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A Regency Rogues novel of lethal spy games and exhilarating passion.


To Young Corinthian agent Marcus MacInnes, the Earl of Weston, his latest mission involving a smuggling ring with ties to Napoleon seems ridiculous at first, but becomes all too threatening as pieces of the puzzle begin to fall into place. And the most troubling piece of all? Miss Sarah Tisdale, an unconventional beauty whose lust for life is rivalled only by her ability to drive Marcus to distraction. When her family comes under suspicion, Marcus must watch her very closely – even if her touch ignites the fiery desire burning beneath his cool facade.




When it comes to suitors, Sarah’s lush curves and kissable lips aren’t enough to compensate for her wilful nature. She’s tasted disappointment before, but flirting with the sinfully handsome Marcus is a pastime worth savouring – even when it leads to wicked pleasures. When Sarah’s life is in jeopardy, Marcus discovers that the passion between them can no longer be denied – and he’ll do anything to keep her in his arms.
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DORSET
Summer 1811


Marcus MacInnes, the Earl of Weston, looked out over Lulworth Cove and chuckled. “Well now, Sully, you’ve seen it for yourself. Aye, it’s my own personal Jericho. Wouldn’t you agree?”


The valet’s swarthy face remained unreadable, the lines around his eyes deepening as he squinted, his gaze focused on what lay below them. The cove’s blue water lapped at the hulls of fishing boats. On the shore, the village dozed sleepily in the warm sunshine.


Exactly the sort of spot where a gentleman might just be sent to rusticate from a gunshot wound. Especially if the gentleman happened to be a spy.


Sully turned to look directly at his master. “It looks quiet enough, I’ll give you that.”


Marcus smiled wryly before turning his horse back onto the leafy path. “Indeed.”


Sully followed suit, kneeing his bay gelding next to Marcus’s chestnut Thoroughbred. “There could be smugglers.”


Marcus slowed his mount just long enough to give the valet a dubious look.


“Or not,” Sully admitted somewhat dejectedly.


Marcus ducked his head to dodge a low-hanging limb and the green leaves of one of the massive whitebeam trees that lined the trail. “What a waste of time.”


But there was nothing he could do about it. He’d been given an order, and he’d bloody well follow it.


Marcus was a Young Corinthian, and that meant something.


Dammit.


He and Sully continued on in silence. Their horses, Marcus thought absently, seemed thankful for the slower pace after the three-day ride from London to Lulworth, a sleepy hamlet located in Dorset along the southwestern coast of England.


The shaded lane curved and ahead of the two riders rose Lulworth Castle, Marcus’s home. Originally built as a hunting lodge, the impressive structure had been expanded over the years until it was the largest home in the district.


The unentailed castle belonged to Marcus, due to his mother having been an only child. Yes, it was all his. And it was undeniably magnificent. But it was not where he wanted to be.


Marcus was a member of the Young Corinthians, a clandestine spy organization led by Henry Prescott, Viscount Carmichael. There was an unwritten rule among the Corinthians never to question an assignment. The life of a spy demanded complete loyalty and unswerving belief in your superior’s judgment. Something Marcus had suddenly found particularly disagreeable.


The moment a bullet found its way into his leg during a mission this past spring, Marcus had known that his role within the elite organization would change dramatically. Until his injury healed fully, he was more a liability than an asset in the field.


Nevertheless, when Lord Carmichael suggested that Marcus investigate recent smuggling activity near his ancestral home in Dorset, Marcus nearly abandoned his well-practiced charm and told his superior exactly what he thought of the assignment.


Finding yourself with a bullet in your leg was one thing. Having your superior send you off on a fool’s errand was quite another.


He couldn’t deny that in all likelihood he’d made himself something of a nuisance to Carmichael as he impatiently waited for his blasted wound to heal.


And if he admitted that much, then he really could not blame Carmichael for dispatching him to the Dorset countryside when news of a possible connection between radical revolutionaries and local smugglers had the Prince Regent’s drawers in a twist.


As Carmichael had informed him over plates of roast beef at their club, a string of recent robberies in London was believed to be related to the suspicious activities in Lulworth—both somehow tied to Napoleon’s supporters.


Marcus had only stared at Carmichael in disbelief, a heavy goblet of brandy poised halfway to his mouth. Really, it was too much to be believed.


But still, Marcus reluctantly realized, if he were to be completely honest, his irritation with the assignment had as much to do with the location as with the smuggling investigation itself.


As a boy, when not in Inverness at his father’s estate, the family had split its time between London and Lulworth. At least in London he’d been able to lose himself amid the constant thrum of social and sporting events. But the same could not be said for Lulworth. The hamlet’s inhabitants had never gotten over his Scottish father’s stealing away the fairest of their English roses. It hadn’t helped that the elder Lord Weston embraced his role as the brutish Highlander with particular relish. His habit of donning a tartan and broadsword whenever his relatives visited the castle had only made things worse.


The locals hadn’t liked the father, and as a result, they didn’t like the son. And Marcus had known, from a painfully early age, that he simply did not fit in. Not in Lulworth, where everyone from the baker’s son to the solicitor’s daughter saw him as nothing more than the son of a thief. Not in Inverness either, where the blue English blood in his veins meant he’d never be a true Highlander.


“I’ve sorely missed Cook’s pheasant,” Sully said, pulling Marcus from his thoughts.


The stone castle stood before them with all the welcoming warmth of a midwinter snowfall.


“You’re an accomplished liar, Sully, I’ll give you that.” Marcus’s amiable tone belied his most recent grim thoughts. “But I know you too well. It’s Cook that you’ve been looking forward to, not her creamed peas.”


“Pheasant,” Sully corrected him. “And it’s quite a succulent bird that she cooks,” he protested. “Though her creamed peas are quite delicious as well.”


Marcus reined in his horse and raised a hand. “Far be it from me to intrude upon the ways of love,” he said sardonically, prompting a harrumph from his valet.


With a noticeable lack of his usual ease, Marcus awkwardly swung a leg over the saddle and lowered himself to the ground, an instant stab of pain shooting up from the healing wound in his thigh. He ground his teeth together until the sensation subsided, then drew the soft leather reins over Pokey’s head and handed them to Sully. “I’m going to walk off this stiffness. I’ll be along shortly.”


Sully gave Marcus a considering look then leaned from the saddle to take the reins. “Are you up to it?”


“Awa’ an’ bile yer heid!” Marcus growled, though the valet’s thoughtfulness made him smile.


“Oh,” Sully began, turning the two horses toward the stables, “I’ll be missing that burr of yours while we’re here. Can’t be playing Lord of the manor sounding like one of them Jacobites though, now can we?” he teased. “I’ll be in the kitchen, then.”


“Oh, that’s a given,” Marcus shot back in a painfully perfect London accent. For as long as he could remember, he had made it a habit to hide his burr from everyone but Sully and the Scottish side of his family. There was simply no good reason to remind people of his ancestry.


“I’ll send the hounds out if you’ve not limped your way home by dark.”


“That’s terribly thoughtful of you, old friend.”


“Don’t mention it—”


“And I do mean old,” Marcus added with a gleam in his eye.


He could just make out another harrumph as Sully rode on, his pace quickening as he disappeared into the copse of trees that separated the expansive lawn of Lulworth from the rest of the grounds.


Marcus stretched, trying to ease the aches in his travel-weary muscles without irritating his wound further. He turned and strolled, limping slightly, toward the wood, his destination undecided. The tension that had gripped his gut when he’d first spied the castle slowly dissipated as he moved farther into the trees. He tugged at his carefully tied cravat, a low sigh escaping his lips as he yanked the length of white linen free of its intricate knot and unwound it from his throat. He mopped his brow with the dust-covered cloth before dropping it into the pocket of his deep brown riding coat.


The shade from the green-leafed canopy of oak trees provided some relief, but Marcus needed more. He stopped to orient himself, looking north, then east. Realizing that he wasn’t far from the lake where he’d fished as a child, he set off at a faster clip.


A refreshing swim was precisely what he needed. The water would cool his body, clear his head, and, hopefully, tire him to the point that he no longer cared about where he was.


A high-pitched scream shattered the quiet and stopped Marcus in his tracks. A second scream followed, and Marcus ran, willing his wounded leg to keep pace with the rest of his body as he crashed through a bank of quickthorn bushes.


He fought his way through the thicket, the branches lashing his arms and legs until he broke into the open. The castle’s lake lay before him, sparkling in the sunlight.


He scanned the water’s surface, then the shore from left to right, but failed to find the source of the screams. Something moved suddenly in his peripheral vision. He narrowed his eyes and once more searched the lake. Water rippled in a circle too large to have been caused by a jumping trout.


He stripped off his coat and prepared to dive in. Just then, two figures broke the surface of the water. A peal of feminine laughter filled the air.


“You promised!” a young male voice whined indignantly.


Marcus squinted against the sun and made out a boy, sodden hair plastered to his skull.


“I never promised, Nigel,” a woman’s voice answered teasingly, “and it’s very poor form of you to lie.”


Marcus shielded his eyes with one hand to see the woman better. She bobbed up and down in the water, clearly amused with whatever had transpired between her and the boy.


She looked straight at him, her eyes widening in surprise. And then she smiled. A brilliant, wide smile that seemed to light up the entire world. She was soaking wet, long auburn curls in damp corkscrews atop her head and hanging to her shoulders. Her delicate skin flushed under the hot sun, a trailing frond of green water weed peeking out above the neckline of her dress.


And Marcus could not imagine a more bonny sight.


She seemed about to speak to him when her gaze shifted past him and over his shoulder. Shock and dismay filled her expression. “No, Titus!” she cried out. “No!”


Marcus turned his head just in time to make out a massive dog galloping toward him. The fawn-colored animal launched himself into the air, toppling Marcus backward onto the clay earth of the lake bank.


The weight of the beast’s body settled on Marcus’s chest and he planted a dinner-plate-sized paw on either side of Marcus’s head. Then the dog lowered his massive face, the drool from his sharp-fanged mouth threatening to drop at any moment.


Marcus held himself completely still, knowing full well the animal had the upper hand. The dog sniffed carefully, his noxious breath hitting Marcus’s nostrils with pungent force.


“Titus, get off that gentleman now. This! Very! Instant!”


The dog offered Marcus a sheepish, apologetic look before swiping his lolling tongue in friendly salute across Marcus’s face.


“Now! Get off him. You bad, bad boy!”


Another apologetic look and the dog rose, allowing Marcus to sit up.


The woman leaned down to peer anxiously into Marcus’s face.


“I must apologize for my dog’s behavior,” she began, now standing so close that Marcus felt tiny droplets of lake water hit his skin when she moved. “He is—”


“A menace to society?” the young boy at her side offered, giving Marcus a toothy grin.


“He is an enthusiastic participant in life.” The woman rose to her feet to glare at the boy. “Titus is simply in need of proper instruction in manners.”


“That is one way of looking at it,” the boy countered, pointing at the dog, who was now a few feet away and busily tearing holes in Marcus’s cast-off coat.


“Titus!” the woman protested, dashing toward the Shetland pony–sized dog. She tripped on a tree root and landed awkwardly on all fours, her nicely rounded derriere sticking up in the air.


Marcus stood with difficulty, wincing, his leg throbbing like the devil. He brushed without much success at the dirt stains on his buff-colored breeches and white linen shirt.


“Who is she?” he asked, failing to hide his stunned reaction.


The boy, whose features exactly matched the young woman’s, chuckled. “Oh, no one of consequence, I assure you.” He offered his hand to Marcus and shook enthusiastically. “I, on the other hand, am Nigel Edward Tisdale.”


She was now engaged in a heated game of tug-of-war with the dog, her petite frame hardly a match for the big dog’s superior strength.


“Marcus MacInnes, Earl of Weston,” Marcus replied, hiding his burr with practiced ease. His gaze returned to the woman. “I wonder, should we assist Miss—”


“Not the Errant Earl?” the boy asked in wonder.


Marcus turned and looked at the lad, assuming that he had misheard. “I’m sorry, what was that you said?”


“Surely you know what people in these parts call you? I’d rather poke myself in the eye with a sharpened stick than listen to my mother and her friends gossip, but even I’ve heard the talk, and it’s—what is the word I’m looking for?” Young Nigel paused and drummed his fingers against his lips as he thought.


“ ‘Unfavorable,’ ” Marcus offered helpfully.


“Well, I was going to say ‘downright nasty,’ but yes, ‘unfavorable’ will do.”


Clearly, while the world about it had moved forward, the village of Lulworth continued to stalwartly cleave to unfounded and exaggerated assumptions. Marcus assumed that he should be offended, but honestly, he had neither the energy nor the interest at the moment.


He looked back to the woman, who was desperately attempting to maintain her foothold. “Shouldn’t we . . .” he began, gesturing toward the pair.


“Oh, no, that would irritate Sarah to no end,” the boy answered, watching the scene with marked delight as he wrung out his sodden shirt. “And trust me, you don’t want to irritate my sister.”


Marcus couldn’t help but picture the woman irritated—enraged, really, as he sensed it would take very little to make her so—her auburn hair flying about her like a fiery halo, her skin heated to a delicious pink hue.


Marcus shook his head from left to right, wondering if the dog had indeed done some sort of damage to his mental faculties.


The two males watched for a moment more as the woman dug in her heels and seemed to be gaining the upper hand. But then the dog began to drag her forward, pulling her lower and closer to the ground until she collapsed with an audible expulsion of breath, facedown in the dirt.


“Sarah?” the boy queried in a mischievous tone. “Have you rescued Lord Weston’s coat?”


The woman froze. Then slowly she released the torn coat and pulled herself upright, brushing lightly at the front of her wet, mud-stained gown.


“I beg your pardon, Nigel. Did you say ‘Lord Weston’?”


The dog galloped to a stop beside her and dropped the coat at her feet.


“Bad dog!” she whispered vehemently, bending to snatch up the torn garment.


The boy elbowed Marcus in the ribs. “Why yes, Sarah,” he said, drawing her attention back to her question. “The coat belongs to Lord Weston.”


The lady’s demeanor changed instantly. She leveled a cool glance at Marcus, her chin tilting slightly higher. Her diminutive shoulders squared and she attempted to unobtrusively peel the clingy gown from her fair skin.


Marcus stifled a laugh. She was covered from head to toe in dirt and God only knew what else. Any woman in her right mind would have fainted from the embarrassment of the situation. And, he realized, any man would have politely excused himself by now.


Yet, here he was.


“I do apologize for my dog’s behavior, Lord Weston,” she said agreeably. The trailing bit of bracken at her hemline did little to aid her dignity as she walked toward him. “And I will, of course, pay for the damages to your coat.”


She thrust the ruined article of clothing toward him, avoiding his gaze.


“Mother is going to be apoplectic when she hears about this!” Nigel said with glee.


She caught Nigel’s arm with some force, if the boy’s pained expression was any indication. “Nigel, make yourself useful and properly introduce us, please.”


“She’ll be abed for days with this one—”


“Nigel!” the woman remonstrated, maintaining a polite if strained smile.


“Very well,” Nigel begrudgingly agreed. “Sarah Elizabeth Tisdale, may I present Marcus MacInnes, the Earl of Weston.”


The bizarre quality of the moment was not lost on Marcus. Here he stood, clothing torn and mauled by what was clearly the result of a misguided romantic encounter between a canine and large bear. The female standing in front of him was in absolute and, not to put too fine a point on it, scandalous disarray. And a devilish sprite was performing polite introductions in the middle of the wood.


It was of Shakespearean proportions. A farce, to be sure.


He should be appalled. Any man of his standing would be.


But he was delighted.


And he couldn’t remember a time that he’d been so thankful for the ache in his leg and the need of a walk.


“Miss Tisdale,” he said, offering her a respectful bow.


She executed an awkward curtsy. “Lord Weston, I’m delighted to make your acquaintance.”


Marcus found it oddly amusing, their mutual adherence to the proprieties despite the clearly improper circumstances of this encounter. “And I yours.”


She looked at him then, a blush settling on her ivory skin. “We were not aware you were in residence at the castle.”


“Do you always make use of the lake in my absence?” he asked teasingly, his charm returning.


“I can assure you, sir, that we do not make a habit of trespassing on your—”


“We most certainly do,” Nigel interrupted indignantly. “It’s the best fishing in the county.”


Miss Tisdale looked as if she might spontaneously combust. The flush of heat traveling from her neck upward would certainly erupt in flames among her fiery auburn curls.


She took a deep breath, an impish grin coming to rest on her lips. “Oh, all right, then. We do. Now, Nigel,” she paused, looking about as if searching for something, and then whistling in a most unladylike fashion. “Do secure Titus’s leash.”


The earth shook as the huge dog ran toward them. Marcus braced himself as Titus came to a sliding stop mere inches from his legs.


Nigel retrieved a leather lead, coiled in a serpentine pile near the bank. “I don’t know why we bother with this. It would hardly keep him—”


Miss Tisdale daintily cleared her throat and shot Nigel a murderous look. “The lead, Nigel.”


No sooner had the boy obeyed when Titus lifted his massive head and caught the scent of something on the wind. He bounded off with Nigel in tow, leaving Marcus and Miss Tisdale quite alone.


Miss Tisdale watched as Titus dragged her brother along, a small smile forming on her mouth. “Serves him right,” she said under her breath.


Marcus pretended not to hear her, as it was the polite thing to do. Still, he smiled.


He could not look away. The sun had begun to dry her auburn hair so that it gleamed. He wanted to reach out and touch it, to measure the weight of it in his hands.


Her profile enthralled him. Her pert nose—sprinkled with freckles, no less—was the ideal accompaniment to her high cheekbones and that perfect mouth.


“I apologize, Lord Weston,” she offered quietly, without looking at him.


Marcus abruptly ended his cataloging of her features. “For trespassing or for Titus?” he quipped.


“Both, actually,” she answered, turning to look at him, a charming smirk lighting up her face. “And the mud. I’m really quite sorry for the mud.”


And just like that, she ran from the lake bank and disappeared into the shrubbery, her long hair swaying behind her as she went.


“What in bloody hell just happened?” Marcus said aloud, not sure what to do next.


“Ouch!” Nigel cried, rubbing at his head. A moment before, Sarah’s knuckles had come in all-too-enthusiastic contact with his scalp. “What was that for?”


Sarah took Titus’s leather lead from Nigel and yanked the dog to a slower pace. “Do not play innocent with me, young man.”


Nigel gave her a mystified look. “Honestly, Sarah, I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. Oh, wait,” he offered, “is this about me calling Lord Weston the Errant Earl?”


“You did what?” Sarah shrieked.


Nigel scurried ahead. “It’s not as if I lied to the man. I’ve heard Mother and her friends call him by that name plenty of times.”


So had Sarah, but she wasn’t about to validate Nigel’s point. Besides, she’d always thought it rather presumptuous of the women to label him as such. If he’d spent so little time in the district, then it was surely impossible for anyone to know the man well enough to judge.


“No, not that—though it was rather rude. I’m referring to the fact that you all but admitted that we trespass upon Lord Weston’s land on a regular basis.”


“Actually, I did admit to that.”


“Exactly!”


Nigel kicked at a rock in his path. “Is not honesty the best policy?” he queried, using his sister’s words against her.


“This is hardly the time to become virtuous, Nigel,” she answered, her words laced with amusement.


Titus lunged for the rolling rock and grasped it within his powerful jaws.


“Lord Weston seemed a reasonable man.” Nigel leaned over to pry the rock out of Titus’s mouth, with little success. “I hardly think he’ll alert the parish constable.”


Sarah was loath to tell Nigel precisely what was needling her about the interlude with Lord Weston. Though any human being with a modicum of sense could have guessed that the entirety of their introduction was beyond acceptable.


She was speaking to Nigel, though, she reminded herself. Twelve-year-old boys, in her experience, embraced a different view of the world and the niceties of society’s rules.


Actually, more often than not, Sarah seemed to agree with Nigel on this very topic. But in the short amount of time she’d spent in Lord Weston’s company, Sarah had recognized that he was . . . Well, Lord Weston was different, though she could not put her finger on exactly why.


“I do not fear our arrest,” she began, pulling upon the lead until Titus protested with a loud whine. “It’s simply that as introductions go—”


Titus gagged loudly. The rock flew out of his mouth, landing in the grass just beyond the path.


“Well,” she continued as if there had been no interruption, “it was hardly ideal.”


Titus instantly recovered and pulled Sarah forward.


“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Nigel replied, running to catch up. “I’d say that we made quite an impression.”


Sarah shook her head. But Nigel’s smile had a way of warming her heart.


And, in truth, she couldn’t tell him why she was so upset.


Because she herself didn’t precisely know the cause.


Making “quite an impression” was nothing new to Sarah Tisdale. Since leaving childhood behind, she’d suffered through countless introductions to eligible bachelors. Her physical clumsiness and alarming tendency to say whatever might be on her mind had resulted in a profound lack of interest on the part of said bachelors.


At first, their reactions had upset and saddened her. And then, they angered her. And now? Well, now she simply did not care. Or did she?


Sarah attempted to rein Titus in as they approached Tisdale Manor.


Marcus MacInnes, the Earl of Weston, had, beyond a shadow of a doubt, met Sarah at her worst. She had to give him credit for exhibiting only mild horror at her appearance and disarray.


Sarah released Titus from the lead and allowed him to run into the yard of Tisdale Manor, his enthusiastic barking alerting the entire household to their return.


“No hiding from Mother now,” Nigel declared, nudging Sarah in the ribs before loping after Titus.


Sarah squared her shoulders and sighed. Lord Weston was remarkably handsome, even when covered in mud. His golden hair brought to mind long, lazy summer days spent out-of-doors. Titus’s attack had helped to outline the man’s physique, his sodden shirt and breeches molding to an expansive set of shoulders that tapered to a trim waist and well-muscled legs.


Yet, she reminded herself, despite his good looks, he was a man, and as such, could only be relied upon for one thing: disappointment.


If trespassing on his grounds had not been enough to drive him off, surely her tripping over the tree root must have convinced him that the opinion held by the entirety of England’s male population had been correct: Sarah Tisdale was simply more than any man should—or could—take on.


“Bollocks,” Sarah muttered.


She delighted in swearing. Borrowing from Nigel’s supply of inappropriate terms secretly thrilled her.


And putting Marcus MacInnes, the Earl of Weston, in his place, if only in her mind, was endlessly satisfying.


He was handsome. And charming. And he’d failed to lose his temper and take a stick to Titus, even though most men in his position would have done so.


And the heat of his gaze lingering on her damp skin had nearly done her in. Her toes had curled, she was sure of it.


But curled toes or no, Sarah would not entertain any further thoughts of Lord Weston.


“Sarah!” Her mother’s hysterical shriek carried from inside the house. Titus howled and ran to hide in an outbuilding.


“Coward,” Sarah grumbled at the dog, walking reluctantly into the house. Nigel must have already shared the news of Lord Weston’s arrival with the family.


“Sa-Rah!”


She sighed with resignation.


This would not end well.


Sarah entered the sun-filled foyer and hesitated, closing her eyes for a moment to enjoy the midday heat.


“Do not keep me waiting, child.”


Sarah’s eyes popped open at the demand. One more moment of delay and she’d have to sacrifice Titus to appease her mother.


Pulling a twig from her curls, Sarah walked down the hall, her ruined kid boots leaving mud in her wake.


Think, Sarah, think.


She’d bested her mother in less time before, though her current state of disrepair would prove an impediment.


She turned into the parlor, her mother’s appalled gasp too loud to ignore.


“Really, Sarah, do you wish to frighten me to death?” Lenora Tisdale exclaimed, gesturing for her daughter to come nearer.


Sarah looked across the room. Nigel stood at the tall windows, fidgeting with the umber drapery sash. His guilt-ridden expression told her without words that their mother already knew of Lord Weston’s presence in the district.


She gave Nigel a reassuring look and one quick wink before answering. “Come now, Mother, it would take far more than fright to fell the likes of you,” she answered, the sarcasm in her voice nearly hidden.


Her mother eyed her with reproach, clearing her throat. “Sarah, am I to understand that you—”


“Though, I am sorry to say,” Sarah continued over her mother’s words, “there is a bit of news that you, in all likelihood, will find most distressing.”


Managing the direction of a conversation was a maneuver that usually worked well with Lenora Tisdale. The myriad disparate bits of information residing in her brain were easily toppled and confused by the lure of interesting news.


“What are you telling me, girl?” her mother asked, her brows knitting together briefly as she smoothed the skirt of her primrose-patterned day dress.


Sarah drew nearer, sinking to her knees and settling herself on the Aubusson carpet with her damp muslin skirts pooling about her. “Oh, yes, Mother. Quite distressing indeed,” she answered with a foreboding tone. “The Earl of Weston has returned to Lulworth Castle,” she proclaimed with dramatic effect.


Lenora faltered, and then found her footing. “Am I to understand that Nigel speaks the truth? You have met the Errant Earl? In such a state?” she asked, her eyebrows rising to meet her hairline.


“Can you imagine the impertinence of such a man?” Sarah answered, schooling her countenance into offended lines. “He has returned to Lulworth Castle unannounced—a social faux pas, if there ever was one. And as if that were not bad enough, he insisted on an introduction when I was clearly neither prepared nor inclined to acknowledge him! The presumptuousness of the man knows no bounds!”


“Indeed. He is no gentleman—but we knew this already,” Lenora agreed quietly. Her eyes narrowed, her mind clearly working to rearrange the facts of the situation so as to suit her needs.


Sarah held her breath as she watched the emotions play across her mother’s face. The truth was quite simple: Since being put on the shelf at the age of two-and-twenty, Sarah had enjoyed an uncomplicated life, relatively free from the machinations of her mother. The moment her last remaining prospect, Sir Reginald Busby, proposed to Lilith Mackam nearly three years before, it was as if she no longer existed, at least to Lenora.


It had been, in a word, bliss.


Lord Weston’s return could ruin everything. The gossip over the years had made it clear enough that the Errant Earl held no special place in the villagers’ hearts, including her mother’s. But Sarah suspected that his title and all that came with it would give Lenora cause to reconsider.


Sarah believed with grim certainty that she was not meant to be the wife of an earl, as well the entire county knew. Men did not want a woman. They wanted a wife who would fawn over them. And a mother to bear their children. And a dressmaker’s dummy to look the loveliest at social events. But not a woman with a mind. Or spirit. Or independent tendencies. And especially not one who could hardly manage walking—never mind dancing—without maiming herself.


In short, not her.


Was it too much to hope that Lenora would agree?


“Yes indeed. Not a gentleman,” Lenora repeated, though this time with markedly more enthusiasm and disdain. “Really, one should be able to expect more of a titled man, though Weston has proven himself in the past to be quite undeserving of his station, so I do not know why I would hope for improvement.”


Sarah wanted to point out that Lenora had not even met the earl, at least not since he’d been in short pants. But she curbed the desire to do so and instead nodded in solemn agreement, then rose from the carpet. “Yes, quite,” she offered, slowly backing toward the door.


“Just let the man attempt to make amends. I will give him the cut direct.”


“Of course.”


“And if he thinks for one moment that we may be obliging,” Lenora continued, indignation rising. “Really, to force an introduction with you looking like that—”


“Absurd!” Sarah nodded before exiting the room, breaking into a run the moment she was out of sight in the hall and dashing toward the stairs.


Brava, Sarah, she commended herself with a satisfied smile, though she’d failed to include Nigel in her escape, she realized. Ah, well, serves him right. He is the one who wanted to go fishing.
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“Did you capture the smugglers all on your own, then?” Sully asked, regarding Marcus’s appearance with a raised eyebrow.


Marcus tossed his ruined coat at the valet, hitting him squarely in the head. “I applaud your restraint, Sully. We’ve walked the length of Lulworth Castle to reach my rooms and you’ve kept your gob shut until now.”


“Is the leg bothering you?” Sully inquired, pulling the coat from atop his head and dropping the sodden garment to the floor.


Marcus eased himself into an armchair near a large window. “Don’t go changing the subject.” His leg throbbed and he winced, shifting to ease it.


“Bloody martyr,” Sully said under his breath as he knelt and carefully pulled off Marcus’s boot. “The doctor ordered you to rest.”


“This was hardly of my doing,” Marcus informed him.


“Why do I find that hard to believe?” Sully asked, eyeing the muddy Hessians with disgust.


“I’ve absolutely no idea,” Marcus replied.


Sully turned to drop the pair of dirty boots by the door. “I was right to begin with, was I? The smugglers surrendered after a brief but doomed resistance?” He returned to stand by the window, eyeing Marcus with interest.


“Hardly, though I suspect a boatload of smugglers would be far easier to catch than Miss Tisdale.”


“Miss Tisdale? A woman did that to you?” Sully asked, not bothering to smother a laugh.


“Not precisely,” Marcus began, but the discomfort caused by his wet breeches urged him upright. “No, it was her mongrel.”


Sully laughed out loud. “A lady’s lapdog did that—to you!”


“Hardly a lapdog. The thing was a mass of fur and claws. And the slobber. Oh God, the slobber. I assure you,” Marcus answered, unbuttoning his linen shirt, “the size of a full-grown man and just as strong.”


“Of course, my lord,” Sully replied, attempting to rein in his mirth. “And his name? Precious? Or Lord Knickerbottom, perhaps?”


Marcus balled up the shirt, tossed it, and hit Sully in the chest. “Titus.” He walked to the chest of drawers, where a porcelain bowl and a pitcher of warm water sat. Sluicing his fingers first, he cupped both hands and lowered his head, dousing his face and hair.


“And the woman? Was she a mass of muscles and claws as well?”


Marcus almost answered in the affirmative. Sarah Tisdale certainly possessed canine qualities, though one would not know it to look at her.


The epitome of an English rose, Miss Tisdale sprang to Marcus’s mind immediately, despite the fact that he’d never before been intrigued with such countryside offerings. Her fresh complexion perfectly complemented her mass of auburn hair. That hair had swung seductively back and forth as she walked, the length of it nearly reaching her rounded backside.


And those green eyes. The color of the lush banks of Loch Ness. They spoke of wildness. Of passion as yet unrealized.


Marcus splashed himself again and let the water drip down his neck and bare chest.


His tastes had always run toward the polished. He supposed that had everything to do with Lulworth and, to a lesser extent, Inverness. The local girls in both towns had feigned interest only when their mamas had thought of his titles and financial worth, leaving Marcus with the feeling that he fit neither in their world nor his.


London, with its capricious rules of polite society that were easily bent with the right amount of money or charm, had given Marcus the opportunity for advancement after his time at Oxbridge. So had his affiliation with the titled men of the Young Corinthians. Carmichael had recruited the solitary youth after witnessing his skills in a fencing match, though Marcus learned later that the man had been following his progress for some time.


The secret arm of England’s royal forces, the Corinthians counted among their numbers many of the ton’s most prominent members. Associating with powerful men who were stars in the ton’s firmament had done wonders for Marcus’s reputation.


“Did she slobber then?”


His mind still absorbed in the past, Sully’s question surprised him. “I’m sorry?”


The valet handed Marcus a linen towel. “Miss Tisdale. Was she as terrifying as her hound from hell?”


Marcus wiped his face and neck with the length of linen. “Oddly enough, she was.”


“Missing teeth and as round as a carriage wheel, then?”


Marcus chuckled. “No, not at all. Quite attractive, actually.” He dropped the damp towel on the bureau and crossed to the armoire. “No, I’m referring to her demeanor. Not that she was rude. There’s just . . . something.”


Something good. She’d been flustered by the situation, that much had been clear. But despite this, the woman had treated him as though he were any other male of her acquaintance—English, Scottish, canine, or otherwise.


Sully followed at a leisurely pace. “Lust, my lord. The girl’s a mere country bumpkin. When a woman such as she is presented with a dashing London gentleman, well, what else was she to do?”


Marcus did not have to turn and look at Sully to know he was smiling. “No, it was most decidedly not lust, though I’ll have you know,” he paused, flexing his well-honed arms for effect, “I am, indeed, a fine specimen, even with the limp.”


“That you are, my lord, that you are,” Sully answered with amusement. “Which ought to be helpful at your dance tomorrow night.”


Marcus ceased perusing the linen shirts and turned to look at his valet. “My dance?” he asked, a hint of irritation lacing his question.


“Oh, yes, my lord,” Sully answered firmly, moving past Marcus to choose a shirt. “We’ve discussed this. You’ll need to do the pretty with the locals if there’s any hope of gathering information on the smugglers.”


Marcus ground his teeth together at the mention of the investigation. “You’re assuming that there’s a shred of truth to Carmichael’s suspicions?”


“I’m assuming we might as well get on about our business,” Sully answered succinctly. “Carmichael’s not about to forget why he sent you here.”


Marcus knew Sully was right. Though the likelihood of any real nefarious goings-on was slim, he had a job to do. “What makes you think the local gentry will bother to come?” Marcus pressed, “especially with such short notice?”


Sully reached for one of the dozen folded shirts and handed it to Marcus. “Come now, my lord. You know as well as I that they’ll overcome any misgivings they may have for the opportunity to step foot in the castle. Especially with you here—you’re a curiosity. Only half an Englishman you may be, but your titles are complete enough and there’s no arguing on that point.”


Sully spoke the truth, and it only made him loathe the locals more. He could almost admire them for holding a grudge against his family for so long, such an undertaking surely requiring single-minded strength and dedication. But to put aside their convictions for quality claret and a view of the brutish Scot? That was deplorable, plain and simple.


He dropped one arm into the shirtsleeve and then the other, moving on to the buttons. “Fair enough.”


“Really, quite beyond the pale,” Lenora exclaimed, her statement nearly lost under the methodical rattle of the carriage wheels. “Really. Quite.”


Sarah’s father, Sir Arthur Tisdale, pretended to doze in the corner, though his breathing pattern told otherwise.


“If it is beyond the pale—which I most certainly do agree with—then why do we find ourselves in a carriage bound for a dance at Lulworth Castle?” Sarah asked pointedly, in no mood to encourage her mother. She’d started out strong in her quest to throw Lenora off the earl’s scent, yet here they were. Not good. Not good at all.


Lenora rolled her eyes and huffed as if she’d never heard a more ridiculous question in her life. “Sarah, the earl’s hastily planned party shows arrogance and the assumption that the village will simply jump to his bidding, I’ll give you that,” she began, pausing to pick a piece of lint from Sarah’s pomona green gown. “But what are we to do? Nearly everyone of our acquaintance will be there. Would you have us not attend?”


“And would you have me ask the earl exactly how high I should jump?” Sarah replied, perfectly aware of how dangerous this game could be, yet unable to stop herself. “I do wonder if I’ll be able to perform to his standards in these slippers. I should have worn my more serviceable boots. Far easier to jump—”


“Sarah Elizabeth Tisdale!” Lenora twisted her fingers together in her lap, apparently to restrain herself lest she reach out and throttle her offspring. “You are impertinent and—”


“Did I nod off?” Sarah’s father interrupted, his large, strong hand covering his wife’s.


Lenora visibly calmed at his touch. “Of course you did, Arthur. You always do.”


“Pity, that,” he replied, looking out the carriage window. “Well, if my descent into slumber was ill-timed, it looks as if my awakening could not have been more timely.”


Sarah and her mother followed Sir Arthur’s gaze out the carriage window. The walls of Lulworth Castle loomed nearer, the stone exterior softened and made more welcoming by the gathering of the county’s polite society as the coaches delivered them to the front door.


The Tisdale carriage rolled to a slow stop and Sir Arthur released Lenora’s hand. “The earl awaits,” he urged, alighting from the carriage and reaching for his wife.


Her mother gave Sarah the look, adjusted the silk shawl about her shoulders, and then stepped gracefully from the coach on her husband’s arm. Her clear voice called a greeting to Mrs. Rathbone as she joined a number of acquaintances chatting together on the castle steps.


“If I’m not mistaken,” Sarah’s father began, looking after Lenora as she walked away, “that was your mother’s ‘Please do behave or I’ll be forced to lecture you into an early grave’ look. Am I correct?”


Sarah laughed lightly at the statement. “I would be careful if I were you, Father. She’s not above delivering such discipline to you,” she warned, rising to step down from the coach and into the warm night air.


Sarah took her father’s offered arm, allowing him to escort her to the castle steps.


“No need to remind me,” he answered, wiggling his bushy eyebrows.


The two entered the castle and mounted the stairs, the soft sound of stringed instruments just audible above the jovial din of the gathering.


“Is this why we’re here, then?” Sarah asked her father, taking in the impressive surroundings. “To get a look at the castle and the Errant Earl?”


Arthur lovingly tucked Sarah closer to his side and patted her hand with his own. “Well, the way I see it, the man needs at least one ally. And with both of us here, he has two. A good start, wouldn’t you agree?”


“You are a dear man, you know that, don’t you?” Sarah said warmly, her father’s sensibilities calming her jangled nerves.


Sir Arthur emitted a low grumble of approval. “Or extraordinarily lazy and loath to apply myself to the business of forming opinions about one I’ve yet to meet. But I do prefer your reasoning to mine.”
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