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London 1801

Lady Madeleine would make the best of this night, even if it killed her.

And it probably would kill her. 

Maddie shook her head. That was no way to think. If one expected the worst, one received the worst. 

But there simply wasn’t anything good about dressing in boys’ clothing and running around London in the dead of night. Unless one wanted to be kidnapped. 

You’re doing it again! Maddie chided herself. She had to start thinking positively. 

Very well, then . . . She might not like wearing boys’ clothing, but at least it was comfortable. 

She didn’t like to sneak out at night, but at least she didn’t have to carry a parasol in the dark. 

And she didn’t like to climb into darkened windows, risk the wrath of her horrid uncle, or tempt the cutthroats hiding down every London alleyway, but . . . 

Oh, Lord! She would be murdered, and there was just nothing good about that! 

Maddie tightened her grip on her cousin Catie’s arm and hurried to catch her two adventuresome cousins, Ashley and Josie. 

Above her, the moon was but a sliver in the dark, starless sky. The tall, terraced houses of Mayfair—white and bedecked with flowers spilling from boxes in the daylight—now loomed menacingly over her. They stared at her from sightless eyes. 

Maddie tried to keep her gaze on Ashley’s blond hair. The London fog obscured everything except what was right in front of one’s face, but Ashley’s wheat-blond tresses shimmered silver in the meager light. Ashley turned a corner, and Maddie clutched Catie tighter. 

“Hurry,” Maddie whispered, not wanting to lose sight of Ashley. But then the fog closed in, thick and heavy, and Maddie had to reach out and feel her way past the building on her right. She lurched to the side and stepped on something furry. 

With a squeak—hers or its—she ran on. 

Catie and she rounded the corner, and Maddie saw Ashley’s bright hair. She was waiting for them. Thank heaven for her luminous cousin. The fog hadn’t infiltrated this street as thickly yet, and Maddie was able to see the welcoming houses and the small tree-lined park that made up Berkeley Square. 

Home. Almost home.

She wasn’t going to die.

“Are you well?” Catie asked, pausing for a moment.

“Perfectly fine,” Maddie replied, wishing she weren’t shaking so badly. “Why do you ask?”

“You’re holding my arm so tightly that I’ shall have a bruise.”

Maddie loosened her hold. “Sorry.”

“It’s all right,” Catie said.

Jiminy! If anyone should be consoled, Maddie thought, it was Catie. Her horrible father had locked her in a closet for two days. She herself was only out on the dark, unsafe streets because, though she was scared half out of her mind, she couldn’t leave Catie in there. 

Up ahead, rising out of the fog like a ghostly galleon from a storybook, floated her father’s town house. 

Home. Safety. For all of them. 

The girls climbed up the bed sheets they had left hanging down the side of the house under Maddie’s bedroom window. Maddie collapsed gratefully on the floor when her feet were again on solid ground. 

When her stomach had ceased fluttering and her limbs were no longer shaking like saplings in a storm, she rose and fetched nightgowns, cool water, and fresh linens for the others. While the girls washed and changed, Maddie opened her desk drawer and pulled out a stash of almond biscuits she’d been saving for just such an occasion. She passed them out as her cousins gathered on the bed. 

“Thank you, Mother,” Ashley said as she took her biscuit. Maddie stuck out her tongue. She was used to the other girls teasing her for fussing over them, but she knew they appreciated it. 

She wasn’t the eldest or the bravest or the most beautiful. Respectively, Catie, Josie, and Ashley fit those roles. Maddie had always been the most privileged. Her father was the Earl of Castleigh—rich and powerful. 

But privilege was not something one chose, nor something Maddie enjoyed. She would have much rather been courageous or beautiful or wise. Instead, she was frequently described as kind and tenderhearted. Boring descriptors, especially for a girl of eight, but she figured it was the best she could expect. 

She scooted onto her bed next to her cousins, and Ashley elbowed her. “Well, that was fun, wasn’t it?” 

Maddie wanted to groan. Fun? Her insides still jittered from the so-called adventure, and her hands shook as they tried to hold the almond biscuit. 

“You know . . . ” Catie said quietly. Maddie thought she looked almost dead from fatigue. “Once we grow up and marry, we won’t be able to have adventures like this anymore. Our husbands won’t let us.” 

Now, this was a new idea, and one Maddie rather liked. No more climbing out windows. No more scratchy—er, rather comfortable—boys’ clothing or dark city streets. 

Josie sat forward. “When I become a pirate, I won’t need a husband. I’ll have loads of treasure all for myself.” 

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

Everyone knew she was talking about Catie’s horrible father. He was even worse at being a husband than a parent. 

“But how will you have money for adventures without a husband?” Josie asked. Maddie wondered the same. 

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

Maddie blinked. It was a shocking statement, one she couldn’t imagine making herself. Not marry? Her father said it was a woman’s job to marry. 

Of course, her mother laughed at her father when he said that because her father always assigned women roles they didn’t particularly want. Just the other day, when Maddie had tried to give a shilling to a little beggar boy on the street, her father scolded her because little ladies were not to consort with street urchins. 

Little ladies weren’t supposed to consort with a whole list of other people and things as well: injured puppies, spirited horses, homeless children, the poor and downtrodden. 

Maddie didn’t understand it. What good was all the wealth her family possessed if they didn’t share it? 

When she grew up, she intended to help people. And if a husband would stop that, then Catie was right, and Maddie had no need of one either. 

Maddie stood. “And I’m not going to marry either. Never. I don’t need the money. If you want, Catie, you can come stay with me. You too, Ashley, when you’re not on an adventure, and you, Josie, when you’re not on your pirate ship.” 

Catie smiled at her, then sat up straighter. Maddie thought she looked awake and alive again. “I propose that we make a pledge, a promise never to marry. I’m the oldest, so I go first. I, Catherine Anne Fullbright, swear never, ever, ever to marry so long as I live. Now your turn, Maddie.” 

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

“I, Josephine Linet Hale, swear never, ever, to marry so long as I live. I promise to be a pirate!” 

“Now you, Ashley,” Catie directed. 

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

Maddie didn’t like that word. No, not at all. 

Then Josie said, “It won’t be bad to be unmarried if we’re all unmarried,” and Maddie felt a little better. 

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

“That’s right,” Josie agreed. “We’ll stick together. No men or mean girls allowed.” 

Catie was the first to sit up, stick out her hand, and Maddie took it gladly. She felt warm and happy, safe in her room with her best friends surrounding her.

***
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TEN YEARS LATER 

“Lady Madeleine, I simply must have you. I must. May I call you darling?” 

Maddie gave Sir Alphonse Pennebacker a shove, thrusting him back far enough that she could catch a breath of fresh air before his perfumed stench invaded her nostrils again. “No, you may not call me darling. In fact, Sir Alphonse, I asked you not to call on me ever again.” 

Sir Alphonse smiled. “But, my lady, that is the beauty of our present circumstance. I am here. You are here. We are fated to be together.” 

“I hardly think fate played a role,” Maddie said, scooting along the bookshelf in the Westmans’ library. If she could reach the end, she might have a chance to dart out the door and escape Sir Alphonse. “You knew I would attend my cousin’s wedding breakfast. My entire family is in attendance.” 

Maddie inched past a volume of Shakespeare and several books of poetry. A section of essays remained and then she would be free. Well, as free as she could be in a house brimming with her meddlesome family. 

“The question,” Maddie said, eyeing the essays, “is why you are in attendance.” 

“Distant relation,” Sir Alphonse said with a wave of one lace-bedecked sleeve. He edged closer, and Maddie could not help but stare at the beauty mark above his lip. It was obviously painted on. No less obvious was the copious rouge he used to redden his cheeks. 

Maddie moved imperceptibly nearer to the volumes of essays. “Distant relation of whom? The bride or groom?” 

The edge of her dress brushed the volumes in question, and Maddie prepared to make her move when Sir Alphonse pounced, cornering her, and suffocating her with the overwhelming stench of roses. 

“What does it matter, my dear lady? I am here. You are here. Say yes, my darling. Consent to be my wife.” 

Maddie tried to force the words out without taking a breath. “I cannot, sir. I do not love you.” 

He stepped back, hand to his heart as though mortally wounded. Maddie almost felt sorry for him. She would have, had she not seen the same reaction from him seven times before. 

“You wound me, my lady. I love you.” 

“No, you do not,” Maddie said levelly. “You love my money, and you love my father’s title. You do not love me.” 

“There you are wrong,” Sir Alphonse said firmly. “That may be true of your other suitors, but not I. Tell me, my sweet, what can I do to prove my love?” 

He leaned closer, and Maddie felt faint from the lack of fresh air. She could not back up any farther. The spine of a book dug into her shoulder. 

“Shall I climb a mountain for you? Write you a hundred love songs? Quote poetry to you all night long?” 

She swallowed the bile rising in her throat and closed her eyes. “Tell me what color my eyes are, Sir Alphonse, and I will consider your proposal.” 

There was a long silence. Maddie heard the distant sounds of laughter in Josie’s new ballroom and the quiet ticking of the clock in Lord Westman’s library. 

Finally Sir Alphonse cleared his throat. “My lady, such a question—” 

Maddie shook her head, refusing to open her eyes. “Answer me, sir.” She almost hoped he’d answer correctly. She had no intention of marrying Sir Alphonse, but just once she would have liked a man to notice something about her. 

Something besides her dowry. 

He took a deep, raspy breath. “Brown. Brown like your glorious hair. Beautiful, lovely brown.” 

Maddie opened her eyes. Her very blue eyes. “I’m sorry, Sir Alphonse. Now, if you don’t mind—” 

“Maddie? Where are you?” The library door Maddie had been eyeing so longingly flew open, and Ashley stood in the opening. 

She took in the scene at once and scowled at Maddie’s captor. “Sir Alphonse, what are you doing?” 

Alphonse jumped back. “Nothing, Miss Brittany. I—I—I—” 

Ashley, so beautiful and so self-assured that she intimidated all but the most confident of men, shook her head. “You are monopolizing Lady Madeleine on a day when her family needs her most. Please leave us at once. I have urgent family news to discuss with my cousin.” 

“Of—Of—Of—” 

“Good-bye, Sir Alphonse,” Ashley said, pushing him out the door and closing it on his agitated stutters. She turned back to Maddie. “Good God, how can you stand him?” 

“I can’t.” Maddie moved away from the bookcase and toward the window. She threw it open, ostensibly to let in fresh air, but took the opportunity to scan the garden. “But I don’t see any reason to treat him rudely.” 

“Oh, then you want him to keep proposing marriage?” 

“No.” Maddie saw no sign of the one she sought and turned back to Ashley. “But I don’t want to hurt Sir Alphonse’s feelings.” 

Ashley shook her head. “Maddie, you are rich and your father is powerful. A dozen men a day must propose to you and will keep on doing so if you do not firmly reject them. That is not rudeness. That is sanity.” 

“You reject suitors your way, and I shall use mine.” 

“Yours doesn’t work.” 

“Not so far,” Maddie mumbled, her gaze roving to the garden again. Where was he? She turned back to Ashley. “Thank you for your help, but if you don’t mind, I want to sit here alone for a few moments.” 

Ashley’s pale eyebrows rose above her sea green eyes. “Oh, really?” 

Maddie looked down at her dainty, beribboned lavender and ivory slippers. They were a perfect match for her muslin day dress, which was composed of a lavender overdress and ivory underdress. The layers of the outer garment were draped and held in place at the knee by glossy lavender ribbons. 

She couldn’t have chosen less practical attire for running away. And with the exception of her father, no one but Ashley could hinder her plans. Willing her voice to sound convincing, Maddie said, “I’ll join you again in a moment.” She looked at Ashley from under her lashes to gauge the effect of her statement. 

Jiminy! Ashley still looked skeptical. The clock on the mantel chimed quarter past the hour, and Maddie knew she had to remove Ashley quickly. Mr. Dover was bound to show up in the garden behind her at any moment. 

Standing before Maddie, Ashley narrowed her eyes. “Madeleine Richael Fullbright, what is going on?” 

“Nothing,” Maddie said automatically. 

Ashley stared at her. “You’re lying!” She put her hands on her hips. “I cannot believe you lied to me.” 

Maddie felt as though she were standing on a narrow strip of beach and the tide had just come in. Cold, threatening water swirled at her ankles. She tried to pretend it was warm, scented bathwater. 

“Ashley, might we speak of this later?” she said, and this time couldn’t stop herself from looking over her shoulder at the garden. 

The water surged to her waist, and she almost fell back from its force. Mr. Dover was skulking about outside the window. 

Maddie swung back around. 

“What is it?” Ashley said. “You look like Hamlet after he saw the ghost of his father.” 

Maddie felt a hysterical giggle well up inside. If her father went looking for her now, she’d be the one who ended up a ghost. She had to go. 

Now. 

Taking her cousin by the shoulders, Maddie pushed Ashley toward the door. “Thank you for your concern. I’ll explain everything later.” 

But Ashley was not looking at her. She was looking past her, out the window. 

The ocean floor dropped out from under Maddie. 

“Who is that man?” Ashley pointed a finger, and Maddie didn’t have to turn to know what her cousin saw. Mr. Dover was tall, almost too tall for his own body. He always seemed to have too many arms and legs and never knew what to do with them. He was young, not yet thirty, but he wore small spectacles over his brown eyes. At least she thought his eyes were brown. She hadn’t looked all that closely. 

“Man?” Maddie said with exaggerated innocence. “I don’t see a man.” 

Rigid disapproval on her face, Ashley took her by the shoulders and turned her around. She pointed to the window, where Mr. Dover was indeed peering in. “That man.” 

“I have no idea,” Maddie said.

Mr. Dover broke into a grin and waved at her. Ashley sighed and released her. “You are a horrible liar, Madeleine Fullbright.”

Ashley started for the window, and Maddie reached for her. Her hand closed on thin air. “Ashley!” 

Her cousin was already at the windows, pushing another open. She leaned out, resting her palms on the casement, and said, “Hello. Are you looking for Lady Madeleine?” 

Mr. Dover removed his hat, a scuffed beaver that looked like it had been run over by a carriage. Knowing how clumsy Dover could be, Maddie rather thought it had. 

“Yes, miss.” He pulled out a pocket watch. “We have an appointment.” 

Maddie rolled her eyes. Why didn’t the man just announce it in Hanover Square? Hear ye, hear ye: Lady Madeleine and Mr. Dover elope to Gretna Green! 

“An appointment?” Ashley said, her voice oozing sweetness. “May I ask the nature of this appointment?” 

Mr. Dover considered, and Maddie waved her hands wildly behind Ashley’s back. 

“Lady Madeleine,” Ashley said without turning around, “please refrain from making hand signals to Mister . . . ?” 

“Dover,” he supplied.

Maddie threw her hands down in frustration. “Ah, Mr. Dover.”

Maddie could hear Ashley smiling and knew the elopement was doomed. No man could resist one of Ashley’s smiles. She closed her eyes and waited for the rising tide to surge over her head. 

“I’d rather not discuss the nature of the appointment with you, miss,” Mr. Dover said, and Maddie gratefully clutched hold of this rescue boat. “May I speak with Lady Madeleine?” 

“Certainly.” Ashley’s smile was still in place, but it was tight at the corners. “One moment.” 

Ashley left the window and advanced on Maddie, who tried to move past her. But Ashley blocked her way, backing her into a corner. “Now, Ashley”—Maddie gave Dover a look pleading for patience—“it’s not what you think.” 

Ashley raised one brow. “How do you know what I think?” 

“Good point,” Maddie conceded. “Um, what do you think?” 

Ashley stomped to Lord Westman’s desk, yanked the valise out from under it, and glared at Maddie. “I think you’re about to run away with Mr. Dover.” 

Maddie swallowed. “Oh, then I suppose it is pretty much what you think.” 

“Maddie!” Ashley exploded. “What are you thinking? What are you doing?” 

Her boat was floating away, the water was rising again, and Maddie decided she might as well dive in and try to swim. “Listen, Ashley, I haven’t much time.” 

Ashley nodded. “Fine. I haven’t much patience.” 

“Well, believe it or not, nor do I,” Maddie said, surprised at the exasperation in her voice. “I am tired, Ashley. So tired of fending off proposal after proposal. Every day it’s another suitor, more bouquets, more flowery verses. I cannot take it any longer.” 

“I understand your frustration,” Ashley said quietly. 

Maddie knew she did. Ashley was so beautiful that she had garnered enough suitors to fill the seats of Parliament. 

“Men can be bothersome,” Ashley agreed, “but eloping is not the solution. What about our pledge?” 

Maddie felt guilt wash over her, but reminded herself that if the matter weren’t so desperate she wouldn’t be breaking their childhood pact— though it wasn’t as if Josie and Catie hadn’t already broken it. “Ashley, I’m sorry. You know I wouldn’t break my promise unless I absolutely had to. This is an emergency.” 

“Emergency. Right.” Ashley looked at the floor. “Everyone’s had an adventure but me.” 

Maddie shook her head. “That’s just it, Ashley. I don’t want adventure. I just want to do my charitable works and be left in peace. Mr. Dover won’t try to stop me or control me. He’ll be my partner.” 

“And what about this—this Mr. Dover?” Ashley motioned to the window. “Who is he? What if his intentions are dishonorable?” 

The girls turned as one to peer at Mr. Dover. He had his glasses off, polishing them, and was squinting in near blindness. He looked helpless as a mouse. 

Ashley wasn’t convinced. “Looks can be deceiving. How do you know he’s not a murderer or a kidnapper? What if he takes advantage of you and then refuses to marry you?” 

Maddie smiled. “Mr. Dover needs a wife as much as I need a husband. He has two small, sweet children that require a mother. Imagine me, a mother!” The thought filled her with warmth, and she pulled Ashley into a hug. “Good-bye, my friend. I promise to call as soon as we return.” 

When she pulled back, Ashley’s blue-green eyes were filled with determination. Maddie had seen that look and knew it didn’t bode well. She hurried to retrieve her valise and hand it out the window to Mr. Dover. 

“Have you acquired a coach, Mr. Dover?” she asked. 

“Yes, Lady Madeleine. We are ready to depart.” 

Maddie nodded and prayed all would go smoothly. She wanted an uneventful elopement. No more adventures! 

Sitting on the edge of the window, she gave him her hand. “Then what are we waiting for?” 

And she fell into his arms. 
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Chapter Two
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John Phillip Charles Martingale, Marquess of Blackthorne, did not look up from his copy of the Times when he heard the commotion. 

He was used to commotion. One might even venture to say that commotion followed him. 

Jack also recognized his brother Nicholas’s voice, rising above the din. And though Jack wouldn’t think of hiding from anyone, friend or foe—his brother being a bit of both—he wouldn’t have minded if Nicholas passed through the coffeehouse without ever seeing him. 

“There you are!” Nicholas bellowed, arrowing straight for Jack’s table. 

Clenching his jaw and turning another page, Jack noted that his luck wasn’t what it had once been. Of late, it seemed bad luck was around every corner, in every coffeehouse, at every— 

Nick sat down.

At every table.

“I have been looking for you everywhere,” Nick said, sounding out of breath. 

Jack began reading an article on the many varied uses of corn. 

“I looked in at your club, then Tattersalls, then Gentleman Jackson’s.” 

Amazing, Jack thought. He had not realized corn husks could be used to make clothing. He wondered absently if they would make good muzzles. 

“No one had seen you,” Nick prattled on. “So finally I stopped by your town house. Ridgeley told me you had a habit of coming here. Good man, that Ridgeley.” 

Jack set the paper down, extracted a pad of paper and pencil from his coat, and began to write. 

“What are you doing?” Nick asked. 

“Making a note to release Ridgeley from my service.” 

“Release your butler!” Nick laughed. “Whatever for?” 

Jack gave his brother a hard look, lifted the Times and turned the page. Suddenly, the paper was whisked out of his hands, an article on naval strategy superseded by Nicholas’s smiling face. 

The fact that his brother was smiling was not half so annoying to Jack as seeing that smile on a face that looked so much like his own. Not for the first time, he wished his brother resembled him more in personality and less in appearance. 

The two men were of a similar height, which in Jack’s opinion was rather more average than tall, and they shared a similar athletic build. Both had hair so dark the ladies called it blue-black, and bronze complexions from extensive time spent outdoors. Their eyes differed, Jack’s being dark and Nick’s a sky blue. And that summed up their divergent personalities as well. 

Jack had a reputation for being dark and brooding, while Nick was all sunshine and blue skies. It wasn’t that Jack was never happy. He had been . . . 

Once or twice. 

It was more that when he was near Nicholas, say within a hundred miles or so, he fell into a perpetual scowl. 

Jack felt the scowl take hold of his facial muscles now, even as Nick continued to grin. Wrapping his hand around his coffee cup, Jack pretended it was his brother’s neck. 

“I’m in a bit of trouble,” Nicholas said, and Jack gripped the cup tighter. 

“You don’t say.” 

“This is no time for sarcasm, Blackthorne.” Nick signaled a waiter to bring him a cup of coffee. “I need your help.” 

“I’m shocked. Truly.” 

“You will be when you’ve heard what I’ve done. Well . . . what we’ve done.” 

“What we’ve done?” Jack growled. Was it him or did Nick have a target painted on his forehead? Where was one’s archery set when one needed it? 

“You will be proud this time. I, your inept younger brother, have restored our family honor.” 

“Was it lacking?” 

Nick dismissed the question with a wave of his hand. His coffee arrived, and he took a moment to stir in sugar before tasting it. “I have managed—single-handedly, mind you—not only to rescue a damsel in distress, but to humiliate the Duke of Bleven in the process.” 

Jack felt his face turn red, felt his hands begin to itch and his throat close up. “Did you say the Duke of—” The tightness in his throat choked off his voice, and Nick gave him a concerned look. 

“You should take care with that cup. You’re holding it rather—” 

“You humiliated the Duke of Bleven?” Jack managed to squeeze out. “Our enemy?” 

Nicholas shifted in his chair. “He deserved it.” 

Jack seethed. Of all the men in England, Nick had to choose Bleven to torment. The Black Duke had been a family enemy ever since their mother had spurned him to marry their late father. Bleven would relish a chance to humble the Martingale family. 

“I attended a ball last night and stumbled upon Bleven in the Earl of Wycliff’s conservatory. He had some terrified housemaid backed into a corner,” Nick was saying. 

“This is over a woman?” Jack barked. The handle of the coffee cup snapped off in his hand and the remnants of the container splashed over his buff riding breeches. 

“Bleven had her there against her will. What was I supposed to do? Stand by while she was assaulted?” 

Jack closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “What did you do?” 

Nick took a deep breath. “I might have gone a bit too far there.” 

“What did you do?” Jack grit out.

“I rescued the girl.”

“And?”

“I might have publicly denounced Bleven.”

Jack stared at his brother. 

“I might have called him a rapist in front of half the ton.” 

Jack closed his eyes. “Jesus.”

“And—”

“There’s more?”

“Just a challenge. To a duel.”

“The devil you did! Nick—”

“Shh!” Nick said, looking concerned for the first time that morning. Jack had no illusions that the feeling would last. “I don’t think the duke will wait for the duel to attempt to kill me.” 

“Well, yes,” Jack said through clenched teeth. “That’s the trouble with humiliating immensely wealthy men with enough power to amass their own private army. They come after you.” 

“Don’t look so smug, brother.” Nick waved an arm at him. “They’re after you as well.” 

“And why in bloody hell are they after me?” 

A lady at a nearby table gave a loud gasp and rose to leave. Jack ignored her, focusing on his brother, who, amazingly enough, looked even more concerned than he had a moment before. Perhaps Nick sensed that his death was imminent. 

“I might have mentioned that you thought the duke was a filthy whoreson scoundrel. Something to that effect.” 

Jack reached across the table, gripped his brother’s arms and hauled him close. “And what the devil would possess you to say that?” 

Nicholas tried unsuccessfully to pull free. “It’s the truth.” 

“And the king is daft as a loon, but you don’t hear me spouting it all over Town.” 

Jack knew he was bellowing, and he knew the remaining patrons of the coffeehouse were staring at him. But he didn’t care. Only one of the Martingale brothers was leaving this establishment alive. 

And it wouldn’t be Nicholas. 

“I might have lost my temper and said too much,” Nick argued. “But it was for a good cause.” 

Jack slumped in his chair. How could he remain angry when the honor of a poor, innocent girl was at stake? 

“And,” Nick said with a wink, “she was most appreciative.” 

“That’s it.” Jack wrapped his hands around his brother’s neck and pulled Nicholas to his feet. “We can cease worrying about Bleven. After I kill you, I’ll be imprisoned in the Tower. Not even Bleven can reach me there.” 

“After you—” 

Jack began to squeeze, cutting off Nick’s words. Choking his brother felt wonderful for three seconds. 

Until Nick slugged him with a hard right hook. 

Jack stumbled back, regained his balance, then went down hard when Nick pummeled into him. Jack hit his shoulder on the table and it slid into the chairs. There was a crash, and then scalding coffee smacked him in the chest. 

Jack lay on the hard floor, his jaw aching, his shoulder throbbing, and his chest burning from the hot coffee. If he could have moved enough to retrieve his pocket watch, he would have taken note of how long it took his brother to cause mass chaos. He guessed that from the instant Nick entered the coffeehouse until this moment couldn’t have been more than five minutes. 

Not a new record for Nick, by any means, but still impressive. 

Jack looked up and saw Nick coming for him. He tried to roll to the side, but a chair was in the way, and the full brunt of Nick’s weight hit him like a charging bull. Jack had a moment to reflect that his brother was heavier than he looked, and then Nick’s famous right hook came down again and pain exploded in his nose and eye. Jack groaned, and Nick pulled back. 

“Sorry,” Nick said. “Are you all right?” 

But the pain had reignited Jack’s fury. He shoved Nick off him and kneed him in the groin. Nick yelped, and Jack used the distraction to elbow his brother hard in the jaw. 

“I said I was sorry,” Nicolas moaned.

“I’m not.”

Nick went down on one knee, and Jack pounced. He got in a good blow to Nick’s stomach before his brother clutched his face with one hand. 

“Just like old times, eh, Jack?” Nick said, sounding far too cheery for Jack’s taste. 

Jack grasped Nick’s wrist and attempted to pull Nick’s hand off his face before his brother could gouge out his eyes. “And like old times,” Jack wheezed, “I’m going to win.” 

Nick shoved his hand hard, clipping Jack on the ear. For a moment all Jack heard was ringing, and then Nick was scrambling away and pulling Jack up beside him. 

Jack shook his head to stop the ringing, succeeding only in making it worse. Somewhere through the clanging he heard his brother shout. Something about eleven . . . 

Jack shook his head again. Eleven? What the hell? 

Nick grabbed him by the shoulders, and Jack prepared for another blow, but Nick only yelled, “Eleven! Eleven’s here!” 

Jack glanced over his brother’s shoulder and out the window. There, stepping down from his sleek black coach and four, was the Duke of Bleven, a veritable army of thugs on horseback surrounding him. 

“Bleven’s here,” Jack murmured.

“I know! Run!”

Jack grabbed his brother ’s shoulder and yanked him back. “We’re not running. We shall face this thing.” 

“Face it?” Nicholas motioned toward Bleven’s thugs, one of whom carried a club that resembled a medieval torture device. “If we get in that guy’s way, we won’t have a face left.” 

“Stand your ground,” Jack ordered. 

“You’re only saying that because you want me to die,” Nick moaned, but Jack noted that his brother braced his feet and stood straight. 

Outside the now-empty coffeehouse, Bleven amassed his troops, placing the men so they stood in a solid wall behind him. The duke was tall and thin, handsome for an older man. His raven black hair and the silver streaks that flanked his temples even gave him a distinguished look. But Jack had known the duke for more than two decades. When he was a child, his father had pointed Bleven out and warned him to stay away from him. He had heeded the advice, never exchanging more than a cursory hello with the duke. But over the years, Jack had been close enough to look into the older man’s eyes. 

There was no warmth in Bleven’s gaze. His eyes were predatory. The man was cold as a hawk, and when he attacked, just as deadly. 

“I do want you to die,” Jack said to Nicholas as Bleven and his men moved forward. The man with the club pulled the coffeehouse door open. “Problem is, I’m the only one allowed to kill you.” 

“I don’t think our friend knows your rules.” 

Bleven stepped through the door, followed by his men, and Jack assumed a casual stance—as though standing in an empty coffeehouse, dripping blood on the floor from the nose his brother had pummeled, was an everyday occurrence. 

He gave Bleven a stiff nod. “Your Grace.” 

“Ah, the Martingale brothers,” Bleven said, his characteristic high-pitched voice contrasting with his otherwise formidable demeanor. “I’ve been looking for you.” 

“We’re not hard to find.” Jack reached down, righted a chair from the floor and sat backward, crossing his arms lazily over the chair’s top rail. Nick followed suit, taking an extra moment to swipe a full coffee cup from an abandoned table. 

Anyone who walked in at that moment would have thought that the two brothers owned the shop, which was precisely the impression Jack wanted. “Take a seat,” he said to Bleven. He motioned to a table of abandoned cups. “Coffee?”

Bleven’s men fanned out on either side of the duke. Jack counted six—all large men who looked as though they had no aversion to violence. “Let’s forgo the chitchat, Blackthorne. You know why I’m here.”

Jack shrugged. “I’ve always thought chitchat the mark of a civilized society.”

Bleven gave him a thin grin. “I’m not feeling particularly civilized at the moment.”

“Haven’t felt that way for the past several years, from all accounts,” Jack countered. Bleven’s face darkened. “Lord Blackthorne, your presence grows tiresome. If you leave now, I’ll spare you today. It’s your brother I want at present.”

“That makes two of us. What’s he done to you?”

“He has challenged my honor.”

Jack glanced at Nick as though this accusation was a complete surprise. Nick shrugged. “Impossible,” he said. 

Jack raised a brow as Bleven’s men moved closer. 

“The duke has no honor,” Nick added. 

“You shall pay for that,” Bleven said, removing his gloves and slapping them in his hand. 

Jack held up a hand. “There must be another way to settle this.” 

Bleven’s gloves slapped his hand again. “Certainly. If you boys get down on your knees, beg forgiveness, and admit you are the whoreson scoundrels, I’ll consider merely maiming you.” 

Jack glanced at Nick, but it was too late. Nick stepped forward. “Love to, Duke, but I don’t apologize to rapists.” 

Bleven’s face went crimson, and he lunged for Nick. Jack had to admit the old man was quick. Nick was quicker, though. His brother grabbed a chair and shoved it in Bleven’s path. 

Jack closed his eyes and wished he’d left his brother to fend for himself. Damn his parents, and damn their misplaced sense of honor. Why hadn’t they taught him to be a coward? 

Jack stood. “Look, Bleven, perhaps we can come to some sort of agreement. Perhaps my brother can . . . write a letter of apology.” 

Nick gave him a horrified look, and Bleven burst into loud cackles. 

“Oh, he will apologize, Blackthorne. You both will. I’ve been waiting for this day.” He motioned to his men. “Catch them and put them in my coach. I’d like a private meeting.” 

The six men, armed to the teeth, advanced, and Jack exchanged a look with Nick. Jack wrapped his fingers around the back of the chair he’d been occupying, and Nick did the same. As the first two men came forward, brandishing pistols, Jack stood still, waiting. The men, smiling at their easy victory, raised their guns. 

Then, with a howl, Jack raised his chair and threw it. It hit one of the gun-carrying men in the shoulder, glanced off him and thwacked the club-toting man in the temple. Nick’s chair took out the other man, then landed on the floor and skidded to a hard stop against Bleven’s shin. 

Bleven wailed, “Get them!” 

One of the gunmen fired a wild shot, and Jack felt it whiz by his ear. He stumbled back, grabbing Nicholas in the process. 

“What now?” Nick said, crouching in anticipation of the next shot. 

“Now, we run!”

***
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“ASHLEY, GET OUT OF the coach,” Maddie said. “This is my elopement. You’re not invited.” 

“Nevertheless, I’m coming,” Ashley said, and Maddie knew that stubborn look in her cousin’s eye. “You’re not the only one who’s allowed to have an adventure.” 

“But it won’t be an adventure, Ashley. It will be boring, I assure you.” 

That was unless Ashley insisted on coming along. 

Maddie glanced at Mr. Dover, seated beside her. He looked agitated and impatient. In his hand, he held a pocket watch. “We are now precisely eleven minutes behind our scheduled departure,” he said. 

Maddie massaged the bridge of her nose and tried to be patient. 

And optimistic—an act that was becoming increasingly more difficult every time one of Mr. Dover’s precious seconds ticked away. “Ashley,” she pleaded. “Get out.” 

“No.” 

Maddie was about to leap across the coach and forcibly evict her friend when Dover raised his hand. “As time is of the essence, might I suggest an alternate solution?” 

Ashley shook her head. “Where did you find this . . . man?” 

Dover sniffed. “As I was saying—or about to say”—he gave Ashley a reproving look—“it might be more expedient to allow Miss Brittany to travel with us.” 

Maddie stared at him. “Come with us?” 

He removed his spectacles and began polishing them. “Yes. After all, what is the harm in her coming?” 

“You obviously don’t know her very well,” Maddie grumbled. Ashley could find trouble in a nunnery. 

“Well,” Dover said, looking at his watch again. “Perhaps she could be our chaperone. We didn’t think to bring a chaperone.” 

“That’s because eloping couples don’t have chaperones!” Instantly, Maddie felt guilty for raising her voice. Especially as Mr. Dover had turned his reproving look on her. “I’m sorry for that outburst, Mr. Dover. I’m extremely agitated at the moment.” 

“I think Mr. Dover has a splendid idea,” Ashley said with a smile for Maddie’s fiancé. “I would make an excellent chaperone.” 

Maddie would have laughed if she didn’t feel like crying. They really did not have time for this. Any moment her parents would realize she was missing and begin searching for her. It wouldn’t be long before they or one of the servants discovered the note she’d left on her pillow. 

“Ashley, please,” Maddie begged. She never begged, but she was at her wit’s end. “My father will be after us, and if we don’t leave soon, we won’t get away.” 

Ashley, who by all appearances had settled into her seat permanently, said, “Then by all means, tell the coachman to drive on.” 

Defeated, Maddie dropped her head in her hands. Mr. Dover, seeming to understand that a decision had been made, rapped on the roof of the coach. 

He rapped three times, waited, then rapped again. 

Nothing happened. 

Maddie lifted her head and peered up at the hatch, where the errant coachman should have appeared. 

“Where—” 

There was a loud crash on top of the coach. Maddie ducked, afraid the ceiling would fall in on them. The ceiling held, but the crash was followed by a scrambling sound. She stared at Ashley, who for once in her life looked frightened. 

Maddie almost groaned. The dreaded adventure was starting already. 

Mr. Dover reached for the hatch, but the coach lurched and he fell back. Maddie staggered against the window with a small squeal, then almost tumbled out the door when it was thrust open and a dark-haired man with a bloody nose and a coffee-colored stain on his buff breeches climbed inside. 

He barely got the door closed before the horses were whipped into frenzied motion and the coach pitched violently. 

The man practically fell into the seat beside Ashley. He pushed his dark hair out of his eyes, his gaze falling on each one of them. When his dark eyes met hers, Maddie gasped, unable to breathe. There was something feral and untamed about this man. The space between them seemed to buzz with heat. 

He gave her a wicked smile, and she swore she heard the hiss and crack of lightning. 

She tried to close her mouth or to make it function, to say something. Her mouth moved, but no words would form. 

The man settled in, stretching one booted foot out to rest beside her, and said, “So, where are we going?” 
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Chapter Three
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The two women and the man stared at him as though he had three heads. Hell, he might. At this point, Jack figured anything was possible. He and Nick had run at least a mile, probably more, through London. They’d felt the hot breath of Bleven’s men on their necks the entire way. 

There’d been several minor scuffles. Jack had taken out one of the thugs with a step into a lucky doorway and an equally lucky find of a loose board. Nick had managed to lose two of their pursuers by taking a side street and doubling back. But the men always caught up to them again. 

Five against two weren’t bad odds. Jack had faced worse. But when the five had pistols and various other weapons, and the two had naught but bare hands, the odds changed a bit. 

Jack knew he and Nick could keep running, but he worried that eventually they’d take a wrong turn and find themselves looking down the barrel of a gun. That fear was confirmed when he and Nick rounded a corner and slammed into one of Bleven’s thugs, who had managed to get ahead of them without realizing it. 

The next thug might not be so unprepared. 

That was when Jack had seen the carriage. The horses were harnessed and ready to depart, and while Jack watched, the coachman climbed off his box and stepped into an alley to answer nature’s call. Jack couldn’t believe his luck. Maybe it was turning after all. 

He motioned to Nick, who understood the plan immediately—there were some benefits to getting in trouble with one’s brother—and Nick indicated that he’d take the coachman’s place. Jack had the more dangerous task of subduing the coach’s natives. 

His plan had been to throw them out and steal the coach outright, but one look at the blue-eyed, dark-haired beauty, and Jack felt the ground give out from under him. 

True, it might have been that Nick chose that moment to urge the horses into motion, but whatever caused the heady, falling feeling, Jack knew he was never going to toss that exquisite creature out on the road. If anything, he was going to pull her into his arms. 

He shook his head. The direction his thoughts were taking seemed to indicate the coffeehouse squabble with Nick had done more damage than he’d thought. When was the last time he’d allowed a woman—no matter how beautiful—to interfere with his plans? 

When was the first time?

Never.

And he wouldn’t start allowing women to run roughshod over him now. He’d toss the man, then the blonde, then the petite brunette. 

No, he’d start with the brunette. 

He gave her an ominous smile and prepared to reach for her. And then the chit had the audacity— the out-and-out gall—to turn those huge blue eyes on him. How was he supposed to toss her out on the street with those sapphire eyes practically begging him to help her? He didn’t know what she needed help with, but somehow, he knew she needed him. 

And so, instead of tossing the chit out the carriage door, he found himself asking their destination. 

Not that he would help the brunette. He was done with helping damsels in distress—and that included his brother. Jack slipped his head in the noose for no man. 

Or woman.

Not anymore.

But that didn’t mean he couldn’t ask.

It was the blonde who answered him, and once Jack got a good look at her, saw who she was, he wasn’t surprised. 

“We’re going to Gretna Green,” she told him. “Without you. Get out.” 

Jack blinked at her forceful response, though he shouldn’t have been surprised. “Miss Brittany,” he said easily. “Why am I not surprised that you are eloping to Gretna Green?” 

The blonde exchanged a look with the brunette, then spat, “Obviously my reputation precedes me, sir. And you are?” 

“Not impressed by you.” 

Jack glanced at the couple across from him. The man would be no threat. He wasn’t a fighter by nature. By the way he watched the events unfolding in the carriage, Jack knew the man was an observer. He reminded Jack of his professors at Cambridge. 
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