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      Chapter One

      
      Samson Hawkins eyed the chamber of his pistol, then lowered it to his lap, glancing at the lad sitting beside him in the unmoving
         carriage. Laurent stared straight ahead, his forehead creased with worry and his eyes shining with some emotion Sam couldn’t
         name. The boy was young—only fifteen—and new to being in the field.
      

      
      Sam’s lips firmed, and he looked away, thrusting aside the impulse to mutter something comforting. Laurent had chosen this
         life for himself. It wasn’t a life for the weak but for the hard and pitiless. Sam never forgot that, and neither should Laurent,
         if he wished to survive.
      

      
      Sam looked out the carriage window, scanning up the back wall of the opulent Mayfair town house until his gaze snagged on
         the second-story window. The window appeared innocuous enough, with the glow of the lamps inside the room casting golden light
         through the indigo silk curtains.
      

      
      The Viscount Dunthorpe was in that room right now, by himself. Perhaps reading, perhaps drinking. Perhaps engaged in more nefarious pursuits, such as treachery and treason.
         Waiting for Sam—or, more correctly, for Sam’s alias.
      

      
      Waiting for death, though he didn’t know it yet.

      
      Sam drew in a long breath, and his fingers tightened around the grip of his pistol.

      
      “Watch for my signal,” he told Laurent in a low voice. “It should come after the first shot. I’ll be down thirty seconds after
         I give it. As soon as I am inside, double-check the streets and ensure everything’s clear.” He tucked his pistol into an inner
         pocket of his coat.
      

      
      “Aye.”

      
      He met Laurent’s gaze evenly. “When all’s said and done, it shouldn’t take more than five minutes. If a quarter of an hour
         passes and I haven’t returned, you and Carter know what to do.”
      

      
      “I understand.”

      
      Sam’s fingers curled over the door handle, but Laurent grabbed his forearm. “Hawk?”

      
      He glanced back at the boy, arching his brows expectantly.

      
      “Good luck.”

      
      Sam pressed his lips together and gave the boy a tight nod.

      
      “We must do this. We must keep the Regent safe.”

      
      Laurent was trying to convince himself they were doing the right thing. “Yes, lad,” Sam said quietly. It was true—this was
         the right thing to do. Dunthorpe required elimination. The man had brought about too much death and misery already, and if
         he remained alive, he would be the cause of much, much more.
      

      
      
      Sam slipped out of the carriage. In measured, unhurried strides, he walked around the corner to the front of the town house.
         It was late, and the streets weren’t as busy as at midday, but this was London—a city that never completely slept. He took
         thorough stock of the people who passed him—a woman flanked by two small children, the three of them huddled against the chill.
         A man hurrying down the street. A rubbish wagon, a closed carriage, and a handful of men on horseback. None of them paid him
         any heed.
      

      
      He walked up the four stairs and stepped onto the town house’s landing. Then, as if he were here on civilized business, he
         knocked on the door.
      

      
      A manservant answered. The butler, Sam knew. Name was Richards.

      
      “May I help you?”

      
      “Denis Martin,” Sam said, layering on a thick French accent. He’d learned the language as a child and had spent so many years
         on the Continent that he could speak the language fluently and as flawlessly as a native. “His lordship expects me.”
      

      
      “Of course, sir.” Richards’s expression didn’t change, but there was a slight flicker of something in his eyes. The French
         weren’t the most popular of people in England right now, and this man didn’t particularly approve of a frog-eater visiting
         his master.
      

      
      The butler stepped aside to allow Sam into the entry hall. Sam kept his hat low over his brow, his face turned away and in
         shadows.
      

      
      “May I take your hat and coat, sir?”

      
      “Non. It is not necessary. My message is a quick one.” With a flick of his wrist, he gestured toward the interior of the house, then toward the front door. “I shall be in and out in a matter of moments.”
      

      
      “Very well. Right this way.”

      
      Sam followed the servant up a narrow set of stairs, then down a corridor lit sparsely with two gilded wall sconces set widely
         apart. They stopped at the elegant door at its end, and Richards knocked before opening the door to the gruff, “Yes?” from
         its other side.
      

      
      Sam waited in a shadow between the sconces, his gaze lowered.

      
      “Mr. Martin is here, sir.”

      
      There was a pause, long enough to make the hairs on the back of Sam’s neck crawl.

      
      “Enter, Martin.”

      
      Richards opened the door wider, moving aside to allow Sam to pass. Sam stepped into the drawing room.

      
      Once inside, he raised his head. As always, he scanned his surroundings. He’d been in this room before, conducting preliminary
         information gathering. Nothing had changed—the furniture crowding the place bordered on ostentatious, with much carved oak
         and gilt and silk and velvet upholstering. The many-paned window hung on the opposite wall, large and square and covered by
         that indigo curtain. He pictured Laurent down there, anxiously awaiting him.
      

      
      Laurent wouldn’t need to wait long. In minutes, Sam would be back in the carriage and they’d be fading into the night.

      
      His gaze moved to his target. Viscount Dunthorpe was in his late forties, with a full head of gray hair and dark, penetrating
         eyes that let nothing slip past. He was well known for his biting cynicism and cold wit and as one of the most brilliant debaters
         in parliament.
      

      
      
      He was also a traitor.

      
      “Lord Dunthorpe.” Keeping his French accent firmly in place, Sam held out his hand. “It is an honor to finally make your acquaintance.”

      
      His face impassive, the viscount took Sam’s hand. The handshake was terse and businesslike. Dunthorpe turned to his servant.
         “That will be all, Richards. You may retire for the evening.”
      

      
      After the butler left, Dunthorpe gazed at Sam, his expression cold and calculating. Sam schooled his own features to absolute
         flatness. He needed to delay for approximately sixty seconds. That would give Richards sufficient time to walk to his quarters
         in the attic.
      

      
      “Do you have the schedule?” Dunthorpe asked.

      
      “Oui, I do,” Sam said gruffly.
      

      
      Dunthorpe held out his hand, palm open. “Give it over,” he commanded. He spoke as a man accustomed to authority.

      
      Sam glanced meaningfully at the tea service he’d seen placed on a round table in the corner. “Will you invite me to tea, milord?”

      
      Dunthorpe crossed his arms over his chest and gave Sam an arch look. “Indeed, I hadn’t intended to do any such thing.”

      
      Sam rubbed his frigid hands together. He hadn’t worn gloves for a reason. “It is very cold outside. Brandy, then?”

      
      Dunthorpe narrowed his eyes. “French brandy? What do you take me for, a common smuggler?”
      

      
      No, this man dealt in much more serious crimes. Sam shook his head. “Mais non,” he said gravely. “Of course not, milord.”
      

      
      
      Dunthorpe sneered. “You haven’t even removed your hat. You don’t look at all like a man interested in settling down for a
         nice cup of tea or a nip of brandy. You look like a man prepared to do your duty and then scuttle away in the event I should
         decide you know too much.”
      

      
      Well, then. Already hurling threats. Sam supposed that one had been meant to infuse some kind of fear into him, but it hadn’t
         worked. He had dealt with men of Dunthorpe’s ilk too often.
      

      
      He’d given Richards enough time. By now the man was entering his chamber, and in another few seconds, he would be donning
         his nightcap and preparing for bed.
      

      
      “Alors. In that case, I shall hand over the plans, monsieur.” Sam reached into his coat. His fingers slid against the cold metal
         barrel of his pistol before he clasped the edge of the folded pages. He drew them out and held them out to Dunthorpe.
      

      
      The man snatched the pages and opened them greedily. Sam’s lip would have curled in disgust if he’d allowed it. The bastard
         held such enthusiasm for destroying everything the British held dear.
      

      
      In truth, these papers contained a plethora of false statements that made Sam grind his teeth. The powers that be had decided
         it would be “too traumatic” should the populace hear the truth about their national hero, who’d served as an officer of the
         British Navy for eighteen years. In fact, the only man Dunthorpe had ever served was himself. He cared only about his own
         gain. He’d been selling secrets to the French since he was a youth, and now he had organized this conspiracy, all for personal
         political and economic gain.
      

      
      Deceiving the populace was something that ranked low on Sam’s list of preferred activities, but his superiors wanted to show Dunthorpe, this traitor, as a hero of the people.
         These documents would serve as “proof” that he had died defending the Regent, not embroiled in a profitable scheme to murder
         him.
      

      
      It wasn’t Sam’s place to question his superiors. He never had, and he probably never would. He was here to follow orders,
         and he would do so, like he always did. This was his life, spent defending the greater good … despite the concessions that
         needed to be made in order to do so.
      

      
      “What’s this?”

      
      Sam watched Dunthorpe skim the papers, his movements growing more frantic, his eyes widening at what he was reading—all the
         sordid details about the plot, with the slight twist eliminating Dunthorpe from the list of those at fault and instead pointing
         to him as the hero.
      

      
      “You bastard. This isn’t the schedule.” He flung the papers away. They fluttered to the floor as Dunthorpe lifted dark, furious
         eyes at him. “Who are you?” he growled.
      

      
      Sam raised a brow. His heart wasn’t even beating hard. He might as well have been sitting in his desk chair reading the Times.
      

      
      What did this say about him? If nothing else, it said that he was too far gone to ever feel truly human again.

      
      He shrugged and said softly, using his own, English-accented voice, “I am a concerned citizen. For God, king, and country,
         my lord. We cannot let you destroy it.”
      

      
      He reached into his coat again, this time drawing out his weapon, cocking it at the same time. But Dunthorpe was faster than
         his aging appearance made him out to be. The man scrambled backward, hands fumbling with the desk drawer behind him. He jerked it open and yanked out his own pistol as Sam advanced on him, aiming.
      

      
      Sam possessed the advantage. He had plenty of time. His heartbeat had still not increased in tempo. He was perfectly calm.

      
      He squeezed the trigger while Dunthorpe’s gun was still pointed at the floor.

      
      The resulting boom of gunfire echoed through Sam’s skull, loud enough to rouse every Londoner in a half-mile radius. Dunthorpe lurched backward
         and slammed into the desk, his body flailing as if he were a rag doll before crumpling to the carpeted floor.
      

      
      For the first time, Sam’s heart kicked against his ribs. Now he needed to hurry. Needed to vanish before the authorities were summoned, before Richards showed his face in this room.
         Sam didn’t want to hurt the butler—there was no evidence that he had been privy to any of Dunthorpe’s traitorous deeds.
      

      
      Sam glanced at Dunthorpe’s fallen body, saw that the shot had been clean, straight through the man’s heart. He quickly bent
         down to check for a pulse. The viscount was already dead.
      

      
      Rising, Sam strode to the window and shook the curtains to signal Laurent that he was on his way down. Then he turned and
         made for the door.
      

      
      A noise stopped him in his tracks. A tiny, feminine whimper. One he wouldn’t have heard had every one of his senses not been
         on high alert.
      

      
      He homed in on the source of the noise, turning to that little round table tucked into the corner. It was covered with a silk
         tablecloth whose edges brushed the carpeted floor.
      

      
      
      In two long strides, he was at the table. He ripped the tablecloth away, sending the china tea service that had lain upon
         it crashing to the floor. Hot tea splashed against his boots, steaming when it made contact with the cold leather.
      

      
      It smelled damn good—strong and brisk. He wished Dunthorpe had offered him some.

      
      A woman cowered beneath the table.

      
      A small, blond, frail-looking woman dressed in white and curled up into a tight ball, as if she might be able to make herself
         so tiny he wouldn’t be able to see her.
      

      
      Goddammit. A woman. Sam ground his teeth.
      

      
      She glanced up at him, her midnight-blue eyes shining with terror. “Please,” she whispered. “Please.”

      
      Her slight French accent clicked everything into place. He knew who she was, of course. It was the surprise of seeing her
         so out of her element—cowering under a table—that had shocked him into not recognizing her immediately. He’d laid eyes on
         her once before, when he’d been watching Dunthorpe’s movements. A month ago, she’d been on Dunthorpe’s arm as they’d strolled
         into the Royal Opera House.
      

      
      It was Lady Dunthorpe, Dunthorpe’s beautiful, elegant, cultured French wife. She’d emigrated from France during the Revolution, after her entire family had suffered the wrath of the guillotine.
         She’d been rescued, sent to relatives who had found sanctuary in England, and had married Dunthorpe ten or eleven years ago.
         It was then that Dunthorpe’s ties to the French had grown much stronger.
      

      
      Because, of course, she was in league with him. She must be.

      
      
      She wasn’t supposed to be here tonight. She’d been at her residence in Brighton and wasn’t due back in London for another
         week. Men had been watching the house for days, and no one had reported her entering or exiting the building.
      

      
      Bloody hell.
      

      
      “Get up,” he told her brusquely.

      
      Her eyes flicked toward Dunthorpe, who lay on the floor, blood seeping across his chest and turning his gray coat black. She
         drew in a terrified, stuttering breath. But she didn’t get up.
      

      
      Sam considered his options. Killing her with Dunthorpe’s pistol was the first idea that came to mind. The odds were that she
         was as guilty as Dunthorpe was.
      

      
      But Sam had drawn solid lines between those acts he would and would not commit. He would steal, lie, torture, and assassinate
         in the interests of king and country. He would not commit cold-blooded murder of an innocent British citizen, even to save
         his own hide. He would not perform any act that would put a member of his family in danger. And he would not kill a woman.
      

      
      Those lines were all he had left—all he had to use as the threads by which he grasped on to the unraveling spool of his humanity.

      
      Killing her was out of the question.

      
      He could leave her here.

      
      But she knew too much. Just from the short conversation he’d had with Dunthorpe, she would have learned enough to put everything
         at risk.
      

      
      That left the only other option, one that was almost as unpalatable as the other two. He had to bring her with him.

      
      
      “Get up,” he repeated. His voice sounded harsh even to his own ears.

      
      “I … don’t … Please, I …” She moaned, appearing to make a valiant effort to follow his command but failing, her limbs trembling
         too violently to support her.
      

      
      He jammed his pistol back into his coat pocket and crouched down beside her, aware that his time was already up. They needed
         to leave this place. Now.
      

      
      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he told her, and he prayed that it was true. “But I need you to come with me.”

      
      She made a little moaning sound of despair. With a sigh, Sam scooped her into his arms and rose. God, she was a little thing.
         Light as a feather. But she was stiff in his arms.
      

      
      “I won’t hurt you,” he said again. Although he didn’t blame her for not believing him. How could he? She’d just witnessed
         him kill her husband in cold blood.
      

      
      He turned to the door, to the only escape from this room, and froze, tucking Lady Dunthorpe’s rigid, shaking body tightly
         against him.
      

      
      Running footsteps resounded on the wooden floor of the outside corridor, and then the door flew open.

      
      Damn it. He’d run out of time.

      
      * * *

The enormous man’s hands, firm and unyielding, held Élise pressed against his body. No man had ever carried her before. She
         wouldn’t have considered it unpleasant had it not been for the circumstances.
      

      
      This man was dangerous. A killer. He’d killed Dunthorpe.

      
      
      Dunthorpe. Her husband. She no longer had a husband. Dunthorpe was dead. She was … She was … a widow …
      

      
      Her body folded in on itself, her arms tucked tightly into her chest. As if by making herself smaller, she could disappear
         right out of this terrible moment. Her breaths came in harsh pants, small whimpers erupting from her throat.
      

      
      The man stopped short, and the strong arms around her squeezed her more tightly against him. She smelled fresh grasses underlying
         the pervading sharp tang of gunpowder.
      

      
      The door burst open. Richards stood at the threshold, half dressed, pointing a pistol at the man who held her.

      
      “What …? Lady … Lady Dunthorpe?” Richards blurted out.

      
      The man holding her didn’t move. “The lady is injured,” he said calmly. “I must take her to safety.”

      
      Élise started to protest, but the man squeezed her tighter—a clear warning that made her freeze.

      
      She needed to do something—to get away. But she didn’t know what … or how. If she said anything, or tried to shimmy out of
         his grip, he would certainly hurt her. He might even kill her, like he’d killed Dunthorpe.
      

      
      There was no escape from this man.

      
      Not yet, anyhow. She hadn’t endured so many years of hell by being a simpering fool. She’d wait for an opening and she’d take
         it. In the meantime, she could wallow in the very honest and real terror that washed unchecked through her body.
      

      
      Richards’s gaze moved frantically across the room, coming to a stop when it landed on Dunthorpe. She didn’t look—she didn’t want to lay eyes on his lifeless body again. She’d seen enough death to last multiple lifetimes already.
      

      
      Allowing the fear to pulverize her, she squeezed her eyes shut.

      
      “You killed him,” Richards gasped. “You killed my master! You bitch!”

      
      If it was possible, Élise’s muscles tightened even more. Richards thought she had killed Dunthorpe. That she and this man were in league … No … Dieu, no. Bone-deep shudders racked her body.
      

      
      “Non,” the man said blandly. He bewildered her. First his accent was French, then English, now French again. “It was not the lady.
         It was a sharpshooter. The shot came through the window.” An urgency edged into his tone with the next words. “We must leave
         this place. He might shoot into this room again.”
      

      
      “I don’t see any broken glass.” Richards’s voice brimmed with doubt.

      
      “Alors. Do you not understand when I tell you that we are in danger if we remain here?” The man pushed out an arm, and Élise opened
         her eyes in time to see him thrust Richards aside with no regard to the gun. Élise froze, expecting the butler to shoot, but
         he went stumbling back into the corridor and the shot never came. “Now. There is no hope for your master, but your mistress
         is in requirement of a doctor. You must fetch one. Immédiatement.”
      

      
      “I … B-b-but …” Richards stuttered.

      
      “Go now!” the man exclaimed, sounding exasperated. “Fetch the doctor. And give me that gun. If I see the shooter, I shall
         kill him myself.” He wrenched the pistol from Richards’s grip.
      

      
      
      “Allez!” the man roared.
      

      
      Richards stumbled down the corridor before them. The man held Élise tightly as he negotiated the stairs. At the bottom, he
         drew to a halt and watched Richards burst out the front door. It slammed behind him.
      

      
      “Damn,” the man muttered, sounding very English once again.

      
      He just stood there, staring at the closed door, holding Élise against him. Seconds passed.

      
      Élise peeked up at the man. He had a strong, solid face. Darkly handsome, with a square jaw and piercing dark eyes. He was
         staring down at her.
      

      
      “I’m going to set you on your feet,” he murmured. “Can you walk?”

      
      “Oui …” She blinked, surprised by the French word emerging from her mouth. It had been a long time since she’d forgotten to speak
         English. “Yes.”
      

      
      Slowly, carefully, he slid her down his body until she wobbled on shaky legs. His fingers closed over her forearm, preventing
         her from running, as did the gun he still held in one hand. “Remain close to me. Do not say a word.”
      

      
      “Yes,” she whispered.

      
      She followed his order not to speak as he tugged her out onto the landing and down the steps that led to the street. Beyond
         the resident fear, a thousand questions simmered in her mind.
      

      
      Why had he killed Dunthorpe? Why hadn’t he killed her, too? Was he kidnapping her for a reason? For ransom? But if that were
         the case, how could he have known she was at home today? No one knew she was in London …
      

      
      
      A black-lacquered, unmarked coach awaited them at the curb. The man glanced up at the driver, who tipped his cap low over
         his forehead and then looked away before Élise could discern any of his features. All she could tell was that he was an older
         man, with gray-streaked brown hair.
      

      
      The man who’d shot Dunthorpe opened the door, lifted her by the waist, and thrust her inside the coach as if she were a slab
         of meat he’d just purchased from the butcher.
      

      
      She stumbled in, her eyes unaccustomed to the darkness. Another figure sat inside the coach, shadowy in the darkness.

      
      “For God’s sake!” the shadowy figure exclaimed when she fell half on him. He took her shoulders and pushed her off him. Dieu, it was another of them. Maybe she had been unwise not to attempt escape earlier, when it was just one big, frightening man
         she’d had to deal with. Though this one, admittedly, was somewhat smaller.
      

      
      “What’s this, Hawk?” the shadowy man asked.

      
      “Lady Dunthorpe.” The big man’s voice was completely flat as he said her name. He came up behind her and arranged her into
         the forward-facing seat opposite the smaller man. Then he sat beside her, his enormous body a threatening mass of muscle.
      

      
      The carriage lurched into motion, and the man across from her studied her, his head tilted in fascination. She caught glimpses
         of his features from the shifting light that filtered in through the slim gaps in the curtains covering the windows. He was
         quite young—just a boy, really—with angular, handsome features. He looked rather … French.
      

      
      She took a shuddering breath, then closed her eyes.

      
      
      Dunthorpe is dead. Dunthorpe is dead.
      

      
      If she were a good wife, she’d be weeping. Crying out, grieving, keening, mourning her dead husband. Trying to kill these
         men who had caused his death. But she knew, better than anyone, that Dunthorpe was undeserving of her tears. Or anyone’s tears,
         for that matter, though no doubt his death would be considered a national tragedy.
      

      
      The English could be such fools.

      
      It was telling that, even though she was terrified to be a captive of these clearly dangerous men, this was less terrifying
         than being alone with Dunthorpe.
      

      
      The big man—Hawk, the youth had called him—had promised not to hurt her. She looked at him now. Men would say anything to attain a woman’s
         capitulation—she knew that. She couldn’t trust him to hold to his word.
      

      
      He met her eyes with his dark ones. His expression was flat—devoid of any emotion. That cool gaze sent shivers of trepidation
         skittering down her spine.
      

      
      “Lady Dunthorpe,” the youth mused, surprise evident in his young voice. “She wasn’t supposed to be at home.”

      
      “No,” Hawk said darkly, “she wasn’t.”

      
      The youth drew in a breath. “Well, then. What do you intend to do with her?”

      
      Élise glanced back and forth between the two as they talked about her as if she wasn’t present. Neither of them spoke with
         a French accent now, so she assumed that Hawk had faked the accent earlier. But why?
      

      
      And then the truth of it struck her. It was because he wished to make it appear as though Dunthorpe’s assassin had been a
         Frenchman.
      

      
      She understood completely. It was far easier to place blame for the murder of such a well-loved man on an enemy than on a compatriot.
      

      
      Hawk shook his head, and she saw the slightest tightening of his lips at the edges. This man didn’t wear his emotions on his
         face. To read him, she’d have to watch him carefully, look out for the subtlest clues. If he didn’t kill her before she had
         the opportunity to try to understand him.
      

      
      Now that her mind was working properly, she realized she already understood a few things about him, and she collected those
         facts in her mind as the carriage rattled down a quiet London street. He was extremely large and extremely strong. He was
         ice-cold and impenetrable, but with chinks in that surface. He was a competent killer. He was not French. He knew something
         of Dunthorpe’s nefarious deeds, and the latest scheme, whatever that might be, had been what had caused him to kill Dunthorpe.
      

      
      And he probably thought she was in league with her husband.

      
      She wrapped her arms over her chest and squeezed her body tight. She was cold—it was a chilly early-spring evening, and she
         had no coat.
      

      
      Nevertheless, a kind of odd calmness flushed through her. She would accept her fate, whatever it might be. Dunthorpe was dead,
         and no matter what happened now, it would be all right. All that mattered was that he was dead.
      

      
      A weight settled on her shoulders, and she glanced at the big man in surprise. He’d laid his own coat over her and now pulled
         at the front so she was tucked in tight, as if in a blanket.
      

      
      A thoughtful kidnapper, this one.

      
      “Keep her close,” Hawk muttered to his friend as he deemed her warm enough and turned away—a much-delayed and noncommittal answer to the youth’s question about what he planned
         to do with her.
      

      
      “Ah.” The youth nodded, and then he glanced out the window. “We’re almost there.”

      
      “Are we being followed?”

      
      “I don’t believe so.”

      
      “Did you see the butler?”

      
      “Oh, I saw him, all right. He burst through the door and then set off running down the street like wolves were nipping at
         his arse.” He cast Élise a guilty glance. “Beg pardon, my lady.”
      

      
      She didn’t answer him, just stared at him blankly, and he raised a brow at his large friend. “I think you’ve gone and petrified
         her with fear, Hawk.”
      

      
      Hawk glanced down at her. Then he shrugged. “Easier this way.”

      
      She straightened her spine but tightened her arms around herself. As if her two spindly arms could protect her from men such
         as these. “Who are you?” she whispered. Her voice sounded rough—like she hadn’t used it in a week.
      

      
      “No one,” Hawk said quietly. “Ghosts. Specters in the night. You’ve never seen us.”

      
      She frowned at the absurdity of this and opened her mouth to give a fitting retort, but just then the carriage came to an
         abrupt halt.
      

      
      “And here we are!” the youth said cheerfully. “Home, sweet home.”

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Sam entered the safe house, wrapping his arm firmly around Lady Dunthorpe’s waist and pulling her small body against him. Laurent
         and Carter took care of the horses and carriage and ensured the outside was secure.
      

      
      This house was located between the Covent Garden and Piccadilly—a very busy area of London. Sam had learned long ago that
         sometimes the best way to make oneself truly invisible was to make oneself as visible as possible.
      

      
      He opened the door of the town house and stepped inside. The interior was dark, but he had prowled these corridors in the
         dead of night many times before. He led Lady Dunthorpe down a short set of stairs, guiding her carefully so she wouldn’t stumble
         in the dark. He opened the first door to the right and led her inside.
      

      
      The dungeon.

      
      At least, that’s what Laurent and Carter fondly called this particular room. In fact, it was a quite well-appointed bedchamber. Meant for prisoners, yes, but Sam’s superiors liked to think of themselves as a highly civilized lot when they
         weren’t arranging for people to be assassinated in cold blood. They didn’t go for the chains and shackles or the dank cellars
         and rat-infested dungeons whose floors were ankle-deep in sewage. No, they kept their prisoners as they would a most esteemed
         guest. Many such “guests” never knew they were prisoners at all.
      

      
      This one did, though, Sam thought grimly as the door closed behind them with a snap and her body went rigid.

      
      He didn’t comfort her. What could he say? If she was to be comforted, he certainly couldn’t be the one to do it. Whenever
         she looked at him, she’d see only the man who’d killed her husband.
      

      
      Instead he said, “Just a moment,” and released her arm to go crouch at the hearth. In a few minutes, he had a fire going.
         Without looking at her, he lit the lamp on the small square walnut table beside the barred half window that looked over the
         surface of the street when its curtains were open. Iron bars were not considered odd for a window in London and certainly
         didn’t rouse any suspicion. But unlike most barred windows, the purpose of this one was to keep people in, not to keep them
         out.
      

      
      Finally, he glanced at her. She stood in the middle of the room, her body straight and tense, gazing at him with clear blue
         eyes. Tendrils of shining blond hair escaped from their coiffure and curled around her face, giving her a wild, ethereal look.
      

      
      God, she was a beauty.

      
      A traitorous, French beauty.

      
      Yet she looked utterly fragile. Was she, though? Perhaps not. Perhaps that kitten-soft exterior hid ferocious claws.
      

      
      Despite himself, he found her utterly intriguing.

      
      “What are you going to do to me?” she asked sharply.

      
      “To you?” he asked. “Nothing.”

      
      She stared at him, clearly not believing his words. Intelligent woman.

      
      “You should go to bed. We’ll talk more in the morning.” He needed to send a message to Adams. This would be a complicated
         issue; there was no doubt about that. And he wanted out of it as soon as humanly possible. He’d accomplished his mission.
         Let someone else deal with Lady Dunthorpe.
      

      
      Her eyes flickered to the large bed, which was covered in pillows and a rich silk counterpane embroidered in silver and gold.

      
      “Bed,” she repeated flatly. As if she couldn’t quite understand what a bed was.

      
      “Right.” He strode over to the closet and opened the door. There were clothes of various sizes and uses hanging there, and
         he found a nightgown that would be far too large for her. It was the best he could do. As he withdrew it and laid it over
         the back of the chintz-covered armchair, his gaze snagged on her dress. It was a fashionable gown. One that required a maid’s
         assistance to get into and out of.
      

      
      Sam nearly groaned. But then he locked his composure firmly into place and took a step toward her.

      
      She stumbled back, looking up at him with wide, terror-filled eyes. “You … killed Dunthorpe.”

      
      God, how he hated this. He’d been lucky to have few witnesses to his deeds over the years. “Yes. I did.”

      
      
      She nodded, as if confirming it to herself. “I—” She pressed her lips together, as if thinking better of what she’d been about
         to say; then she lowered her eyes. “Will you kill me, too?”
      

      
      Damn and blast. “No,” he told her firmly. “I won’t. I told you I wouldn’t hurt you.”
      

      
      “What is the word of a murderer?”

      
      Not of much value, he had to admit. “Unfortunately, it is all I have.”

      
      She looked up again, and they locked eyes. “Will you rape me, then?”

      
      “What?” For God’s sake! “No!”

      
      “Will they?” She gestured toward the door, presumably indicating Carter and Laurent.

      
      “No. They won’t touch you. You have my word on that as well. We aren’t cretins, my lady.” Though he really couldn’t expect
         her to believe otherwise.
      

      
      She took a shaky breath. She believed him, at least partially, because some of the tightness in her shoulders loosened.

      
      “Why were you in London tonight?” he asked her gruffly. “You were supposed to be in Brighton.”

      
      Her eyes widened as he revealed that bit of knowledge about her supposed whereabouts, but she pressed her lips together, unwilling
         to answer him.
      

      
      “Did Dunthorpe know you were there?”

      
      She shook her head slightly. An answer to his question or a refusal to answer? He thought it might be an answer. So perhaps
         Dunthorpe hadn’t been aware that his wife was in the room. Interesting.
      

      
      He required answers, but he shouldn’t be pushing her. Her husband had died and she was a lone woman facing his killer. It was a miracle she still stood, and indeed, that she could face him at all.
      

      
      Sam ought to have some kind of sympathy for her situation. He dug about inside himself and found a small shard, long embedded
         and hidden within the coldhearted ruthlessness that he needed to hold close in order to maintain a semblance of sanity.
      

      
      No more questions for her. Not tonight.

      
      He cleared his throat. “I will send some wine and food. A washbasin and a brush for your hair—” Her hair was beautiful. Shining
         golden locks, deliciously disheveled. His hand had skimmed over it while he was holding her, and it had been soft as silk.
         His fingers itched to touch it again, to comb through the satin strands.
      

      
      He pushed that thought away.

      
      “And anything else you might require,” he finished gruffly. He hesitated, then asked, “May I help you with your dress?”

      
      She went rigid again. He sighed. She’d have to sleep in her dress and in her stays. She’d be uncomfortable. But her posture
         was so stiff, he feared she’d break if he touched her.
      

      
      The bloody hell of it was, he wanted to touch her. And even more disconcerting, he didn’t want her to break when he did so.
         He wanted to bring pleasure to those feminine curves, to soften those stiff muscles, to mold her body against his, to have
         her pliant and willing in his arms.
      

      
      She’s a traitor. She was French nobility, with high connections in the French government. And she’d been married to Dunthorpe.
      

      
      He was tired. That must be it. Her pretty face, her petite, curvaceous little body, the shimmering dress that hugged all those curves, that shining mass of blond curls. He hadn’t
         slept in the two days leading up to this mission. He was tired, and exhaustion was bludgeoning his carefully constructed shields.
      

      
      It had been a damn long time since he’d touched a woman. God, how he wanted to be touching this one.

      
      She stood there. Waiting. As if she expected him to touch her. Almost as if she wanted him to.

      
      No, that couldn’t be right.

      
      “I didn’t mean it in a … an improper way,” he told her. It was true—he hadn’t. As much as his body seemed to reach out to
         her, to crave her … that could never happen. It was more than his professional duty and responsibility. More than the possibility
         that she was a traitor. More, even, than his resolve to keep all women at arm’s length.
      

      
      For God’s sake—he’d just killed her husband. Jesus. He must be insane. He shook his head.

      
      She saw the negative movement, and her brow furrowed.

      
      “Sorry,” he said softly. “You will require assistance with removing your dress. You’ll be more comfortable tonight without
         it. I meant nothing untoward.”
      

      
      “I am to be your prisoner, then.”

      
      He nodded, keeping his expression flat. “For now.”

      
      “For how long?” she asked.

      
      “Until we no longer have need of you.” He tried not to flinch, but hell, that had sounded ominous. Calming overwrought ladies
         had seldom been part of his job, and he was definitely making a bungle of it. He needed to do better.
      

      
      Her throat moved as she swallowed. Her blue eyes studied him intently. “I am your prisoner,” she said slowly, “yet you do not intend to hurt me.”
      

      
      “Just so.”

      
      “Then what do you intend to do with me?”
      

      
      Not meeting her eyes, he shrugged. That was also quite ominous, but what else could he do? Adams would want to drag information
         from her, but that would be a duty for someone else. His specialty was eliminating threats, not pulling secrets from people’s
         heads.
      

      
      He’d probably be free of her by morning. Thank God. This woman … Some part of his shield had cracked, and she seemed to be
         insinuating herself in. He needed to get away from her. To fortify that crack so it couldn’t be breached again.
      

      
      She was staring at him, her blue eyes big in that lovely face. But suddenly, she turned her back to him.

      
      “Please help with my buttons, Monsieur Hawk.”

      
      He stared at her for a moment. The soft curls tickling a neck. The row of buttons that traveled down her slender back, ending
         at the top of her buttocks. What would she look like naked? Beautiful. Perfect. Images of feminine curves and creamy skin
         assailed him.
      

      
      He wanted to peel off her clothes and explore what lay beneath …

      
      Taking a fortifying breath, he stepped forward and brushed the silky strands of hair away from her neck. She shuddered when
         his fingertips brushed over her soft, warm skin. His body went hard.
      

      
      He gritted his teeth. Focus, Hawkins. But his body had no intention of listening to his mind, to all the reasons it shouldn’t be aroused by this woman.
      

      
      His gaze narrowed on the score or so of tiny pearl buttons that ran down her back. She wore a fine ivory silk gown, threaded through with gold embroidery and ribbons and embellished
         with pearls. Elegant and beautiful, and it fit her like a glove, highlighting all the feminine arcs and curves of that petite,
         lovely body …
      

      
      Focus on the damned buttons.
      

      
      He did. Starting from the top, he flicked them open one by one, revealing the soft white muslin of her petticoat beneath.
         And more of the pale flesh of her neck and upper back. Creamy and smooth, just like he’d known it would be.
      

      
      Her shoulders rose and fell with his breaths, which made low, rasping sounds in the sudden quiet of the room. As his fingers
         traveled down her back, her breaths became ragged and uneven. And, God help him, but his body hardened further at the sound.
         It was almost, almost the sound of a woman in rapture.
      

      
      He undid the last button and pulled the seams open so the dress gaped at her back. She turned quickly, clutching the bodice
         to her bosom so it didn’t fall away.
      

      
      It took all his skills to keep his expression emotionless, to not stare at her like a besotted schoolboy, to not allow his
         eyes to wander down that sweet, appealing body. To look at her with a gaze he knew was completely detached, completely impassive.
      

      
      She was beautiful. The most beautiful woman he’d seen in a very, very long time. He’d thought so when he’d seen her on Dunthorpe’s
         arm last month, and he thought so now.
      

      
      Dunthorpe. The thought of the name alone was enough to throw a bucket of ice water over this errant attraction.
      

      
      He stepped back from her and dragged his gaze from where she clutched the bodice to her breasts. “Ah … do you require help with your stays?”
      

      
      “Non.” The word was sharp and definitive, sounding very French. “I will manage.”

      
      “Very well. Laurent—he’s the younger man, the one riding in the carriage with us—will bring you anything you require. Don’t
         hesitate to ask him.”
      

      
      She stared at him, standing very still, still pressing her dress against her body. This was his cue to leave. But all of a
         sudden, he didn’t want to. Even though he had missives to write, plans to make, orders to follow. Even though he knew he needed to clear his mind. And the only way to do that was to get the hell away from her.
      

      
      “Don’t fear Laurent,” he said softly. The boy had a strong moral code when it came to women—perhaps stronger than his own.
         “He will be naught but a gentleman with you.”
      

      
      He watched her straighten her spine and square her shoulders. Her blue eyes sparked defiantly. “I do not fear him.”

      
      She was an enticing contradiction, this Frenchwoman, this English viscountess. A bundle of shivering fear one minute, then
         a stoic and stiff automaton, then an angry kitten.
      

      
      He couldn’t blame her for such hot-and-cold behavior. Her emotions must be rioting.

      
      Still, he couldn’t allow himself to feel sorry for her. She had brought this upon herself. Her and Dunthorpe.

      
      “Will you be all right?” he asked her.

      
      She gave him a brusque nod. He returned it, then gestured toward the bellpull beside the fireplace. “Ring if you need anything.”

      
      
      She raised an imperious brow, and anger snapped in those blue eyes. “If I need anything from the man who killed—who murdered—my husband? Who kidnapped me? Ah, yes. Very well, then.” She flicked her fingers in the direction of the fireplace. “I shall
         ring your little bell if I need anything.”
      

      
      He narrowed his eyes. “I told you, we’ve no intention of harming you.”

      
      “Ah, Monsieur Hawk.” Deep cynicism darkened her eyes, but they were clear and honest when they collided with his. “The whole
         world has intention of harming me. It always has. Always.”
      

      
      * * *

Dunthorpe is dead. Dunthorpe is dead.
      

      
      Élise sat in the unfamiliar bed in an unfamiliar nightgown that dwarfed her, hugging her knees. The truth of it hammered inside
         her skull. Dunthorpe was dead, and her life would never be the same. His brother, Francis, would inherit not only the title
         but all of Dunthorpe’s lands and possessions, and his fortune as well. She wasn’t fool enough to hope he would have left her
         a single penny.
      

      
      Not that it mattered. She had been born into money and had lost it for a while before coming into it again. It had taken her
         twenty-eight years to realize that some of the best days of her life had also been the poorest ones.
      

      
      Dunthorpe is dead.
      

      
      She was free.

      
      Maybe not so very free. Francis would attempt to keep a tight rein on her. However, unlike Dunthorpe, Francis didn’t have
         the legal right to control her. It’d be far easier to slip through his thick and clumsy fingers than it had been to escape Dunthorpe.
      

      
      If she even had the opportunity to slip through Francis’s fingers. First she had the problem of these three men.

      
      Who were they? What did they want from her? Why had they killed Dunthorpe? The answers were not forthcoming. She knew well
         that Dunthorpe had many enemies. They could be working for themselves, for an outside individual, for one of any number of
         governments.
      

      
      They were definitely British, though. Gentlemen spies? Because they were gentlemen—at least Hawk was. It was easy enough to
         discern that much from the cadence of his accent.
      

      
      A soft knock sounded at the door, and she hugged her knees tighter and turned her head in the direction of the noise. The
         door opened, and Laurent, the youth, stood there carrying a tray that contained a plate of food and a glass of red liquid
         that must be wine.
      

      
      He gave her a friendly smile, and she took in a measured breath, trying to control her trembling. It was so odd for a man
         to be walking into a room while she was in bed. She didn’t think it had ever happened to her in her adult life, aside from
         those times Dunthorpe had entered her bedchamber to order her to perform her wifely duties. That had happened seldom in the
         past few years.
      

      
      “Sorry.” His voice was smooth, refined, and quite British, but Laurent was a French name. He was very young, so if his parents
         had been émigrés fleeing the Revolution, he had probably been born in England. “I didn’t mean to disturb you, but I brought
         a bit of food—just some bread and cheese—and some wine.”
      

      
      She gazed at him as he set the tray on the table. She struggled to find something to say. It was difficult to speak in normal tones with these men—how could one hold a pleasant,
         everyday conversation with the people who’d murdered one’s husband?
      

      
      “Right,” Laurent said when she didn’t answer. “Well, I’m heading off to bed now, but I wanted to let you know that if you
         need anything else, just ring the bell, and I’ll come straightaway.”
      

      
      She kept herself in that tight curled-up ball seated upon the bed. She opened her mouth to speak, but what would she say?
         She wouldn’t thank him. So she closed her mouth and simply nodded.
      

      
      He bade her good night and closed the door, locking it behind him.

      
      They might sleep, but she wouldn’t. Not until she was far away from these dangerous Englishmen.

      
      She’d go to Marie in Hampstead. Marie was her only true friend.

      
      But Marie didn’t have the resources to hide her from Francis. Marie didn’t mean safety, and Élise had no desire to place her
         in danger. She couldn’t stay with Marie for long. Just long enough to collect a few required items; then she’d leave. She’d
         disappear. Maybe go to France.
      

      
      She scoffed out loud at that.

      
      No, certainly not France. Somewhere no one would look for her. The Highlands of Scotland, maybe. Or Ireland. No one would think to hunt for
         her in Ireland.
      

      
      A new start. A new life, where nobody knew her as Élisabeth de Longmont, and where no one knew her as Lady Dunthorpe. Freedom.

      
      But first she needed to get free.

      
      She waited for ten minutes. Then she straightened her legs and swung them over the edge of the bed. She slid to standing, the floor planks cool under her still-stockinged feet.
         She went to the closet, which was packed with clothes for men and ladies of all sizes and shapes. She rifled through it until
         she found a shirt and a tattered pair of breeches, clearly for a youth of around Laurent’s age.
      

      
      Too large, but otherwise perfect.

      
      Quickly, she slipped out of the ridiculous nightgown. She’d kept her stays on and her shift underneath, and she didn’t remove
         them now. The stays flattened her breasts, and though she didn’t harbor any illusions that she could truly look like a man,
         she had her size, this clothing, and the shadows of night to cloak her.
      

      
      She pulled on the shirt, which hung past her knees over her stays, and tied it at the neck. She pulled on the breeches, but
         they wouldn’t stay on. Her hips were too narrow, and she had no belt or braces with which to hold them up. Nor did the closet
         readily supply anything that could be of use.
      

      
      Chewing her lip while holding the breeches on with one hand, she turned in a slow circle, perusing the room. It contained
         little besides the clothes, the bed and bedding, and a few other pieces of furniture. There was no adornment, no pictures
         on the walls or trinkets on the mantel. A thick blanket and silk counterpane covered the bed, and there were four pillows
         but no bed curtains. She went to the desk and pulled open the three drawers. All empty.
      

      
      Her gaze moved to the dress she’d been wearing earlier this evening.

      
      Letting the breeches fall, she stepped out of them. Ignoring the food and wine Laurent had placed on the desk, she lifted her dress off the chair and took it to the bed, laying it out with the seams of the skirt exposed.
      

      
      With a firm yank, she tore the seams apart. She pulled on the thin gold ribbon that had been threaded through the hem of the
         dress, and it came out easily, weaving in and out of the ivory silk of the skirt.
      

      
      When it was all the way out, she pulled the breeches back on and tied the gold ribbon about her waist. She looked down at
         herself. The waist of the breeches was bunched up over her shift and stays, tied by a silly, effeminate ribbon. More ridiculousness.
         But at least she wouldn’t be running about on the streets of London naked.
      

      
      She had found three coats in the closet. She took the smallest one and wrapped it around her, then took a single pin from
         her hair before setting a woolen cap at a jaunty angle on her head.
      

      
      She approached the door with purpose, wielding the long hairpin like a weapon. When she reached it, she crouched down and
         inserted the pin into the lock.
      

      
      It took several minutes of deep concentration, picturing the tumblers of the lock in her mind, probing with the pin. She was
         by no means a lock-picking expert, but eleven years as Dunthorpe’s wife had forced her to learn a few things out of sheer
         self-preservation.
      

      
      Click.
      

      
      She froze. Then, belatedly realizing she’d been holding her breath, she let it out with a long, low whoosh.

      
      Carefully, she withdrew the pin. Jamming it back into her hair beneath the cap, she rose. Then, ever so slowly, she opened
         the door.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      Carter clapped Sam on the back. “Here.” He set a glass of port upon the desk in front of Sam. “It’ll do you some good.”
      

      
      Sam’s gaze flickered from the port up to Carter.

      
      “You ought to sleep,” Carter said.

      
      Yes, he ought to. But Carter knew how elusive sleep could be for him. “Wish I could have Laurent’s constitution,” he said.
         “He just left her room, but he’s probably already snoring into his pillow.”
      

      
      “No doubt.” Carter gestured to the glass and spoke quietly. “It’ll help. Drink up, lad.”

      
      Sam’s lips quirked. The man was older than him, had been part of this game for longer. Nevertheless, Sam was no bumbling youth—he
         was thirty-two, but most days he felt far older. He was also Carter’s superior, so it bemused him when the older man called
         him “lad.” Carter knew this, and he grinned.
      

      
      
      “Sleep,” he said again, squeezing Sam’s shoulder. “We’ll work it all out in the morning.”

      
      “I’ll go down in a minute.” His room was adjacent to Lady Dunthorpe’s. Close, so he could be near if his prisoner required
         anything—or attempted anything foolish, like escape—in the middle of the night.
      

      
      Carter nodded, then slipped out the door, headed to his own bed in one of the upstairs chambers.

      
      Alone for the first time tonight, Sam gazed down at the desk. To the left of the glass of port lay the single sheet of paper
         containing his current orders. Laurent had delivered his mission notes to Adams and within an hour had returned with the reply:
      

      
      

         Keep the woman until you receive further instructions.
         

      



      
      Damn it.

      
      He was stuck in London. Entertaining a woman who made his pulse pound every time he laid eyes on her.

      
      A woman whose husband he’d killed. Whom she’d seen him kill.
      

      
      He couldn’t imagine anything he’d be less eager to do.

      
      Searching for a distraction from thoughts of Lady Dunthorpe, he looked down again. To the right of his port glass lay a missive
         from Sam’s younger half brother, the Duke of Trent.
      

      
      The purpose of Trent’s letter was to update Sam on the status of the search for their mother, who’d disappeared last spring.
         She’d been missing for almost a year now, and while they’d learned that she was most likely alive and in the company of a
         gypsy named Steven Lowell, they still possessed little evidence as to where she might be and no understanding of why she’d left her home in the dead of night last
         April.
      

      
      He opened the letter and read it again.

      
      

         Sam,
         

         The search for Steven Lowell has finally yielded some information, though we still have not been able to pinpoint his location,
               nor that of our mother. I have discovered that the man is well known in certain circles in and outside of London. Evidently,
               he is the master of a troupe of traveling players.
         

      



      
      Sam rubbed the bridge of his nose, shaking his head. Traveling players. He’d had to read that line ten times before fully absorbing it and the accompanying truth: His mother, the Dowager Duchess
         of Trent, had taken up with a motley band of jugglers, fortune-tellers, and God knew what else. He wondered if she performed
         with them. Knowing his mother, he didn’t doubt it.
      

      
      He continued reading.

      
      

         The troupe met up with our mother in Wales before traveling into Lancashire. After that, however, their destination is unclear.
               They seem to flit from place to place with little plan or organization.
         

      



      
      So their mother was probably still in England. She’d been in England this whole time, with half of the population of the country
         searching for her. Of course, no one would ever think to look for a dowager duchess within a band of traveling players led
         by a gypsy.
      

      
      

I am sending Theo and Mark to Lancashire in search of more information. You will hear promptly from one of us if we learn
               anything.
         

      



      
      Theo and Mark were their two youngest brothers. Their other brother, Luke, had recently married and was busy with his new
         family. Trent wouldn’t go himself—he had parliamentary duties here in London, not to mention that his wife had just given
         birth to their first child, a son, and he wouldn’t want to leave them so soon.
      

      
      Theo and Mark were competent. If there was any clue about their mother’s whereabouts in Lancashire, they would find it.

      
      Sam smiled a bit as he read the closing paragraph of Trent’s letter.

      
      

         All is well at Trent House. Young Lukas Samson is a strong, healthy boy, and the duchess has recovered from the ordeal of
               the birth. Luke and his wife have come for the baby’s christening. I am pleased to report that we were correct—marriage suits
               our brother.
         

         I hope I will see you at the christening; but if I do not, I understand why.
         

         Please come dine with us when you have an evening free. You know you are welcome here anytime.
         

      



      
      Trent

      
      Sam folded the letter and replaced it to the right of his port glass. Not for the first time, he wished he could participate
         more actively in the search for his mother, but his duties with the Agency left him with no freedom or time to do so.
      

      
      But the questions surrounding her disappearance ate at him. What had possessed her to run off with Steven Lowell? To leave
         her family with no word as to her whereabouts? To leave him?
      

      
      Sam had always felt particularly close to his mother. As the illegitimate eldest son of the Duchess of Trent, he was shunned
         by the duke and by society as a whole. But his mother—she had given him confidence, taught him his value as a human being,
         had never allowed his siblings to treat him as anything but an equal, so that, as adults, they honestly believed he was their equal. She had been the pillar of strength in a childhood that would have drowned him in misery had she not been there
         to support him and love him at every turn.
      

      
      How could she simply disappear—and they had recently learned she’d gone voluntarily—from his life like that? It chafed. It
         burned. It hurt.
      

      
      He pressed his fingers to his temples, massaging lightly. Of course, he wouldn’t be able to attend his new nephew’s christening
         tomorrow. He would be busy entertaining a viscountess he’d made a widow.
      

      
      Sighing, he rose and stretched. He needed to go to bed. He needed to sleep—or at least try to sleep. It was going to be a
         very long few days with Lady Dunthorpe. At least he hoped it would be a few days. Surely they’d decide what to do with the
         woman soon.
      

      
      He made his way to the door, but right when his fingers curled over the handle, the softest sound broke the silence of the
         night—the slightest, lowest click.
      

      
      
      It could be Laurent or Carter up and about for any number of reasons. But he knew it was not—he knew the subtle differences
         between the sounds of the front door to the house and the interior doors.
      

      
      He’d been a fool to underestimate her.

      
      He ran out of the drawing room and sprinted down the corridor, bellowing, “Laurent! Carter!”

      
      He threw open the front door and looked down the street to the right and then to the left. There she was. A dark shadow at
         the end of the street. Dressed in breeches—breeches, for God’s sake. The color of the hair peeking out from the dark cap gave her away. Moonlight shimmered over those golden
         tresses as she ran.
      

      
      She disappeared from sight almost as soon as he’d seen her, turning down a narrow alleyway.

      
      He took off at a dead run after her.

      
      He’d never lost a prisoner before. He wasn’t going to do so tonight.

      
      * * *

Élise ran as fast as her legs would carry her. When she heard the shouting, she’d glanced back over her shoulder, and she’d
         seen the large, dark form at the threshold. Hawk.
      

      
      Since then she hadn’t looked back—to do so would only slow her down. She was fleet of foot, always had been, but it was questionable
         whether she could outrun such a mountain of a man.
      

      
      Mountains didn’t run, she told herself. Mountains were bulky, unwieldy things. Day or night, summer or winter, hot or cold,
         she could outrun a mountain.
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