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The candles caught the highlights of gold in his lean face—amber eyes, tawny locks, jaw ablaze with pinpoints of stubbled fire—and Olivia was suddenly aware of a tingling heat spreading out to her most intimate places….

“Max! Thank God you have finally arrived,” cried Cara. Belatedly recalling her manners, she looked around with an apologetic smile. “It seems I shall have the pleasure of introducing you to my brother sooner rather than later.”

“I’ll be damned.” A growl, low but distinctly disturbed, sounded from the gentleman by her side. “What in the blazes are you doing here?”

So much for imagining the man might feel a spark of pleasure in finding their paths had crossed once again.

“Good evening, Lord Davenport.” Eyes crinkling in critical appraisal, Olivia fixed the viscount with a cool stare. She had learned long ago how to hide disappointment. “Your wound appearsgreatly improved since our last meeting. Would that I could say the same for your manners.”
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Prologue



“Its power comes from love.”

The small statue glittered in the firelight, its ruby eyes bright as burning coals. “So the legend goes.” The man raised his palm to the flames, then slowly curled his fingers closed. “It is said that the very first pasha of our tribe carved this lion, the king of beasts, to watch over his family and keep it safe from all threats.”

“Fascinating,” murmured the Englishman. “Might I have a closer look?”

There was a flicker of hesitation. Several of the tribal elders shifted nervously, stirring a faint whispering of silk. Shadowed by the folds of his headdress, the Persian chieftain’s features took on a certain tautness. However, as custom dictated a hospitality to strangers, he gave a courteous bow.

“Over the years it has been handed down with great ceremony from father to son,” he continued softly, passing the statue over to his guest. “For you see, it comes with both a blessing…and a curse.”

“A curse?” The Englishman’s brows arched, expressing an equal measure of surprise and skepticism as he inspected the delicate workmanship. With its gilt mane and ebony body, highlighted by tiny gold claws, it was a fetching little piece. Though in truth he had seen many more impressive talismans during his recent travels through the region. Barely three inches long and half as high, the beast was hardly something to inspire fear and awe. But as a diplomat with the English legation visiting Syria, he would never be so rude as to say so aloud.

“Yes, a curse.” The chieftain nodded gravely. “Tradition has it that a powerful curse will fall upon the pasha—and all his heirs—if ever the Ruby Lion is taken from its rightful realm. Misfortune. Grief. Untimely death,” he intoned. “And the thief and his family shall suffer the same. Until such time as the talisman finds its way home.”

“A powerful curse, indeed.” Turning the statue in his fingers, the Englishman gave a small chuckle. “Surely in this day and age, you don’t believe in such things as curses or spells anymore, sir. We, too, have such stories in England—they are called fairy-tales.”

His words were met with an unblinking stare.

“They are told to frighten children,” he continued. A gust of wind swirled at the tent flaps, drawing a sharp hiss from one of the elders. Clearing his throat, the Englishman lowered his voice. “While educated men like you and I know better than to give credence to ancient superstitions.”

“I employ one of your countrymen as a tutor to my sons because I believe it important to understand modern ways, Mr. Bingham. That does not mean I have abandoned the faith of my ancestors.” With a flourish of his white robes, the chieftain reached for the Ruby Lion. “A wise man respects the past, as well as the present and the future.”

The Englishman nodded politely, but to himself, William Bingham could not help but scoff at such nonsense. Curses? The word conjured up fanciful notions of clanging chains, headless specters, and haunted castles.

It was the stuff of fiction—and rather lurid fiction at that.

With a sudden clap of his hands, the chieftain summoned a procession of servants, who began offering thick Arabic coffee and sugared sweetmeats to those seated around the fire. Rather than resume his place on the pillows, however, he turned and slipped silently into the shadows.

Curious, Bingham kept an eye on the other man’s movements as he nibbled at a date. It was quite dark beyond the ring of firelight, but a pair of hanging lanterns cast just enough illumination for him to see the ghostly blur of white approach a large cabinet at the back of the cavernous tent. Reaching inside, the chieftain removed what looked to be a small box. In no more than a wink of brass, he opened the lid, slipped something inside and returned it to its place.

A moment later, as if carried on the wings of a desert sirocco, the chieftain was back in front of the flickering flames. “We shall leave you to your rest now. You have a long journey ahead of you.” Another soft clap prompted the other guests to rise and withdraw. “The caravan will leave at dawn, and after a stop in Ar-Ruhaybah, it will escort you on to Damascus to meet up with the rest of your party.”

“And from there, to Tyre and back to England,” murmured Bingham.

“May you have a safe journey home.” The chieftain touched his fingertips to his forehead and then to his lips. “I will be gone when you arise, for I take a trading party east, and we must reach the bazaars by nightfall.”

“Thank you for your hospitality. You have been more than generous.”

“It is the tradition of my people. I trust you will pass the night comfortably here in my own private quarters. However, if there is anything you desire, you have only to ask.”

Whether it was the richness of the lamb stew, the effect of the strong coffee, or the prospect of sailing for home after spending so many months in foreign lands, Bingham felt much too restless for sleep. Circling the fire, he spent some time admiring the items that lay ready for transport to Damascus—richly patterned carpets, heavy silver bracelets, and razored daggers curved like crescent moons.

He wandered past the bales of silk and suddenly found himself facing the mysterious cabinet. In the flickering light, he studied the latticework doors, intrigued by the intricate geometric patterns—and by the fact that one of them was slightly ajar. Unable to contain his curiosity, he reached for the silver knob. There was no harm in looking, he decided, seeing as it was unlocked.

The door swung open to reveal the brass box he had spied earlier.

Bingham brought it out into the light and slowly opened the lid. Sitting atop a bed of wine-dark velvet was the Ruby Lion. Once again he took the small statue in his hand.

“Ha, you do not look so very dangerous,” he whispered, stroking a thumb over its paws.

Nor, for that matter, did it look all that very valuable. Just a bit of gold and two small gemstones. But it was rather exotic, and he could not help thinking how well it would look on his brother’s curio table. Charles was an avid collector of fanciful animals. The crouching ebony form would make a perfect mate for the ivory elephant their cousin had brought back from India.

He stared for a moment longer. That it came with such a devilishly entertaining story made for an opportunity that was too good to pass up.

And if there was one thing William Bingham couldn’t resist, it was a cracking good story….







Chapter One



Blue-deviled.

With a muzzy shake of his head, the gentleman twitched at the damp greatcoat draped over his shoulders. No, he decided, that was not quite an apt description of his current mood. At the moment, it was more of a viscous black. Blacker than the squalling night that had forced him to put up at the ramshackle inn for the night. And likely to bleed into a deep, brooding claret after he polished off the two bottles of wine that had just been set down before him.

At the heavy thump of pewter tankards upon a nearby table, the throbbing at his temples grew more pronounced. His surroundings, hazed with the fumes of cheap ale, raw tobacco and labored sweat, only served to further darken his spirits.

It had been nearly a year since that very painful period in his life when disappointment and disfigurement had him seeking solace in the oblivion of alcohol. Since then, he had managed enough of a recovery from old wounds to keep his personal demons at bay. But the letter tucked away in his pocket had reawakened a whole regiment of devils in his head. Given its contents, he supposed he might be forgiven for turning back to the strategy of trying to drown the enemy in a surfeit of spirits.

He shifted his bleary gaze, somehow knocking his empty glass to the floor as he squinted through the swirls of smoke. Had that been his fourth brandy? Or fifth? He had lost count.

One thing seemed certain enough—the red-headed barmaid, who mouthed an airy kiss as their gazes met, seemed quite willing to overlook his jugbitten condition. On delivering his latest round of drinks, she had rubbed up against his thigh, then brushed her hand across the front of his breeches while apologizing for an errant spill.

The parted lips, ripe with hints of promised pleasures, had been inviting. He had not objected when, on shifting her tray, she contrived to tumble into his lap.

“It’ll be another hour ’til I get off work, luv,” she murmured, ignoring the jeers of the neighboring patrons. “The old goat kicks up a dust if we ain’t running ragged right up to closing. But have no fear, I’ll have plenty o’ legs left ta please a fine gentleman like yerself.” Her gaze slid from the creased collar of his coat to the tips of his muddy Hessians, and her smile broadened. Despite the travel-worn state of his dress, its quality was unmistakable. “By the by, what shall I call ye?”

“Just…Max,” answered Viscount Davenport, seeing no need to mention his title, or his full name—Maxwell James Prescott Bingham.

“Now that’s a right ’andsome name fer a right ’andsome feller.” She traced a finger along his cheek. “A jealous husband?”

“A French dragoon. And as you can see, one who was a good deal more skilled at trying to put a period to my existence than any Town cuckold.”

It was said with a sardonic drawl, but Davenport stiffened at the barmaid’s touch. A special salve had worked miracles in reducing the once ugly gash near his eye to naught but a faint scar. Still, he was self-conscious of its existence. In truth, he felt flawed enough inside without being reminded of his other imperfections.

Sensing her flirtations had struck a raw nerve, the barmaid moved quickly to assuage the damage. “Well, it makes ye appear real rakish. An’ a little bit dangerous.” Her hand wove a sensuous trail through his tawny locks. “An’ very, very sexy.” Tilting his head back, she ran her tongue over his lower lip.

“Janey!” A bellow came from behind the taps. “The gennulmun may be paying ye te lift yer skirts, but I ain’t! There’s other customers wot need te be serviced.”

A chorus of ribald comments rang out in agreement.

“Hold yer water,” she shouted in reply.

“I will if ye hold me pego,” called one wag.

Amid shouts of laughter, she gave a coy flounce of her curls, then one last caress to the viscount’s chin. “I can’t linger any longer, Max. But I’ll come back soon.”

Davenport grimaced as she sauntered off to mock applause. Lud, it had been an age since he had been with a woman! Perhaps he should consider the offer. He was not, by nature, a man of ungoverned passions. He prided himself on keeping his feelings well disciplined—like the troops he had commanded under Wellington, they had been drilled to march in orderly ranks, unbending to urge or whim. To surrender even the smallest measure of control had always seemed a dereliction of duty.

But tonight….

Tonight, it was tempting to forget about duty and honor. About past mistakes. And lingering regrets. Staring morosely into the depths of his claret, the viscount rubbed at the thin white scar on his cheek. Perhaps the saucy wench might provide enough of a distraction to keep his mind off a certain other female.

The truth of the matter was, a lady had nearly as much to do with his current state of malaise as the paper crumpled in his waistcoat. No matter how hard he attempted to banish her from his head, she had bedeviled his dreams for nearly a year.

The Lady in Red.

Sizzling beauty. Fiery spirit. Was it any wonder that Olivia Marquand had burned an indelible image in his brain?

And yet…

The viscount winced as his nails dug a bit too deeply into the old wound.

And yet, he had allowed her to sail back to India without so much as a simple goodbye.

It had been a wise decision, he assured himself.

Women were naught but trouble—Sirens in silk who lured gentlemen to their doom. Once, in his youthful folly, he had allowed himself to be seduced by a blond beauty’s song. Too naive to listen to the warnings of his friends, he had sailed headlong onto the rocks. The temptress had, of course, been quick to jilt him as soon as a more attractive prospect appeared on the horizon. The other fellow had lacked Davenport’s pedigree, but possessed a great deal more poise and polish than a reserved young lord with little experience in Town.

Not to speak of a great deal more money.

And so he had been left to founder, his heart battered and bruised among the splintered wreckage. The pain had dulled over time to no more than an intermittent ache, but he had no intention of ever making himself so vulnerable again.

Only a bloody fool made the same mistake twice.

Quickly draining the last drops from the first bottle, the viscount started in on the second.

It was not that Olivia was anything like Arabella, he admitted. Like many Diamonds of the First Water, his former fiancée was spoiled, vain, and manipulative, intent on selling her striking looks to the highest bidder. In all fairness, he supposed she could hardly be blamed for her shallowness. Highborn young ladies were trained to think of aught else but making an advantageous match.

Olivia, on the other hand, coolly refused to submit to the tyranny of the ton. Though the daughter of an earl, she had chosen to run away from her domineering father rather than be forced into a marriage of convenience. Through a heady combination of brains and pluck, she had dared to break all the rules and create a new life for herself. One in which she controlled her own destiny—not to speak of a vast spice empire and shipping company.

Davenport forced a frown. The irony was that if she were a man they would likely be friends. He admired her for such strength of character and gritty courage, no matter that Society did not look at all favorably upon such traits in a female. And she possessed the same sort of loyalty and resilience that he valued in his male comrades. And yet, he reminded himself roughly, it would be foolhardy to allow his feelings to grow into anything other than grudging respect. Their differences were too great—she was rich and supremely self-assured, while he lived on a marginal income and was still battling an army of self-doubts.

Friends? Never. How absurd to imagine he could ever be friends with such a female. Duty would require him to seek a bride at some point, but she would be a quiet, biddable young lady who would never question a command, not an unflinching female who spoke her mind as if she were an equal.

The viscount’s mouth thinned to a taut line. To say the least, Olivia’s cool self-confidence was damned unnerving! During their short acquaintance—a time when both of them had been involved in helping the Earl of Branford track down a traitor to the Crown—she had not only questioned his authority, but had possessed the audacity to disobey several direct orders—something not one of the seasoned soldiers of the Peninsular campaigns had ever dared.

The last of those occasions had turned out to be the final time he had seen her. He had thought about paying her a visit during the weeks that followed. It would have been the gentlemanly thing to do, considering all the risks they had braved together. But, for some inexplicable reason he had kept putting it off.

And then, suddenly it had been too late. She had left for India on one of her own merchant ships, no doubt to resume the running of her spice empire.

Well, it was all for the good that she had sailed out of his life, he assured himself.

Like her costly blends of rare peppers and piquant curries, Olivia Marquand was much too hot and exotic for his taste. What with her streak of fiery independence, spark of keen intelligence, and flashes of cynical wit, each encounter with the lady had left him feeling rather singed around the edges.

And then, of course, there was her smoldering sensuality. Jet-black hair that looked as shimmeringly soft as the silks she wore. Flawless complexion as lappingly inviting as a mouthful of Devonshire cream. Sinful body with curves…

The room suddenly seemed hellishly hot, and the wine like fire on his tongue. Shoving aside his glass, Davenport began to tug at the knot of his cravat, only to find his fingers replaced by a softer touch.

“Warm down here, ain’t it, Max?” Having loosened the length of linen, the barmaid started on the fastenings of his shirt. “I promise ye, it will get even hotter if we was te go upstairs te yer room.”

Maybe the only way to fight fire was with fire.

Thrusting himself up from his chair, Davenport caught her laughing face between his hands and covered her mouth with his. The touch of her lips, warm and pliant, set off a flare of burning need. He was achingly aware of a desperate craving to hold and be held. To feel flesh against flesh, thigh against thigh, tongues entwined. Two as one—the pure, primal act of coupling would, for a fleeting moment of ecstasy, surely fill the raw void of emptiness.

The tips of his fingers slid down to trace the line of her jaw, the curve of her neck, the swell of her bosom. “Lud,” he groaned, his hands closing over her breasts. They felt heavy and ripe beneath the thin muslin.

The barmaid arched eagerly into his embrace, her hips swaying back and forth across the front of his breeches, her nipples pressing hard against his palms. “Max.” The word trailed off in a seductive sigh as she teased a lapping kiss along the length of his scar. “Come now, a man like you ain’t made to be spending the night alone.”

Stumbling slightly, he groped for his coat.

In the haste to turn for the stairs, her hair ribbons came undone. Burying his face in the tumble of tresses, the viscount fisted a handful of curling strands across his stubbled cheeks, breathing in the earthy muskiness. It was nothing like the subtle scent of florals and spice that perfumed his memory….

He forced his eyes open, determined to focus on the present and not the past. But in the guttering light of the candles, the coppery highlights of the barmaid’s hair appeared a vivid red.

Damn the color.

In an instant, the fire went out, leaving naught but ashes. Davenport stepped back, the faint crackle of paper a further reminder that duty must always vanquish desire. Gently freeing himself from her grasp, he pressed a coin into her hand and quickly turned away, his boots sounding a staccato tattoo as he climbed the stairs alone.
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“This is a delicious blend of tea, my dear Cara,” exclaimed the dowager Countess Ranley. Turning from her hostess to the lady seated at her left, she raised the delicate Sevres cup. “Do you not agree?”

Seeing as it was a creation of her own company—and a highly profitable one at that—Lady Olivia Marquand allowed a small twitch of her lips. “Indeed,” she murmured. “Quite…unique.”

“It is the toast of the Town,” added Lord Henniger. “And more costly than champagne.”

“You don’t say?” she replied blandly, wondering just what the gentleman’s reaction would be if he knew all those guineas were going straight into her own coffers.

No doubt he would be shocked beyond expression. But then, she had grown well-used to the notion that most people would find her activities quite beyond the pale. Few things were as odious to the ton as “engaging in trade.” And she had certainly broken that rule—in spades. Or spices, to be more precise. Unbeknownst to all but a handful of people in England, she was sole owner of a trading company, controlling a fleet of merchant ships that commerced in exotic spices, as well as flavored teas. In India, where she had lived for the past seven years, the strictures of society were a good deal more relaxed and she had been accorded more freedom to go about her business as she pleased.

But here in London?

Despite feeling the naughty urge to stir things up a bit, Olivia added nothing but a cool smile as she raised her own cup to her lips. Now that she had returned to England for good, she must remember to behave like a proper lady, no matter how…boring.

Boring. The taste of the tea lost a bit of its spice. It was true that her life had been a trifle flat since she arrived back in London. She still made all the important decisions concerning Grenville and Company, but much of the day-to-day running of the business had, for practical reasons, been delegated to her longtime man of affairs. It was, in many ways, an ideal arrangement, yet even with her frequent visits to the office, her role did not bring quite the same thrum to her blood as being able to play an active role in negotiations. However, the ton would quickly ostracize any female who presumed to preside over the arrangement of shipping schedules and bills of lading rather than tea trays and plates of pastries.

A laugh from across the breakfast table recalled her from her reveries. The conversation had shifted to a new topic, though in truth, she didn’t expect the day’s activities to be any more adventurous than a discussion on tea.

However, Olivia was quick to remind herself that one of the reasons she had accepted the invitation to the country estate was to enjoy just such an interlude of rural peace and quiet. On the surface, life in London was far more placid than in Bombay, and yet, the subtle undercurrents of all its rules and regulations made it rather treacherous to navigate. She had suddenly felt the need to escape from the glittering ballrooms, the crush of curious callers, and the attentions of would-be suitors while she pondered a number of decisions regarding her future.

“…a crack shot with a bow and arrow? Is that so, my dear Cara?” Lord Haverstock waggled a brow at his cousin, then darted a mischievous glance at the others. “Then perhaps the young ladies of the group would care to match off against the gentlemen in a display of archery?”

“What an excellent suggestion, Richard.” Lady Cara, the hostess of the small house party, favored him with her first real smile of the day. “I am sure we would all welcome the chance for a bit of vigorous outdoor activity after being cooped inside for the past few days.”

The heavy rains and chill winds were not the only forces to have dampened the spirits of the small gathering. The estate library had been broken into several nights ago, and although Lady Cara had made every effort to appear unperturbed by the incident, it was clear that the intrusion and subsequent visit by the local magistrate had been a trying ordeal. And so, the suggestion of a spirited competition was met with a hearty murmur of agreement from the others at the table. Without delay, Haverstock rose and went off to arrange for the target to be set up beyond the garden wall.

“Allow me to offer an arm, Lady Olivia. The path is a trifle rough.” As Lord Henniger jumped up to assist her out of the chair, Olivia could not quite keep a spark of exasperation from flaring in her eyes. He was no doubt a perfectly pleasant gentleman. And with his glossy dark curls, well-cut features and trim height, she imagined most ladies would consider him quite attractive. Yet his fawning attentions and conventional conversation had set her teeth on edge.

She took care to mask her momentary irritation, yet as she followed along behind her hostess, she couldn’t repress an inward sigh. Perhaps she was simply not cut from the same cloth as most other young English ladies. She preferred exotic saris to prim muslins. Not to speak of her taste in hues, which ran to bold tones of spicy cinnamon and lush saffron rather than pale shades of peach and cream.

Had it been a glaring mistake to return to a society where females were not expected to have an ounce of color?

Over the years, she had trusted her own instincts in making a great many difficult decisions, but in this question, she was as yet uncertain of the answer.








Chapter Two



As the dowager and her companions took up position as spectators, Cara signalled for Olivia and the other two young ladies of the party to gather around her.

“I suppose I ought to have inquired whether any of you are familiar with the sport before accepting my cousin’s proposal.” A taut thrum pierced the air as she tested a bowstring. “However, I find it hard to resist a challenge, especially one that implies we ladies are not capable of handling any implement larger than an embroidery needle.”

“My brother has taught me the basics,” volunteered Miss Enfield.

Miss Chatfield nodded. “I have had some rudimentary instruction as well. If the distance is not too great, I should be able to manage a hit.”

“Excellent. Then perhaps we shall not disgrace ourselves.” Olivia did not miss the slight hesitation as Cara turned to her. “And you, Lady Olivia? Of course you needn’t feel obliged to participate. The three of us are country misses, well-used to the rough and tumble outdoors, but perhaps…”

“I should be delighted to join you.” Olivia picked up one of the bows and gave a flex to the length of yew. “I am a bit out of practice, but like you, Lady Cara, I am not quite willing to concede defeat to the gentlemen without any show of opposition.”

Haverstock returned, followed by a pair of grooms lugging a large wooden easel and a bull’s-eye target painted upon a sack of straw. After the rules had been agreed upon and the distance paced off, the quivers and bows were laid out in readiness.

It was decided that the two younger ladies would shoot first, followed by Cara. Olivia, who had asked to go last, chose to step back and wait for her turn in the shade of an apple tree, a vantage point that afforded the chance to observe both the contestants and the path to the target.

She had long ago learned that paying careful attention to the small details could make the difference between success and failure. Gauging the drift of the breeze, noting the spin of each arrow, judging the spring in each bow—all were nuances that might be used to gain a winning edge.

“A game try, Miss Abigail,” called Henniger as the young lady’s arrow barely nicked the outermost circle. “But according to the rules of the competition, you, too, are eliminated.” He grinned at Haverstock. “Ashton is out as well, but so is Miss Marianne. The gentlemen are up by one.”

“Don’t start your crowing just yet.” Cara nocked an arrow, drew it back past her ear and let fly with an angled shot.

“Blue!” called one of the grooms as he pulled the tip out from the middle circle.

“Well done.” Cara’s cousin fingered at his chin. “Can you match that, Henniger?”

He did, but just barely.

Haverstock then stepped to the line and promptly scored a hit just inside the yellow circle.

Everyone applauded.

“I’m afraid you will have to strike the bull’s-eye to tie the score and send it into a second round,” he murmured as he offered Olivia the bow.

“Thank you, but I think I prefer this one.”

As she picked up the shortest of the lot and plucked at the string, Haverstock’s smile stretched a bit wider. His amusement, however, quickly took wing, along with the spinning blur of wood and feathers.

Twock!

“Dead center!”

“What skill,” cried Cara, with a clap of her hands.

“What luck,” riposted her cousin.

What fun. Olivia stilled the quivering bowstring with her thumb but it was not quite so easy to control the twitch of her lips. She ought to be acting like a proper lady, not some primitive savage—even if, at heart, a part of her remained untamed. But by nature, her spirit was rebellious. It always had been.

As a result, life was not always easy for her. In the eyes of most people, to be different was to be dangerous. She already saw that the two younger misses were looking at her not only with awe, but a bit of trepidation. But at times, she simply could not help allowing herself a bit of freedom to be…who she was.

And be damned with the opinion of others.

It was hardly an attitude designed to curry favor in Polite Society. She gave silent thanks that unlike most young ladies, she was not on the hunt for a husband. She could afford the luxury of ignoring the rules.

“Step aside, Lord Harold.” Cara marched to the line and surveyed the target, which had been set back another ten yards. “Fred is signalling a miss, so you are out,” she announced. “Seeing as Mr. Gavin-Smith failed to hit aught but air, that leaves just three of us.” As her mouth took on a determined little tilt, she examined the end feathers on several of the arrows before making a final choice. “Be forewarned, Richard. I mean to make you work for a win.”

He smiled. “With you, cuz, I have long ago learned to expect a good fight.”

Olivia watched her hostess draw back the bow with a firm hand. A young lady with fight—now, that was interesting. Haverstock’s teasing only corroborated what she herself had begun to sense. Over the last few days, she had observed that Cara possessed a more forthright manner than most gently reared females. She had opinions of her own and was unafraid to voice them in the presence of the gentlemen—even going so far as to contradict her cousin on a matter of the corn laws. That had earned her a lecture from the dowager on proper feminine deportment, once the ladies had withdrawn from supper.

Though she had refrained from retort, Cara’s momentary scowl had indicated how little in agreement she was with the notion that a female should be seen and not heard.

A kindred soul? Olivia wondered. It was still a bit soon for a final tally, but the young lady had certainly scored some points in her favor.

Cara’s shot flew true, striking once again well within the yellow circle. “Hah!” She turned to her cousin with a gleam in her eye. “If Lady Olivia hits the target—which I fully expect she will—you will have to score a bull’s-eye in order to tie us.”

Haverstock took a goodly amount of time setting his feet and taking deliberate aim.

There was a faint whoosh of air, and a moment later, the groom’s hand shot up. “Bang on the mark!”

“It looks as if you ladies are going to have to go it another round. Unless, of course, Lady Olivia matches her earlier feat.” Haverstock winked at the other gentlemen before inclining a polite bow. “I do hope your arm is not growing too fatigued.”

“How kind of you to be concerned, but actually, I feel as though I am just getting warmed up.” In one smooth motion, Olivia drew an arrow from the quiver, spun around and let it fly.

With a sharp crack, it split the other arrow in two.

“Da—” Haverstock cleared his throat. “Er, deucedly remarkable shot.”

Henniger’s surprise was a trifle less muted. “Where on earth did you learn to shoot like that?”

“Hunting tigers in Jaipur,” she replied. Her lashes fluttered. “It is great sport, and very educational, as it does tend to teach you excellent aim.”

The gentleman looked as if he wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or insulted.

Biting her lip, Cara ducked down to collect the other bows.

“Hmmph! Sounds rather outlandish, if you ask me,” grumbled the dowager countess. “Females have no business roaming the wilds.” She gave a sharp rap of her cane to her seat. “Be warned, gels—nothing to be gained but damp feet and a freckled nose by straying too far from the civilized comforts of a proper house.”

In answer to the preemptory summons, the two gentlemen went to offer their escort, while the rest of the party gathered the shawls and overcoats shed during the heat of competition.

“As if anyone asked for your opinion,” muttered Cara. She looked up. “I, for one, would love to hear more about such fascinating adventures—”

“Lady Cara!” Lady Ranley’s stick was now jabbing heavenward, indicating the dark clouds scudding down from the moors. “Come, gel. Do not forget your duties as a proper hostess. There is a chill in the air and rain is threatening. Hurry along and see that the servants have tea set out for us.”

“Perhaps later,” murmured Olivia, noting that the sky was not the only thing looking rather stormy.

“Please excuse me. As you can see, I am expected to exercise naught but feminine skills. Like arranging platters of strawberry tarts.” Adding a distinctly unladylike word under her breath, Cara gathered her skirts and headed for the manor house.

 

Cursing roundly at everything in his path, Davenport was in a truly foul temper by the time the wheel-wright fixed the broken spoke. Nursing an aching head and numerous flea bites from the previous night, he was already chilled to the bone from the spitting rains. As he resumed his perch and gave a snap of his whip, the journey north did not look to be taking a turn for the better.

Despite the mud and ruts churned up by the storm, the roads turned out to be passable enough. After he had made it over several steep stretches without mishap it seemed likely he might cover the final miles by nightfall. Not that the thought was of much consolation, he decided, as his phaeton veered onto the main coaching route for York. Judging by his sister’s letter, he was only heading into a more treacherous swirling of thunder and lightning.

Urging the horses into a steady trot, the viscount once again mulled over the scribbled plea begging him to travel to Saybrook Manor without delay. Cara was a solid, sensible young lady, not given to flightiness. So her rather disjointed narrative took on an even more disturbing tone. It was bad enough that she hinted at dark trouble threatening their younger brother. But to toss in mention of an exotic heirloom, an ancient curse, and odd specters stalking the night? If he didn’t know better, he would think she had been seduced from her usual sound judgment by reading too many of Mrs. Radcliffe’s novels.

His lips could not help but give an involuntary twitch at the notion. That was not very likely, for when his sister’s nose was buried in a book, the subject was bound to be on crop rotation or the latest advances in plow designs….

But people change.

Davenport’s hands tightened on the reins. As he had spent so little time with his family over the past few years, it might very well be, for all practical purposes, a total stranger who came out to greet him.

The unsettling realization caused another pinch of guilt. In all truth, he could hardly lay claim to being the same older brother who had taught Cara how to ride astride, bait a fishing hook, and help birth a mare. He had certainly gone out of his way to avoid her—and Kip. He had treated both of them as if they were mere ghosts from the past whose existence was a haunting reminder of a more carefree life.

His whip flicked out to knock away a low-hanging branch. Perhaps it was just as well he was being forced to confront the reasons why he had turned away from those he loved most.

He did not care to think of himself as a coward…. Oh, to be sure, no one had ever questioned his physical courage. On the battlefields, he earned a fistful of medals for valor. Yet the brutal truth was that he had not faced his own inner doubts with the same unflinching resolve he had shown in the face of flashing sabers and whizzing bullets.

Just because it was a good deal easier to confront an enemy he could identify was no excuse for turning tail and running from a more shadowy opponent.

Davenport’s brow furrowed as a gloved finger traced along the length of his scar. The thought of strange shadows brought him back to puzzling over the mysterious incidents spelled out by his sister. Her words concerning a rash of local thefts and the odd behavior of their younger brother made little enough sense, but even more puzzling were her strange references to the Ruby Lion.

He vaguely recalled the family heirloom—a small statue brought back from Persia by his uncle William. Carved out of ebony, with rubies for eyes and a gilt gold mane, the curio was a valuable item to be sure. Yet the fact that it had been the cause of a nasty quarrel between Kip and their father shortly before the Earl of Saybrook had left for his hunting box in Scotland hardly seemed to warrant her tone of near hysteria. Not to speak of her giving credence to the ridiculous stories they had been told in their youth—something about an ancient curse that would bring terrible misfortune to the family should the dratted thing ever fall into the wrong hands.

The dull throbbing in the viscount’s skull suddenly became more pronounced. As if family troubles were not enough to cope with, a postscript to Cara’s letter mentioned that a cousin was visiting from London, along with a group of his friends. The party was apparently a small one, but even so, the presence of strangers could only make the meeting with his siblings more awkward.

There was, however, one note of consolation to the whole affair. On learning of the gathering, he had dashed off a note to Spencer Sprague, an erstwhile army comrade whom he had ignored for far too long, asking the former major to join him at Saybrook Manor. So, in between calming Cara and lecturing Kip, he could at least look forward to catching up with an old friend. Even under less trying circumstances, long rides over the moors and relaxing evenings lingering over port and cigars were infinitely preferable to being a part of any frivolous group festivities.

[image: space]

“Why, Lady Olivia…that is a most unusual design. I don’t believe I have seen anything like it in the pages of the Fashion Gazette.”

Olivia turned from her perusal of a lovely little landscape painting in the alcove of the study, an expression of faint amusement on her lips as she watched her hostess draw the door closed. “I do not doubt it, Lady Cara, seeing as I drew it up myself.”

“How very…original.”

“The fabric is also rather unique. It can only be found in a small village high in the foothills of Darjeeling.” She fingered the soft folds that were gathered at one shoulder and watched as a subtle shimmering of iridescence rippled across the finely woven silk. “And as the sort of stitching required to achieve the right drape would likely send a French modiste into a fit of vapors, I don’t imagine it will ever become a popular style.”

“No,” agreed the other young lady with a pensive nod. “It is much too interesting for that.” Having recovered from her initial surprise at finding someone else in the room, she, too, seemed mesmerized by how the play of the candlelight upon the cloth caught every nuance in the jewel tones of mulberry. “I did not have a chance earlier to say how much I admire your creativity—in all endeavors.”

“Are you interested in fashion?”

“Not at all.” Cara gave a self-deprecating laugh. “Indeed, my brothers have often teased me about being more comfortable in their cast-off breeches and outgrown boots than a fancy ball gown and slippers. And I fear they have the right of it.” She gave a small shrug and gestured at the painting hanging above the mantel. “Just as well, I suppose, that my interests lie more in learning the latest methods of shearing wool than in capering across a ballroom floor. As you can see, it is my brothers who inherited my mother’s celebrated looks along with my father’s towering height, while I was endowed with naught but the Bingham propensity for growing as tall and skinny as a stalk of wheat.”

Like her laugh, Cara’s words were shaded by sharp ironic humor rather than any self-pity or resentment. Olivia found her curiosity even more piqued than before. Her hostess was looking more and more as if she did not fit the usual pattern card for a wellborn Society miss—and not just on account of her willowy form and angular features.

“Indeed, they look to be very handsome fellows,” she murmured after a moment of studying the portrait. The artist had depicted the pair of lithe, long-limbed young men leaning up against a paddock fence, their chiseled features flush from a rousing gallop and, by the look of their boyish grins, some shared private joke. “I imagine they cut quite a dash in Town,” she added, her gaze lingering on the taller of the two. The flickering shadows obscured much of the detail, and yet there was something vaguely familiar about the set of the broad shoulders and the angle of the jaw.

“Actually, my older brother chooses not mingle much in society. He is quite reserved. Perhaps too much so.”

Shifting her attention from the painting back to her hostess, Olivia thought she detected a tautness to the other lady’s tone.

“But of late, Kipling seems hell-bent on stirring up enough trouble for two.” It was said lightly, but the earlier note of good humor now sounded terribly strained. As she stepped rather abruptly toward the desk at the far wall, a small key slipped from her fingers.

Olivia moved to help find it, using the opportunity to make a surreptitious study of the other young lady’s visage.

While it was true that Cara was no Diamond of the First Water, her features had a strength to them that transcended mere prettiness. Her wide cheekbones accentuated slightly slanted hazel eyes, and her nose was perhaps a tad too long, drawing attention to lips that were lushly full, though firm as those of a man. At the moment, however, they were pinched into a thin line and the color had leached from her unfashionably tanned face.

“Forgive me for straying uninvited into your private study,” said Olivia quietly as she held out the key. “Given the recent robbery, I am sure that you would prefer some time alone, rather than being obliged to entertain a stranger.”

“Oh, please—it is I who should apologize. I fear I have been a less than hospitable hostess.” Cara brushed an errant lock of hair from her cheek, then quickly tucked it into her sash. “In truth, I have been rather distracted…”

“With good reason, it would appear,” observed Olivia dryly. “Have the authorities made any headway in discovering the identity of the thief?”

“No.” Cara’s gaze remained glued on the Oriental carpet, her lashes obscuring her expression. “But it is really a minor matter,” she said softly. “S-something must have frightened off whoever it was before he could take anything of value.”

“Still, it is unsettling to think of some unknown intruder prowling through your home.” Olivia was not fooled by the show of unconcern. She had enough experience in observing people to sense that the other lady was not nearly as composed as she wished to appear. “Speaking of which, I apologize again for intruding on your privacy. I shall return to the drawing room.”

“Don’t go. That is, I would be grateful if you would stay a bit. I have enjoyed your company very much. Indeed, it has been immensely refreshing to be able to converse with another lady on less frivolous topics than usual.” Cara forced a smile. “And I meant it when I said I should like to hear about India.”

Olivia flashed an answering smile. After a small pause, she asked, “Do you find other young ladies frivolous?”

“I confess that I do.”

“You need not say it as if you feel guilty as a burglar.”

This time, Cara’s show of humor was unfeigned. “I can’t help it. I know that I break a good many of Society’s strictures, for a gently reared young lady is supposed to care for aught but fancy finery, dancing until dawn, and snaring a proper husband. Things which I find a crashing bore.” Her hand flew up to cover her mouth. “I-I hope I am not shocking you. Among my many bad habits is the tendency to say exactly what I am thinking.”

“I assure you, Lady Cara, there is very little you could say or do that would shock me.”

“I had a feeling you might not be…”

“A proper lady?” Olivia’s brow arched in amusement.

Cara’s face turned nearly the same hue as the heated red embers in the hearth. “Oh, I-I didn’t mean—”

“Actually, I take it as a great compliment.” Her eyes strayed to the portrait of the two young men. “It is not always easy for a young lady of highborn family to speak her mind.”

Cara was quick to follow her meaning. “Actually, my brothers have always encouraged me to explore the subjects that truly interested me, rather than wasting my time on embroidery and watercolors. Just as they have always encouraged me to voice my opinion. Papa didn’t always agree, but with their support, I always managed to bring him around.”

“Good looks and good sense—they sound like paragons of perfection,” replied Olivia, not without a slight trace of irony to her tone.

“Ha!” The candlelight caught the wry grimace. “Do not think I am so blinded by sisterly affection to think them without fault. They most definitely are not.”

“Flawed angels? Why, you make them sound even more intriguing.” Olivia rather doubted she would find the two handsome young gentlemen any more interesting than the other young blades she had met in town. Yet something about their sister’s praise had her giving the painting a second look. “Perhaps at some point I might make their acquaintance. I seem to recall your cousin mentioning that he expected Kipling to be part of the party. Will he be joining us?”

Cara looked away, her expression becoming more shadowed. “I am not sure of Kip’s plans. But you will no doubt have a chance to meet my older brother. I expect him to arrive on the morrow.” With that, she quickly changed the subject. “But enough of life here in Yorkshire, which aside from the recent spate of robberies, is usually quite tame. But India…” She sighed. “India must be wildly different.”

“It is,” agreed Olivia.

“If ladies are permitted to take part in tiger hunts, it sounds not only very exotic, but very exciting.” It was not merely the flicker of the flames that sparked a flash of light in the other lady’s eyes. “What other sorts of interesting activities were allowed?”

Olivia hesitated. Her business affairs were not something she revealed to many people, and for good reason. An errant word, however innocently dropped, could be ruinous to her reputation. And yet, on seeing Cara’s look of longing, she sensed she could trust in the young lady’s discretion. “I am afraid I cannot tell you too much about social gatherings, save to say that things are a good deal more informal than they are here in England. There are ladies who play polo, or who think nothing of venturing into the bazaars without escort. However, my time was spent mostly around the docks, overseeing my shipping company.”

Cara’s eyes widened. “Ladies may own and run their own businesses without censure?”

“I would not go quite that far,” she replied dryly. “Even in India, I had to be extremely discreet about it. And here in England…” Olivia gave a rueful smile. “Suffice it to say there would be hell to pay if the secret ever became known.”

“Oh, you may count on me never to breathe a word of it.” The young lady’s expression of surprise turned to one of undisguised admiration. “But how did you manage it? As I, too, am the daughter of an earl, I know how hard it must have been to bend all the rules that govern our behavior.”

“I did not simply bend the rules, Lady Cara, I left them broken in so many pieces you would need a quizzing glass to find them all. Not that I ever looked back. Or regretted my actions, however shocking they may have appeared. I could not bear the life my father had planned for me, so I ran away, trusting that my knack for numbers and solving practical problems would allow me to live on my own.” Olivia’s lips crooked at the memory of those long-ago days. “I was fortunate to meet with a kindly merchant who took me under his wing, despite his failing profits. We started with one leaky brig and an equally risky idea, but it all paid off. Mr. Grenville is no longer alive, but the company I inherited now owns a fleet of swift ships.”

“How very enterprising of you!” Cara did not appear in the least shocked. Indeed, she quickly voiced an eagerness to hear more. “What sort of merchandise do you trade in?”

“Grenville and Company imports high quality teas, including the blend you tasted at breakfast. We also supply a good deal of the exotic spices that make their way to England.”

“I should love the chance to—” Before Cara could go on, a brusque knock interrupted her words.

“Cara?” The door opened a crack.

The young lady turned and rushed toward the tall, travel-worn figure who had just stepped into the room, flinging her arms around his neck despite the mud spattering his carriage coat and the drops of rain clinging to his wide-brimmed hat.

A clap of thunder suddenly rattled the window-panes, followed by a bright flash that momentarily lit up the heavens.

Could lightning strike twice in the same place?

As a bolt of fire sizzled straight to her very core, Olivia blinked, wondering if she had been blinded by the afterglow.

But no, standing tall in solitary splendor, the breadth of his shoulders accentuated by the fluttering capes of his coat, the gentleman was still there, looking severe, serious, solemn. And supremely sensuous.

The candles caught the highlights of gold in his lean face—amber eyes, tawny locks, jaw ablaze with pinpoints of stubbled fire—and Olivia was suddenly aware of a tingling heat spreading out to her most intimate places….

“Max! Thank God you have finally arrived.” Belatedly recalling her manners, Cara looked around with an apologetic smile. “It seems I shall have the pleasure of introducing you to the eldest Bingham sooner rather than later.”

“Ol—I’ll be damned.” A growl, low but distinctly disturbed, sounded from the gentleman. “What in the blazes are you doing here?”

So much for imagining the man might feel a spark of pleasure in finding their paths had crossed once again.

“Good evening, Lord Davenport.” Eyes crinkling in critical appraisal, Olivia fixed the viscount with a cool stare. She had learned long ago how to hide disappointment. “Your wound appears greatly improved since our last meeting. Would that I could say the same for your manners.”








Chapter Three



Cara could not contain her astonishment. “Do you mean to say the two of you are acquainted?”

The slap of wet felt hit the side table, followed by the thud of sodden wool. The sight of Olivia Marquand, looking stunningly voluptuous in an unusual gown of shimmering silk, had quite literally taken his breath away. But in the few moments it took to remove his outer garments, Davenport recovered enough from his initial surprise to manage a gruff reply.

“Yes.” Peeling off his gloves, he inclined a stiff bow to his sister’s companion. “Good evening, Lady Olivia. Accept my apologies. I was taken by surprise at the unexpected…pleasure of your company.”

“Unexpected, yes,” she murmured, just loud enough for him to hear. “But somehow it does not appear as if you take the least bit of pleasure in it.”

The hardness of her voice matched the steel of her eyes. Clearly she had no intention of forgiving his unintended rudeness—present or past. He was almost relieved that the battle lines were so plainly drawn and she appeared hostile. It made it easier to treat her as an adversary.

“Appearances, as we both know, can be deceiving,” he shot back, making a pointed reference to their first meeting. At the time, she had been masquerading as a wealthy widow.

A faint tinge of red stole to Olivia’s cheeks, the only outward sign that his barb had drawn blood.

Fighting the urge to reach out and brush away the faint trace of hurt, Davenport turned abruptly for the decanter on the bookshelf and poured himself a drink.

“I—I don’t quite understand.” The exchange had taken place too quickly for Cara to catch the words, but she was far too observant to miss the tension thrumming through the air. “How on earth did you come to meet? Lady Olivia has only recently arrived in England. And you, Max…you rarely choose to go out in Society.”

Davenport took a long swallow of sherry, hoping that a strategy of silence might discourage further questions along those lines.

It was Olivia who answered. “I was here for a brief time last year. Your brother and I had cause to meet through Lord Branford.”

“Why, I did not realize you were a friend of Alex!” exclaimed Cara.

“The acquaintance is not a longstanding one, yet I hope that the earl considers me as such,” replied Olivia. “Unfortunately, I have not seen him since my return to England. Apparently he and his wife are away on another adventure with Baron Hadley.” A ghost of a smile flitted across her lips. “I trust it will not prove quite so confusingly treacherous as the last one.”

Touché. So she, too, was capable of wielding the past as a weapon. “There is no need for concern. I doubt any experience they might encounter could prove half so terrible as that.”
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