I wish that were so. But no, my part was more…shameful.”

His refusal to accept her comfort stung, but she tried not to show it as she sat stroking Raji’s silky fur and waited.

When he spoke again, his voice was cool, remote. “Weeks before the Marathas’ raid, Colin told me his wife had gone to Poona to visit her mother and was hearing rumblings in the marketplace about a revolt. The peshwa was angry about the treaty the British had convinced him to sign.”

He strode over to a pedestal table and poured himself some brandy from a carafe there. “So I questioned two native officers from the area. They assured me all was well in Poona. ‘The peshwa would be a fool to revolt,’ they said. ‘He knows the great strength of the British army,’ they said.”

A harsh laugh escaped his lips. “I briefly considered that they might be part of a potential rebellion, but they were highly regarded officers. Whereas Colin had every reason to resent the British. I assumed he was exaggerating the situation.

He swallowed some brandy. “I had negotiated the treaty with the peshwa myself. The other two peshwas seemed perfectly content with their treaties. So why would Baji Rao dispute his?” His tone turned self-deprecating. “I was the mighty Governor-General, after all. I knew exactly what was happening in my fiefdom.”

“Oh, Simon,” she whispered, but he paid her no heed.

“Besides, Colin got his information from his wife, who had even more reason to distrust the British than he did. Her bastard of a British father hadn’t married her mother. So she saw rebellions where there were none.” He stared blankly into the brandy glass. “I assumed she wanted me to march down to Poona with an army and make a fool of myself.”

As if sensing the tension in his master, Raji slipped from her lap to join Simon, but Simon paid him no heed, either. “I didn’t know her very well, and what I knew I didn’t like. She thought I was another posturing Englishman, and I thought she was a troublemaker.”

Simon’s hands shook, making the brandy glass tremble. With her heart in her throat, Louisa left the desk to take the glass from him and set it on the table.

“So I was not about to act on the strength of her word,” Simon said hoarsely. “Colin and I argued about it after the officers left. I told him he should not listen to his wife, that women were fickle creatures swayed by every emotion and not to be trusted.”

Louisa swallowed. “I suppose you were thinking of how I’d had you sent off to India.”

Simon’s gaze shot to her. “Certainly not. I deserved what you did—even then I realized that.” He raked a hand through his hair. “When I cautioned Colin, I was not thinking of any specific woman. I was just spouting nonsense my grandfather poured into my ears when I was growing up.”

His grandfather? No one ever spoke ill of the Earl of Monteith, whose tenure as prime minister had been regarded as brilliant by Whig and Tory alike. But that didn’t mean he hadn’t been a scoundrel in his private life.

Simon sank into a nearby chair. “In the end, Colin let me guide him. He didn’t have a choice—he could hardly gather a force himself to march on the peshwa.” He buried his face in his hands. “So when the Marathas set fire to the residence at Poona, we were thirty miles away, headed for Bombay. The news reached us quickly, and we raced there with the small force we had at hand, but we arrived to find Colin’s wife dying.”

“And that’s when you made your promise to her,” she whispered.

He lifted his face to her, his anguish carving lines in his handsome features. “She had always wanted to see him get what was rightfully his. It was the only thing I could offer to make up for…oh God, everything.”

This time when she laid her hand on his arm, he didn’t resist. “That’s why you fought so hard at the Battle of Kirkee,” Louisa said softly. “To avenge her.”

“To avenge all of them,” Simon choked out. “And to pay for my error. Do you know how many innocents were killed before the battle began? How much destruction was wrought on the town because I—”

“Made a decision based on limited knowledge,” she told him. “You did what any leader does. You weighed the choices and chose what seemed best.”

“You don’t understand,” he said with a shake of his head. “I should have gone myself to assess the situation. I should not have relied on the wrong officers. I should have listened—”

“To a woman you didn’t trust?”

“She was right, damn it!”

“Yes. But if you’d acted on her information and she had proved to be wrong, would you blame yourself any less for whatever ensued?”

He stared bleakly at her, then dragged her onto his lap and clasped her so tightly to his chest that she could scarcely breathe. “You are too kind to me, sweetheart.”

She stroked his hair. “And you are too hard on yourself.”

“Not hard enough. You didn’t see Colin’s wife with her blood gushing from her wound, her eyes wide with terror as death took her. And Colin weeping over her body. The images…still haunt me at night.”

“As well they should.” When his anguished gaze swung to her, she caressed his cheek. “If they didn’t, you would be a cold shell of a creature, incapable of feeling. Instead of a warm-blooded man dedicated to doing what’s right.”

“I am not sure I know what is right. If I could make such a monumental error once—”

“You could make one again, yes. That only proves you are fallible. As we all are.” She nuzzled his cheek. “And surely you learned from your mistake.”

“God, I hope so.” The storm of his remorse seemed to have subsided some, for his hold on her loosened.

For a long moment, they just sat there clasping each other as the bracket clock ticked above them. After a while, she said, “I’m glad you told me.”

“So am I,” he said in a low rumble. “I have lived with it for so long alone, chafing every time people speak of my heroic actions at the battle—”

“They were heroic,” she protested. “Don’t think otherwise. You could have buried your head in the sand or denied your culpability. Instead you led the soldiers to victory. Don’t let your guilt over how it began negate what you should be proud of.” She gestured to the letters. “And you’re still trying to make amends, after all.”

“Trying, but not succeeding, I’m afraid,” he said with a sigh.

“I can help, if you want. With two of us hunting through them, we might find what you’re looking for.”

“That possibility becomes more remote by the day. I’ve never been certain I could find anything, anyway. Grandfather was too crafty—and too conscious of his public image—to keep something that might cause a scandal.”

She drew back to stare at him. “You don’t seem to hold your grandfather in quite as high an esteem as the rest of the world does.”

“The rest of the world didn’t know him,” he said tersely. “The rest of the world never had to endure his ‘training.’”

Her eyes narrowed. “What exactly did your grandfather do to prepare you for replacing him as prime minister?”

Simon’s expression grew shuttered. “He was a stern taskmaster.”

“It had to be more—”

“I do not want to talk about that now.” He slid his hand inside her wrapper to caress her bare belly. “Did you not mention something earlier about giving me relief from my condition?”

When she started to speak again he kissed her hard, with a fervency clearly born out of something more than desire. He really didn’t want to discuss his grandfather.

She considered pressing the matter, but he’d revealed more about himself in the past few moments than he had in the whole time she’d known him. She didn’t want to discourage him from confiding in her in the future.

So she kissed him and let him think he was taking her mind off it.

She’d always thought of Simon as devious, but perhaps “secretive” was a better word. He kept secrets because he couldn’t bear to face them in the light of day. And though she suspected that he still held his darkest secrets close, she could be patient until he revealed those, too.

After all, she understood what it was like to keep secrets. Except that her secret could affect her marriage enormously if she revealed it. And she wasn’t quite ready to do that, not when they were only now coming to know each other.

That was why, when he led her up to their bedchamber, she was grateful she’d already put in a fresh sponge before coming in search of him.

Over the next few days, however, the sponges got harder to manage. At night it was no trouble, for she simply insisted that her maid undress her before Simon came to her bed. And though he hinted that they could both sleep in the master bed, she pretended that she slept better alone. How else could she hurry to her dressing room to remove the sponge and clean herself with warm water as the shopkeeper in Spitalfields had instructed?

Fortunately, Simon accepted her behavior. Both her parents and his had always slept apart; those who could afford separate bedchambers usually did. Still, it pained her to have to gently request that he retire to his own bedchamber after they’d made love.

It was the other times that were a real problem—the times when he kissed her in the drawing room or the dining room or the music room. Once her blood started to heat and his hands to roam, it took all her control to insist that they retire to her bedchamber instead of letting her overeager husband take her on some sofa. Which actually sounded intriguing.

So she’d begun spending her spare time in his study, where Raji held sway and wouldn’t allow any seducing. But just this morning at breakfast Simon had joked about her hiding behind Raji. If she weren’t more careful, jokes could soon turn to suspicion. Given their newly married status, Simon had every reason to expect them to enjoy each other often. She wanted them to enjoy each other often.

She also wanted not to be forced into having children just yet.

This evening, however, she needn’t worry about being tempted. The London Ladies were meeting to discuss their candidate.

As part of their agreement, Simon planned to attend the meeting. She’d even held it at the end of the day so he wouldn’t have to miss Parliamentary sessions.

He walked into the drawing room, where she was already seated with Mrs. Harris, Regina, and Mrs. Fry, right on time, and took a seat across from her at the card table.

The minute Mrs. Harris mentioned Charles Godwin, it was clear he meant to get his own way, as usual.

“You do know that Godwin is a radical,” Simon said.

“And what’s wrong with that?” Louisa asked. “Parliament could use a few radicals these days.”

“Yes, it could,” he surprised her by saying. “And with the mood of the country the way it is right now, you might even succeed in getting him elected. His newspaper gives him an edge that other radical candidates might not have.”

“That was my thought, too,” Louisa said, a little mollified.

“But that doesn’t mean he would help your cause.” Simon sat back in his chair. “Did you ladies pay attention to what happened after the St. Peter’s Field affair?”

Louisa scowled. “Of course. Parliament behaved abominably, demonstrating yet again that they are behind the times. When they won’t even support reform of the election process—”

“They never will, if you keep throwing radicals at them,” Simon put in.

“And I suppose you support parliamentary reform.”

“Absolutely. If England is to continue to be powerful, it must give the vote to more than the same few landowners. The people must have a voice.”

The fervency in his tone surprised her. Parliamentary reform was not supported by Sidmouth and his cohorts. And they, like the king, had wanted Simon to silence her by marrying her.

She must never forget that. It was why Simon was at this meeting, after all.

Yet he seemed sincere. “You begin to sound like a radical yourself, sir.”

“Hardly. Unlike Godwin, I mean to work within the present system. He only wants to uproot it.”

That sounded more like Sidmouth. “To supplant it with something better.”

“Perhaps. Though I seriously doubt that having Godwin roam the country inciting insurgency will bring about real change. It will only spawn more Peterloo Massacres, and I know that you don’t want that.”

“He does have a point,” Regina put in.

Yes, he did, and that annoyed Louisa. Simon wasn’t supposed to be the voice of reason here. “But he is still one of Sidmouth’s crowd, and striking fear of revolution into the hearts of voters is their favorite tactic.”

Simon fixed her with a dark glance. “Surely you can trust me to give my own opinion in this, sweetheart.”

“I trust you in everything else, but not when it comes to politics. You’re still too much the statesman to be trusted in that arena.”

Irritation sparked in his eyes. “Have you no other candidates to consider?”

“Two others,” Regina said. “William Duncombe and Thomas Fielden.”

Simon’s face brightened. “Fielden is an excellent choice. Support him, and no one would quarrel.”

“No one would listen to him, either,” Louisa said. “It would be just like having Mrs. Fry’s brother-in-law in the Commons.” She shot Mrs. Fry an apologetic glance. “No offense.”

“None taken, dear,” Mrs. Fry said. “Still, Mr. Buxton has paved the way for us to present the situation to the Commons.”

“But what good is that if they don’t do something about it? How long can our group continue to afford matrons and teachers? And even if Newgate is markedly better, there are other prisons we don’t have the resources to address.”

“These things require patience,” Mrs. Fry said.

“Which is not Louisa’s strong suit,” Regina said.

Louisa scowled at her. “We’ve bided our time for three years. We need government assistance, and we need it now, not three years from now.”

“Newgate has been a prison for hundreds of years, sweetheart,” Simon said dryly. “I don’t imagine it will worsen anytime soon.”

The flippant comment raised her hackles, and she drew herself up with a haughty glare. “That’s exactly the sort of thing Sidmouth says to justify ignoring the plight of those poor women.”

His eyes narrowed. “No, Sidmouth says that they do not deserve help. I am not saying that. I am merely pointing out that everything moves slowly in politics.”

Enough of this. “Tell me something, Simon. If you were given the choice between becoming prime minister or championing prison reform, which would you choose?”

The room fell silent and he glanced about to find the other women looking at him expectantly.

Shifting uncomfortably in his chair, he turned his gaze to Louisa. “Becoming prime minister, of course.” When she bristled, he said firmly, “Because I can do more good as prime minister than as a duke on the fringes of politics, pushing for prison reform. And sometimes the greater good is more important.”

“That’s the excuse every tyrant in history has used to justify his actions. Liverpool used it when he suspended habeas corpus a few years ago.”

“And there was such an outcry from the people that it didn’t stay suspended long. That is how you hold tyranny in check in England. Not by electing radicals.”

She glanced around at the other women. “I suppose you all agree with him.”

“Not I,” Mrs. Harris said stoutly. “I think Mr. Godwin is perfectly capable of a campaign that doesn’t degenerate into violence or anarchy.”

“Ah, but Mr. Godwin is your friend,” Mrs. Fry pointed out. “Of course you think that.”

“You have your own bias, Mrs. Fry.” Louisa shot Simon a cold glance. “Which my husband is taking advantage of. He knows that any possibility of violence, however remote, makes Quakers balk at supporting a candidate.”

“I am merely pointing out,” Simon said tersely, “that you should consider all three candidates thoroughly before putting your weight behind Godwin. Ask them what they would do in certain situations. Determine just how reckless Godwin is. I would be happy to help you interview them, if you’d like.”

“I’m sure you would,” Louisa muttered.

“Come now, Louisa, you would be there to hold me in check.” A sudden gleam sparked in Simon’s eye. “Bring Raji, too. Then you could have him bite me every time I said something you did not like. God knows the little rascal will do anything you command.”

The gentle jest made the other ladies laugh, and even Louisa couldn’t suppress a smile. “I seriously doubt Raji would bite you, no matter who commanded it. He’s no fool. He knows who feeds him.”

“Funny how he forgets that whenever I try to kiss you,” Simon said in a husky voice. “Then he turns into the knight errant protecting his mistress from the evil seducer.”

Louisa blushed and the other ladies exchanged knowing glances.

Regina glanced at the clock. “The hour grows late, does it not, ladies? Perhaps we should give our newly married friends their privacy.”

“Oh, do not break up the meeting on my account,” Simon said. “I have a whole night ahead of me in which to…draw Raji’s ire.”

Torn between leaping into his arms and throttling him for dragging them off the topic, Louisa opened her mouth to speak, then froze when something touched her foot. Simon had slipped off his shoe and was caressing her slippered foot with his stockinged one beneath the table.

A delicious thrill coursed through her that she ruthlessly ignored. Casting him a warning glance, she pushed his foot away. “We’re not ending this meeting until we decide what to do about our candidates.”

“Of course.” Simon’s eyes locked with hers as he slid his foot under her skirts to fondle her calf. “I am willing to stay here as long as necessary.”

“There’s no need for that,” Mrs. Harris said. “Much as I still think Mr. Godwin the best choice, it won’t hurt to compare them thoroughly. His Grace is right—why not interview all three men? We can…”

Louisa scarcely heard a word, for Simon’s foot was sliding up past her knee, and she was terrified that one of the other women would notice.

At the same time, the wanton part of her wondered how far he would take it.

“Louisa?” Mrs. Harris said. “Do you agree?”

She jumped. “I…er…that is…” Now Simon’s toe was tracing lazy circles on the inside of her thigh. “What was the question again?”

When the ladies laughed, Simon flashed her one of his bedroom smiles. “Just say yes, sweetheart. So we can adjourn.”

Mrs. Harris took pity on her and repeated the question about whether she could hold the interviews in four days’ time at Foxmoor House. Louisa nodded, cursing Simon and his distractions. Clearly the group was going to proceed with caution whether she liked it or not, thanks to him.

She seethed the entire time they were seeing the ladies out. As soon as they were gone, she scowled at Simon. “You did that on purpose, didn’t you?”

He cast her a look of perfect innocence. “What?”

She headed for the stairs. “Drew them off the subject of politics by mentioning Raji. Then…tried to seduce me with your foot.”

“I would have tried to seduce you with something else, but I think the ladies would have objected if I’d dragged you onto my lap.”

“Drat it, Simon—”

He stopped her with a kiss, drawing her into his arms before she could even react. For a moment, she succumbed to the heady sweetness of his mouth.

Then she caught herself and pushed him away. “You’re only kissing me to keep me from talking about politics.” She hurried up the stairs. “Just as you brought up Raji to take my meeting off course.”

He kept pace with her easily. “You credit me with more deviousness than even I am capable of. The truth is, I have spent the entire day thinking about the moment when I could return home to make love to my wife.”

The husky comment melted her. A pox on her randy husband.

She reached the next floor and started for his study, but he stepped in front of her. “But I did participate in your meeting,” he said. “I listened to your ladies’ opinions and considered them carefully. Given the differences in our views—and the fact that my mind was on something else—I would say I was most accommodating.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Until the discussion stopped going your way. Then you used one of your tricks to distract the ladies so you could influence them to your point of view.”

He muttered an oath under his breath. “I hate to tell you, but you are alone in wanting to pursue radicalism. Even Mrs. Harris has an open mind. And the only reason you don’t is because I disapprove, and it annoys you to agree with me.”

“That’s not true!” she protested, despite the kernel of truth in his words. “And furthermore—”

He kissed her again, this time holding her head still so he could really plunder her mouth. When he drew back, she stared up at him with dazed eyes. “You don’t play fair,” she grumbled. “You would never try this tactic on any of your political opponents.”

He chuckled. “Can you imagine Sidmouth’s reaction if I did?”

She caught her breath. “Sidmouth isn’t your opponent.”

Simon froze as he realized what he’d said. “I…did not mean that how it sounded.”

The devil he didn’t. “So you do agree with Sidmouth’s policies? You want to see him continue in office?”

“Sidmouth is a necessary evil. I have to play his game—and the king’s—if I want to become prime minister.”

“And after that?” She remembered that he’d been on the wrong side in the issue of parliamentary reform. Perhaps that wasn’t the only issue. “Would Sidmouth be part of your cabinet if you became prime minister?”

He hesitated a long moment. “No.” When her face lit up, he added, “But that is not something I want generally known, even among your friends, Do you understand?”

“Perfectly,” she exclaimed, too excited to contain her delight.

“I mean it, Louisa. Not a word.”

“My lips are sealed,” she said cheerily.

“I can’t unseat Sidmouth right away. It will take time and maneuvering—”

“And patience and careful planning,” she said, now able to tease him. “Yes, I know, my cautious husband. But how do you mean to do it? Who do you mean to put in his place? Are you seriously considering throwing him out?”

He kissed her hard, then drew back, his eyes smoldering. “Can we discuss this tomorrow?” Pulling her close, he ground his erection against her. “Right now, politics is the last thing on my mind.”

And the dear man deserved a reward after his wonderful revelation. “Certainly, my husband.” She flashed him a coy smile. “Just give me ten minutes to prepare myself before you come to my room.” Turning, she darted up the stairs.

“I can undress you perfectly well, you know,” he said as he stalked after her.

“You’ll wreak havoc on my clothes,” she said breathlessly. “And shock my maid besides.” Thank heaven for her maid, whose presence always kept Simon at bay while she slipped in her sponge.

He grumbled something behind her, and she hastened her steps. This was clearly not the night to tax his patience. Besides, what he’d told her lent her feet wings. Simon meant to unseat Sidmouth!

After he’d admitted to supporting parliamentary reform earlier, she’d begun to think he was not quite the stodgy old Tory she’d assumed. Though he did share the Tory’s belief about radicals, she felt certain she could change his mind about that once he listened to what Godwin had to say.

Tomorrow. Because tonight, she meant to enjoy lying in her husband’s arms.




Chapter Twenty-Two




Dear Charlotte,

I hope you’re right. If Foxmoor can’t influence his wife with tender glances, he will no doubt turn to more restrictive measures, like packing her off to the country. It is what I would do if my wife caused me trouble.

Your cousin,

Michael


Even without the help of his valet, whom Simon had dismissed the second he walked into his bedchamber, Simon undressed and donned his dressing gown in under two minutes. He had not lied to Louisa—rutting beast that he was, he’d been thinking of this all day. He only prayed that his craving for her lessened with time, because right now it was a damned nuisance.

Why else had he blurted out his plans for Sidmouth? God help her if she spread that among her radical friends. If it got to the press, that would be the end of his political aspirations. He did not have enough support in the Commons yet to unseat Sidmouth, and until he did he must appear not to oppose the man.

He could only hope that his wife would be discreet.

At least as discreet as she was in other areas. Like their marital relations, where she was almost too discreet. He paced beside the adjoining door to her bedchamber. She had made it abundantly clear that she preferred privacy when preparing to come to his bed. Until now, he had acquiesced, figuring that she had been a virgin and needed time to adjust to marital intimacies.

But damn it, he wanted to watch her undress. He wanted to undress her himself. He wanted to make love to her somewhere other than her bed. He wanted to sleep with her at night, wake up with her in his arms. And no matter how much he told himself to be patient, he craved those things to a maddening degree. How was he supposed to bring his obsession under control when she still denied him those intimacies?

He reached for the door handle. Surely he had given her enough time to grow used to being a wife. What mysterious preparations did she do anyway that he, her own husband, could not watch?

Opening the adjoining door, he stopped short when he saw her maid standing there alone, his wife nowhere to be seen. Beyond her the dressing room door was closed. It was as if the maid stood guard. That roused his curiosity even more.

The maid spotted him and started to speak, but he held a finger to his lips to silence her. Although alarm flickered in her face, he knew she dared not disobey. But the fact that she looked as if she wanted to gave him pause.

With grim purpose he strode to the outer door, opened it so as not to make a sound, and ushered her out. After closing it just as silently, he crossed the room to ease the dressing room door open and look in at his wife.

The candle upon her dressing table revealed Louisa standing in her unbuttoned nightdress with her back to him. But although she faced a mirror that showed him plainly watching her, she was too engrossed in what she did to notice.

At first he thought she was cleaning her privates, for she had her linen nightdress hitched up and one leg propped on the stool as she lifted a dripping sponge to her sweet little honeypot. His cock, already half-stiff, instantly thrust itself through the gap in his silk dressing gown.

Then he saw her insert the sponge far up inside herself. With his stomach sinking, he held his breath to see if it came back out, but her hand came out empty.

He had visited a brothel often enough to know what she was doing. And he could easily guess why. She had denied him greater intimacy because of this, damn her!

“How dare you!” he hissed.

She jumped, and the guilty flush that spread over her cheeks as she met his gaze in the mirror was enough to confirm his suspicions.

A sense of betrayal sliced into him.

“It’s not what you think, Simon,” she whispered.

“No?” Entering the dressing room, he slammed the door behind him. “So you are not trying to keep me from siring my heir?”

She jerked her leg down. “No…I-I mean…it has nothing to do with—”

“I spent half my youth in a brothel, Louisa. I recognize a sponge meant to prevent children when I see one.” Stalking up beside her, he dipped his finger in the bowl of liquid that sat on her dressing table, then lifted it to his nose and sniffed. The pungent scent of vinegar assailed his nostrils.

Angry beyond words, he thrust the finger at her. “This is why you come to my bed with your privates so heavily perfumed. This…this travesty is why you will not let me undress you or make love to you anywhere but in your bed—”

“You have to let me explain,” she pleaded.

“What? That you still secretly hate me? That despite every accommodation I make for you, you are determined to plot against me?” The pain boiling up in his throat threatened to choke him. “No wonder you so readily agreed to quit your London Ladies when I got you with child—you planned to make it so I never did.”

“That’s not true. It was just for a while, until—”

“You got your radical elected?” he spat, still hardly able to believe she was so cruel as to deprive him of children without his knowledge. “Thus destroying any hope I had of becoming prime minister? Is that how you meant to undermine my authority?” He emptied the vinegar into the chamber pot, then dashed the bowl against the door. “This will not be tolerated!”

While she still gaped at him, shocked by his sudden burst of violence, he jerked up her nightdress, preparing to remove the sponge himself.

Then she began to cry. “P-please, Simon,” she blubbered. “I didn’t…it wasn’t…”

She could hardly speak for her pitiful sobs, and they tore at him, making him curse himself for upsetting her. Then curse himself for paying them any heed.

Good God, he was pathetically besotted with her. He dropped her nightdress. “I want it out,” he said in a low voice. “Now!”

She nodded, then propped her foot back up on the stool. “You h-have to understand. I-I wasn’t ready for children, that’s all. I just n-needed some time…to prepare myself…for the blood…and the doctors…”

The way she said “doctors,” in the same tone one might use in speaking of snakes, arrested him. She’d used that tone in her bedchamber at Draker’s town house when saying how doctors bled and cupped women.

“I-I wasn’t trying to u-undermine…” She continued sobbing as she removed the sponge. “It really had nothing…”

She couldn’t finish a sentence for her weeping, and now other things came back to him. How even after his doctor had finally arrived that day, while he and Draker were negotiating the marriage settlement, she’d refused to let the man examine her, no matter how much they’d insisted.

Then there were the comments she had made at the school—about the prisoners giving birth…about the blood. But why was she so—

The conversation with his sister about Princess Charlotte leapt to his mind, and he groaned. Damn it all to hell.

He captured her trembling hand as she dropped the sponge on the table. “You were there, weren’t you?” he said hoarsely. “You were present when the princess died in childbirth.”

Unable to speak for her tears, she nodded.

This had all been about fear. Which he would have recognized if he had not been such an idiot.

Cursing himself for his quick temper, he swept her into his arms. “Shh, sweetheart,” he said against her ear. “It’s all right. Shh.”

With a strangled cry she threw her arms around him, seeking comfort from her tormentor, and he gave it as best he could, murmuring soothing words, rubbing her back.

“I-I wasn’t supposed to see the birth,” she choked out, her tears soaking his dressing gown. “They banished nearly…e-everyone from her bedchamber.”

He stroked her and gentled her, feeling like a tyrannical monster.

She struggled to gain control of her fierce sobs. “But she was m-my sister. I loved her. So I-I hid in her dr-dressing room.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” he said softly.

“The labor was bad enough,” she whispered against his chest. “She screamed for hours…”

He could only imagine. He had heard that Princess Charlotte had spent a grueling two and a half days in labor.

“But then came the birth, with the baby stillborn. He was huge, too big for…and they wouldn’t use the forceps and…” Her voice turned fierce. “There was too much blood, so much…not only then, but before, too.”

She turned up to him a gaze tinged by outrage. “By the time she went into labor, they’d bled her and bled her, and practically starved her, too. What else did they expect once she came to her childbed? How could any woman bear a child after she’d endured such—”

She erupted into tears again, and the full extent of her fear clawed at him. He brushed kisses against her hair, her temple, her damp cheek. His throat was raw with the horror of imagining what it must have been like for her to witness such a thing. She had only been twenty-two, still young enough to let it eat at her. Almost the same age as the princess.

“You should have told me,” he whispered. “I wish you had.”

She went still in his arms. “And what would you have done? Told me that…my fear was nothing. That Regina had borne two children with…no trouble.” She swallowed. “I know it’s not always as bad as what I’ve built up in my mind. But every time I think about—”

When she broke off with a sob, he clutched her head to his chest. She was probably right. With everything that had gone on between them, if she had told him from the beginning, he would have assumed she was refusing to have children to strike back at him.

Now he understood why she had been so reluctant to marry. It had certainly not been a Joan of Arc determination to be a reforming spinster.

She lifted her face to his. “I-I do want to have your child. Our children. I want it more than anything. I shall r-resign myself to it. I can do that. I can.”

Yet she was stiff in his arms, and tears still trembled in her eyes.

Bloody hell, what was he to do? If he indulged her fear, how long would it last? He had to have an heir. And she would make a wonderful mother.

But not if she died of fright going to her childbed first.

He groaned. How could he make love to her, knowing that she so violently dreaded the inevitable result of doing so?

“Simon, I’m all right now. You can throw the sponges away if you like. I’ll—”

“Shh,” he whispered. There was only one choice he could make. Cursing himself for being such a weak fool, he reached over and picked up the sponge. “Lift your leg,” he said.

She stared at him uncomprehendingly. “What?”

“We will do it your way for a while. Until you…feel more comfortable with the idea of bearing my children.”

“You don’t have to do this—”

“Yes, I do,” he said firmly. “I won’t have my wife quaking in fear when she comes to my bed. Now lift your leg.”

When she did so, he inserted the sponge partway before letting her push it the rest of the way.

She lifted her face to his, and her expression of relief tore at him. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Then she kissed him, and he clung to her lips as he had never clung before, kissing her ardently, desperately. He wanted to blot out everything that had just transpired, to forget that his wife had just convinced him to allow what no other husband in his right mind would.

Never let a woman’s tears plague you into doing what you shouldn’t, his grandfather’s voice sounded in his head.

He cursed Monteith, then cursed himself when his cock came to attention with the predictability of Raji spotting a bird. Christ, he was mad. Yet he could not seem to help himself when he was with her.

Louisa must have felt his arousal, for she broke the kiss, staring up at him with a heavy-lidded gaze. “Shall we go to bed now?” she asked in a throaty murmur.

He glanced away, only to see their image in the mirror, limbs entwined, him erect and her with her leg still lifted onto the stool. Her nightdress was hitched up to her waist, baring her silky-skinned privates to his gaze.

His cock swelled, and he was seized by an urgent need to take her here, like this. “Face the mirror,” he commanded her.

When she started to take her foot off the stool to turn, he said, “No, leave it there. I want to see every part of you. I want to watch me touching you.”

Though her face flushed, she did as he asked, shifting her body around until she faced the mirror, with one foot propped on the stool and the other on the floor, exposing her tender flesh in all its dewy glory.

His mouth went dry. He yanked her nightdress off over her head, then shrugged off his dressing gown. Moving behind her, he reached around to fondle her breast with one hand while he fingered the delicate flesh between her legs with the other. Her face turned pink as her privates, yet she let out a moan of pleasure that stiffened his cock to iron.

“Sometimes, Louisa,” he ground out, “I desire you beyond all reason.” He rubbed his erection up and down the cleft of her buttocks to let her know just how hard she made him.

Her gaze turning sultry, she reached back as if to fondle his cock.

“No.” He brushed her hand aside. “Put your hands on the table. I want to take you like this, from behind, while you watch.” With his mouth against her ear, he continued in a harsh whisper, “I want you to see what I see when I drive inside you.” He nipped her earlobe. “I want you to see the intoxicating picture you make, the one that consumes me day and night.”

Her eyes a smoky black, she did as he said, leaning forward to plant her hands in front of her. Her hair cascaded down before her, hiding her breasts, so he gathered it up and looped it over one shoulder to allow him to look his fill of her.

God, what it did to him to see her like this in the candle’s dim glow. Her face alive with her blushes and her breasts dangling between her arms like ripe fruit, she looked vulnerable and sweet and so erotic, it nearly drove him mad.

Never let a woman lead you by the cock.

He shoved his grandfather’s voice from his head, then roughly pushed her legs farther apart, exulting in her little gasp of surprise. Deliberately he turned that gasp into a groan by reaching around to rub her slick flesh. And when she pressed herself against his finger, craving more of his touch, he felt a swift surge of triumph. Perhaps she did affect him too much, but at least he did the same to her.

Then her eyes slid closed. “No!” he growled against her neck. “You have to watch me take your beautiful body.”

Her eyes opened to fix him with a mutinous glance. “I want you inside me.”

“Not until you cannot bear it anymore,” he said, then tormented her tender little pearl, laving it, stroking it, just the way he knew she liked it. “I want you begging, Louisa.”

She smiled at him in the mirror. “You will never last that long,” she said, a minxish taunt.

And when she swiveled her hips back to angle her sweet little derriere against his rigid cock, he feared she might be right. His erection lay painfully heavy in the cradle of her delicious behind.

But he refused to let her win this round. After his time with the brothel whores paid by his grandfather, he knew how to regain control over his willful cock, and ruthlessly he did so. “I can last as long as it takes, my tempting little Cleopatra.”

Let her have her sponges if she must, but he would have her begging for him, admitting that he was not the only one in this marriage who was besotted. He would master her—and himself—if it took him hours.

So he caressed her breasts, first one, then the other, thumbing the nipples to taut peaks, then delicately scraping the smooth pebbles with his thumbnail until she cried out and thrust her breasts against his hand.

“I am the head of this house, do you hear?” he choked out, the vision of her writhing beneath his hands almost more than he could bear. But the voice of his grandfather haunted him, making his own voice harsh as he added, “You have your sponges only at my indulgence, understood?”

She groaned, but nodded.

“No more of these covert rebellions,” he bit out. “I will not have my wife make a fool of me.”

“I never meant…” she whispered. “I would never—”

“Swear it,” he demanded as he fondled her repeatedly between the legs. “Swear you will be honest with me from now on.”

“Yes, Simon, I swear.”

He dipped his finger inside her, just enough to tantalize, then jerked it out.

“You belong to me,” he rasped as he pulled her hips farther back. Sliding his cock up between her legs, he caressed her velvety softness with it. “Say it. Your body, your mind, your will…they belong to me.”

“And you?” Her eyes suddenly flashed. “Do you belong to me?”

“I have always belonged to you,” he said, the admission ripped from him before he could stop it.

“Then take me now,” she hissed. “I beg you, husband…show me that we belong to each other….”

So he did. Shifting his angle, he thrust so deeply inside her that she jerked, then released a heartfelt sigh of pure, sweet pleasure.

That only enflamed him more. He drove into her again and again, stroking her dewy pearl in front as he slid in and out of her slick passage from behind. He sucked at the smooth slope of her shoulder, then nipped at the delicate nape of her neck, wishing he could devour her whole.

The harder he pounded into her and fondled her, the more her breath quickened and her gaze burned into his in the mirror, until they were both panting, struggling like two wild animals fighting for dominance, each determined to make the other lose control first.

In the end, they came at almost the same moment. Her body stiffened before she let out a piercing cry and collapsed in his arms. An instant later he reached his own rapture and poured his seed into her.

His seed that would never take root.

The errant thought dug into his consciousness even as he strained against her, filling her, his heart beating a frantic cacophony in his ears. He thrust the thought from his mind just as quickly.

Time. She needed time. He could give her time if he must.

It took several seconds for his breathing to slow, and several more for his sated cock to slip out of her. But as soon as she felt it, she turned so she could slide her arms about his waist and hold him close.

He kissed her, plundering first her mouth, then her ear and the hollow of her throat.

“That was very…interesting,” she murmured as he ravaged her neck. “I never imagined…making love in quite that way.”

“There are a hundred ways to make love, and I mean to have us try every one.”

Even as excitement leapt in her face, she eyed him thoughtfully. “Where did you learn this assortment of lovemaking techniques? During the youth you spent in a brothel?”

He started, then remembered what he had revealed in anger. “I suppose,” he said evasively, bending his mouth to kiss her.

She turned her head aside. “Why would you spend your youth in a brothel and then…be celibate in India?”

“I’d had my fill of them by then,” he admitted.

If she ever learned the full truth about that time in his life, she would know the weakness that remained in him, despite his grandfather’s cursed training. And then she would use it to control him. He had no doubt of that.

“Most men—” she began.

“—do not discuss their ill-spent youth with their wives,” he finished. Lifting her in his arms, he headed out of the dressing room. “It was long ago, hardly worth discussing. I sowed my wild oats like every other young man. But now I am old enough to want to sow something more fruitful—”

He broke off with a groan. “Forgive me,” he murmured as he carried her through her bedchamber and headed for his without pausing.

She buried her face against his chest. “It’s not you who needs forgiveness. I’m the one who—”

“It’s fine,” he said tersely, not wanting to think about her sponges.

“I just want you to know how I regret being a coward and not telling you.”

“It’s fine,” he repeated. When she winced, he softened his tone. “We can wait a while to have children, sweetheart.”

Reaching his bed with the turned-down covers, he laid her on it, then slid into it beside her. “But I do want one thing in exchange for my indulgence.”

She turned toward him, her face instantly wary. “Oh?”

“No more separate beds, all right?”

Breaking into a smile, she cuddled up next to him. “If that’s what you wish. I only did it so—”

“Yes, I figured that,” he cut in, not wanting to hear one more word about how she had been sneaking out to deal with her sponges. “Do whatever you must in your dressing room. Just return to my bed when you are done.”

A teasing light shone in her eyes. “What if my bed is more comfortable?”

“Then we will move into your room.” He caressed her cheek. “As long as we sleep in the same bed, I do not care which one it is.”

That brought a soft smile to her lips that sent his blood into a stampede. Tenderly, she brushed a lock of hair from his eyes. “You are not the sort of husband I expected you to be.”

Catching her hand, he pressed a kiss into the palm. “Oh?”

“I never guessed you’d be so…possessive. Not after you had what you wanted from me, anyway.”

What he wanted from her? He had nothing close to that. What Grandfather had never beaten out of him was his darkest weakness—his craving for the sweet affection and abiding love that he had seen the Trusbuts show each other.

But that would always elude him. Grandfather had made him incapable of giving love, incapable of feeling anything but lust and obsession. And what woman would show him the love he craved when all he could give her was passion?

“Does my possessiveness bother you?” He held his breath.

“Sometimes,” she admitted. Then, with a sensuous smile, she ran her finger down his chest. “And sometimes it arouses me.”

He hardened instantly. “Does it?” he choked out.

Her hand dipped down to his abdomen. “Oh yes. I may not have inherited Mother’s need for variety in men, but I certainly inherited her…urges.”

“Thank God,” he rasped, as he covered her mouth with his.

Perhaps passion would be enough for them.

But later, as she lay sleeping beside him and the night stole into the room she had finally agreed to share with him, he stared up into the quiet and once again wished for something more, something deeper.

Something he knew he could never have.




Chapter Twenty-Three




Dear Cousin,

I had no idea you were capable of being such a tyrant to your poor wife. Do you even have a wife, or is this the opinion of a bachelor who fancies that he can bully any woman into doing what he pleases?

Your surprised relation,

Charlotte


Two days later, the London Ladies finished interviewing their potential candidates. As Louisa sat with Simon, Mrs. Harris, and Regina in his study, she couldn’t help feeling relieved to have it over with.

Raji swung about the room from shelf to shelf, but none of them paid him any mind. The same had not been true of their candidates. Simon had purposely kept Raji in the study for the interviews, one of his little tactics for throwing the men off guard so he could get some honesty out of them.

Unfortunately, the honesty he’d elicited from Mr. Duncombe was rather unexpected. Raji’s antics had prompted the man to make disparaging remarks about the Indians Simon had governed. Obviously Mr. Duncombe had thought to ingratiate himself to Simon with such slurs. Little did he know.

“Well?” Simon asked her now. “What do you think of them?”

She sighed. “Obviously Mr. Duncombe is out of the question. I think we can all safely agree that he was…well…”

“As dumb as they come?” Simon suggested helpfully.

While the other ladies struggled to hide their smiles, Louisa shot her husband an arch look. “I would have said he showed himself to be—to use Miss Crenshawe’s term—an ‘ass,’ but I suppose ‘dumb’ fits him well enough.”

Chuckling, Simon turned to the others. “The rest of you agree?” When they nodded, he added, “So Duncombe’s out.” Simon sat back in his chair, but wouldn’t look at her. “And…er…what did you ladies think of Godwin?”

She scowled. “You know perfectly well what we think, you smug devil. We’re not fools. It was painfully evident that in person, Godwin is too fiery even for my tastes. Fielden was more level-headed and sound in his opinions, by far.”

“Good of you to admit it,” Simon said, a hint of relief in his voice.

“How could I not, when Godwin suggested such tactics as our forcibly taking over the prison to illustrate our determination to improve the conditions?”

“It was an interesting idea,” Mrs. Harris said, gamely defending her friend.

“It would have got you all shot.” Simon glanced at his wife. “And much as I support your aims, I really don’t want to become a widower just yet.”

She shot him a look. “Go ahead. You may now officially gloat.”

“I am not gloating,” he said, though a smile hovered about the edges of his lips. “I am merely congratulating myself for my good sense in marrying such an astute and clever female. And one who is honorable enough to own up to being wrong, even when it pains her.”

“If you think that flurry of compliments will turn me up sweet…” She gave him a small smile. “Then you are probably right, you cocky devil.”

“So what happens now?” Mrs. Harris put in. “I’ve never been part of a political campaign.”

Simon explained the process, then added, “We’ll have to make sure that Fielden’s speeches have the proper focus. And if we get him mentioned in the press—”

“You keep saying ‘we,’” Louisa put in. “Does that mean you’ll help us?”

Simon glanced around at their hopeful faces, then sighed. “Yes. I suppose it does.”

“Good,” she said. “Because he made it very clear that he would only run if you and I throw our support behind him.” And it warmed her heart that her husband would do so. Indeed, his answer had quite astonished her.

As their political discussion turned to small talk, she admitted that Simon had been astonishing her often of late. First there’d been his shocking agreement to her sponges. Then his adept handling of the interviews and amazing willingness to help them with their campaign. What was she to make of it?

It contrasted sharply with the darker side of him she sometimes saw, like when he left their bed to spend hours hunting through letters. His obsession with finding out the truth about Mr. Hunt was disturbing. She began to think it was more than just his way of atoning for his perceived error. It had to do with thwarting his grandfather, as if doing so would purge some pain in his soul.

She’d asked Regina about the Earl of Monteith, but Regina could tell her little. The man had apparently only paid attention to Simon. Regina had said, however, that Grandfather Monteith had never spent one minute with Simon without instructing him—how to act, how to stand, how to speak.

Louisa glanced to where her husband talked with the ladies with his usual easy charm, and a chill struck her. As surely as Simon crafted his whittled creatures, the earl had crafted Simon’s smooth statesman’s manner.

What she wanted to know was how. By admonishing him? Or by using some other darker method? Simon clearly despised him, so the man must have done something to him. Why else did Simon sometimes turn into a ferocious creature she hardly recognized?

Like when he’d exploded in anger in her dressing room. Not that she blamed him for that; any other man would have done the same. But the way he’d taken her afterward, so fiercely, so urgently, had frightened her.

At the same time, she’d reveled in its wildness. Oh Lord, when he made love to her she became this incredibly wicked creature, wallowing in the secrets of the bedchamber that he taught her.

She tried not to think of where he had learnt them. Or why he seemed bent on tormenting her with her own desires, bringing her to the point where she craved him so badly, she would say or do anything to gain her release.

Her only consolation was that she could do the same to him. And often did, even when he cursed her for it. It was as if a silent war of passions raged between them. Was that what marriage was, this stormy and constant conflagration? She hoped not. While it excited her now, she feared it could become wearying.

Especially once she had a child. She bit her lip. The idea of having a baby tempted her more lately. She still put her sponges in, but she’d begun to hesitate when she did. Only the lingering image of her half sister’s torment kept her from giving them up altogether.

“Oh dear, look at the time!” Mrs. Harris exclaimed, drawing Louisa from her thoughts. “We have to go! You and I are to meet the toy shop owner at the prison today to show him the first batch of toys.”

“Drat it, I forgot.” Louisa shot to her feet, then glanced at the clock. “Can we make it there in half an hour?”

“You can if you take my barouche.” Simon stood, too. “It is already waiting out front for me to go to sessions. I will go with you to the prison, Mrs. Harris’s coachman can follow at his own pace, and once he arrives, I will go on alone.”

“We don’t want to inconvenience you—” Mrs. Harris began.

“It’s no inconvenience. I can be late. Besides, I had a part in your project, too. I wouldn’t mind meeting this toy person to see what came of it.”

“That would certainly help us,” Louisa said, flashing him a grateful smile.

Simon’s excellent equipage enabled them to reach the prison in record time. Even better, the toy shop owner proved so delighted with the painted soldiers and fancy ladies they showed him—and so impressed by Simon’s involvement—that he said he would carry as many as they could make. Louisa could hardly contain her elation.

As Mrs. Harris went off to show the owner where the women worked, Louisa walked with Simon toward the gates. She slipped her hand in the crook of his arm. “I can’t begin to tell you how much the London Ladies appreciate your help.”

“Just the London Ladies?” he said with a teasing smile.

“Of course not. And I know helping us has upset your plans somewhat, but—”

“Wait!” cried a voice behind them.

She turned to see a nurse from the infirmary running after them. “Thank heaven you’re still here, Miss North…I mean, Your Grace.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Do you remember Mrs. Mickle?”

“Of course.” Louisa had met Betsy Mickle when the woman and her husband had been imprisoned in the ward designated for debtors. Born into gentility and educated well, Betsy had fallen from grace during her youth and ended up in a bawdy house. She’d had a rocky life ever since, although Louisa had thought things were looking up when Mr. Mickle paid off his debts last year.

“Don’t tell me she’s back,” Louisa said. “Can’t her husband stay out of debt?”

“Afraid not. They came in this week, with her nigh on to bursting with a babe in her belly. This morning she went into labor, but now she’s doing poorly.”

“Oh no,” Louisa said, her stomach sinking.

The nurse shook her head sadly. “The babe is turned the wrong way ’round. The doctor’s with her and thinks he can set it right, but she’s too agitated to stay still for it. We were hoping you might talk to her, settle her down—”

“Me? What about her husband?”

“He can’t bear watching her suffer—they had to send the poor man out. But she was always partial to you. If you could come be with her in the infirmary, she might settle down enough for the doctor to do what he must.”

“Of course,” Louisa said, but the thought of it struck terror to her soul.

“My wife cannot do it,” Simon said, laying a hand on Louisa’s arm. “There must be someone else who can go. Mrs. Harris perhaps?”

“No, I’ll go,” Louisa said. “Really, Simon, I want to do it.” She cast him a game smile. “I need to do it.”

It was time she faced this fear of hers. For years she’d managed to be busy elsewhere whenever help was needed in the infirmary. For years she’d avoided doctors, even refusing to help Regina at Chelsea Hospital. But if she could put this behind her…

“Besides, this woman is a particular friend of mine. I can’t stand the thought of her going through this without someone at her side who cares about her.”

He searched her face, his eyes haunted. “Then I am going with you.”

“Certainly not. The last thing she needs right now is some strange man looking up her skirts.”

“Damn it, Louisa—”

“It’ll be fine, I promise.” She squeezed his arm. “Don’t worry. Just go on to Westminster for your sessions.”

“I’m not leaving,” he said firmly. “I’ll wait here for you.”

Her heart gave a little leap. “It may be a while,” she warned.

“I don’t care.”

His fierce protectiveness of her brought a smile to her lips. “Thank you.” She stretched up to kiss his cheek. “You’re the best husband a woman could want.”

She hurried off with the nurse. As they worked their way to the back of the prison, the nurse flashed her a concerned glance. “This is Mrs. Mickle’s first child, you know.”

“Had she no by-blows when she worked in the bawdy house?”

“I don’t think she worked there long. She went right to a protector, and then when he proved to be a scoundrel, she was fortunate enough to find Mr. Mickle.”

“She’d be more fortunate if he could stay solvent,” Louisa said as they entered the infirmary, though Betsy’s fellow really was a dear man. “And now they’ll have a child to feed.”

At least she hoped they would. As she and the nurse reached Betsy’s bedside to see the woman’s writhing form and sweat-beaded brow, Louisa wasn’t so sure.

Her first instinct was to turn tail and run. That anyone should suffer this was horrible, but that Betsy, the most good-natured creature in the world, should endure it felt patently unfair. And how could Louisa bear to watch…

Then Betsy saw her, and any cowardly thoughts of fleeing vanished, for the woman’s face lit up despite her pain. “Miss North,” Betsy breathed, “I’m so glad you’re here.”

Miss North. This probably wasn’t the best time to announce she was now the Duchess of Foxmoor. Taking the chair at Betsy’s bedside, she seized the young woman’s hand. “You didn’t think I’d lose this chance to visit with my friend, did you?”

The woman managed a shaky laugh, then her face contorted as a birth pang hit her and she gripped Louisa’s hand so hard she nearly broke it.

“I’m going to try turning the baby now, Betsy,” the doctor put in. “You have to stay still a bit. Just keep holding onto your friend and talking to her.”

Louisa didn’t know the doctor, but she’d heard he was reputable. For Betsy’s sake, she prayed that was true and tried not to think of how reputable her sister’s doctors had supposedly been.

She focused on Betsy’s face and not on the doctor pressing down on her abdomen. “What are you going to name the child?” she asked, doing her best not to show the panic tightening her throat.

“If it’s a girl…Mary Grace,” Betsy choked out, clutching Louisa’s hand like a lifeline. “And if…a boy…James Andrew. After its father.”

Despite her aching fear, Louisa smiled. “Those are lovely names.”

Betsy let out a scream, and Louisa gripped her hand tightly to her breast, praying for all she was worth.

“Steady now,” the doctor said to Betsy, “the babe is small. That’s good. Makes it easier to turn.”

“Isn’t there something you can give her to dull the pain?” Louisa rasped as Betsy let out another, fainter scream. “Brandy? Laudanum?”

The doctor shook his head. “I need her alert so she can push once I’ve got the babe in place.”

And if he didn’t get that far? No, she wouldn’t dwell on that. She had to be strong for her friend.

“Now, Betsy, hold still a bit longer,” the doctor murmured, amazingly calm as he pushed and prodded her.

Louisa glanced over to see the doctor frowning in deep concentration. Betsy had returned to crushing Louisa’s hand, but at least she wasn’t screaming.

Suddenly, the doctor broke into a broad smile. “I think the little bugger is moving! Hold it…hold it…That’s it! He’s turned!”

Tears sprang to Louisa’s eyes as Betsy collapsed against the bed with a cry.

“We’re not done yet, ladies,” the doctor said. “We’ve still got to get him out. You’ve got to push now, Betsy. Push!”

The next part went so quickly that it left Louisa reeling. One moment, Betsy was bearing down, her face twisted with pain and concentration, and the next, the doctor was holding up a squirming, squalling infant.

Beaming from ear to ear, the nurse cut the cord and wiped the babe clean before coming ’round the bed to hand it to Betsy. “There you go. Turns out that the ‘little bugger’ is a girl. And pretty as a picture, too.”

As Betsy took the infant, Louisa began to sob.

“Miss North!” Betsy exclaimed. “Are you all right?”

Struggling to gain control over her wild emotions, Louisa nodded through her tears. “She’s…adorable.” She bent over Betsy to look at the baby. “An angel.”

And she was, too, despite her puckered-up red face and the damp wisps of black hair clinging to her scalp.

“Would you like to hold my Mary Grace?” Betsy whispered.

Louisa nodded, too overcome by emotion to speak. Betsy handed the infant over, and Louisa caught her breath. Mary Grace was as fragile as a white-wood doll, her mouth a tiny rosebud and her fists no bigger than parsnips as she waved them in the air.

“Came out fighting, didn’t you?” Louisa cooed at the baby. “And aren’t you just the strongest little thing?”

Louisa had held many a convict child, and she’d often dandled her niece and nephew on her knee, but this felt different. In a very small way, she felt she’d helped to bring this one into the world, and the idea filled her with exhilaration.

It was one thing to hear that women often gave birth without problems. It was quite another to see it happen.

She handed the child back to Betsy, then felt a pang of envy as the infant’s little mouth started working, rooting toward Betsy’s breast. A lump filled her throat. She wanted her own. She wanted Simon’s child.

“Your husband will be delighted,” Louisa murmured.

“Oh, James!” Betsy exclaimed. “I forgot about him!”

The nurse chuckled. “I won’t tell him you said that when I fetch him.” She hurried away to do just that.

Having already delivered the afterbirth, the doctor bustled off to tend another patient, leaving Louisa and Betsy alone with darling Mary.

Betsy cradled the child, brushing a kiss to its little brow. “It’s my first.”

“That’s what the nurse said.”

“I was afraid I was barren. Never had anything happen while I was working at that bawdy house in Drury Lane, so I was worried.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “But here she is, sweet little thing.”

Louisa squeezed Betsy’s arm. “Yes, she’s darling.”

Betsy gazed at Louisa. “And I couldn’t have done it without you, Miss North.”

“Nonsense,” Louisa said. She was just about to explain that she was no longer Miss North when Betsy glanced beyond her and gave a start.

“Will you look at that? I can’t believe he’s here, of all people. Haven’t seen him in years.”

Louisa turned to see Simon working his way up the crowded ward, sidestepping nurses and piles of soiled and blood-soaked linens. She shot Betsy a surprised glance. “Do you know him?”

Betsy nodded. “It’s Lord Goring. Used to come to the bawdy house every Saturday night, regular as clockwork.”

Louisa’s heart began to pound and her mouth went dry. I spent half my youth in a brothel. And before his father’s death, Simon had borne the lower title of Marquess of Goring. “Are you sure it’s him?”

“He’s well and truly grown now, but I’d know him anywhere. He’s the only marquess I ever met. Poor boy, his grandfather behaved like an ass every time he brought the young fellow there. Bullied him unmercifully.”

“Grandfather?” A sudden pain settled in Louisa’s chest. “His grandfather brought him?”

“Started taking him there when the lad was fourteen. The grandfather was the man I told you about, remember? The earl who became my protector for a few months?”

Louisa could barely breathe, a thousand thoughts racing through her mind. “You never said his name.”

Betsy frowned. “No, and I don’t suppose I should have mentioned that I know Lord Goring, either. I was just so surprised to see him—” She broke off. “Shh, he’s coming near.”

Good heavens, and she still hadn’t told Betsy that Simon was her husband. “Um, Betsy—”

“So how is everything with the young mother?” Simon’s voice boomed behind her. When she turned, his gaze was fixed on her rather than Betsy.

“She’s fine, and so is the baby,” Louisa said, then added quickly, “Mrs. Mickle, this is my husband, the Duke of Foxmoor.”

She heard Betsy gasp, but didn’t look at her, for she wanted to see Simon’s reaction.

“The nurse told me to let you know, Mrs. Mickle, that your husband is asleep.” He shifted his gaze to Betsy’s face. “And she didn’t want to wake—Betsy?” He froze, his smile vanishing.

No doubt about it. They’d known each other. And probably in the biblical sense.

But though a pang of jealousy struck Louisa, it was nothing to the sadness she felt at the thought of Simon being bullied by his grandfather in a brothel at fourteen. Especially given how mortified he looked, as if a childhood friend had suddenly shown up to relate tales about his embarrassing boyish antics.

But he recovered quickly, giving Betsy a quick bow. “That is your name, right? Betsy? I’m sure my wife must have mentioned it earlier.” He was babbling now, and Simon never babbled. “Forgive me for speaking so familiarly when we have just met, but after how she described you, I feel as if I know you already.”

“Th-thank you, my lo—…Your Grace,” Betsy stammered.

Feeling guilty for not having set Betsy straight sooner, Louisa seized her hand and gave it a warning squeeze. She didn’t want Simon to know what Betsy had told her, at least not until Louisa could find out more. No point to embarrassing him and her friend, too.

“The birth went beautifully,” Louisa said quickly to cover the awkward silence. “The doctor turned the baby with amazing speed, and here she is—a darling little girl.”

“Good, good,” Simon clipped out. He laid his hand on Louisa’s shoulder. “So you’re ready to go then?”

“Not yet,” Louisa said. When his fingers dug into her shoulder convulsively, she pretended not to notice, plastering a smile firmly upon her lips. “I thought I’d stay a while longer with Betsy to help her with the baby. And don’t you need to go on to sessions anyway?”

“But how will you get home?” he asked, a hint of panic in his eyes.

“Mrs. Harris is still here, isn’t she? And I’m sure she’s still expecting to take me back to Foxmoor House.”

“Yes, but—”

“Go on, Simon. I’ll be fine.”

He glanced from Louisa to Betsy and back in clear agitation. It was strange—he’d already revealed that he’d gone to a brothel in his youth. So why should it worry him so much that she had met a woman from it?

Unless it had been more than just a coupling to him.

No, she couldn’t bear to think that. But she would find out. Oh yes, she would find out for sure.

“Your wife is right, Your Grace.” Betsy’s voice was amazingly calm. She cradled her baby. “She’ll be fine here with me. She’s my friend. I would never, ever let anything harm her.”

“Thank you,” he said in a hollow voice. He met Louisa’s gaze, anguish flickering in his eyes. “But don’t be long, sweetheart. The session will probably not go very late.”

She nodded before shooing him off. As soon as he’d left the infirmary, she turned back to Betsy, intent on answers.

Betsy held her sleeping baby close, her head bowed. “I made a mistake,” she mumbled. “Got the wrong man. It wasn’t him. Beg pardon, it wasn’t him.”

“Don’t be absurd,” she hissed. “I know it was him. And not just because of what you said, either.”

Betsy started shaking her head. “I don’t know what came over me to speak such a lie. Your husband is not the man—”

“Drat it, listen to me! It’s all right—I already knew about the brothel!”

Betsy’s head jerked up. “What?”

“I mean, I knew Simon had gone to one in his youth.” Casting a furtive glance at the other patients, Louisa lowered her voice. “He told me himself.”

The new mother’s eyes were huge in her face.

“What’s more, I know that it…did something to him. He hates his grandfather, but I don’t know why, and now you tell me that the man took him to a brothel.” She seized Betsy’s arm. “You have to tell me what the earl did to him.”

“Ask your husband,” Betsy said.

“I already have. He won’t tell me.” She swallowed. “And if you won’t tell me, I’ll have to assume his grandfather did something horrible and perverse, like those awful men I hear about from the convicts, men who touch children—”

“No, no, nothing like that!” Betsy looked torn, then admitted, “Well, it seemed horrible to me, but it wasn’t perverse.”

“So he didn’t lay a hand on him.”

Her face clouded. “Well, he did thrash him from time to time something awful. But where he hurt him was more in here.” She pointed to her chest. “Inside. Where nobody could see.”

“Except you,” Louisa whispered.

Betsy paled. “It wasn’t like that between me and your husband, I swear.”

“You mean,” she said acidly, “you didn’t share his bed?”

“I mean…he didn’t care for me…that is, he cared, but…” She gave a long sigh. “For the lad, I was more like…someone to talk to. You know?” She swallowed hard, staring down at her babe. “Poor thing, his mother was a cold fish, and his father was always gambling, and his grandfather—”

“Enticed his grandson into wickedness.”

“Enticed?” Betsy gave a harsh laugh. “Far from it.” Leaning closer, Betsy whispered, “Lord Monteith called it ‘training,’ he did. Said that the lad had to learn that ‘whores were for bedding and ladies for wedding.’”

“Surely that’s a lesson most lords learn on their own,” Louisa bit out. “I don’t understand why he would feel the need—”

“I asked Lord Monteith about that after I became his mistress. He said one of his sons had married too far beneath him because he ‘followed his cock,’ and he meant to see that his grandson didn’t do the same.”

Louisa didn’t know whether to be pleased by this evidence that Simon’s uncle had indeed married his Indian wife, or dismayed that the marriage had brought so much pain down on Simon.

Betsy smoothed her baby’s wisps of hair with a maternal touch. “So he set out to teach the lad that a man must keep his urges in their place. That he mustn’t care for the women he beds. That women, no matter how pretty or talented or desirable, are interchangeable.”

Louisa gaped at her. “How on earth did he teach such a thing?”

Staring down at Mary Grace, Betsy mumbled, “I’m not sure I should tell you. If your husband finds out that I did, what will happen to me? My poor Jim’s life is hard enough without me having a duke for an enemy.”

“Simon would never hurt you—”

“He might, after what I did to him. Especially if what I say hurts the woman he loves.”

As a sudden pang struck her, Louisa dropped her gaze. “You needn’t worry about that. Simon didn’t marry me for love…he married me because—” No, she couldn’t tell the woman why they’d married—it was too humiliating. “It was more for convenience than love.”

“Perhaps so, but that doesn’t change the fact that he loves you now. I could see it in his face when he looked at you.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “I’ll grant you, he feels affection, but—”

“It was love I saw, not mere affection. And I should know, because it’s how my dear Jim looks at me.” Betsy seized her hand. “You love him, too, don’t you?”

Louisa caught her breath. Did she? Was that why her heart soared just thinking that he might love her? Or why she’d reacted so strongly to finding out that he’d conspired with her father?

Was that why she was suddenly willing to risk anything, even death, to bear his child?

A tear slipped down her cheek. Oh Lord, she’d gone and fallen in love with Simon. Again. After trying so hard not to.

Yet would loving Simon really be so bad? He’d proved a much more indulgent husband than she’d feared, and if not for his uncertain temper, she would think they had a very good marriage.

Especially now that she’d decided to bear him a child. But before she did that, she had to know what haunted him so, what kept him from admitting that he loved her. If indeed he did.

“I do love my husband,” Louisa said. “And that’s precisely why you must tell me everything. A terrible sadness eats at him, torturing him with black moods and sometimes goading him into anger. How can I help him if I don’t know what it is?”

Betsy gave a weary sigh, then nodded. “You’re right. If anyone can help him, you can. And after the cruelties the earl inflicted upon him, your husband deserves some happiness.”




Chapter Twenty-Four




Dear Charlotte,

You know I cannot tell you about my circumstances or risk losing my anonymity. But rest assured that I am familiar enough with the ways of women to form opinions about how they should be governed.

Your friend,

Michael


Simon could not concentrate at Parliament. He kept seeing Betsy and his wife together, imagining what the woman might say. And here he’d thought he only had to worry about Louisa’s reaction to the childbirth. Clearly, he should not have worried about that—Louisa had seemed very comfortable with the birth when he had seen her.

But who knew how comfortable she would be if Betsy revealed the sordid details of Grandfather Monteith’s training? It curdled his stomach just to think of it. God, if he had realized that it was Grandfather’s Betsy in the infirmary, he would never have allowed Louisa to go in there.

Still, Betsy had a husband now and a baby girl. Perhaps she would not be any more eager to discuss the past than he was. Even as a lightskirt, Betsy had been discreet. And she had nothing to gain by telling Louisa. She had to know that he would not tolerate her upsetting his wife.

Suddenly Lord Trusbut appeared and took a seat beside him, dragging him from his worrisome thoughts. “Did you hear that the MPs are considering creating a committee to write a Gaols Bill?” the baron murmured.

Simon straightened. “Really?”

“Your wife should be pleased,” Trusbut went on. “And even if the Commons decides against it, with that by-election coming up, things could very well change. One new MP could tip the balance.”

Which was precisely what Louisa had been hoping for.

Simon eyed Trusbut closely. “How do you feel about a Gaols Bill?”

“Probably the same as you—it’s about time. You saw what our wives and those Quakers have accomplished at Newgate. It’s astonishing.” He sat back on the bench. “And if volunteers can do so much, think what a system instituted by the prison itself and funded by the government can do.”

Simon eyed Trusbut speculatively. The man had always been an independent thinker—clever and competent, but unswayed by politics. He voted according to his principles. Simon admired him for that.

Perhaps it was time Simon started throwing in his lot with men like Trusbut and Fielden and even Draker, so that when he was able to separate himself from Sidmouth and his cronies, there would be allies waiting for him in the wings. Men of character. Men of resolve.

Sensible men, who did not see the horrors of the French Revolution around every corner. “Trusbut, would you join me for a drink at White’s tomorrow night? You are a member, aren’t you?”

“And at Brook’s,” Trusbut said, looking somewhat surprised by the offer. “We could make it tonight, if you like.”

“Tonight I have an engagement.” Simon was not going anywhere until he found out what Betsy had said to his wife. “But I should enjoy meeting with you tomorrow night after sessions are over.”

“I would be honored,” Trusbut answered with a courtly nod.

The interchange lifted Simon’s spirits, enabling him to participate in that day’s session and thrust from his mind, however temporarily, his worries about Louisa and Betsy.

It felt good to be moving forward. All this time he had felt suspended, waiting for the king to fulfill his part of their bargain. But as that became more uncertain with every day, Simon had grown restless. He wanted to do something, however small. This felt right, a step toward the future.

Unfortunately, he did not get to enjoy his good mood for long. As soon as the session was over, Sidmouth and Castlereagh cornered him in the halls of Westminster Palace.

Sidmouth wasted no time getting to the point. “There’s talk that your wife’s group plans to support Charles Godwin in his bid for election.”

“That is patently untrue,” Simon snapped.

“The information came from Godwin himself.”

“Then he is a liar.” It didn’t surprise Simon to hear it; Godwin probably thought to force the hand of the London Ladies by spreading such a rumor. He must have guessed that the interview went badly.

“So your wife did not interview him as a potential candidate?”

Simon gritted his teeth. Damn that ass Godwin. Simon would wring his bloody neck when next he saw him. “As a matter of fact, she did. And though the ladies have not informed him yet, they decided not to pursue him.”

“But they have another candidate in mind.”

Simon hesitated. He wasn’t sure if he had the right to repeat that.

On the other hand, the London Ladies would soon endorse their candidate. They couldn’t keep it secret for long.

Besides, Sidmouth couldn’t possibly disapprove of Fielden. “Yes, they do. The man they have chosen is sensible, sound—”

“And unacceptable.”

Simon’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t know who he is.”

“I don’t have to.” Sidmouth glanced at Castlereagh, then set his shoulders. “The London Ladies are determined to meddle in matters beyond their purview. Any candidate they choose is sure to damage the very fabric of English society.”

“Oh, for God’s sake—”

“You were supposed to steer the ladies away from involvement in politics. The king assured us that you would.”

Simon bristled. “The king also made certain promises to me that he has not fulfilled. So perhaps you should take your complaints to him.”

When he turned away, Sidmouth said, “If you mean to replace Liverpool as prime minister, His Majesty isn’t the person with whom you should negotiate.”

Simon froze. “What makes you think I mean to replace Liverpool?”

“That was always your ambition, wasn’t it? To be prime minister?”

Facing them, he forced himself to smile. Careful, man. You don’t know what the king told them. “I have my ambitions. But I am young. I have plenty of time.”

Sidmouth gave a mocking laugh. “Like most young men, you also have little patience. We understand that. We are prepared to give you what you want, as soon as you want it.”

“Oh?” He did not want to deal with Sidmouth. But His Majesty had done nothing to further Simon’s plans so far, and Simon began to fear he never would.

“Liverpool foolishly thinks he can brazen out this St. Peter’s Field matter. But someone must be sacrificed to placate the mob, and he is the logical choice. We are willing to press for a change—as long as the Tories remain in power.”

“Of course.”

“And we retain our own positions.”

Simon tensed. He had not meant to include Sidmouth in his cabinet, which Sidmouth probably realized. Simon’s choice would have been Robert Peel. But with the king noticeably absent of late, he might not get any choice. Sidmouth and Castlereagh might be struggling politically, but they were by no means dead. “I see,” he said noncommittally.

“We would also expect you and your wife to disassociate yourselves from the London Ladies.”

Bloody hell. He took a steadying breath. “I cannot imagine why that would be necessary.”

“We can’t support a prime minister who allows his wife to dabble in politics. If you can’t make her resign, we’ll not only court a different man for prime minister, but we’ll make sure you personally never have a chance at it again. Castlereagh and I have the power to ensure it, especially with the MPs so uneasy about the by-election and the possibility of Godwin winning it because of your endorsement.”

“I told you that neither I nor my wife’s group support Godw—”

“Ah, but most people don’t know that. And by the time that information has been disseminated and confirmed, I could have your credit with the Commons so undermined that no one would ever dare offer you a position of power.”

It was a clear and blatant threat. Continue to let Louisa support the London Ladies and his political career was over. Nor did he have the supporters to combat that yet.

“This is not just,” he said in a low voice. “Those women have every right to press for reform, every right to put up a reasonable candidate—”

“And we have every right to choose who replaces Liverpool, don’t we?”

“The king will never allow it,” he hissed.

“The king knows we are having this conversation. He says that you have not done as he hoped with his daughter. So now it is our turn to persuade you.”

Simon paled. He should never have trusted His Fickle Majesty. The man would sell his own mother to placate his ministers. Never mind that his people suffered at the hands of the bloody idiots; the king wanted only peace and quiet, however he could get it. And the leisure to enjoy his pleasures.

Yet was Simon any different? Because he did not want Louisa to hate him and deny him her bed, he was willing to capitulate to her group, even at the risk to his own career. Even knowing that his being prime minister would be better for the country—for her cause—in the long run.

Grandfather Monteith was right. Simon was a slave to his passions. But no more.

“Very well,” he said, much as he loathed giving in to their blackmail. “I will make sure my wife resigns from the London Ladies Society. But understand that I cannot do anything about my sister or her friends—”

“We wouldn’t expect that. Just sever your ties and we’ll be content. That was, after all, what you promised to do from the beginning.”

True. But that was before he knew how worthy Louisa’s cause was. Before he saw that she and her ladies were intelligent women every bit as capable of reasonable involvement in politics as any man.

Don’t think about that. The others will still have their chance. All you are doing is removing Louisa from the situation. Which she would have done herself once she conceived your child.

So why did capitulating to Sidmouth’s demands feel like a betrayal of not only her ideals, but his own?

It didn’t matter. Politics was a nasty business, and it was time his wife learned that. And as much as he didn’t want to be the one to teach her the lesson, he had no choice.

 

Louisa awoke after 2 A.M. in the master bedchamber of Foxmoor House, with her book still propped on her chest and the candle merely a nub. And no Simon. He still hadn’t returned from Parliament.

Sometimes sessions did go late, but this late? Even poor Raji, whom she’d brought up here to keep her company, was dozing on Simon’s pillow.

Trying not to wake the monkey—or worry about where her husband might be—she drew on her wrapper and headed downstairs. There was no way she’d sleep now. So as long as she was up, she might as well look through more letters.

She and Simon were nearly finished going through his grandfather’s correspondence. Simon’s solicitor had sent a note saying that he’d unearthed a box of his grandmother’s letters in the family vault, but Simon was skeptical about how useful those would be. He’d claimed that his grandfather would never have allowed his wife to keep anything so dangerous. According to Simon, Lord Monteith had kept his wife quite firmly under his thumb. Which didn’t surprise Louisa, given what Betsy had said about the man and his tactics.

She felt that clutch in her belly again, the anger and horror that had hit her after Betsy had revealed the callous methods Simon’s grandfather had used to teach him “that a man must keep his urges in their place.” That women “are interchangeable.”

What a horrible person. No wonder Simon hated him.

But should she tell Simon that she knew the truth about the earl? No. Simon was proud, and clearly mortified by his grandfather’s cruel methods. Otherwise he would have told her already about what he’d endured.

She didn’t want to shame him. She wanted to heal him, to show him that love wasn’t a weakness to avoid. From what Betsy had said and the things he’d said himself, he seemed to believe that he couldn’t feel love. But she didn’t believe that. She’d seen Simon’s kindness, his indulgence. He could feel a great many things, if only he would let himself.

But it would take patience and caring to undo the damage his heartless grandfather had done. One thing her work at Newgate had taught her was that wounded souls responded best to kindness and trust. The women at Newgate had flourished because she and Mrs. Fry had said, “We have faith that you can do it, that you can better yourselves. We want to see you do it.”

She must show her faith in her husband, too. She’d already taken the first step by abandoning her sponges. Time to put her fear behind her, so he could put his past behind him.

She entered Simon’s study, then stopped short. Her husband was slumped in the chair behind his desk, sound asleep. His coat was slung over a chair, his waistcoat neatly folded on his desk, and his cravat hung from the globe stand.

A smile touched her lips. Poor dear Simon. He must have come home late, found her asleep, and decided to work on the letters. Skirting the desk, she removed from his hand the one he was clutching.

That was enough to wake him, for he jerked up with a start. “Bloody hell, what—” He broke off as he saw her standing there in her nightdress and wrapper. A strange wariness passed over his features before he dropped his gaze to his desk and picked up another letter. “I…um…was doing some work before I came upstairs.”

With a smile, she took that letter from him, too. “It’s two in the morning, darling. I think you can rest now.”

“Why are you still up?” he asked.

Her smile faltered. So he hadn’t found her asleep. He’d come in and gone straight to his study. She swallowed. That probably wasn’t unusual for a man like him, was it?

Yet he hadn’t done it before. Even on nights when he’d decided to work late, he had come up to tell her first.

“Raji and I fell asleep waiting for you,” she explained. “When I woke up and you still weren’t home, I came downstairs.”

“I did not mean to worry you,” he said, then seemed to catch himself, for he added more coldly, “I went to my club. Men do that, you know. Stay out late at their clubs. Drink. Gamble.”

Yet she didn’t smell liquor on him.

No, he was pushing her away. And she suspected she knew why, too: because he was afraid of what she might have learned about his past this afternoon. Of how it might affect her feelings for him.

So she must show him that nothing could alter her feelings for him. “You’ve had quite the busy night then, haven’t you?” she said cheerily and bent to take his hand. “All the more reason you need to come upstairs and get some sleep.”

He inhaled sharply, then caught her hand in a firm grip, staying her. When she glanced at him, he met her gaze with a heavy-lidded one of his own, then flattened her hand against his groin.

Instantly, his flesh stirred beneath her fingers. “It’s not sleep that I need,” he growled.

He eyed her with an almost feverish intensity. She knew that hungry look well. It came whenever he was tense or distraught, and it inevitably came before a swift, hard bout of fierce lovemaking that wrung them both out and enabled him to sleep.

She’d never questioned it before, but that was because she hadn’t known about his grandfather’s curst “training.” Now that she did, she wondered if what he really wanted was something he dared not ask for. Closeness. Affection.

Which he probably thought he could only get from bedding her.

The earl had lots of rules for us to follow with him, Betsy had said. No talking to the lad ever. And if he spoke to us, we were to report every word to his grandfather. Anything other than “do this, do that” earned him a thrashing later. He learned not to say anything foolish or sentimental. He learned not to request anything, only to demand his pleasure.

Slowly, he stroked her hand up his burgeoning arousal. “What I need is satisfaction for this.” With his other hand, he tugged loose the tie of her wrapper, then pushed it off her shoulders to bare her sheer nightdress.

Her nipples tightened beneath the stark hunger of his gaze. He swept some letters aside, then ordered, “On the desk. Get up on the desk.”

Though he often made such commands, a chill swept through her at this one. Because now she knew why. But this time she would also give him what he couldn’t bring himself to ask for.

“Up on the desk, Louisa,” Simon repeated.

“No.”

He blinked. “What?”

Only certain positions were allowed.

Louisa had asked Betsy to explain that. That was when she’d realized that Simon only made love in positions where he was in control. And that there were other positions he could have used but didn’t. Louisa had just been too inexperienced to know any better.

“I want to try something else,” Louisa said, determined to erode his “training” however she could. Reaching down, she unbuttoned his trousers, then his drawers, so that his rampant erection sprang free. She lifted her nightdress and straddled his legs.

“How did you learn about that?” he rasped, even as his hands settled on her hips.

“From a book in that shop in Spitalfields where I got my sponges,” she lied. “It looked interesting.” Sliding up his legs until her privates cradled his rigid member, she held her breath, fearful of how he would react.

He just groaned. “You never cease to amaze me, sweetheart.”

Relief coursed through her at his capitulation. “I do my best.” She leaned forward to brush her lips over his tousled hair and his fine wide brow. “What else can you expect from Cleopatra?”

“Less talk, more seduction,” he muttered, shoving his thick flesh against her. He reached for her breasts, but she pushed his hands aside.

“I’d rather play with you a while first.” She unfastened his braces and tossed them aside, then unbuttoned his shirt and stripped it off.

“Playing” had been another of his grandfather’s taboos at the bawdy house. The women were supposed to be mere vessels for Simon’s urges. Anything that smacked of affection or kindness had been forbidden. Including flattery, since the women weren’t allowed to speak to him.

“I love touching your body, Simon.” Louisa ran her fingers down his lovely broad chest. “It’s so finely made, like those exquisite carvings you whittle.” With a coy smile, she tweaked his flat male nipple. “And it’s fun to play with, too.”

“Louisa…” he choked out, throwing his head back against the chair. “Oh God, don’t tease me…I want you…too badly tonight.”

“Just tonight?” she quipped.

He gazed at her with an oddly stricken expression. “Of course not.”

Briefly unsettled by his reaction, she guided his hands beneath her nightdress to her breasts. “I love the way you touch me,” she whispered. “The way you make me feel.”

“Do you?” He fondled her, his eyes holding such yearning that it made her heart ache.

“I love how you look at me,” she went on, determined to make this be about more than just swiving. “It makes me feel how much you care for me. It sends shivers down my spine.”

“I can think of better ways to send shivers down your spine.” He stroked her with his erection. “And haven’t you played long enough, sweetheart?”

She choked down a protest. “Yes, I suppose I have,” she said, reminding herself that changing his habits would take time. And quite likely Simon would never relinquish control entirely over their lovemaking. But this was at least a start.

Rising up on her knees, she impaled herself on him, delighting in the shudder that wracked him. But when he thrust up so hard he practically lifted her off his lap, she said, “Wait. I want to be in charge for once.”

His eyes blazed at her. “You always want to be in charge, you with your London Ladies and your sponges—”

“No sponges.” Casting him a loving smile, she squirmed on his lap. “I threw every one of them out after I got home this evening.”

He blinked. “Really?”

“I want your child—our child.” When his eyes lit up at that news, she rose, then came down on him with an aching slowness. “Today made me see that childbirth has rewards, as well as risks. And having your baby is a reward I can no longer resist.”

She kissed him then, and the kiss instantly turned wild and raw, all tongues and teeth and uncontrollable passion.

So uncontrollable that it took her a few minutes to realize that he’d taken over the motion she’d wanted to claim for herself, and was pumping up and down inside her in short, quick bursts.

She tore her mouth from his. “Sit still, for heaven’s sake! It’s my turn to make love to you.” Her eyes gleamed at him as she rose up too high for him to fully thrust inside her. “You might like it, you know.”

“You go too slow,” he grumbled.

She came down on him hard, then repeated the motion swiftly. “Better?”

“Yes.” Trembling with the effort not to thrust, he nuzzled her breasts through her nightdress. “But it would be better still if you…took off your gown.”

Delighted that he hadn’t commanded her to do it, she complied. But perhaps commands weren’t such a bad idea, given what Betsy had told her. She pushed her breasts in his face. “Suck them, Simon,” she demanded, then couldn’t help adding, “Please.”

Not only did his mouth seize her nipple with unprecedented fervor, but his flesh seemed to stiffen and grow even larger inside her. Her taking charge was arousing him. Perhaps there was hope for him yet.

“That’s so good, yes,” she whispered, wanting to reward him. “I love when you do that.”

That sent him into a frenzy of caresses and kisses, each more delicious than the last. She increased her pace until he was moaning low in his throat, his fingers digging into her waist, his mouth frantic on her breasts.

“Touch me…down there…” she begged, “the way you do…”

“Like this?” He pressed his finger right where she wanted it.

She jumped. “Yes, yes…oh, heavens…just like that.”

“That pleases you, doesn’t it?” he demanded, his body moving in tandem with hers, forcing her up in violent jerks as she slammed back down against him over and over.

Pleasure was pounding in her now, like a team of horses thundering toward a precipice, closer, closer, as she rode him like a shameless wanton, grinding against him, exulting in her power over him, delighting in his power over her.

His hands gripped her arms like talons. “Do you want me?” he growled against her throat.

By now the litany was a familiar one, yet she couldn’t resist giving him the words he seemed to need from her. “Yes,” she whispered.

“Say it,” he demanded. “‘I want you, Simon. I belong to you, Simon.’”

“I want you, Simon…I belong to you…Simon.” Then she added, deliberately. “I love you…Simon.”

That wrung a cry from him, then sent him hurtling over the edge and taking her with him into her perfect bliss.

As he spilled himself inside her, clutching her to him with the fierceness of a conqueror, she kissed his hair and his forehead and any place she could reach, determined to let him know how deeply she felt.

Only after the tension drained from him and she was sure he could hear her and be conscious of the words did she whisper again, “I love you, Simon.”

For a moment, he said nothing, just groaned and held her tighter, his lips ghosting kisses over her cheek and jaw and throat.

Then he drew back and cast her a look of such anguish that it made her stomach sink. And in that instant, she realized she’d somehow tipped her hand.

“You know now, don’t you?” he said hoarsely. “She told you.”




Chapter Twenty-Five




Dear Cousin,

Now you make me wonder, sir, about your real reason for anonymity. Is it genuinely because you wish not to harm my reputation, as you first claimed? Or does it come from your fear of engaging me in person? For I assure you, cousin, that if you ever attempted to govern me, I would make you rue the day you met me.

Your irate correspondent,

Charlotte


S-she?” Louisa stammered. “She who?”

“Betsy, damn it.” He lifted Louisa off his lap and set her aside. Then with his back to her, he rose and began to button his drawers and his trousers. “She told you about…my grandfather and his ‘training.’”

“I don’t know what—”

“Don’t lie to me!” He whirled around, his face suffused with anger until he saw her wary face. Then his expression softened. “Come now, sweetheart, I could tell from how you acted that she told you.”

“Was I that obvious?” she asked, unable to keep the hurt from her tone as she drew on her nightdress.

“No,” he said hastily. “Not until you said that you—”

He caught himself, but she knew what he’d been about to say. That you loved me.

Her heart twisted in her chest.

“It doesn’t matter how I guessed it.” He stabbed his fingers through his hair. “The point is I did. And now I want to know exactly what the lightskirt told you.”

“Don’t call her that!” Louisa protested. “She’s not a lightskirt anymore. And she didn’t want to tell me, I swear. I made her do it.”

He laughed. “Made her. Right. What did you do—drag the woman from her childbed and beat her soundly?”

“Of course not, but you know how I am once I get hold of something.” She crossed her arms over her chest as she fumbled to explain without making him more angry at Betsy. “I…um…saw that the two of you recognized each other, and I remembered that she’d worked in a bawdy house. So I demanded that she tell me how she knew you and…and it went from there.”

“I see.” Shoving his thumbs beneath the waistband of his trousers, he thrust out his chest belligerently. “I can just imagine how she put it, how pathetic she probably made me sound.”

“Of course not,” Louisa said evenly, determined to keep the pity from her voice. Simon would abhor being pitied.

“Trust me, my friends at Eton would have given their eyeteeth to be trotted up to London to a brothel once a week and offered their choice of whores.” He began to pace. “What boy would not want a veritable feast of women who would do whatever he commanded?”

“Except speak to him,” she murmured.

He spun around to fix her with a bleak glance. “I want to know every bloody word she told you, damn it.”

Louisa met his gaze steadily. Hide your pity, she told herself. Be matter-of-fact. “She said that your grandfather had rules for you and the women to follow. And that if you broke them, you got a thrashing.”

“Nothing worse than the ones boys routinely got at Eton,” he bit out.

“She said that if the women broke his rules, they were sent away.”

That shook him. “I don’t suppose she told you where—that they were banished to the madam’s other brothel, the one that wasn’t so nice, where the patrons had a bent for…unsavory practices. Of course, I didn’t learn that for some years.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” she said softly.

“At first I didn’t notice,” he went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “At first I thought it was just a coincidence that the women who were kindest to me, the ones I showed a preference for, who didn’t lie there like mute statues while I did my business, weren’t there the next time I visited.”

He clenched his hands into fists. “But after a few trips, it was hard not to notice. He never let them say their names, but I knew them apart anyway. So when I asked for ‘the pretty redhead’ or ‘the blonde with the long legs,’ my grandfather thrashed me within an inch of my life. I stopped asking.” He laughed bitterly. “The lesson was supposed to teach me not to care what happened to them, to realize that one woman was the same as the next. At least that’s what he kept telling me.”

“Instead it taught you to feel guilty.”

“Yes, once I realized that my choices made them disappear. He didn’t tell me where they went—just that it didn’t matter. I imagined them cast into the street, starving and destitute because I expressed a preference.” He shot her a self-deprecating glance. “Boys of fourteen tend to be overly dramatic.”

“Boys of fourteen don’t belong in brothels.”

He strode over to the fireplace and leaned against the mantel to stare into the cold embers. “He didn’t send many of them away. He didn’t have to. Not after he established his rules so thoroughly that none of us dared break them.”

A muscle worked in his jaw. “Of course, that meant the women were terrified of me, terrified I might like them too much and they would lose their nice berths. So they were careful not to do anything beyond following my orders in bed. They didn’t look at me, they didn’t speak to me, they didn’t…respond when I spoke to them or…touched them. They lay there like…lumps of flesh.”

Louisa’s heart constricted in her chest. Even she knew that young men wanted to be petted and flattered a bit. Not treated like bulls sent out to stud.

A bitter laugh escaped his lips. “The irony is that if any of my friends had known, they would have begged to change places with me. Of course, I didn’t dare tell them—my grandfather had made it very clear that it was not to be spread around, and I was so afraid what he might do to me that I never broke that rule.”

He snorted. “Not that my blithe young classmates would have understood. Every randy young idiot thinks that having a pretty woman lie willing beneath him, demanding nothing while he takes his pleasure, would be ideal.”

A shudder wracked him. “But none of them have ever seen terror pass over a woman’s face because he said she had lovely breasts. Or had his every word reported to his grandfather by the madam who watched—”

“Watched? Someone watched you?”

“Of course. How else could my bloody grandfather make sure we did as he wanted?”

“But Betsy said that she and you managed to break the rules.”

Pushing away from the fireplace, he strolled toward her. “Your friend Betsy wasn’t the average lightskirt. She had been raised a gentlewoman.” A cold smile touched his lips. “Betsy said she thought the rules were cruel. So the second time I bedded her, she passed me a note saying that if I was to give the madam a guinea, I could do as I pleased.”

He shook his head. “I do not know why it never occurred to me to pay them off before. I knew even then that money could buy me anything. And my father certainly gave me a sufficient allowance to afford it. Instead I spent over a year like that, enduring his ‘training.’”

“You were young. And terrified of your grandfather. You accepted it because that’s how he told you it was. I’m actually surprised that the madam even agreed to go against him.”

“She had grown impatient with him, I think. Anyone could see I was miserable—and she probably figured it would be better to cater to a duke’s heir with plenty of years ahead of him for frequenting brothels than to an aging earl who paid well but made her girls unhappy.”

“So you and Betsy started your…friendship.”

He must have heard the tightness in her voice, for he cast her a concerned glance. “It was not like that between us.”

“That’s what she said,” Louisa choked out. It was hard not to resent the one woman who’d given her husband solace in the brothel.

“Oh, sweetheart.” He came up to draw her into his arms. “You have no cause to be jealous of Betsy. It was nearly twenty years ago. And most of the time all we did was talk.”

“I know. She told me.” Louisa had even asked Betsy what they’d discussed.

School. His friends. How much he liked pudding. All sorts of silly things.

“You have to understand,” Simon said, holding Louisa close. “Betsy was the only woman I could talk to. Literally. When Grandfather came to get me at Eton, he took me straight to the brothel. I never went home. I saw Regina only at holidays, and she was an indifferent letter writer.”

Louisa knew why, but suspected that Simon did not. Regina was probably still too embarrassed to admit that she’d only learned to read and write after her marriage, when her husband had helped her past her strange problem with seeing the letters wrong.

Simon rubbed her back. “Grandfather paid my schoolmates to report on me if I dared speak to an ‘unsuitable female’ there, and if I did—”

“You got a thrashing.”

He nodded against her head. “But Betsy would listen to me rattle on about nothing. She would tell me things. About women, what they liked. I thought she hated my grandfather as much as I did.”

“Until she became his mistress.”

Stiffening, he pulled away from her. “She told you about that, too, did she?”

“I already knew that she’d once had an earl for a protector. And that it didn’t last long.”

He looked surprised by that. “Didn’t it?”

“No. She left him the first chance she got. She saved every penny he gave her, then fled to Bath and took a job as a milliner there. Until she met her husband and he moved them back to London.”

That seemed to shake Simon. “I always assumed…he always said—”

“That she remained his mistress until he died? What else would he tell you? That a woman left him? Used him? He would never do that.” Louisa laid her hand on his arm. “She feels bad about what she did to you, you know.”

“Comes a little late, don’t you think?” he said acidly, shrugging off her hand. “She certainly didn’t feel bad back then. She put me behind her without blinking an eye. After he discovered us talking one night, he only needed a few moments of privacy with her to convince her to become his mistress.”

Louisa’s throat felt tight and raw just thinking of how that must have hurt Simon. “He gave her no choice. She could either become his mistress or be sent off to that other brothel. And she feared that if she didn’t become his mistress, she’d never escape that life.”

“That’s what he threatened?” For a moment, Simon looked irate. Then he scowled. “No, I don’t believe it. She would have told me. He left us alone to say our good-byes.” The bleakness in his gaze struck her to the heart. “I begged her not to take up with him. I told her I would make her my mistress, even though I knew I couldn’t afford it on my allowance. But she said—”

“That she didn’t care for you, was bored with coddling you.” That she wanted a real man in her bed. Louisa couldn’t torment him by reminding him of that. “Yes, I know what she said. Your grandfather gave her no choice there, either. She had to either crush your budding friendship or watch him thrash you for it. And she couldn’t bear to see you thrashed.”

He stared at her in stunned disbelief for a long moment. Then his expression crumbled. “Oh God. All this time I have thought that she—”

“Betrayed you. Pretended to like you when she really didn’t. Of course you thought that.” She put her arms around him, relieved when he didn’t push her away. “It was better than recognizing the truth—that her defection was just another of your grandfather’s awful ‘lessons.’”

He buried his face in her neck. “But it should have occurred to me that he was capable of that.”

“Such cruelty? How could you have imagined it? How could anyone imagine that someone who cared for them would treat them so horribly?”

He was trembling now, his arms tense with the effort not to let it show. “It wasn’t all horrible, you know,” he protested. “On the way to and from London, he taught me everything he knew about politics. He was an intelligent man and very knowledgeable.”

“Very knowledgeable and very depraved.” She stroked Simon’s hair, wondering how Lord Monteith had ever been able to treat her dear husband so coldly. “He tried his best to make you depraved, too. You have no idea how much Betsy regrets her part in it.”

His bitter laugh tore at her. “She should have called his bluff. I would have preferred a thrashing. Thrashings were nothing to me by then.”

“I know that,” she said, her throat raw with unshed tears. “But she didn’t.”

“Betsy always was tenderhearted,” he choked out.

“If it’s any consolation, she loathed being with your grandfather. Said he was a hateful man. And she’s always wished she hadn’t done what he asked.”

He breathed hard and heavy for a moment, then with a quick squeeze left her arms. “Actually, she did me a favor,” Simon said wearily. “After that, I balked at playing his games. I told him no matter how much he thrashed me, I would do as I pleased, would bed whichever women I pleased however I pleased. If they disappeared, so be it. Between my not caring what happened and the madam’s irritation with him, he lost his hold over the situation. The brothel trips stopped.”

“But the damage was done,” she said.

“If you want to call it that.” With unsteady motions, he picked up his shirt and pulled it on. “Infernal as his methods were, they did work. I did learn a valuable lesson.”

“That women are interchangeable?” she said tartly.

“No. I never did learn that.” Chucking her under the chin, he shot her a rueful smile. “If anything, going to the brothel taught me the reverse. One way I rebelled before Betsy came along was by trying to arouse my companions even when they were terrified of me. I tried everything, did everything. And that’s how I discovered that each woman has different preferences.” His smile faded. “And that paying for a woman muddies one’s enjoyment of the experience.”

“That’s why you were celibate in India.”

“Yes. That and the fact that I learned my grandfather’s other lesson very well.” He met her gaze steadily. “He did succeed in teaching me to put my ambition above all else. In teaching me not to let…passion cloud my judgment.”

Passion. He used that word a great deal. She began to wonder if for him it meant something else. “What about love?” she whispered. “What is its place in your little hierarchy?”

He jerked away from her. “It has no place,” he said in a hollow voice. “That’s the one thing my ‘depraved’ grandfather managed to beat out of me—the ability to love. If you haven’t realized it by now, you will. I am incapable of loving anyone.”

“You don’t believe that,” she said, heartsick to hear him put it in such bald terms. “And neither do I.”

“No?” Every muscle in his body went rigid. “Do you know who I was with at the club this evening, Louisa?”

A sudden premonition sent a chill down her spine. “Who?”

“Sidmouth and Castlereagh. We were discussing my future as prime minister.”

“You did say you might need them to gain that position,” she said warily.

“Unfortunately, I need them more than I anticipated,” he said, his voice as distant as she’d ever heard it, “which is why I am…taking you to my estate in Shropshire in the morning.”

He couldn’t have astonished her more if he’d slapped her. “I don’t understand.”

His fingers curled into his palms, and he couldn’t seem to look at her. “They made it quite clear that they would prevent my ever becoming prime minister if I did not immediately ‘disassociate’ myself—and my wife—from the London Ladies.”

“What? How dare they!” She drew herself up, shaking from head to toe with anger. “They have no right to interfere if you choose to support my group!”

“I told them that. They did not agree. They left me no choice but to comply.”

She stared at him, her stomach roiling. “So you’re going to cut me off. Even though I upheld the terms of our bargain. Even though I changed my candidate—”

“They don’t care about our bloody bargain, damn it!” He whirled on her, eyes blazing. “And they don’t care who your candidate is, either. They simply want you and your ladies to stop interfering in politics.”

Even knowing why he was doing this didn’t assuage the hurt. “And since you told my father—and them—from the beginning that you would manage that, you immediately agreed to pack me off to Shropshire?”

“That was not their idea,” he admitted. “They undoubtedly expect me to demand that you resign.” A bitter edge tinged his voice. “Of course, they do not know how seldom my wife heeds my demands. So I am taking you away to make it easier for you.”

She struggled to contain her anger. “For me? Or for you?”

“Both.”

Panic seized her. “But you’re going with me.”

“Not to stay. Just to introduce you to the staff and—”

“Set up my prison.” Her anguish threatened to choke her. “That’s why you wanted to make love to me. Because you knew it would be our last time.”

Guilt suffused his face. “Just for a while, until Parliament adjourns and I can join you.” He dragged in a harsh breath. “You would have left the London Ladies soon anyway, once you conceived our child.”

“What are you talking about?”

“That was our agreement.”

“It was not! I agreed to stop going to the prison, that’s all. I said nothing about ending my other activities, like pushing for reform and trying to promote our candidate. And anyway, when you said you would support Fielden, I thought you had come to accept my participation in the group. That you might even approve.”

“I know what you thought. And it’s true that I—” He broke off, then cleared his throat. When he spoke again, his eyes looked utterly implacable. “It does not matter what I intended. I did not realize how determined they were to scuttle your organization. Now that I do, I have to take different measures.”

She couldn’t believe this. Everything she’d worked for, everything she’d thought she knew about her husband was crumbling in front of her. “You’re going to abandon Fielden.”

“We both are,” he said tightly.

A sharp pain lanced her chest. “But I already sent a letter by express to him to state that the London Ladies Society would be putting him up for office.”

“Then I will inform him otherwise.”

“He’s a member of your own party, for heaven’s sake,” she cried. “There is no reason—other than their idiocy—that you should abandon him.”

A shudder wracked him. “Things change.”

“No, you have changed.” Tears stinging her eyes, she hugged her arms about her waist. “You’re willing to sell your soul to those devils to become prime minister.”

Anger flared in his face. “When will you learn that politics requires compromise? I cannot do a bloody thing for reform if I do not have a position of power.”

She shook her head. “Do you really think they’re going to let you support reform once they put you in that position of power? You said you would unseat Sidmouth, but you won’t dare to do that to the man who makes you prime minister. At least with my father as your champion, you had a chance of choosing your own cabinet. But if you throw in your lot with his ministers—”

“Damn it, this is the way it has to be for now.”

“For now?” She strode up to seize his hands, desperate to reach him. “Sell your soul to them, and it’s sold for good. They won’t stop with this—Sidmouth isn’t the ‘compromising’ sort. They’ll drag you down into hell with them inch by inch until you forget every ideal you’re fighting for.”

He snatched his hands free. “I can build my own supporters. In time—”

“Sidmouth and Castlereagh aren’t going to give you time, don’t you see? They’re not even giving you time to make this decision. It’s either do as they demand now, or that’s it.”

His eyes blazed at her. “I have not been in England long enough to carry the Commons without them, damn it!”

“Perhaps not right now, but you still have your position in the Lords. Sidmouth can’t do anything about that. As for the Commons, you have the husbands of some of my ladies, not to mention Mrs. Fry’s brother-in-law. You’ll have Fielden, if he wins. You can gather your supporters without Sidmouth—”

“In how many years?” he snapped. “By then, God only knows where the country will be.”

She stared at his bleak face, forcing her anger back, swallowing the furious words that seared her throat. There was something more to this fierce ambition of Simon’s. In the past few weeks, she’d come to know her husband well. He wasn’t the sort of man to let men he despised force him into anything.

Yet in this one matter he seemed to lose all sense of character and integrity. If she was to change that, she had to know why. She had to restrain her temper, be reasonable. “What made you decide to become prime minister anyway, Simon?”

The question brought him up short. “What do you mean?”

“You can work in the House of Lords to bring about change, and perhaps do almost as much good. Why did you seize upon the ambition of being prime minister? It’s a very unusual step for a man with your wealth and titles.”

“Someone has to do it,” he said flippantly.

She gritted her teeth against a hot retort. “That’s not an answer. Why must it be you?”

He drew himself up. “So that it’s done right. So that the country can move past its fear of the Reign of Terror and into a better place.”

“And only you can accomplish that?”

“I was bred for it. Loathsome as my grandfather’s tactics were, he taught me astounding things about politics. It would be foolish and irresponsible to waste that knowledge in a vain pursuit of my own pleasure—”

“Like your Uncle Tobias and your father, the duke, you mean.”

He eyed her warily. “Yes.”

“So you’re doing it to prove you’re a better man than them?” she asked, confused. “Because you don’t want to disappoint your grandfather, like his son and son-in-law did?”

“Certainly not!” He cast her a scornful glance. “Why should I care if I disappoint a dead man?” He snorted. “I disappointed him long ago. Grandfather never thought I could become prime minister. After my…error with you seven years ago, he said I was ‘too much a slave’ to my ‘passions’ to ever ‘run a country successfully.’”

She began to understand better now. And what she understood broke her heart. “So you set out to prove him wrong. First, you ran India without ever giving in to your passions. But that was only preparation for the real test—running England.” She caught her breath. “Except that I was still around when you returned, still inciting your ‘passions.’ And you can’t prove him wrong as long as I keep doing so, influencing you, meddling—”

“No,” he ground out. “This has nothing to do with him.”

“It has everything to do with him,” she said fiercely. “You need to prove to yourself that he was wrong about you, and to do that, you have to resist your passions. That’s the real reason you’re packing me off to Shropshire. Because you know you can’t resist your ‘passions’ as long as I’m near.”

He just stared at her with hollow eyes.

“But it’s not just your passions you’re trying to resist, is it?” she said, unshed tears clogging her throat. “You’re fighting the impulse to care—not just about me, but about prison reform and all the issues Sidmouth and Castlereagh ignore. Because caring means feeling something, and nothing terrifies you more than that.”

“That’s enough,” he choked out.

“If you feel something,” she went on relentlessly, “you risk being hurt, the way your grandfather’s cruelty hurt you, the way your parents’ neglect hurt you, the way Betsy’s seeming betrayal hurt you—”

“Shut up, damn you!” he cried, seizing her by the shoulders. “You’re wrong! It’s not about that! It’s only politics—”

“Nothing is ever only politics,” she hissed. “Don’t you see? You think you’re proving him wrong, but all you’re doing is becoming him! You’re becoming the very man you detest. You’re trying to turn your heart to stone so you’ll have the strength to do what they ask.” She lifted her hands to cup his cheeks. “And it’s killing you, my love. Compromise by compromise by compromise.”

For a moment, she thought she might have reached him. His eyes looked haunted, lost, and his fingers dug into her shoulders painfully.

Then with a heart-wrenching shudder, he thrust her away from him. “You do not understand how politics works, and you never will.”

His voice had become so icily remote that it was no longer the voice of her beloved Simon. It was the voice of the great Prime Minister Monteith. And she had no doubt that somewhere in hell, that man was cackling in triumph.

“I am sorry it pains you, Louisa,” he clipped out, “but this is the way it has to be. And we will be leaving for Shropshire in the morning.”

She caught her breath, then steadied herself. She knew what she had to do now. Even if he hated it. “Go to Shropshire if you wish. But I will not.”

Fury carved his features into coldest marble. “You are not going to destroy my chance at prime minister!”

“No, I wouldn’t do that. For one thing, defying my husband would harm my own reform efforts. For another, I love you, and that means I won’t ruin your hopes for the future, even if I think you’re wrong.” When the mere word “love” made him flinch, her heart sank further. “So I’ll stay here in London and be the dutiful wife, if that’s what you require.”

Some of the tension left him.

But she wasn’t done. “That does not, however, mean that I’ll abandon my organization without a word. It’s only right that I prepare them for my resignation, that I meet with them and Mr. Fielden in person to explain, that I arrange for other members to take my place on the committees. Surely you won’t deny me that chance.”

“Louisa—” he began, his face clouding.

“I won’t do it publicly, don’t worry. And I won’t do it here.” She couldn’t prevent the curtness that crept into her tone. “I wouldn’t want it to get back to your ‘friends’ that you’re allowing my ladies to come and go in your house.” She glanced back to where dawn already lightened the window of his study. “So I’m going to Regina’s.”

That took him off guard. “For how long?”

“However long it takes.” Until she could figure out how to live with this Simon. The one who couldn’t seem to put his past behind him.

“There is no need for you to go to my sister’s,” he said hoarsely. “I am sure you will take care of your withdrawal from politics with discretion. As long as you are being reasonable, I would rather have you here.”

“You planned to send me to Shropshire for several weeks anyway, so I don’t see what difference it makes if I spend time at—” She broke off as the answer dawned on her. “Oh yes, I see. In Shropshire, you could have hidden from me the sort of man you’ve become. And if I stay here in our house, you think you can use our ‘passions’ to blind me to it.”

When anger flared in his face, she added softly, “But I love you too much to hide from the truth. If I am to spend the rest of my life watching you relinquish your principles to prove something to your devil of a grandfather, I need time apart from you to prepare myself.”

“To nurse your anger, you mean,” he bit out.

“Tell yourself that if it makes you feel better,” she whispered. “But the only person I am angry with right now is the Earl of Monteith. Because if not for him, I know without a doubt that my husband could become the greatest statesman England has ever known. Whether or not he ever became prime minister.”

Swallowing her tears, she headed for the door.

“Louisa,” he said behind her. “You said you love me.”

“I do,” she whispered.

“Then stay. Please.”

Simon had never begged her for anything outside the bedchamber. He had demanded, commanded, coerced. And she was tempted, oh so tempted, to give in.

But though he might be able to accept compromise after compromise with comparative ease, she could not. “I can’t right now. I’m sorry. I have matters to take care of that I just can’t when I’m with you.”

He snorted. “Who’s hiding from the truth now? The only reason you’re scurrying off to Regina’s is because I admitted that I am incapable of loving you back. And that angers you.”

“Angers me? No. Because you’re not incapable of love, Simon. You’re afraid of it. And that doesn’t anger me—it just makes me sad.”

He didn’t leave his study while she packed a small bag beneath Raji’s watchful eye, then released the monkey from their bedchamber. He didn’t step into the hall when she called for a carriage, and he didn’t call out a good-bye when she walked out the door, with Raji fighting the footmen in a vain attempt to go with her.

But just as the carriage drove away in the early dawn light, she looked back to see him standing in the window of his study, watching her, stoic, distant. And that broke her heart most of all.




Chapter Twenty-Six




Dear Charlotte,

Govern you? I would not attempt it. I happen to like having my head attached to my body. But is it true that your friend the Duchess of Foxmoor may be resigning from the London Ladies Society?

Your curious cousin,

Michael


After his wife’s departure, Simon paced his study restlessly. Raji shadowed his every move with a sullen scowl, behaving as if he’d lost his closest friend.

The way Simon felt.

Simon glowered at his pet. “Don’t give me that look, damn you. She abandoned us, old chap. It is not my fault that she trotted off to Regina’s. She’s just sulking because she’s lost her cursed hold over me.”

Exactly. He had won their ongoing battle. He had actually persuaded Louisa to resign from the London Ladies Society.

So why didn’t this feel like a victory? Why wasn’t he toasting his success? He had finally put his career in the proper perspective. Why wasn’t he ecstatic to finally, finally have gained control over his passions? Because of some foolish nonsense his wife had said about passions and feelings?

He muttered a curse under his breath. She did not understand. She was a woman—they thought everything was about “caring” and “feelings.” But some things transcended that. Politics, for one.

“‘Nothing is ever only politics,’” he muttered. “What rot!”

What did she know about it? She had never been forced to compromise, never had a reason.

Except when he had given her one. Except when he had made demands.

He gritted his teeth. He doubted very seriously that any other statesman had to deal with such impudence from a wife. He was probably the only one who would even tolerate it. He was probably the only one who even bothered to listen to his wife’s opinions.

She had forced him into this position. It was not his fault if she refused to recognize political necessities. That was why women were not statesmen—because they did not understand the nasty nature of politics. As Grandfather Monteith always said, Women—

Simon groaned. He was not becoming his grandfather. God forbid!

Yes, he had learned a great deal from the man and did occasionally recall his advice, but that did not mean Simon was turning into him. Absolutely not. He would never be his grandfather, never.

She was making him insane. He had to escape this place, and escape her ridiculous accusations.

But where was he to go? The session didn’t begin until later, and he was not sure he could stand looking at Sidmouth and Castlereagh today anyway. What he needed was something physical to drive her voice from his brain. A good hard ride. Yes, to clear his head before the rest of London society awakened.

He hurried upstairs to change into riding breeches, but as soon as he entered his bedchamber, he cursed. The bed made him think instantly of her, and her lilac scent lingered in the room.

Raji jumped atop her dressing table, then chattered angrily at him.

“Get off there, you besotted fool!” Grabbing Raji, he tossed him onto the bed, where his pet promptly began to swing from the hangings and shriek.

“Do you think I like her being gone any more than you do?” Simon snarled.

His mind was flooded by images of her making love to him in his study, like some fearless Valkyrie determined to wipe out the past. He had never reached so fierce a climax. Or hated himself so much for it.

Because after foolishly thinking that one more time together would sate his need for her, he’d discovered that it merely increased his guilt.

Deuce take it, he had nothing to feel guilty about! He had done what he had to. It was better this way. She needed to see what was required of a statesman’s wife, no matter how painful acknowledging the truth was for her.

No matter how much she loved him.

With a groan, he dropped into the chair beside her dressing table and buried his face in his hands. I love you. Those had been her cruelest words. He had never guessed how sweet they would sound on her lips until she spoke them. Until she dangled before him the one thing he craved, the one thing he had yearned all his life to have.

The one thing he had no right to, since he could never say the words back.

But romantic fool that she was, she didn’t think him incapable. She thought him afraid. A coward. It made her “sad.”

Sad, damn her! She pitied him! How dare she pity him?

His temper exploding, he swiped his hand across the dressing table, sending perfume bottles and rouge pots and brushes flying. Raji abruptly stopped swinging to hang whimpering from the bedstead.

Simon’s head felt like it would explode, so of course his grandfather’s voice came to torment him and egg him on. That’s it—show your wife who’s in charge. Be a man. She’s just a woman like any other.

Except that she wasn’t.

“I have to get out of here,” Simon said as the stench of perfume threatened to choke him and the voice of his grandfather plagued him.

Jerking to his feet, he hastily changed his clothes, then plucked Raji from the bedstead. “Come, scamp. We’re going for a ride.” Someplace where nothing reminded him of Grandfather Monteith. Or her.

He spent the rest of the day trying to accomplish that. He rode in Brompton Vale, blessedly empty at that early hour. It should not have made him think of her, since he had never been near there with her.

Yet the sheltering oaks and yew hedges reminded him of the woods where he’d first kissed her after his return from India. And when Raji took a sudden leap into the boughs, he couldn’t help remembering how he’d tricked her into kissing him the second time…and letting him caress and suck her sweet, scented flesh—

Brompton Vale was not a good choice for forgetting her.

Unfortunately, it took him a good two hours to coax Raji down so he could head for his second choice: his solicitor, who had found Grandmother Monteith’s letters. Simon had intended to have them sent over, but he might as well fetch them himself. Nothing at the solicitor’s office could possibly remind him of Louisa.

Unfortunately, seeing his grandmother’s spidery script on the outside of the box stirred other painful memories. Of his grandfather bullying his wife, calling her a silly fool and ordering her about. The way Simon had tried to bully Louisa.

He gritted his teeth. That was not true; he had not bullied her. He had made perfectly reasonable demands. It was she who was unreasonable, she who could not see why he must act as he did.

The solicitor’s office was clearly another bad choice for forgetting her.

His third choice proved better. After dropping Raji and the letters off at Foxmoor House, he headed for White’s. Not only was it devoid of memories of Louisa, but it provided the perfect solution to his pain—he could drink himself into oblivion.

Simon wasn’t much of a drinker. He didn’t like losing control of his senses. But some occasions called for burying one’s sorrows in a bottle, and this just happened to be one.

Unfortunately, he had barely embarked upon his quest for oblivion at White’s when a familiar voice hailed him.

“Foxmoor?”

He glanced up. “Ah, Trusbut. Good evening.” He lifted a bottle. “Port?”

With a nod, Trusbut lowered himself carefully into a chair across from Simon, settling his cane between his spindly legs. “I didn’t see you in sessions, so I wasn’t certain if you had remembered our engagement.”

Their engagement? Christ, he had forgotten all about it. “Did I miss anything interesting at Westminster?” Simon asked as he filled a glass for Trusbut.

“Not in the session.” Trusbut leaned forward to take it. “But I did hear some interesting gossip. A friend in the Commons told me that Thomas Fielden received a note from your wife yesterday, saying that you and the London Ladies Society mean to support him in the by-election.”

Simon’s fingers tightened on his glass. Damn, he had forgotten that Louisa had already informed Fielden of their choice. For the by-election she would now have to abandon.

But he could not tell Trusbut that. He owed it to Louisa not to reveal anything until she’d had her talk with Fielden and the London Ladies.

Trusbut sipped his port. “I must say I was pleased to hear it. There had been talk of the Society supporting Godwin, and that would have been very bad.”

With a nod, Simon took a gulp of his port. He did not want to have this conversation. But he also did not want to alienate Trusbut by dismissing him.

“Fielden’s a good man, very sensible,” Trusbut went on. “And very interested in reform.”

“So I gather,” Simon said noncommittally.

They were silent a moment. Then Trusbut cleared his throat. “Actually, the news of Fielden has emboldened me to broach a matter of some delicacy.”

The last thing Simon needed right now was to discuss matters of delicacy.

But before he could put the man off, Trusbut said, “It concerns Liverpool. And his cabinet.”

Taken by surprise, Simon searched Trusbut’s face, but could read nothing in the older man’s rheumy eyes. “That is indeed a delicate subject.”

“Some of us…that is…you probably are aware of the explosive situation that has arisen in England in the past few years.”

“Yes.” More aware than he’d like, given the havoc it wreaked in his marriage.

“A number of us think it’s time for a change in government.”

Simon blinked. Had Sidmouth and Castlereagh already started marshaling their forces? “I quite agree,” he said evasively.

“Not the prime minister, you understand. Liverpool has his faults, but he is not a bad leader. The people would support him if not for Sidmouth and Castlereagh. They’re who the masses blame for the recent troubles, and rightly so.”

Gulping a generous measure of port, Simon sat back in his chair. This was not what he had expected. “So what exactly are you and your friends proposing?”

“We have spoken to Liverpool, discreetly, of course. And he seems to agree that those two ministers need to step down. He is even willing to let himself be guided by more moderate individuals in choosing new ones.”

“Is he?” Simon said, his mind awhirl. How had he missed this particular bit of masterful machination going on around him?

That was easy to answer: he’d been distracted by his wife and by the king and Sidmouth. They seemed to believe that Liverpool was entirely under siege by the Commons and the Lords, but the truth was apparently not so clear-cut. “What new ministers do you and your friends have in mind?”

“Robert Peel for Home Secretary, of course.” Trusbut tilted his glass toward Simon. “You and your wife should approve, given his support of prison reform.”

“Yes, Peel would be my own choice.”

“George Canning for Foreign Secretary,” Trusbut went on.

“Canning!” Simon exclaimed. “The king will not like that.”

“No, but we don’t mean to consult him. Liverpool intends to present this as a fait accompli. The king will have little choice but to accept it once he is shown the wisdom of it.”

“I see.” This new turn of events set Simon back on his heels.

“Canning is a brilliant statesman.”

“Indeed he is,” Simon admitted. Although Canning had once turned down the position as prime minister, he might accept a position as Foreign Secretary. The man was unfortunately against parliamentary reform, but perhaps he could be persuaded to change his stand. At least he supported other reforms.

Trusbut surprised him by taking a large gulp of port. “And…er…we’ve been thinking that you might consider a position, as well.”

Simon’s heart hammered in his chest. “Oh?”

“Secretary of War. Given your experience in India, we thought you would be an asset in that area.” Trusbut held him with a piercing gaze. “Since your aspiration is to one day become prime minister, that position would provide you an excellent start. For the day when Liverpool is willing to step down. Which, given the current turmoil in the country, we hope won’t be too soon.”

Simon wondered if Trusbut knew that Sidmouth and Castlereagh wanted to unseat Liverpool. Surely not, or he would never be talking about this to the man they wanted to put in Liverpool’s place.

But perhaps they had known that this was in the wind. That was why they’d made their offer, to trump the others by putting Simon in their court. In exchange for his selling his soul and grinding his wife under his thumb.

He swallowed some port, dizzy from having his world shifted on its axis. Because if Trusbut and his companions were successful…“Can you really bring this change to pass? Gain the resignations of both Castlereagh and Sidmouth?”

“We can. Especially if you join us. When you first returned, we weren’t sure where your alliances lay, given your past friendship with the king. That day at my house you made it clear you opposed radical candidates, but I couldn’t tell if you supported the other extreme. Particularly in light of your connection to Monteith.”

“My grandfather?”

“He always championed Sidmouth in the early days.”

Simon had not known that. By the time he had been old enough to take his seat in Parliament, his grandfather had long retired as prime minister. A chill skittered down his spine as he remembered Louisa’s words. That he was becoming his grandfather. God help him.

It suddenly occurred to him that Trusbut was nearly the age his grandfather would have been if he’d lived. “Did you know my grandfather?”

“Not personally, no.” His clipped tone showed he was hiding something.

“But you knew enough not to approve of him,” Simon guessed. When Trusbut looked wary, he added, “I understand, believe me. And I would very much like to hear your honest opinion of him.”

“He was a solid statesman, a shrewd negotiator, and a brilliant orator, but—”

“But?”

Trusbut frowned. “I once overheard him speak privately to Lady Monteith at a party. His manner was most ungentlemanly. Indeed, I would be ashamed to say such…awful things to my Lillian.”

“‘Ungentlemanly.’ A rather astute assessment of my grandfather’s private character.”

“But I can tell that you’re not such a man, sir,” Trusbut went on. “Indeed, I’ve been impressed by your treatment of your wife. One can tell a great deal about a man by how he treats the women in his care, don’t you think?”

“I believe you are right,” Simon said, his blood thundering in his ears.

Trusbut looked at his watch. “And speaking of wives, I promised mine that I would be home for dinner this evening.” He shot Simon a questioning glance. “About the matter I mentioned—”

“Could I have a day to think about it, sir?”

“Certainly.” He rose. “I trust you will be discreet.”

Simon managed a smile. “Of course. No one will hear of this from me.”

“Then I shall see you tomorrow afternoon at the meeting.”

“Meeting?” Simon asked.

“I saw Lord Draker earlier today. He asked me to tell Lillian that your wife has called a meeting of the London Ladies Society for tomorrow. Since Fielden is also supposed to be there, I assume the meeting is to announce your support.”

No. The meeting was to announce Louisa’s resignation. “Ah, the meeting,” Simon managed to say. “Remind me again what time it is?”

Trusbut eyed him closely. “Draker said four P.M.”

“Right.” He forced a smile to his lips. “I am not sure if I will be attending. I may have another appointment. But I will try.”

“Then I hope to see you there.” Taking up his cane, Trusbut made his slow way from the room.

Long after the elderly gentleman left, Simon sat staring into his port. All this time, he had considered only one solution to the problems plaguing the present government—Liverpool stepping down. But that was because Simon had intended to take the man’s place.

Trusbut’s proposal opened up other possibilities. Peel was a Tory, but not quite the old guard. He was certainly more moderate than either Sidmouth or Castlereagh. And if men like Trusbut intended to back him, they were probably also eager to begin the process of reform, not only in the election process, but in other badly needed areas. Like the prisons.

That meant they might accomplish exactly what Simon had wanted to accomplish himself. And all he had to do to help was forget about becoming prime minister for now. Perhaps forever.

Why must it be you?

His wife’s words rang in his ears as he set down his glass. Yes, why must the prime minister be him? He had said it was because only he could ensure that England was set on the right course. But was that truly his reason? Or had Louisa stumbled upon the truth—that he was really more concerned about proving himself to Grandfather Monteith than about doing what was best for his country?

A sobering thought, and quite possibly a just one. Even now, as Trusbut’s proposal lay before him, his first instinct was to refuse. And why? Because he would have to temper his ambition.

Because he would not be able to prove his grandfather wrong.

He clenched his fingers on the glass. Louisa was right. He didn’t give a damn about England—he was just trying to silence the curst voice of a dead man.

Suddenly no longer eager to drink himself into oblivion, he rose and set his glass aside, then left the club and headed home in a daze.

If he agreed to Trusbut’s proposal, it would change everything. There’d be no reason for Louisa to resign from the London Ladies Society, no reason for his wife to look at him with such disappointment and pity that it chilled his blood.

There you go again, he could almost hear his grandfather sneering. Letting your passions ruin your ambition.

Ruin it? Or enrich it?

What if Louisa was right about that, too? What if it wasn’t his passions he was trying to control, but his feelings? The part of him that cared about what happened to farmers wanting representation in government, and convict women who wanted only some kindness and a chance to start anew?

The part that yearned to have his wife regard him with pride and respect. And love. Definitely love.

Once home, he went right to his bedchamber, not wanting to make any major decisions when his body needed sleep so badly. But sleep eluded him in a bed whose sheets smelled of his wife.

So he left it to wander down to his study. If anything could help him sleep, it was those curst letters. He opened the box he’d brought back from his solicitor and skimmed the first few, sure that the exercise was pointless. Then he picked up a thick packet, and his heart began to pound. Not only were the edges charred, as if someone had rescued it from a fire, but it was postmarked India.

He couldn’t prevent a little leap of excitement. Especially when he carefully separated the fragile parchment sheets to find an official document sandwiched in the middle.

Uncle Tobias’s marriage certificate.

Swiftly, Simon separated out the pages of the letter that came with it and began to decipher his uncle’s unfamiliar scrawl. When he finished, he sat back and stared blindly across the room.

Hard to believe that it had been in his grandmother’s papers all this time. He remembered her as a mousy woman utterly cowed by his grandfather.

Saving this from the fire had been her tiny rebellion. She had probably realized that her husband would never expect her to defy him, would never look through her papers after she died. Since her oldest son was still alive when she died, she wouldn’t have known if the paper might become necessary one day.

But she’d kept it just in case. As any caring mother would. And if she, his sad and pitiful grandmother, could ignore the demands of her bastard of a husband to thwart him beyond the grave, Simon damned well could.

Because the truth was, he did not want to listen to Monteith anymore. He wanted to listen to the demands of his heart.

Apparently he had one after all. Otherwise, why was his stomach in knots over the thought of losing his wife’s respect? Why was there a persistent ache in his chest that worsened every time he considered a future in which they lived separate lives, like his parents?

He could not do it. Not now that he’d tasted love.

In that instant, he knew exactly what his path must be.

He waited for his grandfather’s voice to plague him, to lash at him, to call him a fool—but nothing came. Just a blessed, blissful silence, a pure and holy peace. As if the ghosts of his uncle and grandmother had finally shamed Monteith into retreat.

All that was left was the sweet and lilting voice of his wife. I know without a doubt that my husband could become the greatest statesman England has ever known. Whether or not he ever became prime minister.

And with that hopeful, loving statement ringing in his ears, he was finally able to sleep.




Chapter Twenty-Seven




Dear Cousin,

I cannot imagine Louisa ever resigning her position unless some great reason required it. She might do it for love. I begin to think that she loves her husband dearly.

Your cousin,

Charlotte


At 3:55 P.M. the next day, Regina and Louisa stood at the front of the ballroom in Regina’s town house, watching the members of the London Ladies Society mill about the rows of chairs with several of Mrs. Fry’s Quakers. A few men who supported the Society’s aims had come, too. Even Lord Trusbut was here with his wife, although he kept perusing his pocket watch with a frown.

“Simon has no right to demand this of you,” Regina whispered as she scanned the room. “When next I see him, I shall tell him that.”

“It will do no good.” Louisa glanced over to where Marcus stood a few feet away, brooding. “You didn’t tell my brother, did you? He thinks I really want to step down?”

“I didn’t say a word, but he’s not an idiot. He can tell from looking at you that something is wrong. But he’s trying hard not to meddle. He does not believe in coming between a man and his wife.” She drew herself up. “I, however, do not believe any such thing. If you would just let me, I would talk to Simon—”

“It won’t change anything. Your brother is even more stubborn than mine. Once he sets a course, he doesn’t waver, no matter how much anyone reasons with him.”

Loving him didn’t seem to work, either. Yet she couldn’t stop. She’d spent last night churning her sheets, missing him, rethinking everything she’d said, wishing for what couldn’t be.

Part of her had hoped he would show up this morning, begging her to return home. If he’d come here after her, it might have made her sacrifice easier.

Because the one thing she couldn’t hope for was a reprieve. Simon’s ambition had always usurped anything—and anyone—in his life. She’d be mad to think he would give it up just so she could continue leading her group.

Never mind that his cohorts were utterly unreasonable. Never mind that he didn’t respect them or their aims, and that giving in meant the end of his own aims for reform. He was determined to prove himself to his dead idiot grandfather. And there wasn’t anything she could do about it.

Tears sprang to her eyes that she desperately squelched. Surely she’d cried enough in the past day to fill a lake—must she fill an ocean, too? But how could she help it with the pitiful choices that the future offered her?

She couldn’t leave Simon. Even if it could be managed legally, she could never divorce him, for that would ruin his political aspirations. But they could live apart. She could busy herself at his estate while he spent his days in London. And when the season was over and he returned to the country, they could still live separate lives. It’s not like they’d be stumbling over each other on his grand estate.

The trouble was, she didn’t want to leave him or live apart from him. She wanted to be his wife, to bear his children, to live with him in harmony. But she couldn’t when it meant letting him swallow her up, body and soul. How long before she became like his mother—brittle and distant, cold and uncaring? How long before she became just like him?

A footman pushed through the crowd to approach the dais they had set up. “Your Grace,” he said as he reached her and Regina. “There is a man from the Times requesting entrance to your meeting.”

Louisa sucked in a breath. “What? How did they find out about it?”

“Perhaps Mr. Fielden told them?” Regina whispered.

“Before you had your meeting with him earlier?”

“Good heavens, I hope not.”

Louisa glanced to where Mr. Fielden sat stalwart and grim. He’d agreed to stay until after the meeting, but his disappointment was unmistakable. “Mr. Fielden doesn’t seem the type to court the press on his own.” She turned to the footman. “Tell the gentleman from the Times to leave, if you please.”

With a nod, the footman left, only to return moments later. “The gentleman refuses, Your Grace. He says he is waiting for the duke, your husband, to arrive.”

She scowled. “The duke is not attending this meeting, no matter what the press may assume. So tell him to be off, or I’ll—”

“I’ll take care of this,” Marcus said, drawn over by the discussion.

After they left, she stood there, seething. “I wonder how the Times found out. If one of our ladies told them, I swear I’ll get to the bottom of it.”

“How?” Regina asked. “You won’t be part of the London Ladies anymore.”

Louisa’s heart sank. “Drat it all.” She stared out at the crowd, tears burning in her throat. Her members were settled in their seats, watching her expectantly. Best to get this done, before she fell apart. “Time to begin, I suppose.”

Regina nodded and went to sit in the front row.

With a sinking in the pit of her stomach, Louisa took her place at the podium and waited until the crowd fell silent. “Good morning, ladies. I do appreciate your coming here today. It is with great sadness and regret that I announce—”

“—that her husband is deplorably late,” finished a voice from the back of the room.

Her words caught in her throat and her gaze shot to where Simon was hurrying to the front, with several men at his heels. He looked harried as he gestured toward the chairs, and his companions slid into whatever empty seats they could find.

She tensed, not sure what to make of this. Was he actually daring to take over her meeting? After forcing her to have it in the first place?

As he reached the podium, she murmured, “Who are those men?”

“Members of the press,” he said in a low voice. “I’m sorry—I meant to be here an hour ago, but I had some trouble extricating myself from Sidmouth and Castlereagh.”

“If you think I’ll allow you to use my meeting for your political purpose—”

“Trust me.” Seizing her hand, he squeezed it hard. “Let me have my say, all right? I promise you won’t regret it, my love.”

The words “my love” arrested her and she stared at him. He looked far different from when she’d left him yesterday in his study. The animation in his features lent a new brilliance to his beautiful blue eyes. And he was smiling so warmly that it couldn’t help but light a spark in her, too.

With her heart clamoring in her chest, she nodded, then turned with him to face the murmuring crowd, her hand still caught in his. She spotted her brother standing in the back, an approving smile on his lips, which increased her hope.

Simon cleared his throat and the crowd fell silent. “As my wife said, we appreciate your coming here today. Because she and I are pleased to announce that we will be joining the London Ladies Society in endorsing Mr. Thomas Fielden for the upcoming by-election.”

Louisa’s breath hitched in her throat and she swung her gaze to Simon, hardly able to believe her ears. He was supporting Mr. Fielden after all?

To her shock, Simon winked at her—winked, of all things!

He squeezed her hand again and went on. “Would you come up to the podium, Mr. Fielden?”

Mr. Fielden rose, looking as flummoxed as she felt, and made his way to the front amid applause and ladylike murmurs of approval. Louisa stole a glance at the reporters, who were scribbling madly in their notebooks.

As the man reached the podium, Simon seized his hand and shook it vigorously, then turned back to the podium. “We are confident that Mr. Fielden will be a fine asset to the Commons, especially in light of his continued interest in prison reform.” He stepped back. “Would you like to say a few words, sir?”

“Thank you, Your Grace.” Mr. Fielden approached the podium. To his credit, he was able to think on his feet, for he gave a short and pithy speech that laid out his progressive aims well.

The whole time, Louisa stood there frozen, her hand crushing Simon’s. Did this mean Simon had come to his senses?

Mr. Fielden finished his speech, then returned to his seat amid enthusiastic applause. Simon drew Louisa back to the podium. “In the past few weeks, I have had the great honor of watching my wife at the helm of this fine organization. In that time, her cause has become my own. That is why I am pleased to announce that, as of today, my good friend Robert Peel has agreed to head up a Parliamentary committee to draft a Gaols Bill.”

A stunned silence fell upon the room. Then the ladies rose as one and burst into thunderous clapping. As Louisa’s knees buckled under the weight of her rampaging emotions, Simon caught her about the waist to steady her.

“Sorry you had to hear it this way, my love,” he murmured. “I meant to tell you before the meeting started, but it has been a day of meetings for me, and I only made it here because I drove the phaeton neck-or-nothing across Hyde Park.”

“You have nothing to apologize for, nothing!” she said giddily. “A Gaols Bill! Do you know how long we’ve pressed for such a thing? I don’t know what you did to accomplish it, but—”

“I will tell you later,” he broke in. “But first we have to finish this.”

He turned back to the podium as the applause began to die, and she stretched up on tiptoe to speak in his ear. “This does mean I don’t have to resign from the London Ladies, doesn’t it?”

He shot her a teasing smile, though his eyes were full of remorse. “And leave them in the lurch now that they are on the brink of achieving their highest goal? What are you thinking, woman?”

Her heart soared. I’m thinking I love you.

Simon faced the crowd. “And now I shall turn the podium back to my wife so she can continue the meeting, since I am not yet officially a member of the London Ladies Society.”

That garnered him some laughs as Louisa stepped to the podium. “I fear that anything else I could say wouldn’t compare to this wonderful news. But before we adjourn, I do want to thank the duke from the bottom of my heart.” She cast him a smile full to the brimming with love. “Because today he has made me proud beyond words to be his wife.” Amid another burst of applause, she adjourned the meeting.

It was nearly an hour before she could get her husband alone. Reporters besieged him with questions, which he answered with his usual aplomb. Meanwhile, she was swamped with Quakers and members of the Society offering her thanks that she felt almost guilty to accept. Simon had convinced Robert Peel to form the committee—she was sure of that.

Then Lady Trusbut pushed her way through to Louisa, her husband following more slowly behind her. “What a victory, my dear, a complete victory!” she crowed. “I cannot wait to tell the girls. Opal will be positively giddy with joy.” She leaned close. “She’s the one who most encouraged my participation in your group, you know. On account of her aversion to cages.”

Louisa laughed. “Then do thank Opal for me.” She squeezed Lady Trusbut’s hand. “Because we are delighted to have your support. You and your husband’s.”

Glancing around for Lord Trusbut, Louisa spotted him standing apart with Simon, engrossed in a secretive conversation. When the two men were done they headed back to their wives, Lord Trusbut smiling broadly enough to split his cheeks.

“Come, my dear,” Lord Trusbut told his wife as they approached, “we must go. I promised Fielden that we’d stop by his house so he and I can discuss strategy.” When Lady Trusbut looked as if she might protest leaving so soon, he added, eyes twinkling, “And Mrs. Fielden keeps parakeets. Three of them.”

That was all it took to have Lady Trusbut chirping her good-byes and taking her husband’s arm. Before Lord Trusbut left, he nodded to Simon. “I shall see you at Westminster Palace tomorrow, to meet with Liverpool, Peel, and Canning.”

Liverpool, Peel, and Canning? Her gaze shot to Simon. That was an odd group, wasn’t it?

Fortunately, Regina was already herding out the stragglers. She paused to blow a kiss at Louisa, then left the ballroom and shut the doors.

At last Louisa and Simon were alone. Her mind awhirl, she asked breathlessly, “What was Lord Trusbut talking about?”

“It is not completely settled yet, but a new government is being formed.”

“Liverpool is resigning?”

“No. Sidmouth and Castlereagh are. Not yet, but soon. They were given no choice.”

She gaped at him. “But that means—”

“I am not going to be prime minister.” He cast her a faint smile. “Not for some time, anyway. I will be Secretary of War in Liverpool’s cabinet. With Peel as Home Secretary and Canning as Foreign Secretary—once we convince the king.”

“B-but how did this happen?”

He related a conversation he’d had with Trusbut and revealed how change had been in the works for some time.

Yet that didn’t explain what she really wanted to know. “And you’re happy about this? Not being prime minister, I mean?”

The smile he shot her looked genuine. “Fine, actually. You were right—I was only trying to prove myself to my grandfather. But if I had sold my soul to Sidmouth and Castlereagh, I would have regretted it all my life. Grandfather Monteith was from a different age, as are they. And I did not belong there.” He took her hand in his. “I belong here. With you.”

Hope swelled in her chest. “What changed your mind?”

“You have to ask?” he said hoarsely. “Yes, I suppose you do.” He caressed her hand. “It was several things, actually. For one, I found Uncle Tobias’s marriage certificate among Grandmother’s papers. Along with this letter.”

Stunned, she watched as he drew a sheet with charred edges out of his coat pocket and handed it to her. She read it quickly. Addressed to Simon’s grandmother, it began with his uncle’s account of how he came to be dying.

But it was the last two paragraphs that made her heart catch in her throat:


I am sending this in hopes that you can prevail upon Father to do what is right by my dear wife and infant son. As my legitimate heirs, they should receive any inheritance due to them upon my death.


I know Father does not understand my choice of wife, but that is because he fears love too much to embrace it himself. Instead he takes his cold comfort from his accomplishments. But tell him I die content, knowing that for however brief a period, I have had the best thing a man can ask for in this fickle world—someone to love.

Your faithful son,

Tobias Hunt


Tears stung her eyes as she handed the letter back to Simon.

He took it and said in a choked voice, “It appears that Grandmother did try to prevail upon Grandfather, and he tossed the documents in the fire. She must have rescued them and kept them all these years.

“You can imagine what I felt when I read this. It hammered into my brain what you’d said. And I knew without a doubt that I would be well on my way to becoming my grandfather if not for you.”

A tear trickled down her cheek. “I don’t believe that. I always had faith that you could be a better man if you chose.”

“And your words have tormented my conscience ever since you spoke them.” He lifted her hand to his lips, then kissed it. “That is what really changed my mind. That, and the fear of losing you.”

“You wouldn’t have lost me.”

“No? You have too much integrity to live with a man who has none. And I could not have endured watching the woman I love lose her respect for me, ‘compromise by compromise by compromise.’”

His echo of her words touched her heart. Then the rest of what he said registered. “The woman you love?” Tears of happiness clogged her throat.

He drew her into his arms, his eyes so tender it made her chest hurt. “I do love you. I think I’ve loved you for years. But I was terrified of it, as you said—terrified that loving you would mean Grandfather was right about my being a slave to my passions. He probably was right—and I don’t care. Because you are ‘the best thing a man can ask for.’”

He kissed her then, with the sort of soft, sweet affection that fed a woman’s starving soul. When at last he drew back, she understood why poets spoke of hearts bursting for joy. Because surely hers would split its seams any minute.

“Come, sweetheart, let’s go home,” he said.

She couldn’t resist teasing him. “Is that a request? Or a command?”

His eyes gleamed at her as he led her to the door. “What do you think?”

“I think…” she said, giddy with happiness, “it’s a good thing you didn’t marry me seven years ago. I’m not sure I could have handled you then.”

The tigerish glance he gave her set her blood to thrumming. “And you think you can handle me now?”

“No.” When he laughed, she added, “But I shall certainly enjoy trying.”




Epilogue




Dear Cousin,

My friend went into her confinement at Foxmoor House rather than her husband’s estate. She did not want to be away while Parliament was in session, and I gather the duke did not want her away, either. Isn’t that sweet? She says he is planning a christening party to rival the king’s coronation celebration. I fear she is only half joking.

Your cousin,

Charlotte


Simon paced the hall outside his wife’s bedchamber. Raji paced right beside him. Neither one was happy.

“The screaming has stopped, at least,” Simon muttered to Raji. His wife’s screaming and his pet’s. He should have banished Raji to his study, the way Louisa had banished Simon to the hallway. But he needed the company.

“Damned doctors,” Simon told Raji. “She just had to have the prison doctor to deliver our child. She couldn’t let my own capable physician attend her. Oh no. Only the man who’d delivered Betsy’s girl would do.”

Raji chattered in answer, then seized Simon’s leg.

“At least my doctor wouldn’t have let her kick me out of the room. All I was doing was begging the man to stop her pain. What’s wrong with that?” Simon picked the rascal up, needing something to keep his hands busy so he didn’t put a fist through a wall. “She said I made her anxious. Her? She’s bloody well killing me! It’s been fourteen damned hours. How long does it take to have a baby, anyway?”

The door opened and the doctor emerged, beaming from ear to ear. “You have a fine and healthy son, Your Grace.”

Simon caught his breath, clutching Raji so tightly, the poor devil protested. “And Louisa? Is she…?”

“She’s doing well. Tired, but that’s to be expected.”

Tears sprang to Simon’s eyes. “Thank God.”

He headed for the door, then paused to thrust Raji into the doctor’s hands.

“Wait!” the doctor cried. “What am I to do with him?”

“Just don’t let him come in here, that’s all,” Simon said.

As he entered the room and shut the door firmly behind him, he heard the doctor mutter, “I wasn’t going to, believe me.”

Regina was helping the nurse clean off his son, but Simon had eyes only for his wife, who reclined against the headboard. He’d never seen her look so pale, so drained.

So damned beautiful.

Hurrying to her side, he seized her hand. “We’ll never have another one, I swear. We’ll use sponges and condoms and watch the phases of the moon—”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said with a weak laugh. “We’ll do no such thing.” She cradled his hand against her heart. “It wasn’t so bad, you know.”

“You were screaming! Raji went almost out of his mind to hear it.”

“And you?” she teased.

“I was way beyond out of my mind.” His voice grew hoarse. “I have never heard you scream like that.”

“You’d scream, too, if someone were trying to shove their way out of your belly.” Her eyes twinkled at him. “But given your bedside manner, I believe next time I’ll banish you to a room farther away. In Shropshire, perhaps.”

“That’s not funny,” he grumbled. “I was afraid I’d lose you.”

She cupped his face with a tender smile. “I know. But I wasn’t about to let something so silly as childbirth pangs keep me from spending my life with you.” When Regina came over and laid the babe in Louisa’s arms, Louisa added, “And our son.”

A lump lodged in Simon’s throat. Their son. It hit him at last. He had a son.

He leaned closer to look at the squirming bundle, at the closed eyes and the cherry of a mouth, then blinked back more tears. “He’s absolute perfect.”

“Of course he is. He’s yours, isn’t he?”

Simon gave a choked laugh, feeling light-headed. He touched the tiny fist, and the little fingers closed about his index finger, holding on with a surprisingly strong grip.

“Now tell me, what happened?” Louisa said eagerly.

“What happened where?” he asked, absorbed in marveling over his son.

“The Gaols Bill! Did it pass the Second Reading?”

Good God, he’d forgotten entirely where he’d been when she’d gone into labor. “Yes, Joan of Arc. It passed. They had just announced it when the servant summoned me home.”

“That means it’s sure to become an Act of Parliament.” She gazed at him, her eyes alight. “Oh, did Mr. Fielden give his speech? The one I wrote for him?”

“Indeed he did, and it was every bit as stirring as the woman who wrote it.” He chucked her under the chin. “You are quite a piece of work. You just bore your first child, and that’s what you’re thinking about?”

“Not only that.” She grinned. “I also want to know the news about your cousin. Regina said the decision about his title was to be made today. I did not expect it so soon—what happened?”

“The king finally upheld one of his promises to me, believe it or not. He hemmed and hawed a bit, but after the way Trusbut and I forced him into changing his cabinet last year, he knew better than to cross me in the matter of Colin’s title. I told him I wanted it done with all due speed and he made sure it was.”

“So?”

“Colin is now officially the Earl of Monteith.” He shot her a mischievous glance. “And my grandfather is now officially turning over in his grave.”

“Good.” She smiled down at their son. “I hope he turns a dozen more times once our boy grows up. Because little John David Henry Augustus is sure to be a far more progressive prime minister than your nasty grandfather ever was.”

“No son of mine shall ever be prime minister,” Simon said solemnly.

She cast him a bemused look. “Why not?”

“Because I want something better for him.”

“Like what?”

His heart full, he brushed a kiss on her damp brow. “This, sweetheart. A deep and abiding love.”

She gazed up at him with shining eyes. “Why can’t he have both? You do.”

“Ah, but I was lucky, and I doubt lightning will strike twice. Politics does not generally make for happy marriages. Look at my grandfather’s.”

“That only went badly because he was such a monster.”

“Perhaps.” He gazed at his son. “Or perhaps politics creates men like him—sad little Napoleons who can’t bear not to be in control of everything, even their personal lives. Which means they have to beat down whomever they can’t control.”

Stroking his wife’s hair, Simon marveled again at his good fortune. “Either way, if I have to choose between a happy marriage or a future in politics for my son, the happy marriage will win hands down.”

Taking the baby from Louisa, he held him for the first time, tears stinging the back of his throat. Life was good. This was good. “Because as Uncle Tobias once said, the best thing a man can ask for in this fickle world is someone to love.”




Author’s Note



I admit it—I fudged with history a bit in this book, although not as much as you’d think. Of course there was no Simon as Secretary of War, and Lord Monteith was an invented prime minister (thank goodness). But many of the other political characters and events are real (although I admit to making the events more dramatic). Lord Sidmouth did resign as Home Secretary in 1822, having never recovered from the backlash after the Peterloo Massacre. And while Lord Castlereagh never resigned—he committed suicide in 1822—Liverpool replaced both him and Sidmouth with ministers who were more progressive than their predecessors.

Sir Robert Peel (during the era in which my book is set, he had not yet gained the title) did become Home Secretary, and he did push through the Gaols Act in 1823. George Canning did become Foreign Secretary.

And the new and improved cabinet was able, after Liverpool finally retired in 1827, to push through what Simon wants implemented in my book—parliamentary reform, which affected how people were elected to the House of Commons, and thus how much influence the aristocracy had on legislation.

The Reform Act of 1832 was considered groundbreaking in its time. It probably won’t surprise you to learn that Lord Sidmouth, who was still knocking around in 1832, voted against it.

Other bits of real history in this book include the material about Newgate and prison reform. Mrs. Fry’s Association genuinely changed how prisons were governed, and her brother-in-law did serve in the Commons. And Louisa wouldn’t have been the first duchess to dabble in politics. Long before the time of my book, Georgiana, the Duchess of Devonshire, stumped for her husband’s political party, along with all her friends.

Sadly enough, the material about Princess Charlotte is also true—she did die horribly in childbirth after two days of labor, although history is still not sure whom to blame.

And there really was a razing of Poona and a Battle of Kirkee. The British did win against overwhelming odds, but the Governor-General had no part in it. The real man who inspired everyone to fight was Mountstuart Elphinstone, the British Resident at Poona. He’d never fought in any army, but still managed to lead them to victory after assuming command. With such an impressive man for a model, how could I resist giving his role to my hero?
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Prologue

London

May 1822


Dear Charlotte,

I hear that your former pupil, Lady Venetia, has once again refused a perfectly good suitor. Speaking as a disinterested observer, I believe the lady may have taken your rules for heiresses too much to heart. If she isn’t careful, it will gain her nothing but a lonely spinsterhood.

Your cousin,

Michael


Daughtersare a plague upon men.

So thought Quentin Campbell, the Earl of Duncannon, whose twenty-four-year-old daughter was giving him fits. He’d hoped that Mrs. Charlotte Harris’s School for Young Ladies would teach Venetia to be malleable, but it had just made the lass more impudent. Apparently she’d inherited not only her mother’s lovely features, but also her stubborn temperament. And he’d damned near had enough.

He found her in the kitchen of their London town house, preparing that vile medicinal concoction she loved to pour down his throat. “How dare you refuse the viscount’s suit after I gave him leave to court you?” he blustered.

Cool as a Highland loch, Venetia continued pounding a purplish flower into powder. “If you’d consulted me before you gave him leave, Papa—”

“Consulted you! And given you a chance to pick apart yet another fine fellow?” He stifled an oath. “What offended you this time? His charming manner? His too broad smile? His well-groomed appearance?”

“I don’t like him,” she said with her usual maddening half-smile.

“Don’t like him! He’s fashionable and handsome, with fortune to spare—”

“So is my reticule.” She poured the purple powder into a glass of water and stirred. “Unfortunately, it also has more personality, and nearly as much intelligence.”

This was the trouble—his daughter’s wit ran men off.

“My lord?” said a voice from the doorway.

He glanced at his butler. “What is it?”

“A Mr. Sikeston and some other men are asking to see you.”

He tensed. Sikeston and his men were here, in London? Something must have gone horribly wrong. “I’ll meet with them in my study.”

As the butler hurried off, Quentin shot his daughter an exasperated glance. “You’ve gained a reprieve, lass. We’ll discuss the viscount further at dinner.”

Concern shone in her eyes. “Are these men here about the Scottish Scourge, Papa? You know what the physician said—you mustn’t let yourself be provoked.”

“Physicians, ha! Fools, all of them. What do they know?”

“They know enough.” She held out the glass. “You should drink your tonic before you see anyone.”

“I don’t want my tonic, damn it!” She was always trying to coddle him. He needed to be firmer with her, as he hadn’t been with her late mother, but on days like today, when she reminded him so powerfully of Susannah, it was damned hard. “Leave the men to me, ye ken? And don’t be worrying your head over them.”

She turned stubborn. “At least let me help you up the stairs.”

When she tried to take his arm, he wrenched free, horrified by the very thought of his pretty daughter going near the blackguards awaiting him. “It has naught to do with you, so stay out of it!”

His vehement protest made her wince. “Fine, do as you please.”

He started to apologize, then caught himself. This was important. He couldn’t let her stick her nose in his business this time.

Pausing every few steps for breath, he made his slow way up the stairs. Damn Sir Lachlan Ross and his shenanigans—why couldn’t the divil leave him be?

He should have known he was in trouble from the day Ross first appeared in London. The young baronet had demanded what he thought was due his family and the Clan Ross, and Quentin had dismissed the laird’s claim, determined never to reveal the ugly secrets of his past, to Ross or anyone else.

Since then, he’d paid dearly for his silence. The insolent young clan chief had begun riding the roads as the Scottish Scourge. Stirring up trouble, Ross was, trying to force Quentin’s hand. He robbed Quentin’s friends when they strayed into Scotland, telling them to turn for recourse to “Lord Duncannon.” Though he’d repaid their losses, it was humiliating that he couldn’t explain why the man might be robbing them, not without raising questions he refused to answer.

Quentin had endured five years of this, hoping Ross would eventually tire of the game. Then Ross had brazenly robbed Quentin’s own factor on his way to deposit the rents. His rents provided half his income, for God’s sake! At this rate, the man would bankrupt him. So he’d hired Sikeston, an action he already regretted.

Entering his study, Quentin surveyed the grim faces of the men assembled there. “I told you never to come here.”

“We had no choice,” Sikeston said. “We’re fleeing for our lives.”

That took him aback. “From whom?”

“Sir Lachlan’s clansmen. They’ve been dogging us since we left Rosscraig.”

Ross’s estate. Damn. He should never have told them who he thought the Scourge really was. “You were supposed to catch him in the act and beat some sense into him so he’d stop this nonsense. Not waylay him among his own people.”

“We tried, damn it!” Sikeston cried. “But he didn’t take the bait, no matter how much of your gold we spent or how many inns we went to, bragging of being your friends on holiday.”

“We think he has an accomplice,” another man put in. “Someone in London who knows your friends and tells him who to attack and when.”

“Or else he’s canny enough not to fall for fools pretending to be gentlemen,” Quentin snapped. He should have hired more sophisticated men, but how was he to find them? He’d had enough trouble finding these.

“We didn’t have an easy time at his estate, neither. His clansmen don’t seem to know that their chief is the Scourge,” Sikeston said. “They worship the man and will go to the death for him. We couldn’t even discover where he spends his nights, though it’s not at Rosscraig. He’s like a wraith, slipping in and out of that estate, always surrounded by his men—”

“That’s why I haven’t gone to the authorities. His clan would close ranks about him.” No matter how convinced Quentin was that Ross was the Scourge, proving it wouldn’t be easy. With Ross being Quentin’s neighbor, the authorities would assume their quarrel stemmed from a property dispute. And if anyone started investigating and discovered the truth…

He shuddered. “So you couldn’t lure him out.”

“We did,” Sikeston put in. “But only by blackmailing a clansman to find out where he’d be. Then everything went to hell once we caught up with him.”

Quentin glowered at him. “Because he set his clan on you?”

“No. We gave him the beating like you paid us to do.” Sikeston exchanged an uneasy glance with his men. “But…um…well—”

“Spit it out, man, for God’s sake!” Quentin snapped.

“We killed him, my lord. Sir Lachlan Ross is dead.”

It took a moment for the words to register. Then Quentin felt the room sway around him. Surely he couldn’t have heard right. “You killed him?”

“It wasn’t our fault,” another man said. “When we jumped him on the bridge, he was armed with a knife. If Johnny here hadn’t laid a cudgel to his head—”

“A cudgel!” Quentin thrust his face in Sikeston’s. “I told you I only wanted him roughed up a bit!”

Sikeston glared at him. “Indeed you did, my lord, but you weren’t there. Ross is built like an ox and fights like one, too. He also used to be a soldier, something you forgot to mention when you hired us.”

Quentin had been afraid they would refuse the job if he told them. Biting back an oath, he stared at Sikeston. “So the blow killed him, did it?”

“If it didn’t, then the water did. After the man was struck, he fell over the rail and into the loch.” Sikeston’s lips thinned. “He never even came up for air.”

A chill chased up Quentin’s spine. “And his body?”

“His clansmen were nearby, so we dared not stay to see if it was found, but he couldn’t have survived. He was unconscious when he hit the water.”

Quentin sank into a chair, overwhelmed at the thought of what his actions had wrought. The rogues had committed murder. In his name. For God’s sake, Ross had a mother who depended on him, and a clan that needed him…

“I take it that his clansmen found out that you killed their laird,” he said hoarsely. “And now you’ve led them right to me.”

“No, my lord. We were careful not to be followed here, but we must leave London before they find us. So we’ll need the rest of the money you owe us.”

Quentin scowled. It went against his grain to pay the rogues after they’d committed murder, but he had no choice. One word to the Ross clan about who’d been behind their laird’s death, and he was good as dead.

But at least the feud was ended. Quentin had kept his sordid family secrets, and Ross had carried whatever knowledge he had of the truth to his grave.

The Scourge would torment him no more.



Chapter One


Edinburgh

August 20, 1822

Dear Cousin,

I worry about Venetia’s trip to Scotland. Yes, I know what the papers reported—that the Scottish Scourge was killed three months ago in a fight with Sir Lachlan Ross that left both men dead. Still, considering the Scourge’s mysterious grievance against the earl, I’d feel easier if someone could produce the villain’s body.

Your anxious relation,

Charlotte


Mama would have loved this,” Venetia said wistfully to her aunt, Maggie Douglas, the Viscountess Kerr. They stood in line waiting to be announced at the True Highlander Celtic Society’s masquerade ball, now near enough to hear bagpipes skirling from inside the Edinburgh Assembly Rooms. “Don’t you just adore the tartans and strathspeys and costumes and—”

“—packed streets and wretched food and ghastly accommodations?” Aunt Maggie rolled her green eyes, the same shade as her niece’s. “Not a bit. Unlike you—and my sister, when she was alive—I prefer the comforts of London. Why, I haven’t had a wink of sleep since we arrived.”

“So the snoring I hear nightly comes from our baggage?” Venetia teased.

“Mind your tongue, or I’ll make you take the lumpy side of the mattress.”

Venetia laughed. “Forgive me. You’ve been very good to put up with it.”

Their lodgings truly were awful, but they’d been lucky even to find them. Every spare bedroom, garret, and cellar had been spoken for by the hordes that had descended upon Edinburgh to witness the first visit of a reigning English monarch to Scotland in nearly two centuries.

But Venetia didn’t mind their miserable inn room. She’d waited sixteen years to return to Scotland, and she wouldn’t let a flat pillow and a lumpy mattress—or a grousing chaperone—dampen her pleasure.

Venetia squeezed her aunt’s hand as the line moved forward. “You can’t know how much I appreciate your accompanying me. Otherwise, I would never have convinced Papa to let me come.”

“I’m rather shocked that you did. However did you manage it?”

“Oh, Papa is easy enough to handle. I only had to make one tiny promise.”

“And what was that?”

She cast her aunt a game smile. “To accept a proposal of marriage in the next year.”

“That isn’t exactly a tiny promise, my dear. And who is the lucky fellow?”

“Lord, I don’t know. Anyone I can endure, I suppose.” And anyone passing the inspection of Mrs. Charlotte Harris and the mysterious Cousin Michael, who routinely provided information about men in society to Venetia’s schoolmistress.

“Papa worries I’ll never find a husband,” Venetia explained. In truth, she’d begun to worry the same thing.

“A lady like you will always have proposals,” her aunt said with a dismissive wave of her jeweled fingers.

“It’s not a dearth of proposals that worries him. It’s my lack of interest in any of them.” She’d promised her mother never to marry any man who didn’t rouse her senses, whatever that meant. When Mama had elicited the promise, she hadn’t said it was because of Papa, but Venetia often wondered…

“So have you any particular men in mind?” her aunt asked.

She blew out a long breath. “No, but I hope to find someone in Scotland, away from the fortune hunters and dull-witted English lords. I want a Scottish laird with a venerable old name, who lives and breathes the Highlands—”

“Like the fellows in those ballads you love to collect, I suppose.”

Her aunt’s contempt was plain. “Why not?” Venetia said defensively. “Why shouldn’t I have a Duncan Graeme or a Highland Laddie who’ll carry me off to his manor in the Highlands to live in connubial bliss?”

“Because you’re about as Scottish as the Queen of England, my dear.”

“That’s not true!” she said, thoroughly insulted.

“You’ve got too many fine manners and too much English deportment for a country that thinks a good evening’s entertainment is a jar of whisky and a rough brawl. You wouldn’t last one day with a ‘Highland Laddie’ before you wanted to hit him over the head with the jar.”

That might be the case, but she didn’t feel any more comfortable in England. When she lost her temper, people called her “that Scottish termagant.” Too much reserve, and they said she was a “haughty Scot.” And when Papa fell into his heavy brogue, she always had to interpret it for others. As if he were foreign, for pity’s sake!

Then there was the insidiouly superior manner of the English toward their “lesser” Scottish subjects, which even Aunt Maggie had adopted after her years married to an Englishman. She scowled at her aunt, who didn’t even notice.

“You’re certainly wearing the right costume for catching your ballad hero husband.” Aunt Maggie lifted her white silk mask to survey Venetia’s gown of simple worsted. “Highlanders practically worship Flora MacDonald.”

“As well they should. She saved Bonnie Prince Charlie.”

“Yes, yes, but it’s a pity she had to dress like a farmer’s daughter.”

“She was a farmer’s daughter.” Venetia adjusted her own silk mask. “And I had quite a difficult time finding the right gown, so don’t make fun.” Fortunately she and Flora both had black hair and fair skin, so they resembled each other.

“At least the color is good. You look well in burgundy.”

“So do you.” Venetia bit back a smile. “Who are you supposed to be again?”

“Don’t be impertinent. You should be glad I bothered to wear a mask. If not for that old fool, the colonel, twisting my arm, I wouldn’t even be here.”

Colonel Hugh Seton was one of the hosts of the ball and, unless Venetia missed her guess, quite enamored of Aunt Maggie, given how he’d tracked them down at their inn after their arrival. “He’s rather forceful, isn’t he?”

“Forceful?” Her aunt snorted. “He’s mad. Why would the Celtic Society put a blustery cavalry officer in charge of a ball? Heaven only knows what nightmare of bad taste awaits us—he probably had them perch saddles on the chairs.” She scowled at Venetia, who was laughing. “What, pray tell, is so amusing?”

“You!” Venetia choked out between peals of laughter. “I thought you liked him, given how you chatted about my old school yesterday. You told him his daughter is lovely.”

“She is, but it’s no thanks to him. Charlotte Harris is responsible for that.” Aunt Maggie shook her head. “The fellow patted my bottom as we were leaving, for heaven’s sake!” The color in her cheeks showed she wasn’t as affronted as she pretended. “He illustrates perfectly what I mean about Highland Laddies. The impudent devil acts as if he’s his daughter’s age—”

Her aunt broke off as they reached the top, then whispered to the servant, who announced them as “Masked Lady” and “Flora MacDonald.”

No one in the packed ballroom seemed to heed their entrance, except a tall man near the doorway who swung around to stare at them when their “names” were announced.

He barely spared a glance for Aunt Maggie, but Venetia he assessed with a thorough, rather unsettling perusal. Then he lifted his glass in a silent toast.

Her “English deportment” demanded that she squelch such presumption from a stranger. But he was a particularly attractive stranger and she was in costume, after all. Besides, his Stuart tartan showed he was probably just playing Bonnie Prince Charlie to her Flora.

So she acknowledged his toast with a nod…and made sure to look him over. Despite his brawny build and the jagged scar marring his high brow, he captured the royal manner to perfection. He suffered a white powdered wig with regal dignity, and he kept his posture stiff and his bearing as aloof as any monarch.

But the rich chestnut-brown eyes gazing at her through the black silk mask weren’t remotely aloof. They burned with startling fierceness. And they seemed oddly familiar, too.

Before she could wonder at that, Aunt Maggie was hurrying her to the receiving line and Colonel Seton.

“Ah, you’ve come at last!” the colonel exclaimed as he seized Venetia’s hand, apparently recognizing the two of them despite the masks.

The widower looked rather dashing tonight in the tartan of Robert the Bruce. With his full head of steel-gray hair, his soldier’s fit form, and his brilliant blue eyes, he cut quite a fine figure for a man well past forty.

With a furtive glance somewhere behind her, he said in his usually booming voice, “Delighted to have you here, Lady Venetia. Most delighted.”

“Shh, Colonel,” she chided. “You aren’t supposed to reveal my true identity until the unmasking.”

“Right, right, forgive me. Quite a blunder, what? It won’t happen again, Flora.”

She laughed. “I suppose it doesn’t matter anyway. The place is probably filled with Flora MacDonalds and Bonnie Prince Charlies.”

“No, indeed. We have princes to spare, but you are the only Flora.” He leaned close with a conspiratorial air. “The other ladies preferred more ornate costumes.” He slanted a glance at Aunt Maggie, then broke into a jovial smile. “Like the fine one your companion is wearing. And who exactly is she dressed as? You didn’t mention her costume yesterday.”

“She’s a queen,” Venetia lied.

“Which one?” he persisted.

“Come now, sir,” her aunt said dryly. “It should be obvious that I’m—”

“Very pleased to be here,” Venetia hastened to say. “We both are.”

“Excellent!” He rubbed his hands together. “Have you asked her about tomorrow, the outing to Holyrood Park?”

“Yes, and she said she’d be delighted to go.”

“ ‘Delighted’ wasn’t quite the word I used,” Aunt Maggie muttered.

“What?” Colonel Seton asked, bending nearer to hear over the din.

“She said, ‘Thank you for thinking of us, sir.’ ” When her aunt snorted, Venetia went on quickly, “It’s sure to be tedious in town tomorrow with no activities scheduled for the king, so we’re grateful for the diversion.”

“Splendid! But are you sure you don’t want to visit Rosslyn Chapel?”

“No, indeed,” her aunt cut in. “I promised Venetia’s father we wouldn’t stray from Edinburgh.”

Venetia sighed. They’d arrived here by ship, so she’d barely seen any of the countryside. But the specter of the Scourge still haunted Papa and he wouldn’t take the chance of her running afoul of any “Scottish brigands.”

“Then Holyrood Park it is,” the colonel said cheerily. “We’ll march up to Arthur’s Seat after our picnic. The view is spectacular, though the climb is hard.” He seized Aunt Maggie’s hand. “I vow to help you every step of the way.”

“I do not need your help, sir.” Her cheeks pinkening, Aunt Maggie snatched back her hand. “Nor have I given you permission to be so familiar with me.”

His jovial laugh showed he wasn’t the least put off. “Indeed you have not, Your Majesty.” He poked Venetia jocularly with his elbow. “I hope she won’t order me executed for my impertinence.”

“Don’t tempt me.” With a sniff, Maggie turned to Venetia. “Come, my dear, we’re holding up the line.”

Laughing, Venetia followed her. As soon as they’d left the receiving line, she said, “You’ve certainly made a conquest.”

“Lord help me,” her aunt snapped, although her eyes shone brightly.

“Oh, he’s not so bad.” As they skirted the room, Venetia gestured to the masked guests swirling in a wave of tartan and splendid gowns. “You see? Despite your fears, the ball is lovely—very festive and Scottish, but tasteful.”

“No doubt the other committee members voted down his more boorish ideas.” They halted near a pillar. “I only hope that he thought to designate a ladies’ retiring room. I have need of it. What about you?”

“I’m fine. I’ll stay here.”

“Very well, I shall return shortly.” Her aunt cast her a teasing glance. “Perhaps one of your ballad heroes will float by while I’m gone.”

Venetia frowned as her aunt walked off. Float by, indeed.

“Surely the dancing’s not so bad as all that,” remarked a husky male voice at her elbow.

Venetia turned to find the Bonnie Prince Charlie from earlier standing behind her. Speaking of ballad heroes…She tried not to stare, but he was even larger close up, a decided improvement on the original short and slender Prince Charlie. “Beg your pardon, sir, are you speaking to me?”

The corners of his mouth crinkled up. “Aye. You were frowning, and I wondered if it was the dancing that failed yer inspection.”

“Not at all,” she said with a flirtatious smile. “I adore Scottish dancing.”

“Ah, then perhaps it’s the garish excess of tartan. Too many kilts and such.”

“Certainly not. The kilts are my favorite part. Every man should wear one.”

He eyed her askance. “Every man?” He nodded toward a portly gentleman kicking his hairy legs up dangerously high. “Even him?”

She stifled a laugh. “All right, I concede the point.”

“We should ask that fellow and the king to refrain from the fashion.”

“Oh, I heard about the king’s kilt! You must have been at the levee for the men. Was His Majesty’s attire really as appalling as everyone says?”

His gaze grew shuttered. “I don’t know, lass. I didn’t arrive in town until yesterday, so I only read about it in the papers.”

She sighed. “Me, too. But I heard that he wore flesh-colored pantaloons underneath his kilt.”

His eyes gleamed at her through the slits in the mask. “So you prefer the alternative, do ye?”

What a shocking thing to say! Yet she rather liked his daring. It tempted her to be equally reckless, something she could never be with English lords.

“Not for His Majesty. Frankly, I think he should stay away from kilts entirely.” Her gaze trailed down to her strapping companion’s knees, bare below his own kilt. “But other gentlemen are certainly welcome to practice the old traditions.”

He chuckled. “Glad to know you approve, lass,” he said in a throaty brogue that melted her bones. He lowered his voice. “Now I can guess what had you frowning so fiercely a moment ago. You were trying to figure out which gentlemen were practicing the old traditions.”

Torn between laughter and outrage, she said, “I certainly was not!”

“Were you imagining the king in his pink pantaloons?”

“No, nothing like that. If you must know, I was…” She cast around for a suitable excuse. “Trying to make out the tune the pipers were playing. I have a passion for Scottish songs—I gather them from broadsides and such.” She added a trifle defiantly, “I hope to see my collection published someday.”

He continued to stare out at the dance floor. “A lofty endeavor.”

“You don’t disapprove?” Most people said that well-born ladies shouldn’t dabble in a vulgar business like publishing.

“I’ve no right to disapprove.” He shot her a veiled glance. “Why? Does your husband give you grief over it?”

“I’m not married, sir,” she said with a coy smile. “Ah. Then your parents must be the ones giving you grief.”

“Papa does think it’s silly, but he tolerates it well enough.” She flicked her fan back and forth. “I suppose you think he ought to give me grief over it.”

“No. If anything, young ladies should have more freedom than they do.”

“Really?” Mrs. Harris routinely warned against men espousing freedom for women, since that often meant they only wanted the women to be free with them. Yet he didn’t seem like a fortune hunter. And he didn’t know who she was, so how could he be hunting her fortune?

She smiled cautiously. “Do you approve of such freedom for your wife?”

“I would.” He dropped his voice to a murmur. “If I happened to be married.”

A little thrill shot through her. But how absurd of her to be attracted to an utter stranger. It was his stunning costume, that’s all. In his kilt, he bore “the manly looks o’ a Highland laddie,” as “The Tartan Plaidy” put it.

But it wasn’t merely that. His eyes, with their golden specks, still seemed very familiar…“Have we met, sir?”

“Don’t you remember, Flora? You helped me escape the English after Culloden.” His words were teasing, but his countenance wasn’t. It held a seriousness utterly at odds with the whirling, laughing crowd around them.

“I mean,” she chided, “have we ever met as our real selves?”

“I wouldn’t know that, now, would I?” He bent near to whisper, “Unless you tell me who ye really are beneath that mask.”

“You first,” she demanded.

“Och, no, lass.” He laughed. “I’m not taking the chance that you’d order me to stop speaking with you, all because we lack a proper introduction.”

Oh, he was certainly a sly one. “And what makes you think I’m the sort to follow the proprieties so stringently?” she asked in a voice equally sly.

“The way you speak and stand. Yer ladylike manner.” His gaze fell to her mouth, and something flickered in his eyes that made her skin thrum. “The fact that talking to a man like me has got you so nervous that you can’t rest easy until you’re sure who I am.”

“That’s preposterous.” She ignored the kernel of truth in his words. “If the colonel invited you, you must be his friend, and I doubt he has unsuitable friends.”

“What if the Celtic Society invited me? Are you as sure of their friends?”

“Absolutely. I’ve attended the society’s lectures in London, so I know them to be respectable.” Her eyes narrowed. “Perhaps I even saw you at one.”

“Perhaps.” But his amused smile told her she was far off the mark.

“Or perhaps…” She stood back to survey him critically.

He bore too polished a manner for some country Scot, so he was either a gentleman or an officer or both. He did carry himself with military rigidity, not to mention his jagged scar…

“Might you have been in a Highland regiment?”

“No,” he said with a swiftness that made her sure she’d hit upon the truth.

“That would explain where I met you,” she pressed on. “Regimental officers attend London affairs.” And his costume looked adapted from a uniform, its hardy leather sporran and its serviceable cross belts unlike anything the real Bonnie Prince Charlie would have worn.

“No, lass,” he said more firmly. “Fine guess, but no.”

“I’m back,” Aunt Maggie interrupted as she broke through the crowd. She gave Bonnie Prince Charlie the once-over, eyes narrowing. “Excuse me, sir, but have we met? I could swear that we have.”

“I said the same thing!” Venetia exclaimed. “He reminds me of someone.”

“Sir Alasdair Ross,” her aunt said. “Don’t you remember, dear? The baronet who lived near your family? It’s the eyes, and the square jaw. The man’s been dead for years, but they could be related.”

“We are indeed, I believe.” Her ballad hero forced a smile. “He’s a distant relation.”

“Not too distant, I’ll wager, for you look as if you could be his son.” Aunt Maggie surveyed him critically. “He had a son, actually. Do you remember him, Venetia? I know you were only eight, but—”

“I could never forget Lachlan Ross.” That was it! That’s who the man reminded her of, the boy who’d dubbed her Princess Proud.

She’d thought of him often through the years. When last she’d seen the heir to the baronetcy, he’d been sixteen and too caught up in rebelling against everybody and everything to bother with a mere girl. So she’d preserved her pride by pretending not to care and making rude comments about his haphazard dress and country manners.

Secretly, though, she’d worshipped him. She’d adored his tall, rangy body and his untrammeled hair the color of burnt sugar, and she’d admired his wild bent.

Though that had probably got him killed. “He’s dead, too, Aunt Maggie. We read about his funeral. That awful Scourge fellow murdered him.”

Her aunt clucked her tongue. “Such a pity for one to die so young. I suppose, sir, that you heard—”

“Yes,” he broke in. “So how do you ladies like Edin—”

“I don’t know what the boy was thinking, to tangle with the Scottish Scourge,” her aunt went on. “Did they ever find the villain’s body?”

Their companion gave a pained smile, as if not liking to discuss such an unsavory subject with ladies. “He was washed out to sea after the skirmish, I believe. I doubt anyone could ever find him.” He glanced over to the floor. “Excuse me, madam, but I was hoping to dance with your niece—”

“Oh!” her aunt exclaimed. “And here I am blathering away like some old fool.” She looked him over, seemed to like what she saw, then said, “I suppose it’s all right, but I’ll expect a proper introduction after the masks come off later.”

“Of course.” He offered his arm to Venetia, that fierceness burning in his gaze again. “May I have the honor?”

A strange thrill swept through her as she took his arm. “I’d be delighted.”

“Enjoy yourselves,” her aunt said as she waved them off.

When they were out of earshot, he said, “I should warn you that it’s been months since I’ve done this. My dancing is like to be rusty.”

She gazed at him in surprise. “Then why did you ask me to partner you?”

“Because I enjoy a challenge, lass.” He shot her a dark glance that thrummed through her like the piper’s hum. “And I begin to think that you might be one.”

With that intriguing remark, he led her onto the floor.



Chapter Two


Dear Charlotte,

Don’t worry about Lady Venetia. The authorities are sure that the Scourge is dead. Rich friends of Lord Duncannon traveled to Scotland a month ago, and saw nary a hint of him on the roads. So your charge will be as safe in Scotland now as she would be in England.

Your cousin and friend,

Michael


Sir Lachlan Ross wished he’d had a more canny answer for the lass, but he couldn’t admit that he’d really asked her to dance to tear her away from that cursed discussion. Unfortunately, now he had to suffer through an entire set.

The music began and he forced himself to move, forced himself to ignore the throbbing in his half-healed ribs and the ache in his once-broken thigh bone. Although certain steps proved a minor agony, it was better than listening to Lady Kerr talk of his family, unraveling his plans with each casual word. How in God’s name had the viscountess seen the resemblance between him and Father? For that matter, how had Lady Venetia noticed it? He was wearing a wig and mask, for Christ’s sake! Not to mention that neither lady had laid eyes on him in years.

No one must recognize him, or this would be over before it began. His mother and clan had worked hard to hide the fact that he was alive by holding a pretend funeral for him. He couldn’t ruin it by appearing to have risen from the grave to dance a reel with Lady Venetia Campbell.

The bonnie Lady Venetia Campbell. God help him, he hadn’t expected that.

When last he’d seen her, he’d been a gangly lad and she a pale-skinned brat. Prancing about in satin and lace, she’d looked down her nose at him, chiding him for not behaving as “the future laird of Clan Ross” ought. He’d rewarded her uppity temper by ignoring her.

He sure as the devil couldn’t ignore her now. Even dressed as a farmer’s daughter, the sensuous beauty would corrupt a saint. Sinner that he was, she made his blood run hot whenever she flashed him that sweet-as-seduction smile. Or stepped lively in the reel, twirling and skirling and—

Holy Christ, he was waxing poetical. It had been too long since he’d had a wench beneath him. Not that he’d ever shared a bed with a lass so bonnie as she. Camp followers and trollops had always been his lot and were like to be so until he chose a wife.

But first he had to settle things with Duncannon.

He came down hard on his bad leg in a turn, and pain jolted through him from knee to hip, making him grit his teeth. Worse yet, he could see Venetia watching him, trying to figure out why his dancing was so stiff.

Mo chreach, she wasn’t only beautiful, she was clever as the very devil, with her assessing glances and her probing questions. She’d even guessed he’d served in a regiment! ’Twas a wonder she hadn’t worked out his entire plot already.

He hoped this ball hadn’t been a mistake. But tomorrow wouldn’t work unless she could be easy with him.

The plan had been simple: come here tonight and cozy up to the grown Princess Proud, who he’d expected to be a vapid debutante. Rousing her interest in him was supposed to make the kidnapping go easier tomorrow. Except she wasn’t vapid, and the only thing he was rousing was her memories of him. And her curiosity.

He could handle vapid girls—and had, a few times, when he rode as the Scourge. That only required a firm voice and a stern look. The threat of a blunderbuss didn’t hurt, either.

But cowing them was easy compared to snatching Duncannon’s canny daughter from Holyrood Park, in the center of a city where half the lords and magistrates of Scotland were staying. The latter required more finesse.

He shook his head. How did her sort turn out as anything but vapid after prancing about at a fancy school, then swishing through polite society for years?

And why the devil had she grown so beautiful? He’d heard she was bonnie, but no one had warned him that her hair shone like glossy black silk beneath the candlelight, or that her lips had the sweet little bow shape that tempted a man to trace it with the tip of his tongue…

He swore under his breath, missed a step, then almost lost his balance when his bad leg buckled. It was a timely, though painful, reminder of why he was here.

This battle between him and her father had naught to do with the lass; she was only a means to an end. Best to remember that. Because once he threw off the veil tomorrow, she’d turn on him like a cornered wildcat. There could be no truce between him and Duncannon’s family.

Thankfully, the set ended without his making a fool of himself. As they left the floor, he searched for her chaperone. Ah, the lady was standing with Colonel Seton. He should give the man more chance to work.

Lachlan slowed his steps. “Are ye from Edinburgh?” he asked.

“London. But I used to live in the Highlands.”

“Why did you leave?” How much of the truth had her father told her?

“My mother died, and Papa couldn’t bear to stay in Scotland without her.”

So Duncannon hadn’t told her a damned thing. Not that he was surprised; the man was too wily to let his daughter know he’d abandoned his responsibilities. “Then yer father didn’t come to Scotland with you,” he said, though he knew the answer.

“No. He vowed never to return and won’t break that vow even for this. I had a hard time even persuading him to let me come. That’s why I must return directly to England once it’s over.” With a sigh, she swept her hand to indicate the ballroom. “This is as close as I get to the real Scotland on this trip.”

“The real Scotland?” He couldn’t suppress a snort.

“This is no more the real Scotland than I am the real Charlie. Walter Scott trumped up this daft nonsense for the royal visit, with Lowlanders wearing tartan and half the Highlanders banned from town for being too rowdy.”

He stared out at the dance floor, his gut tightening. The very sight of the lairds dancing away in their kilts sickened him. Their people fled to America in droves to keep from starving, and the chiefs would only dance.

Bitterness laced his words. “Mustn’t frighten the English king with a show of arms. Or alarm the London Scots who want only a taste of the old country.”

She bristled. “Now see here, sir, you know nothing about ‘London Scots.’ If I had my way, I’d be living in the Highlands right now.” Her tone turned acid. “But while you men can do whatever you want, young women can’t go where they please. Not until they marry.”

“Of course not, lass.” Holy Christ, he was no good at cozying up to fine ladies. “Forgive me for speaking out o’ turn. Sometimes my love of home tramples my good sense.”

She accepted his apology, thank God. Then she ruined it by turning the conversation to him. “So you’re from the Highlands, too?”

Damn. But since she’d already guessed it…“Aye. Highland-born and bred.” He changed the subject before she could ask what part. “Looks like yer chaperone is arguing with Colonel Seton.”

She followed his gaze. “I should rescue her. She claims not to like him.”

“Claims?”

“I think the problem is that she likes him too much.”

Good. That made everything easier. “Then we should give them time to work out which it is.”

Dancing another set was out of the question; he’d barely endured the one. “If you like, I could show you the decorations for the Peers’ Ball Thursday night.” He gestured to a nearby curtain draped from floor to ceiling. “There’s a door hidden back there that leads to the other ballroom, which isn’t being used this evening. Care to have a look?”

A well-bred lass like her would know she shouldn’t go with him, but he could tell from her hesitation that she wanted to. If she did, it boded well for tomorrow.

Mayhap a bit of coaxing was in order. “I’ll understand if those proprieties of yours are rearing their ugly heads. A fine lady like yerself—”

“Not at all,” she said with a breathless little hitch that sent his blood coursing to the wrong places. She took his arm. “Lead on, kind sir.”

Moments later they were in the next ballroom, watching servants drape tartan over chandeliers and position gold damask sofas on the narrow one-step-high stage built to surround the room, so the portly king would have a place to rest between dances.

“What a magnificent effect!” Her green eyes sparkled behind her mask. “How kind of you to let me see it before the room is packed with people.”

She gave him a smile that would light up the barest crofter’s cottage, and he reacted with a swift intake of breath, followed by a swift throbbing in his ribs. “I’m glad the ballroom passes yer inspection,” he bit out over his pain.

His terse tone made her smile falter. “I can’t wait to see it fully lit on Friday.” She toyed with her fan. “I suppose you’re attending that ball, as well?”

“No,” he said baldly. And neither are you, lassie.

“Oh.”

The sympathy in her voice made him regret his blunt words. Now she thought him too low to be invited, since only peers or those with titled connections had received the coveted invitations. As clan chief he would also have been invited, if they hadn’t believed him dead.

His stung pride got the better of him. “I have to return to the north.”

“Where in the north?” she said, suddenly alert and eager.

“No place ye’d ken.” He had to get her off this dangerous subject. His eyes fell on the archway. “They removed the bow windows so guests could pass into the courtyard. Would you like to see what they’ve built out there?”

Her gaze turned sultry. “That would be lovely, thank you.”

His heart began to thud. Careful, laddie, keep a rein on yer urges. Mustn’t frighten her off.

Trying not to notice her delicate touch on his arm, he led her into the dark courtyard, where painted wooden pillars supported a tent of rose and white muslin. When they slipped inside, they found themselves in a very small and private space.

“A theater owner is having sets painted with pictures of the Highland countryside.” Lachlan gestured to one end. “Then they can draw back the muslin to show the scenes.”

He felt her gaze search his face. “You seem to know a great deal about the plans for the ball. Are you a friend of the theater owner?”

“I know people enough in Edinburgh,” he said evasively.

Her voice turned sly. “I suppose you made many friends in the army.”

He tensed. “I told you, I was never in any regiment.”

“Nonsense.” She planted her hands on her hips. “I’d swear that you adapted that costume from a regimental officer’s uniform.”

Devil take the lass. “I borrowed it from a soldier friend.”

“I see.” She snorted. “And that’s why the coat fits you to perfection. Did you borrow your military bearing from your soldier friend, too? And your tendency to pepper your speech with talk of skirmishes and inspections?”

Mo chreach, he hadn’t realized how he’d betrayed himself. Best turn the tables before she pieced together who he really was.

“I know why you’re so eager to make me into an officer.” He stepped closer. “Because you can’t make me into a peer, and only an officer or a lord can be fit company for a lady of yer breeding.”

She thrust out her chin. “I never claimed to be a lady of breeding. For all you know, I might be a milliner.”

“If you say so, lassie.” With a chuckle, he mimicked her earlier attack. “That’s why you carry yourself like a queen and spend your days collecting ballads, the way milliners do.”

A shaky laugh escaped her. “You’ve caught me, sir. I’m no milliner. But I could still be a gentlewoman of little means and fewer prospects.”

“Which is why you’re attending the Peers’ Ball.” He smiled. “Come now, why not just admit you’re a lady of rank?”

“Not until you admit you’re a soldier,” she said primly. Then she caught her breath. “That’s why you remind me of Lachlan Ross! He went off to join a regiment, too. I used to imagine him in his regimentals—”

He kissed her, a brief, soft kiss to shut her up. What else was he supposed to do, damn it? He had to keep her from making comparisons.

When he drew back, her breath came quickly. “I…I…what do you think you’re…doing, sir?”

“Proving that you’re a lady of breeding.” He slid his hand about her waist to draw her close. “Because there are certain liberties a lady would never allow me.”

“How do you know what a lady might allow?” Her warm, spicy breath teased his senses. “Some are more reckless than others, especially when they’re held in the arms of a strapping soldier—”

He kissed her thoroughly this time, sealing his mouth to hers, drinking in her hot breaths, enjoying the fine tremor of her body against his.

He’d been aching to do this all night. Not because she was Duncannon’s daughter or because she held the key to his clan’s future, or even because she’d grown into such a bonnie lass.

It was because she’d dressed as Flora MacDonald, even though it meant wearing a simpler costume than the other ladies. Because she collected Scottish ballads, of all things. Because she’d had the daring to hint that gentlemen should go bare-arsed under their kilts. It was impossible to resist such a female.

Especially knowing that once she found out he was her enemy, she’d only look on him with wild and furious hatred. So before that happened, he had to taste her…touch her…see how far he could tempt her.

Even if he suffered for it later.



Chapter Three


Dear Cousin,

I’m sure you are right about Lady Venetia’s safety. Lady Kerr is a responsible lady, so I am probably worrying for nothing. I shall let your assurances ease my mind.

Your grateful friend,

Charlotte


During her years on the marriage mart, Venetia had endured the occasional kiss. But none like this.

Lord save her, so this was what Mama had meant by rousing her senses. They felt assaulted from every direction…the faint rasp of his whiskers against her skin, the woodsy scent of heather, the surprisingly soft lips that played over hers, molding, testing, tasting, until she thought she might die if he didn’t stop.

Then he did, and she wanted to die even more. “Ah, lassie, that is sweet,” he murmured against her lips, sending her into a frenzy of need beyond her experience.

That was probably why, when he covered her mouth again, she let him do the unthinkable. She let him plunder her mouth with his tongue like some ballad highwayman stealing her gold. And oh, how strangely delicious it was, far better than what her married friends had described. No man had ever dared be so bold, and if he had, she’d have put him right in his place.

But with this fellow, she wanted it to go on and on…the reckless plunges of his tongue, the silky strokes that launched her heart into a feverish pounding. The champagne she tasted on his lips made it feel as if she’d shared his glass and was now drunk on the heady libation. Oh, such glorious madness.

Mrs. Harris’s strictures whispered in the back of her mind: never kiss a strange man, beware fortune hunters, always keep your head about you in the dark. She ignored them, counting on her mask to protect her.

She ached to be a ballad heroine, sneaking out to meet her lover in the secret night, stealing kisses, rousing the wildness that had clamored in her breast for so long she was sick with the need to set it free. So she let him drive his tongue deeply, tangling it with hers before withdrawing, only to thrust again over and over.

Then he began to touch her, too, skimming his large hands up and down her ribs with shocking possessiveness. How thrilling! How dangerous. Oh, she would regret this later, but for now…

Her knees grew wobbly, so she flung her arms about his neck and arched up against him—only to steady herself. That’s all. Truly. No other reason.

He knew better. “Have a care, lass, or you’ll tempt me to be more reckless still.”

More reckless? She wanted to know what that might be, wanted to see exactly what she’d been missing.

Hussy! she chided even as she tightened her arms about his neck. “I thought you officers had too much discipline to be reckless,” she breathed.

He trailed hot kisses along her chin and down her neck. “Still trying to figure out who I am, are you?” He tongued the hollow of her throat. “Can’t leave well enough alone.”

Never. “I’ll tell you who I am if you tell me who you are.”

“I already know more about you than ye ken.”

“You do?” She jerked back. So she had met him before! She knew she’d been right about that!

“I do.” His eyes glittered through the slits of the mask. “You’re a canny young lass who hasn’t been kissed well enough or often enough to keep you from seeking out trouble. That’s who you are.”

The evasive answer sparked her temper. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. You, sir, are a teasing coxcomb.”

She whirled on her heel, but he snagged her about the waist, drawing her back against his muscular form with a laugh. “I thought you decided I was a soldier, my lady.”

“Plenty of soldiers are also coxcombs,” she said loftily, trying to ignore the heat of his body plastered against her back. “And you continue to assume I’m a lady of rank when I’ve neither confirmed nor denied that assumption.”

He chuckled against her ear. “No? Stalking off in a fit of temper is what a lady of rank does when she can’t get her way.”

The implication that she was some coddled aristocrat annoyed her. “Don’t assume you know what I’m like simply because I let you kiss me.”

His hand caressed her throat as his mouth brushed her ear, warming it. “I know this much about you—you enjoy taking chances.” He hauled her back around to face him and lowered his head to hers. “So do I.”

This time he kissed her with a fierceness that she more than matched. Dear Lord, what was happening to her? Some strange Highlander assaulted her with kisses, and she threw herself into it like a dockside tart.

She should return to the ballroom. She mustn’t let the rogue think he could do with her as he pleased.

Except that he could. She wanted him to. And this magical muslin room seemed so unlike the real world that it felt right to indulge just this once. To enjoy herself just this once. Let him plunder her mouth just this once.

“Lady Venetia?” came a sharp voice from the ballroom. “Are you out here?”

She broke from the Highlander with a gasp. Lord save her, someone had found them. Should she stay silent? She wasn’t sure she could, with her breath coming in furious gasps and her heart beating like a kettle-drum.

She was still hesitating when her Bonnie Prince Charlie stepped back and lowered his arms. Just in time, too, for the person who’d spoken pulled aside the muslin to look in, then lifted a candle. Light flooded the man’s face.

Oh, fudge, it was Colonel Seton. At least he hadn’t discovered them embracing.

The colonel glared at her companion, then settled a stern glance on her. “Lady Kerr has been looking for you.”

“Bonnie Prince Charlie was showing me the decorations for the Peers’ Ball,” she said swiftly.

“You’d best return to yer aunt,” Colonel Seton said with an air of command that caught her off guard. “I need a private word with this gentleman.”

Oh, dear, she hadn’t meant to get her Highlander into any trouble. “He did nothing wrong. It was perfectly innocent, wasn’t it, sir?” She shot him a pleading glance, but that was a mistake, for his stare turned her knees to water.

“Yes, lassie, perfectly innocent.” But he somehow made “innocent” sound more like “indecent.”

Lord, she was being fanciful now.

“Go on, my lady,” the colonel said. “I don’t wish yer aunt to worry.”

“Very well.” She smiled at her Highlander. “Thank you for the dance, sir.”

“ ’Twas my pleasure.” He lowered his voice. “My very great pleasure.”

And with the delicious thrum of his brogue ringing in her ears, she fled.

Lachlan watched her disappear beneath the archway with his blood afire and his cock hard and heavy beneath his kilt. He must have lost his bloody mind, to keep kissing the lass so. But Holy Christ, she’d a way of making a man want her…

He swore under his breath.

“I agree wholeheartedly.” Seton glanced back to make sure Venetia was out of earshot. “Was that wise of you?”

“Dinna fash yerself. I know exactly what I’m about.”

Thank God the man hadn’t witnessed the kiss, or he’d see that Lachlan was lying. That kiss had shaken his self-control. No woman had ever affected him like that, not even his former fiancée, Polly, who’d thrown him over for a rich man.

No, Venetia was naught like the demure Polly, to be sure. Despite being the most elegant female he’d ever known, Venetia had a secret, passionate nature as ungoverned as any Highland fling. It drove him into a dangerous carelessness.

But mo chreach, her mouth alone would seduce the dourest Presbyterian…and her body fit so well in his arms that he’d been sore tempted to lay her down right here and—

Don’t be thinking that!

No matter how fine the lass’s kisses, she wasn’t for him. She could never be for him. And she’d be the first to remind him of it in the days to come.

“You almost gave me heart failure, you know,” Seton said. “When you disappeared through the door with Duncannon’s daughter and stayed gone so long, I thought sure you’d decided to snatch her tonight.”

“With half a dozen magistrates in the next room and the city full of soldiers and constables?” Lachlan snorted. “Don’t be daft, man. I’d be lucky to make it half a mile out of the city. But tomorrow the soldiers will be at Portobello Sands drilling for the review; that’s when we’ll do it.”

Seton let out a breath. “I can’t help thinking like an officer: strike while the enemy is at hand. I forget that the Scourge must be more careful—”

“Hold your tongue,” Lachlan hissed. “The Scourge is dead, remember? And he must stay dead to all but Duncannon and his family.”

“Speaking of his family, what did you hope to gain by alarming the gel’s aunt?” Seton asked. “You put Lady Kerr on her guard, to be sure.”

“And I gave you the chance to play the hero for her, as well. So the lady will be more apt to listen to you when her niece goes missing.” He headed for the entrance to the muslin tent. “If anything, I made tomorrow easier for you.”

He started to brush past Seton, but the man grabbed his arm. “I hope you’re right. One false move and we’ll both be hanging from the gallows.”

Lachlan faced him grimly. “If you’re having second thoughts, say so. I told you, ye don’t have to do this.”

“I’m not having second thoughts, damn it.” He drew himself up like the proud old soldier that he was. “Unlike Duncannon, I keep my promises.”

“You’ve repaid me a thousand times over—”

“For keeping that damned bastard from slitting my throat in Aviemore? How can that ever be repaid?”

“If you do what you promised tomorrow, that will be payment enough.” He glanced into the ballroom. “Is everything ready? There’s naught to tie you to me?”

“Don’t worry.” Seton puffed up his chest. “I took care of it. You’d think that by now you could trust me—”

“I do trust you, I swear. But it’s one thing to wheedle information out of your daughter about when Duncannon’s friends are traveling to Scotland, so you can pass it on to me. ’Tis quite another to aid in a woman’s kidnapping. For your daughter’s sake, your connection to the Scourge must never be found out.”

“Don’t worry about me and Lucy,” he said peevishly. “Worry about yerself. Worry about Duncannon going to the authorities once he realizes you’re not dead.”

“And risk his daughter’s life? He won’t. Besides, he knows what he’s guilty of—that’s why he’s never gone to them before. He’ll try to deal with this himself, as he did when he sent men to murder me. Then I’ll force him to admit his crimes.”

“I still think you should have gone to the press with your claim—”

“So he can deny it? I have no proof, ye ken? He has to swear to it before witnesses, so I can get back what’s owed to me and my clan. No matter what I have to do.” But Seton needn’t know how far he was willing to take it. “If you decide this is too risky, I won’t blame you. I can manage without you.”

“I’m not going to change my mind.” Seton clapped him on the shoulder. “Just send me some of that fine whisky you and your clansmen cook up, and I’ll be content.” He headed for the courtyard. “Now, I’m returning to my guests before they come looking for me. And it’s time for you to vanish.”

“What will you tell Lady Kerr and Lady Venetia about my disappearance before the unmasking?” Lachlan called out.

“That I ran you off for sneaking in without an invitation and bothering my important guests.”

Lachlan snorted. “You think you can convince them of that? You’re not the best actor, you know.”

“I convinced Lady Kerr that I fancy her, didn’t I?”

“Only because you do fancy her,” Lachlan said dryly. “And from what I can see, your attentions annoy the lady. You’ve got to be more subtle if you want her under yer thumb.”

“I don’t want her under my thumb, I want her—” He caught himself, then scowled at Lachlan. “Oh, go on with you, you rascal. Don’t you be worrying about me and Lady Kerr. You ought to be worrying about you and the little lass.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s pretty as a picture, Duncannon’s daughter.” Seton gave him that officer’s stare. “So what were the two of you doing out here in the dark?”

“Nothing for you to be concerned about,” Lachlan lied.

Nothing he should ever do again, either. Because kissing Venetia could well become a dangerous habit. And he had enough danger in his life already.



Chapter Four


Dear Charlotte,

I perfectly understand your concern. The thought of two ladies alone on the road with only servants to attend them worries you, since you would never be so unwise as to travel without male protection.

Your cousin,

Michael


The morning after the ball, Venetia was transcribing ballads from her newest broadsides when Aunt Maggie went to answer a knock at their inn room door. Venetia hadn’t even heard it over the thunder of regiments marching off to drill.

After speaking with the servant, her aunt came to Venetia’s side. “Are you ready to go? Colonel Seton is here to fetch us for our outing.”

“May I finish writing down this last verse?”

“Certainly. I’ll go keep him company.” Aunt Maggie headed for the door, then paused. “Are you sure nothing happened last night between you and that Bonnie Prince Charlie fellow? I was horrified when the colonel told us he’d entered the ball without an invitation. The audacity of the man!”

She forced a smile. “No, nothing happened.” Much as she longed to gain her aunt’s advice about her secret encounter with the Highlander, Aunt Maggie would disapprove of furtive kisses in the dark with a stranger.

A rather bold stranger, according to the colonel, though he’d claimed not to know the man. How odd. She could have sworn that he had.

“I only mention it,” her aunt said, “because you seem rather glum.”

“I dreamed about Braidmuir, that’s all.” She sighed. “I miss it so much. I wish we could at least visit.” She hadn’t returned to their estate in years.

Sympathy furrowed her aunt’s brow. “I know, my dear, and one day I’m sure you will. Just not on this trip.” She smoothed her blue muslin gown. “Well then, I shall go join the colonel. Don’t be too long.”

As she left, Venetia stared down at her ballad notebook. She had dreamed of Braidmuir. But more important, she’d dreamed of Lachlan Ross.

In her dream, her parents had been arguing, their voices so loud that she’d sought solace in the cool glen near Rosscraig, with the burn that Lachlan had always liked to fish. She’d found him there, too, but he’d changed—grown taller, older, more filled out…rather like her Highlander from last night.

She kept forgetting that her Highlander was a distant Ross relation. But that—and the resemblance he bore to Lachlan—was the only thing the two men had in common. Lachlan had always hated the Highlands—he would never have called it his home. And even if both men had served in the army, so had many Highland men—it had been the only way to maintain traditions like the wearing of the tartan during the years those traditions were outlawed in Scotland.

Although Lachlan had never been averse to draping himself in tartan, he’d always despised the kilt, calling it daft nonsense invented by—

Walter Scott invented this daft nonsense.

Her heart skipped a beat. Her Highlander had said that last night. What if by some miracle it had been Lachlan? What if the papers had been wrong? It would explain why he seemed so familiar, why she’d dreamed of him.

She shook her head woefully. She just wanted to believe it was Lachlan because she hated to think of him as dead. She and Aunt Maggie and the Highlander had even stood there discussing Lachlan’s death—surely if the man had been Lachlan, he’d have revealed his identity then.

So her Highlander was probably exactly as she feared—some penniless foot soldier with no prospects and a bit of polish, who just happened to be skilled at kissing. A man in search of a fortune. She’d probably be disappointed if she met him by day and had time to assess his true character, so she must put him right out of her mind.

Once she went downstairs and they all set off for the park in the colonel’s splendid little barouche, that became easier. Who could think of fortune hunters on such a summer day, with a glorious vista rising before them? As they approached the park, the Salisbury Crags shone golden in the sun, and the balmy breeze warmed her chilly heart. She began to anticipate their climb eagerly.

When they stopped beside Duddingston Loch for their picnic, her heart leaped at the sight. Arthur’s Seat soared above them, a piece of the Highlands plunked down in the midst of Edinburgh. It was as close to home as she might ever get.

They dined on smoked salmon, creamy caboc cheese, and thick brown bread, laughing at Colonel Seton’s tales of his adventures abroad. She noticed that Aunt Maggie wasn’t entirely immune to the colonel’s flirting, which Venetia encouraged. She desperately wanted a good husband for her aunt.

So when Aunt Maggie rose to fetch her walking stick from the carriage and the colonel’s gaze followed her, Venetia had to smother her smile of delight.

“Your aunt is the finest woman I’ve e’er had the chance to meet,” he remarked.

“Is she now?” Venetia tried hard to appear nonchalant for her aunt’s sake.

“Do you think she’d countenance the attentions of an old soldier like me?” He looked for all the world like a commander plotting a campaign.

She bit back a smile. “You have a chance, yes.” More than a chance, if he proceeded with caution. “But you must be patient. She’s slow to warm to people.”

“Will you help me? We rough fellows tend to forget how to behave around fine ladies. But I think if I could get her alone—”

“Of course. Whatever I can do.”

“Splendid,” he said, glancing up at the mountain. “Just follow my lead.”

“What do you intend?”

He patted her hand. “Don’t worry—I won’t alarm her. But it’s hard to court a woman when she hides behind her niece’s skirts.”

She laughed. “I imagine it is.”

After lunch, they started their walk to Arthur’s Seat. The birches around Duddingston Loch took little time to pass through, but the actual climb slowed their pace. Thank heavens she’d chosen her most serviceable apparel—a sturdy pelisse robe of merino, her Limerick gloves, and her leather half-boots—because they had to clamber over many a boulder. Still, the walk proved invigorating, and her wide-brimmed straw hat protected her from the bright sun.

They’d just crossed the last hill before the summit when Colonel Seton stopped short and cried, “Damnation!”

“What’s wrong?” Venetia asked in genuine alarm as he sank to the ground.

He removed his boot to examine his heel. “An old war injury kicking up.” He rubbed his stocking foot, then winced. “I should have known better than to attempt such a climb, but I did want you ladies to see the spectacular view.”

“Just like a man, to be doing things he oughtn’t,” her aunt muttered as she went toward him. “Let me take a look.”

“No need, it’s fine.” Casting her a determined smile, he put his boot back on and stood. Only to yelp loudly and drop back down.

“Stop that, you silly fellow,” Aunt Maggie protested. “You mustn’t go another step. Sit here while Venetia and I fetch the carriage.”

He sighed. “The carriage won’t make the climb. You’d have to unhitch a horse and lead it up here. Though perhaps if the two of you would let me lean on you, I could limp back down—”

“No, indeed,” Venetia said hastily, realizing he was waiting for her to “follow his lead.” “I shall hurry down for the horse. It won’t take long.”

“And I’ll go with you,” her aunt said.

“Certainly not. We can’t both ride. I can fetch it myself. You should stay here and keep the poor colonel company.”

Aunt Maggie looked torn, but practicality won out. “All right, dear. But do be careful, will you?”

“Of course,” she said with feigned seriousness.

Venetia set off down the path in a hurry, then slowed her steps once she was out of sight. It wouldn’t do to ruin Colonel Seton’s efforts.

Fanciful thoughts of Aunt Maggie and Colonel Seton in some future marriage absorbed her as she strolled down the mountain. His daughter Lucinda would surely be happy about it. The wedding could take place in Edinburgh, and Venetia might even persuade Papa to let her come to Scotland again…

Spinning such delightful scenarios kept her so absorbed that she was near the bottom before she knew it. She’d almost reached the woods skirting the loch when a strange man emerged from among the birches, giving her quite a start.

Not that it was odd for people to be in the park today—they’d encountered several walkers—but something about the single-minded expression on his face gave her pause. Even his gentlemanly attire—the chocolate-brown frock coat, buff trousers, and polished Hessians—didn’t assuage her discomfort.

Casting a nervous glance about her, she realized that this part of the park was presently deserted. Worse yet, the man seemed to be headed right for her.

Then she noticed his stiff gait, and her heart stuttered. He was tall, with the same chiseled chin as her Highlander. As he doffed his broad-brimmed beaver hat to her, she spotted the jagged scar on his wide brow. Relief flooded her.

“Good day, lass. I don’t know if you recognize me without the costume—”

“I do indeed.” Except that it wasn’t the masquerade that she was thinking of. In the brilliance of a sunny day, with his mask gone, he looked even more like…

She caught her breath. The color of his eyes, the arch of his brows, and the shape of his features were the same. And oh, Lord, although his hair was shorter now, falling only to just above his shoulders, the particular chestnut hue was an exact match to that of—

“Lachlan?”

The stunned expression on his face told her she was right.

“Lachlan Ross!” she cried. “You really are alive!”



Chapter Five


Dear Cousin,

Once again, sir, you attribute to me notions that never crossed my mind. Why shouldn’t two women travel the country with only servants to attend them? This isn’t the England of your childhood. Highwaymen are scarce these days. I daresay women have more to fear from London pickpockets than from good country Scots.

Your annoyed relation,

Charlotte


Devil take her, he had hoped the lass wouldn’t put it together so quickly. He’d planned to give her a false name until he could lure her into the carriage by playing on their acquaintance from the ball. That wouldn’t work now.

A shame he couldn’t just toss her over his shoulder and carry her off, but a party of walkers had emerged from the woods, headed for the climb. The park was lousy with visitors today—anyone might hear her scream and come to her rescue.

He’d have to play along until he got her where he wanted her. That meant he’d have to explain his miraculous resurrection. Or avoid explaining it.

“Yes, I’m alive.” He clapped his hat back on his head and made a show of looking around for enemies. “Can you lower yer voice? No one’s supposed to know.”

Such secrecy must have appealed to her, for she dropped her voice to a conspiratorial murmur. “Why? And how can you be alive when the papers said—”

“I know, lass, I know.” He cast a furtive glance at the party passing them. “Can we talk about this somewhere more private? Let’s head for those woods.”

“Oh, I forgot! Forgive me, but I must hasten to Colonel Seton’s carriage.”

As she continued down the path toward the woods, he followed along. She was playing right into their hands, she was. “Is that where yer friends are?” he asked in feigned innocence.

“No, I have to ride a horse back up the mountain for the colonel. We were walking to the top when he supposedly injured his leg, and now must ride down.”

“Supposedly?”

She laughed. “I suspect he’s only pretending to be hurt to get my aunt alone so he can court her. Since I heartily approve of the courtship, I must maintain the pretense by riding up to fetch them.”

He shook his head. “You’re not dressed for it, and it’ll take time to unhitch a horse. Let me carry you up in my carriage.”

“It can’t make that climb, sir.”

“Not on this side of the mountain, but on the other side is an easy road to the top,” he lied.

“Really?” She stopped short. “Are you sure?”

Lachlan smiled. “Most people don’t know about it. My equipage is just inside those trees; let me drive you up. The colonel may need me to carry him to the rig.” He offered her his arm.

“I sincerely doubt that,” she said with a laugh, but took his arm all the same. “But I suppose we should keep up appearances for his sake.”

“Aye.” Deliberately he covered her gloved hand with his. “Besides, I’ll take any chance to be alone with you, even if only for a bit.”

Her whole face brightened. “Oh, Lachlan, I’m so glad you’re alive.”

Guilt pricked his conscience. She wouldn’t be thinking that for long.

“But you must tell me how—” she began.

“Not yet, lass, not until we’re alone.”

Which had better be soon. Already his body suffered the toll of the past week’s travel. He couldn’t wait to have the pretense over, even if it meant she would despise him.

Despite his throbbing thigh, he hastened his steps, ignoring the glance she slid at him as they walked. He was too busy scanning the area for any other strangers who might happen upon them. This mustn’t look like an abduction.

“How did you know about the road up the mountain, anyway?” she asked.

“I attended school in Edinburgh.”

“I forgot about that.” She added in a teasing voice, “Probably because it did you little good. You returned to Rosscraig as wild as when you’d left.”

The word “wild” scraped his nerves—he’d heard the accusation from his father a dozen times a day when he was young. “You can’t possibly remember what I was like when I went off to school. You were only a wee thing then.”

“True, but I heard stories. And I remember what you were like when you returned.”

“Aye.” He frowned. “You called me a dirty savage.”

To his surprise, she chuckled. “Only because you were so mean to me, telling me you had better things to do than coddle a ‘silly girl.’ ”

“Are you saying you didn’t think me a dirty savage?”

The pretty pink blush that stained her cheeks sent his blood pounding in his veins. “I thought you were wonderful.”

Ignoring that bit of amazement, he said, “Ah, well, you were a girl. Girls get funny notions into their heads.”

The impatience in his tone must have sunk in, for her hand stiffened on his arm. “Lachlan?” she asked, her voice suddenly wary.

“What, lass?”

“How did you happen to be here today at the same time we are?”

Damn, she was starting to realize the oddness of this. But they were in sight of the coach, thank God. He quickened his steps as he spun the tale he’d prepared. “After Seton tossed me out last night, I found out where you were staying. I followed you this morning, hoping to have a word with you, but then Seton arrived, and I thought it best to…catch you alone.”

They approached his rig, and he let out a breath. “Here’s my carriage, lass.” He called out to the lad on the perch, “Look lively, Jamie! We’re headed off!”

His long-term partner nodded and took up the reins as Lachlan helped her into the carriage, then leaped in behind her.

The team pulled off so quickly that she was thrown back against the squabs. He took advantage of her loss of balance to jerk down the window shades.

“Lachlan,” she chided him, “you may not move in society much, but surely you realize I can’t ride with you in a carriage with the shades down.”

She reached to pull up the shade, and he caught her hand. “Leave it be.”

Her gaze shot to him. “I cannot—”

“You can and you will. At least until we’re away from the park.”

“What do you mean?” she said warily. “We’re going up to Arthur’s Seat.”

Releasing her hand, he pulled the shade aside just enough to look out. “Do as you’re told, and everything will be well.”

She stared at him as if he’d slapped her, but he had no time for coddling her. They would soon reach the entrance. Some guards had been lounging about there earlier, probably because the road went right past Holyrood Palace. Fortunately the king wasn’t there today, so Lachlan hoped the lazy louts would let them pass after seeing the shades down. If not…

“Lachlan!” Venetia said in that imperious voice she must have inherited from her father. “I demand that you stop this carriage right this minute.”

He glanced over to find her glaring at him. He considered trumping up some tale about how he was kidnapping her to marry her, but that was a level of deception he couldn’t stomach. Time to drop the pretense. “Sorry, lass. I can’t.”

Venetia heard his words with a sinking in the pit of her stomach. She should have known something was wrong when he’d first showed up at the park. But like a fool, she’d been so happy to find him alive. “Why not?”

He tipped the shade aside to glance out again. “I’m surprised you haven’t guessed it by now, given my miraculous resurrection.”

Her heart began to hammer in her chest. “Yes, perhaps you should explain how you came to be declared dead,” she said hoarsely. “The papers claimed you were killed in a battle with the Scourge.”

“That was a lie I had my clansmen plant. Truth is, my battle was with your father’s men. They were the ones who tried to drown me in the loch.”

“My father’s?” she said, completely at sea. “But why would my father’s men attack you? You’ve never done anything to—”

“Think, Venetia.” The icy gaze he leveled on her sent a chill right to her bones. “You’re no fool. Who’s the only Scot yer father would want to murder?” His voice turned hard as nails. “The only man who’d dare to kidnap his daughter?”

The word “kidnap” froze her blood. She was going to be sick. Lachlan had always been reckless, but surely he couldn’t…“You’re the Scourge?”

He tipped his hat to her in a mocking salute. “At yer service, my lady.”

Lord save her. All this time when Papa had complained about the Scourge, he’d been complaining about Lachlan. Lachlan had been the one to steal from him and torment their friends, lying to the world, and to her today so he could—

“You unconscionable blackguard!” she cried. “How dare you!”

She lunged for the door, but he grabbed her easily, hauling her onto his lap and clamping his arm about her waist as he locked her legs between his.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he muttered against her ear. “You can’t leap from a carriage at this speed, or you’ll kill yerself.”

“That’s what you’re going to do to me anyway, aren’t you?” she spat as she struggled against his hold, knocking both their hats off.

“Don’t be daft. And stop acting the fool, unless you want me to tie you up.”

That stopped her short. She didn’t want to be tied up, but neither did she want to be kidnapped.

Oh, how could this be happening? What a fool she’d been to think that the unruly Lachlan of her childhood would turn out to be anything but a scoundrel. And she’d given herself into his hands without a fight, too!

“Papa will find you. He’ll hunt you down and tear your heart out—”

“What a bloodthirsty wench you’ve become,” he taunted her. “But don’t worry yer pretty head over it—he won’t need to hunt you down, because I’m inviting him to Scotland to rescue you. Then we can settle this matter between us.”

Her blood ran cold. “What matter? Why do you hate him so?”

A panel slid open behind their heads. “We’re approaching one of His Majesty’s Guard, sir,” the man named Jamie said. “What shall I do?”

Venetia tensed. This was her chance to scream, to—

“Don’t even consider it,” Lachlan growled, as if he’d read her mind.

Suddenly she felt something cold and hard jab into her ribs. She looked down to see the end of a nasty-looking pistol just under her arm.

Oh, Lord. He had weaponry, too. She was done for.

Lachlan turned his head to the open panel. “Halt only if the guard demands it. If he does make you stop, keep him to the right of the carriage, and tell him…” He paused, then tightened his arm about her waist. “Tell him yer master is on his honeymoon and has no interest in the king’s affairs.”

As the panel slid shut, Lachlan shifted her across his lap so that her back was to the right-side window with the pistol shoved against her belly.

Fear snaked down her spine. “You would never shoot me,” she whispered. “I’m no good to you dead.”

“True.” He slid the gun between her arm and her side, aiming it at the window. “But if you say anything to attract attention, I’ll shoot the guard. Do you want his blood on yer head?”

Her chest constricted. He had her other arm trapped against the back of the seat, which left only the one that lay against the gun. She might be able to grab his arm, but it was thickly muscled, and she probably couldn’t win that fight. Besides, if the gun accidentally went off…

“You wouldn’t kill a fellow soldier,” she said, as much to convince herself as him.

The carriage began to slow as a voice hailed the driver. “Are you willing to gamble a man’s life on it?” Lachlan hissed.

As she hesitated, gazing at the implacable features of a man she no longer really knew, she heard the guardsman ride around to the carriage window.

Lachlan muttered an oath. Before she even realized what he was up to, he reached over to lift the shade on that side, then slid his free hand behind her neck to hold her still while he shoved his mouth against hers.

That was the only way to describe it. It certainly wasn’t a kiss, for his lips were as rigid and unmoving as rock. But to anyone looking at them from the outside, they would appear to be in an intimate embrace, two people in love.

The irony of it made her want to weep. Especially when he tugged her hair free of its pins, scattering it down her back to create the impression that they were in the midst of…that he was in the midst of…

“Not a sound, ye ken?” he murmured against her mouth. “Or I swear the guard dies.” He pressed the side of the gun against her ribs where her arm hid the muzzle from view. “If I don’t kill him, Jamie will.”

For a long moment they sat poised, with Lachlan’s pistol lying beneath her underarm and his mouth against hers in a mockery of their kisses last night.

Kisses he hadn’t meant. Kisses he’d given her only to lull her, to persuade her to go off with him today. Curse the wicked blackguard!

A horse snorted mere feet away and the guard’s gaze bore into her back through the window. Suddenly, the guard laughed and called out something to Lachlan’s accomplice. Then the carriage moved again, and her chance for any escape vanished into the wind.

It was too much for her. She bit Lachlan’s lip. Hard.

“Holy Christ!” he spat as he drew his head back. “What the bloody hell—”

“Let me go!” she cried, ignoring the pistol. Elbowing him in the ribs, she struggled wildly against his hold. “Let me go, you scoundrel!”

As a string of Scottish oaths poured from him, he practically tossed her across the carriage to get her off his lap. She scrambled into the other seat and glared at him, surprised to see that he’d gone entirely pale except for the brilliant scarlet of the blood trickling from his lower lip.

When he wiped it from his mouth with a curse, she refused to feel any guilt.

He was in for a surprise if he thought she’d continue to go meekly along with this madness. So he wanted to destroy her father, did he? Fine. But she would make him regret kidnapping her every step of the way.

Last night she’d made the mistake of relaxing the habits and practices of a lifetime. That had got her here, so no more. As Mrs. Harris always said, a lady’s weapons weren’t made of steel, but they could still cause harm. It was time to embrace them, to use whatever she had to fight.

Because no one took advantage of Lady Venetia Campbell with impunity. Not even the Scottish Scourge.



Chapter Six


Dear Charlotte,

Once more I find myself in the uneasy position of having to apologize for an insult I didn’t realize I had given. You seem to take offense easily these days. Is everything all right at the school? Or am I the only one who annoys you?

Your concerned friend,

Michael


Lachlan stared at his captive, not sure whether to throttle her or applaud her. Princess Proud had a fierce little temper. Who’d have thought it?

Mo chreach, she’d bit him hard. And that was before her elbow to his ribs had made him see stars. “You’ve turned into quite the termagant, Venetia.”

“At least I haven’t turned into a thief! At least I don’t prey on poor, defenseless women—”

“Defenseless? You bloody near bit my lip off!”

She glowered at him. “And if you ever try to force a kiss on me again, Lachlan Ross, I’ll finish the job.”

Force a kiss…the woman was trying his patience. “Dinna fash yerself, lassie,” he growled as he restored his pistol to the special pocket in his coat. “That kiss was purely for show.” It infuriated him that she could believe he would take advantage of her. Or that he would need to. “I can have any woman I want in Ross-shire; I don’t need to dally with the likes of Duncannon’s daughter to gain my pleasure.”

Her chin quivered. “And last night? Wasn’t that a dalliance?”

More like a mistake. “It was part of my plan, that’s all.” He wasn’t about to let the fearless female guess how badly he desired her. No telling what portion of his anatomy she’d destroy if she knew that, the little shrew.

But she didn’t look like a shrew just now. With her rich mane of ebony hair tumbled down about her shoulders, she looked young and wounded and vulnerable, as would any lass whose sheltered life had been shattered in a moment. Her loch-green eyes glimmered with so much dark hurt, it made him want to draw her back into his arms and kiss that sweet, trembling mouth.

“I can’t believe this,” she said with a shake of her head. “I’d never have guessed that the Scourge is you, that you could be capable of such treachery.”

“I only want what’s owed to me and my clan,” he ground out. “If you accuse anybody of treachery, it ought to be your blasted father.”

“Oh? What awful thing could he possibly have done to justify this?”

“Aside from trying to have me killed? Aside from ordering his men to—” He caught himself. If she knew she could torture him with just the jab of her elbow, the rest of the trip would be a nightmare.

“To what?”

He’d tell her only the barest facts of that. “To drown me.”

She stiffened. “Even if that’s true—and I doubt it—you can hardly blame him, given how you’ve been robbing all his friends for no reason.”

“No reason!” He snorted. Her self-righteousness helped him remember she was a means to his end, nothing more.

And it was high time the wench learned why. “I’ll give you a reason, Princess Proud. Your father is a thief and a liar. Thanks to him, my clan has been struggling since before I returned from the war.”

That wiped the haughty expression from her face. “What do you mean?”

“Did yer father ever tell you about yer Jacobite grandfather, Wily Will Campbell, the third Earl of Duncannon? One of the few Campbells who didn’t fight with the English at Culloden?” When she nodded, he settled back against the seat. “After the ’45, Wily Will was stripped of his title, and his lands were forfeit to the Crown because he supported Bonnie Prince Charlie.”

“I know.” She folded her arms over her breasts…her too-ample breasts that were thankfully shielded from his gaze by that shroud of a purple gown. “Papa got Braidmuir back when the lands and dignities were returned to families in 1784.”

“Not quite. The debts owing on the properties had to be paid first.”

She shrugged. “So Papa had to pay some money. What does that matter?”

“What ‘matters’ is how much. Forty thousand pounds, it was.”

The blood drained from her face.

He wasn’t surprised. Duncannon had kept the truth from everyone else; why not his daughter, too?

He went on in a cold voice. “Yer father was young and didn’t have forty thousand pounds, so he borrowed it. From my father, his closest friend, whose family stayed out of that mess and who owned a rich estate and fine lands.”

Her fingers plucked distractedly at the fabric of her sleeve. “Papa said something once when I was a girl…about how I should be nice to you because we owed your father a great debt. But I didn’t realize he meant it literally.”

“Well, he did.” His voice chilled. “And after yer mother died, he left Scotland and what was left of his ‘great debt’ behind him—thirty thousand two hundred and ninety-six pounds.”

She was already shaking her head. “I’d be the first to admit Papa’s faults, but he’d never renege on a debt, and certainly not such a large one. He has a strong moral sense.”

Ah, yes, Lachlan had been on the receiving end of that “moral sense” years ago. “He reneged. My mother told me of it after I returned. She said she urged Father to press the matter with the earl, but he wouldn’t.”

“I-I don’t understand. Why wouldn’t your father—”

“Devil if I know, though I’ll wager he was afraid of yer father’s powerful friends.” Gritting his teeth, he stared at her. “And we had money then to spare, fine crops, plenty cattle, and fat and happy crofters. I suppose since Father knew how hard Duncannon took his wife’s death, he let the loan slide for a bit.”

He balled his hands into fists. “He said it was only right to show Christian charity to a suffering man. He told Mother that the earl would pay once he finished his grieving. But then Father died and the war ended and the cattle—”

“I know. I heard that prices fell drastically after Waterloo.”

He nodded grimly. “I came home to find Rosscraig in shambles. Yer father had turned his land over to sheep farmers, so he was sitting pretty down in London, but Mother and I refused to do that to our crofters.”

Before she could ask what he meant, he leaned forward, planting his hands on his knees. “We needed the money your father owed, and he didn’t give a bloody damn. I wrote him letters. He ignored them. I traveled to London to see him—”

“You did?” she said suspiciously.

He bristled. “You were at school then.”

“But he never said anything.”

“Haven’t you heard what I’m saying? Yer father’s a scoundrel—he’ll not tell you that he threw me from his house for demanding that he repay his loan.”

“I don’t believe you. Papa’s an honorable man; he would never do that.”

Her persistent faith in her father, despite what he’d told her, infuriated him. “Ask him and see what he says.”

“Let me go home and I will,” she shot back.

“Oh no, lassie,” he snapped, “you’re not going anywhere until yer father repays that money. Until he looks my mother and my clansmen in the eye and admits that he took advantage of my father’s friendship and the lack of papers—”

He caught himself, but it was already too late. Her pretty green eyes were sparking anew with temper. “Lack of what papers?” When he sat there mute, she said, “There’s no proof of this loan, is there? If there had been, you would have taken the matter to the courts. Your desperate mother trumps up this tale—”

“It’s the truth, damn you! Your father admitted it when I went to London!”

“Oh?” She folded her hands primly in her lap, the very picture of a lady who thought she was too good for the likes of the Ross clan. “What did he say?”

He stiffened. “That my father forgave the loan.”

“There, you see?”

“And when I demanded evidence of it, he had me tossed into the street. Because he knew he was lying.”

“Or he didn’t want to deal with an irrational fool demanding money.”

“Come now, lass, you’re no idiot—do you really think my father would forgive a thirty-thousand-pound loan? Because yer father was grieving?”

She swallowed. Clearly even Princess Proud could see it was unlikely. “But you still have no proof.”

“I have my mother’s word. Father may not have told her where he hid the papers, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist. Did you never hear how he died?”

Her eyes big and solemn, she shook her head.

“He went to help a crofter get his bull out of the burn, and the bull gored him. He was dead within minutes—nothing anyone could do.” He gritted his teeth. “And no chance to tell my mother anything, either.”

“But Lachlan—”

“If yer father isn’t guilty of this treachery, why has he never reported me to the authorities for robbing his friends? He must have known I was the one, taking what I needed since he wouldn’t give me what he owed. I know he knew—that’s why he sent men to kill me.”

Her expression hardened. “Even if I believed this tale about the loan, I couldn’t for one minute believe Papa capable of plotting murder. Why should he, if he knew who you were? Why wouldn’t he just have you arrested?”

“Because he knew what wrong he’d done, damn it!” Fury seized him. “Devil take you, lass, I promise you he sent men to kill me. Why do you think I can’t—”

He caught himself before he admitted his physical difficulties. Bloody hell, she was like a priest, she was, wheedling more from him than he should say.

“Can’t what?” she asked.

“Nothing. It’s between me and yer father.”

Her eyes turned cold. “Clearly, it’s not just between you and him, or I wouldn’t be here.”

“Blame him for that. If you’d been my daughter, I would never have let you set foot anywhere near the highways where the Scourge rode.”

Her lower lip trembled. “He thought you were dead.”

“And now he’ll know I’m not, won’t he?”

She jerked her head away to glance blindly out the window. “I suppose you’ll send a message to summon him to Scotland.”

“Aye. He should receive it in a few days. And there’s a note for yer aunt in Seton’s carriage, as well.”

“My aunt!” Her gaze swung back to him. “Oh no, she’s stuck on that mountain with the colonel! They’ll be waiting for me to come, and I won’t—”

“They’ll get down one way or the other. At the very least, Seton’s coachman will go look for them when they don’t return.”

She got dangerously quiet, clearly working through something in her head. “Colonel Seton is part of this, isn’t he?”

Holy Christ, she was too canny for her own good. “Are ye daft? I’d be a fool to conspire with a king’s soldier, wouldn’t I?”

“You were a king’s soldier.” Her eyes narrowed. “I’m sure that’s where you met the colonel.”

“I was with the Ninety-third in New Orleans, and he was with the Seventy-third on the Peninsula. So how the devil were we supposed to meet?” Of course, once the war ended, they’d both returned to Scotland, but he wasn’t about to point that out.

“Besides,” he went on, “a man like the colonel takes his service to England seriously. I just wanted to escape the Highlands. Joining the regiment seemed the best way.”

After a childhood of Father’s admonitions—to control his temper, swallow his pride, do as the kirk preached, and not drink whisky or consort with whores—it had seemed a relief to flee from home.

Especially after Father’s betrayal.

No, he wouldn’t think of that.

Besides, in the end Lachlan had returned.

After the Battle of New Orleans, where he’d watched hardened soldiers call out for their families while they bled out their lives on the field, he’d realized how fragile life was, how important things like home and hearth really were.

Tired of the wenching and gambling and empty pleasures he’d pursued whenever he wasn’t drilling or fighting, he’d sworn to live a better life, a steadier life. Tired of yearning for the Highlands, of missing the heather and the glens, the cry of the curlew on the moors, he had pledged to return to the Highlands and his clan. To make peace with his father.

He’d never had the chance. Father died before Lachlan reached home, and his vow to live a steadier life vanished in the wake of the disaster his father had left behind.

It was either save his estate and clan, or watch his crofters flee to Nova Scotia or Virginia like the others who could no longer scrape together a living in the Highlands. He should be thankful that his rigid father hadn’t lived to see him running illegal stills. Or riding as a highwayman to get funds for the equipment and barley. Or dragging an upstanding fellow like Colonel Seton into his activities.

“Colonel Seton isn’t part of this,” he repeated, determined to convince her. “He’s too good a man for that.”

“Then aren’t you worried about him sending the army out after you?”

“He can send out whomever he pleases—they won’t find us.”

“Then my father will send—”

“He won’t. Not when I have you.” He settled back against the seat. “And even if he does, I’m a hard man to kill, lassie. God knows yer father’s men tried. Best remember that the next time you want to sink yer teeth in me. Between the war and yer father’s treachery, I’ve no soft parts left. I’m rough as old timber, with a head solid as stone. Try to hurt me again, and I’ll make you regret it.”

She blanched, but didn’t yield. “Oh, don’t ‘fash yerself,’ sir,” she said, her tone heavy with mocking. “You’ve made it quite plain that the Lachlan Ross I knew, the one who would never hurt a woman, is no more. The Scottish Scourge killed him and took his place. And that scoundrel is capable of any villainy.”

The word “villainy” raised his hackles. He’d known she would react this way; he’d known she’d be as stubborn and sure of her lofty place as her father. But it still rankled to have her act as if he was in the wrong.

“Aye,” he said coldly, “I’m liable to do anything, my lady. As long as you realize that, we’ll get on just fine.” He leaned forward to fix her with his fiercest gaze. “Because you’re not going home until I say ye are. And that won’t be until yer bloody father comes to Scotland.”

 

“I tell you, something’s dreadfully wrong,” Maggie said as she paced the path beside where the colonel sat on a boulder.

He mopped his brow with his handkerchief. “See here, my lady—”

“Don’t try to deny it again. Venetia should have returned long before now.”

His frown seemed to concede the point. As well he ought—the sun sank lower by the moment, and they were still trapped on this cursed mountain.

At first, she hadn’t minded it. After Venetia had left, the colonel had grown surprisingly quiet, less outrageous than usual. He’d scarcely even flirted with her, and since he’d flirted constantly since the day she’d first met him and Lucinda at Mrs. Harris’s school, it was refreshing to have him refrain.

Well, not entirely. Try as she might, she did feel a twinge of disappointment.

What was she thinking? His flirtations were absurd for a man his age. The only reason he was behaving like a gentleman now was because of his pain.

She slanted a glance at his pale face. He must be suffering greatly. He’d allowed her to examine his heel, and she had cringed at the wicked scar that cleaved his flesh. A ball had shattered his heel, he’d told her, so the bones sometimes gave him pain if he stressed them too much. Why, it seemed a miracle he could walk at all.

Maggie sighed. How she wished they’d never gone on this outing. She didn’t want to know about the colonel’s suffering; it made it harder to dislike him.

And now Venetia was missing. “Do you think she has lost her way?”

“There’s only the one path. If she lost her way, she’s a fool.”

Maggie strode to the crest of the hill to look down again, but she saw nothing of her niece. “I shouldn’t have let her go alone,” she said as she came back. “If she doesn’t return before dark, she’ll never find us without a lantern.”

The colonel uttered a heavy sigh, then stood. “If it’s that worried ye are, then we should try to go back.”

“You needn’t come along. I’ll just go myself.”

“No, you won’t.” He wavered unsteadily on his feet. “If you’ll let me lean on you a bit, I can hobble down. I’ve had a long rest now—I should be all right.”

She hesitated, but she really didn’t wish to descend the mountain alone, especially when she wasn’t certain what had happened to delay Venetia. “Very well.” Hurrying to his side, she let him drape his arm about her shoulder.

It had been years since a man had done so, and the pleasure she took in the feel of his fit body astonished her. Alarmed her. Heavens, she was softening toward the old fool, and that wouldn’t do. She had no desire to wreck her perfectly comfortable life as a widowed countess by taking up with an aging soldier.

As if he’d read her mind, he said, “It was good of you to wait with me. I’m sorry I couldn’t be better entertainment.”

“Nonsense. I don’t need entertaining. I’m a grown woman, for heaven’s sake.” She actually liked him better when he wasn’t trying so hard to amuse her. Usually, he did everything to excess.

They’d been walking in pained silence for an hour when they were met by the colonel’s coachman. He was alone, which struck her right to the heart.

So did the man’s cry as he approached and spotted his master’s limping walk. “God save us, sir, what has happened?”

“Have you not seen my niece?” she asked, her stomach sinking. “She was supposed to be fetching a horse for the colonel, who has injured his foot.”

The coachman shook his head. “I fell asleep on the perch, but I could hardly have slept through her taking a horse.” He reached into his pocket. “When I got worried about you and went to see if Lady Kerr’s walking stick was still gone, I came upon this. Perhaps it’s a note from the girl. It’s addressed to Lady Kerr.”

The colonel reached for it, but Maggie snatched it first, opening it hastily. What she read there made her blood run cold.

Mindful of the coachman’s curiosity, she pulled the colonel aside. “The Scottish Scourge has taken Venetia,” she whispered. “Or someone claiming to be him, anyway. He’s supposed to be dead.”

“Yes, I read that in the papers. But the papers are sometimes wrong.”

Her chest hurt. “I should have known such a devil couldn’t be killed.”

“What else does the letter say?”

She thrust the note at him.

The colonel scanned it quickly, then met her gaze. “He won’t hurt her as long as you don’t speak to the authorities and send no one after her. He says he only wants what Duncannon owes him.”

“And you believe him?”

“Surely even a scoundrel like him wouldn’t kill a lady.”

“He doesn’t have to kill Venetia to destroy her life. Once people hear of this, she’ll be ruined. She’ll never be able to marry.”

“Then people mustn’t hear of it, must they?”

How could he be so calm and controlled when her niece was in such danger? Who knows what horrible things Venetia was suffering even now?

“You must send men after her,” she said hotly. “I don’t trust the Scourge not to hurt her. We must ride into Edinburgh at once and gather soldiers—”

He grabbed her by the shoulders. “Stop, lass, and think. They say the villain has eyes all over Scotland. If you amass an army to go after him, you only risk her life. And her reputation.” A frown knit his brow. “Thanks to my trouble on the mountain, he has quite a start on us. By the time we could reach town and organize soldiers, he’ll be halfway to the north.”

“The north? What makes you think he’s headed there?”

“I…well, people claim he’s from the Highlands.”

“Only because Lowlanders think all thieves come from the Highlands,” she snapped, then wondered why she bothered to defend her childhood home. “Do you really think that’s where he took her?”

“Damnation, lass, I don’t know. In any case, it doesn’t matter. Going after her could get her murdered, and I know you don’t want that. If it’s ransom he’s wanting, then he’d be a fool to hurt her. He says he’s sent a letter to London for Duncannon. So we should wait for the earl’s arrival in Scotland.”

She gaped at him, part of her convinced by his argument, part of her outraged that he’d even consider standing by and doing nothing. “I thought you were a man. What man refuses to act when a scoundrel has kidnapped a woman?”

Steeliness entered his gaze. “A smart and careful one.” At her expression, he muttered a foul oath. “Fine. If you want me to try getting her back, I’ll arrange for men to search secretly, without telling them what girl they’re looking for. But I’ll pick the men myself.” He squeezed her hand. “Will you trust me to do that for you, my lady?”

What choice did she have? He was right about the risk—the Scourge had murdered Lachlan Ross, so why balk at murdering Venetia? But the colonel had resources beyond her, and he had seemed eager to please her.

“Yes,” she breathed. “I’d be most grateful.”

“Good, I’ll arrange it at once. You go back to London, and—”

“I shan’t budge from Edinburgh until I know my niece is safe.”

His face clouded over. “You can preserve her reputation easier in London—tell people you left her at her father’s estate.”

“No. I’ll claim that she’s ill—that’s good enough. No one in Edinburgh will pay attention to the absence of one woman with all that’s going on right now.”

“Now, lass—”

“Absolutely not.” She jerked her hand from his. “I’m staying here, and that’s final. So you’d best get used to having me around, Colonel. Because I mean to make sure that my niece returns in one piece, no matter what it takes.”



Chapter Seven


Dear Michael,

Lady Venetia, who’s been sending me daily accounts of the king’s visit, has stopped writing. I know she’s probably just too busy, but it isn’t like her to be so lax. I worry she has met some unsuitable Scottish fellow she won’t tell me about, and that has made me snappish.

Your woefully peevish friend,

Charlotte


Venetia had spent the past few hours in silence, hoping that the carriage motion might lull her companion to sleep and give her a chance to escape.

No such luck. Lachlan sat like a soldier, rigid and alert, keeping his gaze trained outside the window. What he was looking for, she couldn’t imagine. Enemies behind every bush? Lord knew he was cracked enough for that.

Him and his tale of abandoned debt! Papa was gruff and proud, but honorable. He would never renege on a debt, and he’d certainly never let his friends be plagued by the Scourge if he could stop it.

She scowled at Lachlan. To think she’d actually cried over his supposed death! Devious devil.

He’d always chosen the most reckless path. Running off to join the regiment when he was barely old enough to shave, riding the roads, and now this kidnapping. He didn’t think things through.

Did he really believe that nonsense about an unpaid loan? Or did he simply resent Papa for making his own estate profitable by improvements while the Ross clan slogged along in the old ways?

And even if Lachlan was right about the loan, how could it justify what he’d done? Why, his first kidnapping had been of her best friend Amelia and Major Winter, Amelia’s husband—another attempt to get money from Papa. If not for the major’s clever escape, who knew what might have happened to them?

A glance at Lachlan’s grim face made her shiver. Who knew what might happen to her? He said he wouldn’t hurt her, but could she believe him? He wasn’t the same man she’d once known. He had a fierceness, a chilling resolve about him. His willingness last night to use kisses to further his plan showed that.

She had to escape him. But how?

When they’d stopped to change horses, he’d made her sit as before, with the pistol aimed at the only window whose shade was open. The threat was always that if she gave an alarm, someone would die.

She wanted to believe it an idle threat, but dared not risk it. So her only alternative was somehow to seize his firearm. If he’d just fall asleep…

By the end of their next stop, she wanted to scream. As soon as they left the coaching inn yard, she threw herself across to the other seat with an oath.

“I don’t know why you insist on going back over there,” he said calmly. “I’ll just have to make you move again the next time we change horses.”

“How long do you mean to continue this nonsense?” She couldn’t see the sun setting, since the shade was down on the west-facing window, but it must be nearly eight o’clock on this long summer day. “Do you mean for us to travel all night?”

“Aye.”

The terse word sounded the death knell to her hopes for escape. If he didn’t stop at an inn longer than to change horses, how would she ever get away?

And if she couldn’t get away…

The full ramifications hit her with a force that knocked the breath from her. If she traveled alone with him for more than a day, she’d be ruined. No one in society would care that it was a kidnapping. He was a man; she was unmarried. That would be enough.

“This means the end of my reputation,” she whispered, half to herself.

For the first time in hours, he really looked at her. “Not if yer father and yer aunt heed my instructions to keep this quiet. They’re sly enough to invent a tale for your sudden absence. And once I settle this matter with yer father—”

“How do you mean to do that?”

His expression grew shuttered. “Never you mind how.”

This only grew worse and worse. “You’re going to kill him.”

He returned his gaze to the window. “I didn’t say that.”

But he hadn’t denied it, either. She rubbed her clammy hands on her skirt. “If you kill him, you’ll be hanged, for it will come out that you’re the Scourge.”

“The Scourge is dead, and I mean for it to stay that way. That’s why I told yer father and yer aunt not to risk yer life by saying otherwise.”

“And if Papa refuses to play your game? Do you really think he’ll hand over thirty thousand pounds to you without a fight?”

“He’d better if he wants his daughter back.”

“But what if he doesn’t?” she persisted.

His gaze swept down her body in a slow, heated glance. “Then I get to keep you, don’t I?” he said, his voice husky.

The provocative comment shot a thrill through her before she could stop it. A thrill of fear. Yes, it had to be. Surely she wasn’t fool enough to still find him attractive. He was her enemy, not the Lachlan of her dreams. He was the villain behind the ballad hero who’d taken her mouth so sweetly in the dark.

So why were her mouth and throat suddenly dry, her hands suddenly shaky? And why, when his gaze darkened to jet black, then fixed on her lips, did her skin come alive, her pulse quickening?

Curse him for that. “Keeping me is not a choice.”

That seemed to jerk him up short. Swiftly, he yanked his gaze over to the window. “Yer father will come for you. Don’t worry about that.”

Her stomach knotted. Lord save her, now she had something new to worry about. Lachlan might despise her for being her father’s daughter, but he wanted her, too, in the way that men wanted women.

She’d seen that heated look on the faces of society men who’d danced with her, and she’d never let it bother her. Unfortunately, it was hard to ignore it with a man who had complete power over her. A man who’d kissed her passionately only last night.

Not that she would let him kiss her now, no indeed. If he so much as tried it, she would make good on her threat to bite him.

He pulled aside the shade, then frowned. “If you’ve got any sense, you’ll sleep. We’ve a long trip ahead of us.”

She had to escape. She had to convince him to let her leave the carriage the next time they stopped. Suddenly an idea occurred to her. She did have certain physical needs; he’d have to stop for that. “It’s not sleep that I require.”

He raised his brow at her clipped tone. “I’ve got plenty of provisions—”

“I’m not hungry, curse you.” She was starving. It had been a long, long while since her last meal, but asking for food wouldn’t get her out of the coach, would it?

How could she explain this to a man delicately? “I need you to stop the carriage.”

He gave a harsh laugh. “Not bloody likely.”

“It’s most urgent that I…Sometimes a woman…or anyone…has to—”

“Drink something? Is it water you’re needing?”

“No!” How could he be so dense? “The last thing I need is water.”

The light dawned. “Ahh, you have to piss. Why didn’t you just say so?”

She glared at him. “Because I’m not as vulgar as you.”

“No, you’re too lofty for pissing.” A sardonic smile twisted his lips. “I could make a ballad of that for your collection, if you want: ‘Princess Proud hates to piss / She thinks it’s something crass. / And when she goes to ease herself, / Someone else must wipe her—’ ”

“That’s enough.” A blush heated her cheeks. “And that isn’t remotely a ballad. It’s doggerel, and bad doggerel at that.”

He shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He slid open the panel behind his head. “Jamie, we need to stop. The lass has got to piss.”

“Aye, sir,” the young man said, and instantly the coach slowed.

“Not here!” she protested. “At the next place we change the horses!”

Lachlan arched one thick eyebrow. “You said it was urgent.”

“I can wait until we stop where there’s a…well, you know.”

“A privy?” He eyed her with cool calm. “If you’re thinking I’ll let you parade through an inn complaining about your abduction, think again, lassie. It’s here or nowhere.”

Ooh, how she wished she could slap that calm from his face, then shove him out of the coach with a satisfying thump. What had Aunt Maggie said? You wouldn’t last one day with a ‘Highland Laddie’ before you wanted to hit him over the head with the jar. How sad that she’d turned out to be right.

As the carriage halted, Venetia stared out the window. No trees or bushes for miles, just fields everywhere. “I can’t…you know…out there, for pity’s sake. Anyone could see me!”

“No one’s around to see. Make up your mind—do you need to piss or no?”

Casting him a foul glance, she reached for the door handle. “Must you keep using that vulgar word?”

He gave her a wicked grin. “I find it most entertaining to watch you get your dander up.”

“You really are a blackguard,” she grumbled as she climbed out of the carriage. “Clearly you’ve been riding the roads with ruffians far too long. You’ve forgotten how to behave like a gentleman. If you ever knew.”

To her horror, he stepped out after her and took her arm.

She snatched it free. “You can’t possibly mean to accompany me!”

“I can, and I will. You’re daft enough to try running off over these hills, and I’m in no mood for running after you.”

“Lachlan, please, give me some privacy—”

“We won’t watch, I promise. But I’m not letting you more than a few feet from me, so you might as well get used to it.”

With a sigh, she relinquished her hopes for escaping him here. But despair dogged her steps as they left the carriage. Why must everything be his way?

The beast halted beside a shallow ravine. “Down there you’ll be out of sight of the road. I’ll put my back to you, but you have to talk to me the whole time. If you’re quiet more than a moment, I’ll turn around. Understood?”

Gritting her teeth, she nodded, then descended the few yards to the bottom.

She’d barely found a place to stand when he barked, “Talk to me, lass.”

She cursed him soundly.

He chuckled. “That’ll do fine, it will.”

Lifting her skirts, she scrambled for something to say. “Are we headed to Rosscraig?”

“A place near there. It’s where I’ve been living ever since your father sent men to kill me.”

“Someone may have tried to have you killed, but it wasn’t Papa. A man like you probably has hundreds of enemies.”

“None who proclaim their connection to yer father right before they—” He broke off suddenly.

“Before they what?”

“Nothing,” he snapped. “Just do what you’re supposed to, will you, Princess Proud? And hurry it up.”

“I would appreciate your not calling me that.” She finished relieving herself. “We aren’t children anymore, after all.”

“That’s for damned sure,” he muttered, almost to himself.

She glanced at him in alarm, but he still had his back to her. Perhaps there was some measure of civilized man lurking inside him, after all. Perhaps she’d been going about this all wrong, fighting him when she should be cozying up to him, lulling him into lowering his guard.

She walked up the ravine. “I’m done. And I do appreciate—” She broke off as she cleared the top. “Oh, my word.”

Lachlan glanced over at her. “What?”

The sun set over the mountains far beyond, casting the heights in plum-hued shadows of regal beauty. With the shade down in the coach, she’d missed this glorious view. Lavenders spilled into pinks that spilled into sunbursts so vibrant, they stung her eyes. “I haven’t been home in so long,” she whispered. “And there it is, smiling at me from the distance.”

His gaze followed the direction of her hand, and his face softened.

“The tall mountain there is Ben Lawers.”

She let out a breath. “It’s like looking at a dream. A haunting, ancient dream that has teased me ever since I left. It’s so very lovely.”

“Aye, that it is, lass.”

Glancing up at his face, she was surprised to see pleasure shining there. “You always said you hated the Highlands. You couldn’t wait to be away.”

“I was a fool, too full of myself to recognize what’s important.”

“And what is that?”

That fierce look stole over his face again, and he looked the very picture of a Highland warrior. “Home. A man’s kin. It’s where I belong, and that will ne’er change.” Then he took her arm with impatience. “Back to the carriage, my lady. Move along.”

She walked beside him in silence. What had she said to upset him? As a boy, he’d been capable of laughter. This surly Lachlan was a stranger to her.

As they climbed in the carriage and she settled into her seat, Lachlan ordered Jamie to drive on. She reached to lift the other shade, wanting to keep the view in her sights as they traveled, but he stayed her hand. “Leave it shut.”

“Why?” She struggled against him. “We’re miles from anywhere. No one will see.”

He held her hand in a crushing grip. “Leave it shut, or I’ll tie you up.”

She stopped fighting him. She’d never be able to escape if he bound her.

When he saw that he’d won yet again, he released her. Throwing herself back against the seat, she struggled to restrain her temper. Getting angry hadn’t worked very well so far.

Once she could trust herself to speak evenly, she said, “All I wanted was to see the mountains. Surely that isn’t such a—”

“You think I don’t know what you’re about? You with yer fancy words about the Highlands…you’re trying to soften me up so I’ll let you go.” Crossing his arms over his brawny chest, he scowled at her. “Turning me up sweet won’t work any better than baring yer teeth at me.”

The brooding look, his belligerent stance…for a fleeting second it seemed like so much bravado, the sort boys showed when forced to do things they hated.

What was she thinking? This man had robbed innocent travelers without a thought, kidnapped her friends, and lied his way into her good graces so he could kidnap her, too. He might have a boy’s selfishness, but the will behind it was a man’s. And that man could very easily ruin her life forever.

But that didn’t mean she had to let him.

Throwing back her shoulders, she took on the superior posture she’d learned so well at Mrs. Harris’s school. “Since being nice to you offends you and biting you is out of the question, how should I proceed? Insults? Polite conversation? Tears? Is there anything I can do that will not annoy you?”

She could probably have cracked ice on his stiff jaw. “Keeping quiet would do the trick, lassie.”

“No chance of that, laddie,” she shot back, aping his brogue. “The least you can do after kidnapping me is allow me a way to entertain myself.” She flashed him a syrupy smile. “Perhaps I shall sing. I have a rather extensive repertoire of ballads.” And they did say that music soothed the savage beast.

“No singing. I remember yer singing. It’s nothing I care to hear again.”

Oh, of all the obnoxious insults. “I was six years old when I warbled that silly tune you’re thinking of. I assure you, my singing is vastly improved.”

“You want entertainment?” Jerking a knapsack from beneath the seat, he rummaged through it, then tossed an object at her. “Eat something. At least it’ll gain me a few moments peace.”

She tossed the paper-wrapped packet back at him. “No, thank you.” She wasn’t about to give him any peace.

His eyes narrowed. “I know it’s not fancy fare, but surely even a fine lady like yerself won’t turn up her nose at roast beef sandwiches.”

Her stomach growled, but she ignored it. “If you want me to eat, you’ll stop this coach and give me a proper meal.”

“Oh, a proper meal is what the stiff-necked lady is wanting, is it?” He sat back in the seat, opened the packet, and pulled out what looked to be a very good sandwich. Waiting until he had her mouth watering, he held it out to her. “We’re not stopping for any proper meals, so get that notion out of yer head. And starving yerself won’t get you away from me either, so you might as well eat.”

“I shall not eat until you return me to Edinburgh.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “And there’s nothing you can do to make me.”

He stared at her, then began to devour the sandwich. “Suit yerself, my lady.”

For a moment, silence reigned in the carriage as she fought to ignore the tempting aroma of roast beef. And was that mustard she smelled?

“I probably shouldn’t feed you anyway,” he finally said.

She remained silent.

“The more famished you get, the less trouble you’ll give me.”

She glared at him.

“With you too weak to run off or fight, I should be able to—”

“Oh, give me a sandwich, curse you.” Leave it to a beast like him to call her bluff. And to hit on the one reason she should eat.

Eyes gleaming with triumph, he handed her another packet, then continued searching his knapsack. “There’s apples, too.”

She removed her gloves, unwrapped the packet, then laid the paper primly out on her lap to use as her plate. He stopped rummaging to watch as she meticulously tore the sandwich into more manageable pieces.

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

“Eating the sandwich.”

“No, you’re not. You’re dissecting it.”

She popped a piece in her mouth, chewed it ten times, then swallowed. “This is how I eat a sandwich, sir.”

“Why?”

Years of habit. Mama had taught her to eat that way because of her tendency to wolf her food. But why tell him that when she could annoy him instead? “This is how civilized people eat. But of course, a man like you wouldn’t understand.”

She had to suppress her smile when he scowled. “In case you hadn’t noticed, you’re being abducted. It isn’t the time to be worrying about yer proprieties.”

“Good manners are always appropriate. Indeed, the true measure of a lady is how she behaves in the most difficult of times.” When he snorted, she said, “I assume you were taught something similar in the army, to cling to discipline no matter what. Though you’ve clearly ignored that training in recent years.”

“Ah, yes, discipline,” he said with clear sarcasm. “The English word for ‘stand and be killed if we say so.’ ”

She eyed him askance. “Isn’t that what all soldiers do?”

“Soldiers fight. But when there’s no way to fight and your commanding officer—” He cursed. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“I could try,” she pointed out.

He sat back and changed the subject. “So that’s what they taught you at yer fancy school, is it?” He flicked a hand to indicate her makeshift plate. “How to eat a sandwich like an English lady?”

With a sigh, she picked up a piece of sandwich. “Among other things.”

“Like what?”

“How to sing,” she said pointedly. “How to address one’s betters, how to walk, how to speak French—”

“How to catch a husband.”

She arched one eyebrow. “How to catch the right husband. Mrs. Harris was determined that we learn to distinguish a scoundrel from a gentleman.” Her voice turned bitter. “Though apparently I didn’t learn that lesson very well.”

He stared at her, something almost like guilt crossing his features. When she grew uncomfortable and broke the glance, he returned to hunting through the knapsack. As she finished her sandwich, he set an apple atop her improvised plate.

But when she reached for it, he caught her hand. “You did nothing wrong, you know. Yer father should have warned you about me. It’s not your fault.”

“Are you trying to soften me up now? Because it won’t work, laddie. I’m too ‘stiff-necked’ a ‘fine lady’ for that.” Bile rose in her throat to choke her. “Contrary to how it must have seemed to you last night, I generally don’t allow flattery and sweet words to sway me from what I know is proper.”

“Lass, I mean it,” he said more firmly, closing her hand in his. “You did nothing wrong, ye ken? Neither last night nor today.”

A heavy breath escaped her lips. “I should never have persuaded Papa to let me come to Scotland. He said it was too dangerous, but I didn’t listen.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered.” He stared down at her hand, then traced her thumb with his, almost absently. “I would have kidnapped you even if I’d had to risk going to London to do it. Once your father sent those men to kill me, the battle was set. Your coming here only made it a mite easier.”

The unexpected kindness was too much to bear. Just when she wanted to hate him, he did something to remind her of the man he’d once been. Curse him for that.

Drawing her hand from his, she sat back in the seat and met his gaze squarely. “Then I’ll just have to make sure the rest of it isn’t so easy, won’t I?”



Chapter Eight


Dear Charlotte,

I’ve said it before, but it bears repeating. Your husband may have been a fool, but that doesn’t mean all men are fools. A pauper may love a princess and still not be a fortune hunter.

Your cousin,

Michael


Three hours passed, during which Lachlan came damned near to going mad. When the lass wasn’t reciting her schoolmistress’s tenets, she trilled every song she knew. He could have endured it better if she’d had a bad voice, but she sang like a nightingale, the notes silky and smooth as honey. It made a man want things he shouldn’t, feel things he shouldn’t.

That wasn’t the worst of it, either. It was what she sang that spoiled his temper. No rollicking drinking songs and no heroic tales for Princess Proud, oh no. She sang of women who’d been seduced and abandoned by soldiers, or forced to marry the wrong men, or treated cruelly by their husbands.

When she was done with those, she turned to ballads about highwaymen. They always came to a bad end, too—hanged or shot down or betrayed by their true loves. She even managed to drum up a sprightly ditty about some idiot highlanders who kidnapped a girl, only to have her make fools of them by escaping.

Lachlan let her have her fun, partly because it kept her busy and partly because the only time he tried to stop her, Jamie protested. Apparently the lad lacked any better way to pass the time while he drove.

But Jamie didn’t have to watch her as the dusk bled into the moonlit night, to watch that lovely neck arch in song and those ample breasts lift every time she filled her lungs. Jamie didn’t have to fight the urge to lean forward and kiss her throat, tongue the hollow there, drown himself in her flowery scent…

With a curse he jerked down the shade, blotting out the moonlight, so he didn’t have to suffer the pain of looking at her and wanting…wanting…

Devil take the woman. She made him want too much.

Between her singing and her sighing over her Highland home, she was twisting him into knots. This afternoon, as she’d stared at the sunset…God help him, but he’d ached to catch her up and kiss her just for missing the Highlands.

Except that she didn’t. Not really. She was remembering a place that no longer existed, if it ever had. She’d covered her childhood with roses, as girls were wont to do, forgetting how used to London ways she’d become, how used to living high and free off her father’s ill-gotten money.

These days only the very rich of Scotland, the dukes and marquesses, lived that way, and they only managed it on the backs of their crofters. Once she saw how harsh life had become there, she’d recoil from it like his former fiancée had.

And who could blame her?

Silence finally descended over the carriage. He prayed that she’d sung herself hoarse.

“Lachlan?” came her voice out of the darkness.

He bit back an oath. “You ought to sleep.”

“You’re not sleeping, so why should I?” she said petulantly.

“I don’t need to sleep.” He’d purposely slept until noon today so he could make it through most of the night without.

“Oh, fudge. Even a scoundrel like you needs sleep.” She paused. “Unless guilt over your many sins is what keeps you awake.”

She never relented, did she? “More like that nasty discipline you said I lacked. Soldiers on the march go for days with only snatches of sleep. I’ve done it many a time.” But he’d been younger. And he hadn’t been recovering from a beating and a fever that had nearly killed him.

Blessed silence. But ’twas only for a moment.

“Does your mother know you’re kidnapping me?”

Holy Christ, the lass certainly knew what questions would bedevil him. “No.”

“Does she know you’re the Scourge?”

“She doesn’t know any of it,” he snapped. “Why?”

“Surely she’s noticed the extra funds and the disappearances—”

“A clanswoman learns early on not to pay such things any mind. Many a Highland man has to resort to dangerous or illegal work, like reiving or distilling. If his women are wise, they’ll take whatever he brings in and keep quiet about it.”

“And if they’re not wise?”

“Well, then, he’ll sew their mouths shut,” he quipped. “Do you happen to have a sewing kit in your pocket, lassie?”

“Very amusing.” She paused. “You make Highlanders sound like thieves, but I’m not some Lowlander to believe such prejudices. Certainly your family wasn’t like that when I knew them. And you are a baronet, after all.”

“Aye, and a lot of good having a title has done me. Or my mother.”

She softened her voice. “I remember her well. She was always a practical sort, always busy. Come to think of it, she was also rather outspoken. I can’t see her keeping quiet. At the very least, she’s had to pretend you were dead for the past few months. Surely you had to give her a reason for that. What did you say?”

He could think of no reason to hide the truth, and mayhap if he gave her answers, she’d stop bedeviling him long enough to fall asleep. “I told her the Scourge’s men ambushed me after I killed their leader. And I was so outnumbered, I had to pretend to drown to keep from being killed myself.”

That’s what he’d told her once he’d been conscious enough to speak, which had taken days. “Then I said that since I’d seen their faces, I’d best keep up the pretense until I could hunt them down.” After he’d recovered his strength enough to fight back.

She chewed on that a moment. “Why wouldn’t you just tell her the truth?” She added, in an arch tone, “She of all people should realize your cause was just.”

“I don’t want her having any part of it. If something happens and I’m taken, I want no blame falling on her. Bad enough that I had to confide in some of my clansmen after the attack. I never involved them before. I always felt that since I was the one choosing to risk my life, it should be my life alone.”

“And Jamie’s,” she pointed out. “And the lives of the people you robbed.”

“I never hurt any of them, and you know it,” he ground out. “Ne’er did anything but take a bit of what yer father owed my family.”

“What you think my father owed your family.” When he cursed under his breath, she added hastily, “And what about Jamie?”

“Jamie and my other two companions came from my former regiment. They returned to Scotland to nothing—no homes, kin, or work. So I told them I’d share whatever we took if they helped me rob yer father’s Scottish friends.”

He frowned into the darkness. “Unfortunately, Sean and Robbie got greedy and decided to ride the roads on their own. Pair of fools got themselves murdered robbing a merchant with a blunderbuss. But Jamie’s got good sense.” His voice hardened. “And he’s been loyal to me ever since joining the army as a drummer boy, so don’t waste yer breath trying to convince him to help you escape.”

“What a fine idea,” she shot back. “He looks too young to have had many sweethearts. I’d wager that if I smiled and—”

“I mean it, lass,” he growled, “leave the lad alone.”

“Or what? You’ll sew my mouth shut?”

“No, but I sure as the devil will gag you with my stock.”

“You’d have to hold me down to do it, Lachlan Ross,” she vowed. “And believe me, I’d make sure you didn’t enjoy it.”

A devilish impulse made him snap, “Oh, I don’t know about that. At the moment, I’d give a great deal to have you beneath me.” When he heard her soft gasp, he added, “So don’t be tempting me to anger with talk of flirting with Jamie, or you and I’ll have a right fine tussle.”

That shut her up. Finally.

But now he had pictures to torture him, of laying her down in a grassy field and covering her body with his. She would be willing and eager, throwing those slender white arms about his neck while he seized one full breast in his mouth to suck and taste…

The lurch of the coach dragged him from his mad dream. He glanced out to find that they’d halted. “Mo chreach,” he muttered, opening the panel.

Jamie jerked upright on the perch. “I’m awake now! I’m awake, sir.”

“No, ye’re not.” Lachlan leaped out onto the road. “I was planning to relieve you soon, anyway. Get in the coach and sleep for a while. I’ll drive.”

“What about the lady?” Jamie asked as he climbed down.

“Yes, what about the lady?” Venetia echoed, her face framed in the open door, moonlight glinting off her rebellious little chin.

“If the lady’s got any sense, she’ll sleep, too.” Lachlan opened his coat to lay his hand conspicuously on his pistol. “But if she doesn’t, she’d best remember that I still have this.” He glowered at her. “You hear me, lass? If you so much as make a sound in an inn yard, someone will die. And it won’t be me.”

Every time he said it, he waited for her to protest that he could never do such a thing. And every time she kept quiet, it peeved him that she believed the lie so readily. Of course, she thought him the worst sort of man, no matter what he said.

“If her nonsense keeps you from sleeping, Jamie,” he went on, “I’ll tie her up and gag her if I have to.” He stared Venetia down. “And enjoy doing it, too.”

“No doubt,” she countered with a sniff. “You are awfully obsessed with the idea of tying up women.” She threw herself back against the seat as Jamie entered the coach and closed the door.

“ ’Tisn’t women I’m obsessed with tying up,” Lachlan muttered, and climbed up on the perch. “It’s just you, lassie. Only you.”

 

Although Venetia had done her best to vex Lachlan, nothing had seemed to penetrate his thick skull. He’d acted bored the entire time, staring out the window like a warrior carved in granite, except for the occasional tick of a muscle.

Still, she had to admit that despite his rude comments and surly manner, he’d been a very courteous kidnapper so far. They’d stopped twice more by the road so she could relieve herself. The food he’d brought had been quite tasty, and the carriage was clearly designed for comfort.

She didn’t know what to think. Whenever she’d read about the Scourge, she’d imagined some bitter and lazy crofter of Papa’s who’d turned to villainy. Her friend Amelia had described the accomplices as pure scoundrels bent on murdering Amelia’s husband. And perhaps they had been, given Lachlan’s own words about their foolishness.

But Jamie didn’t fit that description. She would guess him to be about nineteen and, judging from how he shrank into the corner, a little nervous about being alone with her. He even jumped when his leg accidentally brushed her skirts.

“I won’t bite, you know,” she said softly, mindful of Lachlan just on the other side of the panel.

“No, milady.” Reaching under the seat, he pulled out a folded blanket and handed it to her. “Getting cold now. You might be wanting this.” He drew another out and made a big show of spreading it over himself before laying his head back and closing his eyes.

“See here, Jamie, I can tell you’re not like your laird. You know that what he’s doing is wrong, don’t you?”

He cracked one eye open. “Lachlan Ross ain’t done a wrong thing his whole life. He’s the finest man I ever knowed. So don’t speak bad of him to me. I won’t listen. And I won’t be helping you get away from him, neither.”

After that heartfelt speech, he closed his eye, laid his head back, and promptly began to snore.

Well, she couldn’t say Lachlan hadn’t warned her.

While Jamie slept, she searched for other avenues of escape. The door nearest her had a simple latch—she could easily slip it off if she ever got the chance. But that seemed more unlikely by the hour. And even if she did escape…

She lifted the shade to stare out the window. Beyond the road lay the stoic hulks of heathery hills glowing silver in the molten moonlight. Nothing else for miles, not even a cottage. She sighed.

After a while, lulled by the steady beat of horse hooves on packed earth, she slipped into a dreamless sleep.

It was some time later before she awakened to realize that her cheek was pressed against the squabs, the blanket lay over her lap…and they’d stopped. Before she opened her eyes, she heard the snick of the driver’s panel sliding open.

Feigning sleep, she kept her breathing steady, even when light from a carriage lamp shone against her face. Only after the panel closed did she look around. Across from her, Jamie snored peacefully, and outside her window, the sky began to lighten.

Then the carriage lurched as Lachlan climbed down. Was he going to make Jamie drive? No, or he would have roused the lad. Holding her breath, she watched through slitted eyes as Lachlan paused outside the window to glance in and confirm that they both still slept.

When he disappeared, she popped up and looked out just in time to see him stop near the road. As he shoved back his coat and rocked back on his heels, she realized what he was doing. With a gulp, she jerked her gaze to the other window.

They were at the edge of a pine forest cloaked in predawn mist. Her blood roared in her ears. This was her chance. In the fog-shrouded woods, she could find a place to hide until she could reach a crofter’s cottage.

But she had only a few minutes before Lachlan returned. Keeping an eye on Jamie, she laid her blanket aside and edged open the door opposite the one near Lachlan. Then she leaped out.

The second her feet hit, she lifted her skirts and ran neck-or-nothing for the pines. There she tore through the bracken, ignoring the birch branches that snagged the sleeves of her deplorably bright pelisse robe.

Oh, why had she chosen purple yesterday morning? Once dawn fully broke, her gown would stand out like a beacon against the green bracken. Best put as much distance between her and—

“Damn you, Venetia!”

The cry spurred her on. Frantically she wove through trunks that became more distinguishable by the moment. Lord save her, the woods weren’t very deep. She could now see beyond the edge to where the mist lay heavier over a loch.

Shifting direction, she ran parallel to the loch, praying that the woods stretched all the way around. Instead, the trees petered out into a short swath of bracken that ended in a huge slab of granite stretching right down to the water! And now she could hear Lachlan crashing through the brush behind her. He would catch up to her any moment if she didn’t find a place to hide.

Swiftly skirting a rocky foothill, she left the loch, but the way grew harder until she was climbing steadily upward between huge boulders. It was either go up or go back, and she refused to go back to meet Lachlan.

With any luck he’d look for her near the loch. Perhaps the giant boulders would shield her from anyone below. She might even find a cave to hide in.

Suddenly something tawny and fierce dropped onto the path ahead of her and bared its fangs. She nearly screamed…until she realized what it was.

Only a tabby, thank heaven. A rather large tabby, to be sure, but still…Murmuring soothing words, she approached the snarling creature, probably one of the feral cats she remembered from her childhood.

“Stop right there, lassie,” came Lachlan’s low voice behind her.

Her heart sank as she turned to see him approach from behind her with his pistol drawn.

Not willing to give up, she edged nearer the tabby. “I am not getting back into that coach!”

The tabby growled and she halted, trying to figure out if she could get past it before Lachlan reached her.

Oddly enough, Lachlan paid her no heed. His eyes were fixed on the tabby as he inched forward. “Move aside so I can get a clean shot at the beastie.”

“Beastie! Don’t you dare shoot that tabby—”

“That’s not a tabby,” he said grimly. “ ’Tis a wildcat. They still roam this part of the Highlands.”

Her breath caught in her throat. She’d heard of the Scottish wildcat, but she’d never seen one.

A fact he probably knew. “That is not a wildcat. Look at the poor thing—”

“You look at it, damn you, and tell me if ye’ve ever seen a tabby that big or that vicious.”

She stared into the tabby’s narrowed yellow eyes. It did seem awfully large for a house cat, and when she took a tentative step toward it, it hissed like a venomous snake.

Then she saw why. Set into the rock beyond it was a cave, and a couple of kittens now appeared in the mouth. Very large kittens, only slightly less ferocious than their mama. One of them clutched a small hare in its teeth.

With a gasp, she fell back, and Lachlan pulled her to his side. But when he raised his pistol, she said, “No, Lachlan, please. It was only protecting its little ones. You’ll leave them without a mother.”

“Little ones?” he said, then apparently spotted the kittens. Some of the tension left his body. “Ah, that explains it. Wildcats don’t usually attack people.”

Keeping his pistol drawn, he looped his free arm about her waist. “I’ll spare the beastie if I can.” He pulled her back with slow, measured steps. “No big motions, ye ken? Nothing that will make her think we mean her harm. She’ll be loath to leave her wee ones, so she probably won’t follow.”

They inched back, keeping the drop-off to their left and the wall of rock to their right. Only when they were well out of sight of the wildcat did Lachlan turn and break into a swift walk, dragging her along as he shoved his pistol into his pocket.

Now that the crisis with the wildcat was past, it dawned on her that she’d lost her chance to escape. “Let go of me, sir!” she demanded, fighting to get free of his grip on her waist. “You’ve got what you wanted, but that doesn’t mean—”

“Got what I wanted!” He jerked her around to face him, his eyes blazing. “You think I wanted such a fright? To watch you nearly torn apart—”

“I doubt there was any chance of that,” she retorted, though the alarm in his face took her aback. “I’d have figured out on my own that the cat was wild.”

“Aye, after it mauled you.” He swore vilely. “And what did you think to do once you made good yer escape?”

She set her shoulders. “I would have found a crofter’s cottage—”

“There are no crofters here, only forest and lochs. The nearest village is twenty miles off. More likely you’d wander the hills until you starved.”

She eyed him suspiciously. “Surely I could find sustenance somewhere.”

“You know how to fish? To hunt? When was the last time you killed a squirrel, skinned and gutted it, then cooked it over a fire you built yerself?” He made a sound of disgust. “I’ll wager ye don’t even know which berries are edible.”

That he was right annoyed her. “Then I’d simply have to walk until I reached the next village.” Turning on her heel, she marched down the path toward the woods. “I could manage twenty miles, you know. No matter what you think, I’m not some languishing, coddled sort of a girl.”

“Aye, and that’s the trouble,” he growled as he hurried to keep pace. “You’re just sure enough of yerself to try anything. It will get you killed.”

“I should at least like the chance to find out.”

“Devil take you, have you no sense?” Catching her by the arm, he shoved her against a boulder. When her temper flared and she hammered at his arms, he cursed and grabbed her hands, forcing them flat against the rock on either side of her hips. “Listen to me! Hold still a bit and just listen, will you?”

She stopped fighting to fix him with an icy glare.

He let go of her hands. “It’s not only wildcats and starvation you’d have to worry about. Thanks to the laird’s ‘improvements’ hereabouts, the only people left in the villages are hungry and desperate. They’d take one look at yer pretty gown and yer fine boots, and they’d see a body to plunder, not help.”

“I don’t believe that,” she said stoutly. “The Scots have always opened their hearts to strangers.”

“Where? The Lowlands? Edinburgh? In the Highlands, people are suspicious of cultured ladies who sound and look and act English. And there are men who…” He swept his gaze down her. “Ye’re a pretty lass, an innocent lass. Exactly the sort desperate men want to sully.”

“Let them just try,” she hissed.

His gaze snapped back to her face. “Right, I forgot,” he said with heavy sarcasm. “You’ll slash them with yer rapier wit.”

His condescension infuriated her. She kicked him as hard as she could manage with her sturdy walking boot.

With a howl of pain he jerked back, and she took off through the bracken toward the woods. She didn’t get far before he caught up to her, pouncing upon her like a beast. Next thing she knew, he had her on her back underneath him.

Rage scored his white features as he pinned her hands above her head. “So you’d fight them, would you?” he snarled. “If some villain tried to harm you, ye’d fight him off.”

She struggled to bring her knee up between his legs the way Mrs. Harris had said they should do if some man tried to hurt them, but he anticipated the move, thrusting his thick-as-oak thigh between hers to trap her.

Grabbing her wrists, he held them together in one large fist above her head, then raked his other hand down her neck to her bodice. “Very well, Princess Proud,” he taunted her. “Fight! Show me how easily you’d free yerself of some murdering savage who wanted to harm ye!”

She writhed beneath him, but she might as well have been staked to the ground for all the good it did. His weight crushed her so she couldn’t breathe, and his single hand was stronger than her two.

Holding her irate gaze with his grim one, he flicked open the top clasps of her pelisse robe, baring the upper swells of her breasts. “Stop me, damn you! Go on! Since you’re so ferocious and all!”

He started to slide his hand inside her bodice, and she gasped.

“You see?” He paused with his rough hand lying flat across her breastbone, the fingertips just grazing the inner flesh of her breast. “A moment or two is all it would take, and yer innocence would be gone. Is that what you want?”

She stared up at him, suddenly aware of the strain across his brow and the taut lines of his square jaw. He looked as if he was suffering great pain. Had she hurt him that badly when she’d kicked him?

Or was he simply struggling not to give in to his basest urges? That possibility alarmed her, and she realized how close she’d come to pushing him over the edge. Lord save her.

“Well, lass?” He slid his hand deeper inside her bodice to undo the bow of her corset. “Is that what you want?”

“No!” When he halted his motion, she lowered her voice. “No, Lachlan.”

Yet he didn’t remove his hand. For a moment, she feared she’d waited too long to stop him. His thigh lay intimately, heavily between her legs, a firm reminder of how easily he’d subdued her. Though the fabric of her corset and chemise still separated her bare flesh from his bare hand, she shivered to feel his fingers inside her bodice, mere inches from the crest of her breast. All he would have to do…

“Please,” she whispered. “Don’t hurt me.”

He blinked at her, then yanked his hand free with a curse and rolled off to lie beside her in the green bracken.

At first, the only sound was that of their harsh breaths and the discordant cry of a nightjar. Then Lachlan swore and eased himself up onto one elbow to gaze into her face. “I would never hurt you, you know. Never.”

She wanted to believe that. She really did. But she knew how vulnerable she must look to him, lying here with her hair loose and her gown gaping open. And considering the circumstances…“That’s only because I’m no good to you if I’m damaged. Papa would never pay you.”

Flinching as if she’d slapped him, he stared at her with haunted eyes. “That’s not why.” The words sounded torn from him. Then his expression softened until he looked less the Highland warrior and more the rangy lad she’d once adored.

“That’s not why,” he repeated, his voice a husky rumble that made her breath catch in her throat. “And you know it.”

Then he lowered his head to hers.

She’d sworn not to let him kiss her again, and a few minutes ago, she would have resisted. But a few minutes ago, he’d been cruel to her. Now…

Now he was different. His cruelty had been born of a heartfelt concern for her, a concern now turning into something more. She could see it in his warm gaze, melting to a coppery brown. She could hear it in his indrawn breath when he paused with his lips a mere inch from hers, allowing her a chance to stop him.

She didn’t.

So he didn’t.

Lord save her.



Chapter Nine


Dear Cousin,

What do you know of fortune hunters? Your every need is met—you’ve never had to face your spouse’s creditors, wondering if they will take everything you own. You’ve never been at the mercy of a fickle man.

Your testy relation,

Charlotte


Lachlan didn’t know what madness possessed him. He just needed to reassure Venetia—and himself—that he wasn’t the monster he’d probably seemed a moment ago, a man who would force a woman to endure his lascivious touch. That’s why he’d given her the chance to refuse the kiss.

But only a chance. Because the minute he’d been close enough to smell the lavender in her hair and see the warming of her eyes, he’d had to kiss her. He couldn’t help himself.

And she was letting him. Thank God, or he didn’t know what he might do. He was half drunk from lack of sleep, with his heart still pumping from the terror of seeing her at the mercy of a wildcat, and it took all his strength just to keep his kiss light. Especially when she melted, her lips parting beneath his own.

After that, there was no keeping it light. He just had to bury his tongue between those rosy lips. Never mind that his leg ached something fierce and his ribs throbbed from where she’d pounded him. Never mind that she could do the same to him again for plundering her lush mouth.

He didn’t care; he would take the chance. He kissed her heartily, needfully, wanting everything the bold wildcat of a lass would give him. And she gave him plenty. God help him, she lay in the bracken and kissed him back, drawing his tongue into her mouth, stroking it with hers.

Ever since they’d left Edinburgh, he’d watched her scrap and barter, unwilling to let him win. He’d bullied her at every turn, yet she’d held her own. It intoxicated him, her stubborn ferocity. To have her yielding even a tiny part of herself to him was more tempting than he could resist.

Then her hand crept up to cling to his neck, and his mind blanked to nothing but the taste of her, the sweet silk of her tongue mating with his. Need drove him now, hot and urgent, prodding him to put his hands on her, to explore and caress, to take the edge off his hunger before he lost his mind.

In a fever, he unfastened more ties of her gown and unclasped the belt about her waist, so he could slide his hand inside to stroke her corseted belly. Even that was not enough, for his hand began to roam, up and down, in long, caressing sweeps. But when his fingers brushed the very edge of the swell of one breast, she tore her lips from his to whisper, “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I don’t know.” He skimmed her throat with his open mouth, reveling in the pounding of her pulse beneath his lips. “Something I shouldn’t, most likely.”

“If anyone were to see—”

“I told you, no one is around for miles.” He couldn’t help noticing that she was more worried about not being seen than about what he was doing. “And I ordered Jamie to stay with the horses.”

“Still, this is very wicked.” But she stated it like a fact, not a warning.

“Aye, very wicked.” With his blood thumping high, he pushed her gown open to bare her corset from breast to thigh. “I’m a wicked sort of man. And I suspect you’re more wicked than you’ll admit.” Deliberately, he loosened the gathers that held up the soft cups of her corset.

She swallowed, her gaze dropping to watch him. “Why do you say that?”

“Because of how you were at the ball,” he said, careful of his words. He didn’t want to spook her. “You went off into the dark with me and took a risk out of sheer curiosity.” He bent to kiss her cheek, then tug her earlobe with his teeth. “Admit it, lassie—beneath yer proprieties is a passionate woman aching to thumb her nose at the English rules binding her up so tight she can’t breathe.”

“Th-that’s not true.” She gasped when he thrust the tip of his tongue into her ear, then nibbled the lobe. “I…like the rules…I do.”

“Is that why you let me kiss you that night, a pure stranger?” He tugged loose the tie of her chemise. “Is that why you sing so many songs about devilish lords and highwaymen, breakers of rules every one of them?”

She jerked back to stare at him, her hand still gripping his neck. “I sang those ballads to show you the error of your ways.”

“Did you now? And why did you bother to learn them in the first place? To prepare for when you met up with a highwayman? No, lass, you learned them because they appealed to your wicked bent.” He smiled at her. “You sang them because you’ve got more of yer rebel Jacobite grandfather in you than ye ken.”

Hooking his fingers behind one soft cup of her stays, he drew it down to expose her chemise, then drew down the other.

But when he reached for the chemise, she caught his hand. “I’m not wicked enough for that, Lachlan.”

Her other arm was trapped at her side; otherwise she probably would’ve done more than halt his hand. But he didn’t let her modesty daunt him. Not now that he had a sight of her thinly covered breasts, rising on either side of her corset busk. Holy Christ, they were plump as pillows, their rosy nipples perking up beneath his gaze through the linen of her chemise.

“A wee bit of wickedness never hurt a body,” he said hoarsely as he bent his head to kiss the swell of one breast above the loosened chemise.

Her breath came as quickly as his. “You talk like every seducer I’ve been warned against.”

“Aye, and you like seducers, too, don’t you? God knows you sing enough songs about them.”

“That doesn’t mean…I don’t…”

“Your body likes them, anyway.” He pressed his luck by thumbing her nipple through the linen. “That’s why this little currant is puckering up for me.”

She sucked in a ragged breath, and he kissed her, long and deep, a seducer’s kiss, until he felt her hand slide up his coat sleeve to his shoulder.

Only then did he pull down her loosened chemise, allowing one of her lush breasts to spill entirely free. He covered it with his hand, exulting in the abundance of it, the way it quivered beneath his caress.

Her hand gripped his shoulder as he fondled and stroked, his kiss growing more frantic until he couldn’t think of anything but how badly he wanted her, how heavy his prick lay in his trews, aching for her.

He finally had her beneath him the way he’d been longing to have her, and for once she wasn’t acting like her father’s daughter. For once it was just the two of them and she wasn’t fighting him. The bonnie lass was lucky he wasn’t throwing up her skirts and taking her right here and now.

But he wasn’t fool enough for that. A little touching, a little kissing would be enough to hold him until they reached Ross-shire and he could lock her away to await her father.

Or so he tried to convince himself.

He slipped his thigh between her legs, trying to get closer, needing to be closer. With a moan, she wrenched her mouth from his. “Oh, Lachlan, you’ll be the ruin of me.”

“I won’t, I swear,” he said, fearing it was a lie and hoping it wasn’t.

“You will. Because…because I…”

“Enjoy this?” he rasped. “You like having my hands on you, do you?”

“Lord, yes.”

That was all the invitation he needed to suck her breast, teasing the tip with his teeth, drowning in the female flesh that lay so richly soft beneath him. His other hand dragged down the other side of her chemise, so he could enjoy that breast with his fingers as he laved the first with his tongue.

“Lachlan…” she gasped. “You are…this is…”

Venetia knew she sounded like a babbling fool, but that was how he was making her feel, with his mouth ravishing her and his fingers taking wild, reckless liberties. She shouldn’t be allowing it! Why was she allowing it?

“You can’t know what you do to me, lass,” he whispered against her breast. “You can’t know.”

“I know what you…do to me…” she rasped as he tugged on her nipple with his teeth, sending sensation screaming along every nerve.

That was why she was allowing this. Because it felt like nothing she’d ever known. And because for once, he wasn’t growling at her or cursing her father or turning surly. For once, he was the Lachlan she’d adored as a girl.

So when his thigh rubbed between her legs, startling other sensations to life down below, she didn’t even hesitate to arch up against him. The pressure felt so good, so delicious…

And curse him if that didn’t prod him to take more liberties. Trailing his hand down to the juncture between her thighs, he began rubbing her through her chemise while his mouth continued to suck eagerly at her breasts, one after the other.

Dear Lord, that was astonishing. No wonder girls in ballads were always losing their virtue to rogues. Losing one’s virtue had a decided appeal. His tongue was doing the most amazing things to her nipples, while his fingers did a sliding motion down below that made her squirm and arch for more.

How could she have guessed seduction would feel so magical?

And how could he know so well what would excite her? She’d rubbed herself down there a time or two, seduced by the melting pleasure of it, but it felt nothing like this heady…delicious…

Dangerous…unwise—“Curse you, Lachlan, why are you doing this?” Why are you making me feel these things?

He lifted his head from her breast to rake her with a smoldering gaze that set flame to her skin. “I wanted you from the second I saw you.” He nuzzled her breast, his whiskered chin wonderfully rough against the soft flesh. “You walked into that ball like a queen dressed as a peasant, and I wanted you.”

That seemed a lifetime ago. She’d been so happy to be among other Scots, dancing strathspeys and watching the tartan worn so proudly.

While he plotted her kidnapping.

The thought banished her passion. That’s why he’d kissed her then. And probably why he was touching her now. Dear Lord, she was letting him do exactly the things she’d sworn she would never let him do.

Her heart lurching in her breast, she reached down to draw his hand from between her legs. “You didn’t want me,” she accused. She was such a fool. “You wanted Duncannon’s daughter.”

The sudden uneasy glint in his eyes told her she’d guessed right. “I wanted both. I still do.”

She choked down the tears welling in her throat. That was the trouble. He wanted to have his way with her…but only so he could strike back at her father.

Then he shifted his thigh between her legs, and she felt the thick bulge in his trousers pressing into her like an iron brand.

Well, perhaps not only to strike back at Papa. Thanks to the harem tales she and the other girls had read at school, she knew what that bulge between his thighs signified. He did desire her. Or rather, he desired a woman. She only happened to be convenient.

She fought to ignore the pain that lanced through her chest. He was using her own wishful fancies to get her where he wanted her. Beneath him, allowing him to take shameful liberties with her.

Very well, perhaps it was time she used his desire to her advantage.

Forcing a smile, she tugged his hand back to where it had been. “So you want me, do you?”

He caught his breath. “Aye. You know that I do.”

“You want me. I want to go home.” She swallowed. “Perhaps I could earn my release by letting you…do things to me.” Like let him see her naked or let him touch and kiss her. When a storm built in his features, she added hastily, “Not ruin me, you understand. Just do…things.”

For a moment, he just stared at her, as if unable to believe what he was hearing. Then to her surprise, he cursed and snatched his hand free to plant it on the ground beside her shoulder.

Fire now glinted in his deep brown eyes as he brought his face down to hers. “So that’s what this has been about.”

“Wh-what do you mean?”

“Your soft sighs and kisses, your letting me caress and taste you,” he gritted out as he hovered over her. “God, what an ass I am!”

Something had gone wrong in her plan, but what? “You’re angry.”

“Bloody right I’m angry! I thought that you—” He broke off with a foul curse, then shoved to his feet. “Never mind what I thought. I must have been daft. If I’d been using my brain, I would have realized you were just trying out a different ploy for escaping me.” Fury lit his face as he paced the bracken beside her. “Because ladies like yerself don’t roll in the bracken with thieving Scots like me unless they want something for it, do they?”

If he wouldn’t let her bargain for her release by offering him liberties, then it was better he think she had no desire for him at all. Because if he guessed how susceptible she was…

That must never happen. He would seduce her so he could turn her into a weapon against Papa, and she’d have nothing left, not even her pride.

“As you say, Lachlan, I am a lady.” Quickly, she stood up, too, then began putting her clothing in order. “And ladies do not…allow such liberties unless they’re…desperate.”

“Desperate!” He rounded on her. “To do what—save yer lying father’s hide?”

“To save my own hide,” she shot back.

“I told you from the beginning no harm would come to you as long as your family did as instructed.”

Her temper got the better of her. “I know what you said, and it’s a lot of rot.” She tied up her corset. “Eventually some maid at the inn will notice I’m not sleeping in my bed. She’ll tell another, who’ll tell another, and the whispers will spread until all of Edinburgh knows. No matter what you say, my future changed irreparably once you abducted me.”

He stared her down. “So your solution was to whore yerself?”

“No! I merely thought you might want—”

“To torture myself with a sample of yer delights. What you don’t know about men could sink a barge, lassie.” He stomped about with fists clenched. “A sample of you has only got me aching for the whole feast.”

“Well, you can’t have it,” she snapped.

“I know I can’t, damn you! That’s what I’m saying! You were taking quite a risk by tempting me the way you were—”

“Tempting you? You’re the one who started everything!”

“Only because I thought you liked it, too!” He halted a few feet away, his voice turning snide. “I didn’t know you were only pretending.”

She tied the silk cords of her pelisse robe. “Well, I was,” she lied. “I thought it might…soften you up some.”

A muscle worked in his jaw. “Bloody fool of a woman. Next time try singing, why don’t you? It’s safer.”

“You said you didn’t like my singing,” she said petulantly.

“I like it a damned sight better than having you beneath me pretending to welcome having me touch yer—” A strange expression crossed his face. Then he stared at his hand, rubbing his fingers together.

When next his gaze met hers, he looked at her as if seeing all her secrets. “So you took no pleasure in our kisses and caresses, did you?”

“No, I didn’t,” she said in as cold a voice as she could muster. She had to make him believe her. “How could I?”

“And you didn’t like it when I rubbed yer privates—”

“Certainly not!” she cried, her face aflame. How could he talk about this so blatantly? “I’m simply not as wicked as you think.”

He approached her, his eyes narrowing. “So it was just about softening me up, trying to get me to release you. That’s what ye’re saying.”

Unnerved by his odd intensity, she dropped her gaze to concentrate on fastening her pelisse robe. “That’s what I’m saying.” Her hands shook. “I am Princess Proud, after all.”

“Aye.” He caught her by the chin and forced her to look at him. “You’re a princess, all right.” He smoothed his thumb over her lower lip, sending a shiver through her despite her attempts to contain her reactions.

A sudden gleam lit his face. “But I’m not so sure about the proud part. More like Princess Machiavelli, ye are.”

She blinked at him. “Who’s that? Some Italian lady?”

He gave a low laugh. “Machiavelli was a very famous man who wrote a very famous book. About how to be canny. How to get what you want.”

She didn’t know whether to be flattered or alarmed by that description. “Either way, I’m a princess, aren’t I?” She forced some haughtiness into her tone. “And much too regal to be manhandled on the ground like some harlot.”

“Unless it’s for a good reason,” he reminded her.

“Yes, exactly.”

With his hand still gripping her chin, he bent close to press his mouth to her ear. “Only one trouble with that claim of yers.”

Her pulse quickened. He was too near for her to ignore, curse him. “What’s that?”

“A woman’s arousal may be deeper hidden, but it’s still apparent to any man who touches her in the right place.” His breath came hot and heavy against her ear. “You were wet for me, princess. And that’s a sure sign that you wanted me.”

Wet for him? What—

Ohhh. She’d forgotten about the dampness that had welled against her fingers the few times she’d caressed her privates. It hadn’t occurred to her that he might…that he would have felt…

“You’re mistaken,” she whispered.

His devilish chuckle sent alarm careening through her. “A man doesn’t mistake something like that. But you’re welcome to try proving me wrong.” Impudent as Satan himself, he nipped at her earlobe. “We can return to what we were doing and see what happens. I’d be more than happy to judge yer arousal—”

“You’re a beast,” she hissed, jerking back with a glare.

With complete insolence, he scoured her from mussed hair to mussed skirts. When his gaze met hers again, it held an uncanny knowing that made her heart sink. “You may not want to desire me, lassie, but you do.”

She itched to deny it again, but he knew she was lying now. Yet she’d die before she let him take advantage of it.

Setting her shoulders, she stared him down. “It doesn’t matter—”

“Ye’re right about that. Flaunt that pretty body of yers as much as you please—it won’t get you free of me.” Taking her off guard, he snagged her about the waist and tugged her against him. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t take what you’re offering, if you’re ever fool enough to offer it again.”

He brought his lips to within an inch of hers, his gaze burning brightly. “So if you want to save yer virtue from a low beastie like me, best not be teasing me with tastes and samples. I’m not made of stone, ye know.” His eyes gleamed at her. “And neither are you, princess.”

For a moment, they stood silent and frozen, then the quiet was broken by someone clearing their throat nearby. “Sir Lachlan.”

Jamie. Dear Lord.

Blushing, she tried to pull away, but Lachlan held her tight another moment. “Do we understand each other, lassie?”

She’d never forgive him for prolonging her embarrassment. “Perfectly,” she bit out. “Now, if you’d be so kind as to let me go—”

“Certainly, my lady,” he said, the faintest hint of humor in his face as he released her. Then he turned toward the woods, and his voice hardened to ice. “Jamie, me boy, ye’re supposed to be keeping an eye on the horses.”

Swallowing her mortification, she glanced over to find Jamie watching his master with a mutinous expression. “Aye, sir. But you took so long, I thought you might have had trouble finding the lass. I came to help.”

“As you can see, no help was needed.”

Jamie remained stubbornly silent.

“Now that you’re here, you can escort the lady back to the coach.”

“You’re not coming?” Jamie asked.

“I’ll be there in a moment. There’s something I want to do first.”

“All right.” Jamie held out his hand to her. “Come along, Lady Venetia.”

Jamie had already taken her arm and was leading her through the woods when Lachlan called out, “And keep a good eye on her this time, will you, lad? I don’t need another sprint through the woods.”

“Aye, sir!” Jamie dropped his voice to a grumble. “You see what ye’ve done, milady? I slept through yer running off, and now I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“You should have helped me when I first asked,” she said, unrepentant.

He shook his head. “Ye sure are a spitfire, aren’t ye? Nothing like I expected. I thought Duncannon’s daughter would be—”

“I wish you’d both stop calling me ‘Duncannon’s daughter.’ I do have a name, you know.”

“Aye, milady, sorry.” They walked in silence a ways before he spoke again. “It’s just that ye’re a good sight prettier than we expected. Generally the laird don’t lay a hand on the ladies we rob, but with you he seems to be different, and—”

“You don’t approve.” A sudden hope seized her. Jamie had seemed awfully disturbed by how Lachlan held her. Perhaps she could use that.

“Ain’t my place to approve or disapprove. I’m just saying that…well…if the laird did anything he oughtn’t, you should…that is…if you tell me, I’ll…”

“Protect me from him?” she asked in her most coquettish tone.

“If need be.” Keeping his eyes safely on the ground, he helped her over a log.

She allowed her hand to linger on his arm. “And how will you do that?”

Although Jamie flushed bright red, his gaze held all the fierceness she could want. “I’ll speak to him, remind him that you’re a lady and all.”

A fat lot of good that would do her. Lachlan had promised to gag her if he heard that she’d tried to turn Jamie against him. “No, please, all I want is to go home.” Sliding her hand into the crook of his elbow, she cast him a soft smile. “Surely you can understand that, can’t you?”

He blinked, and for a moment, she thought she’d succeeded in tempting him.

Then his face closed up. “Yes, milady, I understand, but I can’t help you with that. You’re Duncannon’s daughter, and the laird needs you to get money—”

“From my father. Yes, I know.” With her heart sinking, she snatched her hand from his arm and hurried ahead.

He hastened after her. “But I’ll gladly speak to him on yer behalf.”

“Thank you, but no, Jamie. There’s no need.”

They neared where the coach sat by the road, the horses happily grazing. “Are you sure? Sir Lachlan didn’t do nothing he oughtn’t, did he, milady?”

“He didn’t do a thing,” she lied.

Except show me how little of a lady I really am. She’d nearly given herself to him, for pity’s sake! If she hadn’t come to her senses in time…

Her eyes narrowed. Yes, she’d stopped Lachlan by offering to let him take certain liberties. And why had he refused? Surely not just because he wouldn’t meet her terms and let her go. A true scoundrel would have enjoyed the pleasures, then reneged on his promise. But he’d been insulted by the very idea that she would “whore” herself to gain her freedom.

That wasn’t the behavior of a scoundrel.

With a sigh, she stalked through the grass. Lachlan was conscienceless enough to rob people, but not conscienceless enough to force a woman when he had her trapped? Or even to try seducing her?

Who in the dickens was the man, anyway? Was he the wild fellow she’d grown up with, or the courteous soldier she’d met at the ball? Was he the Scottish Scourge, or the responsible chief of the Clan Ross wanting to save his people? And which of them was the ardent lover who’d caressed her sweetly in the bracken?

She wished she knew. Because until she did, she dared not trust herself alone with him again.

They’d reached the carriage, and as Jamie bent to put down the step, she laid her hand on his shoulder. “There is one thing you could do for me, sir.”

Jamie straightened to cast her a wary glance. “What is it, milady?”

“Ride with me in the coach from now on instead of the laird.”

A stormy look passed over Jamie’s face. “So he did take liberties—I knew it! I will surely have a word with him.”

“No, please don’t say anything. He’s been a perfect gentleman, and I don’t want him to think I’m ungrateful.” She forced a bright smile. “I merely prefer your company to his, that’s all.” Because you don’t make me want to toss my virtue at your feet.

Jamie searched her face a long moment, then nodded. “I understand, milady. You just leave everything to me.”



Chapter Ten


Dear Charlotte,

You know nothing of my life, my dear. If you did, you would understand that it is not just men who look at women and see only what they can provide. Women do that as well. I long ago learned to accept that the world is full of people who callously use other people for their own purposes. The question is—when will you accept it?

Your friend despite everything,

Michael


Lachlan waited until he was sure that Jamie and the lass were well out of hearing, and unlikely to return and surprise him.

Then he unbuttoned his trousers and drawers. Seizing his rampant erection, he pumped it with frantic motions. Before he climbed into that torture chamber of a coach with her, he needed to ease the tension she’d roused. Otherwise, he’d never be able to behave himself. He had at least another day of smelling her and hearing her sing and watching her twin beauties rise and fall with each of her breaths.

“Holy Christ!” he muttered as his cock spent itself into the bracken. Just thinking of her breasts made him come off. How the devil was he to last more days with her in a coach?

He gritted his teeth. Somehow he must. The alternative was impossible. Even if she let him lay her down and bury his aching flesh inside her, he refused to ruin her. That would make him exactly the blackguard she already thought him, the rash idiot his father had always condemned him for being.

It would also mean the end of his hopes for his clan, because if he ruined Duncannon’s daughter, there’d be no money for expanding the stills or buying barley seed or anything else. The earl wouldn’t rest until he saw Lachlan and Jamie both hanging from the end of a noose.

Unless, of course, Lachlan married her.

Tucking his flaccid cock back into his drawers, he dismissed the very idea. For one thing, she’d never agree. The minute she realized what he was willing to do to her father to get what was owed him, she would never speak to him again.

And even if everything went well between him and Duncannon, even if the old earl finally settled this matter amicably, she’d never belong at Rosscraig. Any lass who considered it “proper” to break her sandwiches up into little pieces would shudder to see the conditions of his estate. Between the whisky mash fumes and the new pigsties, the smell alone would send her off screaming.

All right, so the manor house was well away from that and was handsomely built, too. He’d even managed to keep it from falling down about their ears. But the tattered furnishings needed replacing and the kitchen required a complete redoing, all of which would have to wait until his clan got back on its feet. Or until a woman with more taste than his mother took the place over.

He winced. He loved his mother as well as any dutiful son, but she’d been born a butcher’s daughter. She no more knew how to keep up an elegant home than a titmouse would. Before Lady Duncannon’s death, that fine lady had helped Mother with setting the place to rights, but once the woman had died, Mother had gone back to her old habits.

Rosscraig was in no condition to support a woman of Venetia’s needs and wants. It teemed with boisterous, hardworking men and their scrappy, hardworking women. That roiling lot was no kind of company for a lass who couldn’t tell a tabby from a wildcat.

Who begged him to spare its life on account of its wee ones.

He paused while buttoning his drawers. What a tenderhearted lass she was—too tenderhearted for the harsh life of Rosscraig. She was better suited for some London lord who could appreciate her particular talents.

A scowl knit his brow as he finished fastening himself up. He didn’t like the thought of that, either, of her in the arms of a puling English dandy. She deserved better, even if her father was the worst devil ever to betray his countrymen.

Of course, if she was right that the news about her kidnapping would spread, then she would never have the chance to marry anyway.

Devil take her, she was making him worry about things that weren’t going to happen, things that shouldn’t concern him! This was about Duncannon, about forcing him to live up to his responsibilities. There was no reason to believe that things wouldn’t go as planned, that she wouldn’t be returned to her cozy life in London without harm to her reputation or her future.

So why did the other possibilities plague him every step of his way back to the coach, even more than his stiff leg and his aching ribs? Why couldn’t he take any pleasure in the sight of the morning sun dancing its light across the loch or the delicate scent of the honeysuckle twining along the edge of the woods?

And why did anger roar into him with a vengeance to find Jamie sitting in the carriage with her, chatting along like any royal courtier with a princess?

“Out of the coach, Jamie! It’s yer turn up top.”

He didn’t miss the pleading glance Venetia shot the lad…or the reassuring pat Jamie gave her hand before he climbed out and faced Lachlan with a stubborn set to his shoulders. “I thought I’d ride inside a bit longer if ye don’t mind, sir.”

“I do mind. It’s nigh on to twenty-four hours since I last slept.”

“I thought you didn’t need sleep,” Venetia taunted him. “I thought you said that soldiers were used to—”

“That was before I had to chase you for half a mile.” Before he’d had to endure her beating his ribs and thrashing about beneath him. He fixed Jamie with a stern glance. “Besides, laddie, the lass escaped on yer watch, not mine. So I mean to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

Bristling at being called “laddie,” Jamie crossed his arms over his chest. “And I mean to make sure you don’t make untoward advances to the young lady.”

“Oh, Lord,” Venetia muttered, and threw herself back against the seat.

Lachlan’s temper flared right high. What had the scheming wench told the lad? “Are you threatening me, laddie?” he asked, this time deliberately insulting. He strode forward, forcing Jamie to back up against the coach. “Because I’d think long and hard about that if I were you. I can still thrash you with one hand behind my back, and don’t think I wouldn’t do it, either.”

Jamie glared at him. “Do it if you please, sir, but I’m not backing down.”

Oh, the lad had fallen hard for the wench already, hadn’t he? Lachlan jerked his head toward the coach. “Is that what the lady told you? That I made ‘untoward advances’?”

“She didn’t have to tell me,” Jamie said stoutly. “I saw how you held her. And she had twigs and leaves all over the back of her gown, too.”

“Aye, because she went hurtling through the woods like a madwoman and nearly got herself mauled by a wildcat. All because ye slept through our stopping.”

Jamie paled, but Lachlan went on venting his temper. “ ‘Untoward advances’ indeed—you wouldn’t know an ‘untoward advance’ if it bit you in yer hairy Scottish arse. She’s the only one who talks like that, and you ought to be ashamed of yerself for listening to her when she already got away from you once—”

“Enough!” Venetia said in a commanding tone. Lachlan glanced over to see her glaring at him from the open coach door. “Don’t blame Jamie for that. I got away because you were off pissing in the bushes.”

Jamie’s jaw dropped.

Lachlan’s was right behind it. “You said ‘piss.’

” Venetia flushed. “It seems the only sort of language you understand, you ill-mannered oaf.”

A choked sound came from Jamie, and Lachlan looked over to find the lad fighting the urge to laugh. Lachlan’s dark scowl took care of that.

“Now, sir,” Venetia continued, “if you insist upon riding inside the coach, by all means do so. I don’t care one way or the other.”

“No, milady,” Jamie protested, “I told you I’d look after you, and I will!”

“Silence, lad,” Lachlan growled. “She doesn’t make the rules around here, and neither do you. I’m riding in the carriage, and that’s the end of the discussion.”

“But—”

“It’s fine,” Venetia said firmly. “I’ve put up with the great lout until now. I’m sure I can put up with him a while longer, laddie.”

Jamie flinched to hear her refer to him that way, and Lachlan almost felt sorry for the young idiot. Little did she know she’d done more to harm her cause with Jamie with that one word than with any amount of Lachlan’s shouting.

Then Jamie drew himself up. “All right, then. I’ll drive.” He shot Lachlan a resentful glance. “But I’m keeping the panel open.”

Lachlan rolled his eyes but allowed Jamie his bit of rebellion. After all, he could hardly blame the lad for turning into a mooncalf around Venetia. She was the kind of woman a man would die to protect. And no doubt she’d used that to her advantage. But she wouldn’t do it with him, Jamie or no Jamie.

As soon as the coach set off, he reached under the seat and pulled out the lengths of rope he hadn’t needed until now.

Her eyes widened. “See here, Lachlan, I didn’t put Jamie up to challenging you. He did that on his own. So you can’t punish me—”

“This isn’t about that.” He bent down and began to bind her at the ankles. “I need to sleep, and I won’t be able to if ye’re free to run about.” He finished tying her legs and sat up. “Now give me yer hands.”

“Please, Lachlan,” she begged, tucking them beneath her skirts, “what if I promise I won’t try to escape?”

“Don’t take me for a fool. You know bloody well that the moment my back is turned, ye’d be running into the woods again.” He managed a smile. “It’s only for a while, and no harm will come to you. But I’ve got to get some rest, and you’ll make that impossible. Now give me yer hands, lass.”

When she just sat there, staring mutinously at him, he hardened his voice. “I see. So you’re up for another tussle, are you? Very well.”

She thrust her wrists out with insulting swiftness, though her eyes flashed fire. “If you touch me anywhere you shouldn’t while I’m like this, I swear to God—”

“I know, princess, I know.” He bound her carefully, not wanting to cause her any pain. Then he sat back against the seat. “Now, then, can I trust you to keep quiet? Or will I have to gag you, too?”

She swallowed. “I’ll keep quiet.”

“See that you do.” He lifted one eyebrow. “Because you don’t want to be giving me a reason for stopping up yer mouth.”

A flush stained her cheeks, wreaking holy hell on his insides. He’d have to stop saying things like that; it just reminded them both of what they couldn’t do.

He took up one of the blankets. “If you’ll slide into that corner there, I’ll cover you. You can probably sleep well enough like that.” And with her covered, he wouldn’t be tempted to spend his sleeping time staring at her body in a lustful stupor.

She did as he said, but a calculating look was already crossing her face.

He knew that look only too well by now. “I’ll be handing my pistol to Jamie while I sleep,” he said, “because I can’t have you trying to wrest it away.”

Her face fell.

“But we both know he doesn’t have the heart to kill anyone.” He drew out the tartan blanket and covered her with it. Then he moved to sit next to her. “So I want to remind you of one thing before we both try to get some rest,” he said softly. “If you scream, it’ll just wake me up to stop ye. Then you’ll be gagged, and I don’t think you want that.”

He turned her face up to his, and she stared at him mutely. “But if you do succeed in bringing attention to yerself before I can silence yer mouth, it’ll mean a fight at the very least. You might get yerself freed, or you might not, but one thing is sure. If they take me and Jamie and you tell them who we are, they’ll hang us.”

Brushing back her hair, he locked his gaze with hers. “We haven’t hurt you, neither of us, and I swear that you needn’t fear that we will. So do you really want our deaths on yer conscience, lassie? All because of some money that’s disputed between yer father and me?”

He was taking a chance by trusting her when he ought to be gagging her. But judging from the troubled look on her face, his words had hit their mark.

“I’m going to sleep now, lass. And you’d be wise to spend the time sleeping yerself instead of inventing more ways to escape me.”

He settled back against the seat and closed his eyes, but it was a long time before he could relax enough to drift into sleep. The problem of Jamie now plagued him. It would be just like the lad to do something foolish on account of the lady—it grew rapidly apparent that Jamie had a soft spot for her.

So they couldn’t go on like this. Once he’d had enough rest to hold his seat on a horse, there’d be a change of plan.

Because the only man he could trust around Venetia now was himself. Even if being alone with her meant he suffered in hell for the rest of the trip.



Chapter Eleven


Dear Cousin,

How could I ever “accept” the world you describe? The best I can do is teach my girls to navigate it well, while making sure they surround themselves with people less cynical than you.

Your relation,

Charlotte


A rumbling noise rather like distant thunder teased Venetia awake. She snuggled deeper into her bed, then realized that her bed was living flesh and it was speaking to someone in low, muted tones.

She jerked her eyes open to find herself wrapped in Lachlan’s arms, with her head comfortably tucked beneath his chin and her cheek pressed to his shoulder. Her bottom lay nestled between his splayed legs, and her bound hands rested on his thigh.

She yanked them up with a blush.

“It’s all right, lass,” Lachlan murmured. “I’ve got no feeling left in my legs anyway.”

Twisting her head back to gaze at him, she said tartly, “That’s what you get for tying me up.”

“No, that’s what I get for letting you crawl all over me while you slept.”

Her cheeks flamed hotter. Shoving against his chest, she scooted onto the seat beside him. “You could have pushed me off your lap if it was a problem,” she said, hating that she sounded apologetic.

“It wasn’t,” he said, though his clipped tone belied his words.

Especially when he flexed his legs and true pain sliced across his features. It was just from having the circulation restored in his limbs, she told herself. It served him right for kidnapping her in the first place—let him suffer.

So why did she have the fleeting urge to take those thick, strong thighs in her hands and massage the muscles until the harsh lines softened on his brow and his eyes slid closed in contentment…

Lord, how ridiculous. No lady worth her rank would ever do such a thing. And touching his legs would only lead him to attempt taking more liberties. Which she didn’t want. No, indeed.

Strange, though, that he hadn’t tried anything while he’d had her neatly trussed. She’d warned him not to, but she didn’t flatter herself that he paid her threats any attention. So despite his boorishness and thievery, he must have gentlemanly instincts somewhere. Otherwise, he’d have ravished her in the woods when he’d had the chance.

He bent and dragged out the pack he’d kept their food in, then rummaged in it until he withdrew a sheathed knife.

She sat up straight. “Has that been there the whole time?”

“Aye. A pity you missed yer chance to cut out my heart while I slept.”

“That would hardly have been practical. Jamie would have shot me if I’d tried.” Lord knew the lad hadn’t stood firm in the one area she’d asked him to.

“Ah, you’re starting to grasp the way of things, I see.” His eyes gleamed at her as he sliced through her bindings with swift efficiency.

As she rubbed her wrists to get the blood moving, he sheathed the knife and shoved it into his pocket. “No point in doing anything foolish. Not that you could have sneaked out the blade without me stirring, but even if you had, you sure as the devil don’t have the stomach for murder.”

“True. But unlike you, I don’t consider that a character flaw.”

His gaze grew shadowed. “It’s only a flaw when you’re fighting for yer life, lass. And I pray to God you never find yerself in that position.” Then he lifted his face to the open panel to hail Jamie. “How far to Kingussie?”

“A mile at the most, sir. Are you still wanting to stop?”

“Aye, we could use more in our bellies than sandwiches.”

“I won’t say no to that. But aren’t you worried about having to make explanations?”

“It’ll be fine. I’ll take care of it.” When Jamie shrugged, Lachlan added under his breath, “Especially since it can’t be helped, laddie.”

Lachlan began to tidy the coach. As Venetia watched him fold up blankets and stuff items into the pack, hope sprang to life in her chest. “Does this mean that you intend for us to stay overnight in Kingussie?”

“Would I have needed to spend part of the day sleeping if I had?”

“Well, no, but…” Perplexed, she watched as he tied the pack up neatly. “Surely you’re as heartily sick of this carriage as I am. I’ll do almost anything right now to get out of it for a few hours.”

“Now, that’s a wish I can grant,” he said enigmatically. He dusted off both their hats and handed hers over. “You’ll be needing this.”

She tied it on, truly confused.

He lifted a shade to stare out the window. “Damn. Looks like rain.”

“Poor Jamie.”

He slanted a dark glance at her. “Not ‘poor Jamie,’ princess. Poor us.”

Before she could ask what he meant, the coach halted in front of a large wattle-and-daub cottage, scattering chickens in its wake. A milk cow munching grass in the scrubby field nearby looked up, and a burst of barks erupted from an outbuilding. That sent a stout, graying woman exploding from the cottage into the yard, wiping her hands on her apron.

As Jamie jumped down to catch the cottager in a tight embrace, Lachlan leaned over to Venetia. “Look here, lass. Telling the Widow McCain you’re being kidnapped won’t get you away from me. She won’t believe you and won’t care about it even if she does. All it’ll do is ruin any attempt yer family makes to save yer reputation.” He glanced out the window. “And mentioning yer father’s name to our hostess would be a very rash mistake.”

“Why?” she said acidly. “Because you’d shoot me for it?”

“No.” He jerked his head out the window. “But she’s liable to.”

Venetia blinked at him.

“You see, Princess Machiavelli, the only person who hates yer father more than me is the Widow McCain. If you’re wise, you’ll let me do the talking.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “And how will you explain my being here with you and Jamie?”

“Don’t need to. We won’t be here long, and Annie knows better than to pry. I’ll tell her it’s none of her concern.”

“But then she’ll think that I’m your—”

The word “mistress” was drowned out by the widow exclaiming, “Who is it you have with you, Jamie?” The woman released him to turn her attention to the carriage.

Setting his shoulders as if bracing for a fight, Lachlan climbed out.

The minute the Widow McCain saw him, she froze, the color draining from her features. She looked him up and down, then whispered, “Lachlan Ross, as I live and breathe…But you’re supposed to be…I thought that you were—”

“Dead?” He cast her a rueful smile. “You can’t always believe what you read in the papers, Annie.” Cocking up his eyebrows in a hopeful expression, he walked haltingly toward her and held out his arms for a hug.

But she was having none of that. She snatched his wide-brimmed hat right off his head, then began to beat him about the head and shoulders with it. “How dare ye let me think you were dead, you big reckless lout!”

“Annie, stop that, will you?” he cried as he dodged her blows. “It’s not as if I planned it, you know. Come on, now, that’s my best beaver hat ye’re mutilating!”

“Mutilating! I’ll show you mutilating, you thickheaded clod!” She threw the hat at him, then began looking about the yard. “Where’s my broom? Or better yet, my fowling-piece…then you’ll wish you’d stayed dead!”

“Be still, damn you!” Lachlan ordered as he caught her about the waist from behind. “You know I would’ve told you if I could. And my life depends on yer keeping it secret, ye ken?” He waited until she’d stopped struggling, then murmured a few words in Gaelic that softened her frown.

At that moment, Venetia would have given anything to understand Gaelic.

“Ye’re lucky I don’t set the dogs on ye,” the woman grumbled.

“I know, I know,” he said, his voice gentler than Venetia had ever heard it. “Can I let ye go now?”

The widow nodded, but when he released her, she whirled on him and slapped him hard enough that Venetia heard it in the carriage. “I cried for a week when I heard that you died,” she choked out, and as if to illustrate that very claim, tears leaked from her eyes. “Not that I mind learning that it was a sham, but it was cruel of you to let yer friends keep thinking you were dead. Right cruel.”

To Venetia’s surprise, remorse flooded Lachlan’s face before he enfolded Annie in his arms. “Aww, don’t cry. I’m here now. That’s all that matters.”

As Lachlan comforted her, Jamie came over to help Venetia climb down from the carriage. “The widow was Lachlan’s nanny when he was a lad,” Jamie explained, “and she’s looked after him in one fashion or another ever since. Sort of a second mother to him, she is.”

Venetia’s heart sank. That explained why Lachlan was sure the woman wouldn’t listen to her pleas for help. “Lachlan said she doesn’t like my father.”

“Aye, she was married to your father’s—”

“What are you blathering about, Jamie?” Annie pushed away from Lachlan, blotting her eyes with her apron. “Lud, I don’t know what came over—” She broke off when she caught sight of Venetia. “And who is this you’ve brought with you?”

It was rather amusing to see Lachlan at a loss. “Well, Annie, I…um…you see…”

Venetia snorted. So much for his telling his beloved old nanny that the matter was “none of her concern.” The man could be such a dolt when it came to women. “Yes, do explain,” Venetia told him blithely. “We’re all waiting to hear.”

“It’s complicated,” Lachlan bit out, sparing a glare for Venetia. “She’s traveling with us, and that’s the end of it.”

That was more like the overbearing Lachlan she knew.

But apparently that worked no better on Annie. “She’s your fancy woman, is she?” Annie’s face clouded as she looked Venetia over, taking in her rumpled skirts and shamelessly unbound hair. “I suppose you thought I’d just look t’other way since ye’ve been raised up from the dead and all?”

That put Venetia’s back up. “I beg your pardon. I am not his fancy woman.”

Annie’s eyes narrowed. “Well, aren’t we the la-di-da sort of mistress? Ye think because you’re English ye’re too good for the likes of a clean and decent—”

“First of all, I’m Scottish. Secondly, I’m not his mistress.” Without stopping to think, she spoke the only lie that would make sense. “I’m his wife.”



Chapter Twelve


Dear Charlotte,

You, of all people, should recognize that cynicism is necessary. Otherwise, your young ladies would head into each season like lambs to the slaughter…much as you yourself did all those years ago.

Your decidedly cynical friend,

Michael


Holy Christ,” Lachlan muttered under his breath. Now he was done for. As Annie gaped at the lass, that scamp Jamie was trying not to laugh.

What had possessed Venetia to say something like that? A wife was permanent, someone he couldn’t explain away once this was over, and she knew it.

The light dawned. That was the point, wasn’t it? Princess Machiavelli had found a new way to make trouble for him, devil take her.

She offered her hand to the astonished Annie. “Good afternoon, madam. I’m Lady Ross. And I’m delighted to meet any friend of my husband’s.”

Poor Annie hesitated, then took her hand, her entire manner changing. “Pleasure to meet you, my lady.” She made a quick curtsy. “Forgive me for misunderstanding.”

“Not at all,” Venetia said. “We’ve had quite a long stint in the coach, and I’m sure I look a fright.” She shot Lachlan a triumphant smile. “Besides, my husband should have introduced me properly from the first.”

“Indeed he should have.” Annie glared at him, apparently happy to blame him after he’d hid the truth from her. “So this is what you were doing while the rest of us were worrying about you, is it? You were going off to find you a bride?”

Venetia didn’t even bother to hide her smirk. Lachlan gritted his teeth. If he called Venetia a liar, then he’d have to explain why she would lie. And despite what he’d said, he wasn’t at all sure Annie would approve of his actions.

The lass had left him no choice, had she?

With a sigh, he slid an arm about Venetia’s waist. “It wasn’t planned, Annie.” That was certainly an understatement. “We met in London and…er…decided to marry, despite her family’s wishes. That’s why we were forced to elope. It was all very sudden.”

“Yes, very sudden,” Venetia chirped. “And now—”

“And now,” he broke in, tightening his arm on her waist, “we’re hurrying to the north, which is why we can’t stay. I want my wife to meet my mother before the news gets out. I don’t want Mother hearing of it from anyone but me.”

He was just congratulating himself on finding a way to keep Venetia’s little lie from moving beyond Annie when Venetia slumped against him with an exaggerated sigh.

“The man hasn’t given me a moment to breathe since we left,” she said plaintively. “I do hope you’ll convince him to let us rest here a bit.”

Mo chreach, so that was her plan: wangle an invitation so she could manage an escape. Well, not bloody likely. “We’re not staying.”

Turning her pretty face up to his, Venetia cast him a sugary smile. “Oh, but my darling, I don’t know how much longer I can endure that carriage.”

He snorted. She was putting on quite the show for Annie, wasn’t she? “Surely, princess,” he said in a warning tone, “you don’t want to wound my mother’s feelings by letting her hear of the marriage before we arrive.”

Apparently the tone of voice that cowed his men didn’t work on Venetia. Her mouth drooped pitifully. “So your mother’s feelings matter more than your wife’s?” she said, sounding exactly like the pouting miss he’d expected her to be.

Except that she wasn’t.

But Annie didn’t know it. “I’m sure he doesn’t mean that.” The widow took Venetia’s arm to draw her away from him. “Pay him no mind, my dear. Men sometimes don’t think.”

“Annie…” Lachlan growled.

“Can’t you see that the poor woman is all done in?” Annie said. “Ye can’t be racing her across the country like one of yer horses.”

“Yes, darling, I’m not one of your horses,” Venetia cooed, throwing him a gleeful glance as she let the tenderhearted Annie lead her toward the house.

He stepped forward after them, and pain shot through his bad leg. Devil take the scheming wench! Bad enough that his leg plagued him something awful from having her resting on it for hours. Now she had to try this. Oh, he’d make her regret it when he got her alone. Just see if he didn’t.

“Besides, Lachlan,” Annie was saying, “yer mother isn’t the sort to have her feelings hurt. She’ll be so delighted you found a wife that she’ll pay no mind to how she heard of it. She’s despaired of yer getting married ever since that silly twit Polly threw ye over.”

Venetia shot him a curious glance. “Polly? He never told me of any Polly.”

“She was a merchant’s daughter in Dingwall,” Annie explained. “They started courting after he returned from the war, but—”

“We didn’t suit,” Lachlan snapped. When Annie started to usher Venetia across the threshold, he caught the widow by the arm. “Now see here, my wife and I won’t be staying.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Annie snatched her arm free to push Venetia inside. “The lady needs a good night’s rest before you go on.”

Grinding his teeth, Lachlan followed them into Annie’s elegant little hall with its neat staircase and its costly Turkish rug. Unsurprisingly, Venetia gaped at it. He could well imagine what she’d expected after seeing the chickens in the yard.

“We just want a hot meal and a couple of horses,” he said tersely as he and Jamie crowded into the foyer.

“You mean, a change of horses, right?” Jamie put in.

“No.” Lachlan cast Jamie a warning glance. “Horses for my wife and me. We’re riding the rest of the way alone.” How else could he get rid of Jamie?

“The hell you are!” Jamie cried. Clearly Lachlan had made his decision not a moment too soon. “You can’t drag the poor lass over the mountains like that!”

“Of course he can’t,” Annie said with a stubborn lift of her chin. “Don’t be daft, Lachlan.” She pointed through the open door to where raindrops had begun splattering the chickens. “You can’t take her out in this weather. You’ll stay here the night, and then the three of you can go on in the coach in the morning.”

“Jamie and the coach are needed elsewhere, for the shipment in Aberdeen,” Lachlan said, having already anticipated Jamie’s protests.

Jamie blinked. “That doesn’t arrive until next week!”

“And I want you there in case it comes in early. We need the barley, and my wife and I can manage without you.” Might as well use the lass’s lie to his advantage. “It is our honeymoon—surely you won’t mind giving us some privacy.”

He shot Venetia a gloating look, exulting in her clear panic at being alone with him. It served her right for concocting a story sure to complicate his life.

Then her eyes narrowed. “Don’t worry, Jamie.” She edged closer to Annie, her new ally. “I’ll be fine.”

Before Lachlan could set her straight, the rain pelted down with a vengeance, forcing them to close the door.

“You’re not going out into that weather, any of you,” Annie announced. “You’ll have dinner here. Jamie will sleep in the barn and leave at first light.”

“Jamie will have dinner and go on tonight,” Lachlan countered. “And right now he’ll go see to the horses. Won’t you, Jamie?”

The young man glared daggers at him, but mumbled an “Aye, sir” before heading out into the rain.

With a disapproving cluck of her tongue, Annie bustled Lachlan and Venetia through the hall and into a parlor where she lit candles to banish the gloom. “You can wait in here while I find my maid-

of-all-work to make us some tea. Then we’ll see what we have to feed you. I know you’ll want to be to bed early—”

“Damn it, Annie, we’re not staying the night!” Lachlan snapped.

“Don’t be using that language around your lady wife, you big lout.” Annie made a fuss over settling Venetia into a comfortable armchair by the fire in her tiny parlor. “I taught you better than that.”

“You’re not listening to me, devil take you!”

“In the morning, you can rent a gig and horses from the inn in Kingussie. That’ll give you some protection from the weather.”

“Annie, I swear to God I am not—”

“You’re outnumbered, laddie, admit it.” She faced him down, every inch the nanny. “You’re staying here tonight, and that’s the end of it. Because if you don’t, I’ll send a letter by express to tell your mother of yer new wife. I’m sure it’ll get there before you. And you don’t want that, do ye?”

He swore under his breath. Mother wasn’t supposed to know about Venetia. He’d already planned to stash the lass at the deserted crofter’s cottage in the hills that he’d used as the Scourge. If Annie told his mother about her, Mother would throw herself into his battle with Duncannon, and he couldn’t have that.

He glanced from Annie to Venetia. “The two of you are determined to force my hand, are ye?” He stared at Venetia, who looked right pleased with herself. “Very well, we’ll stay.”

A triumphant expression passed over her face, but he didn’t allow her to enjoy it. So she wanted to play his wife, did she? Wreak havoc in his life?

Fine, then play his wife she would. He turned to Annie. “Do you still have that extra bedchamber upstairs?”

“I do indeed.”

Lachlan shot Venetia a mirthless smile. “As I recall, the bed’s not very big.”

He watched her gloating shift to alarm. She hadn’t thought that far, had she? This wasn’t England or the loftier home of a Scottish noble, where a lady could expect a room separate from her husband. This was the Highlands, where a man and his wife lay together in perfect matrimonial harmony.

“ ’Tis big enough for two people newly wed,” Annie said with a wink.

Venetia’s eyes were huge now, and he was having a damned fine time watching her recognize her mistake.

“Oh, I’m sure you’re right.” He taunted the lass with a smile. “I’m sure my wife and I can make do.”

Venetia leaped up to head for the door. “You know, Mrs. McCain, Lachlan is right. We probably should go on.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Annie said. “It’s pouring outside. And you mustn’t let the man bully you. Sometimes a woman has to stand strong against the big oafs.”

Lachlan barely restrained a laugh. Stand strong, eh? Little did Annie know.

“Now, you stay here with yer husband while I fetch you the tea. I’ll be only a minute.” Annie walked out, leaving Venetia to Lachlan’s not-so-tender mercies.

“Might as well sit down and make yerself comfortable, princess,” Lachlan said acidly. “You’ve won this round.”

“Lachlan, we cannot share a room tonight—”

“Oh yes we can.” He approached her slowly, favoring his right leg. “But dinna fash yerself, lassie—after sleeping half the day away, I won’t need much sleep.” He flashed her a rakish grin.

She groaned, then headed for the door. “I’ll tell her that I’m not your wife and we’re not staying—”

Lachlan blocked her way. “Ye’ll do no such thing. You made our bed, and now you’ll lie in it. Besides, the night’s rest will do us both some good, and renting the gig is a fine idea. Surely you can pretend to like me for one evening.”

As long as I can pretend not to desire you for one night.

“But try to take my advice for once,” he went on. “Let me do the talking. We don’t want Annie knowing you’re Duncannon’s daughter, or she might take a broom to you.”

“Very well.” She twisted to face him. “But why are you sending Jamie away?”

He hesitated, then opted for honesty. “Because he likes you too much.” He searched her face, then cocked one eyebrow. “And because you know it. I can’t have you using his liking of you to manage an escape.”

“Don’t be absurd,” she said bitterly. “The man may have a soft spot for me, but he’s every bit as loyal to you as you said. He’d never help me thwart you.”

“You’d be surprised what a man might do for a woman he fancies, princess.”

The minute the words left his mouth, he regretted them, for her eyes turned the wild green of the lochs and he suddenly became painfully aware of how near she was, how pretty…how irresistible. His head lowered of its own accord as his gaze fixed on that sweet, sensuous mouth of hers—

The door shot open, and Annie trotted in. As they sprang apart, the widow halted, then let out a short bark of laughter.

“None of that now, you two.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “Plenty of time for that later.”

That was exactly what he was afraid of. Holy Christ, it was going to be a long night.

He wasn’t sure who he wanted to throttle more—Annie, for being her motherly self, or Venetia, for being so damned alluring that he had to tuck his tongue between his teeth just to keep from panting after her like a randy hound.

Following them to the kitchen, he ignored the throbbing pain in his leg. He ought to be glad of a night’s respite, but in truth he’d prefer the torture of travel to being alone in the dark with Venetia. If he made it through that, it would be a miracle.

Thank God Annie was eager to hear the gossip from Ross-shire or he would never even have survived tea. As Jamie joined them and Annie prepared a large dinner of bridies, cold ham, herrings in oatmeal, and cock-a-leekie soup, he was able to control the conversation by feeding her tidbits about the Ross clan. It kept the nosy female from finding out that she had Duncannon’s child in her kitchen.

Now he only had to refrain from calling Venetia by her Christian name. He couldn’t take the chance that Annie might remember it.

But he was glad they’d stayed. Sitting in the soft lantern light of Annie’s kitchen made him realize how bone-weary he was. And how hungry. He devoured everything she put in front of him, and so did Venetia, although she still kept up her laughably prim table manners.

After they’d eaten their fill, Annie held out a platter. “Will you have the last bridie, Lachlan?”

“You trying to fatten me up?” he teased as he took it. “Because you’re going about it right, to be sure.”

With a frown, Annie brought the platter to the sink. “I wish I could. You’re not looking so well, lad.” When Venetia seemed startled by that comment, Annie told her, as if in confidence, “He hasn’t completely wasted away, mind you—he’s still got the shoulders and that brawny build—but he looks thinner and a good deal paler. He never had that stiffness in his limbs before, neither.”

“The war was hard on him, no doubt,” Venetia said.

“The war!” Annie snorted. “T’ain’t the war that’s done that, my lady. I saw him less than a year ago, and he was hale and hearty—”

“Jamie, me boy, why are you dawdling around here?” Lachlan broke in. “Ye’ve got to head out while the rain has let up.”

“Aye, sir.” Jamie rose from the table with a nod of understanding. “Will ye pack me up some food for later, Annie?”

With a quick glance at Lachlan, Annie reluctantly shifted her attention to Jamie. “I’ll pack ye anything ye want, lad.”

The young man rubbed his belly. “Well then, I could use some of yer fine oatcakes. Never could get enough of them.”

“I can see that,” Annie retorted, with a pointed look at the plate he’d wiped clean with one. “Don’t you worry—I’ve got plenty more. You go fetch the laird’s bags from the coach, and I’ll make up a basket.”

Jamie left as she bustled about the kitchen. When he returned with just Lachlan’s knapsack, she stared oddly at him. “Where’s the rest?”

“That’s all,” Lachlan put in. “My wife and I eloped, remember? No time for her to pack, and I wasn’t expecting to stop anywhere before we got home.”

Annie looked outraged as she handed Jamie a basket of food. “So you’ve forced the poor woman to wear the same gown for days? That’s downright cruel, especially for a fine lady like her.”

“You have no idea,” Venetia muttered under her breath.

“Well, there’s nothing for it but to wash her clothes tonight and dry them for the morrow.” Annie went to the door and called for Sally, then hurried to the back kitchen door and dragged in a large pot full of rainwater. “Meantime, I think Sally probably has a shift the lass can wear tonight.”

Venetia blushed a thousand shades of red as she jumped to her feet. “Really, you mustn’t go to any bother—”

“No bother, dearie,” she said with a wave of her hand. After hanging the pot on the massive hook above the roaring fire, she headed back to the door leading into the hall. “Sally! Sally? Oh, where has that girl got off to?”

“Shall I fetch her?” Venetia put in.

Lachlan snorted at that blatant attempt to get out of the room and away from her captors. “Sit down, lass. She’ll be along soon enough.”

Venetia took her chair, avoiding his eyes. As if he didn’t already know what she was thinking—that she’d rather be wandering fully dressed through Scotland than trapped in a room with him for the night, half naked.

Not that he could blame her—the thought of sharing a room with her wearing only a shift was sending his blood into a stampede.

“What about you, Jamie?” Annie asked. “Have you fresh clothing?”

“He’ll be fine,” Lachlan cut in. Thankfully Jamie hadn’t heard the part about Lachlan and Venetia sharing a room, but if the boy didn’t leave soon, he’d figure it out, and then Lachlan would never be rid of him. “You’d best be going, lad.”

“Aye.” Jamie cast Venetia a helpless glance. “I’ll see you both at Rosscraig soon. And if you need anything before I leave, milady—”

“She doesn’t,” Lachlan bit out. “Now go on with you.” Before the lass has you down on one knee, begging to be her knight-errant and save her from meself.

Which might just prove necessary if Annie kept trying to undress them both.

Within moments Annie had the boy out the door and off, then returned to the table. Just when Lachlan was congratulating himself on having dodged a bullet by sending Jamie off successfully, she sat down across from him with a frown. “You’ll need fresh clothing as well, lad.”

“I don’t need anything.”

“My late husband was about the size you’ve become.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Which reminds me, you still haven’t told me why you look so ill.”

He groaned. He should have known Annie wouldn’t let it go.

“I think I can guess why. It’s because of that fight you had with the Scourge, ain’t it?” With a cluck of her tongue, she eyed him balefully. “You shouldn’t have tangled with him. They always said he was a right fierce fellow.”

Lachlan bit back a smile. “Well, I survived the encounter and he didn’t, so who turned out to be fiercest in the end?”

She shook her head. “Fierce or no, it was foolish. And what possessed you to go against Duncannon’s enemy, anyway? You of all people, who hates the earl as much as me. You should have let the Scourge alone. He wasn’t hurting nobody.”

“What?” Venetia cried, ignoring Lachlan when he kicked her beneath the table. “The man preyed on innocent travelers! How is that not hurting anyone?”

“Those weren’t innocent travelers,” Annie countered. “They were Duncannon’s friends, and probably every one just like him, turning their land over to sheep and forcing their crofters out.”

Venetia blinked. “What do you mean? How could they force the crofters out? Don’t the tenants have leases?”

“Aye, but they’re yearly. Once the time was up, Duncannon kicked them out of their homes so he could use their land for sheep pasture.”

Lachlan silently watched to see how Venetia would react. He’d assumed that she knew of her father’s tactics, but perhaps that was a hasty assumption, like all the others he’d made about her.

She looked downright ill. “But in London, they talk of how sheep will save the Highlands. How the improvements on the land will—”

“Improvements!” Annie snorted. “That’s a fancy word for eviction, my lady.” She turned to Lachlan. “Have ye not explained to her what’s going on up here in the north? How the lairds can make twice the money with sheep, so they don’t need their crofters? How land that used to support twenty people now supports a hundred sheep and one shepherd? How people are fleeing the Highlands for America by the shipload?”

“I think you’re explaining it pretty well,” Lachlan said softly.

Venetia glanced from him to Annie, her face pale as ash. “I—I didn’t know. They never said what happened to the crofters. I just assumed—”

“That they found work elsewhere?” Annie set her lips in a thin line. “Aye, they did. In America, in Canada. It was either leave or starve. My husband and I were lucky to stay in Scotland after he was turned off by the earl.” She leaned back in her chair with a sour frown. “But I still say it’s what killed him—not having work, and not wanting to emigrate.”

“Annie’s husband was the earl’s factor,” Lachlan explained. “They lived near Braidmuir for some years, until her husband spoke out against the sheep farming and how it was displacing the crofters. That’s when the earl had his steward dismiss him and hire that devil McKinley instead.”

“That’s horrible,” Venetia whispered.

Did she mean it? Or was she just trying to soften him up again by seeming to sympathize with his friends?

“My poor love tried his hand at this and that,” Annie said, “but nothing much suited him. Got drunk one night, fell off his horse, and broke his neck, he did.” She shook her head dolefully. “If I hadn’t had an uncle to leave me this lovely house and a wee bit of money, I’d be in America right now meself. Ain’t no place for a woman like me in the Highlands anymore.”

“Don’t be daft, love,” Lachlan said, reaching over to pat her hand. “There’s always a place for you in the Highlands. I’ll make sure of that.”

“Oh, go on with you,” she said, but her eyes were misting. She wiped them with a scowl. “Now see what ye’ve gone and done, letting me blather on about the evictions? It only makes me angry, and there’s naught to be done about it.”

Annie rose and went to check on the pot of water, then called up to her maid-of-all-work. “I’ve got the water boiling, Sally! Time to start hauling it upstairs for our guests’ baths.”

Holy Christ, he’d assumed she was boiling water for washing.

When Venetia shot him a panicked look, he groaned. Just the thought of a naked Venetia, water sluicing over her fine limbs, her breasts pink and flushed from the steam…

He swore under his breath and rose. “Don’t trouble yerself with drawing us a bath, Annie,” he said, though he would dearly love to rid himself of the stink of the road.

“It’s no trouble, is it, Sally?” she said to the maid as the girl came in.

“Oh, no, ma’am, no.” Sally grinned, exposing one missing tooth. “Already hauled the tub into the guest room and put out the towels and soap. And I found some fresh lavender and rosemary in the garden to sprinkle in it, too.” She cast Venetia a shy glance. “For the lady.”

Lachlan clenched his fists. Wonderful. Venetia would not only be naked and clean, but sweet-smelling, too. As if he didn’t already have enough trouble keeping his hands off her.

“You don’t mind sharing the water, do you?” Annie asked as she poured it into two buckets for Sally, who headed up the stairs with them.

Venetia had risen, too, and was looking to him for help in getting out of the awkward situation.

“No, of course not,” he said. “But…er…I’ll head into town and arrange for the gig, so my wife can have a nice long soak. I’ll bathe when I return. Cold water’s good enough for me.” Right now cold water was exactly what he needed.

“Yes, that’s an excellent idea,” Venetia chimed in cheerily.

Too cheerily. Mo chreach, what was he thinking? He couldn’t leave her alone here. She’d steal a horse and head off to London before he was half a mile away. He was already forgetting she was his captive, not his wife.

“I’ll go to town and take care of arranging for the gig,” Annie said, thankfully. “Ye’re both tired and in need of a hot bath and a good sleep.”

Sally popped into the kitchen and Annie added, “Why don’t you take Lady Ross upstairs and help her undress while Lachlan and I bring in more water to put on for the washing?”

“Yes’m,” Sally said, and headed for the door with Venetia following after.

Only after they were gone did Lachlan realize his error. He’d let Venetia go off alone with Sally.

Cursing under his breath, he strode for the stairs. “I’ve got to ask my wife something,” he muttered. “I’ll be back to help you with the water in a bit, Annie.”

But first he had to make sure his “wife” didn’t bring yet another new ally over to her cause.



Chapter Thirteen


Dear Cousin,

Teaching ladies to be wise isn’t the same as teaching them to be cynical. Is it cynical to make sure that a man isn’t just out for what he can get from a woman? I think not. Only if I taught my heiresses not to trust any man could you call me cynical. But in the times we live in, a woman must learn to protect herself from scoundrels.

Your perturbed relation,

Charlotte


Venetia surveyed the guest room as Sally ushered her in. Tucked beneath the eaves, it was dark and not overly large, with a tiny coal grate set into the wall. Aside from the tin tub dominating the room, the other furnishings were a washstand, a sturdy walnut chair, and a beech bedstead scarcely large enough for one person, much less two.

Worse yet, the bedchamber had only one small casement window. Even if she could squeeze through it, she’d never survive the fall to the ground. That left her only one alternative—enlisting the maid’s help. Because Venetia was not spending the night with Lachlan in that skinny bed.

’Tis big enough for two people newly wed.

She groaned. Even if Lachlan proved more a gentleman than she’d initially thought, she dared not lower her guard. Any man who hated her father so much would never marry her. She’d end up ruined and unwed, and her life would be over.

No, she mustn’t spend the night alone with him here. She’d take her chances with wildcats on the road back to Edinburgh before she’d do that.

“How well do you know the laird?” Venetia asked. If Sally shared Annie’s fondness for Lachlan, she wouldn’t be much help.

Sally blinked at the unexpected question. “This is the first I’ve met him, my lady. But I must say he’s a fine-looking gentleman, fine-looking indeed.”

“That fine-looking gentleman is not who he seems. Yesterday—”

“—we traveled so hard and fast that we barely had time to think, much less bathe,” Lachlan finished as he swung open the door. His scar stood out in high relief against his ashen brow, but his eyes were as dark and angry as the wind-sculpted rocks near Braidmuir. “So we vastly appreciate your going to so much trouble for us, Sally.”

Venetia’s stomach roiled. Leave it to Lachlan to guess what she would try.

“I didn’t mind a bit. The water’s nice and hot for you.” Sally smiled at Venetia. “If you’ll take off your gown, I’ll help you with your corset.”

Venetia frowned at Lachlan, who cast her a thinly veiled smile that told her she had no chance of getting him out of the room now. But at least he had the decency to turn his back and head for the window so she could undress.

Hastily Venetia undid her gown, wondering if he meant to stay in the room the entire night. She’d go dirty rather than sit naked in a tub with him present. Yet she dearly wanted to bathe. Just the sight of the steaming water made her skin tingle with anticipation.

“Is there a key to this room, Sally?” Lachlan asked from where he stood at the window, holding the dimity curtain aside to gaze out.

“Yes, sir.” Sally cast Venetia a puzzled glance as she took Venetia’s gown.

“My wife has a tendency to walk in her sleep.” The blithe lie rolled off Lachlan’s tongue with ease. “So if you’d fetch the key, I’d be most grateful. I can’t have her falling down the stairs in the dark, can I?”

Curse the man. He thought of everything.

“No, sir, of course not.”

When Sally hesitated, glancing at Venetia, Lachlan faced her, his jaw set. “Thanks, lass. And bring whatever nightclothes you can find for my wife. I can take care of her corset.”

Bobbing her head, Sally slipped out. In two strides, Lachlan was behind Venetia.

“Lachlan—”

“Quiet!” He began to undo her laces with a swift efficiency that gave her pause. Clearly the man had performed this service for other women, curse him.

“Here’s what we’ll do,” he went on. “When Sally returns with the key, I’ll make an excuse for sending her off. Then I’ll step outside, you can hand me the rest of yer clothes, and I’ll take them down to Annie so you can have yer bath.”

She twisted her head to look up at him. “Alone?”

“Alone.” He met her gaze coolly. “Though I’ll be locking the door, ye ken?”

“Fine.” She stifled her disappointment. At least she’d get a private bath.

Her corset fell away, and he caught it, then held it out to her. But as she took one end of the padded fabric, he held the other end fast. “You have to promise, though, that you won’t try to escape through the casement. Even if you get through, there’s nothing below to cushion yer fall, so you’ll break yer damned neck.”

“I already determined that for myself, thank you very much.”

He arched one eyebrow. “Good. At least you’ve got some sense.”

Sense, but not much clothing at the moment. Fortunately, he kept his gaze fixed on her face. That bit of gentlemanly consideration gave her hope. Perhaps sharing a room with him tonight wouldn’t be too awful, after all.

“I’ll give you an hour to bathe while I help Annie,” he went on. “That shouldn’t rouse her suspicions.” He released her corset. “But when I return, I’ll expect you to be out of the tub and dressed, do ye ken?”

Clutching the corset to her chest, she nodded quickly.

“Then you can turn yer face to the wall while I undress and bathe.”

Dear Lord, he meant to bathe, too? What a tempting image that conjured up, of him sliding naked into the steaming tub, slicking soap over his taut muscles.

“If you don’t mind, that is,” he said.

He was eyeing her peculiarly now, and she realized she’d been running her gaze over his body with shameful thoroughness.

“No…I don’t…that is, if you want to bathe…” At his knowing expression, she forced herself to stop babbling. “I was just wondering…” How to ask this? “We’re not really going to share the bed, are we?”

The minute his eyes deepened to that luscious chocolate brown, she knew she shouldn’t have asked. “I ought to make you share it with me, princess, since ye’re so eager to be my wife.” The soft burr of his brogue resonated in the pit of her belly, especially when he added, “Might as well carry the pretense to its logical end, wouldn’t you say?”

She swallowed, wishing that the very idea didn’t send a thrill chasing along her every nerve. “You know perfectly well that I didn’t mean—”

“Dinna fash yerself, lassie,” he bit out. “I’m not fool enough to put myself within two feet of you when ye’re dressed like that. I’ll sleep on the floor.”

“That’s fine, then,” she said, relieved. Or so she tried to convince herself. “Thank you.”

“Don’t be thanking me yet,” he grumbled. “The night is young, and I still mean to make you pay for upsetting all my plans.”

Realizing he was just blustering to save his pride, she teased, “And how will you do that, pray tell?”

“Mayhap I’ll take a page from yer book and sing you to sleep.” He shot her a glance of mock menace. “That’ll show ye, won’t it?”

“I wouldn’t mind hearing you sing,” she admitted.

That seemed to unsettle him, for he turned his gaze away with a frown. “You say that now, but when my voice sets the dogs to howling, you won’t be so eager.”

Just then Sally returned with a fresh chemise and the key to the room. True to his word, Lachlan sent her off on some errand, then went to stand outside while Venetia finished undressing and handed her clothing out to him, wrapping the dimity coverlet about her for modesty. Only after he’d locked her in and headed downstairs did she abandon the coverlet to climb into the tub.

She sank into the water with a sigh of pure pleasure. A bath was lovely enough, but to be left alone to enjoy it was bliss. It seemed like ages since she hadn’t had Lachlan or Jamie looking over her shoulder every minute.

She scrubbed her hair and her body with the soap, the familiar scent of lavender and lye bringing tears to her eyes. How long before she saw home again? Would she ever? Somehow she couldn’t see Lachlan handing her over to Papa without getting what he wanted in return. And she couldn’t see Papa giving it to him.

This entire thing couldn’t end well.

As soon as she bathed to her satisfaction, she dried off and donned Sally’s chemise, which was rather snug in the bosom. Then she climbed into the bed, pulled the cover up to her chin, squeezed her eyes shut, and turned her face to the wall. If she could fall asleep before Lachlan returned, there’d be no talk between them, and perhaps he wouldn’t be tempted to do anything.

Oh, what was she thinking? He wasn’t the one she should worry about. Despite his grousing, he’d been a perfect gentleman in nearly every instance.

Meanwhile, she was softening toward him to a dangerous degree. She’d always prided herself on her ability to see past a man’s handsome face to the character that lay beneath. Flattery had never swayed her, for she could spot insincerity even beneath the smoothest compliment.

Yet when Lachlan spoke of wanting her, she turned into a puddle of pudding. She sighed. Why was that? Why did she keep forgetting this was just about him and Papa, and she was only a tool for Lachlan to get what he wanted?

Perhaps it was because he’d been forthright about his aims after he’d kidnapped her. He’d stated his case baldly and let her determine the truth for herself. Even the sad tale of the Highlands at dinner had been brought up by the widow, not him. He hadn’t attempted to use it to gain her sympathy.

And what a shock to discover that Lachlan wasn’t the only person who hated Papa. All that talk about sheep and forcing out the crofters…could it be true? She’d heard her father’s Scottish friends expound upon how they’d improved their land with sheep farming, but she’d never considered where that left the tenants who’d tilled it. Somehow she’d thought both were living together in harmony.

But now snippets of things she’d heard in London came back to her. One of Mrs. Harris’s good friends was a newspaperman named Charles Godwin, who’d often written about “injustice in the Highlands.” Venetia had paid his essays no mind, since everyone said he was a wild-eyed radical. Now she had to wonder. And there’d been one lord who’d complained of trouble with his crofters.

Unfortunately, whenever she’d stumbled upon such conversations, she never got to hear the rest, for the gentlemen didn’t discuss such matters before ladies. So she’d had trouble piecing together what was really happening.

Lord knew Papa never talked about it, except to rail against his backward countrymen. But since he was always railing against something, she pretty much ignored him. Now she wished she’d paid closer attention.

Punching up her pillow, she tried not to think about tonight’s discussion. But Lachlan’s words rang in her ears. Annie’s husband spoke out against the sheep farming…That’s when the earl had his steward dismiss him.

Surely Papa could never be so unfeeling. He’d always prided himself on treating his employees well. He’d pensioned off their servants and kept others in service as long as they desired to work. It didn’t seem like Papa to turn off a factor who’d worked for him for years. Perhaps the steward had acted on his own.

A soft knock sounded at the door. “I’m coming in, lass,” Lachlan murmured.

He was back to bathe. Dear Lord.

Pretending to be asleep, she kept her face to the wall as he entered. She heard the telltale snick as he locked the door, then the rustle of clothing as he undressed. Apparently her pretense was convincing, for he said nothing to her.

But the lack of conversation made everything worse. Because as she heard the sounds of splashing, curiosity got the better of her. What would he look like in the bath? Would his shaggy hair curl up at the ends or trail damply down his neck? Would his chest and back prove as broad as they seemed, or was it just the cut and thickness of his clothing that made him seem brawny?

And would it be so terribly awful if she peeked to find out? He was concentrating on bathing; he probably wouldn’t even notice. One little look to assuage her curiosity—how could that hurt? Then she could sleep.

Turning onto her stomach, she tilted her head just enough so she could view the tub. It sat perpendicular to the bed, and his back was to her, fortunately.

Or unfortunately, since it meant she saw very little, just his upper back and shoulders. But what a back and shoulders. Rough-hewn as the rocky crags he’d climbed in his youth, they looked nothing like the smooth alabaster statues in the museum in London. His skin was tanned and sinewy as a laborer’s, the surface marred by scars, probably from the war.

He dunked his head in the water, and when he came back up, his hair streamed in brown rivulets down his neck. She was still taken off guard when his large hands grabbed the sides of the tub and he pushed himself to a stand, bringing her eye to eye with his pale-skinned bottom. His very tight and nicely rounded bottom.

So this was how a naked man really looked—the muscles bunching in his haunches as he leaned over to snatch up a towel, his strapping shoulders rippling as he dried himself, then turned slightly sideways to reveal…

An ugly and jagged scar that stretched from his knee to mid-thigh. She gasped. It was clearly recent, for it still glowed an angry red, as if the water had roused its temper.

“Oh, my word,” she whispered.

Lachlan tensed. Too late, she realized she’d said it aloud. Before she could look away, he glanced over, his gaze locking with hers. “What is it, lass?”

She should have muttered some excuse and averted her gaze, but now that she’d seen the thing, she had to know about it. She pointed to his leg. “Who did that to you?”

A muscle flicked in his whiskered jaw. Still standing in the tub, he tied the towel about his waist before pivoting to face her, glowering at her like some Highland warrior in a white kilt. “Who do you think? ’Twas your father’s men.”

She sucked in a breath. That wasn’t the answer she’d expected.

And he knew it, too, for he met her gaze with a belligerence that dared her to refute it. Now she could see smaller pink scars along his ribs and a gash on his arm similar to that on his thigh.

“What did they do to you to make such a horrible wound?” she whispered.

His face looked carved from stone. “After they wrestled my knife away, two of them held me while the third beat me with a cudgel. He broke my thigh so badly that the bone came through the flesh, tearing the muscles and tendons.”

Reaching for the chair next to the tub, Lachlan braced his hand on it so he could lift his leg over the lip.

She could see how even that effort cost him, for when he continued speaking, his breath came harder. “Mother was able to set it, but with me pretending to have died of my injuries, we couldn’t risk bringing in a physician from town to look at it. So the flesh is taking its sweet time healing.”

“I can see.” Horror filling her, she rose from the bed. “How many other places did they strike you? What other bones did they break?”

He gave a harsh laugh. “I’m not listing off my weaknesses so you’ll know where to hit me the next time you try an escape, princess.”

“I would never—I couldn’t possibly—” But she had hit him, hadn’t she? Not intentionally, of course, but probably enough to bring him to his knees.

Her heart lurched in her chest. “That’s why you didn’t tell me, isn’t it? So I wouldn’t use the knowledge to hurt you.” When he conceded the point with a shrug, remorse flooded her. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be. I went through worse than this during the war. I didn’t suffer overmuch.”

“The devil you didn’t.” She scanned him with an eye trained from years of volunteering at the hospital with her friend Lady Draker. A hard lump caught in her throat at the sight of his scars. “Tell me where else they hurt you. I swear I won’t take advantage of what you say.”

His gaze flicked over her, as if determining her sincerity, before he released a heavy sigh. “It doesn’t matter, lass.”

“It matters to me.” She glanced around and spotted the key on the floor, where he’d placed it while he bathed. Before he could react, she snatched it up, then clenched it in the fist she held behind her back. “Tell me where else they hurt you, or I’ll make you wrestle me to the ground to get this.”

He swore vilely.

“Or perhaps,” she said, backing away, “I’ll just unlock the door and make good my escape. Then you can run after me in your towel—”

“The ribs,” he said tersely.

She halted, one eyebrow raised.

“They broke five ribs, two on one side, three on the other.”

How many times had she elbowed him in the ribs? Oh, Lord. “And the scar on your forehead,” she whispered, “was that from them?”

He sighed. “When we wrestled for the knife, yes.”

“You’re lucky you didn’t lose an eye.” Blinking back tears, she gazed at the puckered scar on his forearm. “I suppose they were the ones to break your arm, too.”

“No, that came when I fell from the bridge after they brought the cudgel down on my head.” He gave a dark smile. “Fortunately I have a very thick skull. The blow only stunned me long enough to realize I wouldn’t survive the next one, so I pretended to be knocked unconscious, and I rolled off the bridge.”

She gazed at him in amazement. “How far did you fall?”

“Twenty feet or so. A jutting rock broke my arm, but probably saved me, for it shifted my fall enough so I hit the water instead of the rocks. Fortunately, I had the presence of mind to stay under and let the current carry me until I could grab some rushes with my good arm and drag myself out to hide in the bracken. Since it was near dusk, the men never found me.”

A broken arm and leg and ribs…a knife wound…a blow to the head. It was a miracle he’d survived at all.

Tears stung her eyes. It was yet another thing he’d kept from her that would have garnered him her sympathy if she’d known.

Instead, he’d endured her blows without revealing a thing. How many times had she kicked at him and beat at him while he’d cursed and moaned and groaned? He’d probably been in agony, the poor, suffering man!

But she would make it up to him by easing his pain now. She could do that much, at least.



Chapter Fourteen


Dear Charlotte,

Scoundrels aren’t as prevalent as you assume. Most men are simply looking for someone to listen to their tales, cast them an admiring glance from time to time, and hold them through the long, dreary nights. I suspect most women are looking for that as well.

Always your servant,

Michael


Lachlan was touched by the seeming sympathy in Venetia’s face. Then she darted to the door, proving that it had been just a ruse. Holy Christ, she’d taken him off guard with all her questions, and now she meant to escape him!

He dashed after her as fast as he could with wet feet and his bad leg, but she got the door unlocked before he could reach her.

“Sally, Sally!” she called out through the door. “I need you!”

Halting just behind the door, he gaped at her. He could hear the maid rushing down the hall. Sally’s room was up here, too, if he remembered correctly.

“Damn it, lass, what are you doing?” Lachlan hissed at the same time as Sally asked her, “What is it, milady?”

“My husband has a war injury that is paining him,” she told the maid calmly, “but I lack the proper ointments to help him. Might you have any horse liniment?”

What the devil—

“Aye, miss. I’ll fetch it for you at once.”

“And a bowl and some clean cloth for bandages, if you please. Oh, and if you have any comfrey root in your garden—”

“The missus has some downstairs. I’ll be right back, milady.”

After Sally rushed off, Lachlan leaned against the door to shut it, his heart in his throat. It appeared that Venetia’s sympathy hadn’t been pretend after all. “Horse liniment, lass?” he said softly. “What are you up to?”

“I used to give aid at a hospital with my friend. A physician there swore that the best thing for healing damaged muscle was horse liniment.” A sad smile touched her pretty lips. “It does work for horses, doesn’t it?”

“I’m not a horse.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You might be. A beating like the one you endured would have killed a mere man.”

“Like I said before, I’m hard to kill.”

Dropping her gaze, she fingered the scar on his forearm, her voice an aching murmur. “I can’t believe my father would countenance something like this.”

He stiffened. As always, she thought the best of Duncannon. “Sikeston said very plainly that the message was from yer father. That he’d ordered them to beat some sense into me. Into the Scourge—so that I’d stop my thieving.”

“Sikeston?” The blood drained from her face.

“That was the name of the man in charge. One of the others called him that.”

She turned away from the door, as if in a daze.

“What is it, Venetia?” he demanded.

“Nothing. It’s just…” Her brow knit up in a worried frown.

“You know something,” Lachlan growled.

“I’m not sure.”

“Damn it, tell me what you know—”

“I’ve brought the things you asked for,” Sally announced from the door.

Venetia took the items, then dismissed the girl.

As soon as Sally was gone, Lachlan snapped, “What is it that you know about your father’s men?”

Her lovely eyes looked darkly anxious. “They’re not my father’s, I don’t think. Not really.” Wandering over to the washstand, she set down the bowl she’d got from Sally. “But three men did meet with him a few months ago.”

Three men. The ones who’d assaulted him?

“Papa wouldn’t let me anywhere near them,” she went on, “but I gathered that they weren’t the sort of men…that is…”

“They were killers.”

“No!” She concentrated on using the bottom of the liniment bottle to crush the comfrey root with fierce, hard strokes. “I don’t know. I’d never met or heard of them before, however. I didn’t get the idea they were friends of Papa or even people from the estate.”

Did she mean the men who’d attacked him or not, damn it?

Avoiding his gaze, she wiped off the bottle. “I asked Papa if they were there because of the Scourge, and he told me it was none of my concern.”

“So why do you mention them?” he asked impatiently.

She turned toward him, her expression wrought with pain. “A week after they came was when I read about your supposed death. And—” She hesitated, as if reluctant to reveal something that might implicate her father in any wrongdoing.

“And?” Lachlan prodded.

“Their leader’s name was Mr. Sikeston.”

Lachlan released a pent-up breath. He’d been sure all along that they’d been sent by Duncannon, but he’d only had his memory to rely on for that belief. “You realize you’ve now given me proof that yer father ordered the attempt on my life.”

Alarm suffused her cheeks. “No, I’ve only given you proof that my father talked to the men who attacked you.”

“Don’t be a fool. What other business would Sikeston have with yer father so soon after my attack in Scotland?”

He could see from her face that she knew he was right; knew it and hated it.

“Ye’re forgetting that they told me they had come with a message from him. Then they went straight back to him, probably to get paid for killing me.”

“If they’d meant to kill you, why bother to give you a message?”

That bit of logical reasoning annoyed him. “They brought a cudgel down on my head, damn it!”

“I know. I know.” Anguish shone in her eyes as she headed toward him, the bottle of horse liniment in one hand and a cloth in the other. “It hardly matters what they intended. What they did was unconscionable.”

“That’s not what you said before,” he taunted her. “You said I deserved being damned near murdered because I’d been robbing people.”

Her cheeks flushed, but she didn’t flinch. “I was wrong. No one deserves such a beating.” She dragged the chair over by the window, where the light, though fading, was still strong. “Sit. Let me at least try to make it better.”

“Why?” he asked, though the sympathy in her face made it clear enough.

“Because I’m sorry for what they did. What Papa probably asked them to do.”

At least she was acknowledging the earl’s part. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry about. You couldn’t have stopped it.”

“But that doesn’t mean—” She let out an exasperated breath. “Consider it a kindness between…neighbors, all right?”

Neighbors, not “friends.” But could they ever be friends? He wasn’t sure. Still, what could it hurt to let her doctor him if she had a mind to it?

He took a seat on the chair, and she glanced down, then turned a healthy shade of red. “Um, you may want to cover yourself a bit better.”

He followed her gaze to where his towel gaped open, exposing parts of him better left unexposed to a maiden. He stifled a laugh. “Sorry, lass.” He readjusted the towel. “But given yer experience with doctoring, you ought to have a passing knowledge of what a man looks like.”

Cheeks aflame, she examined his arm. “At the hospital, they were always careful not to allow women to deal with cases involving naked men.”

“Ah,” he murmured. “More’s the pity for the naked men.”

She ignored his comment, turning his arm toward the light so she could see his scar better. “Is the area tender?”

“A bit.”

She pressed her thumb against the spot where that bone had also torn his flesh. The never-ending ache exploded into agony, making him grind out a foul curse.

“If that’s ‘a bit,’ ” she said dryly, “then I hate to see what you’d consider real pain.” She poured liniment on the cloth. “This will burn at first, but it will feel much better later.”

“Burn?” he queried. She rubbed the liniment on his arm, and his wound seemed to catch fire. “Holy Christ Almighty! You trying to kill me, are ye?”

He grabbed for her cursed liniment, but she stepped nimbly back. “Stop that!” Standing well out of reach, she doused her cloth with more liniment. “If I’d wanted to kill you, I would have hit you over the head with the bottle.” She cast him a chastening glance. “Behave yourself, or I still may.”

Bloody heartless wench. But he had to admit that once the flames subsided, they became more like a heat, a soothing heat that took the edge off the ache in his flesh. That was the only thing that kept him from protesting when she ordered him to lift his arms so she could doctor his ribs.

Now he had a different torture to contend with. Bad enough that the most seductive wench this side of the English border was rubbing his bare skin to heal his aching flesh. Must she also be wearing a shift that concealed hardly anything?

When she bent over him, his cock roused unmercifully. Even the sudden fire of the liniment on his ribs didn’t dampen his arousal, for her low bodice now gaped open so he could plainly see the fulsome swells of her breasts.

Worse yet, he only had the damned towel to cover himself with, and it rose right up like a camp tent. Oh, and he could camp here forever, he could, drowsy with the scent of liniment and lavender, her hair drifting silklike over his chest.

“I’m afraid this next one is really going to hurt,” she murmured. “And I…um…will need to lift the towel a bit.”

She reached for the towel, and he caught her hand. “Let me do it.” He wasn’t sure he could trust himself if her hand brushed his erection.

Somehow he managed to wrestle the towel up high enough on his thigh to expose the scar without exposing the rest of him. He should have just told her to leave it be, but already he craved the soothing warmth the liniment had given his other wounds. And his leg had been plaguing him something fierce.

Still, the searing pain when she spread the ointment on his worst one made him gasp and clutch at her arm until he caught his breath. That took a few moments. “All right. Do the rest. I’m ready.”

With a nod, she continued her ministrations, but her shoulders shook, and next thing he knew, a wet drop landed on his upper thigh. Then another and another. Tears. Mo chreach, the lass was shedding tears over him.

“Here now,” he said softly, “what are you crying for? It’s not so bad as all that, is it?”

“It’s awful,” she choked out. “What you must have suffered…”

In all this time, he hadn’t seen her cry once, not over the kidnapping or his crude remarks or anything. But here she was, crying for the pain he’d suffered. It was too sweet to bear. “Sh, sh, lassie,” he murmured, looping his arm about her waist to tug her down onto his good leg so he could comfort her. “I’ve had worse, trust me.”

“I-I know,” she choked out, “but I can’t b-bear to think of you…”

She trailed off into sobs, and he wrapped his arms about her, touched beyond words by her sympathy.

God help him, but the lass surely could cry. As she buried her face in his neck and sobbed, he stroked her back, helpless to know how to ease her tender heart. “It’s all right, princess, I swear it is. I’ve been walking on the leg for weeks, dancing on it even.”

The mention of dancing sent her into another bout of sobs. “I-I made you d-dance on your b-bad leg—”

“No, you didn’t.” He held her close, nuzzling her hair. “If you want to blame it on somebody, blame it on yer aunt. She’s the one who started talking about my death and got me worried that you’d recognize me.”

Venetia gave a little hiccup against his shoulder. “She did, didn’t she?”

“Aye.” Tipping her chin up, he brushed her tears away with his thumb. “And I wasn’t about to have her resurrecting me from the grave before I was ready, you know. Dead men aren’t supposed to appear in kilts at fancy balls.”

That garnered him a watery smile. “You didn’t look a bit dead, either,” she managed.

“I certainly didn’t feel dead.” Taking the cloth from her fingers, he used a dry part of it to wipe her eyes, then let her blow her nose into it before he dropped it on the floor. “Especially not when we were alone.”

She was staring at him now, her pretty green eyes huge in her flushed face, and it felt like that night at the ball. Only this time she knew what and who he was. But instead of flailing at him as she ought, she was gazing at him as if seeing him for the first time—not as a villain but as a man caught between the devil and the sea.

“I know it doesn’t mean much,” she whispered, “but I am sorry for every time I kicked you and hit you and crawled over your poor leg while you slept—”

“Don’t think on it,” he growled, unable to bear another word. Especially the part about her crawling over him. “You didn’t know. It wasn’t yer fault.” And having her look at him like that, perched all fresh and clean on his lap, was already more temptation than he could stand.

He told himself to put her aside, to get her away. He even set his hands on her waist. But then she slid her arms about his neck, and he knew he was in trouble.

“Let me make it up to you,” she whispered, the sound turning his resolve to jelly. “Let me show you that I’m not like my father.” She stretched up to kiss the scar on his forehead, and something gave way in his soul.

“I know…you’re not like…yer father,” he said hoarsely. “You smell better, for one thing.” He’d meant the joke to keep him from doing something daft, but her throaty laugh had the reverse effect.

So did the kisses she scattered across his collarbone. He’d never felt anything so dear. Yet he blundered on, fighting to ignore his rapidly stiffening cock. “You look a damned sight better in a gown than he ever could, too.”

“I’m not wearing a gown just now,” she pointed out.

The unnecessary reminder made him half lose his mind. He lost the rest of it when she trailed tender kisses down his chest, her lips lingering to caress his nipple.

“Holy Christ, lass, you have to stop that,” he ground out.

She jerked back. “Am I hurting you? Because I didn’t mean—”

“Ye’re making me take leave of my senses, that’s what ye’re doing.”

Her kittenish smile sent a jolt of heat to his groin. “I told you, I want to make up for hurting you all those times I hit you.” She slid her hand up his chest.

He groaned. “And how do you mean to do that—by tempting me into ruining you?”

Her smile faltered, yet she persisted. “Isn’t there some way I could give you enjoyment without ruining myself?”

The very words put ideas in his head that bloody well shouldn’t be there. He ought to ignore them. So of course he promptly answered, “Aye, there is.”

Her face brightened, and he groaned.

“But you can’t be doing things like that, you know,” he added hastily, trying to reverse his dangerous admission. “It isn’t wise. It can only lead to trouble.”

“And lying alone together in a room all night when we desire each other won’t lead to trouble? Show me how to give you enjoyment without ruining myself, and I swear it will end there. It has to.”

“Mo chreach,” he muttered under his breath. He was done for.

“Is it kissing that you like best?” she murmured, pressing her lips, her luscious lips, against his throat. “Should I kiss you here?” She dusted kisses over his chin. “Or here?” She delved into the corner of his lips with the tip of her tongue.

That was all it took—a few sinful kisses from her very proper little mouth—and his control snapped. With a growled curse, he caught her head in his hands and kissed her back, thrusting deeply, hungrily inside. Her mouth held a profound warmth he could lose himself in, opening easily beneath his urgent tongue to let him plunder and plunge.

Reveling in how she twined her tongue with his, he skimmed his fingers down her throat to caress the twin pulses that beat and throbbed wildly beneath his thumbs. Then he slid his hands further to the ties of her shift, untying them in one swift jerk before shoving the linen off her shoulders so he could fill his hands with her bountiful bare breasts.

“Wait, Lachlan,” she tore her lips from his to murmur, “I’m supposed to be…giving you pleasure.”

“Touching you gives me pleasure,” he rasped, thumbing her nipples until she gasped. “Giving you pleasure gives me pleasure.”

“But…I want…”

“Here,” he said, seizing her hand and dragging it down to his rearing cock, “if you want to please me, stroke me here.”

Her minxish smile as she grabbed hold of his flesh was almost more than he could bear. This could get very dangerous very fast, with his curious little virgin trying out her innocent wiles on him for God knew what reason.

“Stop.” He caught her hand to stay it, and she cast him a startled glance. “If we’re to do this, lassie, then we must have rules, ye ken?”

“Rules?” she whispered. “Why?”

“Without them we’re sure to end up rolling about in that bed over there, and I know you don’t want that.”

Nor did he. Because nothing would destroy his plans faster than ruining the daughter of the Earl of Duncannon.



Chapter Fifteen


Dear Cousin,

Are you so familiar with what women want that you can make pronouncements about it? I was under the impression that you are a bit of a recluse, that you do not like to go out into society. Or am I mistaken?

Your curious friend,

Charlotte


Rulesare good, the sane part of Venetia argued. Remember Mrs. Harris’s main rule—if you think you shouldn’t do something, you probably shouldn’t.

Rules were good if you could follow them. Clearly, she’d lost the capacity. Because she was fairly certain she shouldn’t be perched on a man’s lap half naked, with her hand on his privates, contemplating the unthinkable.

And all for an apology that he said she didn’t owe him. He was probably right. It had been his choice to kidnap her, his choice not to tell her of his injuries, his choice to put himself in a situation where he got hurt in the first place.

But those perfectly logical thoughts vanished whenever she saw his scars and remembered the agony coursing over his face. Then it was hard to think of him as anything but incredibly brave for surviving his ordeal. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to reward such bravery with a bit of pleasure.

All right, so that was just an excuse. The truth was, the walls of rules she’d erected to keep him at bay were crumbling down around her, and she couldn’t shore them up. She’d clung to them for a long time, thinking they would protect her, yet it hadn’t stopped her from being kidnapped.

And why? Because Papa had been breaking the rules, not honoring his debts, ruining people’s lives even as he pretended to be an honorable man.

Well, Papa could go to blazes. And so could the rules. “I don’t think we need rules.” She fingered the damp curls at the nape of Lachlan’s neck. “I’ve had enough of them to last me a lifetime.”

His troubled gaze burned into her. “You say that now, when the heat is upon you, but in the morning you’ll regret throwing them aside. Then you’ll hate me.”

Knowing he might be right only made it worse. Oh, why couldn’t he just kiss her and let her forget who he was and how much he despised her family? Why couldn’t he lose himself in her the way she lost herself in him?

Despite his grip staying her other hand, she could feel his flesh swell against her. Clearly he wanted her. What had happened to the wild Lachlan who took what he wanted with reckless abandon?

Why must he behave wisely now, when she just wanted to be reckless? He only balked because of his cursed plans for her father. Well, if it took her all night, she would banish from his mind any thought of what lay between their families. She would banish his soldierly control.

Defiantly, she lifted her mouth to his, tugging at his lower lip with her teeth, then soothing it with her tongue. Though he still kept that iron grip on her wrist, she was rewarded by his heartfelt groan, followed by his mouth opening over hers to deepen the kiss. Soon their tongues were entangled again and their mouths warmly locked, and she felt herself sliding down into that place where it was just the two of them, nothing more.

But when she tried to shrug her hand from his grip, he drew back to stare at her. “One rule, then,” he said hoarsely. “Only one. To keep us from going too far.”

She cast him an exasperated glance. “What rule is that?”

“You don’t leave my knee. As long as you remain there, I can’t take yer innocence. But we can still use our mouths and hands to pleasure each other.” He leaned her back against his arm so his hot gaze could pour over her naked breasts. “We can still enjoy each other. Like this.” Lowering his head, he sucked her breast, tonguing and teasing the nipple until she moaned.

“Lachlan, oh, my word…”

“Do you agree to my rule?” he demanded, in between tormenting her breasts with his deft mouth.

Desire pooled low in her loins. She would agree to anything if he would just keep doing what he was doing. “Yes, yes, I swear.” She brushed a kiss to his hair. “Now let me…touch you, too.”

With a growl of satisfaction, he released her wrist, only to close her hand around his thickening shaft. She glanced down to see her fingers partly obscured by rich, dark curls. The sight startled her. “I-I never knew that a man had hair down there.”

Squeezing her hand into a stroke along his shaft, he gasped, “Didn’t you?”

“How could I?” She brushed his hand away so she could stroke him on her own. “My only experience of naked men comes from statues, and they have smooth, grapelike privates.”

“Statues and ballads,” he groaned as she fondled him. “Had you no real men in yer life to learn from, lassie? No kissing cousins? No brothers of schoolgirl friends to dally with in the woods?” He tugged on her nipple with his teeth, sending sensations shooting through her.

“None to teach me anything naughty.” Or delicious. She blew out a labored breath. “Although there was a book…”

A choked laugh erupted from him. “Of course there was. To go with the naked statues. What sort of girls’ school did you go to, anyway?”

“A fine one,” she said haughtily. “Naked statues are art, you know.”

“And the book? Was that art, too?”

“Hardly. It was about a harem, but it wasn’t terribly detailed about…well…something like this. So I don’t know…that is…” She caressed him tentatively, hesitantly. “Am I doing it properly?”

“There’s nothing proper about what you’re doing to me, lassie.”

“I mean, am I doing it right? Does it please you?”

“It pleases me something fierce.” He arched against her hand. “But if you could hold a bit tighter and squeeze a bit harder…”

She did as he said, marveling at the silkiness of his skin and rigidity of the flesh beneath.

After a few of her long pulls, his eyes slid closed and he hissed a breath through his teeth. “For a woman…who got her knowledge from statues and ballads…you sure know how to…arouse a man. Ye’ll be the death of me yet.”

“That’s my plan. To kill you with pleasure so I can escape.”

“Good plan,” he choked out. “Wish you’d thought of it sooner.”

“So do I.”

With a dark chuckle, he seized her mouth again, his tongue delving deeply as her hand worked his flesh. But kissing her wasn’t enough for him, oh no. Rogue that he was, he soon had her chemise lifted and his hand inside her drawers so he could stroke her between the legs, softly at first and then more firmly.

She liked it. A lot. Far more than she’d have expected. Which only proved he’d been right when he’d accused her of being secretly wicked. Every time he touched her, he seemed to rub off more of the lady’s veneer that Mrs. Harris had striven hard to cover her with.

A hysterical giggle bubbled out of her, making Lachlan jerk back with a frown. “And what do you find so amusing, lassie?”

“I was thinking…Mrs. Harris should add…this to her curriculum,” she managed to gasp, although what he was doing to her was muddling her mind. “She’d get lots more…pupils.”

His eyebrow arched high. “Do you like it, then?”

“T-too much…yes…” she stammered as she tilted her pelvis against his practiced hand.

With a gleam in his heated gaze, he slid a finger inside her.

“Lachlan!” she cried, shocked by the bold maneuver. “You can’t do that!”

“Ah, but I can. As long as you stay on my knee, we’ll be fine.” He plumbed her flesh with a knowing smile. “Better than fine, if I’ve anything to say about it.”

His hand certainly had a lot to say about it. It was devilishly witty, too, fondling her below with a deftness that had her squirming for more.

Suddenly he fingered a particularly sensitive spot, and she practically leaped off his lap. “Lord save me!”

“Too late for that, lassie.” He stroked her senseless, making her writhe and wriggle on his knee. “No one’s saving you from me now. I mean to see you find your bliss before the night is gone.”

“My bliss…” She stared up into his heavy-lidded eyes as the word provoked a memory. “So that’s what it means!”

He blinked, but didn’t pause in his caresses. “What?”

“A-a naughty ballad I read. It talks about…bliss. I never understood it before…it says Darby wants to seize on the lock…that lies in Oonagh’s moss of curls between two red lips…”

A rasp of a chuckle left his lips. “I know the ballad. And you, princess, must be wickeder than I realized, if that’s the sort of ballad you collect.”

She tried to glare at him, but how could she when he was touching her so wonderfully? “It was merely…an academic interest,” she said, then shamelessly belied the words when he thrust another finger deep inside her, and she grabbed at his forearm to guide his motion. “Oh, my…that is…”

“Aye,” he said, his voice low and husky. “Perhaps you’d care to…share that academic interest with me.”

His fingers drove into her below with a rhythm that beat through her like a gypsy’s tambourine, drowning out conscious thought. “What?”

“You’re not doing yer part, princess,” he reminded her.

Only then did she realize she’d stopped fondling him, too caught up in what he was doing to her to notice. “Oh! Right…sorry…”

She returned to stroking him, and he let out a sigh that soon turned to gasping. “Ah, lass…yes…keep doing that…until I say to stop…harder now…faster…aye, like that…God help me…”

After that there were no more words, for they were straining together, each intent on the other’s enjoyment, working their hands in counterpoint, caressing heated skin and slick flesh as their need drummed higher and higher, crescendoing to a roar and then a scream—

Her scream as pleasure pierced her, sharp and sweet, driving her beyond her senses. Lachlan swallowed her scream with his hot, searching mouth even while his own body went taut, his flesh spasming beneath her fingers.

As she reeled from the unfamiliar shocks of sensation, he yanked his hand from between her legs to grip the towel tightly around her hand. Then a warm fluid poured out of him, over her fingers and into the cloth.

He dragged his mouth free of hers. “Holy Christ! Holy Mother of God…”

Her pulse sang in time to his oaths. Dear Lord, what a feeling! What on earth had he done to her?

Whatever it was, he must have felt the same, for he clutched her tightly against him, burying his face in her neck, breathing hard into her hair as he shook against her.

It took a moment for the clamor in her loins to subside, and another for his body to slump, as if drained of substance.

Then he murmured, “That was…a damned sight better than…academic.”

“Yes,” she said, half laughing. “Yes, it was.”

They panted together, like pipers finishing a reel. The steady drumbeat of rain on the window and the hiss and pop of the lantern were the only sounds beyond their heavy breathing. Slowly the chill of the unheated room seeped into her limbs.

Yet she hated to leave his knee. She bent her head to his. “So this is why Oonagh says she’d ‘part with life for joys like this.’ ”

“Joys like this are rare, princess.” He nuzzled her cheek, her ear, her hair. “Beyond rare. And thus all the more to be treasured.”

His words gave her hope. Until now she hadn’t dared to think past this moment, sure that his desire for her wouldn’t outweigh his desire for vengeance against her father.

But what if it could? What if he was willing to put his revenge aside for this, for passion…for marriage? She was well past twenty-one—she could marry whom she pleased. And if they did it before Papa reached Scotland, he wouldn’t be able to prevent it. She also had a fortune, which might sway Lachlan if his quarrel with Papa was just about the money.

Sadly, it wasn’t. Her heart sank. The feud between them went beyond that—as Lachlan’s wounds amply demonstrated.

She clutched him to her fiercely. No, there had to be a way. Perhaps she could make up for the rash acts of Papa’s men. Perhaps if she offered him her help and her fortune, he might listen. Perhaps if she offered him her body…

She drew back to stare at him, taking hope from his tender smile. “One should enjoy rare pleasures as often as possible, wouldn’t you say?” Running her hands up his strong arms, she gave him what she hoped was a seductive glance. “The night is young and—”

“Och, no, lassie.” His smile faded. “Rare pleasures are meant to be rare.”

Her mouth went dry. “They don’t have to be.”

“Aye, they do.” Eyes solemn as an eagle’s gazed darkly at her as he wiped her hand clean on his towel. “You have to go back to bed now. Alone. Before I’m tempted to do the part of the ballad that we skipped.”

She slung her arms about his neck. “And what part is that?”

His gaze flicked to her naked breasts, and he sucked in a harsh breath. “You know what part. Where Darby enters Oonagh and they jointly ‘oil her lock’ with ‘showers of bliss.’ That part.”

“That sounds intriguing,” she whispered, leaning up to kiss his mouth.

He stopped her before she could. “No. I will not ruin you.”

An admirable sentiment before, but surely not now. “Would it be so awful if you did?”

“Aye. I’d have to marry you then, and I cannot.”

I cannot. Nothing like the bald truth to ruin a good seduction.

But she wouldn’t let him throw this away so easily. “Why not?” she whispered, trying not to let his words wound her.

Dropping his gaze, he concentrated on pulling her chemise back up to cover her breasts. “Even if yer father would allow it,” he said, “and even if he and I can settle this matter between us, you wouldn’t be happy at Rosscraig.”

“How do you know?”

His cold glance struck her to the heart. “Because ye’re too fine a lady for that sort of life.”

Odd how he could turn what should be a compliment into an insult. Her breath burned her throat as she rose, trying to gather the shreds of her pride about her. She noticed he made no move to stop her.

“Too fine a lady?” Her fingers shook violently as she tied her chemise. “Surely I have just amply demonstrated that I’m not remotely a fine lady.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about, lass.” He stood and the towel fell away, but she got the merest glimpse of him naked before he turned his back on her and scooped up his drawers. “Even the finest ladies have desires. But it doesn’t change what they’re born to. And once the heat of desire cools, they have to live in real houses and endure real hardships. Desire doesn’t make up for that.”

Not for a woman like you. He didn’t have to say the words.

She watched despairingly as his lovely behind disappeared beneath the stockinette. He meant for this to be the only time they were intimate, didn’t he? He’d allowed it because she’d pressed him, but he would never take it further.

“Let me see if I understand you. The fact that I desire you doesn’t matter. Nor the fact that I enjoy your company—”

“Enjoy my company?” With a bitter laugh, he faced her. “You’ve spent the past two days calling me a vulgar scoundrel. None of that has changed.”

“Everything has changed,” she whispered. “You know it has.”

“I know nothing of the kind.” He set his chin the way he set his shoulders, with a warrior’s belligerence. “You felt sorry for me, felt responsible for the wounds yer father’s men inflicted. And we got…carried away. But that doesn’t mean we could make a life together. You know better.”

She only knew that his hatred of her father ran deeper than she’d dreamed, that it stretched even to her. He was perfectly happy to play with her “in the moment,” but marrying Duncannon’s daughter would never be acceptable.

Until now she’d never been ashamed of who Papa was, who she was. And the fact that he could make her ashamed angered her. “You despise my father that much, do you?”

“It has naught to do with him.” But he wouldn’t meet her gaze, turning instead to scoop up his clothes.

“Really? And if I weren’t his daughter, you’d still spurn me?”

“Spurn you!” He whirled on her. “You’ll be the one to spurn me when yer father comes after you, and I’m forced to—”

When he broke off with a curse, her heart plummeted. “Forced to what?”

He didn’t reply, just strode into the hall to deposit his clothes for Sally to wash, then reentered and slammed the door before grabbing a pillow from the bed.

“Answer me, Lachlan.” Foreboding clutching at her chest, she followed him to where he tossed the pillow to the floor. “I asked you before what you’d do if Papa didn’t give you the money, and you evaded the question. I’m asking again, and this time I want the truth. What do you mean to do?”

“Stay out of it,” he growled. “It has naught to do with you.”

“If that were true, I wouldn’t be here. Tell me what you mean to do. I’ll give you no peace until you tell me.”

“Fine!” He faced her, eyes ablaze. “You saw what yer father’s men did to me just for robbing McKinley. And now I’ve gone and kidnapped his daughter. If he comes here without the money, it’ll be because he wants my head. It’ll be him or me, don’t you see? It must end one way or another, and it’s damned sure not going to be because I let him get away with treachery.”

She didn’t understand. “So if he refuses to give you the money he owes—”

“Then I’ll call him out. And if you’re married to me, you’ll end up either a widow or the wife of yer father’s killer.” With a rigid tilt to his jaw, he crossed his arms over his bare chest. “Devil of a choice, wouldn’t you say?”



Chapter Sixteen


Dear Charlotte,

Why must you ask questions you know I won’t answer? This I will say: although I don’t much enjoy society, I don’t stay locked away, either. If I did, how could I gain you the inside information you need to help your girls? Careful, friend; if you don’t stop pestering me with questions about my identity, you may find me much less eager to pass on my gossip.

Your determined-to-remain-anonymous friend,

Michael


Lachlan faced Venetia down, wishing desperately that she didn’t look so fetching in a shift, that her earlier cries of pleasure weren’t still echoing in his ears. Because her expression of horrified disbelief turned all his previous enjoyment to ashes.

“So that’s why we won’t be marrying,” he snapped. “This battle between me and yer father isn’t a game for ladies. It’s hard and cruel, and it won’t end to yer satisfaction, of that you can be sure.”

“Only because you’re both stubborn as the devil,” she said in a hollow voice.

“Aye, I’m stubborn, but I deserve justice, damn it! And justice doesn’t mean letting him get away with what he did.”

“You’d fight him in a duel? That’s not justice. He’s an old man, not a soldier. We both know you’d win. It would be murder, pure and simple.”

“It was damned near murder when he set his men on me, but I don’t see you crying over the unfairness of that,” he spat.

“I did,” she said softly. “I do.”

There it came again, that sympathy in her face, that heart-wrenching sympathy that made him yearn.

Damn her! There was no place in his plans for yearning.

“The point is,” he bit out, “marrying you won’t solve a damned thing. It’ll only force you into a terrible situation. And that’s assuming you could be happy with me in the Highlands at all, which is doubtful.”

“It certainly is,” she said haughtily, “if you’re meaning to kill my father.”

“I don’t want to! I want only what’s owed me.” He dragged in a heavy breath. “But if he refuses to pay, I’ll annihilate him, do ye ken?”

The vitriol in his voice made her recoil.

He struggled not to care. “I want the money. Failing that, I want to be sure he won’t send more men to kill me, and I can’t be sure of that unless he’s dead.”

“According to your image of him, you can’t be sure of that even if he pays the money.”

“Why would he kill me, then? He wouldn’t get the money back. But until the matter is settled, I can’t go back into the world. I refuse to spend my life hiding. One way or the other, this ends when he comes to Scotland.”

“What if you married me?” A look of desperation crossed her face. “That would settle it. Surely he wouldn’t expose you if you were my husband. And my dowry is almost as large as his debt. You could forget about the loan.”

“Are you daft, lassie?” Opening his knapsack, he dragged out the tartan he used for warmth when he had to camp in the hills, then spread it on the floor where he’d thrown the pillow. “Have you forgotten who controls yer dowry?”

She paled. “Oh.”

“If we marry before yer father arrives, you’ll lose yer fortune and I’ll lose my chance at getting the money my clan needs. Besides, killing me would appeal to him even more if it was the only way to free you from my evil clutches.”

“He’s not this monster you make him out to be. If I could just talk to him, make it clear that I want to marry you, that I’m happy—”

“He’ll do a jig and forgive all, eh? Give us yer fortune, pay me back what he owes, welcome me into the loving arms of the family? Not bloody likely.”

“At least let me try.”

“No! I’m not taking the chance that he’ll cut you off and me in the bargain. My clan needs that money, do ye ken?”

She curled her arms about her stomach and sank down onto the bed.

The haunted look on her face cut him to the soul. He hated destroying whatever romantic fairy story she’d been spinning for the two of them, but it was best to halt it now, before she started dreaming of how to paint Rosscraig and what color to weave the cloth for their baby’s blankets.

He snorted. Weave the cloth, indeed. That was too practical. Fancy ladies plied their needles to ornament useless fripperies like dancing slippers and reticules.

He couldn’t afford reticules or slippers for her. He could barely afford the copper for the whisky stills he hoped would make all their fortunes one day. The copper that Duncannon’s money would provide.

But not if she tangled herself up in it. And for what? Because he’d given her pleasure, and she’d taken the notion that it boded well for their future? Damned fool female. What if she saw his manor and balked, as any woman of sense would? Then where would he be? Married to a woman whose father would kill to free her.

He wasn’t risking his head, nor his clan’s future. He needed that loan repaid, even if it meant he couldn’t have her. Even if it meant he’d never get to take her to bed, never get to make her his, never get…

He swore foully. Life wasn’t fair. He’d have to get used to it. “You understand now, don’t you, princess?”

She nodded mutely, tucking her legs up beneath her with the look of a wounded doe. Holy Christ, how that killed him.

“I have responsibilities to my clan and my crofters. I can’t just throw them away because I happen to fancy kissing Duncannon’s pretty daughter.”

“Stop calling me that, curse you!” Anger sparked in her eyes. “You’ve made it quite clear you have no desire to fit me into your life—don’t belabor the point.”

This time he made no attempt to apologize. Best to leave it this way. Then there’d be no confusion between them.

And no more kisses or caresses. No more fondling in the dark.

He gritted his teeth. This was how it had to be. He would never have dallied with her if he’d realized that she didn’t see it, too.

Right. He would have ignored the soft delicacy of her hands nursing him, the gentle caring of her smile…her half-naked form bending over him.

Don’t think about that, laddie, or you’ll never last the night. “Well, then.” He tried for a tone of nonchalance. “Best we get some sleep.”

She rose abruptly. “You should take the bed. It’s not good for you to lie on the floor with your wounds still healing.”

That she could still care about his suffering made a lump lodge in his throat. “I slept on the ground on the way to Edinburgh,” he said. “This is no different. At least I’ve got a pillow this time.”

“Lachlan—”

“No, lass, I’m not letting you sleep on the floor. Take the bed. That’s the end of it.”

As he turned to where he’d left his pillow and tartan, she hurried over to the bowl she’d left on the washstand. “At least let me finish dressing your wounds. I haven’t put the comfrey on them.”

“I don’t need—”

“I won’t take no for an answer.” She picked up the bowl, added some water, then worked the mixture with her fingers. “The crushed comfrey root is the most important part. It hardens on the wound, healing it over time. You must have it.”

Mo chreach, would this night of tantalizing tortures never end? “All right,” he ground out, though he didn’t know how he’d survive another bout of her tender ministrations. “But be quick about it.”

Not only was the lass quick about it, she was downright unfeeling. With her face set, she plastered his worst wounds with the thick sludge and used some linen to bandage them. Then, cool as any physician, she washed her hands and trotted off to bed, leaving him staring after her.

So that was how it would be, eh? No more kind smiles for him, oh no. She was done with that.

Fine. He didn’t care.

He stretched out on his back on the hard floor, throttling his moans in his throat rather than have her hear them. He didn’t need her to nurse him, anyway—he’d done well enough until now without such a thing.

Never mind that it felt good having her fuss over him. He wasn’t a lad anymore to need petting and such; he could take care of himself.

That was the unconvincing litany he recited as he fell off to sleep.

 

On the night after Venetia’s kidnapping, Maggie dined with Colonel Seton in the common room of the Edinburgh inn, wishing she didn’t feel so conspicuous. Surely people were wondering where her charge was. No one would believe for long the tale they’d spread about her niece being ill, not after how well Venetia had looked only two nights ago.

Quentin would never forgive her for this. She could never forgive herself. Just the thought of what Venetia might be enduring…

She moaned aloud.

“It will be all right, I swear.” The colonel gave her hand a reassuring squeeze, then held it a moment longer. Though she knew it was wrong of her to encourage such behavior, she let him. She was so worried, and he was so understanding, the poor, dear man.

Though it was scandalous that they should sit so, with their gloves off and their bare hands joined so shockingly.

“So your men have sent you no report?” she asked, trying not to notice that his strong grip made her tremble like a schoolgirl.

“Not yet.” He threaded his fingers with hers, his gaze a sharp, glimmering blue before he dropped it to their hands. “You know how wild the Highlands are. You can travel miles without seeing a village. And it’s only been a day—”

“A day and a half,” she corrected him.

He smiled indulgently. “Aye, a day and a half.”

“But the men left that very night?”

His smile faded. “I told you they did.”

“I would have felt better if I could have spoken to them first.”

“And how would that have kept your niece’s identity a secret?”

She’d forgotten about that stipulation. Nonetheless…“At least tell me whom you hired. Then when my brother-in-law arrives here, I’ll be able to tell him.”

The sudden flummoxed look on Colonel Seton’s face gave her pause. Until he began to cough and wheeze, and his cheeks turned a ruddy hue.

“Colonel Seton?” she asked. “Colonel? Are you all right?”

“Water,” he whispered. “Need…water…”

She poured water from a pitcher, then held it to his lips. But he was coughing so hard, he couldn’t manage more than a few sips.

Alarmed, she called for a servant. “My friend seems to be having an attack of some sort. Might you have a private parlor where he could rest for a moment?”

“Yes, my lady, this way,” the servant said.

Supporting the colonel with her arm about his waist, Maggie helped him stumble into the private room. Worry seized her heart as she sat beside him on a settee and stroked his back while he coughed. Strange how quickly she’d come to care for the man. She wished she could say it was only because he was helping her with the kidnapping, but she knew down deep that was a lie.

After a few moments, his coughing subsided. “Better?” she asked.

“Much better,” he wheezed. Grabbing her hand, he cradled it against his chest. “Sometimes I have coughing fits. Bad lungs, you know.” He flashed her a warm smile. “Thanks for soothing it.”

“I did nothing really.” She fought the little flutter of her heart.

“Oh, you did plenty, lass. Plenty.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it, then each knuckle, then turned it over so he could kiss her wrist.

“Colonel,” she said in a breathy voice, “perhaps you shouldn’t…that is…”

“Call me Hugh, at least.” His beautiful eyes played over her face. “And perhaps, if I might call you Maggie?”

“Yes,” she said, hardly realizing what she’d answered.

“Sweet, beautiful Maggie.” He leaned close as if to kiss her.

The door opened, and the innkeeper hurried in. “Are you all right, Colonel? My servant said you were unwell.”

The colonel—Hugh—let out a sigh. “I could be more right,” he said under his breath, his gaze dropping to Maggie’s mouth.

Her heart began to race in a most dangerous fashion before she shifted her gaze from him to the innkeeper. “Yes, he’s fine. But I’m sure he’ll feel better once he’s home.” She glanced at Hugh. “After all, the hour is late, sir.”

His brow darkened, but he nodded. “I suppose ye’re right. I should be going.” He stood and started to turn away.

“Wait, you said you’d tell me what men you hired,” she said.

With a furtive glance at the innkeeper, he murmured, “I’ll bring you a list in the morning, all right? We can have breakfast together.”

“Thank you, yes. That would be lovely.”

After he left, she spent most of the night wishing he’d stayed. So her first reaction when he didn’t come for breakfast the next morning was disappointment, followed swiftly by worry, since his note said he still felt unwell. She’d hoped he would at least send the list, but there was nothing with the note. He did, however, promise to attend her for dinner.

Except right before dinner he sent his regrets and promised breakfast the next morning. And still, no list. That’s when her suspicions became thoroughly roused. For a robust-looking soldier, Colonel Seton had more health problems than seemed normal: his bad foot, his lungs. Indeed, wasn’t it odd that a man with lung trouble would undertake a climb such as the one they’d gone on with Venetia?

And why did his health difficulties always crop up at the most inopportune times—that day on the mountain, and now when she wanted to know more about what he was doing to help her niece? It could be nothing, of course, but still…

Perhaps it was time she learned more about the colonel.



Chapter Seventeen


Dear Cousin,

You should take care, too, or I will call your bluff. Be fair—I’ve never worked very hard to uncover your identity, because I knew that our agreement didn’t allow for such. But if it soothes your temper, I will refrain from annoying questions for the nonce. I wouldn’t wish to lose so valuable a friend for such a frivolous reason.

Still your relation,

Charlotte


The new day had scarcely dawned when Venetia awoke. It was hard to sleep when your heart was breaking.

Her heart? No, she wouldn’t give that over to a stubborn devil like Lachlan, no matter how lovely his kisses or how wounded his soul. She’d been foolish last night, but she wouldn’t be so in the light of day.

Her cheeks flamed, just thinking of how she’d practically begged him to marry her. How many times had Mrs. Harris said that a man could desire a woman without wanting her for his wife?

Once the heat of their desire cools, those ladies have to live in real houses and endure real hardships. Desire doesn’t make up for that.

Tears stung her eyes. She knew when Lachlan was just making excuses. He’d heard her speak of the Highlands, seen her endure difficulties on the road, yet he could still say that?

Yes, because of who she was. And because it didn’t suit his plans to marry her. He wanted to confront her father, and she got in the way of that.

Still, she could hardly blame him for his anger at Papa. She stared across to where Lachlan had finally found a comfortable position on his side. With his hands tucked under his head, he looked almost boyish, his scar hidden by a thick lock of chestnut hair and his dark lashes fringing cheeks that for the first time in days had a healthy color. Perhaps the comfrey and horse liniment had done him some good. He didn’t seem to be moaning anymore.

She fisted her hands beneath the covers, trying not to think of how he’d groaned in his sleep earlier in the night whenever he’d shifted position. Every groan had been a nail in her conscience. How could Papa order that a man be beaten so awfully? What kind of monster must he be?

No, Papa’s hirelings were the monsters. Surely he couldn’t have commanded anything so brutal. Papa was a gentleman, for heaven’s sake! They didn’t do such things to other gentlemen, not even gentlemen thieves. Did they?

Unable to bear her thoughts, she sat up. No point in trying to sleep anymore. She kept seeing pictures of Papa fighting Lachlan, of Lachlan being shot or Papa bleeding to death—

No, it mustn’t happen. She had to stop it. She would return and convince Papa to repay the loan, argue on Lachlan’s behalf. Because if Papa confronted Lachlan in person, there was sure to be bloodshed. With two men so proud and stubborn, neither would ever back down.

Edging from the bed, she scooped up her corset and shoes, then crept to the door, where the key still lay in the lock. Both she and Lachlan had forgotten about it last night; indeed, until now she hadn’t realized how easily she could escape.

She glanced at him, at the bandages on his arm and leg, and regret knifed through her. Who would change them? Who would crush fresh comfrey and plaster it on his flesh? What if his wounds worsened?

Her sigh blew a strand of hair from her face. Better wounded than dead.

Careful not to wake him, she turned the key and slid the door open. Then she locked it again on the outside to slow his pursuit.

She headed down the stairs on cat feet. First she had to find her clothes, which she prayed would be dry. After dressing, she would walk into town. Annie had already arranged for a gig—Venetia would just claim to be fetching it.

With plans churning in her brain, she snuck into the kitchen…then froze. Annie was kneading bread dough at the kitchen table with her back to the door, and Venetia wanted to cry. She could see her clothes draped over chairs by the fire just beyond Annie, but they might as well have been in China.

What should she do now? Ask Annie to help her leave? Rummage for clothes elsewhere in the house?

That was decided for her when Annie turned and spotted her. “Ah, my lady, you’re up early.” She beckoned to Venetia to enter. “Come in, come in.”

As Venetia padded into the kitchen, Annie caught sight of her bare feet. “Heavens, you must be freezing! Come sit here by the fire and warm yerself.”

“I came to get my clothes,” Venetia said, her mind racing with how to broach the subject of Annie helping her return to London.

“Ah, yes. They should be dry enough to wear by now.”

“If you could help me put on my stays,” Venetia said, aware of time slipping away, “I would vastly appreciate it.”

Annie shot her a veiled glance, but went to get it. “I suppose you’re hoping to be dressed before yer husband rises.”

The comment brought Venetia up short. Had Annie guessed—

“I know how it is for newly married couples,” Annie went on. “Sometimes men can be such randy beasts in the morning, and they don’t realize how difficult that can be for an untried young woman.”

Venetia blinked. Annie thought…she’d assumed…

But perhaps that could be used to her advantage. “Exactly,” Venetia said, not having to feign a blush. “I’d rather he didn’t awaken to find me in my shift.”

As Annie came over with the corset, Venetia drew a heavy breath. “That’s not the only reason, however. The truth is, I’m thinking that I might…well…I’m very anxious about my family, you see. Lachlan and I fled so suddenly, and now there’s some sign that my father is in pursuit.”

“Oh, but you and the laird are married now, so there’s naught yer father can do to stop it.” Annie laced her up, then went to get the other clothes.

“He could kill Lachlan.” Or Lachlan could kill him, the more likely scenario. “He protested the marriage most strenuously. So I think I should go back and reason with him.” Which was very near the truth.

“That would do no good, dearie.” Annie clucked her tongue in sympathy as she held out a petticoat for Venetia to step into. “If you leave your husband, it’ll only convince yer father that you’re unhappy.” She cut her eyes slyly up at Venetia. “And you’re not, are you?”

“No,” she said hastily, “but I’m afraid that if Papa catches up with us, I’ll end up a widow. They are both so stubborn, you see. I only want to soothe Papa’s temper, assure him that I’m happy.”

“That’s all you want, is it?” Annie looked skeptical as she went to shove a loaf into the dutch oven. “Then I advise you against going back. Lachlan wouldn’t take well to having his wife run off so soon after the wedding.”

Venetia forced a smile. “I’m not running off—”

“And you’ve got no money, no transportation.”

As she pulled on her gown she fought for calm. “What about the gig you arranged?”

“They’ll not let it go without my word. So unless you mean to walk back—”

“I’ll do what I must,” Venetia bit out.

“Don’t be a fool,” Annie snapped. “You’d get no more than a mile out of Kingussie before yer husband caught up to you. The whole idea is daft, it is.”

Frustration tinged Venetia’s voice with impatience. “Daft or not, I have to go, don’t you understand? And you have to help me get away before Lachlan awakes.” She tried a pleading tone. “I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.”

Setting her hands on her hips, Annie pierced Venetia with a sharp glance. “This isn’t about soothing yer father’s fears, is it? You’re just unhappy with Lachlan. I know he can be a rough man, but you have to give him a chance—”

“I don’t have to do anything, curse it!” Venetia burst out.

Then she forced herself to take a calming breath. In ballads, it was always easy for a woman to run from her husband; she just took off with the tinker man. A pity that life wasn’t more like ballads. “You don’t understand.”

“Oh, but I do,” Annie said in a cold voice. “Here I was thinking you might be better for him than that Polly. But you’re the same as her, only worse.”

The words stung, which was simply absurd. Lachlan didn’t even want to marry her, for pity’s sake! What did it matter if Annie thought her a horrible wife?

But now that Annie had raised the ghost of Lachlan’s former fiancée, she couldn’t rest until she knew about her. “What exactly did this Polly do?”

“Abandoned him, that’s what, and with little more cause than you’ve got.” Annie cast Venetia a considering look. “Or mayhap you just don’t realize what he went through with her.”

Venetia sighed, feeling her chance to escape evaporating.

Annie dragged out a chair. “Sit down, and let me tell you about yer husband. After I’m done, if you can still walk out on the man, I’ll help you. I’d rather see you break his heart quick and easy than fracture it a bit at a time like Polly.”

The mention of Polly was too intriguing to resist. And it wasn’t as if she had a choice. Annie was right—without help, she wouldn’t get far before Lachlan caught up to her. “Very well.” She took a seat.

Her brow beetling in a frown, Annie strode over to turn Lachlan’s clothes in front of the fire. “They met right after he returned from the war. She was a merchant’s daughter and set her cap for him—and his new baronetcy—right away. She wanted to be Lady Ross something fierce, she did.”

Annie shook her head. “Lachlan couldn’t see that scheming part of her. Men hardly ever do, though I daresay a beauty like her would have dazzled any weary soldier fresh from battles and blood. They had a quick courtship while he was still taking stock of his father’s properties, but as cattle prices fell and the place wasn’t earning what it ought, he had to keep putting off the wedding.”

Venetia caught her breath. How painful that must have been for him—to be setting up a life of a certain kind for himself and realize it wasn’t to be.

“Even a fool like Polly began to see she wouldn’t have the fancy life of a baronet’s wife she’d hoped for.” Annie scowled. “Then after he came back from a trip to London and told his people they’d have to tighten their belts, she grew downright cool toward him.”

Venetia winced. That must have been when he’d tried getting Papa to repay the loan.

Annie’s hard gaze bored into her. “Lachlan made excuses for her, but his heart was starting to crack even then. He started spending time away from the estate, going who knows where at night. She wasn’t getting coddled like she wanted, so she up and took off with some jumped-up knight’s son with piles of money. Broke Lachlan’s heart right proper, she did.”

And further fueled his hatred of Papa.

Venetia stared down at her hands, remembering his words. You wouldn’t be happy at Rosscraig…ye’re too fine a lady for that sort of life.

Could she really blame him for assuming she would never belong in the Highlands? Especially after she’d been so missish at first.

“So if you run off now…” Annie began.

“I’m not running off.” Venetia shifted her gaze to stare out the mullioned cottage window at a rooster strutting among the hens. “I just didn’t…I couldn’t stand the thought of him getting hurt by Papa.”

“They’ll have to come to terms with each other eventually, lass,” Annie said, her voice softening. “The sooner the better, I say.”

Annie didn’t understand, and Venetia couldn’t explain without revealing who her father actually was. She doubted Annie would be so keen to champion the marriage if she knew. But neither would she want to help Venetia escape.

“I don’t want you thinking he’s got no prospects, though,” Annie went on. “The whisky is selling right well, I understand, and Jamie says they’re starting to grow their own barley—”

“Whisky?”

“Aye, that’s how yer husband is keeping his crofters working—with whisky stills.” Annie’s eyes grew alarmed. “You knew about that, didn’t you?”

“Oh, yes, I merely forgot,” Venetia said quickly. “But I thought most stills in Scotland were illegal?”

“So is his, but a man’s got to make a living somehow. And there’s thousands of them. Until England stops taxing them so heavily that a man can’t afford a licensed one, there will be thousands more. So although the laird can take care of you, it ain’t going to be fancy and it ain’t going—”

A roar, then a pounding from upstairs made them both flinch.

“What the devil?” Annie cried.

“I believe my husband is awake,” Venetia said, her heart thundering. “I locked him in, you see.”

“Ah.” Annie gathered up Lachlan’s clothes, then approached Venetia. “If you still want to leave him—”

“No.” Venetia rose, her mind made up.

This was probably insane, but she couldn’t leave—not now. Lachlan deserved to have his day. He’d gone through fire to get here; she’d just have to pray that once Papa reached Scotland she could make him recognize that.

Flashing Annie a wan smile, she took the clothes from her. “I’d best let him out before he breaks down the door.” She started to leave, then paused to look back. “Thank you. He would never have told me those things himself.”

“I know. Stubborn as the very devil, he is.”

That was the trouble. She raced up the stairs. His stubbornness could very well get him or her father killed. But which was better for her: go home and risk that Papa would lock her up while he continued north to murder Lachlan? Or stay so she could try to stop it?

She must see this to the end, must be there for any confrontation. It was the only way to make sure nothing awful happened.

Pausing outside the door, she wondered if she was making a huge mistake. The door shook with the force of his blows, and the thought of facing his anger again was rather daunting.

But really, she had no choice. Setting his clothes aside, she unlocked the door with shaky hands, then jumped back as it swung open to reveal Lachlan in his drawers, looking like the devil himself as he sprang forward.

Then saw her standing there. That cleared the scowl from his scarred brow. “You’re here,” he said inanely. His breath came in heavy gasps. “You didn’t leave.”

“I considered it,” she said archly. “After all, I don’t particularly like being dragged about the countryside with my hands bound.” She gestured to his bandaged arm. “But who would dress that? Who would torment you with hour after hour of ballads? And who—”

Jerking her to him, he gave her a thoroughly wanton kiss that sent her traitorous pulse thumping. Then he drew back, instantly contrite. “Forgive me, lass. I had no right—”

“It’s fine,” she said, breathless after such a show of ardor, even knowing it was only borne of relief. “I understood the sentiment.” Bending, she picked up his clothes and held them out. “You’ll need these. Leave the bandages in place until tonight. Then I’ll dress your wounds again.”

As she turned toward the door, he asked, “Where are you going?”

“To help Annie with breakfast.”

“Ask her if she’ll pack a lunch for us, too. I’ll pay her for it. Or if you’d rather, we can stop at an inn to eat.”

Hiding her surprise, she said, “What I would like even more is not to have to relieve myself by the side of the road.”

“All right.” His voice softened. “We’ll stop whenever you need to, wherever you want.”

“I would appreciate that.” She turned to smile at him. “In exchange, I promise not to sing at the top of my lungs.”

His eyes warmed. “I don’t mind the singing.” Then apparently realizing he was being too nice, he added gruffly, “But do you have to sing about hangings and jilted ladies?”

A laugh escaped her. “And what would you rather, sir? A ballad about dauntless Highlanders?”

“Or fearless Highland lasses.” He captured her hand, then stared at it pensively. “Why didn’t you leave?” He rubbed his thumb over her bare knuckles, warming more than just her flesh. “The real reason, not your teasing ones.”

She swallowed, wondering how much she dared tell him. She was already too vulnerable to him, and letting him inside her thoughts would give him another way to hurt her.

Best to stick to the barest facts. “I want to determine the truth for myself: about Papa, about the loan, about what has happened in the Highlands. If I go back to England, I’ll never find out.”

She couldn’t stand living her whole life not knowing the full story of how Lachlan and Papa had come to despise each other. If Lachlan was reluctant to have her as a wife, she should at least find out if his reasons were sound.

“So you’ll go with me willingly now? You’ll see this to the end, no matter what happens?”

“No matter what happens,” she echoed.

She’d just have to pray that what happened didn’t break her heart.

 

Lachlan stared blindly ahead as he drove the gig, with Venetia sitting silent at his side. She’d stayed. She’d had a chance to escape, and she’d stayed.

God help him, why’d she have to go and do that? He would’ve preferred having to drag her back to his side. At least then he could have nursed his anger at her. But how could he be angry when she was so accommodating?

It had been hard enough to resist her when she was fighting him. Now that she wasn’t, it would be even worse.

The sweetness of it tempted him a good deal more than her half-clad body last night, and that made her dangerous as hell. Because naught had changed—if he married her, her father would never give Lachlan what was owed him.

“I would have found you, you know,” he said, trying to convince himself that her actions didn’t matter. “You would never have made it to London alone.”

“I know.”

“I would have caught up to you on the road within an hour, and we’d still be here, driving north.”

“I realize that.”

Now she was trying to soothe his pride, devil take her. Or had she really abandoned her plan to escape because she thought she couldn’t do it? No, not the fearless Venetia. He began to wonder if she mightn’t be able to handle life in the Highlands after all.

Damn, what was he thinking? She was used to silks and satins, marble floors and fine paintings.

“Do you ever hear anything about Polly?” she asked. “What has happened to her and her husband?”

“Polly?” He glanced over to find her watching him with latent sympathy. Damn. “So Annie told you about her, did she?”

“Yes. I wanted to know.”

“You’re too nosy by half,” he grumbled. “But just so you won’t keep plaguing me with questions, I heard she has two young ones and a husband with a roving eye. Though I don’t guess that bothers her none, since he’s rich as Croesus and buys her all the pretty gowns she’d ever want.”

“I seriously doubt that pretty gowns make up for an adulterous husband.”

“From what I hear about London lasses, pretty gowns make up for a lot of things,” he muttered, uncomfortable with this conversation.

Suddenly, they rounded a bend to find their way blocked by a milling herd of Cheviot sheep. He pulled up on the reins, his already taxed temper exploding. “Get out of the way, you bloody bastards! Now you’re filling the roads, too, are ye?” He stood up and flapped his arms. “Go, go, damn you!”

A shepherd ran down the hill. “I’ll have them out of yer way in a minute, sir!” the boy cried, scarcely bigger than the sheep himself. “I’m sorry, I am, sir.”

“And well you ought to be,” he muttered, though his temper ebbed at the sight of a child given such responsibility. “Tell me, lad, who owns these sheep?”

“MacDonell of Keppoch, sir.”

He gritted his teeth. “And how many people did he serve with writs of removal to get his pasture-land, eh?”

The lad blinked. “I-I don’t know, sir.”

“I’m sure you do. It’s never a secret. They serve the writs, come for the people, drag them begging for mercy from their homes, and then burn their houses down around them—”

“Lachlan,” Venetia said in a low voice as the shepherd paled. “He’s just a boy. Leave him be.”

When she laid her hand on his arm and tugged, he stiffened, but sat down and took up the reins. “Well, then, get those bloody beasts out of the way, will you?” he barked at the boy. “We don’t have all day.”

As the young shepherd cleared the roads, Lachlan could feel Venetia’s eyes on him. After the sheep were headed once more down the slope, she said, “Are people’s homes really being burned?”

He snapped the reins, and the horse started. “Why don’t you ask yer father?”

When she uttered a noise like a wounded deer, he regretted the nasty comment. But he wouldn’t take it back. What he’d said was very near the truth. Even if her father hadn’t resorted to such measures, plenty of other lairds had.

They traveled a while in silence. Then she drew herself up. “I want to see.”

“See what?”

“What you and Annie keep talking about.” She sat rigidly beside him, her hands folded neatly in her lap, even though that took some doing in the turns. “The abandoned crofter’s cottages. The sheep taking over the land. All of it.”

He stared grimly ahead. “I can show you that easy enough, lass. It’s everywhere.”

And he proceeded to prove it. The road led beside many an estate overrun with Cheviots, those bloody animals who devoured every blade of grass, whose fat flesh and rich fleece coaxed the owners into throwing out their tenants. He showed her cottage after abandoned cottage, many of them roofless and crumbling now.

At every posting stop, her mood became bleaker, her face longer. After a while, he couldn’t bear to look at her, and their conversation grew strained. During a long stretch past Inverness, she asked, “How long has this been going on?”

“Years,” he said. “Many crofters left before you and I were even born. The rest have been shipping out daily by the hundreds. They go because they’ve nothing left, or because the lairds convince them that things will be better in Canada.” He clenched the reins. “But not everyone survives those long voyages. A ship that left last year arrived in America with forty less people than when it sailed.”

With every word, he felt an abyss opening up between them. When, during the late afternoon, she fell into a nap, it was the side of the gig that she rested her head upon, not his shoulder. It was probably just as well. Otherwise, he’d have spent that hour futilely aching for her.

Since it was still daylight when they entered the part of Ross-shire where he might be recognized, he was forced to meander along back roads. By the time they reached the thatched cottage on his estate where he meant to keep her, it was nearly sunset. “We’re here, lassie.”

She jerked awake, her face soft from sleep. “What?” Sitting forward, she surveyed the area. “This isn’t Rosscraig.”

“No. I told you—I don’t want my mother involved, and she doesn’t know this place. So until yer father comes, we’ll be staying here.”

“Together?” she said, alarm evident in her voice.

“There’s two bedchambers.”

“Oh.” She didn’t look reassured.

“I’ve got estate matters to occupy me,” he continued hastily, “so you won’t see me much anyway.” Not if he could help it. Many more hours in her company, and he’d soon be considering how to manage the impossible. “If you tell me what you like to read, I’ll have books fetched for you. And I’ll send the lads to Dingwall for needlework things and whatever else you like to occupy yer time.”

Gazing about the clearing, she murmured, “I’ve never been good with a needle, I confess. But books would be wonderful. And I should like some herbs and a few items from the apothecary.” She cast him an accusing glance. “If you and Papa insist upon shooting each other, I need to be prepared for patching you up.”

He ignored her tone and the lurch in his gut at the thought of her wanting to take care of him after all he’d put her through. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Hopping down from the gig, he came around to help her. The minute his hands clasped her waist, she sucked in a breath, and the faint sound did something wicked to his insides. So did the flash of awareness in her eyes, the luminous glow of her face in the light of the dying sun, the trembling of her body beneath his grip.

He set her swiftly on the ground and released her before he could do something he’d regret. Like kiss her again. Like lay her down here in the secret woods and take her in slow, easy strokes—

A door slammed behind them, and he stepped back. But when he turned to greet the intruder, it wasn’t one of his clansmen who met his gaze with steely eyes.

It was his mother.



Chapter Eighteen


Dear Charlotte,

Forgive me if my letter sounded sharp. Family difficulties presently cause me concern. But I understand your curiosity. I just prefer you don’t indulge it.

Always your servant,

Michael


Since Venetia was still trying to contain her wildly veering emotions after Lachlan’s hungry look, it took her a moment to register who’d come to greet them.

Then she recognized the wiry auburn curls, velvety brown eyes, and strong jaw of Lachlan’s mother, and realized it was Lady Marjorie Ross who regarded her with a wary gaze. Which turned angry when it moved to Lachlan.

“So you went and done it,” she bit out. “You took Duncannon’s daughter.”

Duncannon’s daughter again. Didn’t anyone use a person’s name in Scotland?

“You shouldn’t be here, Mother,” he said, every inch the Highland chief, though the stiffening muscles in his neck betrayed his unease. He gestured to the cottage. “How did you even know—”

“About this place? I’m not the fool you take me for, you know.”

“I’ve never taken you for a fool,” he said, his voice placating.

“No?” Hurt twisted her tone. “They drag you from the bracken half dead, beaten to a bloody pulp, and you spout a tale about fighting the Scourge, thinking to pacify me like I’m a slack-jawed idiot.” She clapped her arms over her chest. “I didn’t press it, not while I fought to keep you alive through that fever, and not afterward. I told myself that after nearly dying, you’d surely give it up.”

Lachlan eyed her warily. “Give what up?”

“Riding the roads. Robbing Duncannon’s friends.” Lachlan looked as if someone had just walloped him with a whisky jar. Venetia rolled her eyes. So Lachlan’s mother did know of his activities. She wasn’t terribly surprised.

Anger flared in Lady Ross’s thin face. “In the past few years I’ve often wondered if the Scourge might be you, but I convinced myself you’d never do such a thing. Until the beating.” Her voice hardened. “I shouldn’t have told you about that loan. ’Twas foolish of me.” She set her chin. “I wanted you to talk to the man, shame him into paying us back. Not take yer life in yer hands.”

Her gaze swung to Venetia. “And now this. Kidnapping a lady. I never thought to see a son of mine behave so.”

“It’s not a kidnapping,” Venetia said, though she wasn’t sure why she bothered to defend him. “I came willingly.”

“Quiet, Venetia. As she says, she’s no fool.” Lachlan’s voice turned brittle. “And no doubt one of my clansmen blathered the truth.”

“Aye,” Lady Ross snapped, “Jamie told me the whole thing.”

“Damn that insolent pup, he’s supposed to be in Aberdeen!”

Lady Ross sniffed. “He thought I should know what you were doing, on account of the lady and her reputation. And he was right.” She stepped to Venetia’s side. “That’s why I’m taking charge of her.”

“Over my dead body.” Fury swelled visibly in Lachlan, pulsing from him in waves. “The lady and her reputation are my concern. I won’t have you interfering.”

“And I won’t have you ruining her,” she told Lachlan stoutly. “If I could, I’d take her back to her father”—she held up her hand when he started to interrupt—“but since he’s probably already on his way here, it’s best to wait until he arrives. In the meantime, we have to protect her reputation. Bad enough you traveled alone with her for two days. You’ll not live unchaperoned with her, too. She’ll stay at Rosscraig. And you’ll stay here at the cottage.”

“The devil I will!” Lachlan cried. “I’m not letting her out of my sight!”

His resistance perplexed Venetia. “Why not? Surely you don’t fear I’ll escape. If I didn’t leave this morning, I certainly won’t run off now.”

She felt Lady Ross’s gaze measuring her, but it was Lachlan’s, hot with temper and a wild intensity, that made her blood pound in her ears. “You said you care only about getting the money your clan needs. And I understand that, I do.”

Especially after seeing the sad situation of other lairds’ crofters. At least Lachlan refused to bow to the methods of those “improvers.”

“But you also said you didn’t want me ruined,” she continued. “And if I stay alone with you, I surely will be.” Who knew what might happen in the wee hours when they were both lonely? She dared not risk it. If he bedded her, he’d feel honor-bound to marry her, and he’d already made it clear how he felt about that.

“Despite what you think, son,” Lady Ross put in, “people do notice your comings and goings. I’m not the only one who knows about this cottage. Some of your clansmen know and Jamie and—”

“And I’ll thrash them senseless if they talk,” he growled.

When his mother’s brows lowered in a frown, Venetia laid a hand on Lachlan’s arm. “Be sensible. There’s no reason for me not to stay at Rosscraig if your mother is willing.” Unless he didn’t want to be parted from her because he actually cared about her.

The muscles in his arm bunched beneath her hand. “Your father could try to sneak men into Rosscraig to rescue you,” he said sullenly.

Lady Ross snorted. “How could anyone manage that? Yer men patrol every roadway, watching for excisemen. When Duncannon comes, you’ll know it.”

“I’d feel better staying at the manor,” he ground out.

“You’re supposed to be dead, remember? It’s easier to keep up the pretense when you’re not there. If word gets round outside the clan that you’re alive and well and holding a woman prisoner in yer manor, you’ll have more than Duncannon to deal with.”

“Damn it, Mother—”

“We’ll do this right proper, we will.” Lady Ross squared her shoulders. “You’ll stay at the cottage as you’ve been doing, and Lady Venetia will stay with me at Rosscraig as my guest. I’ll tell people she’s yer father’s London cousin.”

With a black scowl, he rubbed the back of his neck. “Damn you both,” he muttered under his breath. His angry gaze fell on Venetia. “So this is what you want, is it, lass? To be well away from me?”

Strange that he’d put it like that, if he only cared about his plans for Papa. “I want to preserve my reputation as best I can.” Since you refuse to marry me.

Now was his chance to speak. If he felt more for her than some inconvenient desire, if he considered her more than just a tool to get what he wanted from Papa, then he’d have to tell her so.

“Fine,” he clipped out, “stay with my mother. I don’t want you in my hair anyway, complaining about yer accommodations. Let Mother deal with it.”

That wasn’t fair, and he knew it, but the fact that he’d made the insult at all cheered her. He really wasn’t taking this well, was he?

Pasting a brilliant smile to her lips, Venetia moved to his mother’s side and drew on every rule of ladylike behavior she’d been taught. “I’m sure I’ll be quite comfortable at Rosscraig. As I recall, it was a perfectly lovely little house. I’m looking forward to visiting there.” Leaving him glowering, she turned to Lady Ross. “Shall we go? I’m tired and should like a cup of tea by the fire.”

“That you shall have, and a good meal, too,” Lady Ross said.

As they walked away, Lachlan called out, “Venetia?”

Hope leaped in her heart as she turned to him. “Yes?”

He looked as if he wanted to say something of great import. Then his face went carefully blank, and his voice turned distant. “If you need anything—”

“I’m sure your mother will take excellent care of me,” she said, hiding her disappointment. He was such a stubborn lout, curse him.

Well, she had pride, too. And she wasn’t about to throw it aside on the slim evidence of his veiled comments and hungry looks.

Her hostess led her to a curate cart waiting out of sight of the cottage. It was only after they’d driven off that Lady Ross spoke again. “My son didn’t…hurt you any during these past few days, did he?”

“He was a perfect gentleman.” It wasn’t much of a lie. She’d been as much to blame for their intimate encounter last night as he. And while he’d bruised her heart and certainly trampled her pride afterward, she could recover from that eventually. Though she now cherished a hope that she wouldn’t have to.

“He’s a pigheaded fellow, he is. But I never imagined he would carry this battle with yer father so far.” She patted Venetia’s hand. “Well, dinna fash yerself over Lachlan anymore. I’ll see that he leaves you alone until yer father arrives.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Venetia said. “He doesn’t bother me.”

“He needs to learn he can’t just go about kidnapping young innocents. If he means to plot trouble, he can plot it elsewhere. I’ll bar him from the house, I will.”

“Really, Lady Ross, you needn’t—”

“Do you want to catch the lad, or not?” Lady Ross said, flicking the reins.

The comment caught her off guard. “I-I don’t know what you mean.”

“I saw how the two of you looked at each other. And you were ready to defend him, even after what he did. Besides, Jamie told me…” She glanced at Venetia. “You care for my son, don’t you? I can tell he cares for you; I’ve never seen him look at a woman as he looked at you. Not even Polly.”

Though the words warmed her, they didn’t change anything. “Yes, I care for him. But he made it quite plain he won’t marry me.”

“No, not as things stand now.” Lady Ross brooded as she guided the cart horse up a rutted dirt track. “He’s letting his pride rule him. He’ll never go hat in hand to ask the earl for his permission, and yer father won’t give it with anything less, if he’ll give it at all. And if you marry without your father’s blessing—”

“Lachlan won’t get the money you need. I know.”

“Money. Faugh! We’ll manage somehow. But I want grandchildren. I want someone to look after him.” Her voice shook. “I want him to stop doing things that’ll get him killed. You and I have to settle this muddle without bloodshed.”

A chill skated down Venetia’s spine. “You know what Lachlan is planning?”

“I know my son. He won’t be satisfied with aught else but the loan repaid.” She slid a worried glance at Venetia. “I know yer father, too—he won’t be satisfied with anything but the Scourge’s head on a platter.”

“I don’t believe that. And I don’t know why you both see him this way.”

“You forget that Alasdair and I and yer parents were once good friends. I used to know Quentin very well, which is why I don’t understand why he refused to honor his debt. But he changed in that year before yer mother’s death. He even had Lachlan—” She caught herself. “It doesn’t matter. The point is, you must persuade the two men to settle this matter amicably. That would be easier if you and Lachlan were to wed.”

“Lachlan is rather set against that idea,” Venetia said dryly. “And it’s not as if you can force him to marry me, you know.”

“You’d be surprised what a determined mother might accomplish when it comes to getting a good wife for her son.”

Venetia eyed the older woman speculatively. “What makes you think I would make him a good wife, when he’s convinced himself otherwise? You haven’t seen me since I was a child. I could be a shrew or a featherhead—”

“A featherhead wouldn’t have tried to escape her captors so cleverly.” When Venetia blinked at her, Lady Ross cracked a smile. “Jamie told me how you stood up to Lachlan on the road.”

She guided the horse into the broadening drive that Venetia recognized as leading up to Rosscraig. “And any other young lady would have arrived here screaming her outrage, complaining about her treatment at my son’s hands. You showed up ready to defend him and eager to set matters right. That alone told me you’d suit him.”

Venetia sighed. “A pity he doesn’t feel the same.”

“Oh, he will.” Lady Ross drew the cart up before the house. “By the time we get through with him, he will.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve got a plan. But first, you’d best be sure you want him.” Grimly, she pointed at the manor. “Because that is what comes with marriage to my son.”

Her heart in her throat, Venetia gazed at Rosscraig. The whitewashed, L-shaped manor that stood out in her memory as a shining tribute to Scottish successes was anything but that now. Sections of chimney were missing bricks, several roof slates were cracked, and the short stone wall skirting the gallery crumbled off to the ground on one end.

After they disembarked and entered the manor, she discovered that the inside was even worse. Tatters of once beautiful damask curtains hung from rusting rods, and a layer of coal dust coated the high ceilings. The carpets desperately needed replacing, and every room cried out for new paint.

“Lachlan kept up with the major repairs fairly well until the beating.” Lady Ross scowled. “Now even those have gone by the wayside, and we can’t afford laborers. It takes all of the men distilling, hiding, and transporting the whisky just to keep the clan in food, clothing, and coal. I do what I can to keep the manor house in order, but you need a man for some things.”

She ducked her head guiltily. “And I’ve always been handier with a gutting knife than a dustpan and linens. My father was a butcher, you know.”

“I understand.” Venetia forced a smile, though the state of the once glorious Rosscraig broke her heart. “You should see my needlework—I have two left thumbs when it comes to sewing a stitch.”

“Forgive me for being blunt, but if you live here as the laird’s wife, you won’t have time for needlework. Or much of anything else.”

Lady Ross eyed her expectantly, and Venetia realized this was a test—a far more important one than any Lachlan could have thrown at her.

Little did the woman know that Venetia had spent her entire life waiting for the moment she could return to the Highlands and settle into a lovely house of her own. A few crumbling bricks and tattered draperies weren’t about to cow her.

Lachlan was the larger obstacle. Could he ever see her as someone besides “Duncannon’s daughter”? Did he even want to? And if he did, would he be willing to put aside his quarrel with her father in order to have her in his life?

There was only one way to find out. It was time that Lachlan Ross learn exactly what sort of woman he was dealing with.

“Well?” Lady Ross said. “What do you think?”

“I think,” she said, linking her arm through Lady Ross’s, “we have a great deal of work to do. Now, about that plan of yours…”



Chapter Nineteen


Dear Cousin,

I’m sorry for your difficulties. You know I am willing to help however I can. I even promise not to ask for details beyond what you are willing to disclose.

Your friend,

Charlotte


What do you mean there’s no breakfast?” Lachlan glared at the poor Ross relation his mother must have installed as a butler at Rosscraig. After Lachlan had held back an entire day before riding over here from the cottage to see how Venetia fared, this was the reception he got?

What had happened to their housekeeper? And why had she added a butler, anyway? It was one more mouth to feed—apparently one that was eating all the breakfast. “Cook always has it on the table by seven. It’s only seven fifteen now.”

The man shrugged. “The ladies was up at dawn this day and last, sir, and done with breakfast by six. Been working like two fiends, they been.”

He’d expected to find Venetia languishing of boredom, not working, of all things. “Doing what, pray tell?”

“Don’t rightly know. They just send me to fetch things from time to time.”

That sounded downright suspicious. “Where are they now?” Removing his hat, he tried to hand it to the man.

The butler wouldn’t take it. “Forgive me, sir, but they said they wasn’t to be bothered by anybody, even you.”

His temper flaring, Lachlan hooked the hat on the rack himself. “It’s my house, damn it!” He loomed over his clansman with a dire expression. “So I can bloody well bother anybody I bloody well please. Now where are they?”

“In the drawing room, sir,” his new butler squeaked.

Stomach rumbling, he marched upstairs, which was easier to do now that he’d been rubbing his wounds with horse liniment. He had Venetia to thank for that.

But he wouldn’t thank her for this. Devil take it, he’d been looking forward to a hot breakfast at the manor—black pudding and potato scones and rashers—something other than cold oatcakes. Instead, he was met with no breakfast and some butler trying to keep him out. What the devil was going on?

Venetia must be stirring up trouble. This was what he got for staying away to avoid her temptations. Leave the lass to Mother, he’d told himself. You’ve got urgent business languishing.

He snorted. It still languished. Because whether he was examining the barley on the malting floor or cutting the peat for the kilning, Venetia invaded his thoughts. The germinating barley smelled enough like the comfrey she’d plastered on his wounds to rouse memories of her tender doctoring. And when he and his men tramped through woods to the peat bogs, he thought of how he’d laid her down in the bracken to put his mouth and hands on her soft, yielding flesh—

With a curse, he hastened his steps. She plagued his thoughts only because he worried about how she and his mother were getting on. If he satisfied his curiosity, then he could put her from his mind.

A thump sounded from the drawing room, followed by feminine laughter and a low male voice he couldn’t make out. He scowled. It had better not be some tradesman his mother had called in at Venetia’s request. What if Venetia had taken it into her head to turn his manor into a fancy showpiece he couldn’t afford?

He hastened his steps. Mother wasn’t one to buy on credit, but he’d left the ladies alone together for a day, and that might be something the lass would do just to torment him. Damn, damn, damn, damn.

“What is going on up here?” he demanded as he burst into the drawing room.

Several pairs of eyes swung his way, mostly belonging to Rosscraig’s few maids and the housekeeper. But Lachlan cared only about the pair belonging to Venetia. Who didn’t look the least bit bored.

She scarcely even looked like a London lady anymore. In a borrowed gray gown with frayed cuffs and a stained apron, she fit right in with the servants, a lock of her glorious hair drooping over one eye and her cheek marred by a streak of blacking. None of it dimmed her attractions one bit.

“Lachlan?” His mother moved from behind the other lasses, her gaze cold on him. “Go away, for heaven’s sake!”

That response from his mother, who was always begging him to keep her company, flabbergasted him.

“Go do…whatever it is you and the lads do all day,” she went on. “You’re not supposed to see this until it’s finished!”

“If I’m paying for it, I’ll damned well have a say in what’s done,” Lachlan barked as he spotted Jamie perched atop a ladder, hanging curtains he’d never seen.

“Paying for it?” Mother said. “What are you talking about?”

“The new drapes.” He flicked his hand toward the sofa. “That new settee. And whatever else you’ve been buying on credit.”

“Don’t be a fool—that’s our same old settee. We just covered it with the good parts of our old curtains. And the new curtains are our old bed canopies.” She smiled fondly at Venetia, who watched him with those green eyes that never gave him quarter. “Being up away from the light, the fabric stayed fresh-looking, so the lass here suggested we use it for curtains and take down the canopy rails of the beds. Don’t need canopies anyway.”

“We were fortunate that the colors match,” Venetia put in, “and we were able to salvage most of the curtain fringe, too—it looks lovely on the settee.”

“We” apparently included the clanswomen cheerily engrossed in scrubbing floors and beating rugs and God knew what else.

“Looks nice, don’t it?” Jamie chirped from atop the ladder. “Brightens the room right up. You should see what the ladies did with the dining room, sir, fixing it up and arranging things all proper. Did that yesterday. Even cleaned the ceilings with a special mixture Miss Ross invented.”

Miss Ross? Oh, right, Venetia was supposed to be a London cousin. And judging from Jamie’s besotted smile, the lad had forgotten she was too lofty for the likes of him.

Lachlan fought the urge to drag the lad down and smack the smile from his lips. “Aren’t you supposed to be taking care of the barley floor? The malting is still going on, you know.”

“Yes, sir,” Jamie mumbled, and started to descend the ladder.

“Pay no attention to Lachlan,” Mother told the lad. “He’s only complaining because he wasn’t consulted. He can spare you for a while.”

He could, but why should Jamie get to stay here, seeing Venetia with her cheeks flushed and her eyes shining with enthusiasm, while Lachlan spent his days at the stills, pining after her?

“If you need a man helping you, I’ll do it,” Lachlan said, though in the past he’d have sooner dragged his naked body over hot coals than fool with drapes and such female foolery. “Let Jamie go back to the stills.”

“No, indeed,” his mother retorted. “If you spend yer days here, you risk being seen by anybody who visits from town.” Her eyes gleamed at him. “Besides, it won’t do to have you hanging curtains when the earl arrives. You’ll need to look fierce and manly if you want to cow him into giving us our money, won’t ye?”

Was that sarcasm he heard? From his mother, of all people? He looked to Venetia, who seemed to hide a smile as she blacked an andiron.

That smile provoked him even more. “Duncannon won’t be here for a few days yet,” Lachlan persisted. “And if anyone comes, that new butler you hired without consulting me will warn me so I can duck out of sight.”

His mother clapped her work-worn hands on her bony hips. “You’ve got more important things to do than hang about here. Lord knows ye’ve told me that often enough in the past five years. We wouldn’t dream of keeping you from it.” She strode toward him. “Jamie will do us fine. Now go on with you, and let us do our work.”

Reluctantly, he headed toward the door. “Perhaps I’ll see you at dinner,” he said as he reached the hall.

“We’re too busy to take regular meals.” His mother smiled at him from the doorway. “I’ll have Cook send a nice dinner to the cottage for you, all right?”

“But…” But what? He glanced beyond Mother to where Venetia paid him no mind at all, too busy setting the andiron in place.

A hard knot formed in his gut. He wanted more than dinner. He wanted to talk to Venetia, to see her, to be with her. But he wasn’t about to say that. Because he had no right to any of it, not when he’d be handing the lass over to her father in a few days.

If he didn’t end up killing the man.

“Yes, send dinner,” he mumbled, then left.

The next morning, after a night of restless dreams about Venetia, he swallowed his pride and went early for breakfast, but either they’d seen him coming or they really were at a crofter’s house seeing to a sick child, as the butler claimed. No one was home.

The butler didn’t know which crofter. He didn’t know when they’d return. He didn’t know a bloody thing that might keep Lachlan from howling his frustration to the skies.

He told himself that was the end of it. They didn’t need him at the manor, and he sure as the devil didn’t need them. He’d often spent weeks away with the malting or the kilning, making sure the excisemen didn’t find his illegal stills. How was this any different?

Because Venetia is there.

That was absurd. He’d never missed having a woman about before; why should he miss it now? He didn’t want Venetia singing to him, annoying him…coddling him. No, indeed. He could slather horse liniment on his own wounds. Never mind that she had a way of doing it…

He had to stop thinking of her!

It didn’t help that he had to listen to his clansmen prattle on over the next few days about the changes at the manor and how Venetia and his mother were getting on so well. Every other minute, somebody was saying things like “You should have heard your London cousin singing ‘Gypsy Laddie’ ” or “You should have seen the lass teaching the wives how to make their silver shine.”

Apparently his “London cousin” could come and go as she pleased, while he was forced to stay away so nobody outside the clan would learn he wasn’t dead. He tried twice to see her, but the one time he actually caught them home, Venetia excused herself at once, leaving him to visit with his mother, who chided him for coming.

That glimpse of the lass was like a few drops of water dribbled in a parched throat. Not nearly enough.

He could demand to see her, but then both she and Mother would know he yearned for her. That would only raise impossible expectations.

But by the third afternoon after their arrival, when the butler told him they were out walking, probably in fairyland somewhere, he couldn’t take it anymore. Determined not to be put off again, he planted himself in the woods outside the manor house where he could watch both entrances. If they really were walking, they’d have to come past him, and she wouldn’t be able to make an easy exit.

He felt like a besotted idiot, lurking out in the woods, but just as he’d decided that the horse liniment must be going to his head, the kitchen door opened and Venetia slipped outside.

Just as he’d suspected—they’d been in the manor all along.

Heart hammering foolishly in his chest, he crept through the trees toward her. Where was she going alone? And dressed like that, too, with a country lass’s tartan arisaid draped about her slender form and belted right proper?

After a furtive glance about, she tugged the excess over her head like a hood, then walked away from the house.

She cut off across the field separating the Ross estate from the Duncannon one, and his eyes narrowed. Ah, she was headed to her father’s house. To find shelter and beg whoever lived there to help her return to London? No, she could have done that before.

He hesitated, wondering if he should follow. If Duncannon’s people recognized him, it would raise questions about his miraculous resurrection. Next thing he knew, folks would be traipsing onto his estate to find out what was going on. Then he’d never keep this matter between him and the earl private.

Still, he couldn’t let her roam Braidmuir alone; it wasn’t safe. She might run afoul of rough men who didn’t know who she was. He’d just have to be careful, stick to the woods and stay out of the parts where people were.

That’s what he told himself as he set off after her.

 

Unsure what to expect, Venetia crossed the bridge over the burn separating Lachlan’s land from her father’s. She’d asked Lady Ross to bring her here, but the woman had worried about anyone recognizing her.

Given how many years Venetia had been away, she found that highly unlikely, but just in case, she’d borrowed an arisaid from a servant to cover her head. She had to see what had happened in the years she’d been away. Especially after Lachlan’s comments about burned-out cottages.

Lachlan. No, she wouldn’t think about him. Their three days apart made her miss him too much…and realize she’d probably read too much into his kisses and caresses. Although he’d visited the manor, he’d never once asked to see her. He’d inquired about their whereabouts and taken any rebuff in stride, as if his inquiries had been motivated only by politeness.

His mother said that his pride kept him from showing that he cared. Venetia wanted desperately to believe her, but she’d begun to lose hope. By now, Papa had received Lachlan’s letter and was heading to Scotland. If Lachlan never relented…

A band closed around her chest. How could she blame him for not wanting to marry the daughter of a man who’d ravaged his countrymen? That was how the people at Rosscraig saw Papa. Thinking she was a Ross cousin, they’d spoken freely of how the earl allowed his factor, McKinley, to toss people off the land with cruel abandon.

And now as she wandered Braidmuir, careful to avoid the groundskeeper or occasional shepherd, she quickly saw the results. There were no burned-out cottages, but there might as well have been. Of the twenty-two crofters’ huts, only four appeared inhabited, probably by sheep farmers.

What had happened to the red-faced potato farmer who’d given her rides on his plow horse when she was a child? Where was the toothless granny who’d sat in front of the pink cottage, churning her spinning wheel every fine day?

Gone, all of them. Tears trickled down Venetia’s cheeks. Only the Ross estate nearby bustled with life. Clansmen tilled land, coopered whisky barrels, and tended the stills. Women did their washing while their children swung from branches and gathered heather. Lachlan had struggled to keep his people in their homes, to make sure they were provided for, even when it meant risking his life.

Even when it meant this foolish kidnapping. Now that she knew why he’d done it, she could hardly bear to remember the insults she’d hurled at him. Especially when she saw Papa’s land lying silent except for the bleating sheep.

She brushed tears from her eyes. The Cheviots were everywhere, clogging every pasture, jostling up every hill. They’d overtaken even the grassy glen near the burn that bounded the property, the one Lachlan had always liked to fish.

Must they take this bit of her childhood from her, too? Temper flaring, she began shooing the flocks, trying to force them to leave the glen, but they only stumbled off a few feet before returning to grazing.

“There’s no point, lassie,” said a low voice from the woods behind her. “Even if you empty this glen of them, they’ll fill others. And it’s not really their fault anyway, is it?”

The band around her chest grew painful as she whirled to find Lachlan watching her while leaning against the same gnarled oak he used to favor. With his hair tousled and his trousers grimy from his work, he looked exactly as he’d looked sixteen years ago. It made her want to throw herself into his arms.

It made her want to cry. He was no longer the endearingly wild Lachlan of her childhood. Thanks to her father, he wasn’t allowed to be.

“No, it’s not the sheep’s fault,” she said, her heart in her throat. “But neither is it mine.”

He pushed away from the tree. “I didn’t say it was.”

“You shouldn’t be here, you know. Someone might see you.”

He shrugged. “Someone might see you, but that didn’t stop you from wandering among the crofters’ cottages.”

“You’ve been watching me the whole time?”

“Mayhap.” His expression veiled, he approached her.

“Why?”

The question seemed to unnerve him. “No reason.”

She wanted to scream. He’d followed her over here, and he couldn’t even tell her why? “Very well.” She headed up the hill behind the crofters’ cottages. “Then you have no reason to stay.”

He kept pace easily with her. “You shouldn’t be here alone.”

“I’m not alone.” Gathering up her skirts, she hastened her steps. “I’ve got the sheep for company.” She paused at the top to stare at him. “Why do you care what I do, anyway, as long as it doesn’t affect your plans?” A sudden suspicion made her stomach roil. “You think I’m trying to escape, don’t you?”

“Don’t be daft,” he growled as he approached.

“Why else would you risk coming here where you might be seen—”

He cut her off with a kiss, a hard one meant to quiet her. It stunned her so much that for a moment she allowed it. Until she remembered that this was how it always started—with him kissing her and pretending things could be different between them, then reminding her afterward that they couldn’t.

She’d had enough of that game. When he tried to deepen the kiss, she tore her mouth free. “Don’t you dare!” she bit out, then strode down an alley between two cottages, struggling to hold back tears.

“Why not?” Hurrying after her, he caught her again, this time about the waist. His eyes searched her face. “It’s only a kiss I’m wanting, lass.”

That was exactly the problem. He wanted a moment’s dalliance. “Two days ago, you couldn’t be bothered even to ask how I was doing.” She glared at him. “And now you expect me to kiss you?”

Frustration lit his features. “I didn’t…I wanted…How are you doing?”

“Perfectly fine. And you?”

Her remote tone made him scowl. “I’m not fine at all, damn it!”

“I hardly see what that has to do with me,” she said primly.

“I didn’t say…Holy Christ, why are you acting like we never—”

“Is someone there?” said a voice from beyond the alley.

They froze. Glancing about, Lachlan spotted the side door into a nearby cottage at the same time as she. He shoved her inside, then eased the door closed behind them. They held their breaths as someone walked down the alley and then, apparently satisfied that no one was around, left.

Lachlan reached for her with clear intent, but she skittered off before he could touch her. When she then nearly stumbled over something, she glanced around to see piles of fluffy-looking muslin bags behind her. Apparently the cottage was used to store the cursed fleeces from her father’s sheep.

Skirting the edge of the pile, she headed for the other door in front. If he thought he could come over here just to dally with her, he could think again.

But she should have known the arrogant wretch wouldn’t give up so easily. He was behind her in two strides and dragging her back against his body.

“Let go of me!” she cried as she pushed at his restraining arm.

“First I want my kiss, lass,” he said hoarsely.

Wriggling free, she whirled to face him. “I’m sure any of your young clanswomen would be delighted to kiss the laird.” Her voice grew brittle as she backed toward the front door. “And you don’t hate their fathers, either.”

In the dim light filtering through the windows, Lachlan seemed even larger, his hair nearly dusting the low ceiling as he stalked her. “I don’t want their kisses. Only yours.”

“Have you forgotten I’m ‘Duncannon’s daughter’?” she said sweetly. “I’m the last person you want kisses from.” She’d nearly reached the door, thank heaven.

“I don’t care about that,” he said, his tone mutinous.

“Seems to me that’s all you care about. You certainly don’t care about me.”

She grabbed the door handle behind her and pulled, but he was upon her now and shoved the door closed.

“I care enough to want a kiss from you.” He braced his hands on either side to trap her. “One kiss, lass.” His eyes glittered down at her. “Give me that at least.”

“Why?” She shoved against his massive chest, which didn’t do her any blessed good. Why must he be so big, so overwhelming…so persistent? “You’ve already said you don’t want to marry me, that we have no future together. So why would you want to kiss me?” She lifted an eyebrow. “Unless you’ve decided that debauching Duncannon’s daughter would be the ultimate revenge.”

“No, damn you,” he growled, eyes ablaze. “I’d never—”

“Ah, so that’s why you followed me,” she taunted him, determined to get the truth out of him, even if it meant making absurd accusations. “To ruin me.”

“I wanted to protect you!” he said with a hint of belligerence.

“From what, the sheep?”

With a curse, he glanced away, clearly debating what to say. She ducked under his arm and ran for the other door. She’d nearly got it open when he called, “I wanted to see you, all right?”

Her hand froze on the door handle.

“I wanted to be with you.” When she turned, shocked by what he’d said, he approached her with eyes the warm, rich color of chocolate. “To talk to you.” Reaching her, he drew her into his arms. “To hold you. I missed you, damn it.”

“You certainly had a funny way of showing it,” she said tartly, though her heart felt as if it would slam right out of her chest. He cared. He’d missed her. He’d actually admitted it. “Any time in the past few days, you could have—”

“Been put off by the butler or my mother while you merrily slipped out the back way?” The tension in his voice was unmistakable. And unwarranted.

“Asked to speak to me. Simple as that.”

“I’m here now, aren’t I?” He nuzzled her brow, his hot breath branding her skin. “And you won’t even give me a kiss for it.”

“Because I know why you came here.” She wasn’t ready to give in yet. It was fine for him to miss her, but that didn’t mean he wanted more. “You thought that without your mother nearby, you could dally with me to your heart’s content. Well, if that’s what you’re after, you can just head right back—”

“What if I were to say I want to marry you?” he rasped.

Her gaze leaped to his. She couldn’t believe she’d heard him right.

Though surprise lit his own face, he steadied his shoulders. “Aye. What if I were to marry you?”

Hope stole through her, despite her efforts not to be too hasty. “I thought you said we couldn’t marry because of Papa and the money.”

“We’ll work it out somehow. Just say you’ll marry me.”

She stared at him. He’d changed his mind. The word “yes” flew to her lips, but she caught it just in time.

What about the hurtful things he’d said? Or how she’d practically had to bludgeon him into admitting he missed her? He finally mentioned marriage as a possibility, and now the cocky lad thought that should have her falling at his feet?

Well, he could wait a bit longer for that. She’d suffered for three days, uncertain of his feelings—she was not going to give in easily. “I don’t know if I want to marry you anymore,” she said with a lofty sniff. “I think you should just trot back to your stills and your bachelor’s cottage and—”

This time his kiss gave her no quarter. His mouth sought the secrets of hers with an intensity that left her breathless…aching…hungry. She must have shown it, for when he drew back, he wore a decidedly self-assured expression.

“Mayhap you’d like to reconsider that answer, lass,” he taunted her.

He was so blessed sure of himself, wasn’t he? Worse yet, he was sure of her. And that simply wouldn’t do, or she’d never be able to live with him.

Ruthlessly, she quelled the thundering in her chest and forced a blithe smile to her lips. “Rethink it? Why? I hardly think one kiss changes anything.”

His self-assurance vanished. “So you’re going to be stubborn, are you?” He moved forward, walking her backward. “Going to try and make me slobber after you like one of yer fancy London suitors. Make me beg.”

“Absolutely. You’re the one who said I’m too fine a lady for life in the Highlands.” She thrust out her chin. “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps I’d be better off finding an English husband with pots of money and a grand title—”

The next thing she knew, he’d pushed her down onto the soft fleece bags. She was so stunned, she just gaped at him as he shed his coat and waistcoat, then removed his shirt. Surely he didn’t mean…he wasn’t planning…

“So you seek an English husband, do you?” The amber light of the setting sun turned his hair a rich mahogany and burnished his tanned chest a fine gold hue that made her hands itch to touch it. “Then I know what I have to do, lassie.” He yanked off his boots, then stripped off his trousers in one swift jerk.

The little thrill that coursed through her veins sent the blood right to her head. Lord save her. “Wh-what do you mean?” she whispered, though she was pretty sure she knew.

Her mouth went dry as he threw himself down beside her and unbuckled her belt, then drew her arisaid aside to reveal the servant’s gown she’d donned since nothing else at Braidmuir fitted her.

He didn’t seem to mind the worn seams or the ragged fabric. Tugging loose the fichu that barely made the too tight bodice respectable, he ran his hot, hungry gaze over the breasts practically spilling out of her bodice.

“Can’t have a Scottish lady as lovely as you falling into the hands of a Sassenach. I have to save you from that.” His eyes met hers, and a slow seducer’s smile spread over his lips. “If you won’t be sensible, you leave me no choice but to ruin you. Then you’ll have to marry me.”



Chapter Twenty


Dear Charlotte,

Think no more of my difficulties. I’ve heard disturbing news for you about Lord Duncannon. Apparently he left for Scotland rather suddenly yesterday. No one seems to know why, but I fear it has something to do with your former charge, Lady Venetia.

Your friend,

Michael


Lachlan wasn’t entirely surprised when Venetia scowled at him, then said, “Of all the arrogant, presumptuous—”

He kissed her hard, gripping her head so he could take her mouth fierce and deep, the way he knew she liked it. He wasn’t about to lose his chance with her just because she’d turned missish about his methods.

And though she dug her fingers into his shoulders as if to push him away, she opened her lips to him, her body straining against his.

Thank God. He hadn’t come here meaning to offer marriage, and he sure as the devil hadn’t come to ruin her. But after he’d seen her wandering her father’s estate with tears streaming down her cheeks, losing her temper at the sheep…

What self-respecting Scot wouldn’t want a wife like that? One who saw the land for what it could be, was meant to be: a place for nurturing families? Clearly he’d been wrong about her never belonging at Rosscraig. She’d already seduced half his clan into accepting her.

The way she was seducing him now with her generous mouth. Hungering for more than kisses, he covered her breast through the gown.

She froze, then broke the kiss to stare up at him. “I haven’t yet said I’d let you ruin me, have I?” she chided as she stayed his hand.

“Oh, but you will, lass, you will.” Shrugging off her grip, he kneaded her breast shamelessly.

Her breath quickened, and he could feel her nipple hardening through the worsted wool. “What makes you so sure?” she asked in a throaty whisper that clutched at his heart.

“Because I know yer deepest secret.”

A wary light shone in her eyes. “And what is that?”

With a grin, he reached beneath her to undo her buttons, then bent to whisper against her lips, “Ye’re not as much a fine lady as you pretend.”

That got her dander up something fierce, for she shoved him back, then rose to cast him a haughty glance. “I’m certainly too fine a lady to be letting you tumble me in the fleece, Lachlan Ross.”

“Are you now?” With a laugh, he grabbed her gown as she tried to stalk off. He didn’t mind her playing Princess Proud when he knew he could demolish the sham with one kiss.

Well, not one kiss, mayhap, since she fought to jerk her skirts from his grip.

“Now, lassie,” he said as he reached beneath them with his free hand to grab her foot. “I have the greatest admiration for yer expensive schooling and yer fine bloodlines and yer fancy London accent, I do.”

Ignoring her snort, he dragged off her shoe, tossed it aside, then seized her stocking foot and brought it to his lips. “And I realize I’m scarcely fit to kiss yer feet.” Though he did it anyway—twice.

As he rose to his knees, she stopped fighting, staring down at him with eyes turned the sultry green of lush fields. He had to favor his stronger leg while kneeling, but that didn’t keep him from sliding his hand up her stocking-clad calf with lascivious intent. Or from following the caress with kisses that traced the same path, up the inside of her leg to her knee and the garter tied above it.

“But there’s times even a fine lady should put aside her pretty ways,” he said hoarsely. Inching her skirts up her lovely long legs, he gazed at the twin swaths of smooth white thigh above her garters, and the blood rushed rampant through his veins. “Times she should let a rough Highland laddie do what he does best.”

“And what is that, pray tell?” she asked in a voice turned breathy and low.

He lifted her skirts high enough to bare the silky black triangle of hair beneath, for she wore no drawers. “Make her ribbons reel.”

“Ribbons re—You stole that line from one of my ballads!”

“Aye. I’m not much good at wooing with my own words.” He grinned up at her, then parted her curls to expose her dewy flesh to his gaze. “But this, lassie, this I can do right well.” Then he covered her tender parts with his mouth.

With a sharply indrawn breath, she caught his head as if to push him away. But as he began to caress her with his mouth, she curled her fingers into his hair, then drew him closer. “Lachlan…my word…that is…very naughty.”

“Can’t help myself, lass.” He laved her with his tongue, relishing her sweet smell of aroused female. Her thighs trembled as he caught them to hold her still for his caresses. “You taste naughty.”

Half drunk with need, he fondled her with his mouth, inside and out, strafing her delicate pearl with his tongue until he thought he’d go mad with wanting. She was such a heady treat after days of fasting, he feared he’d come off just from tasting her.

Her hands dropped to grip his shoulders hard, and she moaned low in her throat. For all her proprieties, his London lass was a quick study in the enjoyment of pleasure. No doubt it was those naughty ballads and books she read.

Then he glanced up at her blushing face and noticed she wouldn’t meet his gaze, though her eyes were open. He chuckled against her hot, satiny skin. Mayhap not so quick a study after all. “Tell me, lass,” he murmured between quick licks, “is this how a fine lady likes to be caressed? Because if I’m not pleasing you, I can always stop.”

When her answer was to arch herself against his mouth, he exulted. He drove his tongue deep inside her silky flesh, delighting in the urgent gasping breaths she gave as he stroked strong and sure, his blood afire with the thrill of watching her find her pleasure.

Soon he was clutching her hips and driving her on and up until her fingers dug fiercely into his shoulders and she uttered a soft cry, staggering a little beneath the release, rocking her limbs.

He savored the taste of her a moment longer, changing his caresses to feathery kisses scattered over her delicate curls. But he gave her no more time than that to come down, too aroused to wait any longer.

He wanted to be inside her, wanted to make her his before she came to her senses and refused him again. So while she was still reeling, he rose and circled behind her to finish undressing her.

“You ought to be…ashamed of yourself…” she whispered, though she let him unfasten her gown and stays.

“For what?” He shoved them off before turning her to face him.

“For being so good at tempting a lady into ruin.”

The petulance in her voice made him laugh. But his laughter died when he reached for the ties of her chemise and she clutched at them protectively.

He raised an eyebrow. “You’ve got too many clothes on still.”

“What if someone comes by and sees us?” she whispered, with a furtive glance at the bare glass windows that fronted the alleyway.

“It’s nigh on to sunset and supper,” he assured her, prying the ties free of her hold. “They won’t be lingering about here, trust me.”

“But if they do?”

“Assuming they don’t recognize you and set the dogs on me, they’ll just send us packing.” He cast her a teasing smile as he untied her chemise. “Unless they decide to watch.”

“Lachlan!” She looked thoroughly scandalized. “Surely they’d never—”

“They’d be mad not to.” He tugged her chemise off, then caught his breath. What a vision she was. “Any sane man who got a glimpse of you in the flesh would keep looking as long as he was able and then some.”

Though her cheeks turned the ruddy hue of autumn leaves, she suffered his gaze as he took in her heavy breasts and dusky nipples, her dimpled waist and shapely hips. “Ye’re a wonder of nature, lass, a wonder of nature.”

A hesitant smile touched her lips. “My dressmaker says my bosom is too large for the current fashions.”

“Your dressmaker is a fool.” Enjoying the mere sight of her, he took his time about unbuttoning his drawers. “And I don’t know about fashion, but there’s no such thing as a woman with breasts too large.” He shoved his drawers off and kicked them aside. “I’m told that some women feel the same about a man’s…er…privates.”

Judging from the alarm suffusing her face as she saw his cock spring free, Venetia wasn’t one. Not yet anyway. “Oh, Lachlan, I don’t know about this.”

He dragged her down into the fleece with him. Thank God she let him. “About what?”

“That!” Lying there looking wary, she pointed to his cock. “It’s too…and I’m not…”

“You’ll be fine, trust me,” he said with a choked laugh.

“Do you promise?” she whispered as he slid his thigh between her legs to part them. “Do you swear it?”

“I promise.” But the question brought him up short. He’d never deflowered an innocent. What if he did her serious harm? No, that didn’t usually happen, did it? “It’ll take adjustment—always does—but even with you being a maiden, you’ll come out of it whole and healthy, I swear.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, always does? How many women have you bedded in your lifetime, anyway?”

Uh-oh, he shouldn’t have mentioned that. “A few,” he mumbled, then covered her mouth with his to take her mind off it.

Because he was itching to go on. Just having her beneath him, open and willing, turned his cock painfully hard. The lavender smell of her intoxicated him more surely than whisky, and he could feed on her butter-soft mouth for a lifetime. But first…

He shifted to lie between her legs, all the while caressing the warm flesh of her honeypot until she relaxed. When she lifted her arms to encircle his neck, he knew she was willing. Careful not to alarm her, he replaced his fingers with his cock, pressing in, pushing inside her, restraining the urge to thrust all at once.

But Holy Christ, that took some doing. She was wet and tight, better than anything he’d imagined. And she was his, all his at last, his princess…his wife-to-be. The thought made him swell inside her.

“Oh, Lord,” she whispered. “Are you sure—”

He tore his lips free as he braced his hands on either side of her shoulders. “I’m sure,” he said, though he’d give anything to be able to spare her this part.

She was trying so bravely not to flinch, his bold lassie, but her taut lips showed the strain of that effort.

“I’m taking it as slow as I can,” he murmured, brushing kisses over her lips, her cheeks, her brow, “but being inside you is the sweetest thing I’ve ever known.”

A tentative smile touched her lips. “And those are the sweetest words a man has ever said to me.” She relaxed a little, and he slipped inside her another inch.

Relieved, he managed to smile, too. “I can hardly believe that. Don’t yer fancy London lords whisper compliments at the balls…about yer pretty hair and yer sparkling eyes and yer fine mouth…”

“Occasionally.”

He’d said it to tease her, but the ready admission made him frown. “Do they now? And did you ever let them kiss that fine mouth?”

Her eyes lit up with mischief. “Occasionally.”

He came up against the barrier of her innocence. “How many times?”

With a laugh, she pressed her breasts up against his chest and echoed his answer. “A few.”

Oh, she thought she was so witty, did she? “Well, they won’t be doing it anymore,” he vowed. Then, seizing her mouth with his, he plunged his cock deep.

When she moaned against his lips, he prayed that was the worst of it. He stayed still inside her, though it took an act of will. She encased him like a hot glove, making him ache to press on.

But he didn’t. He just kept kissing her and holding her and caressing her wherever he could reach. It humbled him that she’d given herself to him so trustingly—he wasn’t about to ruin that.

After a moment, he felt her relax, and he drew back to murmur, “All right?”

“I think so.” She wiggled her hips. “It’s not…it wasn’t too bad.”

A groan escaped him as her motion wrung his cock. “It will be, if you don’t stop doing that,” he said hoarsely.

She blinked at him. “Why?”

“Because I want to go on, but I need to be slow and easy—and I can’t when you’re driving me mad like that.”

“Like what?”

“Moving like that.”

She wriggled her hips again. “Like this, you mean?”

“Now, lass—”

“I could move like this instead.” Eyes alight, she rubbed her breasts against his chest. “Or like this.” She shifted her lower body so that his cock sank in deeper.

“So you mean to drive me mad, do you?” he rasped as he began to move. “You want me to take you hard and fast, I suppose.”

A minxish smile touched her luscious lips. “Could you, please? It sounds perfectly…delicious.”

Just the way she said “delicious,” all proper-like, was doing things to his insides no woman ever had. “Ye’re a teasing wench, lassie,” he growled as he drove into her again and again, dizzy from the feel of her wringing his cock. “A proper-speaking, princess-walking wench with a body made in heaven.”

“Am I?” she whispered, but her eyes slid closed and her face flushed.

He’d never seen anything prettier…or more arousing. “You like that, do you?”

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes…yes…”

“Mo chreach.” He’d heard that some women took naturally to lovemaking. No surprise she was one of them, given how well she’d pleasured him in Kingussie.

Now if only he didn’t die of this pleasuring…She shimmied beneath him like a gypsy dancer, her full breast ripening beneath his questing hand and her hips rolling, sucking him in deeper, rising in time to his thrusts until he couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t hear for the blood roaring in his ears.

Princess Proud was his at last, his forever. His to hold, his to protect, his to defend even from Duncannon.

No, he wouldn’t think of that devil now. Not with his release hard upon him, dragging him on like a team of horses pounding recklessly down a steep hill…not with her sweet honeypot tensing and convulsing and her body straining beneath him.

Not when the woman he’d coveted night upon sleepless night was giving herself to him at last.

“Lord save me!” she cried as her release hit her. “Heavens!”

“Aye…princess…aye…” He came with one final thunderous thrust, his heart pounding fiercely. “Holy Christ!” He clutched her to him as his seed gushed out of him like a mountain spring. “Holy Christ…”

It had the sound of a vow, and that was fine. Because now that he had her, he meant to keep her. No matter what happened between him and Duncannon.



Chapter Twenty-One


Dear Cousin,

Your news about Lord Duncannon is disturbing indeed. His daughter said he swore an oath never to return to his homeland. If he’s willing to break it, then something dreadful must have happened to Venetia. Can you use your sources to find out what it might be?

Your alarmed relation,

Charlotte


Venetia rested her head on Lachlan’s chest as she lay naked in the fleece, completely content, his breath ruffling her hair and his arms wrapped about her. The strong beat of his heart comforted her, as did the tender way he brushed kisses over her hair. He was her strong Highland lover, and no one could take that away from her now.

He hadn’t said he loved her, true, but then she wasn’t sure she loved the pigheaded fellow, either. Until she knew what he meant to do about Papa, she dared not give him her heart.

She probably shouldn’t have given him her body either, but his words had lifted her hopes. If he’d been willing to propose marriage, he must have changed his plans for Papa.

Sounds of activity outside the cottage penetrated her sensual haze, though whoever was out there quickly passed on. But it reminded her that lying about on her father’s estate with Lachlan wasn’t the best idea, especially with the sun setting.

She sighed. “Your mother will wonder where I am. We should go back. Besides, we’ll soon have trouble finding our way back in the dark.”

“Then mayhap we should stay until morn,” he said, his voice a contented rumble.

A laugh bubbled out of her. “You are perfectly wicked, do you know that?”

“Aye, that’s why you like me. I remind you of those fellows in yer ballads—the ones always meeting their lovers in bowers and barns and fields, taking their pleasure amidst the flowers or hay. You ought to leap at the chance to spend the night upon the fleece, like one of the people in yer songs.”

Sadly enough, she would. She just couldn’t. “Don’t tempt me. We’re not married yet, you know.”

“Oh, but we are, lass.”

Propping her chin on his chest, she eyed him quizzically. “How on earth do you figure that?”

“Scottish law says that as long as we agree between ourselves and speak ‘mutual consents’ to marry, then we’re married, at least in the eyes of the law.”

She gaped at him. “Surely there’d have to be a minister present.”

With a grin, he shook his head no.

“Witnesses?”

“None of it. Why do you think Englishmen always carry women to Gretna Green to marry? Because it’s so easy. They do it in front of witnesses in case anyone contests it, but the law says you don’t need that. Just mutual consents.”

“Except that we didn’t speak any consents,” she pointed out.

“True. But here’s where the law gets tricky. It allows for three kinds of irregular marriage—you can live in sin and have your marriage considered legal by ‘habit and repute,’ you can exchange present consents to marry, or you can exchange future consents and then consummate the marriage. We just did the last.”

“That’s absurd.”

“Aye, that’s Scotland for you.” He twined a lock of her hair pensively about his hand. “But truth is, while irregular marriages are legal, most everyone frowns on people not having a proper wedding in the kirk. My mother will expect one. As will yer father, I imagine.”

“He certainly will. Especially since I haven’t yet consented to marry you. Which means we’re still unwed, Scottish law or no. Because the consummation came before any promises to marry.”

A frown touched his brow. “Did it? I could have sworn you said—”

“No.” She cast him a teasing smile as she traced the curly whorls of hair about his nipples. “If you’ll recall, I told you I was too fine a lady to marry you.”

With a black frown, he caught her hand. “Well, then, we’ll have to remedy that oversight, won’t we?” When she remained silent, he said, “You are going to marry me, lass. I ruined you. At the very least, yer father will demand it.”

Much as she wanted to lose herself in this moment with Lachlan, it was time to settle a few things. “First I need to know what you plan for him.”

His face darkened. “I expect him to pay the money. That hasn’t changed.”

“Of course not.” She pushed up from him and reached for her chemise. “But if he…well…refuses and turns stubborn about it? Will you call him out?” He was silent so long that her heart began to pound in her chest. “I’m not saying he doesn’t deserve it, mind you, but…well…”

“He’s yer father.”

“Exactly.”

He muttered a curse under his breath. “And you’d never forgive me if I murdered him, I suppose.”

“Never,” she whispered.

“Very well.” A sigh escaped his lips. “I won’t call him out.”

She let out the breath she’d been holding.

A scowl knit his brow as he watched her rise and pick up her corset. “But that doesn’t mean I’ll let him get away with not paying the money.”

“Of course not.”

“And if he tries to kill me—”

“He won’t, I promise,” she said hastily.

But what if Papa did try to kill Lachlan? Or challenged him? Even if Papa came prepared to be reasonable, their discussion of the money might escalate into a battle that ended in bloodshed anyway.

Lachlan rose and seized her corset to help her lace it. “Now will you agree to marry me?” he murmured, his breath warming her neck.

She thought of what Lady Ross had said about how bloodshed might be prevented. “Only if you’ll make me one promise.”

His fingers froze on the corset ties. “I already promised not to call yer father out.”

“I know.” But that didn’t solve the problem of Papa, who had a tendency to come roaring into any situation with his mind made up. “Before you say anything to him, before you even see him, I want to meet with him.”

“No,” Lachlan said flatly.

Her heart lurched in her chest as she faced him. “Hear me out. I know how to get around Papa better than you do. If you’ll just give me the chance to explain the situation to him in a rational manner—”

“No, never.” Eyes glittering, he drew on his drawers, then his trousers. “I’m not having my wife do my dirty work for me.”

She blew out an exasperated breath. “It wouldn’t be like that. Think of it as sending in a negotiator. Because I know once I set everything out for him, he’ll see things properly.”

He scowled as he pulled on his shirt and fastened the buttons. “Ye’re mad if you think I’ll stand back and let you offer him concessions I’m unwilling to make.”

“I won’t do that!”

“Aye, you won’t. Because the only talking you’ll be doing is to tell him that we’re married, that you were willing. He and I will settle the rest between us.”

If they even got that far. “You don’t understand—”

“Oh, I understand right well, lassie.” His eyes darkened to a smoky black. “You want to smooth it all over—coax yer father into giving me yer dowry, instead of making him admit to his responsibilities. Then you’ll come tell me that the dowry is enough, and that’ll be the end of it for you. Only it won’t be the end of it for me. It never can be.”

“What does it matter how the money comes to you?”

“It matters, damn it!” He dropped to the floor to draw on his boots, then swore as he landed on his leg badly. “Look at me—I still can’t even sit down without making an ass of myself, thanks to yer father! And you want me to let the whole thing pass?”

“I didn’t say that!”

“But that’s what you think. I’ll be giving yer father a piece of my mind no matter what, lassie.” He jerked on his boots. “I won’t stand by and let him bully me and mine before my clan ever again.”

She blinked. “Again? When did my father ever bully you?”

A flush touched his cheeks, and he dropped his gaze to his boots.

“There’s something you haven’t told me, isn’t there? Something else between you and my father.”

“Nothing of any importance,” he said, though he wouldn’t look at her. “Not compared to the money.”

Well, she’d find out about it somehow. “You’re forgetting that I want to make sure you get the money.”

“Aye. By taking me out of the discussion.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “I won’t allow it, and that’s an end to it.”

Oh, he was such a proud fool! “I’m just trying to avoid a fight between you and Papa. Why can’t you see that, curse you?”

“I told you I won’t call him out. That’ll have to be enough.”

She wrapped the arisaid about her and belted it, then strode up to lay her hand on his arm, gentling her voice. “And will you promise not to fight with him at all, no matter what he says or does?”

Anger flared in his face. “You can’t expect me to promise something as foolish as that, lass. I have to defend myself if he attacks me.”

That’s exactly what she was afraid of. “So the result will be the same as if you did call him out. You’ll argue, tempers will get hot, he’ll go for your throat, and before I know it, you’ll be beating him to a bloody pulp.”

“Would you rather he beat me to a bloody pulp?”

“No!” She read skepticism in his face, and hurt scored her heart. “How could you even think that? I don’t want anyone’s blood shed!”

“Too late for that, lassie—blood has already been shed.” He nodded to the pile, where her virgin’s blood stained the fleece. “And that blood ties you to me, damn it, me. So you’ll let me, yer husband, decide how this is handled.”

She gazed up into his anguished features. “And what about your clan? Don’t they get a say? They need the money, but they need you more. What will happen to them if you’re arrested for murder? Or worse yet, are murdered yourself?”

He scrubbed his hands wearily over his face. “They’ll get on. Besides, that’s not going to happen.”

“Can you promise that?” When he hesitated, she pressed her advantage. “Because I swear that if you let me speak to Papa first, there will be no bloodshed.” That much she was certain of. If she could only get Lachlan to agree.

For a moment, she thought that appealing to his protective nature had done the trick, that he would be sensible about this whole thing.

Then his body stiffened, and his eyes hardened. “You ask too much of me.”

She stood there stunned, watching him become the Scourge once more, a man whose uncompromising principles were sure to be the end of him.

“So nothing has really changed,” she whispered. “I’m still Duncannon’s daughter to you.”

Temper flared in his face. “I don’t think of you that way, and you know it.”

“Don’t you? You’re still certain I’d take my father’s side in any discussion. You still can’t put aside your vengeance for me.”

“It’s justice I want, not vengeance!”

“The trouble is, I want neither. I want peace. For you and your clan. And peace won’t be found if you and my father go at each other with daggers drawn.”

“You don’t want peace, lassie,” he said, eyes glittering. “You want peace at all costs. Sometimes peace isn’t worth the cost. Not if it means a man doesn’t have justice. I will have my justice, and yes, I will have it at any cost.”

“Then I can’t marry you.” She turned for the door so he wouldn’t see the tears starting in her eyes. “Because I fear I will lose you to your justice.”

“You won’t lose me.” He hurried up behind her and, catching her by the arm, swung her around to face him. “I won’t let you go, lass. At the very least, I mean to give you my name before yer father comes.”

“Why? So I can live as your widow? That’s how I’ll end up after you’re murdered by my father. Or if you kill him—” She broke off with a sob. “I’d rather take my chances being ruined and alone, thank you.”

“Venetia,” he said hoarsely, trying to draw her back into his arms.

“Don’t.” She resisted his pull, and when that made him only more determined, she added, “I’ll scream, I swear I will. I’ll scream until my father’s men come running, and then I’ll tell them that Sir Lachlan Ross is alive and well and trespassing on my father’s property.”

She held her breath, praying he didn’t call her bluff. She could never risk anything happening to him at the hands of her father’s men, but she had to do something to make him leave her right now. Because if he began kissing her again, she didn’t know how long she could hold out.

He released her with a curse. But as she reached for the door, he murmured, “Don’t be thinking I’ll let you go that easily again, lass. I know you need time to sort things out. But I mean to have you as well as my justice. You can be sure of that.”

With those words ringing in her ears, she drew the arisaid over her head and hurried out the door.

But she’d gone only a short way before she ran into two Scotsmen. They looked as startled to see her as she did them. Then one demanded, “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

“I’m sorry, I got lost,” she mumbled, aware that Lachlan was probably on the verge of leaping out of the cottage to protect her. “I’ll be leaving now.”

The man lunged toward her as if to stop her, but just then a racket erupted from the cottage loud enough to alarm even the sheep. As the nearby flock scattered, the men rushed inside to investigate, leaving her to run neck-or-nothing for the bridge.

She only had time to glance back and see Lachlan slip from behind the cottage and melt into the woods before the men dashed back outside and began looking around for her. Fortunately, she’d reached the bridge, and within seconds she was safe again on Ross land.

But as she hurried up the road toward Rosscraig, thanking heaven for her narrow escape, she wondered if she’d ever really feel safe again.

I mean to have you as well as my justice.

That’s precisely what she was afraid of.

 

It was long after midnight in Edinburgh when Maggie hesitated on the steps of the colonel’s town house. No lady ever went alone to a gentleman’s abode, and certainly not this late. But if what she suspected about Hugh was true, she dared not twiddle her thumbs at the inn.

After a few quick raps with the knocker, she awaited the servant impatiently. But the colonel himself answered, lacking coat, waistcoat, or cravat, with his shirt unbuttoned and the tails hanging free. The sight of him with tufts of chest hair showing and his manly chin jutting free of collar points and cravat was most unsettling. Hugh was even handsomer in dishabille than fully dressed.

Though a faint odor of brandy clung to him, it wasn’t unappealing, especially since his eyes were clear as he gaped at her. “What in blazes are you doing here at this hour? I told you—”

“You told me a great many things, Colonel Seton,” she snapped as she pushed past him, forcing herself not to notice his virile appeal. “About the men going after my niece, about the daily reports—”

“Yes, yes, and they haven’t arrived yet. I explained all that—the men may not be able to find a postmaster very easily. Such things take time, you know.”

She whirled around to find him stuffing his shirt into his trousers and trying to make himself look presentable. The gentlemanly gesture further infuriated her. She’d begun to consider him a man she might actually care for—until she’d found out that all his understanding and sympathy had been a lie.

She stiffened. “Yes, things take time, especially when there are no men. No riders. No reports. When the entire mission is concocted from thin air.”

His head shot up so fast that she knew she’d hit on the truth. And the look of panic in his eyes told her that it was probably even worse than she’d feared.

“I thought so,” she said, turning for the doorway.

He grabbed her arm, holding her in a surprisingly powerful grip while he thrust the door shut. “Now, Maggie, don’t be a fool just because ye’ve got some daft notion—”

“Don’t you dare call me Maggie, you sly bastard!” she hissed as she broke free of him. “I allowed it when I thought you were a gentleman, but I shan’t stand for it now that I see what you really are!”

Eyes the color of rain-drenched slate stared her down. “And what is that?”

“A liar. A blackguard. An accomplice to that scoundrel, the Scourge.”

He let out a low oath, then seized her arm again. “It appears you and I need to have a discussion, Lady Kerr. But not where the servants might hear.”

He marched her down the hall with an officer’s brisk command, ignoring her attempts to get free.

Perhaps she shouldn’t have been so hasty in rushing over to accuse him without her manservant to protect her. Her alarm intensified as Hugh forced her into what appeared to be his study, then shut and locked the door behind them.

This wasn’t the blundering colonel she knew. This man was used to ordering soldiers about…and forcing women to do as he pleased. Good heavens.

She backed away, glancing about for a weapon as he strode past her to light more candles on the mantel. Two were already lit on the desk where he’d obviously been sitting when she’d knocked at the front door, and beside them lay a letter opener. It wouldn’t do much good, but it was something.

Keeping a wary eye on him, she edged in that direction. “I should warn you that I instructed my servant to go to the authorities if I don’t return shortly,” she lied. “He knows all my suspicions. If I go missing, this is the first place he’ll come looking for me.”

“I see.” He flexed his jaw angrily as he set the lit candles into their holders. “So you’ve got yer mind set about me, have you?” As he turned from the mantel, he fixed his gaze on her mouth, his voice softening. “How could you even think I could hurt you, after last night?”

Last night, when she’d foolishly allowed him to kiss her in the hall outside her inn room. She’d told herself it was just to allay his suspicions until she heard her manservant’s report, but that was a lie. Hugh had a way of touching her that made her feel youthful and full of energy. She found that quite hard to resist after her years alone. Indeed, they’d kissed rather shamelessly until someone had come up the stairs, forcing them to break apart.

It horrified her just to think of it now.

Standing before the desk, she seized the letter opener behind her back. “Last night was only your way of taking my mind off what you were really up to.”

“And what might that be?”

“Aiding and abetting the Scourge in kidnapping my niece.”

“Ah, yes, of course. You’ve decided I’m a villain.” With a forced smile, he came toward her. “But if you’d give me the chance to explain—”

“Halt right there, Colonel Seton!” she cried, brandishing the letter opener. “Or I’ll gut you like a fish!”

He flinched, then swore under his breath. Altering his direction, he went behind the desk, opened a drawer, and pulled out a knife the length of her forearm. Then, seizing it by the blade, he offered her the hilt over the desk. “If you mean to gut me, at least use a weapon that’ll do some damage. That pig-sticker will scarcely draw blood.”

As she gaped at him, he said, “Take it, damn you! Or put that toothpick down so we can discuss this rationally.”

His flinty gaze didn’t waver, but she took comfort in the fact that he’d offered her a blade. With a sniff, she laid down the “toothpick,” then planted her hands on her hips. “How long have you been the Scourge’s accomplice?”

He slid his knife back in the drawer. “What makes you think I am?”

“I had my manservant investigate to discover who you sent after the scoundrel.” She choked down the anger roiling in her belly. “He visited every regiment situated in the area, then informed me tonight of what he’d learned. No one has been tapped for any secret missions. No one.”

He visibly tensed. “The men I sent weren’t soldiers.”

“Then give me the names of the men you did send.”

Feathering his fingers through his graying hair, he muttered a curse.

“You can’t, can you? Because there are none.”

“It isn’t what you think,” he growled. “I didn’t want to risk your niece’s life by doing what the Scourge said not to.”

“Try another excuse, sir.” She glowered at him. “My manservant learned that until a few days ago, you’d been seen several times in the company of two Highlanders. You told me that day on the mountain that the kidnappers had gone north to the Highlands.”

“An idle speculation, nothing more,” he said.

“One of the men you were seen with was scarred in the same fashion as that fellow at the masquerade ball. The fellow you claimed not to know, who made a point of dancing with my niece before disappearing mysteriously later.”

He groaned.

“So who is he? Who is this ruffian who is probably at this very moment debauching my poor niece?”

“He wouldn’t,” Hugh protested. “He’s a gentleman.” When she stared at him, shocked that he’d actually admitted his culpability, he sighed. “If I tell you everything, will you muzzle yer manservant before he does more harm than good?”

“It depends on what you have to say,” she retorted, her heart aching. After years of protecting herself from bounders and cads, how could she have been swayed by a scoundrel? “I shan’t let some villain hurt Venetia.” She leaned over the desk to scowl at him. “Who is he? Tell me, or I swear I will go straight to—”

“Enough!” His heavily whiskered jaw flexed spasmodically. “The man is Sir Lachlan Ross. Chief of the Clan Ross.”

Shock kept her motionless. “Alasdair Ross’s son? But he’s dead!”

“No, though not for want of Duncannon’s trying.”

She blinked. “It can’t be…how can…young Lachlan is the Scourge?”

“You know him?”

“Of course I know him. The boy’s parents were my brother-in-law’s friends for years. I saw them often when I visited.” She shook her head, unable to fathom it. “Lachlan always was a wild one, but for him to become a thief…”

“He only wants what Duncannon owes him. That’s why he takes it from the man’s friends.”

“Owes him?” She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“Don’t you?”

“No, I can’t imagine what you’re talking about.”

He stared at her, seemingly perplexed by that. “Well, then, perhaps we’d better puzzle it out together.” He nodded toward a chair. “Sit down, lass. It’ll take me a while to tell you the whole of it.”

She did as he asked, her chest tight with apprehension.

He paced his study, relating a tale of deception and broken promises. When he was done, she sat back in the chair, stunned. She’d never heard of the loan between Quentin and Alasdair, but it explained so much—Lachlan’s becoming the Scourge, Quentin’s odd refusal to hunt the man down, everything.

Thank heaven for one thing: Lachlan wasn’t likely to hurt Venetia. He knew her and had even seemed to be fond of her when she was a girl. Besides, if he meant to get what he wanted, he didn’t dare harm a hair on her head.

Maggie glanced at Hugh, who’d halted near her chair. “Are you sure that Lachlan doesn’t know why Quentin never repaid the loan?”

“I’m sure. Duncannon brought all of this on himself, in my opinion, and—”

“Yes.” She squeezed her hands together to quell her sense of impending doom. “Unfortunately, I think I do know why Quentin never repaid the loan.”

“Why?”

She rose. “No time to explain. I must reach Rosscraig before Quentin does.”

“Now see here, lass, I promised Lachlan—”

“Do you want your friend to die? Because that’s what will happen if I don’t stop this nonsense before Quentin gets to Lachlan. Quentin will never pay that money to any son of Alasdair Ross. He’ll see Lachlan dead first.”

The colonel gave her an assessing glance, then nodded. “Very well. But I’m going with you.” He tied his cravat hastily about his neck, then went searching for his waistcoat.

“We cannot travel together, for heaven’s sake!” Panic seized her at the very thought of spending days alone in Hugh’s company. “It wouldn’t be proper.”

He cast her a wry smile as he donned his waistcoat. “We’ve gone far beyond proper, don’t you think? Bring along yer manservant if it suits yer propriety. But I’m not letting you travel across Scotland alone, and I’m sure as hell not letting you get in the middle of this thing with Duncannon and Ross. It’s not safe.”

“As if you care,” she said in a low voice, turning toward the door.

Catching her by the arm, he pulled her close. “I do care, no matter what you think. I hated having to hide the truth from you, do ye ken? I never expected it to be so hard. You were so trusting, so concerned, so—”

“Foolish,” she finished, with a hard little smile. “A silly old fool who thought that a man might want her despite her short temper and fading looks.”

With a heavy sigh, he bent his head close enough that she could feel the heat of his breath on her hair. “The only thing fading about you, Maggie, is yer good sense. Do I seem like a man who could pretend to fancy a woman when he doesn’t?”

She couldn’t look at him. “I don’t know.”

He muttered an oath, then released her to drag on his coat. “Then you’ve got plenty of time to figure it out. Because ye’re not traveling to the north without me.”



Chapter Twenty-Two


Dear Charlotte,

I’ll do my best, but gathering information about Scottish affairs is more complicated than passing on trivial bits of gossip about gentlemen in society. It will take me some time. But do try not to fret over it as you are wont to do.

Your humble servant,

Michael


After his fine afternoon with Venetia soured so abruptly, Lachlan spent a long, restless night kicking himself for not securing the lady while he’d had the chance. He should have made her promise to marry him before he’d bedded her. Or somehow tricked her into speaking present consents.

Why was she balking, anyway? He’d taken her innocence, damn it! That alone should have made a proper lady like her beg him to marry her.

But no, she had to have everything her way, the meeting with her father especially. He scowled as he rose and did his morning ablutions. She was mad if she thought he’d let her give away what he’d fought for. Crying over empty crofters’ cottages was one thing, but she wanted to bargain with Duncannon for his clan!

Never, not while he had breath. The meeting would take place between him and her father, and that was that. She’d just have to trust him to keep his temper.

And what did she mean, he didn’t trust her? She didn’t trust him, blast it. She talked as if he were the same rash youth as when she was a girl.

You did kidnap her. And tell her you’d shoot people if she tried to escape.

But that had been at first, when they were at odds. Surely she didn’t consider him such a hot-tempered lout anymore.

You told your mother three days ago that you’d thrash your clansmen senseless if they talked about Venetia.

He winced. That didn’t put him in the best of lights, either. Nor did the sneaky way he’d gone about seducing her. Why should she trust him? She hardly knew him except as a villain.

Very well, then he’d have to show her his gentlemanly side. He had a few more days before Duncannon arrived—he’d use them to court her.

Because he wasn’t letting Venetia go back to London ruined and unmarried, no matter what fool notions she’d got into her head.

He glanced at the table and saw the plate of stale oatcakes that he’d been eating for the past couple of days. The courtship would start this morning. He didn’t care how Venetia and his mother protested—he was having a proper breakfast, with them.

Time to put an end to this sly behavior from his mother and his wife-to-be, their sneaking about to avoid him. And he knew exactly how to do it: he would blackmail her. It would set off Venetia’s temper at first, but he couldn’t court her if she avoided him, so he had to deal with that before he could go on.

He didn’t enter through Rosscraig’s front door this time. He slipped in through the servant entrance, tamping down his annoyance at having to sneak into his own house. He was rewarded by the looks of shock on his mother’s and Venetia’s faces when he sauntered into the dining room and took a seat at the table.

The maid who was serving the ladies started. “Good morning, sir. We didn’t expect…that is…” She trailed off with a helpless glance at his mother.

“Fetch the laird some breakfast, girl,” his mother said, quickly recovering her aplomb. She cast him a sweet smile, then rose. “Since you’re here, you might as well eat. But I’m afraid that Miss Ross and I have some matters to—”

“Sit down, Mother.” He glanced at Venetia, who’d also risen. “You, too, lass. Unless you want to have a long discussion about the fine properties of yer father’s fleece.”

Venetia paled.

“Fleece?” his mother asked, while she stubbornly remained standing.

Though Venetia’s expression of alarm tweaked his conscience, he ignored it. He was only playing the same game she’d played last night by threatening to scream and bring her father’s men running.

Besides, if he’d wanted to be truly underhanded, he could have told his mother what they’d done, then sat back and let her pressure the lass into marrying. But he didn’t want Venetia that way. He wanted her willing.

“Well, lass? Shall we talk about fleece?” Leaning back, he tucked his thumbs in the band of his trousers and stared her down. “Because I’d rather stay around and have you show me what you and my mother have been doing.”

“We’re not finished,” his mother broke in. “Come back in a couple of days—”

“No, I think we should show him.” Tearing her gaze from his, Venetia sat back down and ventured a smile for his mother. “We’ve done enough to give him an idea of how it will look in the end. And this way we can get his opinion on our other plans.”

Venetia’s sudden willingness made his mother eye him with suspicion, but when he merely arched an eyebrow, she took her seat, too. “So you want to see what we’ve done, do you?” his mother said.

“Aye.”

“Did you even notice all the changes in this room?”

No. He’d been too busy making sure they didn’t run off so he could begin his courting. But he pasted a smile on his lips and lied. “I did indeed.”

Mother’s eyes narrowed. “And what do you think?”

He gave a quick glance around, as if trying to form his opinion. The oak paneling had been newly cleaned and polished. The tablecloth he remembered as tea-stained and ugly had been dyed a pretty dark green so that the spots were hardly noticeable, especially when the table was set with sparkling silver.

He started to ask where they’d found such expensive tableware, then realized that the pattern looked familiar. Damned if it wasn’t the same stuff he’d eaten off of for years. He’d just assumed that the dull gray metal was pewter.

“It’s very nice, all of it. My compliments to you ladies.”

The maid brought in a plate of fried black pudding, toast, and rashers and set it before him. As he fell upon it eagerly, Venetia picked up a shining silver pot.

“Some coffee, Lachlan? Or do you prefer tea in the morning?”

Her prissy tone reminded him that this wasn’t a regimental camp, or even his slovenly cottage. Mindful of his manners, he slowed his eating. “Tea, no milk.” He glanced at his mother. “When did we start serving coffee at breakfast?”

“The lass likes it,” his mother said. “She says they drink coffee in London a great deal. Chocolate, too, though we can’t have that, seeing as how it’s so dear.”

“So you like chocolate, then, do you, lass?” he asked.

Venetia handed him his tea without looking at him. “I fancy a cup from time to time, yes.”

“Then I’ll send a lad to Dingwall to fetch you some. And anything else you might require.”

Her gaze flew to his, startled.

“Before my overzealous mother came and whisked you away the other night,” he went on, “I told you I wanted you to be comfortable. So if you fancy chocolate or books or ribbons or whatever else a lady needs, just say the word, and I’ll make sure you get them.”

“How about twenty yards of muslin for curtains? And some lime for washing the floors?”

He frowned. “I was speaking of things for you, not Rosscraig.”

“I’d rather see the money spent on your lovely home,” she persisted.

“And why is that, pray tell?” he asked in a husky voice. “Have you got a sudden itch to feather yer future nest, lassie?”

He ignored his mother’s gasp at this clear evidence of his intentions, focusing his gaze on Venetia.

Two spots of color formed high on her cheeks before she dropped her gaze to her plate. “I’m trying to help your mother, that’s all.”

He let that pass, but the conversation cheered him enormously. Mayhap she wouldn’t be so hard to court after all. Especially when his mother’s beaming face showed she was more than willing to help.

He finished eating, then pushed his plate away. “Well, then, let’s take that tour now. I’ve a fierce hankering to see what you ladies have been doing.”

“And what of the muslin?” Venetia asked. “Can you get it for me…us?”

With a lazy smile, he rose. “Write down everything you’re wanting, and I’ll send Jamie over to Dingwall for it.” If the way to her heart was with curtains and lime, then he’d find a way to get them for her, even if he had to buy on credit.

Rounding the table, he offered her his arm. “Shall we go?”

An uncertain look crossed her face, but she stood and took his arm. He suppressed a grin as they left the dining room, with his mother walking behind, her delight obvious.

Let the courtship begin.

 

It was the third morning after she’d lost her innocence to Lachlan, and Venetia was even more rattled now than she’d been then. She’d expected him to remain absent from the manor. Indeed, she’d hoped for it, so she could avoid the temptations he presented.

But no. He’d not only spent every waking hour here, he’d behaved as courteously as any London gentleman. He’d climbed ladders on her behalf, despite his stiff leg. Ignoring his mother’s sly smiles, he’d fetched cushions and, yes, even held curtains.

So she was disappointed to discover that today he’d left after breakfast, with no word as to where or why he was going and how long he’d be gone. All she could learn was that he’d taken the coach, which was unusual, according to Lady Ross.

At first Venetia simply missed his hanging about. But by late afternoon, she started to worry about him. So when the butler said the laird had returned and was wanting her in the dining room, she practically flew there, not bothering to find out if his mother was there, too, to chaperone.

When she entered, Lachlan rose from the table, which held a steaming pot, two cups, and some fresh scones. It was the first time she’d ever seen him in anything but rough attire or regimentals, and she had to admit he looked quite fine. His waistcoat was embroidered silk, and his coat of fine, dark green merino made her think of shaded glens and sheltering oaks. His buff trousers fit his muscular build to perfection, reminding her just how fine his thighs were.

Her cheeks heated. “The butler said you asked for me?” she said formally, trying to keep her emotions in check.

“Aye. I brought you something.” He pulled out a chair for her next to his, and that’s when she saw the sheaf of broadsides stacked up on the table.

Her gaze flew to his. “Where did you…how did you…”

“I rode over this morning to Inverness. I’m not known there, you see. We do most of our business in Dingwall.”

That was because Dingwall was a few miles away, while Inverness—a town eight times larger, with libraries and an academy and lots of shops—was a good two hours’ ride each way. She walked to the table in a daze, then stood leafing through the pages, acutely aware of Lachlan watching her.

“Will they do?” he asked.

“They’re lovely,” she said in a choked whisper, then sat down to examine them further. No one had ever given her such a thoughtful gift. Not only were there unusual versions of ballads she already owned, but three of the broadsides contained lyrics to ballads she’d never encountered, and one was even in Gaelic.

She couldn’t believe he’d ridden four hours to obtain these. The very thought of it brought tears to her eyes. She brushed them away quickly, before they could fall and ruin the ink of her precious copies.

He poured her a cup of what was in the pot. “Can you read Gaelic, lass?”

That’s when she realized she was staring at the one in Gaelic. “Not as well as I’d like,” she said evasively.

Shortly after her arrival, she’d determined that the Ross clan held in contempt any Highlander who didn’t speak Gaelic. She wasn’t about to call attention to her lack, especially in front of Lachlan.

She darted a quick glance at him as he handed her the cup and sat down beside her. “You must have had a difficult time locating such a wide variety,” she murmured.

“It took a bit of doing, but I managed.” With a smile, he pushed the cup at her. “See how this tastes. Cook wasn’t sure she made it properly.”

Blinking, she stared down into the cup and caught her breath. Chocolate. He’d got her chocolate, too. She sipped some, then promptly burst into tears.

“Here now, lass, don’t be doing that!” he cried, laying his arm about her shoulders. “Surely it can’t taste that bad.”

“No, no, it’s perfect,” she said, feeling like a fool as she dabbed at her eyes with a napkin. “That’s the trouble. It tastes exactly like the chocolate at home.”

He tensed. “London, you mean.”

With a nod, she drank some more, relishing every velvety-sweet drop. Heaven. Pure heaven.

“Do you miss the city very much?” he asked in a strained voice.

She glanced up to find him staring at her with an unfamiliar vulnerability. Forcing a smile, she set the cup down. “Only when I drink chocolate.”

His gaze locked with hers. “Then I’ll never buy you chocolate again.”

When he lowered his head toward hers, she didn’t stop him. How could she, when he was being so adorable? He kissed her, and it was better than before, better even than chocolate. His tongue dipped inside as if to test her resistance, then plunged more boldly.

She probably shouldn’t let him do this. She doubted that he’d changed his mind about the meeting with her father. But didn’t he deserve at least one kiss after he’d ridden all the way to Inverness for her? Just one…sweet…unending…

Someone cleared his throat nearby, and the two of them sprang apart to find Jamie watching from the doorway.

The poor lad wore a look of betrayal that cut her to the heart. She’d known he was nursing an attachment to her, but she’d thought it nothing more than a boyish crush. She’d certainly done nothing to encourage it. Still, judging from how he clenched his hat in two bony fists and glowered at her, that didn’t matter.

He thrust out his chin, then turned his scowl on Lachlan. “Yer mother sent me to tell you to stay out of sight, sir. Some of the lads saw McKinley headed this way with ten men or more.”

McKinley? Papa’s factor? That couldn’t be good.

In an instant, Lachlan turned from ardent lover to chief of his clan. He rose and strode to the doorway. “Is Duncannon with him?”

Venetia held her breath, praying that Papa hadn’t come. She wasn’t ready.

“No sign of him yet,” Jamie said. “And McKinley is coming from the estate, not Dingwall. Probably just wants to make trouble again about the lads taking the short way through Duncannon land when they head to the main road.”

“I hope that’s all it is,” Lachlan said tersely. “Where’s Mother?”

“Out front, pretending to be gardening. She figured it was best if McKinley didn’t see what we’ve been doing inside the house. He might wonder what has got her started with fixing up the place.”

“Aye, he might. God knows she’s never done it before.” Lachlan rubbed the back of his neck. “All right. Go up to the north field and tell the lads to come down. Tell them to bring their sickles, but not to be seen unless things turn ugly.”

He strode out into the hall, still barking orders at Jamie. “Send Roarke to warn the fellows doing the mashing to stay out of McKinley’s sight. He’ll use any excuse to make trouble for us. The last time the bloody devil reported seeing an illegal still near Duncannon land, we had excisemen plaguing us for days after.”

Curious to see this “devil” she’d heard so much about, Venetia wandered to the front of the house to peer out the window near the front entrance.

“Venetia!” Lachlan called out. “Stay inside, ye ken?”

“Of course.”

A voice from outside arrested them all. “Good day, Lady Ross.”

“Mr. McKinley,” Lachlan’s mother answered. “And what brings you to Rosscraig this fine morning?”

“Go!” Lachlan hissed at Jamie, who disappeared through the servants’ entrance. Then he turned to Venetia and whispered, “Come away from the window.”

Mouthing the words “in a minute,” she carefully drew aside the heavy velvet drape just enough to give her a view of the front drive.

Lady Ross stood near a badly overgrown rosebush that she’d apparently been hacking to death in her zeal to look like she’d been gardening. Facing her was a burly man with a coarse reddish beard who sat atop a beautiful bay mare that would rival any costly one in London.

Venetia scowled. Where did a factor get the money for such exquisite horseflesh? She couldn’t imagine that Papa paid him enough for that. The factor probably lined his pockets by throwing tenants off the land they loved, then filling it with sheep. She began to wonder if Papa actually knew. He paid so little attention to his Scottish property.

The rude Mr. McKinley didn’t even bother to climb down from his mount. “I was at Braidmuir to collect the quarterly rents, where I was informed that your people have been trespassing on the earl’s land.”

The factor’s smoothly sinuous voice was that of a man who sowed discord wherever he went. If she hadn’t already been predisposed to dislike him, she would hate him just for that.

“My men encountered a woman leaving a cottage where we store fleece,” he continued. “When they counted the bags, they discovered one missing.”

Venetia’s gaze flew to Lachlan.

“Yer blood stained it,” he said softly. “It didn’t seem right to leave it there for anyone to find.”

Wincing, she returned her attention to the drama outside.

“And what makes you think the thief is one of my people?” Lady Ross asked, though her voice shook. Venetia wondered if she was remembering Lachlan’s mention of fleece.

“The woman fled here, my lady. And you know better than anyone that Lord Duncannon doesn’t tolerate thievery on his land, even by a neighbor. I heard about the punishment administered years ago to your own son after an incident of thievery. So I don’t imagine he’ll regard this with any kinder an eye.”

Her heart sinking, Venetia glanced to Lachlan again, who was glowering at the front door so blackly, she was surprised it didn’t erupt into flames.

Is that what Lachlan had meant about being humiliated? What had Papa done to him, for heaven’s sake? And why hadn’t she heard of it? It must have occurred before Lachlan joined the regiment.

“My employer is sure to demand restitution for the stolen fleece,” Mr. McKinley went on. “That’s why I’m here. We can either handle this between us, or I can go to the authorities.”

“Now, Mr. McKinley, do not be hasty—”

“I have with me the two fellows who saw the culprit. They’re sure to recognize the female. So we’d like to search the property and talk to all the women.”

“I’ll be damned if I let them!” Lachlan hissed. “He’s just looking for an excuse to find our stills so he can report them to the authorities.”

When Lachlan started for the door, Venetia made a split-second decision. She could handle Mr. McKinley’s sort. She’d seen Mrs. Harris do it often enough with bullying gentlemen who came to the school making outrageous demands. What she couldn’t handle was Lachlan being seen before Papa arrived.

So before Lachlan could reach the door, she stepped outside and closed it firmly behind her. “Ah, Lady Ross, there you are. I was wondering where you’d gone off to. I wanted to show you the painting I’m working on.”

Beyond Mr. McKinley, Venetia could see Ross men gathering, their faces resolute and their hands gripping scythes and sickles and poles—anything that might serve as a weapon. They weren’t about to allow their property to be searched and their women harassed by the likes of Mr. McKinley and his band of rowdy fellows.

Venetia ignored Lady Ross’s startled look, focusing instead on Mr. McKinley, whose gaze had swung instantly to her. She wished she were wearing something other than a paint-splattered gown that was too tight for her. Then again, perhaps that would work in her favor, since it displayed her bosom nicely. With a silky smile, she thrust her breasts out for the man’s perusal.

“Forgive me, sir, for being so bold, but I’m shocked to realize that we have not met. I mistakenly thought I’d already been introduced to all the gentlemen of the area.” Using a languid walk that oozed gentility, she trailed down the steps. “I’m Miss Ross of London, a cousin of Lady Ross’s late husband. And you are…”

“Mr. McKinley, miss. Factor to the Earl of Duncannon.” He tipped his hat, appreciation flickering in the eyes that followed her every step. “My employer’s estate, Braidmuir, borders Rosscraig to the east.”

“Oh, yes, that delightful place! I stumbled upon it quite by accident a couple of days ago when I took a wrong path. What beautifully rustic cottages it had. And the sheep were too adorable for words.”

“You were at the estate, were you?” Mr. McKinley asked, casting an uneasy glance at the two men she recognized as having accosted her.

“Aye, she’s the lass we saw,” one of them said. “But she had something over her head to cover her face—”

“To cover my face!” she protested with a tinkling laugh. “I was wearing a costume, as it were. An arisaid.” She smiled at the factor. “I know you’re a man of fashion, sir, and probably do not bother with such things, but I confess I find the local dress quite deliciously colorful. I just had to wear the traditional tartan while I explored the countryside.”

Mindful of Lachlan’s men, who stood warily observing the interchange, she clapped her hand to her chest. “It made me feel so daringly Scottish, a veritable Highlander. I cannot wait to tell Papa of my adventures. He’s a barrister, you know, and a great lover of Walter Scott’s novels.”

Noting how his face paled at the mention of her father’s supposed profession, she went on babbling. “Indeed, he wanted to stay and observe the same Highland customs that have so captivated me, but after he delivered me here last week, he was forced to return to London—some emergency at Parliament, I believe. The Duke of Foxmoor is one of his close friends, you see.” Louisa and the duke would surely forgive her that little white lie.

Mr. McKinley began to look decidedly ill. “Yes, I see.”

“But I’m sorry,” Venetia went on, struggling to hide her enjoyment at unsettling the unctuous Mr. McKinley, “I believe I interrupted some business you were conducting with Lady Ross?”

“No, no, a slight misunderstanding is all,” he said with a quelling glance at the two men who looked as if they might gainsay him. “We’ll be going now.”

Lady Ross approached him wearing an expression of sheer glee. “But yer fleece, sir—aren’t you wanting yer fleece? As you say, the earl doesn’t approve of thievery. Though if you go to the authorities, I’m sure Miss Ross’s father—”

“My men undoubtedly miscounted,” he said hastily, dragging out a handkerchief to mop his forehead. “Nothing to worry about. It will turn up.” He nodded to Venetia, twin lines of panic deepening his brow. “Do give my regards to your father, miss.”

She gave him a regal nod. With any luck, her tale would get the man dismissed.

Waving amiably, she stood on the steps while Mr. McKinley and his men rode off between two glowering lines of Rosses. As soon as they were gone she was besieged by Lachlan’s clansmen, who surged up the steps, carrying her before them into the house while Lady Ross practically danced along behind them.

Inside, Lachlan awaited them, watching with gleaming eyes as at least twenty men and women crowded into the entrance hall around him.

“Did you hear yer cousin rout McKinley, sir?” one of the clansmen cried. “Oh, what a lass, what a lass!”

“Aye,” Lachlan answered, the glittering promise in his gaze making her breath catch in her throat. “She is quite a lass.”

“I thought McKinley would melt into a puddle, I did,” Lady Ross chimed in. “He was that nervous at the thought of having a barrister breathing down his neck.”

“Does yer father really know the Duke of Foxmoor?” asked one voice from among the crowd.

“Is he even really a barrister?” asked another.

As she was wondering how to answer that, another voice spoke from behind the others. “No, he’s not a barrister.”

She turned to see Jamie staring at her, his eyes resentful as he pronounced the words that would make them all hate her now.

“Her father is the Earl of Duncannon himself.”



Chapter Twenty-Three


Dear Cousin,

I fret because I lack your talent for uncovering the truth. Certain things a woman cannot discover, no matter how many female confidantes she possesses. You men tend to be a closemouthed sort, you must admit.

Your fretting relation,

Charlotte


Lachlan groaned as a stunned silence descended. Damn the jealous lad! Angry about that kiss he’d seen, Jamie apparently now meant to take it out on Venetia.

Judging from the look of betrayal etching her face, he’d chosen the best way to do it, too. “You don’t know what you’re saying, lad,” Lachlan began.

“Don’t lie to them, sir.” Jamie’s voice held a challenge. “They’ll find out the truth when Duncannon comes for her. I say we might as well tell them now.”

“Oh, you do, do you?” Lachlan growled. “I don’t recall asking for yer advice in the matter, and I sure as the devil don’t remember giving you permission to—”

“It’s all right, Lachlan,” Venetia said, her voice low. “Jamie has a point. It’s not as if we can keep it secret much longer.”

Roarke, Lachlan’s right arm on the estate, stepped in front of her, his ruddy face wary. “So it’s true then? You’re the earl’s daughter?”

“Yes.” Venetia tried for a smile and failed.

Jamie pushed in amidst the crowd. “Me and Lachlan took her from Edinburgh for the ransom and brought her here. When Duncannon arrives, she’ll be going back with him to London, assuming he pays the money.”

“Took her!” Roarke said. “You mean, you kidnapped her?”

When all eyes turned to Lachlan, he swore under his breath. Once he got Jamie alone, he would wring the scrawny lad’s neck. “Yes, we kidnapped her. After the man tried to have me killed, we figured it was the only way to get the money he owes my mother.” The men knew about the money—he’d told them after he’d confessed to being the Scourge.

One of the clanswomen looked confused. “But Miss Ross…I mean, Duncannon’s daughter…just talked to McKinley. If she’s being held against her will, why didn’t she—”

“Lady Venetia is not being held against her will,” Lachlan’s mother snapped. “Aye, my son took her—without my knowledge, I might add—but she’s been a guest in my home ever since, and she’ll remain one until the earl comes to fetch her. So that’s enough talk of kidnapping. She can leave anytime she wishes, and she knows it, don’t you, lass?”

“Of course.” Venetia ventured a smile. “I went over to Braidmuir, after all; I could have stayed there. But I only wanted to see what has been done to the land.” Her voice broke a little. “It’s a terrible shame. I remember when I was a girl and so many people made their living there.”

“Aye,” agreed his clansmen, shaking their heads.

“And I mean to see that something is done about it,” Venetia persisted. “I can’t believe Papa knows what that awful factor of his has been doing. When he realizes what his land has become, I’m sure he’ll change his ways.”

Lachlan snorted, but no one paid him any mind.

“Well, I for one don’t care if the lass is Duncannon’s daughter,” a clanswoman said. “She could have told McKinley who she was and had the laird carted off to jail. Instead, she routed the bastard right well. I say that proves where her loyalties lie.”

The other women nodded their agreement.

“And look at the work she’s done for the manor. Made it right nice. She didn’t have to do that after what the laird done to her.” The woman planted her hands on her hips. “She’s been one of us, and I don’t see why that should change.”

“Yes, but her father is on his way, did you not hear?” Roarke put in. “What will happen to us when he arrives?”

All eyes turned to Lachlan.

“I’ll talk to him,” Lachlan said, a bit defensively. “I’ll demand my money, and if Duncannon has any sense, he’ll give it to me.”

“We’re in trouble now, we are,” muttered a woman at the back of the crowd.

When others started mumbling much the same, Lachlan drew himself up. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

Roarke cast him an uneasy look. “No offense, sir, but you aren’t exactly the negotiating kind.”

“He’s got a temper, he does,” one of the ladies murmured.

“Aye, especially when it comes to Duncannon,” said another.

“We’ll be lucky if we’re not all carted off to prison.”

“Now see here,” Lachlan snapped, ignoring Venetia’s smug smile, “I’m perfectly capable of having a reasonable discussion with the earl.”

A sullen silence made it clear they didn’t share his opinion.

He scowled. “I’ve been your chief for five years, damn it! Haven’t I taken as good care of you as I could?”

“We know you have, sir,” a clansman said. “You’ve been a good chief, and a good laird to Rosscraig.”

Only slightly mollified, Lachlan asked, “And have I ever landed any of you in trouble with the law?”

“No.” Roarke sighed. “But you haven’t had to deal with Duncannon directly until now. You’re a reasonable fellow most of the time, but you have to admit that the very mention of his name turns you into a raving madman.”

“A madman, aye,” murmured other voices.

Holy Christ, his whole clan was against him. “So what do you lot want me to do? Lie down and let him trample us? Give up the money I know he owes us?”

“Beggin’ yer pardon, sir, but you could have the lass talk to him,” said one of the women helpfully. “She’s already said she’d speak to him on our behalf, and if she goes in first to soothe his temper like she did with McKinley—”

“Aye, a good idea,” said the others among themselves. “Let the lass speak to him. Why not?”

“Mo chreach,” he muttered. If he didn’t know better, he’d think Venetia had put them up to it. But she looked too surprised by the show of support from his clan for that to be the case.

“It’s a good idea, Lachlan,” his mother chimed in, as bad as the rest. “It will soften Duncannon’s temper to see that his daughter hasn’t been harmed.”

“And you know she’ll be on our side—look how she was with McKinley,” Roarke said.

He gazed around at his clan, his gut twisting to see their anxious faces. They really didn’t believe he could confront Duncannon without losing his temper. Just like Venetia, they thought he’d make things worse and spawn a battle that would lead to bloodshed. That would deprive them of their laird, one way or the other.

They need the money, but they need you more.

As he hesitated to answer, they began to look hopeful. And the hope they embraced revolved around her, God rot them.

“Very well,” he said. “I’ll consider letting the lass speak to him. Consider it, mind. But that’s all I’m saying for now.”

Apparently that was enough, for the traitorous wretches let up a cheer. Meanwhile, Venetia was beaming at him as if she’d already won what she wanted, and just the sight of her so happy roused his blood.

He’d been losing this battle since the minute he’d kidnapped her, the minute she’d started worming her way under his skin and into his heart. She’d already entranced Jamie and enlisted his mother to her side. If he weren’t careful, she’d soon be running his clan, too.

One of his rascal clansmen called out, “Admit it, sir, you know you can trust Lady Venetia to do right by us. We can tell you’re sweet on the lady.”

“Aye, and she’s sweet on you, too,” called one of the women.

At Venetia’s blush, Lachlan’s pulse thundered in his ears. “Are you sweet on me, lass?”

“I might be.” A teasing smile touched her lips. “If you weren’t such a thickheaded, stubborn lout sometimes.”

His clansmen suddenly tensed, and the women caught their breaths as they watched to see how he would react. No one had ever said such a thing to his face.

But then, no one had ever been Venetia.

He laughed. “Aye, lassie, I suppose I am.”

The tension broke, and everyone else joined his laughter.

Then the comments flew fast and furious through the hall. “I told you he was sweet on her,” said one. “You can tell from how he looks at her,” said another. Cook even revealed, “He rode all the way to Inverness to fetch her chocolate.”

It was starting to be downright embarrassing when someone cried, “This calls for a celebration. The laird and Duncannon’s daughter are courting!”

That they could make the leap from his being “sweet on” Venetia to courtship didn’t surprise him, but the poor lass looked a little stunned by it.

“We should have a ceilidh dance!” said a woman, and the cry was echoed all around. “A ceilidh! A ceilidh!”

That was all it took to have the men pour into the drawing room to shove furniture aside and roll up rugs, while someone sent for the clan piper and fiddler, and his mother directed the action with clear delight. Some of the women headed down to his cellar to find the best whisky, while others hurried to the dining room to lay out refreshments.

Venetia stood in the midst of the flurry, looking overwhelmed. He pushed through the melee to her side. “Have you ever been to a ceilidh, lass?”

“It’s the Scottish equivalent of a ball, isn’t it?”

He laughed. “A ceilidh is far more than a ball, I assure you, and nothing like that silly thing in Edinburgh. It’s a rowdy, thundering affair, with loud music and louder dancing. Are you sure ye’re ready for that?”

She gazed up at him, eyes alight. “I can handle anything you give me, Lachlan Ross. Just see if I can’t.”

“I don’t doubt it,” he said, then slid his arm about her waist and hurried her into the room.

The fiddler had already started up, and in seconds they were sucked into the maelstrom of sound that was a ceilidh in a small space. Feet were stomping, the fiddler was sawing, and the whirl of dancers was a maddening rush.

She caught on quickly to the steps, since it was mostly plain dancing of the sort she’d find at any country ball. But the Rosses performed them with greater enthusiasm than any puling English lords, so it took her a while to loosen up enough to match the other women.

By the time the piper arrived to add the drone of bagpipes to the mixture, Venetia had become downright lively. Her cheeks shone pink, her eyes sparkled, and her limbs fluidly executed the steps. With his heart lodged in his throat, Lachlan danced a couple of sets with her before his leg started to pain him too much. Then he sat on the sidelines sipping a glass of whisky while he observed her.

She was a wonder to watch, a shimmering, kicking glory of a woman in paint-stained skirts and a bodice that showed too much of her bosom for his comfort. Not that any of his men ventured to stare at her ample charms. In their minds, she already belonged to the laird, and that was enough to keep them polite, even if she hadn’t been Duncannon’s daughter.

He shook his head. Duncannon’s daughter. She was no more that than she was a fairy. She was herself, and he began to fear he would do anything to have her.

The only clansman who seemed immune to her appeal just now was Jamie, who sulked in the corner, angry that his pronouncement hadn’t got the reaction he’d wanted. Apparently, she noticed him there, too, for she left the floor to approach the lad. To Lachlan’s surprise, she smiled at Jamie and offered him her hand.

The pigheaded fool looked as if he might refuse, but she said something and the anger on his face dampened. Within minutes, she had him grudgingly joining her on the floor.

Lachlan shook his head. She couldn’t stand to make an enemy of the lad, could she? It must be peace at all costs for members of the clan, even if one of them was being an ass.

Time passed, and the evening turned into night. The fiddler began to tire, and the dancers’ feet grew sore. He’d lost sight of Venetia half an hour earlier, so he wandered into the hall and then the dining room, where he found her surrounded by some unmarried clansmen.

The instant kick of jealousy in his belly caught him off guard. They were only doing what all young men did, flirting with a pretty lass, but damned if it didn’t annoy him something fierce.

As he neared them, he realized they were doing something worse than flirting. They were pressing her to drink from a glass. And she was doing it, too.

“Here, now,” he barked as he approached. “Don’t be giving her whisky, for God’s sake. She’s a lady. She’s not used to it.”

“It’s not their fault,” she told him, her eyes overly bright. “You make whisky—I want to see what it tastes like. So I asked for some.”

He leveled a glance on Jamie, who of course was part of the pack. “How many glasses has she had, lad?”

“That’s her second.”

Striding up to her, he started to take the glass from her, but she raised it and said loudly, “Let’s have a toast!”

That brought the rest of the clan crowding in to join the laird and his sweetheart in the dining room.

“Very well, a toast it is.” He smiled down at her as people scrambled to find glasses and pour themselves whisky. “And what should the toast be, lassie?”

“Something fitting for a ceilidh,” she said brightly.

Wedding vows would be fitting for a ceilidh.

Even as he thought it, his blood began to race. This would be the perfect time for him and Venetia to speak present consents. Though they didn’t need witnesses, it was convenient to have them. And perhaps with her tipsy, he could convince her to speak her part.

Lachlan eyed her closely. No, she didn’t look drunk enough to let that pass. She wasn’t slurring her speech or weaving on her feet, so he’d never get her to say the vows. Unless…

She’d claimed to know Gaelic, but he’d lay odds that she’d lied.

Oh, that was a wicked idea. But she was just foxed enough that it might work.

Ignoring his nagging conscience, he murmured, “How about a toast in Gaelic. That’s fitting for a ceilidh, don’t you think, princess?”

“In Gaelic, yes,” she echoed, a smile splitting her face.

He tested his theory. “We give toasts in twos in Scotland. Why don’t you give it first, then I’ll repeat it? You did say you speak Gaelic, didn’t you?”

Her smile slipped a little, but she nodded. “I-I did. I do. But you should give the toast. It’s your house and your ceilidh. Then I’ll repeat it.”

She was making it so damned easy. Princess Proud just couldn’t bear to show herself lacking before other Scots. “All right.”

Looking round to see that everyone had got their glasses, he raised his own, then began to speak. “Tha mise Lachlan Ross a-nis ’gad ghabhail-sa Venetia Campbell gu bhith ’nam bhean phòsda, gus an dèan Dia leis a’ bhàs ar dealachadh.”

The crowd sucked in a collective breath as they recognized the words: “I, Lachlan Ross, take you, Venetia Campbell, to be my wife, until God shall separate us by death.”

They all looked at her expectantly, as did he.

“Now you say it, lass,” he prompted. If she didn’t understand the words, she would never remember the entire thing, and that’s what he was counting on.

“I…I…could you repeat it, please?” she said. “I didn’t catch it all.”

Jamie glowered at him. “She doesn’t understand what you’re saying.”

“Yes, I do!” she said petulantly. “I just want to make sure I get it right.”

His mother and the rest of his clan all looked pleased as could be. Either that, or they were conveniently ignoring the oddness of his insisting upon speaking the vows in Gaelic.

He took a deep breath, then said, “Repeat after me, lass: Tha mise Venetia Campbell…

She repeated it.

“A-nis ’gad ghabhail-sa Lachlan Ross…”

If she’d realized that he’d switched the names this time around, she gave no indication of it, for she said exactly what he’d said.

“Gu bhith ’nam fhear phòsda…” he went on, then held his breath to see if she noticed he’d changed “wife” to “husband.” Apparently not, for she repeated every word.

“Gus an dèan Dia leis a’ bhàs ar dealachadh.” He could hardly suppress a grin while he said those words. If she said these, it was done.

The minute she finished the last bit, the crowd erupted into cheers, more than ready to take the wedding vows at face value. It didn’t hurt that Venetia herself reinforced the deception by beaming up at him before drinking her whisky.

That smile drove a stake into his conscience. And it now dawned on him what a vexing dilemma he’d landed himself in.

The minute he told her they were married—or any of his clan mentioned it—she would figure out how he’d manipulated her. He could protest all he wanted that he’d thought she knew Gaelic, but she was no fool, his Princess Machiavelli. And the fact that the vows were legal, that his whole clan would loudly proclaim in court that she’d known what she was saying, wouldn’t matter a whit to her.

At least they were married, and he’d no longer have to worry about her returning to London ruined, without the protection of his name. But he held a wildcat by the tail, to be sure. So what the devil was he to do about it?



Chapter Twenty-Four


Dear Charlotte,

If men are closemouthed, it is because we cannot trust women with our secrets. Once a woman hears them, she wants to wheedle her way into every part of the man’s life, and most men prefer their privacy.

Your cousin,

Michael


After Venetia repeated Lachlan’s toast, the evening took a strange turn. One minute she was enjoying being part of the clan, and the next, he was bustling the guests out. Though it was late, why must he be so rude about it?

Then Roarke clapped Lachlan on the shoulder, congratulated them both—for what, she wasn’t sure—and started to talk about her marriage to Lachlan. For no good reason, Lachlan abruptly suggested that the two men have another drink in the dining room. Alone.

Left to her own devices, she sought out Lady Ross, who was straightening things in the drawing room. As Venetia began to help, the woman said, “No, don’t you bother with that. I’m just doing a bit before I go to bed.”

“Actually, I wanted to ask you about what McKinley meant this afternoon,” she said. “He mentioned Lachlan being punished, and my father and thievery.”

“Oh, that.” Lady Ross nervously stacked up dirty plates. “I don’t know what he meant. The man’s mad. Surely you could see that.”

“I’ll grant you he’s a scoundrel, but I daresay not a mad one. And everyone else seemed to know what he meant, too.”

With a sigh, Lady Ross faced her. “You’ll have to ask Lachlan.”

“I tried while we were dancing, but he just changed the subject. And no one else will tell me, either. What was so horrible—”

“He doesn’t want it spoken of, that’s all. He’d never forgive me if I told you myself. Besides, it’s only proper that he tell you, seeing as how you’re his wife.”

“His wife!” Venetia exclaimed. “What do you mean?”

Lady Ross blinked at her. “You didn’t know?” She sighed. “I suppose Lachlan didn’t explain about irregular marriages in Scotland. Those vows you spoke were enough to make it legal here.” She shook her head. “He should have told you, damned fool, before he went into it before God and everybody. It’s a good thing you talked to me first, or you’d have quite the surprise when he came to yer bed…” She trailed off as she saw the look on Venetia’s face.

“What marriage vows?” Venetia said hoarsely.

Lady Ross blanched. “You said you understood what the Gaelic meant.”

The toast. That she’d repeated word for word…

Had Lachlan realized she didn’t know? She replayed the incident in her head. Oh yes, he’d realized it, the devious wretch, or he wouldn’t have insisted on saying the vows in Gaelic.

Her temper exploded. The scoundrel had tricked her! And she’d fallen right into it, too, like a witless fool!

Lady Ross grabbed her arm, alarm showing in her face. “You did understand the vows, didn’t you? Because if you didn’t, it isn’t legal.”

Venetia stared at Lady Ross, her mind awhirl. She could deny that she’d meant to marry him, but Lachlan had a whole clan eager to gainsay her. Lady Ross might take her side, but Venetia would look like a fool, and she might not be able to change anything anyway.

Besides, she’d wanted to marry Lachlan—just not until she could be sure he wouldn’t get himself killed confronting Papa.

Her eyes narrowed. She could still do that, couldn’t she? Lachlan didn’t know she’d guessed the truth. That’s why he was behaving so oddly, hurrying people out of the house, taking Roarke off to drink away from her.

She had the upper hand. And she meant to use it, too. For this little deception, she would make Lachlan dance to her tune. That’s what wives were for, after all.

“Venetia!” Lady Ross demanded. “Did you know what you were saying or not?”

“I did.” Venetia pasted a smile on her face. “I’m sorry, the whole business about irregular marriages has taken me by surprise. I thought Lachlan and I were entering a betrothal with that toast, not a marriage. But it’s fine. I did want to marry him, as you well know. I just…didn’t quite understand.”

Lady Ross let out a breath, then impulsively hugged Venetia. “It’s glad I am that you’re his wife. Glad indeed.”

Venetia held the woman close. “Me, too,” she said, entirely sincere.

But that didn’t mean she’d let her devil of a husband run roughshod over her.

She headed back to the dining room, but Lachlan was still drinking with Roarke, and it was probably prudent not to talk to him while he was in his cups. She would go to bed and await him where they’d have some privacy. If he wanted his wedding night, he’d find her. And then she’d have a merry time watching him try to explain why he had the right to share her bed.

If she didn’t have him begging her forgiveness and promising her the moon before the night was out, then she was no wife at all.

 

Lachlan awoke to complete darkness. His head lay cradled in his arms on a table, and he sat in a chair…

Right, he’d been drinking whisky with Roarke. He lifted his head, surprised to find himself nearly sober. He must have been sleeping off the whisky for quite a while. He hadn’t drunk that much anyway; mostly he’d been putting off the moment when he’d have to tell Venetia what he’d done. After Roarke had left, he’d lingered a while longer, then must have fallen asleep.

That’s why it was black as the devil’s heart in here. He’d let the candle burn out. Damn.

He cocked his head to listen, but the house was quiet. Everyone had gone to bed, including his lovely new wife. Who didn’t know she was his new wife.

When he rose, the chair fell over. All right, so he was a bit unsteady on his feet, but he only had to find the flints and light a candle.

That proved harder than he’d thought. Once he left the table, he got disoriented. Despite his attempt to be quiet, he kicked over things while searching for the fireplace, and even after he stumbled into the mantel by accident, he couldn’t find what he needed. Devil take Mother and Venetia and all their fancying up the place and moving things about.

“Where could they have hidden the flints?” he muttered as he felt along the mantelpiece, knocking off a candlestick in the process.

“They’re in that silver box on the other end,” said a voice behind him just as a finger of light stabbed into the room.

He whirled around, shoving the hair out of his face so he could better see who’d come in bearing a candle. Venetia herself.

She wore a nightdress and a robe, and her hair tumbled about her shoulders in wild waves of ebony. She looked as if she’d just come from bed. He wanted to carry her right back.

Then he saw her stern expression as she surveyed the scene. Three chairs had been knocked over, and a silver tureen careened beside a pewter platter. Next to the burned-out stub of candle on the table lay the empty jar of whisky and the glasses, still miraculously erect.

“Good even, princess,” he mumbled, not sure what to say. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I was just looking for flint to light a candle.”

“Thank heaven you didn’t find any, or I’d be putting out fires as well.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

She scanned him with a contemptuous glance, and he became painfully aware that he wore no coat or cravat, his waistcoat was unbuttoned, and his shirttails hung half out of his trousers. He probably looked like he’d just left a tavern.

“It means you’re obviously foxed,” she said.

“I’m not!” He stepped toward her and landed on the base of the candlestick instead. It shot up to bang him in the shin. “Holy Christ Almighty!” he swore as he kicked it aside.

“Stop that!” Hurriedly lighting candles in a nearby sconce, she went over to set her own candle on the table, then began picking up chairs. “I won’t have you destroying the dining room while you’re drunk.”

“I’m not drunk, I tell you,” he said sullenly, though he figured it was probably best just now if he stayed still.

She eyed him askance. “There’s an entire jar of whisky gone, Lachlan.”

“Roarke downed most of it. Besides, I’ve been drinking whisky since I was a lad. I should hope that by now I can hold my liquor.”

He bent forward to pick up a chair.

“Don’t move!” she commanded as she flew to his side.

But he’d already righted the chair and fallen heavily into it. “I only need a moment to get my bearings.” Before I take my wife to bed and make love to her. But he couldn’t do that without admitting what he’d done. And this probably wasn’t the best time for such a confession. “Let me just sit here a bit.”

“Good idea. We don’t need you falling into any lochs on your way back to the cottage.”

His eyes narrowed. “I’m not going back to the cottage.”

“Why not?” she said in a suspiciously sweet voice. “That’s where you sleep.”

Damn. “I…um…well, there’s no reason I can’t sleep here for one night, is there?”

“For one night,” she repeated, her tone cold.

She started to move away, but he caught her hand, then tugged her close. “You could put me to bed, lassie.”

“Why should I want to do that? I’m not your wife yet, you know.”

He ought to tell her the truth. But he just couldn’t. No, what he needed was to seduce her again. Then, when she was sated and feeling tender toward him, he’d tell her they were married. Aye, that was a good plan.

He hauled her onto his lap. “But you can still put me to bed, seeing as how we’re courting.” He slid his arm about her waist.

“Courting?” she said dryly.

“They say you’re sweet on me.” He brushed a kiss over her hair. “They say I’m sweet on you, too.” When that didn’t soften her temper, he slipped his hand inside her robe to caress her belly. “Do you remember the last time you sat on my lap?”

She tipped up her chin. “The only time I remember being on your lap was when I had my hands and feet tied for hours.”

Testy wench. “That’s not when I meant, and you know it. Mayhap you just need a little reminder.” Pulling her head close, he sealed his lips to hers.

Holy Christ, she tasted good, of whisky and woman, both tart and sweet. For a moment she responded like a woman ought, opening her mouth and drawing him into her silky softness. Her tongue danced with his, and her body relaxed beneath the strokes of his fingers.

Until his hand covered her breast.

“Lachlan,” she whispered, tearing her mouth from his, “are you trying to seduce me?”

“If I can.” He fondled her brazenly.

“Even though we’re not actually married yet?”

He ignored a stab of guilt. “That didn’t stop us before,” he said evasively.

“Only because you took advantage of me in a weak moment.”

“So why don’t you take advantage of me when I’m foxed and can’t protest? Tit for tat, turnabout is fair play.”

She snorted. “A real tit for tat would be me tossing you into a carriage, tying you hand and foot, and hauling you about Scotland. Though I daresay you’re not foxed enough to allow that.”

Guilt skewered him again. “If it’ll make you happy, I swear that when this is over, you can tie me up and haul me about as much as you please.”

The sudden gleam in her eyes gave him pause. Then she shifted on his lap, slipping her arms up about his neck with a sultry smile, and he forgot about everything except the feel of her in his arms.

“That does sound intriguing,” she said in a husky voice, “especially the part about tying you up. In fact, I rather fancy doing it right now. Then I could ‘take advantage of you’ as much as I wanted.”

Just like that, his blood began to thunder. “You fancy that, do you?”

“Oh yes.” With a seductive glance, she bent forward to kiss his chest through the open V of his shirt, then ran her tongue up along his collarbone. “It’s a pity that you want to wait until ‘after this is all over.’ ”

His heart started pounding something fierce. “I don’t suppose we’d have to…wait. If you don’t want.”

She pressed her mouth to his ear. “What I want is to have you at my mercy, Lachlan Ross. You’re so masterful and overwhelming that I can’t entirely relax with you. Especially since we’re not married.”

Her arch tone made him jerk his head around to stare at her, but she’d already dropped her head and had begun to suck and lick her way down his neck. “But if you were bound so I could be free to touch you all over, kiss you all over”—she slid her hand between them to cup his stiffening cock—“run my tongue over every part of you…I know I’d feel much more comfortable.”

The very thought of her tongue laving his cock and ballocks turned him stiff as a pike. For that alone, he’d let her tie him up.

All right, so this knowing temptress on his lap wasn’t quite the Venetia he knew. But he liked this Venetia. He liked her a lot. And he’d go mad if he had to wait much longer to have her again.

He reached for the tie of her robe, but she caught his hand. “First, I bind you,” she said. “Then the clothes come off.”

Her persistence about tying him up gave him pause. “Ye’re not planning to bind me and leave me here for the maids to find in the morning, are you?”

“Lachlan!” she said with a pretty pout. “I could never do such a thing!” She rose from his lap with a disappointed sigh. “You don’t trust me, that’s what it is. I only wanted to have a bit of fun, but—”

“I do trust you, lass, I do!” He grabbed her hand before she could walk away, then pulled her to stand between his legs. “If tying me up is what you want, then I’m willing to oblige.” Especially if that was the only way to share her bed tonight.

“And you’ll let me do as I please with you once I’ve got you tied up?” she said with a kittenish glance. “Anything I want, no matter how wicked?”

God help him, yes. “Whatever you want.”

Her blazing smile sucked the breath right out of him. “Good,” she said, then untied her robe and dangled the tie in front of him. “I’ll use this.”

As she circled behind him, he quickly shed his waistcoat and shirt, leaving him naked from the waist up, then tugged off his boots. He would let her do the rest. A smile touched his lips. He wouldn’t mind that a bit.

The smile vanished when he felt her tying his hands. She was tying them tighter than he’d expect of a lass who’d never tied anybody up before. When she then secured them to the chair, he felt a twinge of unease. He’d counted on being able to leave the chair if he wanted.

By the time she returned to stand before him with a dark, sly smile, his heart was thumping madly in his chest. Her robe gapped open just enough to show her translucent shift and the curves it teasingly hid. But to his annoyance, she didn’t remove it.

She just stood there surveying him—her eyes scouring his shoulders and chest and belly until they fixed upon his splayed legs with the bulge between them. The bulge that swelled beneath her gaze.

“Your robe,” he rasped, so aroused he thought he might explode. “Take it off. You promised.”

She planted her hands on her waist and cast him a glance that was right devilish. “All in good time, husband, all in good time.”

He’d already opened his mouth to protest when the word “husband” registered. “Husband?”

Her laugh was most wicked. “Come now, Lachlan, you know perfectly well that we spoke our marriage vows earlier this evening. In Gaelic, no less. How could you forget, after you worked so hard to trick me into saying them?”

Holy Christ, she knew the truth. And he was done for, if he didn’t play this very carefully. “Trick you?” he said, trying to sound innocent when he felt oh-so-guilty. “How did I trick you? You said you knew Gaelic.”

“And you knew I was lying.”

“I didn’t—”

“You didn’t correct me a while ago when I said we weren’t married, did you?” Her eyes glittered at him. “I said it three times.”

She’d set a trap for him, and he’d stumbled right into it. “How did you…”

“Your mother told me. Imagine my shock upon hearing that we were married without my realizing it.” She sidled up close, then leaned down to whisper in his ear, “And without my having the opportunity to refuse, either.”

With a light nip of his earlobe, she drew back again, and he groaned. Mo chreach, he was in trouble now. He tried to rise, but she’d not only tied his hands to the chair, she’d tied the chair to the table.

“Don’t bother to get up, husband,” she said in a silky voice. “You’re going to be sitting there a while yet. At least until I have what I want from you.”

He fell back into the chair, cursing himself for not seeing the trap until it was sprung. “And what might that be, lassie?” he rasped, though he feared he knew.

“Everything, my dear.” She bent to run one long finger up his inner thigh, slowly, sensuously, rising to just short of his ballocks before she took her hand back, leaving him hard and heavy and aching. “I mean to have you offering me everything I want.”

Then she flashed him a merciless smile. “Because you won’t get what you want until you do.”



Chapter Twenty-Five


Dear Cousin Michael,

If you have a wife, I feel vastly sorry for her. In my experience, men only prefer their privacy when they want to use it for devious purposes.

Sincerely,

Charlotte Harris


Nowthis was more like it, Venetia thought, savoring the moment. It was thrilling to have the arrogant wretch bound and at her mercy. Trick her into marriage, would he? She’d make sure he never tried anything like that again.

Though Lord knew he looked too delicious for words like this—the well-crafted chest with its smattering of curls, the lean waist whose scars appeared markedly improved…the strong thighs parted just enough to display a very obvious arousal beneath his trousers. She could barely resist the urge to smooth her fingers over those finely hewn shoulders, gleaming in the firelight.

But she dared not do so yet, or she might find herself sucked into the sensual pull he exerted on her whenever they were alone. As it was, the longer she stared at him, the more he lost his alarm and regained his arrogance.

“Can I assume from what you just said that I will eventually get what I want out of this?” he asked with a taunting lift of his eyebrow.

“Depends on what you want.”

A scowl darkened his brow. “You know what I want, damn it.” He scoured her body with a hungry gaze that told her exactly what he meant to do to her if she ever got close enough for it. “I want you in my bed. I want my wedding night.”

“Then you’ll have to meet my demands.”

She slid off her robe, delighting in how his eyes drank her up. Dangling the threadbare cotton wrap from one finger, she strolled over to trail it up between his legs, right over the aroused flesh swelling his trousers to breaking point. Thank heaven for those harem tales and her friend Amelia’s descriptive letters about houri dances in Morocco, where she lived with her American husband.

“It appears you were right about me,” she said in a throaty murmur as he moaned. “I do have a wicked bent.”

He swore foully. “I won’t be tied up forever, ye ken?” His gaze burned into her. “Once I’m free, there’s naught to stop me from taking my wife over my knee.”

“I wouldn’t be making cocky threats just now, if I were you.” She dragged the flimsy fabric of her wrap up and down over his arousal, knowing it couldn’t possibly be enough to satisfy him. “Besides, all it would take is for me to explain that I don’t understand Gaelic, and you won’t have a wife.”

His eyes narrowed. “My clan will protest that you claimed to know exactly what we were saying.”

“And I will protest otherwise. Then there will be a nasty dispute in court.” She threaded her fingers through his hair and drew his head back until he was glaring up at her. “Tell me, Lachlan, who do you think the magistrate will believe? An earl’s daughter? Or the rough Highlander who kidnapped that earl’s daughter? After pretending to be dead for six months?”

He closed his eyes with a groan. “Very well, lassie, ye’ve made yer point. So what are yer demands?”

Releasing him, she started with a small one to lower his guard. “First, I want a real wedding, one performed in the church before a minister and witnesses. I shan’t risk anyone disputing our marriage once our children are born.”

His eyes lit up at her mention of children. “Of course, a real wedding. Yer father and aunt will want the same, anyway. I have no quarrel with that.”

“Good.” Now came the important things. “Second, I want information that no one else seems willing to tell me.”

“About what?”

“What McKinley was talking about today, what you referred to once before. That Papa had you punished years ago for something. I want to know why and how and for what.”

A flush touched his cheeks as he squirmed in the chair. “I can’t imagine why you’d need to know such a thing.”

“Because once Papa arrives and I go to speak to him, I need to have all the facts before me. I need to know what I’m dealing with.”

He glowered at her. “I already told you I’m not letting you speak to yer father for me, so if you’re thinking to keep me tied up until I promise—”

“I’m thinking that by the time I’m through with you, Lachlan Ross, you’ll promise me anything,” she said, feeling a wild surge of power at being in control of him for once. She pulled loose the ties of her chemise, then opened it just enough to expose the swells of her breasts and the dark valley between.

His gaze shot there like an arrow to a target. “Mo chreach,” he said hoarsely.

“Tell me what McKinley meant, and I’ll not only remove the chemise, but I’ll let you taste what’s underneath.”

The bulge between his legs swelled. “You’re a more devious female than I gave you credit for.”

“I learned it from you.”

He gave a choked laugh. “Aye, that’s probably true.”

She dropped the chemise off one shoulder. “So will you tell me?”

“Take off yer shift,” he ground out. “Then I’ll tell you.”

“No, you’ll tell me first.” She came up close and bent to rub her clothed breast over his cheek.

Quickly he turned his head and seized it in his mouth, sucking it through the fabric. She let him…for just a moment. Then she drew back. “Tell me, Lachlan.”

A muscle worked in his jaw as he glared up at her. “I’d never have let you tie me if I’d known you could be so cruel.”

“But you did, and this is what I want from you. The truth. All of it.”

“And you won’t stop plaguing me till I tell you, will you?”

“No.”

He sighed. “Fine.” Squaring his shoulders, he glanced away into the flames of the candles. “When I was sixteen, a groundskeeper at Braidmuir saw a pack of boys running off from the orchard with bags full of apples. Since they were my friends, he told yer father that he thought I was among them.”

Anger flared in his eyes as they swung to her. “It wasna true. Back then, I’d never have stolen apples or anything else from yer father. I was wild, not a thief.”

His brogue had turned heavier, thicker, as if the past years of travel and soldiering in the British army had melted away to leave him just a Highland lad again. “But yer father seized on the idea I had a part in it and stormed over to demand of my father that something be done, that I be brought before the magistrate and made an example of.”

She shook her head, incredulous. “Because of apples?”

“He said ’twas the principle of the thing. He was sure I’d persuaded the other boys to do it. And even after my friends said I wasn’t with them, he believed they were just protecting ‘the laird’s son.’ ”

A rough sigh escaped him. “So my father called me in. I swore I had naught to do with it—I thought he believed me, too. But instead of taking my side, he proposed to yer father a punishment. He said it was to keep me from being brought before the magistrate, but…” He looked away again, shame spreading over his features. “I would rather have said my piece in court than endure what Father suggested; a public caning.”

She stared at him, shocked. “My father didn’t agree to it, surely.”

“Ah, but he did, lass. The earl was furious about the thieving, and my father wanted to appease him, God only knows why.” He tensed. “So Father brought me before the entire clan and yer father’s people, made me pull down my trews, then gave me the twenty strokes he and yer father had agreed upon.”

“Oh, Lachlan,” she whispered, her stomach roiling to think of the humiliation he must have suffered. For a boy as proud and defiant as Lachlan had been, even at sixteen…

“He caned me like a dog. Or a thief.” His voice grew belligerent. “I wasna a thief, no matter what yer father said.”

Then it dawned on her. Sixteen. “That’s why you left the Highlands.” She came up to lay her hand on his shoulder. “That’s why you joined the regiment.”

“Aye.” He swallowed convulsively. “After that, I couldn’t…face anyone. I couldn’t stand how they looked at me, whether with contempt or pity.”

“It was a horrible thing for your father to do,” she said hotly. “And a horrible thing for my father to agree to.”

“It wasn’t the strokes that bothered me,” he said, his face aflame. “God knows Father caned the devil out of me often enough when I was a boy, and he honestly thought he was saving me from a worse time with the magistrate. But that was what made it so awful—him thinking my only choices were jail or a caning. Him thinking I would actually—”

“Do such a thing. It hurt that he didn’t believe you,” she said, stroking his hair to soothe him. “It hurt because you didn’t deserve it.”

He nodded grimly, then shot her a startled glance. “How do you know I didn’t deserve it?”

“You just said you didn’t do it.”

“Aye.” He thrust out his chin. “But my own father didn’t believe me. Why should you?”

“Because I know what kind of man you really are,” she said tenderly.

“You mean, the kind who would ride the roads to steal from yer father and his friends, and kidnap a young innocent—”

“You did those things on behalf of your clan, something I well understand.”

He snorted. “If you did, I wouldn’t be tied up here so you could make yer demands on me. Why do you think I never told you about the caning? Because I knew it would make you distrust me even more. Because I knew you could never understand.”

The words tore at her. He was right—she hadn’t understood. When she’d asked that he give up his right to confront her father, she hadn’t known how much she was expecting him to give up. He’d waited sixteen years to get his due, to learn why his father had bowed to Papa’s will even though Papa had owed him money. To find out why Papa never paid, and why Alasdair Ross hadn’t made him.

He’d waited sixteen years for his justice, and she’d expected him to throw it aside for her. That wasn’t fair.

“So what’s yer next demand?” he said dully. “I suppose it’s that I do what you please with yer father. Ye’re going to prance about driving me insane, trying to make me say—”

“No.” She pressed her finger to his lips. “Not anymore.” This game had taken an ugly turn she’d never intended. “You win. Do as you please with Papa, though I hope you’ll remember that I prefer a live husband to a dead one.”

He gazed up at her, relief showing in his face. Then his eyes darkened and he caught her finger in his mouth to suck it. Her breath quickened. She drew out the finger and bent to replace it with her mouth, kissing him slowly, deeply. He tasted of smoke and malt, the bittersweet tang of whisky adding to the growing fog of need and desire overtaking her brain. As his tongue delved and stroked, toying with hers, she felt her heart fill with love.

Love? Yes, love. She loved him. It probably wasn’t wise, but she couldn’t help that. She loved that he cared so fiercely for the land and its people, she loved his stubborn pride, she loved that he had come to treat her like one of his clan.

Did she dare to tell him? Dare to give him that much power over her when he already had more than was wise? She would die if he didn’t feel the same.

Unsure and vulnerable, she drew back only to hear him murmur, “Take off the shift, lass. I told you what you wanted, so now I get to see you. And taste you.”

She would show him instead. For now, she would simply show him how she felt. She shimmied out of her chemise, then leaned on his good leg to thrust her breast against his mouth. With a hungry growl, he caught the nipple between his teeth, then sucked it in so he could flick his tongue over it repeatedly.

Throwing her head back, she uttered a sigh of sheer delight. Lord, he did that so well. Eager for more, she sat down across his lap and pushed the other breast in his face so he could pleasure that one, too. Greedily he took it, licking and nipping it until she thought she’d go mad.

She spread her hands over his chest, reveling in his slick skin, his flexing muscle, the heat coming off him like that off a thoroughbred after a race.

“Lower,” he said hoarsely. “Please, lass…touch me lower, I beg you. Touch my cock…”

The coarse word startled her, but she’d been acting less than a lady, so she could hardly expect him to act like a gentleman. In keeping with her newfound pleasure in wickedness, she not only unbuttoned his trousers and his drawers to allow his “cock” to spring free, she left his lap to kneel on the floor between his legs.

When he caught his breath, his shaft thrusting forward like an impudent rogue, she smiled up at him. “I did promise to lick you everywhere, didn’t I?”

“Lass!” he said, looking shocked as she closed her mouth around him. Then a sigh of pure pleasure slid out of him. “Lass…”

Remembering how he’d liked her to stroke him that night in Kingussie, she tried to do it with her lips and tongue. And she must have done it partly right, for he was muttering, “Oh yes…Holy Christ, yes…like that…yes…”

But it was awkward, and her mouth didn’t seem large enough to hold him.

“Come here, princess,” he rasped, confirming her fears.

She released his flesh to shoot him a pained glance. “I…I’m doing it badly, aren’t I?”

He choked out a laugh. “If that’s how badly you do it with no knowledge whatsoever, I shudder to think what you’d be like with experience.” His voice lowered to a heavy thrum. “I want to see you while you make love to me, all of you, your pretty breasts, your fine mouth. Come ride me, wife. Before I go mad.”

Drunk from the sweet liquor of his words, she rose. “Shall I untie you first?”

He arched one eyebrow. “Only if you think I’ve atoned for having tricked you. I couldn’t survive another night like this.”

“You know perfectly well you’d never let me tie you up again, anyway.” With a laugh, she stood between his legs and stretched over his head to reach the carving knife she’d left on the table while tying him. It put her breast in close proximity to his mouth, and he seized it, sucking it with eager fervor.

That made it difficult to stay properly still to slice his bonds. “I’d stop doing that if I were you,” she muttered. “Unless you want me to slice off a finger.”

He froze. But the second she’d cut him free and tossed the knife onto the table, he grabbed her. Shoving his thigh between hers, he widened her so he could force her astride his lap.

“Take me inside you,” he ordered, his eyes hot and needy in the candlelight. When she blinked, he softened his voice. “Lower yerself onto me, ye ken?”

“Ohhh,” she said, and did just that, reveling in his throttled groan as her flesh met his, groin to groin.

“That’s it…ah, princess…ye’re a wonder, you are…”

There were no more words then, just her all over him, him all over her. His hand kneaded her breast, her hands clutched his shoulders. His mouth razed her flesh with openmouthed kisses while they began to move together, her up and down, him in and out.

Soon the glory was building inside her, coupled with a sheer, dark pleasure that had her writhing atop him and begging him in half-coherent words. “Oh, my darling…yes, Lachlan…take me, my love…make me yours…”

She reached her pinnacle in a thrilling rush, her body screaming its joy as she shot over the edge into ecstasy. With an answering growl, he thrust hard and poured his warm seed deep inside her.

As they strained together to wring every drop of delight from their union, a sudden hope consumed her. Heaven grant her that his seed would take root, that they had just now created a life on this, their wedding night.

Because as she cradled him close and he clutched her fiercely to him, burying his face in her neck, she felt more than just part of his flesh. She felt part of his soul, the wild and tender soul that was Lachlan. Her Lachlan. Forever.

Before she could stop herself, she murmured, “Love me, Lachlan.”

Lachlan nuzzled her neck and said hoarsely, “I do, wife. I do.”

And her joy was complete.

She had little chance to enjoy the moment before sounds of the servants at the back of the manor warned of the approaching dawn. Laughing like children, she and Lachlan scurried about the dining room to scoop up clothes and hide the evidence of their intimacy.

Once they’d crept up the stairs and into the master bedchamber, they quickly stripped down to nothing and crawled into bed and each other’s arms.

Venetia’s heart leaped as she gazed into the face that became dearer to her with every hour. “Did you mean it?” she whispered.

“I did,” he said solemnly, brushing a kiss over her brow.

The fact that he didn’t have to ask what she was talking about touched her more than anything.

“I started falling in love with you when you actually discussed with me what lay beneath a man’s kilt. Then after Kingussie, when you doctored me…”

He shook his head. “Do you know how hard it was for me to let you go to bed alone that night? How little I slept for imagining you beneath me, murmuring yer ladylike sighs while I showed you how badly I wanted you? It damned near killed me to refuse you. ’Tis a miracle I resisted you as long as I did.”

“Indeed it is,” she teased. “But think how much longer I had to resist you.” She cupped his whisker-rough cheek. “I’ve loved you ever since I was seven and you climbed an oak to fetch down my kite.”

He frowned. “I don’t remember that.”

“I’m not surprised. You only did it because I plagued you about it, and there was no one else around to help me. Back then I was just a pest to you. But to me you were the most wonderful fellow in the world.” Tears clogged her throat. “And if I’d had even an inkling of the awful thing Papa made your father do to you—”

“Shh, lassie, shh. Let’s not speak of that.” Rolling onto his back, he pulled her into his arms.

“I know it embarrasses you, but it shouldn’t. You were brave to endure that caning, even when you knew it was unjust.”

“Right before I ran off and abandoned my family.”

“Who can blame you? You felt betrayed. Besides, the important thing is that eventually you came back.” She propped her chin on his chest. “Why?”

He looked pensive. “This is my home, my clan. No matter how far I traveled, I could never escape the longing for it. Especially after what I saw at the Battle of New Orleans. We lost half of our men that day. Our British commander wouldn’t give the order to retreat, despite the lack of ladders to climb over the American bulwarks.”

A muscle worked in his jaw. “So we had to stand there and let the Americans cut us down one by one, with musket and cannon. Discipline, you know. We Scots are nothing if not disciplined in battle.”

He shook his head. “After you see a thing like that, hear your fellow countrymen crying out for home as they die, it makes you crave what you’ve lost. Or what you’ve thrown away out of pride.”

Her heart twisting for him, she pressed a kiss to his chest. “And then you came home to nothing.”

A shadow crossed his face. “Father died without my ever making my peace with him. Without his ever telling me—”

“Why he behaved as he did. I know; it’s very odd. If Papa owed him so much money, why did your father agree to such outrageous demands for your punishment? Why should he?”

“Do you still not believe me about the loan?” he said, tensing.

“I’m not saying that. It just seems a vexing puzzle.”

“Aye,” he said, relaxing. “But not one we’re liable to solve just now.”

“Did you ever ask your mother if she knew why?”

“Once. She said Father thought it would be good for me. Put the fear of God into me.”

“And she didn’t try to stop him.”

He arched one eyebrow. “Don’t you remember what I told you about Highland women?”

“Yes,” she said dryly. “And I hope you know I will never be the kind of Highland woman to stand meekly by while you do as you please.”

A chuckle escaped his lips. “No, I don’t expect that, to be sure.” He began to stroke her back. “Otherwise, why would I be letting you talk to yer father on behalf of me and the clan when he comes to fetch you?”

Her gaze flew to his. “You don’t mean…you haven’t decided…”

“You’re my wife,” he said with a rueful smile. “If I can’t trust you to argue for us, then who can I trust?”

“Oh, Lachlan!” she cried, moved to tears. “Thank you, thank you! You won’t regret it, I swear!”

She stretched up to cover his face with kisses. That became one long and sensual kiss that drove every thought but him out of her mind. And before she knew it, he was rolling her beneath him, settling himself between her legs, kissing his way down to take her breasts in his mouth.

And she forgot everything but the delicious maelstrom of making love with her husband.

 

Hours later, with sunlight flooding the room, Venetia awakened to the murmurs of servants in the hall, probably debating if they should disturb their master and new mistress. She considered ignoring them and going back to sleep, but she was hungry. And knowing her husband, he would be, too, once he woke up.

As she rose from the bed to draw on her shift, she glanced to where Lachlan lay on his back in a sound sleep, his forearm slung over his eyes and the sheet covering only half his body. Hard to believe he was her husband in truth now.

Hard to believe he loved her. She might die from the joy of it.

With her heart full, she covered the rest of his body before dropping a tender kiss on his tousled head and taking her clothes into the adjoining dressing room. There, she closed the door and summoned a maid through the dressing room door to help her finish dressing.

“Oh, milady,” the servant exclaimed. “I was just coming to wake you. We’ve guests in the drawing room, and they’re demanding to see you.”

“My father?” she said, her heart dropping to her stomach.

“No, milady. It’s a Colonel Seton. And he’s got a Lady Kerr with him.”

Aunt Maggie. How on earth had she found out that Venetia was here?

Dressing hurriedly, Venetia flew down the stairs, eager to head off her aunt before Lachlan awoke. When she burst into the drawing room, she found Lady Ross trying to calm her anxious aunt while Colonel Seton looked on grimly.

“Aunt Maggie!” Venetia cried, overcome at the sight of the familiar face.

“My dear girl!” Her aunt rushed over to enfold her in a hug so strong it left Venetia breathless. Then to her shock, the woman began to cry.

Venetia smoothed her hand down her aunt’s back, crooning softly. “It’s all right. I’m fine. You can see I’m fine.”

“I was so worried…” her aunt choked out.

It took Aunt Maggie another moment to gain control over her tears. Then she drew back to wipe her eyes. When Colonel Seton hurried over to offer his handkerchief, it was impossible to miss the warm glance that passed between him and Aunt Maggie.

When the woman returned her attention to her niece, her blotchy face held so much worry that Venetia felt a twinge of unwarranted guilt. “I’ve come to take you back,” her aunt went on. “If we leave at once, we can meet your father at the docks in Inverness, for I’ve no doubt Quentin will come by ship—it’s the easiest and quickest way.”

“I’m not leaving,” Venetia protested. “Lachlan and I are married now.”

“Yes,” her aunt said as she seized her hand, “Lady Ross has told me that you married the scoundrel, but—”

“He’s not a scoundrel.”

“He kidnapped you! You know he’s the Scourge, don’t you?”

“I know a great many things about Lachlan, including why he chose to masquerade as that person,” Venetia said firmly. “Most of all, I know I love him.”

“And I love her,” said a voice from the doorway. With a black scowl, Lachlan strode in to stand beside Venetia, slipping his arm possessively about her waist. “We’re married, and there’s naught you can do about it, Lady Kerr. You’re sure as the devil not taking her from me.”

He turned a hard gaze on the colonel. “Why did you bring Lady Kerr here, damn it? You were supposed to keep her in Edinburgh.”

“I tried!” Colonel Seton shot back.

“You told me he wasn’t part of your plot,” Venetia said under her breath to Lachlan.

“I wanted to protect him,” Lachlan snapped. Then he glared at the colonel. “Clearly, he didn’t feel the same loyalty.”

“Damnation, man,” the colonel snapped, “Maggie’s no fool. She figured out what I was up to and threatened to ruin everything. I had to tell her. I had no choice.” He thrust out his chin. “Besides, I’m glad I did. And you will be, too, once you hear what she’s got to say.”

But Aunt Maggie was now pacing and thinking aloud. “Perhaps we can still fix this. You haven’t had time to marry in the church; no bishop would give a special license to a dead man.” She halted to cast Lachlan a pleading glance. “So you must have had an irregular marriage. And that can be overturned in court, depending on the circumstances.”

When Lachlan tensed, Venetia said hastily, “Our vows were spoken before a roomful of witnesses, Aunt Maggie. It can’t be overturned.”

Her aunt sank onto the settee, her face ashen. “Then your father will kill him, my dear.”

“He won’t!” Venetia hurried to take a seat beside her aunt and lay her arm across her shoulders. “I know Papa is liable to be angry, but—”

“Angry!” Aunt Maggie shook her head. “You have no idea. If he arrives here to find Alasdair’s son married to his only daughter, he’s liable to commit murder.”

“But why? Papa is the one who never repaid his loan.”

“And with good reason. A reason that Alasdair clearly accepted.”

“But I am not my father,” Lachlan said sharply. “My clan needs that money. I won’t stand by and let Duncannon run roughshod over my people because Father was too much a coward to demand what was owed him!”

“A coward? That’s not what it was at all,” Aunt Maggie protested.

“Then what was it?” Venetia pleaded with her.

Aunt Maggie wrung her hands, her gaze darting first to Lady Ross, then to Venetia. “I’ll explain it to Lachlan, and Lachlan alone. I’ll say no more with Lady Ross and you in the room.”

“If my husband had something to do with this mess,” Lady Ross broke in, her gaze fierce, “then I’ll be hearing what he did, no matter how bad.”

“And since this affects my husband, it affects me,” Venetia added. “You have to tell us all.”

“You don’t want to know, my dear,” her aunt said, her voice plaintive. “Please don’t make me tell you. Just come back with me—”

“No.” Venetia rose and went to Lachlan’s side. “Not without my husband.”

“Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Aunt Maggie remained silent a long moment. When she began to speak again, her voice had taken on a tragic tone. “Whatever financial agreements may have been made between Alasdair and Quentin were overturned the summer my sister died.”

“This has to do with Mama? But how? Why?”

“Because as far as Quentin is concerned…” Aunt Maggie paused, pain flashing over her face. “As far as your father is concerned, Alasdair Ross killed your mother.”



Chapter Twenty-Six


Dear Charlotte,

We must stop this foolish argument. I will never say what you want to hear—that all men can be painted with the same brush. I’ve lived long enough to learn that plenty of fine fellows are forced into seeking rich wives by the necessity of doing their duty. And plenty of scoundrels hide their perfidy behind their supposed morality. Life is not simple, and neither are people.

Your true friend,

Michael


Lachlan stared at Lady Kerr, a horrible premonition seeping into his bones.

“But Mama died in childbirth,” Venetia said.

Her aunt nodded. “Yes. She was bearing Alasdair Ross’s child at the time. Your half brother.”

“Half brother,” Lachlan said in a whisper. “Please tell me that Venetia and I are not…we were never…”

“No!” Lady Kerr hastened to assure him. “No, you’re not related. The affair between your father and my sister happened long after Venetia was born. It barely lasted a year.”

Lachlan’s gaze flew to his mother. He’d been about to ask if she’d known, but one look at her stunned expression told him she had not. Damn.

Lady Kerr shot his mother a pleading glance. “I’m so sorry, Lady Ross. You were never supposed to know of it. Quentin doesn’t even know that my sister told me before she died.” The woman’s gaze returned to Lachlan and Venetia. “Neither of you were supposed to hear of it. They never meant for any of you to be hurt.”

“They?” Lachlan still couldn’t quite take in this new development.

“Quentin, your father, my sister,” Lady Kerr explained. “Your father and my sister took the secret to their graves. Quentin would have done so, too, if not for—”

“Me,” he choked out. “If not for the Scottish Scourge stirring up trouble about that loan.”

Venetia laid a soothing hand on his arm, but he shrugged it off, going to gaze blindly out the window. All these years and he’d never guessed, never once realized that such an ugly family secret lay at the root of their troubles. His father. And Venetia’s mother.

No wonder Duncannon had refused to repay the money he owed. What man with any spine would repay the man who’d cuckolded him?

Lady Kerr rose from the settee. “I never knew about the money, I swear. My sister never mentioned it, and back then women of our rank were rarely told such things, anyway. If I’d known, perhaps—”

“That’s why Alasdair didn’t press the earl for repayment,” Lady Ross said in a hollow voice. “Out of guilt. He’d killed Duncannon’s wife.”

“I don’t see why you two keep saying that,” Venetia burst out. “Mama died in childbirth. It was no one’s fault, even if she had been carrying Sir Alasdair’s child. She could just as easily have been bearing Papa’s.”

“I’m afraid not, my dear,” Aunt Maggie said gently. “After you were born, the surgeon told Quentin that another childbirth would kill her. Your father loved her and he wouldn’t risk her life. So they didn’t share a bed from then on.”

Lachlan turned to see Venetia quietly crying, the tears streaming down her face. Anger at his father swelled in him. Father was responsible for ripping the lass’s mother from her. God help him. God help them all.

“Don’t think too badly of your mother,” her aunt said, putting her arm around Venetia’s shoulders. “She was terribly lonely. She begged Quentin, pleaded with him to ignore the surgeon. She said it was worth the risk. He refused. So Susannah turned for companionship to the only other man she saw as a friend. Lachlan’s father.”

“Companionship!” Lachlan’s heart grew heavier by the moment. “He seduced her, you mean. My father, the high and moral clan chief, the man who spent my childhood lecturing me for my wicked urges, seduced her. He was an adulterer, plain and simple.”

His mother went ash-white. “Lachlan, please—”

“No, Mother, I won’t defend him! He took Duncannon’s wife, and he did what he always did to everything he touched. He destroyed her.” His gaze fell on Venetia. “He destroyed your mother, lass. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” she whispered. “Everyone at fault is dead.”

He gave a hollow laugh. “Ah, but what happened afterward is my fault,” he said in an aching whisper. “I made it worse by demanding my due when all your father wanted was to forget. And then I kidnapped you—” His voice broke. “Oh God, what have I done? My father took the earl’s wife, and now I’ve taken his daughter.”

“It’s not the same, Lachlan!” She hurried across the room to grab his arm.

He looked down at that small, defenseless hand, and shame washed him anew. “No, don’t, lass. Don’t.” Removing her hand, he backed away. He glanced to his mother, then to Lady Kerr, then whirled for the door. “I have to think on all this…I have to figure out what to do. What’s right.”

What must be done if he was to be able to live with himself.

Venetia gave a little cry and started after him, but her aunt stayed her. “Let him go, my dear. Give him time.”

He heard the words dimly as he strode from the manor, but they barely registered. Because his mind was drifting back long years to a childhood he’d never wished to examine too closely before.

One event burned in his memory: the time he’d startled his father crossing the bridge from Braidmuir. Lachlan had received such a tongue-lashing that it had kept him from wondering what his father might have been doing on the Duncannon estate in the wee hours of the morn.

Now that he thought of it, there’d been other signs. Duncannon’s surprising behavior in the months after the impending “blessed event” had been announced. Even now, Lachlan remembered seeing rage on the earl’s face every time his father entered a room. His father had said they’d quarreled, but no mere quarrel could have produced such anger.

And Venetia…His breath caught to remember Venetia, a little slip of a thing, worrying herself sick over how her parents argued late at night. He’d made light of her concerns, telling her that married people always argued.

How wounded to the heart she must have been after her mother’s death. Of course, he hadn’t been around to see that. Oh no, he’d already run off to become a soldier, because his father had betrayed him.

His blood ran cold. That finally made sense, too. His father, the adulterer, had served him up to Duncannon, who’d probably been mad with worry over his wife’s pregnancy. His father, the coward, had lacked the courage to support his son in the wake of his own awful sin. Easier to let Lachlan suffer, in hopes that throwing Duncannon that sop would reduce his own responsibility.

But that wasn’t the only sop he’d thrown, no. Father had let the loan slide, and in the process had let his entire clan suffer. His clan and his wife and his son. Because he’d taken what wasn’t his own. Because he was too much a hypocrite to admit it. A self-righteous ass, that was Alasdair Ross.

Lachlan wandered blindly down the path to Braidmuir. But Father wasn’t the only one, was he? Lachlan winced to remember the self-righteous nonsense he’d blathered at Venetia to justify the kidnapping. Duncannon had shown him mercy at every turn, never seeking to have him hanged, never pursuing him as a criminal, and only sending men to beat him after Lachlan had driven him too far.

So it wasn’t guilt over not repaying the loan that made Duncannon reluctant to stop him. No, it had probably been fear—that any investigation into Lachlan and the feud might expose his mortifying secrets. Duncannon had simply not wanted to destroy his daughter’s fond memories of her mother, and an innocent lady’s fond memories of her husband. Even Lachlan’s own memories. In his own bullheaded way, Duncannon had been protecting them.

And Lachlan had repaid him by stealing his daughter, taking her innocence, and tricking her into marrying him.

The guilt threatened to choke him.

He looked up, startled to find himself in the glen where he and Venetia used to see each other so often as children. Where he would fish and she would skip around pronouncing him too scruffy for a baronet’s heir.

The memory shot a shaft of pain through his chest. She’d been right—he was too scruffy, too unscrupulous, too hasty to pass judgment without determining all the facts. Too eager to ruin a man’s life without just cause.

He’d thought he’d changed, grown responsible, changed his wild ways for more sober ones. But he hadn’t. Just like Father, he’d hidden a dirty hand beneath a clean glove.

Well, no more. The battle between him and Duncannon ended now.

Even if he had to tear his heart out of his chest to ensure it.

 

“Did you find him?” Venetia cried as Jamie entered the drawing room.

He gazed at Venetia, Lady Ross, Aunt Maggie, and Colonel Seton, then sighed. “He told me not to tell you where he is. He wants to be alone for a while. That’s what he said.”

“But why?” Venetia rose to pace the room, her heart twisting in her chest. “What good does it do for him to sit brooding?”

“He probably just needs time to think things through.” But worry etched lines in Lady Ross’s brow. “I’m sure he’ll be fine. Lachlan’s not the kind to do anything foolish.”

Venetia looked at Lady Ross and her throat constricted. The woman had been dealt quite a blow to her memories, yet here she was, clearly anxious over her son.

And with good reason. “Yes, but Lachlan has rather rigid ideas about justice and right and wrong. The longer he sits brooding, the more it will settle inside him like a cancer. We both know how he is—he takes things more to heart than anyone realizes.”

More even than she. Though it still hurt to think of Mama, her sweet, laughing mama, lying in another man’s arms, it didn’t strike her as deeply as she’d expected. After the initial sting, she’d realized that she’d barely known her mother. Venetia had always remembered her as the perfect lady moving in perfect circles through a perfect manor, almost like a fairy tale. Or a ballad.

But life wasn’t either one, and people could have two faces. She’d learned that from Lachlan when he’d stripped her lady’s facade from her to unearth the woman beneath. Being a lady didn’t mean being dead inside.

She wasn’t surprised that Papa had thought otherwise. Or that once he’d discovered the flaw in his fairy-tale wife, he’d turned to hiding from it, hiding the secret away. He’d turned to loathing Scotland and Highlanders and everything associated with that part of his life. He’d abandoned his people and his land.

Although that was no answer, she could understand it. His memories must have plagued him sorely. To live here would have meant seeing Rosses every day beneath his very nose. And now that she was married to one…

She caught her breath. How would she ever make Papa easy with that? Would she have to give him up to have Lachlan? Or give Lachlan up to soothe Papa’s pride?

No, she wouldn’t do it. This could be settled. There could be peace. It had been sixteen years, for heaven’s sake! It was time to lance the boil that had been festering for years. Time to heal.

Lachlan would surely see that. He had to. Somehow she’d make Papa see it, too.

But as the hour grew late and there was no sign of her husband, she began to despair. She understood his anger, but not his need to be alone. They could comfort each other if he would only come home.

She spent the evening pacing, worrying. And it didn’t help when she blundered upon Aunt Maggie standing outside in the dark, wrapped in Colonel Seton’s intimate embrace. They sprang apart, but not before she’d seen them kissing.

“I was looking for Lachlan,” she murmured, embarrassed.

“He hasn’t come this way, lass,” the colonel said. Then he seized her aunt’s hand. “I know this isn’t the time, but I thought I should tell you…when this is done, I intend to marry your aunt.” He stared fondly down into Aunt Maggie’s face. “The foolish woman has actually agreed to have me.”

The sight of them in love drove a stake through her chest. “Even though you helped Lachlan kidnap her only niece?” Venetia snapped, then became instantly contrite. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that. I’m glad he did it, or I would never have met him.” She stared out into the night. “I’m just so worried about him.”

Her aunt came to her side. “It will be all right, my dear. I know it will.”

Venetia wished she could believe that. But later, after everyone had retired and she lay alone in the master bedchamber they’d shared for only one night, she began to despair again. If Lachlan, the randiest fellow in creation, wouldn’t even come to her bed, what hope was there? And why wouldn’t he come?

The next morning she awoke with a dull ache in her heart, only to find that one more person had arrived for their little party.

Papa.

He roared into the yard of Rosscraig like a typhoon. She could hear him all the way upstairs, riding his horse back and forth before the manor, shouting, “Venetia! Damn it, Venetia, where are you?”

Throwing her wrap over her nightdress, she went to the window and thrust her head out. “I’m here, Papa! I’m here!”

When he looked up to see her leaning out, the relief flooding his haggard face brought tears to her eyes. If she’d ever doubted that her father loved her, such doubts were put firmly to rest now. He’d ridden recklessly into his enemy’s camp without any of his own men. She didn’t know if that meant he was mad or brave, but she didn’t care. She was just so amazingly glad to see him.

“Hold on!” he cried, his expression fierce. “I’ll find a ladder to get you out!”

She laughed. “Stay right there—I’m coming down. I’m not a prisoner, for pity’s sake.”

Not even bothering to dress, she hurried to meet him in front of the manor, while the news spread through the estate and people rushed out to see the reunion. He jumped down from his horse to catch her up in his arms, his body shaking as violently as if someone had just snatched it from the icy cold loch.

She drew back to look at his dear face, taking in his poor color and the dark circles under his eyes. Tears clogged her throat to see how frail he’d become in just a few weeks. “Oh, Papa.” She smoothed back his gray hair with a trembling hand. “You haven’t been taking your tonic, have you? Or eating enough or—”

Her breath snagged on her sobs, and she clutched him to her again, vowing she would do whatever it took to make this right for him. To keep him from hurting more.

This time he was the one to pull back, his eyes searching for any little evidence of harm. “You look better than I dared hope to expect. Ross didn’t…hurt you, did he?”

“No, Papa. He was a perfect gentleman. And ever since we arrived, I’ve been staying here with his mother. Lady Ross has taken very good care of me.” She glanced beyond him to his horse. “Did you ride all this way alone?”

“From Inverness only. I came by ship. We docked there late last night, and I had a devil of a time finding a horse to rent. Ross said come alone, so I did.” His jaw tightened. “Brought the ransom, too, though it’s hidden at Braidmuir. He won’t see a penny of it unless he lets you go.”

“You brought the money,” she said.

“And myself, the two things he wanted.” He flashed her a wan smile. “Because all I wanted was you safe.”

“That’s what you have, Duncannon,” came a voice from the beech grove beside the manor.

Her heart in her throat, Venetia turned to find Lachlan striding toward them with Jamie behind him. He looked even worse than Papa, if that was possible. He wore a hastily donned shirt and trousers, a rumpled coat, and boots, nothing else. His hair was wilder than usual, and his beautiful eyes were shadowed with guilt. She’d seen many emotions on her husband’s face, but never guilt. The sight of it made her ache down deep.

“So, the scoundrel himself has slunk out of hiding, has he?” Papa’s face glowed with an unholy anger as he looked upon Lachlan. “I suppose you’re here to collect yer money.”

“No,” Lachlan said as he approached. “I don’t want the money.”

That seemed to bring Papa up short. Then he scowled. “I’ll be giving it to you all the same. I want you to leave my family alone, you blood-sucking divil, and for that I’ll pay the ransom. But we’ll be clear on this, Ross—’tis money extorted from me, and naught else. I dinna owe you a damned thing.”

As the blood drained from Lachlan’s face, Venetia wanted to rush to his side and hold him. But first she had to deal with her father.

“Papa,” she murmured. “I know about the loan and why you didn’t repay it.” When his startled gaze flew to hers, she whispered, “I know about Mama and Sir Alasdair.”

Horror and shame filled his face. “Ross told you? But how did he know—”

“No, Aunt Maggie told both of us and Lady Ross last night. She thought it best that we hear the truth before you came.”

Looking stunned, he glanced at her aunt, who’d just rushed out to join the group, with Colonel Seton not far behind. “You knew?” he asked.

She nodded. “Susannah told me before she died. Quentin—”

“You had no right to speak of it!” he cried, heedless of the other people crowding around. “It was private, none of yer concern!”

Venetia laid her hand on his arm. “I’m glad she did. Now we can put this nastiness behind us.”

Her father ignored her, whirling on Lachlan. “You! This is all yer fault. You couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you? You had to go digging into the past, uncovering things that should never have seen the light of day—”

“I know,” Lachlan said hoarsely. “That’s why I’m here now, my lord. I ask no mercy. You have a right to yer justice. I’ll accept any sentence, suffer any indignity for kidnapping Venetia. If I’d had any idea of what Father did, I would never have—”

He stopped, his voice thick with emotion, then steadied his shoulders. “But now that I know, I mean to take whatever punishment you dole out. Do what you will with me—have me horsewhipped, arrested, and put on trial for being the Scourge, whatever you will. I won’t fight you.”

His speech started an angry murmuring among his clan, who didn’t know the circumstances, but it broke Venetia’s heart. Lachlan shouldn’t take so much upon himself. He’d acted to right what he perceived as a wrong. Did it really matter so much that his perception had been flawed?

“I ought to have you hanged,” Papa said in a low, fierce voice.

Lachlan didn’t even flinch. “Aye. Kidnapping is a hanging offense.”

“No!” She threw herself in front of Papa. “I won’t let you!”

“I said I ought to, gel,” he grumbled, “not that I would.” He paused to scan the yard where Rosses stood about in confusion, not sure who was the enemy now and who the friend. “His mother and clan depend on him. Why do you think I haven’t tried to have him arrested before? I knew he was only doing what he thought was right.” Anger flared in his face. “Though you went too far when you took Venetia, Ross.”

“Your men nearly killed him, Papa.” She turned to gaze upon the man she loved. “They beat him half to death. Months after it happened, he still can’t walk without pain.”

Shame etched her father’s wrinkled brow. “Aye, and that was wrong. I never wanted that.” He slid his arm about her waist. “I don’t want you punished, Ross. I don’t want anything from you except my daughter. And to be left alone.”

Lachlan took a shuddering breath, then said in a low rasp, “That I can give you, sir.”

A horrible foreboding seized Venetia. “You can’t give me back, Lachlan. You’re my husband.”

Her father’s shocked gaze swung to her. “Your husband?”

“Yer daughter is mistaken, my lord,” Lachlan said in the same toneless voice he’d used that night in Kingussie, when he’d tried to put her out of his heart.

With her belly churning, she left her father’s side, hardly able to believe what he’d just said. “I’m your wife. Why would you deny it?”

He wouldn’t look at her, and that alone was a blow to her heart. “The wedding wasna legal, my lady, and you know it.”

As a low grumble started again among the crowd, her father said, “What do you mean, it wasn’t legal?”

“We spoke the vows in Gaelic, sir.”

“My daughter doesn’t know Gaelic,” Papa said.

Lachlan arched his eyebrow. “Exactly. I tricked her into repeating the words. No court would ever uphold the marriage.”

A stunned silence fell upon the others. Aunt Maggie sighed, and Lady Ross began muttering under her breath about foolish men with pigheaded ideas.

Like this one. Lachlan was throwing her away, devil take him. Because of some misplaced notion that he’d be giving her father justice. How could he? “You can’t prove I don’t know Gaelic. Everyone in that room heard me say that I did.”

For the first time all morning, Lachlan shifted his gaze to her. “Can you repeat the vows now, Lady Venetia?”

His formal manner hurt almost as much as his rejection.

“Lass?” her father prodded.

She drew herself up. “This isn’t a court. I don’t have to repeat them or prove anything. My word should be enough.”

Her father grabbed her arm. “Damnation, daughter, if he did trick you into saying vows, there’s no reason you have to—”

“We consummated the marriage,” she said with a blush. “I should think that’s reason enough.”

Papa stared at her, stunned, then glowered at Lachlan. “You bedded my daughter, you black-hearted ass?”

“I did not,” Lachlan said calmly.

Venetia could only gape at him. He would deny that, too? He would wipe out every precious moment they’d shared? How dare he!

“She says otherwise,” her father growled, “and why should she lie?”

“Because she feels sorry for me and my clan; she thinks to help us by marrying me and giving me her fortune. Yer daughter has a tender heart and a canny mind. She’s figured out that you would never agree to a marriage, never agree to give me her dowry, unless she was ruined.”

“Damned right, I wouldn’t!”

“Fortunately, she isn’t ruined, sir.” His gaze swung to her, unmistakably tender. “No mere man could possibly ruin such a perfect creature as yer daughter.”

Tears stung her eyes as she caught the twist he’d given to “ruin”; he was trying to soften his rejection of her. Did he actually think he was doing her a favor by releasing her from the marriage? Did he really expect her just to go along?

The devil she would. “Yet you’re calling this perfect creature a liar.”

He paled. “Not a liar. Just overzealous in yer eagerness to help my clan.”

She approached Lachlan. “And the fact that I love you means nothing to you? That you claimed to love me?”

The sudden flicker of something in his eyes, something needy and dark and desperate, gave her hope.

Then his face went blank again. “I claimed a lot of things with you.” He swallowed, then continued in that cool, awful voice she was rapidly growing to despise. “They were only villainous attempts to get what I wanted—yer dowry, the money I thought yer father owed. That doesn’t mean the things I said were true.”

Now, that roused her temper. She marched up to him, face alight. “So you don’t love me? That’s what you’re saying.”

He stared down at her, his expression conflicted. “Go home, lass. You don’t belong here in this ruined place, scraping and saving for a few curtains.”

She noticed he couldn’t bring himself to say flat out that he didn’t love her. “I don’t care about any of that! And I do belong here, I do! Ask anyone in your clan, and they’ll say the same.”

“You belong with yer family. I thought I had just cause to take you, but I was wrong, do ye ken? I had no right at all.”

Her eyes narrowed. “That’s what this is about? You’ve transgressed against your own rules of right and wrong, so now you mean to atone for that by doing something foolishly noble?”

“I’m not going to be like my father, damn it!” he shouted, then caught himself and lowered his voice. “My father stole what didn’t belong to him from a man who was his friend, who’d done naught to hurt him. Father never had to pay, and thanks to that, I’ve gone and done the same, rubbing salt in a man’s wounds who didn’t deserve it.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, no more. It ends here.”

“You mean, you plan to atone for your sins by trampling my heart.”

Pain flashed over his face before he masked it. “I’m sending you back where you belong. Where you always belonged, if I’d had the sense to see it.” He glanced away, a muscle throbbing in his jaw. “Once ye’re safely back in London, you’ll see that I’m right. Ye’ll find a man worthy of you, and you’ll take yer place in society where you belong. You’ll forget this, all of this.”

“You must think I’m quite the fickle female, if you believe that.”

“I think ye’re caught up in the romance of yer childhood home. But it won’t last.”

He’d said something like that before, but back then he hadn’t known her well, so he’d had reason to believe it. He didn’t now. That he could convince himself that he did infuriated her.

“What if I find myself with child?” she asked, heedless of who else heard.

With a glance beyond her to where her father jerked upright at the mention of children, Lachlan stiffened, then returned his gaze to her. “Ye’re only saying that to force yer father’s hand. Because you and I both know that if you found yerself with child, yer father would make me marry you.”

“And you would marry me then?”

“If you ever found yerself with child. Which you won’t.”

So that’s how he was going to justify this…this insanity. He would send her back to London ruined but free to take another husband if she pleased, figuring that her dowry would smooth over any man’s objections to an unchaste wife.

But if she should happen to bear his child…well, that was a different matter. He would have to claim her then—it was the right thing to do. Keeping her now that he’d married her wasn’t right, oh no. Letting their love heal the rift between their families wasn’t right, oh no. But if a child came into it, then and only then he could forget his cold and lofty ideas about justice.

Well, he was in for a surprise. She had a sense of justice, too. He might have spent years away from the Highlands because of his pride, but she wasn’t about to let him spend years away from her because of some foolish ideas about atoning for his sins. So she’d have to force his hand.

“Fine,” she said, tipping her chin up. “If you don’t want me, I’ll leave.”

He gritted his teeth. “I didn’t say I didn’t want—”

“But listen to me, Lachlan, and listen well.” She walked up close until she was nose to nose with him. “I’ll give you three days to come to your senses. Then my father and I will leave for London.”

He just stared at her, his face as rigid as his justice.

She scowled. “Once we do, I’ll be gone from you forever, do you understand? You’ll know nothing more of me, ever. If I should happen to find myself with child, you’ll never know. If I marry some other man and let him raise your child, you’ll never know.”

His jaw grew taut. “Yer father would tell me—”

“Not if he doesn’t know. And if I have to move to another country to ensure that, I will.” That seemed to shake him, so she went on relentlessly. “If I leave here without you, then my life is my own. Who knows? I may just join my friend Amelia in Morocco for a long visit and never return.”

That made alarm flare in his face, and she said, “If you’re going to shut me out of your life, Lachlan, then I’ll shut you out of mine.” Her voice broke. “So you’d better think long and hard about your justice. Because once I’m gone for good, you’ll get to spend the rest of your life wondering where I am and how I’m doing and whether you have a son somewhere with another man’s name.”

When he just continued to stare at her, hollow-eyed, she stifled a sob. She’d counted on such a threat bringing the stubborn lout around, but what if it didn’t? Would she really walk away from him, to leave this place forever in three days?

No, never. But she wasn’t about to tell him that. It was time Lachlan Ross learned that life didn’t always go according to his plan. That right and wrong weren’t as easy to define as he believed.

“Here’s one more thing for you to think on over the next three days.” Tears burned in her throat. “Consider this while you’re sitting in the master bedchamber where we confessed our love, while you’re doing the ‘right thing’ and atoning for everyone’s sins.”

She reached up to cup his cheek. “The greatest sin of all is to deny love. And there’s nothing in this world you can do to atone for that.”

Then, with her heart breaking, she turned, took her father’s arm, and left Lachlan to his cold and lonely atonement.



Chapter Twenty-Seven


Dear Cousin,

I am willing to call a truce between us, if you’ll agree with me on one matter. A man hunting for a wife ought to admit his situation from the outset. That way no woman can ever accuse him of treachery. Surely you’ll admit that the best marriages are built on honesty.

Your relation,

Charlotte


Lachlan spent his first day away from Venetia in a blessed numbness, checking on the stills and going into Dingwall to let people know he wasn’t dead. It was sobering to find himself the object of such great concern. His flimsy story that he’d played dead only until the Scourge’s men could be routed met with astonishing acceptance. They were apparently so glad to have him back, they weren’t going to quibble over how it had happened.

At least someone wasn’t angry at him. His clan members were furious that he hadn’t pressed Duncannon for the money. They couldn’t understand his reasons, since they didn’t know what his father had done, and he meant to keep it that way. Duncannon deserved not having his secrets widely known.

Mother deserved her privacy, too. He cringed every time he thought of how mortifying it must be to discover that your dead husband had taken your friend into his bed. Lachlan didn’t know how to comfort her.

Not that she would let him. Refusing to speak to him, she stomped about the house telling the maids what a pity it was that Venetia couldn’t be there to help. She referred to him as “my idiot son” with a frequency that began to annoy him.

Of all people, Mother should understand. Couldn’t she see that the lass deserved better than a life in the Highlands cut off from her family?

Guilt clutched at him anew. It had been one thing to hear Venetia speak of her aging, ill father, and quite another to watch her worrying herself over the shattered relic of a man. She needed her father; the man needed her. She certainly deserved better than a lifetime chained to the scoundrel who’d ripped her from him.

Never mind that she didn’t seem to agree; she would in time. It would be selfish of him to keep her here. What did it matter if the thought of her leaving Ross-shire, never to return, stripped the very flesh from his heart? Letting her go was the right thing to do.

Then why did it feel so very wrong?

That night he couldn’t sleep. And in the morning, he awoke to the realization that he had only one more day before she would make good on her threat. God help him. The thought of her bearing his child without his knowing it…

No, that at least must never happen.

He went to find his mother. “I need you to pay Venetia a visit at Braidmuir.”

Mother arched an eyebrow at him.

“You must beg her to write you from London if she finds herself with child.”

His mother crossed her arms over her chest. “And why must I do this?”

“Because it would be yer grandchild! Surely you care what happens to it.”

“Aye, but you gave up my right to care about the bairn when you denied the marriage. Which you said you didn’t consummate anyway, remember?” Her eyes held an unholy glint. “So as you told Duncannon, there won’t be any grandchild.”

He scowled at her. “You know damned well that I bedded Venetia on the night we said the vows. Half the servants in Rosscraig probably saw her leave my bedchamber in the morning. And they’d never keep something like that from you.”

She shrugged. “I still don’t see what that has to do with me. You had yer chance to keep her; you threw it away and the bairn with it.”

“It’s not any bairn I care about!” he cried. “I just can’t stand the thought of her bearing one alone, ye ken? What if something happens?”

Her face softened a fraction. “Seems to me you gave up the right to worry about that, too.”

He rubbed the back of his neck in sheer frustration. “What if she goes to Morocco like she said? Do they even have doctors in a place like that? She’ll be forced to use some foreign fellow, who’ll most likely kill her in his ignorance.”

“That could happen, I suppose.”

He glared at her. “And if she stays in London and has a child, she’ll be branded a whore by society. She’ll have to live in seclusion.” He shook his head. “Venetia wouldn’t be happy in seclusion. She likes being around people.”

“I didn’t think you cared what she liked,” his mother said with a cool smile.

“Of course I care! That’s why I’m doing this. For her. So she can have the decent life in society that she deserves.”

“Has she said that’s what she wants?”

He let out an oath. “The lass doesn’t know what she wants. How can she, when I’ve tricked and seduced her at every turn?” He paced restlessly. “She hasn’t even considered that marriage to me means leaving her sickly father, since I doubt Duncannon will ever wish to return to the Highlands.”

“Perhaps. Still, it’s her choice to make, isn’t it?” She eyed him closely. “Besides, you didn’t care about any of that before you learned about yer father and Lady Duncannon.”

“I did care. But I was a selfish ass, willing to run roughshod over what she needed if it meant I could have her.”

“Aye, because separating her from the villainous Earl of Duncannon seemed just to you. Separating her from the wronged Duncannon only seems cruel.”

“When you put it that way…well, yes.” A lump lodged in his throat. “Look at the havoc Father wreaked on the lass’s life by sending her mother to the grave. I’m no better.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Father didn’t set his wrong right, but I can. I have to.”

“First of all,” she said tersely, “yer father didn’t send Lady Duncannon to her grave. She sent herself. She could have refused to lie with him. God knows I wish she had.” A sad smile touched her thin lips, and he felt a lurch of sympathy for what she must be suffering. “But she didn’t. And while I know you gave Venetia no choice when you kidnapped her, she had plenty of choices to leave afterward. She didn’t take them.” Her eyes gleamed at him. “She didn’t say no to sharing your bed either, did she?”

“Only because she was worried about her father and wanted to soften me.”

“You don’t really believe that, do you? What about her words of love? Those were just lies?”

Instantly, he saw Venetia’s face, her look of betrayal, when he’d pretended not to love her. “I don’t know,” he whispered. “All I know is that if I hadn’t meddled where I shouldn’t have, she’d be back in London where she belongs.” The thought of how heedlessly he’d wrenched her from her life tortured him. “I did what I had no right to do and shattered her life. Hers and Duncannon’s.”

“Aye, that’s true. Trouble is, like some wee bairn who’s knocked a jar off the table, you think you can fix the broken glass by fitting all the pieces together and setting it back up where it was. You think you can pack her off home with her father as if nothing ever happened between you. That won’t work, my son.”

Touching a hand to his cheek, she gentled her voice. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t melt down the pieces to make a new jar. Oh, you’ll have to figure out the new way for you and her and her father. So whatever glass you blow won’t be the same as the first, because nothing in life stays the same.” She smiled indulgently at him. “But it can be just as good. Or even better. If you’re willing to try.”

He pulled away from her, unshed tears clogging his throat. “If I keep her with me here and she ends up miserable, missing her father, missing her home, I’d never forgive myself. After everything I’ve done to her family—”

“She doesn’t care—she said that. So why won’t you at least try? Don’t you love her?”

“I love her more than my life,” he whispered.

“You love her, she loves you, so…” She trailed off as she searched his face. “Ah, that’s what you’re afraid of. That she won’t keep loving you. That once you’re not controlling everything and she can really know you, she won’t like what she sees.”

Startled by that oddly truthful remark, he stared at her, his heart pounding so heavily he could hardly stand it.

“Did you actually believe that nonsense yer father always spouted, about how wild and irresponsible you are? It’s not true. It never was.” Her voice grew choked. “Ye’re not the only one who’s been thinking about things these past few days. I realize now why Alasdair was always so angry at you.”

A ragged sigh escaped her. “Because he was terrified that you’d guess the truth—that one day you’d see beneath his discipline to discover he was the wild and irresponsible one. So he drove you away. He was a coward who couldn’t face having you find out about him.”

She rubbed tears from her eyes. “Don’t be a coward, driving away anyone who cares enough to see you for yerself. It’s easy to live yer life alone, son. It takes courage to live with another. But in the end, yer life can be so much richer for it.”

He could hardly breathe for the tears choking him.

“At least give the lass the chance to know who you really are. If you don’t, you’ll surely regret it.” Then, with another soft pat of his cheek, she walked off.

Give the lass the chance to know who you really are. Aye, the thought of that did terrify him. What if she came to hate him, hate his rough ways so much she left?

He gave a choked laugh. If she left then or left now, what difference was it? Either way he’d be without her. And a couple of days without her had already shown him he’d ne’er survive a lifetime.

Gazing around at Rosscraig’s newly painted walls, he remembered the pride shining in her pretty face when she’d taken him round to show the work she’d done. Mayhap that pride wouldn’t last. Mayhap she would tire of the harsh Highland life.

But he had to give her—and himself—the chance to find out. Because if he didn’t, his life would be too awful to endure.

 

Quentin stared down at the ledgers before him, a tightness in his chest. Venetia was right. Things had fallen apart at Braidmuir. McKinley had been dipping his hand into the profits deeper by the day, from the looks of it. And Quentin had let him do it because he couldn’t be bothered to oversee him properly.

He could blame it on his health or bad memories, but the fact was, it had been sixteen years since Susannah had betrayed him with his closest friend. That was a damned long time to hold a grudge.

And a damned long time to let other people do his dirty work. He still wasn’t sure he’d done wrong by bringing in the sheep farmers, no matter what Venetia might think about it. But he did know that he’d once had what Ross had now on his land: people who cared about each other, who looked out for each other. Something was lost when that was gone, no matter the reason.

He sat back to stare about him as the afternoon sun streamed in the window. His daughter meant to restore what had been lost, didn’t she? Everywhere in the house, dust covers were coming off tables and chairs, silver was being brought out of storage, beds were being made. When he asked why she was doing it even though they’d be leaving for London shortly, she just cast him a sad smile that told him she was still waiting for Ross. Then she went back to her work.

Leaving him with a chill in his heart.

What was he to do about Ross? The man had kidnapped his daughter, yes, but he wasn’t the reckless idiot that Quentin had assumed. Quentin had spoken to the people in Dingwall—they’d sung his praises. And God knows Ross had managed to hold his estate together when any lesser man would have given up.

Still…

The sound of horses in the drive made him start. It couldn’t be Lady Kerr and that colonel fellow. They’d already left for London, eager to tell the man’s daughter about their impending wedding.

A few moments passed before the housekeeper knocked at the door of his study. “Sir Lachlan Ross to see you, my lord.”

Damnation. This was all moving too quickly.

But Venetia would have his head if he turned the man away. “Send him in.”

Ross entered, hat in hand, unease written all over his face. “Good evening, sir.” He thrust out his chin. “I’ve come to fetch my wife.”

Quentin’s eyes narrowed. “As I recall, you said you don’t have a wife.”

“I said a lot of things. Because I thought she deserved a better husband than me.”

“Aye, she does.”

That made Ross scowl, looking as if he were about to choke to death on his pride. But Quentin had to hand it to the man—he didn’t back down. “The thing is, sir…whether I deserve her or no, I love her.”

“Do you?” he said skeptically.

“I do.” Ross set his shoulders. “Mayhap that’s hard for you to believe with everything that’s happened between you and me, but it’s the truth. I know you don’t want me for a son-in-law—God knows I don’t blame you—but I think she loves me, too. So if she’ll take me back, I swear to you I’ll spend the rest of my days trying to make her happy.”

Quentin dragged in a heavy breath. The moment he’d been dreading had come, the moment when he had to decide. The divil of it was, now that it was here, the choice seemed easy. Because he and the laird wanted the same thing—to make the lass happy. And she’d spent the past two days making it clear she could only be happy with Lachlan Ross.

He sighed. “So what is it you want from me?”

“Yer blessing. It would mean a great deal to her to have it.”

“And I suppose you want her dowry, too.”

A mulish pride flared in Ross’s face. “No, my lord, I won’t take yer money.”

Quentin sat back in his chair. “Then I won’t give you my blessing.”

That drew the man up short. “It just doesn’t seem right—”

“I won’t have my only daughter ‘scraping and saving for a few curtains’ when a tidy fortune is to hand. You’ll take the money, or I won’t give my blessing. That’s an end to it.” The fact that he even had to argue such a thing banished whatever other misgivings he’d had about handing Venetia over to Ross.

Ross let out an oath, his fingers working the brim of his hat something fierce. Then at last he sighed. “Fine. I’ll take her dowry. But it’ll be pin money for her and a settlement for our children, do ye ken?”

“Whatever you say. Though I imagine she’ll have quite a bit to say about it herself.” He picked up the decanter of whisky on his desk. “Sit down, and we’ll have a drink to seal the agreement.”

With a terse nod, Ross took a seat, his gaze flitting around the study. “Are you meaning to stay at Braidmuir?” he asked as Quentin poured the glasses.

“I’m thinking on it. Venetia is making me think on it.”

A smile touched Ross’s lips. “She has a way of doing that to a man.”

Quentin handed Ross a glass. “She says I’ve neglected my property enough.” He picked up his own glass with a rueful smile. “And she wants me around to dandle any grandchildren on my knee.”

Ross stared into the glass. “What does McKinley think of yer staying around?”

“I don’t know. I dismissed him this morning.”

The man’s head shot up.

“I didn’t like what he’d done to the place.”

A new respect showing in his face, Ross sipped his whisky, then blinked. “Where did you get this?”

“From some fine fellows in town. Told me it was the best whisky round, even if it was from an illegal still.” Ross’s flummoxed expression brought a smile to Quentin’s face. “If you see the man who makes it, you might tell him what I’ve been hearing in London: that the Duke of Gordon means to propose an excise act so that whisky making will be affordable in Scotland again. Whisky this fine deserves a wider market.”

“I’ll tell him.”

Quentin sipped more whisky, preparing himself for one more onerous task. “Ross, I never meant for Sikeston and his men to beat you so badly. I sure as the divil never ordered them to kill you.”

Looking distinctly uncomfortable, Ross shook his head. “ ’Tis all in the past now. No point in speaking of it.”

“But it wasn’t the first time I had you endure a beating, so let me say my piece.” He took a gulp of whisky. “Years ago, when I accused you of stealing, I really did believe that you’d put those lads up to it. I’d just learned about…yer father and Susannah, and I would have believed anything bad of you.”

He turned the glass round in his hand. “I took it out on you, because I couldn’t take it out on him, and because I thought that striking at you would strike at his heart.”

“Except that he didn’t have much of a heart, did he?”

“Seems that way, I have to say.” He gazed at Ross. “I did find out later that it wasn’t you, but by then you had run off. So…I want to say I’m sorry for that, for thinking ill of you, for having you—”

“Thank you, sir,” Ross muttered. “It was a long time ago.”

“Aye.”

They drank together a moment in silence, then Ross set his glass down. “I don’t mean to be rude, sir, but—”

“You’re wanting to see my daughter. I know.” He nodded toward the door. “You’ll find her in the glen by the woods. God only knows why she likes to walk there so much.”

Judging from how Ross colored, he knew. Quentin tried not to dwell on why that might be.

But as the laird hurried to the door, Quentin called out, “Ross?”

The man paused in the doorway to look back. “Yes, my lord?”

“If you hadn’t come for her within the three days, I would have hunted you down and cut your heart out, do ye ken?”

To his surprise, Ross gave a faint smile. “You wouldn’t have found anything to cut out, sir. The lass stole my heart long ago.”

As the man headed down the hall, Quentin downed the rest of his whisky and leaned back to survey his domain. Perhaps coming back to Braidmuir wouldn’t be such a trial after all. Good whisky, a hardworking son-in-law…grandchildren.

Not to mention that Lady Ross was looking surprisingly fine these days. Age sat well on the woman, carving character into the face that he’d remembered as plain. He could use a woman about the house, now that he was going to lose his daughter to that rascal Ross. And the lady was a widow, after all.

That thought kept him smiling for quite a while.



Chapter Twenty-Eight


Dear Charlotte,

A truce is an excellent idea. Only remember, my fine cousin, that an expectation of honesty and truth goes both ways. And one day soon I shall expect to see some of that from you. For I sometimes wonder if you’re as honest with yourself—or with me—as you pretend.

Your impatient friend,

Michael


Venetia wandered through the glen before halting at the patch of white daisies near the large oak. She’d planted them as a child, thinking to please Lachlan with something pretty for him to look at while he was fishing.

She snorted. The big lummox hadn’t even noticed them.

That should have taught her that the man was incapable of seeing certain things, even when they stared him right in the face. If something didn’t concern his clan or his manly pride or the Highlands, it was beneath his notice.

Tears stung her eyes and she squelched them ruthlessly. She wouldn’t cry anymore, she wouldn’t. Why should she cry over that obstinate fool?

All the same, she couldn’t resist picking a daisy and doing what she’d done so often as a girl, ripping the petals off as she chanted the litany that so many girls had chanted before her. “He loves me. He loves me not.”

“He loves you.”

She froze at the familiar voice coming from the hill behind her. She didn’t look. She couldn’t. What if she’d only imagined it?

Then she heard the heavy boot-steps descending. “He loves you,” the voice repeated, thick with emotion. “I love you.”

A thousand times in the last few days, she’d prepared herself for what she’d say if this moment ever came. But she couldn’t remember a word of it as she faced him. Though he was dressed in his finest, he looked uncertain of himself, even nervous. She’d never seen Lachlan nervous about anything.

“I love you,” he said again.

“How can I believe you,” she whispered, “when just two days ago, you practically denied it to my face?”

“Two days ago, I was an ass.”

“Yes, you were.” When he looked at a loss for words, she let out a breath. “I can understand your saying the wedding wasn’t legal, because it really wasn’t.” She stared down at the hapless daisy. “And I can almost understand your not wanting to admit before Papa that you’d bedded me.” Her voice broke. “But how could you deny that you loved me?”

“I know. That was very wrong.” As he neared her, she could see the dark circles beneath his eyes, the pallor of his skin. “I have no idea how to make this right. You said that there’s no way to atone for denying love, but I’m praying hard that you’re wrong. Because I’ll do whatever it takes for you to forgive me.”

She wanted to throw herself at him and tell him she forgave him now, but she wasn’t going to make this easy for him. Not after what he’d put her through.

“And why should I forgive you?” she said hoarsely. “You only came after me because you’re worried that I’ll have your child and you’ll never see it.”

“No.” He stepped closer. “I’m worried that you have my heart and I’ll never see it. Like I told yer father, you stole my heart long ago. Without it, without you, I’m an empty shell of a man.”

The words were so sweet, she wanted to cry. Then his other words registered. “You spoke to my father?”

He nodded. “To ask for his blessing. He gave it, too.”

A frown touched her brow. Had Lachlan only come after her because Papa had absolved him of his foolish guilt? “What would you have done if he’d refused to give you his blessing?”

His dark eyes burned into her. “I would have sent my regrets that he couldn’t join us when we repeat our vows in the kirk. But whether we speak them again or no, you’re my wife. Nothing yer father can say will change that.”

Her heart soared. He really did love her. He really had come just for her.

“Please, lass,” he choked out. “You have to come back to me. If you don’t, you’ll force me to do something drastic.”

“Like what?”

“Kidnap you again. I brought the coach.” He looked amazingly solemn as he reached in his pocket and pulled out something he dangled before her. “And rope. And I’ll use both if I have to.”

She bit back a smile. “I hardly think that’s the way to get back into my good graces.”

He handed the rope to her. “Then you can tie me up with it and leave me here for the sheep to trample a while. Is that what you’d rather?”

“Actually,” she said, taking the rope from him, “I’d rather use the rope for something else entirely.”

“What?”

She looped the rope around his wrist, then hers. “To tie us together.” Tears of joy filled her eyes. “So we can never be apart.”

He took her in his arms. “We never will be again, I swear,” he whispered.

Then he kissed her with all the tender care a woman could possibly want. There, in the midst of the glen where she’d first learned to adore him, he kissed her, and it was even more wonderful than she’d imagined in her girlish fantasies.

It had taken her years, but she’d finally gained her ballad hero. And this time, she meant to hold on to him for the rest of her life.

When he drew back, his eyes shone and his breath came in sharp, impetuous gasps. “Shall we go home, wife?” he said in that seducer’s brogue she loved so well.

She glanced up the hill to the cottage where he’d made her his, then cast him a teasing smile. “We could. Then again, it seems a shame to let all that lovely fleece go to waste…”

With a laugh, he looped his arm about her and they hurried up the hill.

The daisy fell unheeded to the ground, one petal left on its stem.

He loves me.

Forever.



Epilogue


Venetia returned from the retiring room at Colonel Seton’s town house in Edinburgh, to find his ballroom filling with guests from his wedding to Aunt Maggie earlier in the day. An orchestra was tuning up, but she noticed no pipers. Aunt Maggie must have won that argument with the colonel. She’d been adamant that her wedding celebration be an elegant affair—no strathspeys, no Scottish reels, no pipers, and no whisky.

Venetia sighed.

“That sounds ominous,” said Mrs. Harris, who came to join her.

She smiled at her old schoolmistress. “I’ve been meaning to ask what possessed you to leave the school in the middle of a session. I’m sure the colonel could have found some other person to bring Lucy up here.”

“Ah, but then I wouldn’t have had the chance to meet your husband. It’s not often that one of my pupils ends up eloping with a Scottish laird of little fortune and no connections.”

Her gaze shifted to where Lachlan helped the colonel move some chairs. “But I must say I begin to understand why you felt compelled to toss aside every rule I taught you. He’s quite a strapping fellow in his regimentals, isn’t he?”

“You have no idea,” Venetia said, laying a hand on her belly. She’d waited to say anything to Lachlan until she could consult a doctor here in Edinburgh. But now that she was sure, she meant to tell her husband just how strapping a fellow he was, the minute she could get him alone.

“You know,” Mrs. Harris said, “of all my girls, you were the one I felt sure would snag some very rich, very titled gentleman.”

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Venetia murmured, though she wasn’t in the least.

“Don’t be ridiculous—you seem happy, and that’s the most important thing.” Mrs. Harris cast her a fond glance. “You’re different here. More relaxed.”

She laughed. “No one married to Lachlan Ross could be anything else. He has a way of making a woman forget entirely about propriety.” When Mrs. Harris frowned, she said, “You seem different, too…agitated. And you’re never agitated. Has Cousin Michael been alarming you with his gossip?”

Mrs. Harris’s frown deepened. “You might say that. Or you might say that he’s arrogant and opinionated and secretive, an annoying trial of a man.”

Venetia bit back a smile. “I said much the same things about Lachlan. Indeed, my aunt said much the same about the colonel. Perhaps you are developing a more than cousinly interest in your ‘cousin.’ ”

“Bite your tongue!” Mrs. Harris fluttered her fan furiously. “I don’t even know who the man is, for heaven’s sake. He’s probably seventy years old at least, and though I’m past thirty, I’m not yet in my dotage.”

“I’m only saying—”

“Look lively, my dear, someone’s coming.”

That effectively ended the conversation. With a little leap in her pulse, Venetia turned to find Lachlan approaching.

Bestowing a polite nod on Mrs. Harris, he offered his arm to Venetia. “I was hoping to persuade you to dance with me.” His eyes twinkled. “I’m afraid it’s just a dull old waltz, nothing you could sing to, like ‘Tullochgorum,’ but you might find it enjoyable.”

“Very amusing,” she said as she took his arm. “Behave yourself, sir, or I’ll sing ‘Tullochgorum’ all the way back to Rosscraig tomorrow.”

“There are worse ways to pass the time,” he said as he led her to the floor. “At least it will keep Mother from plaguing us with her snoring.”

“Didn’t I tell you? Your mother is riding back in Papa’s carriage.”

Lachlan scowled. “Oh, she is, is she? And whose fool idea was that, a widow and a widower traveling alone together—”

“They’re not traveling alone, Lachlan,” she said with a laugh. “We’ll be in the carriage behind. Besides, you, of all people, have no room to complain about a man and a woman traveling alone.”

He took her in his arms as the music began. “I can’t say I like it, though. Grant you, yer father has done fine things at Braidmuir, bringing back some of the crofters and trying to manage both the sheep and the farming, but that doesn’t mean I want him courting my mother. It doesn’t seem proper somehow.”

“Proper!” She nodded over to where his mother danced stiffly with Papa. “You don’t get much more proper than that.”

“Only because Mother has never been to a fancy ball.”

“I hadn’t thought of that—she’s probably more comfortable at a ceilidh.”

His arm tightened about her waist. “And you, lass? Where are you more comfortable?”

She stared up into his dear face. “Wherever you are.”

He seemed to like that answer, for his gaze smoldered and his hold turned decidedly lascivious. “So you won’t mind leaving the city tomorrow?”

“Certainly not. I’m eager to be home.” She hesitated, but this seemed like the perfect moment. “I’m eager to begin work on our nursery.”

“Nursery! We don’t have a—” He halted on the dance floor to gape at her, then dropped his gaze to her still-flat belly. “Are you…are we…”

“Aye, sir.” She mimicked his brogue. “I’m expecting a bairn, I am.”

He let out a whoop more fitting for a battlefield than a ball, then lifted her and swung her about.

“Lachlan!” she protested with a giddy laugh. “Put me down, for heaven’s sake! People are staring!”

“Let them stare,” he said, though he lowered her gently to the floor. “It isn’t every day a man receives such news from the woman he loves. Anyway, these city Scots need a little shaking up, don’t you think?”

She glanced around at Aunt Maggie’s “elegant” friends, who all had the look of pinch-faced Englishmen compared to Highlanders like Jamie, who was dancing happily with a new sweetheart. “Oh, I do.” As Lachlan took her in his arms and began waltzing again, she added, “They’re much too stuffy.”

“Too rigid.”

“Too English. We really ought to shake them up. It would do them good.”

His eyes gleamed at her. “And what do you have in mind?”

“We could send for a piper and a fiddler. I wouldn’t mind dancing a strathspey or two.” She grinned. “They could play ‘Tullochgorum.’ ”

“I brought some of my finest whisky for the colonel. It’s in our room at the inn. I could send for that, too.”

“We could turn this ball into a regular ceilidh.”

“Aye.” He sighed. “But yer aunt would never forgive us, and you know it.”

She sighed, too. “I suppose if we’re to keep peace in the family, we shouldn’t do it.”

“I don’t think so.” They danced a moment. “But I tell you what, princess.”

“Yes, my love?”

“When we return to Rosscraig, we’ll throw the ceilidh to end all ceilidhs. And you and I”—he paused to look down at her belly—“and the bairn will dance as many strathspeys as you please.”

“Or…” She trailed off with a coy smile.

“Or?”

“We could have our own private ceilidh in the colonel’s study.”

He got that look on his face that never failed to send delicious shivers dancing over her skin. “Now?”

“That depends.” She dropped her gaze to his kilt. “Are you practicing the ‘old traditions’ tonight?”

“Why?” he asked, his face reddening.

“Because, my dear husband,” she leaned up to whisper, “that would make it much easier to do it in a chair.”

And with his laughter ringing in her ears, he waltzed her right out the side door.



Author’s Note


The Scottish Clearances of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries have had a lasting effect on the Highlands. To this day, the area is underpopulated because of the “Improvers” who filled their land with sheep, forcing their crofters to emigrate. It’s the reason the east coast of the United States and Canada is filled with people of Scottish heritage, the reason Scottish Highland Games abound in those areas. While we’ve reaped the benefits of assimilating that rich culture into ours, it devastated the Highlands, which hasn’t been the same since.

Whisky, however, played a large part in salvaging the economy. After 1823, when the Duke of Gordon’s Excise Act made it profitable to license a still, legal operations sprang up all over the Highlands. The Glenlivet distillery began as an illegal still on the duke’s land (which is why he championed the act in the first place). I like to think that Lachlan went on to found a great scotch whisky.

Entire books have been written about the king’s visit to Edinburgh, but one thing most scholars agree on—Sir Walter Scott’s novels and his orchestration of the pageantry of the king’s visit changed how the outside world viewed Scotland forever. The kilt became the universal symbol of Scottish attire instead of just a Highland custom, and the culture was romanticized.

And yes, the laws for Scottish irregular marriages (recognized by civil authorities, though not by religious ones) were exactly as I described them. They remained in place until 1940, when the laws were reformed.

Last, there are still wildcats in Scotland, although some people dispute whether they’re true descendants of the breed or mixes of the original Scottish wildcat with domestic cats. Certainly, they existed during the period of my book. And they do indeed look just like large tabbies. Except when they snarl.



Love Sabrina Jeffries?

Click through for a peek at her next delightful
Hellions of Halstead Hall novel

TO WED A WILD LORD

Coming in mass market and eBook from Pocket Books
December 2011

Chapter One

Eastcote, August 1825

Virginia Waverly could hardly contain her excitement as the carriage hurtled toward Marsbury House. A ball! She was going to a ball at last. She would finally get to use those waltz steps her second cousin, Pierce Waverly, the Earl of Devonmont, had taught her. 

For a moment, she let her mind wander through a lovely fantasy of being danced about the room by a handsome cavalry officer. Or perhaps by their host himself, the Duke of Lyons! Wouldn’t that be grand? She knew what people said about his father, whom they called the “Mad Duke,” but she never paid attention to such gossip

She did wish she had a more fashionable gown—like the one of pink gros de Naples she’d seen in The Lady’s Magazine. But fashionable gowns were expensive, which is why she had to make do with her old tartan silk one, bought when Scottish garb was all the rage. How she wished she’d picked something less . . . distinctive to make over. Everybody would take one look at her and know how poor she was.

“I can see that you’re worried,” Pierce said.

Virginia stared at him, surprised by his insight. “Only a little. I tried to make this gown more fashionable by adding a net overlay, but the sleeves are still short, so now it just looks like an outdated gown with strange sleeves.”

“No, I meant—”

“Surely people won’t fault me too much for that.” She thrust out her chin. “Though I don’t care if they do. I’m the only woman of twenty I know who’s never been to a ball. Even the farmer’s daughter next door went to one in Bath, and she’s only eighteen!”

“What I was talking about—”

“So I’m not going to let my gown or my inexperience on the dance floor keep me from enjoying myself,” she said stoutly. “I shall eat caviar and drink champagne, and for one night pretend that I’m rich. And I shall finally dance with a man.”

Pierce looked affronted. “Now see here, I’m a man.”

“Well, of course, but you’re my cousin. It’s not the same.”

“Besides,” he said, “I wasn’t talking about your gown. I meant, aren’t you worried about running into Lord Gabriel Sharpe?”

She blinked. “Why would he be there? He wasn’t at the race today.” 

A few years ago, the Duke of Lyons had started an annual race—the Marsbury Stakes—run on a course on his property. This year her grandfather, Pierce’s great-uncle, General Isaac Waverly, had entered a Thoroughbred stallion from their stud farm. Lamentably, Ghost Rider had lost the race and the Marsbury Cup.

That’s why Pierce was accompanying her to the race ball tonight, instead of her grandfather—Ghost Rider’s poor performance had keenly disappointed Poppy. It had disappointed her, too, but not enough to keep her from attending the ball.

“Sharpe is Lyons’s close friend,” Pierce said. “In fact, he was at the race in Turnham Green with Roger.”

Her stomach sank. “That can’t be! The only people there were Lord Gabriel and some fellow named Kinloch—”

“The Marquess of Kinloch, yes. That was Lyons’s title before his father died and he ascended to the dukedom.”

She scowled. “No wonder Poppy refused to attend tonight. Why didn’t he tell me? I wouldn’t have come.”

“That’s why. Uncle Isaac wanted you to enjoy yourself for once. And he assumed that Sharpe wouldn’t be there since he wasn’t at the race.”

“Still, I’ll have to face the duke, who let Roger run that awful course in Turnham Green despite knowing the risks. Why did he invite us? Doesn’t he realize who we are?”

“Perhaps he’s holding out the olive branch to you and Uncle Isaac for his own part in Roger’s death, small as it was.”

She snorted. “Rather late, if you ask me.”

“Come now, you can’t blame Lyons for what happened. Or Sharpe either, for that matter.”

She glared at Pierce. They’d had this argument many a time in the seven years since her brother had died in a dangerous carriage race against Lord Gabriel. “His lordship and Kinloch—Lyons—took advantage of Roger’s being drunk—”

“You don’t know that.”

“Well, no one knows for sure, since Lord Gabriel refuses to speak of it. But Poppy says that’s what happened, and I believe him. Roger would never have agreed to threading the needle with Lord Gabriel when sober.”

The course was called “threading the needle” because it ran between two boulders with only room enough for one carriage to pass. The racer coming behind had to rein in to allow the other to drive through. Roger hadn’t pulled back in time and had been thrown into a boulder. He’d been killed instantly.

She’d hated Lord Gabriel ever since.

“Men do stupid things when they’re drunk,” Pierce said. “Especially when they’re with other men.”

“Why do you always make excuses for Lord Gabriel?”

Pierce cast her a shuttered look from eyes the exact shade of brown as Ghost Rider’s. “Because although he may be a reckless madman who risks his neck every chance he gets, he’s not the devil Uncle Isaac makes him out to be.”

“We’ll never agree on this,” she said, tugging at her drooping gloves. 

“Only because you’re stubborn and intractable.”

“A family trait, I believe.”

He laughed. “Indeed it is.”

Virginia gazed out the window and tried to regain her buoyant mood, but it was no use. The ball was doomed to be ruined if Lord Gabriel showed up. 

“Still,” Pierce went on, “if Sharpe does come, I hope you’ll refrain from mentioning the challenge you gave him a month and a half ago.”

“And why should I?” 

“Because it’s madness!” His eyes narrowed on her. “It’s not like you to do something so irresponsible. I know you didn’t mean to issue that challenge—you were just angry—but to continue would be foolish, and you aren’t that.”

She glanced away. Sometimes Pierce had no clue what went on inside her. He and Poppy insisted upon seeing her as some pillar of domestic virtue who kept the farm running and wanted the same things all women her age wanted—a stable home and a family, even if it was just with Poppy.

It wasn’t that she didn’t want those things. She just . . . didn’t want them at the sacrifice to her soul. To the part of her that felt boxed in sometimes by constant work and responsibility. The part of her that wanted to dance at a ball. 

And race Lord Gabriel Sharpe.

Pierce went on lecturing. “Besides, if Uncle Isaac ever hears that you challenged Sharpe to a race on the same course that killed Roger, he’ll put a stop to it at once.”

True. Poppy was a mite overprotective. She’d been only three years old when he’d left the cavalry to take care of her and Roger after their parents, his son and daughter-in-law, had died in a boating accident. 

“How will he hear of it?” Virginia batted her eyelashes at Pierce. “Surely you wouldn’t be so cruel as to tell him.”

“Oho, don’t try your tricks on me, dear girl. They may work on Uncle Isaac, but I’m immune to such things.”

She stiffened. “I’m not a girl anymore, in case you haven’t noticed.” 

“Actually, I have. Which is why you must stop tormenting Lord Gabriel. This ball is your chance to find a husband. And chaps don’t like it when women go about challenging men to foolish races.”

“I’m in no hurry to marry,” she said, giving him the same lie she always gave her grandfather. “I prefer to stay with Poppy as long as possible.”

“Virginia,” Pierce said softly, “don’t be naïve. He’s sixty-nine. The likelihood of him living much longer—”

“Don’t say it.” The very thought of Poppy dying made her stomach roil. “He’s in good health. He could live to be a hundred. Surely one of our horses will win a good prize in the coming years, enough to increase my pathetic dowry.”

“You could always marry me.” Pierce waggled his dark brown brows. “You wouldn’t even have to leave home.”

She gaped at him. Because of Roger’s death, Pierce would inherit Waverly Farm, but he’d never before suggested marriage. “And who would be sleeping in the room adjoining yours—me or your mistress?”

He scowled at her. “Now see here, I’d give up my mistress.”

“For me? The devil you would.” She smirked at him. “I know you better than that.”

“Well,” he said sullenly, “I wouldn’t keep her in the same house, at least.”

She laughed. “Now that is the Pierce Waverly I know. Which is precisely why I could never marry you.”

Unmistakable relief crossed his face. “Thank God. I’m too young to be leg-shackled.”

“Thirty isn’t young. If you were a horse, Poppy would put you out to pasture.”

“Good thing I’m not a horse,” he quipped, flashing her the lopsided grin that had every silly girl on the marriage mart swooning over him.

She straightened. “Look, we’re almost there! I think I see the house!” She smoothed her skirts as she faced him. “Do I look too much a country mouse?”

“Not at all. A city mouse perhaps—”

“Pierce!”

He laughed. “I’m joking, you little widgeon. You look perfect—eyes sparkling and cheeks blushing. That’s why I offered to marry you,” he teased.

“You didn’t offer marriage. You offered a convenient arrangement wherein you got to have your cake and eat it, too.”

He grinned. “Isn’t that always my plan?”

She shook her head at him. He was hopeless. “I should hope I’m not yet so desperate that I need to marry for convenience.”

“The trouble with you is you have your head in the clouds. You want some damned union of souls, with cooing doves flying overhead to bless the conjugal bed.”

Surprised that he’d even noticed that about her, she said. “I just think two people should be in love when they marry, that’s all.”

“What a disgusting thought,” he muttered.

That was why they could never wed. Pierce had a distinct aversion to marriage. Besides, he preferred women with big bosoms and blond hair, neither of which she had. And he liked them wild, too. Pierce’s reputation was less than stellar—though she suspected that half of it was whipped up into a froth of scandal, outrage, and intrigue by the gossip of worried mamas whose daughters were enamored of his dark good looks and devil-may-care manner.

Then there was the fact that he was practically her brother. He spent as much time at Waverly Farm as he did at his estate in Hertfordshire. She could no more picture him as her husband than his coachman.

The carriage stopped and Pierce climbed out, then helped her down. She stared open-mouthed at the famous Marsbury House—three long expanses of flint dressed with stone and anchored by four copper-domed stone towers. 

The inside was even grander—marble columns and statues everywhere. As servants escorted them to the ballroom, she glimpsed rich tapestries, huge paintings in gilded frames, and silk draperies. 

Oh, Lord. She didn’t belong here. 

Could Pierce be right? Could the duke have invited her because he felt bad about Roger’s death? No, that made no sense. He hadn’t even attended the funeral.

Still, what other reason could there be for the invitation? The race ball at Marsbury was an exclusive affair, and although Poppy was the third son of an earl, he’d spent more of his life riding over battlefields than at fine parties like this. Having never had a formal debut, she wasn’t exactly high society, either. 

When they entered the ballroom, Pierce guided her to a secluded corner so they could catch their bearings. Done all in gold and cream with gaslit chandeliers, the ballroom held a warm glow that made her heart race with anticipation. What if she did meet someone here tonight? Wouldn’t that be lovely?

After all, she wouldn’t mind finding a husband, though she feared that her requirements were unreasonable. The man would have to be willing to live at Waverly Farm until Poppy died, he’d need his own fortune, and he’d have to overlook the fact that she meant to race Lord Gabriel. All of which was a tall order.

Suddenly Pierce’s face tightened, and he bent to murmur, “Don’t look now, but Sharpe himself is leaning against that pillar over there.”

She looked at once, of course, then wished she hadn’t. Because Lord Gabriel Sharpe’s appearance had materially altered since the last time she’d seen him. 

When she’d challenged him at Turnham Green, she’d been blinded by rage, and he’d been covered in dust from the race he’d just won against Lieutenant Chetwin. Tonight, however, he looked every inch the Angel of Death.

Oh, how she hated that nickname! People had given it to him after Roger’s death, and he did everything to reinforce it. He dressed entirely in black, down to his shirt and cravat, which were said to be specially dyed for him. He’d even painted his phaeton black and fitted it out with a matched pair of coal-black horses.

Angel of Death, indeed. He was using the tragic race against Roger to enhance his reputation as a fearless driver. He ought to cower in shame in a remote corner of his family’s estate—not take on every fool who demanded that he race him. How dared he strut about society without a care in the world? How dared he look so much like an Angel of Death?

Not just the death part, either. Grudgingly, she admitted that aside from his clothes, he was the very image of an angel. His gold-streaked brown hair looked as if the sun had run its fingers through its waves. And his face was like something sculpted by Michelangelo—a classic nose, a full Italian mouth, and a stubborn chin. Though she couldn’t see his eyes just now, she’d observed their color before—a mossy green with brown flecks that reminded her of secret forest glades. 

She snorted. She must be mad. His eyes were those of the man who’d killed her brother. She’d only noticed him because she hated him so thoroughly that it seemed an outrage for him to be that sinfully attractive. That was the only reason.

“You’re staring,” Pierce muttered under his breath. 

Oh, Lord, she was. How dared Lord Gabriel get her to stare at him?

“Come, let’s dance.” Pierce offered her his arm.

She took it, grateful to be saved from herself. Then, as they joined a long line of dancers, she saw Lord Gabriel catch sight of her. His gaze widened, then slid down her figure with rude interest.

And the last thing she saw, as Pierce whirled her into the dance, was the curst Angel of Death look straight into her eyes and smile. 

*    *    *

Lord Gabriel Sharpe watched as Miss Virginia Waverly danced down the length of the hall with the Earl of Devonmont. Thank God she had come. If he’d had to endure an entire blasted ball without accomplishing his purpose, he’d have blown his brains out.

Fortunately, he was well prepared for her appearance here. Jackson Pinter, the Bow Street runner helping his siblings look into the deaths of their parents, had discovered a great deal of sobering information about Miss Waverly. And Gabe meant to use it to his advantage.

“There goes your nemesis,” said Maximilian Cale, the Duke of Lyons. 

Lyons was a fellow Jockey Club member and Gabe’s closest friend. He had a stable of Thoroughbreds that Gabe envied, one of which had won the Derby twice and another that had won the Royal Ascot. Gabe had bought the progeny of the latter horse last month, after he’d scraped together enough money from his wager winnings to afford it. 

“Miss Waverly hardly qualifies as a nemesis,” Gabe said dryly.

Lyons snorted. “Has she renewed her challenge to you yet?”

“She hasn’t had the chance,” Gabe said, feigning nonchalance. That damned challenge had been bandied about society ever since Turnham Green, and tonight he meant to put an end to it. 

“Surely she won’t.” Lyons sipped his wine. “She can’t possibly be as hotheaded as her brother.”

Gabe stiffened. Seven years, and he still couldn’t forget the sight of Roger lying twisted in the grass, his neck broken. If only . . .

But “if only” was for priests and philosophers. Gabe was seeking neither absolution nor understanding; he couldn’t change what had happened. 

But perhaps he could assuage the dire results, now that he knew about them. “I suspect that Miss Waverly is not only hotheaded, but stubborn.” Gabe followed her with his eyes as Devonmont led her down the narrow row. “She came here tonight, didn’t she? She had to guess I might be here.”

“If she mentions the challenge again, will you accept it?”

“No.” He was done with running that course in Turnham Green. 

 Lyons smirked at him. “Afraid that the chit will beat you?”

Gabe knew better than to rise to the bait. “More afraid that she’ll run her rig over my best team of horses.”

“They say she beat Letty Lade. That’s no small feat.”

He snorted. “Letty Lade was nearly seventy by then; it’s a miracle the woman didn’t fall off her perch. Leave Miss Waverly to me. After tonight, there will be no more talk of a race.”

“What do you mean to do?”

“I intend to marry her,” Gabe said.

What else could he do? Clearly her grandfather overindulged her, and that scoundrel Devonmont probably encouraged her for his own amusement. Miss Waverly needed a man to take her in hand. And since he was partly to blame for her present situation, he’d be the one to do it. In the process, he could solve his own problem. 

Lyons gaped at him. “Marry her? Why the hell would you do that?”

Gabe shrugged. “Gran is demanding that my siblings and I marry, and Miss Waverly needs a husband. Why shouldn’t it be me?”

“Because she blames you for Roger’s death?” 

Gabe forced a smile. “Once she realizes that what happened with Roger was truly just an accident . . .” 

He trailed off, bits of memory plaguing him. Roger rousting him out of bed for the race. Lyons looking green about the gills as they arrived at the course. Gabe’s blood running high as he approached the boulders . . .

An uncharacteristic anger boiled up in him, and he tamped it down with effort. He didn’t generally get angry. Long ago, he’d buried his emotions in a grave so deep that they could never be unearthed.

Or so he’d thought. Ever since Miss Waverly’s challenge, he’d been volatile, prone to irrational bouts of fury. It made no sense. How could one stupid challenge churn up the cold ground inside him? And yet it had. Everything seemed to tax his temper. 

But tonight he must hold his anger in check, or he’d never succeed in his plans. So he fought his emotions back into the grave that felt shallower by the day.

“Why not find someone more compliant to marry?” Lyons asked.

Because her lack of compliance oddly attracted Gabe. Since he had to marry, he didn’t want some placid, toadying society chit. He wanted a wife with spirit. Who had more spirit than a woman brave enough to publicly challenge a man to a race?

Besides, after everything he’d heard about Miss Waverly and the sad life she’d been leading, he couldn’t let that situation continue. Not that he could tell Lyons that; the duke wouldn’t understand that he was only doing what was right. 

He put on his usual grin. “You know me. I always like a challenge.”

Looking unconvinced, Lyons sipped his wine. “So it wasn’t your grandmother’s idea for you to marry Roger’s sister?”

“Gran didn’t specify whom we marry, just that we all do so—or none of us will inherit. And by the way, that’s not common knowledge, so I’d appreciate it if you kept it to yourself.”

“I suppose Miss Waverly wouldn’t like hearing that she’s the key to your gaining your inheritance. But do you need the money that badly? Oliver seems to have the estate well in hand, Jarret convinced your grandmother to give him the brewery anyway, and Minerva now has a husband who can afford to give her whatever she wants. Surely you can rely on them to lend you money if you run short.”

“It’s not that.” Given more time, he hoped to support himself on his own anyway. “I’m worried about Celia.”

“Ah, yes. I forgot about her.”

Gabe glanced over to where his sister was dancing with some foreigner twice her age and looking decidedly annoyed. She’d told Gabe only last week that she had no intention of marrying as long as Gabe stayed unmarried. We two should hold firm, she’d said, and Gran will have to give in. She’s got three of us paired off—that should satisfy her.

Gabe gritted his teeth. Gran wouldn’t be satisfied until she had the entire family marching in step to her tune. And as long as he refused to marry, Celia could blame him for the fact that they were all disinherited.

But then she would be the one to suffer. While he was putting his plans for financial independence into place, she would be shuffled from relation to relation. She said she didn’t need or want a man, but with no dowry to compensate for the weight of the family scandal on her marital prospects, she’d have no choice but to become a spinster.

He refused to be responsible for that. If Celia still wouldn’t marry after Gabe got himself leg-shackled, at least she couldn’t blame him.

“I don’t suppose you’re looking for a wife,” Gabe said hopefully.

Lyons eyed him askance. “Your lovely sister? I’m not sure I want a wife who can shoot me dead at twenty paces.”

Gabe smiled ruefully. “That seems to be the objection most men have to Celia.”

And given Lyons’s family background, he would have more of an objection than most.

Lyons glanced over at Miss Waverly, who was sashaying into a turn. “I suppose she’s pretty enough. A bit underendowed, though.” 

Underendowed? Hardly. But then Gabe had never been attracted to women with bosoms like overstuffed chair cushions. Made them look unbalanced. He liked breasts he could take in his mouth without feeling smothered. 

He’d wager Miss Waverly had fine little breasts beneath that martial gown . . . and a shapely little derrière to match. In fact, she was damned near close to perfect. Taller than the average female, with a trim figure that bespoke hours of walking and riding. 

Then there was her beautiful hair, glossy black and swept up into some arrangement of feathers and plaid ribbons and dangling ringlets that made a man itch to take it down. And her face, too—all pert and pretty, from her saucy chin to her high, aristocratic brow. Not to mention her eyes. A man could wander for days in the depths of those cool lake eyes. 

Lyons drained his wineglass and placed it on the tray of a passing footman. “Her hatred of you will be a serious obstacle to winning her. Especially since you’re not good with women.”

“What? Of course I’m good with women.”

“I don’t mean the doxies and merry widows who pursue you because you’re the Angel of Death. You don’t have to do anything to get them to like you—they just want to see if you’re as dangerous in bed as you are on the race course.” Lyons glanced back at Miss Waverly. “But she is a respectable woman, and they require finesse. You have to be able to do more than bed them. You have to be able to talk to them.”

Gabe snorted. “I can talk to women perfectly well.”

“About anything other than horses? Or how lovely they look naked?”

“I know how to turn a woman up sweet.” The dance ended, and Gabe saw Devonmont leading Miss Waverly from the floor. When the orchestra struck up a waltz, Gabe arched an eyebrow at Lyons. “Ten pounds says I can get her to dance the waltz with me.”

“Make it twenty, and you’re on.”

With a grin, Gabe sauntered off toward Miss Waverly. Devonmont was headed for the punch table. Good. That should make things easier.

As he approached her another man also did so, but Gabe took care of that with one warning glance. The man paled, then headed in the other direction.

There were definite advantages to being the Angel of Death. 

She seemed oblivious to what had just happened. Tapping her foot to the music, she stared bright-eyed at the couples taking the floor. Clearly she was eager to dance again. This shouldn’t be too hard. 

Gabe made a wide circuit so he could come up behind her. “Good evening, Miss Waverly.”

She stiffened, refusing to look at him. “I’m surprised to see you at such a dull diversion, Lord Gabriel. My late brother always said you disliked balls. Not enough danger, I suppose, and few opportunities to create mayhem.”

He ignored her emphasis. “Every man needs the occasional break from mayhem. And although I dislike the insipid punch, insincere smiles, and inevitable gossip, I enjoy the dancing. I’d be pleased if you gave me the honor of the next one.”

A sharp breath escaped her, and she finally turned to fix him with a cold gaze. “I would rather immerse myself in a vat of leeches.”

The vivid image made him bite back a smile. 

“Thank God.” When she blinked at him, he added, “I was worried you might accept, and then we’d have to discuss that racing nonsense.”

He turned as if to walk away, and she said, “Wait!”

Ah, he had the fish on the line. He faced her again. “Yes?”

“Why can’t we discuss it right here?”

He cast a meaningful glance at the people straining to overhear the conversation between the notorious Angel of Death and the notorious female rumored to have challenged him to a race. “I’d have thought you’d prefer the privacy of a waltz for that, to prevent any chance of your grandfather finding out what you’re contemplating, but if you don’t care—”

“Oh.” She glanced nervously about. “You do have a point.”

“It’s your decision,” he said casually. “You would probably just as soon forget the whole thing, in which case—”

“No, indeed.” She lifted her chin and said in a carrying voice, “I’d be happy to dance with you, Lord Gabriel.”

“Very well.” With a cordial smile, he took her to the floor, casting a triumphant glance back at Lyons. When the duke lifted his eyes heavenward, Gabe grinned. 

Not good with women, hah! What did Lyons know about it?

True, he rarely had dealings with respectable females, but he could get a woman to marry him. He was eligible enough, despite the scandal that surrounded his family, and he was generally accounted to be handsome. And he should soon inherit a tidy fortune.

Granted, Miss Waverly had a certain bias against him, but her current situation was very precarious. All he need do was show her his good side, soften her up a bit, and then point out the practical advantages to a marriage between them.

How hard could it be?
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