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Dover

Late March 1805 

“This—this can’t be true—” The missive rattled in the man’s shaking hands. The spy’s eyes, the only features visible under his low bicorne and upturned collar, flicked to the speaker—William Pitt, England’s prime minister.

“The threat is genuine, sir,” the spy said. “Admiral Nelson must be notified.”

Outside, rain pelted the secluded building, while the wind moaned a forlorn lament as it battered and whipped the shutters. Over the churning water of the Channel, lightning flashed across the violent skies, streaking the room and the faces of the anxious men. 

Alexander Scarston studied Pitt’s men. Petty officials and inexperienced spies from the Foreign Office, they looked more like they were playing at war than directing one. A stranger entering the room might mistake this for a gathering at one of the clubs on St. James’s—tailcoats of superfine, trousers tailored to fit without a crease, and gleaming black Hessians. A betting book and a bow window, and the ruse would be complete. 

“Villeneuve and the French fleet must not be allowed to escape the blockade at Toulon,” Scarston said, breaking the tense silence. “This missive might prove the push the admiral needs to rally the forces and rid us of Bonaparte for good.” 

“I agree,” Pitt said, “but you are too valuable to lose, and we do not yet know if you have compromised your position by coming here tonight.” He turned to a white-haired gentleman. “Mr. Wentworth, I rely upon you to choose a capable operative and send him immediately.” 

Wentworth nodded his assent, and Scarston felt a slash of betrayal pierce his gut. Wentworth knew he wanted this assignment, and as his mentor, Wentworth understood his capabilities. Leashing his fury, Scarston focused on the prime minister. “Mr. Pitt, no other operative has my contacts and experience. I will reach Nelson, and I would have done so already if I hadn’t felt you needed to be notified of the danger.” 

Wentworth shuffled forward, his meager weight supported by a gnarled cane. “It’s too risky. I’ve heard rumors—” 

“Rumors?” Scarston waved a dismissive hand. “Sir, that’s no reason—” 

“It’s more than that this time, Alex, and you know it,” Wentworth lowered his voice so that he could not be heard above the roar of the storm. “How you ever made it out of Calais is beyond me.” 

A scene flickered in Scarston’s mind—a dank room, shrieks of pain, the smell of fear. He shoved the image away. 

“If you haven’t been identified in France, we’ll need you. Alex, listen to reason.” 

“Reason?” he snarled. “How can I listen to reason when every day more men are dying? When Bonaparte is a whisper away from victory? Listen to reason, sir?” 

“Just this once,” Wentworth said, emphasizing each word.

Scarston locked his jaw and his feelings scowling as Wentworth issued his new orders.
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Chapter One
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London

Early May 1805 

“Stop!” hissed a woman’s voice.

“Darling, just one kiss. Come here, you  silly goose.”

“Not now, Reginald. Behave yourself, please.” Sprawled on a worn stone bench deep in the gardens of Lord and Lady Pool’s London town house, Alexander Scarston, the Earl of Selbourne, heaved a sigh. He’d retreated to the extensive gardens hoping to escape the hordes in attendance at one of the premier balls of the Season, and he was in no in mood for young lovers.

“Reginald, I said stop.” The woman’s voice was more insistent now. Closer as well. Looking for an escape, Alex peered into the shadows cast by the overgrown rhododendron bushes and wild roses. If he could avoid the garishly lit town house, he could be in his carriage and on his way to his club in a quarter hour at most. 

He saw no reason to revisit the ball. Judging from his brief foray into the madness earlier, there was little likelihood that he would gain the information Pitt wanted, and every likelihood he would be accosted by some annoying matron who simply had to introduce him to her niece or daughter or second cousin twice removed, whom she knew an eligible earl such as himself would absolutely adore.

“Darling, don’t fight me.” An undertone of annoyance belied the man’s sickly sweet tone.

Selbourne decided to cut his losses, and he rose and melted into the shadows of the massive oaks towering behind him. But he’d waited a moment too long and found himself forgetting to breathe when he saw the woman glide through an opening in the hedge. Alex stared. How had he missed this exquisite creature inside?

In the cloud-filtered moonlight, the thick gold hair piled high on her head glittered. Her features had been molded by a true artist: high cheekbones; small, straight nose; full mouth; elegantly curved jaw line. Her neck was long and slender, her skin like fine ivory. A band of brilliant amethysts sparkled at her neck, and below the gems, he noted the swell of rounded breasts sheathed in shimmering white silk. The breeze played with her skirts and hinted at a willowy figure—small waist, shapely hips, and long, supple legs.

She was stunning, more so in her anger.

“If you don’t cease this instant, Reginald, I’ll—”

Her partner chuckled. “You’ll what?” He pushed through the hedge and grasped her elbow for support. With clumsy movements, his mouth fell on hers. She shoved him away but was prevented from escape when her gown caught on the protruding branches of the hedge. 

“Stop teasing me.” The man’s words were slurred, and he almost knocked her over as he backed her toward the bench Alex had just vacated. All trace of charm was gone from his tone. In the shadows, Alex tensed. 

The woman twisted, fighting to escape the drunken man’s hold. “Reginald, I said st—” 

His lips savaged her neck, cutting her off. Alex took two steps forward but paused when the woman cried, “Get off me this instant!” She pushed Reginald back, and he flailed for an instant before grasping the back of her neck. His other hand snaked out and groped her breast. Alex heard her hand crack against the man’s cheek. 

Reginald’s head jerked. “Lucia, stop acting so prudish,” he slurred. “No one can see us.” 

Alex had grasped two handfuls of the bushes concealing him, prepared to intercede, when an alarm rang in his head. 

Lucia. 

Where had he heard that name before? It wasn’t a common name among ladies of the ton, and the Italian pronunciation the man had given it tickled Alex’s memory. “Bloody hell,” he said under his breath. “Not her.” Just his luck to run into Lucia when he was trying to save the bloody country. 

“This isn’t proper, my lord,” Lucia was saying. “And if you weren’t so drunk, you’d realize that. Now let me go before I scream.” 

Reginald chuckled. “You won’t scream.” He dragged his hand roughly through her hair, loosening it so it fell in heavy, silver-streaked waves to her waist. Lucia flinched. 

“You don’t want to upset your father. He likes me.” 

“Well, I don’t.” Alex’s voice was low and menacing as he strode from the murky dark of the foliage into full view of the bastard still gripping Lucia. 

“Unless you want your teeth knocked to the back of your throat, release the lady and walk away.” 

Lucia jumped and whipped her head in Alex’s direction. He fixed his glare on her partner. 

“I don’t know who you are”—Reginald pointed a chubby finger at him—“but I’ll have you know this lady is my fiancée. Go find your own.” He gave Lucia a sloppy smile, and she took advantage of the moment to scoot out of his reach. 

Alex smiled. He’d been in a foul mood all evening and would relish plowing his fist into the man’s soft, pudgy middle. A good fight was just what he needed right now. 

“Your fiancée?” He shot Lucia an incredulous look. “Unfortunately, the lady and I have a more intimate connection. I’m her brother-in-law.” Or close enough, he amended. 

Lucia’s eyes grew into dark moons as she studied him, and when Reginald glanced at her for confirmation, she gave a distracted nod. 

“Lord S-S-Selbourne. At last we meet.” Reginald staggered back. “Perhaps not on the best of terms, but nevertheless, I’m pl-pl-pleased to make your acquaintance.” He stumbled over a graceless bow, eyes wide with alarm. 

Alex’s gaze returned to Lucia’s and held. Her eyes were still wide and unreadable. 

“Your name, sir?” Alex’s attention never left Lucia. “Ah—”

“Viscount Dandridge,” Lucia supplied, as her fiancé seemed to have forgotten. Alex nodded, effectively dismissing the man from his thoughts. He wouldn’t waste his time with the whey-faced coward. But Lucia . . . 

She was nothing like the girl he remembered from his brother ’s wedding five years before. She’d been—what? Fourteen? Fifteen? Her eyes were the same. Azure blue, if memory served. But when had she acquired that creamy skin, those lush lips, those curves? 

And her hair—glorious curls cascading down her back. Hair a man could wrap thickly around his hands. Hair that could brush against skin, teasing it and— 

“Selbourne,” she said, “I can’t begin to express how I feel at seeing you again.” 

Shutting out the tempting image, Alex tried to focus on her words. 

“Unfortunately, Lord Dandridge had a little too much to drink tonight.” With complete composure, she pushed an errant curl from her cheek. “I thought the air might help.” 

“I see.” He continued to pierce her with his gaze. She broke eye contact first, and he saw a flicker of something—anger? resentment?—in her eyes before she shot Reginald an exasperated look. Though Alex doubted the coward had enough backbone to argue with him, he spoke first. 

“Dandridge,” he said before the man was foolish enough to try and intervene. “You may go. I’ll take my”—he glanced at Lucia—“sister home.” 

Lucia huffed loudly. “I’m not your sister.” 

“Your sister is married to my brother. That’s close enough. Let’s go.” 

“There’s no need for this, Selbourne. Reginald is quite capable of taking me home. There’s no reason to start gossip, which, you well know, will be the inevitable result if he and I leave separately.” 

Alex raised one eyebrow. He understood her concern for appearances. There would be gossip if Dandridge did not escort her home. It was just that he didn’t care. Alex wanted Dandridge to disappear, and he generally got what he wanted. 

“Tell Lady Pool that Miss Dashing has a headache.” He directed his words to Reginald, but his gaze never left Lucia’s. “Say I offered to escort her home, and you agreed.” He winked at Lucia. “Be sure to convey her regrets.” 

Lucia’s eyebrows shot together, and she glanced from Alex to Reginald and back again. “Lord Selbourne—” The edge in her voice might have cut glass. “While we’re exceedingly grateful for your . . . kind gesture”—sarcasm oozed from her voice—“I assure you it is entirely unnecessary. If you will excuse me.” She placed her hand on Reginald’s arm and turned toward the house. 

“One more step and you’ll be taking your leave from over my shoulder.” 

She jerked as though his tone were a rapier slashing through her. 

“Good Lord!” Reginald gasped. Alex expected a similar response from Lucia. Instead she whirled to face him, her eyes suddenly more indigo than azure, and hurling silent but deadly daggers at him. The tumultuous skies before a rainstorm on the Yorkshire moors were less threatening. 

“Lord Selbourne—” Her hands fisted at her hips. 

Alex blinked. Was the chit actually about to challenge him again? Inconceivable. He watched in disbelief as she parted her lips to argue further. 

“I don’t need—” 

He grasped her arm firmly above her elbow and yanked her to him. “Don’t test me.” 

Her skin was impossibly soft, and he glanced down to verify that he was actually touching her bare arm and not the silk of her gown or gloves. Intrigued, he pulled her closer. When her face was mere inches from his, he said, “I’ll have my wish one way—or another.” 

Lucia’s eyes slitted and her lips thinned. He imagined he could hear her teeth grinding. For a moment, in her anger, she resembled the child he vaguely remembered. Then her features relaxed, and she turned to Reginald and smiled. 

“Reginald, dear.” She tried to move toward her retreating fiancé, but Alex held her elbow fast, trying to ignore the temptation of her full breasts pressing against him. 

Lucia shot him a glare, which only made him grin. 

“Lord Selbourne and I haven’t seen each other in so long. I hope you can forgive me if I allow him to chaperone me home,” she bit out. “We have so much to catch up on, and he so rarely has the chance to exercise his brotherly . . . affections.” The look she sent Alex would have withered most men. He stifled a large yawn. 

“Of course, darling,” Reginald said, already backing away. “I will call on you tomorrow. Pray excuse me.” 

Dandridge bowed awkwardly then turned and dashed for the house. Alex almost snorted. Worthless milksop. When her fiancé was out of sight, Lucia rounded on Alex, shaking his hand from her elbow. 

“How dare you!” Her eyes fired hot with fury. “How dare you saunter in after all these years and treat me as if I were your charge! You have no obligations toward me, brother.” Her hand shot out, and she poked him with an accusing finger. “Surely you recall that I have a brother of my own—a real brother—as well as a father, and I certainly do not need you”—she poked him again—“to act as their surrogate.” 

Alex’s lips twitched. Little Lucia. How she had grown up, and what a temper! Finger wagging, she stood lecturing him, at least half a foot shorter than he and acting every bit the disciplining governess. Except his thoughts toward his governess had never tended in this direction. He would have laughed aloud if he hadn’t remembered the circumstances in which he’d found her. 

“If you’d been able to handle your wayward fiancé, I wouldn’t have intervened at all. But, judging from the scene I observed, you were about to be compromised.” 

“That is utterly ridiculous!” Lucia waved his words away with an impatient flick of her hand. “Reginald simply over-imbibed. I had everything under control.” 

Alex’s gaze roved leisurely over her state of dishabille, raising an eyebrow when he’d finished. 

“Well—” She fidgeted, trying to straighten the creased silk of her skirts. “I would have had things under control given a moment more.” 

“Undoubtedly.” 

She reached up to restore some order to her heavy curls, but after several futile minutes, threw down her hands in frustration. “Why are you here anyway? It’s been years since I’ve seen you, and I can’t remember the last time you called at Berkeley Square.” 

It was an obvious attempt to change the topic, and Alex allowed it, smiling at her understatement. “I’ve never called at Berkeley Square. And I’m content to keep it that way. Your parents are my brother’s in-laws. Let Ethan deal with them.” 

Lucia frowned at him. “Have you no sense of etiquette?” 

Alex settled back on the bench, stretching his long legs and watching her under lowered lids. A cloud, long and wispy, passed over the moon, casting the garden into semidarkness. The remaining silver halo of moonlight reflected off the white silk of her gown, leaving her looking more like an angel than the girl he remembered. The dark, heavy smell of the roses wafted over them, and he wondered vaguely if this was some kind of dream. 

“Perhaps my manners leave something to be desired. I assure you”—he added an extra measure of sarcasm to his tone—“had I realized the beauty you’d grown to be, I would have called. And frequently.” In the pale darkness, he thought he detected a blush on her vanilla complexion. “I’d heard of your charms, but I seldom agree with the ton’s definition of beauty.” His eyes swept over her. “I’m pleased to find myself in error.” 

At his appraisal, her cheeks crimsoned further, and for a moment she was speechless—a rare occurrence, he surmised—then she shook her head in disbelief. 

“You are a rake. I’d heard as much but never believed it. Your brother always speaks so highly of you, but the rumors are true, aren’t they? No.” She held up a hand. “Don’t answer. Your behavior confirms everything. All the on-dit and allusions and half-whispered stories. Well, I won’t fall into one of your rakish schemes. I have nothing but contempt for girls who ruin their name and that of their family for a scoundrel like you.” 

He chuckled. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. You’re far too innocent for my tastes. Anyway, I regard you as a sister. A sister who’s surprised me by growing up.” 

He rose and took her hand. Turning her toward the drive and the waiting carriages, he said, “Let’s be friends. I promise no further unbrotherly perusals of your lovely form.” Her fingers on his sleeve tensed. 

“If you promise no further eruptions of that unsisterly temper.” 

She looked away and harrumphed, which he supposed was an agreement of sorts. With a low chuckle, he led her out of the garden. 



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Two
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“I don’t want to be here,” Lucia muttered to herself. It was a lie, and she knew it even before she settled on the sensuous squabs of Selbourne’s town carriage with the Selbourne coat of arms emblazoned on the door. She was a bad liar. Why, she couldn’t even convince herself. This was exactly where she wanted to be—only not tonight, not under these circumstances.

She snuggled into Selbourne’s greatcoat and tried not to think about what might have been. The night air was chilly for early May, and on the way to the carriage, he’d wrapped her in the voluminous garment. The gesture had surprised her. It wasn’t as if he’d shown any other inclinations toward civility. In fact, she’d been so confused when he’d draped it about her shoulders, she’d started to protest, then closed her mouth abruptly as the delicious warmth from his body seeped from the coat into her skin. 

Even now she could smell his scent on the material—something dark and enigmatic, like the man brooding in the shadows across from her. The curtains were drawn, enfolding them in a plush darkness penetrated only by the flickering carriage lamps. Normally she found carriage lamps comforting and was warmed by their soft glow. But Selbourne’s lamps seemed cold and weak. 

She shifted, unnerved by the silence that reigned between them since leaving the Pools’. As promised, he’d given her no more of those seductive stares, no more lingering looks that caused heat to rush to her face—and other parts of her body. In fact, he seemed not to notice her at all. 

“You never did answer my question,” she said finally, more out of a need to break the heavy silence than out of curiosity. “Why did you attend the Pools’? I know this is only my second Season, but I’ve never seen you at any other functions. I was under the impression they were not to your taste.” 

“I just returned from Hampshire and thought I’d better make a social appearance.” 

Lucia almost jumped at the sensation the sound of his voice produced in her—warm velvet in the golden dark. The deep tones caressed and enveloped her like his scent on the greatcoat she wore. She shivered and tried to focus. 

“Hampshire? I thought you spent most of your time on the Continent.” 

“As you say.” He pushed the curtains aside and peered at the silvered streets. 

Lucia frowned. He certainly wasn’t given to conversation, but she’d expected as much. His stoicism was one reason she’d never liked him—well, except for the tendre she’d harbored for a few months after they’d first met—but even when she’d fancied herself in love with him, he’d made her nervous. Or perhaps not so much nervous as filled with anticipation, as though something—she didn’t know what—was about to happen. She had only to catch a glimpse of him and her pulse would thrum. But, she reminded herself, she was not the only one ill-at-ease in his presence. Reginald’s reaction to him in the garden was a perfect illustration of his effect on most people. 

Selbourne snapped the curtains closed, and Lucia jumped. She liked him better when she could prod him to talk. 

“And what brought you to Hampshire?” she asked, her voice breaking the silence. 

His gaze slid to her, and appearing as though he was making a monumental effort on her behalf, he said, “Business.” 

“Oh?” Lucia straightened. Business—a safe, banal topic. Tedious, but at least she was making progress. “What business?” 

He raised a brow. “Business at Grayson Park, and now business in London.” He parted the curtains again, obviously impatient to arrive in Berkeley Square and be rid of her. 

Lucia scowled. Why did she have to be saddled with him? 

If mad King George himself had emerged from behind those trees in the garden, Lucia could not have been more surprised. It was bad enough to be caught in such an embarrassing position, but worse yet to have Selbourne witness the indignity. She hoped he didn’t plan to inform her parents. 

She assessed him through the gloom. “I—I hope you won’t feel obligated to mention the—the, ah, incident with Lord Dandridge to my father.” 

With a grin, Selbourne dropped the curtains and looked at her. 

“I prefer to sort out my own scrapes,” she said, tossing her hair for emphasis. “And I don’t need a knight on a white horse, or black horse as the case may be, coming to my rescue.” 

“Is that what I am? A knight on a black horse?” His irritating grin widened. She ignored the question. 

“I’m no damsel in distress, Lord Selbourne. Reginald was no real threat. In fact, you’ve caused more harm than good.” 

He crossed his arms and settled back on the squabs. “Is that so?” 

“Yes.” She nodded, warming to her argument. “He’ll be in a pet tomorrow, and I imagine I’ll have to apologize.” 

“You’ll apologize?” 

She heard the disgust in his voice and felt it herself. After all, why should she apologize? She’d done nothing wrong. But it was either that or risk Reginald’s displeasure, and she couldn’t afford to lose him. Couldn’t afford to disappoint her father yet again. 

With a sigh, she tried to push thoughts of the inevitable meeting aside. Tried to push aside as well the memory of Reginald’s advances. For a moment, shoved up against the cold, hard stone of the bench, Reginald’s clammy hand locked around her neck, she’d felt a tremor of panic. She’d never seen that side of her bumbling fiancé before, and she didn’t relish ever doing so again. But of course she wouldn’t. Reginald had drunk a bit too much champagne tonight. 

“And how long were you at Grayson Park?” she said, changing the topic with finesse. At times like these, she was thankful for her years of training in the social graces. 

“I thought we were discussing your fiancé.”

She frowned. Obviously Selbourne didn’t appreciate her talents. “No,” she said with a tense smile. “We were talking of business.” She pulled the greatcoat closer against her neck at the considering look he sent her. “You’ve been at Grayson Park—” 

“Two months.” 

“Two months in Hampshire? Whatever do you find to keep you occupied?” 

“There’s always something.” 

Lucia wondered if the something was his French mistress. The rumor was he’d spent much of the last two years on the Continent with a French dancer. And she could well imagine him, all arrogance and ennui, in Europe. She found it harder to see him at home in the Hampshire countryside. Unless, of course, his mistress was in residence as well. 

She bit her lip against the urge to ask directly about the mistress but couldn’t stifle the impulse altogether. “And were you alone at Grayson Park?” 

She immediately regretted the question. Even in the darkness, she saw the knowing flicker in his eyes. 

“No.” 

Lucia waited for him to elaborate, but—vexing man!—he remained silent. 

What seemed like days of nerve-wracking silence passed, and Lucia tried to distract herself by looking out the window. She could feel those cool gray eyes on her, and her body warmed in response. 

From the moment she’d seen him in the Pools’ garden, she hadn’t been able to drag her eyes from him. Five years ago, when she’d met him, he’d been twenty-four and barely a man. Now there was nothing of the boy left in him. Handsome, formidable, broad-shouldered, he overwhelmed other men of her acquaintance. Lucia herself was tall for a woman and looked most men in the eye. But she’d had to crane her neck to meet Selbourne’s penetrating gaze. 

She darted a glance at him now. His hair was dark brown, swept back carelessly from his forehead and too long to be strictly fashionable. The neglected mane framed a face that, like his body, was all hard planes and ridges, only the face was softened by lips that could only be described as sensual. Unlike the ridiculous fops of the ton, he was dressed in black, and the color suited him. He looked . . . dangerous. She shivered again. Underneath that fashionably bored exterior she imagined he was dangerous. 

Lucia twirled a curl around one finger, pulling it surreptitiously over her face to hide the blush heating her cheeks. As she did so, a mental image of her dishabille flashed in her mind. With a start, she realized the uproar she’d cause if she arrived home in this condition. 

Locating some of the pins in the tangled mass, she began to pile sections of hair on top of her head. With fumbling fingers, she twined and twisted, jabbing pins into the unruly pile. The whole bundle fell over lopsided, and she sighed impatiently. Bleakly, she prayed Selbourne wasn’t watching. 

“Need help?” 

She groaned at her bad luck. His voice had sounded strained for some reason, and Lucia peeked at him reluctantly. 

His eyes were on her—a blistering gray that smoldered like molten steel. She took a shaky breath and forced herself to sound normal. “I need Jane, my maid. If I arrive home in this state the servants will be gossiping for a week. My father won’t tolerate that.” 

“In his position he can’t afford scandal.” He watched her a moment longer. “Come here. I’ll do it for you.” 

She laughed. “You?” 

He didn’t laugh in return. “I’m full of surprises. Come here.” It wasn’t a request this time. 

Lucia froze, unsure of the proper protocol. The situation seemed far too intimate for propriety, and she knew she should refuse. But she was an engaged woman. And she did need to fix her hair. Damn Reginald! 

Across from her, Alex spread his hands and raised a brow. She supposed the action was designed to give him a harmless appearance, but it looked more like a wicked invitation than a guarantee of safe passage. 

“You’re not afraid, are you?” 

“Afraid?” She forgot her wariness and let out a bitter laugh. “Lord Selbourne, you are hardly the sort to frighten me.” Her tone was as stiff as her movements when she crossed to sit next to him, and she turned her face to the window so he was presented with her cold, ramrod-straight back. 

But as soon as she was beside him, she knew she’d lied. He did frighten her; he overwhelmed her. She could almost feel his gray eyes searing into her, tracing her every curve as he had in the garden. Why didn’t he move? Breathe? 

She had to check herself from peering at him over her shoulder. But even without looking, she felt the tension in his body, and it only increased her anticipation. Then, just when she knew she could no longer stand the uncertainty, she felt his hands on her shoulders. Their heat penetrated the thick greatcoat and flowed through her. 

“I need to remove the coat,” he murmured. 

She nodded, and he slipped the garment halfway down her shoulders. It was an effort to smother the urge to tremble. 

In the next moment his warm, strong hands were on her bare neck, tracing the skin above the row of cold amethysts she wore. Goosebumps followed the trail of his heated fingers as, with aching slowness, he slid his hands into the hair at the nape of her neck. His touch was gentle and firm, so unlike Reginald’s clumsy caresses. Tingles of pleasure coursed through her as he stroked the sensitive skin. Quelling her quivers was becoming more challenging by the moment. 

“Are you cold?” he whispered. “You’re shivering.” His breath brushed her ear, another caress, the sensation fogging her mind. She clung to one thought—she mustn’t let him know the effect he had on her. 

Lucia blurted the first words that came to her. “What business brings you to London?” She tried to concentrate on anything but the feel of his hands on her bare skin; it was all she could do to stop herself from shaking. “Are there not enough young ladies in Hampshire in whose lives you might interfere?” 

His chuckle was deep and quiet, and the low rumble sent another shot of heat straight through her. 

“Ethan needs me.” 

Lucia craned her head, her interest piqued. “What do you mean? Is something wrong between my sister and Ethan? I dined there only Wednesday, and Francesca seemed as happy as ever.” 

“Hold still a moment.” He lifted her hair and positioned it. Dear Lord, was he actually styling it? She didn’t even want to consider where he’d acquired this talent. 

“It’s not their family who need assistance,” he continued when it seemed he had better control of her curls. “It’s yours.” 

Lucia started, and the heat and fog in her mind whooshed away. She opened her mouth to ask him what in blazes he meant, when the carriage slowed. 

“We’re here,” Alex observed. He reached around her, parting the drapes, and she recognized her parents’ elegant town house across from the tree-lined park of Berkeley Square. 

He tugged her hair a few more times, then remarked, “It’s not pretty, but it’s neat.” 

Reaching back, she touched her hair and was surprised that it did seem in order—the kind of tight, efficient style a man would create. 

“I’ll escort you inside.”

“No,” she barked.

His coachman opened the door just then to assist 

her, but she pulled it shut in the surprised servant’s face and rounded on Alex, almost bumping noses with him. Ignoring his nearness as best she could, she demanded, “Explain what you meant by your last comment.” 

“I’ll escort you inside? It’s simply a polite—” 

“No, you obstinate man!” She poked him in the shoulder. “About my family!” 

“Ah.” His steel gray eyes considered her coolly. In the dim light she felt rather than saw him search her face. “I’m not at liberty to discuss the particulars. I’ll call on your father tomorrow. Maybe you’ll learn more then.” 

“Tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“Is that all the reply I’m to expect when this concerns my own dear relations?”

“For now. Get out. I’ll escort—”

“No!” She whirled and swung the carriage door 

open, taking the baffled coachman’s hand. “I’ll do quite well without you.” She stepped down from the carriage, deposited his heavy greatcoat at his feet, turned, and glided regally up the short walk. 

“You’re not behaving in a very sisterly fashion,” he called after her. She stiffened at the amusement in his voice and stopped for a fraction of an instant under the wrought-iron arc of the lamp shedding light on the landing. Then, refusing to give him the satisfaction of a backward glance, she straightened, jerked her head high, marched up the last of the steps, and stormed through the polished black door of the town house. 
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Chapter Three
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From the coach, Alex watched Lucia flounce away, a bemused smile on his lips. “Oliver, to my club.” At least there he could avoid any further female entanglements. 

He was wrong. 

He sat alone in a dim corner of Brooks’s Great Subscription Room, away from the sparkling light of the chandelier dominating the domed ceiling. Nursing a stiff drink, his third in a row, Alex ignored the low rumble of gamblers’ voices at the green baize faro tables. Behind him the heavy drapes on the floor-length windows were shut against the crowds on St. James’s Street, but thoughts of Lucia refused to leave him in peace. Over and again, he saw her hair tumbling from its pins, felt its silkiness in his hands, felt her body shiver as he touched her, saw fire in her eyes when she challenged him. 

He’d been a fool to touch her. It only served to arouse him further, and to keep his body in check, he’d had to cling to the refrain that she was family, and he was supposed to be her protector, not her ravisher. He’d not thought of her in either light before. At fourteen she’d been too pretty for her own good—a silly chit, giggling and flitting about him like a butterfly. Even then she’d been headstrong and impulsive, her intelligent eyes missing very little. It wasn’t exactly an accident that he hadn’t seen her in years. 

He let the last remnants of the sour gin slide down his throat and was about to pour another, when Baron Alfred Dewhurst pulled up a chair. 

Society called Dewhurst the pinkest of the pinks. He was a few years younger than Alex, and with his tousled blond hair, blue tailcoat, white breeches and waistcoat, he was more dandy than rake. Some women preferred the aura of danger Alex cultivated; others preferred Dewhurst’s genial smiles and conventional good looks. Some preferred them both. He and Dewhurst were friendly rivals, competing in their schooldays for more than one lady’s affections. 

Alex knew most of the ton didn’t understand how they tolerated each other, outwardly they seemed so different. When he and Dewhurst had both fallen into working for the Foreign Office, this secret work solidified the friendship begun during their schooldays. 

But after his ordeal that evening, Alex was in no mood even for Dewhurst. He looked up menacingly from his glass as the baron sat down with his usual fanfare. 

“No need to give me the evil eye, old boy.” Dewhurst leaned comfortably back in the elegant mahogany armchair. “I can see you’re on the cut, and far be it from me to interfere with your plans to enter a state of drunken stupor. Just thought you might want some company before oblivion descends.” 

“Suit yourself.” Alex poured Dewhurst then himself a drink. 

Dewhurst regarded him speculatively. “It can’t be financial trouble. You’ve got more blunt than you know what to do with, and you’ve never been one for gambling.” He tapped a finger on his temple and made a show of studying the exquisite scrollwork decorating the ceiling above them. “It can’t be female trouble. In that arena as well I fear you leave little for the rest of us.” He grinned. “Though I am catching up. Enjoyed the company of a most talented little opera singer last night—” 

“Freddie.” Alex gave him a weary look. 

Dewhurst shrugged. “It must be family trouble. Although I saw Winterbourne the other night, and he and his wife seemed happy as ever. Really most unfashionable, these marriages of unmitigated bliss! Leaves far too few wives ripe for dalliance, eh?” 

“You don’t seem to be suffering from the lack.” Alex took a sip of his gin. With something of a flourish, Dewhurst raised his own glass as well, ruining the effect by grimacing slightly when he tasted the strong liquor. 

“Can’t say that I do,” he rasped. “But the question is, from what precisely do you suffer? Something’s behind this state of high dudgeon.” 

Alex raked a hand through his hair. “How well do you know Lucia Dashing?” 

Dewhurst’s eyebrows rose with interest, further irritating Alex. 

“Viscount Brigham’s youngest filly? I know the chit. Corky girl. Beautiful enough to make any man’s head turn but—” He sighed dramatically. “Alas, she’s been on the marriage market. Her mama and that brother of hers were careful to keep any of our kind away. Not that the brother was very effective. He’s just a pup.” 

Alex narrowed his eyes, and Dewhurst grinned. “Lower your hackles, Selbourne. Not my type anyway. Now, in a few years, when she tires of that fool Dandridge, she’ll be ripe for picking.” 

Alex wasn’t certain he liked Lucia being referred to as “ripe for picking.” He could well imagine the conversation the young bucks had when she was the topic. He scowled, immediately regretting the show of emotion when Dewhurst’s grin broadened. 

“Why the sudden interest, Selbourne?” 

“I saw her home tonight. Dandridge was trying to have his wedding night early.” 

“Dandridge dipping rather deep again, eh? Sad excuse for a man. From what I’ve seen of Miss Dashing’s spirit, she’ll have a rough time of it. He’s a sapskull and his mother is”—he shuddered— “frightening. Miss Dashing will have to toe the line.” 

Alex nodded and poured them both another. If Alex wanted information, Dewhurst could supply it. Freddie knew everyone and went everywhere. The ladies of the ton practically fell over themselves to offer him invitations to their balls and soirees. 

A small group of ardent gamblers behind them erupted into an argument, and Alex had to raise his voice, “Why is she with him?” 

Dewhurst turned away from the excitement at the faro table. “Oh, the lovesick youth courted her as they always do, but you can’t expect her to marry some twenty-year-old fop. I believe she had another offer from a marquess—one of the swell of the first stare—but her father refused him.” He sat back, looking uncharacteristically contemplative. 

“He wants her to marry into a family with ties to the Parliament. Looking to get ahead. Their fathers have been planning this wedding since the two were infants. Surprised you didn’t know.” 

“Never paid much attention before, but it makes sense. Dandridge is allied with Pitt, and despite all of Fox’s attempts, Pitt still holds the reins in Parliament.” 

“Precisely.” Dewhurst waved an arm, the lace at his sleeves fluttering. “She was brought to point non plus. A little coaxing from her father, all the bit about honor and duty, probably did the trick.” 

“Hmm.” 

Freddie scrutinized him for a moment and took a leisurely sip of his gin, finally inured to the taste. “Perhaps I was wrong after all. It is female trouble.” 

Alex snorted. “Not likely. I’m in London on business.” 

“Need help?” 

“It’s a minor affair. I’ll be back in Hampshire by the end of the week.” 

“Hampshire?” Freddie lowered his voice, the vapid expression on his face replaced by one approaching solemnity. “Is Paris becoming too dangerous? I haven’t heard anything.” 

“Wentworth advised me to disappear for a few months.” Alex kept his voice low but his manner casual. “Old Boney’s up to something, but I’m stuck here because of a few sketchy rumors.” 

“Perhaps you’ll find something to occupy you in London then.” Freddie waggled his brows. 

“My talents are wasted in London,” Alex said, ignoring Freddie’s meaning. “Neither you nor Middleton needs me.” Alex glanced around the room, now crowded with peers and gentlemen of the ton dressed in their finest. “Where is Sebastian, anyway?” 

Dewhurst was rarely seen without his cousin by his side, and Alex had known Sebastian almost as long as he’d known Freddie. 

Freddie rolled his eyes and emitted a world-weary sigh. “He’s fallen in love again. Dash it, but that puppy makes a fool of himself over some woman once a month.” 

Alex smiled at this unfortunate but accurate description. “Who is she this time?” 

“He’s dangling after Lady Henrietta, wife of Lord Randall.” 

“Randall? Not Edmund Randall?”

“The same.”

“The man is sixty if a day!”

“Yes, and his new wife obviously appreciates the merits of a younger man. But if Middleton isn’t more circumspect in this affair, he may find himself with another glove at his feet and an appointment at dawn.” Freddie’s hand went to his collar, loosening it. “Randall was in the navy. His aim is no doubt much better than the chap who challenged Sebastian last. What was his name? Blake?” 

“I’ll talk to Middleton. It’s something to do besides spend my time with my brother’s in-laws.” 

Alex swallowed his drink and rose. He’d taken three or four steps when Freddie called, “I have a new Italian phrasebook. Call on me if it becomes necessary!” His laughter echoed through the room, and a few of the other club members smiled wryly at the jest. 

Alex raised his arm in an obscene gesture and kept walking. 

The next morning the sun shone through the windows of Alex’s carriage, promising a pleasant day. He hoped his meeting with Lord Brigham was as pleasant. Was it too much to ask that Lady Brigham, whose love of all things Italian was superseded only by her horrendous pronunciation of the language, wouldn’t be at home today? And after the temptations of the previous evening, was it too much to hope that their youngest daughter be absent as well? Unlikely, but a man could dream, couldn’t he? 

But by the time he’d arrived at the Brighams’ town house, Alex had convinced himself that even if Lucia was about, handling both her temper and his unwelcome attraction to her wouldn’t pose a problem. She was only a woman, he mused. Not any different from the rest of her species. 

After all, how unmanageable could one female be? 
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Chapter Four
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“Buongiorno!”

Lucia jumped out of the chair she’d just taken as her mother swept into the cheery breakfast room. 

“Buongiorno, mia figlias!” 

“Buongiorno, Mamma,” Lucia answered, trying to appear as though she’d meant to catapult to attention. Not fooled, Francesca gave her a questioning look before turning away from the sideboard to greet their mother. “Buongiorno, Mamma.”

Lady Brigham took both of Francesca’s hands in her own and kissed her elder daughter on both cheeks. Having arrived only moments before, Francesca still wore her gloves and hat. 

“Mia dolce!” Lady Brigham cooed, smiling at Francesca. 

Lucia watched and waited, familiar with her mother’s routine. Lady Brigham gave Francesca one more affectionate squeeze, then took her seat at the head of the cozy beech table. She artfully arranged her white frock of sprigged muslin so that the folds flattered her figure, and finally, with a flick of her lace-bedecked wrists, summoned the footman waiting near the sideboard to pour her morning chocolate. 

Lucia took a breath and counted to ten. She’d just reached nine when her mother turned sharp blue eyes in her direction and began her daily inspection. Lucia squirmed, hoping the white muslin morning dress with small yellow flowers and her simple hair arrangement wouldn’t elicit comment. After everything she’d endured the night before, she simply couldn’t take one of her mother’s lectures today. Her mother’s gaze rested on her hair, and Lucia held her breath, clutching her hands in her lap. 

Then her mother nodded, and Lucia slowly released the pent-up air. Lady Brigham’s eyes drifted back to Francesca, now handing her hat to another footman. But her sister waved the man away when he offered to take her spencer. 

“You are not staying, cara?” Lady Brigham stirred her chocolate with a dainty silver spoon. 

“I don’t know, Mamma.” Francesca took a seat across from Lucia but refused the footman’s offer of coffee or chocolate. “Ethan insisted we call this morning, but he still hasn’t told me why.” 

Lucia’s hand froze above her silver fork. Aha! So Ethan was here. Now she’d find out what Selbourne had been hinting at last night. What he’d meant when he’d said her family needed assistance. 

“And how are the little bambinos?” Lady Brigham’s face flooded with joy. “My nipotes dolces?” 

The same as they were when you saw them yesterday, Lucia thought. But with her mother’s attention diverted, Lucia relaxed, rolling her shoulders to ease the kinks in her neck and back. Slipping her shoes off and wiggling her toes, she took full advantage of the momentary reprieve from her mother’s fastidious attentions and allowed her thoughts to roam. She adored this small parlor her family used as the breakfast room and often lingered after everyone else had gone. The large window offered a perfect prospect of Berkeley Square, and she loved to pull her knees to her chest, rest her back against the cushion of her chair, and stare at the passing carriages and pedestrians through the parted voile netting. 

There was something a little wicked about slouching in the snug yellow and white papered room, hidden from view and watching the rest of the world go by. Sometimes she even made up stories in her mind, speculating as to a particular lady or gentleman’s errands for the day. 

Not that she had any particular gentleman in mind today. She didn’t care what plans Selbourne had made for the day, didn’t care what he was doing, where, or with whom. Though he had said he’d call this morning. And, she noted with a flash of annoyance, the morning was slipping away. 

Lucia glanced at her mother again. Lady Brigham’s attention was still on Francesca, so Lucia took a chance and slumped another fraction of an inch, her shoulders grazing the cushion of the chair. She wasn’t going to think about him anymore, she decided. Thinking about him had already kept her up half the night, and she wasn’t about to allow dreams of him to dominate her waking hours as well. 

Searching for a distraction, Lucia watched Francesca. Although she was already perfect, Lucia could tell her sister had taken some care with her appearance this morning. Her beige dress with its train and matching spencer were the height of fashionable elegance, and Lucia knew she would be begging Francesca to loan her the slouch straw hat before the week was done. 

Francesca was still talking of her children—Colin and Sarah—and she glowed with the beauty of a doting mother. Though her own beauty was considered more conventional, Lucia had always thought Francesca prettier. Her sister was petite and well-rounded with gleaming chestnut curls, wide chocolate brown eyes, and a contagious smile. As a little girl, Lucia had sought that smile and the accompanying approval at every opportunity. Watching Francesca now, she realized not much had changed. 

“Do sit up straight, Lucia!” Her mother’s sharp tone startled Lucia from her reverie. “Slouching is not dignified.” Lady Brigham shook her finger at her daughter, causing a flurry of movement from the lace at her wrist. 

“Sorry, Mamma.” Lucia stiffened her spine. 

Lady Brigham huffed and turned back to Francesca. “We will have to discuss the bambinos in more detail later, cara. I am due at young Lady Castlereagh’s in . . . oh, dear three-fourths of an hour!” She shot up, rattling the dishes on the table. “Dové mia caro sposo? I must take my leave at once!” 

“He’s in his study, Mamma,” Lucia answered, reaching out to steady her trembling teacup. 

“Grazie! Grazie!” Leaving the scent of roses in her wake, Lady Brigham rushed from the room, the footman in tow. 

Left alone, Lucia grinned at Francesca, wondering if her sister felt as much tension ebb out of her own straight shoulders as their mother sailed away. 

“I love her, but I may have to kill her,” Francesca said, sitting back in her chair. 

“At least you can please her. I don’t have two children to thrust before her when she’s unhappy with me.” 

Francesca laughed. “You’ve discovered my secret. But it won’t be long before you have little ones of your own.” 

Lucia nodded and smiled, but her stomach tightened, and she pushed her untouched plate of food away. “How is my brother-in-law this morning?” Lucia asked, hoping her sister knew something about Selbourne’s cryptic comments. 

“Arrogant. Stubborn. Perfect.” She grinned. 

Perfect, just like his wife, Lucia thought. The Marchioness of Winterbourne for the last five years, Francesca was still blissfully happy with her husband and children, and she shone with the radiance of one in love. But Lucia had never once begrudged her sister her happiness, though Francesca had always been her parents’ favorite. Francesca was so lovely, so sweet natured, she deserved all her happiness and more. 

“You’ll never guess who I saw at the Pools’ last night,” Lucia said 

“Lord Selbourne,” Francesca replied, sitting back. Lucia blinked. “Yes! How did you know?”

“He called at Grosvenor Square before he left for the Pools’. I didn’t remember that you and Lord Dandridge would also attend until it was too late. I hope he wasn’t . . . unpleasant. He was in a bad mood when I saw him.” 

“He’s always in a bad mood,” Lucia grumbled. 

“You’ve met him twice, Lucia,” Francesca said with a laugh. “He’s only in a foul mood nine times out of ten.” 

“Ah, seven more to go, then, as Selbourne was quite unpleasant last night. He mentioned something about a family matter being the reason for his presence in Town but refused to explain any further.” Francesca raised a brow, and Lucia drummed her fingers on the table, keeping time with her tapping toes. “Naturally I thought he was referring to Lord Winterbourne and you, but he told me that wasn’t the case. Then he mentioned something about calling here this morning.” She scowled. “Selbourne was quite mysterious about the whole thing.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Francesca said. “He’s not exactly a stunning conversationalist.” 

“Conversation? The man doesn’t know the meaning of the word.”

The two sat in companionable silence for a moment. Francesca stared longingly at the sweets on the sideboard while Lucia tried to decide exactly how much to confide to her sister. 

Wondering what family emergency had brought Selbourne to Town had cost her a restless night, but that didn’t account for all the night’s tossing and turning. The memory of Selbourne’s hands on the curve of her neck, the slope of her shoulders, had its own part in keeping her awake. Each time she’d closed her eyes, she felt his touch and saw his face, those molten pewter eyes. It was enough to startle her awake, and she’d finally gotten up and paced the room, trying to work it out. Sometime before dawn, she’d ended up asleep in her chair. 

When she awoke, she’d resolved to ask Francesca about the whole situation, but now that the moment had arrived, Lucia hardly knew where to begin. “About Lord Selbourne—” she tried again. 

“Aren’t you being a bit hard on Selbourne?” Francesca asked, her voice muffled as she munched on a bite of tart pilfered from her mother’s forgotten plate. 

“No, in the carriage he—” 

Francesca swallowed the tart in a gulp. “You and Dandridge were in Selbourne’s carriage?” 

“No.” Lucia glanced down. “Dandridge wasn’t with us.” She pulled at her lip, hoping Francesca wouldn’t ask too many questions about her affianced. 

“Where was Lord Dandridge?” Francesca wrinkled her nose as if the name left a sour taste in her mouth. 

“Still at the Pools’. You see—I mean—Lord Selbourne—” Lucia took another deep breath. 

“Yes?” Francesca leaned forward, impatient. “Lord Selbourne must have offered to escort you home,” she surmised, narrowing her eyes. “Why? What happened to Lord Dandridge? Or should I say with Lord Dandridge?” 

Lucia pulled harder at her lip, squirmed. “Reginald had a bit too much of the Pools’ champagne, and Selbourne didn’t approve.” She’d been uncomfortable a moment before, but recalling the whole incident was making her angry all over again. “Your brother-in-law is altogether too meddlesome. I had the situation under perfect control until he—he—interfered!” 

“Oh, good Lord!” Francesca slammed her palm on the table. “Are you telling me Dandridge was trying to take advantage of you?” 

Lucia shifted, squirmed again. 

“That’s it! Lord, I was never in favor of this engagement, and now I’m going to have Ethan call Dandridge out—” 

“Francesca! No!” Lucia reached across the table and grasped Francesca’s fist. “You know how much this means to Father, and it was nothing. Really! I had everything under control until Selbourne, insufferable man, insisted upon seeing me home.” She released Francesca and sat back, crossing her arms. “You really should speak to your brother-in-law about his manners. I can’t go traipsing about with a man like him or people will start to talk.” 

Francesca laughed, and Lucia pursed her lips at the look of forbearance on her older sister’s face. 

“Lucia, he’s practically your brother-in-law, too—though you seem determined to disown him today. No one will comment if he escorts you home on occasion.” 

Lucia’s jaw dropped at this betrayal. “And you claim to be my sister?” 

“I’m still your sister,” Francesca said, “and I agree that Selbourne isn’t a man to be seen with in Society often, but really, he’s harmless. Ethan assures me that all the stories about his rakish ways are quite exaggerated.” 

“Ethan would say that. The gossip surrounding his days as a rake—before he met you, of course—are just as bad. But neither of you was in the carriage or in the garden, and I can assure you that all the gossip about Selbourne—and then some—is true.” Too late, Lucia blushed and clamped her mouth shut. 

“Is it?” Francesca narrowed her eyes and grasped Lucia’s hand before she could tuck it safely away. “What happened in Selbourne’s carriage?” 

“I assisted Miss Dashing with her hair,” a deep male voice answered. 

Lucia started, her heart jumping into her throat while her gaze flew to the door where Selbourne stood, one shoulder propped against the frame. Blood rushed to her face. 

Pushing away from the doorway, Selbourne strode to the sideboard and investigated the breakfast dishes. “Lord Dandridge had made quite a mess of it. Naturally, Miss Dashing wanted to avoid the servants’ notice, so I offered my assistance.” He picked up a serving spoon, set it down again. “I think I made a tolerable job of it. Don’t you agree, Miss Dashing?” He glanced at her, dark eyebrows arched, gray eyes laden with mischief. 

Lucia squeezed her eyes shut. She imagined even her eyelids were pink with embarrassment. 

“Hmm. Now that I’m thinking about it—” His voice was a low rumble. “My attempt was better than tolerable.” 

Lucia tensed. Why did he sound so close? 

“Certainly much neater than all of these loose tendrils.” His hand stroked her neck. 

“Oh!” Lucia’s eyes shot open, and she jerked around in her chair. He was standing behind her, one hand tracing the hot skin of her neck. His fingers wrapped around a curl. 

“All of these tendrils”—his fingers skated along the curve of her jaw, down to the junction of her shoulder—“brushing against your skin.” 

Lucia shivered, and when she looked into his face, her breath hitched. His gray eyes were impossibly intense, dark with something she’d not seen before but wanted desperately. 

Francesca cleared her throat. “I see. I suppose your meeting isn’t entirely improper being that you are part of the family, Alex. However—” 

“My sentiments exactly.” Selbourne dropped his hand and stepped away from Lucia. He popped half a cinnamon tart into his mouth, then winked at her. Lucia blinked. Had she simply imagined the heat that had just passed between them? Hadn’t he felt it, too? 
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