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London’s Theater District, 1887


“Clean as a whistle, these young lovelies. Sure you won’t have a taste, sir?” The dandy peacock tipped his hat and squinted to see inside the carriage.


Phineas Gunn sat in the darkness and regarded the street pimp for the briefest of moments. “Quite. Sure.”


“Take another gander, sir—you’ll find something comely that tickles the old Thomas.” The flesh peddler cocked his head with a wink. “Rooms by the hour, right behind me.” With bosoms near to bursting out of corsets, the rag-a-bed jewels of Princess Street posed enticingly for his attention.


“Bugger off.” Phineas slammed the coach window shut.


Twirling a crystal-knobbed cane, the fancy man swept his walking stick behind bouncing bustles. “Special this evening—two girls, three and six.” The pimp hawked his bevy of spoiled doves to every man jack and Prince Arthur prowling the backstreets of Leicester Square.


Finn gulped for air. A band of tension squeezed his chest.


Up the street, a couple of randy bloods stopped to negotiate with the flashy procurer. Finn exhaled as slowly as possible. According to the Daily Telegraph, at half past twelve, any night of the week, there were five hundred prostitutes working London streets between Piccadilly Circus and the bottom of Waterloo Place.


Gazing out at the blur of street smut, it appeared the newspaper’s alarming calculation had proved to be nothing less than an effective advertisement. The lane was popping with customers, men whose single-minded aspiration was to gamble, drink, and fornicate the night away.


Within the smothering confinement of the carriage, his heart rate accelerated. An intense wave of fear ripped through flesh and sinew—right down to his bones.


Damn it all.


His body was playing tricks again. It seemed nothing he could think or do could distract from this sudden assault on his nerves. He inhaled another deep breath and exhaled slowly, counting to ten. The shakes often came upon him without warning or obvious cause. Finn knew very well he sat safely within the confines of his coach, yet every fiber of his body told him he was being chased down a dark alley by a raving murderer, poised to thrust a blade in his back.


He was dying and there was no way to stop it.


All his symptoms were present this evening. Chest pain, shortness of breath, precipitous heart rate. The numbness and tingling were particularly bad. Paresthesia, Monty called it.


In actuality, he wasn’t altogether sure Dr. Montague Twombly was even licensed—more of a quack phrenologist, as it turned out. Monty had studied under a very unorthodox Austrian physician by the name of Freud. An inquiry into this new school of medicine had unearthed disturbing rumors, including the suspicion that this Freud character was a cocaine addict. Finn sighed and pushed his back deeper into the squabs of the plush upholstered coach seat.


In the middle of his search for a physician, he had simply chosen to stop. The damned talking therapy, as Monty referred to it, appeared to be working. This past summer Monty had brought him more relief than all the doctors on Harley Street combined—and there had been a good dozen over the years, all well-meaning professionals. Some time ago, Finn had discontinued the opium, and he had refused mercury treatments, but had otherwise subjected himself to the very latest in cures. From electrical currents to baths filled with ice—“shock the system back to normal,” his doctors agreed—all he’d ended up with was a head cold that lasted a week.


Ultimately, the much-lauded physicians had failed to have any lasting effect on his condition.


Again, Finn held his breath, then exhaled as he counted slowly to ten.


He had made progress under Twombly, even enjoyed several months relatively free of symptoms. But the spells had returned of late. Dabbing a pocket square over beads of perspiration, he donned his opera hat, sucked in one last deep breath, and lifted the door latch.


Finn wove a path through a crush of all-night lads and eager tarts. He was no more than half a block from Leicester Square, a brief jaunt on foot to the Alhambra Theatre. “Evening, sir.” The plainly dressed girl sauntered close. In the flickering gaslight he took a second look. Pretty for street quim. But her painted complexion failed to mask the pallor of frail health. And not a day over fifteen. Very likely this was a penniless, supperless girl willing to have a go for a pint and chop. She brazenly eyed him up and down. “A handsome, cocks-up gent such as yourself could use a boff before curtain rise, wouldn’t you say, sir?”


“Not this evening, love.” Finn slipped her a half crown and continued down the sink of iniquity that was Princess Street. Fleshbrokers, touting their whores, spilled out of every night house and café lining the block.


To escape the relentless commerce of vice, he took a shortcut between buildings. He concentrated on the glow that hovered above jagged rooftops and nearly tripped over a drunk. The electric lights of Leicester Square’s theatres illuminated the sky for blocks around, but not in this passage filled with dark niches for even darker deeds.


Finn pressed past a harlot being groped by a customer. “No money, no cunny, you old sot!”


“Pardon.” He jumped a puddle of unspeakable sludge. The clamor of wicked commerce gradually gave way to the echo of his footsteps on wet pavers. A wraith in the night stepped up behind and pressed a knife to his throat. “I say, Gov’nor, what’s in those pockets?” For a moment, Finn imagined stepping forward into the cruel cut of the blade. The slice across his carotid artery. A steaming spray of crimson. The metallic scent of blood. This keen sense of life on the edge stirred his heart into a gallop of frenetic beats.


Bugger all, something more primal took over. Finn backed into the man with such force the surly robber staggered. Ripping the knife away, he turned it against the thug’s throat and pressed the foolhardy bloke against the bricks.


Terrified, the young man’s eyes darted up and down the alley. “Please, sir, I would not have hurt ye. I swear it.”


Disappointed, Finn eased back. “No, I think not.”


He slipped the blade inside his coat pocket. London was chockablock with amateur thieves. Rural lads, displaced by farm machinery, continued to pour into London. Once their meager savings disappeared, they turned desperate. “I’ve no time for a mugger’s game. Running a bit late—meeting friends at the music hall.”


No doubt the young man was down on his luck and had turned to thievery. “Get yourself an honest job.” Phineas pulled out his card. “Millwall docks, Isle of Dogs. Ask around for a man by the name of Tully. Tell him . . .” He studied the burly young thief in the dark. “Tell him you’re no good at crime.”


The stunned lad stared blankly at the card. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”


Exiting the alley, Finn jogged across a corner of the square. The garish lights of the Alhambra reflected off streets still wet from an earlier cloudburst. He wound his way past clusters of gentlemen assembled in front of the entertainment palace. The siren call this evening? A widely extolled troupe of ballet girls direct from Paris.


“Phineas Gunn.” Hand on his hip, Dudley Chilcott’s elbow swung dangerously close to skewering a passerby. “A rare sighting, indeed. I see the Ballet Royale de Musique has enticed you out of the house this evening.” Chilcott took a draw on his cigar. “These ballet girls have a bad reputation, which is in most cases well deserved.”


Finn did his best to ignore the dig at the rarity of his presence by acknowledging the gentlemen in Chilcott’s circle. Adopting an equally disdainful pose, he arched a brow. “Then, I can only assume, Dudley, you are here hoping for a backstage introduction.”


A guffaw of laughter from the circle of men prompted a grin. Trapped between Dudley Chilcott and James Oldham-Talbot, Earl of Harrow, Finn shifted uncomfortably and scanned the crowd assembled in the entryway. All of London, it would seem, was aware of his humiliating malady. The ever inebriated and opinionated earl snorted something between a laugh and a grunt. “Yes, I can’t imagine Dudley lamenting the ballet corps’ lack of morals.” The man exhaled a puff of tobacco smoke.


“More like hallelujah,” Dudley remarked dryly.


Finn’s gaze rolled up and over to make note of the time, then he glanced at the earl. The Earl of Harrow reportedly enjoyed having his eyelids licked by two naked whores. An eyelid apiece, one supposed. He returned his attention to the second hand of the brass-trimmed clock above the lobby doors.


Fifteen seconds. Thirty-five heartbeats, Finn did the math. Thirty-five times four equals one hundred forty beats per minute. Tolerable. Finn released his thumb from his wrist and kept his breath slow and regular.


In actuality, he had an appointment with Scotland Yard, in the person of Zeno Kennedy, chief inspector of Special Branch. Damned intriguing to call a meeting at a music hall.


A sweep of the square through open doors brought a tall, strapping lad into view. Somewhat cheered by the sight of his brother, Finn exhaled. Dressed in frock coat and silk hat, his younger sibling wove a path through the tangled throng. Rare, to see him out of his regimentals. Rarer still, to run into each other at the Alhambra. If Finn recalled correctly, his brother’s tastes ran toward table dancers in the East End. “Hardy!”


His handsome sibling waved and made his way over. “Good to see you out, Finn.”


He ignored the remark. “Ballet girls? Rather tame by your standards.”


“And what might those be?” Hardy grinned.


Finn stared. “Low.” He turned to his circle. “I believe most of you know my brother, Cole Harding Gunn?”


“Gentlemen.” Hardy nodded.


“Sans the lady this evening?” The Earl of Harrow quite directly referenced his brother’s affair with Lady Gwendolyn Lennox, married to the very powerful Rufus Stewart, Earl of Lennox.


Hardy’s gaze quickly narrowed on the earl.


“If you’ll excuse us, gentlemen, I spy our host exiting his carriage.” Finn whisked Hardy away before he did something rash with his fists. A quick jostle through the crowd and they were out of the hall and on the pavement. He hailed Kennedy.


Hardy shrugged off his grip. “You’re meeting Zak here as well?”


Finn stared. “What manner of business could you possibly have with Scotland Yard?”


Zeno Kennedy—Zak, to his friends—greeted them both with an affable smile. “Hardy has applied to the Home Office.”


His brother added another grin. “I hope to resign my commission in the Blues and join Special Branch.”


Hardy often withheld information from him. A younger sibling’s reaction to an overprotective, nosy brother. Still, Finn raised both brows. “And when did all this come about?”


“I didn’t realize I had to ask for permission, Finn.”


He studied his sibling’s uncomfortable fidgeting about. A much-decorated major in the Royal Horse Guards, Hardy had been somewhat adrift since his regiment’s return from Egypt. A restless type and a thrill seeker even as a small child, Hardy could ride faster and fight harder than any man he knew. So why did Finn worry so much about his little brother?


Kennedy cleared his throat. “I managed to score us a box—on loan from Lord Phillips. Shall we?” Several heads nodded their way as the famous chief inspector led them upstairs. Finn spoke quietly. “We shall see how Lady Lennox enjoys the high life on a detective’s salary.”


“Couldn’t be worse than a soldier’s pay.” Hardy shrugged. “I’m under no illusion she’ll leave old Rufus and his four hundred thousand for a Yard man.”


Zak held back curtains and ushered them into their seats. A very attentive waiter entered the box behind them. “Shall it be supper or libations, gentlemen? Perhaps a bit of both?”


They ordered three pints and a bottle of Talisker’s finest, and settled in for the evening. In the privacy of their box, amongst men he knew and trusted, Finn’s nervous condition eased. “Give it up, Kennedy. What has Special Branch got in mind for me? Something interesting, I hope. I could use the diversion.”


Glancing at the stage below, Zak sipped from his glass. “A couple of things, actually.” The Yard man kept his voice just above the strains of music. Finn and Hardy leaned in. “A year ago, Finn, you were involved in an operation for the Naval Intelligence Department, the breakup of a ring of Spanish anarchists—Los Tigres Solitarios.”


“My involvement was limited to tracking a delivery of dynamite in transit from Portsmouth to France via Spain. As operations go, this one blew up, quite literally. The Deuxième Bureau—” Finn clarified for Hardy, “French intelligence—made a mess of it and then pushed the blame off on us. No lasting political ramifications, at least not from our side of the channel.”


“We have reason to believe former members of Los Tigres are here in London, regrouping.” Zak reached inside his coat pocket and dropped a slim pointed object in Finn’s palm. “Have a look at this.”


Finn rotated the stickpin between fingers. The facets of a large diamond caught whatever dim light was available. “Impressive. I’d like to take this bauble home for a better look.”


Zak nodded. “Recently confiscated off a dead body washed up downriver. We believe the corpse to be the conspirator known as Carlos Jorge Rivera. Likely this chap decided to enrich himself and the brotherhood didn’t take kindly to it.” The detective swiveled toward Hardy. “I thought you might like to shadow this case with your brother. Get a taste for the work, find out if it suits.” Zak caught Finn’s sour expression. “Of course, if you’d rather not . . .”


“I can manage a group of surly anarchists and my little brother at the same time.”


The Yard man leaned closer. “Good. And how goes the gemology consulting?”


“Brisk of late. I’ve been asked for a number of appraisals—all private sales.”


Zak appeared to consider his statement. “Not sure you’ve heard, but there’s a second-story man about. We suspect whoever that person is, may be connected to the anarchists.” Kennedy nodded at the tiepin. “That bit of flash was purchased recently through private sale and pinched little more than a week later.”


Finn twirled the gem. “Ends up on the person of an anarchist floating facedown in the Thames. It’s possible whoever is selling the jewels is stealing them back for a future sale—on the Continent, perhaps.” He pocketed the tiepin. “It’s been done before, an old jewel thief’s ploy.”


Zak grimaced. “Nearly every scenario we’ve considered doesn’t add up.”


“And why is that?” Hardy asked.


“The burglar appears to be rather selective. Takes one piece and leaves piles of other valuables behind.”


Finn tilted his gilded chair onto its rear legs. He gazed at the stage, which had dimmed briefly before the featured act. “I thought you were more of an opera aficionado, Kennedy. Why are we here?”


A wry grin spread across the Yard man’s face. “To reconnoiter with a particular featured dancer.”


From high above the stage a pale glow poured down upon the master of ceremonies. “Ladies and gentlemen, mesdames et messieurs. Direct from Paris, the Royal Alhambra proudly presents Théâtre de l’Académie Royale de Musique’s Phoenix Unbound.” The man in formal tails and opera hat tilted his head toward the balcony. “And where in the heavens might we find such a lovely mythical bird?”


All eyes followed as the haunting strains of harps, violins, and cellos swelled into something whimsical and evocative—Debussy, Finn thought.


A lone spotlight halted on the lithe figure of a young woman sitting on the ledge of a balcony. She wore a tightly fitted bodice and a dancer’s skirt of filmy, translucent layers, which parted as she rose from her perch and raised a jaw-dropping length of leg slowly into the air—in arabesque. The very term caused a sudden shiver of uncanny intuition. Finn had dredged up the word—arabesque—from distant memory.


The ballerina tilted her head and opened gently wavering arms, a preening bird preparing for flight. With each flutter she loosed ribbons of red and gold silk. Her pointe slippers pawed the ledge as she traversed the upper tier, unfurling wing and tail streamers along the way.


Strains of music built quickly to a crescendo and she plunged off the balcony. The audience gasped as the diving bird swooped down over the audience attached to a delicate golden perch and gilded wire.


Hardy leaned forward. “Nice set of gams, wot?” As if in answer to his brother’s crude observation, every man in the theatre lifted his opera glasses to inspect those lovely limbs. She floated across the stage, heading straight for their box. With arms outstretched, she unfurled yet another length of delicate fabric, gaily tossing it ahead of her as she reached the end of her arc.


Before he could stop himself, Finn reached out over the edge of the balcony and caught the ribbon of silk. Their eyes met in shock and surprise. Every fiber of his being came alive.


Catriona.


The roar of cheers from the male audience below barely registered. The trapeze swung the ethereal bird back over the heads of the audience and lowered her gracefully to the floor of the stage. The ballerina leaped to earth amongst an eruption of applause, and danced a series of precision pirouettes across the stage into the arms of a male dancer who lifted her high above his shoulders and rotated her slowly in the air.


Zak and Hardy joined in the applause. Without taking his eyes off her, Finn gathered the firebird’s fluttering silk ribbon. She was everything he remembered, only more so. Finn sank into his chair. He had never seen Catriona dance in Spain, or France for that matter. In fact, he had hardly gotten to know her at all. Tall and willowy with large sapphire eyes and raven hair, she was so . . . achingly beautiful. Mesmerized by her every move, his mind returned to a night of unforgettable passion they had shared—Christ, how long was it now? Well over a year, at least.


Most provocatively, she slipped back down to earth in the arms of her partner. Finn was quite sure every man in the audience was aroused by her slide down the male dancer’s torso. Twirling and leaping across a stage flooded with moonlight, her body moved with a light, ethereal quality—a sensuous grace—as if her feet had no real need to touch ground. Fields of gravity did not apply to this lovely creature.


She arched her back and swept an arm in the air, signaling farewell. One could feel the enchantment as everyone gasped a collective sigh. Waves of energy rippled through the room as the audience stood in ovation. She took her bows amongst a host of bravos and applause.


Zak leaned forward. “Though she dances with the Paris ballet company and has taken a French stage name, she is actually—”


“Catriona Elíse de Dovia Willoughby.” Finn worked at holding himself together as he met Zak’s gaze. “Born to a Spanish mother and British father, raised in both countries, attended finishing school in France. Much to the family’s dismay on both sides of the channel, she auditioned for the Paris Opera Ballet and was accepted.”


Hardy raised both brows. “I say, Finn, you know her?”


Zeno poured them each another dram. “According to the dossier your brother compiled on Miss Willoughby, I’d say he knows her rather well.”


Finn shot Zak a cautionary glower. “Never thought you were the type to read between the lines, Kennedy.”


“Quite a stunning young woman, Finn. Hardly surprising there was an affair.” The Yard man gazed from one brother to the other. “My wife informs me the ladies quite often throw themselves at both of you.”


Finn’s gaze flicked over to his brother. “To my never-ending relief, Hardy gets most of the attention.”


Zak pressed on. “As you well know, Catriona is the only sister of Eduardo Tomás de Dovia, better known by his nom de guerre: Tigre Solitario, Lone Tiger, the most recent and celebrated martyr of the anarchists. Killed in Béziers, a casualty of your operation, Finn, from a dynamite explosion.”


Invisible bands tightened around Finn’s chest, but he otherwise remained in control of his affliction. He stared at Zak. “You suspect she’s working with the anarchists.”


“A tool perhaps, or she could be a cunning operative. We need you to find out.” Kennedy tossed back his whiskey and set the glass down.


“And what would you have me do with her?” Finn stuffed the silk ribbon in his coat pocket. “Once I find out?”


“Befriend her. Gain her trust. Turn her if you can. Both the Admiralty and Home Office would like nothing more than to have a mole on the Continent.”


Hardy sat back, nearly agog. “This Scotland Yard business beats the Horse Guards by a length and half.”


Zak grinned. “Most of our cases aren’t nearly this—”


“Ravishing.” Finn rose from his chair. “If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen. I believe I have a stage door to knock on.”
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By the thunderous applause Cate knew she had done well tonight, though she couldn’t remember much about the performance. One of the girls in the wings handed her a towel. “Merci, chouchou.” Cate dabbed at perspiration and wove a path through a blur of diaphanous pastel skirts. The corps de ballet awaited the strains of music that cued their entrance.


A rapid pulse and labored breath were normal after such a strenuous dance, but she did not recall ever being this . . . stirred up. Her mind continued to whirl a continuous fouetté rond de jambe en tournant. And her stomach flutters were—dear God, her body purred inside.


He had reached out and nearly touched her. A tremble vibrated from the tips of her breasts to the depths of her womb. He had caught one of her streaming ribbons, much to the elation of an audience brimming with men. The front rows were always full of randy toffs who pursued the dancers—les abonnés, they were called in Paris.


How dare Hugh Curzon.


And yet, how like him.


She slipped down the backstage stairs crowded with up and down traffic, and made her way into the green room. The featured dancer’s dressing rooms surrounded a wide corridor that served as kind of gentleman’s salon, where admirers could approach a dancer after her performance. Some came with flowers, others with offers of a late supper.


She collected several bouquets, conversing pleasantly with her followers, men who were often nearly speechless on first acquaintance. Tonight, Cecil Cavendish, eleventh Baron Burleigh, stationed himself near her door.


“Good evening, Miss de Dovia.” His bow brought him close enough to whisper. “Or may I call you Cate?”


“Of course you may. We are friends, are we not?” She offered her hand, which he kissed in European fashion. She had allowed him to take her to dinner once and to “show her off” to prominent acquaintances at a few elegant soirees. When she had confessed her real name and revealed her dual heritage, his interest had moved from mildly amused acquaintance to something more ardent and worrisome.


“Join me for supper, my dove.”


She raised a brow. “Should I allow you to occupy so much of my time, monsieur? Are we not to attend the Beauforts’ ball tomorrow night?”


With a plea in his eyes, Cecil’s mouth formed the male version of a pout. “A quiet dinner—just the two of us?”


Cate hesitated. In actuality, she was famished. But she was also running out of expensive gowns to wear to fancy restaurants and balls. “Not Verreys. Perhaps something less public—Bertolini’s?


“Molto buono, mia bella ballerina.”


“Give me a moment.” She flashed a smile and pivoted toward her dressing room. Cate took one last glance around the corridor. A wave of melancholy washed over her. If truth be told, she felt a bit deflated. Hugh was nowhere to be seen.


Cecil prowled after. “I would be honored to wait for you inside, listen to the rustle of your clothes—imagine what you look like behind your dressing screen.”


“I’m afraid my dressing room would disappoint—terribly cramped.” Cate deftly opened her door and winked. “Not nearly as provocative as one might imagine.”


Once inside she threw the latch and rested her forehead against the door. She waited for her breathing to shift from gulps of air to something steadier.


“Must be tiring—fending off such persistent admirers.”


She whirled around. The tall figure stood in the doorway to the adjoining storage room. He leaned that impressive physique of his along the frame molding and stretched. Sculpted muscle flexed under perfectly tailored clothes. Her small dressing room was suddenly airless. This man had an essence about him—something wild and fierce beneath the gentlemanly facade.


With his knee bent and his hand on a raised hip, there was an unsettling intimacy in his relaxed pose. It was as though it had been hours, not months, since they last saw each other. Yes, everything was familiar about him. Even those smoldering dark eyes that made her tingle all over.


Cate looked him up and down. “One gets used to it.” A bit wobbly, she sidestepped over to the vanity bench and unpinned a crown of silver and white feathers. She met his gaze in the looking glass as her heart beat a series of petit jetés in her chest.


He pushed off the wall and moved in behind her. “You are even lovelier than I remember.” His fingers moved down the row of hooks and eyes that fastened her costume.


She shifted away. “My dresser will be here any minute, she will—” Persistent fingers gently loosed the back of her bodice. Even as her cheeks flushed with heat, cool air wafted over skin moist with perspiration. His knuckles brushed against the flesh of her back, causing a shiver she failed to conceal.


He looked up from his unfastening duties. Deep brown eyes, the color of steaming French coffee, met her gaze in the mirror. How could she possibly have forgotten the lightness of his touch? She reacquainted herself with his strong chin and jawline, a bit swarthy perhaps, but wonderfully dangerous—or wicked. Which one was it? Did it really matter?


Reverently, he bent and kissed her shoulder. “Tell me, Cate, do you respond to lines like: ‘ . . . listen to the rustle of your costume and imagine what you look like . . . ’ ”—his breath drifted over her ear—“naked in my bed with those long, shapely legs wrapped around my waist—”


She whirled around and slapped him hard across the face. “Get out.”


He straightened but made no move to leave.


Cate strode across the small room and pulled back the latch. He slammed his hand against the door. The man was a predator. So why didn’t she scream for help? He had always thrilled, down to her raw, disfigured ballerina toes. Even now, he was the most masculine, feral creature she had ever encountered. And inglés to boot.


He leaned in close. A gentle nuzzle, just to take in her essence. And she could not help but return his interest. Hesitant at first, like two wild creatures meeting in the forest. She inhaled whiskey and bitters, hints of soap and—his scent. She looked up into heavy-lidded eyes that were far from languorous. He examined her carefully. “When I returned to Barcelona, why didn’t you meet me at Café Almirall?”


She was almost grateful when anger bubbled up inside. “You used me to get close to my brother. Then you followed him to France, where he and his compadres were murdered in—asesinado en sangre fría, sangre fría, monstruo—by you and those bloody French!”


“I do not deny we used gunfire . . .” He leaned an elbow on the door behind her and rubbed his temple. “But they were blown up by their own explosives.”


“They were surrounded by British and the French agents. You knew there was dynamite in that farmhouse. And still the bullets flew.” Her fists pummeled his chest.


“Slow down, Cate. Lento, retraso, por favor.” Firmly but gently, he grasped both of her hands and held them to her sides. Crushed between her brutish intruder and the door, she used the most insulting words she could think of. “Hijo del perro de una puta.”


His eyes crinkled. “I’d nearly forgotten about that Catalan temper of yours.”


A heavy pounding rattled the wood panel under her back. “I say, what goes on there? Miss de Dovia, are you all right?”


He pressed against her. “Sorry to see me, Cate? Worried I might interfere with your duties outside of the corps de ballet?”


She stopped writhing and blinked. “What nonsense you’re talking—” She exhaled. “Please leave me alone, Hugh.”


“Actually, Hugh Curzon is a name I use on the Continent—”


She angled her toe shoe and kicked him in the shin. “Ouch,” he yowled.


Cate tossed her head back. “Pointe slippers can torture more than my toes, señor.” She turned the knob. He slammed the door shut and threw the latch. She thought her heart might find a way to leap from her chest. He pushed her back against the door, and placed a hand on each shoulder.


“What do you want?” She swallowed, looking up at him.


“One kiss.” His demand knocked the breath from her. She pushed away, but the more she wiggled, the more they rubbed against each other.


She had forgotten, no, she had pushed him out of her mind—what a wild and woolly creature! His hair a leonine mass of thick brown waves, his body hard and unyielding. Her gaze fell to his mouth, possibly his most intriguing feature. Well-defined lips that were full and sensuous, and when they touched hers . . .


His mouth closed in, causing a flutter of anticipation. In fact, she very much wanted his kiss. She tilted her head to give him access, but he did not take her greedily. He brushed gently, capturing her mouth in a grazing caress of soft, sensuous bites—then he licked. She shivered in his arms. Glorioso.


“I give you pleasure, señorita?”


She opened her eyes. “Cerdo asqueroso.”


His languid gaze traced over her features. The corners of his mouth turned up a hint of smile. “Disgusting pig . . .” The words buffeted against her cheek. “Rather enchanting in Spanish.” He remained close, nuzzling, taunting, until her lips opened again for him.


This time he slid his tongue into her mouth and boldly took what he wanted. Cate closed her eyes and let him do as he pleased. In no time, he was groaning and kissing her tenderly, passionately, and, God help her, she returned his ardor with a surprising amount of intensity. Her tongue tangled with his in a thrilling chase that was . . . muy delicioso.


The tingle turned into a surge of desire that coursed through her body. Her knees would have buckled if he hadn’t kept her pressed firmly to the door. Slowly, he released her and fell back an inch or two. Glassy-eyed, they shared each other’s breath, neither able to find words.


“Madre de Dios.” Blindly, Cate flailed about and threw the latch. To his credit, he stepped back and she opened the door. He exited the dressing room quietly—this man whose tongue had just ravaged her mouth in the most sinful way possible.


She eyed him cautiously. “By what name do you call yourself in London?”


It appeared their brief argument had captivated everyone in the salon. Cecil blurted out her answer. “Phineas Gunn?”


Her dressing room intruder approached her openmouthed dinner date. “Rather daring of you to carry on with a ballet girl, Burleigh. Hoping for a prenuptial fling?”


Cecil poked his chin out. “I am no more engaged to Daphne than you are to Muriel Villers-Talbot.”


“And according to Muriel, who so dutifully keeps me informed, your fiancée is in Paris, is she not? Purchasing her trousseau.” This man with a new name towered over Cecil. “At least my so-called fiancée hasn’t sent out the wedding invitations.”


Cecil glowered.


Torn between raising a brow or bursting into laughter, Cate pressed her lips together and tried very hard not to chuckle. Much to her dismay a rather loud snort escaped. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Cecil. I’ll be ready in a dash.”


She opened the lid on a jar of cold cream and spoke to the wide-eyed miss in the mirror. “So, the Baron Burleigh is engaged.” Based on the few strained words between the men, it would seem Mr. Gunn was nearly spoken for himself.


She closed her eyes and ran the soothing cream over darkened eyelids. When attending soirees with Cecil, she had always assumed the raised brows were due entirely to her avocation. Obviously, there was another layer here. Cate used a soft cloth to wipe away the greasepaint.


If a man was a philanderer before marriage, what might a girl look forward to afterward? She almost felt sorry for the fiancée. Daphne, he had called her.


Though her experience with stage-door gentlemen could hardly be called extensive, she knew enough to be quite sure of one fact. Men didn’t change—not much anyway. They were either trustworthy or they were not. She hardly knew which one of the posturing males outside her dressing room was worse: Cecil Cavendish or Phineas Gunn, as he now called himself.


“Phin-e-as.” She whispered the name under her breath. New name, same old deceiver. A man who played false for a living could never be trusted. So why then did her lips still burn from the heat of his kiss?


She once believed they had met by accident on the Passeig de Gràcia. Lugging along two large hatboxes, she had given up on a cab and decided to walk to her aunt and uncle’s home. The fashionable avenue in Barcelona was as broad as the Champs-Élysées. A favorite place for aristocrats to display their riding skills and expensive carriages.


“Perdón, señorita. Estoy . . . buscando la casa de Gaudí?”


Shading her eyes from the low rays of the sun, she peered up at a magnificent horse and an equally imposing rider. “You are English, señor?” Drawing closer, Cate made out a charming grimace from a strikingly handsome man.


“Pardon my poor Spanish. I’m looking for a new residence designed by Gaudí. I believe it is on Carrer Nou de la Rambla—” Distracted, his eyes narrowed and shifted away.


Cate followed his line of sight to a teetering pony cart driven by a chubby-faced, curly-haired child that was traveling at a dangerously fast pace down the broad street. Wide eyes accompanied the girl’s panicked expression and whimpering cries. Cate’s heart accelerated even as the Englishman pressed his mount into action and overtook the out-of-control pony. Leaning far over his seat, he grabbed hold of the reins and slowed the animal.


Cate dropped her hatboxes and ran onto the boulevard. She positioned herself alongside of the cart just as the flushed child burst into tears. A tired old groom trotted up to join them. “Madre de Dios, Madre de Dios. Gracias, señor.”


“If the child cannot control the animal, you’d best take hold of these.” With quite a singular glare, the gentleman on horseback handed the reins to the groom.


Cate replaced the Brit’s glare with a smile and translated. She added an eye roll and shrug. “Inglés.”


The groom tugged on the pony’s head. “¡Adelante!” The elder man admonished the child gently, and led the pony and cart away. The little girl wiped off a tear and stuck her tongue out at them.


“Well done, sir,” she murmured. “Even if your damsel in distress thinks you a spoilsport.”


He had studied her a moment before dismounting. “You speak in a decidedly British vernacular. Are you a native of Spain?”


“A Spanish mother—and my father was an Englishman like yourself.”


“Was?”


“Both my parents were killed adventuring in South America.”


“Sorry to bring up a sad subject.”


“It happened quite some time ago.” She reached up to scratch the muzzle of his horse. “You have a magnificent mount, sir.”


“So I’ve been told.” Amusement flashed in his eyes, and something else. Something much more unsettling. There was a kind of intimacy in those liquid brown orbs—as if he understood her secrets, her most personal desires.


“His name is Bhai Singh, but he answers to Sergeant MacGregor.” The burr in his r and the soft g in MacGregor instantly brought out the Scot in the man.


He tipped his hat. “Hugh Curzon, here in Barcelona on business.”


“Catriona Elíse de Dovia Willoughby.” She smiled at his reaction. “It seems your horse and I answer to a mélange of names.”


“And which do you prefer?”


Actually, she preferred to change the subject. “You asked about Palau Guëll, designed by Gaudí. You are an architect?”


“I studied architecture at university. Love to have a look at those parabolic arches and hyperbolic capitals . . . under construction.” His eyes traveled over her gently. Not in a lascivious way by any means, but with definite interest. “I am fascinated by curves.”


She half smiled when she shouldn’t have. She should have said buenos días and pivoted on her heel. Instead, she offered her escort. “I live quite near Carrer Nou de la Rambla. Why don’t I show you the way?”


A sharp rap at the dressing room door snapped Cate out of her reverie. “So sorry, mademoiselle, but I had to repair a torn skirt.” Lucy, her dresser, swept into the room and finished unhooking her costume.


With her face cleansed of its theatrical mask, Cate dusted a bit of powder over her nose. Lucy added a pale brush of peach to each cheek and a tint of rose to her lips. “Just enough, not too much,” Lucy said. Cate undressed and slipped into a simple gown. Her dresser dug in the costume chest and added a smart velvet riding jacket and silk evening hat.


“You have a flair for styling, Lucy.”


The girl beamed. “Dancers can’t afford much finery. I do what I can to help the corps dress for their engagements with gentlemen.”


“If you can call them that.” She kissed the girl’s cheek and winked.


Hugh Curzon had acted the perfect gentleman that first afternoon in Barcelona. After rescuing the ungrateful child in the runaway pony cart, he’d gently prodded both packages out of Cate’s hands. She’d watched him juggle reins and hatboxes. “You’re sure?”


He nodded. “Lead the way, Miss Willoughby.”


His large red hunter ambled along behind as they spoke of the weather and points of interest. All the things people talk about when they don’t know each other well but might wish to know the other person . . . better.


When they reached her aunt and uncle’s residence, he handed her one hatbox at a time. “The Güell palace is just around the corner.” She pointed down the lane.


He tipped his hat, turned away, then swiveled back. “Would you . . . have dinner with me tonight?”


She clearly remembered the flush of heat on her cheeks. “Regretfully, I have a dance lesson this evening. Besides, my aunt and uncle are very old-fashioned. I’m afraid they would insist on a chaperone.”


He arched a brow. “Dance lesson?”


“While I am here in Barcelona, I wish to study the Catalan dances—the zambra mora, bolero, fandango.” She remembered smiling up at him. “You are interested in the old gypsy dances, Mr. Curzon?”


“I am interested in you, Miss Willoughby.” He appeared to consider what she had just revealed to him. “And if you were not here in Barcelona, where might you be?”


She smiled. “Paris. I dance with the Théâtre de l’Académie Royale de Musique, monsieur.”


He stepped closer, his resonant voice huskier. “And if your aunt or uncle were by chance . . . out of town?”


“Then . . . I would ask you to meet me at nine o’clock in the square—the Plaça Reial.” She dipped a brief curtsy and slipped inside the courtyard. But she hadn’t missed the flash of light in his eyes. “I must go. Talué, señor.”


That evening, at dance class, she could not get his unsettling, deep brown gaze out of her mind, especially when she emulated Doña Marguerite’s sway and roll of the hips.


Cate opened her dressing room door and shut down the memories. All that lovely romance wasted on a professional liar. And the discovery came just days after she had given herself to him. Hugh Curzon—or rather, Phineas Gunn—was a British spy. A man who could not be trusted.




[image: Image] Chapter Three


“Darling, forgive me, but you are a stunner.” Finn held the diamond to the light and twirled the stickpin between his fingers. A soft tap and click of the door latch meant his butler had entered the study. “Bootes, have a look at this. Note the exquisite, old European brilliant cut—near perfect clarity.”


“My word.” Bootes leveled his pince-nez on the bridge of his nose. “Something over ten carats, I wager.”


“Twelve and half,” he murmured. “A touch of azure in daylight, likely to move toward violet by gaslight.” The gem was set in a delicate nest of gold filigree. “This has to be a Tavernier diamond. Note the splendid workmanship on the setting. Downright vulgar as a tiepin, wouldn’t you say?


A wavering of eyelashes was all it took to read his butler’s opinion of the superior gem. “I see what you mean by garish, sir. Fitting, perhaps, for a Russian prince on holiday here in British Isles.”


Finn snorted. “A Russian prince would use this pretty bauble to pick his teeth.”


His man’s gaze narrowed, along with an uptick at the edge of the mouth. A smirk was the closest one got to a smile from Bootes. He had always called his loyal manservant Bootes. At this moment, mesmerized by the glittering trinket, Finn could not recall why the sobriquet Bootes, nor could he remember the man’s real surname—Morton, was it?


Over the last few years, he and Bootes, who functioned as both valet and houseman, had developed their own informal parlance, a bachelor’s code of sorts. And Finn quite admired his butler’s ability to communicate without uttering a single word. The somewhat quirky manservant spoke volumes with the slightest tilt of his chin or shift in his gaze. A serviceable and, at times, amusing accomplishment.


“Has Hardy arrived?” Finn asked.


Bootes rolled his eyes up and to the left.


“Then is he dressing?”


The butler cleared his throat. “I believe so.”


They were late for the Beauforts’ ball. Phineas returned the gem to its diminutive case and rose from his desk. “Is my tie straight?”


Studying his neck, Bootes made no effort to hide his satisfaction with himself. “As it was when I tied it, sir.”


Finn sauntered over to Hardy’s room, where his brother kept a wardrobe of clothes in a bedroom he rarely slept in. His mind wandered from stolen diamonds to Catriona de Dovia Willoughby and his heart began to race, in a good way. Every powerful emotion he had felt for her and abandoned in Spain came roaring back to life last night.


And she also knew something of his connection to her brother’s demise, yet she hadn’t called him a murderer. A technicality perhaps, but a relief nonetheless. And he couldn’t help but wonder, had she played him in Spain? The very idea that she was a clever operative sent to distract him while he had used her to move in on Los Tigres—Good God, he found the idea intensely arousing.


Finn leaned against the open doorjamb of his brother’s room while Hardy attached his braces. He reminded himself that sweetly innocent young ladies did not traipse around Barcelona with strange men nor jump into bed with them.


And yet, he could have sworn she was a virgin. He cringed slightly. What was it about Cate that was so captivating—so rare? He knew full well he was a man of appetites; even so, he remained in control of himself at all times. But this lovely young woman had quickly become utterly . . . irresistible.


The assignment had ended in a hail of bullets, an explosion, and a barn full of dead Spanish insurgents. And still, he had returned to her. Rather odd for him. A highly placed anarchist had been killed, one who also happened to be her flesh and blood. In Barcelona Finn had sent Cate an urgent message, but she had not met him at Café Almirall. Not that evening, nor the evening after that. Thinking back, he remembered waiting many nights.


Finn straightened. “About ready?”


Hardy swung around and looked him up and down. “I believe we’re going to slay the ladies tonight, Brother.”


Finn narrowed his gaze. “With both Lady Gwendolyn Lennox and the bothersome husband in attendance, I’d have to say you’re the more likely candidate to be slain.” He inched over so Bootes might enter and examine Hardy’s tie.


His valet grimaced at the badly done loops and retrieved a fresh cravat from the highboy. His brother lifted his chin. “Rufus is not going to call me out, and if he does I’ll wing the old earl—I won’t kill him.”


His brother’s lack of care for life and limb, propriety or scandal, was refreshing at times, but not this evening. Finn ignored the band of tension moving across his forehead and replaced a grin with a frown. Hardy was going to get himself killed one day—or tossed into Newgate gaol for murder.


The carriage ride through Mayfair was mercifully brief. Finn could barely listen to his brother go on about Gwen. Hardy was smitten, all right, or was he just taken with the danger of it all? The stolen moments, the surreptitious meetings. The ferocious sex. Heady stuff. Investigative undercover work was likely the perfect career choice for his little brother. In some ways, he and Hardy were cut from the same cloth. They both loved fast horses and, whenever possible, faster women.


So, why did he keep returning to Cate? A twitch played at the edges of his mouth. The very thought of her sparked a fire inside strong enough to trigger a nervous spell. Happily, this evening he just felt pleasantly stimulated. If this sort of lascivious reverie over Cate Willoughby continued, he would require a good long fencing lesson tomorrow.


He and Hardy exited the carriage and entered the Beauforts’ palatial town house on the square. Perfunctorily, they checked coats, hats, and extra gloves with the staff.


One last thought lingered about the fascinating young woman. She had quickly become a deeply affecting and keenly felt distraction in Barcelona. If he had been her assignment, as suspected, then mission accomplished. And this most recent turn of events—what might she be up to in London? He was certainly game to find out.


Finn ignored the heart palpitations.


Hardy broke off his chat with a couple in the concourse and joined him at the top of the stairs. “Out and about in public two nights in a row, Finn. Some kind of record for you.”


“I’ve reconsidered.” He waited for his younger brother to be announced. “I’ll gladly second you in a duel with the Earl of Lennox.”


Hardy snorted a laugh.


The moment he and his younger sibling entered the hall, Finn was aware of the tilting heads and surreptitious glances. They soon found themselves surrounded by a bevy of young ladies—a sea of pastel gowns and corseted bosoms. Not an entirely unpleasant predicament to find oneself in. With the exception of a few polite greetings and one or two introductions, Finn maintained a cool distance, choosing not to chat for any length of time with the young women. Generally, when he and his brother were on the town, he let Hardy do the lion’s share of the flirting. Until he saw something he wanted.


“Phineas Gunn, my word, this is a rare treat.”


“Anatolia.” He bowed. “I must apologize for missing the reception—I blame it all on him.”


The Duchess of Beaufort turned to his brother, a distinctive arch to her brow. Her cool gaze warmed considerably when Hardy took her hand and kissed it. “Such a handsome rapscallion,” the duchess clucked, adding a wink to Finn. “He deserves his reputation.”


A smile played at the edges of his mouth. “There is a sort of exuberant devilishness about him. At least Mother says so.”


“Phineas, you terrible man!”


He turned toward the high-pitched whine with a haughty lilt. “Ah, Muriel.”


“Why, I would have worn my new blue gown by Madame Mateaux had I known you planned to attend the Beauforts’ ball.” She settled in beside him with a stomp of delicate foot. Muriel bobbed a curtsy. “Anatolia.”


“An eleventh-hour decision.” Finn wrinkled his brow. “You look lovely in . . .”


“Apricot.” Muriel sniffed and prattled on to the duchess. “A gentleman would inform a young lady he was coming.” She fluttered a breeze with her fan.


Finn edged closer to Hardy. “I’m quite sure I inform a woman when I’m coming.”


“You always were the polite one.” Hardy’s wink interrupted Muriel’s pout; she assumed the twitch in his brother’s eye was intended for her. The blushing chit sighed a tut-tut of disapproval.


There was a time when Finn would have considered Muriel Villers-Talbot’s protrusion of lower lip a charming diversion. He had briefly courted Muriel, but by God’s Grace—or some other stroke of luck—he had come to his senses quickly. Unfortunately, the poor girl had never gotten over it. This past spring, at a soiree, she had maneuvered him into a scandalously intimate situation in the gallery. That he had barely escaped her entrapment served only to goad her onward.


Of late, rumors of their imminent pairing floated about like fall leaves in the wind. Muriel appeared to be campaigning the idea about that Phineas intended marriage as soon as he recovered from his pitiable nervous condition, Soldier’s Heart.


A tilt of chin enhanced her sulk. “Honestly, Finn, I had no idea you were feeling right enough for a ball.”


“Actually . . .” Finn lowered his voice. “I’ve a bit of business to attend to.”


Muriel blinked. “Business?” A blur of pale plum–colored satin brushed past him. “Ah, my new friend.” Muriel snagged the dark-haired beauty into their circle. “Phineas Gunn, please meet Catriona de Dovia Willoughby. She is a première danseuse with the Théâtre de l’Académie Royale de Musique.” Muriel leaned in. “She is also one of us—the British half, anyway. Isn’t that right, Cate?”


Instantly, the atmosphere in the hall grew warm and stifling. He knew this because he sucked in a large quantity of the oppressive air. Finn paid no heed to an elevation in heart rate and nodded a bow. “We meet again, Miss . . . de Dovia, or do you prefer Willoughby?”


Confused or distressed or both, Muriel turned to Cate. “You two have met?”


Finn knew for certain he grinned. “Zeno Kennedy invited me to the Alhambra last night.” When Muriel raised a supercilious brow he added, “On a bit of business.”


An amused duchess leaned in. “My dear, I’m afraid a man’s business is conducted just about everywhere these days.”


Anatolia’s innuendo breezed by Muriel. “You see how at ease I am with theatrical dancers? Finn says I can be pompous and rigid.” She tapped her fan on his chest. “Don’t deny it. I mean to prove to you I can be just as common and gay as—” Muriel stopped. “Oh dear.” She turned to Cate. “It’s not that I believe you to be common, in the vulgar sense—” With each word, Muriel dug herself in deeper.


Finn cleared his throat. Loudly.


Cate bit back a smile. A side-by-side comparison of the two young ladies proved amusing. Pleasurably plump versus lithe and lovely. Cate was nearly a head taller than Muriel. He angled closer to his brother to mumble, “Ask Muriel to dance.”


Hardy was incredulous. “How will you ever return such a favor?”


Finn was not amused. “You know as well as I that you must make a show of dancing with available young ladies. Afterward, you can take Gwen for a spin around the dance floor without raising too many brows.”


Hardy pivoted with a smile. “Muriel, did I tell you how delightful you are in that ruffled confection of a gown—peach, is it?”


“Apricot.” She sighed.


There wasn’t a woman alive who could resist him—or so Hardy believed. “The very color of your blush, I should think. Is your card open for a dance?”


In fact, Muriel’s cheeks colored the very pastel of her gown. “Why, now that Finn is here—”


“I’m sure he won’t mind sharing.” Hardy stepped up and took her by the arm. “Shall we, dear?”


He assumed his brother steered Muriel off to the dance floor; he wouldn’t know, as he was otherwise occupied staring at Cate. “Does it bother you? The pretension as well as the snide quips?”


She returned his interest for a very long time. “You are resplendent in formal attire, Mr. Gunn.” She leaned in with a grin. “Please don’t read anything into the compliment. It is just . . . what it is.”


“A compliment.” He grinned. “And if I said I had never seen a woman look lovelier in pale plum?”


Her gaze swept the room, a half smile on her face. “Then . . . I’d say I managed to change the subject.” Long dark lashes fluttered above indigo eyes that returned to him. He recalled a night in Barcelona and a look of deep blue ecstasy.


Finn cleared his throat. “I presume the première danseuse’s card is full?”


“All the waltzes are reserved.” Those extraordinary eyes sparkled with laughter when he blinked. “You’re not the type of man who would be interested in anything other than a waltz.”


“Here you are, my dear.” Cecil Cavendish, Baron Burleigh, strode up beside Cate. He eyed Finn suspiciously. “I hope I arrived in time?”


“To rescue me from the arms of Mr. Gunn?”


Finn kept his grin stiff. “All the waltzes are taken.”


“With my name.” Cecil beamed as he offered his arm. “Shall we?”


The dazzling brilliance of a half-dozen chandeliers suddenly felt glaring. Finn ran a finger under the stiff points of his collar and moved to a less sparkling side of the ballroom. He reminded himself why he’d attended one of the biggest balls of the season. He was here to take silent inventory of the aristocracy’s jewels. After all, it was those glittering gems and the golden fizz of champagne that put the beau in beau monde.
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