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Four lessons on love from four extraordinary authors!






From Sabrina Jeffries…


Look before you leap.


When Eliza flees her evil guardian, she unwittingly steals (oops!) a horse from Colin Hunt, a newly minted earl who wants nothing more than to send her home…or to keep her forever.


From Liz Carlyle…


At least pretend to be innocent.


After a passionate encounter between Martinique—the daughter of a French courtesan—and the notorious rake Lord St. Vrain, there is talk of a proper courtship…though there’s nothing proper about either of them!


From Julia London…


Don’t be naïve.


Sent to London to attract a match among the ton ,Grace finds herself drawn to rugged Barrett Adlaine—an entirely inappropriate mate who will never meet with her father’s approval.


From Renee Bernard…


Break free of the gods of mischief.


With her constant mishaps and chaotic ways, Alyssa is no match for Mr. Leland Yates, who is ruled by logic and reason—or is she?
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Ten Reasons to Stay


Sabrina Jeffries






To Rexanne, who always saves me from myself. And who really, REALLY deserves a season on Survivor.









One






The new Earl of Monteith, Colin Hunt, had been in possession of Chaunceston Hall less than a day and already trouble was afoot.


Surrounded by unpacked boxes, Colin watched through his study window as a cloaked form darted across the lawn to slip into the stable. It was after midnight; none of the servants he’d hired in London should be about. And since the stable was filled with prime horseflesh he’d purchased at Tattersall’s earlier this week…


Confound these English thieves to hell! Unearthing his pistol from a box, he loaded it and shoved it into the waistband of his trousers before hurrying into the hall.


Why wasn’t some groom outside guarding the stable? Because this wasn’t India, of course. In Colin’s home country of twenty-eight years, the weather was so balmy that a syce could sleep across the stable doorway very comfortably. But here in England, no sane man slept outdoors in such weather.


Grumbling to himself about the brutal English winter, he donned his heaviest wool surtout, lit a lantern, and headed out. The gust of icy wind that greeted him made him swear vilely.


He missed the hot Poona days, the sultry Calcutta nights, where a man could lie naked in his bed and still be comfortable. A wave of homesickness swept him. He missed spicy pickles and cinnamon-scented tobacco and jackal hunts with the local jemadar and other fellows from the native infantry….


Who would just as soon slip a knife in his back as breathe.


Colin sighed. He didn’t miss that, the suspicions and spying, the petty grievances that erupted into violence, the ever-present threat of marauding bandits, of mutinies and rebellions. Of women cowering beneath the sword—


He shuddered. No, there was nothing left for him in India, no reason to stay where the persistent memories of his wife’s slaughter at Poona could torment him. He wanted peace, and he’d hoped to find it in the sleepy English countryside.


This wasn’t a promising start. It was only his first night at the Devon estate he’d inherited from his late, unlamented grandfather, and already the local rogues were robbing him. But they were in for a surprise. Half-Indian or no, he had every right to live here, and they would soon learn that he meant to hold on to what was his.


With that resolve beating in his breast, he slid open the stable door. At first he could see nothing, just his new Cleveland Bays sleeping in their stalls. But the faint acrid scent of a recently snuffed candle hung in the air, proving that the cloaked figure probably still lurked here.


He swept his lantern in a wide arc, then came back to where his pride of purchase, a chestnut Arabian, stood wide-awake. She was saddled and ready, with a cloth sack slung over the pommel.


His temper flared.“Come out now, whoever you are!” Colin demanded, setting the lantern on a hook. “If you force me to go stall by stall to find you—”


“No need for that, sir,” said a decidedly young voice as a short figure emerged from the stall. Colin glimpsed riding boots and breeches before the fellow shrank into his voluminous cloak like a turtle into its shell. “Beg pardon, but I didn’t mean to wake you. I was just seeing to the horse.”


“Seeing to stealing it, you mean.”


“No!” The lad’s head jerked up, though the hood of his cloak still shielded his face. “I-I merely wish to borrow it. I know the owner personally, and I assure you he’d happily loan it to me if he were here.”


Colin didn’t know whether to laugh at the bold devil or shoot him. “That, too, is a lie.”


“Honestly, sir, the owner’s wife is a good friend of mine.”


“That’s impossible.” Furious that this thief persisted in his pretense, Colin slid his hand inside his surtout to grasp his pistol. “The owner’s wife is dead.”


“Dead!” The lad sounded genuinely upset. “How did it happen? Did the duchess die in childbirth? I can’t believe—”


“Hold up there, lad. What duchess?”


“The duchess of Foxmoor. You said that the owner’s wife—”


“The owner of this horse, of this entire estate, is the Earl of Monteith.”


“Who’s lying now?” the fellow retorted. “The earl has been dead for six years or more.”


If the boy knew that, then he wasn’t some wandering horse thief. Which also explained why he thought that the duke owned the estate; Foxmoor had managed it for the heir. “The new Earl of Monteith is alive and well, I assure you.”


“The new—” The lad broke off with a groan. “Ohh, I forgot. The duke’s cousin inherited the Monteith title. But he’s over in—” He stared at Colin. “Blast.”


“Exactly.” Was it usual for a country boy to know so much about a duke and his family? “I am the owner. And you are trespassing.”


“I-I suppose that means you won’t lend me a horse.”


“That’s exactly what it means.”


“I understand. Don’t blame you a bit.” The fellow turned his head toward the open door beyond Colin. “I won’t keep you any longer. I’ll just go—”


“The hell you will,” Colin bit out and took a step forward.


A hand suddenly appeared from beneath the fellow’s cloak, bearing a rather substantial flintlock pistol. “S-stand aside,” he said as he pointed the gun at Colin.


Colin’s fingers tensed on his own weapon…until he noticed that the thief’s pistol wasn’t cocked, and the barrel was an ancient rusted relic. He’d lay odds that the thing hadn’t been loaded in twenty years, much less fired. “An unloaded weapon won’t do you much good, lad,” he said dryly.


The fellow’s hand shook. “How did you know it isn’t loaded?”


“I didn’t.” Colin taunted him with a smile. “But I do now.”


The lad groaned. Without warning he hurled the pistol at Colin. As the heavy weapon glanced off Colin’s brow and the boy dashed past him, Colin let out a roar and lunged after him.


Catching the fellow’s hood, Colin yanked him back, then slammed him against the stable wall and pinned his arms at his sides. “Now see here, you little devil—” he began as the lad’s bared head shot up and their gazes met.


The words died in Colin’s throat. Because the nearby lamp flooding the thief’s face revealed porcelain features and a tumbled-down length of thick, golden brown hair that were decidedly not male.


“I’ll be damned,” Colin murmured. “You’re a woman.”


And quite a woman, too, judging from the full mouth, rosy cheeks, and long silky lashes. Not to mention the ample breasts crushed against his chest. No wonder she’d worn a cloak. No one would ever mistake her for a boy without it, breeches or no.


A series of sweet-scented breaths stuttered from between her pretty lips and her lightly freckled cheeks flushed. For the first time in a long while, his blood stirred.


“Get off of me, blast you!” she cried. “You’ve no right—”


“I wouldn’t be talking about rights just now, if I were you,” he warned, trying not to be affected by the soft, feminine body plastered to him from thigh to chest. “Last I heard, they hang horse thieves in England.”


Her chin trembled. “You know perfectly well I’m no horse thief.”


He did know. Despite her oaths, her speech was that of a well-bred miss. And if her tale about borrowing a horse from the duke was true, she had the connections of one, too.


But why was she out at midnight dressed as a boy? “Tell me who and what you are.”


“I’d rather not.”


“And I’d rather not release you, so it appears we’ll be here all night,” he said, deliberately pressing his body into her.


“It appears so,” she said, but with less bravado.


As he gave her his fiercest glare, she began chewing on her lower lip, and the girlish gesture made him feel like a scoundrel for bullying her. With a curse, he released her arms and shoved away from the wall.


“Thank you.” She pulled her hood back up to cover her hair. Warily she edged out from between him and the wall, then slid toward the door. “I’ll be sure to tell Louisa of your kindness.”


If the foolish wench thought he would free her simply because she’d tossed out the name of his cousin’s wife, she was mistaken. “Oh, no, you don’t.” He whipped out his weapon. “Mypistol is loaded. And you aren’t going anywhere until you tell me why you were ‘borrowing’ my horse.”


Her eyes fixed on the gun, and even in the lantern light, he could see her flinch. “You…you wouldn’t shoot a woman.”


She was right, but he didn’t put the pistol away. “You never know what a foreigner might do when faced with a lying thief.”


“I’m not lying! I really was borrowing it!”


“Why?”


A frustrated breath escaped her lips. “If you must know, I need to ride it to Honiton. But once I get there, I plan to pay a post boy to return it.”


He snorted. “Right. You can’t afford a mount of your own and don’t have the wherewithal to rent one, yet you can afford a post boy.”


“Oh, but I can! I can even rent the horse from you if you’ll let me.”


She reached into her cloak, but he waved his gun at her. “Keep your hands where I can see them. I don’t need another conk on the head.”


Which was beginning to throb. He gestured to the door. “Let’s go. We’ll continue this discussion inside.”


“But I don’t have time for that!” she cried. “I must reach Honiton by two!”


“I’m not lending or renting or otherwise giving you a horse, so get that idea right out of your head.” He snuffed the lamp, then strode up to grab her by the arm. “Nor am I going to freeze to death while you try convincing me to do so.”


Hustling her out of the stables, he led her across the well-clipped lawn dotted with topiaries. “I suppose you know your way, since you’re such a grand friend of Louisa’s.”


“Well…um…I’ve never actually been to Chaunceston Hall.” She gazed ahead to the battlemented turrets and parapets of the manor house that dated back to the Middle Ages. “It looks positively gothic, doesn’t it?”


“If that’s the word for a moldering old pile with drafty halls and monstrous pieces of ancient furniture, then yes.” He shot her a quizzical glance. “And if you weren’t familiar with the place, why did you come here?”


“I overheard the servant talking about preparations for a hunting party’s arrival next week, so I knew—”


“There’d be horses,” he clipped out. “That were easy to steal.”


“Obviously not that easy,” she grumbled.


He choked back a laugh. She certainly behaved like Louisa’s friends, those young ladies who’d flitted in and out of his cousin’s town house in London during the month Colin had lived there after arriving in England. And his little captive had servants: more evidence she wasn’t the sort of female to steal a horse. Unless—


“Why are you running away from home?”


Her head swung around, her eyes full of panic. “How did you know I was run—” She broke off with a groan. “That trick of yours grows more tiresome every time you use it.”


“So you might as well tell me everything. I’ll get it out of you eventually.”


“It has nothing to do with you!”


“It does if you’re trying to entangle me in your scheme.”


“You’re the one insisting on an entanglement. Just let me leave, and I’ll walk to Honiton.”


“The hell you will. I’m not letting some fool of a young woman out on the road alone to be raped or killed.”


The harsh words made her tense. “Fine. Then be a gentleman and drive me there in that cabriolet I saw beside the stable.”


“Not a chance.” He hurried her up the front steps. “Not until I know what you’re up to.” He led her into the house, releasing a grateful breath to be out of the infernal cold. “Hand me your cloak and gloves,” he ordered as he shut the door.


She blinked at him. “Why?”


“You’d be an idiot to run off without them in this weather, and I’m not taking the chance that you’ll knock me over the head while my back is turned.”


With a roll of her eyes, she peeled off her gloves, then untied her cloak. When she drew it off, the sight of what lay beneath struck the breath from him.


He’d guessed her to be a girl of about sixteen. He’d guessed wrong. God help him, that was a woman’s body half-bursting out of the ridiculously tight male apparel she’d apparently “borrowed” from a man much thinner than she.


It was impossible not to stare at the fetching picture she made in a waistcoat half-unbuttoned to make room for her plump breasts and a pair of breeches too snug for her hips. Her unfortunate choice of a tailcoat made matters worse, too, since the nipped-in waist only accentuated her curves.


So did the shimmering cascade of thick hair that fell to her waist unfettered, although a few lingering hairpins twinkled in the candlelight.


This time it wasn’t just his blood that stirred.


Confound her. Why had she come along now? In the first years after his wife’s death, he’d felt nothing but grief and anger. But in recent months, especially since he’d arrived in England where his memories didn’t plague him so, his desire for feminine company—in and out of his bed—had begun to return.


So the last thing he needed was a reckless runaway firing his blood. She was too much like Rashmi, his late wife. When he married again, it would be to a steady, quiet female who wanted peace as much as he. Maybe even some settled widow who wouldn’t be bothered by his mixed blood. Certainly not an impudent wench with more curves than sense.


“What’s wrong?” she asked, coloring beneath his intense scrutiny.


“You thought you could pass for a man in that costume?”


“Well…no. I’m too plump in…er…certain places for that.”


Plump? Luscious, more like.


“But that’s what the cloak’s for. And even without it, from a distance—”


“—you’d look like a cherry ripe for the picking,” he snapped. “Just how old are you, anyway?”


“Nineteen.” She cast him a mutinous glance. “Old enough to go where I want and do as I please.”


She had a point. In India, she would already be married. And her lucky husband would already be happily initiating his blushing bride into the pleasures of the bed, unveiling those creamy breasts and that dimpled belly, winding himself in the luscious silk of her dark honey hair as he buried his flesh inside—


He swore under his breath. What was he thinking? She was trouble. The chit was probably running off to elope with some equally clod-pated idiot. Although if that were so, why hadn’t the idiot come to fetch her?


Whatever her reasons, no young female with her attractions and rash tendency to land in trouble should be roaming the English countryside at midnight.


The last time a woman had convinced him to let her travel without his protection, she’d ended up dead. He wasn’t about to let that happen twice.


“Old enough or not, you shouldn’t be on the road alone.” He held up his free hand. “So give me the cloak and the gloves.”


Rebellion flared in her face. Taking him by surprise, she tossed the gloves at him. As he lunged to catch them, she deftly swung the cloak to cover his head and pistol, then took off.


He swore, momentarily blinded, but managed to fight free of her cloak just as she sped past him toward the door. “Oh no, you don’t,” he growled as he reached out and snagged her about the waist, then jerked her up against him.


When her furious gaze swung to him, he added, “Nice try, my dear. But it would take a better ‘man’ than you to best me.”


“Very…funny,” she gasped as she struggled against him. “Let me…go!”


“You’re plucky—I’ll give you that.”


Also incredibly foolish. And it was time he made her aware just how foolish. “But my patience is at an end.” He stuffed his pistol inside his waistband, then caught her by the throat. “You have one minute to tell me your name, where you live, and why you’re running away.”


Although she stopped struggling, her hazel eyes narrowed to slits. “Or what? You’ll throttle me?”


“Tempting as that sounds, no.” He slid his thumb down to brush her top shirt button. “I’ll simply remove the rest of your clothes piece by piece until you do.”









Two






With alarm beating wildly in her chest, ElizaCrensha we stared up into Lord Monteith’s glittering gaze. For a moment, she’d actually forgotten that the new earl was half-Indian and a foreigner, but this close it was hard to ignore the man’s swarthy features and the inky slashes of eyebrows drawn in a frown.


Or the large hand encircling her throat with potent menace. She swallowed, which only made her more aware of his grip. Surely he was bluffing. He was the duke’s cousin—he’d never assault her virtue. Would he?


Blast it—she didn’t have time for this! By morning, her uncle, Silas Whitcomb, would surely have discovered her gone, no matter how drunk he was. They were supposed to head to Cornwall in a hired coach at dawn, so once he came to fetch her from her bedchamber—


“If I tell you my name, will that satisfy you?” she offered.


She’d throw the dogged earl a bone to get him to release her. Giving him her name was probably safe, since both of them were new to the area. He wouldn’t know that her uncle had a niece…if he even knew her uncle at all.


“I want more than your name.” The earl’s arm still anchored her against his side and his hand still clutched her throat. “I want to know where you live—”


“My lord, is that you?” came a voice from below, followed by footsteps coming up the servant’s stairs.


They both froze. They’d awakened someone. And if they were caught together in the middle of the night, she’d be ruined for certain. Which would only give her uncle more of an excuse for going through with his heartless plans.


“Please…” she whispered, but Lord Monteith was already releasing her.


“Yes, it’s me!” he called down as he scooped up her cloak and gloves, then tossed them into the nearby closet, which he locked with a little key. “I couldn’t sleep, so I went for a walk. No need for you to come up.”


They heard the servant hesitate on the stairs. “Very good, sir. If you need anything—”


“I’ll ring for you. Go back to bed.”


They both held their breaths until they heard the door close below. Then Lord Monteith pocketed the closet key. “We’d best continue this discussion somewhere more private.” He gestured toward a long hall. “I believe the parlor is that way.”


“You believe?”


He scowled at her. “I just arrived this afternoon. Too bad your spies didn’t pass on that bit of information.”


“Too bad indeed,” she shot back, “for I’d have tried harder to avoid you.”


Turning on her heel, she headed off down the hall he’d indicated, but with every step she felt the time racing by. Much longer, and she wouldn’t make it to Honiton on foot. She could try to run from him…no, he could outrun her easily. Besides, he still carried that nasty pistol. She didn’t think he’d use it, but—


How the devil had everything gone so wrong? Her plan had been simple: borrow one of the duke’s horses, ride to Honiton, catch the mail coach back to school in Richmond, and appeal to Mrs. Harris for help with her mad uncle. Running afoul of the new owner of Chaunceston Hall hadn’t been part of the plan.


And what was she to make of him? She could feel his eyes on her as he followed at a more leisurely pace.


You’d look like a cherry ripe for the picking.


Judging from the audacious way he’d raked her body with those black-as-hell eyes, he wouldn’t mind doing the picking, either.


An errant thrill coursed down her spine before she squelched it ruthlessly. This was not one of her favorite gothic melodramas. This was real. Real trouble.


Besides, men didn’t think of her like that—she’d always been too full-figured and freckled to be fashionable. It was just this ridiculously gothic house and gothic situation making her imagine such things.


But it didn’t help that Lord Monteith made the perfect gothic hero, with his brooding stare and his piratical features, and those threats he kept making that she was sure he wouldn’t follow through with.


Almost sure, anyway.


“In here,” he bit out as he thrust her through the door of a well-appointed parlor.


He closed the door behind them, then strode across the room to build a fire in the enormous hearth while keeping a suspicious eye on her like the gothic hero he was.


Or gothic villain? She wished she could be sure. So far he hadn’t hurt her, though he’d nearly given her heart failure half a dozen times. Like when he’d first caught her in the stables, with his ebony eyes gleaming and the shadowy light darkening his olive features. And when he’d drawn his sleek, well-oiled pistol—


A shudder racked her. Perhaps she should have better heeded the lesson Mrs. Harris had set for her to learn over the holidays:You have a tendency not to look before you leap, Eliza. It’s time you stopped letting it land you in the briar bushes.


Lord Monteith made quite a fearsome briar bush. As he crouched to feed the fire, the flames lit his fierce warrior’s face, and his broad shoulders and muscular thighs impressively strained the confines of his wool clothing. She had no doubt of their strength after being pinned against the stable wall. This wasn’t a man to be toyed with, Louisa’s relation or no.


He rose and strode to where a carafe of brandy sat on a console table. She instantly stiffened. “I’d prefer that you not drink.” She’d already had to deal with one intoxicated male this evening; she had no wish to wrangle with another.


“I’d prefer that England not be so damned cold, but since it is, I’m hoping the brandy will compensate.” Arching one silky black brow, he held up the carafe. “I’m happy to share.”


“A lady never partakes of strong drink,” she recited, one of the few lessons that had actually stuck with her. She cast the carafe a pointed glance. “And English gentlemen don’t imbibe strong drink in front of ladies, either.”


To her annoyance, he still poured himself a glass, then turned to eye her speculatively as he sipped from it. “What makes you think I’m a gentleman?”


Certainly not his looks. With his thumb thrust inside his waistband and his hand brushing the pistol tucked there, she could easily mistake him for one of the ruthless sultans so popular as villains on the stage.


Except that his surtout and perfectly tailored wool suit, not to mention his confident bearing, were pure English aristocracy. Even his speech was precise and cultured as any lord’s, with only a hint of a foreign accent. And if he wasn’t a gentleman, why was he trying so hard to keep her from traveling alone?


Perhaps if she appealed to the gentleman in him, she could convince him to let her go. There was still time.


She met his gaze squarely. “Louisa told me all about you.”


“Ah, yes, my cousin’s wife, your ‘good friend.’ What exactly did she say?”


“That her husband regarded you highly when you served as his aide-de-camp. That’s why he worked so hard to have your rightful inheritance and title given to you after all this time. She said you were educated in one of the best schools in Calcutta and raised a gentleman, that you fought valiantly for England during the Battle of Kirkee despite—”


“My Indian blood,” he broke in coldly.


“I was going to say, ‘the hard loss of your wife before the battle,’ but clearly you know my mind better than I.”


His gaze softened a fraction. “Touché.”


“And as I understand it, your blood is only half-Indian.”


“That certainly hasn’t prevented my countrymen—or you, for that matter—from regarding my dusky features with suspicion,” he said with a hint of bitterness.


“It’s not your dusky features I regard with suspicion,” she said dryly. “It’s that loaded pistol shoved in your trousers.”


He blinked, then laughed. “Clever girl.” He lifted his glass in a toast, but didn’t take the hint and remove the pistol as she’d hoped. Instead, he took another sip of brandy before pacing closer. “How odd that I never met you in London. God knows I met any number of Louisa’s other ‘good friends.’”


“I’ve been in mourning for my father the past few months,” Eliza explained. “He died when his landau lost a wheel and he was thrown into a—” She blinked hard, forcing back tears before going on. “Into a stone wall. It broke his neck.”


“I’m sorry for your loss,” he murmured.


“Thank you.” She swallowed her sobs. She couldn’t dwell on Papa right now. “Anyway, that’s why you didn’t see me at Louisa’s. I’ve been rather reclusive.”


“Until tonight.” He swirled the brandy in his glass. “Does your father’s death have something to do with why you’re running away?”


He was fishing for information again. “You could say that.”


“Come now, Miss—Damn it, I still don’t even know your name.”


“Eliza,” she offered. “Just…Eliza.”


“And where do you live, Just Eliza?”


A small smile touched her lips. “In Hampstead Heath.”


“Very amusing. Even I know that Hampstead is near London.”


“And that’s where my home is. Or used to be, anyway.”


“Where’s your home now?” The clipped military command reminded her that not only had he once been a soldier, he was also the son of a soldier.


She weighed her choices. She could continue to tell him nothing, hoping he really had been bluffing about the strip-her-clothes-off thing.


But refusing to answer wasn’t getting her anywhere. So perhaps if she told him everything, he might recognize her desperate situation and be willing to lend her a horse or drive her to Honiton. It was rapidly getting to the point where she’d never make it in time, otherwise.


Then again, he might just decide to return her to Uncle Silas. And then she’d never get another chance to escape.


Very well, she’d tell him only enough to convince him to help her. She’d leave out the part that might ruin her plan for escape. “My home is yet to be determined, actually. This is my first day in this area, as well. My…er…guardian and I only arrived here this evening.”


“And what is his name?”


“I can’t tell you.” When frustration scored his features, she added, “But only because I can’t go back to him, and if I tell you who he is, you’ll try to make me.”


He muttered an oath under his breath. “Eliza, it’s late, it’s cold, and I’m in no mood for playing games.”


“Nor am I. But my guardian is determined to marry me off to a stranger. He means to force me into it, whether I want it or not.”


Casting her a skeptical glance, he sipped more brandy. “I thought this was enlightened England, where no one is forced to marry against their will.”


“I thought so, too,” she retorted. “But that was before my new guardian left me at my school after the funeral, while he apparently went off to arrange some marriage without my knowledge or permission.”


Her uncle’s betrayal still made her reel. The Uncle Silas she remembered from childhood visits had been amiable and affectionate, a country squire held in high regard by the townspeople of nearby Brookmoor. Not the drunken bully he’d become.


“The day before yesterday, he came to fetch me for the holidays,” she went on. “But when we arrived in Brookmoor, he informed me that I couldn’t have my Season in London next spring after all. Instead I was to marry some friend of his.”


Worse yet, the marriage was to occur as soon as they arrived in Cornwall. Uncle Silas had said he intended to marry her to his friend no matter what, and would use any means—even force—to make sure she complied. He knew she had no recourse, with all her friends being in London.


“So you ran away,” the earl said.


She thrust out her chin. “Yes. I didn’t see any way around it.”


He swore under his breath. “No, you thought it better to steal a horse and hie off to London alone in that outrageous costume. How about simply informing your guardian that you won’t marry his choice?”


“I tried that. He slapped me.”


“Slapped you!” Anger flared in his dark eyes, and his hand paused in midair as he was lifting his glass to his lips.


“Yes. He was drinking. Heavily.” She touched a hand to her cheek, still mortified to remember it. No one had ever struck her, not her father nor any teacher or tutor. That a beloved uncle could do it—“And I fear what else he might be capable of if I persist in refusing to marry his friend.”


A muscle ticked in the earl’s jaw as he glanced from her to the brandy, then set his glass down. “What was your father thinking to give such a man charge of your life?”


She sighed. “I gather that my guardian’s drinking has only become a problem in recent years. I’m sure Papa would never have appointed him if he’d realized that the man had become a sot.”


But Papa’s will had been drawn up before Aunt Nancy had followed Mama, her older sister, to the grave two years ago. Since then, Uncle Silas had refused to visit, saying that he still grieved too much.


Now she wondered if he’d had other reasons for refusing. When they’d arrived at Uncle’s manor this evening, her aunt’s once elegant parlor had been littered with bottles, and a horrible stench had pervaded every hall.


“So you see, I can’t go back there.”


“Then we’ll take you to the local magistrate. He’ll make sure that your guardian does his duty.”


An alarm seized her that she struggled to hide. “You can’t do that.”


He eyed her closely. “Why not?”


Because my guardianis the local magistrate. “You just can’t.” When the earl raised an eyebrow, she added hastily, “The magistrate is sure to be on my guardian’s side, so if you take me to him I’ll be worse off.” She met his gaze squarely, praying her answer would be enough to convince him to help her.


Apparently it wasn’t, for he now regarded her with clear suspicion. “I see that my house isn’t the only gothic thing around here.”


She caught her breath. Good Lord, had he somehow guessed her fanciful speculations about him as a gothic hero? “I-I can’t imagine what you mean,” she said, unable to suppress a blush.


That only seemed to rouse his suspicions further, for his expression grew positively menacing. “I may be foreign, Eliza, but I do read books and attend the theater. I know all about the present passion for gothic literature that you young ladies pursue. So I recognize a trumped up tale when I hear one. The drunken guardian. The late, lamented father. The forced marriage.”


Her blood stilled in her veins. She hadn’t realized until he said it that she’d begun living in a gothic play. Oh, how the other girls would laugh! They’d always teased her about her enjoyment of the absurd plots and excessive characters.


And they were right—it was absurd, all of it. Absurd that Papa had died in such an awful manner. Absurd that Uncle Silas had become a sot and was up to some wild scheme to marry her off to his friend.


Absurd that Lord Monteith, whom she’d begun to think might actually be reasonable, had returned to playing the arrogant and slightly scary gothic hero. Minus the wicked mustache and cape.


Well, she’d had enough of the play for tonight. She wasn’t going to sit here quarreling while the minutes ticked by, bringing her ever closer to a marriage she didn’t want. “So you don’t believe me,” she said. “Fine. Think whatever you want. Because it’s not going to change anything. I, sir, am leaving.”









Three






Muttering a curse, Colin moved to block Eliza’s march to the door. “I can’t let you do that.”


He was already furious with himself for listening to the spoiled chit’s nonsense about a drunken guardian. How many of his wife’s exaggerated complaints had he acted upon before he realized she’d say anything to get her way?


“You said you wouldn’t let me leave until I told you everything,” she protested, looking every bit the outraged gothic heroine. “So I did. It’s not my fault you refuse to believe it.”


“Nor mine that your tale left out so much,” he countered. “The name of your guardian and where he lives. Even details about your dastardly suitor, like who he is and why you object to the match.”


“I object to the match because he’s a stranger to me! And that’s why I can’t tell you who he is. Why would I lie about it, anyway?”


“Because you think exaggerating your situation will enable you to talk me into helping you run away.”


She looked genuinely appalled. “I would never—”


“If your guardian is shirking his duties, you should be happy to speak to the magistrate. Yet you refuse. So I know you’re hiding something.”


A guilty flush touched her cheeks. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


“There’s another fellow involved, isn’t there? Your guardian whisked you away from the city to keep you from marrying a penniless nitwit who’s claims he loves you for yourself—”


“Absolutely not,” she said with a sniff. “Mrs. Harris would skin me alive if I married a penniless nitwit after all her lessons.”


Mrs. Harris. Where had he heard that name? Ah, yes. “So you’re one of her little heiresses. From her School for Ladies.”


“Yes.” She eyed him warily. “What of it?”


“That makes your tale even more unbelievable. Why the blazes would your guardian marry you to a stranger when you could have your pick of suitors?”


“I said the same thing to him ! But he claims I don’t even have enough money for a Season, much less my dowry—which is ridiculous, because I know Papa left me adequately provided for.”


“So that’s what this is all about. You’re angry that he isn’t giving you a Season.”


“No! That merely showed me that something is dreadfully wrong.” She cast him a pleading glance. “And there was another odd thing—my guardian told me that after seeing me in the park, his friend was smitten.”


“And that insulted you?” he said, all at sea.


“Blast it, no!” She looked exasperated. “Don’t you understand? My guardian never introduced me to this man. So if the suitor had been in town, why didn’t my guardian bring him to meet me?” Her eyes flashed. “I’ll tell you why. Because he’s some…horrible, decrepit fellow who has made a dastardly arrangement that my guardian refuses to reveal.”


“And this is the tale you plan to tell your friends in London to gain their help. Well, perhaps your friends would indulge your whim, but I’m not fool enough to do so.”


This was the sort of impetuous act his wife had regularly indulged in, which was how she’d ended up dead. He wouldn’t be a party to it. “I’ve heard enough. Give me your guardian’s name; I’m bringing you home. If you wish, I’ll speak to him on your behalf, but that’s your only choice.”


“Oh, for pity’s sake, I don’t have to put up with this! You have no right to keep me here, no right to stop me—”


“You were stealing my horse, remember? That means I have every right to haul you off to the local magistrate. He’ll know what to do with you.”


Though her face went ash-white, she planted her hands on her hips. “I should like to see you explain to him how I ended up in your company in the middle of the night. Since you insist on believing me a liar anyway, I might as well take my ‘gothic tale’ to its extreme. When I finish wailing about how you accosted me in the woods near my home and dragged me back to your lair to have your wicked way with—”


“What!” he roared. “You would dare to lie about a man’s good name?”


“If I have to.”


“You stubborn little troublemaking…” He forced himself to remain calm. “They’d never take your word over mine.”


She arched one eyebrow. “Are you sure? My guardian would rather believe I was assaulted against my will than that I was shameful enough to run away.”


Damn the chit, she was probably right. “Seeing you dressed as a boy will confirm my claims,” he said, grasping at straws.


“Not if I tell them you forced me to wear a servant’s clothes after you ripped my own off.” She drew herself up, a determined glint in her eye. “I participated in amateur theatricals at my school, and gothic heroines were my specialty. I can even cry at will. Shall I show you?”


She screwed up her face as if to cry, and he rolled his eyes. “Spare me, please.”


What a mess! Taking her to the magistrate became less feasible by the moment. He didn’t actually know the magistrate…or anyone else in town. His new servants didn’t know anyone, either. He’d come to the estate in advance of his cousin and the hunting party so he could grow acclimated. Simon was to introduce him about Brookmoor next week.


So if he took her into town and she did make spurious claims about his character, they might be believed. Her guardian might even be a prominent local figure. Despite Colin’s title and connections, the townspeople would still regard him as a stranger and a foreigner.


Confound her to hell. How could he have a peaceful life in the country if she put him under a cloud of suspicion from the start?


“So you see,” she went on, “you’rethe one with no choice, unless you want to be carted off to prison for assaulting a poor innocent.”


God, he hadn’t even considered that possibility. “They wouldn’t take an English peer to trial on the basis of your fabricated tale,” he said uneasily.


“Perhaps not, but they could make you marry me.” Her eyes narrowed. “That would certainly solve my dilemma, so if you’re eager to take a wife—”


“You? Never.”


A flush touched her freckled cheeks. “You don’t have to be insulting.”


“Forgive me, but I don’t want a wife whose favorite pastime is dressing in men’s clothing and stealing horses. What I want is peace and quiet. And I daresay any husband of yours would have to give that up.”


She tipped up her chin. “If it’s peace you want, you should let me go.” Shoving her hand into her coat pocket, she pulled out a wad of pound notes. “Since you won’t drive me to Honiton, at least rent a horse to me.”


His temper flared. The idiot meant to traverse England alone with a fortune in her pockets and a disguise only a blind man would believe. And she was mad enough to try blackmailing him into letting her do it.


What if she tried such foolishness with an unscrupulous innkeeper or coachman? In the two days it took the mail coach to reach London, she could be robbed and assaulted half a dozen times, for God’s sake!


Fine. She wouldn’t tell him who her guardian was, so he’d have to scare her into it. It was time he showed the woman exactly what she risked.


“You’ve just threatened to ruin my character—do you think I’ll let you go now ? You’ve given me no choice but to keep you locked up as long as it takes to silence your lying tongue.”


That certainly got her attention. She blinked at him like a cat caught in candlelight. “Wh-what do you mean?”


He stalked toward her. “I can’t have you voicing false accusations or forcing me into marriage. So what’s it to be? A few nights in my attic while I starve you into compliance? A week in the dungeon? I’m told there is one, although a cellar would suffice.”


At least she had the good sense to back away. “If you’re attempting to play the villain, it won’t work,” she said with a nervous laugh. Yet she darted around the heavy baroque sofa to put it between her and him. “You would never lock anyone in an attic. And you aren’t the sort to bully a woman.”


“How would you know?” he asked as he prowled along the sofa.


“I heard all about your brave exploits in India from Louisa.” She quickly moved to evade him. “Your reputation for heroism and fine deeds has preceded you, and I can’t believe you’d tarnish it by hurting—”


“You forget that no one knows you’re here. Not your guardian, nor my servants. I could haul you into the woods, shoot you, and bury you so that no one would ever find you.” If that didn’t frighten the little fool, nothing would.


“You could.” Her gaze flitted about the room as if in search of a weapon. “But you wouldn’t.”


“Why not?”


“Because you’d have to catch me first.” Grabbing one of the cushions, she threw it at him and darted for the door behind her.


Confound the woman! He leaped the sofa to capture her, and tossed her to the floor. With the wind knocked out of her, she couldn’t stop him when he threw himself on top of her, pinning her beneath him.


For the first time since he’d found her in the stable, sheer panic showed in her face. “Get off me!” she cried, shoving against his chest.


“Do you see how easy it is? How quickly a man can subdue you?”


“Only if I let him,” she spat, lifting her hands to scratch his face.


But he caught them and pinned them to the carpet, too. “Now what?” He glowered down at her. “You’re well and truly trapped, admit it.”


She struggled against him, but it took ridiculously little effort to keep her restrained by her wrists and to clamp her thighs between his so she couldn’t move.


When she stopped her futile struggling, he continued his warning. “Nowdo you understand what I could do to you if I had a mind to it? I could rip your clothes off, and you couldn’t do a damned thing to stop me. I could ravish you…”


“Oh, for pity’s sake, you’re worse than any gothic play.” Her expression had turned mutinous. “If you’d meant to ravish me, you would have done it in the stables the second you discovered I was a woman.”


He couldn’t believe his ears. She was pinned to the floor completely helpless, and instead of acknowledging the danger, she was even more stubborn.


She actually had the audacity to taunt him! “It would have been far wiser, you know. Less messy—you wouldn’t have spilled any blood on the furniture.”


“Spilled any—” He let out a vile oath. “I swear, you’re the most maddening female I’ve ever met! Don’t you realize what trouble you’re in?”


“Yes, I do. That’s why I won’t let you take me back to my guardian.” Her eyes glittered up at him. “You won’t murder me. If you won’t risk having me falsely accuse you, you certainly won’t risk a murder investigation.”


Christ, how far must he go to intimidate the stubborn woman into revealing the truth and giving up her mad scheme? Clearly, farther than he had. “Perhaps not, but that won’t stop me from making good on my earlier promise.”


“What promise?”


“To strip your clothes off piece by piece until you tell me what I need to know.”


At last he got the reaction he wanted. Uncertainty flickered in her face, and she bit down on her lower lip. Her pretty coral lip, plump enough to devour—


He swore under his breath. Having her beneath him, with her lush hair spilling about her face and his groin flush against her soft flesh, was beginning to affect him. He’d better finish this while he could still control himself.


Clasping both her wrists in one hand, he dropped the other to her borrowed waistcoat. With a dire glance, he flicked a button loose. “We’ll start with this.”


“Stop that,” she whispered as he opened another.


“Tell me your guardian’s name,” he said, pausing.


She thrust out her impudent little chin. “It’s Peter,” she said sweetly.


He jumped on that eagerly. “And his last name?”


“Pumpkin-Eater. He lives down the road in a pumpkin shell with his wife—”


“Damn it, this is not a joke! Tell me his name!”


“I don’t remember.”


With a foul glance, he worked loose another button, then another.


She glared at him. “Let me see—it was Jack something. Jack Sprat? Little Jack Horner? Look in the corner and see—”


“I swear, it won’t be the corner you’ll be sitting in if you don’t tell me your guardian’s name and where he lives,” he warned.


“I’m not going to tell you.”


Eyes gleaming with threat, he released the last few buttons, then reached for the ones at the collar of her shirt. “You think not, do you, Eliza?”


Though her breath came more quickly and her delicious lower lip trembled, her pretty eyes still shone resolutely. “As long as you’re calling me Eliza, I shall call you Colin. It is Colin, isn’t it? Colin Hunt?”


“Colin, yes.” He caught himself. “It doesn’t matter what you call me, confound it!”


“It certainly does. If you’re about to see me entirely naked, then I should at least call you by your Christian name.”


He froze. Damn her for putting that image in his head! “Have you no sense of danger, you little fool?” he exploded as he bent close. “No idea of how you tempt fate every time you open that reckless mouth of yours?”


“Not where you’re concerned,” she shot back. “Perhaps you alarm others with that black scowl, but I can tell a gentleman when I see one, and you—”


He cut off her words with a hard kiss.


He’d meant it to shut her up, to shock her. Unfortunately, it did far more than that. It made him conscious of her as a woman. A desirable woman. Whom he’d secretly lusted after from the minute he’d felt her curves beneath her cloak.


She wasn’t helping, either, for she didn’t struggle, didn’t even turn her head away. She lay there frozen, letting him kiss her, taste her.


Desperately reaching for sanity, he lifted his head to stare at her, hoping to see fear or alarm or anything on her face that might bring him to his senses.


Instead, she was watching him with wide, astonished eyes. With a sinking heart, he saw in them the same awareness of him as a man that he’d felt for her as a woman.


And in that moment, he knew he was done for.









Four






Colin’s second, rougher kiss stunned Eliza. Especially when he slid his tongue between her lips and inside her mouth.


Lord save her. The girls at school had whispered of such outrageous kisses, but she hadn’t known…she hadn’t expected…He seemed to be trying to violate her mouth the same way he’d threatened to violate her body, but it didn’t feel like a violation. It felt…amazing. Blatantly erotic, blatantly enthralling.


Oh, what was wrong with her? She mustn’t let him do this, even if he was just trying to frighten her into letting him cart her back to her uncle’s.


Frighten her, yes—the way the pistol digging into her thigh was meant to frighten her. This was not a real kiss. She must pay it no mind, even though her heart hammered in her chest, and the thrusts of his tongue did funny things to her insides, making her want to open her mouth further, tangle her tongue with his—


He jerked back with an oath. “For God’s sake, what are you doing?”


“I-I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “Whatever it is, I don’t mean to do it. It’s just that no man has ever kissed me like that before, and you…that is…”


She was babbling, blast it. She couldn’t help it—the way he looked at her unsettled her. Excited her. Good Lord.


It only got worse when she chewed nervously on her lower lip. His eyes darkened to a smoky black, and he uttered a heartfelt groan.


Then he kissed her. Again. And she let him. Again.


By tomorrow, she might very well be hurtling toward Cornwall, so she had to know what might lay ahead. That was her foggy reasoning, anyway.


This time he still took possession of her mouth like a hungry, marauding army, but gone was the roughness, the insolence. He kissed her like a man who meant it, his tongue delving inside with slow, sleek strokes.


So this was what it felt like to be thoroughly kissed: hot and heady and too tempting for words. Even his whisker stubble scraping her soft cheek and the threat of his pistol merely reminded her he was a man, and not some local lad trying to steal a kiss at a picnic. Every inch of the body plastered to hers was firm, muscular, demanding…the way a man’s body should be.


Oh, Lord, she could never do this with just anyone, certainly not with some suspiciously secret friend of her uncle’s. Never! No matter what it took, she would make sure that the only man she kissed this intimately was a man she desired.


A man like Colin.


She groaned against his lips. Had she lost her mind? Colin meant to cart her back to her uncle! And he’d made it clear he had no interest in marrying her.


Not that she would marry the stubborn ass. He refused to believe her, and he ordered her about, and…and…oh, blast, he kissed like something out of a gothic play. A very good gothic play. His mouth enticed her, and the press of his very masculine body against hers roused forbidden urges in her breasts and belly.


When he suddenly released her wrists, her arms slid automatically about his neck as if drawn there by a puppeteer. With a sigh of pure pleasure, she buried her fingers in his thick, silken hair.


He slipped his hand inside her open waistcoat to cup her breast through the thin linen of her shirt.


Good Lord, what was he doing? This went too far. And yet…


It felt so good. Shocking and appalling and absolutely marvelous.


“We must end this,” he choked out even as he trailed kisses along her neck, and his thumb swept her nipple with a delicacy that made her breath catch.


“Yes,” she breathed, though his hand now kneaded her breast, sending delightful chills along her spine.


“Tell me who your guardian is, sweeting,” he murmured, a hint of desperation in his voice. “Tell me where he lives.”


The question cut through her sensual haze like a knife of ice.


Blast, another few minutes of this, and she’d tell him everything he wanted to know! And then she’d be doing this with her uncle’s horrible friend, whether she wanted to or not.


No, never. She jerked his hand from her breast. “Stop that,” she whispered.


He pushed himself up, looking as dazed as she felt. At least she hadn’t been the only one caught up in their touching. Though that proved hollow comfort when his scowl turned black as the devil’s. “What game are you playing, Eliza?”


“Me! You’re the one who’s playing a game, touching my body and trying to distract—” She broke off. She didn’t want him to know how close he’d come to succeeding, or he’d use that to his advantage. Forcing nonchalance into her voice, she said, “If you’re trying to teach me the dangers of ravishment, it’s not working.”


“Damn it, I’m not playing!” He thrust his lower body against her, pressing something thick and rigid into the flesh between her legs. And it wasn’t his pistol, either. “Thisis what happens when a man is aroused. Shall I show you what happens when he satisfies that arousal?”


He was bluffing again, wasn’t he? She was almost sure he was. Still, it took all her will to cast him a sweet smile and call his bluff. “Go ahead.”


He tensed, the bulge below his waist swelling against her, a bold, heavy threat that she couldn’t quite discount.


Then he swore and rolled off of her, his breath coming in urgent gasps and his chest heaving to contain them.


Dropping her head back, she strove for calm. She’d won this round. But how many more could she manage?


It took her a moment to regain her equilibrium. Then she sat up on the carpet and cast him a furtive glance. “Thank you.” For being the gentleman I knew you were.


Muttering a coarse oath, he rose, glared at her, then perversely held out his hand to help her up. She released it as soon as she was on her feet. The feel of his arousal against her soft flesh hadn’t left her, and she very much feared she’d have let him do as he pleased with her, if he’d forced the matter.


She winced. Curse him for that. The few men she’d met at school functions had seemed appalled by her bold manner, abundance of freckles, and inappropriate cursing. Yet Colin seemed to like all of it, despite his railing against her.


As she buttoned her waistcoat, he watched her with a fearsome scowl. “You do realize that if I’d been any other man—”


“I know,” she said to forestall another lecture.


“So what am I to do with you?” He prowled the room like a panther, his agitation evident in every terse step. “You won’t go to the magistrate with your tale, and I can’t let you ride off to Honiton alone.”


Her “tale?” Blast him, he still refused to believe her. “You could take me to Honiton in your cabriolet. You could ensure that I get onto the mail coach safely.”


“And after that? Anything could happen on your trip to London. Anything. One look at that body of yours and that hair—”


“I’ll keep my hood on.”


He snorted. “To and from coaching inns or in a carriage, with people jostling you? You’d never manage it.” With a glint of purpose in his coffee-hued eyes, he stalked toward her, his surtout flapping open to expose his pistol. “If you won’t let me return you to your guardian tonight, I’ll have to lock you up here until morning, when I can go into Brookmoor and ask around to find out who he is.”


Panic pressed upon her chest. “And once you know?”


“I’ll have a word with the gentleman, see if what you say is true.”


“He’ll just lie to you,” she said glumly. “The way he lied to Mrs. Harris about my coming back in a few weeks for my Season.”


“Credit me with some sense,” he said. “I can tell when a man is lying.”


“Really?” she snapped. “You think I’m lying, and I’m not.”


“Exaggerating,” he said, his gaze growing shuttered. “Not lying.”


“So once you talk to him, then what?”


“It depends on what he says.”


Her temper flared. “Right. And he’s a man, so you’ll take his word over mine, of course.”


“I didn’t say that.”


“But you thought it.” She glared at him. “I’d rather take my chances on the road than with you.”


“And I won’t let you. So let’s find you a place to sleep.”


She searched for another argument to convince him, but what was the point? Nothing swayed him. He was even more stubborn when sober than her uncle was when drunk. He left her no choice but to let him lead her from the room.


Now what? Colin would never lower his guard long enough for her to escape. And once he learned that she was the magistrate’s niece, he would wash his hands of her. Because what foreigner new to town would champion her when it meant tangling with the authorities?


Unless…


He did seem to find her attractive, despite his insulting comments about the sort of wife she’d make. Why not use that? If she could get him even a little enamored of her, then perhaps he wouldn’t be so eager to throw her back to her uncle in the morning. She might even convince him to take her to Honiton.


Could she do it? She’d watched other girls at the school flirt and tease fellows into doing things for them. She’d never been good at it herself—not enough opportunities for practice—but it couldn’t hurt to try.


She slanted a glance at him as he led her to the stairs with an iron grip on her elbow, his dark eyes resolute and his jaw set. Colin wasn’t some fawning suitor or a friend’s shy younger brother whom a woman could tease endlessly with impunity. He was a virile, volatile man. If he lost control of himself with her—


She ignored the sudden and very wicked current that pulsed through her. She didn’t want that; she didn’t. All she wanted was to escape her uncle. And she could do it, if she were careful. After all, if Colin hadn’t lost control when he’d had her subdued beneath him, he wasn’t likely to do it in response to some teasing.


And if he did?


It was a chance she’d have to take.


 


Colin lay staring up at the canopy of his bed, wishing desperately for sleep to rescue him from his misery. But until Eliza stopped moving about in the adjoining room, sleep was impossible.


The last place he’d wanted to stow her was in his dressing room, especially since it was half-filled with boxes and had only a chaise longue for a bed. But it was the only room in the whole damned place that he could easily monitor. It had just one door and a transom window, both of which led into his bedchamber.


He couldn’t risk her attempting an escape from this floor. And she was liable to do it, climb out some window and fall and break her pretty little neck. Then he’d have that on his conscience, too.


She hummed as she moved about, and he groaned. Confound the stubborn chit. Was she trying to drive him insane? Given that he’d nearly seduced her in the parlor, she ought to keep quiet, if only to soothe his temper. But no, after arousing him with her sweetly innocent response to his unwise kisses and then still refusing to tell him what he’d needed to know, she’d waltzed up the stairs ahead of him like a queen. While he’d followed behind, trying futilely to tear his gaze from those seductively swinging hips.


Then when he’d tried to stash her in the dressing room, she’d kept him there with questions about India, her soft, knowing smiles perfectly blending the innocent with the naughty. Clearly he didn’t intimidate her one bit.


And why did she seem so damned convinced of his gentlemanly character? Other English women acted slightly afraid of him. Eliza melted in his arms.


The little fool was fearless. And sweet, a temptress in the making. He wanted her. Very badly. Which was why when he couldn’t silence her magpie tongue, in desperation he’d shut her into her cage, before he gave in to the urge to stop her mouth with his own, again.


God, he could still taste her, still feel her breast ripening beneath his palm, and her thighs parting to allow him to cradle his aching loins between the delicate softness of her—


Don’t think about it,he told himself as his cock hardened.


As if that were possible. He must be cursed. It was as if Shiva himself had sent down a delicious morsel of a female to destroy his resolve to settle in England. No matter what decision he made concerning her, it was bound to come back to trample him.


But oh, what luscious lips she had. And that bosom…a man could die happy caressing those breasts, as tempting and womanly as any devadasi ’s. He could well imagine her as one of those Indian dancing girls, draped in a filmy gauze veil, with kohl lining her eyelids and henna staining her pouting, seductive mouth—


Damn it, he’d never get to sleep if he didn’t find relief from his obsessive thoughts and this cursed arousal. Casting a furtive glance at the closed transom, he turned onto his side and took hold of his cock.


With her pretty humming still sounding in his ears, he began to work his flesh. He imagined her naked, beckoning him to suck her nipples and lick her belly and drive his eager cock inside her harder…faster…deeper…


As he reached his release, he muffled his cries with the pillow. After that he was finally able to fall asleep.


But he dreamed of her, of those delicate hands caressing him, and that hair of rumpled velvet entwining his limbs as she brought him to ecstasy with her hot, silky mouth. So it was no wonder that when next he awoke, he was half-hard again, aching for the dream that evaporated as soon as his eyes shot open. As soon as he realized that something in particular had awakened him.


For a moment, he lay there alert, waiting, listening, as early dawn brushed the room with the faintest wash of light. Then a loud thump sounded from the dressing room, and he jerked upright. What the blazes was she up to now? She should be sleeping—he’d given her a mountain of blankets. He’d also left her with candles and a flint box, so there was no need for her to be stumbling into things.


He slipped from the bed and shivered as the chill hit his bare flesh. He would have to resign himself to wearing nightclothes. Though he’d slept naked in India, it was too cold for that in England, even with the fire blazing high.


After donning his drawers, he threw on his banyan and knotted the tie, hoping that would be enough not to offend Eliza’s maidenly sensibilities. Then he lit a candle and knocked on the dressing room door. “Eliza? Are you all right?”


“I’m perfectly fine!”


Her cheery response gave him pause, especially when it was followed by another loud thump. “Are you dressed?”


“Yes, why?”


Swiftly, he unlocked the door, then swung it open to find her busily unpacking a pile of pasteboard boxes. A lit candle atop one box cast a lurid glow over the scene.


He’d expected to find her sulking, the way his wife would have over being thwarted, not happily exploring his belongings.


And doing it in style, too. She had shed her male attire to drape herself in a length of gold-shot silk that he’d brought from India to use as a gift for female relations. His mouth went dry.


Not only did it enhance the warm color of her skin and make her honey-brown hair fairly sparkle, but she’d wrapped it only just high enough to cover her nipples. Then she’d thrown the extra bit over one shoulder, leaving the other creamy shoulder exposed, along with a healthy portion of her breasts.


It was even more alluring than her too-tight male clothes. What he wouldn’t give to run his tongue down into the shadowy crevice between her plump—


“Did you want something?” she asked.


You. In my bed. Now.


He swore under his breath. “What the devil are you doing in here?”


She shrugged her half-bare shoulders, apparently not the least perturbed by his burst of temper or her outrageous costume. “I decided to amuse myself by seeing what you brought with you from India.”


He surveyed the boxes with their contents in various stages of disarray. “You had no right to unpack my belongings,” he bit out.


“I didn’t think you’d mind.” When he glowered at her, she added mischievously, “It’s not as if I had anything else to do.”


“How about sleeping?” he snapped. “That’s what most people do in the wee hours of the morning.”


“Most people don’t have my worries.” She tossed him a challenging glance. “I had to keep my mind off of my dire future somehow, didn’t I?”


Confound it, she was like water on stone with her persistent tale. And damned if he wasn’t beginning to believe her. She certainly seemed desperate to escape, so desperate that she’d refused to reveal her identity even after he’d manhandled her.


He shook off that thought. Women like her had a talent for making men believe their fabrications. This was a game for her, and he wouldn’t let her win it.


“So what did you find to ‘amuse’ you?” he asked, determined not to give her the satisfaction of drawing him into another discussion of her claims.


She hesitated, then deliberately turned to rummage through something. “Oh, I found quite a number of interesting items. A lovely ivory comb…some leather slippers…and several fascinating pictures.”


She faced him again, her expression resolute. “Tell me, sir, what exactly is the ‘congress of crow’?”


What?Had she found—


“Because that’s the title on this particular picture.” She held up a print, and he saw several others scattered atop the box behind her.


Confound the woman to hell, she’d found his erotic Indian prints.
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