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​​Dear Readers,
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Well, we’ve arrived at the final book in this Color of Scandal series. Writing these books has brought me so much joy, so many other emotions that it’s a bit sad to leave them all behind. I hope you’ve enjoyed all the characters and things we’ve explored in these books, and I hope the have brought you hours of joy and have given you an escape when you needed it the most.

You’ll see some novellas attached to this series in the next couple of years within some boxed sets and collections, but I hope you’ll come along with me on new adventures through the new series I’m releasing over the next few years.

Until then, enjoy and may your holidays this year be merry and bright.
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Jessica A. Clements. Thank you so much for your friendship, for letting me into your circle, for the support. That means so much to me and provides bright spots in my days.
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Nothing says Christmastide like a bit of intrigue, a lost treasure, and an unlikely romance.

When widowed Amelia (Belle) Stanton—Lady Ravenscroft—finds a raggedy military man using her barn as refuge from December rains, she’s not immediately concerned. Returning soldiers often crossed the countryside enroute to other destinations. However, there’s something about the way the handsome man speaks and holds himself that makes her doubt his story, to say nothing about the immediate heat between them.

The Honorable Montague Gabriel Hawkins is not on the attractive widow’s land in the Wiltshire countryside by accident. Sent by the Home Office, he is to reconnoiter and retrieve a valuable painting and other treasures stolen by Napoleon but hidden when it became evident France would lose the war. Once belonging to French royalty, the return of said items would bring a hearty fortune and accolades, but instant desire for the widow might distract him.

When the attempt to keep his mission a secret fails, Hawk is caught up in Christmastide activities. Belle is entirely too intelligent and soon she joins him on the quest. As they uncover clues and are waylaid by a torrid affair that ignites between them, danger follows closely in their footsteps. It’ll take some clever planning and holiday play acting to keep not only the priceless heirlooms safe but also themselves alive. By Christmas night, love might be theirs if luck is on their side.

.
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December 15, 1819

Ravenscroft House

Near Sherston

Wiltshire County

England

Ah, Laurence, you would have adored the twilight tonight. At least before the fat, gray clouds, swollen with rain, scudded across the purple, pink and golden shades of the setting sun.

Amelia Stanton—Belle to her close friends—or Lady Ravenscroft to the rest of polite society, walked the grounds around Ravenscroft House as a chilly breeze ruffled her navy wool skirts, and with every step, memories beset her mind. One of her husband’s favorite times of the day was the twilight, especially if it was brilliantly colored. They might not have shared many things, but the love of twilight was one of them. Another was carnal pursuits but pondering the loss of that at this time felt entirely too odd. A shiver coursed down her spine when the wind skated beneath her skirting, recalling her attention to the fact that winter was oncoming. Perhaps it would snow soon if the temperatures dropped a bit further. That would help put her more in the holiday frame of mind.

And put grief for a life half-lived back into the boxes she kept in her mind. Being five years removed from losing her husband she’d learned how to handle the emotion better than when it had been fresh, and most times it left her alone. Yet it was those unexpected little moments—seeing a colorful twilight, hearing a piece of music, meeting with a mutual friend—that dredged up those memories and sent her down the rabbit hole once more.

Despite the direction of her thoughts, there was much to look forward to, for the Christmastide season was almost here, and it was one of her favorite times of the year. Decorating the manor house amidst the festive attitude of the servants helped buoy her spirits. To say nothing of the Christmas Eve ball she hosted every year. It was one event she was adamant about throwing, and if truth be told, it was because she bought a new gown for it. Now that she had no need to make appearances in London, she rarely bought clothing. It seemed wasteful, somehow, so she spent that coin on her maid, sneaking her dainty handkerchiefs or different baubles the girl wouldn’t ordinarily have.

It made them both happy, so where was the harm? To add to the festivities, her close friend Helen was due for a visit on the morrow, which was exciting, for Belle had been alone for a long time. Where she used to entertain frequently in London—for it was expected for a lady—once she’d relocated to the country, none of that seemed important.

Especially since Laurence preferred hunting to dancing most times... except during her Christmas Eve ball.

Then her husband had unexpectedly died, and she buried herself in the country, unable to acclimate to being alone. But what really irritated her was the idea that perhaps it was her own self preventing the solving of the problem. If she truly wished to reenter society—either here or in London—she could have at any time, yet in the country she remained.

Out of fear or something else? She couldn’t—or wouldn’t—say.

You will forever remain a coward, Amelia, because you are too afraid to admit you want or even need a man.

Shut up, she told the annoying voice inside.

There is no shame in it, though, that voice insisted. Men do have their uses.

Therein lay the crux of the matter.

As a few raindrops hit her cheeks, she put up the hood of her cloak. Was there anything more annoying than cold rain? Despite the precipitation, Belle strolled a bit more slowly. Laurence had loved the rolling lawns and verdant vistas that Ravenscroft land afforded. He’d hunted the acreage, rode every chance he had, enjoyed the occasional fox hunt, and spent every second he could in the out of doors. Her husband had truly been a proper gentleman of leisure when he wasn’t laboring beneath the duties to his viscounty. Which was why it had come as a shock that a simple infection had ultimately felled him.

A sigh escaped her. One would have assumed the man to have met death being thrown from a horse or in another hunting-related accident, but fate was nothing if not ironic. Laurence had obtained a deep scratch while out riding. It hadn’t seemed that much of a concern at the time. He’d gone about his regular routines without thought. Except three days later, he developed a fever then an infection that grew continually worse. Two weeks later, he was gone, leaving her a widow and alone.

Well, that wasn’t essentially true. He’d left her two hunting dogs, but they’d both expired two years after he had.

No matter. Laurence’s death had been five years ago, and since she’d never cared for the hustle and bustle of London, Belle had remained at his country estate. For being a viscountess, she’d stayed in Town when he was there for Parliament, but as soon as those responsibilities were over, they had both left immediately for the fresh air and peace of the country. Another irony, that. The very peace and solitude she’d craved while in London was the very thing that might drive her into insanity now. And through it all, she waited for her husband’s younger brother to come and claim the holdings and viscounty. He always wrote each year that he would arrive for Christmastide, but those plans never materialized. In fact, rarely had she seen the man while in London. He was a bit of a rogue and spent copious amounts of time skirting the bounds of propriety.

Laurence had tried many times to curb his ways, but to no avail. Her husband had lectured his sibling, had lauded the virtues of being someone in society people wished to know, advised him to align himself with a suitable match, but for whatever reason, his brother had ignored all such talk. He’d taken himself off to his own devices.

Life remained much the same for her as it had been since Laurence departed this world for the next. She oversaw the running of the estate in lieu of a steward—for that man had left upon her husband’s death without notice—and because of the solitary existence she kept, she rather thought she might go mad at times, for the silence was often deafening, and there was no one of consequence to talk with.

God help her maid, for she was the closest thing to a best friend she had these days. Everyone else she’d ever known resided in London, and none of them were inclined to travel out her Ravenscroft House for an extended stay.

So she was largely left with ghosts and memories. And her sleek, blue-gray cat named Mathieu. The breed originated from Persia and came to England through France, so she’d given the animal a French name. He’d been with her for two years and was considered her personal guard and protector. For this service, she treated him to succulent bits of her breakfasts and dinners. Sometimes, to solidify his presence in her life, the cat brought her mice, rats, snakes, bird, chipmunks, and all manner of other small nuisances.

Thankfully, most of them were dead, for if the rodents were alive, she would faint dead away at the sight of them.

But then, that was why she’d acquired Mathieu. Besides being a good companion, he adored hunting, and in that, he reminded her of Laurence. Which brought her thoughts around full circle.

Why did you leave me so soon?

Of course, she’d loved her husband, but he had considered her as an afterthought most of the time. He’d been a lean and rugged man, and when it became evident they were not destined to be blessed with children, he would increasingly spend more and more time away from home. There was no evidence he kept a mistress, and when she’d asked him about it, he had looked her in the eyes and denied it. She’d believed it, as, each time he was in her company, he attended to her adequately, which led her to surmise there was not, in fact, a mistress.

Perhaps.

That attention had been enough... until it wasn’t, and after a while, she’d begun resenting his love of hunting and outdoor sport, for her fondness lay in curling up on a comfortable piece of furniture with a book—and the aforesaid cat—or spending an evening playing whist or chess. At least, that was what she’d spent her time doing ever since she left London in her past.

Oddly enough, the silence was more comfortable for her than standing about ballrooms wondering if she was still attractive at one and thirty with random cat hairs stuck to her gowns or whether she should marry again merely for companionship, over and above said cat. For that matter, if she did, what sort of gentleman would a widow of five years attract? And any sort of man would need to befriend Mathieu. That would be an interesting endeavor, for the cat was quite protective.

Belle snickered. Though she would enjoy watching a gentleman try and come up to that mark, but then that assumed she’d have to offer her heart again, and it was barely healed from when it broke at Laurence’s passing.

“Enough.” The wind snatched at the whisper. With another sigh, she shoved all of those maudlin thoughts aside. It was time to return to the house, merely to sit down to dinner alone, and then retire alone, and no amount of thinking about the past would help in that endeavor. Perhaps she should move into the next phase of her life by having the butler set a place at the table for the cat and then letting the feline sit next to his plate and eat with her.

Oh, dear. Perhaps I have already gone ‘round the bend.

As if knowing she was thinking of him, a soft meow sounded behind her. Smiling, Belle turned about. Trotting lightly toward her was Mathieu with his fur slightly mottled by the raindrops. “You poor little thing. What are you doing out here?” She crouched and took the cat into an embrace. Already, his purring reverberated in her chest, and he bumped his head beneath her chin. She giggled. “Come on, then. I suspect you want your dinner, same as me.”

The sleek cat meowed again. He jumped out of her arms and walked with dainty steps toward the direction of the manor house. As he turned his head to look back at her, she laughed.

“Clearly, you expect me to do your bidding, don’t you?” There were times when she thought she wasn’t the cat’s mistress but instead she was a handmaiden for the feline.

As the rain came down with a bit more gusto, the cat’s trot became a full-out run. By the time the manor house came into view, he’d scampered so far ahead of her that he’d no doubt gain entrance through the kitchens and be curled up in front of a fire long before she gained the entry hall.

“Of course you would leave me to the rain by myself,” she called after the feline, but he didn’t stick around to hear her complaint. “Just like a male. Snuggling up and putting me in a good mood, then running away to chase after his own desires regardless of what I want.” Good heavens, now I’m talking to myself.

Which was worse than merely talking to a cat.

As she rounded a curve in the path, a light glimmering within the winter-bare trees on the back lawn gave her pause. What was anyone doing out in the rain? She snorted. I am, aren’t I? The hood of the cloak kept the worse of the precipitation off her head and face. When another gust of wind blew against her skirting, another shiver went down her spine. Perhaps a little investigation wouldn’t hurt before she shut herself into the warm house for the night.

Thankful for the rain that muffled her footsteps, Belle picked her way closer to the stand of trees. The lantern light bobbed along, winking in and out of the trees in a direction toward the barn where the horses used to be housed. In the days when Laurence had been alive, they owned at least six horses of various kinds. Now, there were only two, merely for the times when she wished to take out a buggy or carriage. Truth be told, she didn’t really care for the large beasts; they frightened her with their massive size and big hooves. Her husband had always laughed off her fear, telling her they were just horses, but she’d never moved past that unease. It stemmed from falling off a pony in her childhood and nearly being trampled. She hadn’t approached an equine ever since.

Yet that dratted light bobbed through the rain until it ducked into the darkened barn. Belle held her bottom lip between her teeth for the space of a few heartbeats while she considered what to do next. It was the height of folly to plunge after this stranger, who could very well be of a criminal mind, and she had no weapon to speak of. Yet if she hesitated or took the time to return to the house and summon a footman, the intruder could escape. If he planned to rob them later, it was best to quell the threat now.

But...

Find your courage, Amelia. You have been without a man to protect you for five years. This is your estate just as much as it was your husband’s. Defend it if necessary.

Right. She had hidden herself away from everything in life since Laurence died because it had been easier than sorting through the mess and mire of emotions or even facing fears. No one bothered her at Ravenscroft, no one made demands of her time, but conversely, no one challenged her or stimulated her mind.

It was almost as if she’d given up living when Laurence left, and that wasn’t like her at all, but she’d been weary of losing people over the years, and in this way, if she kept herself aloof and hidden, perhaps she wouldn’t need to grieve again.

Such startling insights had never come to her before, so why now? 

There were no answers.

Shaking her head as the rain continued to come down, Belle focused on the task at hand. The intruder needed to be dealt with. If it was merely a vagrant wishing for a warm, dry place to stay, of course she would offer the barn on the premise that they would move on in the morning, but if the owner of that lantern was more threatening then she would head off disaster the best she could. As she prowled closer to the barn, a series of shivers coursed down her spine.

Oh, why couldn’t he have chosen the carriage house or even one of the other outbuildings? Even through the rain, the pungent aromas of excrement, straw, and animals reached her nose. When she reached the doors, one of them had been cracked open—a sure indication that someone had indeed gone inside.

Drat, drat, drat!

Then she got hold of herself. Belle straightened her spine. She slipped inside the building, and immediately breathed a quick sigh of relief, for the temporary cessation from the rain was most welcome. Putting down her hood, she let her eyes adjust to the darkness. If the person who’d carried the lantern had come this way, they must have extinguished the light, for there was no illumination in the darkened building.

Soft wuffles from the horses as they settled into sleep met her ears. With every step forward she took, Belle scanned the rafters as well as the hayloft. Nothing seemed out of place, but then how often did she frequent the barn? Would she even notice if something odd were housed here? Another shiver wracked her shoulders. The two horses occupied stalls on the right-hand side. Was someone lurking in the empty stalls on the left? Slowly, she approached them.

Her heartbeat pounded through her veins. Fear twisted down her spine as her breathing became shallow. What to do now? A crash at the far end of the barn behind her provoked a gasp. She turned quickly about and trained her gaze to where she thought she’d heard the noise. Was it the intruder attempting to hide or was it a natural occurrence of tools settling?

No sooner had she taken a few steps toward the site of the crash than an arm snaked about her waist. A gloved hand clamped over her mouth, and as shock held her captive, the owner of the hands pulled her backward into the shadows toward one of the far stalls on the left side of the barn. 

“Who the hell are you?” The raspy, whispered inquiry gave away the fact her attacker was a man.

Oh no!

No amount of struggling could dislodge that hand from her mouth. Neither could she free herself from the man’s grasp. And she certainly ignored the fact his voice had been this side of thrilling. She was in real danger here!

One of her worst fears was being realized on her own property. What should she do? Frantic, and with the hand over her mouth making it difficult to breath, Belle searched through her mind for what her husband used to tell her to do in the case of this event.

Jab an attacker hard in the ribs with your elbow. If you are fortunate, you’ll upset his breadbasket and he’ll relax his hold.

As fear iced over her veins, she stood as still as she could in the hopes the man would let his vigilance slack, but with every beat of her heart, she readied for defense. 
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The Honorable Montague Gabriel Hawkins—Captain Hawkins to the men he’d left behind when he got out of infantry—merely Gabriel to his contemporaries, and Hawk as he’d rather be called, couldn’t risk the chance he’d been followed to the Ravenscroft estate, but even a blind man could see that the cloaked person in his hold was not a rival or an enemy combatant.

It was, in fact, a woman, and the warmth of her seeped into his form. Additionally, she possessed enough curves to tempt a saint, and as the hood of her cloak slipped further down, her wheat blonde hair was visible in the shadows.

Well, damn. Lady Ravenscroft. He’d studied her dossier before ever arriving on this property, knew all about her life and why she resided here, even had committed her appearance to memory along with the rest. Yet at the forefront of his mind was the threat that other men searched for the same thing in this locale he did. Not exactly agents but private investors perhaps or desperate men in search of quick fortunes.

And that had made his current mission for the Home Office all the more difficult.

Then, the deuced woman bit the meaty part on the heel of his hand. Pain streaked up his arm to his elbow.

“Bloody hell.” Though that took him by surprise, as did her elbow to his stomach, which led to him gasping for air, he had the wherewithal to keep hold of her. He did not need her to sneak about asking questions. And from all accounts, she was timid and fearful enough to stay inside the manor, with the exception of her morning walk. That was the way he wished to keep it. However, he hadn’t been a celebrated spy for nothing. Right now, he wanted answers. “What the hell is wrong with you?” he hissed out in an annoyed whisper.

“Me?” So much irritation roiled in that one-word answer it almost made him grin. She squeaked when he roughly turned her about so she faced him in the empty stall but didn’t release his grip on her person. “What sort of man goes around trespassing on property that is not his, and then proceeds to take the owner hostage?” Outrage only someone of the Quality could produce rose in her tone.

Damn but he wished there was stronger illumination in the barn to see the color of her eyes. Though he knew from that dossier they were lake blue, he would have liked to spy them for himself.

“I would think only the best sort—or the worst, depending on your perspective. Besides, I have my reasons.” Outside of what the Home Office knew about her, she was much a stranger, and he wasn’t one to trust easily. The nature of his mission was too important to have it compromised due to her curiosity or interference. “None of which you need to know.” Because she felt so good against him, and it was raining outside, and in the very dim light coming in from the high window to the rear her dark rose lips had parted as if in anticipation, Hawk did the next logical thing that came to mind.

He kissed her. For the space of a few heartbeats, he pressed his lips to hers. A few drops of rain clung to those two warm, soft pieces of flesh, and suddenly he wanted to taste her more fully, for it had been all too long since he’d last indulged. As he slipped his free hand beneath the cloak to glance his gloved fingers along the side of her breast, eventually, Lady Ravenscroft stopped struggling then her tense muscles went pliant, and a tiny sigh escaped her. He grinned. Needing much more, he moved his other hand from the small of her back to her nape, pulled her close to his body, and then set out to kiss her properly.

Instead of finding an on-the-shelf widow or even a wilting lady frightened of her own shadow, which is what the dossier said she was, Hawk had the distinct feeling he’d caught a tiger by the tail. The lady kissed him back with enthusiasm and skill. One of her hands curled into his cravat, and that small tell of enjoyment spurred him onward. Daring much, he moved his lips over hers seeking, exploring, asking... introducing.

It was a fine line he walked, this having a mission and being two steps away from letting this woman, this veritable stranger, distract him from it.

Then she pulled away, stumbled slightly backward, and was all too breathless. “Why the devil did you do that?” Before he could respond, she lifted a gloved hand and slapped his cheek. The sound of the kid connecting with his skin echoed in the suddenly overly quiet barn.

Hell’s bells.

Hawk gaped as he put a hand to his heated cheek. “Why the blazes did you do that?” Not that he hadn’t enjoyed the kiss, but her swift rebuttal rankled.

Immensely enjoyed, if his partially hardened shaft was any proof, and the faint sting of pain from the slap only enhanced that.

“If you have to ask, you are more of an arse than I thought.” Anger wove through the words. She crossed her arms at her chest. Too damn bad the cloak of midnight blue wool she wore hid her body from his view. “Well? What have you to say for yourself?”

What indeed. This woman was quite the managing baggage, and he liked engaging in verbal banter with her. With effort, he reminded himself that he was here on a secret mission for the Crown, and that he had a part to play right now. None of that included trying to worm answers from this woman merely to satisfy his curiosity.

“I won’t apologize for the kiss.” It was as good a place to start as any.

She uttered an unladylike snort. “That wasn’t actually what I meant.” Yet she wasn’t so much of a harridan that she rebuked him for the liberty.

“Then you enjoyed it?” Despite the fact he was preparing to spin her a bit of fiction, a tiny part of him wished to know if she had.

“Of course not. You are a stranger.” The chilly haughtiness in her tones should have scared him, but instead, he only chuckled.

“You are a terrible liar, for a woman who didn’t enjoy being kissed—stranger or not—wouldn’t have returned the embrace with the enthusiasm you did.” Of that he was certain.

She uttered another huff.

“What? No pithy reply, my lady?” Had he managed to set her at sixes and sevens? Wishing to keep her in confusion, Hawk closed the distance between them again, which caused her to retreat deeper into the stall. When the wall halted further movement and he reached around her, she gasped, and he chuckled. “Don’t worry. I have no plans to accost you again.”

At least not tonight.

Instead, he plucked a lantern from the hook on the wall then took it to the side, lit a match, and then touched the flame to the wick inside the lantern. After he blew out the match and tossed it away, he replaced the lantern onto the hook. She watched him warily and had managed to scuttle into one corner while he’d fussed with the lantern.

“Who are you?” Her lake blue eyes were round in the soft glow from the lantern. The blush in her cheeks could have been from the chill in the air or a reaction from being kissed.

“Who are any of us?” he asked merely to see her further nonplussed. More to the point, why did he have such an immediate and swift reaction to her?

“Must you be so annoying?”

“Of course, since it is much more fun.”

She rolled her eyes, and the dear woman stamped a foot. Oh, this night was proving quite a surprise! “I demand answers from you else I shall put forth steps to have you thrown off this property.”

“Easy. Don’t tire your tart mouth so early in the evening.” Hawk held up a hand. Perhaps he had teased her too far. “I am a former soldier looking for work.”

Again, she crossed her arms at her chest. “And you thought skulking about the grounds after dark and in the rain was the best idea instead of coming to the kitchen door?”

Well, she would be trouble if he wasn’t careful. “I’ll admit, that idea didn’t occur to me.” And why would it? For the last several weeks, he had rented rooms in a boarding house in the village, for he’d been monitoring area estates and land in the search of the location his one clue mentioned.

“Ah. You must have suffered a head wound while in the war, hmm?”

“Hardly.” One corner of his mouth twitched with the beginnings of a grin, for he liked that she was spirited. “But I was shot a few times.”

“Undoubtedly, you’d annoyed the enemy until they couldn’t stand you any longer and took action.”

This time he chuckled. She was a lovely diversion, but it was time to recall himself to his mission. “While that may be so, once my commission expired, I knocked about England as a jack-of-all-trades throughout the countryside.”

“The war has been over for some time. Could you not sort yourself by now?”

“I suppose I could have, but perhaps I enjoy doing odd work.” Or at least he would have if he were truly the man he was trying to convince her he was. When his gaze met hers, he had the curious thought that drowning in those blue depths would be a lovely experience.

“Ah.” The lady continued to stare at him. “How long have you been searching for work?”

“Two years.” How easily the lie rolled off his tongue. Though, it was partially true. After the war ended, he’d lingered until everything wound down, but then after that, he was employed by the Home Office as a spy. It was his duty now to monitor supporters of Napoleon or neutralize any other threat that office deemed necessary.

“In all that time, you never put down roots or found an interesting reason to join a village or community?”

Obviously, Lady Ravenscroft wasn’t a stupid woman. “I did not. There was never a feeling of acceptance there.” He frowned, for that had always eluded him. While he certainly had a family in London, he didn’t wish to live off the coin his father had set aside for him upon his death, and he refused to apply to his older brother who now held the Viscount Blackwell title for funding. He would make his own way in the world, or he would die trying. To say nothing of the fact that working for the men at the Home Office made settling down or finding a wife difficult at best.

“What do you expect to find here?”

If he was fortunate, treasure stolen by Napoleon’s army, and thereby gain recognition by his superiors and receive a small, tidy fortune for his troubles. In order to do that, he would need to gain access to the main house, which would let him poke about the rooms.

Aloud, he said, “Work, of course. Perhaps a purpose.” That wasn’t entirely a lie. Surely there had to be something more for his life than being a spy who was rapidly aging out of the productive cycle. All too soon, he would find himself either training much younger men or sitting behind a desk pushing papers.

She drummed her fingers upon her upper arm. For long moments, the lady regarded him with slightly narrowed eyes. “I suppose there must be odd chores about the place that need doing. Let me confer with my butler and stable master to see if that is true.”

It was the first step into his plan to explore the property. “Thank you. That is very gracious.”

“Perhaps.” With a sigh, she relaxed her stance. “Tell me about yourself. If you have been an unsavory sort from childhood, I’d rather not keep you on.”

No, definitely not stupid. Which might be dangerous before too long if she fell into the habit of asking too many questions. Best to stick as close to the truth as possible, for then his voice inflections wouldn’t betray a lie. “I have two living siblings—brothers. My parents were steadfast in love until they died within two months of each other.” Though those events occurred nearly eight years before, the grief and the missing of them took him unawares at times. “I had been away on the march during that time and wasn’t able to be there for their final moments.”

“It is terrible losing someone you care about.” She lowered her voice. “Everyone always says that time heals all wounds, but I rather think time only tenderizes the grief. Mourning doesn’t truly go away, and neither does the hole close those people left.”

“You are correct, Lady Ravenscroft.”

She gasped and her wheat-blonde eyebrows raised in surprise. “How do you know who I am? I hadn’t introduced myself.”

Well, damn. He’d need to be more careful. “Uh, someone in the village this morning told me about Ravenscroft House, and then you told me you were an owner earlier when I—”

“—played captor and then kissed me without permission?” she interrupted with a tantalizing curve of her lips.

“Yes, that.” Hawk couldn’t help but return the gesture. There was no logical reason for the easy way they interacted, for he’d never met her before, but he couldn’t help but think their paths had converged at this point for a reason beyond the search for stolen treasure. Which was a shame, for the unexpected attraction that crackled between them would run at cross purposes with his mission.

And that always came first.

Once more, the lady regarded him, and this time she raked her gaze leisurely up and down his person. Too bad she wouldn’t see much since he wore a gray greatcoat. Stop that, Hawk. She is not for you, and you are not looking for a romance. “What is your name?”

This might prove a problem. However, she’d been removed from London society long enough that he doubted she would remember such an unusual name. Still, he intentionally mangled his given name. “Hawk Montague.”
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