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“You are a woman of great courage to face those cutthroats alone.”

His fingers closed around hers as if she were a lifeline. Her late husband’s hands had always been smooth and soft, the hands of a gentleman, so unlike this man’s calluses which bespoke hard work. She marveled at the strength in those hands, not to mention the tingles that traveled up her arm.

A flush crept over her face and she struggled to retain her composure. “I saw a cruel act and felt compelled to intervene. I could do nothing less.”

His eyes darted over her face and he said in a stronger voice, “Those men might have turned on you.”

“I’m an excellent shot.”

“And did you not consider that you may have been in danger from me?”

She suspected many women found him a very great danger, but not for the reason he spoke.

Swallowing against a dry mouth, she lifted her chin. “You hardly looked dangerous at the time. And I daresay you lack the strength to offer any threat now.”

The barest hint of a smile twitched his lips and a wicked light glinted in his sea-green eyes.
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CHAPTER 1

 

England, 1819

 

Lily Standwich was a traitor. Elise choked on her tea, hoping she’d simply heard wrong. But no, Lily had indeed betrayed their pact.

Seated in her front parlor, Elise set down her teacup on the Chippendale table with a bit more force than she intended. “Married? Lily! What are you thinking?”

“Oh, good heavens, I’m only forty-two, not a hundred. Why, my hair isn’t even gray yet.” Lily smoothed her dark hair and nibbled her biscuit as if she hadn’t just delivered such surprising news.

Sinking back against the parlor settee, Elise could only stare. She and Lily had shared so many confidences and reassured each other about the freedoms and pleasures only a financially stable widow could enjoy. Now, they would lose that common bond. Elise would grow old, alone, while all her friends moved into a world dominated by husbands, a world of which she was not a part. Elise didn’t care to have a husband again. Until a moment ago, she’d believed Lily felt the same way. When did Lily change her mind?

Elise sputtered. “Yes, of course, I didn’t mean to imply you were old, but…but why remarry?”

Lily gave her a look one normally reserved for a slow-witted child. “I love him. And I want to spend every moment with him, day and night.”

Dismay weighted Elise’s heart. She knew her friend had been spending time with the widowed Mr. Harrison, possibly even indulging in clandestine meetings with him, but taking a lover hardly equated marriage. Elise would never take a lover, and she’d vowed long ago she would never remarry, a vow Lily had also made. And broken.

Elise shook her head in disbelief. “Are you sure that’s what you want?”

Using her fingers, Lily ticked off a list of Mr. Harrison’s attributes. “He has money of his own, comes from a good family, and already has two sons, so there’s no need of an heir.” She moistened her lips, her expression turning earnest. “But it’s more than that. We truly enjoy one another’s company. He treats me like a queen. For the first time in years, I’m truly happy.” Lily delivered her last sentence with such dreaminess, Elise half-expected her friend to be jesting. She wasn’t.

Elise’s world tilted to one side and a knot formed in her stomach. She stared absently at the blue and gold patterns on the carpet and tried to sort her tangled thoughts. “But you had no intention of remarrying.”

Lily heaved a sigh. “I know I’d often said that. But it was just noise to try to make us both feel better about our widowed state. What else should I have done? Confess I was dying of loneliness?” She touched Elise’s arm, her voice hushing. “I have a chance to be happy again. Can’t you be pleased for me?”

Her face warming with shame at her own selfishness, Elise managed a wan smile. “Of course. Pray, forgive my ungracious reaction. I was merely surprised.”

“I understand, my dear.” Lily eyed her with apprehension. “We’re having a soirée in two weeks’ time to celebrate. Will you come?”

Elise retrieved her tea cup and sipped to give herself time to form an answer. The familiar emptiness in her heart returned. “You know I dislike large gatherings.”

“It wouldn’t hurt you to make a few social appearances now and again.”

Sighing, Elise nodded in resignation. “I suppose you’re right. Charlotte Greymore has been telling me the same thing. Just yesterday, in fact. Yet, it doesn’t seem right going to events without Edward at my side.”

Lily patted her arm. “He was a good man, and you made a lovely couple, but he would not wish you to mourn all your life, any more than John would have wished it for me.”

Elise looked down at her clenched hands. “Perhaps not.”

“There are any number of eligible gentlemen in the area. It’s possible someday you, too, will remarry and find happiness again.”

“You know I plan to remain a widow.” 

“Nonsense. You are, what—? Eight and twenty? Hardly in your dotage. A lady as young and lovely as you should not remain at home alone.”

The usual discomfort returned that always arrived on the heels of a compliment. Her late husband had often told her she was comely, but he had seen her through the eyes of love. With a decidedly average figure, hair that had darkened from silver-blond to a color more closely resembling old wash water, and new lines around her eyes, she had little to tempt a man. It didn’t matter. She would never remarry.

Elise shook her head sadly. “I’m happy for you, Lily, but please do not expect me to follow in your footsteps.”

“Think of your son. A boy needs a father’s guidance.”

Of course Lily did not mean to sound callous, but although Edward had been gone for five years, Elise still missed him. No man would ever take his place. And she had no desire to announce to the world that she had ceased mourning him, lest a gentleman entertain the idea she might engage in a liaison. Not that she’d have suitors stumbling all over themselves in the attempt.

She folded her arms. “I’m not willing to consider remarrying. I’m surprised after all our discussions on the subject over the years you would think I’d so easily change my mind just because you did.”

“You’re right. I apologize. I know this must seem very sudden to you, given all our talks. But I’m happy. And I want you to be happy, too.” Lily paused. “Do come to my party. This will just be a few friends, not a big, elaborate fête.”

Spurred by a sense of duty to her friend, Elise nodded. “Very well, I will attend and toast to your happiness.”

Lily smiled. “Excellent. Most of the guests will be old friends. There will be only one new face.”

“New face?” Suspicion curled in her stomach. 

“Jared Amesbury has returned to England and has let Richfield Manor for the summer.”

Elise raised her brows. “Richfield Manor has not been occupied for as long as I can remember.”

“I suppose Mr. Amesbury wished to rusticate after such a long time overseas. I knew his mother, the countess. Lovely lady. She passed on two years ago. His father, the Fifth Earl of Tarrington, is well-respected, and his children make him proud.”

The names meant nothing to Elise. She had lived in this summer home in the country just outside Brenniswick since her marriage to Edward nearly ten years ago. Before that, she lived a quiet life a few miles to the north and had traveled very little either before or after her marriage, though she’d spent much of her youth poring over travel books and dreaming of far-away lands awash with adventure. She and her father dreamed together of trips they planned to take when the war ended. Those plans ceased upon his untimely death. Many dreams died with him. The rest of her dreams died with Edward.

Lily leaned forward, her brown eyes twinkling. “I visited Mr. Amesbury upon his arrival. He has grown into a most handsome man. Educated at Cambridge. I believe he served in the Royal Navy during the war. Or was he a privateer? I forget. No matter. He would be a most welcome addition to Brenniswick, don’t you think?”

Elise folded her arms and said firmly, “I’m not interested in meeting eligible men.”

“Of course not, dear,” Lily agreed too quickly.

Elise suspected agreeing to come to the soirée had been a mistake. Despite her promises to the contrary, matchmaking appeared to be high on Lily’s menu. Elise had no desire to taste that dish.

“The soirée is two weeks from tomorrow.”

Elise took her hand. “Lily, I wish you and Mr. Harrison all the happiness in the world. He’s a fine man and is fortunate, indeed, to have you.”

Lily smiled, her face relaxing in relief. “I can’t tell you how much it means to hear you say that. I feared you’d be disappointed or feel abandoned.”

How well Lily knew her. But no amount of enticement would have made Elise say anything to hurt her friend. Instead, she again squelched her own feelings. “Congratulations, Lily, and I wish you both much happiness.”

After Lily took her leave, Elise stood motionless in the foyer, her emotions spinning like dust motes in the sunlight swirling around her.

Her friends were moving on without her. Charlotte Greymore had married two years ago to a fine man she’d loved for years. Now Lily would remarry. Elise would have to face widowhood without her two dearest friends. Oh, they’d see one another from time to time, but things would be different. She’d be alone.

Nonsense. She had her young son and a large estate to manage for his inheritance. What more did she need? Certainly not a man!

As she donned a riding habit, she took her foolish emotions in hand and wrestled them into submission. In the nursery, she checked on her son who sat reading with his nurse, although Colin glanced longingly out the window as though he’d rather be chasing frogs by the lake. Colin straightened at her arrival, his face lighting up, but she laid a finger over her lips and gestured to his nurse. His shoulders slumping, he sat back on his haunches and propped his chin on his fist. 

Smiling, she retrieved her hat, gloves, and riding crop. As was her custom, she also picked up her double-barreled rifle before heading for the stables.

The sun peeped out behind puffy clouds like a shy child peeping behind his mother’s skirts, and a breeze carried the scent of the distant ocean mixed with heather and honeysuckle. Prince’s welcoming whinny met her. At the door, she paused to breathe in the scent of hay and horses. Edward had detested the stable odors and always had the groom bring his horse to him, tacked up and ready to ride. In contrast, Elise liked the earthy stable smells. They resurrected fond memories of her dear father.

Matthews, the head groom, whistled as he attended his duties at the far end. Elise entered the darkened interior and moved to Prince’s stall. Prince whinnied again.

“Good morning, Prince.” She set down her gun and ammunition and opened the gate. Upon entering his stall, she rubbed the horse’s muzzle and ran her hands down his neck and back.

Prince put his head over her shoulder and, using the underside of his chin, he pulled her against his neck for a horse hug. She wrapped her arms around him, savoring his sweet, musty scent and his genuine affection. As his lips nipped softly at her neck, the hairs on his chin tickled.

He’d been a first-rate hunter in his prime, much like the horse she’d ridden at her father’s side in local fox hunts in her youth, much to her mother’s disapproval. When she’d turned sixteen, her mother had announced that Elise needed to give up her wild ways and begin acting like a lady. Too grief-stricken over the recent loss of her father, Elise had bowed to her wishes. She never participated in another fox hunt and married the perfect gentleman.

“Mornin’, Mrs. Berkley,” Matthews called. 

“Good morning,” she called over her shoulder.

Matthews threw the tack over the gate where she could easily access it and left her alone with her horse. After tying up Prince so he wouldn’t move about, she brushed him, rubbing her hands along his rich, chestnut coat. Grooming her horse always calmed her when she was troubled, and Lily Standwich’s announcement had left her decidedly unsettled.

“I don’t understand Lily,” she muttered to Prince. His ears swiveled back to hear her as she brushed his coat to a shine. “You won’t catch me falling for a man or walking meekly into a second marriage.”

On cue, Prince whinnied and shook his head.

She laughed softly. “You and Colin are the only ones I could ever love now that Edward, God rest his soul, is gone.”

Elise had loved Edward, of that there was no question. She’d earnestly strived to be the perfect wife and to conduct herself in all ways to make him proud. Allowing another man into her life would be a betrayal of Edward’s memory. Besides, Elise liked being her own mistress. Was the love of a man truly worth giving up one’s widowhood liberty?

Elise set aside the brush and tacked up Prince. After stopping for her gun, she led him outside.

“Nice day for a ride,” Matthews said. 

He spotted her rifle and made a grunt of satisfaction. He gave her a leg up and stepped back. He’d finally stopped asking to accompany her. It simply wasn’t done for a lady to ride alone, but now that Edward was gone, Elise often did things that simply weren’t done. Besides, they were in Brenniswick, hours from the nearest city. Nothing dangerous ever happened in Brenniswick.

Prince danced against the reins, and she let him have his head. They galloped, leaping over stone fences and hedgerows, avoiding her tenants’ homes and crops. Nearing the north edge of her land, she slowed to wend her way through a grove of birch. Sunlight slanted through the leaves, illuminating patches of soft earth which muted the clopping of Prince’s hoof beats.

A disembodied male voice shattered the peace in the woods. “I don’t care what you do to the boy. He means nothing to me.”

Startled, Elise reined. Prince let his breath out in a whoosh. As Elise stroked his neck, he quieted. Not even birdsong broke the morning silence. A prickle ran down the back of her neck.

A sharp, mirthless laugh erupted from the trees. “You care, or you wouldn’t have come for him. Talk, or the boy dies.” The second man’s voice raised chill bumps on her arms.

A child cried out in distress and broke off.

Elise’s imagination painted frightening reasons why a child might be silenced so abruptly. With quickened heartbeat, she urged Prince toward the direction of the voices.

The first voice floated through the misty air. “Kill the whelp; I don’t care. It won’t change my answer.” The voice ended with a strangled grunt.

With her pulse hammering in her throat, Elise eased her loaded rifle out of its resting spot by her knees.

Following the voices, she walked Prince forward, his footsteps muffled in the damp loam. At the edge of a clearing within a hollow, she pulled him to a stop. The scene that met her exceeded her fears. Her heart nearly leaped from her chest.

Like entertainers in a play, three men and a small boy performed a deadly act. A man with a large, plumed hat slowly pulled a rope stretched over the limb of a nearby tree. The rope encircled the neck of a second man who stood on his toes in a desperate attempt to keep the noose from cutting off his breath.

Shock rippled through Elise, robbing her breath. That man was being hanged.

Only a few paces away, a third man with long, black braids straddled a boy who was lying on his stomach on the dirt. The ruffian fisted one hand in the boy’s hair, pulling the head back. The other hand held a knife against the young victim’s exposed throat.

The man holding the rope spoke in a faintly Spanish accent. “Then Santos will carve him up. Since you don’t care.”

The child appeared to be eight or nine, not much older than Elise’s son. He squeezed his eyes closed, and the pain and terror in his expression twisted her heart.

“Stop!” the man in the noose gasped. “Let the boy go.”

The captors exchanged knowing glances. “I knew you were bluffing,” sneered the man with the rope. “First you watch Santos kill the pup, then your turn ... unless you talk.”

The man being hanged twisted against his bonds. “I told you, Leandro, someone else took it. I don’t have it and I don’t know where it is.”

“Then you are of no use to me alive. I still owe you for killing Macy. I will enjoy watching you die a slow death. But first, the boy. Santos, slit his throat.”

Horror froze a knot in Elise’s stomach.

A curved sword hung from Leandro’s belt, but Elise saw no sign of a gun. The boy emitted a cry of pain and fear. Her heart lurched, demanding action. Anger surged, followed by determination. She raised her rifle to her shoulder, sighted down the left barrel at Santos who threatened the boy, and eased her finger over the first trigger.

“I’ll tell you,” the man in the noose man gasped. “Let him go and I’ll tell you.” 

Leandro pulled hard on the rope until the man’s feet dangled an inch off the ground. The man in the noose let out a strangled noise and then all sound abruptly silenced.

“Gentlemen!” Elise’s voice rang out with more confidence than she felt. “Remove your hands from the boy. Release the man. Get off my land.”

Every eye turned to her, and mouths dropped open. Whether their surprise stemmed from her sudden appearance or her boldness in addressing them, she did not know.

The ruffians made no move. Perhaps they needed more encouragement. She braced herself against the rifle’s kick and squeezed the front trigger. The ground erupted in a tiny explosion inches away from Leandro’s feet. Yelping in surprise, the Spaniard released his hold on the rope. The hanging man fell to his knees and collapsed face-down.

Prince, the hunter that he’d been for years, remained calm. Leandro kicked the motionless man on the ground. Elise’s stomach tightened at the brutality. She squeezed the second trigger which fired a ball through the other barrel. The ball hit the ground at the horses’ hooves in the clearing. The horses whinnied and reared and stomped.

With remarkably calm fingers considering the situation, Elise began the reloading process. Before she could fire another shot, the scoundrels scrambled to their horses. Leandro glowered down at his former victims, his face twisted in rage. Even at this distance, Elise felt his malignant hatred. He galloped away with Santos following him until the trees swallowed them.

Still lying on his stomach, the boy dropped his head into his arms, his shoulders shaking silently. Elise spurred Prince toward him in the hollow. Before Prince fully stopped, she slid out of her saddle and rushed to the lad. His eyes wide with terror, he shrank from her. At least the wound on his neck appeared superficial rather than life threatening.

She halted and laid the rifle at her feet. With her hands held out, she spoke in soothing tones. “It’s all right. They’re gone. I’m a friend. I’m here to help.”

He stared at her with large, dark eyes.

She tried to smile reassuringly. “Don’t worry, I won’t bite. Those blackguards nearly got the better of you, didn’t they?”

With his frightened eyes still upon her, he pushed himself to a seated position and hugged his knees. Except for a shallow cut on his neck, he appeared unharmed.

Choking noises from the fallen man snatched her attention. How could she have forgotten him? Alarmed, Elise dashed to his side and fell to her knees. His face and neck were mottled and purple. With trembling fingers, she ripped off her riding gloves and pulled at the tight knots around his neck.

Elise continued to work at the noose, breaking her nails as she tore desperately at the ropes. The instant the knot loosened, the stranger gasped and coughed. When she enlarged the loop enough, she slid it over his head and cast it aside. The rope had bitten into his skin, and bruises surrounded a raw wound.

“Scoundrels,” she muttered, her heart squeezing in sympathy for the injured man.

The boy crawled closer, warily eyeing her. Tears and grime streaked his face. Blood dripped onto his shirt from his throat.

“It’s all right now,” she soothed as she glanced at the boy. “Did they hurt you elsewhere?”

The child blinked and wiped his nose on his sleeve. Without speaking, he shook his head. He wore the coarse clothes of a field worker, but they were in good repair. He looked anxiously at the gasping man lying face-down at her side.

She returned her gaze to the man. “Sir?”

With his face turned away, he continued to cough and wheeze.

“Sir? Can you hear me? Those men are gone. The boy is well. You’re both safe. Sir?”

She shook him gently, unsure if he were even conscious. Or did coughing signify consciousness? She had no idea. Except for his attempts to breathe, he made no effort to move. His harsh breathing continued, but the coughing abated.

Hoping to rouse him, she ran her hand over his head as she would a distressed child. His dark hair curled slightly around her fingers as she stroked it. In a flight of fancy, she imagined the sun had also run its fingers through those thick waves, leaving lighter streaks behind. When her hand encountered a bump on the back of his head, he hissed in his breath and pulled against the binding which secured his wrists behind his back. Wishing she had a knife, Elise turned her attention to the cords on his hands. As she worked at the knots, the rough jute bit into her flesh, her bleeding fingers staining the rope.

The bound man wore no coat; only a linen shirt, breeches, and heavily creased, leather boots. No gentleman would go about so roughly clad. He must be a craftsman or tradesman. With his powerful, muscular body, she could easily imagine him as a blacksmith or a pugilist. He could be a sailor, but Port Johns lay a two-hour carriage ride away. Few sailors ventured this far inland, preferring to remain in the port town.

His identity mattered little. At the moment, her most pressing concern lay in seeing to his welfare.

At least he breathed more easily now. Once Elise loosened the knots around his wrists, the man wrenched his hands free and rolled over onto his back, chest heaving, eyes closed.

Elise caught her breath. A shiver raced through her nerves.

He was without a doubt the most handsome man she’d ever seen. He appeared perhaps thirty, with a deeply suntanned, clean-shaven face. Dark brows arched over his closed eyes. His long lashes no doubt drew envy from women, but nothing effeminate touched his rugged face. He had the kind of strong features, square jaw, and well-formed mouth that would have fascinated a sculptor. Unlike most men in her social circle, his features possessed a certain hardness which hinted at a life of struggle. Typically, that edge only appeared on the visages of the impoverished or those who had returned from the horrors of the Peninsular War. Though the upper part of his face bore the tan of a man who spent much of his time outdoors, the lower half had a much lighter color as if he’d recently shaved off a beard.

A horse nickered. Fearing the ruffians had returned, she reached for her rifle and came to her feet. A lone blue roan thoroughbred stood in the shade, its reins dragging on the ground. She listened. Except the wind in the trees, no other sound reached her ears. No one else appeared to be nearby.

She looked back at the roan, the horse of a wealthy man. Had this man stolen it? Had she unwittingly aided a horse thief? That might explain the hanging, however illegal. But no, the Spaniard, Leandro, had been demanding information.

The boy remained curled up, watching her with enormous eyes. He pointedly glanced at her gun and inched further away.

“You’ve nothing to fear from me, lad. I’d never shoot a little boy.” She poured a teasing tone into her voice. “Unless, of course, you refuse to eat your vegetables.”

He studied her warily and heaved a shuddering breath. A glimmer of a smile touched one side of his mouth.

She returned her gaze to the stranger and sank back down beside him. One eye had swollen and discolored, and he bled from a cut at the corner of his lip.

Resting her hand on his chest, she leaned over him. “Sir, can you hear me?”

He opened his eyes. Vibrant blue-green, they possessed a penetrating quality that left her feeling strangely revealed. Under his focused stare, her pulse quickened. 

“My lady,” he said hoarsely. In direct opposition to his attire, his accent bespoke good breeding.

Despite his rough clothing, an air about him mocked the idea that he could be a servant. Moreover, his features looked decidedly patrician. The by-blow of a nobleman, perhaps?

He gazed at her with unnerving intensity. “Are you the angel who rescued me?” He lapsed into coughing again.

With effort, she found her voice. “I’m no angel, sir. However, you’re fortunate I happened along. You’d surely be conversing with St. Peter if those ruffians had their way.”

“I doubt I’ll be allowed anywhere near the pearly gates.” He touched her face as if to assure himself she truly existed. 

The intimate contact startled her and her nerve endings sizzled. The gentleness of his caress left her alternating between wanting to flee and lean closer. She never expected a soft touch from such a large and heavily-calloused hand. Nor did she foresee the delicious warmth that traveled through her body in response. Shocked more at her own reaction than his bold behavior, she moved out of reach. To her dismay, a small place in her heart cried out for more.

He lowered his hand and glanced toward the boy. “José, lad, are you all right?”

“Aye, sir, well ’nough,” the boy replied in an accent Elise could not place.

Relief touched the man’s face. Then he refocused those aquamarine eyes upon Elise. “I’m in your debt, my lady.”

“Think nothing of it, sir.”

“You are a woman of great courage to face those cutthroats alone.”

His fingers closed around hers as if she were a lifeline. Her late husband’s hands had always been smooth and soft, the hands of a gentleman, so unlike this man’s calluses which bespoke hard work. She marveled at the strength in those hands, not to mention the tingles racing up her arm.

A flush crept over her face and she struggled to retain her composure. “I saw a cruel act and felt compelled to intervene. I could do nothing less.”

His eyes darted over her face, and he said in a stronger voice, “They might have turned on you.”

“I’m an excellent shot.”

“And did you not consider that you may have been in danger from me?”

She suspected many women found him a very great danger, but not for the reason he spoke.

Swallowing against a dry mouth, she lifted her chin. “You hardly looked dangerous at the time. And I daresay you lack the strength to offer any threat now.”

The barest hint of a smile twitched his lips and a wicked light glinted in his sea-green eyes. He opened his mouth as though to say more but refrained. Instead, he said, “I’m grateful to you. Now we must leave or risk them returning.”

Without letting go of her hand, he tried to rise. Instead, he sucked in his breath sharply, his features twisted in pain, and eased himself back down. Elise bit her lip in sympathy and almost wished she’d shot the villains instead of the ground.

After breathing against pain, he glanced at the boy. “José, lad, are you sure you’re all right?”

“Aye, sir.”

“Then shimmy up a tree and see if you can spot them.”

José clamored up a nearby tree and peered out over the countryside. After a moment, he called down, “I see farms, sir, and open fields. No riders.”

“Keep a sharp eye out, lad.”

Elise turned her mind to the man’s well-being. The bruising around his eye had darkened and it had swollen nearly shut. Looking for bloodstains, she made a visual perusal of his body. She found none but wondered what hidden injuries he’d suffered.

He closed his eyes, and his face relaxed. “Your hands are so soft,” he whispered, his fingers tightening over hers. “My mother used to stroke my hair like you did a moment ago.” He brought her hand to his face and pressed it against his cheek as if hungry for human touch.

Torn between wanting to comfort him and achingly aware of the impropriety of his conduct—and hers—she turned her hand over and rested it against his cheek. She couldn’t remember when she’d touched a man in such an intimate manner. It felt right somehow.

And that terrified her.

She removed her hand. “Are you well enough to be moved? Or should I send for a doctor?”

“Not necessary. I merely need to rest a moment.” Again those vivid eyes fixed upon her. The corners of his mouth lifted. “Your timing could not have been better.”

He slowly pushed himself up, breathing harshly against hidden pain, and steadied himself. As he leaned forward and shifted his position, his unbuttoned shirt exposed a shocking amount of his chest. Muscular and broad, it provided a tempting sight. She’d never even seen Edward so scantily clad. Her late husband had been the perfect English gentleman, always immaculately dressed.

She caught herself staring at the indecent sight of this stranger’s dishabille. She blushed at her brazen behavior. Guilt tugged at her heart for betraying Edward’s memory by looking at another man so wantonly.

The stranger ran his tongue along his lip and she watched the motion as if hypnotized. He returned his attention to Elise. His eyes softened. “My beautiful angel.” 

He cupped her cheek, leaned in, and kissed her softly.

Too startled to react, she froze. His lips brushed against hers, light as a whisper and more provocative. His fingers slid to the back of her neck. His thumb stroked her cheek while his lips grew more insistent. The passion contained in such a gentle contact left her breathless. For a blissful moment, she allowed her lips to melt into his, reveling in the long-absent touch of a man. An altogether unfamiliar longing took root in the middle of her stomach and spread outward like a climbing vine.

Edward had always been careful and controlled as if he feared he would sully her. This stranger, though gentle, kissed with passion, stirring a fire within she’d never known.

Remembering herself, she gasped and pushed against his chest. Even in his weakened state, he held her with surprising strength. When she pushed harder, he released her. Slowly. Her heart hammered against her chest as if trying to break free and heat rushed up her neck to her face. The desire lurking in his aqua eyes sent shivers of excitement through her, mingled with twinges of fear. 

She held on to the fear. It was safer.

“Sir, you have taken unkind advantage of me,” she accused, her breathing ragged. Her traitorous lips ached for another kiss. “I am not a common wench to be used at whim.”

“No, there’s nothing common about you,” he murmured, his thumb caressing her cheek. Wickedness joined the desire so clear in his eyes.

Appalled at her lack of self-restraint and his lack of regret, she reached for something stronger than fear to protect herself from him—from herself—and seized anger. She sat further back, beyond his reach. “You must be half-mad from your ordeal to be behaving in such an atrocious manner!”

His eyes glittered with a devilish light. “I’m a healthy man who knows a brave and beautiful woman when I see one. Clearly, I’m in my right mind.” His recovering voice, rich and deep, rippled over her like a physical caress.

Infuriated that a stranger could have such power over her, she frowned. “You speak as a well-bred gentleman, but you certainly do not behave as one.”

He flashed an unrepentant grin. “I’ve had years of practice rejecting my upbringing.”

The frenzied fluttering in her stomach annoyed her as much as his shocking actions. “Perhaps I should have saved only the boy and let your friends have you.”

He lay back down, lacing his fingers behind his head, and laughed with abandon, the sort of truly mirthful laugh that invited one to join in.

She resisted. “Pray tell me why you were being threatened by those men?”

Still amused, he tilted his head. “Are you always this direct?”

“Only under unusual circumstances.”

“Two men threatening to kill another man and a boy is not a circumstance you normally encounter?”

“Do not mock me, sir.”

“But you make it such fun. Your cheeks grow pink when you are riled. Or flustered. You’re really quite lovely.”

Since getting a straight answer seemed unlikely, Elise thought it best to flee this dangerously handsome man and his irreverent allure. No man had ever tempted her like this. What was the matter with her?

She pulled on her gloves, gathered the skirts of her riding habit, and stood. “Since you appear to be sufficiently recovered, I shall leave you.”

He grinned up at her. “Where have you been all this time, my angel?”

She picked up her gun and raised her chin. “Married to my husband,” she replied primly. “Good day, sir.”

“Wait,” he called, undaunted. “What is your name?”

She stowed the gun on the saddle and turned back, holding Prince’s reins. After dredging up every ounce of haughtiness she possessed, she looked down her nose at him and hoped he’d believe her façade. “As it is unlikely that you and I shall ever meet again, it hardly matters.”

His compelling laugh rang out again. “Then I shall just have to call you Angel.”

Far from being offended by her rebuff, he dared laugh at her. Twice! Annoyed more than she’d believed possible, she led her horse to a nearby boulder to use as a step. After mounting and settling herself upon the side-saddle, she looked back with a frown, partly to reassure herself that he suffered no dangerous injuries, partly to restate her disapproval of his shocking conduct.

Most of all, to show him that she felt nothing whatsoever for him.

Or his scandalous kiss.

Still lying on his back, his eyes traveled lazily over her figure as if what he saw pleased him in an ungentlemanly way. “Farewell, my angel.”

“Humph.” She turned her horse to the narrow path.

His laughter chased her as she left the hollow.

She paused at the rise and looked out. The valley lay below her in every direction. No other riders appeared to be in the vicinity. It would be safe to leave the man and child here without fear of further encounters with ruffians.

She glanced back. The boy was helping the man to his feet, both speaking a language she could not identify. Spanish, perhaps? As she watched, they both mounted the blue roan and rode off in the opposite direction. Despite his obvious pains, his laugh rang out over the valley again.

Fighting a smile of her own, she shook her head at the man’s audacity and tried to banish the memory of his hands on her face and his lips on hers.

Most of all, she tried to banish the unwelcome awareness he’d stirred within her. The scoundrel! The next time she saw a man in danger, she’d keep her distance. 

 


CHAPTER 2

 

In his bedroom of the manor house he’d let for the summer, Jared waved off his valet hovering anxiously nearby.

“No, Gibbs, no need to contact the constable. The villains are, no doubt, long gone by now.”

Frowning, Jared examined the bloodied ring around his neck in the looking glass and suppressed a shiver at the memory of the noose. His swollen lip and eye had turned interesting shades of purple. Each time he drew a deep breath, searing pain flared in his ribs. The bump on the back of his head throbbed in earnest.

Few could have managed to creep up and clout him on the back of the head. Apparently, Leandro had been less drunk than usual or Jared surely would have heard him coming.

“A doctor then, sir?” the valet persisted.

“Not necessary. No serious harm done.” Nothing a good bottle of rum wouldn’t cure. Since English gentlemen normally avoided such crude liquor, he’d have to settle for brandy. Hmmm. Perhaps being landlocked would have a few advantages, after all.

He cursed his stupidity at letting down his guard. When José had gone missing, Jared’s instincts had screamed of sinister forces at work. He’d shed his gentleman’s clothing and gone out after the boy alone, unwilling to trust any of his new staff. The servants must never discover his secret life.

He should have used more caution. Though he had eliminated most of his enemies before he left the sea, his safety remained far from sure. His recklessness had placed José in mortal danger. Jared’s hands clenched and a sick dread knotted his stomach. He harbored no doubts that Leandro and his toady, Santos, would have killed them both. Painfully. It would have been a pity, too, with all the work he had yet to do.

No one except the British Secret Service was supposed to know he’d come to this quiet village. Especially not Leandro. His presence might ruin everything. He couldn’t fail now so close to freedom.

“I shall prepare your bath, sir. Dinner will be served shortly.” Gibbs’s statement brought Jared back to the present.

“Very good, Gibbs.”

“And sir, you have an appointment with your tailor tomorrow morning.”

“Ah, yes, for Lady Standwich’s soirée. Don’t I have anything formal enough for that?”

“Oh, no sir. You’ll need a black superfine for a soirée.”

Jared frowned as he considered enduring another session with the tailor. His favorite manner of passing the time did not involve standing in his skin while a man with pins in his mouth measured, tucked and poked. However, since his assignment depended upon fitting in with polite society, he would bear it without complaint.

“Very well. I’ll go to Port Edmunds and submit myself to the tailor’s torture.” Besides, he needed to check on his ship.

Jared was almost certain Gibb’s lip twitched into a triumphant smile as he gathered Jared’s discarded clothes and left. Jared sank into the slipper tub. The warm water soothed his soreness but not the pain in his ribs where Leandro administered his parting shot. The damage would be inconvenient but not crippling. He leaned back and drew a breath, his tension fading.

José was safe. Because of the courage of an angel, they’d survived the morning. At the moment, little else mattered.

Gibbs bustled in, added a log to the fire, and meekly offered a towel. A week ago Jared had forcibly taught his new valet that he was fully capable of drying himself. As Jared made use of the towel, he smiled at the memory of the valet quailing under his wrath.

Gritting his teeth, he remained still while the uncomfortable business of being dressed by another person commenced. With all the layers of clothing polite society demanded—shirt, collar, waistcoat, frockcoat, and especially the cursed cravat with its complicated knots—he had to admit he would never have managed without Gibbs’s practiced hands.

Pirates dressed more comfortably than the civilized gentleman, and when Jared had posed as the pirate Black Jack, his devil-take-it attitude had won him the freedom to dress however he pleased rather than as some dandified weakling enslaved by fashion.

A footman came in as Gibbs finished tying the dratted neckwear. “Mr. Greymore to see you, sir,” he announced.

“Excellent. Ah, show him into, er…” He’d fallen dreadfully out of practice.

“The parlor, sir?” the footman offered. 

“Yes. The parlor. Quite.”

“Here, sir, for your face,” Gibbs said.

Jared drew back as Gibbs came at him with a silver tin of—good grief! Was that face powder? “Oh, no. No, no, no.”

Patiently, Gibbs held it out so Jared could see that it lacked any terrifying properties. “Sir, your bruises will draw attention. This will just—”

“No. I am not putting on that stuff. Take it away before I get my sword.”

With a frown of resigned disapproval, Gibbs stepped back. “As you wish, sir.”

Though Jared looked disreputable, like he’d gone five rounds with the champ in fisticuffs, there was nothing—outside of wearing make up, for heaven’s sake—that he could do about it. Besides, little shocked Greymore.

Unlike his normal lope, Jared descended the stairs with all the dignity of a duke. It made for a better image. It also hurt less. He refrained from tugging at the annoying cravat.

He hadn’t been in the parlor since his arrival the previous week. The draperies were thrown wide, and sun shone onto the carpeted floors in distorted squares from the leaded glass. No fire burned in the fireplace, and the only sound in the room came from the ticking of a mantle clock. The servants had swept away the last vestiges of dust and neglect in the house. It didn’t even smell closed-in anymore.

A dignified gentleman wearing an immaculate suit waited by the windows. About ten years Jared’s senior, Greymore had recently developed a few grey hairs near the temple, giving him a refined, distinguished appearance. Though slightly shorter than Jared, and a tad portly, he possessed a commanding presence.

“Greymore,” Jared greeted.

The man turned with a smile and clasped his hand. His bright, sharp eyes swept over Jared. When he caught sight of Jared’s swollen and bruised face and what little of his neck the cravat did not conceal, alarm replaced his smile.

“Good grief! What happened to you?” 

“Merely a misunderstanding,” Jared replied.

He might trust Greymore with his life, but he trusted no one with all of his secrets. He went to a side table and poured port from a crystal decanter into two glasses.

“Is that a rope burn?” Greymore persisted.

“An enthusiastic wench, to be sure. Fortunately, this time she used only a rope and not a chain.” He grinned and handed Greymore a port.

Greymore frowned, clearly not believing a word, and sipped the port. “You are the most closed- mouthed man I’ve ever met.”

“I’ve developed a dreadful habit of preferring to live.”

Heaven knew he’d made enough bargains with the devil to live another day. Today was the first time he’d actually found himself within the embrace of a noose.

It was also the first time he’d met an angel. He caught himself before he sighed at the memory.

Greymore eyed him with speculation. “For the first few months on the Peninsula, I wasn’t sure if I could trust you, notwithstanding the Secret Service’s assurances.”

“I’m sure you weren’t alone in that uncertainty.” 

“But Rebecca believed in you. And you saved my life. Twice.”

Pain flared at the mention of Rebecca. Stifling it, Jared swirled the port and took a long drink. The liquid warmed him, numbing the ache in his ribs. And in his heart. He summoned a wry grin. “I have my moments. Few, but they do exist.”

“I brought the information you requested.” Greymore retrieved a letter from a hidden inner coat pocket and handed it to him. “These gentlemen in the parish have a vested interest in shipping. Some are owners, others are merely investors. On the next page, you’ll see the name of each ship in their fleet, and which ones have reported losses due to pirates. There’s also a list of cargo stolen.”

Jared scanned the names. Using the Black Jack alias, he’d been the pirate to take some of them. The Intrepid had been the one with the newly married couple traveling on board. The husband had glared at Jared murderously, watching for any sign that his wife would be molested. The bride had eyed him with revulsion and terror.

Those were aspects of piracy Jared would not miss.

“How can I help you?” Greymore’s voice brought him back.

Jared drew a breath. He needed to learn to trust sometime. He pulled at the cravat and decided which of his many secrets he’d need to reveal in order to complete his task.

“We have proof of a coalition of pirates. There have been a shocking number of hits on the most heavily-laden merchant ships over the last four years. Someone is passing information from the shipping business to a leader of the pirate ring. The leader goes by the name O Ladrão, but we don’t know who he actually is.”

“O Ladrão? What does that mean?”

Jared quirked a wry grin. “It means ‘the thief’ in Portuguese. O Ladrão then sells information to other pirates in his organization in return for a percentage of the plunder. There are at least three men between O Ladrão and the pirate captains. None of the informants know the identity of anyone in the ring except the one man directly above him to whom he passes on the information.”

Greymore’s gaze turned probing. The unspoken question, ‘were you one of those pirate captains,’ hung in the air, but Jared volunteered nothing.

Finally removing his piercing stare, Greymore chewed on his lower lip. “We created those miscreants when we turned respectable merchants into privateers during the war.”

Jared nodded. “After the war ended, some privateers turned to outright piracy instead of returning to honest work. And someone is organizing a number of them.”

“A pirate coalition,” Greymore said thoughtfully. “A chilling thought. What do you know?”

“I’ve followed the trail here to a member of the gentry or the aristocracy. Find him, we find O Ladrão.”

Greymore frowned. “What do you propose we do? Search every house looking for incriminating evidence?”

Jared couldn’t resist needling him a bit. “We could try to get hired on as someone’s servant and eavesdrop, but that would take an awfully long time if we do it for every house here.”

Greymore’s frown deepened. “That, and I’m well known here. But you aren’t the only one good with disguises.”

Grinning, Jared waved him off. “I don’t think we’ll need to resort to that.” He read through the list again. “Many of the members of the ton have shares in shipping. None of the names listed here have any obvious connections; all have suffered losses due to pirate attacks.” He looked up from the paper and stared, unseeing, out the window. “I wonder if O Ladrão has allowed his own ships to be boarded to throw suspicion off himself. The goods might be sold at a smuggler’s port and thus the losses could be recouped.”

“Hasn’t the navy shut down all the smuggling coves?”

“They’ve made a valiant attempt. But I know of three that remain undisturbed.”

“What’s your plan?”

“Garner invitations to social events so I can meet people here. Then keep my mouth shut and listen. Maybe I’ll hear something interesting.”

“Hmm. I read somewhere that an unwed gentleman who has money must invariably be looking for a wife. If word gets out that you’re wealthy, and unmarried, all the mamas will throw parties for you.”

Jared made a face and replied with great reluctance, “I suppose that’s one option.”

“We’ll have to make up some wild story about how upright and virtuous you are, or everyone will see you for a rake and lock up their daughters. You’ll receive few invitations.”

“You’ve always been good at telling tales. Very well. Tell your friends I’m an upstanding gentleman of means seeking the peace afforded by the countryside.”

Greymore wagged a finger at him. “See to it that you behave in a manner that would not contradict that story.”

Jared held up his hands in surrender. “I will be the picture of propriety. Although it’s gatherings that attract men folk that I want, not marriage marts filled with conniving mothers. I didn’t come here to get leg-shackled.”

“You’ll meet the men because the ladies will have their husbands call upon you and invite you to hunt or have dinner and so forth in order to determine your suitability for their daughters. They’ll fall all over themselves to meet you.”

“I’m only a second son.”

The older man waved that off. “You’re the son of an earl, and you’ve amassed a fortune. Trust me, they’ll consider you ideal. Besides, women with no taste seem to find your looks tolerable.”

“Your flattery makes me blush,” Jared murmured with a wry grin that pulled at his sore lip.

A picture of shallow, grasping women flashed into his mind, like sharks in a feeding frenzy. At least the women here wouldn’t be afraid of him.

“It’s my money women find attractive,” Jared added.

“Right,” Greymore said dryly. “And it’s been how long since you’ve slept alone?”

“A gentleman wouldn’t tell.” Actually, Greymore would be disappointed to learn the truth. People often assumed by his playful and impulsive nature that he was a philanderer. He’d have to work on his demeanor and be the kind of gentleman fathers would trust with both their daughters and their secrets. Especially their secrets.

Greymore snorted. “Just don’t seduce any virgins.”

Jared let out an inarticulate cry of outrage. “What do you take me for? I never seduce virgins.”

Greymore pinned him with a searching stare. Jared resisted the urge to tug at his cravat. Cursed thing! 

Removing his assessing gaze, Greymore finished his drink. “Mr. Hogan is fond of faro, and we’re having an evening of games at his house two days hence. Care to join us? It would be the perfect way to introduce you to the others in the area.”

Jared groaned. “I haven’t played faro in years. I suppose I should plan to lose heavily.”

“They’ll love you if you lose.” 

Jared made a sound that was partly a laugh, partly a snort. “No doubt.”

“And I’m hosting a riding party in three weeks.” 

“Perfect. And Lady Standwich has invited me to her soirée in two weeks.”

Greymore’s eyebrows rose. “How’d you manage an invitation from Lady Standwich?”

“Connections, dear fellow,” he replied, a bit smug.

At the thought of a social affair involving ladies, a sudden hope flared. The soirée might prove more useful than he originally thought. His angel’s genteel demeanor, cultured accent, and the quality of her expertly tailored riding habit firmly proclaimed her a noblewoman. She’d no doubt be a member of the same elite social circle in which Lady Standwich traveled.

And yet, the haughtiness he often encountered in peers and their kin remained absent in that lady. She’d attempted to emulate that attitude after he kissed her, but her anger and indignation only masked her true emotions. Emotions which clearly surprised and frightened her.

“Say, Greymore, do you know a lady in this area with blond hair and grey eyes? She appeared perhaps five and twenty. She’s pretty and very proper.”

“That describes about half the women in the parish,” Greymore replied dryly.

“This one is special.”

Greymore rolled his eyes. “You are here to fulfill an assignment, not bed every poor, hapless woman who has the misfortune of crossing your path.”

“None of the women I bedded were hapless or misfortunate,” Jared replied with a wounded tone. Building on Greymore’s suggestion, he added to the tale. “Moreover, most of them are the seducers; I had to be the gentleman and oblige their whim. Think of how rejected they would have felt had I refused.”

“I don’t know if I should admire you or despise you.”

Jared smirked. “It’s a curse to be irresistible to women, but I do my best to survive.”

“I’ll be sure to keep any future daughters of mine under guard whenever you’re in England,” Greymore said.

“How is marital bliss?”

Greymore softened. “Unlike anything I ever imagined. She adds a dimension to my life that I find most gratifying.”

“Not dreadful to be tied down?”

“Anchored, my man, not tied down. She gives me purpose and meaning.”

“Careful, old friend, you are beginning to wax poetic.”

“Perhaps, but I see things differently now. Having a wife and a child on the way makes me want to be a better man.”

Jared shrank back with exaggerated fear. “I hope it isn’t contagious.”

Greymore clapped a hand on his shoulder. “One day the elusive Jared Amesbury will stumble into the lure of matrimony. I only hope I’m there to see it.”

Jared shivered. “A cage is not for me.”

Unbidden, an image of a lovely angel with soft hands and concerned eyes settled before his memory. She possessed a sweet, uncomplicated beauty that brought out a protective side he did not often indulge. Her gentle touch had soothed him. Between her tender hands and the compassion in her eyes, she reached a spot in his heart he had not known existed. She’d shown remarkable courage and a healthy wit.

The lady claimed to be married, and he sensed no duplicity in her, but the unpracticed, hesitant way she had kissed him revealed her inexperience.

Her husband, should he actually exist, was either a fool who neglected her or a prude who knew nothing about pleasuring a woman. Perhaps he was an impotent fossil.

Despite the brave lady’s assurance, Jared knew their paths would cross again. He hoped his next encounter with her would again be sans husband.

 


CHAPTER 3

 

Wearing her chemise, stays, and underskirts, Elise sat at her dressing table while her maid arranged her hair. After winding small strands into loops and pinning them into place, the maid curled the ends. Pink rosebuds peeped out from her curls, and slender tendrils curled around her neck. The rest of her hair showered down the back of her head in ringlets.

Elise gave her reflection a wry smile. “I’m not taking my bows to the queen, Morrison.”

The aged maid grinned. “It’s your first real social gathering in years, ma’am. Might as well create a sensation.”

“My presence alone will create a sensation,” Elise said dryly. “The neighbors have labeled me a recluse.”

“You never looked at your new gown when it arrived, ma’am. I would’ve liked to have seen it on you sooner so I could make any necessary alterations. I can’t believe you wouldn’t go for more than one fitting.”

Elise waved a hand. “My modiste has never sent an inferior gown yet, and my figure hasn’t changed since my last order. Although she nearly suffered an apoplexy when I requested an evening gown in this color.”

“It has been far too long.” Morrison retrieved the new gown with a flourish and helped Elise into it. As she buttoned up the back, she gushed, “Lovely shade. So nice to see you in something other than your usual somber colors.”

As she stood watching her reflection in the long mirror, Elise had to admit the dress was magnificent. Her customary drab colors always made her skin pallid. The deep rose, almost burgundy, with a paler pink sheer overskirt, gave her fair complexion a healthy glow. Tiny pink satin rosebuds lined the sweetheart neckline and trailed down the sides of the parted overskirt in front. Satin roses also touched each capped sleeve.

The lifting of her spirits at the flattering shade and style of her evening gown fell as she realized that by wearing such a creation, she’d officially come out of mourning. It seemed a betrayal to Edward.

Then another thought struck her. Would the gentlemen view it as an announcement that she might be interested in an affaire? She hoped not. Not that they would be interested, anyway.

Morrison glanced inquiringly at her. “Are you unwell, ma’am? You’ve grown suddenly pale.”

“No, Morrison. Unfortunately, my health is wonderful, and I feel compelled to attend the soirée as I’d promised.”

Grinning, Morrison tied a cameo-adorned ribbon around Elise's throat. “Don’t you fret, ma’am. Just a dinner party, like any other. Five years is a long time to mourn. It’s good you’re returning to society again, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

“I fear Lady Standwich’s reasons for inviting me are not as benign as she claims.”

“Oh?”

“She seems to feel it her duty to help secure a second husband for me, despite all of our previous conversations to the contrary.”
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