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Author’s Note



To everything there is a season…

A time to kill and a time to heal,

a time to tear down and a time to build…

A time to love and a time to hate,

a time for war and a time for peace.

Ecclesiastes
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London, 1816

George was foxed, but that, Grace supposed, was to be expected. The carefree young dandy plopped down beside her onto the bench at the perimeter of the ballroom, and declared: “Miss Kenwood, I adore you!”

“Ah, that’s very nice, George.”

“I mean it, I worship you!”

“Worship God and use your head, dear lad,” she answered, surveying the ballroom.

He laughed as though she had said something charming. “Spoken like a true preacher’s daughter! I daresay you could save even my soul, Miss Kenwood. But ’tis true,” he slurred, lifting his glass to her. “You are my ideal woman in all things.” He glanced down innocently at her gown. “What you lack in fashion, you make up for with substance!”

She turned to him, startled. “Er, thank you, my lord.”

Perfect. Just what she needed to hear. Confirmation from their host’s own son that she looked as out of place as she felt in the Marquess of Lievedon’s opulent Town palace.

Miss Grace Kenwood, firmly on the shelf at the advanced age of five-and-twenty, was not accustomed to aristocratic ballrooms.

Everyone raved about the worldly delights of London, but the sprawling metropolis made her miss her garden. The air in the crowded capital made her skin feel dirty compared to the fresh breezes and sunshine of the countryside.

And the people … well, one was not to judge, but suffice it to say these were decadent times.

“What are you doing hiding in the shadows like a wallflower, anyway?” her wayward young friend demanded, bumping her shoulder with his own, like an overgrown schoolboy flirting with his governess.

At twenty-one, George, Lord Baron Brentford, or Bratford, as she preferred to call him, was four years her junior. He enjoyed putting her up on this silly pedestal because he knew full well that nothing would ever come of it. He was heir to the Lievedon marquisate while she was but the daughter of the easygoing minister who was continually called in to help steer the young rakehell off the path of self-destruction.

Through an odd series of events, the Reverend Richard Kenwood had become the one moral authority on earth who seemed to have any influence over the fashionable young buck.

Lord Lievedon’s prodigal son still strayed on a regular basis, but at least the scoundrel was willing to listen to Papa’s wise counsel now and then. Heaven knew George’s own father couldn’t get through to him; but then, the grand old marquess only knew how to speak in cold, clipped commands.

At any rate, Papa’s taming influence over His Lordship’s firstborn was what had moved the marquess to give Papa his living. With the understanding, of course, that the Reverend Kenwood would make himself available to his patron’s family whenever he was needed.

In short, when the marquess summoned them to Town, the Kenwoods went.

George tossed back the last of his brandy and signaled to a nearby footman to bring him another.

“Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” she murmured gently.

“Just one more!” he deflected with a grin, then hastened to change the subject. “So, my dear, how’s everyone back at the village?”

The parsonage was just a stone’s throw from the marquess’s ancestral pile in Leicestershire.

There was always a buzz in their tiny village of Thistleton when any of His Lordship’s family came down from Town. To be sure, George certainly brought his own brand of excitement out to the country. Especially last time.

“Are they all still scandalized by my little spot of mischief with the tavern wench?” Though he had the decency to look at least a little sheepish, the merry sparkle in his eyes betrayed the fact that he still thought it was funny.

Grace did not smile. “Marianne is not with child, if that’s what you’re asking,” she answered coolly. “So at least there’s that.”

“Ah! What a relief.”

She clenched her teeth, shocked by his nonchalance. The spoiled lordling had no idea of the harsh scrabble for existence that poor, hard-edged Marianne had left behind in London, trying, with the Kenwoods’ help, to make a new life for herself in the peaceful haven of their country village.

George wasn’t even aware of the damage he had so casually done to all Marianne’s progress, waving more money under her nose than an ex–soiled dove could resist.

“And, er, what about Miss Windlesham?” he asked gingerly after a moment’s hesitation. “Does she still hate me? As you can see, she refused the invitation to our ball tonight.”

“Can you blame her?” Grace countered in surprise.

Back home, the Honorable Miss Calpurnia Windlesham was the ruling belle of the county and had all but branded George for her future husband.

He scowled. “Callie doesn’t own me, you know! Nor her mother, neither,” he said hotly. “Tell them I said so, Grace! Especially Lady Windlesham. That blasted woman’s practically picked out the curtains already for when her daughter’s the lady of Lievedon Hall.”

Grace shook her head and leaned back against the wall. “I am staying out of it.”

One trifled with Lady Windlesham at one’s own peril.

“But Grace, you can’t abandon me! You know I’m hopeless left to my own devices.”

“Why don’t you speak to Papa?”

“Talk to a priest about my dalliance with a demirep?” he whispered. “Hardly! What will he think of me?”

“Ex-demirep,” she corrected.

“You are my only hope, Grace. You are my guiding angel—”

“Are you drunk?” she asked, merely to test his honesty.

He ignored the question. “You have to help me with Calpurnia. You fix other people’s problems, Grace! Come, you know you do. That is your designated role in life and the village, and everybody knows it! Rev wouldn’t be able to find his sermon notes if it weren’t for you. Why, the crops would probably forget to grow if you didn’t remind them, too!”

“They’re not growing this year, actually, if you haven’t noticed,” she said dryly. “You should see my poor little garden.”

The explosion of some massive volcano on the other side of the globe had robbed the earth of summer this year, and the cold was wrecking the crops. Frosts and flurries during the Season, odd-shaped hail, weird yellow skies.

Instead of the loveliness of a balmy British spring, it was gray and wet, cold and dreary.

Some people were starting to wonder if the end of the world was at hand.

The strange turn in the weather seemed all the crueler, with the war finally over. Instead of enjoying peace, now they faced the haunting specter of starvation, at least among the common folk.

There were reports of riots due to food shortages throughout England, and indeed, all of Europe. Such hardship seemed a world away from Lord Lievedon’s ballroom, but as the daughter of a pastor who also served as Overseer of the Poor for their local village, the ills of the land had become her and her father’s personal problem.

Grace didn’t even want to think about what corn prices were going to be like this winter. Not with all the mouths the parish had to feed.

“Well, I’m fairly sure the bloody volcano wasn’t my fault, at least,” George muttered.

“Language, George, please.”

“Sorry.”

Grace gave him a stern look but relented. “Very well. I will tell Calpurnia you asked after her.”

He grabbed her hand and kissed it. “You see? You are an angel!” But then he continued, for he’d never been one to know when to quit. “As for Callie, well, if you want my opinion, that girl needs to learn to control her temper.”

“Is that so?”

“To go into such a fury over a bit of fun with a tavern wench? Her vanity, that’s the problem. Too proud! Calpurnia Windlesham thinks she is God’s gift to man, but she’s got bats in the belfry if she thinks she can tell me what to do. We’re not even engaged yet!”

Grace gazed at him in calm silence while he ranted on.

“She’s pretty enough, I grant you that, but the chit’s ridiculously spoiled—and yes, I do see the irony of my saying so. You needn’t point it out.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, dear lad.”

“You should warn her if she keeps this up—holding a grudge, going out of her way to try to hurt me with all her little cruel retaliations—she’s going to lose her chance,” he warned. “I could snap my fingers and have ten better than her by the end of the night.”

“Yet here you are wasting your time talking to old, unfashionable me,” Grace teased in a low tone. “What happened to all your usual admirers, anyway?”

“They’ve found a new idol.”

“Oh, you poor, neglected thing.”

“Not at all. Look at ’im, poor bleeder.” George nodded across the ballroom in amusement. Following his gaze, Grace saw a crowd of women hemming in some fellow on the other side of the room. “Up to his eyeballs in matchmaking mamas—and bored Society wives on the hunt for a bit of the rough, I wager.”

“George! You mustn’t say such things in front of me.”

He snorted. “It’s the truth.”

Only the top of the man’s head, a shock of dark hair, could be seen above the feathered plumes adorning the ladies’ jeweled coifs. “Who’s that they’ve got cornered?”

“Lord Trevor Montgomery,” George replied with a wry, knowing lift of his eyebrows. “Yes, we’ve got no less celebrities than the Order agents here tonight in our humble home. Are you impressed?”

Grace furrowed her brow and looked at him in question.

He saw she did not recognize the term and burst out in surprise, “Oh, by Jove’s braces—my little country cousin! Don’t you read the papers?”

“No. It’s all too depressing. Well, enlighten me!” she exclaimed.

“Right. So it came out last month that the men we all thought were merely the depraved members of the Inferno Club were actually spies or warriors or assassins or something.”

“Assassins?” she retorted, sure he was teasing her again.

“I’m deadly serious, Grace! Apparently they’re part of this clandestine, hereditary order of chivalry called the Order of St. Michael the Archangel.”

“You and your cock-and-bull tales.”

“I’m telling you the truth!” he said, laughing merrily. “You should really open a paper now and then. They’re like some remnant of the Knights Templar or something, I swear. Handpicked for it as boys and trained for years until they’re lethal, then unleashed upon the world to fight for England. You’re still not impressed?”

She shrugged, eyeing him dubiously.

Even if he was not making sport of her country naïveté, she did not like violence and was not at all sure she wished to be in the same room with a government assassin.

“Apparently the Order’s been around since the Crusades,” he said. “They’ve been working for the Crown throughout the war. Bunch o’ bloody heroes—”

“George, language.” She sighed.

“Sorry. They were assigned all over Europe during the war, and just a month ago, they uncovered a plot right here in London to kill the Prime Minister.”

“Oh, yes … I did hear something about that.”

“I should hope so!” Then he nodded again toward the gentleman hidden by the mob of adoring females. “That chap right over there personally helped to stop the dastardly business. Once the press caught wind of it all, and the Order was exposed, the Regent saw fit to honor them in Westminster Abbey, medals and all. Ever since, the ladies won’t leave poor Montgomery alone. He’s one of the last bachelors left in their set. But don’t bother asking him about his service. He won’t discuss it—though I’m sure he has some wild tales to tell.”

“Spies, you say?” she echoed skeptically, intrigued but still not quite convinced he wasn’t bamming her.

“Well, ex-spies now. They can hardly do that sort of thing anymore, now that they’ve been lionized before the world, can they? Fame has robbed them of their vocations.”

She furrowed her brow, peered again in the ex-spy’s direction, but he was still hidden. She turned to George again uncertainly. “If what you say is true, are you sure they aren’t dangerous?”

“Well, of course they’re dangerous, but not to us, you little cake-head!” he said, laughing. “That’s the whole point of the Crown having men like that, isn’t it? From what I hear, they’re trained in all types of combat and codes and ciphers, and how to make explosives.” George bumped her again with his shoulder, amused at her uneasiness. “Shall I introduce you?”

“No!”

“C’mon. I’ll bet he knows nine different ways to kill you with his bare hands,” George declared, grinning at her alarm.

“Then perhaps those ladies should be a bit more careful not to crowd him so,” she retorted, her cheeks reddening.

He relented. “Ah, personally, I’m just glad they’ve found someone else to bother.”

At that moment, the glittering crowd around Lord Trevor Montgomery parted, and Grace caught her first unobstructed glimpse of the visiting Order agent.

She went very still, staring in surprise. Good heavens. She had never seen a bona fide hero before, but Lord Trevor Montgomery certainly looked the part, dark and dashing.

He was easily over six feet tall and powerfully built, with broad shoulders that seemed to shrug off danger. He exuded virile confidence, as if there was little on earth he would not dare undertake.

He had a hard, rugged face stamped with wary cynicism that remained even when he flashed a dangerous smile at the ladies fawning on him.

At first glance, he seemed to be eating up all the attention. Though he was not a pretty fellow like some of the dandyish London peacocks strutting about tonight, he looked … strong.

Proud, she thought. And physically rather mighty.

She recalled what George had said about modern-day Knights Templar, and thought this man would have looked as natural in chain mail as he did in his impeccably tailored evening clothes of formal black and white.

In contrast to the gentlemanly elegance of his garb, he had long dark hair like a barbarian. Pulled back in a queue, it accented the hard angles of his square jaw and tanned skin and made him look a little, she thought, like a pirate.

Which was rather silly of her, she supposed. Odd. She was not normally one given to flights of fancy.

More distressing still were the odd tinglings in her body and daft flutterings of her heart. She dropped her gaze, startled and annoyed by her own intemperate reaction.

But unable to help herself, she stole another secret glance at him—and it was then that her gift for noticing people in pain drew her attention to the guarded, angry lines around his eyes.

The bitter intensity behind his practiced smile.

And it dawned on her that he wasn’t paying the slightest bit of attention to all those women around him.

Not really.

In fact, he kept drawing away subtly from their efforts to touch him; Grace followed the line of his gaze and realized that he was constantly watching the door.

As if he was waiting for someone to arrive.

Hmm. Studying him a little more closely, she furrowed her brow and began to suspect that the “famous hero” did not want to be here any more than she did.

Of course, she might be wrong, but that smile seemed little more than a thin veneer over a vortex of churning emotion, most of it rather dark.

This was not a happy man, she mused as she gazed at him standing there like a lost soul, alone in the crowd.

George interrupted her fascinated study of the stranger as he rose. “Well, my dear Polaris, it’s always a pleasure talking to you, but if you’ll excuse me, I must not neglect our other guests. And … I believe I shall go peek in on the card games—”

“Oh George, that is not a good idea for you,” she protested softly, taking his hand at once, as if she could stop him.

“Not to play! I’m only going to watch,” he assured her with a smile.

Grace stared at him. “Promise?”

“If you promise to dance with me,” he retorted, withdrawing his hand to fold his arms across his chest with a knowing look.

She frowned. Stubborn pup.

“Oh, come, one dance. I’ll suffer if you will.”

“Fine,” she muttered, but inwardly, she shrank from the thought of parading herself across the dance floor, a spinster in a plain, provincial gown, sporting a toe in front of the ton.

She didn’t even know anyone here except for George, Papa, and, to a lesser extent, Lord Lievedon himself. It was easy to picture all these glamorous aristocrats taking one look at her, wrinkling their haughty noses, and asking each other: “Who is that and what is she doing here?”

But if that was what it took to keep George on the straight and narrow, then so be it. She’d sacrifice her dignity in front of Society if she must—and even in front of him. That disconcerting gentleman-assassin on the other side of the room.

Not that a man like that was ever going to notice her.

In any case, the way he watched the door made her think he was already waiting for a particular lady to arrive.

“Excellent, then!” her rakish friend declared. “I’ll be back soon to claim you for our dance.”

Grace nodded. Be strong, George, she thought, as he bowed to her, then walked away. Nevertheless, she couldn’t help wishing that Callie were here.

The bubbly young belle, with her constant demand for attention, might have kept her beau distracted from his gambling habit. Then Grace could have comfortably fallen into her usual, safe role as the respectable chaperone, quietly standing behind the vivacious, golden flirt and keeping both young people in line.

She supposed she had better go check her appearance and do what she could with herself before George came back, provided his demons did not suck him down into their familiar snare.

Rising from the bench, she withdrew from the ballroom. Nobody noticed her exit.

Gliding through the marble hallways, she passed the noisy music room, full of laughter and song. Everyone here seemed to be such great friends.

She lowered her gaze and turned away, seeking a quiet room away from the crowd where she might find a mirror.

As the sounds of the ball receded, at last she peered into an empty sitting room at the end of a marble corridor. This would suit. Stepping into the dimly lit chamber, she pulled the door closed behind her with a low sigh and finally let her guard down.

There was nothing like being a stranger in the middle of a loud, lavish party to make one feel unutterably alone.

Lord Trevor Montgomery kept an eye on the doorway of the ballroom, but feeling more restless with every passing moment, he was starting to think that dragging himself here tonight had been a bloody waste.

Still no sign of Laura.

Faithless bitch.

Maybe she was hiding from him. Maybe she feared if she showed up here tonight, he’d start something with her new fiancé.

As if he couldn’t kill one idiot dragoon with his eyes closed.

Well, she needn’t have flattered herself.

He was already over Laura Bayne.

That was all that she or anyone else in London needed to know.

Hell, it wasn’t as though he had been waiting the past few years to marry the feckless beauty or anything stupid like that. It wasn’t as though he had been building her a bloody fucking dream house for them to live in once his service to his stupid bloody country was finally done.

But what the hell. He’d have probably hated being married to her, anyway, he told himself. He barely even knew her. He had wanted it that way, had purposely kept her at arm’s length.

Still, being jilted, even by mistake, was more humiliation than he intended to stand for. So as much as he did not want to be there tonight, he had no choice.

What was left of his pride demanded he make an appearance and show the world he did not give one damn about how all his future plans had crashed and burned.

The whole ton knew how he had been written off for dead by his gorgeous fiancée while he’d been away at the war. In his own mind, Trevor had been jilted.

Thus, it was a matter of male pride. If she had had any faith in him at all, she should have known that he always came home alive. She should have believed in him.

She should have at least waited for confirmation he was dead. But she had not. She had washed her hands of him and moved on with her life.

In a way, he supposed he couldn’t blame her. But he was too furious that at last, after years of faithful service, just when victory was in sight, his long-hoped-for reward had slipped through his fingers.

He felt like naught but the butt of a grand joke. Not that he was laughing.

All he knew was that there was no way in hell he would countenance anyone’s pity. And so he had put on an evening coat and, he hoped, a not-too-cynical smile, and had come to show the world that he was perfectly fine.

Easy come, easy go.

All he really wanted was to be left alone, but since his horrible, newfound fame made it clear that that wasn’t going to happen, he did the proper British thing and went about keeping up appearances.

He had come out tonight to show Laura most of all that he could move on with his life just as easily as she had.

Indeed, there were far too many women around him even now who could barely wait to comfort him in his, ahem, heartbreak.

Trevor rather hated them all at the moment.

All women. It was nothing personal. They were merely the spawn of Satan, the devil’s own, every last one of ’em.

He smiled at the bloodsucking harpies, disinterested, detached, only half-listening to their idiotic prattle and wondering which of them might be any good in bed.

What pretty fools.

The three on his left were trying to get him to play a childish parlor game as their means of flirting.

“If Lord Trevor were an animal, what would he be?” they teased.

“A bear, I think,” her brunette friend teased.

“Thanks a lot,” he muttered.

“A wolf!”

“No, a hunting dog.”

He arched a bored eyebrow.

Meanwhile, the three in the center were planning his social calendar for him. He was exhausted just listening to all the activities they were lining up for him. There was no way he was going to some stupid flower show, let alone the opera. No. He’d heard enough shrieking in Italian during that nasty business he and Nick had taken care of on the outskirts of Rome, thank you very much.

But, his eyes glazing over, he just nodded politely.

The two sultry adventuresses on his right, meanwhile, were a little more direct about what they had in mind.

Damn, they were sending him messages with their big, smoky eyes that had usually been reserved for his handsomer teammates.

But Beau was married, and Nick had gone to jail, so it seemed they were prepared to make do with boring, sane, reliable Montgomery.

He looked askance at the decadent pair, wondering if he should be worried. Carnivores. One licked her lips at him; the other smiled like she was thinking of tackling him to the ballroom floor and ripping his clothes off him.

There had been times in his past, of course, hundreds of miles from Laura, that he’d have been happy to comply, but this wasn’t one of them.

They could all go to hell for all he cared.

Newly converted to a misanthrope, he looked away with a wave of coldness washing through him. When the clock tolled eleven, he was suddenly done with all this. This night. This petty exercise was pointless.

Obviously, Laura and the major weren’t coming.

He had rather liked the notion of her walking in and seeing him surrounded by amorous women, but he had been here for two bloody hours and just didn’t care that much.

She wasn’t worth the aggravation.

He was going home.

It took some finesse, but he finally managed to extricate himself from the knot of rouged, vivacious lovelies. Shrugging off light, caressing holds designed to snare him; ignoring vapid questions meant to delay him; and impatiently lying through his teeth that of course he’d come back soon and dance with all of them, he retreated until he had gained his liberty, and fled.

As he marched off, he heard the ladies whispering to each other that he must be forgiven for his rudeness on account of his recent heartbreak.

Trevor gritted his teeth and strode out into the adjoining marble corridor, where more guests loitered. Out of habit, he glanced into the pier glass on the wall to check behind him and nearly paused midstride to find he was being followed.

The two little hussies in silk and diamonds did not intend to let him get away so easily, it seemed. He growled under his breath and walked faster, determined to escape them. When he picked up his pace, the whispers behind him turned to giggles, and they walked faster, too.

Did they think this was a game?

Apparently, they hadn’t heard that the depraved Inferno Club had been merely a front for the Order, that its members weren’t all as bad as they’d let the world believe. Especially not him.

Trevor was happy to consider himself the boring one. Responsible. Reliable. You had to be when you came from a scandalous ducal family, then were assigned for the next decade to serve on a three-man Order team with the likes of Beauchamp (flashy) and Nick bloody Forrester (bastard).

Somebody had to be the adult.

The amorous ladies hunting him obviously thought he was playing with them. He restrained the urge to turn and curtly cut them down to size.

But he couldn’t have done it even if he had wanted to. Flawless manners and an inbred sense of chivalry were the bane of his existence. Like an idiot, he had even told Laura that he understood, and he had wished her happy.

What a sot.

He could hear those hussies still following him, and it wasn’t difficult to guess what they desired. Maybe I should, he mused. Then at least he’d have the satisfaction of knowing the gossip would soon get back to Laura.

She didn’t love him, but she was vain enough to be gnawed with jealousy. It was one, admittedly feeble way to get back at a woman who had publicly humiliated him.

But, no. The thought of using those harlots for his own selfish pleasure sickened him. No, he was done having sex for ulterior motives. It was bad enough to have done that sort of thing for England during his spy days. He was not about to resort to male harlotry now.

He wasn’t Nick, after all.

It was time to disappear. He took a circuitous course through the marquess’s excellent house to lose them. A bit of an amateur architect, he resisted the temptation to stop and study the floating spiral staircase as he passed. Adam’s handiwork, no doubt.

He ducked into the music room, only to find a countess with a marriageable daughter who pinned him with a determined stare from over by the pianoforte. He’d barely extracted himself from her clutches last week.

Ah, shite. Ever so casually, Trevor pivoted and headed out the nearest door.

A nonchalant glance over his shoulder revealed Her Ladyship pushing her way through the crowd toward him. Blazes, they were closing in on him from both directions now.

Never in his shy, pimply youth, cast in the shadow of his better-looking, louder-bragging friends had he ever dreamed he might have this sort of problem.

He headed for a nearby servant door, but a stream of footmen spilled out, cutting him off; trapped, he glanced about, seeking another escape, then slipped around the corner and sped down the hall. He could hear the pursuing ladies just around the corner.

“Oh, Lord Trevor, darling, where are you?”

“We want to ask you something, handsome!”

He scowled.

“Oh, Lord Trevor? Where have you gone, my dear?”

“We have a wonderful notion of how to cheer you up!”

Their giggling grew louder.

“Perdition,” he whispered under his breath. Laying hold of the nearest doorknob, he whisked into a dimly lit parlor, pulled the door shut silently behind him, and locked it. Immediately touching his fingertips to his tongue, he reached over and pinched out the flames on the nearby candle sconce.

Then he held perfectly still in the darkness, waiting for them to pass.

He held his breath as the ladies tried the door.

“No, Cecily, this one’s locked.”

“Come, he must’ve gone upstairs.”

“Oooh! Yes! What a wicked tease! Maybe he’s already found a bed for us…”

He rolled his eyes, but finally, he heard them moving off. He let out a weary exhalation and leaned his forehead against the door. That was close.

“Um, excuse me,” a feminine voice spoke up from the darkness.

Trevor nearly jumped out of his skin. Not another one! He whirled around, taken more off guard than any ex-spy should ever be and irked in the extreme by that fact.

It just went to show how out of sorts he still was over, well, everything these days.

But as he focused on an hourglass figure silhouetted in the moonlight streaming through the French doors to the little balcony, he could not believe his eyes.

You have got to be joking, he thought. Another blasted woman waiting for him?

What the hell?

His eyes narrowed. Is that what these wenches think of me? That they can do whatever they want with me? Take advantage of me? Use me?

Well, then. Maybe Nick was right. He had always warned Trevor about being too nice to people. This was what nice, respectable gentlemen got: walked on.

No more, he vowed, suddenly full-on furious at this ambush and fed up with these games.

How this little predatory female had known to lie in wait for him here, he was too outraged to wonder. He truly could not be bothered to care.

Pushed past the point of chivalry, he decided it was bloody well time to fight fire with fire. Teach these huntresses a lesson they’d never forget. He didn’t know which one had trapped him this time, but she was about to get more than she had bargained for.

“Well, my dear,” he purred, stalking slowly toward the shapely outline of the woman. “Here we are,” he said coldly. “Alone at last.”

“What? Oh—I—um—I’m sorry—I—”

“Don’t lose your nerve now, chérie,” he taunted her in a low, silken voice. “You’ve got me all to yourself. I’m at your service, I assure you. Such persistence deserves to be rewarded.” He moved closer. “I’m here to give you what you want. So let’s get started, shall we?”

Grace stood there tongue-tied as Lord Trevor Montgomery stepped out of the shadows, looming before her like a mighty fallen angel with merciless hatred in his eyes. There was not even time to scream as he swept her roughly into his arms; he clamped her against his iron chest and claimed her mouth in an angry, insolent kiss.
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So this is what goes on in London. Grace feared she was in shock.

Fortunately, she was not the fainting sort. Who knew what this assassin-spy-pirate might do to a lady if she lost consciousness?

As it was, she barely knew what hit her. One moment, she was minding her own business, checking her teeth in the mirror, smoothing her hair before George dragged her onto the dance floor; the next, he had invaded her solitude, slipping into the room, all stealth and effortlessly smoldering seduction.

Silent as a marauding wolf.

At least she knew now her assessment of him back in the ballroom was right.

Something was definitely wrong with this man. An oversized ego, to start, paired with a nonexistent moral conscience. A gentleman did not go around grabbing random women and jamming his tongue down their throats.

On the other hand, half-swooning, Grace had to admit he was rather good at this.

His touch was a little more forceful than necessary as he stroked her body and held her. He seemed to be trying to scare her with the fierceness of his ardor.

He obviously did not know her very well. It was a point of pride with her that she did not scare easily (other than her general terror of Lady Windlesham).

Indeed, after the initial shock, she was more curious about this kissing business than anything.

Which was rather bad of her, she supposed. But after all, it was her first kiss.

Might as well enjoy it…

Trevor liked the way she tasted. Which annoyed him, considering his deliberately rude intent was to put the little harlot in her place.

Holding her more tightly, he plundered her mouth, driving her lips farther apart with his kisses while he stroked her silken neck. Her startled squirming against his body, combined with the sweetness of her tongue, lit a fire in his blood that had long fallen into cold, dead ashes. With a needy moan, he clutched her harder by her waist, petting her everywhere, cupping her delicate jaw in his other palm. His heart thundering, he was shocked and a little appalled at his own response, considering that he was usually a perfect gentleman.

But to his surprise, in this moment, giving in to raw lust felt glorious after going so long without.

He hadn’t had a woman in months, since well before he had been taken hostage, and before that, he’d lived like a monk, saving himself for Laura. What a fool.

It was bloody well time to break his fast, he decided.

He wasn’t usually this spontaneous, but then again, it wasn’t usually autumn in the middle of June.

The whole world was out of sorts, including him. Nothing made sense anymore, so why should he follow his usual rules?

Longingly, he cupped the luscious stranger’s breast, soft, generous, and round. Yes, tonight maybe all he needed was warm human contact, some kind of connection.

Whoever she was, he would take the release she was offering. Then, maybe once he’d cleared his head, he could finally start to get on with his life. Begin to let go of his anger, though anger sometimes seemed like all that he had left…

Grace honestly did not know what was wrong with her. Her body was now willfully ignoring clear orders from her brain. He was just too delicious.

Push him away! That’s quite enough! her usual prim side yelled at her. Who did he think he was, anyway? This man had no right to grope her, kiss her, treat her like a toy made for his amusement. Not her, of all people!

A preacher’s daughter. A Sunday school teacher!

But her long-starved flesh seemed to have other ideas about who she was, secretly, deep down.

Maybe in some shadowed corner of her heart, she wasn’t so different from the ex–soiled dove, Marianne.

Well, she might be the soul of respectability, but in his arms, she learned for certain—if there had been any doubt—that she really wasn’t an angel, as George and so many others liked to believe.

Oddly enough, she was glad of the reminder as this stranger showed her another, wilder side of herself. Her flesh thrilled to his fevered stroking. Her skin glowed, awakened by him; her lips swelled like blossoming roses beneath his masterful seduction; her toes curled in complete insubordination.

But while her nerve endings tingled with forbidden pleasure, her conscience was at a loss.

This had to stop. Had to.

She was not a hussy like some of those women in the ballroom. She was a lady, a good influence on others, and she most assuredly did not go around sharing torrid kisses in dark rooms with tall, dashing spies.

All right, that’s quite enough, big fellow. Panting, she flattened her hands against his chest but forgot again to protest, marveling at the wall of muscle in front of her. Fortunately, he seemed to get the message anyway and let her up for air with a low rumble of velvety laughter.

“My, my, you don’t know what you want, do you, sweet? You’d better figure it out fast, or I’m going to make the decision for you.” He tilted his head to come in for another kiss.

“No—we can’t!” she panted with an air of desperation.

“We already are.”

“But I don’t even know you!” she whispered, her chest heaving.

“So? I like your eyes,” he answered, studying her with a roguish little smile made to devastate the female heart.

“Sir! This is most improper!”

“Indeed,” he agreed in a hearty murmur.

“You mustn’t—”

She couldn’t talk with her mouth full as he swooped lower, his warm, clever, questing tongue dancing with hers.

Grace felt faint with the unbearable temptation.

But when his fingertips skimmed her neckline, something about the expert tug at her clothing thankfully brought her out of this decadent enchantment.

What was she doing? This was insanity.

He was still kissing her as she flicked her eyes open wide. “Floor or the couch, chérie?”

Such a question! She stopped and looked at him in shock.

“You’re right,” he breathed, “who cares? Just make love to me.”

She quivered violently.

And just when she thought she was going to have to resort to kneeing him in the groin—a ploy she’d heard worked well, but had never tried—he reached under her backside and lifted her up off the floor, setting her gently on the scrolled, padded arm of the sofa.

“There we are, nice and cozy,” he ground out as he slipped the hem of her gown upward over her knee and stepped between her legs.

Dear God! She started to panic in earnest. This had got entirely out of hand.

Now that she was pinned on the arm of the couch unable to kick him, the only weapon that came to mind was the pearl-tipped hairpin buried in her chignon.

With a gulp, she reached up and slid it out of her hair, and as it brought her long tresses tumbling down about her shoulders, she braced herself.

And did what she had to do.

She jabbed him in the arm with it.

“Ow!” The famous hero released her abruptly and stepped back, clapping his hand to his opposite biceps.	“What the—?” He looked at her in astonishment.

Grace held perfectly still, her eyes wide, her heart pounding. She dearly hoped he wasn’t the most soulless sort of assassin, but then, he worked for the Crown, so he had to obey the law like anyone else did.

Right?

She continued to brandish the five-inch hairpin like a miniature sword while he checked to see if his arm was bleeding.

“What did you do that for?” he exclaimed.

“I told you to stop.”

“No, you didn’t!”

“Well, I thought it!”

He looked at her in exasperation. “Well, I apologize for failing to read your mind, dear lady.” He shook his head in bewildered indignation. “Excuse me, but I thought this was what you wanted. You’re the one who was in here waiting for me.”

Her jaw dropped. “I was not!” She gasped, her cheeks turning scarlet. “Is that what you think?”

“Weren’t you?” he exclaimed.

Egotistical brute!

“Of course not!” she cried. “I was minding my own business! I-I had to fix my hair!”

He considered this, then flashed a knowing grin. “Right,” he drawled.

And she lost her temper. The one that nobody back in Thistleton even knew she had. “Oh, how can anyone be so arrogant?” she uttered as grandly as Lady Windlesham herself. “What, sir, do you take me for?”

“I’m not exactly sure,” he replied, scanning her person from head to toe, but his eyes danced.

She noticed as the moonlight sparkled in them that they were wolf-gray and altogether shrewd.

“Humph!” Unwilling to honor his cocky response with an answer, she hopped off the arm of the sofa and was relieved when he allowed her to walk past him unmolested.

In high dudgeon, she paced a few steps away to put him at a safer distance, then she pivoted in a sweeping turn and folded her arms across her chest. With a lift of her chin, she fixed him with her sternest look of Sunday-schoolmarm disapproval.

It usually worked on the nine-year-olds, anyway.

“I am no liar,” she informed him. “I certainly did not ask you to close the door and douse the candles. That was your own doing. But then, I expect men like you go around grabbing ladies and kissing them whenever you fancy!”

He quirked a brow. “Funny, I thought you were enjoying that as much as I was.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Please leave. Now.”

He glanced toward the door. “Afraid I can’t.”

“What?”

“Don’t make me go out there. Carnivores. They’re after me.”

“Well, you can’t stay in here!” she declared though it took her a moment to figure out what he meant. Then the whole, sordid picture crystallized in her lust-besotted brain. “Oh, Lud,” she said under her breath.

He had mistaken her for one of those shameless hussies who had been thronging him in the ballroom.

He frowned as he, too, finally began to realize his mistake. “Well.” He turned away scratching his cheek. “This is all very awkward.”

“I daresay—!”

“My apologies, Miss, er—might I ask your name?”

“Now you wish to know who I am?”

“Better late than never,” he said with a shrug.

“I think not.” She shook her head decisively, though it went against everything in her to be rude. “I’m afraid it’s best if we just part ways without further introduction. Then perhaps we can both forget this unfortunate debacle ever happened.”

“Is that what this was?” he murmured, while Grace ignored a twinge of guilt at her own white lie, for in actuality, she already knew who he was. No introduction was required, at least not on her end of things.

As for him, it was just as well if he never learned her name. It was safer that way for her reputation.

“Very well,” Lord Trevor replied, and though he looked a little nonplussed by the contrast of her cold treatment after such a fiery kiss, he managed a taut bow. “As you wish. My deepest apologies, madam, for this regrettable mistake.” He hesitated, as though he might say more, but then he thought better of it. “Well—that is all.” Pivoting, he headed for the door.

Grace watched him warily, her heart pounding. But when she heard voices in the hallway, she gasped and zoomed after him, grabbing him by the arm. “Wait!” she whispered.

He looked askance at her with a devilish smile. “Change your mind?”

She shushed him in exasperation. “Listen! There are people in the hallway!” she whispered, raising a finger to her lips.

“So?”

“If you step out there now, and someone sees me in here—alone with you, in a darkened room—my reputation will be ruined! To say nothing of my family’s. You are not allowed to ruin me,” she whispered angrily.

“Well, there goes the whole aim and purpose of my life,” he drawled under his breath. “Very well. Don’t look so terrified. I’m sure I can find another way out of here.” Giving her a sardonic look of reproach, he turned away and crossed to the French doors, opening them to step out onto the small balcony overlooking the garden.

Grace followed him uncertainly.

He peered over the edge to assess its distance from the ground below. Then, gripping the railing with a lackadaisical air, he swung one long leg over the side.

“Be careful!” she warned in a whisper, which earned her another long-suffering look.

“Thank you for your concern, Miss—?”

She shook her head again.

“Stubborn,” he taunted, then lowered himself deftly off the outer ledge of the balcony. From there, he took a long step sideways onto a cast-iron rose trellis affixed to the exterior wall of the mansion.

Down this makeshift ladder the ex-spy proceeded to climb as nonchalantly as if he did this sort of thing every day.

Which perhaps he did, for all she knew.

Except for one small snag.

“Ow!” she heard him mutter as she leaned over the railing, following his progress in begrudging admiration.

“What’s wrong?” she called down in a loud whisper.

“Thorn! Not that you care. You won’t even tell me your name. I’ll live,” he assured her in a grumpy tone.

Grace refused to smile.

Upon reaching the flowerbed below, Lord Trevor stepped off the trellis and briefly lifted the middle joint of his finger to his mouth to ease the little wound.

She could not deny that she was somewhat amused.

“Good-bye,” she called as loudly as she dared.

“Good-bye yourself,” he shot back.

She frowned. Well, nice meeting you, too. Then she watched him go marching off into the shadows.

Glad he was gone, she supposed that was the last that she would probably see him. After he’d taken such pains to flee the “carnivores,” it seemed unlikely he would return to the ballroom.

She, on the other hand, had better get back down there in short order, or someone might eventually notice she was gone. You’re dreaming, she thought, recalling her apparent invisibility to others downstairs.

Oddly enough, however, she wasn’t feeling so lonely anymore. The prospect of returning to the ball seemed even duller now, knowing that Lord Trevor would not be there. Nevertheless, she realized George might be looking for her even now to claim his dance. Better fix my hair. She could still practically feel his clever fingers running through her hair, his sensual touch on her skin…

Scandalized by her own thoughts, she scrabbled about to find a candle and tinder in the room. Laying hold of one at last, she struck the flint with hands that still trembled, but finally managed to bring back a flicker of light.

Then came the task of remaking her chignon. In short order, she had twisted her long, light brown hair into a smooth rope. She looped it around her hand to form a neat bun, then tucked the edges under and inserted the long hairpin she had poked him with to hold it all in place.

There. Now she looked like the Reverend Kenwood’s virtuous daughter again.

In the glass, however, her cheeks still glowed coral pink. Nervously pulling up her neckline again, she frowned at her reflection.

What a barbarian he was, grabbing at her so! No one had ever touched her body like that before in her life. She still felt foolish and overwarm, guilty and unsure. It wasn’t my fault, she assured herself, smoothing one last stray hair into place. He’s the one who started it.

In any case, he hadn’t even meant to do it. She understood that now. He had thought she was one of those awful women stalking him and had reacted accordingly.

He had only kissed her to be rude. Of course, he had apologized. Egads, there was no point in dwelling on it. Forgive and forget. The man had made a mistake.

A rather startling mistake, one they had both enjoyed … Indeed, every woman ought to be kissed like that just once in her life, Grace thought, as another sigh escaped her. The main thing was, it wouldn’t happen again.

Her heart sank. Back to being a spinster.

But she wasted no time in sneaking out of the parlor. She opened the door a crack, glanced to the right and left, and finding the hallway empty, headed back to the ball.

Awkward. So, so very awkward.

Comically so—even though the humor was at his own expense.

Trevor could not believe he had made such a mortifying blunder, but it just went to show how out of sorts he was, and besides, as mistakes went, this was one he had thoroughly enjoyed.

It had also made one thing very clear: Perhaps it was time he started paying attention to life again, get his bloody head on straight, and come out of his dark fog of angry, bitter brooding.

Whoever she was, the little minx had certainly jarred him out of his disillusioned rut.

Half-amused, fully chagrined, and still smoldering from head to toe with thwarted lust, he headed for his carriage, hands in pockets.

Still, the question would not leave him alone. Who was she?

A little terror, that’s who. He could not believe she had jabbed him with her hairpin—all to escape his kiss, which he had doled out as if he were doing her a favor.

Tickled by the irony, even though he himself was the butt of the joke, Trevor paused reluctantly and glanced back over his shoulder at Lievedon House, all its windows warmly aglow.

Hang it, he was torn about whether to go home now as planned or venture back inside and stay a little longer.

Try to find out who she was…

He shook his head to himself, well aware that his apology had been inadequate. What she must think of him!

He knew how a gentleman ought to treat the fair sex: Unlike his Order teammates, he had sisters, after all. He had never been a serial seducer like Beauchamp, nor took twisted pleasure in the kind of stormy, hot-and-cold affairs with dangerous females that were Nick’s Achilles heel.

But now he felt like a villain, for it was obvious in hindsight that the lady he had groped like a drunken libertine was a genuine nice girl.

A nice girl! Imagine that. He had lost faith that they existed. It made him all the more intrigued. And all the less willing to accept her refusal to tell her name.

He could learn it easily enough, of course. He did have some experience in gathering information.

But maybe she was right. Maybe it was better to leave it alone, as she had said—a secret kiss with an intoxicating stranger. God knew he’d had his share of those, he thought, letting out a wistful sigh.

Somehow, this felt different. He looked at the house again. Then a fleeting memory of her clinging to him in a dizzied swoon of very virginal passion flashed through his mind and made his nether regions pulsate with long-starved need. Right. All of a sudden, his mind was made up.

This would not do. Honor had its demands. He had misused a lady: He, of all people, could not possibly leave it at that. He had to go back and tell her again—properly, without sarcasm—that he was sorry and that she needn’t fear at all for her good name.

Which he fully intended to learn.

At the very least, he owed it to himself to find out who she was. For the first time in ages, he felt a stirring of hope. Whoever she was, she symbolized, well, something. He wasn’t quite sure what. It was enough to have seen there were still good women out there in the world.

While all the others fawned on him—exactly what he didn’t need—she, with that little pinprick, had neatly popped the bubble of his own dark focus on himself.

Aye, she had done him a favor, he thought wryly. He owed the girl his thanks. And why not?

He had nothing else to do tonight, nowhere else to go.

And nothing left to lose.

Laura and her new beau obviously weren’t coming, so maybe now he could finally relax. Go back in, have another drink, he mused, and at least try to enjoy himself like a human being again.

With the taste of that beguiling girl’s innocent kiss still lingering on his tongue, Trevor surrendered to his curiosity, drawn back toward the light.

The iron chandelier glowed, hung from the mansion’s airy, half-round portico. He crossed beneath it, walking back into Lievedon House.

Rejoining the fray, he made a mental note to try to steer clear of those vexing hussies and keep to the company of men while he made his inquiries.

One way or the other, he was determined to find out who the devil he had just kissed.
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Oh, no. Grace’s heart sank. Upon returning discreetly to the ball, she had arrived in the doorway of the card room only to find that George had either forgotten about their promised dance or had forfeited the bargain.

She looked on in worry from a safe distance as the marquess’s son plunged himself into his fatal passion at the gaming tables. It appeared to be whist that they were playing, and if it was the long form, she would not be seeing him again for the rest of the night.

Unless I tell Papa.

Yes, that was the best solution. Not so much time had passed; George could not yet be too far gone in the grip of his vice. If anyone could still pull him back from the brink, it was the kind and unflappable Reverend Kenwood.

Frankly, she could not believe the brat would even do this with Papa here—but Heaven only knew what might happen if his own father found him first. Lord Lievedon had forbidden his son from these perilous amusements. But here was George, doing as he pleased right under his father’s nose. Lord Bratford, indeed. Maybe this was his way of trying to get his father’s attention…

She shook her head uneasily, then left the doorway and went looking for her sire. Along the way, she lifted a glass of wine from a footman’s tray and took a large sip to steady her nerves, for she was still a little shaken by her deliciously sinful rendezvous.

As she hurried through the glittering crowd, she was shocked at herself for feeling a trifle smug as she passed the glamorous, highborn ladies who had been thronging the Order hero. It was wrong of her to gloat that she was the one who had secretly won his kiss—and secret it had better stay. She had worked hard to earn her reputation as a paragon, and she intended to keep it.

Shaking off a shiver of remembered pleasure, she put the ex-spy forcefully out of her mind.

There’s Papa. Standing on her tiptoes, she spotted her father near one of the refreshment tables before the shifting crowd hid him from view again.

She began weaving her way toward him, sipping her wine again to keep from sloshing it on herself or others in the noisy throng.

When she reached the edge of the group where the amiable minister was deep in conversation with several other gentlemen, she envied his ability to make friends wherever they went.

It was not as easy for her, with her shy streak.

She was still on the outside of the male gathering when she heard him at it again, an excellent conversationalist on any number of topics.

“If you are handy with such things, my lord, I know the perfect property you should consider,” he was saying. “Back in our own home village in Leicestershire near Lord Lievedon’s country seat, there’s a fine old farmhouse called the Grange. It’s fallen into a state of disuse since the previous owner’s death and could use a skillful hand to bring it back to life. I’ve been inside the place,” Papa continued. “Excellent linen-fold paneling. Brickwork ’round the hearth that dates back to the Tudor age, if it can be preserved.”

“And what is the name of your village, Reverend?” another man nearby asked.

“Thistleton. The Grange has some of the most fertile acreage still to be had in the Midlands.” He took a drink and continued. “The house sits on the brow of a hill, northward facing, a very agreeable location. The fields have long lain fallow, which would ensure abundant crop yields for years to come. The pastures are suitable for cattle, horses, sheep. It has an orchard, well established, and a fine brook full with fish. The old colonel was very fond of his fishing stream.”

“You sound like you’d rather buy the Grange yourself, Reverend.”

He chuckled with a mild wave of his hand. “I’m just a humble minister to my flock, gentlemen. Besides, at my age, all that work sounds exhausting. But you may be just the man for the task, Montgomery.”

Grace gasped as her father stepped across the open circle of the dozen or so men who had gathered around, and handed a small piece of paper to none other than Lord Trevor Montgomery.

She only just managed to duck out of sight again behind some portly fellow taking a pinch of snuff.

Oh, God. What is he doing back here? I thought he left!

“The food at the Gaggle Goose Inn isn’t half-bad—that’s Thistleton’s only coaching inn,” her father was explaining. “But if you do decide to come out and see the Grange, by all means, call on us at the parsonage. My daughter and I would be pleased to invite you to supper.”

“You’re very kind, sir, thank you.” Lord Trevor tucked the card into his breast pocket.

“Ah,” her father said, turning and spying her, but missing her look of panic, “here’s my daughter now.”

Grace froze as he beckoned her over with a smile.

Lord Trevor’s eyebrow arched high when he saw her.

“Grace, my dear, where have you been? I was missing you,” her father said affectionately.

She turned a guilty shade of red at the question, but thankfully, Papa didn’t pursue it.

“I have been talking to the most congenial fellow,” the reverend continued, as cordial as ever, gesturing at the ex-spy with his glass of brandy. “He is interested in Colonel Avery’s old farm.”

“Oh?” she choked out.

Egads, it was only a short walk through two pastures and a grove of trees between her home at the lovely stone parsonage and the rambling old gentlemanly farmhouse known as the Grange. Of all the neighbors who might have dreamed of moving in next door—!

She managed not to choke and summoned up a polite smile instead. “Oh, but, Papa, the Grange is just a ruin. It’s scarcely livable,” she assured Lord Trevor with a nervous smile.

“Nonsense!” her father objected. “It just needs a few intelligent repairs, but my young friend here was just telling us he’s a bit of an amateur architect—among his many other talents, so I hear.”
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