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  “So far I think everyone would agree my idea has had some very entertaining results.” Jonas Maxim, Viscount Wilding, lifted his mouth in a lazy grin.


  “Indeed it has,” Gavin St. John agreed. “We have heard lurid improbable tales of foreign palaces, vengeful husbands, forbidden trysts—”


  “Not to mention haunted castles,” Robert St. Claire interjected as he slowly swirled the liquid in his glass.


  “One of my personal favorites,” Gavin said with a low laugh.


  Lord Winterton looked around the table where they were all seated. “I believe we have all shared our stories with the utmost candor as agreed. There are only two of us left to tell their most daring sexual exploit. Since this was Jonas’s notion in the first place, shouldn’t he go last?”


  “That is fine by me.” Lord Wilding glanced at his younger brother. “I know for a fact that Colin has one very interesting story to tell. Murderous intrigue, a missing heiress, and one very fateful accident. Is anyone interested?”


  Christian Foster elevated his ebony brows. “I know I am.” All the others nodded.


  Shifting so he sank lower in his chair, long legs sprawled, Colin Maxim inclined his head. “Very well, I am more than happy to take my turn. Believe it or not, this begins on a dark and stormy night, rather like some tawdry gothic novel.”


  Robert St. Claire murmured, “Hmm, I like it already. Go on.”


  Chapter 1


  The shout startled him from a half-doze and Colin Maxim jerked awake. The carriage, he realized, had slowed, though what the reason could be was a mystery. Not only were they somewhere in the middle of the countryside, but it was pouring rain and there was an inhospitable lashing wind to go with it.


  The vehicle rocked to a halt and the hatch above opened. It let in a gust of moisture and framed the wet face of his driver. “There’s trouble I’m afraid, sir. You’d best come see.”


  Since George was usually unflappable and stoic, Colin felt a flicker of alarm. “See what?” he asked as he fastened his greatcoat.


  “The bridge up ahead is out. But it’s more than that.”


  The hatch flipped shut. Undeniably curious, Colin opened the door and clambered out, his boots sinking into the mire of the muddy road. It was late afternoon, but the foul weather made it unnaturally dark and the rain stung his face in icy drops. Up ahead a short distance he could indeed see the bridge spanning the river was gone, and part of the collapsed structure still rested on the opposite bank. George stood near the edge, pointing at something in the water. “Look, sir!”


  As Colin approached, he realized with consternation that he could see a horse in the frothing current. It was dead, half-submerged, and when he squinted through the downpour, he realized it was still attached to a harness, and mingled with the debris from the bridge was a small carriage. Most of it was underwater, only one front section and the hapless horse visible.


  “Bloody hell, they must have been crossing when the thing gave way,” he muttered in shocked comprehension of the unlikely accident. “Where’s the driver?”


  “Probably swept away.” George shivered, looking both wet and sick. He was a young man with a shock of thick blond hair, a burly build, and as dependable as the sun coming up in the morning. “Do you think anyone is inside it, sir?”


  Colin quickly began to unfasten the coat he’d just put on. “I’m going to guess there is, but if the horse has already drowned, they probably met the same fate. Just the same, I cannot in good conscience drive away without trying to check.”


  “I cannot swim. I’m sorry.” His driver looked chagrined.


  “Count your blessings,” Colin said dryly. “I’m going to wager that water is bloody freezing.”


  “Be careful, sir. That current is swift with all the rain we’ve had this past week.”


  “Self-preservation is high on my list of priorities, George. I will do my best, believe me.” Handing his coat to the young man, Colin began to climb down the bank, which was treacherously slick. He half-walked, half slid to the point closest to the submerged carriage and waded in. The water, as predicted, was both cold and fast, swirling up around his waist and chest. Almost at once he had to strike out and swim, but luckily the drowned vehicle wasn’t far. His progress was impeded by parts of the ruined bridge, and he had to work around them, hoping he wouldn’t injure himself on a submerged bit of debris.


  He reached his objective, knowing just in the time it had taken him to get there, anyone inside would have perished. With difficulty, he managed to actually wrench the door open under water. Though it was hard to tell for certain in the dim light, slashing rain, and swirling water, Colin ascertained—to his surprise—that there was no one inside, dead or alive.


  “Sir! To your left! I think I can see someone!”


  Barely visible because of the rain, George sounded frantic and certainly his wild gestures indicated some sort of emergency. Colin turned in the direction the young man pointed but all he could see from his perspective was a bit of white on the opposite bank. The object was lodged underneath a small overhang of willows, only half-visible.


  It had to be the opposite bank, Colin thought sardonically as he started to swim toward it, fighting the rush of the current. In moments he was able to stand and struggle along the slippery slope. When he crouched and brushed the overhanging branches away, he saw the object was indeed the body of a woman, her pale sodden skirts tangled around her body. She was halfway up the bank, as if she had tried to crawl from the river. Afraid he was too late to help her, for there was no sign of life, he turned her over as gently as possible.


  The ashen hue of her face emphasized the fragile, almost perfect beauty of her features. Sticky lashes lay on her delicate cheekbones, and even her mouth was pale. Her lips, which Colin imagined to be normally pink and inviting, were almost white. Her hair was a dark tangled mass and her gown both torn and muddy. One slender shoulder with a bloody scratch was visible through the ripped cloth, but otherwise he could not see any signs that she was injured. Rain pelted down and beaded on her face, sliding in droplets like tears down her smooth ivory cheeks.


  It was a damned shame, was his first thought, for not only was the woman beautiful, she was also young. It was difficult to tell if she was still breathing, but he saw no sign of it. Swiftly undoing the bodice of her dress, he pulled free the ribbon of her chemise and pressed his palm between the swell of her breasts. Her skin was cold to the touch, but that wasn’t surprising. He was chilled through as well.


  Even as he registered the faint beat of her heart, her lashes fluttered and lifted. For one brief moment he gazed into eyes the color of clear topaz before she seemed to once again lose consciousness.


  At least he hadn’t risked his neck in vain, but getting her across the river was going to be interesting. If the accident hadn’t killed her, he didn’t want to drown this poor girl as he attempted to swim back. However, since there was little choice in the matter, he carefully eased back into the water with one arm looped around her chest so she floated on her back. Dark hair flowed like seaweed in the high water.


  Luckily, he was a strong swimmer and athletically inclined, for the task of getting back was nothing short of grueling. Keeping her head above water by swimming with one arm was nearly impossible and he struggled to keep them both from being swept downstream. The endeavor only marginally succeeded, but George followed on the opposite bank, shouting encouragement. They were a good distance from the road and the carriage before Colin felt his feet strike the bottom. Relief poured through him and he managed to struggle out of the water. George waded in a short way to help him with his limp burden.


  “She’s alive,” he gasped out. “Or she was before I dragged her back into the water. God help me, I couldn’t think of what else to do.” Since he hadn’t bothered to fasten her dress, it gaped open and he once again placed his hand between the pale fullness of her breasts to check for a heartbeat. It was there, but felt light and fast. Not that he was an expert on how it should be. When he glanced up, he saw George hovered anxiously. “She needs a doctor, I’m sure, but for now, she lives.”


  “There was a village a few miles back, sir.” George looked hastily away from the girl’s exposed chest and Colin felt a welcome glimmer of amusement. Her modesty was the least of their concerns at the moment.


  “Let’s wrap her in my coat and get back to the carriage. It’s cold as hell out here and we would all be better off dry and warm. If there is an inn, we’ll stay the night and decide on another route in the morning. I’d suggest we look for more survivors, but the carriage in the river is empty and she needs attention.”


  George seemed to be in dismal agreement. “I didn’t see a sign of anyone else, sir. Do you want me to carry her?”


  “No, I’ll take her.” The answer was swift and surprisingly possessive. When Colin lifted her in his arms, he felt the slight weight of his burden with an uneasy sense of responsibility.


  Who was she?


  Surely she had not been alone in the doomed carriage, traveling in this weather with nothing more than a driver? If she had been, that was very curious. Her gown was bedraggled, but obviously of the latest fashion.


  With resignation that the evening was certainly not turning out as he planned, Colin started back toward the road.


  * * * *


  The old man trudged up the creaking stairs and Colin glanced around with little enthusiasm as he followed. Dingy and ancient, the place couldn’t even be properly called an inn, but it would have to do and at least there were two rooms available.


  The accommodations weren’t any more prepossessing than the tavern below, but thankfully it looked clean. Besides a decent-sized bed, there was a scarred dressing table, two rickety chairs by the fireplace, and a small window. The persistent rain tapped at the glass without any sign of letting up.


  “Hot water and some brandy please.” Colin gazed at the still unconscious woman in his arms. She had stirred once on the ride back to the village, but hadn’t actually come out of her faint. “And perhaps an extra blanket or two. How long before the doctor can get here?”


  Stooped and balding, the innkeeper looked at his burden with curiosity. “With these roads, sir, it’s hard to say. He lives in the next town and the rain has made everything a mire. Poor lass. I hope it’s before tomorrow morning, but I wouldn’t count on it, sir.”


  “I see. Perhaps your wife can help me tend to her?”


  “She’s not well herself, I’m afraid. My granddaughter might be able to help, but she’s simple, so be patient and explain what you need very carefully.”


  When the old man shuffled out, Colin hesitated, not certain what to do. Both he and his mysterious charge were soaked to the skin, and the water had been very cold. If he was suffering, he imagined it wasn’t doing her any good either, for she shivered almost uncontrollably. It seemed logical to remove her clothing, but he wasn’t entirely comfortable doing it. Though he was more than adept at taking off feminine garments, it was usually a prelude to a very pleasurable activity. His companion, also, was always awake and eager to be disrobed. It felt ungentlemanly to strip her when she was unable to object, but then again, it was for her own good.


  With the inner argument over, he gently laid her on the bed and as quickly as possible unfastened and removed her dress, trying to keep the linens as dry as possible. Underneath she wore no corset, but instead a fine chemise, trimmed with costly lace, an indication once again that she was probably from a family that could afford expensive clothes and a carriage. Wet, the thin garment was plastered to her pale skin, and left absolutely nothing to the imagination. He could see every plane and hollow of her body, including the full curves of her breasts, crested with rosy nipples, and the dainty triangle of pubic hair between her slim thighs. She was young, he mused, but most certainly mature. If he had to guess, he would put her age no older than her early twenties. Colin stripped her shift off, and removed what was left of her torn stockings with as much indifference as possible to her nudity.


  Whoever she was, she was certainly very lovely.


  He wouldn’t be male if he didn’t notice that, he thought, excusing the observation as he reached for a blanket to cover her. As he started to pull the coverlet up he stopped, arrested by a shadowy dark mark on her right upper arm. Besides the scratch on her shoulder, she had a small gash below one knee that had already stopped bleeding, but those were the only injuries he’d seen. Gently, he took her wrist and lifted her arm so he could see it better.


  The bruise was mostly on the underside, which was why he hadn’t noticed it at once. Vivid against her pale skin, there wasn’t much question what had caused it and it had nothing to do with the accident at the bridge. Someone had held her very roughly, for the marks of all five fingers were clearly visible, and even the half-moon indentation of their nails. It had been a brutal grip, and as he gazed down at her shivering form, he felt a glimmer of anger on her behalf. Her wrist felt light and fragile in his fingers as he lowered her arm back to her side. Then he pulled the blanket up to her chin, tucking it carefully around her, more curious than ever to unravel her identity.


  George’s arrival with his luggage was simultaneous with that of a young girl who brought a small bottle of the requested brandy and a bucket of hot water. Grateful to have both items, Colin thanked her with a small smile.


  Her curtsey was clumsy and she glanced fearfully at the bed. “I’m to help ye, sir?”


  From the expression on her face, he gathered easily enough that the unconscious woman’s pallor and stillness frightened her. Colin resigned himself to the role of nursemaid and handed her the girl’s muddy clothes instead. “If these could be laundered and mended, I would appreciate that.”


  “Yes, sir.” The girl scurried off, clutching the gown.


  “Take the room next door,” he told his driver. “It looks like I’ll be sleeping here, but it would be nice to have you close in case I need something.”


  “Certainly, sir.” George looked delighted, since however dubious the room might be, it was undoubtedly better than what he had been offered.


  A warm wash, dry clothes, and a stiff glass of brandy made Colin’s outlook brighten. However, the unrelenting sound of the raindrops on the window and roof didn’t bode well for the timely arrival of the physician. His meal was brought up a few minutes later, and though it was plain fare, it was hot, and he, at least, was content.


  Sprawled in creaking chair by the side of the bed with his legs extended, Colin sipped from his glass, bothered by the fact the girl still seemed to be shivering. He had piled on the extra blanket he’d requested, but she still trembled visibly under the covers.


  Bloody hell, he thought darkly. Helpless, injured young ladies were not his area of expertise.


  When he rose and touched her cheek, she still felt cool. Whether it was from her plunge in the icy river or shock, he wasn’t sure.


  All he knew was he couldn’t sit there and watch her shiver.


  He stripped down to his breeches and slipped into the bed beside her. Mindful that she might be injured in some way he could not see, he very carefully gathered her close, her back to his chest, fitting their bodies together so they touched as much as possible. Her long hair was still damp but as it dried it was not as dark as he had imagined but instead a rich chestnut brown with golden strands, and he brushed a loose curl back from her cheek with a light touch.
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