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      No one would mistake him for a hero…

      

      Though Lord John Foxcroft has been the heir of the Earl of Marlborough since birth, his family has always known the truth. He’s a bastard, a fact his father has never let him forget. So it was only natural that he became a spy. Why not keep secrets for a living?

      

      But when his game of cat and mouse with a criminal mastermind catches an innocent debutante in the crossfire, he must choose. Save the girl or catch his man…

      

      The choice ought to be simple…
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      Jack Wit was a man of many secrets. First and foremost, his actual name was neither Jack nor Wit. It was Lord John Foxcroft, Earl of Marlborough.

      His favorite uncle had called him Jack. Even from a young age, the rest of his family had called him Foxcroft. And his father…he’d called Jack, bastard.

      His father was convinced that his mother had had an affair, which had conceived Jack, and nothing had galled the old earl more than having an heir conceived by another man.

      Of course, when Jack had joined the service of the king and became a spy, the old earl had not been pleased with that either.

      “If you’re going to take over my title, the least you could do is stay alive longer than myself.”

      “Think how happy you’d be to learn I’d died,” he’d replied. It had been the last words he’d ever spoken to the man he’d publicly acknowledged as his father.

      His father’s last words to him, “The only thing worse than you as my heir is no heir at all. At least the world thinks I produced one. But if you could not reproduce so that my cousin might inherit, it would likely be best.”

      Jack had been on assignment when he’d received word the old earl had passed and so he hadn’t attended the funeral. He likely would not have regardless of where in the world he’d been when he’d received the news.

      So no, Jack didn’t mourn the other man overmuch. But with the old earl gone, the King had been encouraging Jack to leave his position in the service behind and return to the ranks of the elite.

      And by encourage, what Jack actually meant was the King had mostly just yelled. But Jack was used to men of power intimidating him. Or attempting to. He’d only smiled at his King, smoked his cheroot, and answered in a near-bored voice, “I’m very close to defeating the man who calls himself the ‘king’ of criminal trade here in England. You really wish for me to stop now?”

      Jack knew that the real King very much wanted this self-declared criminal king captured. Not only did the man gouge the tax profits of the country, it was a personal affront to their sovereign leader to declare oneself a king.

      “A month. Two at most. If you haven’t finished this business, you retire, and I’m not asking. I’ll see your sisters married to toads if you disobey me beyond eight weeks.”

      Jack grimaced. His sisters were his one negotiating weakness.

      Both younger, they’d been no more liked by their father than Jack had been, and Jack had declared himself their protector from an early age. “You play dirty.”

      “I am a king. I play exactly how I wish.”

      Jack had grunted. Being given a timeline made his job more challenging, but he’d have to persevere.

      The question was how to draw the largest smuggler in England out of hiding. Simple was likely best.

      Jack had a few ideas…

      But he’d need help.

      It took him a fortnight of precious time, but he convinced Fulton Smith, a partner of his, to lend him some of the finest Italian wine the vineyard owner had brought to England with his fleet of ships.

      Then, he’d coerced his good friend, Lord James Bancroft, to captain the transport of the wine on one of the Smith brothers’ ships. All of them had a vested interest in seeing the criminal caught. He’d been terrorizing the Smiths and their businesses.

      The plan? Travel to Plymouth where the criminals had a known hub. Make it understood that they were looking to make a quick buck outside the Smith operation by selling the wine on a side deal. There was only one man who sold Italian wine under the King of England’s nose with any volume and that was the other king.

      The criminals would know it was a trap. But it was too tempting of a deal for his enemies to refuse. At least, that’s what he was hoping.

      And Jack had been right.

      A week after making the inquiries, a buyer came to the pub where he conducted business.

      “I hear you’re looking to sell some wine.”

      “I am,” he answered. “Quiet though. No noise.”

      The man that Jack had never met, but immediately didn’t like, made a pishing noise. He was a rough fellow, with greasy hair and the kind of beady eyes that made him look as shifty as his profession implied. He smiled, showing several missing teeth. “Quiet or real loud? Everyone knows you want my boss. This isn’t a trap, is it?”

      Jack had lounged back in his chair. “There is only one way to find out.”

      “There’s more than one…” The man had pulled out a gold chain with a locket at the end.

      For a moment, Jack’s heart pounded in his chest. What would he find in that locket?

      Did it have to do with his sisters?

      The man released the clasp and flicked open the locket, revealing pictures of two different women. The first he didn’t recognize nor the second. Relief pulled at his shoulders as the air rushed from his lungs.

      His brows rose. “Who are they?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Am I supposed to?” A smile spread across his lips. Had these buffoons taken the wrong women in an attempt to threaten him?

      That would be a laughable mistake.

      The man flipped the tiny hinges on the second picture, revealing a third. That woman he did recognize. Isabelle Armstrong.

      Wife of his good friend, Bode. A woman of strength, character, and a commitment to her sisters that matched what he felt for his.

      His breath held in his lungs as he clenched his fist against his thigh.

      Because an inkling of who those first two girls were, made his stomach clench with sickening force.

      “We couldn’t get to your sisters, protected by the King of England as they are, so we’ve taken the next best thing. You can explain to Bode Armstrong how you got his sisters-in-law killed, or you can hand over the wine in exchange for the ladies.”

      “Fuck,” he whispered under his breath. Because it wasn’t much of a choice at all…
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      Kate

      
      Lady Kathryn Fairchild stared at the inside of the closet where she was being held and swallowed down her lump of fear. Near as she could tell, it had been four days since she and her sister Anna had been taken from their carriage on the way to the finishing school Anna had been attending.

      They’d been fed sparsely and not allowed out, but at least they’d been unharmed.

      She could thank the lord for that.

      Anna whimpered next to her, and Kate automatically wrapped her arm tighter about her sister.

      Anna was just eighteen. And though Anna had always seemed older than her age, the last four days, she’d been clinging to Kate.

      Kate understood. If their older sister Isabelle had been here, Kate would cling to her too. As the middle sister, she wasn’t certain strength was her forte.

      She should have worked on being stronger instead of depending on others to see to her needs. If she had, could she have saved her and Anna from whatever fate awaited them on this boat?

      If they made it out of this, she promised herself, she was going to be a different woman. One who faced life’s uncertainties and shaped the world into what she needed it to be.

      Because her fate at home had been nearly as terrible as it was on this boat. Her parents had sold her oldest sister off to a crooked merchant and received an infusion of coin that had allowed them their preferred lifestyle. Her sister had managed to escape the marriage, a fact for which Kate was very grateful.

      Except now that they’d spent the money from her sister’s match, they’d turned to Kate.

      It was her turn to marry to the highest bidder. And her parents had already proven when it came to picking suitors, they didn’t care how foul, just as long as he paid.

      Feet stomped up above, but something about the pattern was different. More insistent, hurried.

      Voices filtered from above, filling the darkness with an ominous tension.

      She looked up at the ceiling and held Anna tighter. “Something’s happening.”

      “What?” Anna asked, craning her head up to peer at the floor.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think it’s good or bad?”

      “I don’t know,” she repeated, not wishing to give her sister any false hope. The crew above seemed worried, but perhaps it had nothing to do with Kate and Anna.

      Perhaps it had everything to do with them.

      The closet was not quite big enough for Kate to sit against the wall and stretch her legs out.

      So she stood, training her ear above to try and catch a few words.

      The only ones she managed to hear were “bait” and “trap.” Neither made her feel better.

      “Maybe they’re going fishing?” Anna whispered.

      “Or hunting,” she replied back, her trepidation climbing up her throat. Were she and Anna the bait?
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