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            Mayfair, London

October 1817

         

         Lord Chesney?” Jensen’s voice cut through the midmorning stillness of the stables. “Are you here, sir?”

         Inside the end stall box, Thomas Matteson stilled, hoping the butler would simply leave and not interrupt his morning. The same morning he’d so carefully arranged by giving the grooms time off to attend Tattersall’s. He let the silence of the stables answer for him, broken only by the restless shifting of horses in their stalls and a pawing of hooves.

         But Jensen persisted in his hunt. “Sir?”

         Stifling a curse, knowing he had no choice but to face whatever calamity had sent the man after him, Thomas stepped into the aisle and firmly closed the stall door behind him. He brushed pieces of straw from the sleeves of his maroon redingote. “What is it, Jensen?”

         “A visitor, sir.” The portly butler hurried forward, silver salver in hand.

         Thomas fought to keep from rolling his eyes at the man’s formality. An employee of the Matteson household for nearly twenty years, Jensen took his position seriously, even during times like these when the duke and duchess were at their country estate and Thomas was the only family member in residence.

         And he was in residence precisely because his mother and father were not, needing the distractions of London and the freedom of turning Chatham House into bachelor’s quarters until his parents returned in January. Yet Jensen and the rest of the staff continued to serve with the precision of a military regiment, taking pride in their positions within a duke’s household even while the duke was away.

         And while the old lord was away, the young lord would play…or at least that had been his plan. To fill his daylight hours with as many frivolous activities as possible and his nights however—and with whomever—he could. But it was deuced hard when the staff followed his every move. For heaven’s sake, yesterday morning he’d caught Cook spying on him to make certain he ate breakfast!

         Most likely their close attention came at his mother’s orders. He would have found her concern endearing if it didn’t aggravate the hell out of him. And it was damned grating that nearly everyone he interacted with these days—including the household staff—still thought of him as fragile. Still not fully recovered. Broken.

         “My lord.” Jensen presented the card with as much flourish as if he stood in the gilded front hall rather than in the stable with his shoes dangerously close to a pile of manure.

         Irritated at being interrupted, Thomas snatched up the card and read the embossed name. The Earl Royston? Odd. Why the devil was he here? Royston was an old family friend and always welcome at Chatham House. But surely Royston knew that his father was in the country, and Thomas couldn’t imagine what the earl would want with him.

         “I’ve put his lordship in the drawing room, sir.” Then Jensen hesitated and cleared his throat as if he dreaded telling him, “And Lady Emily is taking tea in the morning room.”

         “My sister is, is she?” His lips curled grimly. Yet another person set on ruining his morning, apparently. “Tell Royston I’ll join him in a moment.” He arched a brow. “And tell my sister that she has her own town house and should bloody well stop haunting mine.”

         “Yes, sir.” Despite his curt nod, Thomas knew the portly butler had no intention of passing along that message.

         Straw rustled inside the stall behind him. Jensen furrowed his bushy brows. “Should I call for a footman to help you with your horse, sir?”

         “No need.” At the sound of more rustling, he added, “Just a filly I’ve been attempting to break.”

         With a shallow bow, and careful to miss the manure, Jensen turned smartly on his heels and retreated toward the house. Thomas waited until the butler was out of sight before opening the stall door. Folding his arms across his chest, he leaned lazily against the post and looked at the woman standing inside.

         “Just a filly you’ve been attempting to break, am I?” Helene Humphrey, the young widow of the late Charles Humphrey, pouted with mock peevishness as she brushed at the straw clinging to her riding habit. The same habit that moments ago had been pulled down to her waist and bunched up around her hips as she’d straddled him in the hay. “How positively uncomplimentary of you, Chesney.”

         He shrugged away her scolding, not caring if she was offended. After all, he allowed her into his stables in the mornings only because he wanted to chase away any lingering anxieties from the nights before. And he wasn’t naïve enough to believe she visited him for any reason other than sex.

         Having settled into wealthy widowhood with all the restraint of an opera diva, Helene thrilled at indulging in a string of dalliances, including those she’d risked before Humphrey died. Which was one of the main reasons Thomas had selected her to be one of his lovers. With Helene a man got exactly what he saw. No secrets, no surprises…just a beautiful and eager woman with a hot mouth and a cold heart.

         “You’re the one visiting my stables, Helene,” he reminded her.

         “And where else am I supposed to take such a fine morning ride?” She turned her back to him so he could fasten up her dress.

         He obliged—of course he did. He was a gentleman, after all, and a gentleman always helped his lover freshen her appearance after a tryst, even if she made assignations with half of London society and had just ridden him off six feet from a pile of horse shit.

         “One of these mornings, we really should put you onto a horse.” As he fastened the last button, he lowered his head to brush his mouth against the side of her neck for one last taste of her. “I’ve got a new gelding you might like.”

         With a wicked smile, she turned in his arms and cupped his cock in her palm. “Why would I want a gelding,” she purred, fondling him through his breeches more in possessiveness than in desire, “when I’ve got a stallion?”

         Dragging in a breath through clenched teeth, he reached down to grasp her wrist and pull her hand away as fresh irritation surged inside him. The last way he wanted to think of himself was as providing stud service. Even if the implication was true.

         “At least your guests have good timing.” She stepped back and tugged at her gloves. As with her hat and its beaded half veil, she’d kept her gloves and boots on the entire time he’d been inside her. Mercifully, though, she’d discarded the riding crop. “Ten minutes earlier and I would have been extremely put out.”

         Ten minutes earlier. He would have been annoyed, but would he have truly cared?

         His chest tightened with the bitter ache of self-recrimination. Good Lord, had his life really come to this? Pre-appointed tumbles in a horse stall with a woman he didn’t even like, partaking of her pleasures more to release the acute uneasiness that pounded relentlessly at him than for physical satisfaction?

         Only one year ago, his life had still possessed meaning. He’d felt alive and happy, and he never would have sought out the company of such a shallow woman as Helene. In public he’d moved in the inner circle of English society, taking advantage of all the benefits life within the ton afforded, for all outward appearances seemingly concerned with nothing more than fast horses, faster women, and the odds in the book at White’s. But in private he’d served as a War Office operative, his skills highly valued and his work important. His life had been filled with purpose.

         Until everything had gone so horribly wrong one Sunday evening, right in Mayfair. That was the evening when he’d learned the difference between being alive and truly living. The evening when his life had become a living hell.

         Unconsciously he reached for his side, for that spot just above his hip where the bullet hole still hideously pocked his skin. His fingers trembled. Goddammit! Even now, even in the safety of his own home in broad daylight, he couldn’t keep himself from shaking.

         “Next Thursday morning, then, for our usual ride?” Oblivious to the darkness once more closing in around him, she trailed the end of her riding crop suggestively along his shoulder as she stepped past him into the aisle. “Although I have so been wanting to try a private ride in the park.”

         At the thought of her leaving, a sudden desperation swept through him. He grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back against him, eliciting a soft gasp of surprise from her.

         He’d found release with her just minutes ago, but a dark restlessness still pulsed inside him, one that now shifted toward panic. His heart began to pound hard as the familiar metallic taste of anxiety formed on his tongue, and he recklessly sought one last moment of distraction with her.

         “When it comes to riding, Helene,” he murmured as he nipped at her earlobe, hoping to arouse her enough to convince her to stay, at least for a few more minutes, “I suspect there’s nothing you haven’t already tried.”

         He coaxed a soft moan from her as his still-shaking hand fondled her breast through her riding habit, and his cock flexed at the feminine sound. Did he have time to take her again? Nothing more than a desperate diversion, certainly, yet one that would keep at bay the rising anxiety for a little while longer and perhaps let him get through the rest of the morning without falling into the darkness that preyed on him.

         Giving a throaty laugh, she slipped out of his arms.

         He clenched his empty hands into fists. Physical pain speared his chest as he knew he had to let her go, because if he made another grab for her, then he’d look like a damned fool.

         “Insatiable,” she scolded with a teasing smile, and smacked him playfully on the shoulder with the riding crop. “But I’m due for breakfast, and you have guests waiting.”

         She sauntered from the stable with a wide sashay of her hips toward her waiting carriage in the alley, completely unaware that the darkness was circling him again, ready to tear at him with its claws. After all, he’d become so very clever during the past year at hiding his distress. Even from the people who loved him.

         As he stared after her, he forced himself to breathe deeply and steadily, to push down the panic nipping at his heels and pounding the blood through his body so hard that the rush of it in his ears was deafening. A tight knot like hot lead burned low in his gut now, and he wiped the back of his hand across his lips as if he could easily brush clean the taste of fear from his mouth. As if he could wipe away the living nightmare his life had become.

         He looked down at his hands, now shaking uncontrollably, then squeezed his eyes shut and fought against the demons rising inside him. Not this morning— Dear God, not with Royston and his sister waiting inside.

         He knew what came next once the shaking started, and he willed it back with every ounce of his being. All the memories would come rushing back until he relived the shooting and its aftermath…the pain radiating from his side so searing that he couldn’t breathe, the fear that he would die and slip forever into the blackness. And worst of all, the sheer terror of waking in the dark, screaming in confusion and panic, unable to move. 

         Squeezing his eyes shut and concentrating instead on the stable around him, on the sounds of the horses, the smells of the hay and manure, and the chilly morning air against his hot cheeks, he forced himself to slowly count to ten. Then twenty. Then one hundred…By the time he reached three hundred, he’d managed to subdue the shaking enough that it was no longer visible and to stop the itching at his wrists, even if his heart continued to pound like a hammer in his chest. He took a moment longer to gather himself enough that no one would notice the agitated state that Helene’s departure had thrown him into, then left the stable.

         Blowing out a harsh breath, he stalked toward the house with his hands clenched in frustration so intense that his eyes burned with it. He knew he should be grateful for still being alive, that he still possessed a beating heart that could be sent racing and breath that could turn into anxious pants at even the slightest provocation. Because it meant he was still alive. But damnation, at what cost? How much more could he tolerate before it drove him completely mad?

         And how much longer before he accepted that his life would never again be what it had once been? Before he realized that he would never have that life back, no matter how desperately he craved it?

         He ran his fingers through his hair, cursing them for trembling. His work as a spy was finished. The War Office wouldn’t give him another field assignment now, no matter how good his skills. The shooting had made him too conspicuous for espionage work. Too wounded. And because of both the shooting and his position as the duke’s heir, he couldn’t get any sort of military commission now. Even the damned admiralty had rejected him.

         Apparently he wasn’t even good enough to drown anymore.

         Yet he couldn’t bear the thought of returning to the life he’d led before he’d joined the War Office, when he’d had nothing to do but wait for his father to die so he could become duke and then…well, then do nothing all over again until he died and his heir replaced him. After fighting against Napoleon on the Peninsula as part of the Scarlet Scoundrels of the First Dragoons, he found little meaning in being a society gentleman. In only a few months after he’d returned from the war, he’d worked his way through all the pursuits enjoyed by the quality—cards, horses, women, more cards, even more women—until nothing was left. But he’d still felt empty.

         No wonder so many men gambled away their fortunes, became drunkards, or turned into rakes who sported in ruining young women. They were bored out of their blasted minds.

         When he thought about how little life as a peer held for him, the darkness now edging his existence, and both the increasing frequency of the attacks and their severity, he doubted he could survive. In the past year, he’d managed to hang on to his sanity only by clinging to the hope that he still had connections in the government who could get him back into fieldwork. But so far he’d had no luck. No one had been willing to recommend him.

         Jensen opened the front door as he bounded up the steps and stalked inside the town house. He paused at the foyer table to sort quickly through the morning mail, searching for one particular message, one specific—

         He saw the letter. His heart faltered with a desperate hope.

         Earl Bathurst.

         With a nervous breath—and damn his shaking fingers that he could barely get to work—he broke the wax seal to scan the message from the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, the man responsible for overseeing the War Office, and his last hope at returning to the life he’d known before the shooting. But each sentence he read caused the demons inside him to reach out for him again, and his heartbeat raced as the blackness crept in around him, strangling the air from him. He sucked in a deep breath to steady himself as Bathurst’s refusal to help fell through him. I remain unconvinced that you will be able to provide the kind of assistance we need…

         The ghost pain pierced him. Leaning against the table on one hand for support, he protectively covered his side with the other, even knowing full well that the wound was completely healed by now, no matter how raw and sharp the pain. He pressed his eyes closed to concentrate on his breathing. Slow, steady, controlled— One, two, three, four—

         “Sir?” Jensen arrived at his side. “Is there a problem?”

         Opening his eyes and pulling himself instantly to his full height, he turned to face the butler as he covered his humiliation with a shake of his head and an irritated scowl. “Only an annoying piece of correspondence,” he lied.

         Just as with Helene, he’d become an expert at hiding his distress from the servants. From everyone who cared about him, in fact. And he was good at it. After all, he had years of practice as a spy, when he’d been forced to make himself look as if he belonged in the middle of groups where he never felt completely comfortable. Especially amid London society where his birthright declared he should belong.

         He blew out a tired breath and thanked God that the shaking hadn’t overcome him completely this time. The very last thing he needed was for the servants to think him ill. Or mad. “Put this in the study, will you?”

         He tossed the letter onto the pile and turned away. He would deal with it later when he was alone and could fully absorb the refusal of this last, desperate attempt at life. When he could let the darkness smother him and fall helpless to it. But now the Earl Royston waited in the drawing room and his sister in the morning room, and he had to appear normal in front of them, no matter how agonizing the engulfing blackness searing his chest.

         Taking a moment to gather himself and pull his jacket sleeves down to cover his scratched wrists, he paused to lean his shoulder against the doorway of the morning room and looked in at his sister as she sat on the sofa, her feet curled up beneath her and an open book on her lap. He’d brought Emily such worry over the past year. Guilt for the hell he’d put her through only added to the tightening remorse that ate at his gut.

         But for now she was relaxed, happily humming to herself, and absolutely glowing. He took solace in the sight of her, and the darkness slowly retreated until his heartbeat stopped pounding and his breath slowed. Until he appeared normal.

         “Do you have a valid reason for being here, Mrs. Grey,” he drawled, hoping his voice sounded steadier than he actually felt, “or are you simply spying on me again?”

         “The latter, of course.” Emily smiled as she set the book aside and reached toward the tray on the low table to pour a cup of tea. His sister moved with an inherent gracefulness that turned women green with envy, and the sharpness of her mind only served to distinguish her more from those society ladies who could bore a man to death with their chatter about fashions and balls. “I know you have a visitor waiting for you—Royston wished me good morning when he arrived. But when you’re finished with him, I expect you to join me for tea.”

         Not a request, he noticed. “You know, as a marquess, I outrank you.”

         “Only a courtesy title, brother dear,” she reminded him, falling easily into the teasing jabs and barbs that were their wont. “Although it wouldn’t hurt to put that title to good use and consider calling on some of the young ladies who—”

         “No.”

         She shot him a peevish glare over the rim of her teacup, which he ignored. He would have to marry someday and produce an heir, but there was no hurry. No need to punish some poor girl unduly by bringing her into the madness of the Matteson family sooner than necessary.

         “You came to check on me again,” he accused gently, although in truth he was glad to see her. The darkness never disappeared completely these days, but when he was with Emily, it receded.

         “I came because I had the day to myself for once, and I wanted to spend time with my loving brother.” Despite that obvious lie, she scolded lightly, “Shame on you for insinuating otherwise.”

         He arched a blatantly disbelieving brow. Emily was beautiful, charming, and elegant, and an absolute pain in the arse whenever she meddled in his business, which was most of the time. But he loved her, and he would gladly lay down his life for her—when he wasn’t set on throttling her himself. “Where has Grey gone off to, then?”

         “He and the colonel went to Tattersall’s to look at a hunter that Jackson Shaw has up for auction,” she answered far too smoothly, clearly having practiced her response in anticipation of the question. She never could lie well, not even as a child. “Kate and the twins are away at Brambly House. And I couldn’t bear the thought of being all alone at home, so I came here.”

         “You couldn’t bear the thought of me being all alone, you mean,” he countered, knowing full well that she had her son, his nanny, and a dozen servants to keep her company. “So you came here to torture me.”

         With a shrug she lifted the teacup to her lips. “If you can’t torture family, well, then, whom can you torture?”

         “And that,” he pointed out earnestly, “sums up every Matteson family dinner since we were five.”

         She choked on her tea. Laughing, she cleared her throat. “Go on, then. See to Royston. I’ll be here when you return.”

         “Dear God,” he grumbled painfully, “truly?”

         He saw the devilish smile she tried to hide behind the teacup, then turned into the hallway.

         “And give my regards to Lady Humphrey the next time you…see her.”

         He froze. Damnation.

         Rolling his eyes, he glared at her over his shoulder. “You’ve become as much of a spy as that husband of yours.”

         “Torture, spying—” With a wave of her hand, she dismissed him. “It’s all Matteson family business.”

         Yes, he conceded as he took the stairs three at a time, he supposed it was.

         Except not for him. Not any longer.

         Pushing the black thoughts from his mind, he forced a smile as he strode into the drawing room. “Royston.”

         “Chesney.” Simon Royston, Earl Royston, clasped his hand. “Good to see you again.”

         His chest lightened at the warm familiarity with which the earl greeted him. It was always good to see someone he could trust, especially these days. “And you.”

         Royston had been a family friend since the days when Thomas’s father first returned from India and took a government post in London. Since then the two families had grown even closer. The two ladies often co-hosted soirees and elaborate parties that were the talk of the season, and the two men worked closely together in the Lords, with Royston an ardent supporter of several of Thomas’s father’s initiatives.

         In comparison to the Matteson family, with its duchy going back nine generations, the Roystons were recently titled, the current earl only the third in the line. But the earl’s grandfather had been well admired among his peers, and Simon Royston carried on that legacy, having become a rising star in Parliament and a trusted advisor at the ear of the prime minister. Thomas liked the man and his family. Royston had been one of the few peers to welcome his father to London long before inheriting had ever been a consideration, and Thomas personally felt a certain loyalty to the man that rose from Royston’s help in securing his captain’s commission with the Scarlet Scoundrels. Because of all that—and a niggling curiosity about what brought the earl to Chatham House during the off-season, a curiosity that just might distract him for the remainder of the morning—he warmly welcomed the earl.

         Thomas gestured to the liquor cabinet. “Whiskey?” Not yet noon, the hour was still early, but he noticed with concern the tension in the older man’s body, the dark circles beneath his eyes. The earl could use a drink. And truth be told, so could he.

         Royston nodded. “Please.”

         Thomas poured two glasses and handed one over, then motioned for Royston to sit. He settled into his chair and watched as the earl tossed back nearly half the whiskey in a single swallow.

         “I haven’t seen you since August,” Thomas commented. “I hope you’re well.”

         “As fine as one can be in England in October.”

         But the forced jocularity to his voice raised Thomas’s concerns. “And your wife and son?”

         “The countess is happily fussing over the affairs of running Blackwood Hall, and Charles is finishing his last year at Oxford. I expect him to claim a first in mathematics.”

         He heard the tension edging the man’s voice and forced himself not to frown. “Good to hear.”

         “And you?” Royston’s eyes narrowed on him, and Thomas felt the peculiar suspicion that he was being scrutinized. Although, knowing the close relationship the earl had with his parents, his mother had most likely put the man up to checking in on him while he was in town. “It’s been a year since the shooting. Is everything back to normal for you?”

         If anyone else had asked him that question, Thomas would have told the man to go to hell. But he knew the deep regard in which Royston held him and his family, and he knew the question was asked with nothing less than true concern.

         “Yes,” he lied, raising the glass to his lips to cover any errant expressions that might flit across his face. “Back to my old self and doing my best to lay waste to whatever pleasures London can provide.” Then, purposefully turning the conversation away from himself, he commented, “Although this morning’s visit is a surprise, I must admit. I thought you’d be in the country until January.”

         “I had unexpected business in London,” he answered vaguely with a polite smile.

         Thomas respected the man’s privacy and didn’t press. “Of course you’re always welcome at Chatham House.” Over the years, Thomas and his father had spent more hours playing cards and shooting billiards with the earl than he could count, not to mention all the dinners and political talk at various ton affairs. A visit from Royston wasn’t unusual, except…“But Father is in the country for the hunting season. Surely you know that.” As should be every other man of landed property who had the good sense to avoid London this time of year. Including Royston.

         “I came looking for you, actually.” The earl paused. “May we speak in confidence?”

         He nodded, holding back a puzzled frown. Whatever could Royston want with him?

         The man leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and rolled the crystal tumbler between his palms. “There’s been trouble at Blackwood Hall.”

         Thomas had never been to the Roystons’ country estate, but he knew of the place, which had been granted to the earl’s grandfather when he received the title. Located in the heart of Lincolnshire, the estate was two days’ hard ride on horseback from London under the best of conditions; at this time of year, with the increasing cold and fall rains, a coach would be lucky to reach the estate in four. So whatever had sent the earl scurrying to London must have been serious. And it clearly wasn’t a social call at his mother’s behest.

         He studied Royston with concern over the rim of his glass. If there was anything he could do to help, he owed it to the earl for the years of friendship between their two families. And the earl’s troubles might just provide a distraction for him as well. “What kind of trouble?”

         “Highwaymen.”

         “Highwaymen,” Thomas repeated, and carefully kept his face stoic, not letting his disappointment at the mundane answer register.

         Royston grimaced. “I know what you’re thinking. What road in Lincolnshire doesn’t have highwaymen?”

         He had been thinking exactly that, but to ease the man’s pride, he instead offered, “Actually, I was wondering why you didn’t go to the constabulary.”

         “I have, but to no avail.” He finished his whiskey, then stared down at the empty glass. “It’s a damnable mystery.”

         With that odd comment pricking his interest, Thomas stood to refill his glass. “How so?”

         “There appears to be no pattern, except that there is.” When Thomas frowned at his contradictory words, he continued, “The only robberies have been of guests returning home from Blackwood Hall, and then, not all the guests and not all the time.” Royston grimaced. “We’re being targeted. My guests. Me.”

         “I wouldn’t go that far.” Thomas tried to keep the patronizing tone from his voice, but truly, the description of the robberies struck him as simple paranoia. Yet Royston’s distress over it concerned him, and he frowned as he fetched the decanter. “You’re a wealthy landowner in Lincolnshire, so surely more of your guests than—”

         “I’m one of the wealthy men in the area, true, but not the only one.” He held up his glass to let Thomas pour more whiskey. “Only my guests have been robbed by this particular highwayman. No one else’s.”

         Well, that was odd. He set the decanter aside and sank back into his chair. “Nevertheless, it doesn’t mean you, specifically, are being targeted. Could just be a run of coincidence and bad luck.”

         Royston shook his head. “When the carriages are stopped, only the men are asked to hand over their valuables. One man in each coach, no matter how many others are present. And never anything from the women, not even when openly displaying their jewels.”

         Thomas leaned forward. A highwayman who robbed only one man per coach and left jewels? Finally he was intrigued. “How long has this been happening?”

         “On and off for the past two years.”

         A faint needling of suspicion, one he hadn’t felt since he stopped being a spy, tickled at the backs of his knees and made his heart skitter. “You’re just now noticing the pattern?”

         “I had noticed before, I’m ashamed to say. But it never needed to be addressed until now.”

         “What changed?”

         “I have grand hopes for the Lords next session. Some important positions will be opening, and I want to make my mark.” His eyes met Thomas’s intently. “With your help.”

         Shaking his head, Thomas set his glass aside. “I’m afraid you’re wasting your time. I’m not involved in anything of importance in the government.” Not anymore.

         Royston leveled his shrewd gaze on him. “I know things about you, Thomas,” he answered quietly, all polite pretense gone. “I know what you’ve done since you returned from Spain, and I have connections in the War Office who have vouched for your special skills.”

         Despite the electric jolt that pulsed through him at the earl’s words, Thomas remained silent and stoic, unwilling to either deny or validate Royston’s assumptions about him. Only a handful of people knew the truth about what he’d done for his country once he left the army, once his real fight against the French had begun. Despite the close friendship their two families shared, he wouldn’t endanger Royston unnecessarily. No matter how much he wanted to help.

         Besides, those special skills the War Office had assured the earl he possessed were the same ones they no longer wanted.

         “I want you to come to Blackwood Hall and investigate.” Asking for help from someone twenty years his junior was clearly difficult for the proud man, but judging from the exasperated look in his eyes, he’d found no other solution. “I want these robberies stopped, no matter the cost.” His gaze dropped back to his drink. “And if it goes well, I see no reason why I shouldn’t put in a good word for you with Lord Bathurst, assuring him that you have my full support and confidence. That you are truly back to being your old self.”

         Bathurst. Thomas froze even as his chest squeezed hard. This could very well be the opportunity he’d been seeking, his very last hope of returning to the life he’d led before the shooting. When he’d had purpose and meaning. When he’d last felt alive.

         “Do we have an agreement, then, Chesney?”

         Thomas nodded slowly, outwardly calm despite his racing heart. Stopping a highwayman was a far cry from the type of work he’d done as a spy, but it would also serve as a test to prove to Bathurst—and to himself—that his skills hadn’t deteriorated.

         “I’m hosting a house party at Blackwood Hall next week.” The earl set aside his glass and stood. “A chance for friends and associates in the area to gather for a sennight and break up the boredom of the country season. An irresistible target for the highwayman, I presume.”

         Thomas rose to his feet, his mind already whirling with this new assignment. “Make certain the guest list is common knowledge to your household staff.”

         Incredulity flashed over Royston’s face. “You think the highwayman could be someone within my own home?”

         “I think he could be anyone.” Fighting down the excitement that coursed through his blood and replaced the anxiety that had clawed at him less than half an hour earlier, Thomas slapped him on the shoulder and walked him downstairs. “See you next week, then.”

         With a grateful expression, Royston took his hat and gloves from Jensen and headed out the front door. “My thanks, Chesney.”

         And mine to you. More than the earl would ever know. His chest pulsed with the first real hope he’d had in a year. A highwayman in Lincolnshire…not exactly an enemy to the crown. But at this point, with all other avenues blocked, he would claim whatever small victories he could.

         Small victory? He laughed. Whom was he trying to fool? He knew the truth, no matter how reluctant he was to admit it.

         A week at a boring Lincolnshire house party might just save his life.

         Emily looked up from her book as he sauntered into the morning room and slumped down next to her on the sofa. “Business concluded, then?”

         “Not business.” He grinned, feeling like the cat who’d gotten into the cream and the closest he’d been to his old self since the shooting. “Pleasure.”

         Her lips twitched mischievously. “Hmm,” she commented with mock innocence, “and here I’d thought Helene had already departed.”

         He shot her an icy look that made grown men quake in their boots but seemed only to amuse her. Brat. “Royston invited me to a house party at Blackwood Hall.”

         “Oh?” Her single bewildered word spoke volumes. She blinked, incredulity visible on her face that he would so eagerly gallop off to a party certain to be filled with dull dandies and old gossips.

         He dissembled by adding, “The earl has political aspirations and wants counsel on some recent matters which have been troubling him.”

         “And he picked you?” Astonishment rang in her voice. “He wants to succeed at these aspirations, does he not?”

         He grimaced at the teasing insult. She was needling him, trying in her own fashion to get the truth from him, but he would keep this investigation to himself. If the trip to Lincolnshire went as well as he hoped, it just might prove his salvation, and he would tell her afterward when all was set to rights again.

         And if not…well, there would be little she could do to help fight back the demons that would come for him, the suffocating blackness that would eventually devour him whole.

         “Getting away from London might do you good after all,” she added thoughtfully. “You might be introduced to a whole new group of potential wives.”

         Stifling an exasperated groan, he kicked his boots onto the tea table. “You know, brat, when you were a child, I sold you to the Gypsies,” he told her bluntly. “I’m still waiting for them to take you away.”

         Emily laughed, her blue eyes shining, and offered him a cup of tea.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO
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            The following week

Islingham Village, Lincolnshire

         

         Josephine!” Elizabeth Carlisle waved her fan high in the air to catch her daughter’s attention across the crowded ballroom at Blackwood Hall. Every inhabitant of every household in Lincolnshire seemed packed into the room for the opening night soiree of the Roystons’ annual house party. “Over here!”

         With a smile Josie squeezed her way through the crush.

         Countess Royston had topped herself this year. Complete with orchestra, free-flowing wine, and sugared fruits at the refreshments table, the evening would be the center of gossip for months to come. Even the dancing would be wonderful. Although it was a country dance and not a grand London ball, Josie had it under good authority from the second violinist that at least two waltzes were scheduled for the evening. And she did so love to waltz! In fact, waltzing was the only thing that had made the past five seasons bearable.

         Five seasons. Good God.

         Her shoulders sagged. At twenty-three, without any suitors or prospects, she supposed she would soon be officially on the shelf, and then she wouldn’t have to worry anymore about seasons or finding waltz partners who didn’t step on her toes.

         Truly, though, she wasn’t surprised. On paper, as the daughter of a baron, she rivaled most of the young ladies of England. But naturally, she was an adopted orphan who had been surrendered by her mother when she was three months old, a castoff of unknown lineage. Perhaps the child of a washerwoman or maid. Or worse. And no proper gentleman wanted to pursue a woman whose ancestry would only soil his progeny.

         Oh, she’d had a few suitors over the years. There’d been a few young gentlemen who’d visited Blackwood Hall for previous parties and taken an interest in her, but in the end their interest had lasted only as long as their stay. Local sons of squires and merchants had called on her over the years, brought her posies, taken her for picnics, and even had the daring to request a few kisses before offering for other young ladies. Occasionally a soldier or a vicar had been bold enough to pursue her. Those she chased away herself, knowing they were willing to overlook her past only to gain her dowry and a familial connection to a peer.

         Given all that, then, was it any wonder that she was still unmarried?

         But truly, wasn’t it for the best? While other young ladies focused on hunting husbands from the right families—with the right fortunes, of course—Josie had found purpose in working with the local orphanage and in doing everything she could to give the best lives possible to the children who hadn’t been as fortunate as she’d been. Which was why she’d never asked her parents for a London season. Here, in Lincolnshire, what did it matter if anyone knew her true past? Those people who really mattered to her knew who she was and cared about her anyway. But the London ladies would ostracize her if her past became common gossip, and no gentleman would dare to court her then. And even if she found a man who loved her and was willing to overlook her soiled ancestry, he most likely wouldn’t allow her to continue the work she did for the Good Hope Home. Certainly not all she did.

         And she couldn’t stop because she knew firsthand the horrors of that orphanage…cold winter nights sleeping three to a bed to keep warm, days when the only food was weak broth, and clothes worn until they fell away in rags, never washed and filled with lice and fleas. Mrs. Potter, the manageress whom Simon Royston had hired into the position, constantly stole from the supply stores and beat the children, locked them into the coal bin with no food or chamber pot, and often passed out drunk from gin.

         But Josie had been lucky. Just six years old when Richard and Elizabeth Carlisle adopted her, she’d been picked by them because she was the toughest little girl in the orphanage, afraid of nothing, and more than able to hold her own against three older brothers. Even as a child she’d vowed that she would never forget the other children, that she would do whatever she could to help.

         So if remaining unwed meant she could continue to care for the orphans, then it was more than a fair price to pay, she supposed. Yet her foolish heart still longed to meet a man who would fall in love with her. But with each passing season, that dream became more and more just that. Only a dream.

         And so she was still unwed and most likely always would be. Her family had never pressured her to marry, leaving the choice entirely up to her, and at this point, she was accepting of her impending spinsterhood.

         Impending? She stifled a laugh. Goodness! Hadn’t it already arrived?

         Finally reaching her mother’s side, Josie kissed her cheek. Seventeen years after the moment when she’d first seen her, Elizabeth Carlisle still reigned as the most beautiful woman Josie had ever seen, even after raising four children to adulthood.

         “I need your help tonight.” Mama peered frantically over the top of her flitting fan to scan the ballroom for her three sons, all lost somewhere in the crush. “Keep a keen eye on your brothers, will you?”

         As if on cue, Josie’s middle brother, Robert, sauntered into the ballroom and headed straight toward the refreshments table and a glass of Madeira.

         “Keep Robert away from Miranda Hodgkins at all costs,” Mama warned.

         “But Miranda’s a lovely girl.” The niece of the neighboring farmer, Miranda had practically grown up in their nursery at Chestnut Hill and, thankfully, had given her brothers someone other than her to torment.

         “Yes, and someday she will make a wonderful wife. But right now she is only eighteen and easily influenced.” She squeezed Josie’s hand and lowered her voice as if sharing a secret. “She needs to hang a while longer on the vine.”

         Josie frowned at her mother, perplexed.

         She arched a knowing brow. “She’s not yet ripe.”

         “Mama!” Josie’s mouth fell open in astonishment.

         “As for Sebastian,” she continued about the oldest of her sons, “I’m certain he’s lurking in a corner, talking politics and farming techniques. Do make him have some fun tonight, will you? I swear he was born an old man.”

         Josie smiled at her mother’s perfect description of Seb. “And Quinton?”

         She watched as the youngest of her three brothers approached Robert and slapped him on the back just as he was about to take a sip of wine, spilling it onto his boots. If her mother was lucky, the two men wouldn’t come to blows right there.

         She heaved a sigh of frustration. “Don’t let him do anything!”

         Josie bit her bottom lip to keep from laughing. Her brothers had never been manageable, even as little boys, and how they hadn’t killed each other long before now God only knew. But she dearly loved them, as much as if they were truly her own flesh and blood.

         Interacting with them had been difficult when she was first adopted, not knowing her place as an outsider among the boys who had an established home and sense of security within the family. And of course, she’d been bitterly jealous of their golden looks and charm, while it seemed that with her uncontrollable chestnut hair and petite frame she was seldom noticed. Of course, years later she’d realized that if people hadn’t paid as much attention to her as to the boys it was mostly because they were watching her brothers like hawks, as the three seemed to always be rigging traps for unsuspecting persons. Or setting things on fire. Including each other.

         She’d grown to love them all, although even now an irrational part of her sometimes worried that she might never truly belong to the family as much as her brothers did. And the fact that no man wanted to marry her once he’d discovered her past only emphasized her difference from other society daughters.

         But then, all three of her brothers were still bachelors, and none of them fretted about avoiding spinsterhood, as if such a thing existed for men.

         Not that her brothers needed to worry about remaining unmarried. The strappingly handsome, golden-blond Carlisle men stood at the center of female attention wherever they went. Her parents would have gladly seen them settled by now into homes of their own, although Josie also knew her mother was very cautious about choosing the ladies with whom her sons associated. Not because she worried that some social upstart would trap one of them into marriage but rather that the Carlisle boys would trap some poor unsuspecting girl who had no idea what she was getting herself into by leg-shackling herself to one of them for life.

         “Where is Sebastian?” Josie swept her eyes across the room. “I don’t see—”

         She stopped, the words catching in her throat as a pair of blue eyes stared back. Dark eyes more sapphire than simply blue. Deep, brooding, a bit dangerous. And bold. Oh, definitely bold as they held her own gaze captive. And below those eyes was a full, sensuous mouth that quirked up in amusement. At her.

         Oh.

         She was staring at the man, and he knew she was staring, and she knew he knew…and when he raised his glass slowly in a rakish toast to her, that dark, brooding, dangerous, and bold stare curled hotly down her spine and straight to her toes, stealing her breath away.

         Oh. My.

         “Which devil are you?” she mumbled.

         Because her family lived on the neighboring estate, Josie had assumed she would know all the guests at the dance, every last boring, elderly blue blood. But she certainly didn’t know him. Whoever he was, blue blood or not, he certainly wasn’t elderly, and from what she’d seen so far, he wasn’t the least bit boring.

         “What, dear?” her mother asked absently.

         She tore her gaze away from the stranger to glance at her mother. “Nothing.”

         When she looked back, he’d turned away to join in conversation with Lady Agnes Sinclair and her niece. Disappointment washed over her that she should lose his attention so quickly, and before she’d even had the chance to meet him, for heaven’s sake. And yet, never being one to let an opportunity pass by, she shamelessly seized the moment to study him.

         Dressed impeccably in a dark blue superfine jacket over a gray brocade waistcoat and snow-white silk cravat, black breeches, and boots polished to an impossible shine, he was tall, dark, and—to her chagrin—handsome. Very handsome, right down to the wide breadth of his shoulders and the black hair that curled in thick waves against his collar. And undeniably charismatic. Even from this far away she saw how the two women hung on his every word. Yet Josie was struck at how he seemed to be aware of everyone around him, even while deep in conversation, just as much as she was struck by the keen jealousy pulsing through her that his attention no longer focused exclusively on her.

         Jealousy? Good heavens, what on earth was wrong with her tonight?

         Shaking herself, she cleared that ridiculous notion from her mind and tried to concentrate on keeping watch over her brothers. Which was the only place her attention should have been. She had no business making a cake of herself over a man when she knew from past experience that her curiosity about him would come to nothing as soon as he found out who she truly was.

         “I’m going to find your father. Enjoy yourself, my dear.” Elizabeth placed a kiss on Josie’s cheek. “And don’t let your brothers near the musicians. We certainly don’t want a repeat of that cello incident from two years ago.” She sighed heavily. “I don’t think they ever found the bow.”

         With that parting warning, her mother slipped away. But Josie barely noticed, her interest still focused on the other side of the room.

         Who are you? She’d never seen him before, of that she was certain, because she would have remembered a man like him, who filled the room with the intensity of an oncoming storm. A man who captured her interest the way no other man had in a long time. If ever. And who had her wondering if he found her just as intriguing.

         Oh, she was fooling herself! A gentleman like that wouldn’t pay her any attention once he discovered she was an orphan. Or worse, he would pay her the wrong kind of attention, thinking her past entitled him to take liberties with her that he’d never dare take with any other unmarried lady.

         And yet…Oh, wouldn’t it be lovely, for a few minutes at least, to be able to pretend she was someone else? To believe she could capture the attentions of a man like him?

         So if all she had was a few minutes when she could be an ordinary young lady and pretend she had a normal future, why squander any of them?

         With determination, she snatched a glass of punch from a passing footman and wove her way across the room, unable to tamp down her growing curiosity about him and the undeniable yearning to meet him that he roused inside her. Would those midnight-blue eyes be just as intriguing up close? Would that mouth be just as sensuous?

         Sighing at her own foolishness, she slipped through the crowd like a moth drawn toward a flame. She should have been watching her brothers. At the very least, she should have been watching Miranda Hodgkins. Instead she was stalking a handsome stranger, lifting her glass ever so slightly as she glided toward him, bumping her arm against his—

         And spilling punch across his jacket sleeve.

         Bull’s-eye!

         “Oh, I’m so sorry!” she gasped as his hand immediately took her elbow to steady her…or to keep her from spilling the rest of the punch, she wasn’t certain which. But when she glanced up at those sapphire eyes and a warmth stirred low in her belly, she simply didn’t care.

         Oh yes. Those eyes were just as intriguing up close.

         With a shake, she collected herself. “How awful of me!” she exclaimed, and brushed her fingertips at the few droplets of punch still clinging to his sleeve.

         The two Sinclair ladies excused themselves with a touch of embarrassment for her, which Josie didn’t give one whit about. Especially when the corners of his mouth curled sensuously at her in amusement.

         “No harm, I assure you.” His voice came as a deep purr.

         She cleared her throat at the responding shiver that scattered through her like warm rain. “I’m so terribly clumsy.” She continued to brush at his sleeve long after the punch had been cleared away, inexplicably unable to stop herself from touching him. “Everyone’s always saying, ‘Josephine Carlisle, how absolutely clumsy you are!’”

         She thought she saw knowing laughter sparkle in his eyes before he sketched her a shallow bow. “Miss Carlisle, something tells me you’re not truly as clumsy as you protest.”

         His words were just cryptic enough to give her pause and make her wonder again who this man was and why he was at the earl’s party when men of his caliber never came to Blackwood Hall. But at least they were now engaged in conversation, and she had managed to accomplish the meeting—albeit by the most wretched self-introduction in history—without having to seek out someone to do the honors for her. And she didn’t feel the least bit guilty at her subterfuge. Just hearing that rumbling voice had been worth it, no matter how briefly the meeting might last.

         Deep in her heart, she wished it would last a good long while.

         She smiled apologetically. “I do hope I haven’t ruined your jacket.”

         “It’s fine.” His eyes swept deliberately over her as he murmured, “Very fine.”

         Her heart skittered. Good Lord, was he flirting? With her? Despite her uncertainty, she blushed like a debutante at her first ball. Goodness.

         “You’re not dancing.”

         “Pardon?” she breathed, her foolish heart daring to hope that he might be asking…but no. His words were only an observation, not a request, and her stomach plummeted with disappointment.

         Of course he wasn’t asking her to dance. Why on earth would he make such a request of the clumsy woman who’d just doused him with punch? As if this man ever had to request a dance in the first place. Most likely the London ladies would have all sought out his dance card if men possessed such things. And then her pride sank even lower as she realized she’d done exactly that herself by approaching him with such a pathetic ruse.

         He nodded past her toward the dance floor, where couples twirled in the roiling knots of a quadrille. “You’re not dancing,” he repeated.

         “I’m saving my toes for the waltzes,” she offered, curious to see how he would respond to that.

         “Ah, toe preservation,” he replied with mock gravity, his eyes gleaming. “A noble cause.”

         She smiled, strangely satisfied at his answer. Truly, she would have been disappointed had his response been anything less entertaining. “Indeed, sir, but perhaps I’m biased since I have a personal interest in the matter.” She gave a small laugh. “Ten, to be exact.”

         When he followed the dart of her eyes to her slippers, which she wiggled beneath the hem of her gown, he slid her a charming grin that trickled its way down her spine with a languid warmth.

         The laughter caught in her throat. Entertaining? Well, that was the understatement of the year. This man was utterly captivating. And for one shameless moment, bewildered at how he could draw such an unusual reaction from her so immediately, she wanted very much to become his captive.

         “And you?” She cleared her suddenly tight throat and hoped her voice sounded much steadier than she felt. “Why are you not dancing?”

         “I prefer the side of the room.” Then he leaned in slightly as he admitted in a low voice, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his mouth, “So much easier that way for beautiful ladies to purposefully spill punch on my sleeve to gain my attention.”

         Her mouth fell open, and she gaped at him. Speechless. At his audacity both in calling her out for her ruse and in claiming she was beautiful. And at her reckless desire to hear him say it again.

         “I suppose I should offer to fetch you another glass of punch,” he continued, rocking back onto his heels. From the teasing gleam in his eyes, he was obviously enjoying her embarrassment. “But I’m wary about where that one might land.”

         Her mouth snapped shut. Yes, he should be worried. He might be tall, dark, and handsome, but now that she’d met him, he was clearly no gentleman. A man with manners wouldn’t have called her out so blatantly on her trick…although the compliment about being beautiful she was willing to forgive. Still, as an embarrassed blush rose from the back of her neck, the undeniable desire she’d felt to meet him evaporated beneath a cold dose of reality. She’d suspected the meeting wouldn’t end well, given her past encounters with eligible male guests at Blackwood, but she hadn’t expected it to sour so quickly. It was a new record, even for her.

         “As I told you, only clumsiness on my part.” She feigned an innocent expression rather than let him see her true disappointment that he should have proven a cad after all, then retreated a step to put distance between them while she thought of a polite way to excuse herself. “No need to assume more.”

         “Then I should be greatly disappointed,” he murmured, and advanced slowly to close the gap she’d created.

         The tiny hairs on her arms tingled in warning. Was he…pursuing her?

         Impossible. Not someone like him. Yet he matched her step for step as she slowly backed away. She couldn’t decide if he wanted to flirt with her or drive her away, but whatever his goal, he definitely set her off-balance.

         Drawing a breath for courage, she stood her ground and tilted her head in challenge. “Perhaps you should fetch me that punch after all.”

         That stopped him. He quirked a questioning brow.

         “Then we could reenact the spill and know for certain whether it was an ill-conceived attempt on my part to get your attention or an ill-executed attempt on yours to move out of the way.” She forced a saccharine smile meant to send him scurrying away. “After all, I wouldn’t want you to be unnecessarily disappointed.”

         At her sassiness he laughed—the devil had the nerve to laugh at her! And not just any laugh, but a low and rich rumble that sank through her and filled her up. Yet something rusty resonated in the sound, as if he hadn’t laughed in a very long time.

         She trembled. Her attempt at pushing him away was failing miserably. And now she didn’t know what to do with him. Heavens, she was in over her head, and a quick glance at her preoccupied brothers across the ballroom told her there would be no help from shore.

         He dared to take another step until they stood shoulder to shoulder, facing in opposite directions. When he lowered his head to bring his mouth close to her ear, anyone watching would have assumed he did so only to be heard over the music. Yet the sudden realization struck her of how expert he was at creating a sense of privacy and physical closeness in the midst of a crowded room. And what a smooth rakehell existed behind those sultry eyes. She shivered at the heat he spiked inside her, this man who seemed nothing like the sort she should associate with yet who enigmatically drew her more than any she’d ever met before in her life.

         “Be honest, then, Miss Carlisle,” he drawled, amusement lacing that masculine purr of a voice. As if he knew exactly what effect he had on her. “Clumsiness or a bid for attention?” His fingers brushed unseen against hers at her side as they dangled hidden against the fullness of her skirt. He teasingly accused, “I don’t like deception.”

         Deception. Stifling a surprised gasp, she yanked her hand away.

         As she stared up at him, sudden fear sped through her. Her heart thudded so hard that the rush of blood through her ears drowned out the orchestra, and she thought her knees might buckle and send her to the floor right there at his feet. But somehow she remained standing, and with every ounce of willpower she possessed, she forced herself not to pale. Not in front of those remarkable eyes that seemed to notice everything.

         But how could he possibly know about her? And how much, exactly, did he know? He was a stranger here. For God’s sake, he hadn’t even known her name until she’d walked up to him and told him! Unease knotted sickeningly in her stomach. However much she’d wanted to meet him just a few minutes before, she now knew it was time to take her leave before he learned even more that he shouldn’t. Yet the thought of saying good-bye when she’d only barely met him inexplicably ripped a small tear into her heart.

         “A misplaced attempt to garner your attention, then,” she answered tightly, admitting to her folly and stepping away from him with a curt nod. “My apologies.”

         His hand closed around her elbow and stopped her. “Don’t go,” he entreated quietly, his face suddenly somber. “Please. I was merely teasing. I didn’t mean to offend—”

         “Josie.” A large hand clamped down on his shoulder. “Is this man bothering you?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Thomas tensed, every muscle in his body tightening as two mountains of men appeared beside him, flanking either side. But he gave no outward reaction to their presence except to release her arm as she stepped away. He looked at the intriguing woman in front of him and waited breathlessly for her answer, knowing it could mean the difference between being pummeled and being allowed to remain standing on two unbroken legs.

         Yet she hesitated to answer, and indecision flickered in her green eyes as she bit her bottom lip.

         From her body language, she clearly wanted away from him, but she also didn’t want to cause the scene the two men would undoubtedly unleash when they beat him senseless. He had no idea what thoughts played through that sharp mind of hers as she searched his face for answers, but he desperately hoped she found them, both to appease the two men and because he found himself not wanting to part from her. Something about her put him at ease. Something he couldn’t put his finger on but that he wasn’t willing to let go so soon.

         Her shoulders lowered as she made her decision. “He isn’t bothering me.”

         But the way she crossed her arms and hardened her eyes told him he’d won a grudging victory.

         “Good,” the mountain at his left shoulder drawled, “because I’d hate to think someone was bothering my baby sister.”

         “Me, too,” the right mountain affirmed.

         Baby sister. Bloody hell. This was why he detested house parties. Far too easy to be killed at one.

         “My brothers.” Rolling her eyes, now as annoyed at them as she was at him, she waved her hand toward the mountain on the left. “Robert Carlisle.” Then she gestured at the other hulking man. “Quinton. And somewhere in this crush is my eldest brother Sebastian.”

         Three brothers. He was going to be killed. And sadly, before he’d gotten even a single taste of her.

         “Gentlemen, a pleasure to meet you,” he commented to neither brother in particular, his eyes never leaving Josephine’s face. She resembled her brothers not at all, who were twice her pixie size and golden to her chestnut hair. Not in the slightly upturned tip of her pert nose, the set of her green eyes, the fullness of her lips that now pressed into a tight line…Interesting. “I was just escorting your sister to the floor for our dance.”

         He noticed the surprised flare of her eyes and wondered if her brothers had seen it, too. At that moment he was literally flirting with danger. And enjoying it immensely.

         In the past year, he’d attended too many soirees to count and had met all kinds of women, but not one had captured his attention the way this little bit of a country gel had. Not one of them had looked at him with such hope and expectation, with a combination of bemusement and daring that left his head spinning. They certainly hadn’t challenged him in conversation the way she had. Good Lord, she’d even made him laugh! He couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually laughed. And while that was a damnable surprise, even more stunning was the lightness that had filled his chest during the past few minutes since he looked up and caught her staring at him. For the first time in a year, the shooting and its aftermath hadn’t been foremost in his mind.

         Why her he had no idea. But he knew for certain that he wasn’t willing to part with her just yet. Hulking brothers or no.

         “Well.” Robert removed his hand from Thomas’s shoulder with a friendly pat. “While we’re glad a man is taking an interest in Josie—”

         “I don’t think we can allow her to dance with you—” Quinton interrupted.

         “A man to whom she hasn’t been formally introduced,” Robert finished.

         Quinton nodded in confirmation. “Certainly not.”

         Both brothers ignored the ice-cold daggers she stared at them, and Thomas suspected she was already plotting her revenge. Emily certainly would have been.

         “Oh, but we have been introduced,” Thomas smoothly informed them. “How else would I know that your sister, the lovely Miss Josephine Carlisle, loves to dance, although her friends consider her a bit too clumsy for the quadrilles, so she prefers to waltz despite a sorely small pool of men in Lincolnshire who don’t step on her toes?”

         Her brothers stared at him curiously, clearly not knowing how to respond to that. And neither did Josephine, who stared at him as if he’d just admitted to stealing the crown jewels.

         Dancing with her had been only an excuse for her brothers, to explain why he was holding her elbow, but now he wanted to do exactly that. “I believe our waltz is starting. Miss Carlisle, may I?”

         Josie blinked, then gave a stunned nod of permission. As if knowing a refusal would draw even more attention to herself from the curious crowd around them.

         He took her gloved hand and rested it delicately on his sleeve, the same one she’d doused with punch just moments before in that adorable but obvious scheme to meet him. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse us.”

         As he led her onto the dance floor, she murmured in a soft voice, “That was smoothly done.”

         “Self-preservation,” he replied in the same low tone as he drew her into position, “isn’t just for toes.”

         Despite her earlier annoyance at him, she gave a small laugh. The soft, melodic sound flitted through his chest, easing even more the year-old weight he carried inside him. He couldn’t help but smile at her.

         Whatever he’d done earlier to offend her dissipated as he twirled her into the waltz, and she fell gracefully into step with him. “Robert and Quinn are quite protective of me,” she explained.

         He threw a pointed glance at her brothers. “So I noticed.”

         “Hmm,” she replied knowingly. “And I could have sworn you noticed far more than just that.”

         His gut clenched in warning at her implication that he was more than he seemed, the reaction a remnant of a survival instinct honed sharply during his years as an army officer and agent. And yet…well, she wasn’t wrong. He supposed he should be alarmed that she was the only woman save his sister who suspected he led a double life. What he actually was, however, was intrigued.

         He shrugged as he twirled her into a circle, and she followed naturally, not missing a step. “Whatever do you mean?”

         “Oh, come now. We’ve already established that you don’t like deception, so don’t dissemble with me,” she chastised lightly even as she smiled, not at him but to appease her brothers who hovered on the edge of the dance floor like a pack of wolves. Interesting…she clearly didn’t want to dance with him, yet she wanted a scene with her brothers even less. He’d never before been the lesser of two evils for a woman. His pride would have been pricked if she hadn’t fascinated him so much. “I have a feeling those eyes of yours don’t miss much.”

         His brow rose slightly. “Is that a compliment?”

         “Would you like it to be?” she countered cheekily.

         Yes, very much. He wasn’t certain why, but from the moment they’d made eye contact, he’d wanted to make an impression on her. Perhaps because he’d caught her scanning the crowd just as he’d been doing, or because she’d held his gaze unflinchingly without an ounce of trepidation or self-consciousness. Such boldness in a young lady was decidedly rare.

         But he knew one thing for certain—he would have made his way through the crowd himself to meet her if the Sinclair ladies hadn’t trapped him into conversation. Instead she’d surprised him first with her ploy of spilled punch.

         If he’d been in London and any of the ladies there had attempted such a maneuver, whether with aims to wed him or to bed him, he would have responded with a cutting remark that would have sent her scurrying for safety. But Josephine Carlisle was curious about him. Which made him curious. About her.

         “You’re an unusual woman, Miss Carlisle,” he answered instead.

         “Is that a compliment?” She tilted her head as if studying him.

         He crooked a half grin. “Would you like it to be?”

         She flashed a genuinely brilliant smile that made his heart skip as she played out her part. “And you’re an unusual man, Mr.…” She blinked, her face suddenly blank. Then, she gasped, “Good heavens, we haven’t been introduced!”

         He bit back another laugh. “Matteson,” he offered encouragingly, hoping she’d return the familiarity of the introduction. “Marquess of Chesney.” Then he lowered his mouth close to her ear, close enough to feel her shiver when he murmured, “Thomas.”

         He pulled back to a proper distance before her brothers could pounce and pulp him, but even then he could still feel the rustle of her skirts around his legs as they danced together and the heat of her fingers lightly folded around his. He’d hoped the introduction would soften her more to him; instead it drew a faint flicker of suspicion and distrust in the emerald depths of her eyes.

         The woman perplexed him. She’d made the first move, but now, every time he encouraged her to be flirtatious and increase the intimacy between them, she pulled back. Like a skittish foal exploring its new stable, she was afraid of the very thing that drew her curiosity.

         She raised her chin primly. “And what have you noticed, then, Lord Chesney?”

         He smiled, amused at her doggedness to maintain a sense of formality between them while at the same time unduly pleased that she’d noticed him enough to know he’d been watching—and watching not just her but everyone in the room. Few people paid close attention to their surroundings the way he did, let alone society ladies, and in her he found the trait fascinating.

         “Well, Miss Carlisle,” he murmured hotly, holding her gaze, “I certainly noticed you.”

         She swallowed nervously, and as he watched the soft undulation of her elegant throat, a ripple of pleasure sped through him. “And what did you notice?”

         His voice sounded unexpectedly husky, even to his own ears. “Beyond how alluring you are, you mean?”

         That comment drew a soft pink to her cheeks, exactly as he’d hoped. She was even more beautiful when she blushed.

         She followed his lead effortlessly as he twirled her through the circle, not missing a step. More proof that she wasn’t nearly as clumsy as she’d led him to believe. Which immediately had him wondering what else about herself she’d hidden from him. And that mysteriousness intrigued him even more.

         “What have you noticed about me, Lord Chesney?” she urged gently, and he was struck by the peculiar suspicion that she wasn’t fishing for compliments as much as trying to learn about him from what he was able to reveal about her.

         “Well, your brothers are constantly at the center of attention, but you prefer not to be.” He admitted honestly, his voice lowering, “Although I’m very glad that you decided to spill punch on me tonight despite that.”

         “That was an easy guess,” she countered skeptically, but her blush deepened, proof that she liked the comment despite her determination not to let it show. Hmm…how dark could he make that blush grow before her brothers pounced?

         “Not as easy as you think,” he muttered, flicking a glance at her brothers, who still watched the two of them like hawks. Then he looked down at her dress, noting both the style and the delectable way it draped over her curves. “Well, then, I also noticed that you travel to London once a year but never for the entire season.”

         That got her attention, and her green eyes widened. “How,” she asked in an astonished whisper, shifting away from him, “can you possibly know that?”

         He gently pulled her closer, unwilling to let her go. “Because your dress is last year’s fashion,” he explained, “so you were in London for the fitting, but you weren’t there for the entire season.”

         “How do you know that?” she whispered, her pink lips parting delicately in surprise.

         “Because I was there,” he told her honestly, unable to prevent his gaze from dropping to her succulent mouth. “And I certainly would have remembered a woman like you.”

         At his unbidden confession, she stared up at him with eyes as dark as a storm-tossed sea, and he felt the pull of her. And the equally undeniable pull of her toward him. At that moment, despite being surrounded by the crush of the ballroom, he wanted to wrap her in his arms and shamelessly wipe away that teasing smile at her lips that had him longing to smother her mouth with his. How sweet it would be to hear her moan, to feel the warmth of that soft little body pressed eagerly against his as she kissed him back…When he stroked his thumb against her palm, she shivered, and he knew she wanted to do exactly that.

         His heart pounding, he murmured, “Josephine—”

         “Is that all you know about me, then?” she asked suddenly, the words coming out in a breathless rush. “Nothing else?”

         “I know I’d like to learn more about you.” He dared to stroke the small of her back in a slow circle as he stared down into her eyes. “A great deal more.”

         She missed a step and would have tumbled to the floor if not for his arm at her back catching her. As he drew her back into position, she dragged in a breath so deep, so hard that she shook. In fact, all of her trembled now. As if she were…afraid.

         “Miss Carlisle?” Concern instantly gripped him as he stared down at her, his hand tightening around hers. “Josephine?”

         She refused to look up at him now, her gaze trained at his chest and her body stiff in his arms. That wonderful blush he’d stirred in her cheeks had vanished, her pretty face gone pale.

         He frowned with bewilderment. Good Lord, he’d only flirted with her, and an incredibly mild flirtation at that, compared to those scandalous whisperings the London ladies liked to hear so they could pretend to be shocked even as the words titillated them. With the way those brothers of hers guarded her, she was most likely still a country innocent, and yet what on earth had he done to cause fear? Surely nothing to make her shake, for God’s sake.

         And damnation, he was chasing her away again!

         “If I overstepped…” He apologetically squeezed her hand. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

         “You didn’t offend me,” she protested, but as the waltz ended she pulled away quickly. She retreated a step and gave him a shallow curtsy. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Lord Chesney. If you’ll excuse me, I—I suddenly feel unwell.”

         Unwell? His eyes narrowed on her. A damned lie.

         But she was gone before he could stop her, and he fought the urge to run after her as she hurried from the dance floor toward her brothers, already feeling the tightening in his chest and the darkness pressing in around him from the sudden loss of her. He forced himself to breathe steadily and deeply—and to let her go.

         He watched as she pressed her hand against her forehead in feigned illness and quickly gave excuses to her brothers as to why she wanted to leave so abruptly when the dance had just begun. Surprisingly, the glances the men sent his way were curious ones, not any that had him fearing for his life, so whatever excuses she made were wholly believable. And not blaming him. Thank God for that, at least. But knowing she didn’t place the blame squarely on his head was little consolation for her sudden departure and the solace she took away with her. What had he done to chase her away?

         One of the brothers—Sebastian, the one he hadn’t yet met—took her arm and led her toward the front entrance.

         As she disappeared from sight, an unexpected stab of loss tore into his chest. Needing air, he stepped outside onto the terrace, where he took deep breaths to steady himself. Only a few minutes later he watched her leave as the coach disappeared down the moonlit drive, carrying the enigmatic woman away, along with the last peace he would feel tonight.

         He ran a hand through his hair in aggravation, his fingers already shaking at the thought of the night ahead. One he knew would be spent sleepless and moving restlessly in his room, when pacing for hours was the only way to burn off the anxiety that descended upon him when the night was quiet and he had nothing to do but think. And remember.

         Blowing out a breath, he leaned on his palms against the stone balustrade. Who was this woman, that she of all people had such a calming effect on him when no one else had been able to help him? For the first time since the shooting, he had been completely at ease with someone other than Emily, Edward, and Grey.

         She wasn’t the most beautiful woman he knew, nor the most sophisticated. Yet with nothing more than a dribble of punch and a waltz, Josephine Carlisle had distracted him more deeply than Helene or his other lovers had done with their naked bodies, more than Emily had done with all her pots of tea. The pleasant distraction of her smiles and her teasing wit had him thinking of her and not of everything he’d lost when that footpad shot him. Or how desperate he was to have that life back, no matter what he had to do to get it.

         Including hunting down a highwayman.

         But his investigation for Royston certainly wasn’t proceeding as planned. He’d been at Blackwood Hall for over eight hours now, and instead of actively pursuing leads, he’d been wasting time trying to impress a woman like some starry-eyed green pup, only to end up driving her away. That was different, because he couldn’t remember the last time a woman had fled from him before. If ever. And that was oddly bothersome, because he found himself wanting to see her again. Because tonight, for a precious few minutes, there had been only her. And peace.

         And that was the oddest thing of all. That a sharp-tongued, too-bright-for-her-own-good gel from Lincolnshire had aroused him until even now he grew half-hard just thinking about her. But the release he wanted to find in her was far from only physical.

         Why her, for Christ’s sake?

         He had no idea. But he was determined to find out.
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