
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Traitor in Her Arms

The Scarlet Chronicles: Book II

Shana Galen


TRAITOR IN HER ARMS

Copyright © 2025; 2017 by Shana Galen

Cover Design by The Killion Group, Inc.

All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the author.

All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication and Acknowledgements

[image: ]




For Joanna MacKenzie and Danielle Egan-Miller, because you never gave up on this book.

Thanks to my fabulous agents at the time of the writing of this book—Joanna MacKenzie and Danielle Egan-Miller, as well as Abby Saul—for your comments, your critiques, and your support.

Thanks to my friend and hardworking assistant, Gayle Cochrane. I couldn’t do this without your help.

Thank you to Sue Grimshaw, who first took a chance on this book. I feel so privileged to have had the chance to work with you.

Most important, thank you to my family and friends. I know you aren’t as excited about the French Revolution as I am, but you were very patient with me!

Of course, thank you to my readers. You’re at the heart of every book I write.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dear Reader
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Rumors have circulated for years concerning the existence of a real Scarlet Pimpernel. Others have written of him, and undoubtedly you have heard the tales of the Scarlet Pimpernel and his League.

This too is a story spun from a series of “what-ifs,” a fiction different from those you have previously read and therefore all the more entertaining.

Consider the tales of the Pimpernel’s daring, his cunning, his outright bravery in the face of death. Consider the largely fictional accounts from those he rescued—French aristocrats and commoners alike condemned to death in France’s Reign of Terror, saved from the blade of the National Razor by the Pimpernel and his men. And now consider the possibility that these stories are no myth.

The legend is true.

But what you know is not the whole story . . .
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Paris, the Reign of Terror
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Gabrielle stood on the swaying tumbrel, the breeze tickling the nape of her neck. Her head felt oddly light, deprived as it was of her thick, heavy mane of unruly brown hair. The loose, uneven strands brushed the skin on her neck like long, pointed fingernails. Would she feel the blade of the guillotine, or would death come fast and sweet as promised?

She clenched her hands on the cart’s rough rail and tried to think of something else—something other than blood and death and the swish the blade made when it fell in the Place Louis XV, now the laughably named Place de la Révolution. This wasn’t a revolution. This was murder.

Her murder.

Her stomach roiled and she closed her eyes and tried to think of happier times.

Mrs. Cress would love this short hairstyle. Of course, she’d bemoan the artless way in which the hair had been hacked off by the prison guard, but Mrs. Cress could fix that. Give Cressy a pair of shears and she’d have Gabrielle’s hair cleverly styled in mere moments. Gabrielle would miss her brash speech and her unfailing loyalty. She’d miss Diana too. Diana had been a good friend, someone she could count on in a crisis. If only Diana were here now, she’d turn her famous imperious stare on these raucous revolutionaries and have Gabrielle free in a moment. She smiled, and then she sighed.

She could admit it. She would miss Ramsey. Pathetic to even think of the lying, deceitful scoundrel. He was the reason she stood here, squeezed ever tighter as guards herded more and more of the condemned onto the already packed cart.

She shouldn’t have trusted him. She shouldn’t have believed him.

She wished he were beside her. She’d like to see him mount the scaffold, face Sanson and his assistant, who worked with that awful blood-red rose clamped between his teeth. She liked to imagine Ramsey would grovel and beg and fall to his knees as the crowd jeered. The assistant would drag him, kicking and screaming, to Madame Guillotine, tie him down, and whoosh! The blade would sing. Ramsey would be no more.

The tumbrel jolted as the horses began a slow plod toward the Rue Royale, now the Rue Nationale. Gabrielle shook her head to clear it, feeling those loose strands of hair on her neck again. She was as bad as the peasants waiting to taunt her and the other condemned as they left the security of the prison. For now, she had blood lust too.

Only she was the one who would die.
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London, three weeks earlier

Gabrielle hated the reel—rather, she hated her partner for this reel. She could not fault his enthusiasm, but she did protest the way he locked his arm with hers and spun her around as though she were a marionette. She swore at one point her feet had left the floor—and she was not a short woman! By the end of the dance, she was so confused and dizzy she felt as though she had drunk a bottle of champagne. And if Sir Herbert Rutherford swung her about one more time, she would grab said champagne bottle and smash it over his head. Above, the cut crystal in the chandeliers lighting the ballroom glittered drunkenly, and beneath, the polished floor swayed clumsily as she attempted to regain her bearings.

Thankfully, the orchestra’s strings rose to a crescendo, signaling the end of the piece. Sir Herbert tried to spin her for a final flourish, but she caught his sleeve and held on. He gave her a puzzled look, and she disarmed him with what she hoped was a wan smile and a fluttering hand to her forehead.

“Lady McCullough, are you well?”

“Perfectly well. Only”—she allowed her smile to falter, and he leaned in, concern etched in the faint lines on his brow—“would you be so kind as to fetch me a glass of lemon water?”

“Of course, my lady.” He took her arm and paraded her across the ballroom, his chest puffed up with the importance of the task she had given him. She passed a dozen couples, none without a title or a fortune, and few possessing both. Nevertheless, jewels dazzled, laughter tinkled, and the music played on. England’s haute ton had turned out for one of the last balls of the Season in fine form. When she and Rutherford reached a row of Sheraton chairs placed against a wall, Sir Herbert reluctantly released her.

“I shall return.” He gave her a deep bow, and she pressed her lips together to keep from smiling at his seriousness.

Watching his retreating back with narrowed eyes, she waited until his yellow satin coat faded into the crush of people, then turned swiftly and arrowed for the door. There were no guests lingering in the vestibule. It was too early for most to send for carriages and too late for arrivals. The Prince of Wales had made his entrée three-quarters of an hour ago, and everyone wanted to be present in the ballroom should any drama ensue. Gabrielle almost hoped Prinny would cause a scene. It would make her absence less conspicuous to any who might search for her.

A sleepy footman straightened and nodded at her. She was glad he stood alone. The other footmen were probably outside with the grooms and coachmen, having a wee nip while the quality danced the night away.

“Call for my carriage,” Gabrielle instructed the man. “Lady McCullough.”

The footman raised his eyes, obviously surprised any guest would leave with the prince still in residence, but he dutifully went about his task. As soon as he opened the door and stepped outside, Gabrielle lifted her skirts and took the winding marble steps two at a time. She was out of breath by the time she reached the landing on the second floor. Good Lord, but these town houses in Grosvenor Square were huge. She shouldn’t have allowed her maid to lace her corset so tightly. She struggled to quiet her breathing before padding down the corridor to the last room on the left.

The candles in the wall sconces had all but burned down. They flickered feebly, and she assisted the inevitable by leaning forward and extinguishing them. Murky gray descended, enveloping her in a shroud of stealth. Her black satin gown—open to reveal the silver petticoat beneath and draped behind—though not festive ball attire, melted into the shadows. She quickly removed the diamonds sparkling along her neck and in her ears and tucked them into her bosom. The footman would have returned by now, but he would not yet be suspicious. She would be granted time to fetch her wrap and any other guests traveling with her. She had ten minutes at most before her absence would be noticeable. Not that she worried he would sound an alarm. Still, she did not want her name mentioned when the Duke of Beaumont questioned his staff about suspicious guests in the morning.

With time ticking away, she turned to the door and tried the handle. Locked. She’d expected as much, but it never hurt to try. She had been lucky before. She would be lucky now, she told herself as she reached into her hair and removed an extraneous hairpin fastened into one of the many thick coils. She put her hand on the door and used touch to guide the hairpin silently into the lock. Darkness surrounded her. She closed her eyes anyway, seeing the lock’s mechanism in her mind. She inched the hairpin one way, then another, until she felt resistance. Then it was just a matter of a twist and a pull, and she felt the lock give. She removed the hairpin, tucked the evidence back into her hair, and turned the handle.

A low fire flickered in the hearth, but otherwise the room was shadowy as midnight. Gabrielle did not hesitate, slipping inside and closing the door behind her. She pressed her back against the solid wood and allowed her eyes to adjust.

What she saw was a typical lady’s bedroom. A large tester bed hunkered in the middle of the room, taking up most of the space. The heavy curtains were not drawn, and on the far side she could see a small, elegant desk against the window beside a porcelain washbasin. A pretty dressing table stood at the far wall, beside a door that most likely opened into the dressing room and then the duke’s bedroom. Brushes, combs, and cosmetics littered the table’s surface. She caught a glimpse of sparkle from the jewel of a discarded earring, but she ignored it, her eyes continuing to roam. On the side nearest her, to her right, was a large clothespress. According to the servant she’d questioned, it would be locked as well. When she opened it, she would see the jewelry box. That lock might give her trouble—the more delicate ones tended to be the most difficult—but once she mastered it, Queen Cleopatra’s lapis lazuli necklace would be hers.

With new purpose, she strode to the clothespress, tried the lock, just to be certain, then reached up to extract her hairpin again. She could feel her heart tap excitedly as she slid the metal into the lock. Her breath came in quick, controlled snatches as she twisted the hairpin this way and that. In her mind, a jig played, and she tapped one foot to the tune. It was always thus when she worked—the excitement and fear mixing with the pounding of her blood until she swayed, heady from the combination.

Snick.

Gabrielle smiled, knowing the lock was hers, and if the lock was hers, so was the necklace.

She swung open the door of the clothespress and stepped closer. Just as she had been told, the jewelry box sat on one of the shelves, beside a pile of white underthings. Gabrielle reached out and lifted the box’s lid.

It opened easily and silently, revealing a treasure of rubies, emeralds, sapphires, and diamonds. The Duke of Beaumont had been generous to his duchess. But Gabrielle’s eyes scanned the gems quickly, ignoring them, seeing the drawing of Cleopatra’s necklace in her mind. It was rough piece by current standards, with large rectangles of gold circling the neck, interspersed with beads of lapis lazuli and set off by a large lapis lazuli oval that would have rested in the cleft at the base of Cleopatra’s throat. The pure blue of the mineral in the centerpiece was said to be remarkable.

The necklace was not on the box’s top shelf, as she had been told it would be, but she did not allow the thought of failure to enter her mind. Instead, she lifted a few of the bulkier pieces and searched beneath them. When the necklace was still not to be found, she closed the lid and pulled open the top drawer. More gems glittered, as well as the opalescence of cameos and a collection of iridescent pearls. But no lapis lazuli.

She felt a bead of sweat trickle down her back as she slid the drawer closed and opened the bottom one. She already knew she would not find it.

“Disappointing, isn’t it?” a deep voice murmured beside her.

Gabrielle’s heart jumped, her nerves following, but by sheer force of will, she stilled her body. Blowing out a slow, measured breath, she turned ever so slowly toward the sound of the voice and saw only the door of the clothespress. As she watched—heart pounding so hard she feared it would burst—the door creaked closed, revealing a man on the other side.

“You,” she whispered.

“Ah, Lady McCullough, you haven’t forgotten me then.” He cocked a brow in a gesture she had at one time found charming but now only served to irritate her. Her heart still pounded, beating in anger, not fear.

“What are you doing here?” she hissed, stepping back. She could smell him, that sweet scent of bergamot she associated only with him. She needed space to breathe, to think, to plan.

“I might ask you the same question, my lady.”

She smiled stiffly. “Why, I’m fetching a piece of jewelry at Her Grace’s request.” She blinked innocently. “I’m certain that must be obvious.”

He nodded at the hairpin, still clutched between her fingers. “And she mistakenly forgot to give you the key.”

“Exactly.”

He stepped closer, and she forced herself to breathe normally. She would not inhale his dizzying scent. She would not allow him to affect her.

“Do you know what I think?”

Her traitorous gaze dipped to his lips—full, soft lips with a hint of dark, rugged stubble around them. Her breath caught, and she forced her gaze back up again. But looking into his eyes—eyes she knew were as green as the emeralds in the jewelry box beside her—did not have the desired effect, and she found herself digging her nails into her palm. Blink, Gabrielle.

“I think,” he continued, his lips so close she could feel his sweet breath on her cheek, “you are a thief.”

To her credit, her gaze did not waver, held his. “What does that make you?”

He shrugged. “A lover.” He backed up, catlike, toward the bed. “I’m waiting for Her Grace. A secret rendezvous.” In one quick gesture, he was lounging on the bed, reclining as sleekly as a black jaguar.

As dangerous too, she knew. The necklace was not here. The duchess was not wearing it, which meant, either Ramsey, Lord Sedgwick, now reclining with deceptive innocence on the bed, had taken it—or someone else had beat her to it.

She gazed at Sedgwick again, eyes narrowed. Lover? She doubted it. The fifty-year-old duchess and mother of five was not Sedgwick’s usual fare. He was here for the necklace. That was the only explanation. Now . . . how to get it from him?

“How romantic,” she drawled, stepping forward and closing the clothespress door behind her. Time ticked away. She needed that necklace. “Funny that the duchess should send me to fetch a trinket when she knew you waited for her.”

He raised a brow, and she could see a thousand wicked thoughts play on his face. Men. They were so easy to read, so predictable. She stepped closer, and his gaze perused the low-cut bodice of her gown. The rounded style afforded a tantalizing view of the swell of her breasts.

“Perhaps she sent you in her place.” He patted the empty spot on the bed beside him, the invitation in his eyes clear. But behind that invitation, she saw calculation and smugness. He thought he was winning. He thought she would flee, leaving him to walk away with the necklace.

He did not know her nearly as well as he thought.

She reached the bed, leaned over, and stroked a hand down his cheek. The rough texture left her fingertips tingling enticingly. She ignored the feeling, instead concentrating on where he might be hiding the necklace. His coat? His breeches? Both were scandalously snug . . .

At this angle, she knew he had a distracting view of her bosom, but his eyes never left her face. She smiled seductively, leaned down farther, and pressed her lips to his.

It was easier than she thought it would be. No jolt of heat, no memory of what had passed between them all those years ago, rushed back at her. This was simply a new direction in her plan. She would kiss him, run her fingers along his body, distract him, until she located the necklace. She was an excellent pickpocket. It would take little to extract the necklace—then extract herself.

But just as she reached out to begin her exploration, his mouth slaked over hers and his arms came around her. Before she could protest, she was on the bed, on her back, and he bent over her, kissing her hungrily.

Oh no.

The flash of heat tore through her belly, infusing her limbs with warmth and sensitivity. It seemed every part of her was too warm and too aware. And he—he was touching her everywhere, stroking the fire, making her gasp and moan against her will.

She had to think. She had wanted something from him—not this. Not this!

The necklace. Yes. If only that magic mouth would stop its assault for one second she could focus and—

Suddenly he broke away. Confused, she blinked up at him, saw him gazing down at her, that irritating smile in place once more. “I fear I’ve had an attack of conscience.”

She almost laughed out loud. The Earl of Sedgwick having an attack of conscience? Ha! The man had no conscience. He was playing her—and he was winning!

“As lovely”—he slid his gaze down her body—“and delectable as you are . . .” His finger trailed a path of heat down her neck and over her collarbone. She willed her body not to react. “I cannot betray Her Grace. I couldn’t live with myself.”

“No, I’m sure you couldn’t.” Where was that necklace? She could not, would not, allow him to leave with it. Sedgwick rose and strode toward the door. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her last hope.

“Good night, my sweet. Until we meet again . . .”

She rapped the pistol’s handle on the bed’s footboard, and he froze in place. Now he was the one turning slowly.

“Give me the necklace, Sedgwick, or I’ll be forced to take it off your cold, dead body.”

He cocked one arrogant eyebrow, seeming not in the least perturbed by the fact she had a pistol trained on him.

“That is a charming toy,” he drawled. “Do you even know how to use it?”

She kept her gaze and her pistol locked on him. “My aim is extremely accurate. Now hand over the necklace.”

Instead of rushing to do her bidding, he leaned against the doorframe, crossed his arms over his broad chest, and seemed to consider her order as though it were a mere request to pass the cream or sugar. Annoying man! Would she have to shoot him to prove she was serious? She did not want to go that far, but she would if necessary.

Wouldn’t she?

She didn’t really know how to fire the pistol. Cressy had told her to point it at anyone giving her trouble, and the mere glimpse of it would frighten even the most stalwart. But it didn’t frighten Sedgwick.

“Hand over the necklace,” he murmured, as though turning the idea around and over in his mind. “To what necklace are you referring, madam?”

She clenched her jaw and seriously considered shooting him somewhere trifling—a knee or a toe. Could she manage it? Had Cressy even primed the thing?

“You know exactly to which necklace I refer,” she ground out, eyeing his shoe with longing.

“No, madam, I am afraid I don’t. Is this a necklace you lost? Why do you assume I possess it?”

She lowered the pistol, aimed it at his foot. Even if she missed his foot, she would hit him somewhere. He was one of the tallest men of her acquaintance. She could not miss. “Stop the games or you won’t be dancing anytime soon. You know as well as I do that I want Cleopatra’s necklace.”

“Cleopatra’s necklace? How would I know anything about such a piece?” But he must have seen something in her eyes as she prepared to take a chance and pull the trigger, and he moved his foot back an inch and held out a hand. “We both know you will not shoot me.”

Her head snapped up at his tone. It had a slight tinge of concern in it. “Why is that?”

“Because I know you. You’re not that kind of . . . viscountess.”

“You forget my humble beginnings, my lord. I’m full of surprises. After all, you didn’t expect me to walk in here tonight, did you?”

He lifted his brows, seemed to consider. “You have a point.”

“Give me the necklace, Sedgwick. I will shoot you.” If I can deduce how to cock this bloody hammer . . .

With a shrug, he held up both hands in apparent surrender. “Very well. I’ll give you the necklace, though I assure you, I need it far more than you do.”

“Too bad.” Holding the pistol steady with one hand, she moved forward and held out the other. “Move slowly.”

He did as she said, reaching into his tailcoat and withdrawing something. She kept her gaze on his face, his eyes. She was no amateur to allow him to divert her attention. She held out her hand, and he dropped something warm and heavy into it. She curled her fingers around it, moved back, and saw in her peripheral vision that it was indeed the piece she sought.

She pocketed it through a slit in her gown and motioned to the door with her pistol. “Move away from the door. I will leave, and you will wait at least ten minutes before you follow. My carriage awaits. Don’t bother searching the ball for me.”

Again, he shrugged and moved aside. He was far too compliant, far too affable, but she did not have time to question it. She opened the door, slipped through, and started down the corridor, tucking the pistol into a pocket through the slit on the opposite side of her gown. But she had taken no more than five steps when she saw a light approaching from the far end and then heard the duchess’s door open behind her. Muttering a curse, she paused, uncertain whether to continue forward or turn back.

From behind her, she heard Sedgwick. “That footman will wonder at your presence up here. And he will remember seeing you when the duchess questions the staff about her missing necklace.”

She glanced over her shoulder and shot him a glare. Did he think she didn’t know all of that? And did he think she didn’t know what had to be done?

He grinned at her, the glint in his eyes wicked. Of course he knew, the snake. Still, better to try her luck with a snake than to face a magistrate in the morning.

Quickly, as the footman was drawing closer, she turned and stepped into his arms. He drew her into the embrace immediately, bending her back slightly before pressing his lips to hers. She responded, but only enough to make the embrace look believable. Inside she seethed. He bent to kiss her neck as the footman drew closer.

“Not very nice of you to pull a pistol on me,” he whispered. “I suppose what they say is true.”

Ignore him, she ordered herself. Do not respond. But, as was always the case with him, she could not stop herself. “And what is that?”

“Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”

“What?” she sputtered. A woman scorned? “I rejected you!”

“Did you?”

“Yes!” And if he thought she carried some foolish tendre for him, she would set him right immediately. She began to push him away, but he pulled her closer.

“Now, now. Be careful.”

The light from the footman’s candle was upon them. She had no choice but to return Sedgwick’s kiss even as the footman slowed to move around them. She was so angry it barely registered in her mind that she was kissing Sedgwick—that was until he parted her lips and invaded her mouth with his tongue.

At least it felt like an invasion at first. She would have struggled if the footman had not been so close. She would have struggled if Sedgwick was not holding her so tightly. She would have struggled—

Oh, who was she fooling? She wrapped her arms around him and sank into the kiss, allowing oblivion to descend for just a moment.

But somehow her wits pushed through the warm, murky waves of passion and resurfaced. She would not allow him to kiss her senseless again. With a shove, she separated from him. The footman was at the other end of the corridor, a safe distance. Sedgwick grinned at her like a cat who had stolen the cream.

She poked his cravat. “Don’t touch me again. In fact, don’t ever speak to me again.” With a whirl, she turned and glided down the hallway, not pausing until she reached the vestibule and the waiting footman. He raised a brow at her, but she ignored it. So what if she had forgotten her wrap? She would send a servant to fetch it tomorrow. “Is my carriage ready?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Good.” A moment later, she was inside with the curtains drawn and the carriage lamp casting a soft glow on the plush interior. She would not think of Sedgwick now. She was on her way home, and she had the necklace. That was all that mattered.

She reached for the necklace, intent on admiring it now that she had a moment alone, but when she felt inside the gown’s slit, her fingers touched only the soft fabric of the pockets she had tied on.

There was no necklace.

Panicked, she reached into the other side.

There was no pistol.

A cat who had stolen the cream. As she fell back onto the squabs, she uttered a curse.

“Sedgwick.”
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Ramsey strolled down the dark alley, Cleopatra’s lapis lazuli necklace heavy where it lay against his chest. He walked quickly, his blood surging through his veins. He was unsure whether the rush he felt originated from the thrill of pilfering the necklace or from the still-smoldering heat in his loins from his encounter with the lovely Viscountess McCullough. Either way, it distracted him enough that he missed the movement in the shadows until it was almost too late.

He swung his walking stick to deflect the blow, but the slight hesitation cost him. The shadowed man’s club glanced off his shoulder, leaving it stinging and Ramsey cursing silently. He saved his breath, ducked down—evading another swipe, this one at his head—and rammed his shoulders into his attacker.

The man let out a grunt, lost his footing, and toppled to the ground. Before he could rise, Ramsey had the blade hidden in his walking stick pressed snugly against the man’s chest, right above where he imagined the man’s heart slammed against his ribs.

“Nice spot for a tumble, Stryker,” Ramsey said, indicating the pool of fetid liquid lapping at his attacker’s head.

“Get that there sword away from me.” Stryker shoved at the blade to no avail.

“Tell me, Stryker,” Ramsey drawled. “Is this any way for Madame Fouchet to treat her friends? Attacking me in a dark alley?”

“You ain’t no friend of the madame’s. A cove like you ain’t no friend to nobody.”

Ramsey raised a brow in bemusement. “Well, that may be true, but what have I done to engender this response?” He gestured to the club fallen from Stryker’s hand, lying tantalizingly close but just out of reach.

“Ye know what ye did. Swindled Madame out of five thousand in blunt, ye did.”

“Did I?” Ramsey pushed a button on the hilt and retracted the blade. “I thought that was payment for services rendered. Get up, Stryker, and take me to her.”

Stryker rose warily to his feet. “She don’t want to see you.”

“And I don’t want to see her, but I have a feeling she’ll warm to me once she sees the gift I’ve brought. Come on, now. Don’t drag your feet.”

Stryker limped to the end of the blind alley, making his clumsy way through the darkness until they reached a vee with a door on one side. Above, the buildings crouched over them like hungry gargoyles. Ramsey ignored the feeling of unease and watched as Stryker gave a brisk knock on the scuffed black door. A moment later metal scraped against wood and a sliver as wide and long as a letter opener appeared at eye level.

Stryker spoke to the pair of eyes that materialized. “Lord Sedgwick here to see Madame.” He sneered on the word lord, making it sound more like a curse than a courtesy title.

The eyes blinked once and the sliver closed. Silence reigned for a long moment. Ramsey shifted, aware that if Madame Fouchet did not want to see him, he had no recourse. He could stand out here all night, bang on the door until his fist bled, and she could easily ignore him.

What then? Pawn the necklace? Give it to Lady McCullough? What the hell did she want it for anyway? The question had niggled him from the moment she entered the duchess’s room and he realized she was breaking into Her Grace’s jewelry box. Doing a damn good job of it as well. When had she learned such skills? Certainly not from her dead husband.

More important, why did she ply those skills now? Did she need money? She could easily marry again. Men practically tripped over their own feet when she cast those cornflower-blue eyes of hers upon them. She didn’t have to resort to theft.

Not everyone had such a choice.

Stryker turned to look at him, undoubtedly to shoo him away, when the sound of locks turning and metal screeching rent the alley’s eerie stillness. The door swung open, and a corridor with stairs at the end yawned before him.

“Enter,” a raspy voice said from the shadows. “Madame waits in her chambers.”

Ramsey started forward, familiar with the location of Madame’s chambers. The sound of the door clanging shut behind him made him cringe ever so slightly, but he kept on walking.

The interior of the abode he entered—Ramsey hesitated to call it a home, though he supposed that was what it was—was nothing like the dilapidated alley he had left behind. The décor here was sumptuous, from the plush Turkey rugs to the medallions on the freshly painted ceilings. Not that he could appreciate the luxurious surroundings. Madame kept the place dark and gloomy. The brilliant chandeliers hung in every room were dark ghosts. Shadows crept along the walls, obscuring the paintings and paper hung there. Chairs, side tables, and various other furnishings crouched in the corridor’s recesses. Ramsey imagined he could see the gleam of their polished wood, though it might have been the reflection of a cat’s eyes. Madame had several felines.

When he reached the stairs, he took them two at a time, eager now to complete this task. He could think of a dozen places he would rather be at the moment—at the top of the list was the bed of some winsome wench. At the bottom was lying in a sewer covered in grime. Even the worst sewer grime ranked above what he was about to face.

He reached the top of the stairs and paused before a closed door. It was equally gloomy here, the landing lit by a faltering wall sconce, but this area had the added menace of Madame’s scent—a cloying rotted rose fragrance that turned his stomach.

He tapped on the door and pushed it open, feeling the heat wash over him as soon as he stepped inside. Despite the mild weather, the fireplace blazed. But at least this room was brighter. Lamps lit the area around a chaise longue. On the black velvet furnishing, a handsome woman reclined. She was tall and broad shouldered, her ebony hair swept into an elaborate twist that reminded him of a snake. Her face was painted, and her white shoulders bare as the sleeves of her loose gown had slipped down about her elbows. He could see the hint of the corset she wore beneath and knew it would be cinched tight to give her the appearance of a smaller waist.

She was not a young woman, but neither did she look her age, which Ramsey estimated to be between forty and forty-five. In her hand she held a book, and she did not look up from its pages as he entered. Neither did she cease stroking the black cat lying beside her. “I didn’t ask for you,” she said, her voice tinged with a soupçon of French. “I should swat you flat, like a fly, for annoying me.” She turned a page.

Ramsey closed the door and leaned against it. “I promise the annoyance is worth it.”

“A gift?” She set down the book and trained her yellow-tinted cat’s eyes on him. “There’s very little from you that I want.” Her gaze assessed him frankly. “Very little I have not already tasted.”

Ramsey pushed down the surge of anger—he would save it for later—and reached into his coat for the necklace. He’d wrapped it in a handkerchief, and now as she watched, feigning disinterest, he allowed the white cloth to flutter away. The necklace trickled through his fingertips, dangling gracefully in the light, while he scrutinized her face and saw the almost imperceptible widening of her eyes.

“What is it?” she asked, pointedly looking down to study her nails.

“You know what it is.” He would not allow her to rile him.

She glanced at him again. “You managed to steal it away from the Duchess of Beaumont?”

“Just now. Tonight. The duke hosted a ball.”

“And you were invited.” Laughter twinkled in her eyes. “If only your precious ton knew what I know.”

Anger flared again, and he added it to the smoking pyre he built deep within. Ramsey swallowed and stepped closer to her. He was sweating now as the heat from the fire in the hearth burned through the silk of his coat. “Perhaps this gift might entice you to keep my secret a little longer.”

She gave him a feline smile. “Perhaps you might.”

His stomach revolted at the thought of touching her, even as the smell of her heavy perfume grew more pungent. But he only smiled and held the necklace before her, tantalizing her before pulling it away and securing it safely in his coat pocket again. She watched him with interest, not appearing the least concerned that he had not handed over the necklace, as she had no doubt expected.

“You’re a woman of your word,” he began, ignoring the bemused expression on her face. “I’d like to negotiate. The necklace for those documents.”

“Negotiate,” she purred. “Interesting. How do I know the necklace is real and not an elaborate forgery?”

Ridiculous. She knew it was real, but she wouldn’t make this easy for him. “Have your people examine it. Moreover, have them verify my story. The duchess won’t make public the loss of her necklace, but servants talk.”

Catlike, she stretched. “I could do that. But what am I negotiating for?”

“To begin with, I want you to forgive the loan you made me.”

She blinked at him, her smile deceptive. “Loan? You mean the five thousand you stole?”

He resisted the urge to clench his fists. “It was money for services rendered.” He considered it a victory that his voice had sounded cool and level.

“Chéri, you’re not that good.”

He stiffened but would not allow the anger to show. “For the painting I acquired for you. The Titian.”

“Yes. But the theft of a painting is hardly worth five thousand.”

“And Cleopatra’s necklace?”

“Possibly.” She smiled. “But I have a feeling that’s not all you want.”

“You know what I want.”

“Of course, and I will tell you outright that Cleopatra’s necklace is not enough for you to have it.”

“Then what is?” He was towering over her now, and he couldn’t contain his fury. He wanted to frighten her, but she only smiled up at him. Blinked.

She tilted her head this way and that, pretending to consider. Pursing her lips delicately, she said, “Let me think on it awhile, chéri. I will call for you when I have an answer.”

Ramsey thought long and hard about toppling the chaise longue, spilling her onto the floor, and strangling the life out of her. He didn’t want to wait on her. He wouldn’t answer to her whim, play the lapdog at her beck and call.

If killing her would have solved his problem, he would have done it long ago. But he knew her too well. She would have alternate plans, plans to expose him, even if she were dead. Especially if she were dead.

She smiled at him. “Well?”

He didn’t know if she was asking if he would kill her—for certainly she could see murder in his eyes—or agree to her conditions.

He stepped back. “Fine. But don’t be too long. This necklace is highly sought after. I can easily find another buyer.”

She smiled her cat smile. “Yes, I’m certain you can.” She turned her attention back to her book, turned the page. “Good night, Lord Sedgwick.”

He paused, knowing he was being dismissed and hating that he had no other option but to retreat. The necklace burned against his chest. He knew she wanted it. But she was as good at the game as he. Now he would have to see who would yield first.

***
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AN HOUR LATER, RAMSEY stepped into his town house on Brook Street. The property had been in the Sedgwick family for several generations and was now in his possession. It was a gargantuan, cavernous showy thing, filled with velvet and silk and crystal and marble.

He hated it. He hated every dour, stuffy, priggish thing about it. He would have liked to burn it down, but then the servants would be homeless. And he did value the servants.

“Good evening, my lord,” his butler said. Pierce was eighty if a day and had lived in the house from the hour the servant was big enough to toddle about, fetching and carrying. Pierce held out a hand for Ramsey’s walking stick and hat. Ramsey relinquished them and started for the stairs. “Would you like assistance with your toilette, my lord?”

“Where’s Silsbury?” Ramsey employed a reasonably good valet, but unlike Pierce, Silsbury hadn’t been in residence since the valet was in short pants.

“You gave him the evening off, my lord. A sick mother.”

“Hmm.” He had a vague recollection of this now and thought the gaming tables rather than an ailing mama were what called Silsbury.

“I can see to myself. Good night, Pierce.”

“Good night, my lord.”

Ramsey’s bedroom was little better than the rest of the house, though he’d managed to put his own mark on it in small ways. He’d had the heavy draperies and tapestries put in storage along with the frowning portraits of a long line of Earls of Sedgwick. He’d replaced the portraits with art he enjoyed from a scattering of Renaissance painters. He’d acquired all of them legitimately, which meant there wasn’t a Titian to be found.

Too bad. He’d appreciate it much more than Madame Fouchet. She’d most likely sold it to the highest bidder, some wealthy fop who didn’t understand its true worth.

Not that Ramsey was any art aficionado. But he knew what he liked, and he’d educated himself in the arts.

Ramsey poured himself a glass of brandy and stripped off the silk evening clothes he wore. They were the height of fashion, but damned uncomfortable. He’d lived for many years without servants and didn’t mind tending his wardrobe. He could remember years when he had no wardrobe, save a rough shirt and trousers. Now he had a dressing room to accommodate all his clothing. He wanted to laugh. And at one point—a long time ago—he had laughed.

But he wasn’t laughing now.

And he doubted he’d be laughing when Madame Fouchet sank her claws into him once again. What would she want this time? Another painting? More jewelry? A statue?

He lifted Cleopatra’s necklace from the bedside table, where he’d placed it when folding his suit. Now, standing in ruffled shirtsleeves, he lifted it and studied it by candlelight. It was exquisite. Truly. And to think Queen Cleopatra had once worn it, had once rubbed her hands over the lapis lazuli as he was doing now.

But it wasn’t the image of Cleopatra that came to his mind when he thought of fingers stroking the piece. It was Gabrielle. The lovely Gabrielle, his best friend’s widow. He hadn’t thought of her in months, and then only when he caught a glimpse of her at some rout or other. She was always with her friend Diana, the clever daughter of the Duke of Exeter.

But not tonight. Tonight she’d been alone—and trying to steal Cleopatra’s necklace.

Ramsey crossed to a safe he’d hidden behind a painting by Domenico Rinaldo. He secured the necklace, locked the safe, and finishing the brandy, reclined on his bed, hands behind his head.

Gabrielle, Lady McCullough . . .

George hadn’t known what to do with her. Ramsey had watched his friend court the lovely Gabrielle and knew the fellow would never understand a woman like her. But Ramsey understood her. He knew what she wanted—and it wasn’t some idiot who wasted his time and blunt at the gaming tables.

A woman like that wanted passion and adventure. It ran in her blood. Apparently, tonight she’d found an outlet for it. And once again, his mind circled back to the question of why Gabrielle was stealing Cleopatra’s necklace. Hell, how did she become such an accomplished thief? She’d picked the door and the clothespress locks with a finesse he’d rarely seen. Even he wasn’t that smooth. But then she had those long, slim, aristocratic fingers, and his hands were better suited for farm labor.

Still, she hadn’t seemed to mind having his hands on her in the past. Before her engagement to McCullough. He didn’t want to remember that summer night now because it would plague him all evening and he’d toss and turn. Better to read a book and go to bed than to think too much about the lovely Gabrielle.

But it was too late. His mind was already drifting back.

He’d been in the greenhouse at the Duke of Exeter’s country estate. The duke had hosted a house party, and they’d all been invited—Gabrielle Newton and Mrs. Newton, McCullough, himself, other ladies and gentleman of the ton. Gabrielle and George had spent the afternoon taking a turn about the park. They’d danced together after dinner. Ramsey had stood back and watched the courtship develop. If she wanted George, let her have him. But he wouldn’t make her happy.

Ramsey didn’t know if he could make her happy either, but he knew when he looked at her, his thoughts turned to marriage. No other female had that effect on him. He might have pursued her, but marriage was a dangerous proposition. Even in those halcyon days, he wasn’t carefree enough to forget that. And so he kept his distance.

He had walked down to the greenhouse alone and stood among the orange and lemon trees, allowing their pungent citrus scent to float over him. He’d plucked a waxy orange and held the firm fruit in his hand before peeling the skin back and tasting the fruit.

When the first ripe section was in his mouth, she’d opened the door and walked in.

He knew right away she hadn’t sought him out. Her expression was the perfect picture of surprise . . . and pleasure.

“Oh, I’m sorry, my lord. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“No interruption at all, Miss Newton,” he said, bowing formally. At that point, one of them should have left. He was the gentleman and should probably have ceded the greenhouse to her. But she had intruded, and by all rights, she might be the one to take her leave.

Neither moved. Neither looked away, and after a moment Ramsey was aware of orange juice dripping down his wrist and gathering in the ruffles at his sleeve. He held out the fruit. “Orange, Miss Newton?”

She didn’t even glance at his hand. “Yes, thank you.”

And she’d walked toward him, plucking the orange from his hand as he’d plucked it from the tree. She didn’t peel a piece away from the skin, as he had done. As would have been the ladylike thing to do. Instead, she bit into the tender flesh, sinking small white teeth into the wet, ripe fruit. A thin line of juice trickled over her chin, but she didn’t wipe it away as she chewed. Ramsey had found himself entranced by that thin line of juice. He couldn’t look away.

“Is there something amiss?” she’d asked, all innocence. But he could see in those bright blue eyes she knew exactly what she was doing. If he’d been George, he would have offered her his handkerchief and made some mention of the weather. It was a hot evening, and his coat clung to him. The tendrils of her dark hair were damp and curling at her temples, and he wondered if her gown felt as oppressive as his coat and knee breeches.

He wondered if she would feel damp and hot as the sultry night.

And because he wasn’t George, he reached out, with one ungloved finger, and swiped the line of orange juice from her chin. Then he put the finger into his mouth to taste it.

She watched him, her light eyes growing dark. He knew that look, knew she wanted him as much as he wanted her. But she was George’s. The engagement wasn’t formalized, but George had all but staked his claim.

And didn’t that make her even more irresistible?

He reached for her again, cupping the back of her neck. He waited for resistance, felt the heaviness of her hair under his palm. Thick and long, he could picture it splayed under her on sheets of satin.

The satin would be cool against their hot, sweaty bodies.

He felt no stiffness and drew her to him, paused when their mouths were inches apart. Her breath, smelling of the orange she’d tasted, fluttered over him. He watched her lips part. She had flawlessly formed lips. They were perfectly pink and almost childlike in their sweet shape. He bent and delicately tasted her. He knew at any moment she would push him away or slap him, but until then he would enjoy this brief lapse in her sanity.

To his surprise, her lips moved under his. Despite the heat, her mouth was cool, and he found himself claiming more of it and still feeling unsatisfied. She opened her mouth, and he delved inside, taking what he wanted and being taken in return.

She kissed like a wanton. Her tongue clashed with his, stroked his, and as she did so, her body pressed against his. She was hot and breathing hard. He could feel her breasts heave against him. His hands stroked down her back to wrap about her small waist. He knew it was cinched with a corset, but it still seemed impossibly small. He pulled her against him, against the hardness of his erection, and waited for her to protest. Instead, she dug her hands into his hair, freeing it from the queue.

Ramsey wasn’t certain who possessed whom at that moment, and he wondered how far this would go. He knew where his body wanted it to go, but he couldn’t do that to George.

Or could he?

“Stop,” she breathed, just as his resolve wavered. “I can’t.”

He lifted his mouth but kept their bodies locked together. Her hand was still in his hair, he noted.

“You’re managing quite well, Miss Newton.”

She released his hair. When she stepped back, he saw the faintest hint of a smile on her lips. They were red and swollen now, the innocent blush of pink long gone. “Managing what, my lord? To act like a doxy?”

“No, of course—”

“I should have turned back as soon as I saw you in here. But I didn’t.” Her gaze was direct and honest, and his hands itched to circle her waist again.

“No, you didn’t. Why is that, Miss Newton?”

She shrugged, looked away. Absently, she reached out and stroked the leaves of a potted lemon tree beside her. “Because I wanted this to happen.” Her gaze flicked to his again. “I wanted to see what this would be like.”

“I can show you again . . .”

She held up a hand to stay him. “No. I will marry George. He’ll ask me any day now. I plan to be a faithful wife.”

Ramsey snorted softly.

“I know. That’s an oxymoron, but I do like a challenge.” She turned, and he realized she was leaving. He needed to speak, to say something to stop her, to keep her there. Logically, he knew her leaving was best, but now that he’d had a taste of her, he didn’t want her to go.

“You don’t have to marry McCullough,” Ramsey said.

She looked back at him, her expression filled with surprise.

“I could . . .” But he couldn’t say the words. He wanted to say them. He’d thought enough about making an offer for her, but now that the opportunity was before him, he couldn’t force his mouth to cooperate.

She raised her brows and made a point of waiting.

Silence.

“Yes,” she said slowly. “That’s what I thought. Thank you for the kiss. Good night.”

Thank you for the kiss. Good night.

Ramsey lay in his bed on Brook Street and wondered who in the hell said things like that? Who in the hell barged in on a man’s solitude, took his orange, kissed him in a way he would never forget, and then walked away again?

Two weeks later he read about her engagement to McCullough in the Times. He’d been so angry he’d balled it up and stuffed it in the fire. The men seated near him at his club had paused for a moment in their discussions and returned to them again without comment.

He’d seen her again, of course. He’d been at the bloody wedding, but they’d barely exchanged pleasantries. At one point Ramsey wondered if he’d dreamed the whole incident in Exeter’s greenhouse.

But not after tonight. Her lips were the same. She didn’t smell like oranges anymore. Tonight she smelled like lilies.

And he couldn’t get her or the damn fragrance out of his head.

With a curse, he rose, stalked into his dressing room and stuffed himself into a coat and trousers. If he couldn’t sleep, he could walk. If he didn’t feel like walking anymore, he could drink.

God knew Gabrielle McCullough was the least of his troubles. He had more than a bottle could drown.
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Three
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Sunlight streamed through the dining room on Audley Street where Gabrielle sat sipping tea alone. She’d always loved this room—its yellow papered walls, its cheery white curtains. Somehow it managed to remain cool in summer and warm and cozy in winter.

She stared down the length of the table and tried to picture George seated at the other end, reading the Times and drinking tea. No, coffee. He’d preferred coffee. He’d been dead only a year, and already she was forgetting him. Of course, she wasn’t trying very hard to remember.

The door banged open, and Lady Diana swept in with her usual grace and flair for the dramatic. The youngest daughter of the powerful Duke of Exeter wore a striped redingote with a large caped collar, a white muslin gown, and a hat extravagantly plumed and beribboned in apple green to match the coat. Her raven black hair gleamed in a simple twist disappearing under the wide brim of the hat. Her brown eyes, the exact color of the mahogany dining table, sparkled with laughter. “I hope you don’t mind me showing myself in.”

“You practically own the place. Why not?”

Diana waved a hand. “What’s a few hundred pounds between friends?”

“Quite a lot, actually.”

“Oh well.” She shrugged and took the seat offered by the footman to Gabrielle’s right. “Now you have servants again, so the blunt was worth it.” She sat forward eagerly. “I have already been to my milliner’s. She’s almost finished with the blue-and-white-striped gown. I think I shall wear it tomorrow night at Lord Winterbourne’s ball. What do you think?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
NATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR

ALEN

FON

ATALE OF [OVE

in her., G /
‘ 'ﬁs |
/

2 THE SCARLET CHRO






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





