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      Will a deadly secret from the past threaten the near-perfect life of an Earl's mistress?

      Adrienne Godet believed she'd acquired a safe haven as the reclusive mistress of the Earl of Framlingwood. But an attack by a knife-wielding assassin in daylight hours on a Mayfair Street taught her safety is an illusion. She fears a deadly secret from the mists of her childhood has finally caught up with her.
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        * * *

      

      Will the man she once loved abandon power and fortune to claim her as his own?

      Obadiah Lassen hadn't been ready for Adrienne to walk out of his life, but neither had he been prepared to give up his world of travel, fortune, and high adventure as the right-hand man and bodyguard of Captain Eleanor Goodrum Whitcombe, Duchess of Chelmsford. For many years he's helped the smuggler proprietress of London's infamous Goodrum's House of Pleasure rule a vast, ranging empire.

      Will Adrienne face up to her dangerous past and move out of the shadows with the help of her old friend and lover? Will Obadiah finally realize he belongs at the side of the woman who's owned his heart ever since their long-ago past on the island of Martinique?
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      Pre-order your copy today so you don't miss this debut story in a thrilling new series - 5 Pearls for the Earl
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      September 23, 1826

      White's Gentlemen's Club

      St.James London

      Every year he steeled himself against the memories. Every year he failed. As he stepped through the doors of White's, Derek Welkirk, Earl of Framlingwood, swore he would not allow the simple things to drag him back into the dark place to which he strayed far more often than he cared to contemplate. He stayed away all year long, visited the other clubs to which he belonged, and prayed the things that brought that day back in a cavalry charge of unwanted emotion had faded. His prayers went unanswered.

      The scents of cigar smoke, news sheets and fresh ink, crisp linen, and expensive drink wrapped around him like a wraith the moment he stepped into the Morning Room. The wraith clung to him as he sought a high-backed leather chair at a table in the corner next to the hearth. Here he would spend his one-night-a-year visit and drink to the glorious Celeste, the woman who...got away. Forever.

      A footman appeared in the doorway as if by magic, bearing a tray with Derek's customary tipple--a bottle of French brandy, a bottle of Scotch whisky, and a large heavy crystal glass. Such was the efficiency of the staff at White's that he did not need to ask, even when he only showed up on the same evening once a year.

      "Have you need of anything more, my lord?" the footman inquired softly.

      Derek filled the glass with whisky and studied the colors as they swirled and changed from amber to brown to gold. "Nothing, John. Thank you." The footman bowed and left the room as silently as he had entered.

      As the evening waxed on gentlemen came and went, some left to enjoy the ton's evening entertainments. Some stayed to read the news sheets. Some adjourned to the card room to try their hand at whist or vingt-et-un. None came near him nor spoke to him. Only a few acknowledged his presence with a brief nod.

      He'd made headway on a third of the whisky when he drew the faded, crumpled note from his waistcoat pocket. There was no need for him to open the brief missive, scrawled in a bold masculine hand. Derek had memorized the words six years ago to the day, the night a footman had entered this very room and delivered this note on a silver salver like an invitation to a ball or a message from the House of Lords concerning the next bill up for a vote.

      Framlingwood,

      Celeste Swan was found this morning. It is with deepest regret I must tell you that her body was drawn from the Thames by the River Police at half past eleven. Carrington-Bowles and I identified her not an hour ago. Her throat was slit. Upon further investigation I discovered her rooms were stripped of every possession sometime in the night. Please advise.

      Archer Colwyn
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            1 SEPTEMBER, 1826

          

          WHITE'S GENTLEMEN'S CLUB

        

      

    

    
      St.James London

      Celeste was dead and the fault was his. Derek had never doubted that for a moment. His old school friend, Col, had, as a Bow Street Runner, caught the man whose hand had wielded the knife, the man who was hanged for her murder. But Derek knew the truth.

      He'd loved Celeste, protected her, kept her in the sort of luxury other mistresses envied, but in the end he had failed her. His protection had become obsession. His jealousy had driven her to distraction. And his questions about her past had ended their affair in his words he could never take back and her decision that cost his beautiful Celeste her life.

      "You have no right to pry into my past, Derek. I am not your wife, nor will I ever be. How dare you set that sniffing dog Bow Street Runner friend of yours on me."

      "Do you deny a strange man has been visiting you in the house I provide you? What is he to you? If you cannot tell me, perhaps it is time we part company."

      She stared at him, her eyes shimmering pools of deepest blue. "Perhaps you are right. I cannot live like this, Derek. Perhaps it is time for me to take care of myself."

      He had slammed out of the house planning to return in a day or two when she'd come to her senses. When those two days passed he returned to an empty house, the servants dismissed, her clothes and jewels gone, and no sign as to where she had fled. He'd set Col on her trail at once. Three weeks later he'd sat in this very spot and received word of her death.

      Derek poured himself a glass of the brandy, raised it high, and then drained the contents to the dregs. "Wherever you are, my love, I hope you are finally happy." He shook his head. "Finally free." He contemplated leaving, his yearly ritual done, but then he wondered, where should be go? Home to Grosvenor Square? Perhaps to one of the many balls and other entertainments to which he had received invitations.

      Perhaps to visit one of his mistresses? Not Adrienne. Customarily he visited her on Friday nights, but he'd already sent his regrets and a rather large box of marzipan to her. None of the others would be expecting him tonight. Not that he expected any of them would refuse him. When a man had managed to collect five mistresses and had succeeded in keeping each woman unaware of the others, he did have choices.

      However, in spite of having acquired his latest mistress only a week or so ago, Derek was tired of this part of his life, tired of the tenuous connection to his women. Women for whom he had genuine affection and concern, but no true soul-searing passion. He needed something more tonight, comfort perhaps, and each of mistresses had that to offer in abundance. But not tonight. Perhaps he would--

      "My lord?" The same footman now stood at Derek's table, a silver salver in his hand. For a moment he believed he'd fallen asleep and was deep in his worst nightmare. "A boy brought this to the door and asked that we put it into your hands only." The liveried servant nodded at the tray to indicate the sealed note placed in the middle of the ornate silver piece.

      Derek took a deep breath and plucked the note from the tray. "Thank you," he murmured as he broke the seal and unfolded the note.

      What the devil!

      One of your ladies is a murderess.

      I know who these women are and where they live.

      Deliver the name of the woman I seek or I will obtain the information from them myself by any means necessary. The price of my silence on this matter is your note for one thousand pounds. Leave the note, with the bearer name blank, with the tavern keeper at the Spaniard's Inn by Friday next.

      Dick Turpin

      Dick Turpin? Was this a jest? On tonight of all nights? None of his friends had this macabre sort of wit. He glanced at the note once more. At least now he had somewhere to go this evening. There was only one person who might be able to answer the dozens of questions now clamoring in his brain. She'd married recently, a duke no less, but Derek would wager his best phaeton and horses exactly where he'd find her. And he needed to find Captain El Goodrum, now the Duchess of Chelmsford, immediately.
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        * * *

      

      No woman of Derek's acquaintance possessed the sort of natural beauty that was not marred even remotely by the fearsome scar across one side of her face. Captain El Goodrum, Perseus Whitcombe's new duchess, was such a woman. With flaming hair and porcelain skin, her scar made her, impossible as a man might surmise, even more striking with an eerie air certain to set most men off their game. Derek considered this quirk helpful as he sat on the other side of her distinctive desk and waited for her to say something, anything. He was seldom off his game, but any meeting with the notorious lady pirate necessitated one stay utterly alert or risk being obliterated. Metaphorically speaking.

      He'd made his way through the crowded club downstairs and was surprised when he was admitted to her office after only a few minutes wait. Perhaps he'd made a mistake in handing her the note he'd received as she'd been staring at it for an overlong time now. Though he'd arrived well after midnight, her office was brightly lit, and Derek knew her to be literate and fluid in at least a dozen languages.

      "What does this have to do with me?" she asked once she finally looked up and met his gaze. An odd little smile played about her lips and Derek shifted in his chair to settle a flutter in his stomach.

      "As every one of my mistresses came to me by your recommendation under your careful inspection," Derek said as he leaned forward. "I simply want to know which, if any of them, is a murderess."

      "So you're taking this note seriously?" She tapped the wrinkled slip of paper with a long slender finger.

      "Why wouldn't I?" Derek had never considered not taking the matter seriously. He suspected she had not either. She was testing him. Why, he had not the faintest idea. A door opened somewhere behind him, but he did not bother to look over his shoulder.

      "The matter is your choice, of course. Just as it is my choice not to answer such a ridiculous question about the five women you have taken as mistress on my recommendation. Now, is there anything else?" She directed her attention behind Derek and waved someone forward. Derek had seen the man before both on board one of Captain El's ships and in the club downstairs. She handed the note to the tall, broad, muscled man. He glanced at the note, raised an eyebrow, and handed the note back to his employer.

      "I have no intention of allowing any harm to come to them. If one of them is in trouble, I'll do what I must do to keep her safe. God knows I have the means. But I need to know."

      "Why? Why do you need to know? I found five women who met your ridiculous list of qualifications and agreed to live by your equally odd rules. You never--"

      "I find nothing odd in wanting a woman agreeable to my temperament."

      "A woman? Perhaps. Five women?" Five women not too young and not too old." She held up one hand and ticked off his requirement: "Five experienced women of calm temperament with no desires or ideas about the affair leading to marriage. Women between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-five with reasons not to want to be known or seen in good society as your mistress, able to keep to herself and not share the name of her protector with anyone, able to entertain herself on the days he does not visit her and desirous enough of what he can provide to keep his secrets and to follow the rules. Oh, and no Parisian women, which made the procurement of 'experienced' women that much more difficult in this staid country." Finally, she made it to a far small finger on her right hand. "These poor women must be desirous enough for what you can provide to keep your secrets and follow the rules.

      "When you asked that they have reasons to want to withdraw from society to remain anonymous, I never dreamed murder might be one of their reasons."

      He gave out a weary huff. "Why do you devil me so?"

      "You should have been more specific. I shall have to make a note to add an addendum to your list - 'No murderesses, if you please!'"

      A man who, with his shaved head and arms like a blacksmith resembled a prize fighter, stood in the corner across from the woman who seemed determined to make Derek regret coming to see her. He had the audacity to give a snort of laughter and shake his head.

      "Obadiah," she warned, though she was obviously trying not to laugh.

      "I'll remember that for next time," Derek said as he glared at this Obadiah.

      "Next time? How many mistresses do you need?" The man shook his head, incredulity on his face.

      "You could marry them off, Framlingwood," Captain El said with the sort of sincerity that made Derek shift in his chair once more. "They'd be safe with a good husband, perhaps a home in the country. Then they'd be someone else's responsibility."

      Derek shot to his feet. Obadiah took a step toward him. El waved the big man back.

      "I thought you might want to know of the threat and perhaps help because of your connection to them. I can see I was mistaken."

      "Sit down, my lord," El said with a sigh. "I will not speak to you of secrets that are not mine to tell. If you want to know more about these ladies you will have to ask them."

      When Derek opened his mouth to speak, she cut him off with a simple look.

      "I will, however, have Obadiah watch over the ladies' houses for a fortnight or so to see if anyone nefarious is skulking about and up to no good. As to the blackmail and the possible legal matters, I suggest you consult our mutual friend at Bow Street and perhaps our Mister Forsythe." She glanced at Obadiah who gave her a brief nod.

      "Thank you," Derek said and ran a hand through his hair. "I will take your other suggestions under advisement." He looked to her pugilistic minion. "Please try to be as discreet as you can. I don't want any of them to become frightened. I can give you their direction and--"

      "I know where they live," Obadiah said solemnly. "Miss Godet is a former acquaintance of mine."

      "That's right.' El's smile turned positively gleeful, or at least gleeful for her. "Obadiah and Miss Godet are old friends."

      The man looked as if he had swallowed a lemon. He nodded to each of them and left the room.

      "I am certain this is all a hoax, Framlingwood. If I were you, I would worry more about having five mistresses living in five side-by-side houses and finding out about each other. One of them committing murder on your person is more likely than any outside threat."

      "Oh, I have that well in hand, Your Grace." Derek stood, bowed, and headed for the door.

      "Of course, you do."

      El's laughter taunted Derek all the way down the corridor. What the hell had he gotten himself into?
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            2 SEPTEMBER, 1826

          

          NUMBER ONE GROSVENOR STREET

        

      

    

    
      Mayfair, London

      Obadiah Lassen plastered the bland but alert look of a bored Mayfair footman on his face before settling in for another long day of watching the row of elegant townhouses on Grosvenor Street owned by the Earl of Framlingwood.

      A stormy, rain-lashed morning had given way to rare, clear blue skies with only occasional small puffs of cotton-like clouds sailing past high above.

      He'd long ago abandoned the oilskin cape Framlingwood's staff used to protect their elaborate, liveried uniforms from the elements.

      He rolled his powerful neck and stretched his shoulders tentatively, praying the overly tight jacket he'd borrowed for his watchman duties wouldn't split at the seams.

      Damn El for offering Adrienne the position as the earl's mistress. And...damn Adrienne for abandoning Obadiah's protection for that of the complete ass of an aristocrat, Derek Selkirk, the current Earl of Framlingwood.

      Obadiah shrugged his massive shoulders, forgetting for a moment where he was, and heard something rip. By the gods, now he'd have to wield a needle and thread to repair the damned jacket.

      Not that he wasn't a dab hand with those particular tools. In the years he'd been with Captain Eleanor Goodrum, he'd stitched up many a wound on the men in her crew whilst aboard the Lady Muirgen, where he fervently wished he were now. The Lady Muirgen where he did double duty as both the captain's sailing master and surgeon when need be.

      His thoughts jerked suddenly from the deck of Captain El's ship at the sound of a woman's terrified shrieks piercing the quiet down the block from Bond Street. Adrienne's terrified shrieks.

      Without another thought, he was off and running toward the sounds emanating from the corner of Bond Street, his boots pounding against the hard-packed surface of Grosvenor Street. His arms pumped hard against the constraints of his borrowed jacket.
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        * * *

      

      2 September, 1826

      Corner of Bond and Grosvenor Street

      Adrienne thanked the luck of the whirling planets above that she'd grown up on the unforgiving streets of St. Pierre on Martinique. The words "missish" and "weak" were not in her vocabulary. Whatever gang had decided to tempt the hangman's noose at Old Bailey by attacking her and her two footmen in the light of high noon on Bond Street had sadly mistaken her for a fainting flower of Mayfair.

      Their first miscalculation? Thinking only one ruffian was required to subdue her whilst two others attacked Young Rutherford and John the footman. Young Rutherford was slowly getting the upper hand. He was slender but fast and tough as a whippet. Her footman was very tall and exceedingly handsome, but at the moment was more concerned about protecting his face from the rapid punches of his attacker.

      Adrienne slumped momentarily into the iron-like grasp of the idiot whose stench of garlic and onions was stronger than his strength of grip, although he'd applied considerable force to the wooden bat he'd used to hit the side of her face. Once he'd let himself be lulled into thinking she'd given up, Adrienne suddenly stamped down on the top of his foot with the heel of one of her walking boots whilst at the same time holding her breath and viciously biting the top of his hand.

      When the dolt screamed and let her go, she took advantage of the freedom of her arms to grasp her parasol from the ground like a sword and rain fierce lashes down on the bastard. And then a peculiar thing happened. One moment, he was leering and lunging for her again, and the next, he was sprawled facedown with Obadiah's boot caving in the back of his neck. The other two men attacking the earl's men immediately tore off across Bond Street and disappeared toward the alley-side mews once they saw Obadiah.
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