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Chapter One
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May 1830

Bentley’s (an elite gambling hell)

London, England

Bishop Black was not a man to obsess over certain comforts. He could appreciate a good brandy or an exceptional Scotch, but he was just as partial to gin or vodka or whisky. As long as his meals filled an empty stomach, he didn’t care if he ate the finest French cuisine or a dry loaf of crusty bread. He didn’t worry much about the quality of horseflesh or the spring of a stylish phaeton if it got him where he needed to go. And when it came to women, his attraction had never been limited to a certain type. He’d enjoyed them all—in every way imaginable.

But after five years of traveling under varying and often challenging conditions across multiple countries and a few continents, now that he’d returned to the only place he’d ever considered calling home, all he could think of was the familiar comfort of his old bedroom. 

Before he’d left London to discover the world (and himself), his greatest concern was that he might be burning a bridge behind him. But Roderick Bentley—Bishop’s longtime employer—had quickly corrected him on that issue.

“You’ll always have a place here, Bishop. No matter how far you go or how long you’re away. This is your home.”

The older man couldn’t have possibly known how much that assurance had meant to him. Mainly because Bishop had been sure to disguise his gratitude with some flippant response.

Then again, perhaps Roderick had known. 

Bentley’s, the elite gambling club Roderick had built out of nothing, was home to an array of misfits and castaways. The club might be a pleasure ground of gambling and vice for its aristocratic members, but it was a family to those who worked and lived within its walls. 

And the bedroom Bishop kept there had been his from the day he’d arrived on the club’s doorstep as a lad looking for work. Though it had been five years since he’d last stepped inside the club, he had no doubt Roderick’s word would stand and the room would be as he’d left it—covered in sheets and a bit of dust perhaps. But dust had become a relative term to Bishop after the months he’d spent in the Sahara Desert a couple years back. 

The club was still alight with activity despite it being nearly dawn, so Bishop took extra care to avoid any common areas and the hallways where servants were most likely to traverse. With the many divergences possible during travel, it would’ve been difficult to predict exactly when he’d reach London. There had always been the chance he’d detour for some reason or another, significantly delaying his plans. It had certainly happened before. So, he hadn’t bothered sending word to Roderick or anyone else at Bentley’s of his impending return. 

He preferred to arrive unnoticed anyway. He hadn’t gotten much rest in the last few days and wasn’t at all in the mood for any type of welcome. Better not to see everyone again until after he’d claimed several hours of desperately needed, uninterrupted sleep. 

He was so tired that he managed to slip into his old bedroom, set his bag of personal effects beside the door (the rest of this belongs would be delivered the next day), toe off his boots and shrug free of his coat, then shuffle his way to the bed all in complete darkness. He only vaguely noted that the room hadn’t been draped in dust cloths after all, but felt rather freshly aired. When he caught the faint scent of roses hovering about the room, he immediately dismissed it as a nostalgic longing triggered by his return. So, it wasn’t until he tossed himself onto the bed and felt the undeniable movement of another body rolling toward him that he realized he wasn’t alone.

With a muttered curse, he sat up and turned to the still heavily slumbering person beside him. 

Perhaps his confidence in Roderick’s promise had been misplaced. The possibility caused an uncomfortable twinge in his chest until he recalled that Roderick’s last letter, though some months old, had been closed in the same way his previous ones had been—with an assurance that Bishop would always have a place at Bentley’s.

So, who in hell had commandeered his bedroom?

With his eyes slowly adjusting to the darkness, he was able to just barely make out the faint outline of a form. 

It was not a very large form. In fact, Bishop was nearly certain the intruder was a woman. The suspicion went a very long way toward diffusing his irritation. It wouldn’t’ve been the first time a lovely wench crept through the club to crawl into his bed. The main difference being, of course, the fact that this one had no idea he’d be here.

Though it was slightly possible one of the club’s maids had decided to use his room for some reason, it seemed more likely that the woman had come from the brothel that occupied the west wing of the gambling club, the entrance to which was only a short walk down the hall.

Though the main part of the building was reserved for Bentley’s gambling hell, the west wing was let out to a high-class brothel run by the formidable Mrs. Beaumont. The brothel was an entirely independent business, but its location within the same building as Bentley’s allowed for it to benefit from the club’s security as well as share in the club’s wealthy and curated clientele. 

With his bedroom so conveniently close, Bishop had spent a good number of his off hours over in the west wing and had gotten to know all the women over there quite intimately. The one currently in his bed, though he couldn’t make out a great many defining features, did not seem familiar to him.

If he listened hard enough, he could hear the faint strains of music and the trill of distant laughter, suggesting Mrs. Beaumont was having one of her parties and it was still in full swing despite the very late hour. Perhaps this woman had indulged in a bit too much champagne and had gotten turned around on her way back to her own room.

It didn’t escape his notice that five years ago, he’d have reacted to the presence of a young woman in his bed very differently. Tonight, however, all he wanted was to sleep. Alone.

Reaching out, Bishop rested his large hand on a slim but sturdy shoulder and gave a rousing shake. The slumbering woman issued a low moan followed by a soft, husky murmur. Then nothing.

Bishop jostled her again. A bit more insistently this time. “Wake up, luv,” he muttered quietly but firmly. “I don’t know where you came from or why you’re here but you can’t stay.” 

There was another moan of protest—this one deeper and heavier—as his bedmate tried to roll away from Bishop’s heavy hand. When he wouldn’t let her, she gave a soft whimper and muttered in a thick slur, “I dinna wanna go to the theater...so bloooody dull.”

Bishop curled his lips in amusement. The chit was obviously dreaming.

“Don’t worry, sweet,” he assured as he began to massage the muscles of her shoulder, hoping to ease her more fully to wakefulness. “I won’t make you go to the stuffy theater. But there’s a grand party going on downstairs and I’d hate for you to miss it.”

“A party?” The woman sat up in an almost unnatural rush.

With his sight more accustomed now to the darkness, Bishop could see that she was dressed in white and had thick, dark hair tumbling past her shoulders. Though he still couldn’t see much of her features, he was able to make out her movements as she lifted both hands to rub her eyes. Then she shoved her fingers back through her hair, drawing it away from her face before dropping it down her back. 

Bishop got the vague impression of a strong feminine profile before the woman started to glance swiftly about the room. 

“I dinnae see Bramble,” she mumbled in words that were thick and drawn out. “Where’s ’at naughty boy gone off ta?”

The woman was talking utter nonsense. She must’ve gotten good and foxed at Beaumont’s party, which also explained how she’d ended up in his room.

“Come on, luv,” he murmured gently as he shifted closer to her, intending to help her rise, “we’d best get you back to your own bed.”

When she turned to look at him, he noted the shadowed impression of heavy-lidded eyes and a wide, generous mouth. Her soft gasp of awareness or surprise or something else drifted in the space between them. Then she lifted her hand to his face, cradling the thick growth of beard along his jaw.

Her unexpected touch sent a swift and sudden jolt through his body, freezing him in place. It felt like he’d been the one just awakened from a deep sleep as his nerves started to hum, his muscles tightened, and his blood pulsed wildly through his veins.

“You’re back,” she murmured, her tone dreamy and sweet, as her thumb brushed gently across his lips.

Bishop stopped breathing. Desire swept through him—sharp and bright and intense. It had been years since he’d experienced such a deep and devastating rush of lust through his body. 

But despite her words, the woman couldn’t possibly know who he was. Before he’d left, Bishop had known every one of the women who resided in west wing. The woman beside him wasn’t one of them. He’d have remembered her. She was obviously speaking out of a drunken stupor and had no idea what she was saying. 

Wrapping his fingers around her slim wrist, he gently eased her hand from his face. “You’re confusing me with someone else, luv.”

He was surprised by how rough and unsteady his voice had become. 

She shook her head, and though she didn’t try to free herself from his grip, she did lean toward him. “Nay,” she whispered, “I remember you well enough...a man who haunts my dreams...” she murmured softly.

And before Bishop could stop her, she tipped forward and pressed her lips to his.

The kiss was without finesse of any kind. Which made the fact that it triggered a bright bolt of lightning through Bishop’s core—searing his insides with desire and hunger and need—so fucking startling. Startling enough that he didn’t even try to resist her. And when she gave a soft, moaning sigh and looped one slim arm around his neck to press herself closer, he was incapable of doing anything but folding her in his arms. After that, it was just a natural thing to take command of the kiss.

Tilting his head, he flicked his tongue along the seam of her lips and the fire in his blood roared with life. 

Her responding moan was warm and breathy before she slipped her tongue against his.

Holy hell! How had he gone so long without this?

It felt so fucking good to hold her pliant, rose-scented body against his. The soft sounds she made were a gorgeous symphony in his mind. And the taste of her... 

She twisted her tongue with languid sensuality, exploring the shape of his mouth as though she’d never known anything so enticing.

He tightened his arms and dove deeper into the kiss. Claiming every stroke of her tongue as his due. Drawing her full bottom lip between his teeth. Indulging in the rush of sexual hunger he’d so willfully denied himself these last five years.

And she responded perfectly. With heated sighs, a bold tongue, and the softest lips. He couldn’t recall any prior kiss ever tasting so sweet and rich and heady beyond belief.

Except one, perhaps. 

As soon as the thought entered his mind, he couldn’t release it.

That kiss had also surrounded him in the faint scent of roses and it had also triggered something swift and furious in his being. Something that had utterly stupefied him at that time. For its unexpected potency and because of who it was who had ignited such a maelstrom of desire.

A shocking suspicion crept through the rush of passion thundering in his blood. And even though he wanted nothing more than to dissolve into the sensuality of the woman melting in his arms, the very slight possibility that he might be right forced him to draw back.

Just enough to mutter thickly against her parted lips, “Who are you?”

“What?” Her voice was dreamy and soft and confused. 

But then she abruptly stiffened. With her body still half draped against him, Bishop felt her sudden alarm like a shock rippling through her. As though she’d just been dunked in icy water. 

Or as if she’d only just fully awakened.

“Wait. What’s going on?” she asked, her voice much stronger, clearer, and more than a bit distressed. 

What he’d thought was an inebriated slur suddenly sounded a lot more like a drawling accent. A Scottish accent. 

Bloody hell, don’t let him be right.

Rolling from the bed in one swift movement, he stood to light the lamp on the bedside table. As a soft illuminating glow flooded the room, the woman behind him gasped in surprise.

Though he already knew who he’d see, it didn’t make the moment any less staggering when he turned back to the woman in his bed.

Cailleach Claybourne.

Roderick Bentley’s younger sister sat in the center of his mussed bedsheets, wearing a ridiculously modest nightgown, with her rich brown hair falling in a tangled mass down to her hips. Her strong little chin was lifted to an impertinent angle, her fascinating hazel eyes were fixed intently upon him, and her gorgeous lips were parted in surprise. 

As if she’d just now realized who he was. As if she hadn’t just kissed him as though he poured life into her very soul.

“Bishop,” she breathed in a husky whisper. 
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Chapter Two
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The low, reverent tone of her voice spiraled through his core to the very pit of him, bringing to life those poignant desires he’d nearly forgotten.

No. Never forgotten. 

Buried. Ignored. Forced aside in pursuit of other, less carnal pleasures and rewards.

He met her unsettling gaze with an irreverent arch of his brow. “What in hell are you doing in my bedroom?”

Defiance swept across her expression as she tilted her head and narrowed her gaze. “Your bedroom?” she asked. “I dinnae think so.”

“No games, pet. You know damn well this is my room and always has been.”

“So, you do ken who I am?”

Bishop snorted. Of course he knew who she was. The chit was not one to be easily forgotten. No matter how many years had passed.

“What are you doing here?”

Her gaze flickered briefly to the side before she lifted her chin to state firmly, “That isnae your concern.”

He suddenly recalled how she’d turned to him in the darkness to caress his face with tenderness before pressing her lips to his. “Meeting a lover?”

“What?” Her eyes widened before a laugh, rich and hearty, rolled from her chest. “Not bluidy likely.”

Casually crossing his arms over his chest, Bishop lifted a brow. “Ah, so, you’ve a habit then of kissing strangers in the night?” 

“I thought I was dreaming,” she replied, her tone slightly defensive. “And you’re not exactly a stranger, are you?”

Bishop’s stomach clenched. Instead of answering her question, he asked one of his own, “Does Roderick know you’re here?”

He knew the answer by the sudden tensing of her features and the stubborn set of her jaw. 

With a thoughtful tilt of his head, he mused, “I wonder what he’d think of this.”

“It doesnae matter,” she retorted. “I’m not a child. How I choose to spend my time is my own concern and no one else’s.”

Bishop laughed. “Nice try, pet.”

She was a bold one, no doubt. But then, she always had been. Bold and confident and full of fire. But she was also an earl’s daughter, and though illegitimate, she’d been raised in gentility. There wasn’t a single conceivable situation that would justify her presence in a gambling hell in the middle of the night. Even if the hell did belong to her brother. 

“But you’re partially right,” he added. “It doesn’t matter why you’re here as long as you get yourself gone.”

“I’m not leaving,” she asserted, rising to her knees in the center of the bed. “This room’s far more mine than yours.”

Bishop wanted very badly to give a dismissive reply, but the words got struck. They couldn’t seem to make it past the sudden rush of awareness that swept through him at the sight of her kneeling so proud and defiant amid the mussed blankets, her thin cotton nightgown draping with graceful temptation over her slim form.

Bloody hell.

Bishop clenched his back teeth, forcing his gaze to settle on her face. Once he was certain his reaction was properly contained, he flashed a cocky grin. “If you’re suggesting we share the bed,” he drawled suggestively, “I suppose I could accommodate that, but I doubt we’d get much sleep.”

He didn’t mean it. Obviously, he didn’t. And he trusted her to know that. He’d only made the comment to motivate her into clearing the room so he could finally claim the rest he still urgently needed.

But the woman didn’t appear at all shocked by his words. In fact, for a brief moment, her hazel eyes flickered over his person as she almost seemed to consider his offer in truth. Then she gave a little shrug. “Fine, but you cannnae expect me to leave right this moment. If you can manage to find somewhere else to sleep tonight, I’ll have my things cleared away tomorrow so you can have the room back.” She lifted her chin. “But you mun promise me something first.”

“I’ll give you tonight, but if you’re going to ask me not to tell Roderick about this situation,” he noted with a sweeping glance that took in the now obvious signs of her frequent use of the room—the hairbrush and ribbons on his shaving stand, the stack of books on the bedside table, and the woolen shawl draped over the chair, “you can save your breath.”

He’d started to turn toward the door when she called out, “Wait!” 

Though he glanced back, the sharp note of command and desperation in her voice was not enough to stop him. Even so, he was brought to an abrupt halt when the woman grasped a handful of her long nightgown and hiked it up so she could clamber more easily across the mattress. The flashing vision of an elegant foot, lovely curved calf, and just a glimpse of her smooth thigh had his soul practically leaving his body.

He could barely instruct his lungs to draw breath, let alone make his feet move.

He’d long ago learned how to suppress the somewhat overactive urges of his libido. His celibacy during his travels had been a conscious decision, and once he’d made that choice, committing to it hadn’t been nearly as difficult as he’d expected.

But this woman managed to threaten his control beyond anything he’d experienced in the last five years.

He had to get out of that room—away from her. But while he fought a fierce battle against the intense rise of desire in his blood, the incorrigible female flew past him to press her back to the door and grasp hold of the doorknob. As if she could physically stop him from leaving.

Determination tensed his shoulders as he confronted her, but he should have stepped away first. He was suddenly far too close to her. For a second, all he could comprehend were her heady, flowery scent, her quick-patterned breath, and the rebellious light in her hazel eyes as she gazed boldly up at him. 

“Promise you willnae tell Roderick you saw me here tonight,” she demanded.

Concealing the reactions in his body, he arched an insolent brow and tilted his lips into a jaded smirk. “Why in hell would I promise that?” 

She squared her shoulders more firmly against the door. “Because...” She paused and he wasn’t sure if she was still trying to come up with a valid reason or if she was gathering courage to say what came out of her mouth next. “If you tell him I was here, I’ll tell him you nearly made love to me.”

Bishop’s heart slammed against his ribs. Reacting to her threat on instinct alone, he lowered his chin and took a step toward her before he could stop himself. He should be putting more distance between them, not closing the fucking gap. 

But he didn’t correct the error. In fact, as her eyes widened and her breasts lifted with her swiftly drawn breath, Bishop took another step until he was a hairsbreadth away from pressing his entire body along hers. Looking down into her upturned face, he noted the bright and stubborn wariness in her eyes, the brazen set of her chin, and the edge of her teeth where they showed between her parted lips. 

Goddamn, she was lovely.

And so wonderfully rebellious. It wasn’t just desire that rushed through him. It was admiration and respect and the instinctive recognition of a worthy adversary. 

“First of all,” he said slowly, dropping his voice to a tone that bordered recklessly on the seductive, “I don’t take kindly to threats and blackmail. Second...” He paused to slide a heavy gaze over her tense and beautiful features. “I was a long way away from making love to you, pet. It was a kiss. A kiss you initiated, I might add.”

“I was half-asleep,” she argued, her voice low and breathless. “I hardly knew what was happening. And it’s not as though you tried to stop it.”

“Trust me,” he taunted with a curl of his lips, “if I’d known it was you, I would have.” 

Something flickered across her gaze and Bishop almost regretted his words. But they were one-hundred-percent true. Kissing this woman was at the top of his list of things he could not do. 

And now he’d done it twice.

“Do you reckon that will matter to Roderick?” she asked.

His body tightened because he knew it wouldn’t. 

Roderick Bentley’s usual easygoing manner had a hard limit when it came to anything that might harm his family. From the moment Roderick had learned of his young half sister growing up in Scotland, he’d guarded the girl’s well-being as ferociously as he did his wife and sons. 

If his former employer found out Bishop had dared to touch even a hair on his beloved sister’s head, he’d never forgive him. 

Ignoring the heat that rolled through him, Bishop arched a brow. “Well played, pet.”

Her response was a firm jut of her chin as she stood in billowing white cotton with her back pressed to the door, her hand covering the doorknob. Her expression was calm yet fierce. Utterly self-contained. A direct contrast to the tangled mess of her long, brown hair which looked as though she’d slept restlessly. 

Or had just been thoroughly fucked.

Damn. Ignore that thought.

He could disarm a drunken idiot with a joke and a grin. With a flick of his wrist, he could bring a violent man to his knees in surrender. In his wilder youth, all it had required was a sideways glance and women tripped over each other to fall into his bed.  

Surely, he could handle one brazen young woman.

“This is what’s going to happen,” he said finally, his voice light but firm. “Neither of us will breathe a word about what didn’t happen here, and once you leave here tomorrow, you never return.”

She folded her arms over her breasts and tipped her head back to more boldly meet his gaze. Her subtle, evocative fragrance drifted between them, infiltrating his blood. She gave a quick little smile. “Neither of us breathes a word of what almost happened here and I continue doing exactly as I please.”

“You can’t.”

“I can and will.”

“You don’t belong here. And sooner or later Roderick will find out.”

Her eyes narrowed but her lips curved into a smile. “The only way he’d find out is if you tell him. But dinnae fash yersel’. You willnae have to suffer my presence often. In fact, I’ll make extra effort to ensure we rarely cross paths.” There was a subtle drop in her voice as she added, “If you’re planning on staying, that is.”

His grin was brash as he slowly leaned toward her. He couldn’t help but revel in the subtle flicker of alarm in her gaze or the way her breath caught on a sweet, intimate gasp. Lowering his head until his mouth hovered near the delicate curve of her ear, he whispered. “Just don’t be a nuisance and we won’t have a problem.” 
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Caillie’s entire body hummed as Bishop leaned close. Her skin tingled where his breath drifted over her neck. Her heart thundered wildly and her belly twisted. 

Then he suddenly pulled the door open behind her. As it bumped against her backside, she gave a soft grunt of surprise and stumbled forward, allowing him to open the door wide enough to step through. The door closed again with a quiet but decisive click and just like that he was gone.

But only from the room.

Caillie set her hands on her hips, cocked her head to the side, and stared at the closed door.

Bishop Black had returned to London.

The thought triggered an undeniable thrill through her blood. She lifted her fingertips to her lips. 

And he’d kissed her. Again.

Dammit. If only she hadn’t been half-asleep when it happened. 

She’d never been able to wake quickly from a deep slumber and often lingered in a dreamlike state even though she appeared alert and aware. Worthy, the woman who’d raised her from infancy, had loved to tease her about the ridiculous things she’d say and do as she struggled to gain full consciousness. 

Even though her memory of the kiss felt like one of her more wicked dreams, she could still feel the pressure of his lips. She could taste his velvet heat on her tongue.

The first time she’d ever seen Bishop Black, she’d been a child of eleven. It had been her very first foray into her brother Roderick’s gambling hell, and even though it had taken place during the day and had been strictly chaperoned, she’d been excited beyond measure. Her introduction to her brother’s trusted right hand had been extremely brief, and in truth, Caillie hadn’t thought much at all about the somewhat impudent young man; she’d been far too interested in other things. And though he’d given a casual tip of his head, he’d shown even less interest in her.

During her next several years and the nearly dozen—planned and supervised—visits she made to the club, she probably only saw Bishop a rare few times and always at a distance as he sauntered from one place to another. He had a way of always appearing to be busy while never, ever seeming to be in a hurry. She’d thought him an intriguing fellow, but that was about it.

And then came her abduction six years ago when she’d been seventeen.

Being a prominent and powerful figure in London’s underworld, her youngest brother, Max, hadn’t gotten to where he was without making a few enemies along the way, one of whom had become intent on revenge and seen Caillie as a means to obtain it. Luckily, Max had been onto his enemy’s plans all along and no harm was done to Caillie or his lover, Elle, who’d also been kidnapped. But Max had decided to engage Roderick in the rescue and Roderick had brought along Bishop.

That had turned out to be an encounter Caillie would never forget.

Even in her distress over Elle’s safety and the frustration of being forcefully prevented from running to the other woman’s aid by Bishop’s very strong arm around her middle, she’d noticed the intense spark she felt at the intimate contact with his larger, harder body. Despite her struggling attempts to free herself, his hold on her hadn’t wavered. 

And then he’d brought his mouth down beside her ear to murmur in a firm but almost gentle tone, “I’m not letting you go, pet, so you’d best save your fight for someone else.”

The blunt words spoken with a hint of cockney in a voice that was smooth and heavy made her insides quiver delicately. Something had shifted inside her in that moment. Something irrevocable. 

An awakening.

By then, Caillie had already started sneaking into the club—and the mysterious west wing, which had always been very strictly off-limits—without her brothers’ knowledge. Her covert and more frequent visits made for more recurrent glimpses of Bishop, as well. Or perhaps she’d just become more aware of him after the rescue. Either way, her attention seemed drawn to him whenever he was near. Or far. Whenever he was even somewhat in the vicinity, to be honest. 

And she’d started craving those quick glimpses of his long, casual gait, his irreverent gaze, and that ready grin. But especially, she loved catching the sound of his voice. It never failed to spark a quiver of awareness through her body.

But there had never been reason for her to get near enough to experience his touch again. Not even in the most casual or fleeting way. 

Until the summer after she’d turned eighteen, nearly a year after her rescue. 

Caillie had just slipped into Mrs. Beaumont’s west wing with the intention of meeting with her friends, when she’d literally run into Bishop. Only his quick reflexes had saved her from a fall down the stairs. It had been instantly clear that he was still a bit drunk from the night before and his disheveled state made it equally obvious what he’d been doing on the upper level of the brothel.

Caillie was already well aware of how Bishop was a frequent guest to their wing. Not only did he assist in managing unruly clients, he was also an intimate friend of the girls. And though Mrs. Beaumont had strict rules against such fraternization, the risk was apparently worth it considering the way the ladies went on about his prowess, creativity, and generous endowments in the bedroom.

Caillie was just curious enough to want to hear every detail while also feeling slightly jealous that she’d never know first-hand what they all so enjoyed going on about.

On that day, however, she’d finally gotten a brief taste of what she’d been missing when Bishop kissed her on a drunken impulse. The press of his lips had been brief...

But so very enlightening.

And then he’d left. 

He’d left her standing there on the landing, her heart twisting madly. 

He’d left Bentley’s club. 

He’d left London. For five long years.

As a first crush, it had been a dramatic and intense one. And though she’d initially been just a wee bit devastated by his sudden departure, over time, the memories of her brother’s dashing, irreverent, and indolently charming former employee faded away—during waking hours anyway. Even after so many years, the man still had a habit of making frequent and scandalous appearances in Caillie’s dreams. She’d accounted for the oddity by acknowledging that he had been the first man to inspire within her the sensual longings of a full-grown woman. But she also had to admit that she simply hadn’t met a single man since who’d been worthy of replacing Bishop in those nighttime fantasies.

And now he was back. 

No longer a romanticized character of memory and imagination, but a real, live man of flesh and blood. And from her brief encounter, he was just as insolent and subtly domineering as he’d always been. 

But there were differences in him, as well. And not just the fact that he wore his hair much longer than he used to, tied in a queue at his nape, or the full growth of beard he sported, though she had to admit she loved the look of both. He’d always had a sort of rakish air—a devil-may-care ease to his appearance and manner. But what she’d once seen as dashing had now taken on a certain edge. There had always been an aura of danger about him, considering his background on the rough streets of London and the nature of his role at the club. But now...Caillie sensed that the hardness beneath his casual façade had been more sharply honed.

She tried to recall what she knew about where he’d gone and what he’d been doing in the last five years, but it wasn’t much. Of course, Roderick had kept in touch with him by letter, but the correspondence had been few and far between since Bishop had apparently moved around quite a bit. And she remembered overhearing Roderick complain to his wife, Emma, once about how cryptic and vague Bishop’s letters tended to be, almost as if he didn’t want anyone to know what he was doing. 

Emma had counseled Roderick to give the young man the space and confidence to do whatever he felt he must, that all he could do was ensure Bishop knew that he’d always have a place to return to.

Perhaps now that Bishop was back, the mysteries of his assumedly extensive travels would be solved. Caillie had to admit, she was certainly curious. Just as she was curious to know what might have brought the man back and if he intended to stay.

Since he’d made it quite clear that he intended to reclaim his bedroom, it seemed he’d be at the club at least for a little while. 

She sighed and turned around to peruse her belongings spread about the place. It had been a lovely little escape while it had lasted. Though she wanted to believe Bishop wouldn’t go straight to Roderick despite their agreement, he was a man whose loyalty belonged first and foremost to her brother. Perhaps if she managed to get all her things properly removed before the club even opened for the day, she’d have a solid opportunity to deny whatever Bishop might say about discovering her presence here tonight. 

Though it galled her to have to do anything the man demanded, she simply couldn’t risk her activities becoming exposed. 

For the most part, she visited the club during the daylight hours when the business was closed and the ladies of the west wing were far less occupied. It was also when Roderick was most likely not yet to be in since he spent his mornings and early afternoons at home with his family, only coming to the club in the evening. But there had been an occasion here and there when she’d been caught at the club rather late and it just made more sense to stay the night rather than try to slip through the increasing activity undetected. Her personal maid, Neda, was infinitely valuable in her ability to come up with proper excuses and deflections that ensured no one at home ever knew of her occasional absences.

There were certain undeniable risks and dangers inherent in moving freely about the club—and especially Mrs. Beaumont’s wing—unchaperoned while business was in full swing. And she wasn’t so reckless that she’d put herself in danger. 

Hiding out in Bishop’s abandoned bedroom had become the best option in such circumstances. It was close to the west wing and far from the main common areas of the hell. It was never used for guests, and since it was known to be in reserve for Bishop, general staff had no cause to enter the room. There was only one maid responsible for keeping the place properly aired and dusted, and Lynette just happened to be one of Caillie’s many friends within the club. 

Roderick wasn’t the only person capable of earning loyalty. 

By the time dawn just started to break over the horizon, Caillie was fully dressed and had all her belongings properly gathered. Unfortunately, she had no luggage to pack them in, so she’d wrapped them up in her woolen shawl then tied up the corners. With her cloak about her shoulders and her bundle in her arms, she felt a bit like a vagabond as she slipped through the quiet halls of the club to the back door which opened to the alley. Standing in the muted light of a lavender dawn, she gave a trill bird cry. Moments later, a carriage rolled up and the driver, wearing a jaunty red cap, leapt down to assist her into the vehicle.

“Thank you, Thomas,” Caillie said with a smile.

“Cuttin’ it close, ain’t ye, miss?”

She grinned as she settled into the shadows inside the carriage. “Mayhap just a wee bit.”

Thomas shook his head, but she saw the flash of humor in his eyes before he secured the door and started them off for home.

Thomas had initially been hired as a bodyguard of sorts under the guise of a groom six years ago after Caillie’s abduction and rescue. Though she’d never actually been in danger, her other brothers and Worthy had gotten spooked by the whole thing. 

Caillie had known the second she’d seen Thomas that he was more than the groom he’d presented as. Eventually she’d gotten the truth out of him—that he’d been hired to keep a close eye on her whenever she was away from her home or her family. After that, it hadn’t taken long to convince him to work for her instead. With a generous allowance from her oldest brother and very little she needed to spend it on, she was able to increase Thomas’s salary sufficiently enough to claim his loyalty. 

Though he was to continue under the appearance of being her guard, he was also to assist her in conducting her activities away from the house undetected. And in the last years, he’d proven himself to be invaluable in that regard. From the acquisition of a nondescript vehicle, familiarity with various disguises, his general knowledge of London and surrounding areas, and several mysterious contacts, Caillie knew she’d never be able to do what she did without him.

She trusted him implicitly. 

Thomas brought the carriage quietly into the mews behind Wright House and Caillie slipped from the vehicle, giving him her customary silent gesture of thanks, which he responded to—as always—with a tip of his red hat. Then she quickly disappeared into the shadows and made her way into the house through the servants’ entrance while Thomas drove the vehicle off to wherever he hid it when she wasn’t in need of it.

She made it through the grand mansion to her bedroom without encountering any of the household servants. No big surprise, really. After sneaking about for the last six years, she’d gotten quite adept at it. 

She might be twenty-three years old, but to her brothers, she’d always be the little sister they needed to guide and protect. If they had any idea what she did and where she went when she left the house, they’d feel compelled to put a stop to it—all of it. For her own good, of course. 

So, in order to protect her endeavors, she was forced to conduct a great deal of her life in secrecy. Caillie hated lying to her family and hoped that someday all the subterfuge wouldn’t be necessary. Unfortunately, it wasn’t this day. 
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Chapter Four
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After a solid round of deep sleep, Bishop waited as long as he could to go back to his bedroom where he’d left his traveling bag, which contained a change of clothes and other essentials. Gratefully, the chit had done as she’d promised and no sign of her remained in his personal space. Except, perhaps, a faint suggestion of her rose-water scent. 

Forcing thoughts of the woman to the back of his mind, Bishop focused on the far more important tasks of the day. 

Most importantly...he needed to advise Roderick Bentley of his return.

But, because he didn’t expect Roderick to be in his office until late in the afternoon, Bishop took the extra time to enjoy a steamy bath and a quick bite to eat before making his way down to the second floor, where the club owner’s office was located.

Unless occupied in a private meeting, it was Roderick’s policy to leave his door open in welcome to any of his staff who might wish to stop in for a word. As Bishop approached the double doors thrown wide, he had a sudden feeling of being sixteen again and newly arrived at the club looking for work.

He’d been shown to Roderick’s office, where he’d stood with an insolent posture and a cocksure attitude, trying very hard not to reveal in his expression just how badly he wanted the footman position. 

And Roderick had sat behind his desk, staring at Bishop without saying a single word for what felt like an eternity—his sharp blue eyes narrowed into a discerning stare. In the years since then, Bishop had witnessed Roderick’s infamous intuition at work a thousand times. But on that day, he wasn’t yet aware of the man’s uncanny ability to see things—sense things—about people that they’d rather not have known. So, he’d stared back at the man with an arched brow and a careless smirk until Roderick finally flashed a grin and asked the first of only two interview questions.

Why do you want to work here?

A hundred answers had tumbled through Bishop’s mind, but only one made it past his lips. He’d glanced about the room, taking in the fine furniture and artwork on the walls, before giving a dismissive shrug. Seems like a nice enough place.

The response had inspired a chuckle from Roderick and the other man had stood from his chair to approach Bishop as he’d asked his second question.

What skills can you offer the club?

Bishop had curled his lips and replied, I’ll show you.

The truth was, his life running about the brothel dens and flash houses of the East End had given him a view into the world of scammers, thieves, and cons, and he’d made the most of studying the tricks and ploys people used to cover up their true intentions. He knew them all. And all it had taken was a single walk through the club’s crowded gaming room with Bishop pointing out every nervous hand, darting gaze, and damp brow that suggested who might need to be watched more carefully. Roderick had hired him on the spot and promoted him from footman to his personal aide within a few weeks.

The club had been his home for nearly ten years. The rest of the staff had been family. And Roderick had been more than an employer. He’d been a mentor and the closest thing Bishop could imagine to an older brother and friend.

In some ways, it felt as if he’d never left.

But in others...a lifetime seemed to have passed since he’d last crossed the double-doored threshold into the office where Roderick was seated at his desk. 

“You work too hard, mate,” Bishop said, bringing Roderick’s head up from whatever ledger he was reviewing.

“Bloody hell,” the older man exclaimed with a wide smile. He shoved immediately to his feet and started around the desk toward Bishop. “Who in hell let you in the doors?”

Bishop chuckled and took the hand Roderick extended with a firm grip. “Didn’t you know Snipes took bribes? All you need is a bag of sweets and that doorman’ll usher you in like royalty.”

“Royalty, indeed,” Roderick replied, giving Bishop a once-over. “You’re looking none the worse for your travels. Better, in fact.” Then he clapped Bishop on the back. “Come, let’s sit and have a drink to welcome you back. Why didn’t you send word of your intended return? I would’ve had someone meet you.”

Bishop shrugged. “I didn’t know for sure when I’d make it in.” 

After Roderick poured them both a snifter of brandy, they took up seats in the leather armchairs set before the low-burning fire.

It was a little odd. 

In all the years he’d worked at Bentley’s, he’d never sat in one of these chairs—with Roderick present, anyway. He’d sure as hell tried them out when the boss hadn’t been around. He’d tried the fine brandy, too. 

He couldn’t help but grin at the memory, drawing an inquiring glance from Roderick.

“You’re looking pleased with yourself,” the other man noted as he swirled his brandy.

“It’s good to be back, I suppose.”

And it was. In some ways, just because it proved to him how he’d changed during his time away—as he’d hoped. No longer a footman with a cocky swagger and impertinent grin, he was a man of his own means. And he intended to make use of it.

Meeting Roderick’s sharp blue stare, Bishop curled his lips. He had nothing to hide from the man’s intuitive assessment.

Except maybe the fact that he’d kissed Roderick’s beloved sister. Twice.

Bishop tensed then lifted his glass to hide the subtle flinch.

Roderick smiled. “I hope you’re not going to tell me you’re only in town for a short visit.” Though his tone was teasing, there was an earnestness to his expression. “I’m prepared to go to significant lengths to keep you around.”

“I’m back to stay,” Bishop noted, “but I do want to talk to you about that in more detail.”

“You know you always have a position here. Metcalf is talking of retiring soon, and I’ll be in need of a general manager.”

“I appreciate that, but I won’t be rejoining Bentley’s staff.”

Roderick’s response was a silent lift of his black eyebrows. 

“I intend to open my own club.”

The other man’s eyebrows arched higher. Then he leaned back in his chair and gave Bishop a studied look. “That’s a weighty endeavor. And it won’t be easy.”

Bishop quirked a lip. “I’m aware.”

“We’ll be competitors.”

“We won’t, actually,” Bishop replied. “I intend to draw a wholly different clientele. And gambling will only be a small part of what I’ll offer.” 

Leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees, Bishop started talking—about his ideas, his plans, his vision. Though Bentley’s had been everything to him for so long, he’d known for a while now that if he ever got back to London, he wouldn’t be able to simply step back into his old role. He wanted more. He needed more room to stretch out, to create something of his own. To realize a future of his own. 

Roderick had given him a solid foundation when he’d needed it most, but Bentley’s had just been a starting point—a place to learn and strengthen as he’d figured out what direction he wanted to go next. His travels had given him a greater sense of who he was outside of his role at the club. A true sense of himself as a man. 

And now, his future was as clear to him as if it were already in place.

When Bishop finally finished talking, Roderick nodded thoughtfully. Then a wide grin split his mouth. “How much do you need in investments?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?” The other man’s surprise was only slightly insulting.

Bishop laughed. “What did you think I’d been doing these years I’ve been gone?”

“Since your letters never shared any details of your travels, I assumed you’d been doing what every young man does on a tour of the Continent,” Roderick noted with an arched brow. “Indulging in vices.”

Bishop flashed a grin. “Oh, I did that well enough. But as it turns out...if you happen to stop a band of thieves from robbing a Persian prince, the prince might ask you to become a guard in his entourage and travel the world with him.” The grin widened. “And if, in the years that follow, you foil a few more robbery attempts and a somewhat clumsy assassination attempt, there’s a damned good chance you’ll be rewarded with a small chest of priceless jewels when you finally decide to part ways.” 

“A chest? Of priceless jewels?” Roderick asked, eyes sharp with curiosity.

Bishop nodded. “Worth more than I can spend in my lifetime.”

“Bloody hell,” Roderick muttered before he gave a hearty laugh and lifted his glass. “To your future,” Roderick said proudly. 

Hearing those words in his former employer and mentor’s voice obliterated any possible remaining doubts Bishop might have had about returning to London to open his own club. 

“You must come to dinner with me tonight,” Roderick added in a tone that allowed no option for refusal. “To continue this celebration and properly welcome you home.”

“If you insist.”

“I do. And don’t worry, it’ll only be a small family affair.”

A couple hours later, Bishop was strolling along the hallways and corridors of the place that had been home to him for so many years. He’d come to Bentley’s as a lad full of cocksure arrogance and far more street-smarts than true intelligence. But Roderick had sensed something in him. When most would have seen a brash young man prone to lazy self-indulgence, he’d peered past Bishop’s irreverent attitude and had somehow detected the loyalty and unique brand of ambition Bishop possessed. And he’d fostered it without forcing Bishop to form himself into a vision that didn’t suit him.

In fact, Roderick had done that for everyone who’d made up Bentley’s staff over the years. And now, Bishop would have the opportunity to do the same. 
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