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      April 1821

      The Bath Road, just after midnight

      

      Lady Lucy Lively’s heart was pounding so hard she almost missed the steady clip-clop of the approaching horse’s hooves.

      Dante’s hooves, Lucy thought to herself, giddy, staring up at the star-strewn blanket of the night sky. The fact that she knew the name of the black stallion ridden by the most famous highwayman of the age still had the power to steal her breath.

      Though nothing was more likely to leave her breathless than the highwayman himself. The Gentle Rogue.

      Her Gentle Rogue. If Lucy had anything to say about it.

      Tonight was the night.

      Propping herself up on one elbow to quickly ascertain that all was in place, Lucy nodded in satisfaction at the wagon pulled neatly to the side of the road, with its left hind wheel tilted at a precarious angle.

      That had taken her eons to achieve and had worked up quite a bit more of a lather than she’d anticipated, but she’d gotten the blasted wheel off and remembered to hide the crowbar under the quilt in the bed of the wagon so she could use it to fix the wheel when she was ready to return home.

      Also secreted under that quilt was a wicker hamper packed with a lovely midnight feast for two, including two glasses and a bottle of her favorite cider.

      Lucy had plans. She even had a plan for the quilt itself.

      If her quarry would only appear.

      Anticipation swirled with nerves in her belly, filling her up with a fizzing warmth that made her want to jump to her feet and dash down the road to meet him.

      But that wasn’t how their game was played.

      Instead, Lucy arranged herself on her side, one arm outstretched beneath her head, and closed her eyes.

      A light, lilting tune drifted on the breeze. Lucy caught her breath and hitched her skirts high enough to show a completely indecorous amount of silk-stockinged leg. She’d only just fallen still again when the hoofbeats and accompanying baritone voice came near enough for Lucy to make out the tune he was humming.

      Molly Brown. So he was in a melancholy mood, then.

      Lucy recognized the ballad as one young Flora Pickford liked to sing in the taproom of Five Mile House, the coaching inn Lucy’s family owned and ran.

      A terribly sad story, was Molly Brown, all about a young lover who mistook his sweetheart for a swan and shot her, but then her ghost appeared to the magistrate and begged for his life.

      Oh, how it used to make Lucy’s throat clench and her eyes burn when Flora would trill the final line about the poor guilt-stricken swain’s misfortune! Not that she’d let any tears fall.

      Lucy remembered looking about the room at all the listening faces, intent and appreciative, nodding and smiling or humming along, and she’d wondered what it meant about her that she felt the tragic romance of the song like a dagger through the heart—but couldn’t seem to muster up much interest in the flesh-and-blood boys she knew.

      For Lucy, poems and novels and fairy tales had always felt more real, somehow, than real life. She’d felt more when in the throes of a good book than she ever experienced in day-to-day living.

      The objects of every infatuation in her young life had been literary heroes. When other girls tittered and swooned at the sight of a dapper young gentleman across the park or in a crowded tearoom, Lucy had giggled along with them…but she’d never truly felt the pull they described.

      How could one feel attracted to a man about whom one knew nothing, other than that a talented valet had the arranging of his hair and cravat? Fine looks had never been enough to catch Lucy’s interest.

      But that was Before.

      Before Papa died. Before their half-brother cast them out to starve in the hedgerows. Before her older sister, Gemma, descended upon the unsuspecting village of Little Kissington like a glamorous whirlwind, taking over the local coaching inn and using it to snare herself the local duke.

      Before the inn’s cook, Bess, had become one of Lucy’s dearest friends, and subsequently another sister when she accomplished the Herculean task of transforming their tyrannical half-brother into a halfway decent human by making him fall violently in love with her.

      Before Lucy ran away, causing such a fuss.

      Before she met…him.

      He came nearer now, and nearer. Lucy had to hold her breath or risk giving away the game by the rapid rise and fall of her chest.

      When his handsome baritone died away, she slit her eyes open the merest fraction, just in time to see him rein Dante to a sharp halt.

      Limned in moonlight, The Gentle Rogue cut a figure straight from an illustrated broadsheet about highwaymen.

      He sat his horse as though he’d been born in the saddle, long legs encased in tight leather breeches clasping the stallion’s sides with casually athletic grace. He wore stark, unrelieved black, from his boots to the leather mask that covered the top half of his face and the piratical scarf that tied behind his head, concealing his hair.

      Up close, Lucy knew, the clothing would be frayed and worn, the plain garments of a man who cared nothing for frivolities like fashion and appearances.

      Dante stamped one restless hoof, and The Gentle Rogue controlled the movement as easily as breathing.

      If Lucy hadn’t been lying down already, she would have swooned.

      His hooded gaze scanned the broken-down wagon and came to rest on Lucy, who hurriedly shut her eyes all the way.

      The very air against her skin seemed to pulse with tingling currents as he swung down from the horse and came closer. She could track his progress without sight, she fancied, simply by how sensitized her prickling flesh became.

      “Damn it, Lively,” he said gruffly. “Not again.”

      Lucy bit the inside of her cheek to keep from grinning. She lay ostentatiously still and unresponsive, even when he sighed and went to one knee at her side.

      “I’m here, you can ‘wake up’ now.” His voice was wry, but Lucy thought she detected a slender thread of concern.

      Nearly vibrating, she forced herself to wait. Time spun out between them, the silence of the deserted road enveloping them in a strange intimacy that made Lucy’s blood race. Anticipation curled hotly through her.

      Finally, he broke.

      “You had better not be actually injured this time,” he growled, sliding big, strong hands under her shoulders and raising her up with excruciating, thrilling gentleness.

      Now came the moment where Lucy almost always faltered. She didn’t want to go so far as to make him truly fear for her well-being. That would seem unkind. But if she could hold out just one moment longer…

      He cursed beneath his breath, hotly enough to make Lucy slit her eyes open once more. And she was terribly glad she did, or she would have missed the sight of him biting the tip of his right middle finger to peel the leather glove from his hand before placing his bare palm against the side of her throat.

      Entirely unable to hide the shudder of need that went through her at the brush of his callused fingers, Lucy allowed her eyelashes to flutter open.

      “Hmmm? What’s happened?” she asked breathily. “Where am I?”

      Tension seemed to flow out of his broad shoulders. His well-shaped lips pressed together in a look of annoyance that was not wholly convincing. “I can tell you where you’re about to be. In serious trouble.”

      Lucy blinked up at him as innocently as she could manage. “Oh, hello! What fortuitous luck, you being here to rescue me.”

      “Yet again.”

      “Yes. What does this make it? Four heroic rescues?”

      “Five. If you count the first one. The only time you actually needed rescuing,” he said with heavy emphasis.

      He hadn’t let go of her though, Lucy noted smugly.

      Nestling herself against his chest, she tilted her head to his shoulder and gazed up at him. “I like being rescued by you.”

      “So I have gathered. How the devil do you always seem to know where I’ll be?”

      “Simple good fortune, I suppose,” she said vaguely, then changed the subject. If she explained how she did it, it might stop working. “Since you are here, and I’m feeling much better, can I interest you in a little light repast? Being a gentleman highwayman works up a hearty appetite, I’m sure.”

      To her disappointment he pulled away, leaving her sitting on the ground by herself. “Not tonight. I have places to be.”

      Lucy didn’t let her dismay show in her expression. “No place as enchanting as this, I’ll warrant.”

      She gestured at the half-secluded clearing she’d chosen with such care. Situated at a bend in the road and shielded by a massive granite outcropping on one side and thick, old-growth forest on the other, the little glen she’d stranded herself in was about as private a place as one could manage alongside one of England’s most heavily traveled roadways.

      It also happened to be achingly romantic in the moonlight.

      Not that he seemed to notice, drat the man. The Rogue was all business as he hooked his hands under Lucy’s arms and hauled her to her feet.

      Panic beat through her. She couldn’t let him ride off into the night without so much as a kiss. Not after all the effort she’d put into arranging matters this evening.

      So the moment his hands flexed in preparation for letting her go, Lucy stumbled heavily against his chest with a sharp cry.

      His grip immediately tightened. Lucy twisted her smile into a brave grimace.

      “What is it?” he demanded.

      “Nothing! Nothing at all for you to trouble yourself with.” Lucy stepped back, out of his grasp, taking care to wobble and bite her lip as though concealing a wince. “I’m perfectly well!”

      Giving her an exasperated glare, the Rogue crouched down and put his hands under her skirts to caress along her ankles. The swift surety of his touch sent shivers up her calves. Her thighs trembled.

      Lucy wobbled in earnest.

      “Here?” He pressed at a spot above her heel.

      Lucy wondered wildly when her ankles had become so sensitive. So erotically charged. “Ouch,” she managed to gasp, though pain was the last thing she was feeling.

      His touch lightened at once, searching and soothing. He lifted the foot from the ground and Lucy dared to put her hands on his hard shoulders as though she needed him to help her balance.

      Perhaps she did. Her head swam with his nearness. His touch. His care.

      “What have you done to yourself, Lively?”

      Her surname, spoken in that chiding, caressing tone. Lucy had to swallow back tears, suddenly.

      Men referred to each other in a friendly way using last names, and when the Rogue used hers, it made her feel…not as if he saw her as a man, but as if he saw her as an equal. A person, her own person, in a way that ladies were rarely allowed to be.

      She didn’t know if that was what he intended. Probably he only meant to tease her. Lucy only knew that when he said it, she melted. Every time.

      If only she knew his name in return.

      Someday, she promised herself. For now, she would be content with this moment.

      “I thought you had places to be,” she reminded him, unable to resist the goad. “Important places.”

      “I do.” But he didn’t let her go. Instead, he looked up at her, his shadowed gaze fathoms deep and dark as the night around them.

      Drunk on his presence, Lucy leaned more of her weight on his broad shoulders, savoring the sinewy toughness of his muscles.

      “Go ahead and leave me here,” she suggested. “I’ll be fine.”

      His fingers tensed around her ankle. As if he didn’t know he was doing it, the sides of his thumbs had begun slow strokes up the front of her shin, just above the laces of her kid boots. “I should.”

      But he wouldn’t. Lucy was almost certain.

      Once he started touching her, she hoped he might find it difficult to stop. The prospect sent a thrill of mingled exhilaration and nerves jangling through her.

      “Damn it, Lively,” he sighed again, with a rueful smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “There will be hell to pay for it.”

      For a moment, Lucy considered feeling guilty about ensnaring him to stay with her. But then she remembered that whatever business she was keeping a notorious highwayman from was undoubtedly dangerous and illegal. He was better off here, surely.

      Heart racing, Lucy adopted the air of shameless, brazen confidence her sister so excelled at. Catching his dark eyes, she reached down and drew her skirts up…up…up until the curve of her calf was revealed all the way to the lacy hem of her fine lawn drawers. “If the price is too high…”

      Heat flared between them. His jaw hardened to marble and his fingers skimmed higher up her legs, drawing trails of fire along her trembling thighs.

      “What’s a little more hell,” he rasped, and stood to catch her to him for a kiss.

      They crashed together in a blaze, his kiss rough and seeking out at once the most tender, secret places in Lucy’s mouth. His teeth nipped sharply, his tongue stroked insistently, and Lucy realized with a frisson of excitement that she had finally teased and tempted him past all reserve.

      He had kissed her before. Sweet, almost courtly kisses, in keeping with the gentlemanlike manner that never failed to make her heart flutter. But no matter how she’d tried to provoke him—and Lucy had tried—he’d never touched her with anything less than perfect restraint.

      Until now.

      Tonight is the night!

      Excitement and desire and apprehension swirled together in Lucy’s belly as he lowered them to the ground. Her head felt too heavy for her neck to hold up; when the Rogue’s lips nipped sharp, sparkling kisses into the soft skin under her jaw and down the side of her throat, Lucy let it drop back over his supporting arm.

      Dizzy sensation overtook her. She blinked and couldn’t tell if the stars wheeling before her eyes were hanging in the sky or brought on by his hungry mouth. Lucy clutched at his shoulders.

      She was ready. Wasn’t she?

      The hand that wasn’t supporting her upper body had returned to toy with the hem of her drawers, just above her knee. Lucy experienced the strange, contradictory urges to squeeze her legs together and to simultaneously let them fall apart. She didn’t know what to do.

      And then it abruptly didn’t matter, because as though he was so attuned to her that he’d sensed her momentary hesitation, he stopped.

      Mere inches from the open seam at the apex of Lucy’s thighs, his hand stopped.

      A breath that sounded too much like a whimper escaped Lucy’s throat. She struggled to lift her dizzy head and found him staring down at her with his face entirely cast in shadow.

      His chest heaved with one great breath, and then he was gone. Off her, standing up, stepping back, and Lucy said, “No!”

      “What am I doing?” he muttered, so low she didn’t think she was meant to hear. “Damnation.”

      You’re supposed to be ravishing me! Lucy wanted to cry out, but he so very obviously was not about to ravish her.

      Embarrassment was beginning to creep in. She reached down to twitch her skirts over her legs and curled her feet under her with a shiver.

      The ground was cold and hard. Funny, she hadn’t noticed before.

      He paced away from her, one hand running over the top of the scarf that still concealed his hair above his masked face. His movements were quick and agitated, devoid of his usual lethal grace, and Lucy couldn’t bear it.

      Clambering to her feet, she reached out to him, only to see him whirl and cast a narrow look down at her completely uninjured ankle. Oops.

      Caught out, she tried a charming smile that seemed to have the exact opposite effect of what she wished.

      His face, what she could see of it, went hard and implacable. Distant as the moon and twice as cold.

      “I trust you can see yourself home without further incident,” he clipped out, already striding toward his stallion, and Lucy couldn’t believe it had all gone so terribly wrong.

      “Wait, please,” she begged, running after him, but he paid her no heed.

      She caught him just as he reached Dante, her fingers tangling in the trailing ends of the scarf.

      When he shook her off impatiently, her clinging grip tugged hard enough to nearly dislodge his mask.

      Lucy’s breath stuttered in her chest as he turned on her with true fury. He grabbed her wrist like a snake striking, making Lucy startle and drop the fabric.

      “Do not,” he snarled, his voice low and throbbing with intensity. “Don’t. Ever.”

      “I-I wasn’t,” she stammered, but he shook his head and turned back to set his boot in the stirrup.

      Vaulting lightly into the saddle, he stared down at Lucy for a long moment. “No one can know who I am. Do you understand that? Can you understand the ruin you would cause if you— Christ. What am I doing here? I should already be leagues away.”

      Wretched, Lucy cried, “But when will I see you again?”

      A muscle worked in his jaw. “You won’t. This is over.”

      “You don’t mean that.” Lucy’s heart was raw and swollen in her chest. “You can’t. You know me. You know my name—you kissed me!”

      “I’ve kissed a lot of people.” Cool. Remote. Pitiless.

      For the first time, Lucy wondered if the gentlemanly restraint she’d admired and sought to overcome had been something else all along.

      Indifference.

      The thought gouged her in a very tender spot, the part of her that had been shocked and dismayed to find that none of her so-called friends from her old life had truly cared anything for her once she was stripped of the wealth and rank of being a duke’s beloved youngest daughter.

      But her Rogue had never been like that, a pained voice whispered in Lucy’s mind. He had seen her, so clearly, when no one else did. He’d cared.

      He cared still. He must.

      Tilting her chin up, Lucy met his gaze defiantly. “You like kissing me best.”

      For a moment, the air between them shimmered with the crackling tension Lucy loved about their encounters. He wanted to smile, she could tell.

      “What I like doesn’t matter,” he finally said. “You’re a child. Go home, little girl. It’s past your bedtime.”

      The words were like an open-handed slap to the cheek, shocking and humiliating in equal measure. Lucy wanted to shout that she wasn’t a child, she was fully nineteen years old—but she was, as it happened, mature enough to realize that nothing could make her sound more like a mewling infant than that.

      “You can trust me, you know,” she said instead.

      He smiled faintly. Not unkindly. “I can’t trust anyone.”

      “I wasn’t trying to unmask you,” Lucy insisted, sticking to her point. “But if I did, I would die before I betrayed you.”

      The Rogue showed no outward reaction, but his mount stamped the ground restively, as though sensing his rider’s turbulent emotions.

      “Go home and grow up, Lively.”

      Frustration gripped her by the throat. Stalling for time, Lucy broke his gaze and lifted a hand to pet at Dante’s velvety black nose.

      “Careful, he’s a bad-tempered bastard, known to bite—” the Rogue started, then broke off when his stallion lowered his massive head to butt gently against Lucy’s shoulder while she laughed and stroked him.

      “Horses love me,” she told him. “Likely because I’m so sweet. Like a lump of sugar.”

      The memory of the moment when the Rogue had tasted her for himself seemed to arc between them like lightning.

      “I must go,” he said abruptly. His voice was hoarse.

      Gathering all the courage she’d absorbed from watching her older sister charm, seduce, and browbeat her way into getting everything she ever wanted, Lucy met his stare directly. “Must you? I wish you would stay. I wish you would allow yourself to admit what you want. What we both want.”

      The man she wanted more than any other she’d ever met or heard of glared down at her as though he wanted to either strangle her…or eat her up. Lucy shivered, possibilities unspooling before her like the silver ribbon of open road through the downs.

      For a moment, the barest instant, she thought she finally had him. Then his expression darkened and his hands tightened on the reins so suddenly that Dante reared up in protest, forcing Lucy to stumble backward.

      “What I want is for you to leave me alone,” he snarled in a harder voice than he’d ever used with her. “No more of these midnight rides, little girl. No more schemes, no more false injuries, no more bloody picnics. You stay away from me.”

      Heart constricting, Lucy watched as the Rogue pulled his stallion’s head around and urged him to a flat gallop as soon as they reached the road. They took off down the highway as though the devil was at their heels, and Lucy followed them with her eyes until the blackness of the night swallowed him up.

      She’d pushed him too far this time, she thought in despair. At every one of their other meetings, he had been…not biddable, but indulgent. Amused and intrigued, maybe even tempted. But tonight was different.

      Tonight, Lucy had gone after what she wanted as boldly as she knew how—and he’d turned her away. And though she didn’t know this man’s name, she knew enough about him to understand that no matter how tempted he might have been, he meant what he said.

      He was through with her.

      Lucy indulged in a stormy bout of tears that left her with aching eyes, a stuffed nose, and a clear head.

      You’re a child. Go home and grow up.

      Inescapably, Lucy thought of another man who had mocked her youth and dismissed her as though she were nothing more than a babe needing her nursemaid.

      She shook her head sharply to clear the Duke of Thornecliff from her thoughts. He had nothing to do with what was between Lucy and her Rogue.

      She might never be the kind of woman who could tempt a man beyond reason, who could inspire the kind of passionate love she dreamed of. Lucy wasn’t seductively flirtatious and sumptuously curved like her sister, Gemma. Nor was Lucy serenely warm and womanly like her friend, Bess.

      Lucy was too tall. Too skinny, with no curves to speak of, and a tongue tart enough to make more than one young gentleman wince when he saw her coming across a ballroom. She was too impulsive by half and she’d read far too many novels to ever be able to settle for anything less than a grand passion.

      But as far as her age went, well, that was a solvable problem. Time would, eventually, take care of it for her. All she had to do was wait. And then…try again.

      “I’ll stay away from you, somehow. I’ll grow up, my Rogue,” she whispered to the wind. “Then I’ll come find you. You’ll kiss me again. And this time…you won’t stop.”
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      Five years later

      April, 1826

      

      Light glowed from the windows of Ashbourn House, as golden and welcoming as when her father had been alive to throw the most scandalous parties Mayfair had ever witnessed.

      Lucy stepped down from the traveling chaise and stripped off her gloves, staring up at the old pile.

      It had been a long time since Ashbourn House had felt like home to Lucy. If she were to be honest, she’d have to admit that she’d never truly known the meaning of “home” until she and her mother and older sister had been unceremoniously tossed from this one and forced to make a new place for themselves in the ramshackle coaching inn of a tiny Wiltshire village.

      It was there that Lucy had decided that home was not so much a building as it was the people who lived in it.

      Since then, Lucy had laid her head in many an odd place: the narrow bunk of a boat sailing for France; a series of inns on the way from Paris to Rome; a pensione in Florence with a nosy landlady so nurturing and funny and dear that Lucy had stayed on there for months.

      Armed with the fortune her half-brother had settled on her, an increasingly dog-eared travel guide, and a searing need to be away from England, Lucy had seen the world.

      She had grown up. In the ballrooms of Paris, the piazzas of Rome, and the poppy-strewn hillsides of Florence. While gazing at risqué French fashions and crumbling frescoes and soaring cathedrals…Lucy had grown up.

      She hadn’t put her life on hold; she had lived. But she’d never forgotten the man who had driven her from England in the first place, and the way she’d felt when she was with him.

      Though he’d almost certainly forgotten all about her.

      Pushing that lowering thought from her mind, Lucy checked that the footmen were exercising particular care with regards to unloading her traveling writing desk from the roof of the coach. Satisfied that her closest companion of the past five years had arrived intact, she gathered her travel-stained skirts and strode up the steps to Ashbourn House.

      A stooped white man with ruthlessly combed steel-gray hair answered the door. His dour expression brightened minutely upon seeing Lucy; he’d always had a soft spot for her.

      “Lady Lucy.” He bowed from the waist, as solemnly as though she were visiting royalty and not someone Goring had once rescued from a tumble into the coal cellar when she was a toddler. “We did not expect you until the morrow! Do please come in.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Goring.” Lucy felt a strong urge to give the elderly butler a hug, but she resisted. It would have discomfited him greatly. “Are they all at dinner? Shall I go through?”

      His hesitation surprised her. “Of course, my lady. It is only that there is a guest for dinner tonight.”

      The heavy emphasis he placed on the word “guest” made Lucy grin. Poor old Goring had weathered the turbulent ups and downs of the Lively family for decades now, from the extremely staid and respectable affairs organized by Lucy’s father’s first duchess, through the wild years of the last duke’s scandalous marriage to Lucy’s mother, and now into the advent of the new Duke of Ashbourn, Lucy’s half-brother.

      Goring had seen it all and had remained stoic throughout—but Lucy knew he took the family’s reputation more seriously than ever her brother had, even at his proudest and most arrogant.

      If this guest had overset Goring’s tender sensibilities, Lucy felt she was quite likely to enjoy them, whoever they were.

      “Don’t announce me,” she said impulsively. “I want to surprise them.”

      “Very good, my lady,” Goring reluctantly replied, though his eyebrows conveyed how little he approved of this irregular behavior. “If you are certain you don’t wish to refresh yourself first…”

      Giving in to her urges had become something of a signature for Lucy on her Grand Tour. Italy was not where one went to practice restraint. Accordingly, she leaned in and gave Goring’s impressively clean-shaven cheek a swift kiss.

      “Don’t worry, Mr. Goring, all shall be well! They will simply have to take me as I am, dusty and creased and nearly perishing from hunger. I’m certain any guest of my brother and my dear sister-in-law will be equal to the occasion.”

      She stripped off her gloves and tossed them to him; he snatched the flying kid leather from the air without turning a hair. Lucy smiled. It was good to be home.

      Even if her reason for returning was somewhat worrying.

      But if her sister-in-law was well enough to be entertaining a guest, Lucy reasoned as she made her way down the hall toward the grand dining room, perhaps Bess wasn’t quite as poorly as Nathaniel had implied.

      The tinkle of crystal and silver was a pleasant accompaniment to the low babble of conversation emanating from the room, punctuated with the occasional burst of merriment. Lucy stopped at the door, easily identifying her dear friend—now sister!—Bess’s musical laughter. And there, to her surprise, was the deeper rumble of Nathaniel’s amusement.

      Lucy had never accounted her brother to be much given to humor. It had always seemed to her as if even a mere smile had to be pried from him with a chisel.

      Though he had relaxed and warmed considerably once Bess got ahold of him, Nathaniel would never be the sort of man who laughed easily.

      Or so Lucy had assumed before she heard him give another low chuckle. Good Lord, who was their guest tonight? The most amusing person alive?

      For some reason, a drop of foreboding trickled down her spine.

      Ignoring it, Lucy straightened her bodice and threw open the dining room doors with a smile at the ready.

      A smile that faded instantly upon seeing that the only guest present was a man seated in the place of honor, on Bess’s right, lazing back in his chair with a slight smile gracing his too-handsome face.

      The Duke of Thornecliff.

      What in the bloody blazes was he doing there?

      “What in the bloody blazes is he doing here?” Lucy demanded.

      “Lucy!” Bess stood up from the table to greet her with the warm, open fondness that made Lucy feel as though they were sisters in truth, not just by marriage.

      Narrowing her eyes, Lucy scanned her sister-in-law for signs of the ill health that had worried Nathaniel enough to mention it in several of his letters. She thought Bess looked a trifle pale, perhaps, the fine bones of her face more prominent as though she’d lost weight…despite the small, round bump of her belly.

      “What are you doing here, you scamp?” Bess cried. “Your letter said you wouldn’t be arriving until tomorrow!”

      “I took an earlier boat from Calais to surprise you.” Lucy frowned at Thornecliff over Bess’s shoulder. “Why is the worst duke in London sitting at your table and making Nathaniel laugh?”

      “Because I invited him,” Nathaniel said in that deep, stern, laying-down-the-law tone of his.

      Lucy was not cowed, however, as she had learned over the years that Nathaniel couldn’t help sounding like an autocrat. That was just his voice.

      “Is he blackmailing you? Is he concealing a weapon under the table or somewhere in those extraordinarily tight trousers? Because otherwise I cannot account for your choices, brother.”

      Nathaniel, who had been starting to glower at Lucy’s rudeness, visibly softened at her use of the word brother.

      They were half-siblings, in fact, a distinction that both of them had clung to during that difficult Season when Nathaniel had brought Lucy out into society and attempted to make a proper lady of her.

      An attempt which had failed miserably, Lucy was pleased to recall, but which had resulted in several happier outcomes: most notably, the union of Nathaniel to Bess, who’d been acting as Lucy’s chaperone for the Season, and a reconciliation between Nathaniel and Lucy that had then spread to the rest of the Lively women.

      “Thornecliff is here as our guest, and as such I would appreciate a modicum of politeness from you, Lucy,” Nathaniel grumbled as Lucy released Bess and came over to embrace him. His arms went around her slowly, still unsure of his welcome, and Lucy made certain to hug him extra tightly around his trim middle.

      “I would appreciate it,” he amended wryly, “but I know better than to expect it. Come, hellion, sit with us and eat something.”

      “Yes, you must be famished,” Bess said, taking her own place once more at the head of the gleaming table of polished inlaid wood. “We’ve only just finished the soup course.”

      Stepping back from her brother, Lucy glanced down the table to where the Duke of Thornecliff had sat sprawled, elegant and silent, throughout this exchange.

      There was something utterly galling about his particular brand of handsomeness, Lucy had always found. Never more so than in this moment, as he arched a brow at her, his midnight-black eyes glittering with detached amusement.

      Lucy had been to Paris and Rome; she had studied statues carved by the masters and cherished through the centuries as depictions of the perfect ideal of masculine beauty.

      So she felt herself in a very solid position to judge that Thornecliff put them all to shame.

      From the tousled waves of his dark gold hair to the cut of his cheekbones and the exquisite edge of his jaw, he was perfection. He looked like if Michaelangelo had undertaken to immortalize the fallen angel Lucifer in marble, rather than heroic David.

      Undeniably gorgeous, yes, but Lucy knew—though some seemed to have forgotten—that outer beauty hid a rotten core.

      “Do join us,” he said softly, jolting Lucy from her reverie and making her uncomfortably aware that she’d been staring at him for far too long. “Unless you would prefer to take supper in the nursery?”

      Was he trying to drive her away?

      “I’m four and twenty,” she shot back, and took her place at the table purely to annoy him. Though in truth, she wouldn’t have minded a quiet tray in the nursery if it came with the chance to see the niece she’d barely spent any time with. “You’ll have to devise something new to mock me for. My height, perhaps, or my lack of a husband.”

      “Awfully generous of you to provide me with ideas for future insults,” Thornecliff drawled, his eyes never leaving her.

      The quality of his regard made Lucy sharply aware of how disheveled and travel-worn she must look. “I know as one ages, one begins to fall back more and more upon things that are familiar and simple,” Lucy said kindly. “I wouldn’t wish for you to strain yourself.”

      “How was your journey?” Bess cut in, her gaze darting between Lucy and Thornecliff as though they were a pair of fencers facing off with foils. “I can’t wait to hear all about Tuscany.”

      The Duchess of Ashbourn had been born a farmer’s daughter with dreams of travel, but to date she’d only made it as far as London. Her dreams appeared to have changed, somewhat, since her marriage.

      Lucy noted the way Bess’s hand strayed to the barely perceptible bump of her stomach, where Lucy knew her next niece or nephew was baking like one of the cakes Bess used to mix up and serve to the appreciative customers at Five Mile House. This pregnancy was harder on her than the first had been, according to Nathaniel, and Lucy had come home from Italy to do whatever she could to help.

      “You’d love it,” Lucy told her. “The sun shines every day, even when it rains. The air is soft and warm and smells of lemons. Nathaniel, you should take her.”

      “I’ll take Bess anywhere she wishes to go,” Nathaniel said, making Bess’s eyes go shiny even as she smiled at him.

      “Perhaps in a few years,” Bess replied. “When Kitty and the new baby are old enough to travel.”

      Attempting the notoriously choppy Channel crossing with any traveling companion under the age of twenty sounded most unpleasant to Lucy, but she held her tongue.

      “And how is the writing going?” Bess asked.

      Lucy controlled a wince. Her writing wasn’t exactly a secret; it was openly talked about by all the family. But her work was published under a pseudonym for a reason, and she had absolutely no desire to discuss anything about it in Thornecliff’s presence.

      But showing that on her face would be akin to offering her vulnerable underbelly for Thornecliff to carve up with his fish knife, so Lucy waved a breezy hand that unfortunately coincided with the footman stepping forward to offer to serve her from the platter of filet of sole. She nearly upended the silver dish but managed to steady it at the last moment.

      The ensuing round of apologies and reassurances that no harm had been done was so comprehensively British that Lucy felt immediately and fully welcomed home.

      Though if she’d hoped that a skirmish with a footman would be enough to move the conversation on to another topic, she was doomed to be disappointed.

      “What is it you write, Lady Lucy?” Thornecliff inquired when they had all been served their portions of slightly messy fish.

      She shot him a look. His words were entirely polite and correct, but the way he said them made her palm itch to slap the mocking half smile off his face.

      “Oh, nothing much,” she said quickly, to forestall any of Bess or even Nathaniel’s proud interjections about her serialized novel. “Only a little journal about my travels. Descriptions of places I saw, my impressions of the Italian temperament, that sort of thing. Nothing that would interest you.”

      “You have no idea what interests me,” Thornecliff said. Then, as if feeling the arrested pause in the conversation as the other three diners stared at his unexpected intensity, he broke the moment with a rakish grin. “My last mistress was Spanish; perhaps I ought to be in the market for an Italian signorina next.”

      “You’re disgusting,” Lucy told him, cheeks blazing.

      “That’s enough, Thornecliff,” Nathaniel said firmly. “I will remind you that there are ladies present.”

      “A duchess and a worldly woman just back from her Grand Tour,” Thornecliff protested lazily. “Hardly delicate flowers of femininity who must be shielded from life’s best bits. Miss Lucy here is all of four and twenty, after all. Immune to shock, surely.”

      How did he make everything he said sound simultaneously insinuating and mocking?

      “I’m not shocked at a dissolute gentleman keeping a mistress,” Lucy said. “I’m shocked that any woman would put up with you for longer than an evening. Although now I think about it, perhaps I do understand it.”

      “Do you?” he replied. He held his fish knife and fork delicately, his thumb rubbing along the silver shaft of the knife in a smooth, hypnotic motion that made Lucy feel an unwilling warmth in her belly.

      “Yes. Those women put up with you because you pay them handsomely to do so.”

      Something kindled in the depths of those black eyes. Lucy couldn’t tell if it was anger or admiration, or some complicated amalgam of the two. It was gone before she could decide, swallowed up by Thornecliff’s usual air of bored disdain.

      “Haven’t you heard, Lady Lucy? I’m reformed.”

      “Reformed! I’m surprised you can pronounce the word with a straight face.”

      “Some might even say…” He paused to take a small bite and chew it thoroughly. “A hero.”

      “Oh, please. No one is saying that.”

      “I can only speak to what I’ve heard,” he said placidly, spearing another morsel of fish.

      “I know I’ve been away from England for some time,” Lucy gritted out, “but I cannot

      believe the English language has altered so substantially as to allow the definition of ‘hero’ to encompass a man who is a known despoiler of innocents! A rumormongering, manipulative, lying rake of the first order!”

      “I did save your brother from a burning building,” he pointed out. “And I’ve been quite taken up with charitable concerns of late, including the fate of all the dear little orphans and foundlings. Isn’t that right, Ashbourn?”

      “You have certainly donated a quantity of money to the Augusta Lively Home for Orphaned Children,” Ashbourn agreed dryly.

      Lucy could not believe her ears. How was anyone swallowing this twaddle? Saved her brother from a burning building, indeed. One brave act committed under extraordinary circumstances didn’t wipe away a lifetime of selfish cruelty.

      The Duke of Thornecliff was a villain. He had always been a villain. He was currently still a villain. And he would be a villain forever and ever, amen. “Two good deeds, for which I’m sure you have ulterior motives that I will discover now that I’m home, do not wipe clean a lifetime of evil deeds!”

      “Evil deeds such as ensuring your sister’s little coaching inn became the talk of the Ton?” Thornecliff gazed at Lucy inquiringly. “Enabling her to succeed in her scheme of wedding a duke?”

      Lucy nearly choked on her sole. “That is not what happened!”

      Actually, it sort of was. But the manner in which he’d done it had caused untold heartbreak and humiliation along the way.

      “I suppose we must agree to disagree,” Thornecliff replied, still wearing that air of cool detachment that made Lucy long to stand up and yank the table linens out from under the dishes, just to force him to change his expression.

      “I daresay we don’t agree on anything,” Lucy shot back. “And we never shall.”

      “On one point, I’m afraid, we must come to some accord, Lady Lucy,” Thornecliff said. “I have never despoiled an innocent and I cannot have you besmirching my reputation by saying so.”

      “Of course you have,” Lucy protested, taken aback. “As if you would scruple at seducing a virgin.”

      “Name one.”

      “What?”

      “Name an innocent virgin I have supposedly seduced.” Thornecliff lifted his brows expectantly. “I’ll wait.”

      Heat scorched Lucy’s cheekbones. “You… I mean…”

      “You cannot. Shall I tell you how I know you cannot?” He leaned back in his chair and eyed her across the table. “Because innocent girls are entirely too much work. Can you picture me? Working?”

      “All right,” Bess broke in calmly. “I believe that’s quite enough from you two. Talking of virgins and matters of finance at the dinner table—even I know better than that, and I was brought up on a farm!”

      A bolt of fear shot through Lucy at Bess’s casual reference to the circumstances of her birth. Rounding on Thornecliff in a protective fury, she hissed, “You’d better not go running to your Fleet Street friends with that!”

      Visions of the ugly, demeaning caricatures of her sister cavorted through Lucy’s head—caricatures Thornecliff had all but commissioned when he carried tales of Gemma’s doings back to London. Those cruel drawings had nearly broken Gemma’s spirit and ruined everything between her and Hal, the man she loved, and that close brush with disaster was directly attributable to the man across the table.

      So Lucy could hardly credit it when Bess huffed out an exasperated breath and said, “Lucy, he wouldn’t! Thorne has changed.”

      Thorne. She’d called him by his ridiculous nickname, the name his bosom friends and intimates and repulsive, toadying minions called him.

      Lucy shook her head in disbelief. Across from her, Thornecliff allowed Lucy a view of the taunting curl of his upper lip, before rearranging his angelic features to polite agreeableness when he glanced back at Bess.

      “He hasn’t changed,” Lucy seethed. “He’s up to something. Bess, I know your kind and generous nature leads you to believe the best of everyone. But Nathaniel, surely you have not been taken in!”

      “Peace, Lucy,” her brother said, giving her a quelling look. “I understand your feelings and your concerns, but you must put your trust in our judgment. You have been away from England for five years. Things have changed in your absence. It will no doubt take you some time to adjust to being home.”

      Though Nathaniel spoke gently, Lucy felt the words like a slap.

      She had been gone a long time. In that time, she’d thought mainly about the ways she was changing and maturing—growing up—but it hadn’t occurred to her to wonder what might have changed at home in her absence.

      It hadn’t occurred to her to wonder if there would be a place for her anymore in the lives of the people she considered her home.

      Perhaps she hadn’t grown up quite as much as she’d thought.

      But none of that meant she was wrong about Thorne. Thornecliff, she corrected herself furiously. He was a rotter, through and through.

      Into the deepening awkwardness of the silence that had befallen the dining room, Thornecliff’s words dropped like petals to the surface of a lake.

      “Perhaps I may be of service in helping Lady Lucy readjust to life in England,” he said to Nathaniel. “After all, when she left these shores, she was barely old enough to have tasted any of the delights of our fair city. I would be happy to offer myself as a guide. By way of an olive branch.”

      “Oh, yes, Thorne,” Bess said at once, forestalling Lucy’s appalled objections. “Do take Lucy round. She must reacquaint herself with the wonders of London, now that she’s absorbed all that Continental culture.”

      “Bess!” Lucy protested, unable to believe her sister-in-law supported this daft notion.

      “Consider it, Lucy, do,” Bess urged her. “Thorne knows everyone in Town. He could greatly facilitate your reentry into society. And if you spent more time together, I’m certain you would come to regard Thorne as we do. As a friend.”

      Lucy could only gape at her, and Thornecliff took her silence as agreement.

      “It’s settled, then,” he said smoothly.

      “Nothing too scandalous,” Nathaniel said, belatedly cautious—then he stunned Lucy by addressing the rest of his warning to her. “I know you’re a lady of independent means, Lucy, but you are still a Lively and my sister. Please do not ask Thornecliff to squire you to a gaming hell or a bear baiting or whatever it is young people get up to these days.”

      “I don’t care about gambling,” Lucy protested, stung. “And bear baiting is barbaric and cruel. You’d much better worry about what sort of amusements a libertine like Thornecliff would deem acceptable for me.”

      Those damnable eyebrows arched high once more over eyes as black as the Devil’s soul. “Never fear, Lady Lucy. You will be as safe in my company as you wish to be.”

      A shiver tremored across the surface of Lucy’s skin as she stared into those eyes.

      Against all the odds, against her will and better judgment—it was not a shiver of revulsion.

      She was very much afraid it was quite the opposite, in fact.

      Balls.

      She had to take control of this before it galloped away with her. “I am sorry to disappoint everyone who is busily making plans for my sojourn in London, but I’m afraid I must decline His Grace’s kind invitation.”

      Silence blanketed the table like a heavy linen tablecloth. Thornecliff sat back in his chair as though he was congratulating himself on provoking her into being the rude, ill-mannered one. Bess bit her lip and looked down at her plate, but it was Nathaniel’s steady gaze that caused Lucy’s cheeks to heat with an uncomfortable blush.

      He looked disappointed in her. It was an expression she had wished never to see on his face again.

      “I’m here to help Bess during her confinement,” Lucy explained, suddenly awkward. “That’s why I’ve come back. Surely I can best help her by staying with her, not gallivanting about Town.”

      “Please don’t trouble yourself,” Thornecliff purred with excessive courtesy. Damn him. “I’m not offended in the slightest.”

      Lucy scowled at him across the table. He should be offended. She wouldn’t accept an invitation from him if he was the last man alive, and she longed to tell him so.

      From the look on his face, he was quite aware of everything Lucy wasn’t saying. Aware, and amused by it.

      Do not become distracted, Lucy lectured herself as she retreated into stoic silence for the rest of the interminable dinner party. She didn’t allow Thornecliff to draw her into any more verbal sparring matches, despite his various inciting comments, and at length he finally departed.

      Retiring to her bed soon after, pleading travel weariness, Lucy settled into the soft, familiar mattress and stared up at the ornate plasterwork adorning the ceiling of her bedchamber as the rest of the house settled into quiet outside her door.

      She wondered again what Thornecliff was about, making up to her brother and turning Bess’s head by pretending to have nice manners and a newfound—and completely implausible—interest in charity.

      But she had not come home to England to bandy words with depraved dukes. Lucy thrust Thornecliff from her thoughts with a sense of relief.

      She had chapters to write. She had a public—and a publisher—to satisfy. She had a sister-in-law to aid and comfort, and a niece to befriend and care for.

      And she had a highwayman to hunt down.

      Lucy Lively was back. All grown up, and ready to meet her destiny.
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      The Gentle Rogue had been eluding capture for years. He was notoriously slippery. He worked alone, unlike many highwaymen, and no one on earth seemed to have the slightest notion of who he was or how to find him.

      No one except Lucy.

      She’d finished her new chapter of The Midnight Rider. Lucy wasn’t entirely happy with it; some of the transitions felt rushed and she worried she’d overdone the dialogue, but there was no time to dither. She had to get the chapter to her publisher, so that it would be printed and run in the newspaper, and The Gentle Rogue would have a chance to read it.

      That was how she’d find him.

      Early on in her obsession with The Gentle Rogue, years ago, she’d realized that he read his own press. To help her sister, Gemma, in her attempt to turn their coaching inn into a thriving stop along the Bath Road, Lucy had hit upon the idea of embellishing The Gentle Rogue’s legend by writing a story that claimed he stole kisses as well as purses.

      It wasn’t true, but Lucy thought it would be good publicity and would make people flock to the Bath Road in hopes of a run-in with the famous highwayman—and she’d been right!

      She’d also found out that, after her article ran in The London Observator, The Gentle Rogue did begin to bestow kisses upon the prettier ladies he robbed.

      The thrill of power she’d felt in that moment still took her breath away. But it could’ve been a coincidence, so Lucy had tested it out. She’d next submitted an article claiming The Gentle Rogue had a lovely singing voice…and, lo and behold, reports began to come in from his actual victims, claiming they’d heard him humming and whistling while going about his business of relieving them of their valuables. That had clinched it.

      The Gentle Rogue liked to read about himself in the papers. And…he was suggestible.

      It wasn’t until after Lucy met him in person, that night she ran away from Ashbourn House and he found her and helped her get home to Little Kissington, that she realized she could use what she’d learned to make certain their paths crossed again.

      She wrote a new piece for the paper, and she made sure to include in it a very specific tidbit: that The Gentle Rogue was known to haunt a particular stretch of the Bath Road right outside Thatcham.

      The night after that article ran in the paper, Lucy had snuck out of Five Mile House and ridden the coaching inn’s big, placid draft horse to Thatcham. And there he was.

      It had worked.

      From then on, whenever Lucy wanted to see The Gentle Rogue, she dropped a location into a newspaper article and turned up there herself. It didn’t work every single time, but often enough that she’d successfully lured him out to meet her five times before he’d finally told her it was over. Before he’d sent her away to grow up.

      Well, she’d gone. And now she was back, and though she had no idea if her old method of planting a suggestion for The Gentle Rogue to find would succeed, she had to try.

      Even if it seemed she wasn’t the only one hunting The Gentle Rogue.

      She’d found out only after she turned in the new chapter of Midnight Rider with its insinuation that The Gentle Rogue had been seen on the Maidenhead Bridge.

      Her editor’s face flashed across Lucy’s mind, as he’d appeared in those brief moments earlier this week at the end of her visit to the print shop.

      With his ubiquitous pipe clamped between his teeth and his dark brows lowered over his sharp brown eyes, Mr. Jeremiah Singh was not a man given to dramatics.

      So when he’d taken her aside at the end of her visit to issue a warning, Lucy had felt a distinct chill pass through her.

      “Bloke came round,” he’d said briefly, gaze shrewd and watchful on her face. “A Sir Colin Semple. Said he was an agent of the Crown. Looking for information on the author of our paper’s most popular feature, The Midnight Rider. He seemed to think the author might be able to help him catch a real highwayman.”

      “Any…particular one?”

      “The Gentle Rogue.”

      Covering her spike of apprehension with a scoff, Lucy had replied, “What a ridiculous notion. I hope you told him The Midnight Rider is a work of fiction bearing no relation to any real highwaymen, living or dead!”

      “Of course.” Mr. Singh had puffed agitatedly at his pipe for a moment until fragrant smoke wreathed his head. “And I didn’t give him your name, either. Said I didn’t know it, got the chapters in by post, sent payments the same way. Not sure he believed me.”

      They had decided it was best Lucy not come to the print shop in person again, at least for a time, and Lucy had departed the shop feeling as though everyone she passed in the street was watching her every move.

      But no one had approached her, and gradually she had relaxed. After all, she’d told herself, it wasn’t likely that any rational person would think her Midnight Rider could actually lead them to The Gentle Rogue.

      After the first few articles she’d written, years ago in her little bedchamber at Five Mile House, Lucy had switched over from writing (admittedly sensationalized) accounts of The Gentle Rogue’s adventures to fiction.

      She had dreamed up her highwayman character’s exploits, his personal history and tangled relationships, entirely out of her own imagination.

      All right, so The Midnight Rider bore more than a passing resemblance to The Gentle Rogue. They haunted the same stretch of highway and shared some of the same habits, like humming and singing on their way to rob the wealthy in their carriages, and stealing kisses from pretty, blushing ladies along with their baubles and jewels.

      It was an homage! Not a biography.

      She was grateful to Mr. Singh for maintaining her anonymity. But the idea that anyone could reach The Gentle Rogue through Lucy was laughable, really. She didn’t know who he was and never had! It had been years since Lucy had used her writing to predict The Gentle Rogue’s whereabouts on a given evening. She wasn’t at all certain her secret method would still work.

      But she was about to find out.

      It had been several days of settling back into life at Ashbourn House, helping Bess with her correspondence and attempting to distract her young niece while Bess napped. She’d written to her mother and sister in Little Kissington. She’d teased Nathaniel and enjoyed watching the way he softened all over with love for his little daughter and worry for his pregnant wife.

      And she’d waited.

      Finally, the wait was over. The newest chapter of Midnight Rider had appeared in today’s edition of Mr. Singh’s paper.

      Tonight, she would discover if her old way of reaching out to The Gentle Rogue would draw him in.

      Tonight, if all went well, she would see him for the first time in five years.

      Too jittery to sleep and accustomed to keeping very late hours, Lucy sat at her writing desk and attempted to scratch out a few pages while the household quieted around her. But as soon as the hallway clock chimed midnight, she tossed down her pen and hurried to pull on a hooded cloak of soft cobalt blue linen.

      It felt odd having to be quiet on the stairs, Lucy reflected, pausing at the landing when she heard a thump from above. In the past five years, she hadn’t really answered to anyone but herself. She’d had her maid with her in the beginning, for propriety’s sake, but once it became clear that Molly was pining for England and the young man she’d left there, Lucy sent her home and went on without her.

      It had been a long while since Lucy had given two thoughts to propriety, and truth be told, she’d never been as concerned with it as she probably should’ve been.

      But beyond the shock and disapproval she could imagine on her brother’s face if he were to discover her midnight escapade, Lucy had not the smallest desire to answer questions about what she intended.

      She hardly knew what she thought might come of this madness. She only knew her feet trod upon the same soil as The Gentle Rogue once more, and she had to see him.

      Lucy hurried down the stairs and out the back door of Ashbourn House to the stables. She tipped the sleepy stableboy a small fortune to ready the little two-wheeled curricle she’d bought the last time she was in London, when Kitty was born. Lucy had learned to drive in Italy and was unwilling to relinquish the independence of owning her own equipage simply because “English ladies don’t.”

      She intended to do quite a few things English ladies didn’t, she reflected as the stableboy handed her up to the box. Gathering the reins expertly, Lucy relished the taut anticipation of having two superbly matched gray geldings ready and raring to go, controlled only by the touch of her hand upon the ribbons.

      With a soft cluck and a flick of the reins, the light curricle leapt forward, and in moments she was driving over the tidy Mayfair cobblestones. At that hour, it took only a short while to clear the city, even with all its congestion of traffic. Before Lucy knew it, her curricle’s tall wheels were flying down the well-maintained Bath Road toward her quarry.

      When she neared the little market town of Maidenhead, she slowed and made certain the cloak of her hood shaded her face. Her heart raced faster than the flashing hooves of her spirited horses. It had to work.

      He must come. He must!

      There was a Thames River crossing at Maidenhead, a lovely stone bridge with more than a dozen arches to let the wide river flow through.

      Mist swirled up from the water, thick and substantial enough that Lucy felt her cheeks grow damp.

      Her breath was quick and light, her very lungs aflutter with nerves. As her horses reached the center of the bridge, a dark figure atop a monstrous black stallion materialized from the mist like a phantom.

      “Stand and deliver!”
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      Gabriel de Vere, Duke of Thornecliff, watched the curricle’s approach and wondered if he would ever again feel the surge of exultation that he used to derive from his midnight rides.

      It had been the better part of a decade, and it had lasted longer than many of the other things he’d tried. All-night parties, gambling, orgies, drunken routs, illicit boxing rings—he’d do anything that kept him awake long enough that when he finally tipped into bed as the sun was coming up, he’d sleep without dreams.

      He’d thought being The Gentle Rogue was the perfect solution, and of course it had also carried the benefit of an infusion of ready cash when he needed it most. But his finances looked very different now than they had when he began, and it turned out even highway robbery became a chore if one kept at it for long enough.

      He wasn’t entirely certain what had pushed him to take up the mask tonight. Perhaps it was sheer, cursed stubbornness. A recent crackdown had sent another highwayman to the gallows this past week—rest in peace, Swift Nick—and Thorne’s sources indicated that whoever was behind this most recent arrest would not be satisfied until every last highwayman had been apprehended.

      So of course Thorne saddled Dante and tied on his mask and rode out, thumbing his nose at the law and daring Fate to do her worst. He’d almost hoped for a hair-raising chase, a close call that might set his blood pumping and clear his head.

      Instead, he’d stood here brooding on this bridge for a solid hour without a single traveler happening along to break up his boredom, and his head had remained full the entire time, as it had every minute of every day since that irritating dinner at Ashbourn House.

      Full of Lucy Lively, the most aggravating chit in all of London.

      This was not the moment to contemplate what he had thought when he saw her again after so long. Oh, he had to admit that her tall, willowy form had grown into all the grace hinted at by her earlier adolescent gawkiness.

      The porcelain radiance of her skin was burnished gold by the Tuscan sun. The mahogany sheen of her hair had gleamed in the candlelight while the red of her lips made him wonder if her nipples would be the same tart berry color.

      And those fine eyes of hers, blue as the heart of the hottest flame, had flashed with the same animosity that had always simmered between them.

      At least, in the light of day. Their night-time rendezvous, on the other hand…

      Thorne enjoyed knowing things about people. He collected information—what some people called gossip—the way a magpie collected shiny trinkets. It had served him well in the past, that natural instinct honed by years of study and practice.

      And what he wanted most to know about Lady Lucy Lively was this: Was she still infatuated with The Gentle Rogue?

      Her feelings for the Duke of Thornecliff—namely, hatred—certainly hadn’t been dimmed by the passage of years.

      He took a certain amount of pride in that, but he couldn’t dwell on it now.

      The Gentle Rogue had a task to perform, and with any luck it would be enough to distract Thorne from his contemplation of the exact shade of Lucy Lively’s nipples.

      Spurred on by the thought, he urged his horse forward.

      “Stand and deliver!”

      The little curricle halted at once, the driver exercising admirable control of the horses. Thorne peered through the fog but could only make out a shadowy shape, and the exceptionally fine quality of the pair of matched Thoroughbreds.

      Thorne kneed his mount past the grays to draw alongside the driver’s box. Closer now, he saw with a shock that the driver appeared to be female.

      A woman, all on her own, in the middle of the night. And handling the nervously dancing grays as though she’d been born with a whip in her hand.

      For some reason, a frisson of something traced down the nape of his neck like a single soft fingertip. Foreboding, perhaps.

      It can’t be.

      But it was. A breeze swept up, dispersing the mists, and the woman calmly transferred the reins to one hand so she could take down her hood with the other.

      Lady Lucy Lively smiled at him.

      “You,” he growled, the word scraped out of him without thought.

      Her smile never faltered. “Did you miss me?”

      How the devil was she here? And how in the name of God had she known to find him here?

      All the prickly, incensed aggravation he’d felt while sparring with her over the dinner table threatened to swamp him, raising Thorne’s blood and making his heart beat faster. Was he never to be free of this damned woman?

      He fell back on the part he played. Pitching his voice deliberately rougher, in the tones he used whenever he robbed someone who knew the Duke of Thornecliff, he said, “Why? Did you go somewhere?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “To the Continent. I went on a Grand Tour of France and Italy. I thought of continuing on to Athens or perhaps Constantinople, but in the end I decided I’d been away long enough.”

      Long enough for what?

      The question hung in the air between them, unspoken. Thorne had a feeling he didn’t want to hear the answer.

      “I don’t suppose you have anything worth stealing, have you?” he asked tersely. “Only I’ve been at this bridge all evening without a nibble and I’d prefer the entire night wasn’t wasted.”

      Lucy blinked. “You’ve never taken anything from me before.”

      Not true. He’d taken a kiss, and very nearly quite a bit more than that. He still didn’t know why he’d done it—or why his long-dormant conscience decided to rouse itself on her behalf all those years ago when she’d attempted to throw herself away on him.

      “Times have changed, Lively. No one gets a free pass these days.”

      “Highwaymanning not going well?” she inquired solicitously.

      “I do fine,” he muttered, annoyed all over again. He needed to keep this moving. “But I have expenses, like everyone. Where’s your purse?”

      “Didn’t bring one. Sorry to disappoint.”

      “No need to apologize. I never leave a robbery with nothing.”

      The pink of her flush looked darker in the moonlight. She was thinking about being kissed. “It would’ve been sheer folly to travel with a heavy purse. After all, I heard there was a famous highwayman along this stretch of road.”

      “Famous.” He brushed a speck of dirt from the sleeve of his black velvet coat. “The papers make such a fuss of my exploits.”

      “Oh yes,” she agreed readily. “Though I fear you’re in danger of being eclipsed by The Midnight Rider. Isn’t he the most popular highwayman in the papers these days?”

      “The Midnight Rider is the product of some so-called writer’s fevered fantasies. And he’s no more than a thinly veiled caricature of me,” Thorne snapped, needled. “But I suppose these papers will publish anything at all to boost circulation, even the most errant nonsense.”

      “The Midnight Rider has quite a devoted following,” Lucy pointed out, a trifle sharply, before pasting on a smile. “But of course, nothing compared to the readership for your own exploits.”

      Thorne snorted. “Those are even worse, because they purport to be factual. But one of those ridiculous authors decided I’m a ginger, and that’s why I wear the scarf to hide my distinctive hair. Another claimed that I must be French, based on the seductiveness of my manner with the ladies I rob! French!”

      Lucy nodded gravely, though her eyes were sparkling with mirth. “I wonder that you bother to read these articles and stories at all, since you find them so offensive.”

      “I prefer to know what’s being said about me, even if it’s wrong. All information is useful information,” he said, the familiar words dredged up from the depths of his childhood.

      Uncle Roman would hate that Thorne used one of his axioms to justify stroking his own vanity by reading the stories about The Gentle Rogue. Lord Roman de Vere would rather die than allow his name to be bandied about in the tabloid press, but if it were, he certainly wouldn’t lower himself to read it.

      Thorne, on the other hand, had found the tabloid press a useful, if occasionally distasteful, ally. One only needed to understand how to manipulate the flow of gossip to one’s own advantage.

      It was a skill Thorne had been forced to learn by himself, with a metaphorical gun to his head, and he’d be damned if he’d apologize for it now.

      “I have some experience of reading slander and falsehood about my family in the papers,” Lucy said, a shadow passing over her face. “I know how awful it feels and I don’t mean to make light of it.”

      Forcing an easy shrug, Thorne said, “Oh, let them have their fun and over embroider their florid tales as they wish. No doubt they’re paid by the word.”

      “They’re not—or at least,” she mumbled, “so I’ve heard. At any rate, it could be argued that you owe the authors of those newspaper articles and serialized novels a debt of gratitude.”

      “Gratitude! For profiting off my deeds and propagating dreadful slanders about my nationality?”

      “For spreading your fame far and wide!” Lucy gestured out over the sleeping village of Maidenhead as though to encompass the throngs of The Gentle Rogue’s adoring public.

      Thorne snorted. “It may surprise you to hear that I didn’t become a highwayman in order to be famous. I thought the mask might have been a clue.”

      She leaned closer, her eyes avid in her small, delicate face. “Why did you become a highwayman?”

      Thorne was shocked to discover that he almost wished he could tell her. Not the bit about avoiding dreams, but about what he’d done with the money he’d taken from well-heeled travelers on the Bath Road.

      If anyone would appreciate what he was trying to do, it would be this unconventional young lady who’d scorned a duke’s invitation in favor of sitting at home with an ailing relative.

      Not that he would tell her—the very idea was absurd.

      But for an instant, he wanted to.

      Instead, he shrugged negligently and looked away, down the empty road. “For riches, of course. Why else?”

      “Why else, indeed. Well even there, you likely owe some part of your success to the newspapers. I happen to know that once those stories began being widely circulated, the number of travelers we saw at Five Mile House, my sister’s coaching inn, tripled. More travelers, more purses to take. Although, I suppose, increased scrutiny also means a higher danger of being unmasked.”

      He narrowed his gaze at her light, deliberately nonchalant tone. “There is no possibility that I will be unmasked. No matter how many purses I take.”

      “Or how many kisses?”

      The night really was unseasonably warm. Beneath his thighs, Dante shifted restlessly, reacting to Thorne’s sudden tension. “Why should that matter?”

      She cocked her head. “Don’t you think it seems inevitable that eventually you’ll kiss someone as The Gentle Rogue whom you’ve also kissed in your normal life? And don’t you think she would recognize you by your kiss?”

      Pricked by her smugly confident attitude, Thorne narrowed his eyes. “You’re so certain I’m a rake in my normal life, kissing women by the dozen. Perhaps I’m a stolidly married man, devoted to my wife.”

      “A husband who kisses ladies upon the Bath Road while masked is not my idea of devoted. No, I don’t believe you’re married. I think you’ve kissed a great many women, both masked and unmasked. And, as one of them, I must inform you that this habit could get you caught. I would certainly recognize you in the light of day, at the first touch of your lips, if you were to kiss me with no mask between us.”

      She should’ve sounded brazen, an aggressive flirt bent on seduction. But what staggered Thorne was how utterly matter-of-fact she was. As though they were discussing nothing more scandalous than the weather.

      “If your memory of a couple of inconsequential kisses is still this sharp, you must not have done as much growing up on the Continent as you implied.”

      “Have you ever noticed that some memories fade quickly, while others remain sharp and clear no matter how much time passes?” She smiled faintly. “I remember every moment we’ve ever spent together, Rogue.”

      So did he. God help him.

      He remembered every moment he’d spent in her company, both as The Gentle Rogue and as himself.

      And now he had the answer to the question that had been plaguing him for days: the only one she wanted was The Gentle Rogue.

      His hands tightened on the reins, making Dante dance impatiently beneath him. “Well, as delightful as it’s been to reminisce with you, Lively, I fear I must be going.”

      “Wait! Don’t you want to know why I sought you out tonight?”

      “No,” he lied through clenched teeth.

      A subtle tension strung her willowy frame taut, though her voice stayed airy and bright. “It’s been five years since we last saw each other.”

      “Has it? I haven’t kept track of the time.” Another lie.

      She went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “I’m twenty-four now.”

      “Good for you. So what?”

      “So I’m no longer a child,” she said, her gaze watchful on his face. “I went away and grew up. As you requested.”

      By God, she had. Always tall and slender, she’d filled out in all the right places. She’d always been a bold one as well, but Thorne couldn’t help but notice a new confidence in her bearing. A steadiness and surety she hadn’t had before.

      No, she wasn’t a child. Though the years clearly hadn’t cured her of her girlhood obsession with The Gentle Rogue.

      A strange sort of fury gripped him. This slip of a girl had been infatuated with The Gentle Rogue for half a decade now. She’d gone from throwing herself into his path to a years-long Grand Tour, apparently only because he’d asked her to stay away.

      Meanwhile, she wouldn’t give the Duke of Thornecliff the time of day.

      Yes, they were the same person, but in that moment, Thorne found no comfort in that. He was still infuriated by her preference for his alter ego—and infuriated with himself for caring.

      What was it about Lucy Lively? Since the first moment he saw her, across the crowded public taproom of a barely adequate coaching inn in the arse end of Wiltshire, she had been under his skin.

      Unfortunately, five years evidently hadn’t cured him of his obsession either.

      If he had an ounce of self-control, he’d leave her on this bridge without another word.

      But Thorne had long ago given up on denying himself the things he wanted. And by God, he wanted her.

      Not for a few stolen kisses in the moonlight, either—he wanted a proper seduction. He wanted her complete and total surrender…to the Duke of Thornecliff.

      In this game they played, the only way to triumph would be to seduce her as himself.

      She already wanted The Gentle Rogue. It was too easy. Taking what she offered so freely now might satisfy a momentary hunger, but it could never sate the primal need that burned in him when he looked at her.

      Not that he needed her to want him the way she wanted The Gentle Rogue. He craved the challenge of it, that was all.

      He would have her as the duke. Or not at all.

      The challenge of it sparked through him like a lit match to a fuse, a bright, searing rush that banished the boredom he’d felt creeping about the edges of his life.

      He would conquer her as Thornecliff. Perhaps she would see it as a betrayal, if she ever found out the truth. But he wouldn’t humiliate her deliberately. He would be magnanimous in victory. A gentleman.

      Not that he was above using the Rogue to get what he wanted.

      Flashing her the smile that had loosened the stays of many a straitlaced lady, he said, “If you’re no longer a child, then you should be old enough to know better than to chase around after highwaymen.”

      For the first time, a hint of frustration tightened Lucy’s voice. “I’m old enough to know what I want.”

      Despite himself, perhaps to punish himself, Thorne wanted to hear her say it. “And what do you want, Lucy?”

      Say it. Say you want to give yourself to a man whose face you’ve never seen, when you won’t even give a smile to⁠—

      “I want to know you,” she said softly, “the way you know me.”

      Thorne couldn’t help his reflexive, instinctual recoil at the very idea.

      Know him? That was the last thing she should want. The last thing anyone should want. Most days, if Thorne could disavow all knowledge of himself, he would.

      Misinterpreting his expression, which must surely be one of outright revulsion, Lucy hurried to add, “I’m not talking about trying to unmask you. I would rather it to be your choice to trust me with…well, everything.”

      He couldn’t help it. He laughed, the sound harsh enough to scour the inside of his throat. “We’ve been over this before. That will never happen.”

      “What if we spent more time together? Trust takes time to grow,” she insisted.

      The cheek of her. The brazen, unmitigated— “You don’t need to be spending time with a common criminal.”

      “You’re not a criminal!” Red suffused her cheeks. She looked ready to do battle on his behalf. On The Gentle Rogue’s behalf.

      Thorne felt like kicking something. “Only because I haven’t been caught yet,” he pointed out harshly. “You’re a lady. The sister of a duke. You should be spending time with⁠—”

      “With dukes?” she scoffed, her chest rising and falling quickly with the force of her breaths. “No, thank you.”

      “Yes, with dukes,” Thorne said recklessly. “Why not?”

      “Because apart from my brother, every duke I’ve ever met is either old and dull or young and…”

      “Ugly?” he suggested.

      Her lips twisted. “Not exactly. Not on the outside, at least. But inside, he is an out-and-out villain, I’m afraid.”

      Thorne couldn’t very well disagree. But he suddenly saw a glimmer of a chance, a way to shuffle the cards and stack the deck to get the hand he wanted to play.

      “Many would call me a villain,” he pointed out.

      She shook her head at once. “They don’t understand you. They don’t know you.”

      And she thought she did. For some reason, her foolishness made his chest ache. “How well do you know this villainous duke?” he asked.

      “Not terribly well,” she admitted grudgingly. “He seems to have changed, or to be trying to change. Or something. No, I cannot say I know him well. But I know him as well as I care to!”

      Something sharp and exciting flared in Thorne’s gut—the sensation of a victory so close as to be almost within his grasp.

      He turned his head to stare into the distance, aware that the angle of his profile would be illuminated by the silvery moonlight. His looks were a weapon he’d learned to wield with ruthless precision, a source of power when he’d felt particularly powerless and alone.

      Beautiful people could shape the world around them as they wished. Thorne would never be that helpless, hapless boy again. He’d made damned sure of it, honing multiple skills his uncle deplored as weaknesses and turning them into strengths.

      For instance, Thorne had been raised to be honest and straightforward. But he’d found lying and dissembling to be much more effective in getting what he wanted.

      Accordingly, Thorne adopted a low, solemn tone of selfless martyrdom. “I cannot help but think even the worst duke in England is more fit company for you than I am.”

      He didn’t need to look at her face to know how it landed.
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