




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





“Are You Tempting Me?” Ramsey Asked.



“I CERTAINLY HOPE SO,” Helena said.

What was she playing at? He was tired of games. He was impatient, frustrated, and the self-control he so carefully maintained did not hold nearly as well here in the dark, with her body under his.

“And how am I to respond?” he asked coolly, though his hands slipped beneath her shoulders.

“As a man,” she answered breathlessly.

“Oh, I can assure you, on that count you will not be disappointed.” He smiled into the darkness. “No, what I meant is, what mien would you have me adopt? Whom shall I be in this dark room? Do you prefer the polished swordsman, the sophisticated rake, the disreputable habitué of low places? Shall I be tender or careless? Rough? Interested only in my own pleasure? Shall I fill your ears with compliments? Or oaths?”

Her hands gripped his shoulders tightly. “Love me,” she whispered.
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ONE

SALUTE:

a customary acknowledgement

of one’s opponent

Vauxhall Garden, London
June 1805




“SOMEWHERE IN HEAVEN, Maestro Angelo weeps.”

“Who said that?” Young Lord “Figgy” Figburt, demonstrating a parry for his teenage companions, wheeled about. He peered down Vauxhall Garden’s dimly lit Lovers Walk to see who’d invoked the name of the last century’s greatest swordsmaster.

“I did.” A tall, graceful figure detached itself from the surrounding shadows, like darkness coalescing into form and substance, and glided toward them. “I tried to refrain from interfering; I meant to pass mutely by,” the stranger purred in elegant Scottish accents. Teeth flashed white in the Scot’s shadowed face. “But, as there is life in me, I cannot let a sport I hold dear be so blasphemed.”

“What d’ya mean, ‘Angelo weeps’?” Hulking Thom Bascomb, dressed for the evening’s masquerade as a rather hirsute shepherdess, demanded tipsily. “Whadda ya implyin’ ’bout Figgy’s swordplay?”

“I imply nothing. I say his remiss is an abomination. Still…it’s not beyond redemption.”

The man glided nearer, and the muted light from the gas lanterns strung through the trees revealed one of the most extraordinarily handsome men Figgy had ever seen: a tall, whipcord-lean and athletic-looking fellow who’d eschewed the costumes worn by the other attendees of this night’s revels. Instead, he wore dark trousers, a black frockcoat with a blue waistcoat beneath, and a simple white stock about his neck, pinned by the only ornamentation on his person, a small gold stickpin in the shape of a rose.

Everything about him made Figgy feel gauche and, therefore, rather surly. “This is a costume ball, sir! It means you have to be in costume,” he pronounced irritably. “See Thom there? He ain’t really a gel, and I ain’t a rajah.”

“You don’t say.”

Thom wobbled forward and glared at the Scot. “Just what is it you’re rigged out as, mister?”

The Scotsman, nearly as tall as Thom but at least three stone lighter, let his gaze slide down the young man’s thick, corseted trunk to the layers of pink flounced skirts below. “A gentleman?” he suggested mildly.

Guffaws erupted from the other lads as Thom’s face turned brilliant red, but Thom did not demand satisfaction for the insult. Something about the Scot pierced the alcoholic haze clouding what little good sense he owned. Here was something dangerous. Something outside his experience. Something…lethal.

“Who’re you?” he demanded.

“Ramsey Munro.” The man inclined his head slightly. “I am the owner of L’ École de la Fleur. A small salle in White Friars. At your service, young sirs.”

“You’re a swordsman?” Thom sneered, handing Figgy the flask he’d produced from beneath his skirts.

“I am,” Munro replied. “I chanced to be walking by when I overheard you young gentlemen discussing the forthcoming International Dueling Tournament. You are considering entering?”

“And what if we were?” Figgy asked. “What’s it to you?”

“Nothing. But as an instructor of the art of swordplay, I was interested. I paused and saw you execute a remiss a child could counter.”

“I s’pose you could do better?”

The man’s shoulders lifted in an elegant gesture. “More to the point, I could teach you to do better.”

Figgy, seeing a bit of sport to be had, grinned. He was by far the best swordsman of the lot of them. “Could you teach Thom to counter my remiss?”

Munro glanced over. “The milkmaid? Absolutely.”

“Or any of these others?” Figgy waved at the rest of his companions, milling drunkenly about the periphery.

“Any of them.”

He sounded far too sure of himself, and Figgy’s confidence wavered. Perhaps the Scot had some secret botte, an uncounterable move that needed little practice but only a few whispered words of instruction?

Fiend seize it, he couldn’t back down now. He only wished he wasn’t quite so bosky. On that thought, he lifted the flask and emptied the remains into his mouth. As he did, he spied a movement at the end of the gravel path. A figure dressed in the fashion of a young footman from the previous century hurried toward them.

Figgy watched her gratefully. Her, because, despite the masculine attire, there could be no doubt that the figure beneath the ruby velvet pantaloons and tight-fitting sur-coat was decidedly a “her”—a sweetly curving, luscious “her.” She’d stuffed her hair beneath a black cap and a black silk mask covered her eyes, but nothing could disguise the sway of her hips or the bosom that made a mockery of whatever device she’d used to bind it.

Lady or ladybird, it made little difference. She was here, unattended at a Vauxhall Garden masquerade, on the infamous Lovers Walk. Which meant she was at best a barque of frailty looking for a shoal to wreck herself upon, or at worst a Haymarket scow seeking new passengers. Either way, she was fair game, and the game he had in mind would prove fair, indeed. He smiled.

“You could, in fact,” he addressed Munro, “teach anyone?”

“Yes.”

“Well then, how about her?” Figgy pointed at the woman.

Her pace slowed. A glint of lantern light caught the sapphire flash of her eyes behind the mask. Ah, he did fancy blue eyes.

Munro turned his head. “A woman?” he asked with a bored look of contempt. “No.”

Figgy grinned with relief. Having shown the stranger up as a blowhard, he could now send him off and investigate the evening’s suddenly more interesting prospects.

“Just as well,” Figgy replied amiably. “I’d as soon teach her some skills she could put to better use.”

His friends laughed while the woman, after a second’s hesitation, veered off sharply, quickening her pace. Thom grabbed her, wrapping his great arm about her waist.

“Young man, take your hands off me.” Her voice was low pitched, composed, and unexpectedly forceful. If Thom hadn’t been quite so ale blown, he very probably would have dropped his hand and sidled sheepishly away. But Thom was drunk. Very drunk.

“Come now, sweetmeat,” he crooned. “We’re who you’ve been looking for.”

“You most certainly are not.” She did not struggle. She simply tipped her chin up above her lace-edged cravat and gazed calmly from behind her black silk mask into Thom’s sloppily grinning face. “Come now,” she continued in a voice just a shade above a whisper. “Haven’t you better things to do? Night watchmen’s boxes to tip? Lanterns to throw rocks at?”

“Did that last night,” Thom confessed, pulling her into the light.

Figgy felt Munro tense and glanced at the Scot curiously. For a second, Figgy could have sworn Munro looked startled.

“Young sirs,” the woman said, “you have obviously taken me for someone, or something, else.”

A little color had developed in the visible part of her face, but she spoke without trepidation. Old hand at this sort of thing, was she? A habitué of pleasure gardens and lively entertainments? Lovely.

“No, we ain’t.” One of the lads shook his head. “We know’d you straight off. A bird of paradise looking for a roost.”

She looked the part of a Cyprian, that was certain. Her legs were long and her bottom rounded, and the pantaloons encased them just tight enough that imagination provided what eyes did not. She had smooth skin, too, pale and cameo clear, and her mouth was deep pink, a short, bowed upper lip crowning a lush, full lower one.

“You are making a mistake,” she repeated, pulling away.

“Not so soon!” Thom protested, tugging her back.

“This is ridiculous. I don’t have time to play with little boys. Let me go.” She jerked her hand free.

Little boys? Figgy stepped in front of her, blocking her way. Why, he’d be eighteen this very month! He’d teach her who was a man and who a boy! Marchioness or scullery maid, she had come here, they hadn’t sought her out. If a girl didn’t want to play at a bit of slap and tickle, why, then, she hadn’t ought be out on Lovers Walk alone, ought she? Nor dressed in so indecent a manner, one that shouted for men to take note…and anything else they could get away with.

Besides, he’d let his sword fall to the gravel path, and it wasn’t as if he was going to hurt her, just taste those incredible lips—

“I have changed my mind.” Munro was suddenly between Figgy and the girl. “I can not only teach her to counter your remiss. I can teach her to disarm you.”

“What?” Figgy blinked. He’d forgotten Munro. Forgotten everything but his intention of having a bit of sweetness off this uppity honeypot. And that was exactly what he meant to do.

“That is,” the urbane voice continued, “if you’re the neck-or-nothing fellow I take you to be.”

Neck-or-nothing? Figgy, in the act of reaching for the girl, stopped. He had the unpleasant notion Munro had just questioned his mettle.

“What? Certainly I am,” Figgy mumbled, frowning. Of course he was. Who could doubt it?

“And a betting man?”

Figgy promptly nodded. Like any Pink of the Ton, he considered himself a regular Captain Sharp, if a temporarily unlucky one.

“I have ten pounds,” the Scotsman said, “that says with fifteen minutes of instruction this woman will be able to disarm you.”

“And I have twenty pounds that says give him his ten and send him on his way!” Thom exclaimed, his eyes feasting on the girl.

“A hundred,” Munro shot back.

At this Thom and the rest of Figgy’s friends quieted. A wager of a hundred pounds sounded interesting. Especially when they knew that Figgy had been dished up proper the night before last and would be leaning heavily on his companions to finance tonight’s play.

“Do it!” someone shouted.

A woman disarm him? A hundred pounds? Too easy by half.

“Done.”

“This is absurd!” the girl declared. She turned around, and even though she still wore the mask, Figgy could tell the exact instant she saw, really saw, Munro. She stopped, trapped by his curst handsome vis like a dove in a net. For three heartbeats she stood frozen, and then she was pushing past Munro, declaring hotly, “I am not—”

Munro clasped her upper arm, drawing her effortlessly to him, abruptly stopping whatever she’d been about to say.

“I am afraid what you are or who makes no difference at this point, my dear,” he said, tipping her back over his forearm. “Now, be a good girl and a better sport.”

Even half drunk, Figgy could see the hot retort rising to her lips. But this, too, Munro halted by dipping her back even further.

“For luck,” he said and kissed her.








TWO

ALLER:

French for “to go”




IN HER TWENTY-FIVE YEARS of life, Helena Nash had never been kissed—not like this. Hard, expert, and impersonal. Insultingly impersonal. She might have been a mannequin or a prostitute.

Her sister Kate would have resisted, and her baby sister, Charlotte, would most certainly have fought, but that was not Helena’s way. She had cultivated detachment to a fine art. She used that skill now, disassociating herself from the Scot’s performance. And that, she had no doubt, was exactly what it was: a performance designed to impress an audience rather than its recipient.

She knew who he was, of course. Had from the moment she’d seen his refined face catch the half-light as he’d turned toward her approach. But then anyone who’d ever seen Ramsey Munro would remember him, just as any woman who’d ever imagined the Dark Angel in his most seductive guise would think him familiar. He was simply that beautiful.

He’d been just as beautiful nearly four years ago, when she’d first seen him, but time had imbued the classic features with jaded knowledge, hardening them into adamantine brilliance. Born in an earlier time, his face would have moved Michelangelo to genius: subtly Roman nose; firm, mobile lips; deep-set, almond-shaped eyes, and strong, angular jaw. Tall and lean, he reminded her of some emperor’s hunting hound, an elegantly fashioned creature built for lethal speed and long-range endurance, his shoulders broad and his hips trim, his long legs muscled and his belly flat.

Even if long ago he hadn’t stood in her mother’s bare drawing room and pledged his service to her family, she still would have known his name. It was whispered in the corridors of opera houses by any number of matrons, hostesses, wives, and expensive courtesans, his physical attributes dissected by the doyennes dutifully watching their charges dance, his conquests speculated upon at afternoon teas, his acerbic wit and dissolute sophistication aped by would-be rakes.

Reminding herself of that reputation, Helena anchored her hands on Munro’s broad shoulders to keep from tumbling to the ground, and prepared to suffer his affront as she had suffered so many since her family’s fall from fortune: with clinical indifference, unruffled dignity, and cool…and cool…

His kiss had changed.

And with it, everything else.

His lips softened, growing persuasive. His mouth gentled, moving seamlessly over hers. A soft, seductive kiss. A cushiony melding of lips, an exchange of breath, a succulent invitation to sin as—dear God! His tongue touched her mouth, languidly tracing the contours of her lips, teasing them apart, easing in against the edge of her teeth.

She had never imagined such a thing!

She forgot everything: her reason for being there, the fear that someone was following her, the appointed meeting at the end of the lane, and the terrible sensation of being watched by malevolent eyes.

He wrapped his arm around her waist, pressing her closer. One hand slid up her throat and framed her jaw, the supplication inherent in that light touch transfixing her. Her careful defenses began to crumble, and there, on the point of collapsing utterly, something deep inside her awoke from a lifetime of slumber and recognized danger.

She tried to right herself, but he tipped her even further back and she clung, light-headed and weak-limbed. He took her breath away. He stole her modesty. He broke through her barricades. His kiss brought to life sensations only half-remembered from dark, heated dreams: erotic, eager, hungry.

She trembled and, in answer, for one brief instant, his arm lashed her more tightly against him. Then he was lifting her to her feet, and she knew that he was about to end the kiss, and God help her! Her fingers dug deeper into rock-solid muscle beneath his coat as she helplessly pursued his retreating lips.

“Jesu!” The ragged oath escaped his lips, and he crushed her to his body. His mouth opened over hers, and this time his focus was absolute, excluding everything outside of this kiss. His unchecked hunger poured over her, through her, a fiery ardor that eclipsed her own awakening desires, demanding and—

Around them, coarse laughter erupted.

His head lifted. Whatever the others saw in his bright eyes killed their laughter. She’d forgotten their audience.

“’Pon my rep,” someone snickered, “I didn’t realize you meant to teach her about that sword!”

He lowered his mouth to hers. “If you wish to leave here unmolested, follow my lead.”

And then she was on her feet, her head spinning, her heart thundering. Why was he doing this? Why trouble himself over the fate of an unknown woman? Because he couldn’t possibly know who she was! She’d purposely kept her voice low and rid it of the Yorkish accents.

It was absurd. How could Munro possibly conceive that he was kissing Colonel Nash’s preternaturally serene daughter, one of three daughters he’d sworn to protect (quite possibly from such insult as he had just offered) as repayment for her father’s ransoming Ramsey’s life with his own? It was a notion she could scarce believe herself! Though she did not, in truth, feel as insulted as she did…disturbed.

“’Bout time, Munro! There’s a wager at stake!”

“Quite right,” he was saying. “Now the lesson. The other lesson.”

More male laughter erupted, returning her to this appalling situation, the ridiculous wager, and her part in it. She couldn’t do this. She had never even held a sword. The drunken boys surrounding them would have to find some other amusement. “I cannot—”

Munro’s gaze cut to hers and she bit back her protest. Seemingly, matters were a bit more complicated than she understood them to be.

The bullish young man in the bright pink skirts and curling wig crossed his arms over his corseted chest and stepped in front of her, barring the path ahead, while the one dressed like some rajah and whose features were obscured by black paint smiled nastily.

“Thank you.” Munro took the center of the gravel path. “Pray, heed well what I am about to show you, miss. I will demonstrate a few simple maneuvers, which you will later emulate. Do you understand? Good.

“Now, if one of you lads would be so kind as to offer yourself for the purposes of a demonstration?”

“What is this about?” the turbaned youth, Figgy, protested. “You said you were going to teach her to disarm me!”

“And so I am. But the best way of learning a thing is to see it done first. Fear not, young valiant, you’ll have your match.” Munro looked around. “Who will aid me? Come now, you will be the one armed with a sword. All I ask is that you attack me. Is that so difficult?”

“No.” A youngster staggered to his feet, tossing down the skin of wine he’d been drinking from. “No. I’ll do it.”

Munro hooked the toe of his boot beneath the blade of Figgy’s abandoned sword and casually flicked it up into the air, catching it neatly and presenting it to the gape-mouthed lad. “Here. Now, present and attack.”

“Huh?”

Ramsey sighed. “Present…and…attack.”

“Huh?”

“For God’s sake, stab him!” Figgy yelled.

“Oh!” With a blaze of speed, if not grace, the youth lunged, driving the foil forward. Only, its target was not there. And the sword the boy had held was now in Munro’s hand.

The lad stared in amazement. “What happened?”

“I disarmed you. That was the point, was it not?” Munro asked, holding out the foil. “If one finds oneself in a duel, a real duel, and his life depends upon his skill and he has none to speak of, then he ought to make certain he knows at least one thing very well and that, for such as you, young sir, would be to disarm your opponent.”

“Ha!” the youngster blustered, snatching back his foil. “Well, we shall see about—Aha!”

He plunged forward again, but this time Helena was prepared to watch for what happened.

A slight adjustment of weight, a movement of Munro’s outside arm, and the boy’s foil shot beneath it. Munro caught the blade against his ribs and, with a serpent’s striking speed, wrapped his forearm under it and over, curling his finger over the top of the bellguard and effortlessly plucking the weapon out of the young man’s hand.

“Like so. Do you see, miss?” He turned his head, quizzing her calmly.

She nodded gravely, trying to look sanguine.

“Of course, this is simply the easiest way to disarm someone. There are other methods that require a bit more strength.” He held up the confiscated foil. “Anyone else care to have a go?”

With a growl, the hairy man in the skirt and wig, the one they’d called Thom, stomped forward. “Me.”

Munro shook his head. “Your skirts render you too easy to overcome.” He turned to Figgy. “How about you, young sir? Here.” Munro tossed him the sword. “For this, I require a weapon. Ah!” He’d spied Thom’s shepherdess’s crook. With a smile he lifted it up, testing its balance. “This will do nicely.”

Figgy snickered. “Oh, aye. I would be able to disarm a man, too, if I’d a staff twice as long as his gut pricker.”

Crack! Munro broke the stave against his knee, halving its length, thus making it a good deal shorter than the rajah’s sword. “Present.”

At the sharp command, the youth fell automatically into the proper stance.

“Your move,” Munro said, resting nonchalantly against the crook, the broken tip buried in the ground.

Figgy licked his lips and made a tentative parry. With a faint expression of disgust, Munro slapped it aside with his hand.

“Come now,” he admonished. “I have a piece of wood. You have steel.”

The provocation worked. With a grunt, Figgy extended and lunged. The broken tip of Munro’s crook flew up, whirled once around the gleaming steel blade, flashed towards the hilt, and suddenly the foil was flying into the night and the boy was shaking out his hand, cursing.

“Would you care to see that again, miss?” This time Munro didn’t even bother to pretend to be addressing her. His eyes—lazy, amused, unutterably dangerous—stayed on the group of young bloods.

What good would it do for him to demonstrate it again? There was no possible way she could re-create that, and he knew it. “No. I think I have it.”

“As I thought. However, you may want to try a more subtle means of disarming your oppon—”

“No!” Figgy interjected angrily, nursing his stinging fingers. “No more demonstrations! You’ve given enough instruction. The wager is that you could teach her to disarm me in fifteen minutes. Well, let her try.”

Munro smiled. “Certainly. Retrieve your weapon.”

One of the lads tossed Figgy his weapon. The rajah grabbed it out of the air and whipped it savagely about.

The tall Scotsman’s expression changed to one of utterly unconvincing amazement. “But…this will never do.”

“What?” demanded Figgy, still slashing at the air.

Munro lifted his hands, palms up. “She has no sword. No weapon. You can hardly ask her to use this stick.”

The air left Helena’s lungs in a rush of relief. So that was his plan.

Figgy’s lips thinned in a nasty smile. “Not at all. Ed, give her your weapon.”

A boy stepped forward, having produced a smallsword from somewhere, and held it out.

Oh, no. She edged backward, but before she could retreat any farther, Munro clasped her wrist and slapped the handle of the sword against her palm. His gloved hand covered hers, curling her fingers around the satin-wrapped hilt and pressing them closed.

This was insane. She felt like a character in an overwrought gothic novel, incapable of moving, incapable of retreat, swept along by dangerous currents.

Panic set needles in her thoughts. The sound of her own breathing filled her ears. She, Helena Nash, who never panicked, panicked. All she could think was that as drunk as the boy undoubtedly was, he would likely pierce her straight through the heart. Whether or not he meant to do so, the result would be the same—she would be dead. It would be so stupid to die thus, here, now.

“As soon as I say ‘present,’ drop the sword and fall back a step. Do you understand?” Munro said in a voice pitched for her ears alone.

Understand? She couldn’t breathe. “No.”

“You will be fine.”

“Oh, yes. I’m certain the boy is well able to judge the depth at which he might impale me without pricking something vital!” she whispered back in a shaking voice. A shimmery ring had begun collecting at the edges of her vision.

Munro’s hand clamped more tightly around hers, bringing her back to the present in a rush of pain. Her gaze flew to meet his, startled and injured. His bright eyes had darkened beneath the lush banks of sooty lashes. “You will be fine. I swear it on my honor.”

Amazingly, she believed him. He’d sworn. She recalled that other vow he’d made three and a half years ago. He’d stood before her family, beautiful and graceful, like sin itself come to make amends, and promised to come to their aid should it ever be required. And she’d believed him then just as she believed him now. Which was not, she supposed, saying much for her powers of discrimination. Still, she nodded.

He turned away, and she found herself facing a very drunk, very surly young buck, his turban askew above a black-painted face. With a mocking sneer, he raised his foil and saluted her. Awkwardly, she hefted her own blade and attempted to duplicate his action.

“Are you ready?” she heard Munro ask.

“Yes, yes,” Figgy replied. “’Twill be the easiest hundred pounds I have ever made. I almost feel guilty.”

“Present.”

It was easy to do as Munro had directed. The heavy blade tumbled from her nerveless fingers at the same time as his tall form glided between her and the young man. There was a shout, and she stumbled backward just as Munro grabbed her opponent’s blade, blocking its flight. Casually, he wrested it from the youngster’s grip.

She wasn’t going to die. She wasn’t going to die! The pure delight of not dying swept through her, making her giddy.

“That ain’t fair!” the boy bleated. “She didn’t even try.”

“I did so!” she claimed, grinning idiotically.

Munro looked at her with exaggerated disappointment and shook his head. “No, miss. You did not. You disarmed yourself.”

She hung her head, trying to look contrite. “I did. I disarmed myself. Terribly sorry.”

Munro looked back at the boys and sighed heavily. “I am sorely disappointed that my initial assessment was correct. She is, after all, just a woman. Impossible to teach.”

“I can barely read,” she confessed dolefully.

Figgy’s mouth opened and shut like a beached fish. Once. Twice. “But you—”

“Owe you a hundred pounds? Quite right.” Munro reached into his pocket and peeled off several notes from the small roll he withdrew. Smiling, he pushed them into Figgy’s hand.

“Fairly won,” he said, and then, while the others were still staring at them in confusion, he took Helena’s arm.

His smile found Figgy. “The only advantage you might have in a duel, young sir, is your apparent unfamiliarity with your weapon. No one who sees you with it could take you seriously. Now, should you ever decide to pursue the sport seriously, do look me up. White Friars.”

“But…but…the girl!” Thom cried plaintively, ignoring the insult to his friend.

Munro shook his head sadly at the forlorn-looking group of youngsters. “Gentlemen—and you are, I presume, gentlemen?”

They glanced at each other to see what the group’s current stand on that particular issue was before they all reluctantly nodded.

“You would not take the money and the girl, now would you?” Munro didn’t wait for an answer. He turned, pulling Helena after him. “I thought not.”








THREE

OPPOSITION PARRY:

defensive action with blade that deflects

opponent’s offensive action without roughness

but while maintaining contact




THEY LEFT LOVERS WALK and entered the broader, though still dimly lit, South Walk. Here, finally removed from the boys’ reproachful glares, Helena stopped, intent on thanking Munro for his aid.

She stared up into his eyes. They were hypnotic, the color of some fabled sea, too deeply blue to be fathomed.

“Yes?”

Or like the blue in a peacock’s feathers, rich and exotic and regal.

“You were going to say something?”

“Yes.” She blinked. “I was going to assure you that I was not going to provoke them further or say anything that would incite them to violence. I’m not a fool.” With a wince, she realized that anxiety had allowed some round Yorkish syllables to creep into her voice. She must remember to keep her voice husky and London-accented.

It would be too, too lowering for Ramsey Munro to realize that the man he’d idolized as his savior had a daughter who haunted Vauxhall dressed like a boy. She couldn’t do that to her father’s memory, and she could not explain her presence.

Munro looked amused. “And you think that a woman dressed like you are would have to do something more in order to incite or…provoke hot-blooded young men to…violence?”

“No.” She blushed hotly. “Yes. I meant I am not unaccustomed to fending off unwanted advances.”

“Forgive me for doubting your discretion. I had no idea I was in the company of such a level-headed…woman?”

The way he said “woman” made it a question. He was attempting to gauge her position in society. A lady looking for an adventure? A married woman searching for her paramour? Or even a ladybird?

This last shocking idea didn’t shock her nearly as much as she supposed it ought to have done. After all, her presence here, unescorted and in boy’s attire, was highly suggestive.

And she found that the idea of being something other than the paid companion of one of society’s most venomous old ladies was unexpectedly appealing. Although she had never considered prostitution a viable alternative. Not—God save her for her impiety—because of the immorality of it as much as because she was already at the beck and call of another, acquiescing to demands for money.

“What were you going to say to them to convince them to let you pass unharassed?” Munro asked curiously when she neither denied nor confirmed his assumption.

“That I was on my way to an assignation with a person of royal blood,” she answered.

She had the distinct impression she’d surprised him, though nothing in his expression changed. He only tilted his head. “And were you?”

“Not unless the young man I was attempting to meet suddenly discovered he owned a completely different set of parents than those he’d been led to believe were his.”

“It’s happened before.”

She shook her head emphatically. “Not this time, more’s the pity.”

If only Oswald Goodwin did have a royal connection, he mightn’t be so miserably poor, and she wouldn’t have to be sneaking about meeting him in disguise.

His eyes narrowed. “I would think a woman such as yourself would be more careful about selecting her companions.”

As the secrets she kept were not hers, she could no more reveal her reasons for being here than tell him her name.

“I am careful. Usually, I am quite confident of a man’s situation and character before I…. The man I was seeking means nothing to me beyond—” She broke off, warmth seeping into her cheeks. This would never do. To have him think her an adventurous lady was one thing, but to have him think she was a prostitute was quite another. “I’m not a…” She searched for the proper term and decided to use the one he had. “…the woman you think. I am not”—she leaned forward earnestly—“the woman I appear to be.”

“Really?” Humor danced in his eyes. “But your depiction is extraordinary! Why, right down to the yielding softness of your—”

His lips curved into a wolfish smile. “Well now, I confess myself utterly taken in.” He leaned forward and continued confidingly, “I do hope you won’t bandy about the heatedness of my response to you, will you? I should hate having to call people out over it. Quite ruins a dinner party.”

“What?” she stammered.

“You are nonplussed.” He stepped away. “But no more than I. I am in awe of your skill. I had heard there were clubs in the East End where gentlemen such as yourself practiced amazing transformations from one gender to another, but I never—”

“I am not a gentleman!”

“One would never know that, either,” he said consolingly. “Perhaps you are not by birth, but in speech and manner you are the equal of any peer,” he frowned, “or peeress, of my acquaint—”

“In no way whatsoever am I a man!” she declared, aghast. “I am entirely female. I am just not that sort of woman!”

“Oh?” He tipped his head, studying her form and face with every evidence of doubt. And with her femininity being questioned for the first time in her life, Helena could not refrain from puffing her chest out and tilting her chin at an angle that would display to advantage the long, graceful neck many, many men had declared flawless.

“Well?” she demanded haughtily.

His sudden smile declared his delight. “I believe you. You are female. Which is excellent, as I confess I was concerned for my powers of discrimination. Not to mention my hopes for future heirs.”

She should have been insulted. Mortified. At the very least, shocked. Instead, she laughed.

And Munro, in the process of turning, checked, regarding her with a lazy smile that did not quite match the sharpening interest in his eyes.

He hadn’t expected her to laugh, she realized. Just as she realized that she liked catching him off guard. She suspected it was a rare enough occurrence for him. For she had no doubt that even as she’d received any number of propositions from gentlemen, he had received more from ladies. The difference being that while she had always demurred, rumor strongly suggested that he’d often accepted.

“If I offended you back there with those boys,” he said, “I am sorry. I thought it best to risk insulting you rather than your reputation.”

“I wasn’t insulted,” she said. “I am grateful as well as indebted to you. Thank you.”

The night had closed in around them as they spoke, and now the mellow warmth of an evening breeze brought with it the heady fragrance of night-blooming flowers. They were alone in the umber-steeped dusk, and he was standing too close. Or was she? She couldn’t tell.

“My, but it is warm. It will be cooler by the river.” She looked around and, seeing brighter lights at the far end of the path, hastened toward them.

He caught up and escorted her silently to where the South Walk intersected with the Cross Walk. Here it was brighter and more crowded, with people arriving to see the fireworks. She started into the throng, but he stopped her on its edge.

“That kiss—” he began.

“Just a kiss,” she lied.

“You are most understanding.” He covered her hand, his thumb sweeping lightly back and forth against the tender surface of her inner wrist, leaving a tingling trail of electricity along her flesh, a tingling heat that pooled in her core and melted her thoughts.

With a mental snap, she rallied her concentration. She had never swooned in her life. She was not going to start now. She might look as sweet and fragile as French pastry, but she wasn’t. She never had been. Discovering that had disconcerted more than a few suitors. “Your kissing me was a most expedient way of extraditing me from an unfortunate situation.”

She smiled, retreating behind the mantle of her much-vaunted composure while she still had the chance. He regarded her with an oblique expression. How could someone wicked be so handsome, she wondered. How could someone so handsome be anything but wicked?

“I am impressed you regard that kiss so clinically,” he said in an odd tone, releasing her hand. “Now, why don’t you tell me what you are really doing here?”

“I told you. I came to meet a young man.”

“For what purpose?”

“Do you suppose that is any of your affair?”

“As your champion, I claim the right to know.”

He would not leave it alone until he had an answer. “For the usual purposes, I suspect,” she answered stiltedly.

“And you come here often. For the usual reasons?”

“Often enough.”

“Liar,” he said with something that sounded oddly like fondness. “You are not a habitué. I’d stake my sword on it.”

“Why? Because you have already been so successful in your wagers this evening?” she asked dryly.

He laughed. “Touché. Still, this wager I would win. You don’t even know the direction of the river.”

“How do you know I don’t?”

“Because you stated you wanted to go toward the river, and yet you are now heading directly away from it.” He bent his head down nearer hers. “Now. Again. What are you doing here?”

She could not tell him. She had sworn to keep Flora’s secret. There was, she had learned long ago, one way to stop a line of questioning, and that was to divert it.

“All right. If you must have an answer. I met a young man who is not welcome in the house where I…” she hesitated, “where I live. So, we arranged to meet here.” It was close to the truth, with a few notable exceptions.

“He is married?” he asked quietly.

“Yes.”

Did a shadow cross the handsome face? “And are you?”

“No!”

“Then why would you waste your time on a married man?” He sounded just the slightest bit amused, and she realized that her shocked denial had seriously undermined her chances of appearing carefree and insouciant. But she was an excellent actress. She had spent years, day in, day out, playing a role contrary to her nature. So she would don another mask and make him believe it.

Brazenly, she regarded him from beneath her lashes. “Because I am tired of being virtuous and dutiful. I am determined to have…an adventure.”

His eyes narrowed and a tiny muscle leapt at the corner of his mouth. Did he believe her? She could not tell. She held his gaze boldly. A heartbeat. Five. Ten.

“Then what happened to your married swain?”

She shrugged. “Apparently he was more parochial than either of us anticipated.”

“So,” he leaned forward, and his gaze swept over her mouth with the impact of a caress, “you’ve not yet fulfilled your goal?” His mood had abruptly changed from playful to intense.

She drew back, trying to stifle her alarm. “As much as I care to.”

As though her answer released him from some role he had no desire to play, he stepped away, taking her hand and returning it to his sleeve, once more casual. He inclined his head. “Then let me see you to the gate. It should be easy to find a carriage for hire this early in the evening.”

Leave? She stepped back. She couldn’t leave. Oswald might yet be waiting. “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary.”

“You already have a carriage?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I will have to hire one. Later.” She doubted she would find Oswald now, but at least she had to try.

“Then may I offer you my escort for the evening? I am deemed by some a right”—his voice hardened ever so slightly—“prime adventure.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

He did not like being denied. “Do you have any concept of the sort of attentions a young, unescorted woman invites in a place like this?”

Of course she didn’t. She hadn’t ever been to a place like this. Not unaccompanied. “I think I had a fairly representative taste earlier this evening, did I not?” she asked, investing all her formidable poise into the query.

“No,” he replied flatly. “Those were boys. There are men here who do not play at acting like animals, they are animals. So, if you must stay, allow me to be your guide for the duration of your…adventure.” His beautifully molded lips curled on the last word. “I can guarantee you of my expertise.”

Of that, she had no doubt.

“Thank you, but no.” Oswald Goodwin would never approach her if he saw her in the company of another man. Besides which, her intuitions—which had always stood her in good stead—told her that it would be far more dangerous to remain with Ramsey Munro.

Because electricity seemed to arc in the very air between them. Because she couldn’t look at him, his face, his chest, his throat, his mouth, without feeling unnerved and fascinated. But most of all because she wanted to stay with him. More than she had wanted anything in a very, very long time.

“Hey!” A demanding tug on her sleeve broke the tension. She looked down into the dirty, upturned face of an urchin. “Here.” Without fanfare, the boy shoved a bloodred rose at her, the bloom open and blowsy atop a long, thornless stem.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Some cove give me a groat to give it you,” the boy said. “And now I done it. Ta!” With a cocky flick of his hand, the boy darted back into the crowd, leaving Helena clasping the rose.

It must be from Oswald. A sign that he was nearby, watching and waiting for her to be alone. She looked up to find Ramsey regarding her with an odd expression.

“There. He is come,” she said with far more pleasure than she felt. “You needn’t sacrifice your evening after all. So, once again, thank you, Mr. Munro. Good night.”

She began to turn, but he stepped in front of her. “It hardly seems fair that you should know my name when I do not know yours.”

She hesitated, bemused with the notion of naming herself. It must be something easy and happy and tough and courageous. Something unlike who she was and more like what she wanted to be. “You can call me Corie.”

And before he could reply or detain her, she slipped past him and hurried off down the path.

 

Who would have thought the hesitant eagerness of a young woman’s kiss could affect him so viscerally? To the point where he had forgotten, for one singular moment, everything but her? He must not be as jaded as he’d thought. He supposed he ought to remedy that, Ramsey Munro thought sardonically.

Thoughtfully, he watched Helena Nash go. And Helena Nash she was, in spite of her claim to the contrary and the London veneer that hid her Yorkish accent. He’d almost challenged her a half-dozen times in their short interval together. But if she wanted to pretend to be somebody else, well, she wouldn’t be the first lady to do so, and he certainly had no right to unmask her.

His gaze followed her amongst the crowd. Dressed in knee breeches, and what with the way she filled them out, it would not be hard to follow her. He’d only have to mark the direction in which the men’s heads swiveled.

He tossed a few coins to the vendor of the nearby kiosk selling cheap dominos, took one, and flung the cloak about his shoulders. He let the hood fall well over his brow, shadowing his face. Then he followed Helena into the throng. He contented himself with staying back amidst the revelers and watching. Over the years he had grown very good at keeping his distance from Helena Nash.

For nearly four years he had been faithful to his promise to lend his body and his talents to the care of the Nash sisters. His obligation to the middle sister, Kate, had ended with her marriage to Christian MacNeill, his boon childhood companion. And Charlotte was still a relative child living under the protection of a wealthy, well-connected if slightly ramshackle family. Only Helena had required any concerted attention. And while at first that attention had been perfunctory, over the years it had changed, become a personal hobby. The thought brought a grim smile to his face.

She fascinated him. So cool. So calm and quiet and yet…How many times had he seen the volcanic flash in her blue eyes and wondered what had given birth to that passionate heat? Or perhaps only his imagination provided the secret fire beneath her icy façade. The enigma had kept his interest alive and growing ever more intent.

Though he had warded her for years, he had rarely allowed himself close enough to hear her voice. And now he’d actually spoken with her. And kissed her. And the fire he had so often wondered about had proved to be real.

Too real.

He watched her as she threaded her way through the throng, the abrupt turn of her head revealing her quick scrutiny of the crowd. The rose in her hand bobbed as she turned, stopped, and started again.

“Who sent you that rose, lass?” he murmured. “Who could draw you out of that witch’s tower to a dark forest like this?”

She’d said she’d come here for an “adventure.” Had she? His gaze hardened.

Of all the people he might have expected to see on the infamous Lovers Walk, she would have been the last. Certainly not dressed as a boy. Definitely not alone. She should have been safely locked in whatever garret room Lady Tilpot kept for dependents of indeterminate social standing, not sauntering heedlessly into a pack of drunk youngsters hell-bent on proving their manhood.

He was glad he’d been there, having earlier completed a transaction that had put into his pocket five hundred pounds toward his entry fee in the International Dueling Tournament—the means of securing a future far less uncertain than his current one, which relied solely on teaching overindulged peers his skills with a sword. As he’d been leaving, he’d chanced upon the young Turks and, seeing an opportunity to gather a few more high-paying clients to his salle, set about piquing their interest. Then…her.

She turned, her smooth brow furrowing, and he melted back into the dark press of trees. The wind whispered like a ravished lover, and the babble of merrymakers seemed overly excited. Of course his presence in such a place hadn’t surprised her—he’d strove to achieve a certain notoriety in the last years—but his kiss had.

Had anything ever tasted more provocative? Had his body ever quickened so immediately, so overwhelmingly? And all for a kiss that did nothing to appease the hunger it inspired. It left him rampant and wanting.

She had felt it, too. He had known the moment the inferno burning him up from the inside had set fire to her own desire.

So why did he reject the notion that she wanted an adventure? After all, she was five and twenty years old. Why should he find objectionable the idea of her seeking the means of placating the same tormenting urges that raked his body? Because that was not the Helena Nash he had spent hours guarding and studying and learning with an intimacy few lovers knew.

Yet he conceded there was much he did not know. For instance, while he had expected her to be mature and composed, he had not anticipated laughter. He had not anticipated she would trade sallies with him, challenge him and tease him, that she would abandon the diffidence that women in her situation practiced, women who made their way by guarding their tongues and their thoughts.

He did not know Helena Nash nearly as well as he’d assumed he must after years of watching her, and that notion intrigued as well as unsettled him.

Ahead, Helena slowed and finally stopped, looking once more around her. She had not found whoever had sent her that rose. That rose. He shrugged off the niggling sense of unease its presence caused. The significance roses held for him, he knew all too well, was quite different from that which they inspired in most romantics’ hearts.

Helena headed out the nearest gate.

He exited a dozen yards behind her and slipped between two hacks as she approached the head of the line of waiting carriages. The driver scrambled down out of his seat and assisted her into the vehicle before climbing back up top. Waiting to see if anyone joined her, Ramsey pulled off the domino and tossed it to a young street sweeper leaning on his broom who would sell it the next masquerade evening for twice what he made for one night’s work. Whomever Helena had intended to meet, and for whatever reasons, had disappointed her. The man must be a great bloody fool.

The hack lurched out into the traffic as Ram watched it go. “You’re a long way from home, lass,” he murmured thoughtfully before turning and heading for the river bridge. “But then, aren’t we all?”

Manchester, England
October 1787

The stooped custodian led Ramsey Munro down the narrow, dimly lit corridor of the Manchester Poor House, ripe with the stench of urine and sweat, to the small chamber at the far end that served as a receiving room for the indigent boys. It was here he had been brought two weeks before, after the constable had found him howling beside his mother’s corpse, which was crushed beneath a crate that had plunged from a third-story warehouse block and tackle.

The warden stopped outside the door and eyed Ramsey pityingly. “Better to go with this mon what come fer ye and flee later, on the road. Away from the city. Yer too pretty by half to last long in here. I’m surprised ye’ve lasted this long, but then, being put in the cell fer two days out of every three for fighting don’t leave much opportunity for the other lads to do mischief on ye, do it?”

Ramsey didn’t bother answering. His mouth, both lips split from his latest battle, still hurt, and he felt weak and light-headed. The worst part of being put in the cell wasn’t the total isolation but being forced to subsist on the mealworm-riddled bread and water that provided the only nourishment during his incarceration. Still, the custodian’s advice was good. It would only be a matter of time before a few of the larger boys joined forces to overtake him.

The custodian eyed him once again and shrugged, pulling open the door and pushing him through. He blinked in the sudden light. He’d been in the isolation cell for two days this time, and it was kept purposefully dark.

“My heavens, child, what have they done to you?” The voice was Scottish, thick with a Highland burr. The unexpected accent nearly brought tears to Ramsey’s eyes. But he was nine years old, not a child, and the last time he had cried had been at his mother’s side, and he could think of no reason that he would be brought to tears again. He was done, he thought fiercely, with tears.

“Nothing, sir,” he managed to mumble through his swollen lips, squinting up at the tall figure dressed in a monk’s robes. The man stood a little above medium height but was so thin he appeared taller. His thick hair had the sheen of pewter, and time had carved lines on either side of a wide mouth and hawk-like nose. But his eyes were gentle and clear, and Ramsey had the distinct impression that those eyes missed little of what was worth seeing.

“I am Father Tarkin, the abbot of St. Bride’s, and I have come to take you there. To take you home.”

The word brought a sudden rush of longing, but Ram quelled it. “I have no home, sir. Certainly I have never been to a place called St. Bride’s. You mistake me for another.”

“I do not mistake you. You are Cora Munro’s son.”

At the sound of his mother’s name, Ramsey’s interest sharpened. “How do you know my mother?”

“Her family was once one of the greatest of the highland clans, and she a chieftain’s great-granddaughter. And I am a Highlander second only to being a priest. Of course I knew her. Eyes like mountain lakes and pride that only a warrior’s seed could produce. I came here, to England, as soon as I received her letter. I am only sorry I came too late to take you both out of here, and sorry too that once I learned of her death it took me this long to find you.”

Ramsey stared at him, amazed at what he was hearing. Uncertainly he raked his hand over his scalp and was reminded again of his present straits by the short nap of hair left after the poorhouse barber had finished shaving his head.

“My mother sent for you to come for us?” he asked incredulously. He had known she was growing daily more desperate, but…

“She sent word that she was in difficulty and asked whether I knew of someone in this city that could give her aid. I came of my own volition. And now I would like to take you back to St. Bride’s.”

“Why?”

The abbot smiled for the first time, and his eyes lit. “How like a Munro to ask what is on the menu despite the fact that he is starving. Suffice to say that there is an old Jesuit dictum that says, ‘Give Me the Child Until He Is Seven and I Will Show You the Man.’ I know you are older than that, but I still hold out great hopes for your future. Now, will you come with me?”

“What will I do at your abbey?” Ram asked, knowing he appeared churlish but unable to bend the spine he knew he’d inherited from his father.

“Work at acquiring the knowledge and skills we will teach you. There are other boys at St. Bride’s. Anywhere from a dozen to twenty at a given time, and they all work very hard. I don’t suppose that has ever been required of you, being the grandson of an English marquis—even if not a legitimate one.”

Ramsey felt his cheeks grow warm. The abbot’s comment hit directly on target. Until his father’s death in a duel defending Ramsey’s mother’s honor, they had lived a life of splendor. Though not legally wed in the eyes of England, in every important way his parents had been married, and when Ramsey’s father had come into an immense jointure on his maternal side, he had bought a great house in Scotland and provided his family with every luxury and advantage money could buy.

Ramsey had been given fencing lessons, equestrian lessons, tutors in classics, and instruction in decorum. But with his father’s death it had all ended. His mother and he had been sent from the only home he had known like servants dismissed at their master’s death—with naught but a few personal possessions and nowhere to go.

“Do you think you are capable of hard physical labor as well as intellectual work?”

He held the abbot’s gaze. “Aye.”

The abbot smiled, apparently satisfied. “Good. Then we are agreed. You will come with me forthwith.”

“On one condition.”

The abbot, in the process of turning away, spun back in surprise. “You are dictating terms now?”

Ramsey could not tell if the monk was amused or angry, but there was a hint of steel in those soft, pale eyes. Ramsey gulped, nodding once, well aware of his hubris but not willing to yield. “I do not want anyone to know my…who my grandfather is or who my father was or my mother.”

The abbot’s brow furrowed and the silvery shelf of his brows dipped. “But why, my boy? You have a long and proud heritage on your mother’s side and a venerable one on your father’s.”

“The clans are dead and gone,” Ram said tightly. “As are my parents. My grandfather would not raise a hand to aid my mother when she petitioned him for help. I am nothing to him and he is nothing to me. I am Ramsey Munro, and that is all I will ever aspire to be. Promise me.”

The abbot studied him a long moment before nodding slowly. “All right, Ramsey Munro. It shall be as you wish.”
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