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The Rover Bold

Anna Markland




In the 10th century thousands of Vikings left Norway in search of a new life. They eventually established the Dukedom of Normandy, and William the Conqueror was a direct descendant of their leader, Hrolf. The Rover Bold is the story of Bryk Gardbruker, an ordinary Viking who founded a powerful Norman dynasty of his own.




Seine Valley

910 A.D.

BRYK HAD MADE a decision during the cross-country trek. He resented Hrolf, but the chieftain had brought them safely to Francia. His plan to coerce the King of the Franks into ceding territory made sense. The rich plains and forests they’d traversed held great promise. A man might settle here and plant apple trees, build a more comfortable and secure life than the one he’d left behind.

But the choicest lands would be doled out to those who enjoyed Hrolf’s favor. Only warriors would be richly rewarded.

Bryk had courage. He didn’t fear death, and would fight for a stake in this new country. But he wouldn’t murder. He would win his place with honor.

He and his cohorts came to the top of a steep hill overlooking the Seine. The village of Jumièges was visible not far away and he had a good view downriver, but there was no sign of the fleet. He suspected Hrolf and the other captains had been unable to resist the temptation to raid and plunder en route.

He had come to trust the men with whom he travelled. They were inexperienced youths who’d confided that they too enjoyed the prospect of enriching themselves with booty, but assumed rape and murder went hand in hand with plundering.

Confident as he was in them, their group was too small to attack a town. His other concern was to forage for food for themselves and the horses, though there was an abundance of spring grass for grazing. Scouting the area would give him knowledge and sustenance. Hrolf would need both when he arrived.

When it was fully dark, he left his men with the wild horses, led Fisk down the steep embankment, then mounted and crossed the river. The full moon illuminated the outline of what looked like a partially finished building in the distance. It worried him; too much light made the excursion riskier.

He tied Fisk’s rope to a tree and crept towards what he saw now was a stone building under construction. He remembered the tales of the sacking of the abbey at Jumièges by Vikings three score and ten years before. This edifice must be the replacement. He marveled at the perseverance of the Franks who seemed determined to rebuild with stone—a process which took much longer than the wooden construction his people used.

He suspected roofs didn’t blow off stone buildings. When Hrolf gave him land, he would build with stone.

Keeping to the shadow cast by the building, he loped across to the wall and crept towards the end. He took a quick glance around the corner, expecting to see the front entryway. Instead there was only a narrow arched doorway, perhaps leading to a kitchen.

As he stepped out of the shadows, the door creaked open. He retreated quickly, flattening his body against the wall when someone came stealthily from the other side of the building.

There was enough moonlight to make out a man in robes, his head hooded. He seemed anxious not to be seen as he waited on the very spot where Bryk had stood moments earlier.

What in the name of Thor is he waiting for in the dark?

The answer came when the door creaked again and a young woman in white robes appeared. The monk pushed the hood from his head, revealing his youth, and took the girl’s hands, drawing her into the shadows.

Bryk held his breath. If they detected him only paces away—

It was his understanding that men and women who had dedicated their lives to the Christian God were celibate, a notion Vikings deemed ridiculous. His young companions were apparently unaware of this obligation as they kissed ravenously, their hands wandering over each other’s bodies.

A cloud crept over the moon. Bryk strained in the darkness to hear their whispers. His knowledge of the Frankish language was limited, but their clandestine endearments touched his heart and evoked cherished memories of Myldryd. He clenched his fists, guilt washing over him. Had he not turned his back on warmongering, his beautiful wife might still be alive.

The kissing couple broke apart abruptly, jolting him from his reverie. Censure in the whispered exchange that followed indicated they’d been discovered, though he’d neither seen nor heard another person approach. Annoyed with himself for his inattention, he drew his dagger and narrowed his eyes in time to see the lovers flee back around the corner of the building.

Had the unseen person left?

His breath caught in his throat when the clouds rolled on, revealing a second young woman clad in white robes. She leaned back against the wall and turned her face to the moon. She was tall and slender, and her beauty stunned him, but he swallowed hard, struck by the loneliness in her expression. He had an unwelcome urge to gather her into his arms and stroke his hand over the cropped hair that shone inky black in the moonlight.

Sensations that he’d believed long dead stirred in his loins.

Fisk nickered, catching the girl’s attention. She frowned, peering into the darkness where the horse was tethered.

Alarm skittered up his spine. He willed her to return to the safety of the building, but instead she took slow, tentative steps towards his hidden mount. If she discovered the beast—

He crept up on her from behind.

When she caught sight of Fisk, she gasped and slowly offered her open palm. But then it seemed to dawn on her what the presence of the horse meant. She whirled around, her eyes filling with fear when she saw him a few paces away.

He cursed inwardly that he still held the dagger. No wonder she was terrified. She opened her mouth to scream.

Swiftly, he sheathed the weapon, snaked an arm around her back and clamped his hand over her mouth as he pulled her against him. Heat from her trembling body sparked desire, sending blood rushing to his pikk. But the terror in her eyes gave him pause. She thought he had rape on his mind.

“Hush,” he said softly, rocking her like a baby against his chest. “Hush.”

He recognized the moment her fear subsided when she went limp in his arms. Or had she fainted?
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TERROR RENDERED Cathryn incapable of movement. She swayed, certain her heart had stopped beating. It surely would when the massive barbarian plunged his knife into her breast. One glimpse of long hair, silvery blonde in the moonlight, a full beard and animal skin clothing had been enough to tell her this was no wandering peasant intent on mischief.

She had never been touched by a man. His hand was warm on her face, and it seemed he was being careful not to hurt her. At least he hadn’t broken her neck. His hands were big enough to snap her like a twig. She decided in an instant biting him wasn’t a good idea.

The dizzying smell of male sweat filled her nostrils, but it wasn’t the acrid stink that clung to Sprig. The heat from the arm gripping her body penetrated the thick wool of her habit.

His voice was deep, but gentle. He was rocking her, which was good because her knees had buckled. Fear must have stolen her wits. How else to explain that she felt strangely safe, held firm against a male body as unyielding as a wall?

He eased her away and looked into her eyes. “No harm,” he rasped.

She had lost her wits. Something in the depths of his brown eyes held her. She quickly nodded her understanding, trusting him.

He removed his hand from her mouth and they stared at each other for what seemed like long minutes.

His frown betrayed his uncertainty as to what to do with her. An urge to beg him to take her away bubbled up in her throat. She never wanted to be parted from the security of his strong arms.

But this man was a Viking—the hair, the clothing, the foreign tongue, the sheer size of him confirmed it. Women taken by Vikings became slaves.

Better a slave to this man than to Mother Bruna.

She shivered when he let go, swaying on unsteady legs until he put his hands on her waist and touched his lips to hers. The softness of his beard surprised her.

She should have been outraged, should have protested, pushed him away, called on her patron saint. But along with the alarmingly wonderful sensations coursing through her body, and a desire to have him breathe his salty breath into her, her friend’s boast beat a tattoo in her thoughts.

Love at first sight, love at first sight.

He broke them apart, a strange look on his face, as if he too struggled to comprehend the situation in which they found themselves. He tapped his chest. “Bryk,” he rasped.

Her breath caught in her dry throat but she managed to squeeze out, “Cathryn.”

He smiled, sending tiny winged creatures fluttering in her lower belly.

“Cath-ryn,” he repeated hoarsely.

On his lips her name was a song.

But then he put a hand on her back and pushed her gently in the direction of the abbey.

He’s letting me go. I can warn the others.

She gripped his arm, unable to speak.

Don’t let me go.

But he pushed her again, gesturing towards the wall. “Go,” he urged, untying his horse.

She staggered away from him, crying for no good reason. Nearing the wall, she turned for one last glimpse, but he’d already disappeared, swallowed up by the night.

Loneliness shuddered through her. Blinded by tears, she resumed her walk to safety—and bumped straight into someone lurking in the shadows.

“Looking for me?” the man asked, pinning her to the wall with his body.

She’d never heard him speak but she recognized Sprig’s odor. Her belly turned over at the malevolence in his voice. He spoke with an odd accent. She struggled, but he clamped his mouth on hers. She gagged on the reek of onions. He squeezed her breast. The cold stone bit into her back and fear gnawed at her gut as he forced her legs apart with his knee and yanked up her robe. His icy hand touched her thigh.

Then abruptly he was gone, crumpled in a mewling heap at her feet.

A warm hand grasped hers, and she was lifted as her legs gave way.

“Come, Cath-ryn,” the Viking rumbled.
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BRYK WASN’T SURE what made him turn back. It had been alarmingly difficult to push the woman away a second time. Visions of her lying naked beneath him on a bed of furs played behind his eyes.

It was foolish. She was a Frank, a follower of the White Christ. She’d probably raised the alarm by now. He was putting himself in harm’s way—for no good reason. But he needed to be assured she was safe.

He came close to roaring his outrage when he saw what was taking place.

A man in religious garb had her up against the wall, his hand reaching under her robe, despite her protestations. In war he had witnessed many rapes and knew exactly what the man had in mind. Evidently nothing he’d been told about Christian clerics was true.

Intent on his evil deed, her attacker apparently didn’t hear Bryk steal up behind him. A swift chop to the base of his skull dropped him like a stone.

Thanks be to Freyja he’d returned in time. Cath-ryn stared at him, shaking uncontrollably, seemingly on the verge of hysteria. He couldn’t walk away. Her attacker’s moans indicated he wasn’t dead. He would likely try for her again, or exact revenge. Taking her with him would cause difficulties. He had nothing to offer but the life of a thrall.

This young woman drew him like a lodestone. And how was it he had changed in the blink of an eye from a man who’d forsworn murder to one resolved to kill anyone who touched her? Perhaps she was a witch who’d put a heks on him. He had no choice.

“Kom! Cath-ryn,” he said urgently as he scooped her up and carried her to his horse.
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CATHRYN HAD NEVER ridden, but she liked being cradled in the Viking’s arms. However, worry gnawed at her. “The alarm will be raised,” she told him.

He seemed to understand. “Ja. Alarm.”

But they rode on.

She prayed Javune and Kaia were safe.

Was Sprig dead? She shivered, recalling the paralyzing terror when she feared the odious monk would succeed in raping her. It was strange how one man’s touch was thrilling and another’s repellent.

They reached the river and the horse readily waded into the dark water. Cathryn had lived her life in a convent overlooking this same river, but had never been allowed to venture near it, until the voyage aboard the Bonvent. Fear took hold. She snaked her arms around her captor’s neck. He tightened his grip. “Safe,” he whispered in her ear.

His warm breath and calm demeanor reassured her. They reached the opposite bank and scaled an embankment. His arms stiffened. A small group of similarly clad men surrounded them as they rode into a glade. She should have known he wouldn’t be alone. Vikings always came in hordes.

He said something to the men in his language, his voice stern. They looked from him to her. What lurked in their eyes? Disbelief, resentment? Certainly not welcome.
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“THIS WOMAN is my captive,” Bryk declared, knowing his cohorts would understand completely. To make sure, he added, “I claim her as my thrall.”

Without a word they drifted away to the shelter of the trees.

He dismounted, then pulled Cath-ryn into his arms, relieved she had stopped shaking. But he recognized the fear and uncertainty in her eyes and he wanted it gone. “Safe,” he repeated, wishing he knew more of her tongue.

She replied in her own language. She was perhaps uttering her thanks, and he was elated when she timidly took his hand and added, “Takk.”

She speaks my language!

“It was nothing,” he replied hastily, wanting to warm her chilled hand. “I couldn’t let him—”

But it was evident from her frown he’d spoken too quickly. He barely understood his actions. How to explain them to her? She was here and now he would have to take care of her. He’d always seen to the welfare of his thralls, clothed and fed and sheltered them. But strangely the prospect of this woman as his thrall didn’t appeal. Not that she wasn’t desirable, despite the ugly robe. The persistent hardening of the flesh between his legs that he’d tried unsuccessfully to will away was proof of it.

It was his right to take her, willing or not, if she were his slave. But the prospect of taking her by force filled him with dismay.

The stirrings were welcome, if inconvenient. He thought his interest in women had died with Myldryd.

He raked a hand through his hair, worried there might be pursuit from the abbey. She watched then pointed to her head. She said a word in her language, and he repeated it. “Hair.”

She smiled. “Good.”

He laughed, assuming he’d said it correctly. He reached out and sifted his fingers through her black hair, repeating the word, then trailed his fingertips down her neck. Her face darkened as she moved away, putting both hands on her head.

He understood. Women in Norway never went about with their hair uncovered. She obviously hadn’t expected to come across a Viking in the middle of the night. He chuckled, wishing his belongings weren’t on board the Seahorse.

Her eyes widened in alarm when he took out his dagger. He feared she might swoon when he untied the leather belt of his kyrtill and tugged it over his head. It was chilly without the woolen overtunic. He quickly peeled off his linen shirt and sliced through the hem of braided wool then tore off a piece of the long garment he judged ample for a scarf.

He handed her the fabric and patted the top of his head. She stared wide-eyed at his chest and it occurred to him suddenly she had probably never seen a half naked man before. As a warrior he’d trained long and hard to keep fit. Farming had kept his muscles strong, his body lean. He had a momentary notion to strut like a rooster, but thought better of it. He quickly redonned his shirt and kyrtill, welcoming the protection when his thighs were again covered by the woolen garment. He hoped she’d been unaware of the significance of the bulge at his groin.

She finally seemed to understand his intent, covered her head with the fabric and knotted it under her chin. The ripped edging Myldryd had lovingly braided framed her face.
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BYRK SETTLED Cathryn into a hollow at the base of a tree. Horses whinnied and snorted nearby. He motioned for her to stay where she was then strode off on long legs in the direction of the men.

She was afraid she might be sick. The trembling had begun again. She wished he hadn’t left her alone. In the space of a few minutes she’d gone from terror, believing Bryk intended to rape and kill her, to salivating at the site of steam rising from his bared body in the chilly night air, the moonlight glowing silver on metal bands around his upper arms.

She ought to have known he would do her no harm. He’d understood her alarm at realizing her hair was uncovered and sacrificed part of his own garment to fashion a scarf.

As she fingered the knot under her chin, she had a fanciful urge to toss the fabric away, to beg him to run his fingers through her hair again. Her scalp had tingled beneath his gentle touch. She traced a fingertip down her neck, aware for the first time how sensitive her skin was. The prospect of putting back on the coif she’d worn since childhood suddenly lodged in her belly like a lead weight.

His hair was as blond as hers was dark, and long where hers was short, cropped for comfort under the coif and wimple. But the gleam in his eye told her he liked it.

Perhaps now she was free, her hair would grow.

Free?

Instead of being preoccupied with meaningless trivialities she should worry he might sell or enslave her. Staying with these men wouldn’t mean freedom. She’d never been at liberty to come and go as she wished. The life she’d accepted as her destiny suddenly rankled. It didn’t make sense.

What did these Vikings intend? What was Bryk doing lurking near the abbey? It was obvious they intended to attack. The monks and nuns there would be slaughtered. Brother Javune. Kaia.

She struggled to her feet as Bryk approached, his men close behind, their jaws clenched. Some decision had been reached; she saw it on his face and the axe in his grip confirmed what she dreaded. He took her hand. “Jumièges,” he said as he pulled her in the direction of his horse.
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BRYK WAS depending heavily on a hunch there would be no armed Frankish soldiers in the vicinity of the abbey. And how many monks could there be in a partially finished building? There’d be few stonemasons at work before dawn.

However, if the foul smelling monk had raised the alarm, the local peasantry would quickly arm itself and come looking for the enemy.

He had no choice but to take the fight to them and hope intimidation and terror would make up for the size of his raiding party.

Cath-ryn resisted when he pulled her towards his horse. He turned to her, filled with regret for the fear he had once again brought to her lovely face. But she would eventually see he wasn’t a murdering barbarian. Why her opinion mattered he wasn’t sure. “I cannot leave you here,” he rasped, growling and licking his lips like a hungry predator. “Wolves.”

He howled at the moon to make sure she understood.

Nervously, she looked into the shadows, then came willingly.

She gripped his shoulders when he put his hands on her waist to lift her onto Fisk. It was like lifting a feather. He searched for some way to reassure this delicate female. It was risky, but he drew his dagger, rested it on his palm and offered it, hilt first.

She looked at the weapon, then at him, her eyes wide.

The Viking his grandfather had carved into the ivory handle stood out in sharp relief in the moonlight.

“Take,” he said sternly, wondering if it was wise to give away his talisman. “Protect.”

She took hold of the handle with trembling hands paler than the ivory, but didn’t drop it as he feared she might. Instead she stared at it.

Was she contemplating plunging it into his back? The uncertainty in her eyes when she finally looked at him calmed his fears. She simply didn’t know what to do with it.

His men moved restlessly, their faces anxious. They were youths, looking to him as the seasoned warrior to lead them in what was likely their first raid.

He quickly grasped her hand and wound the tasseled end of her corded belt around the blade then tucked it in at her hip. “Careful,” he whispered with a wink.

She smiled weakly, her palm flattened over the weapon.

He mounted Fisk in front of her, elated when she clamped her arms around his waist and pressed her breasts to his back. She likely had no idea of the effect she was having on his manhood.

This had to be the strangest Viking raid in the glorious history of his people; a farmer and a nun leading a raiding party consisting of a handful of youths and a few wild horses.

For reassurance he looked to the sky and mumbled. “Lend us your aid, mighty Thor, god of war.”

“Thor,” Cath-ryn whispered into his back, followed by something that sounded like her own name.
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AS THE WATER lapped around the horse’s legs, Cathryn repeated her prayer for deliverance to her namesake saint over and over like a litany. But they’d traveled only a few yards on the opposite bank when she saw her entreaties to Saint Catherine had been for naught. She chided herself. It had been naive to assume the alarm wouldn’t have been raised.

Panicked voices reached her ears and in the pre-dawn darkness the abbey was lit by the glow of torches. Bryk dismounted and lifted her down. Despite the rapid beating of her heart, the strength of his big hands calmed her roiling belly.

He motioned to the men to remain with the horses, then took her hand and crept forward. At the edge of the trees they stopped and crouched down.

Mother Bruna will be livid that I’ve soiled my habit!

She almost laughed out loud at the absurdity of her thoughts. It was unlikely she’d live long enough to see the mean-spirited Superior again. At least the last hours of her existence would be filled with life.

Her brawny Viking had made her feel more alive than ever before.

The crowd was boisterous, peasants mostly and a few monks. She narrowed her eyes, trying to make out faces. She recognized the tall man calmly issuing orders to the monks. “Father Abbot,” she whispered, turning to Bryk. “Please don’t kill him.”

He nodded. “Fader.”

Had he understood?

Then she spied Javune carrying a torch and murmured his name.

Bryk chuckled, making the shape of a woman with his hands and kissing sounds with his lips. She knew then he’d seen the young monk with Kaia.

She was about to return his smile when her attacker strode into view, gesturing wildly and shouting loudly. Bile rose in her throat and for the first time in her life she felt hatred for another person. “Sprig,” she said hoarsely, gripping the handle of the dagger.

Bryk shifted his weight, his teeth gritted. “Spreeg,” he spat, brandishing his axe. “I kill.”

Much as she might want the monk punished, she couldn’t condone murder. “No,” she whispered, pushing down his raised arm. “God will punish.”

He looked at her strangely, his eyes wide. She might drown in those dark brown depths. She recognised now what Kaia had seen in Javune’s eyes.

But no! Kaia had seen love. She wasn’t sure what she saw in Bryk’s eyes, and this was not the time to be thinking such thoughts.

There was no sign of her friend nor of Ekaterina. The elderly nun must be terrified. There’d be scant air for Kaia to breathe if both women were closeted in the tiny cell.

The peasants had armed themselves with pitchforks and sickles.

As the first grey steaks of dawn lit the sky, Bryk put a hand on her shoulder. “Stay,” he ordered, and then crept back to his men.

Close to panic at being left alone, she was startled by loud shouts behind her. Moments later she curled into a ball and covered her ears as wild horses stampeded past in the direction of the abbey.
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AMONG THE MANY things Bryk had learned during his years as a plundering marauder, probably the most important was the effective use of surprise.

If a raider didn’t hold the advantage, he had to be bold and make his enemy believe he did. He’d hoped that if they made enough noise and panicked the wild horses, the armed mob might assume a Viking horde was attacking when the beasts arrived in their midst.

He knew from experience there was nothing like horses running amok to make grown men wet themselves.

As he had foreseen, the villagers dispersed rapidly when the frenzied animals galloped out of the trees. Most dropped their tools as they fled. One or two waved their arms in an effort to turn the beasts, but quickly abandoned the idea when Bryk and his men emerged from the forest. He had instructed his band to yell with gusto and brandish their weapons menacingly, but only those who posed a genuine threat were to be rendered harmless or killed.

By the time the sun was up, they had ten monks lined up with their backs to the abbey wall, a score of villagers and workmen roped together, and two nuns tending to the handful of wounded. One of the nuns was the girl of the tryst. The other was ancient.

As his men corralled the last of the horses, he strode over to the monks. To his surprise the old nun followed him. She beamed a big smile, took hold of his hand and addressed him in his language. “I am Sister Ekaterina. In the name of God, and our beloved Saint Catherine of Alexandria, we welcome you, Viking.” She pointed to the axe in his other hand. “You could have killed us all, but you chose not to.”

His astonishment grew when she spoke to the man he recognized as the Abbot, pointing and gesturing, evidently repeating what she had said to him. The elderly monk seemed to have difficulty understanding her, but she persevered and he eventually made a sign over Bryk with his hand. It was one Christians made as a blessing and he returned the captive’s nod.

The monk who had attacked Cath-ryn stepped forward, his face a mask of hatred. “What have you done with the nun, barbarian?”

Ekaterina scowled at the monk as she translated.

Bryk grabbed the front of the man’s robes with his free hand and dragged him to his knees. “She is safe, no thanks to you.” He looked to the Abbot. “This man called Spreeg attacked Cath-ryn.”

Disbelief spread on the Abbot’s face as Ekaterina explained.

Sprig scrambled to his feet. “You believe the lies of a barbarian? I am a monk. I have dedicated my life to God. He has stolen Cathryn away.”

“But he knows your name, my son, how can that be?” the Abbot asked, his voice gentle.

Sweat broke out on Spreeg’s forehead. “He must have tortured her. Perhaps she called out for my help.”

Bryk had an urge to lop off the man’s head and be done with the matter, but he remembered Cath-ryn staying his hand. He didn’t see her approach from the trees, but there was no mistaking the joy on Ekaterina’s face as she waddled past him.

“Da! My child,” she gushed.

He turned to see her fold Cath-ryn in a warm embrace. She kissed Ekaterina’s forehead then faced Spreeg. “The Viking speaks true, my lord Abbot. I believe Brother Sprig would have violated me if the Viking hadn’t come to my rescue.”

It irritated Bryk that Cath-ryn didn’t call him by name. “My name is Bryk Gardbruker,” he told the Abbot. “Cath-ryn knows this and I speak the truth.”

When the elderly nun repeated what he’d said it prompted an exchange of rapid glances between her and the Abbot.

Cath-ryn blushed and seemed reluctant to look at him.

He’d evidently said something to embarrass her.

Ekaterina grinned like a child as if she were privy to the world’s biggest secret. “Da!” she exclaimed.
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TWO DAYS LATER Cathryn strained without success to catch a glimpse of the river through the narrow window slit in the library, surely designed to make sure monks weren’t distracted by anything going on outside.

One of Bryk’s men stationed downriver had sighted longboats approaching. He had immediately ordered the women into the library, and consigned the monks to their cells. The workmen were sent back to the village and instructed to remain there.

His apprehension at the arrival of the man he called his chieftain was evident. Would the Viking leader show the same restraint or would they be massacred?

Cathryn marveled how in two days Bryk had taken full control of Jumièges with a handful of men. Only two villagers had been killed during the raid, for which the local inhabitants were grateful. Everyone was aware of the atrocities perpetrated when the Vikings had last come to Jumièges. More than one thousand monks had been slaughtered, the abbey sacked.

Bryk was a man who commanded respect. He had shown mercy to Sprig, listening to the Abbot’s suggestion that the monk be confined to his cell.

He questioned the stonemasons about the construction of the abbey, inspected the cottages in the village, tallied the town’s provisions. Ekaterina went with him. Cathryn did not.

He seemed anxious to avoid her. She longed for another kiss, for his touch, for any sign he cared. At night she clutched the scarf to her breast, tracing her fingertip along the intricate braiding on one edge, inhaling his scent. She’d never set eyes on the sea but she rode the waves with him when she licked the salt from the fibers. In two days she had turned into a seething mess of thwarted wantonness, jealous of an ancient nun because Bryk fussed over her.

It was foolish. Soon he would be gone. She was being tested.

She pulled away from the window. “I suppose now his people are coming, he will leave,” she said to Ekaterina. “They will plunder and destroy, then return to their native land.”

“Nyet,” came the unexpected reply. “They settle in Francia.”

Her heart did a peculiar somersault. “Settle? King Charles won’t permit it.”

Ekaterina shrugged, smiling one of her enigmatic smiles. “Don’t vorry,” she whispered.

Kaia sauntered over to the window slit. “I can’t see anything,” she said, her voice flat. She’d been pouting for two days because she’d seen nothing of Javune. Cathryn wondered if her own preoccupation with Bryk was as obvious.

“Gardbruker,” Ekaterina said.

Had the old woman read her mind? “What?”

“His last name means he is a farmer.”

Cathryn came close to snorting. “Farmer?”

“Da. He vants to cultivate apple orchards in Francia.”

Cathryn didn’t know what to make of this startling revelation. Her thoughts went to the river where the gentle farmer was greeting his warrior chieftain.

Watch over him, Saint Catherine.
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STROKING THE PAD of his thumb over the carved Viking on the handle of his dagger, Bryk kept his eyes on Hrolf as the chieftain brought his longboat to shore. Cath-ryn had returned the talisman to him. He hoped she would have no further need of a weapon when Hrolf took over the town.

Many of the boats rode lower in the water. His countrymen had indeed stopped along the way to help themselves to treasures which now lay no doubt in the men’s sea chests.

He gritted his teeth when he noticed Alfred was missing. But it wouldn’t be wise to let his alarm show.

He relished the prospect of explaining how he had captured Jumièges with a handful of inexperienced men and precious little blood spilled. It would raise his standing, allowing him to protect the woman he’d taken.

He wasn’t sure why he was preoccupied with her. She was a Christian who had dedicated her life to the Vite Krist. His thoughts wandered to the brief kiss they’d shared. Her sweet taste had taken him off guard. She hadn’t fought him like she’d fought the monk. Indeed, it was as if she’d enjoyed it—thoroughly. And certainly he had. Perhaps next time he might delve his tongue—

His musings were interrupted when Hrolf jumped from the boat and strode over to him. “Gardbruker.”

He bowed slightly, satisfied that the sloping bank allowed him to look the giant in the eye. He hoped the carnal heat spreading through his body wasn’t evident on his face. Better to get his mind off tongues mating. “It is safe to let everyone come ashore. I have secured the town.”

Hrolf frowned, looking to the buildings beyond. “Secured?”

Bryk quickly summarized events, then paused before making his last remark. “I deemed it wise to kill as few men as possible. If we wish to ultimately be welcomed here, we should show that we are civilized people with much to offer.”

Hrolf stared at him for long minutes until Vilhelm came up the bank. Bryk took advantage of the moment. “You want your son to rule here in peace, do you not?”

Hrolf clamped a hand on his son’s shoulder and grinned. “Indeed. Lead on Bryk Kriger. Let us see this town you have captured single handedly.”

Bryk was still a farmer at heart, but was elated Hrolf had recognized him as a warrior. Part of it was because he’d appealed to Hrolf’s vanity, having guessed the chieftain harbored visions of establishing a ruling dynasty. However, he’d proven a man didn’t need to be a bloodthirsty savage to be a warrior. “My brother? Alfred?” he asked.

“Coming overland with captives and livestock. Too many—they’d have swamped a boat. Besides we needed room for the pig.”

It was then Bryk noticed the hubbub on board the Seahorse. The crewmen were attempting to land a very pregnant sow that looked ready to drop a litter at any moment.

Laughing, Hrolf gave the command for his people to come ashore, then turned to his son. “Fetch your mother. I want her to accompany me as we walk abroad in our new land.”

Bryk waited, watching the enraged pig intimidate burly warriors who had no idea how to handle her. Alfred was probably happy to be on dry land, but he’d have known how to calm the sow.
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EKATERINA HAD dozed off in a library chair.

In an effort to calm her frayed nerves, Cathryn mixed paint and resumed work on a partially finished illumination. It was one Sprig had begun and would need her full concentration if she was to correct his careless work.

She tried to ignore Kaia’s nervous pacing and the din drifting in from outside. Evidently the Viking chieftain had arrived with a horde. She was surprised to hear the excited voices of children. The raiders had brought their families. Perhaps it was true they intended to settle in Francia. Did Bryk have a wife and children?

She had no trouble picturing him with his own brood. He was a gentle giant. She remembered the night they had met, when he’d—

“They’re coming,” Kaia hissed, hurrying away from the wooden door as it was thrust open.

Ekaterina woke with a snort accompanied by another sound Cathryn recognized.

She came to her feet too quickly, tipping her stool. It clattered to the planked floor. Dropping her quill added to her confusion.

Bryk was the biggest man she had ever seen, until a bearded giant strode into the library. The smell of leather and the sea overpowered even the unpleasant odor of flatulence. The woman with him seemed tiny in comparison, yet there was something striking about her—a nobility, evident despite her wrinkled nose. Her eyes darted here and there, perhaps searching out the culprit who’d fouled the air.

Bryk and a boy followed the pair. Was this his son?

To her surprise it was the woman who spoke first. “I am Poppa, wife to Hrolf Ganger,” she said in the Frankish tongue, indicating the giant. “Vilhelm is our son.”

Relief swept over her—the boy wasn’t the child of her Viking. She ought to have known by the resemblance wrought by the similarly wrinkled noses. But this woman spoke her language.

“I am the daughter of Berengar, Count of Bayeux,” the woman continued. “My husband killed my father and destroyed my home many years ago during a raid on our town. He took me to Norway, where I have lived ever since.”

This didn’t sound right. Vikings never married their captives. They enslaved them. The still silent Hrolf must have prized this woman.

She glanced at him, perturbed to see he was staring at her, unmistakable lust in his gaze. Fear skittered up her spine.

Bryk strode to where she stood and took her hand. He said something that caused Hrolf to scowl.

The woman smiled. “Bryk says you are his captive, under his protection.” She shot a gloating glance at her husband who finally spoke after clearing his throat. It seemed the woman had the upper hand in their relationship, but there was no doubt Hrolf was used to being obeyed.

“He says you have nothing to fear,” Poppa explained. “We come in peace, seeking a new land.”

“Da!” Ekaterina said with great conviction and to the surprise of everyone.

Buoyed by the strength of Bryk’s hand, Cathryn found her voice. “But King Charles will oppose you.”

Hrolf replied immediately. “We are not afraid to fight for a piece of this land.”

“You speak my language,” she blurted out.

Hrolf chuckled. “I visited Francia many years ago, and claimed my lovely Poppa. She has taught me.”

Poppa wandered over to the workbench, examining the vellum Cathryn had been working on. “You are illuminating? It’s a rare skill, especially for a woman.”

Cathryn glanced up at Bryk. He had tightened his grip on her hand and was staring at her work, admiration in his eyes. “You?” he asked.

She wished the sample was one of her own better pieces. “It’s for the altar bible.”

“Beautiful,” he breathed in her language. The word rolled off his foreign tongue, sending shards of longing scurrying up her thighs.

“She’s a nun, Bryk,” Poppa said, first in his language then in Cathryn’s. “Married to the White Christ. I am still a Christian. Do not offend me by lusting after her.”

“But I’m not a nun,” Cathryn said hastily. “I haven’t taken my final vows, or any vows for that matter. I was a foundling left at the door of the abbey.”

Poppa stared first at her then at Bryk. “Where are you from, which convent?”

“Saint Catherine of Alexandria, in Rouen.”

“Aha! Rouen!” Hrolf shouted, startling everyone. “Our next port of call.”
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Where Breaking Into Places You Don’t Belong Is Shown To Be A Bad Idea
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Deception

Kris Kennedy




 Kier is a handsome, charming trickster with a shady past full of dirty deeds, one of which was breaking Sophia Darnly’s heart years ago.  When she stumbles upon him, five years later, in a moneylender’s office, it’s clear he’s up to no good. Again.

But this time, so is she.




June 1294

Last Fells, England

SO IT HAD COME TO THIS, after all. 

Sophia Darnly had known it would, eventually.  It was as inevitable as spring flooding and salted meat in winter.   

She was tipping over into corruption and vice like a pitcher off the table. 

It had only been a matter of time.  

There was no shame in making a mistake.  There was not even shame in committing the same error a second time, by virtue of being ‘precipitous’ or more inaccurately, ‘foolish’—they never named it ‘bold’ or ‘ambitious,’ for she was a woman, and therefore occupied the same mental construct as all confusing, vaguely frightening notions, such as shipwrecks and comets in the sky and how one stocking always ended up missing in the wash.

No, none of these were the problem.  

It was when one found oneself hurrying through the cobbled streets of the rich port town of Last Fells, en route to break into the offices, and then the coffers, of one of the most venerated moneychangers in all of England, to steal—retrieve, she reminded herself firmly—a ledger that could mean the demise of many powerful men, and perhaps even of her, it was then one began to suspect one was entirely cut out for a life of crime.

It was a sobering realization.

Additionally, as Sophia had been explicitly warned off, and as she was determined this matter would not cause any (more) deaths, that left trickery.

Fortunately, Sophia was very good at trickery.

Or had been.

She was diminished this far, then, to make use of corruption straight on.

It had only been a matter of time.




Your name is unfamiliar but the matters to which you allude are, unfortunately and unwisely, not, Tomas the Moneychanger’s terse missive had informed her.  “I shall ignore the latter and address the former: my business is entirely by referral, Dame Silk.  The only ones who make it through my doors are the ones who can make it through. Unless you are utterly unlike the tree from which you fell, and therefore full of surprises, it is difficult to imagine how that ever would occur, the note went on in blatant challenge. My world is a dangerous one, and does not deal kindly with conspiracies.  Return to your widowhood and your silks.  Do not contact me again.




Or perhaps it had not been a challenge, Sophia reflected.

Nevermind.  She was here now.

But when neighbors informed you that men had shown up at your door whilst you were away, bearing weapons and asking questions that oughtn’t to be asked, one knew the time had come.  

When you found your silk warehouse burned to the ground, a threatening note nailed to the tree nearby, demanding the ledger or you would suffer the destruction of your livelihood, a note read through the ashen clouds of smoke still wafting off the warehouse, well, then one knew the time had come to arm oneself.

Thus, the ledger.

A sensible woman would face the truth. A practical woman might even see the benefits.  Accept it as a way out from under the drawn-back trebuchet of her unwanted past.  

Simply give them the ledger.

Sophia had always seen herself as all these things.  Sensible, reasonable, practical.  Above all, law-abiding.  She’d aimed at these things the way one aims an arrow.

Unfortunately, she was also angry.

The thought of her trade and livelihood being subsumed so completely and swiftly was terrifying.  The realization that her will and efforts could be so cheaply commandeered, was maddening.

These men who wanted her father’s ledger, these men who took, these raptors in their finery, these brigands in their brocades, they were worse than a pestilence. 

These men like her father.

Sophia could be harvested like wheat, or she could pose some sort of defense.

Thus, the ledger.

They really oughtn’t have pushed her so far.

Furthermore, she thought irritably, two hardly counted as a conspiracy.  Tomas Moneychanger, of all men, should know that.

It took a minimum of three.

 She gave her tunic another tug down and looked down the street.  Time to make Tomas Moneychanger understand that Sophia was not a woman to be trifled with, nor ignored, nor set aside like wooden spoon when the stirring was done.  

He ought to have just agreed to meet with her the first three times she wrote.

One could almost say it was his fault it had come to this.

She stepped onto the bridge where the old moneychanger’s shop was located, and as soon as the guard at its door came into view, she affected a noteworthy, nay pathetic, limp.  

When she was close enough, she stumbled directly into the guard, then pushed the hair out of her eyes, and aimed a small, pained, apologetic smile up at him.  

He stared a moment, blinking, then he smiled back.
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KIER WAS UPSTAIRS when he heard the voices.  

Bent over an unlocked coffer in the office, he was examining account ledgers in swift perusal, then laying the documents back inside, working fast to find what he wanted before Tomas Moneychanger came in and discovered Kier routing through his chests of money and documents.  Tomas would probably not appreciate it.   

Most moneychangers wouldn’t.  But then, Tomas was not most moneychangers.  He was as close to a merchant prince as one could get without being either a prince or a merchant. What he was was a master with money.  He knew who had it, who needed it, and how to make certain the two were united in terms advantageous to himself.  Kings, counts, princes, knights and merchants, Tomas invested in their risk and recouped large.   It was a nice reciprocity. 

Well, perhaps not quite reciprocal.  But exceptionally nice.

Kier had no aversion to this.  He had no interest in it either.  He simply wanted what Tomas had: access and information.  

Access to men who had capital to invest and preferred to operate in the shadowy background.  Men who liked to collect things: precious gems, rare silks, beautiful women, defaulted princes and indebted kings.  Men who claimed but the weakest fealty to their overlords, and satisfied their vows not with swords but with coin.  Piles and piles of Edward’s new English penny, the Flemish groat, the French livre, the Florentine florin, and, moreover, the letters of credit that moved them across Western Christendom, from the burning sands of Palestine to the misty barrows of York.  

It was an entire landscape, a grammar structure that spoke a single language: power.

Indebted men were a highly lucrative business.

Kier should know.

The sound of voices outside the doorway below distracted him, made him lift his head.  

It was too early for the hawkers to be out.  Even the waterboys at the well could hardly be about yet.  

Swiftly and on silent feet, he glided to the window and nudged the shutter open with the back of his hand and peered down.

A pale dawn lit the air.  Tomas’s guard was stationed beside the door, as he’d been when Kier arrived an hour ago.  And beside him, stood a woman.  

The first thing Kier noticed was the curve of her neck.

She stood with her back slightly toward the building, conversing quietly with the guard.  With the back of her hand, she’d lifted the heavy netted hair covering up off her neck slightly, to let in the cool dawn air. It revealed the pale curve of her neck.

This neck, it was a beautiful thing.  

Surely that should have been his warning.  The trumpet call, the signal fire, letting Kier know his battle was coming.   

But it had been too long, too many submerged memories, and after all, it was only a neck.

Shadowed, all he could see was her neck and one slim hand, gesturing. A murmur of their voices rose up, then the knobbly-nosed guard grinned like a fool and started to nod.

Whether she meant it or no, she was doing a fine job distracting the sentry from his duties.

And showing greater finesse than he, Kier admitted.  Kier had simply started a fight and when mayhem broke out, swiftly picked the lock and slipped inside without anyone being the wiser.

“…oh, aye, The Lark’s Throat,” the guard was saying in a portentous voice, clearly comfortable in his knowledge of the hell-hole of a tavern down the road.  “A fine establishment, that….”

Fine if you were a pirate, Kier thought.  Taking one last glance at the top of the woman’s head—she had a comely head, from what he could tell—he turned back to the coffers.  He had a ledger to find.   

A few moments later, he relocked the last coffers—he had not found the ledger within any of them—and a mixture of caution and curiosity drove him back to the window.  Again, he angled the shutter open an inch and peered down.  

The guard was gone.  The woman remained.  She was tipped forward, crouched before the door and…thrusting something into the keyhole.

He stared.

Surely it was not possible that two people were attempting to break into Tomas Moneychanger’s office in a single day?  Surely not.

But then, Kier had not attempted it.  

He must have shifted or made some noise, for she tilted her head up to peer along the side of the building.  For a brief moment, her face was visible in the dawning light.

It was as if someone had punched Kier in the chest.  He jerked back inside, his breath too thick for his chest, his bones crunching.

She.

His battle coming.

He pushed off the wall and went downstairs.
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SOPHIA STAYED LOW as she hurried into the shadowy office and pushed the door shut behind her.

The heat hit her first.  In the summer, closed up all night, the room was like a hot grave, newly dug.  She inhaled spirals of dust from the rushes.  

In the back stretched a long table, and benches were pushed against the walls, bulky here and there with bags and packs.  A door huddled in the back corner, as if trying to go undetected.  Stairs to the upper floors.   

A single, shuttered window split the back wall.  Pale dawn light slithered through the slits, like dozens of narrowed grey eyes.   Stripes fell across the edge of the table and the five huge coffers hunkering beneath it.  A faint metallic odor hovered in the air, wavering like little wings: coin. 

Pennies and halfpennies, deniers and soldi and gold florins, coins of the empires: England, France, Italy, Florence.  

She took a step toward the chests.  They were huge and heavy with curved lids, triple banded in iron with large, ornate iron padlocks, two on each. 

She arched her brows at the locks. 

Two?  Two iron padlocks apiece?

Hardly sufficient, she thought sternly.  What sort of man puts only two locks on his coffers when they held such riches? 

 The riches, of course, lay not only in the coin, but the objects within, most especially the Darnly ledger.  Her father’s ledger.   In it lay a reckoning of the nefarious deeds her wealthy father had done with an untold number of other rich and powerful men.  

But of course, it wasn’t untold.  The ledger told the number.  And names. In remarkably precise detail.  Who had done what, for whom, and how much it had cost.  

Its foul accounting lay in one of these coffers.  But which?  Where would Tomas Moneychanger have kept such a valuable, dangerous book?

Her eyes scanned the chests and stopped on one that had gone the double-banded chests one better: this had three iron bands around it. She smiled grimly to herself.  She recognized it immediately; it used to be her father’s. 

Slowing her breath, she crept toward the coffer and knelt in front, a pin out.

It took no time at all to open the padlocks.  To push aside the pouches of coins and gems that lay inside, to dig in and close her fingers around the familiar feel of a coin-stained ledger with dirty secrets inside.  A moment more to shut and lock the coffer.  Another second to rise to her feet and turn for the door.

That’s when she felt it.

Some energy, aimed at her like an arrow.  Like opening the door to an oven, or lifting the last rock from a dam.  

Trouble coming.

She froze.  

“This was an extremely bad idea,” said the trouble.
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THE SOFT, DARK WORDS came from a few feet away.  Sophia turned slowly. 

Oh, dark was not precisely the word.   Dangerous, that was more the thing. Shadowed, difficult to see but for outlines.

And motionless.  Sitting at the table, hands crossed over his belly, boots kicked out, hair banded in a queue, sword hanging loosely from his side.  Powerful, intent, with a lean grace and restraint that did not so much create a sense of safety due to the restraint, as a sense of being hunted by a predator willing to wait.  

Smiling at her.   

Sophia backed up a step, her knees wobbling like cold jelly. She clutched the ledger to her chest and gripped her little picklock pin, a paltry weapon indeed.   

“You, sirrah,” she aimed the pin at him, “who are you and what are you doing here, lurking in the shadows?”

“Are you certain that is the best way to begin this interview?”

It was a low, deep voice, somewhat like a wolf might sound, should wolves speak.  Not at all the sort of sound she’d hoped for.   She took a cautionary step back on her cold jelly legs, which put her buttocks against the wall. 

“My apologies.  I was startled.”

Silence.

“I did not expect anyone.  I thought . . . I thought I was early.”  

“You are.”

“Yes.  Of course.”  She looked around the shadowy room.   “We’re both early.”

“Aye,” he said in that lazy, predator rumble.  “But I was here first.”  

That could be either threat or observation. She’d have taken another step back except she was already against the wall.  He could be in the midst of a crime, or . . . she had no notion what else might explain his presence.  Although sitting lounging on a bench was not precisely desperate criminal behavior.  

“There is no use in robbing me, I have naught,” she told him fiercely.

“My thanks for the caution.”  

Something small clicked inside her mind, the way the padlock on the coffer had clicked when she picked it open.  Nothing was revealed, but a thin, sharp beam of some indefinable awareness shot through her.    

She slid her bottom across the wall, inching toward the door, in case he turned desperately criminal.  

“I had business with Tomas,” she announced.  

He inclined his head the smallest inch.   “And I thought you came to steal.”

“I do not steal.”  Stealing required one to take possession of things that were not rightfully one’s own.  She had no intention of ever doing such a terrible thing. 

Tomas night see the matter differently, though.   As might King Edward.

His eyes gleamed at her from the shadows.   “I see.  You only pick locks and beguile guardsmen.”

“That…this is all aberrant.  I generally do not go about picking locks.”

“And yet, you do it so well.”

She felt his dark regard drift up over her shoulder, to the door, as if assessing how far she would have go run to reach it.  “Do you intend to hurt me?” she whispered fiercely. 

He paused.  “Would you scream?”

“I would.”

“Then, nay.”

Long legs stretched out of the darkness, crossed at the ankles.  He seemed very at ease.  This was not as reassuring as one would think, given the circumstances.  “What has promoted your recent tumble into criminality?” he inquired.

“What has promoted yours?” she replied in a whisper, since he seemed determined to engage in a conversation.  

“Who is to say I am a criminal?”

She snorted slightly, to communicate disbelief.  

He smiled, a lash of white against the darkness of his shadowed face.  “Or that ‘tis recent?”  

The small niggling in her mind scratched a little harder.

He pushed to his feet.  “Now, lass, let’s have this go easy.”

And the doorway to her memory was thrust fully open.  

“Kier?” she whispered, but it was a ridiculous question.  

There was only one Kier.  Only one in the whole world.   And he’d gently, surgically extracted her heart five years ago, laid it on the dust like a sacrifice and kicked it over a cliff, then flung himself off after, disappearing from her life as abruptly and dramatically as he’d come in, abandoning her to her criminal father and his criminal cohorts, leaving her behind, alone amid them all.  
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When No One Is Quite Who They Seem, Romance Can Be Dangerous
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Lover’s Knot

Louise Clark




A Royalist returning from exile or a Roundhead spy? When Sir Philip Hampton arrives in West Easton, dedicated Royalist Alysa Leighton knows she must discover his true loyalties, for the future of a king hangs in the balance.




Southwest England, 1659

“I THINK we should visit him.” Excitement, mischief and amusement colored Alysa Leighton’s voice. The person she was speaking of was Sir Philip Hampton, a relatively new arrival in the small town of West Easton. He had inherited the estate of Ainslie Manor on the death of his uncle, but had only taken up residence at the beginning of February, one month before.

“After all,” she continued, her vivid blue eyes challenging, “how will we know if he holds acceptable views unless we actually deign to speak to him?”

 “Speaking to him is one thing, Alysa. Visiting him is another.” Abigail, Lady Strathern, Alysa’s stepmother, took a bite of ham from the well-filled breakfast plate before her. Plump and plain, Abigail enjoyed the everyday pleasures. She had learned long ago that life was too chancy to put off the little things. “You know very well that if your father condescends to visit Sir Philip, it is as much as admitting that the man should be accepted by the rest of the neighborhood.” 

There was no denying that Edward, Baron Strathern, had considerable influence in the countryside around West Easton. Though his title was only third generation, having been bestowed by Queen Elizabeth some one hundred years before, the Leightons came of old stock. Moreover, Edward’s service to King Charles during the recent civil wars had further enhanced his prestige in this largely Royalist area.

“And why should he not be accepted?” demanded Prudence Leighton, Alysa’s half sister.

Prudence was headstrong, impulsive and tended to view life with a refreshingly simple naiveté.

“Because he might be a Roundhead!” Abigail retorted, smiling affectionately at her daughter.

She was wearing a dark blue gown of a finely woven, but sturdy cloth. The bodice was close fitting and came to a deep point in front. Decorative details were done in pale blue, while the petticoat that showed beneath the full skirt was a mauve silk. The colors didn’t enhance her mousy coloring, but they didn’t detract from it either. “Don’t you remember the story about the two nephews of Richard Hampton? When the war broke out one took service with the parliamentary troops, while the other followed the king. We’re not sure if the man who is at Ainslie is the Royalist or the Roundhead brother.”

“Why not ask him?” Prudence suggested practically. Unlike her mother, she wore a gown in magenta with the petticoat and details picked out in white. The bright color of the gown was typical of Prudence. Left to her own choice she would always select a vivid color, whether it complemented her sand-brown hair and hazel eyes or not.

Lord Strathern—a big, heavyset man of middle-age whose features were remarkably like those of his daughters—laughed indulgently. “I suppose we could, but I doubt it would do much good. If he is not the Royalist brother he will simply say that he is.”

Prudence, just over sixteen years old, sighed. “Politics. I am so tired of politics! The war has been over for an age. Does it really matter if Sir Philip was once a Roundhead? The king was executed over ten years ago and it is almost eight years since his son, Prince Charles, attempted to return to England and was defeated at the Battle of Worchester.”

“King Charles,” Strathern corrected absently, brushing a crumb from the dark brown cloth of his doublet. The suit he wore was well cut, but shabby from much use. The doublet, which covered a shirt of fine linen, was too long to be fashionable, and on this cool spring day Strathern was able to close all the buttons to the waist for warmth. His breeches were also too long for fashion and were adorned with only the minimum of ribbon loops at the cuffs to proclaim him a Royalist gentleman. The stockings he wore were wool, not silk, and his black leather shoes were tied with ribbon bows. It was the outfit of a practical man who saw no need to impress.

About to take a mouthful of eggs, Prudence paused, frowning. “Papa?”

“Even though he was in exile, the prince became king the moment his father died,” Strathern explained patiently. “When Charles Stuart returned to Great Britain in 1651 he was already king.”

“Oh.” Uninterested in politics, she added with daunting brightness, “Prince or king, it makes no difference! We are living under the Lord Protector now and so continue to be.”

“The new Lord Protector is not the man of strength and purpose his father was. Richard Cromwell has ruled England for little more than six months and already there are rumors that the army will not continue to support him. And the army is the pillar on which his power rests.” Strathern’s bright blue eyes were thoughtful. “I do not believe that Englishmen will allow Richard to rule simply because he is Oliver Cromwell’s son and designated heir.”

“Which means that change is coming,” Alysa added, her fine blue eyes, so much like her father’s, sparkling as she spoke. “And that is why it is important for us to know where the new lord of Ainslie Manor stands. Isn’t that so, Papa?”

Lord Strathern cast her an affectionate look. Alysa was the daughter of his first marriage and she and her sister were as unlike as their mothers were. Blond hair the color of old gold, so like her mother’s, was drawn away from Alysa’s forehead, but allowed to fall in frothy curls on either side of her face, framing her features. Blue, heavy-lidded eyes, a short, straight nose and a chin with a determined jut to it had all come from him, but her sweetly bowed mouth was the image of her mother’s, as was her creamy complexion.

Unlike her sister, Alysa chose elegant colors for her clothes. Today she was wearing a gown that was the color of fine wine with an underskirt of soft rose. The details of the gown were picked out in white.

Intelligent, intuitive and shrewd, Alysa could be trusted to find ways of interpreting the facts that came before her with uncanny precision. In the absence of his son, Thomas, who was in exile for his participation in the attempted rising in fifty-one, Strathern relied heavily on Alysa as his sounding board and second-in-command. “Exactly, my dear. In these troubled times it is well to know what each man believes. One can never be too cautious.”

Caution was a virtue that Royalists in England had long ago learned to cultivate. Punitive taxes and ruthless suppression of their rights had taught them that defying the rule of the Lord Protector was a risky venture. Most Royalist families were like the Leightons, once wealthy and powerful, but now subsisting on reduced income because they had the misfortune of choosing the wrong side in the war. Indeed, the room in which the family sat was a good example of how circumstances had changed.

Small and cozy, the breakfast parlor was paneled in the carved oak so popular a century before. Sunlight flowed in through the leaded glass windows, warming the paneling, but emphasizing the scars on the old mahogany dining table and the worn upholstery on the seats of the straight-backed chairs. Though the furniture and faded carpet covering much of the oak parquet floor were of the finest quality, there was no money to replace the aging fabrics or repair the damaged furniture.

Too young to remember the way of life before the war, Prudence was more content than the rest of her family to accede to the changes that had come about. Her main concern was to find a husband and so acquire a household of her own. “I hope that Sir Philip is an acceptable gentleman, for he appears to be unmarried and the neighborhood will be better off with another eligible bachelor.”

“Prudence!” Abigail said, scandalized. “Where do you get your ideas from! What a dreadful thing to say.”

Prudence thrust out her jaw. It had the same stubborn jut as her sister’s. “Alysa has the only gentleman of interest in the area languishing at her feet. Perhaps if there is a new man of marriageable age about she will decide whether or not to accept Master Ingram’s courtship.”

Alysa blushed. Uncomfortably, she fiddled with her sleeve, where the soft wine-colored cloth was slit to show off the fine linen of her chemise. “I find Cedric Ingram to be an amiable man, but I am glad he has not asked me to wed him, for I could not give him an answer.”

Abigail’s eyes twinkled. “When the man asks, you will know how to answer him, my dear. In the meantime, you must show him what courtesy you can, just as you would any other gentleman.”

“Including Sir Philip Hampton.”

Once again Prudence reduced the rest of the family to silence.

Finally Strathern said slowly, “Especially Sir Philip Hampton. If he is the Royalist brother, he will be an asset to our community. If he is not....” The statement hung ominously. There was no need for him to finish it.

“A Roundhead at Ainslie!” Alysa murmured. “It doesn’t bear thinking about.”

“We must proceed cautiously.” Across the table, father’s and daughter’s eyes met. A message passed between them. Ainslie was one of the great houses of the area. It would be dangerous to have one of the enemy ensconced there. “Very cautiously indeed.”
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LATER THAT DAY, Alysa followed her father to the stable yard, where he had gone to inspect a young mare who was about to foal for the first time. While he discussed arrangements with the head groom, she waited patiently, wandering from stall to stall to pat the heads of the horses stabled there. Only about a third of the stalls were in use—yet another reminder that the Roundhead regime had decimated Lord Strathern’s finances. 

As a punishment for his loyalty to the king, all but a tiny portion of his estates had been sequestered at the end of the war. He had been allowed to keep Strathern, the property on which his title was based, in order to provide for his family, but the rich lands from which he had once drawn most of his wealth were no longer his.

Strathern was a small manor compared to the one the family had used as their principal residence before the war and it was shockingly old-fashioned. It had been difficult to adjust to such reduced circumstances when they had relocated there after the king’s execution. As well, there were other, more serious, problems. The lands had been ravaged during the war, the cattle stolen to feed the Roundheads, the horses requisitioned to mount Oliver Cromwell’s formidable New Model Army. Rebuilding was a slow process, especially when there was little money to go around. 

And so, the roomy loose boxes housed plebeian workhorses as well as the bloodstock used by the family for riding. To Alysa it made no difference as she patted the out-thrust noses while waiting for her father.

When he had finished his inspection, she said eagerly, “Papa, have you had word?”

Lord Strathern patted the mare’s nose before saying carefully, “I have, Alysa. Come, let’s walk over to the pasture. I want to view the cattle grazing there. We can talk while we go”

 Though there was no censure in her father’s voice, Alysa was reminded of the constant need for caution, because supporting an exiled king was a dangerous matter. Silently, she waited until he was ready to speak.

The cattle were pastured away from the house and main outbuildings. There was no one about to overhear Strathern disclose, “My contact in the Sealed Knot has confirmed that the emissary from King Charles will be your brother.”

Alysa’s breath caught with excitement. “Oh, Papa! How wonderful. When is he to arrive?”

“Soon. I was not given the exact date for security reasons, but I am sure it will be within the month.” After ten years of republican rule, the Royalist cause was fragmented in England. There were those, like Lord Strathern, who accepted the Sealed Knot, a secret council of six men, as the coordinators of rebellion in England. Lately, however, other groups claiming to represent loyal Royalists and offering contrary opinions had arisen. With no clear voice on whether rebellion in England was possible or not, King Charles had decided to send envoys from his own court to acquire firsthand information about the country’s state of readiness. Thomas Leighton was one of those men.

A pleased smile curved Alysa’s mouth. “It will be wonderful to have Thomas home again.”

Strathern turned from his thoughtful contemplation of the field of dairy cattle. Fixing a steady gaze on his daughter, he cautioned, “Thomas is not coming home for good, my dear. Nor will his visit be an opportunity for family rejoicing. The time he is able to spend with us will be brief.”

Alysa refused to be daunted. “I know, Papa, but Thomas has been in exile for nigh on eight years now and I miss him. Just to see and speak to him again will be a treat.”

“Yes,” Strathern said, a little wistfully. “This wretched war has turned all our lives topsy-turvy. A pox on Oliver Cromwell and all Roundheads!” He turned back to his pensive study of the grazing cattle.

For a moment Alysa stood silently beside him. Then she tilted her head so she could watch him as she said, “Papa, when Thomas arrives, I will of course be there.”

A muscle at the comer of Strathern’s mouth twitched with amusement. It was typical of Alysa to announce her participation in a potentially dangerous activity, rather than to ask permission. As he had expected that she would want to be involved in her brother’s welcoming party he had already thought the question through. “Yes, my dear, provided—”

Alysa bristled. “Conditions, Papa?”

Strathern nodded, his expression serious. “Conditions, Alysa.”

Her lovely features twisted into a pout, but she sighed with resignation. “Very well, Papa.” Suddenly her eyes twinkled. “I trust they will not be too onerous?”

A faint smile curled Strathern’s mouth. “I do not think so, but you may, daughter.” At Alysa’s scandalized look, he laughed. “My dear, we must remember that Thomas is a wanted man. Should the Roundheads come to hear of his return to England, they will try to capture him. That would put Thomas, and all those meeting him, in danger of arrest. I would not like you to see the inside of a prison, Alysa.”

“So,” she said slowly, “I will only be allowed to go if you believe I will be safe.”

“Correct, my dear.”

“How will you know?” she asked simply.

Edward rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “In a small community like West Easton, it is difficult to keep news of any moment from becoming public knowledge. Anyone with a mind to pave his way into the good graces of our current rulers could supply information of Thomas’s return, but I trust the people of West Easton not to do so. All, that is, except Sir Philip Hampton. His loyalties are a question.”

“Even if he is the Royalist brother?”

Strathern nodded. “Yes. He has been allowed to inherit a valuable estate by the Roundheads. There is usually a price to be paid for such generosity.”

Alysa’s eyes narrowed. “You think he has been sent to spy on us?”

“I cannot say for sure, my dear, but I think it is possible. In any event, he might have had to compound in order to inherit. If so, he will not want to be involved in our activities.” The Roundhead government levied a heavy estate tax on all Royalists. In order to inherit, or retrieve his estate from the government, a Royalist gentleman had to pay the hated tax. This was called compounding. If a man compounded, it usually meant that he would be reluctant to participate in any further attempts to restore the king. “I want to know more of the man before Thomas arrives.”

A gleam of mischief appeared in Alysa’s eyes. “I would be happy to engage in discourse with the gentleman, Papa. After all, he is unmarried and so eminently eligible. What could be more natural than for me to show an interest in him?”

Relief and consternation fought in Strathern’s expression. “Cedric Ingram could become jealous. Or he might decide that you are too flighty for his taste. I would not want to see your chances with him ruined because of this, Alysa.”

She cocked her head. “You do not intend to tell Master Ingram of your suspicions?”

“A man is entitled to be given the benefit of the doubt, until the crime against him can be proven. I would not like to voice my suspicions of Sir Philip Hampton to anyone until I feel certain that he is not what he claims.”

Alysa nodded. The sentiment was typical of her father’s attitude toward his fellow man. He acted honorably whether others did or not. “Master Ingram may assume that his suit would be accepted should he choose to proffer it, but he has not offered for me and I have not agreed. Until we are betrothed we are nothing more than friends.” Her chin rose a little, emphasizing the jut in the gentle rounding, and the sparkle in her eyes became more pronounced. “Besides, I believe it would do Cedric Ingram good to recognize that he is not the only gentleman considered to be a catch in West Easton!”

Strathern laughed, curiously relieved. Though he worked closely with Cedric Ingram to keep Royalist hopes and spirits high in this corner of Southwest England, there was something about the man that he did not like, something he couldn’t pinpoint. The idea of his beloved Alysa wed to Ingram nagged at him, even though the whole neighborhood thought it an excellent match. It did him good to hear Alysa speak so blithely of Ingram, for he had been half afraid that her heart had been lost to him. He touched her gleaming golden hair gently. “Remember, Alysa, be careful. This is not a game.”

Her eyes danced. “Of course, Papa! But I shall enjoy probing into the motives of Sir Philip Hampton no end!”
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THE SLEEK BLACK STALLION arched its crested neck and tossed its handsome head. Philip Hampton automatically gentled the animal with firm hands and knees as he rode down the main street of West Easton. Instinct dictated his moves, rather than conscious thought, for he was very much aware that he was being watched surreptitiously by the people of the village. It was fortunate that he had been riding since he was a tiny child and had been a cavalry officer for so long that he was as one with the horse he rode. Thus, he did not have to waste conscious thought on managing the spirited stallion.

Instead, his senses were able to capture the small nuances of the town: the main street muddy from the March rain, the solidly constructed frame buildings that housed the shops, the ancient stone church at one end of the town and the timber smithy at the other. Behind the commercial buildings were the dwellings of the merchants and beyond them the cottages of the lesser folk. In the distance could be heard the lowing of cattle or the bleats of sheep. There were smells too. The rank scent of drying earth fought with the pungent odor of burning wood and the sweet smell of flowering fruit trees.

All in all, West Easton was a village like any other village, with one exception. It was where Philip Hampton must make his home from now on, and until he had been acknowledged by Edward, Lord Strathern, he would always be an outcast.

 His restless gaze sharpened as he noted three ladies emerging from the mercer’s shop. Thoughtfully he drew his horse to a snorting stop, and in one smooth movement, he dismounted. Catching the bridle in his hand, he strolled toward the shop, regardless of the mud sucking at his boots.

“Lady Strathern,” he said, removing his broad-brimmed beaver hat, jauntily cocked on one side and embellished by a curling ostrich feather. With a flourish, he swept the hat downward in an elegant bow, very conscious of the image he presented to the three women. His short, skimpy doublet, buttoned only halfway down so that the fine linen of his shirt could show through, was in the forefront of fashion, even if it was somewhat drafty on this brisk spring afternoon. The cloak he wore fastened at the neck was thrust negligently over his shoulders, providing little extra warmth. His breeches were wool, but they stopped at the knee in a froth of ribbon loops. Fortunately he was wearing stirrup hose and ankle socks under the soft leather of his long boots. The hose ended in a froth of lace where the flexible leather had been folded down into a cup-shaped top.

He knew he was the epitome of a fashionable Royalist gentleman. He knew it, but still he could feel the tension tightening his nerves and stiffening his muscles. “What a pleasure it is to meet you, my lady. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Sir Philip Hampton of Ainslie Manor.”

Abigail, who was dressed very sensibly in a riding habit of sturdy dark brown cloth, which would not readily show either dirt or wear, nodded coolly and said with a small, polite smile, “How do you do, Sir Philip?” She hesitated, as if unsure whether or not to continue, then added, “This is most irregular, but allow me to make you known to my daughters, Alysa and Prudence.”

The charming smile he used infrequently, but to excellent effect, curled Philip’s lips. “My pleasure, Mistress Leighton, Mistress Prudence. I am delighted to make your acquaintance.”

Prudence stammered something polite while Alysa returned Philip’s smile with a small, tantalizing one of her own. The expression in her blue eyes was masked by her carefully lowered lids. In another woman, Philip might have thought the look one of modesty. For Alysa Leighton, he was not so charitable.

“Sir Philip, how delightful to meet you at last,” she said. “You have no idea how much we have all wanted to make your acquaintance.”

Philip raised his brows. Ainslie abutted on Strathern property. It would have been a simple matter for the lord of Strathern Hall to have bundled his family into a carriage and driven them over to the manor. If there was anything Philip disliked in a woman, it was dissembling. He had seen too much of it in the past and known the damage it could do to those who were victims of it. His antipathy gave him the comforting feeling of being well armored against Alysa Leighton’s undeniable charms. 

For Alysa Leighton was, to Philip’s mind, a typical Royalist beauty. Her face was round and, in a more innocent lady, would have been described as sweet, but the sharp intelligence lurking in Alysa’s vivid blue eyes made sweet an adjective unlikely to be used for her. The jut to her rounded chin and the pouty cast to her bowed lips further emphasized that she was a lady used to getting what she wanted from the men in her life.

Even the obviously well-used riding habit she wore could not detract from her beauty. The bodice, tailored in the form of a doublet, shaped her breasts, and the froth of fine linen that showed through the open buttons suggested a slender waist, even as the ample material masked it. Her creamy skin and blond hair were seductive against the dark blue of the sturdy cloth, making Philip ache to see her dressed in satin or silk. He suspected she would be exquisite.

However, though he might dislike the ploys used by Mistress Alysa and her ilk to snare unwary males, Philip had no hesitation in making use of the lady in order to achieve his ends. He was quite happy to play whatever game Alysa was planning, as long as he was the eventual winner.

Though these cynical thoughts didn’t show on Philip’s face, Alysa seemed intuitively to have understood that he would not be an easy conquest. She laughed softly and touched the back of his hand with her gloved one. “What a burden it is to be the prominent family in an area. The people all look to us, you see, for the lead they are to follow. Papa had to be certain…that is, that you are a respectable person.”

This time a smile of real amusement twitched Philip’s lips. “And am I?”

“Papa has given us permission to speak to you,” Alysa murmured, lowering her eyes demurely. “He would not have done so if he believed it to be inadvisable.”

Tantalizing the mere male seemed to be second nature to Mistress Alysa, Philip decided. Drawing upon skills he had learned from his father, who had been a prominent courtier at the late King Charles’s court, Philip maintained a bland expression as he bowed elegantly. “Lord Strathern is a wise man, mistress. In these troubled times, one can never be sure whether or not an individual is what he seems.”

“Exactly!” Alysa beamed.

To Philip’s surprise, the smile seemed natural, which didn’t fit with his view of Royalist women. Long ago, he’d learned they were cold, scheming and heartless, despite the charm of their manners. If a man allowed one to get near to him, he would find himself losing his independence, and everything else he held dear.

An entrancing dimple danced into life in Alysa’s cheek. “And so, Sir Philip, pray tell us how you find England after your long exile on the Continent.”

“The longer I am at Ainslie Manor, the more content l become.” His answer surprised him, for he realized it was the truth.

“That is not unexpected, Sir Philip,” Abigail said. “I’m sure a family manor in England is much more comfortable than a rented lodging on the Continent, even if the manor is in need of refurbishment.” The cautious glint remained in her brown eyes, but there was also a question there as she glanced at Alysa.

Philip noted that curiously. Evidently she was surprised at the manner in which Alysa was acting. Or was the surprise over what Alysa was saying to him? Possibly Lady Strathern preferred to keep conversations with strangers to a bare minimum. That would not be surprising, for in an England where brother had fought brother for years and the vanquished had suffered from the heavy yoke of the victor, it was not wise to trust too easily.

Philip decided not to give Lady Strathern an excuse to slip away too soon. He would keep the conversation going and at the same time reinforce his story about the past. “I rarely had contact with my Uncle Richard before the war and after….” He shrugged. “What happened to Ainslie, and to other estates hereabouts? I had not heard that any skirmishes were fought in this vicinity.”

“Ainslie Manor, like other properties in the area, was attacked and looted by marauding troops. In the years since, there has not been the money to restore them.” There was an edge of bitterness to Abigail’s soft voice. “Once West Easton was a place like any other. There were those who supported the king and those who did not. After the town was devastated by the parliamentary army, there were only Royalists in West Easton.” Very deliberately, she added, “I would not want to be a Roundhead sympathizer if I lived here.”

Once more Philip raised his brows. “Then I am glad to say I am not.”

Alysa interjected gently, “You must have had time to look into Ainslie’s condition, Sir Philip. How do you find the estate?”

Philip answered evenly, but there was a question at the back of his eyes. Alysa Leighton clearly wanted his attention focused on her, and he wondered why, though it suited his purpose admirably to have the lady fascinated with him. “Ainslie is not as prosperous as I remember it being when I visited as a child, but I believe that with careful management and much work, I will be able to bring the estate back to its old glory.” He paused, then added deliberately, “I also believe that the political climate will soon be more favorable to those who lost much in the war.”

Alysa smiled approvingly, but a shutter came down over the expression in Abigail’s eyes. Caution gave way to vigilance. “I do not indulge in the discussion of politics, Sir Philip. I think you will find that few in this area do. We have suffered much through the unrestrained results of political disagreements. All we ask is to be left in peace.”

The warning in Abigail’s words could not be missed, and like the good strategist he was, Philip knew when it was time to retreat. “My pardon, Lady Strathern.” A rueful light glinted in his dark, almost black, eyes. “I fear that my years on the Continent have made me forget my manners. With little to occupy our time but the desire to return to our homes, we perhaps indulged in plotting and political speculation a trifle too much. Now that I am returned, I find the habit hard to break.”

Though Abigail did not appear to be appeased by his comment, Alysa responded warmly, “Indeed, Sir Philip, you are most fortunate in being able to return. Is it true that you have a brother who adheres to the Roundhead cause and who was willing to plead your case with the Lord Protector when your uncle died, leaving you heir to his estate?”

“Alysa!” Abigail said reprovingly.

Alysa raised one dark blond eyebrow, her blue, heavy-lidded eyes amused. To his surprise, Philip felt an answering humor twitch his lips. “Alas, Mistress Leighton, it is true that one member of my family had the poor taste to follow the late Oliver Cromwell. As a result, he throve while the rest of us endured political misfortune.” A sardonic note entered his voice. “Perhaps his conscience bothered him after all these years and he decided to help me claim my legal rights in order to salve it.”

“Perhaps.” Alysa added gently, “Or perhaps he thought that the gift of Ainslie would persuade you to join the Roundhead cause as he did.”

Her bluntness sat oddly with the image Philip had created of Alysa as a subtle, insidious schemer. For a moment, his eyes narrowed dangerously, before he was able to hide his thoughts behind a bland mask. “My brother’s reasons are his own and not of my concern. We have always gone our separate ways, merely retaining friendly contact. Politics do not enter into our relationship.”

“Then you must be the only family in England that it doesn’t!” interjected Prudence. As clear and easy to read as Alysa was complex and confusing, she said fiercely, “I’faith, I grow impatient with the discussions of the past I hear around me. The war is over! Best we all remember that and look to the future instead.”

“I suggest you moderate your tone, daughter,” Abigail said stringently, before she softened. “However, your words do make some sense. Now, if Sir Philip will excuse us, I would like to visit the bootmaker before we join your father. He said he would be no more than a half an hour at the smithy.” She nodded her head in dismissal. “Good day to you, Sir Philip.”

“And to you, Lady Strathern. Mistress Leighton. Mistress Prudence.” He bowed politely as he watched them leave and silently thanked Lady Strathern for advising him where her husband was to be found. Having implemented the first part of the rough plan he had concocted, he might as well push to achieve the second.

The smithy was at the far end of the village, set a little apart to minimize the danger of sparks from the forge starting a fire that would involve the whole community. A young boy who was hovering near the front entry shouted, “Hello, sir! Are you coming to see my papa, the smith?”

He hurried over to hold Philip’s horse while he dismounted. Acknowledging that was indeed what he was planning, Philip asked the boy to walk the horse while he went inside. He was already halfway through the door as the lad pulled his forelock and promised to take great care of the stallion.

The heat from the forge was stifling, despite the dampness of the spring day. Philip could not help wondering what made a man like Edward, Lord Strathern, spend a half an hour inside the overheated shed, when his authority and status entitled him to command the smith come to him.

A gesture of respect from one man to another involved in the same dangerous plotting? A need for privacy, perhaps? The presence of the youthful guard at the door suggested the latter.

Since interrupting Lord Strathern was his purpose, not eavesdropping on his conversation, Philip called loudly, “Hallo, smith! Are you there?” He paused in the doorway to allow his eyes to adjust to the dimness of the interior.

“I am,” said the smith, a stocky man with broad shoulders and a sturdy independence to match. “What would you like—Sir Philip, is it not?”

“Aye, it is,” Philip acknowledged amiably as he proceeded into the building. “I need several of my horses shod and wondered if you could come out to Ainslie Manor this week to see to it.” He caught sight of Strathern, standing by a table on which several bridle bits of excellent workmanship had been laid. Bowing, he added, “But I am interrupting! Pray do not mind me. I will happily wait until you’re finished.”

“Indeed, my business here is done,” Strathern said. He turned to the smith. “I will have a half a dozen of these new bits, Wishingham. Send them to Strathern Hall when they are ready.”

Barnabus Wishingham, the smith, bowed. “Of course, my lord.” He turned to Philip. “Now, sir, you were asking when I could come to shoe your horses.”

“Any time will do,” Philip said, waving the smith away with thinly disguised impatience. “Strathern, a moment, if you please.”

On his way out, Edward paused. He observed Philip through shrewd, wary eyes. “A moment only. I have promised my wife and daughters to meet them and I have already lingered over-long.”

Philip’s mouth twitched in what could have been amusement. “The ladies are behind times themselves. I met them but a few minutes ago and they were on their way to the bootmaker.”

“I see.” 

There was a cool edge to Strathern’s voice that Philip was able to make use of. Feigning hesitation, he said, “It was of your daughter Alysa that I wished to speak to you, Lord Strathern.”

“Alysa?” Curiosity colored Edward’s voice. “Why?”

Philip drew a deep breath. “As you know, I am newly returned to England. Now that I am once more a man of estate, I feel it my duty to marry and start a family. Mistress Alysa has a very fine reputation in the area, and now that I have met her I can see why. I need not mention that her loveliness is such that any man would be delighted to look upon her every day of his life. In that and many other ways, I believe that she would make me an excellent wife. Consequently, I wondered if I might have your permission to visit her in order to press my suit.”

Not surprisingly, Strathern was startled by the request. He was silent for a moment, his shrewd eyes examining Philip’s face, seeking sincerity in his expression. At last he said dryly, “My daughter has a will of her own, Sir Philip. Yes, you may call upon her, but she will say if she wishes the visits to continue.”

Philip bowed. “I can ask for nothing fairer.”

With a nod, Lord Strathern left the smithy.

Philip stared after him, his expression enigmatic.

And so, he thought, the game begins.
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Where A Cat and Mouse Games Ends Unexpectedly
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The Counterfeit Mistress

Madeline Hunter




Viscount Kendale has kept suspected spy Marielle Lyon under surveillance for several months. She thinks he has been so artless at it that she has dubbed him Handsome Stupid Man. 

Today, Kendale determines to confront her, and Marielle believes she loses him on her way to a rendezvous, only to have him rescue her when the men she meets are not whom she expected. He has brought her, wounded and unconscious, back to his chambers.




London, 1799

WITH ONE GLANCE at the papers Kendale’s triumph turned to confusion, then annoyance. These were not documents or letters, such as he assumed.

 He flipped through. None of them contained a spy’s secrets. Instead each sheet of the stack of thick paper displayed the same engraving. It was a satirical image, such as the bookshops and print shops display in their windows. In a crude drawing filled with exaggerated faces and poses, accompanied by dialogue filling bubbles exuded by various mouths, a little scene from a farce unfolded.

The words were in French, however. He bent down and studied the caricatures. He always recognized the ones showing British political figures or members of the peerage or ton. He could not identify any of these men.

It did not appear to be an image ridiculing British policies for propaganda purposes. Rather it looked to be a satire of a French official. His French was not the best, but the engraving accused this official of stealing funds from the government. He sat on a throne composed of farmers and workers while he doled out part of the taxes they paid to himself.

Why would Marielle Lyon be meeting men in an alley to hand these over? Perhaps she had discovered who made them, and obtained these as proof to be sent to France as evidence.

If so, the artist might be in danger if his name became known to the French.

“Ah, it is you. I expected to thank the good soul who found me, but if this is your home, perhaps it is more complicated than I guessed.”

The lilting voice startled him. He resisted the impulse to pivot toward it. Instead he moved several folio- sized books to cover the papers strewn on the table. These engravings were the least of it. It would be a hell of a thing to bring a French spy into these chambers and leave maps of France’s coast out for view.

He turned around. Marielle Lyon stood at the doorway to the bedchamber. Her loose golden brown hair fell around her shoulders in a cloud of disarray. Her dirty bare feet showed at the other end of her body. In between she had cocooned herself in a blanket much as she normally wore a shawl.

She appeared naked under that drape of soft wool. She clutched it closed above her breasts, but a good deal of skin showed around her neck and upper chest anyway. A bruise besmirched one snowy shoulder, and another defiled the side of her normally flawless face. 

She had to be in pain from the blows alone, plus the knife wound. She showed no indication of it, however.

Her cool gaze drifted down his body, reminding him that he was barely in better dress than she. He resisted the impulse to button his banyan so his naked chest would not show. Marielle Lyon would be impossible to handle if she thought herself bolder and more worldly than he was.

“It is not more complicated,” he said. “It is very simple. I chased them away and I brought you here so you could be tended.”

“You hardly came upon me by accident.”

“However it happened, you are alive because of it. Your allies appeared intent on killing you. You can still thank me.”

“They were not my allies. They were common thieves setting upon a woman.”

“Thieves take purses and shoes and even garments and leave. They do not take the time to beat and cut.”

She gave a little shrug that was eloquent in conveying her indifference. If you want to think so, it is all the same to me.

He assumed it also meant there would be no thanks. 

Her attention drifted around the library, to the shelves of bindings and the fabrics at the windows. Her gaze paused on the fireplace, and the musket and sword held to the wall above it by iron arms. She took a few steps and fingered the wood of a chair with interest.

“You are rich,” she said. “I was told you are a viscount, but they are not always rich.”

“Better came before me who did well by the estate.”

“How modest. Or, more perhaps, a statement that your interest lies elsewhere.” Her gaze now found him. She walked over until she stood very close. Humor and challenge showed in her eyes. “You undressed. Even if you hoped for pleasure due to my gratitude, that is very bold.”

Pleasure had been the last thing on his mind. Until now.

The flirtation of her demeanor and provocation of her words caused his body to heat and  tighten. She saw it in him. Smiling sweetly, triumphantly, she stepped closer yet. Her eyes sparkled with humor and delight.

She had looked at him like this once before, from far away.

He had come upon her unexpectedly, sitting in a garden with Emma Fairbourne and Lady Cassandra. Seeing his spy chatting with those ladies had taken him aback. While he decided what to do, she had noticed him. Boldy, smugly, she had stared at him.

Then she had smiled. Just like this. It turned her into a girl. An innocent. It was as if time reversed, and he was seeing Marielle Lyon years before she came to England.

Desire and confusion had assaulted him then. And now. Confounded him. Even knowing all too well that Frenchwomen were experts at coquettish charm did not help. 

Nor did knowing that she was wounded even beyond the damage he saw. He began calculating a seduction that ended hard and slow.

She slid her hand to where the robe parted, then ventured under its silk. Warmth penetrated his skin and chest. Desire roared dangerously. To hell with the seduction part. It was all he could do not to grab that blanket and tear it off her. With effort he kept his jaw firm and his eyes clear.

A caress, like a teasing flow of velvet, drifted tentatively.

He must have reacted more than he thought because she smiled again. Then her fingers touched the bandage. A skimming sensation assessed the size and placement of the dressing.

No longer flirtatious, but her hand still had him clenching his teeth.

“You also felt the knife,” she said. “You did not chase them away. You fought them.”

“It is not too bad. No worse than yours.”

She strolled away. “It complicates today even more.”

“If by that you mean it makes neither one of us fit for finishing this game you are starting, you underestimate me.”

Her glance acknowledged the game, and that she had miscalculated.

“I thought perhaps you had sent those men for me. However, if you are wounded . . .”

“Why would I send them?”

“Perhaps to abduct me.”

“I do not need to abduct you in order to investigate your activities. Better to leave you to continue as you were, in fact. And should I ever send men to grab a woman, they would not beat her first.”

Her head tilted back while she perused the bindings on a high shelf. “You do not follow me only to investigate the rumors about me.”

Her blanket slipped a bit on one shoulder, revealing more skin and making her appear as naked beneath as she was. She was thin. Too thin, but soft enough. Her body would suit her face and that walk—lithe and delicate. She probably used her femininity the way she used her mind, with dangerous and worldly cunning.

She was wrong, however. He did not follow her in anticipation of pleasure or seduction. Even if she really were whom she claimed and not the charlatan he suspected, he would never pursue a Frenchwoman for her favors. Even the best of them were not to be trusted.

Her gaze scanned the chamber, searching. “I had some papers with me. Did you find them?”

 “No. Were they important?”

“Not so much.” She hitched up the blanket so it covered her shoulder again. “I need to go home.”

Not yet. “I will send someone to retrieve some clothes for you first. You cannot go like that.”

“I will wear what I have. I cannot wait.”

“Your dress is covered in blood.”

“I have washed out much. My shawl will hide the rest.”

She strode toward the bedchamber.

“Your wrap is sliced to shreds.”

“Then I will look as poor as I am. The world will not care.”

It hurt to move more than he liked, but he reached her before she opened the door. Weight braced on a hand placed on the door above her, he barred her escape. “I cannot let you leave until we have the conversation I sought you out for today.”

She turned and leaned against the door. “What could we have to say to each other?”

“I know why you were in that alley. I know about the papers that make their way to the coast.”

“You know nothing. The best in your government have had these conversations with me, and admit they know nothing too.”

Not for certain, but suspicions ran rampant about her. In the government, and even among her fellow French émigrés. She had to know that. Her show of indifference and impatience was a feint.

“I know because two times now the papers have been followed from the moment you carried them from your home to the moment they were given to smugglers on the coast.”

“You are lying. If you followed me these last months I would have known.”

“Not if I did not want you to.”

She stretched so her face came closer to his, belligerently. “A waving flag would be more subtle than you are. I always know when you are there. I let you follow while it amuses me, and end it when it grows tedious.”

 “Like today?”

“Yes.”

“And yet you were surprised to learn it was I who interfered in that alley. If you always know when I follow you, you should have expected me to at least witness that attack.”

She pondered his logic. She looked down at herself. “May I dress before this conversation? Or do you prefer that I remain naked so I am more vulnerable?”

“I much prefer you naked and vulnerable. However—” He removed his hand from the door.

She yanked the door open and strode in. “I will be fast so you can say what you must. I must go home soon, so I pray that you be quick.”

He would be quick enough. Eventually she might even return home. Soon, however, this particular shrewd, pretty Frenchwoman would be going to prison, and that was the best outcome she could expect.
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THE DOOR OPENED and Marielle emerged, carrying her shawl. Without it the damage to her dress showed. It appeared she had used the morning’s washing water to blot out the worst of the blood. That side of her dress clung close to her body from the resulting damp. The dress was one of those old-fashioned ones with a low waist and lacing up the front. He guessed that when new it had been lovely, but now its fawn color had turned to something akin to the hue of very dry dirt on a country road and its wilted white lace trimmings had taken on a gray tinge.

“Sit and eat something,” he said.

“I do not have time to eat.” Even so she walked over and lifted the pewter covers and sniffed.

“I insist. You were faint. If you eat proper meals, you will heal faster.”

“It is wrong of you to make me your prisoner.”

“Not a prisoner. A guest. I got skewered while saving your life and I am not about to risk having it all be for nothing because you will not use good sense and rest a day or so.”

“You only want to ask annoying questions.”

“Gentlemen do not impose on ill or wounded women with questions. I would have to keep you here a week before you were fit enough for me to interrogate you further. I do not think of it as imprisoning you, but if you insist on doing so—”

“A week would be most inappropriate. Impossible. I could not allow it.”

“The thing about being a prisoner is that there is no choice. However, as I said, you will remain here and rest only as long the physician ordered. After that, you will be free to go.”

She smiled to herself, as if she saw through a bald lie. Then she gave one of those shrugs. “Sit. I will serve, since you have no proper help here.”

He sat and went to work opening the wine. She stood and spooned out the chicken stew and potatoes, then took the bread, broke it neatly, and set some at his place.

She settled on the chair at the end of the table. With him seated on the side, she was close enough to touch. He probably should have set the places across from each other. He had not really thought about that. She did not seem to mind or notice how close they sat to each other.

“Please pretend I do not smell of an alley and blood, and my hair is not a rat’s nest in need of a brush. It embarrasses me to be in such a state while dining with a gentleman.”

“We are neither of us in good condition today. However, your hair looks slept in, not a rat’s nest, and all I am smelling is this stew.” He ate some of it, to reassure her.

“How gallant of you to say so. I think my friend Lady Cassandra is wrong about you.”

“How so?”

“She says you are not one to flatter even when it is wise to do so. That you are not”—she puzzled over the right words—“in sympathy with polite society.”

More likely she said he was not fit for polite society. “She has noticed that I cannot abide all the chatter over insignificant things. The scandals. The fashions. Why anyone gives a damn about it all is beyond me. Always was.” He wondered if Lady Cassandra, now Lady Ambury, had offered the information about his lack of social skills as part of that insignificant chatter. Perhaps Marielle had been probing for it instead.

The latter notion pleased him. That made him curse inwardly. Hell, he could be an ass at times.

She ate some food before turning her attention on him again. The bruise on her face was turning ugly, but it really  did not detract as much from her delicate countenance as it should. Her eyes appeared clearer than they had all day. “You are a soldier, no? An officer.”

“Did Cassandra tell you that too?”

“No. It is in you, however. The way you stand, the way you ride. It is in your face and your eyes. I have seen many soldiers in my life.”

“If you mean the rabble that is now the French army, I must ask that you not insult me.”

“Not all the current officers are such rabble. But I speak of the past, from when I was a girl.”

If she had left France when a girl, how would she know who was rabble in the army now or not? “I was an officer. When I received the title, I sold out my commission. There are some peers who are army officers, but very few.”

“It is the same everywhere. The duties do not allow for this other life too, I think.”

“No.”

She cocked her head and looked directly and deeply. “You miss it.”

Did he? He missed the higher purpose, that was certain. Fighting to protect a nation possessed a clarity that poring over the account books of an estate never would. Or that sitting through interminable arguments in parliament, while small-minded men jockeyed to protect their own interests, could match.

He missed other things too. The easy camaraderie of men. The simplicity of life in the field. The whites and blacks of honor and dishonor. He missed the physicality of the life and the waking at dawn.

Mostly he missed the certainty of knowing he was doing what he had been born to do.

“I miss some things. Not others.” Not the deaths, or the betrayals.

He would be wise to remember the latter now, especially the worst betrayal, and the lessons learned from it. Foremost had been not to trust pretty Frenchwomen who can make men into fools with a smile.

He concentrated on eating his meal, trying to ignore the lovely Frenchwoman sitting so close he could smell her. She did not carry only the scent of that alley and of blood. Musk and flowers drifted to his nose distinctly. She wore clothes that were decades old, but she also wore perfume. Probably French perfume. Probably smuggled in. Possibly it was part of her payments from whomever sent her orders, and to whom she sent rolls of documents.

He did not have to look up from his plate to see her, they were so close. So he noticed when she set down her fork. Her pale, small hand rested on the table near the dish. A soft hand, as he knew from her touch earlier. She probably lathered creams on them at night. French creams.

His mind began itemizing the evidence against her, stacking each detail like a stone in a wall. It did not fortify his resolve about her as much as he assumed it would. Her wounds and bruises and the role he had played today encouraged tendencies to feel protective and sympathetic. Her bright eyes and flirtatious smiles and that scent tempted him to feel other things.

Finally the meal ended. He drank some wine and waited for her to excuse herself and retreat to the other chamber.

Instead she relaxed in her chair and drank wine too, glancing over its rim at him while her lips pursed along the edge of the glass.

“So, m’sieur le vicomte, I am fed. Evening falls and I am still here, as you required. May I ask now—what are your intentions?”
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IT WAS TIME to leave this place and this man.

Oh, he would not torture her. Not in the normal ways at least. But he would be intrusive and relentless and pick away at whatever she said. She would have no relief from being careful with every word and nuance.

Worse, he would interfere with her sorting through what today meant to her life and safety too. He would delay action when time might be critical. Right now other things needed her attention, like deciding if she needed to flee London entirely, and if so how obscure she should become.

His questions would have to wait. With luck, she might never answer them.

Nor would staying here be comfortable. To remain here, even if she locked herself into that chamber, would mean having to worry about him. The lack of servants made it all too intimate. Too domestic. Even this simple meal had begun making them too familiar.

She doubted he would allow her to walk out the door. He had imprisoned her, no matter how he chose to cast it. She calculated how to escape. Despite her resolve, a feather bed beckoned. Her head hurt and her back had stiffened and that bed held appeal. She guessed tomorrow she would have trouble moving, however, and then escape would be impossible for a while. She had to leave now.

“I will return to the chamber and see you in the morning,” she said. “There is still clean water from the morning there for me to use. Without a servant here, who will provide for you?”

“There are boys in the street who will bring up whatever I want in return for a coin.” He gestured at the remnants of the meal.

“Who does for you in other ways when you have no servants with you?”

“I do for myself, as most men do.”

She angled and examined his side, from head to toe. “Today you have a bad stab wound in your side. I do not think you will enjoy removing those high boots on your own. Is it even possible in your condition?”

He thought about that, then shrugged. “I will sleep with boots on, it appears.”

“You should have had that physician aid you while he was here. As he did with your coats and shirt.” She stood. “I will do it. It is a small payment for my life. Sit over there, on the divan and I will pull them off.”

He began to object. She walked away before he could. “Do not argue, m’sieur. I have done this before, for my father. It is a small thing.”

She heard him stand, then pause. She assumed that wound was taking its toll on him as the hours passed. Any movement of his torso would pull at the injury. She kept her back to him, so he could collect himself without her seeing his pain.

He walked to the divan and lowered himself slowly, pushing aside her shawl. Expression stoic and hard, he eased back against the divan’s cushion.

“I would have thought your father had a valet to remove his boots,” he said. “He was the brother of a comte, wasn’t he?”

She managed to keep her face impassive, but inwardly she cursed herself. “And you are a viscount, but here you are without your valet. Such inconvenience occurred for him too at times.”

Looking up at her with some amusement, he raised his left leg. She bent, grabbed the back of the boot’s heel and its toe, and yanked it off.

Impressed, he began raising the other foot. It did not get far before he tensed, grimaced, and lowered it. He closed his eyes a moment and did not move a hair. When he opened them again, the pain had passed. “It appears I will sleep with one boot on after all.”

“Nonsense.” She knelt in front of him. “I will get it off.”

It passed in his eyes then, his awareness of her proximity and the suggestiveness of her position. Other than his jaw tightening he gave no reaction, however.

She assessed the boot’s tightness with her hands, skimming up the sides of the leather. He watched her and did not notice how she made sure her finger hooked her shawl. The patterned silk slid off the divan onto the floor beside his foot.

It was not easy getting that boot off with him only angling his leg out. She worked from the bottom and eventually felt his foot slide up. Then she pulled the boot away and held it up triumphantly. He took it from her and set it aside on the floor.

She sat back on her legs and admired him in his dishabille. He had managed to button most of that robe, but without a shirt beneath it a good deal of his neck and upper chest still showed.

“I might as well do this too.” She began sliding her hands up his leg, to release his hose.

He did not stop her. He did not object. He just watched.

The air between them filled with the soundless chords that played when a man wanted a woman. This might be dangerous if not for his wound. Even earlier in the day, before his body rebelled at the injury, he might have given her trouble.

He truly sat in dishabille now, his legs bare from the knees down. Nice legs, she decided. Shaped by action and exercise, as was the rest of him. Trusting that she had not misjudged his interest, she once more slid her hands up, this time on skin. A subtle flexing tightened through him. When she looked at his face again his eyes were like embers burning in the darkest forest.

“You should stop that,” he said.

She continued caressing the skin on his legs, feathering up to his knees. “Do the bruises make me ugly and stop you from wanting me? Or perhaps I misunderstood about that.”

“You misunderstood nothing, and you could never be ugly. You know that, as all beautiful women do.”

“Then why should I stop? It is no imposition by you.” She skimmed higher, over his knees and the fabric buttoned there. Never taking her eyes from his, she unfastened the buttons.

He closed his eyes for a moment. She could see how he forced some control on himself during that long blink.

“It will make no difference,” he said. “There is nothing for you to win with this.”

She knelt high and leaned against his legs so her body pressed his shins and her breasts rested on his knees. “There is pleasure to win. I expect nothing more.” Down, out of view between his legs and her body, she lifted her shawl. With her right hand she caressed higher on his thigh while her left hand smoothed the shawl’s silk over his lower legs’ skin, again and again.

He looked ready to grab her, so fierce his eyes had become.

“You forget that we are both wounded, and ill suited for pleasure now.”

“You are charming. And very English.” She caressed higher, along his inner thighs. The evidence of his arousal bulged against the fabric of his garment. She did not think he would stop her now. She did not think he could even if he wanted to. “I, on the other hand, am French. Remember? We know ways to pleasure that will not aggravate our wounds.”

He understood. The mere suggestion caused his lips to part and his teeth to clench. He watched her, and she guessed he felt only her right hand on his thigh, not the other one working the shawl.

“Close your eyes,” she said softly. “I am still shy with you on some things.”

He did not close them right away. Not until her hand ventured to the buttons over that bulge. Then he did, and his jaw squared so hard it might have been chiseled in stone.

She loosened the buttons, trying to ignore how her fingers skimmed against the hardness of his arousal. She forced herself to suppress a deep stirring that this game had incited in her too. She would not mind knowing pleasure with this man, even if that would be all it could ever be. They could both close their eyes, and pretend whatever they chose for a while.

With his garment unfastened, she had to move fast. She allowed herself a caress of his bare chest, just to see if it felt as she expected, hard and warm and so alluringly male. Then she looked down at his legs and her shawl. 

Satisfied, she stood and quickly walked away, refusing to allow the stiffness in her back and limbs or the throbbing in her head to delay her.

“What the hell—”

She had taken ten steps, no more, before his voice rose in fury. She glanced over her shoulder as she began to run.

“Damnation.” The viscount glared at her while he bent over. He grimaced as he tried to untie her shawl and free his legs from the silken chain she had made for them. His furious expression raised the hairs on the back of her neck.

She threw the door latch, swung the door, and fled. Kendale’s curses followed her all the way down to the street. 
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When A Duke Hires A Governess And Gets More Than He Asked For
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The Duke of Dark Desires

Miranda Neville




Julian Fortescue, Duke of Denford isn’t exactly thrilled when made guardian to his three half-sisters. He advertises for a governess, little knowing that Miss Jane Grey seeks the position with murder in mind.




London, 1802

 IT WAS A LONG TIME ago, almost nine years now, but Jeanne de Falleron had once been under the tutelage of a governess, so it stood to reason that she could be a governess herself. All she had to do was remember what the original Miss Grey had taught her, and how. She had long ago usurped Miss Jane Grey’s name and identity. Stealing her occupation was a mere bagatelle. But to enter the employment of Duke of Denford, first she had to get past an interview.

Jane hadn’t been back to Hanover Square since she saw the advertisement, for every hour had been spent preparing. Fortunately she’d worked hard during three months in London to improve her rusty English.

She hesitated before the shallow flight of steps, white stone blackened by coal dust, leading to the front door, which was in need of a coat of paint. Swallowing her pride, she wended her way down to the servants’ entrance. She was a servant. And she’d been Jane Grey so long she no longer even thought of herself as Jeanne, except in the secret corners of her soul. What did it matter which door she used, as long as she gained entry to Fortescue House?

The unfavorable impression conveyed by the less than pristine main entrance was reinforced by the wizened little man in a soiled leather apron who opened the lower door, and the tumult behind him.

“Watcherwant?” he said, brandishing a villainous-looking brush whose fearsome bristles were caked with soot. She shrank back. The English spoken by London menials was a trial to her, not helped by the high volume of shouting emerging from the depths of this basement level. “I am here about the governess position.”

“Don’t know about any governess.”

“Who is in charge of the female servants? The housekeeper?”

The fellow scratched his head with filthy hands. “Don’t know about any housekeeper.”

In a way this was a good thing. A female servant would be loath to hire a young and pretty governess. Should she ask for the majordomo? Somehow such a grand individual didn’t seem plausible in this strange ducal household. As she was about to suggest the butler, an unmistakably Gallic scream cut through the commotion. “Jamais, jamais, jamais. Les anglais sont impossible.” A torrent of French drew nearer, excoriating the manners, morals, parenthood, and sexual abilities of every Englishman and promising to leave this accursed house toute de suite. By the time he reached the door, Jane had his measure. He was a French cook, and she was acquainted with the breed.

He took one look at her and stopped mid-tirade for perhaps two seconds, long enough for a Frenchman to manage a comprehensive ogle, then started again with less volume and considerably cleaner language. She gathered that the kitchen at Fortescue House, where he had just started to work, was filthy, as impossible as the English servants, who were incapable of understanding his very reasonable requirements. It was even worse than the household of the earl of quelque chose whose employ he’d quit in a fit of pique. She uttered a soothing sentence or two, to the effect that his situation was affreux but soon all would appreciate the sublime creations of his art.

Her little speech provoked another torrent, this time of rapture. Never in England had he heard his language spoken with such precision, such elegance. She spoke the true French of the noblesse, before those Jacobin villains destroyed La France. Almost he could imagine himself back in the hôtel of his master, the Duc de Fleurigny.

Jane could imagine the same thing, having frequently visited the Hôtel Fleurigny and been intimately acquainted with the family. Too intimately for her present safety. She thought rapidly. “It is plain to me,” she said, “that your genius will never flourish in such a ménage. Return to your earl. I am sure he wants you back.”

“He does. He says no one cooks a duck like Albert. But, mademoiselle, if you will be here …”

“I will not,” she said firmly. “I will not stay in such a place.”

“We will go together and tell Monsieur le Duc de Denford. Bah! Even English names are ugly.”

“That would be extremely unwise. Go, Monsieur Albert. I have a small matter of business here and I will convey your disgust and resignation.”

“What’s goin’ on?” The brush-yielding doorman unwisely entered the fray and stoked the embers of Albert’s ire. Delivering himself of a final volley of insults, the presence of a lady once more forgotten, the cook swept out of the door, slamming it behind him.

“Noisy, that Frenchie. Good riddance. Wonder what he was saying.”

Deeming it unnecessary to inform her companion that he had been damned as a disgusting pig with a penis the size of a bantam’s drumstick, she returned to the main point. “Who exactly is in charge around here?”

“I suppose that’d be Mr. Blackett.”

“Take me to him.”

Before he could obey, a harassed young man sped down the back passage. “Has he gone? Did Albert leave?”

“If you mean the cook,” she said, “yes. I wouldn’t count on his return either. He said something about going back to the employ of an earl who appreciates his genius.” She was fairly confident her own part in Albert’s decision would never be discovered. She was sorry to miss his food, but she couldn’t share a household with a man who might know someone who would recognize her. Émigré circles in London, both of aristocrats and of their former servants, were close-knit. She had taken care to avoid them.

The young man, who was dressed soberly but as a gentleman, looked at her in amazement. She was used to that, but in this case it was not her appearance that drew his avid stare. “You speak French?”

“Of course I do. I am a governess.” I am a governess, she repeated silently. If she believed it, so would he.

“At this moment, I’d rather you were a cook.”

She smiled at the fretful fellow. “Do I look like a cook?”

His face reddened. “Not at all. It’s just that … well, we need to eat, and Albert is the second one we have lost in two days.”

“He said the kitchen was filthy. Perhaps if it was clean …”

Blackett brightened up. “It’s worth trying. Thank you. Now what can I do for you?”

She reached into her pocket and retrieved the advertisement torn from the Morning Post. “I am here about the governess position. Whom should I speak to? It says only that applicants should apply at the Duke of Denford’s residence.”

“I’ll take you to His Grace at once.”

“What about Her Grace?” she asked, following Blackett along a chilly passage into the bowels of the mansion.

“There is no duchess.”

The duke must be a widower and the lady she had seen only a visitor. “And you, sir?”

“I am His Grace’s secretary.”

“Have you been here long?”

“Two weeks.”

She wondered if the duke was a particularly difficult employer to suffer such staff turnover. She prepared to manage a crotchety old man, or perhaps an arrogant beast. She’d dealt with worse.

They ascended the stairs and emerged into a hall of suitably ducal proportions. While a double stairway curved gracefully, the banisters needed polish, and flakes of plaster from the ceiling were strewn on the worn carpet. Along the painted paneled walls were lighter rectangles where pictures had obviously once hung. The place gave the impression of having been looted. She smiled sourly. Even in England, where the nobility had kept their heads, apparently they hadn’t always kept their money.

Still, she enjoyed the luxury of space, the generously large windows that made the place bright, even on a cloudy day. Lowering her eyelids, she let herself imagine that her years in pokey Paris apartments had never happened. But such reminiscences were dangerous. She couldn’t afford to encounter her prospective employer with even a glint of tears to disturb the projection of calm authority she deemed the paramount quality of a governess. A quality much needed in this household, judging by the anxious step and apologetic shoulders of Mr. Blackett.

At the top of the first flight of stairs, a broad landing offered a choice of three doors, one double and all massive, hewn from some dark polished wood with carved architraves that spoke of long-established substance. Fortescue House might lack the rococo extravagance of the Hôtel Falleron, but its superficial shabbiness did not disguise the importance of the family.

Without first knocking, Mr. Blackett opened the door on the left to reveal a library. She’d barely had time to admire the ranks of gilded leather spines when she noticed the room’s sole occupant, at which point observation of architecture and furnishings ceased and she might as well have been in a field, a market square, or a monk’s cell for all she noticed of her surroundings.

She’d seen him before, coming in and out of the house, but too far away to experience the full impact of his presence. He was young, much younger than she’d expected, only about thirty years old, if that. Examining a landscape painting over the fireplace, he presented a striking profile dominated by a slightly hooked nose. He wore his black hair long and tied with a black ribbon, a style that had gone out of fashion since the Revolution, whose citizen leaders favored unaristocratic crops. But there was nothing ancien régime about his attire. His tall, lithe figure was clad entirely in black, from his well-polished boots to an intricate neckcloth. Only the white collar of his shirt relieved the sartorial gloom.

At a cough and a “Your Grace” from Mr. Blackett, he turned around, and she was transfixed by a pair of startling sky blue eyes that seemed to pierce her through and through.

This was a how a duke should look and so rarely did: a model of refinement, elegance, and authority. Her stomach lurched, and forbidden tears threatened again.

“This lady is here about the governess position.”

“Her name, Blackett?” The deep voice stroked her spine like chords from a viola da gamba.

Blackett appeared nonplussed, his favorite expression. “I forgot to ask.”

The duke’s finely wrought lips twisted into a semblance of a smile. “Well?” he said. “Since you have reduced Blackett to incoherence, not any great achievement, we’d better introduce ourselves. I am Denford.”

For a mad moment she considered telling the truth, sweeping a magnificent curtsey and introducing herself as Mademoiselle Jeanne-Louise Marie-Adorée de Falleron, eldest daughter of the Marquis de Falleron and a worthy mate for any nobleman, even a duke. Especially a duke.

But she’d put all that behind her and behind her it must stay if she was to fulfill her goal. Nothing else mattered. He wasn’t merely a duke, but also a Fortescue, the most detestable of names. He was her path to the discovery of the man who had killed her family and destroyed her life.

She made her curtsey restrained and obsequious as befitted her supposed station. “Miss Grey, Your Grace,” she said. “Miss Jane Grey.”

“Come in, Miss Jane Grey. You may go, Blackett.” As the secretary scurried out, the duke crossed the room, his movements sleek and economical to match his figure. From a distance of perhaps four or five feet he looked at her, his blue gaze making her dizzy. Never in her life had she set eyes on a man and instantly desired him. How frustrating that this was a man she’d be unwise to encourage, let alone seduce.

Ignoring the bloom of heat in her blood, she pulled herself together and looked him in the eye. She would not bed him, neither would she let herself be intimidated. Since he was the duke and she was being interviewed, she waited for him to speak first. She sensed a controlled strength behind his complete stillness and found it hard not to fidget beneath a gaze whose intensity burned through her and a silence that seemed to spin out endlessly.

“Jane Grey,” he said at last. “Like the queen.”

She’d borne the name for so long she thought of it as her own, though she had a faint recollection of the true Miss Grey mentioning her namesake. She knew the kings of France inside out, but despite a recent review of the subject, she still got her English monarchs confused. Perhaps this other Jane was one of the wives of that terrible Henry.

She lifted her chin and stood her ground. “As far as I am concerned there is only one Jane Grey.”

“Forgotten your history, have you? Never mind. She only lasted nine days before they cut off her head so she hardly counts.”

Jane suppressed a wince at the reference to beheading. It was not a topic she could consider with any degree of insouciance. “Your daughters must be too small to learn history,” she said firmly. The daughters of so young a man had be little more than infants. It wouldn’t stretch her abilities to teach them what they needed to know.

“I am thankful to say I have no daughters, nor any other progeny to the best of my knowledge. I am also blissfully unwed. You mean my half sisters.”

Not so good. “How old are my charges?”

“I’m not entirely sure. They’ll tell you, if you take the job. And yes, Miss Grey, I am a most unnatural brother for not knowing such details, but my half sisters, whom I barely know, have only recently been deposited in my care by our mutual mother. I believe they are old enough to study history and any number of other useful topics.”

“More useful than history. Languages, deportment …”

The duke interrupted the recitation of her major assets as a governess, luckily since it was about to come to a rapid halt for lack of material. “Before we discuss your doubtless unimpeachable qualifications, tell me about yourself. There is something in your voice, an intonation more than an accent, that is not quite English.”

Jane expected the question and had an explanation for her slightly less than flawless English. “I come from Saint Lucia in the West Indies. The island has been passed between the English and the French so often that we are a mixture of both nations.”

“I see. And which nation owns it now?”

Experience had taught Jane when in a tight spot to tell the truth whenever possible but always to have a story ready and to lie with conviction.

“France.” She crossed her fingers behind her back, not sure about the current ownership of an obscure island she’d never visited, only read about in the Gazette Nationale. It had seemed ideal for her purposes and she gambled that Denford was equally ignorant of Saint Lucia’s present status. “I was employed as governess by an English official and decided to leave with the family when they were called back to London. But now Mr. Johnson has been posted to America and I preferred to remain here. I have a letter of recommendation written by Mrs. Johnson.”

He took the paper, a product of her own pen and imagination, glanced at it for perhaps two seconds, and set it on a table. “Come,” he said. He turned his back on her, offering her an admirable view of his figure from behind. His well-tailored coat showed off shoulders broader than she’d first noticed, narrow hips, shapely calves, and a grace of movement that made her mouth water. There was no reason to believe that the controlled energy he displayed was any promise of bedroom skills and stamina, but Jane was sure the Duke of Denford would make a superior lover. A wave of the hand told her to follow him, and at that moment she’d have let him lead her to perdition and beyond.

This was not why she was here. She clenched her teeth and remembered that the man was a Fortescue, even if he wasn’t the man she sought, who hadn’t possessed a title.

“Show me your island,” the duke said.

She hurried past him to a corner occupied by a large globe in an elaborately carved, gilt-chased stand. If this was her only test she would pass easily. Study of geography had been one of her favorite lessons with the real Miss Grey. She spread out her hands and hovered over the North American continent, admiring the quality of the engraving and colors. “This is a very fine globe, a Vaugondy product if I am not mistaken.”

He stood behind her, so close that the deep rumble of his words had an almost physical effect on her skin. “Nothing but the best for the Fortescues. They always lived well.” It was an odd thing to say, as though he were not the head Fortescue, and as though the state of his house didn’t contradict the statement. She adjusted the position of the globe, noting the solidity of the orb, skillfully mounted so that when she found the place she wanted, it stopped moving on her slightest command. The one in the schoolroom at the Hôtel Falleron—a smaller Vaugondy model—was too loose and took only a little push to spin wildly, sending one off to the wrong part of the world. She blinked away an incipient tear, glad the disturbing duke was behind her and couldn’t see. Returning to aristocratic life, even in another country, affected her more than she had expected.

“Here,” she said, finding a tiny island not far from South America.

She felt the duke’s chest warm her back, his breath on her neck. “This one?” Her ear buzzed. A black-clad arm snaked around her waist and a long finger touched the little blob of Saint Lucia, brushing her hand.

Enough. Catching her breath, she stepped sideways out of the lee of Denford’s tall figure and retreated so that the globe lay between them. She had a position to win and a task to complete.
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JULIAN HAD DECIDED within a minute of Miss Grey’s entrance; the position was hers. As his mistress. Such a delightful creature was wasted on his sisters when she could be in his bed. It was quite possible she could serve in both capacities but he supposed he’d better find out if she was qualified for the schoolroom. Of her suitability for the bedroom he had no doubt.

“Let us sit down,” he said.

She ignored the divan against the far wall, which he’d planned to share with her, and lowered herself into a sensible chair next to the central library table, moving with innate grace and quiet deliberation. Her posture was flawless, yet the straight back and demurely folded hands didn’t make her appear anything like a prickly spinster.

She had managed to snub his advance very neatly and his admiration grew, as did his determination to win her. This was no straitlaced virgin beneath a sensible gray cloak and plain bonnet. At first glance she was nothing extraordinary, pretty but not a beauty, with agreeable features and slightly rounded cheeks. From what he could detect, her figure was neatly proportioned. But after a minute in her company Julian had detected the indefinable appeal of the siren. Something in her eye and the way she carried herself sent a message straight to his groin.

She might be gray by name and in her dress, but there was nothing dull about this governess. She wore her drab attire with an air of confidence and style that reminded him of Paris. Neither for a second did he believe her a virgin. He tamped down his growing interest in her sensual experience and tried to consider the duties of a governess.

“You must have questions for me,” she said, wresting his attention from a lust-blurred perusal of her pink mouth.

“How old are you?” he asked, taking the chair next to her so that his knee was only a tantalizing foot away from hers.

“Twenty-seven.”

“You look younger.” She had the dewy skin of youth, yet there was nothing innocent about her eyes. “How long have you been a governess?”

“Eight years.” He wondered if she told the truth, but when it came down to it he didn’t much care. Perhaps this Johnson fellow, her late employer, had been her lover too. That would make a useful precedent.

“What age children?”

“I have taught young ladies of all ages.”

“What about your experience with gentlemen?”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“Don’t governesses teach young gentlemen too?”

“I understand,” she said firmly, “that there are no boys at Fortescue House.” She knew what he was about and would be no easy conquest. Excellent.

Meanwhile, he must pretend to take the interview seriously. Mentally he consulted the list of qualifications Cynthia had enumerated. “Do you teach music?”

“But of course,” she said, tilting her chin provocatively and meeting his eye with a mixture of severity and amusement. “What kind of governess does not? Do you wish me to demonstrate?”

“There is a music room next to the drawing room but I will take your word for it for now.”

“Perhaps you should not,” she said. “To tell the truth my skills at the piano and harp are only rudimentary, but I sing very well.”

“Do you want this position?”

“Of course. But I don’t want to promise more than I can deliver. I can oversee the musical education of young ladies of average aspirations. What level have your sisters reached?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea. If they have progressed beyond your abilities we can hire a music teacher to come in. Do you draw and paint?”

“Indifferently.”

“Never mind. I know a young artist named Oliver Bream who is always in need of a guinea or two. You mentioned languages?”

“French, bien sûr.” She switched to that language. “In Saint Lucia we speak French as well as we do English.” She displayed a purity of accent and grammar he’d heard among the French nobility before the Revolution.

“Italian?”

“Only a little,” she replied, in French.

“Never mind. I’ll hire someone.” He’d hire someone to tie her shoes if she wasn’t up to it, just as long as she stayed. Come to think of it, he’d take care of any dressing and undressing problems himself.

“I have many excellent and more important skills,” she said.

“I’m sure you do.”

“I can teach dancing, table manners, and prepare your sisters for presentation at court.”

“You learned court customs in your West Indian island?”

“The English governor’s wife had an exaggerated notion of her own importance. She held drawing rooms like the queen for all the notables of Saint Lucia society.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“All the young ladies on the island had to attend her en grande tenue and exit backwards after making their curtseys.”

“I always thought that sounded like nonsense.” Julian Fortescue had never been important enough to attend court, and since he’d become duke he hadn’t bothered. “It’s not necessary. I doubt the girls will need to come out before my mother returns. What I need is someone to keep them busy and out of mischief. The things my mother would do if she hadn’t gallivanted off across the Atlantic. Can you do that?”

“Certainly I can.”

“Very well. Blackett will settle with you about salary and find you somewhere to sleep.”

Cynthia would find it reprehensible that he hired a governess more for her suitability as his mistress than for her skills as a preceptress. Too bad. She’d had a chance to find someone better. Besides, no one expected Julian to behave properly, least of all himself.
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Where Greed Masks A Thief-Taker’s True Intentions
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Night Storm

Tracey Devlyn




A promising young apothecary picks up the pieces of her life, only to collide with the ruthless thief-taker who once shattered her dreams and her heart.




December 7, 1804

Covent Garden, London

BY THE TIME Charlotte Fielding made her way back home, night had fallen over the city. Thick cloud cover created an impenetrable blanket over what Charlotte knew to be a near full moon. She resisted the urge to tuck her chin deeper beneath her woolen muffler.

To an extent, Piper had been right—she did feel comfortable enough in this area to walk about alone. However, she didn’t confuse that notion with being safe. Although many knew and respected her in this area of Covent Garden, she was careful not to invite mischief by staying alert and avoiding all appearances of weakness.

In the distance, she spotted the simple, white-lettered sign that marked her destination. Apothecary. The tension she’d been carrying in her shoulders since entering the Whitley residence loosened its biting grip. The strain between husband and wife had not lifted in her two-day absence. If anything, it had grown worse now that Mr. Whitley felt well enough to defend himself.

Charlotte’s brisk pace slowed. A man was slumped on the pavement between her shop and the boarded-up bakery next door. He sat with one leg stretched out across the walkway, the other bent at an angle. The brim of his hat protected his face from identification. So too did the long black woolen coat and matching muffler around his neck.

The tension in Charlotte’s shoulders returned in full force. Even though she could not identify him, she knew what he wasn’t—a beggar. Everything about him was too refined for him to be living in the streets. She glanced around, checking the evening shadows as best she could with only lamplight to aid her. Anderson’s lending library, Patterson’s coffee shop, Gertrude’s lace boutique, Tilly’s former bakery—they all stood silent and free of loitering troublemakers and customers. If she cried out for help, would the shopkeepers hear her from their snug, upstairs apartments?

She considered entering through the back of her building, an area normally reserved for deliveries, but she couldn’t bring herself to venture down the dank, narrow alleyway at this time of night. Drawing in a calming breath, she reached into her reticule and pulled out her pouch of pepper. A poor defense, she knew, but she always kept it, thinking it would give her a small chance of escape if thrown in an assailant’s face.

Increasing her pace, she stopped in front of her shop’s weathered door, the color of a cloud-streaked blue sky. The man remained motionless, silent. Eerily so. She experienced a moment of indecision. Should she nudge him? Could he be hurt and in need of assistance? Or should she continue on to the inside her own shop and mind her own business?

“Hello, Charley.” The voice was unmistakable.

A chill started at the base of her neck and swept through her body. Bone deep and breath stealing. With slow, precise movements, her gaze lowered to the source of the too-familiar voice. A voice that belonged to the only man who had ever called her Charley.

The man’s uplifted face revealed itself. Thick, bold eyebrows stood out on a pale, pain-filled face. A once-beloved face. Cameron Adair. What little air she had left disappeared at the sight of Cam—Cameron. Other than a brief glimpse of him a few months ago, she hadn’t seen him for years. But she would have known him anywhere. The shock of seeing him held her immobile, terrified in a way she hadn’t been since the early days of their falling out.

“Charley, I need your help.”

His words, laced with a strain born of hard-fought control, snapped her out of the past and plunged her back into the present. Cameron Adair was sprawled at her door, hurt, needing her help.

She slid her key into the lock. Metal scratched against metal until she heard a familiar click. Setting her bag inside the door, she returned outside. “Are you able to get to your feet?” She managed to keep her voice calm, unaffected. But inside, a violent tremor began and a maelstrom of questions flooded her mind. Why come to her? Where is he hurt? Why show up on her doorstep after complete and utter silence for five miserable years?

Carefully, she folded her arms around her waist and locked her knees before she could humiliate herself with senseless emotion. She had decided long ago to waste no more of it on Cameron Adair.

Something like disappointment flared in his icy, blue-chipped eyes. “Yes, with assistance.”

“Where are you hurt?”

“Left leg, right shoulder.”

“Let’s get you inside out of the cold, and I’ll hail a hansom cab to take you to Dr. Hollingsworth.”

He shook his head and mumbled, “I’ve been shot. Lost too much blood.”

“Cameron, I can’t—”

“You must,” he interrupted. “I haven’t the strength to go elsewhere.”

She knew what it had cost him to admit to such weakness. And because she knew this about him, an unrivaled fear forced her to his side.

Positioning herself in a crouch, Charlotte took a steadying breath before sliding her arm across his broad back. Blood, sweat, and a masculine scent uniquely Cameron’s filled her nose. She gritted her teeth against an overwhelming desire to inhale deeply.

“Ready?” she asked.

He nodded once, his full lips pressed into a thin, determined line. Bending forward, he wrapped an arm across her shoulder to brace himself. The new position put them face-to-face, breath-to-breath.

Charlotte tightened her hold on his middle, and they slowly rose until he stood shakily on his feet. “Prepare yourself for a bit of a walk. The room I use to see patients is in the back of the shop.”

“Lead the way.”

One labored step at a time, Charlotte guided them to a small room she used for customer emergencies and minor injuries, or when she worked late and was too tired to climb the two flights of stairs to her bedchamber. She halted beside the small makeshift bed. Easing her arm from his waist, she paused a moment at his side to ensure he could maintain his balance. Except for the fine sheen of sweat covering his forehead, he appeared in control and unfazed by the short walk.

“Rest a moment. I’ll lock up out front and get a light.” She used the distraction of routine tasks to force her nerves into a manageable jitter. After lighting a candle, she retrieved her medical bag and Mrs. Cates’s laudanum. She carried both into the treatment chamber, then lit the two lamps inside the room.

He shifted on the edge of the high bed and pain streaked across the well-defined planes of his handsome face. Bloody, bruised, and achingly, hauntingly the same, but different somehow. His hair was the same deep rich brown, though he wore it longer now. Long enough for the tips to curl slightly. Long enough to run her fingers through the length.

Gone was the lean young man she’d fallen in love with. Even in his disheveled state, she could see his shoulders were wider, his jaw stronger, his arms and legs thicker. The one thing that hadn’t changed was his eyes. A breathtaking blue flecked with iridescent silver.

“Besides the bruise on your cheekbone, what kind of wound did you sustain to your leg and shoulder?”

“Gunshot to the shoulder. Knife wound to the thigh.”

Despite her best attempt to block all emotion, a twinge of anxiety clenched her heart. “Good God, Cameron, what mess have you involved yourself with?” She shook her head. “Never mind. It’s none of my concern.” She moved his black, wide-brimmed hat to a nearby trunk. “With the extent of your injuries, you should be seeing a surgeon, not an apothecary. If you cannot make it to Dr. Hollingsworth, perhaps he will consent to coming here to tend to your wounds.”

Putting her hands on his bare flesh would be a torture she might not recover from. She was hoping he didn’t recall that part of her apprenticeship dealt specifically with wound care.

“Bollocks,” he said. “You’re more accomplished than any physician or surgeon in London.”

“You should find a better source of information. I assure you I have no such credentials.” She measured several drops of laudanum into a glass and filled it with water. “Drink this.”

He took the glass and drank, but never removed his sharp gaze from hers. “I don’t have a source where you’re concerned.”

An uncomfortable silence fell over the chamber. Charlotte wondered what he meant by his cryptic remark, then scolded herself for caring. She turned away. “Do you understand that in order for me to care for your wounds you’ll need to remove a good portion of your clothing?”

“I assumed as much.” His voice held neither distaste nor longing. It was a simple matter-of-fact statement.

“I’m going to start with your coat and shirt. I cannot guarantee there won’t be pain, even with the laudanum.”

“Understood.”

She set to unbuttoning his coat, an action she’d performed countless times before in the course of her duties. On most of those occasions, her patients were unconscious or near enough. Only on a few rare instances had she been forced to unclothe a gentleman while he looked on. As before, she found the situation unnerving, but never more so than tonight. Knowing the gaze that followed her every move belonged to Cameron Adair made her work through the process with lightning speed.

Moving behind him, she kneeled on the bed to grab the collar and lapel on his good side and helped him free his arm. She did the same with his injured arm, taking greater care. After placing the coat on a peg, she untied the simple knot on his cravat.

“You look tired,” he said quietly. “Long day?”

Charlotte considered not answering him. The last thing she wanted to do was become friendly with Cameron. She recalled all too acutely what it had felt like when he had walked away, and she was not keen to experience that again. She settled for a simple, “Yes.”

“Another patient tonight?”

She slipped the cravat from around his neck, noting the warm damp patches where it had touched his skin. Wadding the limp material, she used it to dab the moisture from his brow, cheeks, and neck. “Another stab wound.”

“Seems you’re having an eventful evening, Charley.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Why not? It’s your name.”

“Not anymore. I’m known as Mrs. Fielding now.”

“Why? You’ve never married.”

“You’re sure of that fact?”

“Yes.”

“I did what I needed to do to keep my father’s business.”

“Ah.” He searched her face, then he focused on the wall behind her. “Did your patient survive?”

Lifting her hands to the two small buttons at the neck of his shirt, she said, “Barely. If you bend forward a little, I’ll help you remove your shirt.”

Angling his body toward her, he stretched his arms out as much as his injury would allow. Charlotte gathered the fine linen near his shoulder blades in her hands and began to inch the garment over his head. Golden, smooth skin appeared, tempting her resistance, mocking her control. Muscle rippled beneath his flesh like a thoroughbred in full gallop. Sleek, powerful, beautiful.

Swallowing back the longing that welled deep in her chest, she finished the task. And immediately wished she had lingered longer over his back, for his torso could easily stand beside any Michelangelo marble in the Royal Museum. Except for the bullet hole spoiling the perfection of his right shoulder.

She watched his chest rise, expanding to an impossible degree. His hand lifted and his body tilted, swayed. “Cameron!” She caught him before he careened forward, and helped him back upright.

He dropped his head in between his hands.

Grasping a nearby newssheet, she unfolded it and placed it on the bed to protect the linens. “Lie down. You’ve lost a lot of blood.”

“Afraid I’ll pass out from the pain?”

“It would be a blessing for us both.”

With exaggerated slowness he followed her directions, revealing the extent of his weakness. She folded his cravat a few times and pressed it against his shoulder wound.

He sucked in a sharp breath. “Dammit, Charley. A little warning next time.”

She ignored his grousing and kept the pressure steady for a full minute. “Can you take over? I’ll assess the damage to your shoulder once I have the bleeding on your leg under control.”

Nodding, he allowed her to guide his fingers to where they needed to go.

“Firm pressure. As much as you can handle and then some.” She opened a glass-paned cupboard where she kept several linens rolled into neat stacks. Grabbing several, she placed them within easy reach before turning back to him. “This is going to hurt.”

“Thanks for the warning.”

She hovered over him, undecided. Should she remove his trousers, rip the leg to get at the laceration, or cut off the entire left side?

“Is there a problem?” he asked in a husky voice.

“No.” She gently gripped the ragged edges of his damaged trousers, ripping them until the hole was large for her to see the deep, six-inch laceration. Carefully, she shoved a compress against the wound, pressing hard to stop the bleeding. Charlotte’s attention roamed over Cameron’s hard body and she experienced an overwhelming need to run. Everything about him was . . . too much. Too much masculinity. Too much perfection. Too much heartache.

Once she had the bleeding under control, she scooped up his discarded shirt and flattened the bloody material over the palm of her hand. Although somewhat jagged, all the fibers were connected.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to determine if the bullet took a piece of your shirt with it inside your shoulder.”

“What have you decided?”

“You are saved from being tortured by my tweezers.”

On a sideboard sat a basin, a pitcher full of water, and the stack of linens she had pulled from the cupboard. She filled the basin with water, placed it on a tray along with the rolled linens, and carried the ensemble to the small, rectangular table sitting near the foot of the bed.

“Let’s see how you did.” She waited for him to remove his hand before lifting the bloodstained cravat from his shoulder. “The bleeding has stopped.” Plunging a soft square of material into the water, she wrung it out only enough to keep from making a mess on the floor. “This will be cold.”

“Brilliant.” He transferred his attention to the ceiling.

The moment she placed the wet cloth against his warm flesh, his body went taut. With efficient strokes, she cleaned the area around the bullet hole and carefully inspected the wound. “I need to see if the bullet exited out your back. Can you roll onto your side?”

Rather than answer, he twisted around to face the far wall. Charlotte spotted the dark hole just above his shoulder blade. She closed her eyes as pure relief poured over her.

“Bad news?” he asked when she remained quiet.

“Not at all.” She reached for another clean cloth and dropped it into the basin of water, repeating the same cleansing ritual around the exit wound. “The bullet made a clean escape. Seems fortune favored you with your brush with death.” She lightly tapped his arm. Muscle rippled beneath her touch, leaving her a little breathless. “Y-you may turn back over.” From a corner cabinet, she pulled down a bottle, scissors, fresh linens, thread, and an assortment of other instruments she might need. Placing her cache on another tray, she carried everything to his bedside.

He nodded at the bottle of whisky. “Is that for me?”

“Yes, but not in the way you think.”

“You’re not considering pouring whisky over my open wound, are you?”

“As a matter of fact, I am. In the medical world, we use the term aqua vitae.”

“Water of life?” Cameron snorted. “Wrap it in whatever pretty package you like, but you’re not setting fire to my raw flesh.”

She paused. “What would you rather endure? A minute of cleansing, or hours of debilitating pain and bone-rattling fever, all of which will lead to an eventually slow death?”

“Do you use your persuasive voice on all your patients, or is this a special one for me?”

“There’s still time to call for Dr. Hollingsworth.”

His eyes narrowed. “Get on with it, Charley.”

She placed a smaller, thicker cloth directly beneath the hole in his shoulder. Next, she uncorked the bottle and retrieved yet another cloth. Wasting no more time, she poured a steady, thin stream of the strong, pungent alcohol over the wound.

Air sliced between his clenched teeth, and his head pressed hard into the pillow.

Charlotte continued to douse the area until she was confident the wound was free of any sort of debris. She set down the bottle and tossed the wet cloths into the basin. Next, she threaded the needle before pausing near his shoulder. “Ready?”

He nodded.

“Roll onto your good side.”

Once he was in position, she set to work on the entrance, then exit wound, taking care to keep her attention focused on closing the ragged edges of his flesh and not on Cameron’s occasional flinch or hiss of pain. Charlotte took four of the clean linen squares and placed them over the sutured entry wound. “Hold this in place, please.”

He did as commanded, giving her a free hand to set another pad of linens over the exit hole. Then she wound a large strip of cloth over his shoulder and around his underarm several times before tying it off. “All done.”

He rolled onto his back, releasing a slow, tension-relieving breath before opening his eyes.

On a nearby chair, Charlotte spotted her mother’s rose and sage throw blanket draped across the back. She retrieved it, experiencing a pang of regret even as she did so. It was bound to be stained once she laid it upon him. Although not impossible, blood tended to be difficult to remove.

She spread the blanket over his torso and repositioned her wooden stool next to his injured thigh. “How did you receive such an injury?”

A long pause followed. “I deflected my assailant’s intended aim.”

Removing the compress, she noted the laceration sat only a few inches from his groin. Schooling her features, she retrieved a large pair of scissors and grasped the edge of the torn material. “An attempt to remove a gentleman’s manhood is a vicious, and rather personal, attack.”

“Aren’t most attacks personal?”

“Not to this degree. You’re fortunate your assailant missed your femoral artery.”

“How do you know he did?”

“Because you would have bled to death within minutes.”

“Comforting.”

“I should hope so.” She cut the left side of his trousers back as far as she could, then wiped the area clean before dousing it with whisky, too. Cameron squeezed his eyes shut during the painful process. She waited for him to open his eyes. When he did, she said, “The wound is deep enough to require stitches.”

He groaned. “How many?”

“Perhaps twelve or fifteen.”

“I’m going to need some of your aqua vitae.”

She shook her head. “I’ll give you a little more laudanum, if you need it. Mixing the opiate with alcohol is not a good idea.”

“Laudanum it is, then.”

After adding a small amount of the opiate to a glass of water, she helped him into an upright position before handing it to him. The feel of him in her arms again sparked a long-suppressed yearning. She’d loved him beyond imagining once. Had even offered herself to him—before he walked out of her life.

A cloud of anger rolled over her, extinguishing the dangerous longing.

“Thank you,” he said, sounding exhausted.

Charlotte finished treating his injuries in silence. It took seventeen stitches to close the cut on his leg. After clearing away the soiled linens and drawing her mother’s throw down over him, she paused awkwardly near the door. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

He rolled his head to the side to better see her, but said nothing and simply stared at her with his fathomless blue eyes. Eyes that always had the ability to penetrate the deepest secrets of her soul.

Hesitant to leave him alone, she tried a different tactic. “Should I notify anyone of your whereabouts?”

Turning away, he fixed his attention on the ceiling. “Don’t worry, Charley. I’ll be gone by morning.”

“That was not my intent.”

“Nevertheless.”

She studied his uncompromising profile and decided to leave the issue alone. “Try to get some sleep. I’ll check on you first thing in the morning.”

Before she could slip away, Cameron called to her. “Charley.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you,” he said, with a note of tenderness. “For patching me up.”

She hesitated. “I was sorry to hear about Nick’s death.” All during their childhood, Cameron, Jules Gardner, and Nick Bellwood had terrorized the neighborhood with their antics. Nick had been the wildest of the three and, as a result, Charlotte had spent the least amount of time with him. But that had not stopped the hurt she had experienced upon learning about his tragic drowning a year ago.

Cameron’s jaw clenched, and he refocused his attention on the ceiling above, saying nothing.

Charlotte pushed back the hurt his reaction caused, and murmured, “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Recalling that she had used Mrs. Cates’s laudanum order, Charlotte took a moment to fill another bottle and place it with the rest of tomorrow morning’s orders. Satisfied, she made the long climb to her apartments upstairs, not once allowing herself to think about the last hour. She simply put one foot in front of the other. Her mind a perfect blank. Safe. The closer she got to her bedchamber, the more leaden her feet became. Once she arrived, she didn’t bother to light a candle. She unerringly strode to the window overlooking her herb garden in the rear of the building.

Sparse moonlight spilled onto the rows of frozen dark-brown plants. Illumination mattered little. She knew every nook and cranny of the garden. The fifteen-by-twenty section of soil was one of the most important aspects of her business. She required a ready supply of medicinal herbs, most of which she ordered from the Chelsea Physic Garden. However, having her own inventory of the most commonly used herbs allowed her a sense of security and independence. Not only was her little garden a source of income, it fed life into her lonely days and troubled thoughts.

Unable to block Cameron from her thoughts any longer, she recalled their brief reunion a few months ago when her friend Sydney Hunt had called her to the Hunt Agency to treat a gunshot wound sustained by a member of her staff. The entire time she’d worked on the gentleman, Cameron had watched her carefully while helping to secure the patient’s flailing limbs.

Never had she been more shocked in her life, walking into the Hunt Agency and finding Cameron there, bloody and unkempt. Handsome as ever, but with a hard edge about his features and tension pulsing off his body in great typhoon waves.

Later, she’d learned Cameron had been with the gentleman when he’d been shot and, at the injured man’s request, he’d managed to haul him all the way to Sydney’s place. Her friend had referred to Cameron as ruthless, insensitive, and the absolute best at finding people who don’t wish to be found. So many contradictions. And Charlotte had no wish to unravel them.

As she had that horrible night at the Hunt Agency, Charlotte would walk away from Cameron without a backward glance once he left her shop in the morning. She would never allow herself to be hurt by him again. Her heart could not bear to break a second time.

Resting her forehead against the cold windowpane, she allowed a single tear to fall. A tear for what could have been and for what would never be. “Cam.”




To read more about Night Storm and all Tracey’s other books, visit her website! 
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When A Lady in Trouble Makes A Mess of A Well-Ordered Life
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Miss Goldsleigh’s Secret

Amylynn Bright




The Marquess of Dalton doesn't need another female in his life, but when one literally drops into his arms...




London, 1810 

HENRY CAVENDISH, Marquess of Dalton, stood outside the chicest modiste shop on fashionable Bond Street. He awaited his sisters and aunt who had been inside, at his estimation, at least an hour. He reached into his pocket and withdrew his timepiece. Yes, indeed, sixty-five minutes. He snapped the watch closed and tucked it away. He debated going inside to see how much longer they would be and risk being roped into consulting on color or lace or some other insipid thing. He shifted his weight from one leg to the other and sighed in a huff. Several acquaintances passed on the street, and he nodded and doffed his hat politely, as serene as ever, but inside his impatience grew.

Henry’s family knew he was busy today. However, since it was late in the afternoon they’d been able to convince him to accompany them for a lemon ice after a quick stop at the dressmaker’s. God knows he loved them, loved each and every one of them, but they could try the patience of a saint.  

He looked at his watch again. Sixty-seven minutes. Their definition of quick and his were substantially dissimilar.

He turned and peered in the window. He couldn't see much past the dress form stationed there except for vague movements, and he doubted his family could see him either. Henry set his jaw, closed his eyes and exhaled through his nose. Then miracle of miracles, he heard the tinkle of the bell.  

"The green one is my favorite, Penny." Helen burst through the door. His youngest sister was always so excited to be included in the shopping trips with her older siblings. "You are going to be so beautiful."

"Thank you, love,” said Penelope, the oldest of the sisters. She reached out her hand and stroked her younger sister's hair. The two walked past Henry on the street, gracing him with two sweet smiles. 

Cassandra and Daphne, the middle sisters, followed from the shop, engrossed in their own conversation—so much so, in fact, they paid no attention to their brother at all. Henry scowled at them as they walked by, arms linked, laughing.

The bell on the door chimed one last time as his aunt emerged. She bequeathed him a broad smile and tucked her arm around his. "I am sorry we took so long. You're such a good boy for being so patient. Having two girls out this coming season is so much more work than just one."

Henry endeavored to smile. "I know, Aunt Evelyn."

She patted his hand. "Shall we go for that ice, then, before we head home?"

Why not? Really, the whole afternoon was wasted.

"You work too hard."  

Since his engagement hadn't worked out several months ago, Henry had thrown himself into the restoration of a property he’d won in a card game. With that new venture, and the thousand and one other things involved in managing a marquessate, Henry admittedly had been wrapped up in his work. The women in his family were certain that meant he’d been crushed by the broken engagement, but the boring reality of it was he simply enjoyed working.  

"I know you were fond of the girl—"

"Aunt Evelyn," he interrupted. "I am hardly a devastated man, just a very busy one." His tone greatly suggested the conversation need go no further.  

Of course, his aunt was not going to take the hint. Evelyn never did. She was not one to avoid a topic simply because the rest of polite society did. Or even because she was expressly asked to do so.

"Your affairs are all well handled. You are a dutiful son, a wonderful nephew, and a complement to your title." She lectured him gently as she deftly guided him away from the waiting carriage and in step behind his sisters leading the way up the street. "I am sure your father would be very proud of you."

"I appreciate the vote of confidence." Still, in her usual way, his aunt soothed him.  The tension bunching up his shoulders from the time wasted on waiting began to drain from his torso. This time the smile was real and unforced.

"You will find the perfect marchioness, of that I have no doubt. We all liked Francesca immensely, but you can hardly begrudge her a love match."

"You misunderstand. I was only fond of the lady," Henry protested. “In fact, I am still quite fond of her, and I don't begrudge her a love match. For heaven’s sake, I pushed her into it."  

It was true. He had pushed Francesca into the adoring arms of Thomas Wallingham, Earl of Harrington. He often teased them both if he hadn't done so they never would have managed on their own. He had proposed to the Duchess of Harrington when she was still the lovely Lady Bellings. His family had been ecstatic with the match, and the wedding date had been set, until the love of her life returned to town in the form of the dashing earl. It was so painfully obvious they were meant for each other that he couldn't stand in their way. Or rather he took pity on them. However it happened, they were blissfully happy, and that warmed him, even while his family was harassing him to find his own wife.

Sometimes, when he was at his most irritable, he regretted taking the high road. His birthday was next month, his twenty-seventh, and he wanted to be married and on his way to begetting an heir before long. He yearned to be settled. The irony of it all was he was certainly in no need of more females in his house. That was for damn sure. As it was, he currently resided in a house completely filled with women. His mother, the Marchioness, occupied the mansion with his grandmother, his aunt and all four of his sisters. What in God's name he was thinking about when he considered adding a wife to the mix, he had no idea. He often felt like he was drowning in lace and hairpins already without adding another woman. But that was exactly what he intended—at some point anyway, as soon as an acceptable young lady came along.

His sisters arrived at the ice shop before him, and now the little café was overrun by Cavendishes. He paused and watched the familiar scene play out. They were potent and elemental, these Cavendish ladies, and they would set a room a tumble every time they entered one.

 “Your lips are turning blue from your blackberry ice, monkey face,” Henry teased Daphne, knowing it would make her squeal and pull out a glass from her reticule. He waggled his eyebrows and grinned at her when she turned to glare at him, her lips still perfectly pink.

Helen, the youngest at twelve, tried to entice him with her spoon. "There are more flavors than lemon you know."

"That may be true, ladybug." Henry placed a heaping spoonful of lemon ice on his tongue and, savoring it, comically rolled his eyes. "But lemon is the best." 

Afterwards, they walked in a cluster on the sidewalk the half block back to the carriage, Henry’s annoyance from earlier having melted away like the ice on his tongue. Penelope’s arm linked with his. She slowed her pace and then came to a stop, pulling him to a stop as well.  Henry looked to her in question, and then followed her gaze to a woman and child across the street.

"What is it?" Henry asked her. He squinted at them trying to see if he recognized the woman. "Do you know her?"

"It looks like my friend Olivia,” Penny mused. She lifted the brim of her bonnet to get a better look. "I think it is Olivia."

"Penny, isn't that your friend Olivia?" Cassandra inquired as she drew abreast of her siblings. 

"I'm not sure." Penelope twisted her mouth in question.  

If it was his sister’s friend, what had she gone through to look so haggard? He didn’t think his sisters had many acquaintances outside of the ton. The lady wore shabby clothes. Her hair was dirty and stringy where it fell from a messy updo. She looked painfully thin and pale. The boy was dirty and worn, too, but not as thin and haggard looking as the woman. Perhaps they were acquaintances met through one of their mother’s many charities. 

Before Henry could stop her, Penelope dropped her hand from his arm and strode through the traffic.

"Penelope!" Henry started after his sister while he hollered back over his shoulder for the rest of them to stay put. Daphne was the first to ignore him and start across the cobblestones, followed, of course, by the rest of the group. Why God even gave them ears… Henry grasped Penelope’s hand, and together they navigated the busy street.

"Olivia?" Penny called.  "Olivia!"

The woman turned at the sound of her name, eyes wide with fear, and clutched the boy closer to her side. He was eating a meat pie, devouring it actually.

"Penelope?" The woman spoke as if seeing a vision, one she couldn't believe was real.  

Penny took her friend by the hand. "Livvy? What has happened to you?"

"I escaped," was all she uttered as she fainted.

Henry leapt forward and caught her before she hit the walk.  
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SHE DOESN’T weigh anything, was the first thing that occurred to Henry as he caught her. That and she was deathly pale. 

The whole episode caused quite a stir in the middle of Bond Street. It seemed to Henry everything surrounding the Cavendish sisters caused a stir. A crowd gathered in an instant, as if growing right out of the walkway, asking questions and offering advice.

"Grab her," Penelope screeched, entirely unnecessarily as far as Henry was concerned. 

"Livvy?" The boy with her was clearly shocked by her swoon. He watched Henry with a mixture of distrust and confusion. 

Henry felt like a fool, holding an unconscious woman in his arms, trying to reassure her young companion. "What is your name, lad?"

"Warren, my lord," he replied, eyes wary and guarded. “She’s my sister.” 

The boy might seem tough, but he was only a boy. He looked about ten years of age, and he was clearly warring with the desire to appear brave and protective or bolt. Henry was certain the only thing that kept him there at all was the fact that his sister was unconscious in Henry’s arms.

"All right, Warren. These are my sisters, and I want you to escort them to that carriage at the end of the block. Do you see the one with the gold-and-black dragon crest on the door? Please take them there, and have the driver bring the carriage to me.”

The boy stared at him for several long seconds. Henry withstood the silent interrogation while the boy took his measure. Dalton had made sure to speak to him not as a child, but as he would another man. It was evident the boy felt responsible for the care of the young woman, and Dalton couldn’t help being impressed by him. “You can trust me.”

Warren must have decided he had no nefarious designs on them because the boy followed his instructions and, uncharacteristically, his sisters went without protest. That left him, his Aunt, Penny and the tiny woman in his arms—and the growing crowd of encroaching onlookers. He exhaled in exasperation and turned his back to the street. At least when facing the wall, the crowd couldn't see everything quite so clearly. 

"Oh, the poor dear,” his aunt said, too softly for the entire mob to hear.

Penny nodded in agreement. "She is so thin and pale." With one gloved finger she brushed Olivia's hair off her forehead. "I wonder what's happened to put her in such a state."

"What was it she said before she fainted?" Aunt Evelyn asked.

"She said she’d escaped." He looked over his shoulder to check on the progress of the carriage. The coachman maneuvered through the steady traffic. Turning the full-sized vehicle around in the street would be slow going. "How do you know this young lady?” 

"She’s a year or two older than me. She used to come to London with her father sometimes," Penny answered. "A baron, I believe. We met through mutual friends. We've written once or twice over the years, but I lost track of her about a year ago or so I guess. I heard her parents passed on."

The carriage finally pulled up next to them, and Evelyn and Penny climbed in. The equipage was tightly packed with the six of them before the addition of one more unconscious woman. Henry was forced to keep her on his lap. After Warren was assured his sister would be quite all right inside, he agreed to sit up front with the coachman. 

Henry surveyed the woman in question. She hadn’t awakened since passing out, only tossed her head about and murmured unintelligible words. It was almost as if she just desperately needed to sleep. She was pale, astonishingly so. It made the pink of her lips that much more noticeable. Her hair was a dirty and tangled shade of blonde, and her eyelashes curled against her wan face. Her nose seemed a trifle long and pointed, the hollows of her cheeks a tad too severe, but that may have been because her face was so thin. And his earlier assessment was right; she was tiny, not much bigger than a child. She was all angles and points. Despite her miserable condition, Henry was quite certain she was a lovely girl underneath the grime and knotted hair. Some soap and several hearty meals would surely uncover a feminine beauty the harsh lines of her currently too-prominent bone structure did not wholly disguise. 

Before the carriage had come to a complete stop in front of his townhouse, the butler had the door open and was awaiting them on the front steps. Henry carried the woman through the door, followed by the rest of them. His mother and grandmother had been roused from whatever they had been doing by all of the activity and now he had every single woman in his household issuing directions. He turned and climbed the sweeping staircase to the second floor where the family’s apartments were located. He was not the least surprised to find the housekeeper waiting for him on the landing with several of the upstairs maids. They scurried ahead, leading him to place her in a guestroom down the hall from his sister’s rooms.

And then he left her to the women without being told. He did not escape. He made a tactical retreat.

Treading the carpet on the way back down the hall, he heard his mother take charge as she was wont to do. Orders were made for the doctor to be called, for warm bath water, and for fresh clothes. When Henry arrived at the bottom of the stairs, he found Warren and Aunt Evelyn. 

"Warren." Henry addressed the boy. "There are all sorts of ladies fussing over the lady upstairs.

“She’s my sister,” the boy told him.

“Ah. She is in good, capable hands.” The boy nodded to him, his eyes full of calm intelligence. “Come with me.”

Henry escorted Warren to the kitchen. It was an unprecedented event, and the staff was clearly alarmed to find the Marquis below stairs. “Good afternoon, Cook. This is Warren. Do you have something hearty to put together for lunch for our guest? We need to put some meat on these bones.”

Cook’s eyes were as big as saucers, and her mouth hung agape. She stared at the Marquess for a beat and then shifted her gaze to the grubby little boy. Her appraisal hinted that her opinion of Warren was in accord with his own. “Yes, my lord. How about some good, meaty stew and crusty bread? That should help do the trick.” 

“That sounds excellent. Make it two, then.” 

He hauled two stools to the big kitchen worktable and sat on one, then gestured for Warren to do the same. The cook did a fair job of suppressing her newfound horror that not only had the master come down to the kitchen, but it now appeared as though he intended to take a workman’s meal down here as well. She jerked her head around and took herself off to gather the meal, motioning with a sweeping gesture of a flour-dusted arm for the rest of the slack-jawed staff to return to work.

“You don’t come in here much, do you?” Warren asked.

Henry chuckled. “No, in fact, I don’t think I’ve ever been down here before. My mother handles all the staff. It’s very comfortable though, isn’t it?” He had made a snap decision to have the noon meal with Warren in the kitchen because he wanted to talk with him, and he guessed if that task was attempted upstairs in the dining room with the usual pomp and circumstance, the boy would be too intimidated to speak freely.

Two huge steaming bowls of stew were placed before them on the scarred worktable. Henry stirred the contents, wafting the aroma of spiced beef and vegetables into his face. Big chunks of crusty bread, a crock of butter and two large mugs of milk were added to the feast. 

“It’s much bigger than the one at home,” the boy appraised.

“Well, this is a very big house and I have a lot of sisters.” 

Warren leaned over conspiratorially. “They seem a little loud,” he whispered.

Henry choked on his stew with a snort. “Excellent observation. I’m afraid that you’ll also find them to be bossy as well.”

“Oh.”

They ate their lunch in silence for a while before Henry ventured forth with more pressing concerns. “Where do you and your sister call home?” 

“Nowhere,” Warren responded cryptically. He took another handful of bread and sopped up the rest of the thick broth in his bowl. He seemed to be studying the bowl very hard.  

Henry tried again. “Where are you from then?” 

Warren chewed then swallowed a large hunk of bread, and gulped his milk before answering. “Draycott on the Moors.”

 “That’s in Staffordshire, isn’t it?” The empty bowls were whisked away and replaced by two generous helpings of pudding. Warren’s smile grew wide again. Henry nodded his thanks to Cook and picked up his spoon. “When did you come to London?” Oh, the pudding was fantastic. Henry rolled it around on his tongue, savoring it.

“Two months ago, I think.” Warren looked as though he wanted to lick the pudding bowl clean.

“Where have you been staying?” 

Warren met Henry’s gaze for the first time since the questions got serious. The boy seemed every bit as young as he was, all hollow-eyed and scared. Gone was the assuredness from Bond Street. He hesitated as if wary of betraying someone. His sister or someone else?

“It’s all right to tell me,” Henry assured him as he led Warren to the garden. 

“Fennyman was trying to buy her for whoring, but we got out of there. No matter what, or how bad it got, I didn’t want her doing that,” the boy said with emphasis the minute they cleared the doorway outside.

Jesus Christ. “No. How long ago was this?” 

“Three days ago, sir.” 

“And where have you stayed those nights?” Henry guided them both around the path and past a giant oak tree where they sat on a bench and looked out over the shrubbery, their backs to the house and any nosey eyes.

“Nowhere.” Warren sighed a huge, watery breath. “Livvy tried a couple of places, but no one would help us. I slept on benches and such.  Livvy didn't though."

"What do you mean Livvy didn’t?"  

"She didn't sleep." Warren kicked at the dirt.  "She kept watch. Livvy’s very stubborn."

The girl hadn't slept in at least three days?  

Warren continued, “She wouldn’t let me steal anything or join up with a crew for the coin.”

Henry raised a brow. “That sounds very honorable of her.” What else was he to say? 

Warren swiped at a frustrated tear. “But it would have been easy.”

“Sometimes easy isn’t the best way out.” Henry said what he knew were the right words, even as he contemplated what he would have done in the lad’s place. Warren might be a boy, but his desire to protect his family were the urges of a man.

"Why did you come to London in the first place?" Why would a daughter of a peer come to London, unescorted, and end up in this abhorrent state? Dirty, hungry and sleep deprived, Olivia was in desperate need of help. There must have been someone she could stay with in town. Who was the heir to her father's barony, and why wasn't that man helping her?     

“Because Reginald was a horrible man.” Warren said it with such vehemence that Henry was taken aback.  "He was mean and he hurt people and, and, and…I hate him." Now the lad was crying in earnest, deep, pitiful sobs that hurt Henry's soul. He waited patiently next to him on the bench, and eventually the sobs gave way to hiccups and then to sniffles.

"Warren." Henry waited until the boy looked at him.  "I don't know what’s going on, but I'm going to figure it all out and we're going to fix it.  You can trust me." It was a stupid thing to say. He couldn’t possibly promise any such thing.

He put his arm around the boy's shoulders as they walked back into the house.  "Let’s go find your room."

"My room? For how long?"

"For as long as you want it to be."  
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“THERE DOESN’T appear to be anything physically wrong with the girl other than being undernourished and completely exhausted.” The doctor adjusted his spectacles.

Henry nodded. “Nothing else?” 

“She’s not regained consciousness during my examination, so I can’t know for sure. I recommend allowing her to sleep for as long as she needs to. Then plenty of rare meat to build up her blood again.” He shifted his black bag from one hand to the other. “Send for me when she awakens if you believe she warrants further examination.”

“I will.” Henry extended his hand to the doctor before the man was shown from his study.

Between the conversation with Warren and the diagnoses from the physician, Henry was even more curious about the girl. 

The traffic in and out of the guestroom had ebbed by the time Henry dismissed the doctor and checked on Warren. When he poked his head in the girl’s doorway, he found Penelope had changed into her nightclothes and had taken up residence in an armchair by the fire with a book and a pot of tea.

“You’re not going out tonight, butterbean?” He could sense her eye roll from across the room. 

Penny kept her voice low. “No, I think I’ll stay here in case she wakes up. I wouldn’t want her to be afraid.”

“No change with her then?” Henry peered into the darkness of the far side of room, but all he could see on the bed was a small human-shaped lump under the covers. 

Penny rose from her chair and tiptoed over to the door. “Still asleep. Did the doctor speak with you?”

Henry signaled with a nod for her to step out into the hall. “Who is this girl?”

“You know her name already, Olivia Goldsleigh. Her father was a baron and quite scholastic in nature. They didn’t come to town much.” Penny shrugged. “I only spoke with her in person a few times. Mostly our contact was through correspondence.”

 “How did you come to make her acquaintance?”

“Do you remember Astrid Schulz?” she asked.

“Who? No.”

“Astrid,” Penny repeated as if she said the name again it would suddenly click with him. “Remember she was over here much of the spring and summer two years ago. Pretty little brunette?” 

Henry shook his head. “No.”

“Oh, Henry, Astrid.”

“How could I possibly be expected to remember all the girls running in and out of this house? Especially from two years ago.” Penny had more friends than anyone he had ever met. It seemed she knew just about everyone. Henry made it a point to ignore most of them.

Penny clicked her tongue in irritation. “Anyway, Astrid was from Germany. She was here with her family because her father was working with some astrologists, no astronomers – you know, the star and planet people. Olivia’s father had something to do with that group, so she was in town for a bit that summer, too.”

“Hmmm.” Henry vaguely remembered the summit Penny was referring to. He’d wanted to attend some of the symposiums held for the general public but had been too busy to break away. “But that doesn’t explain how you came to meet her.”

“Through Astrid.” Penny stated it like he hadn’t been paying attention. 

He raised one eyebrow. “Are you trying to tell me your endless fascination with our solar system drove you to seek out the daughters of international experts on the matter?” 

“No.” She said the word impossibly slow, letting him know with one long syllable she thought him a complete ass. “I met Astrid through Roseanne Atwater.”

“Yes.” He matched his dry tone to hers. “That explains everything. I certainly know who Roseanne Atwater is.” 

“You do?” 

“No. I have no bloody idea who Roseanne Atwater is, and at this point I no longer care. The point I was getting to before this conversation ended my will to live was that we know very little about this girl or what kind of trouble she could be in. She never mentioned anything in her letters?”

“No, but it’s obviously very bad trouble.” Penny put her hand on his arm in emphasis. “You can’t possibly be thinking of turning her away.”

Henry wasn’t sure what he was thinking. He was certain his mother and aunt with their penchant for social causes were already planning an entire rehabilitation back into society for the chit. Still, the responsible thing to do would be to ensure his family was safe, and who knew what dangers came in the same package with Olivia and Warren? “I’d like to know a little more about the girl is all.” 

“I’m certain when she wakes up, she’ll explain everything.” Penny looked remarkably like their mother just then—certain of her place in the world and her ability to make everything turn out as it should. “You’ll see. Once you hear her story, promise me that you’ll do what you can for her.”

“I’ll promise no such thing, cornflower.” He kissed her cheek and strode down the hall. In truth, it wasn’t Penny’s request that ensured he would assist their guests. It was how spooked Warren had been in the garden. They were running from something awful, and the boy had been terrified.







Read more of Miss Goldsleigh’s Secret—#2 in the Secrets Series—and all Amylynn’s other books at her website, TheQuillSisters or check put her Books page at Amazon!
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Where Even The Innocent Are Snared by Vengeance
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The Viscount’s Vow

Collette Cameron




Believing Evangeline “Vangie” Caruthers is responsible for his father’s and brother’s deaths, Ian, the Viscount Warrick, seeks Vangie out at a ball intent on causing her ruination.   




London

Late April, 1814

LORD WARRICK turned his gaze on Vangie. His full lips curved into a slow smile, revealing a row of strong white teeth against his tanned face.

She inhaled sharply, the air lodging peculiarly in her lungs.

His eyes shimmered silver-gray, the color of honed steel. There was no other way to describe them. Raising her hand to his mouth, she swore she felt his lips brush her fingertips. Twice. 

It was most inappropriate. Why wasn’t she shocked or annoyed? Perhaps because the warmth vibrating the length of her arm, when his firm mouth grazed her, still tingled.

“Enchanted, Miss Caruthers.”

The way he said her name, the timbre of his voice lowering to a rumbling purr, caused another prickle across Vangie’s flesh.

She was wrong. 

He most definitely was dangerous.

“I so desired an introduction, I cajoled my dear aunt into doing the honors. I was determined to make your acquaintance.”

Bold as brass, Lord Warrick tucked her gloved hand into the bend of his arm.

Surprised, she glanced up at him.

He smiled at her. “Miss Caruthers, do say you’ll do me the honor of partnering me for this dance.”
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NOTICING THE numerous pairs of eyes watching him escort Miss Caruthers onto the polished floor, a wry smile touched Ian’s lips. “I haven’t danced with any other ladies this evening. No doubt the rumormongers are hissing envious conjectures as to why I’ve asked you.”

She shot him a startled look before glancing around the ballroom. “Why did you?”

“To see if what I’d heard was true.” Ian watched for a reaction.

She opened her mouth then closed it. 

They waltzed around the dance floor for a few moments in silence. The string quartet was quite satisfactory. Ian allowed the lilting strains to soothe his troubled spirit. 

“What did you hear?” Miss Caruthers’s soft question reminded him of his purpose. 

“That you are an excellent dancer.” 

It was true. She moved with natural grace, following his lead, all the while holding herself in a most proper stance.

He had to acknowledge she was a superb actress.

Her gaze remained fixated on a spot above his left shoulder, except for one brief instance when she’d flicked her cobalt-blue gaze upward and unintentionally met his eyes.

“Is that all?” she asked softly.

He’d never seen eyes such a dark blue before. “All?”

“You’ve heard nothing else about me?”

Her eyes held the perfect combination of trust and innocent curiosity. So convincing was she, that when their gazes fused, a peculiar jolt stabbed the center of his being. What was it?

Something foreign, tantalizing, rousing from dormancy and flickering to awareness.

Startled by his train of thought, Ian stiffened. Good God, now he was waxing sentimental claptrap. Even so, he continued to stare into her seemingly guileless eyes. How could someone that jaded appear so innocent? He couldn’t very well tell her what he knew, now could he?

He searched her eyes. “Is there something else you would have me know?”

Furrowing her smooth brow, she stared at him. “No.”

Was that confusion in her gaze? She looked away first. 

That irked him.

Man, control yourself. She’s not even flirting with you.

He could better understand Geoff’s fascination now. Miss Caruthers was skilled in her art. Most skilled. Ian would have to guard himself well. He sensed her siren’s allure; the tentacles of desire winding their way about his reasoning, holding him in an imperceptible, yet impenetrable grip.

It was almost as if she’d cast a spell, bewitching him.

What drivel. 

He was having difficulty concentrating, though, too aware of the voluptuous woman in his arms, their bodies moving as one to the music. No wonder the young blades were lined up, waiting for the smallest morsel of attention from her. Ian could almost believe she was as diffident and unsure of herself as she pretended. Both qualities were designed to stir the primitive male.

He suppressed the protective response she roused in him with her seductress’s wiles. “You truly are an exceptionally graceful dancer,” he murmured near her ear.

“Thank you . . . my lord.” 

His nostrils flared at her intoxicating perfume. Bending his neck, he drew in a deep breath, savoring her scent.

Something citrusy. 

Maybe orange blossom? 

And lightly floral. 

Lily of the Valley. 

He recognized the aroma. A myriad of the graceful, nodding white flowers blanketed the grounds near Somersfield’s pond.

Ian ignored good sense and drew Miss Caruthers’s lush form closer. Her décolletage and his height advantage gave him an excellent view of her ample cleavage. A diamond pendant nestled in the valley between her creamy breasts. It gently caressed the sloping mounds as she swayed in time to the music. He imagined his fingers doing the same.

Blood rushed to his loins. He’d been too long without a woman. Not since Amelia. . . . Damn, had it really been eight months? He caressed Miss Caruthers’s spine with his thumb. One slow stroke. 

She shuddered. 

Was that a gasp? Perhaps she wasn’t as poised as she affected.

Excellent.

It was better to catch her off guard if he was to succeed with his plan. Why then, didn’t his scheme of vengeance fill him with the same sense of satisfaction it had before meeting her?
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VANGIE FLICKED a glance upward, her gaze colliding with Lord Warrick’s again. What unusual eyes. Light blue flecks colored the gray. And those dark eyelashes. She’d never seen eyelashes so thick on a man. Her gaze lowered to his mouth. His well-formed lips curved into a smile. She stumbled, though he didn’t seem to notice.

“I’ve not seen you at other assemblies, my lord,” she blurted, feeling the rush of color skimming her face at her ineptitude.

Faith, what’s with this blushing?

His lips slanted again. “I’ve just returned to London. My father and brother died recently.”

Her breath caught. “I’m deeply sorry.”

“Thank you.”

Shouldn’t he be home, in the comforting presence of his family? Perhaps he didn’t have anyone else. At least she had Uncle Gideon, Aunt Adélaid, and Yvette. Had he anyone?

“Have you any remaining family?” Faith, now she was prying. 

“My stepmother and a sister, Charlotte.” Warmth infused his voice when he spoke of his sister.

What possesses a man in mourning to leave his family and attend a ball? Vangie barely finished the thought. That little niggling behind her eyes throbbed full on now. Light-headed, it took every bit of Vangie’s effort not to trip.

Why now? 

Her last megrim episode had been many months ago. It must be the excitement—and the corsets of course. She only wore short stays at home. Oh, why had she let Yvette talk her into trying one of her new back-laced French corsets? The garment didn’t fit properly, and pressed against Vangie’s ribs making it difficult to breath. 

She sucked a meager puff of air into her constricted lungs. Bother, she could scarcely breathe, though whether it was from her spell or the corset she couldn’t say for certain. She didn’t care what Yvette and Aunt Adélaid said, the corded stays did interfere with her breathing. She detested the dratted thing.

“My lord?”

She must get off the dance floor before she disgraced herself in front of everyone. She swallowed against the waves of nausea assailing her. Tiny black spots flashed before her eyes. “My lord, I . . .” 

Her steps faltered. She weaved, clutching at his hand and shoulder to keep her balance.

Vangie began to panic. Her vision narrowed. The familiar blackness closed in. The fuzzy ringing in her ears amplified, as the pain thrumming in her temple crescendoed to an excruciating climax. She struggled to remain standing, and felt his lordship tighten the arm around her in added support.

She swayed and gulped. “I fear I need some air.”
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THE DISTRESS in Miss Caruthers’s tone alerted Ian.

Maneuvering her across the crowded floor, he assisted her through open French windows, then onto the veranda.

She started to sag.

He slipped one arm around her slender waist.

Turning her head, her hazy gaze met his. 

“Forgive me.”

She slumped in his arms.

This wasn’t a fit of the vapors. He’d seen his sister perform that stunt far too many times to be taken in by play-acting. No, Miss Caruthers was truly insensate. Scooping her up, Ian winced. Pain lanced through his shoulder. He stood undecided for a moment. Should he carry her into the ballroom? He glanced downward. A sliver of moonlight illuminated her ashen face.

Her bout of faintness was most convenient, even providential. She’d played straight into his hands. Only now, with his arms wrapped around her slight form, he had second thoughts.

He didn’t want to feel compassion for her. She didn’t deserve it. But a weeping or swooning woman always stirred his protective nature.

Guilt squeezed his chest. 

Step-by-step, he turned in a wide arc. The garden? No doubt there was a bench . . . 

No, that wouldn’t do.

He spotted another pair of French windows further along the veranda. A dim light glowed beyond the panes. He strode to the entrance. Braving a peek around the door’s sash, Ian glimpsed a retiring room set aside for the ladies.

He heaved a frustrated sigh. Confound it, the room held no primping peeresses to which he could transfer the care of Miss Caruthers. Ah, but luck was on his side. The doors agape, ever-so-slightly.

Shifting the bundle in his arms, he flinched, his injured shoulder objecting to her weight. He toed the door further open, then turning to the side, slipped into the deserted room. Lamps burned low on the fireplace mantle under which a fire blazed brightly. Another glowed on a side table. Three divans centered on the floor formed a u-shape. Across from them sat two plush armchairs.

“I say, is anyone here?”

Where was the servant who ought to be present? He hoped she wasn’t attending to her personal needs behind one of the elaborately painted screens.

Gads, he didn’t even want to think on that. Just in case he called, “Halloo?”

It would have been helpful to have a female presence to assist him. He’d no idea how to proceed with the limp form he held.

His left shoulder ached from holding Miss Caruthers. Laying her on a divan, he shoved a tasseled pillow beneath her head, then patted her cheek. Even indisposed and unconscious, she was exquisite. Her dark lashes were a stark contrast to her porcelain cheeks.

Several of her beaded hairpins had slipped loose and lay scattered on the floor. Ian gathered the pins. Unsure where to put them, he stuffed the pins into his pocket. He stood studying her, then shook his head. When had he gone from a ruthless rogue, prepared to give her the dressing-down she deserved, to caring for her welfare? 

His lips contorted at the incongruity of it.

Despite the cracked doorway, the room was stifling hot. He yanked off his gloves, and with the backside of his hand, wiped the moisture from his brow. Quickly unbuttoning his coat, he found a linen cloth on a table laden with needles, threads, hair pins, and other toiletries. After dampening it, he bathed Miss Caruthers’s face.

Still nothing. 

He really shouldn’t be here. There’d be the devil to pay if he were discovered. His presence in this room was beyond acceptable boundaries. Vengeance was one thing, but he stood the risk of irreparably ruining both their good standings in society.

Tossing the cloth onto a marble-topped table behind the divan, he heaved a frustrated breath. 

She hadn’t stirred a jot but lay still-as-death and every bit as ashen. No, not quite. Her lips were blue-edged, and her breathing labored.

Where was the confounded servant? 

He needed help. 

Miss Caruthers needed help.

What had he been thinking, toting her in here? Pushing a hand through his hair, he cocked his head and stared at her. He dropped to one knee before tugging off her gloves, then felt for a pulse. The rise and fall of her well-endowed chest gave him pause.

Hell. What kind of a lecher was he, ogling an unconscious woman? His gaze traveled to the door. Should he leave her and seek help? It would be better for their reputations. Confound it all, this could very well destroy the both of them.

He patted her hand. “Miss Caruthers? Can you hear me? Wake up.”

He gently shook her shoulders. She remained limp and unresponsive. Shutting his eyes, Ian tried to recall what Lucinda or the servants did when Charlotte keeled over.

Smelling salts.

Searching the tables for a smelling bottle, he found no trace of salts. He stood staring in disbelief.

All these fallalls, fripperies, and female whatnots, and not a single vial of smelling salts amongst them?

“Blast it all,” he muttered under his breath. “Come on, man, think. Charlotte’s flopping round like a loose fish half the time. What else is done to help her?”

He raked his fingers through his hair again, pushing it on end. Miss Caruthers’s chest barely rose now, her breaths even shallower.

Would her breathing ease if he loosened her stays?

Loosen her stays?

His gaze ricocheted to the door, then returned to Miss Caruthers. Were her lips bluer? The devil take it, she was struggling to breathe.

“Why do women insist on wearing those blasted contraptions?”

There was nothing for it then.

Ian slid her gauzy gown off one shoulder, then the other. Bent over her, his face inches from her tempting breasts, he began to tug the dress to her waist. 

Her perfume wafted upward. 

The fabric caught and held behind her. He gave a little jerk, then a harder yank. The material stuck fast. 

Raising her plaint form part way, he peered over her back. A hook had caught on her stays. Sweat broke out across his brow.

It’s the heat of the room—nothing more. 

Her breasts crushed against his chest most certainly weren’t the cause.

 Her head lolling against his shoulder, Ian shifted Miss Caruthers to a more upright position. With a might more force than was necessary, he jerked the gown once more. It popped loose, leaving a shred of lace stuck to the stays. Damn and blast. It was considerably more difficult to undress an insensate woman than one eager to have her clothes removed. 

He darted another worried look to the door. All he needed was some dame to enter the retiring room and catch him in the act of undressing Miss Caruthers. That unwelcome thought spurred him on.

He laid her on her stomach, then made quick work of unlacing her stays. The moment they were loosened, she sucked in a shuddering breath. Turning her onto her back, he snatched the dress’s neckline, pulling the fabric over her breasts. His fingers brushed the smooth mounds in his haste.

“Hell.” He swore at the involuntary tightening in his breeches. 

He tried to slide her arms back into their sleeves, but the gown, pulled nearly to her neck now, was too tight. Ian unceremoniously yanked the dress down, slid her arms into the sleeves, then once again, covered her breasts. He hadn’t accomplished the task with a great deal of finesse, but at least her breathing had eased somewhat. 

He wiped his upper lip before standing and staring at Miss Caruthers. Her gown was rumpled and sagged off her shoulders. He adjusted the fabric into some semblance of decency, then smoothed her skirts. She still did not rouse. His concern increased. Charlotte never remained unaware for this long.

Miss Caruthers needed a physician.

Now.

Striding to the room’s entrance, he breathed a grateful sigh. He’d not been interrupted in his ministrations. Gads, he could only imagine what the gossipmongers would make of it. Glancing at Miss Caruthers, he smoothed his hair, then reached to button his coat once more.

A gaggle of twittering women piled into the room. They halted abruptly, stumbling pell-mell into one-another.

Bloody, maggoty hell.
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IAN FINISHED securing his coat, and addressed the lady’s maid, who’d finally made an appearance. She skittered around the edge of the ladies to gape at Miss Caruthers splayed on the divan. “Miss Caruthers is seriously ill. Please find her cousin, Miss Stapleton, and request she come at once.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Bobbing a hasty curtsy, the pudgy girl tore from the room as if the hounds of hell were after her. More likely, she was already planning the juicy details she would use to embellish her rendition of what she’d seen.

A warning sounded in Ian’s head.

The rotund Duchess of Beacock drew herself up in indignation, sputtering, “Viscount Warrick, whatever are you doing in here?” And upon peering past his shoulders, her bulgy eyes narrowed in suspicion. “And why is Miss Caruthers unconscious and . . . half-clothed?”

“Indeed, sir,” parroted Lady Pendelbury, a skinny pinched-faced widow. “Surely, you’ve a plausible explanation.”

Her voice rang with self-righteousness, clearly insinuating no such thing was possible.

A few women traveled to ogle Miss Caruthers, whispering in what was obviously feline satisfaction at her appearance. He heard one of the murmuring harpies refer to her as a heathen, gypsy trollop.

He stifled an oath. Rage, hot and furious roiled in his gut. Sharp-clawed, envious hellcats. And these were the créme-de-la-créme of the ton from which he was expected to select his viscountess. Not bloody likely. Cocking up his toes was preferable to becoming leg-shackled to one of them.

Tucking his arms behind him, he clenched his hands together and rocked onto his heels. What maggot in his head possessed him to stay and help Miss Caruthers?

She couldn’t breathe, dolt.

Sweeping the aristocratic women with a contemptuous gaze, Ian observed a conglomeration of emotions.

More than a few ladies averted yearning eyes, their desire obvious as they blushed self-consciously. Others’ expressions reflected embarrassment, sympathy, accusation, condemnation, and yes, even malicious glee. Those were the biddies whose vicious tongues would be flapping all over town before the night ended.

If Ian planned this debacle, it couldn’t have served his original purpose any better. Now, he found himself attempting to preserve Miss Caruthers’s reputation by assuring these rabid flibbertigibbets he hadn’t ravished her.

“Miss Caruthers felt faint while we danced. She swooned on the terrace. I brought her here to recover.” Blister it all, the story sounded preposterous even to his ears.

There was a flurry of activity outside the room. What now? More histrionics?

The ladies turned eager faces to the door. He eyed them, barely keeping his mouth from curling into a sneer of disgust. As if they needed any more juicy tidbits to bandy about. Miss Stapleton charged into the room, bolting at once to her cousin’s side. A striking couple followed her. 

The aunt and uncle, Ian presumed.

Their host and hostess, Lord and Lady Armstrong, rushed in behind the pair. 

Ian couldn’t but admire Lady Armstrong’s astuteness.

With a quick, assessing glance, she comprehended the delicacy of the situation and took matters in hand. 

“Ladies, let us remove ourselves to one of the other sitting rooms.” Despite their protests, she firmly shepherded the titillated oglers out the door.

Ian disregarded them, more concerned that Miss Caruthers had yet to stir despite the ongoing commotion. He turned a carefully bland expression on her uncle. Was he a hot-tempered sort? The type to jump to conclusions? The devil take it, would he demand satisfaction? By all that was holy, it mustn’t come to that.

Fire flared in Stapleton’s light blue eyes, but other than his lips firming into a straight line of disapproval, he remained silent.

Ian breathed a bit easier. Good. A sensible man.

Mrs. Stapleton joined their daughter, both women intent on reviving Miss Caruthers. After several moments, during which the men watched in tense silence, her eyelids fluttered open.

“Dearest, are you all right?” Miss Stapleton cast an apprehensive glance in Ian’s direction. “What happened?”

Furrowing her brow, Miss Caruthers lifted a shaky hand to her forehead. “I had one of my unfortunate episodes. I must have fainted.”

She closed her eyes and swallowed.

Ian exhaled bit-by-bit, daring to feel the tiniest jot of relief. She had episodes. Surely her family would understand.

The aunt tsked comfortingly. “I so hoped you would outgrow your headaches. The physician said you might. You’ve suffered from them so many years now—ever since your parents died . . .”

Mrs. Stapleton stopped and forced a smile. “Never mind that. Let’s see to your attire.”   

She discreetly positioned herself to block his view as Miss Stapleton made quick work of securing Miss Caruthers’s stays and gown. 

After propping her into a sitting position, Miss Stapleton lifted the dangling tiara and circlet from atop her cousin’s head, then attempted to straighten the mass of midnight curls cascading well-past her shoulders.

Damn it, the chit did look like she’d engaged in a rousing romp. Despite the irregular circumstances, the thought was fascinating. His loins contracted again.

Eight months was far too long.

Mrs. Stapleton handed her niece a glass of water, receiving a weak smile in return. Miss Caruthers took a sip.

“How did you come to be here, chéri, partially déshabillé?” Mrs. Stapleton asked.

“She isn’t partially disrobed,” Ian disputed with calm irritation. “I but loosened her stays so she could breathe.”

Mrs. Stapleton’s fair brows rose in twin arcs of disbelief. “And you thought such a thing was necessary?”

“Her lips were turning blue.”

The brows rose higher.

They were as likely to believe that as pigs were to fly. Ian released an exasperated huff and felt a noose slip round his neck.

“I suggest you not speak at all, at present, Lord Warrick.” Stapleton leveled him an icy scowl. He turned his intense focus on his niece, his expression softening. “Vangie, what happened?”

Miss Caruthers’s confused gaze swung to Ian. Voice husky, she murmured, “I . . . I don’t know, Uncle Gideon. I often can’t remember anything happening before or after I faint.”

She clasped and unclasped her hands in her lap.

Ian fisted his hands. “Bloody hell.”

This was getting devilishly thorny. The noose tightened a fraction.

“I say, Lord Warrick, bad ton. There are ladies present.” Lord Armstrong delivered this admonition, his baggy-eyed gaze skimmed over the women.

Ian angled his head. “Please, forgive—”

Aunt Edith burst into the room, alarm etched across her refined features.

“Lud, Ian, whatever has occurred? Everyone’s speaking of it. Lady Pendelbury’s proclaiming you and Miss Caruthers were caught . . .” She cast a guarded glance toward Miss Caruthers, “er . . . in an unseemly situation.”

The rope tugged taut.

The Stapleton women gasped. 

Miss Caruthers slumped on the divan, a bewildered, nonplussed look in her beautiful blue eyes. Did she understand any of this?

“Lord Armstrong, do you have a private study nearby?” Stapleton asked.

“Yes, yes, o’ course,” Lord Armstrong said. “Just down the corridor.” He moved to the door. “Gentlemen, let’s make our way there, and allow the ladies to care for Miss Caruthers.”

“I’ll join you as well,” Aunt Edith announced starchily, a fierce no-nonsense glint in her intelligent eyes.

None dared deny her. 

She moved to Ian, and reached to smooth several strands of errant hair. “Lawks, Ian, you’ve made a merry mess of it. You should never have been here tonight.”

He tugged at his cravat, feeling the imaginary rope burning his flesh.

“Lord Armstrong,” Stapleton said, “can you arrange for our landau to be brought round to the side entrance, please? I presume there’s a way to leave the premises through those doors.”

He indicated the French windows with a slight inclination of his dark head.

Lord Armstrong nodded his head, his bewhiskered jowls jiggling. “Course, o’ course.”

“Adélaid, I’ll have your wraps brought here,” Stapleton said. “I’m confident Lady Armstrong will ensure you’re not disturbed. You and Yvette escort Vangie home. Leave by the side entrance, and speak to no one.”

Meeting her husband’s eyes, Mrs. Stapleton nodded, and wrapped her arm across Miss Caruthers’s shoulders.

Ian watched the exchange with practiced detachment, something he’d learned to do as a child, then perfected while in the army. He had a nasty premonition.

One he wouldn’t allow himself to fully explore, or his temper would give way entirely.
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Evie Whitney spent years getting over Will Endicott, who walked away from her for a career in the military. Now, as she’s about to marry another man, Will unexpectedly returns to her life.




North Hampshire
September, 1815

EVIE WHITNEY watched in admiration as her sister’s arrow flew straight and true, landing with a satisfying thud in the center of the target. 

“Well done,” she said to her twin. “It still amazes me how accurate you are, even though your eyesight is as bad as mine and you refuse to wear spectacles.”

Eden flashed a satisfied smirk and handed her the bow. “That’s because you think about it too much, Evie, just like you do about everything. All I do is aim for the big red circle and fire away.”

It was more than that, of course, and they both knew it. Eden—or Edie, to friends and family—excelled at almost every activity she took up, despite the curse of dreadful eyesight. She had learned to compensate for her poor vision with an array of little tricks. It also helped that she was naturally graceful and confident, and adept at smoothing over awkward moments that might arise, say, from failing to recognize a friend from across the room.

Lacking her sister’s talent and grace, Evie couldn’t count the times she’d walked into potted plants or offended an acquaintance when she breezed right past them unawares. Finally, when she turned twenty, she’d stood up to her mother and insisted on acquiring a pair of spectacles. Though they placed her even more firmly in the wallflower category, at least she was no longer in danger of falling down stairs or giving the impression that she was rude.

Evie notched her arrow in the bowstring. Taking a deep breath, she enjoyed the drift of the soft breeze across the back of her neck. It was a gorgeous September day, when summer slowly melted into fall and the sky seemed to shimmer with gold around the edges. 

She glanced across the lawn to the back of Maywood Manor, her family’s gracious old house. Lady Polk and her daughters, who’d been enjoying the late afternoon sun on the terrace, had gone indoors, no doubt in anticipation of the gong. Other guests, who had been strolling on the lawns or had joined Evie and Eden in the impromptu archery contest, had also drifted away to their rooms to change. Evie and her sister should be going up too, before their mother came out to scold them for being late. 

Not that Mamma would dream of scolding Eden. She would just smile and chuck Eden under the chin, calling her a naughty puss before delivering a stern lecture to Evie. It was the natural state of affairs in their family, and had been for as long as Evie could remember.

“Are you going to shoot or just stand there all day like some kind of looby?” her sister said, stripping off her leather gloves. She dropped into one of the wrought-iron chairs under the canopy that sheltered the refreshments table. “Mamma will have our heads if we’re late for dinner, so you’d better make this shot your last.”

“You mean she’ll have my head, don’t you? You could set the house on fire and she’d find some way to excuse you.”

Her sister’s face twisted with sympathy. “It’s beastly, isn’t it?”

Evie stretched the bowstring and took aim. “It’s not your fault, pet. It’s just the way she is.” She loosed the arrow and followed its flight. 

Eden leaned forward, squinting. “You almost hit the bull’s-eye that time.”

“I’ve been practicing. Maybe one of these days I’ll be as good as you.”

“Dream on, Sister dear,” Eden retorted as she came to her feet, lazily stretching her arms in front of her. “When it comes to—” 

“When it comes to what?” Evie asked absently, retrieving her bonnet that had blown under the table. Her mother would scold if she saw her bareheaded outdoors, but the day was warm and fine and simply too lovely to wear one. Plopping the hat on her head, she turned to see her twin peering toward the house.

And felt as if the earth had just dropped away beneath her feet.

“Someone’s coming,” Eden said, “but I can’t make out who it is, confound it.” 

Evie struggled to form the impossible words. “It’s . . . it’s Will. Endicott!”

Her twin’s mouth dropped open. “Wolf? Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure.” Evie blinked several times, as if that would somehow make Will disappear. “Do you think I could ever forget what he looks like?”

“Here, hand me your spectacles,” Eden said. Before Evie could answer, she snatched them from her nose and held them before her eyes. Then she let out a low whistle. “Well, I’ll be damned. It is Wolf Endicott. But who’s that delicious-looking fellow he’s got with him?”

Evie retrieved her spectacles. “I don’t know and I don’t care. What I do want to know is what that . . . that . . .”

Words often failed her, but never more so than today. 

“Bounder? Poltroon?” Eden helpfully supplied.

 Evie could only give her head a despairing shake in response. 

At one time, Will Endicott had meant the world to her. She’d told him all the secrets of her soul and had adored him with the blind passion that only a young girl could feel for her first love. And she’d thought Will felt the same way, equally devoted to her and equally determined that they’d grow up and grow old together.

What a silly little fool she’d been. And what made it worse was that she really couldn’t hold it against him. After all, they’d both been so young. Will had gone on to other things, of course, as had she—eventually. It was foolish to harbor resentment and anger, especially after so many years. 

But as she watched him stride across the wide expanse of lush, green lawn, Evie realized how unprepared she was to see him again, as if she were still that wounded girl of sixteen.

“What in God’s name can he be doing here?” she asked.

“I expect he’s come to see you,” her twin answered.

“But why now? He hasn’t seen any of us in years.”

Eden nodded grimly. “Let me handle it.” She stepped forward to close the gap before Will and his companion reached them. “Is that truly you, Wolf Endicott? Goodness, what brings you to our quiet little corner of North Hampshire?”

While her sister greeted the new arrivals with her usual panache, Evie could only stand there, fighting the impulse to clench her fists into her skirts. She’d never been more grateful for her sister’s skillful managing of an awkward situation. 

Staring helplessly at Will as he responded to Eden’s greeting, Evie took in his tall physique and handsome features. She’d seen him a few years ago at a military review in London that her mother had insisted they attend, but he’d been several hundred feet away from where she stood, and was mounted on horseback. Now, at close quarters, she had no choice but to brace herself against the shock of his overwhelming physical presence.

He was no longer the lanky, eighteen-year-old boy of long-cherished memories. He was very much a man, with broad shoulders showcased by his close-fitting coat and long, muscular legs sheathed in breeches and riding boots. But his face had changed perhaps even more than his body. Those extraordinary pale blue eyes of his, so like a wolf’s and startling against his tanned complexion, had naturally remained the same. But a hardened maturity had replaced their youthful gleam. His features were lean, the cheekbones and jaw hard-cut and formidably masculine. His expressive mouth was now bracketed with grooves, and faint lines extended from the corners of his eyes. Some would call them laugh lines, but she suspected he’d garnered them from squinting in the harsh sunlight of Spain. Besides, he didn’t look like he laughed much these days, and after what he must have seen in war, she couldn’t blame him. She could only stare at him and wonder at the changes to the boy she’d once loved.

Eden forestalled Will’s somewhat labored greetings by throwing her arms around his neck and depositing a swift kiss on his cheek. “Oh, never mind that. It’s splendid to see you, Wolf. We were all quite worried about you and our other friends after Waterloo, but you seem perfectly fit.”

Will gave Eden a sheepish smile, obviously startled by her enthusiastic greeting. “Er, it’s wonderful to see you too, Eden. And, yes, I’m fine.” 

Then he turned to Evie, his smile turning cautious, almost as if he expected that she too would throw herself into his arms. “Evie, it’s splendid to see you again, too,” he said rather formally. “You’re looking well.”

That was patently untrue. Evie knew her face must be flushed an unattractive red from a combination of heat and nerves, and her unruly hair was no doubt curling damply around her face. Never had she felt more awkward and graceless, and she wanted to bash Will over the head for putting her in this position.

“What are you doing here?” she blurted out. “Did my mother invite you?”

It would be just like Mamma to forget to tell her something so important.

Will snorted. “Not bloody likely. She looked like she’d swallowed a lemon when she caught sight of me in the entrance hall. Clearly, her feelings for me haven’t changed.”

Oddly enough, his blunt speech eased her anxiety. This was the Will she knew, not the formal, smoothly handsome stranger who’d greeted her. “And I’m being just as rude as Mamma, but you caught us by surprise.” 

He nodded. “I know, but I ran into your brother at White’s. He invited us to come down with him and visit for a few days. It seemed a good opportunity to drop in on old friends and visit Aunt Rebecca.” 

“How is Mrs. Endicott?” she asked. “I hope you found her well.”

Will hesitated for a second before responding. “Actually, she’s gone to Bath with her sister. I missed her by a few days.”

Evie frowned. Why hadn’t he written to his aunt before coming down? The explanation for his arrival made little sense. He’d managed to ignore the Reese family for years, so why the sudden change?

With a little laugh, Eden stepped back into the conversation. “You have yet to introduce us to your companion, Wolf.” She gave the tall, brawny man standing slightly behind Will a decidedly interested perusal.

Evie repressed a sigh. She recognized that look on her twin’s face and it usually signaled trouble. 

“Don’t mind me,” the man replied. His mouth curved up in a rakish grin as he boldly stared back at Eden. “I’m just enjoying the view.”

Evie didn’t think she imagined Will’s long-suffering glance at his companion.

“Forgive me, ladies. This is Captain Alasdair Gilbride of the 42nd Regiment of Foot, my good friend of many years’ standing. Alec, may I introduce you to Miss Evelyn Whitney and Miss Eden Whitney.”

“Ladies, it’s a pleasure.” Captain Gilbride swept them a flourishing bow. A bare hint of a Scottish accent colored his voice.

Eden dipped into an equally flourishing—and mocking—curtsey. “I’m sure the pleasure is ours,” she said, batting her eyelashes in a ridiculously flirtatious manner. 

Clearly, Evie’s sister had just found a new source of interest. She could understand the reaction, since Captain Gilbride’s imposing and almost intimidating physical presence was offset by a charming smile and spectacular gray eyes that gleamed with sardonic laughter. He appeared the sort of man who found a great deal of enjoyment in life. Evie could already envision her twin engaging the captain in a highly improper flirtation that would drive their mother demented. 

“Hallo, what’s everyone doing out here in the hot sun?” exclaimed a familiar voice.

Evie leaned around Will to see her brother hurrying across the lawn.

“Matt, you bounder,” Eden cried, throwing herself in his arms. “We were beginning to wonder when you’d show up. It was very naughty of you to leave us to entertain Lady Mary all by ourselves.”

Matthew gave her a brusque but affectionate hug. “You’d think you hadn’t seen me for a month. Besides, my fiancé is charming and you know it. I’m sure you’ve been having a monstrously pleasant time with her.”

“That’s one way of describing it,” Eden said in a wry voice.

Lady Mary Park was almost as great a snob as Evie’s mother, but she was the daughter of an earl, the granddaughter of a duke, and was bringing quite a respectable dowry into her marriage to Matt. Mamma was in alt over the impending nuptials, and Matt—a kind brother and dutiful son but not a person given to deep thinking—seemed more than pleased with his future bride.

Eden, however, couldn’t stand her and Evie wasn’t far behind in her low opinion of Lady Mary.

“Sis, how’ve you been keeping?” Matt asked, bestowing a brotherly kiss on Evie’s cheek. “I see you’ve found Wolf and Captain Gilbride.”

“It was kind of you to invite them down,” Evie said politely. “What luck that you ran into them at your club.”

A puzzled frown creased Matt’s pleasant, round face. “Seemed more like Wolf hunting me down, actually. Oh, I say,” he said with a laugh. “That’s rather a fun joke, don’t you think? Wolf hunting me down? Get it?”

Eden pinched the space between her eyebrows while Captain Gilbride peered at Matt with a bemused expression. Will, however, directed a rather baleful stare at her brother, which struck Evie as odd. He knew as well as anyone that Matt had a ponderous sense of humor, so why should it surprise him now?

“Yes, dear, I’m sure we all appreciated your little joke,” Evie said. “But what do you mean Wolf hunted you—”

“Good Lord,” Captain Gilbride said, whipping a pocket watch from his waistcoat. “Surely it must be past time to change for dinner.”

Drat. Evie cast a nervous glance at the house. In the shock of seeing Will, she’d forgotten about dinner.

“Confound it,” Matt exclaimed. “Mamma expressly sent me out to look for you. She wanted to see you before dinner, Evie. And she looked rather put out, if you want to know the truth. What have you done to rile the old girl up now?”

Her cheeks burning with embarrassment, Evie glanced at Will, but he simply regarded her with a quiet sympathy that looked too much like pity. “I haven’t done anything, as far as I know, but one never knows.”

“Don’t worry about Mamma,” Eden said. “I’ll take care of her. But we’d better all get back to the house or there will surely be a scene.”

“That sounds amusing,” Captain Gilbride commented sardonically. 

“Trust me, it wouldn’t be,” Will replied.

Evie was almost tempted to laugh. Much had changed in the last ten years, but one thing still had the power to unite them all—fear of Lady Reese.

Her impulse to laugh died when Will stepped forward, as if ready to take her arm and escort her back to the house. She had an alarming sense that if she touched him, she might just faint from sheer nerves

Fortunately, her sister turned her back on Captain Gilbride, who was politely asking if he could escort her to the house. Instead, Eden slipped her hand in the crook of Will’s arm. When he responded with a startled look, she flashed him a grin. 

“Come along, Wolf,” Eden said. “I’m dying to hear all about your adventures.” She cast a saucy glance at Gilbride, who looked slightly taken aback by her rebuff. “I’m sure you and the captain got up to all kinds of trouble over there.”

Chattering gaily, Eden pulled Will across the lawn. Captain Gilbride, looking peeved, trailed in their wake. 

Taking Matt’s arm, Evie started to follow at a slower pace.

“Looks like Edie’s up to her old tricks.” Matt’s pleasant, rather stolid features registered his disapproval. “She’ll have those two at sixes and sevens before nightfall.”

Evie frowned. “She’s just teasing Will, that’s all.”

“Hope so for your sake, Sis. We all know how you feel about Will. Wouldn’t be very sporting of Edie to try and cut you out.”

She went light-headed at the possibility of Eden falling in love with Will. What a dreadful development that would turn out to be.

Then she remembered it didn’t matter, because she didn’t love Will anymore. “Don’t be silly. There’s hasn’t been anything between us for a very long time.”

“Well, that’s good to hear. You know how Mamma feels about him.”

Their mother had only tolerated Will’s presence because his guardian, Mr. Philip Endicott, was a wealthy member of the local gentry from a distinguished family. Her father thought the world of Mr. Endicott and had always welcomed Will to Maywood Manor. Will’s true parentage was never spoken of, but that didn’t mean her mother wasn’t fully aware of it. To Mamma, just as damning as Will’s illegitimate status was his lack of financial prospects. According to Lady Reese’s social barometer, for all the royal blood that ran through his veins Will had nothing to recommend him as a potential suitor.

Not that Evie had ever cared about his prospects. She would have happily left her quiet comfortable life in the country and followed Will behind the drum in order to be with him. 

Unfortunately, Will had never called upon her to make that sacrifice. “You needn’t worry. I’m sure Will’s not here for any reason other than a simple visit to old friends.”

Matt gave a noncommittal grunt. “If you say so, but he seemed fairly keen about wrangling an invitation from me.”

They were about to mount the shallow marble steps that led up to the back terrace, but Evie held him back. “Then you weren’t joking about Wolf hunting you down?”

“But it was . . . oh, I see what you mean,” he said with a slow grin. “You mean I wasn’t joking about the fact that he was insistent about coming down to the old pile.”

“Yes, that’s what I mean,” she said, stifling a sigh. Matt was not the sharpest pin in the box, but he was a kind and affectionate brother.

“He was certainly keen on it, I’ll say that. I was already out the door when he came dashing after me. Said he heard we were having a jolly house party and would like the chance to come visit with everyone.”

“He actually said jolly?” 

Matt pursed his lips, obviously thinking hard. “Yes, he did. In fact, Sis, he was so blasted adamant that I was convinced he wanted to come courting, if you see what I mean.”

She pressed a hand to her bodice, hating the instinctive flutter of hope in her chest. “Yes, I do see what you mean.” 

But why would Will even consider trying to rekindle their old relationship? What could possibly have sparked an interest in something that had lain dormant—if not lifeless—for years?

“I don’t suppose he’s heard about you and Michael Beaumont has he?” Matt asked.

Michael.

Evie’s silly flight of fancy crashed back to earth. She could almost imagine the stone of the terrace cracking under her feet with the force of the impact as she was brought down by the fell hand of guilt.

“No, I don’t suppose he has heard,” she said. “After all, why would he?”
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THE FIRST TIME the Duchess of Colton saw her husband since their hasty marriage, she found him seated at a card table with a buxom woman draped across his lap, her legs dangled over the side of his chair. Julia could see them both quite clearly from across the gaming room. The woman was…pleasuring herself while the duke had one hand inside the woman’s bodice, his fingers moving beneath the fabric to casually caress her breast. His other hand, along with his attention, remained on his cards.

The display shocked Julia. Scandalous yet strangely alluring, the performance served as a reminder that her husband's life was a world away from her own sheltered existence in London. But then, she reasoned, what else would one expect of a man dubbed the Depraved Duke? She swallowed her embarrassment and continued to watch the scene unfold.

He was handsome, she realized. Julia had seen him briefly during the wedding ceremony, but they’d both been younger, not to mention she’d been a shy and terrified sixteen-year old. Now he appeared older and…much bigger. His black hair a bit long, it fell down around his collar to frame his perfect features: a straight nose, bold cheekbones, and a full mouth. He was truly breathtaking.

Some women might be consumed with jealousy at catching their husband in such a fashion. Not Julia. The man was a stranger to her, and she felt nothing but a combination of anger and annoyance. Anger that Colton had ignored her for eight long years, and annoyance that she’d been forced to create such an elaborate ruse and travel across the Continent to carry it out.

Julia watched as the trollop on his lap began gasping for breath. The woman closed her eyes and shivered from head to toe, her head thrown back in ecstasy. Colton's expression revealed nothing about his companion or his cards, while the other players appeared nonplussed as they studied their own hands. Save Julia, no one else in the room paid a bit of attention to them. A woman was…finding release on his lap and no one even turned to stare. Was this a regular occurrence, then?

Once the woman caught her breath, she leaned in to whisper in Colton’s ear. He smiled, politely assisted her off his lap, and gave her backside a small slap before dismissing her. His attention turned back to the game.

Julia's good friend, Simon Barrett, the Earl of Winchester, appeared by her side. "Are you certain about this? It’s not too late to back out, you know." 

She shook her head. "No. I’ve come too far to stop now."

Simon was quite a handsome man in his own right, more so tonight with his fair hair and blue eyes contrasting nicely with his black evening clothes. He’d insisted on accompanying her to Venice, to pose as her current lover, allowing him to both escort her and protect her. Deep down, Julia was grateful for his help.

She smiled at him. "And after what we’ve just seen, I'd say my plan is perfect."

"I was afraid you would say that."

She sobered. This wasn't Simon’s battle, and it seemed only fair to offer him the same chance of escape. "Simon, as I’ve said many times, I can do this on my own. Your friendship with Colton need not suffer because of your participation."

Simon glanced across the room to the duke. "I have my own reasons for helping you. I'll deal with Colt’s anger, if the time comes."

She leaned up on tiptoe and placed a kiss on his cheek. "You’re a good friend." Her heels came back down to the floor as she gently reminded him, "Now, I’m the incomparable Mrs. Juliet Leighton, London’s most notorious courtesan. Allow me a few moments with him but no more."

"Fine. I only hope I can recognize you."

Learning of her wayward husband's preference for red-haired women, Julia had procured a dye to temporarily turn her light yellow locks to a fiery red. "What matters is catching Colton's eye."

"Oh, I shouldn't worry about that." Simon held out his arm. "Shall we?"

She nodded and accepted his escort. The card tables lined the back wall, so she and Simon were forced to amble through the clusters of guests and footmen passing glasses of champagne in order to reach their destination. Though Simon had warned her what to expect at a private party of loose morals, Julia had a hard time not staring at the goings-on around her. No wives were in attendance; instead, the women were mistresses, actresses, and prostitutes. And the men, mostly former members of the Venetian government or wealthy merchants, seemed eager to take advantage of the situation. Couples openly kissed and touched one another boldly, the air thick with smoke, lust, and sweat.

Her confidence grew as they crossed the room. No one they spoke with suspected her an imposter, and they treated her informally—as a courtesan, not a duchess.

Despite her nerves, there really was no choice in the matter. This plan must succeed. If Colton’s odious cousin, Lord Templeton, followed through on his recent threat to further reduce her stipend, in a few months she wouldn't have enough funds to pay the servants or the rent on their small house in Mayfair. Colton’s mother had made it clear Julia was unwelcome at any of the ducal properties. Which meant she and her aunt would be destitute.

Julia needed a male child, a legitimate one, to serve as the heir to the Colton estate. Only then could she thwart Templeton’s designs on the dukedom. 

Her plan was foolproof. Six months ago, Julia had sold off all her remaining jewelry in order to secretly hire Pearl Kelly, London's true reigning courtesan, to offer advice. Pearl had proved a veritable fount of information, telling Julia precisely how to dress, act, speak, and flirt like a Cyprian. 

Pearl had even helped design Julia's gowns along with the courtesan’s own modiste. The resulting wardrobe was luxurious and elegant with sumptuous fabrics and daring necklines, such as the deep emerald green gown she wore tonight. The undergarments had been ordered from Paris, and they still made Julia blush. Her jewelry had posed a problem, since every good piece she'd owned had been sold off over the past two years. So Pearl had graciously loaned Julia several stunning sets, which included the expensive diamond and pearl necklace now around her neck.

Julia had also learned how to use creams and paints to best enhance her features. Earlier, she’d applied a dusting of white pearl powder on her face, rose pink rouge on her lips and cheeks, and a light coating of lamp-black on her lashes and eyebrows. The enhancements combined with her red hair made her completely unrecognizable to anyone familiar with the blond and understated Duchess of Colton.

They ventured near the duke. After a moment, Colton looked up and his face registered surprise. "Winchester!" He threw his cards on the table and unfolded his lanky frame to stand before them. "I can scarcely believe it. Why didn’t you write to let me know you were coming?"

Simon managed to look surprised, then slapped Colton on the back. "I’d heard a rumor you were still here, old man."

"I cannot find a reason to leave." Colton turned to Julia, focusing on her with polite interest. "I see you are not alone. Pray introduce me."

"Of course. Colton, meet the inimitable Mrs. Juliet Leighton. Juliet, this wastrel is my oldest friend, the Duke of Colton."

She dropped into a deep curtsy and watched from under her lashes as her husband took in the shockingly low neckline of her gown, where her ample bosom threatened to make an appearance at any moment. "Mrs. Leighton, your reputation precedes you,” the duke said as she rose. “I’ve heard nothing but accolades to your beauty and wit. It is said you are the woman who holds all of London in the palm of her hand."

Julia was relieved to hear the rumors they’d started had reached her husband’s ears. "Perhaps not all of London, Your Grace, but a fortunate few have indeed felt the palm of my hand."

A black eyebrow shot up, and he gave a devilish grin that would surely melt the insides of a weaker woman. "Winchester, I am beginning to envy you," Colton murmured, his smoky gray gaze never leaving hers.

"As you should. I am entirely at Mrs. Leighton's whim." Simon’s intimate smile left no doubt as to the nature of their relationship. 

"You flatter me," Julia said in her best coquettish voice. "Simon, darling, please leave His Grace and I alone for a few moments. Be a good lad and fetch me some champagne."

Simon flashed her a besotted glance that would’ve had Julia laughing under any other circumstance. "Anything for you, love." He walked away to leave Julia alone with the husband she hadn’t seen in eight years.

She should be tongue-tied, she thought, as she regarded the man who wielded enormous power over her, even from such a great distance. But considering the hot gleam of male interest in Colton’s eyes, the way he studied her carefully, Julia knew the control now lay in her own hands. 

"Your Grace," she started, then boldly moved closer and took his arm. "I feel as if we already know one another." Julia led him toward the terrace doors.

“Do you?” He deftly maneuvered them around other couples and placed his large hand on the small of her back as they continued outside into the cool darkness. "If we had met, Mrs. Leighton, I am quite sure I would remember."

"Oh, you must call me Juliet. All my good friends do."

"Then, by all means, you must call me Nick. I've never been fond of my title." Tall and lithe, he leaned casually against the terrace railing, the backdrop a surprisingly clean stretch of canal. He was even more handsome up close. His shoulders were broad, and power lurked beneath his finely tailored clothing. She suddenly felt so… alive and edgy in his wickedly alluring presence. Little wonder her husband had become such a rake and scoundrel.

"If you insist, Nick," she drawled while noticing the way he studied her lips. "Are we to be friends, then?"

"I certainly hope so." His face softened with a flirtatious smile and her knees went weak, the power of that small gesture warming her down to her toes. "Are you enjoying Venice, Juliet?"

"It is a lovely place. This is my first trip, and I must confess it's nothing as I imagined. The food is superb and they are passionate, friendly people. And you? Have you been here long?"

"About three years. Before that Vienna, Cologne, Paris…."

"And do you plan to return to our fair England one day?"

His features tightened ever so slightly. "No. I have no plans to return. There is naught there for me now."

Rage blossomed in her chest, hot and strong. How dare he. Naught there for him—even a wife? Although her hand itched to smack his cheek, Julia forced what she hoped was an intimate expression and dropped her voice to a husky purr. "My luck, then, in meeting you here."

"Indeed. And just when I'd thought Venice had grown boring. Have you known Winchester long?"

"No, not long. Though he's spoken of you. I understand you've been friends forever."

"It's true. Since Eton, actually. We—"

"Here you are, love." Simon appeared with a glass of champagne. 

"So, Winchester," the duke began, "tell me how you’ve been getting on the last two years."

Two years! Julia gasped and almost choked on a mouthful of champagne. Simon had seen her husband two years ago? If Colton weren’t standing here, she would give Simon a good kick in the leg for not telling her.

"I find myself remarkably well. And you?"

"I enjoy it here," Colton responded lightly. "The Venetians are quite pleasant, despite the resentment of the Austrian presence. I had thought, however, to travel to St. Petersburg next year."

"It’s been eight years. Do you not think enough time has passed—"

"Do not say it." Colton’s voice took on an edge and his face darkened. "After our last row, I thought you agreed to cease hounding me to return."

"But really, Colt. Your wife deserves—"

"Oh, you mean my father’s pawn?" He straightened to his full height. "Cease immediately. Do not make me regret keeping you informed of my whereabouts all these years."

Pawn? What on earth? Julia could scarcely wait to get Simon alone in order to get answers.

Simon held up his hands in surrender. "I have no wish to quarrel with you. Especially in front of such a beautiful woman." He slid his arm around Julia and gave her shoulders a reassuring squeeze. 

Her face a mask of polite civility, she focused on the duke. "Your Grace, we plan to attend the performance of Tancredi at La Fenice the evening after tomorrow. Perhaps you would care to join us?"

"I had already planned to attend, in fact," Colton replied, his posture once again relaxed. "I would be honored if you both would join the party in my box."

Julia tried to look surprised though she'd already known his plans. Simon’s valet had convinced one of the duke’s maids to give them information on Colton's daily social schedule. More chance meetings with Mrs. Leighton were in Colton's future. "That would be lovely, Your Grace. I shall look forward to it."

[image: shortglyph]

NICHOLAS FRANCIS SEATON, the seventh Duke of Colton, watched covertly from his seat at the card table as Winchester and Mrs. Leighton took their leave. Since returning from the terrace, he'd hardly been able to take his eyes off his friend's companion while she charmed every other man at the party. She was good. The best, if the rumors of her superior wit, charm, intelligence, and passion were to be believed. But Nick had never placed much credit in rumors. Not after his own life had been turned upside down by gossip and innuendo, and he’d been forced to leave his home and country.

No, Nick was much more interested in discovering the woman's talents for himself.

If he had to conjure up a vision of the perfect woman, the exquisite Mrs. Leighton would be it. With alabaster skin and clear blue eyes, her fiery hair, delicate features, and lush figure were all artfully arranged and displayed to her best advantage. Bloody hell, she was a goddess in every way. The low-cut dress had barely contained her ample breasts, and Nick swore he’d caught sight of one dusky areola.

And her smile… With lips tilting up mysteriously at the ends, her mouth teased and tempted. Begged a man to run his tongue along the edges in the hopes it tasted half as delicious as it looked. He'd seen a woman's beckoning smile a hundred times before, but never one quite so charming as Mrs. Leighton's. It had almost seemed as if she'd been amused by him at the same time she flirted with him.

No wonder Winchester appeared so unnaturally besotted. While growing up, many a woman had hopped from his bed to Winchester's and vice versa. It had all been a game. But the tender way Winchester looked at Mrs. Leighton tonight had been surprising. So Nick would need to gauge Winchester's feelings for the woman before making a move. Even though she had overtly flirted with him, he'd not offend one of the few men he still considered a friend.

Three-quarters of an hour later, he tossed in his hand. It had been a profitable evening and he was tired. Too many recent late nights. He collected his winnings and then departed.  

Once on the street, Fitzpatrick, Nick’s valet and self-appointed guard, stepped out of the gloom. "Evenin’, Your Grace."

"Christ, Fitz. Stop calling me that."

"Just because you don’t want to hear it don’t mean it’s not true," Fitz said in his raspy brogue and began leading the way to the gondola. 

Nick muttered an obscene curse under his breath and Fitz chuckled. Nick knew Fitz would always use the proper title, no matter how many times he told the Irishman not to.

Seven years ago, Nick had rescued the giant man from a nasty fight in a Dublin back alley. Two ruffians had been holding Fitz down, while a third man used a knife to slice open Fitz’s face. Nick had recognized them all as local thieves, so he stepped in to help even the odds. In those days, Nick had been eager for any fight he could find, and he and Fitz made short work of the three criminals. Unfortunately, Fitz had been badly cut in the fray, scars he still bore to this day.

Fitz believed Nick had saved his life. Since then, he’d attached himself to the duke, and Nick soon learned it was easier to employ Fitz than to try and get rid of him. The Irishman started as Nick’s valet, but trouble followed Nick everywhere. Fitz had taken it upon himself to also look after Nick’s safety and had repaid the favor with Nick’s own life many times over.

They turned a corner and onto a relatively desolate street with little light. A pair of men approached, and Fitz slid a hand inside his coat, ready to produce the pistol tucked inside his waistband. The men, however, remained in deep discussion and passed without incident. Fitz relaxed and they continued walking toward the water.

"You’re overly concerned," Nick told him. "We haven’t had a scuffle in eight months."

"Three separate attacks in two years. Not to mention the mishap in Vienna. Perhaps you should be a little more concerned, Your Grace."

This was a familiar conversation, and Nick knew he wouldn’t be able to dissuade Fitz from the notion that danger stalked him. He stepped into his gondola. "How many times must you save my miserable life before you realize I’m not worth it?" Unworthy, ungrateful whelp, his father's voice sneered. Nick beat back the memory, like so many times before. "You could be living a comfortable life in your homeland, Fitz. You're a fool to exile yourself on my account."

Fitz took a seat in the back near the gondolier. "You saved my life. Until the debt is repaid, or you no longer be needin' me, I stay."

An argument was futile, so Nick leaned back and watched the other boats float by. 

"Was that your friend Lord Winchester I seen come out a few minutes before you?"

"Yes," Nick answered.

"Lovely bit o' goods on his arm."

Nick almost smiled. Mrs. Leighton was much more than your average Cyprian. "Find out where they're staying, will you? I'd like to send a note round to Winchester tomorrow." And perhaps a small token for Mrs. Leighton as well.

[image: shortglyph]

"TWO YEARS! You saw him two years ago and never told me?" Now inside their gondola, Julia stripped off her gloves and threw them on the seat inside the felze. The blinds were drawn, and the single interior lamp cast a warm yellow glow about the cabin. She was too angry to sit but had little choice in the confined space. "How could you keep that from me, Simon?"

The boat pushed off from the dock as he dropped next to her. "There was no reason to tell you. I came to Venice and tried to convince him to return with me. I told him of you. Sang your praises, really, but I failed to win him over. I worried it would hurt your feelings to learn of it."

While Julia thought on that, he continued. "The only reason I brought it up tonight was for you to be perfectly aware of what you face with Colton."

"What did he mean, calling me his father’s pawn? Pawn for what, exactly?"

Simon sighed. "To him, you're the woman his father married him off to, without considering his wishes on the subject. Like I've said, he was the forgotten son 'til his brother died. And when he became the heir, Colton’s father was desperate to get his only living son to fall in line, to become responsible. In Colt's eyes, you're merely another attempt by his father to bring the wayward son to heel." Simon stretched his long legs. "But you know how well that turned out. Didn't he leave for Paris directly after reciting his vows?"

Yes, and that had stung. And while she could imagine how manipulated Colton must have felt, Julia needed to stay focused on her plan—a plan Simon was not entirely privy to. "Well, he's interested in Mrs. Leighton. After I lure him in, I can spend time with him not as a wife, but as a woman. Then I shall be able to satisfy my curiosity regarding my husband," she lied.

"God save men from intelligent women," Simon muttered with a yawn. "I am not so sure this relationship with Pearl Kelly has been beneficial, Julia. You never used to be so…bold."

"I had no choice. I’m tired of waiting and wondering if Nick will return. I’m tired of the pity and the scorn, all the rumors. The innocent wife of the Depraved Duke—it would be laughable if only it were someone else. We’ve talked about this, Simon. I should have the ability to at least meet the man I am married to. To see if we suit."

"Oh, it’s Nick, is it?"

The gondola stopped, and Simon rose to offer his hand. They stepped out onto the boat dock and continued toward the stairs of their rented palazzo. "He insisted," she said. "I told you he was interested."

"Of course he’s interested. He’d be a fool not to be—and Colton is no fool. As I’ve said, I am in full approval of this plan. Colton has ignored his responsibilities for far too long."

They had procured a few local servants upon their arrival, and no one suspected the renters were not who they claimed. As far as the servants were concerned, the trio included a wealthy English lord traveling with his mistress and her companion. Julia, Simon, and her aunt, Theodora, took great pains to maintain the illusion, unless absolutely certain they were alone.

Once inside, Simon removed her cloak and handed it to the footman. Aunt Theo appeared in the parlor doorway. "Would either of you care for a sherry?" Judging by the messy riot of curls on Theo’s head, Julia guessed her aunt was already on her second or third drink.

"Yes, I believe I shall. Darling?" She gave Simon a seductive smile for the benefit of the servant hovering nearby.

"Lead on, my love," he said easily, gesturing to the doorway. 

"And how was your evening?" Theo asked as she settled her rounded, lush frame on the divan. Her aunt was fond of sherry and cake and hardly a day went by when she didn't indulge in at least one. 

"Productive," Julia answered, closing the door behind her. "Simon, bring me a glass of whatever you’re having. Sherry makes me gag.” She dropped into a chair opposite her aunt.

Simon pressed a glass into her hand and Julia took a sip. Claret, she realized, and took another grateful swallow. "Oh, Aunt Theo," Julia breathed. "You would not have believed this party. Shocking would be a paltry description. What freedom these women have! A world away from Almack’s, to be sure."

"Such freedom does not last long when your looks fade or your benefactor tires of you. And the health risks!" Theo waggled her finger at Julia. "Do not envy them. It’s a hard life, full of uncertainty and scorn."

"But they do wield a certain amount of power. Pearl has had liaisons with two dukes, one earl, a viscount, and a Bavarian prince. Two lifetime annuities have been settled on her, and she’s only thirty one."

"Julia, don’t be naïve," Simon said. "Not every woman could possibly be Pearl Kelly."

"Have you met her?" Julia asked him.

"Yes, once at Vauxhall Gardens. A group of us went for supper one night, and she accompanied Lord Oxley. She is intelligent and witty," he admitted. "Not only can she carry on a conversation, she listens. And Pearl makes a man feel as if everything he says is important—which in Oxley’s case would’ve been nothing short of a miracle. But she’s deuced expensive."

"Worth every banknote and gem she receives, I’d wager, if half of what she told me is true."

"I almost pity that poor husband of yours," Simon drawled.

Julia frowned. Colton deserved no pity. The man was a reprobate. And he’d left her at the mercy of his cheating, lecherous relative. 

She started to argue but Simon held up a hand. "I said 'almost.' No one knows of your unhappiness these last few years better than I. Colt deserves retribution for what he’s done—and more. However, it does seem as if you're well on your way to achieving your goal."

 "Oh, saints be praised!" Theo slapped her thigh. "How long, then, do you believe we must stay in Venice?"

"Not long. If I were to wager, not long at all," Julia answered with a sly smile.

"Well, I'm off." Simon rose and drained his glass. "I know of a few more parties I should like to visit this evening—without Mrs. Leighton's watchful eye, of course."

Julia held up her hand. "Say no more. We wish you luck, don't we, Aunt Theo?"

Glorious crackpot that she was, Theo nodded, her brown curls rocking back and forth. "Indeed. Here's to wine, women, and song, my lord."

Simon gave them an elaborate bow and left.

"Do you think this scheme will work?" Theo asked once they were alone.

"It must. Templeton’s last visit continues to give me nightmares." After informing her—again—of the further reduction of her monthly stipend, the grotesque excuse for a man had suggested what services Julia could provide to make up the difference. And by services, he hadn’t meant mending his clothes.

The thought of intimacies with Templeton—with his small black eyes, sweaty brow, and demeaning attitude—almost made her physically sick. Damn Colton for putting me in this situation. "Oh, how I wish my father was still alive."

"My brother would’ve dragged your duke home by his whirlygigs by now, that’s for sure."

Julia chuckled. "Perhaps. Templeton wouldn’t be a problem, in any case. I know my father believed marriage to a duke to be an unparalleled match for his only daughter, but I’d like to think he would have reconsidered if he’d known how much trouble it would bring me."

"The trouble is your duke ignoring his responsibilities at home. Leaving you to fend for yourself for eight years. With naught a word from him!" Theo sniffed in disdain. "And to wash his hands of the estate business. Does he believe all estate managers to be honest men? You know very well that Templeton is paying off Colton’s man to follow his orders."

"Colton does not care. He told me himself he never plans to come back to England. So we had to do something. As you well know, the last of our jewelry went to pay Pearl and fund Mrs. Leighton’s wardrobe. We barely have enough to carry us through until spring."

"I still say we could've asked Winchester for help. Or perhaps your Lord Wyndham."

Julia bristled. "You know we cannot ask for another man to support us indefinitely. And he is not my lord anything. I told you I merely flirted with Wyndham in hopes of forcing Colton back to London. But either my husband didn't hear the rumors or didn't care about being cuckolded because it failed to work."

"So if Colton does not care about being cuckolded…"

“I still couldn't do it. Colton would know the child was not his, and I cannot risk him telling anyone. If it were found out, my child would be an outcast. No, Colton must father my child. And when I find myself with child, we shall return to London and I'll write to my husband, explaining what I've done."

They both fell silent, contemplating the duke's reaction to such a letter, while the mantel clock ticked loud and steady throughout the room. 

"Will Colton acknowledge the child, I wonder?" her aunt asked, and sipped her sherry.

Julia frowned. "Why would he not? Every man wants an heir."

"Well, what will happen if you deliver a girl?" 

"Then I shall love her fiercely—from debtor’s prison."
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When Interrupting A Spy On A Mission Can Have Serious Consequences For A Lady
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A Spy Unmasked

Tina Gabrielle




May 10, 1820

London, Viscount Delmont’s ballroom

ROBERT WARE ADJUSTED his black half mask and sipped a glass of claret as he surveyed the glittering ballroom. Tonight was supposed to be an ordinary mission, similar to the countless other clandestine operations he had carried out.

The Delmonts’ masquerades were rumored to be quite dissolute, and from the look of the guests this party lived up to that reputation. Well past midnight, expensive champagne continued to flow freely. A voluptuous blonde with a dazzling diamond necklace and a vast amount of cleavage boldly met his eyes and licked her painted lips.

Robert grinned and raised his glass in silent salute. Ah, for king and country, he mused.

A liveried footman carrying a silver tray halted beside him.  “Viscount Delmont’s guards are now making the rounds in his private wing,” the man whispered.

Robert swapped the claret for a flute of champagne from the server’s tray without making eye contact with him. 

Ian MacDonald was a fellow agent assigned to observe Lord Delmont’s men while Robert carried out his assignment. Unobtrusive, of average height and build with brown hair and eyes, Ian easily blended in with a crowd.

“How much time will I have?” Robert asked.

“A half hour.”

A half hour. Little time to retrieve the package and quit the place before the guards made their next rotation. 

A booming laugh drew Robert’s attention. Lord Delmont stood in the corner of the ballroom. He was unmasked and talking to three other men. As the head of the London Inventors’ Society, the viscount’s interests lay in chemistry. He was a bear of a man with a chest the size of a small armoire, meaty hands, and a short neck that gave him the appearance that his head rested directly upon his shoulders. By the look of Delmont’s florid complexion and glassy eyes, he was well on his way to being drunk. 

“I wonder what he says about the murders,” Robert murmured.

“You mean to speak to the man? That’s not part of the plan.”

“He’s not the mastermind behind the killings.”

Ian focused his gaze over Robert’s shoulder. “You’ll have to wait for another opportunity to engage Delmont. The guards have returned to the ballroom.” 

Time to go. Robert drained his glass, placed it on Ian’s tray and slipped out of the crowded ballroom into the hall. Voices of revelers echoed off the black-and-white Italian marble floor, crystal clinked, and a woman’s trill of laughter followed. 

He smiled at a group of bejeweled ladies and made a show of heading for the ornately carved staircase leading outside. As soon as the group passed, he turned right into Delmont’s private wing. He paused to allow his eyes to adjust from the brightness of the ballroom chandeliers to the low-burning candles in wall sconces that dimly illuminated the corridor. Gilt-framed portraits of the viscount’s ancestors peered down at him with haughty disdain as he moved past. He ventured farther, his footsteps muffled by the thick Brussels runner.

The library occupied the last door on the right. He had memorized the layout of the mansion weeks ago, as soon as Wendover, his superior at the Home Office, had advised him of the mission—one for which Robert had been handpicked.

Crack the safe. Retrieve Delmont’s documents. If you are apprehended, the Crown will deny your involvement.

All things Robert knew. His unexpected and recently inherited title from his uncle—the Earl of Kirkland—could not change his past. He was a soldier in an invisible army. He would never be a decorated war hero. There were no medals, no accolades for men like him.

He reached the library and opened the door an inch. 

Empty. 

Slipping inside, he quietly closed the door. Moonlight through the French doors behind a rosewood pedestal desk partly illuminated the room. It would have to be sufficient as he dared not light a lamp.

He scanned the space, his mind calculating where a safe might be hidden. Behind a priceless Rembrandt painting. Beneath the parquet floor under the desk. Perhaps behind a false stone in the mantle.

He found it built into a tall mahogany bookshelf. The gilded spines of the books gave it away. A complete set of Johnathan Swift’s first-edition treasures. A rarity, indeed.

Pushing the books aside, he ran his fingers along the inside of the shelf until he felt a latch. There was a slight click when he pressed it and a panel swung open to reveal a formidable strongbox of hardwood with steel bands. His lips curled in a smile as he reached out to caress the lock. 

“Ah, a Richmond Company lock,” he whispered reverently.

He must use nondestructive manipulation. No one must suspect the safe had been tampered with until Lord Delmont went to retrieve his treasonous documents.

Robert withdrew his lock picks from his pocket and went to work.

Fifteen minutes later the safe was open and he stared at a pile of banknotes six inches thick and a fortune in rubies and diamonds.

He reached past the banknotes and jewels to retrieve a battered, leather-bound ledger and a sheaf of papers from the back of the safe. Tucking them inside the jacket pocket of his blue superfine, he closed the safe and secured the panel. 

He was arranging the books in their precise order when he heard a rustle of clothing outside the door. 

Bloody hell.

Slipping behind the end of the bookshelf, he reached for the blade in his boot just as the library door cracked open. He clutched one of the books in his left hand, preparing to throw it, when a figure entered the room. 

“Who’s there?” 

A woman’s voice.

She came forward, slowly stepping into a swath of moonlight until her features were fully illuminated. 

His first impression struck him like a blow to the gut: she does not belong here. She was tall and slim and possessed a wild beauty. Among the garishly dressed women in the ballroom, she would stand out like fine Italian glass beside rough-cut jars.

She had fiery red hair. Odd, he’d never found females with such bright hair attractive. But this one was different. She wore a peacock-feathered mask and a turquoise gown. Her bodice was low, though nothing as vulgar as the other female guests in attendance. Yet it was her eyes that drew him. Not blue, as he would have expected with the flame-colored hair, but a mesmerizing green that glittered like emeralds from the slits of her mask.

He paused, slipping the knife back into his boot before stepping away from the shelf.

“Who are you?” she called out.

He assumed an air of nonchalance. “Merely a guest of Lord Delmont’s,” he said, advancing toward her. 

Full lips parted, then closed, and she raised a pistol that had been hidden in the folds of her skirts. “Please do not move. I’m not afraid to use this,” she said, aiming the pistol at him.

He concealed his surprise. Her grip on the weapon was firm, but her voice was not. Could she be working for Delmont?

He hadn’t believed the viscount was solely responsible for the secretive agenda behind the Inventors’ Society. Robert had suspected a mastermind behind the murders, but never had he thought a woman was involved.

He flashed his most charming smile. “Careful,” he murmured. “Is it loaded?”

“Of course it’s loaded,” she snapped. 

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“What’s yours?”

“As we are both masked, let’s keep it mysterious. You may call me Robert.”

“All right,” she said. “What are you doing in here, Robert?”

“I needed to escape the heat and noise of the ballroom.”

“That’s what the terrace is for.”

“Ah, but I thought to read.”

She glanced at the book in his hand. “Gulliver’s Travels? I’d hardly mark you as a man inclined to read Swift.”

“How intriguing. What type of man do you believe I am?”

“A false one. Are you one of Viscount Delmont’s spies?”  

“A spy? I have no idea what you mean. I already told you. I’m a guest.”

His eyes narrowed, and he studied her more closely. If she was employed by Delmont, then she would have known he was not. So who the hell was she? 

“You’re lying.” She jerked her head in the direction of the bookshelf. “What’s there?”

He shrugged. “Books.”

Keeping the pistol aimed at him, she went to the bookshelf and moved one of the books.

The false panel was in place and was sufficient to conceal the strongbox.

Unless one knew what to look for. 

Robert contemplated a swift blow to the head, nothing to cause permanent harm, just enough to render her unconscious. But if she wasn’t working for Delmont, then that would leave her at the mercy of his ruthless guards. 

With an unladylike oath beneath her breath, she whirled back to him. “Did you find what you were searching for?” she said.

Her eyes, visible through the openings in her mask, betrayed her fear. He could almost hear the pounding of blood in her veins. He was skilled at reading people, not only the truth behind their words, but their visceral physical reactions, and she was scared. 

Scared and desperate.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

Biting her bottom lip, she cocked the hammer. “Show me your pockets.”

This was getting out of hand. His voice hardened. “Give me the gun before it accidently fires. This isn’t a game.”

She raised her chin in defiance. “A game! I’ll fire if I’m forced to. Now give me what you’ve stolen.”

“You don’t intend to hurt anyone,” he said.

“How do you know my intentions?”

“My intuition tells me you are in over your head.”

“Then your intuition is wrong.”

His laughter had a sharp edge. “When it comes to life and limb, I’m never wrong.” 

He stepped closer until he was within inches of the barrel of the pistol. 

Her hand trembled. “No closer. Please…”

“Lady, we must leave here. It’s not safe.”

She shook her head. “Not until you hand over what you’ve stolen.”

A door opened and closed at the far end of the corridor. Male voices followed. 

Damnation.

A swift glance at the minute hand on the long case clock in the corner of the room told him they were running out of time.

The woman must have heard it, too. A glazed look of panic shone in her eyes. “Show me!”

The voices were closer now, just outside the library door. It was too late; one of Delmont’s guards would be upon them within seconds. 

The handle on the door turned…

In one smooth motion, he pushed her hand aside, grasped the pistol from her fingers, and jerked her into his arms. “Not a sound,” he ordered. 

She gasped in alarm as the door burst open, and Robert lowered his head and swooped down to capture her lips.
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SOPHIA MERRILL HAD seconds to comprehend it all. He roughly wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her against a mainmast of solid, male muscle. Through the black half mask she could make out brilliant blue eyes, their color like polished sapphires, and then his mouth covered hers with commanding mastery. Beneath the hardness of his lips she felt instantly overwhelmed and overpowered. The heat from his body enveloped her; the faint scent of his cologne coiled about her. Heart fluttering wildly, she raised her palms to press against his chest.

The door slammed against the wall. 

“What are you two doing in here?” a male voice boomed.

Delmont’s guard was a bald, brawny man with a square jaw and a bulbous nose.

Sophia jerked in alarm, but the arms of her tawny-haired captor tightened around her waist. Glancing down, he gave her a pointed keep-your-mouth-shut look. 

Then he turned to the guard, and a guiltless smile curved his lips. “Ah, the lady and I desired a bit of privacy.” Slurring his speech, he sounded like a guest who had made one too many trips to the punch bowl. 

Masking her surprise, she went along with the ruse. Her position was precarious, and even if she did not know what his motives were, her own were not innocent, nothing she desired to be brought to Viscount Delmont’s attention. Her disguise, the red wig and mask, wouldn’t fool the viscount for long, and her identity was something she couldn’t risk revealing. 

For some reason, this mysterious man—the man who had called himself Robert—was bent on protecting her. 

Or himself. 

She stole a glance up at him. He was tall and although she was not petite, he made her feel small as he held her tightly against him. He cocked his head to the side, his tawny hair changing in the shafts of moonlight—blond, light brown, then darker—slightly longer than fashion dictated.

The guard hesitated, his eyes narrowing to slits. “How did you get in here? This wing is prohibited.”

Robert hiccupped and swayed. “Pardon our intrusion. How does the saying go? Lovers will find a way?”

Her legs shook so badly she feared she would have fallen if not for the arm lashed around her waist. Yet he showed no sign of anxiety or tension. Rather he was like a chameleon, an actor of great skill, able to change his demeanor, his personality, his very essence in order to adapt to his environment.

One thing was clear: he was not one of Delmont’s men. The guard would have known him, or worse, Robert would have turned her over to Delmont himself at this first opportunity. 

Then who on earth was he?

The guard smirked. His gaze boldly swept over her body and lingered at her breasts. “I don’t blame you, my lord, but you’ll have to leave, nonetheless.”

Robert made a jovial wave with his hand. “We shall return to the ballroom at once.” 

He released his hold on her waist to clutch her hand. When he led her around the end of the rosewood desk, she intended to follow him straight out the library door, but tripped on an object. Glancing down, she saw the leather-bound copy of Gulliver’s Travels, which must have dropped when he jerked her into his arms. She immediately tried to hide the incriminating novel with a swish of her skirts.

It was too late. The guard’s eyes narrowed speculatively as he spotted the book. 

“Stop!” He barreled toward them. 

Robert moved so fast, his fists blurred. His swift punch to the guard’s stomach caused the man to double over.

She shrieked and leaped to the side as the guard charged headfirst for Robert, sending both men down. The pistol clattered across the parquet floor. They wrestled for control of the weapon; an end table toppled and a lamp shattered. 

The deafening crack of the pistol firing resounded through the room.

For a heart-stopping moment, she feared Robert had been hit.

Then he rose with the pistol in his hand. Blood flowed from the guard’s chest and began pooling on the floor.

Shouts sounded and were followed by screams from panicked guests in the vestibule.

“Good God!” she shrieked. “Is he dead?”

He grasped her arms and shook her. “Are you going to faint?”

“No!”

“Good, because we have seconds before more guards arrive.”

He caught her hand and pulled her to the French doors behind the desk. Throwing them open, he dragged her into the back gardens.

A thousand questions rose in her mind, but self-preservation outweighed her curiosity. 

Escape.

She had to escape before she was captured and murdered.

Just like Father.

“Move!” He started to run, pulling her with him.

Clutching her skirts in one hand, she followed as he headed away from the manicured lawns, toward the wooded acreage separating the mansion from town.

Her voluminous skirts hindered her, and sharp stones bit into the dainty soles of her ballroom slippers. A drizzling rain had begun to fall, leaving the grass wet, and she slipped. His hold was like an iron manacle about her wrist, catching her before she fell.

Shouts sounded from the open library doors. “In here!”

“He’s dead!” another called out.

“Find them!”

She could hear the screams of panicked guests as they fled from the ballroom and crowded together on the front lawn.  

Robert and Sophia sprinted past a fountain, stone benches, marble statues of Roman gods and goddesses. Running past a formal maze, they made it through the tended section of the gardens, and reached a dense copse of trees.

They continued to run, weaving through tall elm and oak trees.

The terrain was wild here, and brambles snagged her skirts. Sticks snapped beneath her slippers, and she was forced to leap over low brush. Her chest heaved in her tight bodice, and her breaths came in rasps.

“Hurry. We’re almost there,” he said.

Almost where? she wanted to ask, but she couldn’t catch her breath quickly enough to speak. She knew Delmont’s property stretched for a half mile more, up to the back road. Did he plan to hire a hackney and disappear into the London streets? 

Shouts sounded through the woods. She glanced back to see a dozen blazing torches weaving among the trees.

Her panic rose to fever pitch. Delmont’s guards were gaining ground. A surge of energy, fueled by fear, made her dash onward. 

Robert’s fingers tightened on her wrist, halting her. 

“This way,” he said.

He headed not in the direction of the back road, but east, where the dense forest foliage opened up to reveal a small river, its banks lined with stones and soft earth. Here they would be out in the open, completely at the mercy of the pack of men hunting them. 

She resisted. “They’ll see us!”

“No. Trust me.”

Trust him? 

Sophia stared up at him. Moonlight gleamed in his eyes through the mask. Gone were both the charming thief she had interrupted and the intoxicated coxcomb the guard had confronted. He now gave the appearance of a soldier, from his broad shoulders, to the firm set of his chiseled jaw, to his deep voice. He had an unmistakable air of efficiency, and the thought struck her that he was used to issuing commands, used to obedience.

A dangerous man. 

Angry shouts sounded closer. She could hear the snapping of branches as men tore through the forest.

Panic welled in her throat as the torches bobbed closer and closer.

She turned back to the woods—not entirely safe, yet far safer than this. There tall trees and an abundance of bushes and foliage left dark shadows where a person could hide.

“Let’s part ways here,” she said.

“No. You’ll never make it.” His voice was like steel wrapped in silk.

Her options were limited. To resist meant wasting precious time battling him, or she could acquiesce and plan her escape when they were no longer being hunted.

He stepped forward; she didn’t shrink from his grasp.

Moments later they reached the riverbank, and he let forth a low whistle. A rider emerged from the trees, holding the reins of a trailing chestnut horse. Her eyes widened at the man’s liveried clothing bearing a large D representing the Delmont household. 

“The lady rides with me, Ian,” Robert said in a voice of authority.

“The marquess is not going to like this,” the footman said.

“He has no choice.”

She glanced from one man to the other. He had a man inside the viscount’s household working for him. Why? Who was he?

She barely had time to ponder the question before Robert lifted her onto the back of the chestnut and mounted behind her. 

“Hold on,” he said. “We’re in for a wild ride.”

With a swift kick of his heels, the horse took off at a run. Pressed against his solid chest, she clutched the pommel as they wove through the dense woods at a reckless pace.
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Where A Muddy Encounter Leads to Mistaken Identity
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Why Dukes Say I Do
Manda Collins

 

Yorkshire 1820

TREVOR CAREY, Duke of Ormonde, pulled his hat down lower over his face to keep out the rain as he guided his horse toward home. His shoulders were already beginning to ache from the effort of helping haul William Easter’s cart back up the banks of the swollen Nettledale River. Yorkshire in spring was given to rain, but this year had been a particularly wet one, which had proved to be more than the normally serene Nettledale—and the ancient bridge over it—could handle. Will had decided to risk the bridge, and as a result the cart had slipped over the edge and into the drink. 

It had taken six men and nearly four hours to retrieve the cart, which had been loaded down with goods from York for Easter’s village shop. Thankfully the bed of the cart hadn’t been submerged, so most of the stock was salvageable. But Easter had broken an arm and had been banged up quite a bit. A small price to pay, Trevor thought, considering a cracked skull might have ended with Easter drowning in the river. Now, he was exhausted and wet and starving and wanted nothing more than a hot bath and a bowl of Mrs. Tillotson’s stew.

Peering up ahead through the twilight rain, he cursed at the realization that the dark shadow he’d been watching was not a stand of trees, but a carriage tilted at an awkward angle.

Did no one have the good sense to stay in on a day like this?

As he approached the large carriage, which had been built for comfort rather than agility, Trevor heard a woman’s voice coming from the interior of the vehicle.

“Liston, stop fidgeting. You will do yourself some further injury.” The voice was a refined one—doubtless of some lady who was passing through town on her way to one of the neighboring estates. She had the sound of one who was accustomed to giving orders and having them followed. But it was clear from her aggrieved tone that the fidgety Liston was not an obedient servant.

“But Lady Isabella,” he heard a man’s voice say, “I shouldn’t be in here with you. T’aint right for me to share the interior of the carriage with ye like I was puttin’ on airs.”

“Don’t be absurd,” came the abrupt reply. “You were injured when the carriage crashed. It’s not as if you are in any fit state to…” Trevor bit back a smile at her abbreviated words. “That is to say, you are injured and it would be foolish for you to catch your death out in the rain all for the sake of my reputation. Which, as you well know, is not what it might have been in any event.”

Reaching the listing vehicle, Trevor saw that the axle of the right front wheel was broken. The carriage horses, their heads bowed under the desultory rainfall, whickered at the approach of Trevor and his mount, Beowulf.

The occupants of the carriage must have heard him approach, for the lady’s voice rang out into the night. “Hello? Hello, out there! I warn you, do not attempt to harm us. My….my husband has a pistol!”

As if she’d nudged him into adding the words, her companion shouted as well, “Aye! I’m armed and dangerous!”

Dismounting, the duke left Bey under the cover of a large elm tree and approached the carriage. “I mean you no harm,” he said loudly. “I’ve just come from the village and wish to offer my assistance.”

There was a long silence in which Trevor imagined the haughty lady and her groom silently argued whether to accept his help. Then as he watched the carriage door opened slowly.

Stepping forward, he peered into the carriage and saw a lady huddled against the squabs of the interior, her pelisse and shawl clutched tightly around her. Her companion was a man of middle years, whose wan face and arm clutched tightly to his chest indicated that he was the injured Liston.

“We were on our way to Nettlefield House when something happened to the carriage wheel,” the lady said, her lips tight. Were it not for her cool expression, Trevor was quite convinced that she would have been among the most beautiful women he’d ever seen. Even in the dimness of the interior carriage lamps, her dark hair gleamed mahogany in sharp contrast to her porcelain complexion. Her figure, what he could see of it, was buxom. Perhaps moreso than fashionable, but he had never been much of one for fashion. He liked a woman with a bit of substance. “My coachman and outriders have gone on ahead to the house to fetch help,” she went on. “I assure you we will be quite well, though I thank you for stopping.”

“Are you expected at Nettlefield House?” he asked, racking his brain to remember if either of his sisters had told him they were expecting friends sometime soon. He was about to go on, explaining that he was the master of the house, when she interjected.

“I’m sure I don’t know what business it is of yours,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “Unless you are the Duke of Ormonde, which you clearly are not,” she looked him up and down, obviously rejecting the idea out of hand, “then I really would appreciate your assistance in getting us on our way. My man here is injured as you can plainly see.”

Trevor bit his lip, fighting the urge to laugh aloud at her cutting remarks. Though he was technically the duke, he took no pleasure in the title. Clearly, this Lady Isabella was some sort of social climber who had to Nettlefield in search of the new duke to beg some favor of him. There hadn’t been many who were willing to travel such great lengths to win his favor, but there had been enough that he recognized a supplicant when he saw one

If she were expecting him to be a dim-witted yokel, however, then he’d give her one.

“Aye,” he said slowly, tugging his forelock in a sign of obeisance, “I can see yer man is hurt bad like. Bu’ won’t do ye no good iffn ye catch the death ‘o cold yerself, beggin’ yer pardon m’lady.”

“Just what I been trying to tell ‘er,” the unfortunate Liston said with a nod.

“Help’ll be on its way soon enow,” Trevor went on, guilelessly, paying no heed to Lady Isabella’s pursed lips. “I thin’ it would be best iff’n ye come up wi’ me on Bessie.”

Lady Isabella’s brows drew together. “Bessie?” she asked querulously.

“Aye,” Trevor said with an agreeable nod, getting into his role. “Bessie are t’best horse in all Yorkshire an’ make no mistake. She’ll carry you up wi’ me no trouble a’tall.”

The lady’s nostrils flared. “Is there some reason why she might have had trouble?” she asked silkily.

“Well, ye’re no li’l slip of a thing,” Trevor said widening his eyes innocently. “Beggin’ yer pardon, milady.”

He could all but see the steam coming from her ears. And yet, she didn’t raise a fuss as he thought she might. Instead, she looked back at Liston.

“Will you be well if I leave you here, Liston?” she asked the injured man. “I would send you away with this…this person if I thought you might ride with him without doing yourself a further injury.”

Trevor felt a pang of conscience at seeing her genuine concern for her servant. Still she had not yet proven herself to be anything other than what she seemed. A prickly society lady who had come to Nettlefield to prey upon the dukedom of Ormonde. Doubtless she had some sort of charity to fund. Or a sibling who needed schooling.

“Aye, milady,” Liston said, his pale face determined. “I don’t want you out here catching your death simply because I was too foolish to keep meself from taking a bit of a tumble. Go wi’ this fellow and get to the house. Jemison and Jeffries will be here with someone from Nettlefield before ye know it.”

“If that’s the case,” she said, looking uncertain, “then perhaps I shouldn’t…”

But Trevor was tired from his earlier labors and the rain was beginning to come down harder. “Come, milady,” he said firmly, dropping his guise of happy farmer for a moment, “let’s get ye up to Nettlefield house. I know the master would have me head for keepin’ ye out here this long.”

With a grim nod, Lady Isabella buttoned up her pelisse and donned the cloak that lay spread out behind her on the carriage seat, pulling the hood up over her carefully dressed hair.

Trevor offered her his hand, and though she glanced quizzically up at him, she took it and allowed him to assist her from the carriage. Fortunately she’d worn heavy boots for the journey, because the ground was a soggy, muddy mess. To his surprise, she was taller than he’d supposed, her nose almost aligned with his own when she stepped out next to him. Their eyes locked for one heart-stopping moment, before she colored up and looked away.

Well, he thought with an inward grin. Perhaps the prickly London lady was less prickly than he’d at first surmised. He felt his body respond to her nearness in the automatic way it always did when confronted with a pretty girl. But there was something about this one that felt different. Which clearly meant that he’d been awake for far too long. He needed to get this chit back to Nettlefield so that he could reveal his true identity and send her back on her way. He didn’t like forcing a woman out onto the road so soon after her arrival, but if she’d come uninvited to beg, or worse at his grandmother’s behest than there was no reason for him to feel any sympathy for her.

Didn’t stop him from feeling a churl, though.

“Up ye go,” he told her, gripping her around her trim waist and lifting her to sit sideways across Bey’s saddle. Without further ceremony he put his foot in the stirrup and mounted up behind her, slipping a protective arm around her waist to hold her steady.

It was a surprisingly intimate situation between strangers, and Trevor tried to steel himself against responding further to her nearness. But it was impossible to ignore her lavender scented hair, and the more natural, primal scents of female sweat and something that he knew instinctively was simply her.

Directing Bey into motion with a touch of his heel to horse’s flank, he clenched his jaw and tried to ignore her. Which proved impossible given the way that her reluctance to hold onto him put them both in danger of falling. They might be atop the same horse, but Lady Isabella kept herself as far away from his body as possible.

“I won’t bite,” he said, unable to hide his amusement at her diffident grip. Ignoring her protest, he held onto her more tightly. “Unless you wish it, of course.”

He waited for an outraged gasp, but she had no doubt decided to ignore him. A few moments later, however, she said, “It’s funny. You sound like an unschooled peasant one minute, and then the next your voice has a distinctly upper class accent.”

Caught out, Trevor thought with a frown. “I don’t suppose you’d believe that I received lessons from the local vicar?” he asked.

“Not for a moment,” she said grimly.

“Well, then, Lady Isabella,” he said calmly, “I’m afraid that I’ve misled you a bit.”

“Rather more than a bit, I think,” she said sharply. “Though I suppose the lack of proper introduction excuses you, under the circumstances…” she paused deliberately, “your grace.”

“I do not use the title, as you would know if you’d done any sort of investigation at all.” He kept his gaze on the road ahead of them.

He felt her head shake against his chest. “I would not have believed it if I had not seen it with my own eyes,” she said. “I knew of course that you had been raised in the country and had some sort of foolish notion about refusing to take up your responsibilities, but I thought that it was an exaggeration. But it’s true.”

“You and I both know that it’s not possible for me to give up the title completely,” Trevor said reasonably. “And I fear that my grandmother’s tale of my refusal to take up my responsibilities is, like much of her talk, an exaggeration. I consult regularly with the stewards and secretaries of the duchy, I simply do not choose to go to London or to set myself up in grandeur at the ducal estate.”

“So you choose to remain here in Yorkshire playing at the role of gentleman farmer,” Lady Isabella said with a shudder. “I cannot say that I understand your position because I do not.”

“I choose to remain here in Yorkshire because it is my home,” he said stiffly. “I have a responsibility to the people of Nettlefield and I intend to remain here, dukedom or no dukedom.”

“Now,” he went on, “what brings you to Yorkshire, my lady? Are you perhaps a distant cousin in need of a loan? A young widow whose son wishes to attend Eton? Or did you come at my grandmother’s behest to persuade me to come down to London?”

She did him the courtesy of not misunderstanding him.

“The latter,” she said calmly, as if he hadn’t just accused her of being a toady. “Your grandmother has need of you in London. She is quite ill.”

“Bollocks,” he said, not bothering to guard his language. “She has need of my position because she does not have enough power on her own as the dowager. And if she’s ill then I’ll eat my hat. She sent you here to lure me with your looks—which are quite splendid by the way—back to town so that she can direct me as she sees fit. Which will not happen while there is breath in my body.”

“Oh dear,” Lady Isabella murmured. “You are quite averse to the notion, aren’t you?”

“I am indeed, so you may return to London at once and inform her grace that I have no intention of dancing to her tune.”

“I can hardly do so at the moment given the state of her travelling carriage,” Lady Isabella said calmly. “I hope you do not mean to refuse me accommodation, your grace,” she put special emphasis on his title. “Rustic though I suppose it must be.”

“I can hardly do so and continue to call myself a gentleman,” Trevor returned. Though he’d like to, just to prove a point to his grandmother. But the punishment would be for Lady Isabella, not the dowager. Which would be fruitless. “And fear not. I believe you will find Nettlefield up to your, no doubt, exacting standards.”

They rode along in silence until finally they reached the lane leading to the manor. It was full dark now and visibility was such that only the front step was illuminated in the gloom. Even so, the house was not an unimpressive sight. Nettlefield had been built sometime in the seventeenth century by a prosperous squire whose descendent had sold the property off some two hundred years later to Trevor’s father, who had been in search of a place to settle his young family. The facade was grayed with age and weather and rather dour, but it was home.

“Your grace,” Templeton, his butler said from the top step, “We had begun to fear you’d met with some misadventure.”

Dismounting, and reaching up to lower Lady Isabella to the ground, Trevor was pleased to see her mouth agape. Rustic accommodation indeed, he thought wryly.

“Templeton, see that the blue room is readied for our guest,” he told the butler, offering Isabella his arm as he led her up the steps. “Lady Isabella Wharton will be our guest for a few days before she returns to London.”

If Templeton thought there was anything untoward about the fact that his master had returned home with a strange lady on his arm, the older man didn’t mention it.

“Of course, your grace,” the butler said bowing to their guest as they moved into the hallway. “Lady Isabella, may I offer you a warm welcome and offer my assistance should you need anything during your stay.”

“Please have Mrs. Templeton send a tea tray into the sitting room,” Trevor said, assisting Isabella to remove her cloak, and handing it to a waiting maid who seemed to have appeared from nowhere.

He was leading Isabella toward the stairs when a whirling dervish in the form of his sister Belinda came bolting into the hallway. “Trevor! Thank goodness you’ve returned! Flossie is about to give birth and I fear that she simply won’t rest until she sees you!”







To read more about Why Dukes Say I Do and all of Manda’s other books, stop by her website!
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When Desperation Drives A Young Woman to Dangerous Measures
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Dangerous Masquerade

April Kihlstrom

 

Rebecca is fleeing her brother, Pierce, who plans to use her to curry favor with the notorious Lord Templeton and gain entrance to the newly revived Hell Fire Club.

 

OLIVER RANSFORD had a singularly sweet countenance. This, along with his moderate height, slender build, and fair coloring, often led people to underestimate him. It was a mistake few made twice for he had a lively intelligence, a wicked way with a small sword, could culp nine wafers out of ten at Manton's and possessed what devotees of the Fancy called a punishing right. 

At six and twenty he was the possessor of one of the largest fortunes in England and if he did not hold a title, it was not because his ancestors could not have had one had they so desired. But the Ransfords had always been content to be simply Ransfords and had looked as high as they wished when they chose to marry. Indeed, Oliver Ransford's own mother, Lady Sarah, was the daughter of a Duke. It was said he had received much of his sweetness from her. 

 At the moment, on a rather chilly September night, he was walking in the small garden at the back of his townhouse pondering his future. It had begun to rain, but Oliver Ransford did not regard it, for he was too preoccupied with his own thoughts. That he was bored could not be denied. Gambling at White's, tying his neckcloth in new and intricate ways, embarking upon outrageous pranks, none of these had held his attention for long. Politics might have interested him, but lacking a peerage Ransford had no seat in the House of Lords and no desire for a seat in the House of Commons. The past five months had seen his estates put in good enough train that very little effort would be required to keep them that way. Science interested him, but not to the point of carrying out experiments of his own and there were already, in his opinion, far too many people trying to decipher the Rosetta Stone. 

Commerce did not interest Ransford and the diplomatic corps had no need of his talents. What, then, was he to do? It was his mother's opinion that what he required was a wife and then to begin to set up his own nursery. She had not said so, of course. Lady Sarah was both too kind and too shrewd to attempt to interfere in such a way, but Ransford was aware of how she felt. He would have liked to oblige her, but when he looked about, none of the eligible young ladies he saw held the slightest interest for him. They were all of them too alike, or so it seemed. If the truth be known, Ransford was rather too straight laced for his times, though one would scarcely have called him a prude. He had had his opera dancers and kicked up larks with the other young men of his generation, and enjoyed doing so as well. But it could not be denied that he had an odd, upright streak in his nature that kept him from throwing himself wholeheartedly into any of these pursuits. A part of him was forever considering the consequences, particularly to others, of what he had done.

 As Ransford was walking, lost in thought, he stumbled over something on the unlit path. There was a gasp nearby and he found himself looking for the source of that gasp. Hidden behind a bench, he found a furtive figure crouched as far back in the shrubbery as it could fit. In some anger, Ransford grasped the person by the arm and yanked. "A thief, are you?" he demanded impatiently. "Well you've made a mistake, coming here! I'll hand you over to the authorities and we'll see how you like–"

 Abruptly Ranford's voice trailed off as he pulled the figure to its feet and realized, to his astonishment that he held a woman who was clutching a small traveling bag. She was young, not above three and twenty, he thought, and very pale. Blonde curls peeped out from the hood of her shabby cloak and dark, wide eyes stared up at him, terrified. She was, he thought, beautiful. "Are you all right?" he asked, wanting to allay that terror in her eyes.

 Rebecca stared up at the gentleman who held her. He was not overly tall and yet he was taller than she and far stronger. It was impossible to pull free, even if she had wanted to and Rebecca was very far from sure she wanted to break free. And yet she could not tell him who she was. What if he felt it was his duty to return her to her stepbrother's care? Even if he did not, she had no reason to feel safe in his power for while his face, at this moment, was regarding her kindly, she could not forget the implacable anger with which he had seized her. 

Terrified, Rebecca dared not speak. The moment she did so, her accent would give her away as an American. Then, if Andrew came searching for her, this man would be able to tell him she had been here, dressed as a servant. And if he knew that, how long would it take Andrew or Lord Templeton to run her to ground? Perhaps if she said nothing, this gentleman would simply let her go. It had been a mistake to seek refuge in his garden, but the man following her had been growing too pointed in his remarks and she had been able to think of nothing else to do. Who would have thought anyone would be mad enough to take a turn about the garden on a night as chilly and wet as this? 

 Still the girl did not answer and Ransford's gentle voice prodded her. "Are you all right?" he repeated. "You're shivering. Come into the house where you can be warm and tell me what the trouble is." The girl shook her head, clearly frightened, and Ransford made his voice more gentle than ever as he said, "How came you to be here, alone, without even your maid to attend you?"

 With a wry twist to her lips, Rebecca let the cloak fall back so the gentleman holding her had a glimpse of her simple homespun gown. That he was surprised was evident for his grasp slackened for a moment and his mouth opened in astonishment. Then it closed with a snap and his voice turned stern as he demanded, "Who are you and what are you doing here?" 

 When Rebecca still didn't answer, he began to pull her toward the house where he might get a better look at the girl. His first impression had been an indefinable one that she might be Quality, the second, just now, was that she could not be. When he reached the light thrown by the torches by the house, however, her cloak fell open again and he saw the dress she wore more clearly. Ransford, like most gentlemen, had never paid any great attention to the clothes worn by his servants, but he still could recognize this dress as something of the same sort. "Are you someone's maid servant?" he murmured in surprise.

 The girl in his grasp nodded vigorously, and a little of the color came back into her cheeks.

 "Whose?" he demanded.

 But the girl did not answer. She only regarded him with the same wide, dark eyes as before. Ransford was puzzled. He didn't think the girl a half-wit, though it was the first explanation which came to mind. A moment later he asked, looking hard at her face, "Can you talk?"

 She shook her head, then bowed it before he could catch more than the flash of something in her eyes. Thinking she might be ashamed of her handicap, Ransford took her chin in his hand and tilted it up so that she was again looking at him. Immediately she jerked her chin free and tried to break his grasp on her. But it was implacable. "No," he said sternly. She froze in evident fear and he could feel her tremble in his hold. "I don't mean to hurt you," he went on in the same voice as before, "but neither do I mean to simply let you go. Why were you in my garden? Were you trying to steal something?"

 At that her chin came up of its own accord and Ransford found himself confronted by two flashing eyes as the girl shook her head angrily. 

"So you were not here to steal," he said thoughtfully. "What, then? Running away from something? Hiding?" The face before him took on a half frightened, half melancholy look and Ransford pressed his advantage. "Were you running from your employer?" 

 Again she shook her head emphatically. Again Ransford paused to think. "Were you hiding from someone on the street? Someone who accosted you?"

 She nodded, her eyes meeting his. 

"Where do you live?" he asked. "Won't your employer be missing you by now?"

 And again there was that half-frightened, half-melancholy look and a quick shake of her head. "Have you a long way to go or does your employer live nearby?" he asked with concern.

 Had he not had such sharp eyes, Ransford might have missed the momentary stillness, the infinitesimal hesitation before she nodded. "Liar!" he told her bluntly. That made her jump and look up at him and then swiftly away. "You haven't any job, just now, have you?" he said impatiently. "Or any place to go," he added bluntly.

 This time her hesitation was more apparent. Abruptly Ransford made up his mind. "I have need of a-a kitchen maid," he said in clipped tones. "You'll do. You'd best start tonight."

 The girl looked at him, fear and suspicion in her eyes. For a long moment Ransford thought she would refuse and he waited for her to make up her mind.

 Rebecca, if the truth be told, found herself in something of a quandary. She was accustomed to making decisions quickly and easily but tonight she found she could not. It was madness, perhaps, to trust this gentleman and take a position in his household. She knew nothing about him. But that was the point, was it not? To take a position in a household where she and her stepbrother were unknown? At least this gentleman had shown no disposition to take advantage of her situation. Certainly she must be on her guard, but for now it was a position and she had need of one. Even saving the cost of one night's lodging would be a help when it came time to purchase her passage home. That was what had decided Rebecca. That and a pair of kind, blue eyes that gazed at her and made her pulse flutter. Which was, of course, absurd and a reason not to take a position in his household. But somehow Rebecca found herself nodding and allowing herself to be led inside where the gentleman presented her to the housekeeper. 

 "Mrs. Marsh, I've just hired this girl," Rebecca's captor said, drawing her forward into the light of the kitchen candles.

 "In what position, Mr. Ransford?" Mrs. Marsh asked, bewildered.

 Ransford waved his free hand carelessly. "In whatever position you find her most useful, of course," he said, frowning slightly.

 "Has she references?" Mrs. Marsh asked suspiciously.

 Ransford looked at Rebecca. "Have you any references?" he asked her, with some amusement.

 To his surprise, she nodded and drew out the letter she had written for herself some few hours earlier. Ransford took it with another sharp look at her. Rebecca schooled herself to let her face give away nothing. Ransford read the letter in silence then gave it back. "Apparently her name is Phoebe and she worked for a lady who has had to economize and therefore released Phoebe from her service," Ransford said.

 Mrs. Marsh sniffed. "I don't like it, sir," she said emphatically.

 Ransford regarded his housekeeper with gentle, laughing eyes. His voice was firm, however, as he said, "Nevertheless you will accept my wishes in the matter, Mrs. Marsh. This girl is to be given employment on my staff."

 "Yes, Mr. Ransford," Mrs. Marsh said, marked disapproval still evident in her voice. She turned to Rebecca and said briskly, "Well, my girl, what talents do you have?"

 Rebecca looked at Ransford and he was quick to see the pleading look in her eyes. "I collect the girl cannot speak," he told Mrs. Marsh. "But I am sure that if you put her to work wherever she is needed, you will find her satisfactory."

 Mrs. Marsh meant to keep a harsh tone with the girl, but at these words and Rebecca's emphatic nodding of her head, Mrs. Marsh found she was not proof against the wide, dark eyes any more than Ransford had been. "Can't talk? Poor thing! Well I should think we can find something for her to do. There's always an extra hand needed in the kitchen or to dust the parlors. Can you do that, girl?"

 Again Rebecca nodded emphatically and Mrs. Marsh softened further. "Well, there's no harm in taking her on, I suppose, sir," Mrs. Marsh said grudgingly. "Though mind, if I find she can't do the work, I shall be forced to ask permission to dismiss her," Mrs. Marsh warned Ransford.

 He bowed to her. "Of course, Mrs. Marsh," he said, not in the least deceived by her stern tone. Ransford looked down at Rebecca who smiled shyly up at him, as though to thank him, and realized for the first time what a sweet face she had. "I'll leave you with my housekeeper, now," he told her kindly, "She'll show you how to go on. Your wages will be ten guineas a year, half to be paid after six months. Is that satisfactory?"

 Only ten guineas? And none to be paid for six months? With luck she would be gone by then, Rebecca thought. Still, it was a place to stay and she would have her food. Andrew would never think to look for her here. Since it would clearly not do to look either surprised or dismayed, Rebecca made herself curtsey and nod as though perfectly satisfied with what the gentleman had said.

 Rebecca did not want him to leave. And yet, she could not help but feel safer when his intelligent eyes were no longer on her. Instead she had the housekeeper's sharp eyes studying her. "Well, you'd best hang your cloak over there, and put your bag down under it. You can take them upstairs later," Mrs. Marsh said briskly, when Ransford was gone.

 Rebecca put her cloak on a peg by the servant's door and then turned and waited while the housekeeper looked at her from head to toe. It was not a superficial inspection Mrs. Marsh gave the girl. Her hair was dressed plainly enough, and her dress was a common working dress, but when Mrs. Marsh's eyes reached Rebecca's feet, they narrowed and she spoke sharply as she said, "Hold out your foot, girl!"

 With some misgiving, Rebecca did so. The dainty shoes she wore were her own, for it had not occurred to her to wear any others. But it was not the shoes that excited Mrs. Marsh's greatest disapproval. "Silk stockings!" she exclaimed, as though appalled. Her next words furthered that impression. "Well, Phoebe, my girl, it's plain to me, whatever Mr. Ransford might think, why you lost your last place! And you needn't be thinking you'll get away with that sort of thing here. Not in my house, you won't. Cast your eyes up at Mr. Ransford and you'll find yourself in the street in a minute for I can't and won't abide such behavior. No, nor you hadn't better let Lady Sarah, as is Mr. Ransford's mother, see you wearing silk stockings, neither, or you'll find yourself in the street even faster. You'll wear plain worsted stockings like a good Christian girl or seek another place!"

 Rebecca regarded Mrs. Marsh unhappily. Without meaning to, she let her shoulders slump. Where was she to find worsted stockings? It had been a monumental error not to think of such a thing before she left home, but there had been no time. And now it looked as though her error would cost her this place.

 In that fear, however, Rebecca had reckoned without Mr. Ransford's influence. In her experience, gentlemen never took any interest in domestic matters and Rebecca assumed that having placed her on his staff, Mr. Ransford would no doubt have forgotten her by morning. Mrs. Marsh knew otherwise and that was what stayed her from dismissing the girl on the spot. Mr. Ransford would remember the girl and want to know how she was getting on. If Mrs. Marsh dismissed her, she'd best have a good reason. One better than that the girl wore the wrong kind of stockings. But she would not abide silk stockings on the girl. Why it would scandalize the entire staff if she did so and not a one of them would believe the girl to be an innocent, even if she was one. Which Mrs. Marsh took leave to doubt. But Mr. Ransford had plainly taken one of his fancies to the girl and that meant she'd best step warily. 

 "I suppose you haven't any plain worsted stockings?" Mrs. Marsh asked sourly, correctly interpreting the expression on Rebecca's face. Rebecca shook her head. "Well, I'll give you a pair and you can pay me back out of your wages," she grumbled. "But only one pair, mind. And it'll be your job to keep them well darned and make them last."

 Rebecca nodded gratefully. She dared not tell Mrs. Marsh she could afford to pay for them for it was evident the woman thought her penniless. Rebecca dared do nothing that would draw attention to her differences from the other servants. Nor did she dare speak for she could not sound like them and they would know at once she was an impostor. 

 Mrs. Marsh noted, with approval, the girl's modestly downcast eyes. Perhaps she was mistaken and the stockings were the gift of a kind mistress who had decided she did not want them after all. Time must tell. For now, there was work to be done and it would be best to begin with the girl as she meant to go on. "Do as you're told and we'll get along fine," Mrs. Marsh said grudgingly. "And don't be thinking you'll be a proper parlor maid or any such windfall; we've a full staff already. You'll be a maid of all sorts, wherever you're needed. Later, if one of my other girls leaves, well, then we'll see. You'll begin by scrubbing those flagstones," she told Rebecca. "The chef spilled some of the sauce he were making for dinner. You'll find what you need over there. When you're done, there's dunamany pots to clean as well. There's silver sand and vinegar for that over here."
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Always a Stranger

Amara Royce




Intrigued by a performer from the mysterious Far East, the hero is thwarted in his attempts to meet her. Or so he thinks.

 

London 1851

A CHIME SOUNDED, soft but distinct, cutting through the incessant murmur of visitors in the Chinese alcove. 

When he followed everyone else's gaze toward the sound, all the air seemed to be sucked out of the room. In the expanse between two display platforms, vacant only moments before, stood an exotic creature of stunning beauty. Wrapped in a flowing crimson robe embroidered with lotus flowers and cinched at the waist with a wide belt, the lady stood motionless with her palms flat together over her heart. The dramatic color of her clothing echoed on her lips. Even from a distance, those ruby lips appeared full and soft. Her dark hair, twisted into smooth rolls and held in place with two sticks, contrasted sharply with her powdered skin. The brightness drew attention, but her perfectly placid composure held it. An oasis of serenity in a sea of human chaos.

Only when she finally moved did he remember to breathe. She slid her arms down to her sides, the silk of her gown rippling gently with her movements. When he craned his neck, he could see slim objects slip from her voluminous sleeves down into her hands.

A heavy thump on his shoulder distracted him. “Lord Ridgemont, as I live and breathe. You, an earl. I had hoped to find you here. Of course, the odds that the Great Exhibition's newest royal commissioner would be in attendance were in my favor.” The Marquess of Bartwell spoke sotto voce, barely audible above the general din of the grand hall. He almost didn't catch the note of amusement in Bartwell's voice. “Are you real, or simply a wisp of my imagination? Is it possible I have not seen you in a year, coz? Oh, are you as enamored of these exotic performers as I?”

“You know, I expect, that the His Grace the Duke of Carleton insisted I interview the performers personally and ensure they are properly contracted,” he replied. His coat constricted his neck and shoulders now. Everything tensed at the sound of the new title, the one that shouldn't belong to him. “Now shut your trap, my friend, and let the crowd enjoy the show.”

Busy work, that's what the duke had given him. Put him in the role of nursemaid or, worse, herder . . . as if he were a collie nipping at heels. I have found no evidence that Far Eastern performers have been contracted formally, the duke had explained. I hope I can rely upon you to take the matter in hand. You will recall the scandal we suffered last month regarding that sleight-of-hand trickery. It was quite embarrassing how many visitors he swindled before we discovered him. Every element of the Great Exhibition must be beyond reproach.

Looking at this ethereal female, robed in vivid silk and framed by the backdrop of black drapes, he could not believe her to be a thief or a cheat. She could not be a menace to anyone, although Bartwell's dazed expression suggested she could be capable of mesmerism. She looked delicate and slight, as if she might be blown away by a stiff wind.

Then she flicked open two large red fans with an authoritative thwacking sound. It was not delicate or slight. This was not a parakeet or a pigeon. Her sharp, precise flashes of movement resembled a raptor, swift and dangerous. She twirled and flipped the fans with a mastery that transformed them, wielding them with more audacity than he had ever seen in a ballroom. A remarkable feat, considering how many ladies had communicated with him quite explicitly and persuasively with their fans across crowded rooms. No mere coquette's device, these fans became weapons, slicing the air and holding her audience in thrall. The metallic clacks as she rhythmically opened and closed them dominated the alcove. She never moved from her spot. Yet the fans danced in the air above her. Blurs of red spun and rippled around her. 

Her gestures quickened to a flashing crescendo, and she tossed one fan high into the air. For a moment, her gaze drifted over the crowd before freezing in his direction. If he were prone to fancy, he might say her eyes locked with his. Golden eyes. How extraordinary. Fortunately, he was not prone to fanciful thoughts. The large red fan flipped over and over as it rose toward the ceiling and changed direction, gaining speed on the way down. Her eyes still focused in his direction, she caught the fan neatly behind her, one-handed. 

With another sharp thwack, the fans closed. She returned her hands to a prayerful position, fans tucked once more into her sleeves, and then bowed as the audience roared and begged for more. 

“Did you see that, Sky? She is magnificent!” Poor Bartwell. So easily distracted by a pretty face. 

“You realize,” he responded quietly, “that my mother would still box your ears if she caught you calling me by that silly nickname. We are above such vulgarity . . . or whatever term she uses. No one else has called me Sky since we were in short pants. She would likely give you the full lecture on the succession.”

“You know I cannot help it. Must I really call you Ridgemont? It simply does not suit you.”

It would be best for familial relations if he chose to interpret Bartwell's comments as benignly oblivious. Yes, Lionel should have inherited. Yes, the accident that had taken both his father's and brother's lives last year had devastated the family and thrust him into a role he hadn't anticipated. Yes, Lionel would have been a better earl, having been bred to the position his entire life, and he would have given a great deal for his brother to have lived, for his brother to have taken his rightful place. But fate had deemed otherwise. If Bartwell truly doubted his fitness to manage the earldom, well, Skyler looked up at the glass and metal grid of the roof and swallowed a retort about glass houses. Despite being raised from birth to be a marquess and acceding to the title when he reached the age of majority, Bartwell had yet to take his seat at the House of Lords. He liked his cousin, truly he did, but sometimes the man needed a sound thrashing.

“Besides,” his cousin continued, “you may not know this, but while you were off doing your pretty little pencil sketches in America or Greece or wherever you were this time, I became your mother's favorite almost nephew. I think I finally managed to usurp Lord Devin in her eyes.” Bartwell grinned widely as Skyler’s smile faded. 

America. He'd returned to London as quickly as he could, dropping all his projects in Philadelphia abruptly, but he'd still arrived far too late. Meanwhile, Bartwell had been here in his stead to console his mother. And now he was not just Skyler Charles Roderick, second son and engineering student. He was the Earl of Ridgemont. 

He let the jab at his design and engineering studies pass. Showing resistance would only prolong his cousin's teasing, a habit that should have faded in childhood. If the man knew of his incipient attempts at designing a flying machine, the mockery would increase beyond reason. While he waited impatiently for the throng to dissipate so that he could converse with the performer, Bartwell refused to leave his side. The woman disappeared into the curtained area behind the displays. He frowned and said, “I must be going. I should take this opportunity to interview that performer and find out who the manager of this troupe is.”

“I was hoping you could give me an introduction.” His cousin fussed with his cuff links nonchalantly and then looked at him expectantly.

“Do not trifle, Bartwell. Your charms are surely best directed elsewhere. And I have work to do.” When Bartwell frowned, he cuffed his old friend on the arm and added, “Come for a visit tomorrow. Perhaps we can go to White's for coffee.” Still, the man would not budge. Instead, the nuisance kept tossing unsubtle glances toward the curtains through which the performer had disappeared. Those glances made him more uneasy than they should. 

Only authorized vendors and staff could enter those areas. Like the duke, Skyler knew of no Asian performers approved by the Royal Commission. He certainly would have remembered hearing of such a lovely one. 

“I really must see if the manager is available.”

“I would be happy to assist you, coz.”

“This is official Royal Commission business, Bartwell. Word has spread about that thieving gang of magicians. The few honest ones, unassociated with the criminals, still had to be banned. The Exhibition must not be seen as a center of criminal activity. According to my father's letters, that was one of the Commission's initial points of contention regarding this Hyde Park location—such potentially unsavory elements so close to Rotten Row.”

“Then my presence would be a boon. Together we would present quite an imposing front, would we not?”

“Bartwell, you cannot accompany me. I am the official representative responsible for interviewing these performing groups. It would be inappropriate for you to observe.” Inappropriate and annoying. He'd forgotten how exasperating his cousin could be, especially when he wanted something. “Besides, you only wish to ogle that young woman. Such behavior would not further my cause. Go find a nice, proper Englishwoman to pester. That one is not for you.” He knew his cousin's proclivities too well; Bartwell would be more likely to visit one of the boardinghouses near Fleet Street for female companionship; his stomach turned at the thought, the euphemism a weak shield for how distasteful and destructive such pleasures could be.

Bartwell frowned some more and then said, “Well, then. Dismissed, am I? I doubt my calendar is free tomorrow,” he added pointedly. “But perhaps we can meet again soon. Do not be such a stranger.” 

The man gave one longing look toward the curtains before retreating. Although they bid each other farewell cordially enough, his friend's stiff posture and the rigid set of his mouth suggested things were not at ease. No matter. If his nose were out of joint, it wouldn't last. Some things never changed. Bartwell had always been prone to fleeting infatuations and mercurial moods.

Meanwhile, he had actual duties to attend to. He straightened his lapels and crossed through the dispersing crowd to introduce himself to this mystery woman. If he were lucky, her employer would be waiting in the wings, which would make his task much easier. The dryness of his mouth could no doubt be attributed to impending teatime. The pulse of his heartbeat in his ears . . . well, a little nervousness was to be expected of a new royal commissioner, was it not?
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THE BURGUNDY CURTAINS used to divide many of the spaces in the Exhibition could work wonders of architecture. Two men could easily erect frames and drapes that converted an amorphous space into four distinct and intimate display areas with a central backstage area. And those were the easily movable screens. The larger dividers used to break up the massive wings into national sections created a variety of useful nooks, like the one behind the Chinese exhibit. 

When he breached the curtains, he nearly stumbled over a scrawny boy, who immediately scampered to the farthest corner of the makeshift chamber and crouched on the floor next to a large steamer trunk. The child's homespun garments and muddy boots seemed out of place amid the finery of the recent audience. When the boy raised his head, his round face was shadowed by a large tweed cap but was definitely filthy. What he could tell of the child's coloring and facial features resembled that of the fan dancer. Could this be a sibling . . . or perhaps her offspring? He seemed to be about ten or maybe twelve, and the woman looked far too young to have a child this old. Still, he'd only seen her from afar. He knew little of the mysterious Far East; the practices of foreigners could be unorthodox indeed. He nodded to the child and took in the scene.

The room, if such a makeshift area could be given the honorary title of room, was lined with crates, a simple wardrobe, and the massive trunk against which the boy cowered. The chatter of the ever-shifting crowd outside this little alcove murmured through the fabric walls, and weak sunlight streamed in from the glass ceilings above. Yet there was no sign of the fan dancer, aside from the faint scent of jasmine hanging in the air. 

"Where is the woman who came in here a few moments ago?"

Staring, the boy shook his head. The few sounds he made were unintelligible. Patience, Skyler, patience. Communicating with children was not something he did often, nor was it something that came naturally to him.

"The lady with the fans . . ." Ridgemont held up imaginary fans as she had and twisted his wrists in an awkward pantomime. This earned him a reluctant chuckle from his young audience, whose eyes lit with recognition. Gesturing again, he asked, "You know her?"

The boy nodded once, his face quickly turning neutral, guarded.

"Where did she go?"

Again, the boy spoke in an unfamiliar language, almost certainly Chinese or Japanese, while shaking his head emphatically. Really, the Royal Commission should interview all of the performing companies and ensure that they had an English-speaking representative present at all times; in fact, the ability to speak English should be deemed one of the requirements of approval. He supposed this too was now part of his responsibility.

He tried again. This time, he pretended to enter the chamber as the dancing girl, imitating her posture and demeanor, to the boy's obvious amusement. The child actually giggled. He hadn't expected to play the clown so soon or so literally in his role as earl. Then he raised his arms ahead of him, pointed, and asked, "Did she go this way?" He turned slightly and repeated the action. "Or this way?" 

Finally, the child became more animated and pulled a silky red robe from the wardrobe. Yes, her!  His pulse quickened, but he strove to respond temperately. When he nodded, the boy quickly led him to a hidden gap behind some crates and pointed. Peeking through the curtains, he found himself draped in paisley and surrounded by large statues of Indian deities. He stepped out to take a broader look at the crowd around the displays. Given the riot of colors and the constant flow of people, she was well and truly gone.

When he made his way back into the alcove, the child was gone as well.

Bloody hell. Who were these performers? And where was their manager? He wandered around the small room, picking up and inspecting bits and pieces along the way. Figurines, presumably from the Orient, were scattered about. The silk robe lay draped over some crates, and the wardrobe doors stood ajar. This was quite a haphazard group. Unprofessional. As entrancing as the fan performance had been, the Royal Commission would not want to be associated with such shoddiness. 

As if pulled to it without conscious volition, he picked up the robe. The red silk confounded his senses, the fiery color confronting his vision while the cool touch of the silk flowed like water through his fingers. And the scent that wafted from it, warm jasmine on a hot summer evening—he found himself drawing deep breaths and had to stop from burying his face in the material. Don't be an idiot over a bit of fabric. You haven't been a fool for a pretty face yet. No need to start now. Shaking his head with a self-effacing chuckle, he laid out the robe gently, careful to avoid snagging the delicate fabric. 
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HANAKO’S HEART banged against her ribs as she crouched in the trunk. She hated being caged up in such a tiny space, but she hadn't many options. This well-dressed, well-spoken stranger would not leave! What could he be doing now? No one remained in the chamber, yet he was still here. His quiet movements suggested a randomness that was at least a little reassuring. If he were really searching for something, he would be ransacking the place much more deliberately, opening and emptying as he went. If she were lucky, his idle curiosity would pass quickly. After several long moments, the flapping of curtains and the receding of his footsteps gave her space to breathe. She waited a bit more before pushing up on the trunk's false bottom. 

When she first heard him push through the drapes, she had just barely managed to tuck her bright gown into the wardrobe and mask the white face powder with ash. The susurration of the fabric should have been swallowed up in the noise of the Exhibition, but it cut through the background noise as loudly as a thunderbolt. This was why she always shoved her hair into a cap immediately after a performance. This was why she kept this costume on under the kimono. 

She had sensed his intent halfway through the fan dance. It was easy to distinguish his attentiveness from the usual avid but innocuous audience. Here was a man with questions. With purpose. She welcomed neither. His eyes bore into her, apart from all the other gazes from the crowd. She'd barely managed to direct her focus back to the fans before she nearly dropped one. As the performance continued, despite herself, she wanted to please him—not the audience, just him. His eyes—bright, almost feminine, almost inhumanly green—shone with an admiration and approval she craved. That she craved it unnerved her. She'd forced herself not to look at him. But she could tell from the determination in his eye that he would seek her out afterward. She did not sense, though, the same kind of lasciviousness or menace that poured off most men who dogged her skirts. His head and shoulders towered above the women around him, and some of the men as well. Admiration suffused his face, but not lust. Even masked lasciviousness was easy to identify now, coming off people in waves. He didn't emanate that baseness. Nor did he display the kind of impertinent curiosity about foreigners that often had her gritting her teeth, as if she represented all Japanese women, or rather all women from the Orient, for it seemed few people even attempted to differentiate the nationalities.

Mr. Broek would have to be told about this gentleman's interest, and he would not be pleased. This was the risk of Broek's ploy; the Exhibition would draw attention that could not be fully controlled or contained. She didn't want any of it. 

Last night, through the wall, she'd heard one of the women weeping and others trying to comfort her. Only when Broek's slow, measured footsteps sounded at the bottom of the stairs, like a subtle but undeniable threat, did the crying stop. If she could have, she'd have escaped years ago, even with nowhere else to go. She looked back with a bitter laugh at how subtly and inexorably escape became impossible. She picked up the small jade elephant, rolling it between her palms, feeling it warm from her skin. It had been Takara's favorite toy as a young child. Broek promised her that her sister would not be included in the auction, would go with her under a guarantee of exemption. It would be part of the agreement of sale. A bitter sliver of laughter escaped her—an agreement of sale.

Without any doubt, this young stranger was a gentleman, with his finely tailored clothing and imperious bearing—straight backed but with a languor to his movements that suggested a life of ease. He'd surely been raised for a life of power and privilege, and he wore them both comfortably. His jovially condescending tone likewise suggested he found novelty in her childlike incomprehension. She should have felt relief and pride that her boyish performance was so convincing, but instead she'd struggled not to reveal herself, not to show how very well she understood his intentions, how very little she was impressed by him. She'd wanted him to see the woman behind the facade. A ridiculous, irrational instinct. He was likely just another of the Jade Garden's potential customers—she could not allow herself to forget that. He might even be persuaded to bid. 

She tucked the elephant into her pocket and finished sorting through the trunks, packing away the items from the fan performance and laying out everything needed for the next show. Broek changed the arrangement of performances weekly. The new addition for this week was the juggling. 

There should be flames or swords, he had said. She'd managed to convince him that such dangerous items would entail undue risk and draw unwanted scrutiny. Not to mention her personal safety. No, he couldn't risk damaging her person when he had so much yet to gain. Now that they'd been in London long enough for word to spread, the bidding would begin shortly, he promised gleefully, as if she and the other women had anything to be happy about.

She tossed the silver balls into the bucket with a clang before reining in her temper. She rolled the jade elephant figurine between her palms, pausing only to swipe hot tears from her cheeks, and then began counting backward from ten in Japanese. Ju, kyu, hachi. Then in Dutch. Then in whatever languages came to mind. By the time she got to Spanish, her movements were precise and controlled again. Second basket—dried fruits. Third basket—scarves and cricket balls. When everything was packed away, she picked up the jade carving again, rubbing the spot between its large ears as she considered her options again. Considered what would be needed to free herself and all the women from Broek. There is no clear path. But one thing was certain—she would have to act soon.
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“SO, RIDGEMONT, what have you learned? Have you been as enthralled by the petite dancer about whom so many of our guests have raved?”

At least His Grace the Duke of Carleton had given him enough time for proper greetings and a coffee before looming over him. After all the accumulated heat of the day, the offices of the Royal Commission of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations were brutally oppressive. He wished he could doff his jacket for some relief. None of the other gentlemen, dressed impeccably, showed any such signs of weakness. He surreptitiously ran his finger under his damp collar. From the day he'd returned to London, he felt a lack of air. The suffocating feeling was worst in the House of Lords, but it simmered here too.

There have been rumors, the duke told him hours earlier, of some unapproved performers—most recently, some Orientals in the Chinese section. Every element of the Great Exhibition must be beyond reproach. Make sure they are . . . civilized.

“I have indeed, Your Grace, seen a charming fan dancer but was unable to locate her or her employer afterward,” he said. Thus far, Carleton was the closest thing he had to a mentor, and the duke's influence could be very powerful. “I should mention that the musical contest is flourishing, although Monsieur Berlioz is somewhat temperamental and dissatisfied with the caliber of performers. He is also quite adamant about not performing himself. What else do you know about this Asian troupe?”

“Very little, I am afraid. I have found no evidence that such performers have been contracted. I hope I can rely upon you to take the matter in hand. You will recall the scandal we suffered soon after the opening. It was quite embarrassing how many visitors that circus and their pickpockets robbed before we could prove it. Followed so soon by the death of the tightrope walker, the Commission discussed banning all performers. They are, however, too popular an attraction to do away with entirely.”

“Ah, the particulars are unknown to me.” Do not apologize. Show no sign of weakness. “I read a brief report in one of the papers, but there was no mention of criminal activities.”

“Of course, your family would not have been out gallivanting while mourning your father. Indeed, your father was one of our most enthusiastic members. If drive alone were sufficient, his fervor for this little project would have guaranteed its success. Obstacles and detractions did not deter him in the least. Quite unfortunate that he did not live to see his efforts come to fruition.”

“Yes, he would have been quite proud of all this and would not have related problems with the Exhibition preparations to me in his correspondence.” No, his father did not see faults. His father knew how to pave over faults and obstacles and failings, at least in his mind. Perhaps if Father had been more cognizant of the faults of his steward, the accounts would be in better order . . . 

“Were you able to speak with the manager of the Oriental performers?”

Focus, man. He needed to rein in his wandering thoughts. The duke's esteem was a rare gift, sometimes taking years to acquire yet easily lost due to a single misstep. 

“No, Your Grace, strangely, the manager was not in attendance. Even the dancing girl seemed to disappear before I could speak with her. In the back, I found a boy who seems to belong to the group, but I was unable to communicate with him.”

The duke took a sip of tea and muttered something. Foreigners and language were the only words he was able to decipher. More audibly, Carleton responded, “That has been a common problem with many troupes for months now. Those properly educated can communicate in one of the other standard languages. However, Commission members from more humble beginnings have needed interlocutors at times. It has become even more problematic since the Exhibition opened.” His ducal brow furrowed, and he quickly jotted some notes. 

The man's tone reminded him so much of his mother's, the old guard of the British peerage. Lulled by the silence and his own ruminations about his mother's thinking, Skyler jumped at the duke's abrupt question.

“Such a loss, both of them. How is your mother faring?” the duke asked. “Does she remain at Harrogate?” It was as if the man could hear his thoughts. 

“Yes, Your Grace. I thank you for asking after her. She is tolerably well, as well as can be expected, and it seems that the waters are as restorative as purported.”

“Very good. If you would be so kind as to convey my regards to her?”

“Of course, Your Grace. She will be pleased. This has been a difficult time for us all.”

“Did you know that your father and I went to school together?”

“I did. While he rarely spoke of his time at Eton, he did mention some of his antics in passing. Daring and dramatic, if fleeting.”

“He was quite memorable.”

“Always.”

“He would have been proud to see the man you've become.”

“You do me too much credit. I would like to believe that is true but have not yet earned such an accolade.”

“I am certain you will be a great asset to the Royal Commission. You clearly grasp the gravity of our work and the importance of maintaining Britain's reputation. We are the leader of the world, and this is one of our best displays of international leadership. On your shoulders settles the weight of British supremacy.”

The weight of British supremacy. That heavy weight settled like a boulder in the pit of his stomach again. Surely the duke meant to be complimentary and encouraging. Surely he was only imagining the underlying threat. Surely the Royal Commission would never make one man the scapegoat if the Exhibition courted scandal again. The tightrope tragedy, the negative reviews, the nobility's distaste for shilling days. The performances were but a tiny factor of the Great Exhibition's success. Surely the noose of public opinion was only in his mind. 
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Can The Devil In Disguise Find Redemption In An Angel’s Arms?
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Angels’ End

Cindy Holby




In the mountains of Colorado, a small town called Angel's End welcomes everyone with open arms–even a man fleeing his past...




CADE GENTRY was not one to ask for forgiveness. Life was what it was and it was best just to deal with it. He’d done a lot in the past ten years that he wasn’t proud of, acts he thought he’d have time to atone for. He just needed the opportunity to succeed, to set the record straight. He’d always thought there was still time.

That was before he’d been shot.

He supposed he was lucky because the bullet passed straight through his gut, tearing its way through his belly and bouncing off his ribs before it blew its way through his back. If this was luck, then it was the first time he’d ever been graced by its company. He could only hope that it would hang around until he froze to death. That had to be less painful that bleeding out.

Or so he hoped.

Cade took a moment to survey his surroundings. He stood deep in a copse of aspens that led down to a frozen stream. He’d lost his horse hours ago. The animal finally gave out from the bullet in his lungs, but not until Cade had escaped his pursuers. He hated losing that horse. He’d been his only friend for as long as he could remember.  

The air was so cold that it burned his throat as he sucked it in. Still he felt hot, sweaty and clammy since he’d awakened shivering from the hour of sleep he’d allowed himself at dawn. Cade pulled his hand away from his stomach and his shirt moved with it, clinging to his glove with tiny flakes of ice. The bleeding had slowed down to a trickle, but he had no way of telling if it was because of the cold, or because he didn’t have any left to give. The only thing he did know was that he couldn’t stop. If he did, he’d be dead for certain, because the bastards who shot him were bound to finish the job.

Desperation, always close at hand, grabbed him by the throat and held him until he couldn’t breathe. The moments of his life, especially the last few wasted years filled his mind. Was this it? Why bother living if there was nothing to this existence but loneliness and desperation to fill each passing moment. Why bother at all? He should just sit down in this beautiful, peaceful spot and die alone. His body would freeze solid and lie there until the animals got to him. There was nobody to know, nobody that would even care, except a brother he hadn’t seen in ten years.

“Please God,” Cade said to the silent trees. “I’m not ready to die.” Why did he bother to pray? God had never heard him before. And why should God care? It wasn’t as if he was worth saving. But suddenly the golden leaves that stubbornly clung to the branches of the aspens, despite the quick approach of winter, rattled with the quickening wind. It wasn’t much of an answer, but it did bring the scent of burning wood. Maybe after all these years God finally heard him. There was a fire close by, and hopefully warmth, a horse, and a way out of his latest predicament.

Cade pulled his .45 from his holster and checked the load. He had three bullets left. His belt was empty. He could only hope the three would be enough. He opened his mouth to pray again, and then clamped it firmly shut. No use tempting fate or God. He didn’t need any help killing. That was something he was good at.

He holstered his Colt and staggered a few steps down the slope. The ground wavered and he had to grab onto an aspen to settle his spinning world. Cade closed his eyes and leaned his forehead against the gnarled bark. It felt cool against his skin, but there was only a moment of relief. He took a deep breath and the smell of burning wood filled his lungs, along with the scent of meat sizzling on a fire. He opened his eyes and saw a trace of smoke hanging just above the trees on the opposite bank.

“If you want it,” he reminded himself, “you’re going to have to get it yourself. There are no handouts in this world.” With a determined step he moved onward.

The sun, weak in the wintry sky, was gone, chasing the horizon that hid behind the mountains. The air around him grew colder, so sharp that it felt as if you could break it off in great chunks and shatter it against the ground. It was so quiet that Cade could hear his heart beating in his chest. Each thump-thump weakened him, like a spinning top that slowly lost its momentum and finally spun over on its side.

The soft glow from the fire kept him moving. Somewhere in his mind he knew the heat he felt on his skin was from a fever and not the fire. That didn’t keep him from shivering. He wrapped his arms around his body and kept trudging onward, not even caring when his foot slipped off a rock and splashed into the icy cold water of the stream. He was so desperate to get to the fire that he kept stumbling onward until his instinct for self-preservation, always so strong, screamed slow down, look around, and make sure you know what you’re getting in to. He had to take a moment to remember what he should do. Finally his mind caught up with his instincts. Cade changed his angle of approach and moved from tree to tree until he was able to crouch down and observe the site, with gun in hand, from behind a deadfall of pines.

“You are most welcome to join me brother,” a voice boomed out.

A man stood before the fire, fully exposed to Cade’s shot, if he decided to take one. Cade could not make out his features. The entire scene wavered in his vision, as if he were dreaming. The man wore a long heavy coat and held his arms outstretched to show he was unarmed. In his left hand he held a book. The fire snapped and popped behind him and the scent of coffee filled his senses. A pale horse stood off to the side with his ears pricked toward Cade’s hiding place. Whoever he was, he’d chosen his site well. It was close to the trail and within a copse of evergreens that grew beside a huge boulder that had probably lain there for an eternity. When the snow finally came, he’d have the benefit of some shelter and the reflected warmth of the fire off the boulder.

“I have food, coffee and an ear for listening if you are so inclined,” the man continued.

Cade wiped his forehead with his sleeve. He had two options before him. He could shoot the man down, eat his food, drink his coffee and steal his horse. Or he could holster his gun and join him.

“I may be a lot of things, but a murderer isn’t one of them.” He holstered his gun and stood with his hands up. Liar, his conscience said as he stepped forward in to the light. Cade looked side to side, to make sure it wasn’t a trap, but for some strange reason his eyes couldn’t focus. If it was a trap, there wasn’t much he could do about it. It took every bit of strength he had to walk the ten paces that led him to the fire.

“Welcome brother,” the man said. He extended his right hand. Cade looked at it, willing his mind to accept the fact that there was no danger here. Slowly he lifted his hand to grasp the one offered. It floated before him as the fire burned brighter. The trees spun around him as he finally gave in to the fever and his wound and sank to the ground.

It was the dream again. The one that haunted him ever since Sand Creek and the death of his mother and baby sister. The one where he ran through the smoke and the falling bodies while the sound of the howitzers drowned out the screams. He tried to escape the dream but something held him back, suffocating him, just as the smoke had that day. Something grabbed him, held on to him, and he swung out, fighting his father who held him as they watched his mother struggling beneath a soldier . . .

“It’s a dream!”

Cade slowly opened his eyes. His lids felt heavy and the weight upon him was oppressive. He looked down and saw that he was covered with a heavy coat. A man knelt by his side and smiled encouragingly at him. “You were having a bad dream,” he said.

“Who are you?” Cade managed to get the question out, even though his mouth felt as dry as sand.

“Reverend Timothy Key of Chillicothe, Ohio.” He offered Cade a canteen. “And the Baptist church.” Cade took it and Timothy helped him sit up so he could drink. The water inside was so cold that his head seized up as he gulped it down.

It was full dark now. Thick clouds hung just above the treetops, waiting with indecision to drop their heavy load of snow. “What are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere?” Cade returned the canteen.

“I’m on my way to my flock.” Cade looked around. Flock? This man wasn’t foolish enough to bring sheep into cattle country was he? He was relieved to see his gun belt lay close at hand. The movement also made him realize that his abdomen was tightly bandaged. He put a hand to his wound.

The preacher smiled as he doused his handkerchief with water. “I’m referring to the people of Angel’s End. He motioned to the north and west with one hand as he dabbed the wet handkerchief on Cade’s forehead. “I was called to be their minister.” He handed the handkerchief to Cade and picked up his book. One glance confirmed that it was a Bible. Cade wiped his face and grimaced as he moved.

“I have my letter of introduction right there.” Timothy pointed to the pocket of the large overcoat that covered Cade. “A recommendation from the Bishop Henderson himself. Unfortunately the stage driver didn’t believe me when I said the snow would hold off until we got there,” Timothy further explained. “And since there won’t be another stage until the spring melt I bought a horse and struck out on my own.”

“Trying to beat the storm?”

“Wherever God leads me.”

“Looks like he’s brought you to the middle of nowhere,” Cade grunted. His wound pained him and the fever was enough to make him wonder if he were still caught up in a dream.

“Or perhaps he’s brought us together.”

Yes. He was dreaming. Or else the preacher man was crazy.

“God led you all the way from Ohio?”

“To this very place.” Timothy smiled. Cade studied his eyes. If he was crazy, the eyes would be a sure indication. But all he saw was a feeling of peace in the warm brown that was a shade lighter than his own.

I wonder what he sees when he looks into my eyes?

“Do you think you can handle some food?” Timothy turned to the fire. He had to be cold. He was dressed in a black frock coat, just like his father used to wear. He’d thrown his heavy overcoat over Cade, who’d had nothing but a short jacket over his shirt, pants and long johns. It wasn’t as if he’d had time to prepare when all the bad showed up.

Timothy looked expectantly over his shoulder. The man had to be crazy, turning his back on a complete stranger who showed up in his camp. Or was he?

Cade tried to recall the last time he’d eaten, and whether he should try to eat now. There was no telling if the bullet had nicked any of his internal organs. If they had he was dead anyway so he might as well go out with a full stomach as opposed to an empty one. “I’d appreciate it,” he said and Timothy once more graced him with his peaceful smile.

Timothy handed him a large slice of bread wrapped around a thick chunk of ham. “The cook at the stage stop was most generous,” he explained. Cade didn’t bother to reply as he sunk his teeth into the sandwich. Timothy handed him a cup of coffee. He’d thought when he’d started that he’d eat the entire thing but after a few bites and one swig of coffee he was exhausted.

“Thanks,” he said when Timothy took the remnants of his meal. He sank back to the ground with his head propped on the saddle and pulled the coat up beneath his chin. He knew he lay on the only blanket but the thought of getting up, and giving up this small comfort was more than he could bear at the time. “For the food, and for the doctoring.”

“Brother, you were lucky the bullet passed through,” Timothy said. “I’m afraid my skills of surgery are quite lacking, even with the power of prayer.” He raised what was left of Cade’s sandwich in a toast and finished it off as he sat cross-legged by the fire on the cold hard ground with the Bible by his side.

“You really believe in that stuff?” Cade asked.

“Don’t you?” Timothy’s eyes seemed to see more than Cade wanted to reveal. How could he know that he’d just prayed for help? He’d been across the stream on the opposite side of this small valley when that occurred. It seemed like it happened days ago instead of moments.

“Not a bit,” he lied. “Every time I pray God laughs.”

“Really?” Timothy quirked his head to the side as if he was contemplating Cade’s statement. “What makes you think that?”

He was warm, and as long as he didn’t move too much the pain was bearable, so he decided to humor the preacher. It had all happened so long ago that it felt as if it were someone else’s life. Or so he kept telling himself.

“I lived in an orphanage from the time I was ten years old. My dad dumped me and my little brother there after our mother died. Every night I prayed that he would come back and get us. After a while I realized he wasn’t coming back, so I started praying that a nice family would adopt us.” Cade looked up at the night sky, recalling the many nights he used to do the same when he was a boy. Praying to the heavens in hopes that God would hear him better without the interference of a roof or wall. And sometimes wishing on a falling star because his mother always did so. There were no stars to be seen through the heavy clouds. Maybe a prayer or two could get through the dense cover, but none of them would be his.

“When I was fifteen and my brother was eleven someone did come and adopt us. We couldn’t believe our luck. They were going to Oregon and needed a couple of strong boys to help them work their homestead. So we went with this nice couple . . .” He almost choked on the words. “I remember climbing up in the back of that wagon and being so excited I could hardly stand it.” Cade looked at Timothy to make sure he was paying attention. He was.

“That night when we made camp another man was waiting for us. I thought it was kind of strange, especially the way he looked us over, checking to make sure we had all our teeth and were healthy. Then he said he’d take my brother, Brody. And just like that he loaded him up on his horse and took off. I tried to follow them and the man who was supposed to be my new father caught me, tied me to the wagon wheel and beat me with a leather strap until I bled. Then he said if I ran off, or ever did anything that he didn’t like, he’d have his friend kill my brother.”

As he expected, Timothy looked appropriately shocked.

“Not exactly an answer to my prayers now was it, brother?” He sneered the word and a tiny bit of his conscience flared up for being an ass toward the man who helped him.

Timothy smiled. “We have no way of knowing where God’s path will lead us,” he began. “For instance the last thing I expected tonight was to be keeping company with a wounded man but here I am, listening to your tale and very grateful to the Lord for the company, as I imagine you are?”

“I already said so and I’ll say it again. Thank you for helping me.”

“So what happened to the people who adopted you?”

He didn’t want to think about those three years. The worry every day about Brody and if he was as scared as he was that he was going to die. About the things Jasper Middleton taught him to do and made him do. The things his wife Letty whispered in his ear and did to him when Jasper wasn’t around until he had to lock what used to be the good part of his soul up into the deepest recesses of his mind. He’d have been better off dying with his mother and sister. At least that way he’d have had a chance of getting into heaven. Instead he was sure to go to hell, a place he was very familiar with.

Cade summed it up for the preacher. “He killed his wife. Then I killed him.”

“Bless you brother,” Timothy said. “The Lord will forgive you. All you have to do is ask.”

Obviously the preacher wasn’t listening. It was hard to argue with a man when he was practically flat on his back. Cade shifted and sat up. Timothy moved to help, adjusting the saddle so Cade could sit comfortably. Cade explained things to the preacher one more time.

“God doesn’t have the time, or the inclination to listen to me ask for forgiveness for all my sins.” He gritted his teeth as a pain shot through his abdomen. “And believe me, brother, the list is long. There is no doubt in my mind that I’ve broken every one of the Commandments.”

Timothy crouched beside him. “And yet God led you to this place at this time in your life. Did you ever stop to think that perhaps God’s answer was not now? To wait and be patient and see where he leads you?”

“God sure has a roundabout way of doing things if all he wanted me to do was to talk to you.”

“You never told me your name you know. When I introduced myself, you never mentioned your name.”

Cade had nothing to lose by telling him. Fortunately he’d managed so far to avoid getting his name on a wanted poster, or so he hoped. “Cade Gentry.”

Timothy smiled again and poked at a log in the fire. It popped as it settled and he added another piece of pine, which burned quick and bright. “So tell me, Cade Gentry, what did you pray for when you were stumbling around out there, gut shot, without a horse, with a blizzard bearing down on you.” Timothy looked at him. “You did pray.” It wasn’t a question, just a statement of certainty.

Yes he did. But what exactly did he say? Cade found he could not remember the words.

“Maybe God knew what you needed before you knew what to ask for.”

“Are you like this with everyone you meet?” Cade asked.

“God said to feed his sheep.”

Cade looked incredulously at Timothy. Not because he didn’t believe him. It was because his father had said the same thing before he packed up his wife and three young children and brought them out west to minister to the Cheyenne.

“I take the responsibility personally,” Timothy added.

As usual, if God was listening to Cade, it was only because he needed a laugh.

The fire popped again. A log broke and sparks sprayed up. Timothy turned toward the deadfall and stared into the darkness. Cade sensed movement in the woods and his hand went instinctively to his hip. His gun wasn’t there, but it was within reach. He yanked the belt over and pulled his weapon from the holster.

A shot rang out. The impact of the bullet hitting Timothy’s chest and spun him around. He looked down at his chest, at the blood spurting out from where his heart had been struck. He looked up at Cade and spoke three words before he fell, facedown, into the fire.

“Feed my sheep.”

Cade rolled to the side and fired. The first bullet missed. He grabbed the saddle and scrambled behind it. Timothy’s horse jerked against the hobble.

“I knew I’d run you down eventually.” A man walked into the circle of light cast by the fire.

“It took you long enough Davis.” He had two bullets left and a fever that made him shaky. Plus the smell of burning flesh wasn’t making things any easier for his stomach.

“Fitch said to bring you back alive. He’s got plans for you.”

“Tell him no thanks.” He had to draw Davis in closer if he wanted a good shot at him. He also had to hope that the gunfighter was on his own. He probably was. Davis was a selfish bastard. He’d want the bounty Fitch offered all to himself. “Tell him I was dead when you found me.” If Davis thought he was weak enough he’d come in real close. The man never was one to take chances. “Dead from that gut shot one of you gave me when I ran.”

“I’m betting you’re out of bullets too,” Davis said. He paused by the fire and nudged Timothy’s leg with his boot. As if Timothy could be playing possum with his face in the fire.

“That’s an easy bet,” Cade said. “How many did I take out?”

Closer . . .

“Enough that my cut is going to be real nice. You’re good with a gun, Gentry, I’ll give you that. One of the best I’ve ever seen. But an empty gun ain’t going to do you no good now, no matter how fast you are.”

Cade slowly settled back against the saddle. He had to make Davis think he was done. It took every bit of his willpower to stay still, to be patient until Davis took the last few steps toward Cade. Davis had the audacity to smile at him when he finally came face-to-face.

Cade dropped him with the first shot to his chest. He followed up with his last bullet just to make sure. Davis fell backward against the rock from the close and sudden impact, and slowly slid to the cold, hard ground.

Standing up was harder than Cade anticipated. Dizziness just about put him back down, but he fought through it. When he could finally stand without the world spinning around he kicked Davis in the ribs. He was dead. Cade took Davis’s gun and stuffed it in his belt.

“Damnit!” Timothy’s body smoldered in the fire. Another one of God’s jokes. Cade grabbed his ankles, pulled him out and flipped him over. His face was burned and unrecognizable. Gone. He didn’t deserve to die, especially not like this.

It could have just as easily been me . . .

A sudden thought hit him. Was it divine intervention or straight from the devil himself? With his fever it was hard to tell if he was thinking straight. Timothy’s hair, what was left on the back of his head was the same dark brown as Cade’s. The preacher had to have been close to his age, perhaps a little older. His eyes were definitely the same color. He might be a few inches shorter. It was hard to say since Cade couldn’t recall standing next to him. Whatever discrepancies there were could be taken care of by the fire, the coming snow and the pack of wolves he heard howling in the distance. They could always smell death.

“I should bury him.” It was a weak protest at best. The ground was frozen hard, he had no shovel and the snow would start at any time. Cade looked at where Davis lay. Even with his fever he realized that it was feasible. Whoever found the bodies would think he and Davis shot each other. All he had to do was put Davis’s gun in Timothy’s hand.

Cade shucked off his jacket and traded with Timothy’s corpse. Timothy’s black frock coat was a bit charred around the collar but it would have to do. He’d think of some lie to cover it. Hell, he was great at lying. He flipped Timothy back over and was about to return him to the fire when he realized there was one more thing he had to do. His jacket had a bullet hole in the back. Cade had no choice. He flipped Timothy over and shot him in the general vicinity of his own wound. A trickle of blood oozed out. Something else he could only hope nature and time would take care of. The bullet wouldn’t go through but he figured no one would take the time to look and see if it was still in him. All that was left to do was put his gun in Timothy’s hand and place him back in the fire.

Cade wiped his forehead with the back of his hand as he crouched by the fire. Timothy’s clothing began to smolder but that did not stop him from placing his gloved hand on Timothy’s shoulder.

“I’m sorry brother. Sorry that you got caught up in my problems. But like you said, maybe God put you in my path for a reason. I’d hate to think that this was it. But like I said, when it comes to me, God doesn’t exactly listen. So maybe our prayers kind of canceled each other’s out. Whatever it is, I know you’re standing before him now with a big old smile on your face as the devil will be with me when I finally get down to his place.”

That was as close to a benediction as he was going to get. As Cade turned away he saw Timothy’s Bible, open on the ground with the pages flipping rapidly with the growing wind. Cade picked it up and stuffed it in the pocket of the thick long coat that Timothy had covered him with. He placed Davis’s gun back in his hand, and with the last ounce of his strength saddled Timothy’s horse. He put on the heavy coat and managed to drag himself into the saddle. He pointed the horse’s nose up the trail and dug his heels into the animal’s sides. The snow started just as he lost sight of the fire.

 “Feed my sheep.”

He would, if he could find them. He heard them calling, heard them bleating, but the wind howled and the snow swirled and he couldn’t find them. They were lost.

He was so cold. But he was hot. His body shook and the sweat poured beneath his hat and coat, mixing with the snow that hit his face. He wanted to take off the coat, it weighed him down but he was too weak to shrug it from his shoulders. All he could do was hang on to the reins with his fingers twisted in the horse’s mane. It wasn’t his horse. His horse was lost.

“A lost sheep,” Cade mumbled. “The shepherd will leave the ninety-nine to search for the one who’s lost.” A scripture he recalled from his childhood. From one of his father’s sermons. He could see his father, standing in the smoke, his hands covered with his mother’s blood. Then he couldn’t see anything. The snow was too thick. The horse kept moving, plowing onward, in hopes of finding shelter from the storm.

“Gotta keep moving. No hope. No sheep. No shelter from the storm.” He kept it up. Kept talking because it was the only way to keep the ghosts at bay. The only way to keep the horse moving through the storm. He talked until his voice was gone, barely rasping out the words.

The horse stopped. Cade realized they weren’t moving and looked up. His lashes were frozen to his cheek and he had to blink several times to break them loose. He untangled his hands from the mane and slid from the horse into snow deep enough to cover his ankles. He kept his hands on the reins and struggled forward, his feet dragging through the snow as if each one weighed a ton, until he stood by the horse’s head. The animal stood with his head down, blinking against the snow, and blowing from his labors. Cade looked up and saw an angel standing before him with its hands reaching for him, as if it would swoop him up into her arms and fly him to heaven.

“You’re wrong,” he said. “I’m going to hell.”
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An Angel in the Mail

Callie Hutton




In 1861, newly penniless New York City society belle Angelina Hardwick is on her way to the wilds of Oregon to marry a stranger. Husband-to-be, Nathan Hale, has been promised by the Bride Agency, a woman experienced enough to take over the chores, and deal with his five children. 

What will he do when he discovers his new bride has never done a lick of work in her life?




“PAPA, I don’t understand why we have to wash and put on fancy clothes to meet our new mama.” Luke wiggled as the wet cloth in Nate’s hand swirled over his face.

“Do you want your new mama to think we’re all a bunch of hooligans?”

“What’s a hooligan?” 

“Someone who’s dirty and smelly, and a no-account.”

“What’s a no-account?”

“Someone who looks ragged and grubby.” He quickly dried the boy’s face. “Now stop all the questions, and get dressed.” As the boy took off, he added, “Send John down here so I can wash him up.”

Nate glanced for the tenth time at the gingerbread shelf clock near the cook stove. What was he thinking to send for a mail order bride? As the time grew near for his new wife to arrive, doubts assailed him. He took a calming breath. His life was chaos, he needed−heck, the whole family needed−a woman who could take over. The only women in town willing to take on five kids had expectations. He’d seen the way they looked at him, what they wanted from him. They would expect courting, love, things he had no time or inclination for. 

Through their letters, Nate had learned Angel was twenty-two years old, and had lived in New York City all her life. She wanted change, and longed for the adventure of the west. She never once mentioned expectations of love, or tender feelings of any kind.

According to her letters, she could cook, clean, and run an efficient house. She adored children, and would love to be a mother to his. Sounded like a true spinster, but right now he would take old Mrs. Darby to wife if she would straighten up his life. In fact, the more unattractive she was, the better. The last thing he wanted was the temptation of a pretty bride. His brood was large enough, thank you.

Nate conducted a final inspection. All the boys lined up at the door with clean faces and hair slicked down. Julia-Rose wore a new dress and bonnet Mrs. Darby had made for the occasion. He took a deep breath. 

Time to go. 

As the boys solemnly walked out the door, Nate frowned. “John, go put on shoes.”
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 “NEXT STOP, Oregon City.”

This was it. A jolt of panic hit Angel smack in her middle, and raced through her veins. Her heart sped up, threatened to jump out of her throat. Her stomach rolled over and played dead, and all the moisture in her mouth evaporated. With shaky hands, she tried to smooth the wrinkles out of her torn dress. Her hat had been smashed under the fat man’s bottom when they returned to the coach after the hold up. She tried her best to set the once-fashionable bonnet to right, but without a mirror there was no way to tell. 

A hole in her stocking near her ankle gaped at her as she shook out her dress. She’d fallen getting out of the coach at the last station. Her face and neck were coated with sweaty dirt. If she tried to clean up with a handkerchief, she’d do nothing more than create mud to smear around.

The coach slowed as it took a turn onto a main street. Her nausea got stronger. She looked out the window. Muddy streets, crowded, weather-beaten buildings. No elegant stores or restaurants. Nothing similar to what she’d left behind. Well, certainly better than the miles of prairie she’d crossed. But surely Oregon City would be more of a city?   

Was this even part of the United States? Had she left the States completely behind? Of course she had. Hadn’t she? Maybe she should stop the coach and hurry into the sheriff’s office they just passed and peruse a map.

I’m becoming hysterical.

She inhaled a deep breath to calm herself. However, with the restriction of her corset, all she managed to do was make herself dizzy.  

Why, oh why did Sylvia do this to her? She should’ve refused, fled to one of her friends’ houses. Anything but face a strange man who expected to be her husband in a very short while.

Angel allowed the knitter and the large man to precede her out of the coach. The doctor had departed a while back, never noticing his missing possessions. No one felt the need to enlighten him. She reached for the driver’s hand to step out of the coach. 

Good heavens—I smell! 

No blinding sun here, the cloud cover gave everything a dull, lifeless appearance. She looked around, and aside from a crowd standing in front of the post office, she didn’t see a man who should have been here to meet her. Maybe Mr. Hale had changed his mind, and she was stuck here with no money, job, or a place to stay. 

Should I be relieved if he had?  

Movement caught her eye as she watched a group in front of the post office walk toward the stagecoach. Her eyes grew round, and sweat trickled down between her breasts. With horror, she realized this most likely was her new family. Mr. Hale had brought all his children to meet the stagecoach. 

Tall, blond, and broad shouldered under a brown suit, the handsome man carried a little girl with blond curls and a pretty pink dress and bonnet. Four boys, with varying shades of blond and brown, slicked back hair, followed behind him. With clean faces, and wearing church clothes, they resembled chicks trailing a mother hen. 

Angel tried to smile, fought the tears that threatened to spill from her eyes. Her stomach clenched, and her hand rose slowly to her throat. She fisted the cloth reticule in her other hand until the whole thing was a wrinkled mess, much like the rest of her.
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PASSENGERS alighted from the stagecoach. Nate breathed a sigh of relief when a pudgy woman, carrying a knitting bag, waved to a young woman, holding an infant in her arms, and two toddlers clinging to her skirts. For a moment, he thought she was Angel. A huge man followed, who wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. Several moments passed, then a young woman put her foot on the step of the coach, and accepted the hand of the driver.

From what he could see, she could have been pretty, but it was hard to say. As he approached, he noted her appealing figure, but other than that, she was a mess. Her hair hung down in clumps from her bun. A hat, which had apparently been through hard times, teetered on her head like a squashed doughnut. The dress she wore was stained and dirty, gaping at the waist. Her entire body was covered with a fine coating of road dust. He stopped in front of her. Sweat ran down from her temples, leaving tracks of white skin against the dirt. 

“Angelina?” 

“Yes,” she stammered, “I’m Angel.”

“Papa.” Luke tugged on Nate’s arm. “Is our new mama a hooligan or a no-account?”

Angel’s eyes darted from side to side, then she looked directly at him, grabbed her middle, and threw up.

“Papa!” John shouted and jumped back, banging into Nate. Startled, Julia-Rose wailed at the top of her lungs.

“I told you I don’t want no gol-darned new mama,” Mark yelled as he turned and ran back toward the post office.

Angel buried her head in her hands and cried. 

Nate looked helplessly around with a screaming daughter in his arms and a distraught bride-to-be wailing in front of him.

Heaven help me, please. Now what?

He dragged his hand down his face, then breathed a sigh of relief as Mrs. Darby stepped out of the mercantile. She bustled over to the distraught family, immediately taking charge.

“Nate, is this the new bride?” She took the crying Julia-Rose out of his arms.

“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “This is Angel. I mean Miss Angelina Hardwick.” 

“Oh, you poor dear.” She shifted the baby and caught Angel by the arm. “I’m Mrs. Darby. Come with me into the mercantile and we’ll get you all cleaned up.”

Nate looked at the mess on the bottom of his pants and shoes. He shrugged and walked to the horse trough in front of the saloon, then tried his best to clean up with his handkerchief. 

The twins rolled on the ground, holding their throats, making gagging noises. Matt had gone after his brother, who headed in the direction of home.

Well, that was a promising start.

With the family scattered and his bride swept away, a quick beer was definitely in order. 

“Luke, you and your brother get off the ground.” He walked over to their rolling bodies and hauled John up by his collar. “You two go with Mrs. Darby.”

Assured his sons were safe in the mercantile, he ducked into the saloon. Several men stood at the bar, scarred work boots resting on the metal railing that ran along the bottom. Nate nodded to the ones who turned in his direction and leaned on the bar, raising two fingers to the bartender.

“What happened out there, Nate?” The bartender slapped a cold glass of foamy amber liquid in front of him.

He gulped the beer and slid the glass over for a refill. “My new bride arrived.”

“Good luck.” The bartender placed the refill on the counter, and walked away, whistling a nameless tune. 

Nate took the beer from the bar and wandered over to a table near the large window, with a good view of the street. Too late to have second thoughts. Angel looked a wreck, and there’d been clear terror in her eyes right before she let loose at his feet. Hopefully it was just nerves and there wasn’t something wrong with the woman. He sighed, and downed the rest of his drink. A glance at the dark clouds overhead told him a storm brewed. It was time to get everyone gathered up and back home.
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ANGEL FOLLOWED Mrs. Darby through the front door of the mercantile and down the tight passageway, past shelves of food and clothes, and barrels of pickles, flour and sugar, directly to the back of the store.

“Gertrude Stevenson, come on out here and help us.” The strength of the woman’s voice caused several customers in the store to stare in their direction.

A short, thin woman, with spectacles perched on the edge of her nose, hurried out from behind a curtain. “What’s the matter, Mamie?” She took a deep breath and patted her heart. “You scared me to death.” Gertrude slid her spectacles back up on the bridge of her nose and peered at Mrs. Darby holding the howling baby in one arm and Angel following behind, wiping her face with a soggy handkerchief. 

“Help me get this poor woman cleaned up.” She led Angel through the curtain to the living area, and sat her in a chair. 

“Who is she? And what happened?” Gertrude moved to the sink and filled a pan with warm water from the reservoir. 

“She’s Nathan Hale’s new bride, just arrived a few minutes ago. The poor thing emptied her stomach out there on the street.”

“Oh, dear. Not a good beginning, I’m afraid.” Gertrude gathered soap and a clean cloth from under the sink and washed the dirt off Angel’s face. “What’s your name, honey?”

She stared at the woman, worked her mouth to say something, and then whispered, “Angel.” New tears fell from her swollen eyes.

Gertrude looked questioningly at Mrs. Darby. “Her name’s Angel.” Mrs. Darby dipped the edge of a wet cloth in sugar and gave it to the baby, which she immediately began to suck on, her eyelashes clumped with tears.

The store owner proceeded to clean the dirt from Angel’s face and neck, and then handed her a glass of water to rinse her mouth. The entire time, tears continued to run down her cheeks. 

“Where’s Nate?” Gertrude asked Mrs. Darby as she offered Angel a towel to dry her face. 

“I’m not sure where he went. I brought her here right away. Most likely he’s still outside, waiting.”

One of the boys poked his head around the curtain. “Papa wants to know if our new mama is cleaned up yet. He wants to get home before the rain starts.”

“Well, he can’t be bringing this young woman home until they stand before the preacher,” Gertrude said, aghast. “You go tell your pa to come on in here, so I can speak with him.” Rinsing the cloth, she huffed, “The very idea!”

Angel sat on the kitchen chair, her head down, hands clasped in her lap. Her hair still hung tangled in front of her face. She patted the top of her head, but the battered hat had slid over to one side. 

I’m so tired. All I want to do is lie down and sleep and wake up when this nightmare is over.

The reality of seeing the man in the flesh, along with the children, sucked out the last bit of strength she’d had. All those kids! And he was ready to hand them over to her. She was no more prepared to take over than she was to be Queen of England.

“Ma’am, you sent for me?” Nate entered the kitchen.

“Yes, I did, Mr. Hale.” Gertrude drew herself up to her full height. “You understand you can’t bring this young woman into your home until you’re married, don’t you?” 

Angel peeked at her intended, expecting to see anger in his eyes. Instead, he tilted his brow, looking at her uncertainly. 

“Uh, yeah, that’s what I originally had in mind, but Miss Hardwick doesn’t seem to be in any condition to get married right now.” His gaze darted toward her again. She lowered her eyes. 

“That doesn’t matter.” Gertrude waved a dismissal at the minor problem he presented. “I cannot allow you to compromise her in that way, Mr. Hale.” Gertrude oozed all the vengeance of the archangel Gabriel. 

“Well, ma’am, I’ll be happy to comply.” He spoke quickly. “If one of you ladies could notify the preacher, I’ll go and round up the rest of my family.”

Mrs. Darby rose, and with the baby asleep on her shoulder, headed to the door. “Gertrude, see if you can fix Miss Hardwick up a little, maybe pull another dress out of her trunk. I’ll tell the preacher we’re coming to his house.”

Angel took a deep breath. This was it. No reprieve from being married to the stranger with all those children. Of course, the woman was correct. It wasn’t proper for her to go home with him unmarried, but any last-minute rescue from this debacle seemed unlikely. 
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AFTER dragging Matt back to town by the collar of his shirt, and rounding up the rest of the boys, he’d gone to the preacher’s house where Angel, Mrs. Darby and Gertrude waited for them. Aside from acknowledging her name when they’d first met, his bride hadn’t uttered another word, or given him more than a cursory glance since their first meeting. 

Pastor Michael Dunn was a pleasant man with thinning white hair and thick spectacles perched on his nose. He smiled warmly at them. Caroline Dunn, the pastor’s wife, touched a handkerchief to the corner of her eye.  

Angel stared at the floor the whole time, mumbling answers to her shoes. When Pastor Dunn told Nate he could kiss the bride, he bent his head, and when Angel didn’t move, he gave her a kiss somewhere along her hairline. 

I hope I haven’t just married a woman who’s touched in the head. 

Gertrude and Mrs. Darby hugged Angel. Mrs. Darby whispered something in Angel’s ear. The comment went unacknowledged. Uncertain about his new wife, he escorted her out of the house, and into the wagon.

Nate had taken care of having her trunks loaded in the back, and with a nod, the four boys climbed in alongside them. They were all exceptionally quiet, darting furtive glances at Angel. Nate plopped Julia-Rose on Matt’s lap, and climbed on the seat next to Angel. With a flick of the reins, they started for home.

Angel had fallen asleep, her chin resting on her chest. Even in sleep she looked tired and worn. Thankfully, the ride to his house wasn’t long, since she’d likely topple into the dirt. A soft rain fell before they reached home, plastering curls to her head and face. Dark smudges lined the delicate skin under her eyes. Not even the water running down her nose and dripping in rhythm on her chest woke her up.

Try as he might, he couldn’t ignore the swell of her breasts, or the outline of her legs where the wet dress laid against them.

Tarnation, the girl looks worn to death, and you’re thinking about her body parts. No wonder you have all these damn kids. 

Nate pulled up in front of the white clapboard house. Flower pots that Amy used to keep full of seasonal flowers stood empty. Before they left, he’d swept the scattering of toys away from the door into a pile on the porch. The vegetable garden on the side of the house, where he brought the wagon in, was overgrown with weeds. Haphazardly pinned wash, now wet again, dropped fat circles of water, creating muck. He was in desperate need of help.

The boys ran to the house, Matt jiggling Julia-Rose. Four sets of muddy shoes tramped through the front door. Nate turned to his new bride, and gently tapped her shoulder. “Angel?” No answer. He tried again. When she still didn’t stir, he jumped down, walked around the front of the wagon and slid his arms under her. He carried her into the house and grimaced at all the work still left for him to do. No help from his new wife tonight. Ah well, it was apparent she needed rest from her trip.

“Mark, run upstairs and turn down the covers on the bed in my room, please. Matt, re-heat that soup we had earlier, and dish some up for you and your brothers. I’ll be back in a bit.”

“What about Julia-Rose, Papa?” Matt held the sleeping child in his arms.

“Just lay her in her crib for now.” He climbed the stairs cradling his wet, softly snoring wife in his arms.

He set her on her feet, and she slumped against him. “Angel?”

“Um.”

“You have to get your wet clothes off.”

“Um.”

“Just stand up and I’ll help you.”

She opened one eye and yawned. “Tired.”

“I know you’re tired. Let me help you.” He pushed her away and held her up with one hand as he wrestled her clothing off with the other.

Gertrude had found a different dress from Angel’s trunk to wear for the wedding. Although at least clean, the light blue silk was a wrinkled mess from traveling in the trunk, and soaking wet from the rain. She stood, swaying, while he unbuttoned the dress and pushed it to the floor. The beat-up hat came next; he tossed it on the dresser. 

He swallowed and stared at her corset. It looked so damned uncomfortable. Why the hell did women wear those things anyway? He leaned her against his chest and quickly unlaced the back. Although she’d fallen asleep again, she took a huge breath when he pulled it off. Her petticoat and chemise were mostly dry, so he left them on.

He scooped her up again and placed her on the bed. After unfastening and removing her shoes and stockings, he pulled the blanket over her and stepped back. Now that she wasn’t crying, throwing up, or staring at the floor, he studied her. She was a pretty girl, even with her tangled, wet hair and haggard look.

After her face had been washed, perfectly shaped eyebrows had emerged that matched her deep brown hair. He had no recollection of her eye color, but her lips were full, with a tiny mole at the edge. Dark eyelashes rested on porcelain white skin, with patches of pink on her cheeks. Across her slightly turned up nose was a sprinkling of freckles. 

His gaze tracked down her body. As he had noted before, she was certainly curved in all the right places.

Aside from his concerns about her mental condition, he was pleased with what he saw. Perhaps a bit too pleased. He hadn’t wanted the temptation of a pretty wife, but it seemed to be exactly what he got. Hopefully, once she’d recovered and was on her feet, she’d handle the household chores. That was the main reason for taking a bride, he reminded himself. 

The sound of a heavy piece of furniture hitting the floor downstairs jerked him from his thoughts. He closed the door and joined his family for supper.
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SUNLIGHT streamed through the east window, blinding Nate as he awoke from a fitful sleep. He laid the back of his hand over his eyes and darted a glance at his wife. Still sound asleep, from her position she appeared to have not stirred all night. His long legs swung over the side of the bed and he sat up. He leaned his elbows on his knees and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands.

What had this poor girl gone through to get here? No doubt the trip had not been a pleasant one. Better yet, why would a beautiful young woman put herself through that for a husband? She must have had other offers. He shrugged at the lack of answers. Something wasn’t right, and it left an uncomfortable feeling. 

God, I hope she isn’t running from the law. 

He quietly washed and dressed and then checked once more on his sleeping wife before he left the bedroom. 

Chaos reigned in the kitchen. Julia-Rose sat in the middle of the floor in a soaked nightgown, chewing on the strap hanging from her chair. “Mama.” She reached up with both chubby arms as he approached.

Apparently, the twins had decided to set the table for breakfast. Every place had a knife, and they’d added a spoon to Nate’s. A long trail of milk ran from the door to the table where the milk pitcher sat precariously on the edge. The jar of apple jelly Mrs. Darby had left for them lay smashed on the floor only a foot away from Julia-Rose. Mark and Matt rolled on the floor, punching each other. A bowl of eggs sat on Nate’s chair, and the twins crawled around in circles under the table, barking like dogs.

Nate put his thumb and pinky to his mouth and whistled. Five sets of eyes looked at him.

“Matt and Mark, shake hands. Luke, you and your brother get a cloth from the sink and wipe up the milk from the floor. Matt, clean up the broken jar of jelly, and be careful not to cut your hand. Mark, get that nightgown off your sister and wash her down.” 

Without giving them a second glance, Nate retrieved the bowl of eggs and returned it to the pantry. He took out a container and measured oats, salt, and water into a pan and set it on the stove. With a long iron rod, he stirred the coals in the stove from the night before, and added a few pieces of wood.

“Where’s our new mama?” Luke wanted to know as he smeared the milk around.

“Sleeping.”

“Why’s she still sleepin’?” 

Nate turned to four curious faces. “She had a long trip. At the moment she’s not feeling too good, and needs extra sleep. Can I count on all of you to behave and be quiet?”

Mark snorted, picked up the baby, and holding her at arm’s length, left the room. 

“We’ll be good, Papa.” John and Luke held hands and studied him, their little faces serious.

“Thanks, boys. I appreciate all the help I can get. And remember to help Angel when she’s up and about, okay?”

Two identical heads nodded agreement.

After cleaning up from breakfast, he dropped Julia-Rose off with Mrs. Darby and headed to town.

Lord, I sure hope I didn’t just make the biggest mistake of my life.







Enjoyed this peek at An Angel in the Mail?  See all of Callie’s books at Amazon!
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How Sam Bagged Her Man
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Denim and Lace

Patricia Rice




Samantha has good reason to kill the mercenary Sloan Talbott, until someone else beats her to it.




Sierra Mountains

October 1868

GRIPPING HER RIFLE, Sam eased her horse off the path and closer to the clearing. Whatever the other hunter watched was in that direction. Perhaps he’d led her to a pond and ducks. She hadn’t had roast duck in a long while. Mouth watering at the thought, she climbed down and tied the horse to a tree, then hid behind a massive evergreen at the clearing’s edge.

Disappointment at not finding a pond almost distracted her from the scene unfolding before her. Hidden in a stand of trees, the hunter was poised and ready to strike. But the only prey to be seen was a horse with a saddle on its back, taking water from a meager stream. These mountains had too much game for any sane man to want to eat horse.

She was a second too late in realizing another man stood on the far side of that horse. Screaming a warning, Sam aimed her rifle in the direction of the furtive shadow in the trees, but her target fired first.

The horse whinnied in terror, rising up on its hind legs, and crashing down again. Sam sent a bullet winging toward the hidden assailant before he could fire again. The man at the stream got off one shot before he staggered backward. To Sam’s horror she could see him drop to his knees and lose his grip on his gun while his horse reared and kicked over him.

The gunman vanished into the woods.

Without thinking, she flew into the open clearing. The horse was wild-eyed and prancing too near the wounded man sprawled on the ground. Snorting through red-edged nostrils, the beast towered over her, tossing its tangled mane. A bigger, meaner-looking stallion she’d never encountered, and it didn’t appear to be half-broke. A horse like that could trample a man and never know the difference.

Catching the stallion’s reins, Sam stood back, murmuring the soothing words she had learned at her father’s knee. She was no stranger to horses. Her father had raised some of the best Thoroughbreds in the country before he decided he’d done his job and needed something new to do. 

The stallion jerked in fear, trying to free itself, but she gentled it with words and touches until it stood shivering but still, and she could tie him away from the wounded man.

He was on his knees and struggling to rise, but blood seeped through his fingers from the wound in his shoulder. He was the biggest man she’d ever had the misfortune to come across, or perhaps just the idea of being this close and needing to help him exaggerated his size. Whatever it was, it made her heart squeeze into her throat and block her breathing as she crouched beside him.

“Put your arm around me. We’ve got to get you into the saddle.”

Eyes of icy gray and muddied with pain studied her with contempt. She was tall, and her eyes were almost on a level with his when she kneeled beside him. But she was slender, no bigger than a gangly youth, and his expression conveyed his opinion of her offer. “I’ll manage. Just go back to where you came from.”

Shocked at his rudeness, Sam thought she really ought to do just that. Perhaps she ought to shove him over and make him work a little harder just for the meanness of it. But it wasn’t in her nature to ignore the injured or hurt the helpless. Smiling unpleasantly, she grabbed the handkerchief he was pulling from his pocket and applied it to the wound.

“I can see why they took a shot at you. Hold that tight so it doesn’t bleed so much.” Without asking, she grabbed his good arm and hauled it around her shoulders to help him stand.

He was heavy; there was no getting around that. She staggered as his weight shifted to her shoulders when they stood up. She thought he might be deliberately giving her all his weight until she glanced up to see his eyes closed against the pain. He couldn’t bend his wounded arm to hold the cloth to it, and blood poured down the sleeve of his dark shirt.

The amount of blood made her waver, but the cynical flicker of his eyelids as she hesitated straightened Sam’s spine. “I can’t get you into that saddle. Is there any place close I can take you until I can find help?”

He gave her a wary look. Even wearing her usual checkered shirt and vest, it was evident up close that she wasn’t a boy. Sam waited as he took in this fact and nodded. She breathed a sigh of relief that he no longer rejected her help.

“Cabin up the path. I can make it.”

Sure, and hell had tulips, but Sam didn’t mouth that sentiment out loud. Wishing she’d had the sense to bind the wound before she’d lifted him, she moved her feet in the direction indicated. Tending the wounded had always been her mother’s job. She didn’t have much experience at it.

Concentrating on the task ahead, neither of them spoke as they staggered up the dusty path into the pine woods. If the gunman was still around, they would make splendid targets, but he had obviously run at the first sign of a witness. That was one thing in her favor, Sam counted as she shuffled along with the stranger’s heavy weight across her shoulders. She couldn’t think of any others to count right off hand. Not crumpling to the ground might make number two.

Muttering to herself in this manner, she distanced herself enough from the task to reach the cabin. It wasn’t more than a collection of split logs, but it offered shelter of sorts. It hadn’t seemed quite humane to leave the man lying on the ground while she went for help.

He collapsed on a low pallet strung to the walls. He’d closed his eyes again, and the dark shock of curls falling across his forehead made his skin seem pale. Nervously, Sam pulled the handkerchief from his dangling hand and tried to apply it to the gaping hole in his shoulder, but blood had matted the shirt and his skin, and she couldn’t be certain what she was doing.

“I’ve got to get help. I don’t know what to do.” She didn’t even have a petticoat to rip up and use for bandages.

“Get my shirt off. Use the clean side to wrap it.” His words were more a moan than an order, but the effect was the same.

Setting her teeth, Sam ripped at the buttons of his shirt, surprised at the expensive black cambric beneath her fingers, but distracted by the amount of man revealed when the buttons popped open.

Her father was the only man she’d ever seen partially undressed, and this man looked nothing like her father. Dark hair curled on a broad chest that appeared made of steel for all that it was tanned a burnished brown. Pain rippled through the muscles beneath her hand as she pulled at the shirt, and she nearly jerked her hand away in fear.

This would work a whole lot better if she could close her eyes. Taking a deep breath, she peeled the shirt off his good arm. If she could only tear it off his back, it might be easier, but this was good cloth and not easily torn.

“You’ll have to sit up. I can’t get this off you otherwise.”

He didn’t waste breath on words, but used his good arm to prop himself up, allowing her to pull the shirt around him. When it reached the matted blood on his shoulder, he cursed, and Sam halted.

Dropping back to the pallet, he gave her a look of disgust, then grabbed the shirt from her hands. With a single rip he tore the shirt from the wound and off his other arm. She winced more than he did.

“There’s a knife in my boot. Cut the shirt in half and wrap it tight around my shoulder. That should stop the bleeding.”

If it wasn’t obvious that he was fighting to remain conscious, Sam would have told him what he could do with his knife. She didn’t take orders easily, and she certainly didn’t take them from men who looked at her as if she were little more than a mindless lump of lead. But he apparently knew what he was doing, and she didn’t, so she took his words and applied them to action.

He grunted with pain when she had to move him to get the shirt around his shoulder, but he clenched his teeth and kept silent as she tied the shirt and pulled it as tightly as she could manage around the padding of his handkerchief.

“That’ll do. Ride back and get Injun Joe. Give him a pot of coffee before he comes up here. He’ll take care of the rest.”

Sam looked doubtful. It was obvious the stranger was about to pass out from pain and loss of blood. What he needed was a doctor and not an Indian medicine man. “Injun Joe? The old Indian? He doesn’t look like he can ride. Why don’t I get Dr. Ramsey?”

The man grimaced. “Ramsey won’t come. The old Indian is Chief Coyote.” He pronounced the word Ki-oat. “Coyote can tell you where to find Joe.”

Sam wasn’t going to argue with a man in the process of bleeding to death. Without a word she ran out of the cabin and toward the horses waiting in the clearing.

Her patient lay breathing heavily into the silence the patter of her departing feet left behind. He didn’t know who the hell she was or what kind of woman wore pants, but he would remember that anxious look in stunning blue eyes for the rest of his days. It had been a long time since anyone had looked at him with anything resembling concern, and he knew full well that those eyes would never look the same at him again once she reached town.

As the agony claimed him, he savored the picture of riotous red curls and young breasts pressed against thin gingham. Maybe they were making women different these days. He’d have to live to find out.
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“THE ONLY MAN likely to be out there at this time of day is Sloan Talbott. What did he look like?”

Sloan Talbott?

Sam swallowed hard. She had obviously woke the doctor from a hangover. His face was unshaven, and he wore only a wool undershirt over a pair of pants he had hastily donned and not fastened. He rubbed at bleary eyes and shoved a hank of hair out of his face. 

Samantha strived to keep her patience. “He’s bigger than you, with dark, curly hair. He’s going to bleed to death unless someone helps him.” She tried not to think about the hated name the doctor had mentioned. She couldn’t hate a man who was very likely dying. She couldn’t even think straight with the urgency of the situation.

“That’s Talbott. Let him die. The world will be a better place.” Without further explanation, Ramsey shut the door in her face.

Samantha stared at the closed door with incredulity. People didn’t behave like that where she came from. She pounded on the door futilely for a full minute before giving in to the realization that he wasn’t coming back.

She could haul him out of there at gunpoint, but the journey West hadn’t hardened her to that extent. A man held at gunpoint wasn’t likely to be very helpful in any case.

Sloan Talbott. Damn, but she should have known. Mean, hateful, wretched excuse for a human being that he obviously was, she still couldn’t let him just die like that. If she meant to kill him, she wanted him to know why.

Furious, scared, Sam ran across the plaza to her mother. She didn’t know where to find Chief Coyote or Injun Joe, and neither one of them seemed likely candidates for healing.

A few minutes later, she was staring at her mother with equal incredulity. “Me? You want me to go back there? What am I going to do?”

“Whatever is necessary. I’ll give you some supplies and send Jefferson out to find your Indian. If he needs to have coffee poured into him, it will be a while before he can get up there. It doesn’t sound like the man can last that long.”

“But you know how to do these things. I don’t. Let me find Chief Coyote while you go tend to him.”

“I don’t know where he is, and you know I don’t ride. This is the only way. Find a basket while I get some bandages.”

Lord God in Heaven please help and guide her because she was going to need every ounce of strength and patience she possessed to go back up there again. Samantha prayed with every terse instruction and new medicine added to the basket. She might tend a lame horse or help birth a new calf, but she had never tended to a human being before, and particularly not one as big and mean and ornery as this one. She would rather face the gunman in the woods than her patient.

But within minutes she was riding out with her basket of supplies tied to the saddle and her rifle in her hand. She would take great pleasure in shooting at anyone who might interfere in hopes that it might be the sneaking bastard who had gotten her into this mess. And if she didn’t find the bastard, she just might shoot the man in the cabin and put him out of his misery.

Sloan Talbott! She should have left him to rot. 

He had looked at her as if she were lower than a worm in an apple. He had talked to her as though she were a bumbling idiot. He hadn’t shown the slightest iota of gratitude for her aid. From what she understood, he ought to be grateful that she had even bothered to try and warn him.

Muttering to herself, Sam battened down her courage until she was angry enough to face the miserable wretch when she reached the cabin. The prospect of opening the door and finding him dead was a trifle daunting, but she would never know by standing outside.

Kicking open the door with her foot and keeping her hands firmly on her rifle and basket of supplies, she scanned the interior before entering. The room was too small to hide anyone. Propping a boot stand against the door to hold it open and give her light, she approached the bed.

He looked to be asleep. A beard heavier than the doctor’s shaded his jaw. She could see now that his hair was more brown than black, but it was curlier and shaggier than her own. She grinned at that. She hated her curls, but at least women were supposed to have curls. She bet he took a lot of ribbing for his.

The bleeding seemed to have stopped, but her mother had said it would start again when she removed the bandage. It seemed to her it would make sense to leave the bandage on instead of disturbing it, but there was more than likely dirt in the wound, and it had to be cleaned. She glanced nervously at his back. Her mother had said she ought to find a hole behind his shoulder where the bullet came out, and if she didn’t, the bullet would have to be removed. She didn’t see a second hole, but the cloth might cover it.

She tried to unwrap the makeshift bandage as gently as possible, but when she pulled it away, he groaned and opened his eyes.

“Where’s Injun Joe?” Pain laced his words, but they came out as cantankerous as he intended.

“Jack’s gone to look for him. I didn’t think it wise to leave this untended until he could get here.”

Grimacing, he lay back against the bed. “You can’t cut the bullet out. Just douse it with alcohol and tie it back again.”

One thing you didn’t say to a Neely was “can’t.” The last time Sam had heard that word, she’d tied and roped a cow faster than the half-wit who had said she couldn’t. And heaven only knew, their house had been littered with the inventions her father had created when he’d been told things like he couldn’t pump hot water into a sink or churn butter without hands. No Neely turned down a challenge.

“You want to drink this before I use it?” Samantha handed him the full bottle of whiskey with one hand while producing a scalpel from her basket with the other.

Sloan looked at the scalpel, up at her, then reached for the bottle. He drained a goodly portion of the liquid in a few gulps and handed it back.

“Do you know what you’re doing?”

“Nope.” Cheerfully, Sam stuck the scalpel into the whiskey bottle and swished the instrument around as her mother had told her to do. She was beginning to enjoy this game now that she knew him as the man who had driven her father out of town.

He looked obligingly furious at her good humor, but saved his breath for important things. “Have you got anything in there to pack the wound? You’ll not be able to see a blamed thing if I’m bleeding like a stuck pig.”

He’d downed a quarter of a bottle of good Kentucky bourbon, and his words weren’t even slurred. That ought to tell her something about what kind of man this was. Her daddy didn’t approve of drinking, and she was inclined to believe he was right, but this man could use some pickling to soften him.

She found the cotton batting her mother had said to use and showed it to him. Her patient nodded approvingly.

Under Talbott’s directions, Sam slowly cut into the wound and packed it. She rather thought patients ought to be screaming with pain rather than giving orders to their doctors, but Talbott wasn’t screaming, and he seemed to know what to do when she certainly didn’t. Not only did she not know what to do, she was terrified from the moment she set scalpel to skin. Sam considered screaming for him.

She tried to tell herself that cutting through flesh wasn’t any different than skinning a squirrel, but that didn’t relieve her nausea when she felt the first squirt of blood. Squirrels were at least dead before she skinned them. And they didn’t have arms like steel bands to wrap around her to hold her steady. And they didn’t clench their teeth and keep back groans of agony while directing their skinning.

She was ready to weep before the scalpel finally disturbed something hard, and Talbott finally screamed and blacked out on her. After that, the tears ran freely down her cheeks while she pried the bullet loose. Blood ran everywhere. She could scarcely see to tell what she was doing. But she could feel the damned bullet and knew it had to come out. She was a Neely. She could do it.

Remembering to douse the tweezers with alcohol, she entered the wound one more time, grasped the bullet, and jerked.

It wasn’t any worse than pulling a splinter, after all. That didn’t stop the tears running down her face. She brushed them off on her shirtsleeve and wished she could remember what her mother and Talbott had said about cleaning and packing the wound. There was more blood here than she’d ever seen out of a hog at butchering time.

The even rise and fall of his chest gave her some comfort. She kind of liked the looks of his bare chest. It was rounded and hard where it was broadest, not like the flat chests of the men she knew. And his stomach rippled with ridges like a washboard. She thought that odd, but she couldn’t help following the whorls of hair to his navel. It gave her something to think about while she worked.

She tried not to think much beyond that. The arm he had gripped her with had fallen when he passed out, and she didn’t have its strength to rely on anymore. She’d always thought of her father as strong, but she could see that she didn’t know anything about such things after experiencing Talbott’s grip. Once he got hold of her, she’d never get free until he was ready to let her go. She didn’t think any of her tricks would force him to release a hold. He was a walking steel trap.

Not walking at the moment, of course. That relieved some of her anxieties, but produced others. She had the bleeding stopped and the wound cleaned and bandaged, but he was still unconscious and Injun Joe hadn’t appeared. What did she do now?

She waited. She watched the rise and fall of his chest a little while. That began to make her feel itchy, and she ran out to the stream and brought back water to wash herself. His eyes remained closed, but he was jerking nervously. She bathed his forehead, and he relaxed again.

He had a massive jaw beneath the cover of his beard. She could imagine him biting her finger off with one click of his teeth. His nose had been broken at some point. There was a slight hump where it had healed crookedly. Heavy dark eyebrows accentuated a face that wasn’t made to look pleasant. But in sleep, he looked relatively serene. She found a small nick beside his mouth and smiled. Had he given up shaving because of that?

To her relief, she heard the sound of a horse coming up the path. Picking up her rifle, she stood back from the doorway and glanced outside.

The drunken gunslinger from yesterday rode up the road, his back painfully straight as he tried to remain upright. He’d cleaned up pretty good. Even his hair looked as if it had been dunked and combed back. It was apparent that he was in as much pain as her patient, however, only not for the same reasons.

As he drew abreast of the cabin, the gunman made an attempt at a gallant bow and nearly fell from the horse. With a shrug, he slid down and watched her rifle through reddened eyes. He hadn’t shaved in days either. Men away from women apparently didn’t bother with such niceties, Sam observed. His sandy beard and thinning long hair were laced with gray, but she had no clue to his age as he spoke. But she was fairly certain that Injun Joe wasn’t an Injun.

“My good woman, I could shoot that weapon from your fingers before you knew what happened. Would you kindly turn it away?”

At his stiffly proper language, Samantha nearly laughed, but something in his eyes kept her from doing so. She turned the rifle toward the floor. Injun Joe wasn’t any taller than she, and he was more wiry than broad. She could knock him flat if she wanted. It was a good thing for him that she didn’t want to.

“Do I address you as Mr. Joe?”

He relaxed, and a wry smile almost made him handsome as he replied, “Just Joe will be more than adequate. Your mother is a fine woman. Coffee like hers has to be made in heaven.”

Well then, he was at least partially sober. Samantha stepped aside and beckoned him to enter. “I’ve removed the bullet and patched him up, but he’s out like a light.”

“I am not out. You can go now.” The voice from the interior seemed to belch from the bowels of hell. 

Samantha scowled and contemplated kicking Talbott’s bed, but she’d been brought up better than that. She must be getting used to his wretched behavior, for she only replied, “I’m gone, Your Highness. Don’t bother to thank me.”

And she was out the door before he could do so—or not, which was more likely.

After the woman left, Sloan heard Joe’s disapproving silence and attacked first. “What in hell is a woman doing in town? Can’t I leave the place for a few days without it erupting in chaos?”

“Ain’t just one woman, but four of them, lookers every one. The one that just left is the plainest of the lot.” Joe’s practiced grammar slipped immediately into the vernacular with the absence of the female.

Sloan bit back a groan. If that virago who had just left was the plainest, then the others had to be more beautiful than mortals were allowed. Such things weren’t possible. Joe must have been drunk when he saw them. Joe was always drunk.

“She’s not plain,” was the only reply he made.

“She’s got freckles all over her face.” Enjoying himself, Joe pulled up a chair and didn’t bother removing his medicinal whiskey from his pocket.

“I didn’t notice. What’s her name?”

“Sam. That hair of hers is redder than a sunset.”

Sam. Sloan studied that briefly. It gave him something to do besides notice the pain. “Samantha,” he finally decided. “No man would name his daughter Sam. And her hair isn’t red. It’s richer than that. Too much gold for auburn, though. Wonder what women call it?”

“Red.” Grinning hugely, Joe propped his feet on the bed and leaned his chair back. “Want me to drive them off?”

“I’ll help you, just as soon as I’m back on my feet.” 







Read more about Denim and Lace and all of Pat’s books at her website!
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