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Chapter One
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London 1801 

Eight-year-old Josephine Hale let out a whoosh of air, then stuck her head and shoulders back out the window she’d just climbed through. As usual, looking down made her feel dizzy. She had the sensation that she was falling: tumbling head over toe, rushing at the hard earth below. 

She closed her eyes and dug her fingers into the window casement. Don’t be a ninny, she chided herself, remembering what her grandfather always told her. Be brave. 

When she opened her eyes again, the night air bit her skinny arms and slapped at her thin face. She ignored the swipes and held out a hand to her cousin Madeleine Fullbright. Madeleine’s blue eyes were wide and fearful, and her waist-length chestnut brown hair whipped in the breeze. 

“Come on, Maddie. Grab my hand.” 

Madeleine looked at Josie, then at the ground three stories below. “If I let go, I’ll fall.” 

Josie checked Madeleine’s position. She had a firm foothold on one of the town house’s outcroppings, and her hands were wound securely about the bed sheets the girls had tied together and lowered to the ground earlier that night. “You won’t fall, Maddie,” Josie said with a reassuring smile. “I won’t let you.” 

“That’s what you always say,” Madeleine grumbled. 

“And you haven’t fallen yet,” Josie countered. 

“Maddie, hurry up!” Ashley Brittany whisper-hissed from below. She and her cousin Catherine Fullbright were holding the other end of the sheet. Standing beside one another, they looked like night and day. 

Ashley was pale and blond with sea green eyes. She stood straight and tall, and she was always laughing. Catherine was dark in looks and mood. She didn’t like to look grown-ups in the eye, and she rarely smiled. 

Madeleine and Catherine resembled each other, but Josie and Ashley stood out—Ashley for her blond hair and porcelain skin and Josie for her bright red hair and dark green eyes. She was also taller and skinnier than the other girls. 

“Hurry, Maddie. I’m cold,” Catie called too loudly through chattering teeth. Josie hissed at her and turned to glance over her shoulder. The girls had been sneaking out of this window for two years now, but they were not generally known for their stealth. In particular, Ashley and Maddie found it difficult to grasp the concept of whispering. 

Josie listened intently for the sound of grown-up voices or footfalls, then she turned back to Maddie. Once again, she offered her hand, and this time, with tightly closed eyes, Maddie took it. Josie helped Maddie and the other girls climb the sheet and clamber inside. 

As soon as the window was closed, Josie yanked off her pirate’s eye patch and flopped on Maddie’s bed. “I’m exhausted.” 

Ashley joined her. “Me too.” 

“It’s a good exhaustion.” Josie leaned on an elbow and looked at Catie. “I can’t wait to grow up. Pirates do this sort of thing all the time.” 

Catie frowned, two little lines forming between her eyebrows. “No, they don’t. Pirates steal from His Majesty’s ships and from law-abiding citizens. They start drunken brawls and that’s why they lose their eyes and must wear eye patches.” She gestured to Josie’s makeshift eye patch, now laying on the bed. 

“Ha! Shows what you know,” Josie countered. “My grandfather was the best pirate ever to sail the seas, and he never—” 

Ashley groaned. “Not another story about your grandfather.” 

“You’re jealous. My grandfather taught me to sword fight and to tie all kinds of knots. He says girls have just as much right to adventure as boys.” 

“Josie, you think if you want something bad enough, you can make it true,” Catie said. “But the truth is that once we grow up and marry, we won’t be able to have adventures. If we did, our husbands would beat us.” 

Josie didn’t know if this was correct or not, but the sudden and familiar need to make everything that was wrong right again filled her like a huge bubble. If held inside, the bubble would pop. She had to let it out. “When I become a pirate,” Josie interrupted, “I won’t need a husband. I’ll have loads of treasure all for myself.” She looked at Catie. “And I won’t steal it either.” 

She wouldn’t need to, not when she found the map. 

“And I’m going to have lots of adventures,” Ashley said. “I won’t have time for a husband, especially a mean one.” 

“Well, I don’t care how poor I am. I’m not going to ever marry,” Catie said. 

Josie nodded, agreeing with the statement. Her grandfather was always telling her to live life to the fullest and rely on no man. Josie figured that included husbands. 

“I propose that we make a pledge,” Catie was saying. “We should promise never to marry. I’m the oldest, so I go first.” She held up her hand. “I, Catherine Anne Fullbright, swear never, ever, ever to marry so long as I live.” 

Josie opened her mouth, filled with excitement at making her own pledge, but Catie said, “Now your turn Maddie.” 

Josie frowned and bit her lip impatiently. 

“I, Madeleine Richael Fullbright, swear never, ever to marry so long as I live. Now your turn, Josie,” Maddie said. 

Finally! “I, Josephine Linet Hale, swear never, ever, ever, ever to marry so long as I live.” She jumped up and put a hand on her heart. “I promise to be a pirate!” 

Catie shook her head. “Now you, Ashley,” she said before Josie could say more about her plans. 

“I, Ashley Gweneira Brittany, swear not to marry for as long as I live. But you know what this means, don’t you?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “We’re going to be spinsters.” 

Josie hadn’t considered that. Spinster was such an ugly word, but then some people thought pirate was an ugly word, too. 

Catie said, “I’d rather be a spinster than beaten and locked in a closet.” 

“It won’t be bad to be unmarried if we’re all unmarried,” Josie said. “Nothing is bad as long as you’re not in it alone.” 

“So we’ll make it fun,” Catie said. “We’ll be the Spinster’s Club!” 

Josie wanted to cheer. “That’s right! We’ll stick together. No men or mean girls allowed.” 

Catie was the first to stick out her hand and Josie was the first to take it.

***
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TEN YEARS LATER 

Josephine Hale stuck her head out her bedroom window and waved to her cousin Ashley Brittany. Ashley waved back, giving her a carefree smile. 

Josie retreated and tried to quiet her beating heart. Really, she had to settle down. Her mother was always telling her that. 

Her mother told her a lot of things. 

But now Ashley was here, and this was it. How could Josie possibly settle down? 

She stuck her head out the window again, annoyed to see Ashley had stopped to exchange a word with the gardener. Why couldn’t her cousin hurry? Of course, Ashley didn’t know what she was hurrying for. She didn’t know that Josie had finally found the map. 

Oh, Ashley would be green when she saw it! Josie was finally going to be a pirate—or at least live off pirate treasure. 

That was if Ashley ever made it into the house. 

Josie peered out the window once more, searching for Ashley, but then the door opened behind her and Ashley strolled in. She wore a morning dress of light green cambric, the long, loose sleeves tied with ivory ribbons. She was dressed in the height of fashion, as always. And as always, one could tell she couldn’t care less. There was a splattering of mud on her hem, her skirt was wrinkled, and two of her sleeves’ ribbons had come undone. 

But Ashley could have been dressed in a sack, and she would still be the most beautiful girl in any room. With her golden hair, her porcelain skin, and her eyes of pale, sea green, she put Josie to shame without even trying. 

Not that Josie had tried very hard today, as she was wearing trousers and a man’s work shirt and coat. And anyway, Josie didn’t care about being beautiful. She wanted to be independent. 

Ashley took in Josie’s appearance in one encompassing glance and sighed. “What have I stepped into now?” 

“Welcome aboard, matey,” Josie said in her best pirate brogue. 

Ashley raised her eyebrows, and Josie spoke quickly, before Ashley could jump to her own conclusions. “I found my grandfather’s pirate treasure map,” she blurted out. 

“Really?” Ashley began to pull her gloves off, but Josie grabbed her hand and dragged her downstairs. Josie’s mother was somewhere in the house, and if she saw Josie dressed like this, she’d have her daughter’s head. 

“I haven’t seen it for years,” Josie said, pulling Ashley in her wake. “I thought my father threw it out when my grandfather died.” She pulled Ashley to the side of the stairs so they wouldn’t collide with a maid dusting the banister. “But he just hid it,” she whispered, so the maid wouldn’t hear. 

“That’s very exciting, Josie, but where are we—” 

Josie skidded to a stop in front of the library door. “So do you want to see it?” 

Ashley raised a golden brow. “Will we get in trouble?” 

“Probably.”

“Oh, good. Then absolutely.”

With a smile, Josie slid the oak-paneled library door open and poked her head inside. “All clear.” She slipped through the doorway, closing it after Ashley followed. “It’s over here.” Josie gestured to the wall of bookcases. Standing guard before the imposing bastion of knowledge was an oak desk. It was a showpiece as were most of the books. No one ever came into the library except Josie. 

The girls crept across the room, Ashley’s slippers shushing on the thick carpets. A grandfather clock ticked away the hour in the corner. There was a small stepladder at one side of the bookcase, below the volumes of Shakespeare, and Josie slid it along the wall until it stood under the collection of biblical sermons and writings. She stepped onto the stool and reached as high as she could, her fingers grazing a worn copy of Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women. She handed the volume down to Ashley. 

“Tell me this isn’t what we came for.” She scowled at the book and set it on the desk. 

Josie winked at her and reached through the gap, pulling a large, ragged volume out. It was heavy, and she was glad when Ashley reached up and took it from her. 

Unfortunately, her cousin wasn’t expecting the book’s weight. The volume slammed on the desk with a loud thump. Both girls froze, staring at the paneled door. 

The clock ticked on, oblivious, and after sixty tocks, Josie stepped down. They were not caught yet. She indicated the desk chair, and Ashley took it, while Josie perched on the top of the desk. Josie flipped the book open, turning the pages slowly until she reached the center. There, folded and yellowed with age, was the parchment. With two fingers, she lifted it out. 

“Is this it?” Ashley whispered. 

Josie closed the book, shoved it out of her way, and spread the parchment flat on the desk. The map was familiar to her: the wavy lines to indicate water, the jagged coastline, the three islands. At the bottom was a compass whose ink had been smeared so north was unclear, and at the top—what should have been the middle—was a clean rip. The map had been torn neatly in half. 

Ashley leaned back in the chair. “So your grandfather really was a pirate.” 

Josie nodded. “Of course, he was. I told you.” 

“But your parents always say that story is nothing but rubbish.” 

“Well, look for yourself.” Josie pointed to the map. “Does that look like rubbish?” 

Her grandfather had first shown her the map when she was only five. She’d been sworn to secrecy because Nathan Hale said the treasure was bad luck. Even talking of the treasure was bad luck. So for thirteen years she had kept the secret. 

Until now. 

Ashley frowned at the parchment. “But if this is a treasure map, where’s the X? I thought X always marked the spot.” 

Josie inclined her head in admiration. Obviously, she had revealed her secret to the right person. “That, Miss Brittany, is a good question.” 

Ashley bowed from the waist, and said in an imperious tone, “Thank you, Miss Hale. I thought so.” 

Josie lifted the document and pointed to the edge. Minuscule fragments of the paper had frayed out from where the map had been folded over and over and then torn in half. “The X is on this portion of the map.” 

“The portion you don’t have.” Ashley’s eyes gleamed with excitement in the dim light of the room. 

“Precisely.”

“Do you know where it is?”

“I do.” Josie jumped off the desk and crossed to the large window on the outside wall. With a flourish, she threw the drapes wide. A cloud of dust billowed out, and both girls dissolved into coughing fits. 

Ashley, who was farther away, recovered first. Waving a hand in front of her face, she croaked, “Well, I can see those curtains haven’t been aired since the time of your grandfather. Is the X in the dust?” 

Josie’s eyes were watering, and she wiped away the moisture before replying. “No. I was attempting to show you that.” She pointed out the window at the white bricks of the neighboring town house. 

Ashley rose and squinted at the window through the hazy light. “Who is he?” 

“Not who, but where,” Josie corrected. “That is where I suspect the other half of the map to be hidden.” 

Ashley raised a brow. “In that house?” 

Josie gave her a mischievous smile. “Do you know who lives next door to this, my grandfather’s house?” 

“Don’t tell me.” But Josie could see by the look on Ashley’s face that she’d already made the connection. 

“That’s right. Stephen Doubleday, the new Lord Westman. Grandson of my grandfather’s partner.” “That must be who that man is, then.” Ashley pointed at the window, and Josie followed the path of her finger. 

And found herself staring directly at Lord Westman, standing at his library window. Josie clamped a hand on Ashley’s arm and pulled her down to the floor, then hastily tugged the heavy draperies closed again. 

“What was that about?” Ashley coughed from the dust she’d kicked up when she landed on the floor. 

“Shh! I don’t want him to see me.”

“Then why—”

“Shh!”

Ashley sighed. “Stop shushing me. He can’t hear us, and if you didn’t want him to see us, then why were we standing in front of the window directly opposite his library?” 

“I didn’t know that was his library.” Josie got to her knees and made a small slit in the window coverings. “I’ve never seen his drapes open before. I rarely open these.” She peeked through the slit until she caught sight of Westman again. He’d moved away from the window and was standing at his desk, looking down. His shoulders were broad and his waist narrow. His wavy brown hair fell in a queue long past his collar. Josie licked her lips. 

She felt Ashley beside her and moved over a bit, so her cousin could see as well. “Now, that is a handsome man,” Ashley said finally. 

“I know.” 

Ashley poked her. “What are you about saying ‘I know’ in that tone of voice? I thought your families disliked each other.” 

“We don’t dislike each other. We hate each other with a passion. We’re sworn enemies.” 

“Hmm.” Ashley looked back out the window, and Josie followed. Westman was in his chair now, his feet propped on his desk and a snifter in his hand. He’d loosened his cravat and Josie thought she could see an inch of the bronze skin at his throat. 

“So you’re sworn enemies,” Ashley said. “There’s something about a man who is off limits that makes him irresistible. Don’t you agree?” 

Josie grinned. This was why she loved Ashley. “I do. And what makes him even more irresistible is that he has the other half of this map.” 

Ashley’s eyes narrowed and she sat back on her heels. “Oh, no. I know that look. What have you planned now?” 

“I’m going to sneak over there and steal the other half.” 

“But you aren’t even certain Westman has it, much less whether he keeps it at his town house.” 

“That’s why I have to sneak in and rifle the place. Care to join me?” 

Ashley laughed. Josie frowned. She’d been certain Ashley would be excited at the prospect of such an adventure, but it should have been her cousin Catherine here with her. The two had schemed to run away together, find the treasure, and use part of it to help Catie escape her horrible father. But now Catie was married, and Josie needed a new partner. “Why not?” she asked Ashley. “You love adventure.” 

“Because this is a crusade, not an adventure.” 

Josie shrugged. “A crusade is just an adventure for a good cause.” 

Ashley laughed. “Well, it’s your cause, not mine. Besides, I’ll only be in the way when Westman catches you. You can seduce him far better on your own.” 

“Ashley! I’m not going to seduce him.” 

“Well, you should. After all, you’ve been looking for a lover—in particular, one who would never want to marry you.” 

“I made a pledge,” Josie said. 

“Pledge?” Ashley shook her head. “The Spinster’s Club was a game we played when we were children.” 

“The ideals of our club still stand. I plan to be an independent woman, and once I have the treasure, I won’t answer to anyone for my actions. Until then, I need a lover who won’t trap me.” 

“There you go.” Ashley gestured out the window. “Westman is a safe enough choice. With your families’ history, he’d never want to marry you.” 

“But you think he’d take me to his bed?” 

Ashley laughed again. “He’s a man, isn’t he, and a rake at that.” 

“A reformed rake, now that he’s the earl,” Josie added. 

“A rake is a rake is a rake.” Ashley stood. “How’s that for poetry?” 

“Horrible.” 

“It’s the best I can do on short notice, and now, I’m going home.” 

“And I’m going to call on my good neighbor, Lord Westman. Sure you don’t want to come along? I think between the two of us, we could figure out a way to get from this window into that.” She pointed at the Westman’s town house again. 

“Not tonight. But give the earl a kiss for me.” 

Josie watched with annoyance as Ashley opened the door and went out. Now what was she supposed to do? She’d been counting on Ashley to give her courage. 

Josie sighed. Some pirate she was. Afraid of heights. Afraid to steal a map that was rightfully hers to begin with. Her grandfather would have been mightily disappointed. 

Josie parted the curtains again. It was evening now, and her mother would be sitting down to tea before long. Westman’s window was dark. He’d probably gone out for the evening. Josie smiled. 

“Grandfather,” she whispered, easing the window open. “This one is for you.” 
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Chapter Two
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Stephen put his head in his hands. The worry and the fear and the feeling of impotence twisted around themselves and clenched his gut. 

The feelings were so knotted up, he had no hope of untangling them. 

His feelings were not unlike the ledgers, bank statements, and assorted investment documents spread on the desk before him. 

Reaching across the desk, Stephen lifted the decanter and poured a full glass of brandy. It was going to be a long night, and before he even began adding profits and subtracting debts, he knew the final sum. 

His family was deeply in debt. And he’d helped put them there. 

Stephen sipped the brandy, closed his eyes, and fingered the papers detailing his recent investments. Very profitable investments. Five years working with the East India Company had taught him something of business. Stephen was going to repay all he’d lost and more. 

Maharajah stood and growled, the hackles on his neck rising into a spiky collar. Stephen opened his eyes to see what had roused the dog who had been sitting so patiently beside him all afternoon, but the room had grown dark without him realizing it. He hadn’t thought to light a lamp or a taper, and now he could see little more than the familiar shadows. 

But Maharajah was growling at something. The dog let out a small yip, and Stephen closed his hand on Maharajah’s fur. “Quiet, boy,” he murmured. Without the benefit of his sight, Stephen strained to hear and was rewarded with the sound of something scraping against the outside of the house. 

Rising and moving toward the window, Stephen used the stealth techniques he’d learned from trackers in India. He moved silently and steadily while his thoughts flew. What was out there? A thief? With the rampant crime in London nowadays, it shouldn’t surprise him that the thieves were so brave as to attempt to enter private residences in Mayfair. The house was not terraced, which made the exterior more vulnerable, but there was a gate around the perimeter, and no one had ever attempted to breach it before. 

He’d sent his housekeeper away earlier when she’d tried to bring him tea, so the library curtains were open, exposing the window and the room to the night. Stephen stared at the window and blinked when a hand appeared at the glass. Bloody hell. Someone was attempting to break in. 

His eyes had adjusted to the darkness, and he glanced around the room for some sort of weapon. There was a pistol in the drawer, but it would take too much time to go back to the desk, unlock the drawer, and extract the piece. Instead, he hefted a solid candlestick. 

Ducking down, he moved to a place beside the draperies, crouching in the shadows just as the thief managed to slide the window up. Stephen stared in disbelief. No wonder thieves were targeting Mayfair. Even his own windows weren’t locked. Talk about an open invitation. 

Stephen heard a faint, “Yes!” from outside and deduced that the thief was pleased by his good fortune as well. Not for long. 

There was the sound of boots scraping against the exterior. As Stephen watched, the thief hooked one arm inside the casement then thrust a leg inside. Stephen raised the candlestick and prepared to strike. His other hand was clamped on Maharajah’s muzzle, but the dog, though tense, was silent. Even the animal appeared to understand the importance of surprise in this case. Every instinct in Stephen wanted to move now, but he held himself in check. 

Move too soon, and the thief would escape the way he’d come in. That would not do. Stephen intended to catch the man. 

The thief’s foot touched the floor, and then he swung his head inside, crouched low to fit his shoulders, and pulled the other leg over. Both feet on the floor, the thief stood still for a moment, surveying the room. Stephen frowned. Why, the thief was just a child, far too small and slim to be a man. 

Stephen raised the candlestick but hesitated. How could he hit a child? 

But it was too late. The thief had seen his movements and emitted a small gasp before turning back for the window. 

Stephen was on his feet, candlestick raised, a growling Maharajah held by the scruff of his neck. “Stop. Do not move, or I’ll loose my dog on you.” 

Maharajah gave a bark of warning, but the thief seemed to debate—escape or attack? Decision made, the thief was moving, both hands on the window ledge, one foot outside the casement. Stephen gave Maharajah a sharp command to stay and lunged for the window. He caught the thief by the collar of his coat and pulled him back inside. 

The child was really no threat. He was so light that Stephen easily dragged him halfway across the floor. Feeling sorry for the boy, Stephen released him, but as soon as the would-be thief was free, he was on his feet again, running for the window. With a muffled curse, Stephen caught him around the waist. 

The child struck back, kicking Stephen so viciously that he almost let go. He held on, ducking some of the fiercer blows. 

Determined little bastard. 

Stephen lifted him off the floor easily, but the youth continued to kick and claw and bite. 

“Bloody hell. Stop fighting or I’ll hurt you.” Maharajah growled and Stephen barked, “Stay!” 

The child seemed undeterred. He elbowed Stephen in the jaw. 

“Bastard,” Stephen said as his head was knocked back. The metallic taste of blood washed over his tongue. He adjusted his grip, trying to hold on, but lost his balance and stumbled. They went down. He and the thief were on the floor, rolling, both fighting for the top position. With a final burst of strength, Stephen won, rolling on top of the child, straddling him, and catching his arms. He pinned them to the ground, and for a long moment there was nothing except the sound of panting. 

Then the thief said, “Well, this is one way to make an introduction.” 

It was a woman. 

Stephen jumped off her as though he’d been burned. His foot caught on the rug, and he went tumbling down again. He scrambled backward until he felt the lion’s foot of his desk. Maharajah was right beside him, in the way, but somehow Stephen managed to find his feet. A moment later, he was squinting from the burst of the lamp’s flame. He shook the temporary blindness off, and peered at the thief, still sprawled on his floor. 

Bloody hell. It was indeed a woman, though one wouldn’t have known it from her dress. She wore trousers and a loose white shirt under a large coat. But her low cap had tumbled off in their struggle, exposing her face and hair, and though she wore her hair cropped, there was no mistaking the delicate bones and lines of that face. This was a woman. A beautiful woman. 

“Who the hell are you?” he demanded. Maharajah barked as if emphasizing the question. 

She sat and blinked at the dog and then him, her dark green eyes huge and mischievous in her pixie face. “Well, that’s not much of a welcome.” 

He touched his tongue to his lip. At least the tender flesh had stopped bleeding. “Perhaps because I don’t recall inviting you.” 

“You didn’t.” Climbing to her feet, she brushed her trousers off. “Rather rude of you, too.” 

“Rude? Madam, you just broke into my library.” 

She frowned at him, but the look did not fit her face. She had a small, delicate face, high cheekbones, and a pert, straight nose. Her forehead was high and her eyebrows swept across the bottom of it like wings. Her eyes were what truly struck him. They were almond shaped, dark green, and positively sparkled. She was one of those women whose expressions—her playful smiles, her teasing laughter, her impish looks—made her beautiful. She was tall and thin, not much shorter than he, now that she’d risen to her full height. She put her hands on her hips in a challenge. 

“Well, I would not have had to break into your library had you sent me an invitation. As it was, I was curious.” 

“Curious?” Stephen shook his head, certain he was not hearing the chit correctly. This was turning into one of the most frustrating conversations he’d ever attempted—even more frustrating than trying to communicate with the Indians in his limited Punjabi. “I’m supposed to believe you broke into my house because you were curious,” Stephen said. He would get answers out of her if it took all night. “Madam, I suggest you tell me why you are really here. Now.” 

Her hands slipped from her hips, and she looked almost saddened by his words. Inexplicably, Stephen found himself feeling guilty for having hurt her feelings. Bloody hell. The woman was some kind of fairy with powers of enchantment. 

“I told you why I was really here,” she said, her big green eyes filled with sorrow. “I wanted to visit you. After all, that is the neighborly thing to do, is it not?” 

And once again, Stephen felt the conversation jump out from under him. Now what was the chit going on about? She couldn’t possibly mean . . . 

But as he stared at her, the slopes and lines of her face became clearer, rearranging themselves into someone familiar, someone— 

“Miss Hale.” 

She beamed at him and clapped her hands together. “Lord Westman! You remember me!” 

“Remember you? Madam, we have not been formally introduced.” 

She shrugged and smiled. “We have certainly been introduced now.” She looked about his library, her shining eyes lighting on the books, then the desk, then the worn furniture near the dark hearth. “What a lovely room you have here.” 

He almost thanked her before he realized he had not invited her and therefore did not care if she liked the room. “Miss Hale, if you were thinking to form a connection with my family, would it not have been more appropriate for you to call on my sister?” 

She snorted. “Mrs. Withrow? Ha! She would never have received me. I’m the granddaughter of Nathan Hale, the pirate. Our families are enemies, you know.” 

Out of patience and lacking the strength to follow the twists and turns the girl continually threw at him, Stephen sunk into his chair and lifted the snifter of brandy. The girl moved closer, raising an eyebrow when he drank. He looked at the glass, then at her, and said, “What? Would you like a glass?” 

“Oh, you are too kind.” She took a seat in the chair opposite his desk. “Yes, thank you.” 

He thought about refusing her. A girl of her age should not be drinking anything stronger than watered wine, but then again, he had offered. What had he expected her to say? With a shrug, he reached for a clean glass, filled it half full, and moved it toward her. She eyed it, then him, then pushed it back at him. 

“Ahem.” 

Clearly, she did not appreciate only being given a half measure. 

Stephen almost laughed, something he could not remember having done in years. Instead, he nudged the glass back with one finger, and said, “Drink it.” 

“You are certainly bossy.” She lifted the snifter and took a dainty sip. To her credit, she did not screw up her face. But her eyes watered. 

“And you’re certainly forward. I know who you are and who your grandfather was. In light of that knowledge, I must ask why you are here. You realize that we will never be friends.” 

“Oh, but I don’t want to be friends,” she said, lifting the brandy and taking another small sip. “In fact, I could not be more pleased that our families are enemies. It serves my purpose.” 

Stephen’s hand itched to pour another glass of brandy, but he restrained himself, not wanting to have to offer the girl one as well. “And might one inquire as to your purpose, Miss Hale?” 

“Of course. I’ve been trying to tell you.”

That was debatable, but Stephen held his tongue. She lifted her glass and took another drink, this time downing the last remnants. With a thwack, she set the snifter on the desk, rose, and put both hands between them. 

“Lord Westman, I have come to be your mistress.” 
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Chapter Three
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Josephine frowned at her choice of words. Mistress was not the term she wanted. Perhaps she should have used lover? To be one’s mistress implied control and protection. Josie didn’t need Westman’s protection, and she certainly wouldn’t allow a man to control her. But becoming Westman’s lover was a good way to get close to him and discover where he’d hidden his half of the treasure map. Not to mention, Ashley was right. He was delicious to look at and beyond the pale as a potential husband. 

“Oh, good God.” On the other side of the desk, Westman fumbled for the decanter of brandy and poured himself another glass. He poured carelessly and sloshed a good bit over the rim, staining the documents on the desk. Josie hoped the map was not sitting there. She watched him down the liquid and scrub a hand over his face. 

He had a nice face. It was oval with a square, straight nose and generous lips. The lines at his mouth were fine and added character, as did the faint brown stubble on his upper lip and chin. His eyebrows were thick and dark and his long eyelashes framed pale blue eyes. 

Josie could have looked into those eyes forever. They were so beautiful, so expressive. His long hair was dark brown and fell in an unruly mop over his forehead. He had either taken the tousled look of the dandies to the extreme or he had not bothered to brush his hair today. Josie was betting on the latter. 

Undoubtedly, this man would make a wonderful lover. He was obviously not vain or self-absorbed, and he was handsome, intelligent, and she’d heard him described as witty. He’d been quite the rake in his day, and that meant he probably had the experience she lacked. Best of all, even if her affair with Westman was discovered, there was no way she would ever be allowed to marry him. She could have a torrid affair and find the map, then be free to search for new adventures. 

Westman set his glass down and cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Miss Hale, what did you just say?” 

“I said”—she ran a finger along the crystal rim of her glass—“well, what I meant to say is that I want you as my lover.” 

He reached for the decanter again, but Josie put a hand over his. 

“I’m sure this must be something of a surprise to you.” 

Scowling, he lifted her hand. “You could say that. And while your offer is a very tempting one, I’m afraid I must refuse.” He dropped her hand back on her side of the desk. 

Unperturbed, Josie smiled. “I knew you would say that.” She had expected him to refuse at first. Any man with a modicum of honor would refuse her . . . at first. 

He frowned at her. “I assure you I am in earnest.” 

“Of course, you are,” she said to placate him. “My cousin says you are a rake, but I told her you reformed when you became the earl.” 

“I think you mean that as a compliment.” He stood and paced behind his desk. 

“I do. I know why you wish to reform, and I understand your desire to keep the appearance of such. I have no need to expose myself.” She tapped a finger to her lips. “My lord, may I be frank with you?” 

He halted and spun to face her. “You haven’t been thus far?” 

She leaned back in the chair and crossed her legs, though her mother said it was not ladylike. But Josie was wearing trousers and a man’s coat. What was the point of being ladylike now? “I have been forthright to a point,” Josie told him. “I am eighteen, and I am ready for my life to begin. I am ready to take a lover, and I thought you might suit.” 

He blinked at her. “What in bloody hell gave you that idea? We’re enemies.” 

“Precisely! No emotional attachment. No chance of a marriage proposal. Really, Lord Westman, can you think of a woman who would make a less suitable bride for you than me?” 

“No.” 

“Well, there you go.” She folded her arms triumphantly over her chest. 

“Oh, no, we don’t.” He leaned his hands on his desk, palms spread over the documents. “Just because you offer to be my mistress doesn’t mean I have to agree. I don’t want or need a mistress.” 

Josie sighed. “You have one already. Don’t you?” 

Oh, now why hadn’t she considered that possibility? She was much too impulsive by far. She should have spied on him for several days instead of leaping over here at the first chance she had. 

He opened his mouth then, appearing speechless, shook his head. “That’s not your concern. Not to mention, a lady like you has no business talking of lovers. You should be looking for a husband.” 

Josie yawned and waved her hand. “Oh, now you’re being tiresome. I don’t want to be told what to do.” 

“That’s too bad because you obviously have need of a great deal of guidance. What are you about, sneaking into my house, offering to be my mistress? If your parents knew—” 

Josie clutched the threadbare arms of the chair. “Leave my parents out of this. They know I am not a conventional miss, and they long ago ceased giving me advice I don’t need.” 

Well, her father had anyway.

“Perhaps I should have a word with them.” Josie’s heart skipped. Her mother would murder her, slowly and painfully, if she knew Josie had even looked at Westman. To cover her fear, Josie laughed. “You speak to my parents?” her laugh was brittle. “Oh, yes, because you are the paragon of wisdom and good sense. I came to you because I thought you were the kind of man who could appreciate a woman like me. I did not come to be lectured and scolded.” She rose. 

“Then I am afraid you have sorely misjudged me.” 

“Obviously.” She moved back toward the window. Just like a man to prefer lecturing to lovemaking. And now how was she supposed to get hold of the map? Angry and more than a little embarrassed, she made one last swipe at him. “But before you pass judgment on me, take a look at yourself. Who are you to give me advice? Your family is so deep in debt that I’m surprised you haven’t fled to the Continent yet.” 

He jerked to attention and glared at her. “Who the bloody hell are you? What do you know about it?” 

“I know plenty, and if you’d been nice, I might even have helped you.” 

“You? You help me?” He was coming toward her now, his long legs making quick work of the distance between them. Josie thought about ducking back out the window. She still had time to get away. 

On the other hand, she rather liked the flash of his blue eyes and the color temper brought to his cheeks. Perhaps she should stay put just to see what happened. But he approached so fast, her instinct for self-preservation took over and she backed up until she felt the hard, flat wall graze her shoulder blades. 

And still Westman came closer, stopping only when his face was mere inches from her own. He imprisoned her, one hand on either side of her neck. Josie felt her pulse kick and the heat flood into her face. Or perhaps it was his heat that was making her so warm. He was so close she could smell the sweet brandy on his breath and feel the tension radiating from his legs and chest. 

“And how exactly is a little girl like you going to help me?” 

“I—I—” 

He shot her a pitying look and stepped back. “Get out.” 

But Josie wasn’t going anywhere. “You don’t scare me,” she said. “Nor do you intimidate me. Is that the best you can do?” 

“Stick around and find out.” The contemptuous look in his eyes let her know he thought she’d run if he said boo! 

“Very well, then,” she spat, half out of anger and half from too much pride, “Mock me, but you’ll never know if the treasure could have saved you.” 

He frowned. “Treasure? What treasure?” 

Josie bit her lip. Oh, no, she had done it now. She had not meant to say so much. She had not meant to tell him that she intended to search for the treasure. Drat! Drat her pride and drat the bad-luck treasure. Why couldn’t she keep anything to herself? “It’s nothing,” she said, inching toward the window. “I’m talking nonsense.” 

He grabbed her elbow just as she reached one hand out for the casement. “You knew exactly what you were saying. What treasure are you babbling about? Not our grandfathers’ treasure?” 

She frowned. 

“Oh, bloody hell. That is what you’re talking about. It’s a myth, Miss Hale. A fabrication.” 

“No, it’s not. My grandfather told me about it before he died.” 

He ran a hand over his face again. “Bedtime stories.” 

“If it’s only a story, then how did your grandfather buy this house? Why do I live right next door?” 

“Oh, I’m not saying that our grandfathers weren’t acquainted. I think they were the best of friends.” He crossed his arms. “Until your grandfather killed mine.” 

Josie shot forward and rapped him hard on the chest. “That’s not true. That’s the fabrication. My grandfather would never have done something like that.” 

Westman raised a brow. “And yet, my grandfather is dead. He died right here in this room, a bullet in his brain.” 

Josie ogled the study with renewed interest. This was where the fabled argument had taken place? This was where the map had been severed in two and where, years later, the men had argued and the pistol had discharged, accidentally killing Westman’s grandfather. Josie cleared her throat. “That was an accident. They were arguing and—” 

Westman waved an arm. “More fairy tales. Save them for your nursery, Miss Hale. They’re not wanted here.” 

Josie huffed and hefted herself onto the window casement. “Very well, then I shall return home to my cradle and my nursery rhymes, but when I find the treasure, don’t think I will share any with you, odious man.” 

“Ha. And a moment ago, you were begging to be my mistress.” 

Josie was perched on the ledge of the casement, but now she practically flung herself back into the room. “Begging? Begging!” She marched toward him and poked a finger at his chest. “As though I would ever deign to beg a man like you for so much as a shilling. You bastard.” 

“Is that the best you can do?” he mocked her. 

She raised her hand to poke him again, to push him back, to propel him out of her way, out of her very existence, but he took hold of her hand and yanked her hard against him. “Don’t push me.” 

Josie blinked, too surprised by his sudden defense to wrench away. And then, when she was flush against him, she hardly wanted to. His chest was solid and broad, his body lean and hard and so wonderfully male. He felt male, he smelled male. She looked into his eyes, and there in the watery blue depths she saw something hungry and primitive that the feminine in her instantly recognized as its masculine counterpart. “Let me go,” she said, but she didn’t mean it. She didn’t even sound like she meant it. “I mean it,” she tried again, and still her voice was breathy and low. “I don’t—oh, bother.” And she grasped him by the back of the head and pulled his mouth to hers. 

He wasn’t a good kisser. 

Josie realized that fact immediately. She’d had one or two passionate embraces in dark gardens during ton balls, and Westman’s lips felt cold and lifeless against hers. 

She felt as though she were kissing a frog, and not one destined to turn into a prince. But Josie wasn’t the kind of girl who gave up easily. Pulling back slightly to readjust her angle, she went in again. 

Perhaps Westman had just been unprepared the first time. 

She pressed her lips against his again, and then, when she felt a flicker of response from him, slipped her tongue into his mouth. That had driven her other suitors to heights of rapture. It was a dangerous move, what with her in Westman’s study, unprotected, and in danger of his unrestrained impulses. Normally, she would never have attempted something this daring when she wasn’t certain of an easy escape, but the danger, the uncertainty, and her treacherous position only served to heighten her excitement. 

She wanted Westman to try something ungentlemanly. 

Instead, her tongue darted into his mouth while his own sat sluggish and uninterested. “Are you done, Miss Hale?” he asked. 

Except his words were muffled by the impediment in his mouth. It took Josie a moment to realize his words were not pleas for more, and then she pulled away. 

He wiped his mouth. Josie hissed in a mortified breath, and even though she had been described in the Morning Post on no fewer than two separate occasions as “The Unflappable Josephine Hale,” she felt her face burst into hot flames of shame. Westman had not liked her kisses. Westman found her disgusting. 

“If you are finished mauling me—” 

Josie took a horrified step back. 

“Kindly leave me in peace. I have work to do tonight.” 

“Of course. I’ll go.” She dove for the window, hooking her legs over in record time and jumping to the ground with an ungraceful thud. She straightened, standing between the two houses, but before she could look up at Westman’s window and contemplate the fool she’d been or her lost opportunity to find the treasure map, the window slammed shut and the lock fell into place. 

Josie climbed through her own window and closed the drapes, but when she stepped back into the library, she felt as though the ground beneath her feet was crumbling away, inch by inch. She stood on the edge of a vast precipice, and she wasn’t sure it would have been too much of a tragedy if she’d fallen in and disappeared forever. 

***
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STEPHEN STOOD BEHIND the drapes in his library, one hand fingering the heavy brocade. He’d seen the girl land safely beneath his window before shutting the sight of her out. He heard her scrambling across the way, and flicked the drapes open a half-inch with one finger. 

There she went, her round bottom disappearing over the window casement. When she was safely inside, he allowed the material to close again and stepped away. 

Maharajah, who had been sitting under the desk, awaiting his master’s command to attack, trotted over and licked Stephen’s hand. Stephen patted him absently before lifting the lamp and carrying it out of the study and upstairs. But when he reached the landing, instead of turning right, to his own bedchamber, he turned left, walking all the way down to the far end of the hall, where he never ventured. He paused before a large painting and raised the lamp to shed a beam of light on the man pictured there. 
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