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Jasper could remember when his face had been whole. He could remember feeling the breeze on his skin instead of the sticky silk of the mask plastered to his raw, irritated flesh. He could remember when ladies’ heads had turned as he walked by. Now the ladies, and even the females who couldn’t rightly be called ladies, turned away.

The sun was hot as Jasper made his way through the village of Penbury on the southern coast of England. The breeze off the English Channel would have cooled him if he’d removed his mask, but it was bad enough being out in daylight. He’d send the people already staring at him running and screaming if he revealed his burn scars. As it was, the black silk covering his hair, forehead, and the upper half of his face attracted enough unwanted attention. He tried to ignore the whispers and furtive looks and followed the directions he’d secured from the local he’d treated to ale the night before in exchange for information. 

Fewer and fewer people were about as he left the village behind and neared the rocky shoreline. Only then did Jasper realize he should have set out earlier. The trek would involve more climbing than he expected, which was his own fault. The Duke of Withernsea had warned him the woman was elusive. She’d managed to evade the other investigators Withernsea had hired.

But she wouldn’t escape Jasper. He hadn’t come on behalf of Withernsea. Even if the duke hadn’t been a miser too cheap to pay Jasper’s rates, Jasper wouldn’t have worked for the man. Jasper had no desire to drag women into matrimony with men they didn’t fancy, especially not to a man with Withernsea’s vices. Jasper would never understand why the girls’ parents had promised her to such a monster, but now that the mother, Viscountess Carlisle, was ill, and her dying wish was to see her daughter again, he didn’t think it appropriate to ask. The pleas of the viscount and his wife had moved Jasper. And surely Miss Carlisle would want to know that her mother was on her deathbed.

If not, well, Jasper didn’t exactly need the money. He could have used it, but as a retired member of The Survivors and the son of the Marquess of Strathern, Jasper had other means available to him.

Sweat streaked down his face, burning the sensitive tissue around his scar, and making Jasper wish, for the thousandth time, he could remove the mask. He’d gone far enough that the beach was mostly empty. Squinting into the distance, he spotted the large rock the informant had described. Jasper just had to climb up the narrow path marked by the boulder, and the cottage would be at the top. It was a clever arrangement. The cottage could not be seen from below, and there was enough soil on the outcropping that a dozen or more trees had grown there, giving the cottage additional shade and cover.

If the cottage was indeed up there. Only one way to find out.

Jasper started up, but halfway he paused to shake out his boots. The rocks stabbed the bottom of his feet, and he needed a drink. He sat on a small patch of leaves and dirt, pulled out his flask and drank deeply. The water was warm now, but it eased his thirst, wetting what felt like a desert in the back of his throat.

He took hold of one boot and struggled to yank it off. The effort almost caused him to fall back, but the boot came loose unexpectedly and shot out and into the path. “Damn it,” Jasper cursed under his breath. He moved to rise and retrieve the boot, then froze.

The stab in his ribs was all too familiar. He knew the feel of a knife pressed to his side, and he knew whoever held it was serious. The trickle of blood running down his skin was serious as hell.

“What do you want?” Jasper muttered, barely moving his lips. His instinct was to leap away, but he’d fallen on his arse when the boot came free and jumping up was out of the question.

“Your blunt,” came the hoarse reply. “And anything else of value.”

The accent was indistinguishable from any other, not lower class but not of the higher ranks either. Jasper couldn’t even determine whether it was from the north or south of England. He rather doubted this was purely by chance. His assailant did not want to be identified. A professional then? Surely not simply someone who happened upon him. Someone who’d known he’d come this way and who lay in wait.

“I have a wallet in my coat pocket,” Jasper answered.

“Get it out.” The man’s voice hitched slightly, indicating excitement.

“I have to reach for it.”

“No sudden moves,” the knife-holder cautioned.

Jasper blew out his breath. Sudden moves or not, the man with the knife at his flank would use it. Jasper didn’t care much about the money he’d lose. But he sure as hell didn’t intend to bleed to death on the side of a sea cliff with one boot on and one boot off. “I’m reaching for my pocket,” he said, moving his right arm slowly. The wallet was in his left inside pocket and the knife rested against his left side. Jasper’s hand slid inside his greatcoat then inside his tailcoat. But instead of reaching for the wallet, he lunged for the knife, gripping it with the fabric as his shield.

It was a risky move, but it took the assailant by surprise. He sprang back. Unfortunately, the knife went with him, and Jasper couldn’t keep hold of it through the fabric. Jasper lunged to his feet, but his awkward position hampered him, and the attacker came at him with the knife. Jasper raised a hand to deflect the blow, but he was off-balance and aimed too high. Instead of the weapon grazing his arm, he gave his foe an opening. The sharp prick of the knife took Jasper’s breath away as it slid through the fabric of his coat and into his skin.

The dull pain ratcheted up to a shrill scream of agony as the assailant yanked the knife back out. Ignoring the pain, Jasper threw a punch at the man with the knife, hitting him on the side of the jaw. The man went down, but so did Jasper. He fell hard, and when he tried to rise again, he saw black spots dancing in front of his eyes. His entire left side felt as though he had fallen into a pond. Blood was gushing from the wound. He struggled, but the attacker rose first. Jasper knew this because the man used his booted feet to land a hard kick to Jasper’s uninjured side. Jasper huffed out a curse and reached for the man, who landed another kick, this one to Jasper’s jaw.

That was when the spots grew too big for Jasper to blink away. That was when the light faded, and the last thing he knew was the feel of the man’s rough hands rummaging through his coat pockets.

***
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“MAMA! MAMA!”

Thunder sounded in the distance and Olivia was relieved to hear Richard’s voice approaching. She wanted him inside before the rains started.

“Come inside now, Richard. I don’t like the look of those clouds.”

“But Mama, I found something.” He held up what looked like a man’s boot.

Olivia had no idea where he would have found something like that, but anything related to men made her uneasy. “Leave it outside for now,” she said. Later she would go to the cliff and hurl it over the side. She wanted nothing of men near her cottage.

“But Mama! That’s not all. I found a man. He was lying beside the boot!”

Olivia was tempted to chastise her son for telling a wolf story—their term for a make-believe tale that demanded she save him—but though Richard had told many fanciful stories in his five years, he had never told one about a man or had a boot as evidence. Almost as though he could read her thoughts, Richard held the boot higher. “It’s true, Mama! Come and see!”

Olivia did not want to see. She wanted to go inside her cozy cottage, close the windows and bar the doors, and hold her son tightly. But she couldn’t ignore a man, not one who had come close enough that Richard discovered him.

“Wait here.” She might have to face a man, but she wouldn’t do so unarmed. She went to the high shelf where she kept her cooking knives and pulled down the largest, sharpest she had. Sliding it into her apron, she smoothed back her hair and took a deep breath. She’d known this day would come. She’d known she couldn’t hide forever. Now she just had to muster the courage she’d been praying for all these years and do what had to be done.

For her son and herself.

She strode out of the cottage, feeling the light mist of rain on her face. At least it hadn’t begun to rain in earnest or the path would be slippery and dangerous. Though she wore boots with her serviceable gray dress, even boots were no match against mud on slick, narrow pathways. When she reached Richard, she grasped his hand. He stood shifting impatiently from foot to foot, and as soon as she took his hand, he yanked her toward the path that descended toward the seashore below.

This was the path Olivia hated. She had to travel it once a month to go into town and buy what she could not make or grow. She always dreaded those days and did her best to appear unattractive. It wasn’t difficult. Almost five years on the sea cliff meant her looks were not what they had once been. Olivia didn’t care. Once, when she’d been seventeen and innocent, she’d cared very much about dresses and ribbons and all sorts of lace. She had not thought she could possibly exist without a lady’s maid, a modiste, and a copy of La Belle Assemblée. Olivia didn’t know that girl anymore. She’d been murdered, snuffed out, one careless night.

She gave a wistful look over her shoulder toward the path that wound behind the cottage and led to the garden she herself planted and cultivated. She would much rather be pulling weeds and harvesting the last of the ripe vegetables than taking this path towards the shore.

“Hurry, Mama,” Richard said, tugging her hand impatiently. His red hair lifted from his forehead as he ran, like a robin taking flight. “He might be dead by now.”

“Why would you think he is dead? And why are we past the boulder? You know you aren’t supposed to wander this far.”

Richard looked back at her, his big blue eyes apologetic. “Sorry, Mama.”

She’d have to have a word with him later, but it almost seemed like an exercise in futility. She wouldn’t be able to keep him hidden for much longer. At five he was still—mostly—obedient, but what about when he grew to nine or ten or even thirteen? He wouldn’t be content to stay in their little world forever. And though it was for his own safety, it was hardly fair to keep him from having any friends or even any company other than herself.

The path curved, and when they came around the other side, Olivia gasped and grasped at a small tree growing on the rocky slope. Richard grinned at her triumphantly. “Told you there was a man.”

There was definitely a man. And he was definitely missing a boot. One stocking-clad foot stuck out of the brush where he lay while the other boot-clad foot rested beside it. Neither foot moved, and from the position of the feet, she could tell the man lay on his belly.

“Is he asleep?” she whispered.

“He didn’t move when I crept close,” Richard said. He was looking at the man or he would have seen the way Olivia’s face went rigid with anger and terror and wouldn’t have continued. “I saw blood. A lot of blood, Mama.” He looked up at her now, his blue eyes full of concern.

Olivia felt relief. If he was injured, he wouldn’t be a threat. They could leave him his boot and after the rains fell and their footprints were destroyed, he’d never know they’d been there. “Run back to the cottage,” she told Richard.

“Why?” he protested. “I want to see the man again. I want to see if he’s alive.”

“Richard, go back to the cottage. It’s not safe.”

“Yes, it is. He’s not even awake.”

“Richard!”

His shoulders drooped. “Yes, Mama. But how will you carry him back to the cottage on your own?”

This was precisely the reason she wanted him out of sight. Olivia had no intention of carrying the man back to the cottage and every intention of leaving him right where he lay and to whatever Fate had in store for him. But Richard wouldn’t accept that, and it would be better if she could return to the cottage and tell him the man had woken and went his own way.

Lies.

She’d told more than her share. She’d never realized how many lies a mother had to tell a child. Too late she’d realized all the lies her own mother had told her.

“If I need your help, I’ll come for you,” she told him. “Now go.”

“But Mama...”

“Go.”

He sighed and trudged slowly, very slowly, up the path and back toward the cottage. When she was certain her son was gone, Olivia crept closer to the man. Her breath caught in her throat, making her lungs burn when she forgot to breathe. He was a large man, much larger than she, and quite powerful looking. He did indeed lay on his stomach, his face down, legs spread, and one hand tucked against his side. There was the blood Richard had spoken of. It stained the ground and the man’s great coat. The coat was finely made. She looked down at the boot she still held before dropping it. The boot was expertly made as well, the materials expensive and fashionable. Whoever this man was, he was not from Penbury. 

Had he come looking for her?

She didn’t think she’d ever seen him on her trips to the village. She had to go into Penbury every few months to replenish her supplies. There she could sell needlework she’d done or even take commissions from those who wanted embroidery for something special. Mostly, she was self-sufficient, but she couldn’t make fabric or metal pots and utensils. She also had the money she had taken with her when she’d run away. It would not have been much if she had lived like she did in London, but it was quite sufficient if she was careful and lived modestly. Since she didn’t want anyone looking at her too closely, wondering where her coin had come from, she spent it sparingly and she tried to do business with women whenever possible. It wasn’t always possible, since women rarely owned shops or tended them. That was why Olivia dressed shabbily and kept her face ducked and her hats low. She even wore a half veil, though that tended to attract more attention.

Now she peered down at this man intently, but he wore some sort of black silk mask over the top of his face. She could not see anything above his lips and jaw. She knew his hair was golden-brown because the mask ended in the middle of his head, leaving the wavy hair at his nape exposed. A hat lay not far from his body, obviously knocked off when the man had...

What had happened? Had he fallen? Had he lost consciousness from whatever injury he’d incurred? She did not need to know that. She realized one hand had been curved about the hilt of her knife, and she released it now. She’d returned the boot. It was time to depart.

She took a step back and her gaze fell to the crimson splash blood again. The mist of rain had turned into a drizzle and little rivulets of blood had begun to run down the hill, away from the body. She should leave him.

But how could she leave him to die?

And how could she not? Perhaps he’d come to kill her.

She swore under her breath, torn between what she wanted to do and what she should do. Finally, she bent down and put a finger against the man’s neck. Please let him be dead. If he were dead, all her problems would be solved.

But there was no denying the weak pulse beating against her fingers. He was alive, barely, and if she walked away, she condemned him to the hereafter. She couldn’t do it. Not only because Richard would ask about the man and even a consummate liar like herself couldn’t look him in the eye and say the man had been fine and walked away. But also because she hoped she hadn’t lost all of her humanity. She was still a decent person. She still had compassion. This man needed all the decency and compassion she could muster.

She nudged the man’s shoulder with her hand. “Sir?”

He didn’t move.

She shook his shoulder, this time with more force. “Sir? Are you awake?”

Nothing.

Perhaps she should try to turn him and see his wound. She tried for almost five minutes to do so, but he was too heavy. Instead, she managed to move his hand, which was bright red with blood. She couldn’t see the wound under the layers of clothing. She prodded at it, though, and the man let out a low groan.

Olivia jumped back like a frightened cat. The man’s eye opened, the one on the side he wasn’t resting on, and he stared at her with an unfocused gaze. He had hazel eyes—not quite green and not quite brown—and he blinked at her once then closed his eye again.

Olivia’s heart pounded in her chest so hard she thought it might explode. Why did it have to be a man, a big man at that, lying on her path? And why had Richard chosen today of all days to disobey her? Would that she’d never discovered this beast of a man.

But she had, and somehow he’d become her responsibility. She had to find a way to move him up the hill. There was only one way she could think to do that, and she would need Richard and Clover’s help.
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Jasper woke in pain. Pain so great he couldn’t even open his eyes. He couldn’t do anything but breathe through it, and even that hurt. Gradually, the wave of pain that precipitated his waking subsided to the level of mere agony, and he had time to process the fact that he was no longer lying face down in the mud. In fact, he wasn’t outside at all. There was no mistaking the yeasty smell of baked bread or the mouth-watering aroma of thyme and rosemary. He couldn’t yet manage to crack his eyes open, but what he’d thought was the thudding of blood rushing in his ears he slowly realized was the sound of rain pelting a roof and windows.

At least he wouldn’t die out in the open. Not that he intended to die, but it was hard to argue with the stabbing sensation in his side. Unlike most of the wounds he’d suffered during the war, this was no mere scratch. The knife had plunged deep. But the pain was nothing compared to that of being burned. If he’d had to think of it in colors, this pain was red, while the burns he’d suffered had been a blinding white for weeks. He’d wanted to die then. Now he wanted to live. He tried to open his eyes again, and they wouldn’t obey. A bad sign.

He tried to rise. Something held him down, pressing on his chest and binding his arms. He fought the restraints until another scent teased his nose. Jasper froze.

The scent was that of a woman. He had no doubt of that. It might have been some time since he’d been close enough to a woman to inhale her fragrance, but it was a heady combination no man ever truly forgot. The scent was a mixture of the herbs cooking, the sea air, and a light note of femininity.

A warm hand touched his cheek. Her hand, judging by the size and weight of it, and it was so cool that Jasper realized he was burning with fever. Something cool pressed against his lips followed by wetness, and he opened his mouth to take in the water. It quenched his thirst, but it must not have been the first liquid he’d been given for his throat wasn’t parched. Still, it was an effort to force words past what felt like a swollen throat.

“Where am I?” he croaked. His eyelids fluttered, and he was able to see a gray haze before him and firelight behind it.

“Just rest,” said a low female voice. It was a young voice. The woman whose hand had touched his cheek?

His cheek...Panic reared inside him as he remembered his mask. Had she removed it? Was his scarred face exposed for all to see? His hand flew up to touch his face, relief coursing through him like a great avalanche when he felt the silk mask still in place.

“I tried to remove it earlier,” said the woman, “but you fought so hard I left it.”

Jasper reached out to touch her. She sounded nearby, but he couldn’t locate her. All he saw was that gray haze. 

She caught his hand and held it lightly. “May I remove it now? You have a fever, and I’d like to bathe your face.”

“Where am I?” he asked. His voice sounded less hoarse now and more like it usually did.

“With friends. You’re injured.”

“The bastard stabbed me.” He heard the soft intake of breath. He was no longer used to speaking in front of ladies. “Forgive me.”

She spoke softly, and someone responded. So they weren’t alone. There were others here. The gray was beginning to take shape. It was cloth, material for a dress. She was standing before him, and he was staring at her dress. He tried to look up, but the effort of lifting his head was rather more than he could manage.

And then she surprised him by obliging him. She knelt beside the cot or pallet where he lay, and he could see her quite clearly. Her brow was furrowed in concern. It was a delicate brow on a delicate heart-shaped face. He didn’t think it was pain or delirium that made him see her as somewhat more than merely pretty. Dark hair framed the pale face, little pieces of it—what were those called?—falling down around her ears. Her eyes were the blue of the sky at dusk and framed by thick black lashes and dark brows. Her lips were like a bow, small and pink, pursed in a look of concern. Concern for him, of course.

“Do you know who stabbed you?” she asked, and from her tone he did not think it the first time she’d asked the question. He’d been so caught up in looking at her, he hadn’t been able to concentrate on anything else. And not simply because she was extraordinarily pretty. Because he knew her, and she would have known him as well if his face hadn’t been ravaged in that fire.

“No,” Jasper finally said. “He came out of nowhere.”

“I found you on the trail. Had he forced you off the sea shore so he might accost you? I’ve seen a few smuggling ships and heard stories of pirates, but we’ve never had any trouble.”

He understood what she wanted to know. 

“No. He was hiding on the trail. I was looking for you.”

She shrank back, her eyes widening. “You know me.”

He tried to nod and found it hurt too much. “I do. And you know me, though I don’t expect you to recognize me with the mask.”

“May I—?” She reached out one hand.

“Touch it at the risk of losing your hand,” he said in a much more menacing tone than he’d intended.

She snatched her hand back.

“You’re Miss Carlisle. We danced together years ago. Before I wore this mask. Before you disappeared from Society.”

“You have me at a disadvantage.”

“Jasper Grantham.”

She stared at him as though willing her brain to place him. “That’s the surname of the Marquess of Strathern.”

“His third son, at your service.” He’d foolishly tried to make a flourish with his arm, and it brought on a coughing fit, which made his side hurt as though someone was digging the knife in all over again. He tasted blood in his mouth and knew that to be a bad sign.

“And why have you come looking for me?” she asked when he’d stopped hacking enough that he could hear her. Through tears brought on by the pain, he saw her pretty blue eyes were wary and shadowed by those long lashes.

“No need to worry about that now.” She was going all gray again. Had she stood? Was he staring into the folds on her dress again?

“Why is that?”

“Because I’m dying. Won’t live long...enough...to...”

Blackness, blessed for its lack of sensation, descended and Jasper went willingly into its embrace.

When he woke again, he knew she was near. He could detect her fragrance, just barely, but it was there. It still rained, so the storm hadn’t yet passed. It was either a remarkably strong storm or he hadn’t slept very long. Jasper did a mental accounting of his body. He still wore the mask, which surprised him because most people he knew were far too curious to leave something like that in place. He still lay on the bed, but his chest was bare beneath the sheet that covered him. He wore his trousers but wiggling his toes a bit told him he didn’t possess his boots. The one boot might be lost forever.

His blasted side hurt like the devil, but now the pain was only a raw pink as opposed to searing red. His throat felt dry and his skin hot and itchy, which meant the fever hadn’t left him, but it had lessened. There must have been something in the water she’d given him, some sort of medicine to ease the pain and fever. He had the first fleeting hope that he would not die.

Of course, he wasn’t about to stand up and walk out of here. And he certainly wouldn’t be able to take Miss Carlisle with him. For all the strength he had, she could push him over with one finger.

He opened his eyes and stared at the wide oak beams that supported the roof. They were not painted, though they had discolored slightly from the fires that kept the cottage warm. Jasper allowed his gaze to travel across the ceiling and then down the wall across from where he lay. There was the hearth and in it a small fire burned. It had been banked for the night, and expertly so. It would burn cheerily for hours to come. Beside the hearth a large pot hung on an iron arm that could be swung into the fire so its contents might heat. On the other side, a small wooden rack held a pair of stockings and a small shirt. These were drying with the aid of the fire’s heat.

Jasper stared at the shirt for quite a long time. It looked like a man’s shirt, though it was too small for any man.

In the center of the room a good size oak table took up most of the rest of the space in the cottage. On it lay two plates and two bowls, stacked on top of each other. A basket filled with what looked to be herbs and vegetables was in the center, and several books were at the end farthest from the fire. Benches ran the length of both sides of the table, and Jasper could just make out several small objects on the bench farther from him and thus in too much darkness for him to identify. A ladder lay against the wall across from the table, and it led to a loft, where Jasper assumed Miss Carlisle slept. As to where he now lay...he tried to move his head enough to determine where he was. It was a bed, not a cot as he’d earlier assumed. A small bed with soft sheets and a warm blanket over his legs. It must have belonged to the person he’d heard her speaking to earlier. A maid? A friend? The voice had not been low enough to belong to a man.

He heard a sound and turned to look on his other side, and there she was, asleep. Her hands were folded in her lap, a piece of fabric still held loosely, the thread dangling. Jasper remembered seeing his nanny thus many times. He’d always taken advantage of those moments to sneak out of the nursery and play tricks on his young sisters. This woman sat in a rustic-looking rocking chair, her head fallen to one side and her eyes closed. Her dark lashes cast a shadow on her cheek, which looked pinker and warmer than it had earlier.

She still looked far too pretty, with all that dark hair and translucent skin, like a painting one might see in a museum. Again, he questioned why her parents, who seemed to love her enough to pay him an exorbitant amount to have her returned to them, had ever engaged her to a man like the Duke of Withernsea? The man was a brute, a great bull of a man with little grace and well-known proclivities. As a man who made his way in the world slinking through the shadows of London’s rookeries, looking for people who did not want to be found and whom Bow Street could not find, Jasper knew a thing or two about the seedier side of the city. He knew the brothels and the gaming hells and the streets where the beggars were as thick as flies on a dead dog. Though Jasper himself had no interest in the business of prostitutes, he found himself in their company more often than most. For a farthing or two, the women would give him the odd bit of information. When he needed information on someone of the upper classes, he would spend an evening in the brothels the men of the ton frequented. The whores still had most of their teeth and enough rouge to cover the pox marks on their skin, but the price was a thruppence or even a tanner.

In some of those brothels, he’d seen more than one ladybird sporting a bloody lip or a bruised cheek. And those were only the wounds that showed. Several men had reputations for such violence. The whores knew who they were, and the abbesses charged them extra. Jasper doubted the broken girl was paid extra for the nightmare she endured, but it compensated the abbess for the expense of doctors who would be called to sew the chit back together.

And one of the men who always paid extra was the Duke of Withernsea.

Had the Carlisles not known of Withernsea’s reputation? Jasper couldn’t remember if he’d known of it all those years ago, before the war and before Napoleon. Regardless, he knew of it now. He knew the duke had searched for his betrothed for years. By now he might have married any young lady with parents destitute enough to offer their daughter up as a sacrifice. But Withernsea wanted Viscount Carlisle’s daughter. He wanted what he’d been promised.

The fact that the woman sleeping just a few feet away had defied the duke for so long impressed Jasper. She had to be resourceful and independent to run away and stay hidden all these years. She can’t have had much money or any way to earn more. Jasper looked about the cottage. And yet she seemed to be making do—more than making do. The cottage was cozy and inviting. If the rain and winds hadn’t been rattling the shutters and battering the walls, it might have even been peaceful. But she couldn’t want to live away from her family, in seclusion. Why had she stayed away for so long? 

What had the duke done to her?

The effort of looking about had tired him and Jasper allowed his eyes to drift closed again only to snap them back open. His skin prickled painfully, and he tensed. He had the same feeling he’d had when in France, right before an ambush. His gaze returned to Miss Carlisle, but she slept on. Then he darted his attention across the room and up to the darkness of the loft above the ladder.

There was a figure crouched there who hadn’t been there before.

Jasper wished he had some sort of weapon. He would have preferred a pistol, but even a knife would have sufficed. As it was, he lay helpless, his chest exposed. And then, as he watched, the figure took shape, and Jasper felt his body relax. This was not a man or a beast, crouched in anticipation of attack. This was a child, peering down at him and attempting not to be seen. Jasper lifted a hand, silently indicating he had noticed the child. He expected the youth to shrink back, but instead the boy moved forward until he knelt beside the ladder.

Even in the dim light, there was no mistaking the boy’s resemblance to his mother, who slept on unawares. But Jasper also knew the boy’s father, and Withernsea’s red hair was the exact same color as the lad’s.

Jasper swallowed, his dry throat protesting the movement. He had his answers now. What Withernsea had done, why Miss Carlisle had remained hidden. And as usual, now that he had the answers he sought, he wished he’d had the wisdom to remain ignorant.

***
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OLIVIA WOKE TO BLACKNESS. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep. She’d intended to stay awake and vigilant, keeping an eye on the injured form of Lord Jasper. The man seemed to think he was on the verge of death, but in Olivia’s view, he still had plenty of strength remaining. He’d barely responded when she’d led Clover down the trail and dragged the unconscious man to the travois she constructed from a harness, some old wood, and a sturdy old horse blanket. She had huffed and puffed in order to move the man uphill to the travois. For a few minutes she’d been glad of the rain because it cooled her heated face and washed some of the man’s blood from her hands.

She’d half wondered if her efforts were even worth it. He’d seemed to have lost so much blood. Having Clover pull him up the steep cliff might kill him even faster. But she couldn’t leave him. He terrified her, but she refused to act any more the coward than she already had. What example would that set for Richard? Of course, if the man ended up murdering Richard and her in their sleep, that wouldn’t be the best example either.

Clover had easily hauled the man, who must have been eleven or twelve stone, up the cliff and right to the door of the cottage. Richard had stood there, eyes wide with shock, as she unfastened the horse blanket and pulled the man inside. The rain had been coming down in earnest, and if she’d looked out at the ocean, she would have seen the white caps pitching and rolling with a vengeance. As she struggled to maneuver the man into the cottage, she’d used her eyes to dare Richard to say something. When her son, who was no fool, kept his mouth shut, she ordered him to ready her bed.

“Your bed, Mama?”

“I can’t drag him up to yours, darling,” she’d wheezed. Together they’d wrestled the man inside and onto her bed, which Richard stripped first so all the linens wouldn’t be soiled with blood. And then she’d gone to work.

She had a rudimentary knowledge of the sick room. Her mother’s health had always been poor, and Olivia had watched surgeons do their work from the time she was Richard’s age. She knew the wound had to be cleaned and that spirits would work well for that. She had a bottle she kept in case she or Richard were ever injured, and though she hated to waste it now, she did so anyway. She’d removed the man’s shirt—and wasn’t that a new experience—and cleaned the wound by dousing it with a quarter of the bottle of gin.

If she’d thought he was half dead, he had disproved it by sitting up and roaring. She’d jumped back just in time to avoid being backhanded by his flying fists. One look at his face told her he wasn’t aware of what he was doing. His eyes had been blank and wild. He was probably barely conscious. When he lay back down, she’d spooned some of the gin into him. It probably wasn’t the best cure, but she figured he would need it when she sewed his wound closed. Surprisingly, he’d only moaned when she’d completed that task. And then he seemed to settle into a deep sleep. She hoped it was a healing sleep, though he might just as easily slip into death. She had no way of knowing if the knife had punctured something vital, and no way to repair the organ if it had. But at least he was no longer bleeding all over everything.

She’d made soup for Richard and baked the bread she’d spent the morning kneading, then when Richard had eaten and was playing quietly with his wooden animals, she returned to the wounded man and cleaned the blood from his body.

She’d tried not to look too closely at his chest. It was probably very much like any other man’s chest—muscled and hard with a smattering of hair. The skin was darker than her own as though it had been exposed to the sun on occasion, and while he was not prone to any fat, he was also not slim or slight. He was strong and big and even the ugly knife gash she covered with a clean strip of linen looked insignificant compared to the heft of him.

She’d noticed other smaller details she should not have. His nipples were a pale pink. She didn’t know why this should intrigue her so. But it had made him seem less formidable to have nipples of such a tender color. She’d wiped the cloth over them, and they stiffened, much like her own when she was cold. That too had been interesting. Interesting enough that she’d glanced guiltily at Richard to make certain he hadn’t seen.

Not that she’d done anything wrong. She hadn’t. But what she felt inside when she looked at those nipples was not exactly innocent.

And then there was his belly. That part of him had not been covered with much blood. His back and side had taken the worst of it. But she had found his hard, flat belly infinitely mesmerizing. The hair on his chest seemed to flow into a line on his belly that thickened below his navel and disappeared under his trousers. Since he lay on his back, his belly was flat, but she could make out the definition of muscles there too. How did one achieve muscles in such an area? Fencing? Riding? Some other manly pursuit?

“Mama?”

She’d jumped up and tried not to look guilty when she faced Richard. “Yes, darling.”

“Why does the man wear a mask?”

That was a good question, and one she might have considered if she hadn’t been so absorbed in staring at the hair dipping below the waist on his trousers. In fact, the mask was quite concerning. Only people who did not want their identities known would wear a mask. What was this man hiding or whom was he hiding from? What if he was some sort of bandit? Perhaps it would be better if she didn’t see his face.

On the other hand, she’d come this far. If he lived and then he intended to kill her, she doubted he would spare her because she’d had the forethought to leave his mask in place.

“I don’t know,” she told Richard. “But I expect with a wound like this he will soon develop a fever. I can brew some of the tea with the herbs I keep for fever, but we should probably bathe his face as well.”

She started the water to steep the herbs for the tea then lifted the man’s head and attempted to remove the mask. She would have sworn he was unconscious, but as soon as she’d tugged at the mask’s ties, he had grasped her wrist and yanked it away. His grip was tight but not painful. Still she was frightened when he pulled her close to his lips and hissed, “Do not touch my face.”

“I am trying to help,” she’d replied in her most pleasant voice. She didn’t want to scare Richard. She’d been scared enough for the both of them. “You have a fever, and it will be worse before it becomes better.” If it got better. “I need to keep you cool—”

“Do not touch my face. I’ll kill you.”

Well, that was that then. Bathing his face wasn’t worth dying over. Let him keep his secrets. “I won’t touch your mask,” she’d promised. He released her hand and collapsed back into unconsciousness. When she was certain he’d been sleeping, she’d tied his ankles to the foot of the bed. She didn’t expect that would hold him long, but it might stall him long enough for her and Richard to escape.

And now as she sat staring at the darkness outside the window nearby, darkness that should have been daylight if not for the storm that still raged, she remembered the exchange they’d had in the middle of the night.

He was burning with fever, but he’d been strangely lucid. He’d introduced himself, and though she couldn’t remember him very well, she knew who he was. Lord Jasper. She had danced and flirted with him at balls before the war. 

Perhaps that was why he wore the mask. He’d been injured in the war.

Or perhaps he wasn’t Lord Jasper at all, and the mask concealed his true identity.

But the even bigger question was why a son of the Marquess of Strathern was here, on a cliff near the unremarkable town of Penbury. She knew it was no coincidence that he’d been on her cliff. He’d admitted he’d been looking for her.

Olivia turned her head now and studied the man sleeping in her bed. The sheet had been pulled to his chest, concealing much of it from her. His hazel eyes were closed, making it seem as though the entire upper half of his face was covered. The lower half had begun to sport a bit of stubble. It caught the light from the low burning fire, and looked somewhat lighter than his hair, more of a golden brown. His breathing was shallow, and his face pale. The sheet clung to his body in a way that indicated he was damp. Perhaps the fever was breaking.

She should bathe him with the cool cloth again. She had taken him in, and she now had a duty to see him survive. But if he did survive, she knew she was in danger. She’d bathe him and then begin her preparations. Much as she hated to leave, this place was no longer safe for Richard or for her. They would have to run. Again.

It was the only way to stay alive.
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Three
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Her scent woke him. Jasper was smart enough not to open his eyes. He never opened his eyes before he knew the situation around him. There had been many times when it was better to pretend sleep than let anyone know he was awake.

This turned out to be one of those times. She was bathing him with blissfully cool water. His skin felt hot and tight, and the cool water eased the scorching pain of the heat momentarily. Jasper knew he was burning with fever. Men often died of fever. And if he were to die, he wanted to enjoy the scent of her and the feel of her hand on his chest as her other hand ran from his shoulder to his waist. If he hadn’t been so weak, he might have wished she’d dip lower.

Hell, who was he kidding. He did wish it. He was just too weak to do anything about it if she did. How long had it been since a woman had touched him like this? With tenderness and care? Years? Decades? Never? Before his face had been ravaged, he’d had his share of lovers. Those women had touched him with greedy fingers and scoring nails, not soft caresses. He hadn’t touched them any differently. And though Miss Carlisle’s touch was not sexual in the least, he couldn’t help but imagine how she would have touched him if the two of them had been in this bed together. If he hadn’t been burning with fever and she playing nursemaid.

Ridiculous thoughts that would never come to fruition. But lying here, teetering somewhere between life and death, sleep and wakefulness, Jasper had time to entertain the ridiculous.

He woke again when she lifted his head and poured some foul-tasting brew into it. He identified it as willow bark tea, which had pain-relieving properties. But that didn’t mean he had to like the taste of it. “You might warn a man before you pour something like that down his throat,” he said when she lay his head back down. He opened his eyes when he spoke and saw the look of panic on her face when she realized he was awake.

It was the same sort of frozen, desperate expression a rabbit adopts when it realizes the fox is poised to pounce.

“It’s an herbal tea,” she stammered. “To help with—”

“The fever. I know. It could do with some honey.”

Now her dark brows lowered. “I don’t have any honey, and even if I did, I wouldn’t waste it on you. Bad enough I’m wasting my herbs and gin on you.”

“Gin?” Jasper tried to sit up and immediately regretted it when his side throbbed in protest. “Why didn’t I know there was gin?”

“Because you’ve been half unconscious for the last eighteen hours and waiting on you hand and foot hasn’t left me with much inclination for conversation.”

She was right. He hadn’t exactly been acting grateful for her efforts. “And if I didn’t feel like my head or my flank might split in two, I would be...” He almost said more of a gentleman, but after spending so much time in the rookeries, he hardly remembered his gentlemanly manners, much less had call to use them. “I would be more vocal with my thanks. You saved my life.”

“Not yet,” she said, arching a brow. He couldn’t help but grin at her meaning. He didn’t think she’d kill him in his sleep, but he admired her for thinking about it.

“Where’s your son?” he asked.

She’d been about to turn away, probably to place the mug on the table, but she stiffened at his words. “Who?”

“The little boy.” Jasper gestured to the dark loft. “I saw him peering down at me last night. He must be yours. The resemblance is notable.”

“He’s sleeping.”

“Is it still night?” Jasper looked at the dark window, streaked with raindrops from the continuing rain. “I’ve lost track.”

“It’s early morning. You should rest again.”

“I don’t seem to have much choice. My eyes close without my permission.” In fact, they were heavy now, so heavy he could barely keep them open. “Miss Carlisle,” he muttered as he forced the lids back up.

She looked down at him, her expression tense.

“I haven’t come to hurt you or your son. I haven’t come from him.”

“Who?” she asked.

“We both know who. I’ve come at the request of...” But sleep was taking him, and it didn’t matter why he’d come at the moment, only that she not fear him. “I came to help. Protect...” He didn’t know why he said the last. Ewan was The Protector in Draven’s troop, not he. Jasper had always been the man who found what they needed. They’d all joked that Jasper would make a good bounty hunter. And so when he’d come back after the war, that’s exactly what he’d become. And while Viscount Carlisle had promised him a rum ribband for finding his daughter, Jasper wasn’t hunting her for the bounty. Not any longer. If he lived, he’d do everything to protect her and her son, and that he would do because he’d already been paid—in tender caresses and sweet scents and rank herbal tea.

He owed her what no amount of blunt could buy: his loyalty.

***
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“WHY DOES HE WEAR THAT mask, Mama?”

Jasper heard the little boy’s voice as though from a great distance. He wasn’t certain how long he’d slept. He could still hear the rain outside, and though he hadn’t opened his eyes, he could sense the darkness in the cottage. His tongue felt swollen, his head pounded, and his throat ached as though someone had coated it in salt. He wanted water.

“I don’t know, darling. Eat your potatoes, please.”

“Can we ask him when he wakes up?”

Jasper heard the clink of silver on a plate or bowl.

“I think we had better not. A man is entitled to his privacy.”

“What’s privacy?”

“It’s like...when I go behind my curtain to change clothes. Or when you think something, but you don’t say it.”

“I always say what I think.”

“Yes, you do.” Jasper thought he heard a smile in her voice. “Now eat your potatoes.”

For a moment there was only the sound of silver scraping plates, but the silence was short-lived. “Mama, when will he ever wake?”

“I think he’s awake now,” she answered.

Jasper opened his eyes. How had she known? He must have given it away somehow.

“I thought so,” she said. She was sitting at the table, facing him. The little red-haired boy had his back to Jasper, but he turned now, fastening his eyes—very much the same dark blue as his mother’s—on Jasper. “Are you hungry? I have some broth.” She rose, wiping her hands on her apron. It struck him then how strange it was to see this woman who he remembered in silks and jewels wearing a plain gray dress and dingy white apron.

“Water,” he croaked. “Please.”

She crossed to him, her strides quick and efficient. None of the graceful way of walking she had most likely learned from dance instructors and tutors. She placed the back of her hand against his cheek, and Jasper had the strangest urge to lean into it. It felt so soft and cool.

“Your fever hasn’t climbed,” she said. “But it’s still high.”

“I might live yet,” he said.

“Mama says after all the effort she’s made, you had better live.” The little boy stood on his other side and looked down at Jasper with undisguised interest.

“Who am I to defy your mother?”

The little boy’s brow furrowed. “What does that mean?”

Miss Carlisle, who had poured water from a pitcher and into a cup, knelt beside Jasper. “Let’s not ask too many questions right now, darling. Our guest needs rest.” She raised the cup to his lips, and Jasper drank greedily. He felt some of the water slip down his chin, but he didn’t care.

“More,” he said, and Miss Carlisle obliged him.

“Would you like some broth now or do you want to sleep again?”

“Oh, don’t sleep again,” the little boy said, his tone pleading. “All you do is sleep.”

“How long have I been sleeping?” Jasper asked. With the rain darkening the skies even during the day, he could not track the time.

The boy answered. “I found you the day before yesterday.”

“You found me?” Jasper asked, then nodded to the lady. “Yes, broth, please.”

“Uh-huh.” The lad nodded.

“Richard.” His mother’s voice had a warning in it.

“I mean, yes, sir. No. Yes, my lord.”

Jasper made a face. “Don’t start that nonsense. I only make people I don’t like call me lord. You can call me Jasper.”

“I can?”

Miss Carlisle appeared with a bowl of broth. “No, you cannot. That’s far too informal.”

Jasper looked down at his bare chest under the sheet where he lay on her bed. They weren’t exactly in a formal setting. But considering he was relying on Miss Carlisle to keep him alive, he wasn’t about to argue.

She pushed his pillow higher and helped him sit so he could swallow without choking. The movement made him clench his hand into a fist to ward off the pain, but he tried to keep his expression neutral. She was watching him for signs of pain.

“Master Richard,” Jasper said, “you were saying you found me. Could you elaborate?” 

“Huh?”

“Richard...” His mother warned.

“I mean, pardon? What does laborate mean?”

Jasper almost smiled. He’d been careful not to use the cant he knew so well from all the time spent in the rookeries, and his speech had still confused the lad. “Give me the details. No. I can do it.” This was in response to Miss Carlisle who attempted to feed him with a spoon of broth. “I’m not an infant who needs to be fed.” He held out a hand to take the bowl.
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