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      Lord Lukas Hawkins wasn’t drunk enough. Not yet. He gazed at the glass of ale sitting on the table before him and dragged the pad of his thumb through the drops of condensation on its lip. 

      He would have preferred something stronger, but the ale was beginning its work. All his sharp edges, those phantom blades that sliced so ruthlessly at him when he was sober, were beginning to dull. The noises of the tavern had faded into an agreeable drone rather than the piercing, headache-inducing racket of when he’d first arrived.

      Luke took another generous swallow of the cool amber liquid and leaned back, his eyelids descending to a pleasant half-mast.

      He’d asked enough questions for tonight. He’d made no progress in his hunt for Roger Morton, but that didn’t surprise him. The villain who’d taken Luke’s mother from her home at Ironwood Park was a wily man, slipping through Luke’s fingers from Cardiff to Bristol.

      Luke wouldn’t find Morton here. It was hopeless. What he needed now was to gulp down another three or four tall glasses of ale, unearth some pleasant companionship for the evening, and plummet into a dreamless sleep.

      Only to wake up tomorrow and begin the whole fruitless endeavor again.

      Taking his ale in two hands, he brought it to his lips, closed his eyes, and tossed back the whole bloody thing.

      His eyes reopened as he lowered the empty glass.

      Well, well, well. 

      Straightening his spine, he brought his glass down until it landed with a decided clunk on the worn wooden tabletop. His lips curled into a wicked grin. It seemed his pleasant companionship had unearthed itself. 

      A vision in black and white had seated herself on the other side of the narrow wood-planked table. She was the loveliest thing he’d seen in a very long time. Brown eyes shot through with polished gold gazed at him, their expression inscrutable. Thick, burnished waves of bronze hair escaped the little annoyance of a prim white cap and framed a heart-shaped and pink-cheeked face. Her lips… hell, just edible. Gazing at those lips aroused Luke’s senses – the deep red of cherries in the summertime, their sweet scent, the decadent, juicy burst when he bit into one.

      Just one glance at those lips was enough to bring Luke’s sluggish body to sudden, alert life.

      “Well,” he said, infusing his voice with a lazy edge of suggestive slyness. He’d perfected the tone over the years, and it had a dual purpose: It told a lady of loose morals exactly what he wanted, while simultaneously warning an innocent maiden to escape while she still had a chance. “It’s about time. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      To her credit, her only reaction was a slight widening of her eyes. He wouldn’t have seen it if he hadn’t been looking carefully. Otherwise, she didn’t move.

      “Have you, now?” she asked.

      Lust jolted through him. God, that voice. Potent and smooth, like the finest brandy. It evoked images of the bedroom, mussed sheets, a rough tumble, erotic pleasure.

      His body hardened all over. His cock pressed against the falls of his breeches. Between her lovely face, her calm, unperturbed demeanor, and the husky sensuality of her voice, he was done for. He wanted to take her upstairs. Immediately.

      But Luke wasn’t one to rush things overmuch, especially when he was so intrigued. He possessed some restraint, some patience. Not much, but some.

      He cocked his head at her. “What took you so long?”

      “Well…” She took a deep breath. The action drew his eyes to her bosom – her full breasts strained at the top edge of her bodice as if they yearned to be set free. He’d be happy to perform that task for her.

      “… I was detained,” she finished.

      “Oh? By what? Or whom?”

      The corner of her lip quirked upward. She was playing with him. He was the one who usually toyed with females. But in this case, they were toying with each other. He liked that.

      “By ignorance,” she said.

      Ignorance. Loose women usually didn’t use such words, especially not with such inflection. Her throaty voice had spoken the word as only an educated woman would. 

      Luke settled back in his seat, pushing past his arousal and drunkenness to study her. He’d only noticed her cap before – when he’d wanted to toss it to the floor and push his hand through that bounty of burnished hair. He hadn’t noticed the pearl earrings or the fine silk of her dress, white with black velvet trim.

      She was no whore. She was a lady.

      He stiffened, quickly scanning the area surrounding them. The tavern was crowded with men and women drinking, eating, conversing. The atmosphere was boisterous, and the smells of charred meat and hops and yeast permeated every inch of the place. No one was watching them – at least not overtly. But, hell, ladies like this didn’t just waltz into pubs and plunk down across from the first drunkard they encountered. This woman knew something.

      None of these revelations made her less appealing. In fact, they fascinated him. She was brazen, lady or not. Luke liked his women brazen. That kind of woman was fearless, more likely to take risks, in bed and out.

      He leaned forward, placing his elbows on the smooth surface of the table. The slab of wood was so narrow his face ended up only a few inches from hers. “And now you’re no longer ignorant?” he asked her. “Someone has enlightened you?”

      She nodded sagely. “Indeed.”

      She’d probably heard he’d been asking questions about Roger Morton. “So, then, you’ve information for me?”

      “Hmm,” she said. Her fingers drummed on the table, drawing his gaze downward. Her brown kid gloves hugged each long, elegant finger as they tapped the wooden surface. “I thought you might have information for me.” 

      He raised his brows. “Is that so?”

      Her brows mirrored his in a haughty reaction. “It is.”

      He laughed, the rare feeling bubbling up in him and spilling over. His smile widened. This was not how women generally behaved in his presence. They either ran crying to their mamas like abused little kittens or dragged him straight to bed like lionesses on the prowl. This woman was a different kind of creature altogether.

      “Therefore, I have a proposal for you, my lord.”

      Ah, so she knew who he was as well. Or she knew who he spent his life pretending to be.

      “And I have a proposal for you. Miss…?”

      “Mrs.”

      “Mrs.,” he repeated. But he didn’t believe for a second that she was married. No, he possessed the skill of sniffing out married women. And this woman – she smelled of lavender soap, but there was more. Something raw and sensual, something in her gaze that spoke of warm, womanly flesh and dark, languid nights.

      No, definitely not married.

      So that meant she was lying about her marital status… or she was a widow. She was very young to be a widow, though. He narrowed his eyes at her, trying to see beneath that calm surface, to delve underneath and find some clue that would tell him what this woman was about.

      “Mrs. Curtis,” she told him.

      “Mrs. Curtis,” he said, “I have a proposal for you.” 

      That corner of her lip quirked again. Her eyes sparkled the most fascinating shade of amber.

      “Do you?”

      He reached up to drag a finger across her lower lip. Softer than the velvet of her dress ribbons. Plump and red as a ripe, sweet cherry. He wanted a taste.

      “Come upstairs with me,” he whispered.

      She didn’t react to his touch, or his words. She was very still. Too still. Then she drew back from his touch and gave the slightest of nods. “Very well, my lord.”

      Terse and businesslike, she rose. He rose instantly, too, out of long-ingrained habit more than anything else. Always rise when a lady is standing, his governess had told him, or you shall be considered the rudest of gentlemen. 

      These days, he was considered the rudest of gentlemen, but it still didn’t prevent him from rising. 

      “Please” – Mrs. Curtis gestured in the general direction of the exit – “lead the way.”

      “Of course.” He turned away from the table, seeing his empty ale glass from the corner of his eye. How odd – he’d forgotten to hail the serving girl to ask her to refill it for him. But that seemed unimportant now.

      They threaded their way in silence through the crowded pub. No one paid them any mind. They left the large room and walked down a long corridor, ascending the narrow stairs at its end.

      Night had descended, and with it came a bitter autumn chill. It was cold in the dimly lit stairwell, and Luke had the urge to draw Mrs. Curtis close to warm her. But he was sober enough to realize that that kind of advance in plain, public view might be unwelcome from such a lady.

      On the other hand, he was foxed enough to imagine how exuberantly she’d accept his advances behind a closed door. 

      At the top of the stairs, he paused on the landing to gain his bearings. It was a large inn, and the corridor branched in three directions from here.

      She paused beside him, quirking a bronze-tinted brow at him. “I believe it’s this way, my lord.”

      He followed when she turned to the rightmost corridor and began to walk again. So, he mused, she already knew where his room was located. She grew more intriguing by the second.

      She stopped at the very last room. “Here?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Curtis. Here.”

      He withdrew the key from a pocket in his coat and unlocked the door, then stepped inside.

      The room was Spartan and cold. Unlike his exalted brother, Simon Hawkins, the Duke of Trent, Luke didn’t have the means to set aside entire floors of inns for himself and his party and employ maids and other servants to stoke fires and light braziers to keep them pleasantly warm. Besides, he had no party. There was just him. Always had been, always would be. Especially now that he knew he wasn’t a true Hawkins.

      He opened the door wider, and she stepped inside behind him. She made to move around him, but he shut the door with a firm click, then held up an arm to stop her. She retreated until her back pressed against the door. 

      He boxed her in, placing a firm arm on either side of her and flattening his palms against the door. “There,” he said softly, “now you’re my prisoner.”

      Something flared in her eyes. Heat or fear? Heat, probably. From what he’d seen of her so far, she wasn’t a woman who was easily frightened.

      He leaned down to whisper in her ear, “You like that idea, don’t you? Do you like to be bound, Mrs. Curtis?”

      Her reaction was slight – an infinitesimal tremor that ran through her body. It was enough.

      He moved his mouth to within a hairsbreadth of hers. The warm wash of her breath fluttered across his cheek. Other than that soft release of air, she didn’t move.

      His body was an inch from hers. Not touching, but so close he could feel their heat combine and simmer in the narrow gap between them.

      Slowly, painstakingly, he touched his mouth to hers in the lightest of kisses. His eyelids sank shut. Her lips were plump and soft, forgiving against his.

      He dragged his lips against hers in a back-and-forth motion, a slow, sensual slide. She didn’t move, but her flesh yielded beneath his, and he released a low groan. She tasted so good. Sweet. Ripe. He sipped at her unresponsive lips, then touched the tip of his tongue to the corner of her mouth, urging a reaction, but still she didn’t move.

      God, he wanted this woman. His body screamed at him to haul her against him and take all the wicked pleasure her supple flesh could offer. But he didn’t only want her compliance; he wanted her to be an active participant.

      He kissed his way from the edge of her lips, across the upper portion of her jaw – such soft, smooth skin – until he nuzzled the tender lobe of her ear.

      “Now,” he whispered, “are you ready to hear my proposal?”

      He feathered his lips over her earlobe, bit down over it gently, then drew back to study her. Her expression didn’t change, but her eyelids were lowered. She didn’t speak for a long moment.

      As she formulated her response, he formulated his own words in his mind. I believe you have information for me, Mrs. Curtis. I believe you might want something from me in return. But those are things that can be saved for later. Right here, right now, I want you. I want your lovely body beneath mine. I want to strip that dress from you and lick every inch of that delectable skin. I want to make you scream my name in pleasure again and again until we’re both in such a delirium that there’s nothing either of us can do but to sleep. And then, when we wake —

      “No,” she said, finally looking up at him.

      “No?”

      “I don’t wish to hear your proposal, my lord.” 

      God, her voice. It scraped his every nerve into a raw, needy thing that only her touch could soothe.

      “I think you do.”

      “I know I don’t,” she said. “Because I know the essence of it.”

      “And it’s not a proposal you believe you’ll accept?”

      “Absolutely not,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      She looked deliberately down at the arms that caged her, first his right arm, then his left. Then she turned her gaze back to his face, her eyes coming to sparkling golden life, brimming with determination. “Because I’ve more important things to do.”

      He laughed, long and loud. “Trust me, Mrs. Curtis. At this hour, there is nothing more important than what I intend to suggest.”

      “There is,” she said simply, and the soft curve of her lips firmed.

      He’d humor her, then. “What could it possibly be?”

      “The proposition I have for you.” 

      He sighed. “Very well. Tell me what it is.”

      “You’ve come to Bristol looking for a man named Roger Morton. Is that correct?”

      He gazed steadily at her. This didn’t surprise him. She knew who he was. She knew the location of his room. Obviously she’d been watching him since he’d ridden into town yesterday and knew exactly why he was here. He hadn’t made a secret of it. He was looking for any information that would lead him to the bastard who’d taken his mother.

      “Yes, that’s true. I am searching for Roger Morton.”

      “I can help you find him.”

      His lips curved. “Can you?”

      “And that is my proposition. I will give you the information you shall require to find him if you allow me to come with you.”

      “Allow you to come with me.” He repeated her words slowly, tasting them in his mouth as images washed through him. Taking this lovely specimen of womanhood with him in his hunt across England for Roger Morton. Sampling the beds of different country inns. Long nights of feasting on her pale, curvaceous flesh, of vigorous lovemaking…

      He studied her face. The color was high on her cheeks now, and her implacable features had hardened, giving her an expression of iron resolve. He stood close enough to her to feel the thrum of purpose under her skin. Whatever this was about, it meant a great deal to her.

      “Why would you wish to travel with me? Alone with me?” He put emphasis on the word alone to remind her of the potential permanent repercussions to her reputation. She was a lady, after all, and ladies simply did not travel alone with gentlemen unless they were married to them. 

      “Because,” she said, her voice throbbing with certainty, “I want to find Roger Morton, too.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her.

      “And then I want to kill him.”
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      Emma was out of her depth. She knew this. But even though her heart raced, she gazed at Lord Lukas Hawkins steadily, refusing to allow him to intimidate her. He’d come to Bristol now, just in time to save her from an existence certain to drive her mad. She wouldn’t let this opportunity pass her by.

      He didn’t move an inch away from her. He just studied her with those penetrating, devastating icy blue eyes. When she’d come looking for him in the downstairs tavern, she’d no idea he’d be so… compelling.

      And… she’d let him kiss her. Good Lord. 

      Do you like to be bound, Mrs. Curtis? Her stomach had clenched hard in response to those words. It hadn’t recovered yet. 

      “You don’t seem to be the murdering kind of woman, Mrs. Curtis.” He gave her a wolfish grin. “After all, I’m standing here with you, and I’m not in the least afraid for my life.”

      She simply continued to stare at him, knowing that if her suspicions proved true, she’d gladly kill Roger Morton.

      “Very well,” he said after a moment, “I’ll play. Why do you wish to murder Roger Morton?”

      “Vengeance.”

      His arms tightened at her sides. They were strong arms. Masculine and powerful.

      “What for? What did the man do that was so terrible you wish to end his life?”

      Where to begin? If she was correct in her suspicions, Morton had destroyed nearly every aspect of her life. But she supposed it was best to start with the worst of his crimes. She closed her eyes and pushed the words out one at a time. “He… murdered… my husband.” 

      Silence. Then, “Ah.”

      Ah? That was all he had to say? She opened her eyes, fury rising. But then he shifted and his hand came to her face, cupping her cheek in his hand, his thumb stroking her cheekbone. It had been so long since a man had touched her… kissed her. And the touches and kisses of her past had been nothing like the ones Lukas Hawkins, a man she’d known for less than an hour, had bestowed upon her. And certainly no one had ever asked her if she liked to be bound. 

      Heavens. She didn’t want to think about any of this right now. She needed to remain focused. 

      “When?” he asked her softly.

      “It’s been… a long time.” A lifetime. “A year ago.” 

      “How long were you married?” he asked. “You’re very young.”

      “We were married for only three months before Henry died. But I’m not so young. I’m twenty-three.”

      He looked at her with those smoldering, blue-fire eyes, and something within her melted, even as she admitted to herself that Lord Lukas was dangerous. Rogue, rake, scoundrel – however one wished to label this kind of man, he was its epitome.

      And she knew about rogues, rakes, and scoundrels. Henry had been of that category as well, with his approachable visage and penchant for drink and gambling… and women. When he died, she’d promised herself that she’d steer clear of those kinds of men in the future.

      And now, here was Lord Lukas Hawkins, handsome and dangerous and radiating something so raw and so appealing that a part of her wanted to fall straight into the nearest bed with him.

      She’d allowed him to kiss her.

      So very, very dangerous.

      She steeled her resolve. Danger or not, he was looking for Roger Morton. And, danger or not, she wanted nothing more than to find that man.

      “Pretty Mrs. Curtis,” Lord Lukas said in that silky voice that seemed to slide down her spine in a wash of smooth heat, “what’s your Christian name?”

      “Emma,” she told him. There was no reason he shouldn’t know it, after all.

      “May I call you Emma?”

      She hesitated. Only her father, sister, and one or two close acquaintances called her Emma these days.

      Still, she couldn’t seem to bring herself to tell him no, so she responded with her own challenge. “May I call you Lukas, then?”

      “Never.” His lips curled into a heart-stopping smile. “But you may call me by the name my mother uses: Luke.”

      “Luke, then.” She realized he’d stepped back and was no longer trapping her against the door. A part of her – that stupid part that had fallen for Henry Curtis – felt bereft.

      She clasped her hands in front of her. “I heard the Dowager Duchess of Trent had gone missing. I am sorry.”

      He gave a slight nod of acknowledgment, but the lightness in his eyes vanished. Clearly, his mother’s disappearance, though it had occurred months ago, ate at him.

      “Do you believe Roger Morton had something to do with her disappearance?”

      Luke sighed. Turning away, he ran a hand through his dark blond hair, making it stick up at odd – and somehow endearing – angles. She tamped down the urge to push her hands through his hair to tame those spikes. Instead she kept very still, her back pressed against the door.

      “Morton was definitely involved in my mother’s disappearance. She was with him the night she left home. He remained with her for at least a month after that.”

      She nodded. “Roger Morton is evil,” she said in a low voice. He’d killed Henry and stolen her father’s fortune; she didn’t doubt he had done something horrible to the Dowager Duchess of Trent.

      Luke slouched against the window frame. Crossing his arms over his chest, he gazed at her across the tiny room. She stared steadily at him, ignoring the little kick in her chest that the sight of his relaxed masculine form gave her. Tall black leather boots clasped his calves like a second skin. He wore dark breeches that hugged strong thighs, a gray-and-black striped waistcoat with the top cloth button open to reveal a simple white cravat and a high-collared black cutaway coat with gray silk lining that emphasized his broad shoulders.

      “If Roger Morton is evil, then it wouldn’t be very chivalrous of me to allow a lady to join me in my search for him, now, would it?”

      She shrugged.

      “You’ll be happy to hear I’ve never been accused of chivalry.”

      “Well, thank God for that.”

      He didn’t smile. “Still, why should I allow you to join me?”

      “Because, as I said earlier, I can help you find him.”

      “How?”

      “I am in possession of certain clues that I am positive will lead us straight to him.”

      “What kinds of clues?”

      “Documents.”

      “Documents of what nature?”

      “Receipts and letters.”

      His lips twisted. “And how did you come to be in possession of those?”

      “You ask too many questions. Until we finalize our agreement, I shan’t tell you another thing.”

      “The agreement in which you reveal the location of Morton, then I take you with me to find him. And when we succeed in locating him, you intend to kill him.”

      “Yes,” she said flatly. “But not before you discover everything you can about what happened to the duchess.” And not before she discovered what he’d done with her father’s money.

      “How generous of you, to give me a few moments to question the villain before he suffers a violent death.”

      “I think so,” she said.

      Luke laughed. She liked the sound of his laugh – it was low and soft. It made her want to smile and laugh with him. But she didn’t. No, the stakes were too high.

      She’d known Luke was dangerous from the moment he’d opened those piercing blue eyes and looked at her over his ale glass. But while he spoke to something intensely carnal within her, Emma had learned her lesson. She wouldn’t be dragged into iniquity by the wicked seduction of another man who never saw her beyond her face and the curves of her body. Never again, no matter how she reacted to him on a visceral level. 

      “So, then,” she asked, “are we agreed?”

      He stared at her for a long moment, assessing her with those fire-and-ice eyes. She felt exposed. Like he systematically removed every stitch of her clothing, burning each seam away so it fell around her in tatters, leaving her stripped bare.

      Then his lips curled into that sensual, knowing smile, and a deep flutter spread from her core and through her limbs in response.

      His lips had felt so wickedly good against hers. She’d wanted – badly – to kiss him back. She ought to have pushed him away. But the angel and devil inside her were engaged in such a furious battle that she hadn’t been able to move at all. 

      “Yes,” he said. “We’re agreed.”

      Her muscles suddenly went limp, and she had to battle to keep from sagging to the floor. Only now did she realize how worried she’d been that he’d deny her.

      Thank you. Thank you. We’ll find him. We’ll find Papa’s money… and maybe, just maybe, she could save her family. 

      Slowly, the strength returned to her limbs. She gazed steadily at Luke. “There’s just one thing, my lord.”

      He cocked a brow. “What’s that, Emma?”

      She swallowed against her suddenly dry mouth. She’d never spoken so freely to a gentleman before, not even to Henry. But certain things needed to be said.

      “If you want my help, I cannot…” She took a deep breath and continued. “I cannot engage in relations – of any kind – with you.”

      His brow remained firmly nocked upward. “Why not?”

      “I’m not the kind of woman who… bestows her favors easily.”

      He leveled his gaze at her. “You came up here with me. That is evidence contrary to your words. How do you think following me up to my room should be interpreted? By me, and by the people in that tavern downstairs?”

      The obvious interpretation of her actions was that she was a loose woman. That she fully intended to offer him any and every favor he chose to ask of her.

      It was stupid to have come up here… yet perhaps not so stupid. She didn’t care what anyone thought about her anymore. She had nothing to prove to anyone. He hadn’t hurt her – something inside her had told her he wasn’t a danger, at least not in the most overt sense of the word. She’d been determined to get him to agree to her plan, no matter what it took. And speaking privately with him had seemed like it would offer her an advantage that speaking with him in the noisy tavern wouldn’t.

      And a part of her, a tiny portion of her mind, had wondered what it would be like to throw away every sense of propriety and responsibility, go upstairs with a man she didn’t know, and lose herself to the sensual pleasures that his heated gaze had promised her from across that undersized table.

      She spoke carefully. “I don’t care what everyone thought, my lord. But I want you to know that wasn’t my intention. I wished to offer you a business proposition. Truly, I cannot help the fact that I am a woman.”

      His gaze raked her body up and down, leaving trembling gooseflesh in its wake. She was glad her half-mourning dress covered so much of her skin and that he couldn’t see how his gaze affected her.

      “No,” he murmured. “You certainly can’t help the fact that you’re a beautiful woman.”

      She swallowed hard. “This is a business proposition. Nothing more. You and I are searching for the same man, and we’re assisting each other in that endeavor.”

      “I don’t know,” he mused. “What if I require the need for female companionship during the term of this business partnership?”

      “Then I shall turn a blind eye,” she said automatically. Still, something in her chest clenched at the thought of him seeking out a woman.

      His eyes narrowed into slits. “Oh? What if I decide that female ought to be you?”

      “I imagine you’re capable of controlling yourself.”

      “Perhaps,” he said. “But what if you’re not?”

      She laughed, but something about it sounded high and false. “I’m entirely capable of controlling myself, too. Not that there shall be anything to control.”

      His lips twisted, and she didn’t blame his disbelief. She made a poor liar.

      “You want me, Emma.” He studied his fingernails as if something fascinating lurked in the nail beds. “Mark my words, it’s only a matter of time before you beg me to take you.”

      “Oh, I think not, my lord.”

      He looked back up at her, giving her a wicked smile as he dropped his hands to his sides. “We’ll see.”

      She took a breath, not answering. But her cheeks felt like they were ablaze. Please, she thought, don’t let him see that I am blushing. 

      But his gaze brushed over her face, and his smile deepened.

      “Yes,” he continued, “I’ll agree to your business proposition. You help me find Roger Morton and you may join me in my search. I will refrain from engaging in… what did you call it? Oh, yes… relations with you.” 

      She gave a very businesslike nod, as if they truly were men of trade agreeing on the terms of a deal.

      He raised a hand as if to stop her. “But I have a condition of my own.”

      Her heart sank. “What’s that?”

      “I can offer you the heights of pleasure, Mrs. Emma Curtis. If, at some point during the term of our agreement, you were to beg… I promise, I’ll not deny you.”
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      Emma woke at the break of dawn the following morning. She’d been up late at the inn with Luke last night, but her nerves were so raw she’d hardly been able to sleep, and when the first gray shadows of light began to creep into her room, she popped out of her bed like a jack-in-the-box and began to pack. 

      She chose carefully, knowing it would be impractical, and probably annoying to Luke, if she brought too much. So she brought two sets of undergarments, a nightgown, and one other dress, an old but once-beautiful day dress of white muslin sprinkled with pink and green rosebuds and festooned with matching ribbons whose corners were now frayed. After she finished packing her valise, she donned the black-and-white half-mourning dress she’d worn the evening before.

      After her husband died, Papa, refusing to blame Henry for any part of the loss of his fortune, had insisted on spending some of the few remaining funds they had to purchase her two stylish mourning dresses. She’d worn them all year long, alternating between the two of them, both black and somber and altogether depressing. They had become frayed and stained, not to mention out of fashion – and since they’d been purchased in autumn, she’d sweltered in them all through summer.

      Just last month, Papa and her sister Jane had gifted her with the half-mourning dress. Jane had scrimped and saved so they could afford it. But it was a fashionable dress, and wearing a light color – even with black trim – had made Emma feel alive again. She’d once possessed a closetful of fashionable clothes; now this was the only dress she owned that was presentable in the company of a duke’s brother.

      A duke’s brother. Lord Lukas was the famous Duke of Trent’s brother. Even now, that fact stunned her. The duke was well known for being a paragon, an absolutely upright gentleman of perfect scruples, respected by everyone in England. But he’d recently caused an enormous scandal by marrying one of his housemaids. The wave of excitement had yet to die down – everyone was still gossiping about the duke and the housemaid. 

      Even Jane and Emma had huddled together over the newssheets and decided it must have been a love match. Instead of thinking him scandalous, the act only raised their compassion and respect for the man. In the sisters’ eyes, the Duke of Trent was a prime example of a powerful man who was honest in his love.

      Jane and Emma had been exposed to the ton, to some degree. They had been raised as wealthy young ladies, and they had associated with daughters of marquises and earls and viscounts in school every day. But their father was in trade, and he wasn’t of the aristocracy. They were nouveau riche, and the aristocratic girls resented their admittance into the prestigious Derbyford School For Girls. They never let Emma and Jane forget their place, which was firmly entrenched in the very lowest rung of the school’s social ladder. 

      So when the highly respected and widely admired Duke of Trent married a commoner, it felt like a victory of sorts to Emma and Jane. A victory for the common folk. To Emma and Jane, not only was he a paragon, but also he was clearly an intrinsically good man. 

      She’d learned tonight that the Duke of Trent’s brother was something else altogether. Good would not be the first word to come to mind when she thought of Lord Luke. Wicked and arrogant and kissable and handsome and dashing were five words that came in well ahead. 

      Taking a deep breath, wiping her memory clear of the way his dark blond hair curled over his ears, Emma snapped her valise shut. It was packed to the brim with her extra dress and underclothes, and, because the days were growing colder, her shabby pelisse, which had once been sky blue but had faded after many washings to a dull slate color.

      Straightening, she gazed around her bedchamber for the last time.

      Two years ago, a soft Persian carpet had covered the floor. The bed had been of an elaborately feminine design, with whitewashed carved wood and lavender silk bed curtains that matched the curtains on her windows. She’d had a walnut armoire and matching desk and chair, where she used to sit and write letters.

      Now it was all gone. Sold to the highest bidder, down to the yellow silk counterpane that had once lain on the bed.

      Maybe someday they’d have it all back. But only if she was successful in her search for Roger Morton… and in finding what that awful man had done with her father’s money.

      Grabbing her valise, she left the room and traversed the long, empty corridor. Papa had moved them to this enormous modern house on the outskirts of Bristol when she was just three years old and Jane was a babe. Before that, they had lived by the harbor, where her father had owned a ship manufactory. He’d overseen the building of many of the great English sailing ships that dominated the world’s oceans.

      Downstairs, Emma slipped into his study, which was now, for the most part, used only by her. Papa could hardly leave his bedchamber these days – he was afflicted with the dropsy, but it was more than that. No one could determine exactly what was sapping the strength from his body, though Emma had a firm suspicion that it was a broken heart. When Mama had died, Papa had hardly been able to hold on. Then Henry had been murdered, Roger Morton had stolen everything, and Papa had sunk deep into this miserable sickness that no one seemed able to cure.

      Emma couldn’t bring Mama back – that was impossible – but her father’s money was still out there somewhere. She would do whatever was in her power to return it to him.

      Maybe then Papa would at least try. They would have the money to find him the best doctors. They’d have the money to refurnish and heat the house for his maximum comfort, to buy the best medicines. 

      Lowering her valise near the study door, she fetched the key from where it was hidden on the bookshelf between the covers of A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Richard III, two of the books on the single shelf they’d retained. Once, these wall shelves had been brimming with books. Now the shelves were bare, except for this one small row of books. 

      She went to the desk and used the key to unlock the tiny drawer hidden within a larger one. She removed her father’s pistol. The small, deadly weapon lay in its velvet-lined case innocently, as if it weren’t capable of cold-blooded murder. She checked its parts carefully before relocking the drawer, then going to the door and locking that as well.

      Kneeling on the floor, she removed everything from the valise and repacked it with the gun case at the very bottom. She followed that with the two papers she’d studied ad nauseam for the past year – those that implicated Roger Morton in Henry’s death and the crimes against her father – and finally placed her clothes on top.

      Then she went to the desk, retrieved the inkpot, a pen, and a used sheet of parchment, which she turned over to write on the blank side, and proceeded to write out detailed instructions to Jane.

      Her list included a catalogue of Papa’s medicines, reminders about the daily exercises one of the doctors had recommended, and the list of foods he was forbidden to eat as well as those the doctor had said would be beneficial to him. It included information on their dwindling funds and detailed instructions on how to manage bill collectors if they came calling.

      She recommended the best and cheapest places for Jane to purchase food and supplies. Then she listed, in detailed precision, the instructions for the keeping and maintaining of the house and the six acres of land it lay upon.

      Finally, she listed her ideas on how to obtain funds should one of the bill collectors lose all patience. It probably wouldn’t happen – she’d managed to placate most of them so far, and she intended to be back in Bristol within a few weeks. But just in case, she wrote them in order from first to last to sell:

      Papa’s bed – he can be relocated to mine. 

      The remaining books. She winced at that one. She had kept only her favorite books, and to lose them would be like losing a part of her heart. 

      The desk in the study. The very desk she wrote upon now – one of the last remaining original opulent pieces her father had purchased. 

      Mama’s pearl earrings and her gold ring. It physically hurt her to write that. Those pieces of jewelry were the only pieces of their mother they’d kept. When they’d gone through their mother’s possessions and sold them, Emma had decided that she and her sister should each keep something to remind them of Mama. Emma had chosen the earrings and Jane had chosen the ring. 

      Finally, she listed a few men in Bristol who might be willing to purchase the items in question.

      She removed the earrings from her ears and laid them beside the lists she’d written. The near-perfect pearls gleamed against the black shine of the desk, and she stared at them for a long moment.

      With a sigh, she rose and returned upstairs, where she slipped into Jane’s room, once a lovely haven, now as barren as her own.

      Jane was already stirring. An early riser like herself, Emma’s twenty-year-old sister was competent and intelligent. Emma had no doubts or worries about leaving Papa in Jane’s capable hands.

      Jane sat up, rubbing her eyes. “Emma, is something wrong with —” She broke off abruptly, her gaze moving to the valise Emma held firmly in her grip. Then she looked into Emma’s eyes, her own widening with alarm.

      “Where are you going?” she breathed.

      “I’m going with Lord Lukas,” Emma told her sister. “We’re leaving this morning.”

      “Em!” Jane gasped, her eyes like saucers.

      “It’s my only hope to find Roger Morton. Lord Lukas has as much desire to locate him as I do, but not only that, he also has the support of the Duke of Trent – all the resources he’d ever need to bring that bastard to justice.”

      Jane flinched as she always did when Emma cursed. She frowned and slipped out of the bed, the skirt of her white nightgown falling around her ankles. “But you cannot travel with him alone. Take Marta with you.”

      Marta was their maid – the only remaining servant, when once they had had a butler and a half-dozen footmen, as well as a housekeeper, housemaids, chambermaids, a cook, scullery maids…

      “Absolutely not. You will require her here. You cannot manage this house and take care of Papa all by yourself.”

      “Are you mad?”

      “Are you?”

      The sisters stared at each other with challenges in their eyes. But Jane knew when Emma wouldn’t retreat.

      She lowered her eyes. “People will talk. Do you realize what it will do to your reputation?”

      Emma’s lips twisted. “What reputation? I am a widow with no money and no prospects. It’s not like any gentleman will take a fancy to me now. My reputation is of no consequence, and I’d gladly give it up for a chance to retrieve what is rightfully ours.”

      Jane sighed. “Oh, I do wish you’d give this some thought first.”

      “I have. There’s no alternative.” She took a step forward. “Jane, have you thought about what would happen if Papa’s fortune was returned to him? About what it would do to Papa?” 

      “Of course I have. But I wouldn’t have you sacrifice yourself for Papa’s sake. Is there no solution that will keep you both safe?”

      “This is the solution,” Emma said. “I am safe. Lord Lukas is a” – she pushed the word out, because she didn’t believe it for a second, despite his pedigree – “gentleman.” But then she dealt the winning blow. “Don’t forget, he’s the Duke of Trent’s brother.” 

      Jane sighed wistfully, as she and every other young lady in England were wont to do whenever the Duke of Trent’s name was mentioned.

      “You’re right. I had forgotten.” She straightened. “In that case, I’m sure he’ll realize that this shall be a sensitive position for you, and he’ll do whatever is necessary to protect your reputation in light of the scandalous nature of the situation.”

      Do you like to be bound, Mrs. Curtis? 

      A shudder pulsed through her.

      “Exactly,” Emma lied to her sister. “He will be discreet. I am certain of it.”

      Jane’s brow furrowed. “Oh, Em. I still don’t like it.”

      “There is no choice,” Emma said again.

      “I wish I could think of something else.”

      “You can’t. I can’t. Papa can’t. We’ve all tried.”

      “Will you say good-bye to him before you go?”

      “I don’t think I should.”

      The sisters stood in silence for a few moments, then Jane said, “You’re right. You probably shouldn’t. He’ll try to force you to stay, and I know you. You’ll defy him…”

      “And I’m not sure if his constitution could withstand such a blow,” Emma finished.

      “I don’t think you should take that risk.”

      “Nor do I.”

      Her sister’s brown eyes were shining with concern and trepidation. “But what will I tell him?” she whispered.

      Emma closed her eyes as all the possible excuses ran through her mind. She went off on holiday with Miss Delacorte, an old school friend. Her grandmother had summoned her to Leeds because she was ill and demanding to see Emma. She wasn’t feeling well and was worried she might be contagious – she wouldn’t want to further weaken Papa’s constitution by making him ill.

      “I’ll tell him the truth,” Jane said. “There’s nothing else to tell.”

      “No,” Emma said quietly, “tell him I’ve gone to Scotland to help a friend in need.” In one of their rare moments of camaraderie, Henry had told her that the best way to lie to someone was to remain as close to the truth as possible. “Tell him I’ll be back in a few weeks.”

      “You know he’ll ask who took you.”

      Emma pursed her lips. “Tell him… tell him it is a relation of the Duke of Trent. And if he demands more, then you must lie.” Because if Jane told Papa she’d run off with a man… No, that wouldn’t be good at all. “Tell him she’s a relation of the Duke of Trent.” 

      Jane said nothing. She looked stern but resigned – so much older than her twenty years. This past spring should have been her second Season – she’d received five offers of marriage last year, including one from a baron. She’d turned them all down.

      Of course, they hadn’t had the money for a Season this year. Now that they were poor, she’d told Emma she would accept any one of the five if given the opportunity. But, of course, none of those offers still stood. No one paid attention to either Emma or Jane now.

      “Thank you, Jane.” After lowering the valise to the floor, Emma stepped forward to embrace her sister. “Take care of him.”

      “I will.”

      “I’ll find a way to get Papa’s money back,” Emma promised. “At least, I shall try…”

      “I know you will,” Jane said. “When you’re determined, nothing can stop you.”
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      Luke blinked hard. His eyes were gritty. He felt like he hadn’t slept more than half an hour, though by the way daylight blazed through the window, it had to be noon. Or later.

      A slight movement drew his attention, and he blinked again as the figure of a woman wearing black and white came into focus. She was seated in the sole chair in the room, a spindly wooden thing tucked into the corner. She was gazing at him with an ever-so-patient expression on her lovely face.

      “You have clothes on,” he said, his voice rasping over his dry throat. “How unacceptable.”

      Her golden-brown eyes met his, and she raised a brow. “Many people prefer to utilize clothing at this hour of the day. I am one of them.”

      He closed his dry eyes and fell back against the pillow, his lips attempting to twitch into a smile.

      He’d enjoyed her company last night, even though she’d stood stiff when he’d kissed her. She’d still tasted sweet. Then she’d made him a proposition and he hadn’t been able to resist – even with her demand that they not engage in “relations.”

      He chuckled out loud at that memory.

      He’d give her time. He wasn’t one to force an unwilling woman. But he’d wear her down. Because, even lying here in an uncomfortable bed in a strange inn in Bristol, he wanted her beside him. Naked.

      It seemed he’d have plenty of time to work on her resistance. She’d insisted they travel together, after all.

      He opened his eyes to find her still gazing at him with that imperturbable expression that wound him in knots and made him want to knock down her wall of defenses, one brick at a time.

      “Good morning, Emma,” he murmured.

      “Good morning, my lord.”

      “Luke.”

      She gave him an almost-smile. “Luke. Do you truly prefer that? Surely you are more accustomed to ‘my lord’?”

      That low and sultry voice washed over him, and he couldn’t prevent his body, already on alert just from her presence in the room, from hardening.

      “Mmm,” was his only response. He damn well did prefer Luke. That was his real name, given to him by his real mother. Everything else was a sham. And for some reason, while he was usually content to allow his women to call him whatever the hell they liked, he wanted Emma to call him by his true name. Even if he wasn’t about to tell her why.

      “I think I shall like calling you Luke. Calling the son of a duke by his Christian name – it’s such a brazen thing to do. I shall feel as if I’m doing something extremely wicked each and every time I say it.”

      “Excellent,” Luke said. “When the words wicked and brazen are connected to you, they appeal to me very much.” 

      She shook her head, laughing softly as he stretched and shifted his feet over the edge of the bed. He was wearing only a shirt, but she didn’t seem to mind. Obviously she’d seen men dressed only in their shirtsleeves and leaving their beds before.

      That thought did not improve his mood.

      She was a contradiction. Stoic, then playful. Flirtatious, then frigid. He wondered what thoughts were really going through that pretty little head of hers.

      He pulled on his trousers, which had been strewn on the floor beside his feet. He rose and stretched, then used the bellpull to call for some water to wash.

      He turned to Emma, who, save for the lack of the little white cap, looked exactly as she had last night. Even her clothes looked the same, with nary a wrinkle. He wondered briefly whether she’d sat there all night, then furrowed his brow. He vaguely remembered her leaving just before he’d removed his clothes and fallen into an exhausted heap on the bed.

      He hadn’t dreamed at all last night. He’d slept like the dead. Thank God.

      “What time is it?”

      “A little past noon,” she said.

      He sighed, rubbing his temple to soothe the headache forming there.

      “Can I fetch you something? Something to eat or drink, perhaps?”

      “No,” he said. He’d rung for a servant. He wasn’t about to make a lady like Emma Curtis play serving girl for him. “Thank you,” he added belatedly.

      He dropped his hand and slanted his gaze toward her. “God knows how long you’ve been sitting there waiting for me to awaken. I assume you have a plan that I have delayed by my late rising?”

      Hell, she looked like a woman with a plan, all tidy and calm. While he was muzzy-headed and had slept half the day away.

      She pressed her lips together. Such delectable, plump lips. He wanted another taste of her ripe sweetness.

      “Well,” she said slowly, “it was no hardship to watch you sleep, I must admit. You look rather innocent and boyish in repose.”

      Him, innocent? Boyish? He snorted. She ignored it.

      “However, I have been thinking of how to proceed,” she said, all business now. “I suppose we ought to begin by analyzing the papers that contain the clues as to where we might locate Roger Morton.”

      He nodded.

      “And then we should go.”

      “Care to tell me where we’re going?”

      “Scotland.”

      He raised his brows. “Ah. Perhaps I should see these papers.”

      “Of course.” She rose and knelt down beside the tattered valise that sat beside the chair. She removed a small pile of carefully folded clothes, and Luke realized that was all she planned to bring on their journey. It couldn’t have been more than one dress. Not even half the amount of clothing he carted about everywhere.

      She removed a file, set it on the small, round table, and then returned the clothing to her bag.

      A servant knocked, and Luke opened the door. He ordered water to wash and a light luncheon for both of them, then turned back to her. She’d resumed her seat and was patiently waiting, hands folded in her lap.

      He took two steps toward her – it was a damned small room – and held out his hand. “Let me see.”

      She took the first sheet of parchment from the file and handed it to him.

      He looked it over. “It appears to be a receipt for a transfer of funds from the Bank of England.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what it is. However, that is not my father’s signature. It is a forgery.”

      “You believe Roger Morton forged your father’s signature? Then took your father’s money and ran?”

      “Yes. But before he left Bristol, he killed my husband. Henry was involved somehow – I don’t know exactly how. He must have known Morton’s intentions, and…” Her voice dwindled.

      He looked at her over the top of the wrinkled sheet, noting the color high on her cheeks. How sickening it must be to discover that your own husband was involved in a scheme to steal your family’s money.

      “How much did Morton take in total?” he asked in a low voice.

      “All of it.”

      He released a slow breath and glanced at the document. The amount was over five thousand pounds. “Was there more than this?”

      “Yes.” Her voice was clipped. “Quite a bit more.”

      “Do you know where the rest of it went?”

      She shook her head. “No. That is the only paper that struck me as odd when I was looking through my husband’s personal effects after he died. At first, I wondered at the large withdrawal. When I went to my father, he knew nothing about it.”

      “Why would your husband have this in his possession?”

      “He knew Morton. They had an association of some kind.” The delicate, pale column of her throat moved as she swallowed and looked away. Her fingers tapped her knee as they had tapped the table down at the tavern last night. “I went to the street in Bristol listed as the location of delivery for the funds. The landlady was very helpful – she told me that a man named Roger Morton boarded there occasionally but hadn’t been there for some time – not since” – she took a steadying breath – “since the date of my husband’s death.”

      She suddenly looked vulnerable. Alone. Some unfamiliar instinct urged him to go to her. To take her into his arms and hold her and tell her everything would be all right.

      But he couldn’t do that. How could he? He wouldn’t even know if he’d be lying.

      Emma took another shaky breath and continued. “The landlady let me in to search Morton’s rooms. It was there that I found an unopened letter.” She gestured to the remaining sheet of paper she held in front of her. “When I questioned the landlady later, she told me it had been delivered by the post on the eighteenth of September of last year.”

      She handed him the sheet of stationery, and he realized then that her evidence consisted of only these two sheets – the money transfer to a home let by Roger Morton and this letter.

      He unfolded it and read.

      
        
           

          You have taken long enough. Your preoccupation with Curtis does you no credit. End your business with him – the man wastes your time, and mine. If I do not receive the full balance of the amount owed by the first of October, further measures will be required. Don’t put my patience to the test.

          Please recall I am spending the autumn months at my residence in Scotland. Send the funds directly to me in Duddingston Parish, Edinburgh.

          C. Macmillan

        

      

      Luke read the letter twice, then glanced up at Emma. Today was the seventh of October. Just over a full year after the deadline stated in this letter.

      Emma’s head was bare, her bonnet hanging from its strings from one of the pegs on the wall behind her. Sunlight burnished her glorious hair, making it shine in various shades of bronze and mahogany and gold. But it was twisted severely at her nape. So severely that no tendrils curled around her ears as they had last night.

      Her body was coiled tight, just like her hair, her only movement that never-ending tapping of her fingers. He wanted her limp and responsive in his arms… in his bed. He wanted to pull out her pins and loosen that glorious, thick fall of russet beauty. He wanted to find the pins that kept her body so tightly coiled and pull those away as well.

      And perhaps, if he found this bastard Roger Morton for her, he could do just that.

      “When was your husband killed?” he asked quietly.

      “Last year on the seventeenth of September.”

      So, the letter had been delivered to Morton’s residence the day after he’d finished his nasty business with Curtis. The letter had never been opened, so clearly Morton had already escaped from Bristol by then.

      “I see why you suspect Morton after reading this. This certainly implicates him in the murder of your husband. And it implicates this Macmillan fellow as an accomplice.”

      “Yes.” Her gaze was flat and impenetrable. He wondered if she mourned Curtis. She seemed more angry than heartbroken.

      “How was he killed?”

      She looked down at the hands clasped in her lap. “Drowned in the Avon. At first, we thought nothing of it. It wasn’t the first time he’d been gone all night, and —”

      “He’d been gone all night?”

      “Well… yes.”

      “Where to?”

      Her chest rose and fell, drawing his eyes to her bosom.

      For hell’s sake, Luke, focus! 

      “I don’t know. I thought perhaps one of the taverns on the waterfront. Or maybe one of the gaming hells —”

      “How long had you been married?” He’d forgotten what she’d told him last night; he knew only that it had not been long.

      “Three months.”

      He narrowed his eyes. What kind of newlywed man would leave his wife – especially a wife who was as fine a creature as Emma – alone at home while he went off to carouse in a common, dirty tavern or a dishonest gaming hell?

      Gazing at her pink cheeks and pale complexion, at those sinful lips, he blew out a breath. “How did you learn about his death?”

      “By the following night, I was very worried. He’d never been gone that long. My sister and I alerted the authorities, and they began to search for him. Witnesses told the constable that he had been drunk, that they’d seen him leaving a pub and heading toward the riverfront with another man. Later they found Henry’s sodden, ruined coat and then nearby a soiled handkerchief embroidered with the initials R.M. I thought the discovery of the handkerchief was a random occurrence until I discovered Roger Morton’s involvement later.”

      Emma twisted her hands in her lap as the servants arrived with food and a basin of water. There wasn’t space for all of it on the tiny table, so Luke directed them to place the items in various locations on the bed and the floor.

      She didn’t look at him as he washed as best as he could without removing his clothes. Then he moved the table closer to the bed and laid the tray of food on it. He gestured for her to move her chair across the table from him as he used the edge of the bed as his chair. She was still gazing into her lap, her shoulders rising and falling with each deep intake of breath.

      “Come, Emma,” he said softly. “Eat.”

      She looked up at him for the first time in several minutes. Then she nodded and dragged the chair a few inches so she could sit on the other side of the table from him.

      The meal was simple country fare, but delicious. The smells of gravy and roasted meat wafted through the room. A pigeon pie, roasted vegetables, an apple tart, and weak ale to wash it all down. Luke divided the portions equally between their two plates and didn’t pick up his own fork until she had hers in hand and was moving the food around on her plate.

      “Sorry,” he said softly.

      She looked at him in surprise. “About what?”

      He shrugged. “Forcing you to relive it all. I can see it is painful for you.”

      “Yes. Well,” she said, but she didn’t meet his eyes, instead seeming fascinated by her food. They ate in silence for a long moment. Then she said, “Tell me about the duchess. What happened to her?”

      “Ah, my mother. Another dismal topic.”

      Her lips twisted. “Sorry.”

      “No,” he said. “It’s all right.” Silence reigned while he ate a savory bite of pigeon pie. “What have you heard about what happened to my mother?”

      “Not very much. Just that she went missing this past spring. I’ve heard recently that the duke and his family have begun to fear the worst.”

      Luke scowled down at his food. “Well, all that is true. And unfortunately, even after all these months, we don’t have much information. All we have is Roger Morton.”

      She leaned forward a bit. “How did you link him to her disappearance?”

      “When my mother disappeared from Ironwood Park, she took two of her servants with her. The maid – well, she died.” He still couldn’t banish the image of Binnie’s naked body on that table – so cold and stiff and white and pale. He and his brother had caught an anatomist in the midst of his lecture on the viscera just as he had been about to cut Binnie open.

      “I’m sorry,” Emma said.

      He gave her a dismal look, not really knowing how to respond. “It took us months to find the manservant, but when we finally did, he informed us that a man named Roger Morton had taken my mother from Ironwood Park and brought her to Wales, where he kept her at a house in Cardiff. After several weeks, my mother dismissed the servants, so we know nothing more.”

      Emma frowned, the skin between her eyebrows puckering. “Was Morton involved in a… liaison… with your mother?”

      “No.” He shrugged. “Well, I don’t know for certain. But from the way the servant described it, he deferred to her. As though he were a servant. Not the way my mother usually behaves with her lovers.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “Yes, she has had many lovers,” he said dryly. “Although I must give her some credit. I only ever saw a half dozen or so of them, though I know of more. She made an attempt at discretion. A rather weak attempt, but an attempt nonetheless.”

      “Goodness.” She seemed to not know what else to say. They ate in silence for a few minutes. Then Emma asked him, “Did you search for them in Cardiff?”

      “I did, but both Morton and my mother were long gone. No one could tell me whether they left town together or separately. All I could find was a man in a pub who knew someone by that name. Described him the same as my mother’s servant had – dark hair, dark eyes, nondescript features. Said he used to live in Bristol and frequented the taverns and hells and bawdy houses here. Said there was a good chance I’d find him in Bristol.”

      “So you came here.”

      He took some apple tart, chewed, and swallowed the tangy, sweet bite. “So I came here.”

      “And now… Scotland?” she asked him.

      “And now I will find this Macmillan fellow in Scotland to see if he has any further information on Morton’s whereabouts,” he agreed. Edinburgh was a hell of a long way away – almost four hundred miles. It would take a great deal of time and energy for them to get there. But he’d go. He’d no other choice – this “C. Macmillan” was currently his only clue.

      Emma looked down at her plate, poking her fork into a baked apple slice. “I have wanted to go to Edinburgh ever since I found the letter – but I simply couldn’t find a way.”

      Right. A woman, alone. Her husband dead. All her money gone – stolen. It would be nigh impossible for someone like her to travel the distance alone.

      Still, it seemed odd she’d turn to Luke – a single man and a complete stranger.

      “Don’t you have family? Someone who could have helped you?”

      “No. My father is ill, and my sister needs to stay to care for him. Other than that, we’ve only an elderly grandmother who lives in Leeds.”

      “Servants?”

      “Only one left. She must stay as well.” She looked up at him with bleak amber eyes. “Jane will need her help.”

      “You know why I ask, don’t you? This will destroy your reputation.”

      She gave him a tight smile. “I thought you said you wouldn’t give a second thought to such matters.”

      “I wouldn’t.” He shrugged. “But you might wish to.” He met her eyes levelly. “I’ve been responsible for the ruination of a young woman before. It was highly unpleasant.”

      “For you, or for the young woman?” she asked.

      “For the young woman. I escaped unscathed.”

      Emma’s lips twisted. “I’m sure you did. I must say, I am honored that you are showing such concern, my lord —”

      “Luke.”

      “Luke. But, really, my reputation is my concern, not yours.” 

      “Of course,” he said mildly. He gave her a carefree grin that said the subject was closed. But something inside him felt tangled and disconcerted. Worried on her behalf.

      Really, he shouldn’t give a damn about her reputation. He’d never concerned himself with society’s perception of the ladies he associated with, and he had no idea why he would start now.

      In any case, every bit of him was looking forward to tearing down Emma Curtis’s defenses… and making her beg.
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