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BOUND TOGETHER IN WEDDED MISERY

Lord Peyton Danforth—he of the charming smile, cheerful disposition, and hidden resentment of his brother the duke—appears to live the exhilarating life of a rake.  However, his lifelong pursuit of owning his own estate and escaping the long shadow of his brother is drastically altered when he saves a damsel in distress, and then impulsively proposes marriage to her.

Lady Tessa Colvin—she of the incomparable looks, headstrong nature, and ruined reputation—has been sorely tried by the men of her world.  After being long ignored by her father, kidnapped by ruffians, and threatened by her ex-fiancé, she’s only too willing to escape into marriage with the seemingly heroic Lord Peyton.

Alas, neither of them is quite what the other thought.

From this day forward, this desperate and lonely pair must somehow learn to trust one another enough to combat continued attacks by Tessa’s former fiancé, withstand estrangement from their families, and embrace the love that springs up between them.
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To my late father Darl and my stepdad Richard, neither of them rakes, but who both loved and supported me throughout the years

DANFORTH FAMILY

1814
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London, May 1814

Lord Peyton Danforth stood idly on the landing of the grand staircase in Taviston House, staring vacantly at a bucolic painting he’d seen hundreds of times over the years. Anything to avoid wading through the crowd in the drawing room and the adjoining salon. 

He was never one for respectable affairs, even when they were held by his own family. Unfortunately, since his brother’s marriage two years ago, Peyton had been compelled to attend far too many such events. Not forced by his mother, or even by his brother, the venerable Duke of Taviston. No, the two of them left the persuasion to Victoria, his sister-in-law. Though persuasion wasn’t really the right word. Victoria didn’t beg or plead with him. She simply told Peyton she expected him to attend and that if he didn’t, she would be thoroughly disappointed.

After having suffered Victoria’s disappointment once, a few years ago, he had not been able to subject himself to it again.

At last, heaving a weary sigh and straightening the sleeves of his bottle green coat, Peyton hauled himself up the last of the stairs. Truthfully, he could never have begged off this affair. There were no excuses to be had to miss the baptism of one’s nephew and godson. The actual ceremony was over, so he estimated he needed to remain only another thirty minutes or so, out of deference to his family. Then he would have to head north, to carry out a ridiculous task set him by Taviston, as if he had nothing better to do with his time than do his brother’s bidding.

Peyton hesitated again outside the drawing room door.  The room, a stately blend of white and darkest blue, overflowed with people. Most of whom, he grudgingly admitted, were good sorts. He focused on the overall scene though and a flash of anger shot through him. Edward, Taviston’s year-old eldest son, toddled back and forth between their nieces to the delight of everyone. In the corner, his newest nephew rested in a cradle.

Diving into the room, Peyton dealt perfunctorily with those who greeted him and those who questioned when he would settle down into his own wedded bliss. It didn’t take him long to reach his destination.

Inside the mahogany cot that had nestled countless Danforth babies within its soft linen confines, Lord Foster Danforth lay awake. Like Peyton himself as the second son, the baby was given his mother’s maiden name as a first name. Peyton was surprised when the little fellow focused blue-grey eyes on him. Awkwardly he reached in and picked the baby up, blanket and all. Expecting the infant to be heavier, he almost lost his grip when the bundle turned out to be quite light.

He leaned against the wall and cradled the babe in his arms in the same manner he had seen Taviston. Then he began his first avuncular lecture. “Listen, Foster, because what I have to say to you is important and of the utmost truth. You have, after all, the wisdom of experience speaking here.” Peyton crooked his elbow a little higher so his nephew could survey the room. “Notice where all the attention is, my dear lad. This is your baptism, your special day, and yet you sit alone in the corner. All eyes are focused on your brother, the firstborn son, the next Duke of Taviston.”

Peyton shifted the month-old baby so he could look at the tiny face. “This is how your life will be henceforth. Edward will always be the eldest, the smartest, the biggest, the fastest, the strongest. Trust me on this point—do not even try to compete. I did. I tried for about twelve years. Then I grew wise. I gave up trying to be like Taviston and did whatever I wanted—which was mostly the opposite of whatever he wanted.”

Glancing away from the baby’s face he added, “I’ve been so much happier since then. That’s why I’m passing this advice on to you.”

“Peyton.” His brother appeared at his side and greeted him in a light, teasing tone. “I’m so glad to see you taking an interest in your godson. I don’t believe I recall you ever holding Edward when he was so small.” 

“Just giving him a little advice,” Peyton said with the wicked smile he had perfected over the years. “It’s part of my duty, is it not?”

The flicker of horror in his brother’s eyes had him smothering a laugh. Despite their differences, he held a considerable amount of affection for Taviston—not that he ever let the estimable duke know that.

“I suppose I didn’t really consider that element when I asked you to be his godfather. Do try to remember he’s only a babe.”

“Oh, have no fear. I’m saving my truly corrupting lecture for his first birthday.”

That brought a grin to Taviston’s face, which slowly faded into a fond smile. “As a second son yourself, I knew you were the right choice. You are the perfect example for Foster of what a brother should be.”

Peyton was speechless. Rarely did Taviston express himself so openly, especially about their sometimes-contentious relationship, but there was no denying the warmth in his brother’s grey eyes.

Then, typical of Taviston, he ruined the moment. “Now that you are so removed from the ducal succession, you really must turn your mind to forging your life path. Have you thought again about taking a position in the army? Managing one of my estates? Settling down to marry? I am, as ever, happy to provide any assistance I can.”

Heartily sick of his brother attempting to order his life, Peyton replied bitterly, “I do not need your interference, brother dear. I have my life well in hand.”

Taviston’s gaze turned stormy and—also typical—disapproving. “I am not interfering. I only want to help, Peyton.”

Peyton thrust the baby toward his brother. “I do not want your help. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have traveling plans.” 

Expertly transferring the baby to his shoulder, Taviston placed a hand on the infant’s back. “Where are you going?”

“As if you don’t know.” Peyton shot his brother an icy glare. How like Taviston to pretend he hadn’t arranged this farcical jaunt to Newcastle. “Do tell everyone I said goodbye.”

He swept past Taviston and pretended not to notice the hurt look in his brother’s eye.

Meanwhile, hundreds of miles away in Bedlington, Northumberland

Lady Tessa Colvin held onto her composure by the slimmest of threads. Thirty minutes ago, she’d sat down to dinner with the men in her life. The two of them had responded—her father distantly and her betrothed coldly—to her remarks about her sister’s imminent return from school and the family’s plan to travel to London to join the celebration of England’s victory over Napoleon. Then they proceeded to focus their conversation on each other, to the exclusion of her. They spoke of politics, horses, boxing, agriculture, and history, never once inclined to ask her opinion. She could have offered several on horses and agriculture but there was no lull in their discussion and indeed, neither had looked her way in over quarter of an hour.

Had Tessa’s mother been alive she would have been appalled at the lack of manners displayed. But Mother had succumbed to consumption a decade ago, just days after providing the Earl of Bedlington with his long sought-after heir. Since that day, her father centered his attention on her brother Anthony, often seeming happier to forget he had sired two daughters as well. Tessa and her eighteen-year-old sister Amelia were expected to be dutiful, respectful, and mostly quiet. Tessa complied, but only because doing so allowed her the freedom to avoid her father and do as she wished—within reason. Amelia complied as well, but only because she was lost in her own world of books and writing.

Tessa looked down to where her father, Lionel, sat at the head of the table. Just to his left was Mathias Granville, sixth Earl of Lytham, her fiancé. He was a handsome man of five and twenty with pale white skin. With his coffee-colored hair swept elegantly forward and his bottle-green eyes accentuated by his emerald waistcoat, he must have had women swooning over him. Tessa couldn’t really confirm that supposition as she had only spent part of one Season in London.

Neither man looked as if he knew she existed here at the other end of the table. She set her fork down. She cleared her throat. They continued speaking. She took a fortifying gulp of wine.

“When are we to be married?”

Her blunt question only arrested their attention because she spoke it at a forceful volume. Her father, whose dark hair had just begun to turn silver at the temples, settled his lips into a grim line at her interruption. Lord Lytham turned slowly her way, his glare harsh enough to cause Tessa a moment’s hesitation.

But just a moment’s. “We have been engaged these two years with no plans made for the actual wedding. Surely it is time to move forward with our future?”

Lytham laid his knife across the top of his plate in a precise movement, then turned to her father. “Your daughter is aware that determining the marriage settlements takes time?”

Her father slid his gaze down the table to her and a muscle twitched in his jaw. “She is. Though it seems not to penetrate her pretty little head. She raises the subject with me week after week.”

Tessa’s slim hold on her frustration nearly broke. She could probably have the settlements worked out in a week’s time, but these two... She gathered her civility. “I do not mean to upset either one of you. I merely grow restless. I—”

Her father shook his head once. “You haven’t upset us; you have annoyed us. We are men with immense responsibilities and duties. When we have time to arrange a wedding, we will.”

Lytham appeared to smirk at her father’s scolding tone, though he quickly covered it with his napkin. His behavior during this entire meal made Tessa’s blood boil. She hadn’t ever really spent much time with him, despite their engagement. After the announcement of their betrothal in London, her father had whisked her back to Northumberland and here she had remained for the past two years. Was she truly betrothed to such an odious nodcock? 

“I am happy to plan the wedding while you illustrious gentlemen carry on with your immense responsibilities.” Well, there went her streak of being respectful and dutiful.

“That’s enough, Theresa. You may leave us now.” Her father dismissed her with a flick of his hand and turned his attention back to Lord Lytham, who couldn’t quite hide his smug expression.

Despite her wishes, her father always used her full given name. Before she said anything she might regret, Tessa pushed back her chair, stood, and dropped her napkin on top of her plate. Then she marched out of the dining room without a backward glance. 

As far as exits went, it wasn’t very satisfying since neither man paid her the least attention. Tempted though she was to slink off to her bedchamber or better yet, to the gardens to see to her flowers, she decided to try to gather more information. The hall was clear of servants, so she remained where she was and nudged one of the dining room doors open an inch or two.

Her father was speaking. “How goes it at Durston Beach? Do you find the land useful for anything?”

There was a significant pause before Lytham answered and even then his voiced seemed a bit brittle, despite his words. “I must again express my appreciation, Lord Bedlington. Your graciousness in allowing me to rent Durston Beach from you before the settlements are signed is most generous.”

“I am not certain I should let you thank me, as I have no idea what that strip of rocky beach is good for!” Her father laughed, awkwardly, for he didn’t often express amusement.

Again, another pause, but her father must have expected an answer because Lytham finally said, “I enjoy taking to the beach, as it were, every so often. I cannot tell you how relaxing I find it to hear the slap of waves and the call of seabirds.”

He might well find it relaxing but the way he said the words made it sound as if he had rehearsed the answer.

“She has a point, you know.” Tessa could not believe that sentence had escaped her father’s lips. “It’s high time the two of you married. Durston Beach will be officially yours and you can get started on your nursery.”

Tessa shrank back at the thought of being touched by Lord Lytham.

“Yes, of course, of course.” Her fiancé sounded as if he were being strangled. What on earth was the matter with him? “I must finish setting the records of Bentwick Manor in order and then it shall be done. Soon, very soon.”

“See that it is,” her father ordered. “I’ve still got another daughter to marry off, you know.”

Tessa had heard more than enough. She hurried down the corridor to the library. She went to the shelf where her beloved copy of The Practical Gardener resided in pride of place. But as she reached for it, another thought occurred to her. It then took her twenty minutes of scouring the shelves before she found the map she wanted. After spreading it across a table, she smoothed her fingers over the old parchment creases and studied Northumberland.

Perhaps her thoughts were farfetched. Perhaps her anger had got the better of her. Perhaps she’d misheard and Lytham really did love to visit the shore. But she didn’t think so. Further research was needed.

Her grandfather had shown her this map many years before, proudly pointing out the various scraps of land owned by the Colvins. Her finger alighted on Durston Beach. It was southeast of Bedlington and roughly twelve miles north of the mouth of the River Tyne. Her grandfather had hand-drawn the boundaries of the land he had purchased there and marked it with an X. Tessa recalled that this mark meant the land was unusable. Why on earth would Lord Lytham pay for the use of it then? Even her father had been skeptical.

“What are you looking at?”

Tessa started. The man in question had entered the room so quietly she hadn’t heard him. What disturbed her more was that his question wasn’t one of curiosity, but more of alarm.

She smiled gamely, quite capable of lying when she needed to. “I was merely ascertaining how far distant your estate lies. I’m sure I will want to visit my siblings occasionally, after our marriage.”

“You should mind your own business.”

She folded the map over once so he couldn’t look too closely at it. “I was merely curious.”

“A trait, among others you possess, that may someday land you in a coil.”

She decided to ignore that and issue an ultimatum. She was finished waiting around for the men in her life. “You seem less than enthusiastic about our nuptials, my lord, and I am growing impatient. Finalize a date with my father or I will make certain Society knows you are dragging your feet.”

Lytham’s hands curled into fists. He exhaled loudly and then stepped to the table, folding the map open again. He scanned it and his jaw flushed red as his eyes passed over Durston Beach. He pounded his fist on the table, then skirted around it, closing in on her. The room felt suddenly smaller. Tessa instinctively backed away, until her spine met the bookshelf. He did not touch her, but his nearness was threatening enough.

“Do not, under any circumstances, threaten me again. Your demands are base and unbecoming of a lady. I will not be treated in such a fashion.” His eyes momentarily went lifeless, as if all emotion had drained away. That, more than his words, terrified Tessa.

She closed her eyes briefly then said, “Perhaps we should reconsider our betrothal, my lord.”

He slammed his hands on the shelves on either side of her shoulders, trapping her. “You do not tell me what to do.” His port-laced breath assaulted her nostrils. “I decide, not you. Never you. Never you!”

Heart thumping wildly, Tessa ducked beneath his arm and scurried across the room. “I believe I will retire for the evening. Good night, my lord.”

Her hand was on the door latch when he screeched, “Go to bed. Now! Get out of my sight.”

Seeing as they were in agreement, Tessa wrenched open the door and raced up to the safety of her bedchamber.
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Chapter Two
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Newcastle upon Tyne, Northumberland

“Watch yorsel’!”

Peyton nodded a quick apology to the old man he had bumped but didn’t dare speak. These Geordies, as the locals were called, spoke with an accent he couldn’t begin to imitate. Crushing his hat down further upon his head, he did his best to appear unlike the London rake and worthless second son of a duke he was.

He crouched against the wall of a closed butcher’s shop, which afforded him a good view of a tavern called the Beehive. His younger brother James, posing as a Frenchman, was to meet some locals there shortly, to see if they were willing to sell national secrets and if so, what kind. Peyton’s task was to act as sentinel, making sure no harm came to James.

The last place he wanted to be was here, in this grimy stinking cesspool, but thanks to Taviston, he was stuck in godforsaken Newcastle, minding James as if he were a child in need of a nursemaid. Peyton stood to stretch his legs and eyed the tumbledown tavern again. A handful of men gathered outside the door, talking in loud voices to drown out the saucy calls of the doxies. Most of those women were clearly inebriated, staggering up and down the dusty street, propositioning the patrons entering and exiting the Beehive. All seemed normal on Stepney Lane, just a few blocks from the river Tyne and the docks. 

With fifteen minutes still remaining before the meeting, he decided to scout out the perimeter of the building once more. Heading down the side street, Peyton resisted the temptation to scratch his legs through the rough woolen breeches he wore and instead checked the buttons on his brown tweed coat, making certain the pistol tucked into his waistband didn’t show.

At first he thought the alley behind Stepney Lane vacant. But the brightness of the nearly full moon illuminated two men on the opposite side of the alley, one of them carrying a large bundle over his shoulder as if it were a sack of grain. They disappeared into the narrow space between two buildings.

Returning to his own concerns, he noted for the second time that a back door to the Beehive stood propped open. He was no expert on clandestine activities (though clearly this made not a jot of difference to anyone involved), but it seemed to him that Nettles, the mastermind behind this “mission,” would have been wise to post another guard here in the alley. But there was no way to contact Nettles now and, truthfully, Peyton would be lucky if he didn’t expire from boredom this night.

Really, this was the most ridiculous of plans. There might be smugglers hiding in Newcastle, but surely not spies willing to help Bonaparte conquer Europe. However pointless this first mission might seem to Peyton, James was clearly eager—in his own earnest way—to prove himself.

A popular local ditty played in his head. 


The Fishermen with courage high,

Siezed on the monkey for a French spy;

"Hang him!" says one; "he's to die" 

They did and they hung the monkey Oh!



Indeed, seven years before, some foolish fishermen had hanged a harmless monkey dressed in a French military uniform that had washed ashore just down the coast in Hartlepool. These Geordies couldn’t possibly be involved in spying if they couldn’t even tell a covert agent from a monkey’s arse.

He continued on past the tavern, planning to exit the alley at the end opposite. But as he strode past the slender opening he had seen the men with the bundle disappear into a few minutes before, he heard a muffled scream.

Suspicious, Peyton entered the passageway and held his breath against the odor of rotting food and who knew what else. A harsh slash of light beckoned him toward a crooked door. He leaned against the wall and concentrated on the sounds from within.

“Wha’ now, Ole Mick?” asked a scratchy voice.

A baritone replied, “‘Is lordship says we hold her until he arrives.”

Peyton frowned and heard another muted scream. What was going on in there?

Scratchy asked, “The lady’s too meddlesome by half, eh? Thinks she’s a right fribble, dressing like a lad, eh?”

Baritone’s reply was so garbled in a Geordie accent that Peyton could not understand a word of it.

The “lady” was oddly quiet now. Peyton peered around the door. Two scruffy men, who didn’t seem like suitable companions for any lady he knew, had hold of a young woman whose arms were bound behind her back. He had no idea what they were doing or even if she was a real lady. He shouldn’t interfere, not when he had James to protect. Peyton walked back toward the alley. 

Rrrrip.

“Mmmaaghh!”

Before he’d taken three steps, the unmistakable sounds of fabric tearing and another smothered scream stopped Peyton’s retreat.

Hell and damnation. It didn’t matter if she was a lady or not. Taking a deep breath, he pulled the pistol from his waistband and pushed the door open with his arm, but the crooked thing scraped the floor and alerted the men to his presence. 

“Mick, behind ye!” 

Slamming through the door, Peyton tackled Mick while firing a warning shot at Scratchy. The scrawny man fled to a corner.

The beefy one on the floor grunted and tried to rise. “Wha’ th’ devil?”

Peyton used the butt of his gun to thump Mick’s skull. His body went slack. 

A movement to the left caught his eye. The woman, dressed in a brown velvet cap, what looked like the remnants of a white linen shirt, and breeches, of all things, struggled to her feet. 

“Aiyyyyy!” Scratchy ran at him, screaming wildly and wielding a knife. Peyton felt the cold blade slice into his arm as he and Scratchy landed on the floor. 

“Bloody blackguard!” Peyton dealt the man a blow to the head with his fist. The woman ran up to them and kicked the knife out of Scratchy’s reach. Peyton took the opportunity to scramble to his feet.

“Who d’ye think ya are?” Undeterred, Scratchy charged once more, but Peyton brought up his double-barreled pistol and fired again. This time the ball tore through the man’s shoulder, dropping him to the floor.

Peyton reached for the woman. “Come.”

Beyond a gagged mouth and wild eyes, he didn’t notice much about her. With a tight grip on her arm, he bolted for the door as Old Mick began to moan deeply. 

Out in the tight passageway, the woman began to resist his efforts. Peyton whirled around, immediately noticing the delicate blue of her eyes above the soiled gag around her mouth. Eyes that pleaded with him.

“What?”

Those blue eyes filled with unmistakable frustration while drifting downward. Peyton’s gaze followed. The white shirt had been torn open and her breasts, bound in short stays, were exposed.

He didn’t like the sounds of movement he heard from the room but stuffed the pistol back into his breeches and stripped off his coat anyway. Throwing it around her shoulders, he awkwardly buttoned it over her bound arms. Grabbing her arm, again he ran, and this time she came willingly.

They rushed out of the passageway onto a crowded street.

Peyton slowed and pushed the woman in front of him. “Keep walking.” He untied the gag as they went.

“Stop!” Old Mick’s baritone roared from behind them.

The woman took off without urging from Peyton. He caught up to her and took her arm again, to steady her awkward gait as she was still trussed like an animal.

They zigzagged down streets and alleys, until Peyton had no idea where they were. The woman labored for each breath. He spotted a small, fenced park. If Old Mick still followed, the trees there should conceal them.

Peyton ushered the woman through the gate, his thoughts returning to James. He had to get back to the tavern, but what to do with the woman?

Once inside the park, Tessa, legs weak, arms stretched behind her back, and lungs gasping for air, collapsed onto a bench. 

Her rescuer stopped a few feet away. He did not seem quite as affected by their run through the streets. “Are you hurt?”

She shook her head, although she knew she had some small wounds. Above all, she was simply angry. How dare those dreadful men kidnap her from her father’s estate.

The man in front of her bent down and extracted a knife from his boot. A strangled sound escaped Tessa’s throat.

Perhaps she was more than angry.

His eyes snapped up to hers and his features softened as he explained, without moving an inch, “I’m going to cut the ropes around your hands.”

After a moment, Tessa nodded. She rose and turned her back to the man, heart thumping loudly. With two short tugs her hands were free, and she struggled to push them through the arms of the coat he had given her. Then she returned to the bench before her knees gave way. Being kidnapped was not nearly as thrilling as her sister’s romantical books made it out to be.

Full, leafy trees stood sentinel inside the park, blocking out much of the view of the surrounding area. In turn, they were protected from the beady eyes of Old Mick, if his pursuit had made it this far. Tessa listened carefully but heard nothing untoward in the still night air. She drew in a deep, calming breath. She was safe for the moment.

Her savior ignored her, sheathed his knife, and began reloading his pistol. When he finished, he tucked the weapon back into his waistband and then removed his hat and a queue, shaking out wavy hair that reached his shoulders, an unfashionable length. Nothing about his behavior or appearance made sense. He wore rough, shoddy clothing and yet spoke with the clipped accent of a London gentleman. 

Tessa couldn’t begin to fathom why he had been in the alley, but she thanked God he had been. Even so, she would not ask his name for fear he might wish to know hers in return. Anonymity provided her with a security she desperately needed right now. Admitting to being the daughter of an earl would gain her nothing but ruination.

He glanced over at her. “Do you have any idea where we are? I am not overly familiar with Newcastle.”

“I—” Her voice cracked. Tessa cleared her throat and then was able to rasp out, “I don’t know this area either.”

He nodded curtly then approached the bench and sat down beside her. A shiver scurried up her spine. Should she be wary of him? He was a mysterious stranger after all.  In the stories her sister Amelia devoured, those were the type of men who were either the villain or the hero. Not exactly definitive.

When he reached toward her, she flinched.

Quickly withdrawing his hand, he held it high in the air. “I’m not going to hurt you. I was only reaching for the flask I carry in that pocket.”

Tessa relaxed against the bench, chiding herself for these unnatural nerves. She was made of sturdier stuff than this. The man had rescued her; he certainly wasn’t going to do her harm. Acting like a wary kitten would serve no purpose. Reaching into the pocket of his coat she brought out the flask and offered it to him.

He shook his head. “I meant it for you. Perhaps it will soothe your throat. It’s brandy.”

Tessa didn’t hesitate in taking a drink. She had sneaked sips of her father’s brandy; this was on a par with his expensive French varieties.

Her father. She needed to get back to Colvin Park straight away. He mustn’t discover she was gone.

“May I ask what happened?”

Tessa stared out over the shadowy green park, weighing what to say. He had politely given her an escape to the question. But truly, who else would ever hear the story? She could never repeat it to her father or Lord Lytham, and most definitely not to Amelia. Yet, she wanted, no needed, to speak of her experience aloud. Doing so would forever prevent her from telling herself the kidnapping hadn’t happened. That she had imagined it. Who better to tell than this man she didn’t know and would never see again after tonight.

“I was gardening and—”

“They took you in broad daylight?”

She straightened her spine and shot him a withering look for interrupting her. “No, it was near midnight.” He lifted an auburn eyebrow but did not speak his question under her continued glare. Tessa relented. “I have a moon garden. I was tending to my night-blooming flowers, if you must know.”

His gaze skittered over her brown breeches in curiosity. Tessa sighed. “Yes, I wear them to garden. It’s much more comfortable to dig in the dirt thus attired than in a skirt.”

He considered that for a brief moment and then nodded. “My apologies for the interruptions. I will remain silent from now on.”

Tessa wasn’t certain he was capable of that feat, but she went on. “Old Mick, whose name I did not know until much later, came upon me from behind. He had a cloth stuffed in my mouth before I could even think to scream. I struggled, but he is strong. The other man blindfolded me and tied my wrists. Then Mick threw me over his shoulder as if I were a sack of potatoes and carried me to a wagon. He tossed me in back and off we went.”

She paused as her heartbeat galloped unchecked at the memories. No need to worry now, though. It was over and done with and thanks to this gentleman, she was safe.

“The ride was long and unpleasant. I only knew we’d reached a town because of the sounds. I guessed it was Newcastle but wasn’t certain.”

Tessa leaned back on the bench, a wash of relief flooding her veins. There, it was told. The man stared into the distance, but she sensed his brain was churning with questions.

“Is there anything else you would like to know?” She gave him the opening and then immediately regretted it. He could so easily ask her name. He must never know her name.

His gaze cut back to her. “Did the wagon stop at any time before you reached the city?”

Tessa shook her head, relieved at the question but determined to prevent him from asking more. She’d been in the company of those ruffians for hours. If her father or Lord Lytham thought she was ruined... She knew absolutely nothing about the man before her—except that he was a stranger who had stopped to rescue her. He was her only hope.

Tessa pulled the brown jacket tighter across her chest, then jumped up from the bench, speaking in a rush. “I have to return home. I must. We need to find the Great North Road. Will you take me?”

He hesitated unduly long, as if this were a difficult decision. He would take her home, wouldn’t he? He couldn’t just leave her in some unknown area of Newcastle. 

“How far away is it?”

Perturbed by his asking, she answered tightly, “An hour’s ride.”

“How can I possibly return you to where you were taken from?” he asked quietly.

His concern momentarily disarmed her, but the possibility he might not return her to Colvin Park renewed her worry. She couldn’t afford even the smallest mark on her reputation. Neither her father nor Lord Lytham would stand for it. She sat up straighter and used her earl’s daughter’s voice. “You must take me home. I’ll be safe once I’m inside. No one would dare come inside. We must leave now.”

She saw the indecision in his eyes. What was there to decide? She was a lady in need. He was a gentleman. Or he wasn’t, in which case perhaps she should offer payment. She must get home. “I will give you—”

He spoke over her. “We’ll need horses.”

Tessa nodded, unwilling to speak, afraid he would change his mind.

“Very well. But first...” He inexplicably removed his waistcoat and began pulling his shirt from his breeches. “I know that coat isn’t very comfortable. You wear the shirt and I’ll take the coat.” In a flash he pulled the shirt over his head and held it out to Tessa.

She snatched it from his hand and walked past him, trying not to stare at the well-muscled expanse of his chest. Though she had seen her much younger brother without clothes before, a full-grown man’s nakedness was another thing altogether.

Ducking behind some bushes, she removed the coat and swapped her shredded shirt for her rescuer’s. As she did so, her fingers came away covered in a sticky substance. After replacing her cap, she re-emerged into the moonlight and inspected her fingers.

“You’re bleeding!” Tessa rushed over to him and held his arm up to examine the wound. The surprising hardness beneath his golden skin made her fingers tingle. “It doesn’t appear to be too deep, but we should stop the bleeding.” Looking up from the wound, she found eyes of darkest blue gleaming at her.

“I’ll be fine.”

She ignored that and tore one of the dangling strips off the linen shirt those idiots had destroyed. She also ignored the disturbing nakedness of the stranger before her. With the practice of an older sister, she wrapped the strip around his upper arm and secured it tightly over the wound. “There, now you will be fine.”

He disengaged his arm from her hands. She missed the warmth of him at once. “Thank you, my lady.”

In the semi-darkness, Tessa felt her cheeks heat at the intimacy of it all, especially given how they were unknown to each other. But that was only for the best on this most unusual of nights. She wrapped her arms around herself, pulling his shirt tightly around her. “You are most welcome, kind sir.”

A dashing smile split his features and Tessa took an involuntary step backward.

My, he was beautiful.

Smooth skin stretched across a sculpted jaw line. His perfectly straight nose led to full lips. A small twinkle in his eyes hinted at a certain joie de vivre.

People often declared Tessa beautiful, but she had no claim to beauty such as this man did. Masculine beauty, but beauty nonetheless.

He didn’t seem to notice her reaction. “I propose we walk north, as much as possible. Eventually we should either find our way to the Great North Road, or else discover an inn with a stable on the edge of town.”

Tessa snapped herself out of her reverie and followed him out of the park. Guided by the North Star they ventured out, cutting over to different streets as one after another ended, until they came out onto the Great North Road. Luckily there was an inn about a third of a mile along.

They stopped well short of it and her rescuer urged her into a stand of trees.

“Remain here. I’ll return with the horses as soon as possible.” 

She watched him stride off. All was quiet and still about the inn. Tessa tried to calculate the time but could only guess that it was well after two in the morning.

Her thoughts returned to who he might be. Her hero. The image of him flying through the doorway and tackling Old Mick would stay with her forever. 

The sudden clopping of horses’ hooves had her peeking out from behind the tree, but she was disappointed to see a solitary rider trotting toward the inn.

Upon closer inspection of the rider, however, her heart galloped much faster than the horse’s hooves. The man strongly resembled Old Mick. Tessa’s breath caught as the rider dismounted at the inn and entered.

Tessa bit off an unladylike curse. Of course, the cretin had found a horse and headed for the Great North Road—he knew where Tessa lived. She fought the urge to run. No. She couldn’t leave her rescuer. She couldn’t. After what he—a stranger—had done for her, she needed to remain and help him.

The crack of a pistol had Tessa jumping behind the trunk of an oak, trying to make herself as small as possible. Will this nightmare never end? If that man dies because of me...

Then she heard a horse drawing near and his voice, calling softly from above, “Come quickly. Hurry!”

Spying her hero atop a dark horse, she ran forward, and he hoisted her up in front of him.

Pulling Tessa against his chest, he said, “Hold on tight. We’ve been discovered.” 

He dug his heels into the horse’s side and the beast took off at a gallop. Tessa had no choice but to throw her arms around him, for she sat across his lap, facing him.

As the warm air whipped around them, he spoke in her ear. “I only had enough coin for one horse. Shortly after I secured its hire, Old Mick showed up at the inn.”

“I saw him,” Tessa mumbled into his chest. 

“I managed to sneak out to the stable, but the innkeeper must have given me away because Old Mick followed. I fired a shot at him, but I’m unsure whether or not it hit him. At least I had enough time to escape with the horse.”

The horse rode strong and the miles slipped by, despite Tessa’s discomfort with her riding position. Eventually her rescuer pulled the reins, and they came to a stop. She lifted her head reluctantly from his chest.

“Are we wise to remain on this road?” he questioned.

“No, he knows where I live.” She took in their surroundings. “We can go cross country. I know the way. Please.” She loathed having to beg.

Again, the hesitation. Was he cautious or reluctant?

“Which way?”

Thank goodness. Her shoulders dropped an inch and she pointed to the northeast. “I had best turn around so I can see where we are going.”

He nodded and steadied her while she maneuvered herself around in front of him. Once she had settled into position, he pulled the reins tighter in his left hand and gently gathered her closer with his other arm.

Tessa stiffened at first, but the swaying of the horse and the soothing ambergris scent of the man behind her soon had her relaxing into the solid wall of his chest. The sense of security that surrounded her, for the first time in hours, for the first time ever, was like a blazing fire on a winter’s day. As desperate as she was to get home and forget this night, she didn’t want the ride to end.

She gave him directions when necessary and soon enough saw the shadowy outline of Colvin Park. Sitting more upright, she laid her hand atop his.

“Look. That’s my home.” She turned her head slightly. “You can leave me here.”

“No.” His firm tone tickled her ear. She suppressed a shiver.

“I have to sneak back in. My father—he can’t know I was gone.”

“Very well. I will help you.”

There was no hesitation from him now. “You could watch me from here,” she suggested.

“No.”

He was turning out to be quite the autocrat, but she wasn’t the eldest daughter of an earl for nothing. “You may take me closer, but the horse will have to stay in the trees.”

“As you wish,” he replied as he dismounted. He lifted Tessa down and then tied the horse to a branch.

At his nod they set off across the lawn. She scanned her home’s surroundings, looking for any sign that her absence had been noted. All seemed still.

She led the way to the side door she always used for secret comings and goings, then turned around to face him. How could she ever thank him?

That maudlin thought pricked her, unleashing unwanted tears to the corners of her eyes. Devil take it. She never cried. “I... I just... Th—thank you.” She would hate herself forever for the final image she was leaving him with.

He laid a hand on her arm. “You’re most welcome, my lady.”

Tessa harnessed her uneven breaths and nodded. She whirled as if to leave, but then turned again and faced him once more. Lifting her head, she gave him a tear-soaked kiss on the cheek then quietly slipped inside the door and didn’t look back.
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Chapter Three
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Peyton stared at the door through which the slight young woman had disappeared, then reluctantly tore his eyes away from it and surveyed the house and its surroundings. He saw no movement. The stillness, and the silence, didn’t unnerve him though. It merely meant Old Mick hadn’t followed them and fortunately the woman’s family seemed not to have noted her absence. That should ease her mind.

He strode back across the lawn toward the brown gelding. Instead of mounting the horse, he led it a bit farther under the cover of the trees. Leaving the animal free to munch on the grass, he leaned against the knotty trunk of an oak. He still had a clear view of the house and the wide lawn. He wouldn’t stand guard long—just long enough to ensure Old Mick didn’t come back. He had to return to Newcastle, but by this time James’s fruitless mission should be over and done with anyway.

Taviston would be disappointed—again—that Peyton hadn’t done as requested. For years the two of them had worked at cross-purposes. Taviston, ever the proper duke, pushed Peyton to join the military or secure a position in the government. Peyton’s ambitions weren’t nearly so grand, but at all costs he wanted to avoid Taviston’s “help.” He was perfectly capable of living his own damn life. So, he pretended there was nothing more to life than enjoying as much gambling, drinking, and wenching as possible and quietly went about fulfilling his dreams on his own.

The ever-relentless Taviston had been quite circumspect in securing Peyton’s participation in this Foreign Office mission, using the Earl of Norwich to ask for Peyton’s assistance, and then denying his own involvement at the christening. Peyton would do anything for James—indeed, for any member of his family—if asked. As his older brother well knew.

Ah well, James had surely accomplished his goal by now, which was to prove that he could come out from behind his desk at the Foreign Office and spy for His Majesty’s government. Spying wasn’t necessarily an honorable activity for a gentleman, but Taviston probably allowed it considering it wasn’t drinking and gambling. This simple mission probably hadn’t produced any useful information, but still, it was what James wanted to do.

Peyton’s night had not been a complete loss. Gazing out at the huge estate, he wondered who the woman was. The situation, so rife with danger and emotion, mostly hers, had left him feeling distinctly uncomfortable. He had charm aplenty, but little practical experience in dealing with female emotions. His older sister Harriet was as sturdy as they came. Nonetheless, the young woman’s fear and humiliation hung over her like a cloud. He’d had no qualms at allowing her to remain anonymous, preventing further mortification on her part.

Underneath the grime, the ugly brown cap, and the mask of shock she wore, he had glimpsed a beautiful young lady. Eyes the color of bluebells and pale blonde eyebrows that hinted at golden tresses. Her skin, soft white beneath the shirt she wore, was lightly tanned in more exposed areas like her hands and face. Judging from the size of the estate before him, she was of good family. Peyton put her age at past twenty and was surprised such a lovely girl hadn’t already been snatched up on the marriage mart.

He shook his mind of these random thoughts, knowing—or possibly hoping—he would never see her again. The awkwardness would be too much. They had each seen more of the other’s skin than was at all suitable and she had ridden in his lap for miles. However, what unsettled Peyton most was the oddly intense need to protect her that kept prodding him to do more for her. Look where he had ended up—miles from James and Newcastle, almost certainly due an earful from both Nettles and Taviston.

Reaching into his coat pocket for the flask brought a stab of pain to his right arm. Ignoring the knife wound, he took a long swallow of brandy. Unfortunately, the horse wandered over at that moment and nudged Peyton’s arm with its nose. The majority of the brandy spilled down the front of his coat.

“You can’t tell me you have a taste for fine French brandy,” he said to the gelding. 

The beast whinnied and nuzzled Peyton’s brandy-drenched coat. He pushed the horse away and quickly capped the flask. The horse eyed him as if he were a long, cool drink of water.

After a moment’s consideration, Peyton chuckled. He stroked the horse’s nose. “Someone’s used you for smuggling, haven’t they? Not surprising, given our location. Perhaps you could let me know the next time a shipment of brandy comes in.”

At the reminder of smuggling and spying, Peyton decided it was time to leave. Swiftly, he swung up into the saddle, surveyed the property one last time, then wheeled the gelding toward the southwest. If he continued to steer in that direction, the woman had assured him, he would meet up with the Great North Road eventually.

He let the horse find its own pace. The poor animal had raced like the devil earlier and Peyton had no true worries about his brother. James was probably where Peyton wanted to be right now—in a bed, sleeping. Tomorrow, or rather, later today the two of them could rehash the mission over breakfast before setting out for London.

Though its light brightened the sky into a deep mauve, the sun remained buried beneath the horizon when Peyton and the brandy-loving gelding stumbled back into Newcastle. It took well over thirty minutes and many wrong turns before he found the rooms Nettles had provided. After tying the horse to a post outside the inn, he trudged up to his room. 

He had his old tweed coat almost completely unbuttoned when he pushed open the door.

“Where is Lord James?” Nettles demanded.

The mission leader’s presence, and terse question, startled Peyton. Nonsensically, he inventoried the room, as if James were teasing and hiding beneath the bed or in the cupboard. As the import of Nettles’ query sunk in, his heart thudded against his ribs.

“Good God!” Nettles exclaimed, his nostrils flared. “You’re foxed!”

Peyton ignored this inaccurate comment. “Am I to understand by your question that you don’t know where James is?”

“I don’t,” Nettles answered, scratching his stubbly grey hair and advancing on Peyton with an assessing gaze. “You were supposed to be guarding him.” The older man stopped two feet in front of Peyton and looked him up and down. “However, as you’re only half-dressed and obviously deep in your cups, I assume you have no idea where he is either.”

Contempt flowed from Nettles and surrounded Peyton. He disregarded it and instead focused on controlling the fear that nearly strangled him. Where the devil was James?

“I was distracted,” he explained, supremely aware of the inadequacy of his justification. 

Nettles snorted with disgust and withdrew to the other side of the small room. “I’ve had men scouring the city for the two of you for hours now.” He leveled his black-eyed gaze at Peyton. “I spoke with the publican of the Beehive. Lord James met his contacts at precisely half past one.”

Peyton breathed a little easier. Perhaps James had decided to return to London straightaway. 

But Nettles’s next words froze his heartbeat.

“At two o’clock,” the old military man began, his voice hardening with every word, “your brother walked out of the tavern with those two men right behind him.”

Curses viciously tripped off Peyton’s tongue as he divested himself of the brandy-soaked coat and threw it in a corner. He yanked open the door of a battered cupboard and withdrew a fresh linen shirt, pulling it over his head. 

“Do you know anything else?” he asked as he reloaded the pistol he still carried.

“No,” Nettles answered. He stabbed a finger in Peyton’s direction. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

“Like hell.”

“I can’t trust you, Danforth. Besides, I already told you I have half a dozen men searching. They’re locals and they know their way about. You and I are not leaving this room until they report something worthwhile back to me.”

Peyton would have liked nothing better than to smash his fist into Nettles’s face and exit the room, but the man was right on too many points. He didn’t know the city; his earlier travails proved as much. He hadn’t protected James a couple of hours ago, so what made him think he could now?

For the next two and a half hours Nettles paced the tiny room that reeked of brandy, sweat, and anxiety, throwing Peyton the occasional disapproving look but never speaking to him. Peyton sat in a stiff-backed chair in the corner, feeling much like a child in trouble. His thoughts alternated between an echo of Nettles’s scathing reproach, “I can’t trust you” and the hope that James had put to use the fighting skills he’d acquired in defending himself against two older brothers.

Head hanging like a heavy stone in his hands, Peyton jumped when a fist pounded on the wooden door. Nettles stopped his stride and commanded the new arrival to enter.

A man of average height, average features, average everything entered, a boy of about ten or eleven beside him, and closed the door.

He directed all his comments to Nettles. “This lad thinks he might know somethin’,” he said with a jerk of his head toward the boy.

Nettles approached the boy and bent over, putting his hands on his thighs in order to come eye level with the youngster. “What’s your name?”

“Sam, sir.”

“What can you tell me, Sam?”

“I saw the black-haired man he was asking aboot,” Sam replied in a thick Geordie accent, flicking his thumb toward the average man.

“Where?” Peyton demanded from behind Nettles, whose spine stiffened fractionally.

“Me and me da were fishin’ at Cold Creek. I went explorin’, ye know.” The boy paused to swipe his forefinger under his nose. “Two men brought him oot of an old crofter’s cottage to take care of nature, ye know. They had a pistol pointed at his head.”

Peyton kicked the rickety clothes cupboard as hard as he could. Nettles continued to interrogate the boy, eliciting the information that the man he’d seen wore the same clothes as James.

“I’ll give you four crowns if you’ll take us there,” Peyton interrupted, not bothering to hide his desperation.

Sam’s eyes grew round, and he nodded eagerly. “Oh, aye. I can do tha’.”

This time Nettles aimed his lethal black eyes at Peyton. Peyton ignored him; double-checked to make sure his pistol was loaded properly and retrieved some coins from the cupboard. When he looked back up, he spied Nettles and his man silently communicating.

“You’ll stay here, Danforth,” Nettles commanded him, as if he were some young green soldier. When Peyton opened his mouth to protest, the man continued, “Bragg and I only have two horses.”

Peyton stared defiantly at the superior he had never asked for, and replied, “As luck would have it, I have a horse tied out front.” He turned his gaze to the boy, softened it and said, “You may ride with me, Sam.”

Then he hustled the boy out the door and down the steps of the inn, leaving a frustrated Nettles to follow. Peyton may have failed James earlier, but he wouldn’t do so now.
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