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      London – Autumn, 1816

      “This is a tragedy. An utter tragedy of Shakespearian proportions.”

      Lady Imogen Marlowe stared at her image in the long mirror propped in a corner of her bedroom, miserable to her core. Too much of her life had been misery, ever since her mother’s death nearly a decade ago. But things had gone from bad to worse at the summer house party hosted by Lord Rufus and Lady Caroline Herrington in Shropshire six weeks before.

      “At least you look beautiful,” Imogen’s sister, Alice, said, coming to stand beside her. “I am shocked that Father allowed you to buy a new gown for the ball tonight.”

      Imogen’s heart sank further. “Father didn’t buy it for me, Lord Cunningham did.” She spoke as though Lord Cunningham had purchased the ax that would lop off her head soon.

      Alice slipped a supportive arm around Imogen’s waist and the two of them stood there in silence, regarding their gloomy reflections. Their fates had been sealed at the Herrington house party. Their father had managed the coup he’d been talking about for years. He’d engaged all three of his daughters to men of title and wealth, or at least reputation and wealth, in the case of their eldest sister, Lettuce. Poor Lettuce had been all but abducted by the odious Mr. Pigge—a merchant with grand plans and disgusting character—who had already forcibly married Lettuce and carried her off on a ship bound for America.

      Imogen’s and Alice’s fates were no less horrific. Alice was betrothed to the Aegirian Count Fabian Camoni—who had abandoned her almost as soon as the engagement was final, promising to come for her at Christmas. Alice was lucky to have the reprieve. Imogen, on the other hand, wasn’t so fortunate. Her father had shackled her to Lord Cunningham—a lascivious bounder who was as old as her father and who had made no secret about the reasons he wanted Imogen. She was fated to spend her marriage on her back, being used in ways she shuddered to imagine, until she was too worn out for the purpose. And then who knew what would become of her?

      “Come on,” Alice said at last, shaking herself and drawing Imogen away from the mirror. “This is practically your first outing since returning to London after the house party. You should enjoy it.”

      Imogen sighed and walked with Alice to her bed. The sisters sat together, shoulders drooping. “It won’t be the same without you,” she swallowed, “or Letty.”

      “I know,” Alice hugged her from the side, leaning her head against Imogen’s shoulder. “Father is beyond cruel for locking us in the house and forbidding us to go out.”

      “I never would have been so happy to attend Lady Malvis and Lord Ainsley’s wedding if we’d had any other opportunity to so much as go outside and take a walk,” Imogen added.

      Alice snorted with surprised laughter. “That was an event, wasn’t it?”

      Imogen cracked a weak smile as well. The one and only time she and Alice had been let out of the house in the past six weeks was to attend the wedding. Lady Malvis was Lord Cunningham’s daughter, so of course his fiancée was required to attend the ceremony and wedding breakfast afterward. And Alice was right, it was an event. Lord Ainsley was the most eccentric man she’d ever known. He’d insisted that he and Lady Malvis should wear matching outfits of lavender and puce and that the flowers should follow the same color scheme. He’d doted ridiculously on Lady Malvis and recited sugary poetry to her several times throughout the day. As soon as the wedding was over, they’d departed for America on the same ship as Lettuce and Mr. Pigge—neither of whom attended the wedding.

      More than the silliness of the wedding, Imogen was grateful that Lady Malvis’s big day meant that Lord Cunningham had been forced to delay his own marriage until a suitable amount of time after his daughter’s wedding. Imogen had had a reprieve, but that was now over.

      And there was one other element to the whole farce, one giant, painful twist that made a rotten situation even more disastrous.

      Alice glanced mournfully at Imogen and asked, “Have you…have you heard from Thaddeus at all?” in a quiet voice.

      Imogen heaved a sigh and shook her head, her tears flowing at last. “No,” she admitted with a wet sniffle, not even trying to brush away her tears. “But I’m certain it’s not because he hasn’t tried to contact me.” She squared her shoulders and attempted to be strong as she went on. “Lord Thaddeus Herrington is the most wonderful man on the planet. He is dashing and brave and so handsome. The way he kissed me at the house party and the way he promised to care for me always was glorious and heartfelt.”

      “But you haven’t had so much as a letter smuggled in by the servants since then?” Alice’s voice went even quieter.

      Imogen dropped her shoulders. “No,” she moaned. “But I don’t believe for a moment that it is Thaddeus’s fault. Father must be preventing him from contacting me. Father and Lord Cunningham.”

      “It makes sense that they would,” Alice sighed. “You would run off with Lord Herrington at the drop of a hat if you had a chance to.”

      It wasn’t a question. Alice knew full well that Imogen had given her whole heart to Thaddeus at the house party. He was everything Lord Cunningham was not and then some. He was young—too young, some might say. As the youngest son of an earl, he wasn’t much better than a middle-class tradesman, but Thaddeus had ideas and he had ambition. He’d spoken to Imogen about his plans to defy convention and go into trade. He’d gone on and on with rhapsodic elegance about the opportunities open to young men of insight and boldness, thanks to the mechanization of industry and the vast increase in sea trade. He’d painted such a beautiful picture of the future the two of them could have, if Imogen was bold enough to escape her father’s and Lord Cunningham’s clutches.

      But since they were heartlessly torn apart at the end of the house party, since Imogen had been locked away in her father’s house, as though it were a prison, she’d had no contact with Thaddeus at all.

      “He will find a way to reach you,” Alice reassured her with a hug. “He loves you, and doesn’t our book say that love conquers all?”

      Alice leapt off the bed and crossed to the bureau to retrieve part of a broken book. She carried the book back to Imogen, thrusting it into her hands.

      Imogen smoothed her hands over the already worn pages of the book as though it were an old friend. “The Secrets of Love,” she sighed the title of the book. “Wouldn’t it be grand if these pages contained exactly the sort of secret that could save us?”

      “Perhaps they do,” Alice said, a faint note of hope in her voice. “That is to say, look right there.”

      She pointed to the heading on the page Imogen had opened to: Daring to Love. Imogen stared at the words, wondering if she had it within her to dare at all anymore.

      “Here,” Alice said, taking the book from her. “I’ll read it aloud to cheer you up.” She cleared her throat. “Love can seem unattainable to those who live in a cruel world, but that should not prevent you from dreaming of amazing possibilities. Anything is possible with love. Even the shepherdess can dream of marrying the prince and make it possible if she is willing to embrace boldness. She will find that the man she loves becomes the prince in her eyes and in her heart.”

      Imogen huffed a defeated laugh. “The author of The Secrets of Love must not have been part of our London society. If she were, she would know that we must be resigned to our fates.”

      “But are you?” Alice asked. “Are you truly resigned to the fate of marrying Lord Cunningham? Do you hold out no hope that Lord Herrington will rescue you in the end?”

      Imogen bit her lip, gently taking her section of the book from Alice’s hands. “No, I am not truly resigned,” she whispered. She was certain that hope filled her eyes as she went on with, “I know Thaddeus. Even though he has been unable to contact me since Shropshire, I know that he is thinking about me and I know he is looking for ways to take me away from all this.”

      “Then you must remain faithful to him in your heart,” Alice insisted. “You must believe in him.”

      “I do. I most certainly do. But—”

      Imogen was interrupted by a soft knock on the door. A moment later, one of the maids opened it and said with a look of pure regret, “Lady Imogen, your father and Lord Cunningham are waiting downstairs.”

      Imogen exchanged a look with Alice, then stood. She walked her section of the book back to her bureau, put it down as reluctantly as could be, then headed for the door.

      “Pray for me, dear sister,” she said as she reached the door. “And pray for Thaddeus to find a way to reach me.”

      “I will,” Alice vowed. “You know I will.”

      Part of Imogen wished that Alice could accompany her downstairs to face Lord Cunningham, but in truth, she didn’t wish the awkwardness of being in Lord Cunningham’s presence on anyone. And sadly, Lord Cunningham did not disappoint.

      “Ah, my sweet. You look every bit as delicious as I knew you would be in that gown,” the horrible man said, eyeing Imogen up and down as she reached the bottom of the stairs, where Lord Cunningham and her father were waiting.

      Imogen glanced down at her dress, feeling far more self-conscious than she had regarding herself in the mirror. The gown had been made in a style that would raise the eyebrows of even the most daring members of the ton. The bodice was cut so low that the tops of her nipples were in danger of peeking out if she moved too suddenly. The box in which the gown had been delivered contained no fichu to protect her modesty either. An alarming expanse of her breasts was visible for anyone to see. The gown was made of the thinnest of muslins as well. Imogen had the sinking feeling that if she stood in the wrong sort of light, her entire form would be visible.

      Lord Cunningham seemed to confirm her suspicions as he edged his way around her, backing her toward one of the lamps. “Yes,” he said, rubbing a hand over his mouth. “I think you will do quite nicely.” He underscored his statement by blatantly reaching for his breeches to adjust the growing bulge there.

      Imogen lowered her head, feeling as dirty as if he’d stood her on a dais in a public square and stripped her naked for a crowd of men to look at. Her insides shriveled at the thought that this would be her future if Thaddeus was unable to reach her. She’d heard rumors about how men like Lord Cunningham shared their wives with their friends once they grew tired of them. The very thought was enough to bring her to tears again.

      “Shut up,” her father snapped, even though she didn’t say anything. “You’re going to a ball. Young ladies adore going to balls. Lord Cunningham is going to announce the time of your wedding this Friday. I will be triumphant at last. So stop your sniveling.”

      “Yes, Father,” Imogen managed to squeak, though she couldn’t stop the tears from falling. Where was Thaddeus and when would he finally come to rescue her?

      

      At last, the moment had come. Thaddeus adjusted the jacket of the footman’s livery he’d donned in order to infiltrate Lord Mapplethorpe’s ball and fell in line with the other extra footmen that had been hired for the evening.

      “I still can’t believe you want to do this, my lord,” Oliver, the legitimate footman who had slipped him into the ranks of the hired help for the evening said as they collected trays of cakes and tarts to take up to the refreshment room. “A nobleman masquerading as a footman?”

      Thaddeus sent the young man a mischievous grin. “I’m barely a nobleman,” he said, taking one of the trays. “And I’m doing it for a good cause.”

      “What cause would that be, my lord?” the man asked as they carried their trays along the busy downstairs hall to the servants’ stairs.

      “Best not to call me that where anyone might overhear,” Thaddeus whispered as they started up.”

      “Sorry, my—um, sir.” Oliver’s face went bright red with embarrassment.

      “It’s nothing,” Thaddeus went on. “I’m here because it’s the only chance I’ve had in weeks to see the woman I love.”

      They reached a bend in the stairs and Oliver turned to Thaddeus, his brow lifting in surprise. “The woman you love? How does a toff like you—begging your pardon—not get to see the woman he loves, or any other woman for that matter?”

      “Her father is an ogre,” Thaddeus explained, deep hatred for Lord Marlowe welling within him. “And he’s shackled her to an even worse ogre.”

      “Your lady is married, then?” Oliver looked uncertain.

      “Not if I can help it,” Thaddeus said, bristling with determination. “The marriage hasn’t happened yet. Her father’s kept her locked up tight. Everything I’ve tried to get word to her has failed, so here we are.”

      “Playing the part of a footman at a ball so’s you can speak to her?” Oliver asked. He shook his head. “I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”

      “Love makes us do strange things,” Thaddeus agreed with a humorless laugh.

      “That it does, my—um, sir.”

      Their conversation ended as they passed through the doorway that separated the world of the servants from the world of their masters. It had always amazed Thaddeus that the two worlds could exist side-by-side with barely any interaction. He was ashamed to say that he hardly knew anything about the lives of the men and women who had served him and his family for years. But in the painful weeks since his brother and sister-in-law’s house party, his entire attitude about the world had changed.

      If there was one thing that Thaddeus’s father—and even his brother, Rufus—criticized him the most for, it was being young and complacent, taking things for granted. As little as six weeks ago, he would have argued that he wasn’t taking anything for granted at all. He knew he wouldn’t inherit the sort of wealth and title his brother was in line for. Their father might have been an earl, but their family was newer than some and didn’t have the historical roots that much of the aristocracy had. He would have to make a life for himself and he’d known that for years. That was what had led to his interest in business and the growing industries that were transforming the country from a rural idyll to a modern, mechanical marvel. He had wanted to find a way to capitalize on that for years, though his father considered his interest in business scandalously beneath his class.

      What Thaddeus had taken for granted for so long was the idea that he would be able to marry whomever he wanted whenever he wanted and that there would be no impediments to their union. He’d fallen in love with Lady Imogen Marlowe at first sight. They had slipped off to spend more than a little time together during his brother’s scandalous house party. But then Lord Marlowe had announced Imogen was to marry the horrific Lord Cunningham.

      Well, Thaddeus wouldn’t have it. And that evening, he intended to do something about it.

      “This way, um, sir,” Oliver murmured, drawing Thaddeus with him into the large refreshment room set up near the heart of the house and the ball. “You can set those things down on that table.” Oliver nodded to a table to one side of the room.

      Lord Mapplethorpe had gone to great expense to have the treats for his party made by the famous confectioner, Mr. Jonathan Foster. The tables looked like something out of a fairy story the way they were laden with cakes that looked like flowers and mushrooms. An entire tray of sweets had been designed to look like small woodland creatures, which was magnificent…until a particularly rotund and red-faced lord bit the head off a small squirrel and laughed uproariously. Mr. Foster was there himself, along with his wife, Sophie—who was, perhaps fortunately, fully-clothed and not covered with sugar for this particular event. Thaddeus had attended a party in the spring where Mrs. Foster was the centerpiece of the refreshment room wearing nothing but sugar paste. He was embarrassed to remember how he’d “entertained” himself later that night while remembering the sight of her luscious body. That was before he’d met Imogen, though. In the last few weeks, Imogen’s image was the one he’d imagined while getting himself off.

      Those sorts of thoughts weren’t going to help him accomplish his mission, however. He delivered his tray to the proper table, then inched back to the doorway, peering out into the hall. There were any number of men and women who might have recognized him milling about the front hall and making their way into the grand ballroom. Thaddeus was particularly noticeable with his ginger hair. He’d combed a bit of ash through it in an attempt to darken it for the evening, but nothing dampened the power of ginger hair. He had to rely on the fact that no one from the ton would expect to see him in footman’s livery, dashing about with the servants.

      Oliver didn’t try to stop him as he slipped out of the room entirely, edging his way down the hall until he could peek into one of the doorways leading to the ballroom. He’d heard word that Mapplethorpe had invited anyone who was anyone to his ball, and so far, that seemed to be the case. The evening was still young, but it promised to be a crush in no time. That could only help, as far as Thaddeus was concerned.

      A quick scan of the ballroom proved that Imogen hadn’t arrived yet, so he headed back toward the refreshment room.

      “Did you find your girl?” Oliver asked as he exited the room.

      “Not yet,” Thaddeus said. “She might just be—”

      No sooner had he started to speculate why Imogen was late, when she walked through the front door, a step behind her father and Lord Cunningham.

      “That’s her,” he whispered to Oliver, turning to stand by the young man’s side.

      “What, the one with the—” Oliver made the shape of twin orbs over his chest.

      “That’s the one,” Thaddeus whispered.

      “No wonder, sir,” Oliver said with a sly grin.

      Thaddeus would have treated the man to a sharp elbow in the ribs for his comment, but he had to admit that Imogen was dressed like some sort of tart. That could only be Lord Cunningham’s doing. The man had made no secret of why he wanted to marry Imogen. He’d been bragging about the things he planned to do with her all over London in the last six weeks. And Imogen looked miserable to be dressed the way she was. Thaddeus was more determined than ever to move heaven and earth to get her out of her current situation.

      Those thoughts were bolstered as she glanced up, as if guided by some sort of sixth sense, and looked right at him. Thaddeus stood straighter, smiling at her. Imogen’s expression was shocked at first, but then it filled with a sort of joy that made Thaddeus feel as though he could do anything.

      He thought fast, pointing down the hall and across a bit, to a closed door that led to one of the parlors the family had deemed off-limits to party guests. A moment later, just as Lord Marlowe and Lord Cunningham came to a stop before entering the ballroom, Imogen nodded to him, understanding in her expression. Even though her father and Lord Cunningham turned to speak to her with frowns, Thaddeus felt as though they’d won an important victory.

      “Give my excuses to whoever asks about my absence,” he told Oliver before heading as subtly as he could across the hall to the closed parlor.
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      Imogen’s heart shot to her throat the moment she noticed Thaddeus lingering at the side of the hall. It had been so long since she’d laid eyes on him that she’d begun to question whether he was just a dream her aching heart had conjured up. But there he was…dressed like a footman?

      “Balls are such a nuisance,” Lord Cunningham grumbled to her father a few steps ahead. “If I didn’t want to court Mapplethorpe’s favor, I would have skipped the bloody thing.”

      “Hear, hear,” her father answered. He followed that by snorting in derision at a group of excited young ladies that passed him on their way to the ballroom. “Events like this are just an excuse for men like Mapplethorpe to show off and empty-headed young ladies to trap unsuspecting men into marriage.”

      Lord Cunningham guffawed in agreement. Imogen watched him and her father closely, until she was absolutely certain neither man had noticed Thaddeus. Then she stole a second glance at her one, true love, her heart overflowing with joy and relief.

      Though he was much too far off for anything he might say to be heard, Thaddeus communicated with crystal clarity all the same. He nodded to one of the closed doors down the hall. He wanted her to meet him there. A thrill shot through her. She’d heard more than a few whispered stories of ladies meeting gentlemen in private rooms during balls before. They were the sorts of things that were talked about with reverence and awe, and more than a bit of shock. More than a few reputations had been ruined by such meetings. Imogen didn’t care if her reputation was tossed in the mud and trampled on if it meant she could run away with Thaddeus. She nodded back to him, indicating she would meet up with him as soon as she could.

      “Imogen. What has gotten into you?” her father snapped, nearly frightening Imogen out of her skin. Her father didn’t wait for her answer. “We’re proceeding into the ballroom. Don’t just stand there like an idiot.”

      “Yes, Father,” she said, skittering into motion and nearly falling over the hem of her gown as she did. Her toe caught on the hem, tugging the entire gown down enough so that one of her nipples popped free of the daring neckline. She gasped and rushed to tuck herself back in, all too aware that Lord Cunningham was watching her with greedy eyes and a ruddy complexion.

      “Careful,” he said in a rough voice. “We wouldn’t want every man here to get a look at what is mine.”

      As they walked on, Imogen had the sickening feeling that was exactly what Lord Cunningham wanted. He had dressed her inappropriately so that he could show off to his friends. As soon as they entered the ballroom, those friends flocked to them, congratulating Lord Cunningham on his conquest and ogling Imogen’s nearly exposed breasts as though they knew they would have their chance with her sometime soon. It was pure torture, but she was able to bear it, knowing that Thaddeus was there, that he was waiting for her. All she had to do was figure out how to break away from her father and Lord Cunningham.

      Her chance came suddenly, but Imogen was ready.

      “Cunningham, would you allow me to dance with your charming betrothed?” one of the lecherous old men flocking around her asked, addressing his question to Imogen’s cleavage.

      “What?” Lord Cunningham grunted and shrugged. “You actually want to dance with the chit? Well, on your head be it.” He laughed, slapping his friend on the back.

      Imogen hadn’t even been properly introduced to the old man. He didn’t seem to want to be introduced to anything but her breasts. So she had no qualms at all of using him for her purposes. She took his offered arm, swayed closer to him when he stepped toward the other couples forming lines for the dance, and rejoiced when he trod on the hem of her gown right on cue.

      “Oh, dear,” she gasped at the ripping sound that followed. Better still, her nipple popped free of the neckline once more. “Oh dear, oh dear.”

      She did her best to tuck herself away as discreetly as possible while the old man looked as though he would either have a heart attack or embarrass himself then and there in the ballroom. Luckily for Imogen, her father and Lord Cunningham witnessed the whole thing.

      “I must go to the retiring room to repair my hem. And to see if I can do something about this bodice,” she told them, eyes downcast. She hoped the expression made her look ashamed instead of bristling with excitement at the idea of meeting Thaddeus again. “Please excuse me.”

      “Oh, all right,” her father sighed, rolling his eyes as though she were a trial.

      “Hurry back,” Lord Cunningham ordered her.

      Imogen nodded to him with as much deference as she could muster, then turned and hurried out of the ballroom. She was well aware of people watching her with pity and disapproval as she fled. Even if her gown was a cruel prank and even if the fashion of the day was daring, the ton did not approve of nipples flying out in public. At least, not at respectable balls.

      By the time she reached the door Thaddeus had nodded to, she didn’t care if her breasts were hanging free. She grasped the door handle, said a quick prayer that her deliverance was at hand, and cracked open the door. She poked her head only into the room at first, to make certain Thaddeus was there and any number of other guests were not.

      “Imogen.” Thaddeus leapt toward her from the fireplace he’d been staring into while waiting for her. “Thank God.”

      “Thaddeus.” She rushed into the room, shutting the door behind her, and flew into his arms, near tears. He caught her and slanted his mouth over hers, kissing her with all the passion of a man who had been denied for too long. She kissed him back with equal fervor, circling her arms around him and digging her fingertips into his back as though she would never let go. “Oh, Thaddeus, my darling. I’ve missed you so, so much. I haven’t known what to do without you.” Each declaration was made between bouts of kissing that left her breathless and dizzy.

      “Imogen, my love,” he said, swaying back at last so that he could look at her. “I’ve been so terribly worried about you.”

      “My father has kept me and Alice virtual prisoners in our house,” she said, clutching him tightly so that he wouldn’t break from her. She had the feeling that if they separated by too much now, they would be separated forever.

      “And Lord Cunningham?” Thaddeus’s expression turned murderous. “Has he laid a hand on you?”

      Imogen shook her head. “Not really. He has attempted to take liberties by walking too close to me and such. And he purchased this alarming gown for me.” She glanced down.

      Thaddeus did as well. The thundercloud of his expression shifted momentarily to a grin. “Under other circumstances, I would admit to liking this gown quite a bit.”

      Of all things, Imogen giggled. It was horrific to have Lord Cunningham and his friends stare at her like she was a piece of meat they wanted to devour, but when Thaddeus did the same thing, it filled her with desire and made her ache in delicious places.

      That only drove home how awful her situation was.

      “Oh, Thaddeus,” she sighed, close to weeping once more. “Please take me away from here. Rescue me. Run away with me. Anything.”

      “That is exactly what I intend to do,” he said, then leaned in to kiss her once more. His lips were like magic against hers. The heat that radiated from him infused her with hope. She would have given herself to him then and there. Her body certainly pulsed as though it were ready to. But Thaddeus broke their kiss. “I have a plan,” he said, stepping away enough to take her hand and lead her to one of the sofas placed discreetly in the corner of the room.

      “Tell me,” she said, still unwilling to let go of him entirely as they sat. “Whatever you want to do, I will do it.”

      “The plan—” he began, but stopped so that he could pull her into his arms and kiss her once more. His mouth was hungry for hers and his hands spread across her sides. The groan deep in his throat was more than enough to tell Imogen how desperately he wanted her.

      At last, he broke their kiss, struggling to catch his breath for a moment, then said, “I still have the money that Saif Khan gave me. It isn’t much, but it should get us away from London.”

      “Good,” Imogen said, unable to catch her breath herself. She throbbed in distracting places and her mostly-exposed breasts felt heavy and eager to be touched. “Anything. I’ll do anything you want.” In more ways than simply running away. She would bare herself for anything Thaddeus wanted to do to her, no matter how wicked.

      Thaddeus hummed deep in his throat, as though he knew exactly what she meant. He closed a hand over her breast, squeezing gently. His fingers reached for the neckline of her bodice, but he held himself back.

      “My father has forbidden me from interfering with you,” he said, his voice hoarse with lust. “He has threatened to disown me if I prevent you from marrying Lord Cunningham and attempt to marry you myself.”

      “And do you care what he says?” she asked, a pinch of trepidation gnawing at her gut.

      “Not at all,” Thaddeus said with a rush of breath, surging into her for another kiss.

      His lips on hers were demanding. His tongue invaded her, thrusting in imitation of even more stunning acts of love. His hand closed more tightly around her breast, and it was all she could do to keep herself from straddling him, opening the falls of his breeches, and riding him like a strumpet.

      But they had not secreted themselves in the quiet parlor for an assignation. There were important matters that needed to be dealt with.

      “I don’t care about money,” she panted, barely able to form the words, so desperate was her need for him. “I’d live a pauper’s life with you, if that’s what it takes for us to be together.”

      “It won’t come to that,” he promised, brushing his fingertips along her neckline and over the tops of her breasts. “Aside from Mr. Khan’s money, I have skills and ambitions. We may not live an aristocratic life, but we will be comfortable, I swear it.”

      “And the school,” Imogen somehow managed to say as he leaned into her and laid a series of kisses across her neck and shoulder. “The school is always willing to help us.”

      He paused in his delicious ministrations to glance up at her. “The school?”

      “Your sister-in-law, Lady Caro’s, school,” she reminded him.

      He laughed. “I have a hard time remembering any other woman, or anything else at all, when I am with you,” he said, following his words with another kiss that had Imogen’s sex flaring with heat and moisture. “But you are right. They will help us. In fact, I suspect that all we need to do is get there and we will be home free.”

      “Then how do we get there?” she asked.

      “Like this,” he said, lust in his voice and fire in his eyes.

      He tipped her to her back, spreading her against the sofa. When her breasts slipped free of her dangerous gown at the gesture, he tugged her bodice down, freeing them entirely. With a mischievous laugh that left her writhing with desire, he bent closer, closing a hand around one of her breasts and holding it so that he could close his mouth over her escaped nipple. She gasped and arched into him as he sucked hard, then swirled his tongue around her tight nipple. The sensations he produced in her were so deep and so heady that she moaned far louder than she should with pleasure.

      That only seemed to encourage him. He let go of her breast, reaching for the hem of her skirt instead. In seconds, he’d hitched the flimsy fabric over her hip and pushed her knees apart so that he could stroke the soft, overheated flesh of her inner thigh. She was so primed for pleasure that when his fingers brushed across the opening of her sex, she nearly flew apart.

      “God, you’re wet,” he panted, nuzzling her breasts. “I knew you would be.”

      “Thinking about you makes me wild,” she panted, moving against his hand in search of what she needed from him. “I think about you when pleasuring myself.”

      He answered her wicked confession with a low hum. Simply touching her didn’t seem like enough for him anymore. He thrust two fingers inside of her, causing her to cry out in pleasure. She shuddered as he continued to thrust demandingly, grinding the base of his hand against her clitoris.

      “Come for me, my siren,” he growled, kissing her breasts and neck.

      Imogen was so ready that she burst apart at his command, throbbing and trembling as he brought her to climax. It was pure bliss, absolute pleasure. She gave in to it, wanting to reward him for his faith in her by being every fantasy he had ever had rolled into one. She was his in every way.

      As her orgasm began to subside, her thoughts shifted to him. She reached for his breeches, finding him every bit as hard as she knew he would be. With a lazy, sated grin, she slipped off of the sofa and came to rest on her knees between his legs. She fumbled with the fastenings of his breeches, sending him a wicked look, hinting what she was about to do. He didn’t try to stop her with flowery platitudes about how she was his angel and shouldn’t even think about such things. Instead, when she peeled back his breeches and stroked his hard, hot prick, he arched his hips toward her.

      The tip of his cock was already glistening with moisture as she stroked him. The desire that he had just satisfied within her flared to life once more as she wriggled closer to him, then bent forward, drawing him into her mouth. They both groaned as she circled her lips around his head only. She stroked him with her tongue, delighting in the salty, musky taste of him. She teased him for as long as she dared, putting her all into kissing and tormenting him until she was ready. Then she took a deep breath and plunged.

      “Christ almighty,” he gasped as she took him deep into her mouth. His body tensed and he jerked even deeper into her while clutching the cushions for support. He filled her to the point where her eyes watered and she was in danger of choking, but the pleasured sounds he made and the way he seemed completely at her mercy more than made up for any discomfort.

      He was so masculine and so aroused that any shred of good sense or modesty she had went out the window. She gripped his hips hard and bore down on him repeatedly, using her tongue to give him as much sensation as possible. He was large and powerful, and soon his own, jerking movements melded with hers in a heady dance of sensuality. His cries grew more and more desperate and his body tensed until, at last, he pushed her back.

      Within a split-second of releasing him, he came with a jet of pearl that shot up between them to a remarkable height. It sullied the hem of his shirt as he grasped himself and worked to a full finish.

      “Oh, my,” Imogen gasped, clapping a hand to her reddened lips. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

      He laughed and was about to reply when there was a knock at the door. Imogen gasped, as did Thaddeus, but neither of them had time to right themselves or conceal what they’d been up to before the door cracked open and the footman Thaddeus had been speaking to when Imogen had first arrived popped his head in.

      “Lady Imogen, you’ve been missed,” the man said quickly. “Your father and Lord Cunningham have begun searching for you. They’ll be here in less than a minute.” He disappeared as soon as his message was delivered.

      Imogen and Thaddeus stood and raced to put themselves to right. It was far easier for Imogen, who merely had to tuck her breasts back into her questionable bodice.

      “Go back to your father as quick as you can,” Thaddeus ordered as he worked to figure out how to hide the stains that now adorned the front of his shirt and waistcoat. “Can you extend whatever excuse you made to join me here?”

      “I told them I needed to go to the retiring room to find a maid to fix my hem,” she said, glancing down, distressed that the hem was still torn.

      Thaddeus studied her hard for a moment. “You’d do well to run over to the refreshment room as fast as you can. Find a cake with red icing to eat. That could explain your lips and your absence.”

      Imogen clapped a hand to her mouth, which she realized must be a dead giveaway for what she’d been doing. “I will,” she said, turning to rush for the door. She stopped when she reached it and spun back to him. “But what will we do? I cannot return to my father’s house. He won’t let me out again before my wedding day, and that’s only Friday.”

      Thaddeus frowned and paused in his efforts to clean up. “I’ll think of something. I’ll steal you away tonight, I promise. Go back to your father for now. As soon as you see my signal, be ready to run.”

      “Right. I will.”

      Imogen nodded, then opened the door and dashed into the hall. She would have given anything to stay with Thaddeus or to run away with him right then and there. But she had faith in his ability to plan and rescue her well and truly by the end of the night. All she had to do in that moment was convince her father and Lord Cunningham that she’d merely gotten lost or failed to keep track of time.

      She dashed across the hall to the refreshment room and bolted for the first table that held anything with pink and red icing. Without thinking, she grabbed the first cake and shoved it into her mouth, taking care to smear icing over her mouth.

      Thaddeus’s plan was a good one, and she executed it just in time.

      “Imogen. What are you doing in here?” her father demanded as he and Lord Cunningham marched into the room.

      “I beg your pardon?” she asked, her mouth full of cake.

      Lord Cunningham’s scowl of suspicion faded to his usual, lecherous leer. “I should have known the sweet would be stuffing herself with sweets.” He sauntered up to her and wiped a finger over the icing on her lips. He then brought that finger to his mouth and sucked on it. The entire gesture turned Imogen’s stomach.

      “You stupid girl,” her father sighed. “I should have known better than to leave you alone. You came right here instead of finding a maid for that hem, didn’t you?” He nodded to her still-ripped hem.

      Imogen couldn’t bring herself to answer. She merely lowered her head and put the remainder of her emergency cake back on the tray.

      “Disgusting,” her father hissed, grabbing her arm and yanking her away from the table.

      “I don’t know,” Lord Cunningham said. “There’s something about the girl’s mischievous feast that makes her look almost debauched.” He followed his comment by adjusting his tented breeches as they made their way back across the hall to the ballroom. “I think I can forgive her. This time.”

      Imogen swallowed hard, praying that neither her father nor Lord Cunningham would pursue the matter further and discover her secret. She glanced around the room as they rejoined the ball, desperate for whatever signal Thaddeus was about to send her when the time came for them to run.
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      The last thing Thaddeus wanted to do was to leave Imogen to the mercy of her father and Lord Cunningham. He knew they would show no mercy where she was concerned, that they barely thought of her as a person in her own right as well. They saw her as a commodity to be used for their own purposes. He’d seen that sort of treatment happen too many times before to ladies of his acquaintance among the upper classes, and he was through with it.

      “Oliver.” He caught the arm of his footman friend as the two of them made their way to the end of the hall where the entrance to the servants’ stairs stood. “I need your help.”

      “My help, my lord—I mean, sir?” The young man looked truly baffled by the appeal.

      “I need a way to whisk Lady Imogen out of the house and away into the night,” Thaddeus went on as the two of them ducked into the busy thoroughfare of the servants’ stairs. “Some way that will be discreet but will also enable us to escape to freedom.”

      Oliver continued to gape at him. “But you’re a nob,” he said, then shook himself. “That is to say, my lord, you’re a better class. Why would you want freedom from all that?”

      “Because it’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” Thaddeus answered with a wary grin. “Because having a title comes with a price. I’d rather be a footman permanently if it meant I could live, happy and at peace, with the woman I love.”

      Oliver answered Thaddeus’s speech with a wry look of his own. “Then there’s things you don’t know about a life in service. If you knew, you’d change your mind. But I’ll help you and Lady Imogen escape,” he finished before Thaddeus could interrupt him with more arguments about who had the better life. “I’ve got an idea.”

      The words were music to Thaddeus’s ears. He followed Oliver down the stairs and through a maze of hallways until they reached the kitchen. Lord Mapplethorpe’s staff was hard at work, banging pots, chopping vegetables, mixing bowls of batter, and minding a dozen steaming pots and kettles at least. No one seemed to notice two footmen crossing through the chaos to the small door that led out into the mews.

      “These mews run the entire length of the block,” Oliver explained, walking Thaddeus down to the end so that he could see where they let out. Several carriages were packed into the space, their drivers loitering about, waiting for their masters to be finished with the ball. The lanterns they carried lit the space far more than it would have been on a normal night. That might not be an advantage for the sort of escape Thaddeus had in mind, but it might also be just the thing to put Imogen at ease.

      The street outside of the mews was also crowded with carriages and lit with dozens of lanterns, but it was darker, and after a quick glance around, Thaddeus was fairly sure he and Imogen could escape into the night without a problem.

      “Good,” he said, thumping Oliver on the back as they headed back to the house. “Now I just need to figure out a way to signal for Imogen to come down to the mews.”

      “Fine ladies don’t even know where the mews are, let alone how to get there,” Oliver warned him.

      Thaddeus stopped just outside Mapplethorpe’s kitchen door and turned to Oliver. “Then you’ll have to show her the way.”

      “Me, my lord?” Oliver’s brow flew up.

      “I cannot do it,” Thaddeus said. “Lord Marlowe and Lord Cunningham know me. They might not have picked me out of the crowd upstairs in this livery, but they would know in a trice what was afoot if they saw me directly.”

      “But how should I convince a fine lady to come with me to a place like this?” Oliver rolled his shoulders nervously.

      Thaddeus bit his lip, his mind spinning with ways he might be able to pull the whole thing off. He had to try something. He couldn’t simply let Imogen be dragged into a marriage against her will. And though it might have been boorish of him, he had no intention of letting any other man discover the secrets of her sensuality. The memory of her sweet mouth closed around his cock, drawing the most exquisite pleasure he’d ever felt out of him, threatened to distract him from his vital mission.

      He cleared his throat and focused on Oliver. “Can you find her in the ballroom and give her a message that—” His mind raced for an excuse to get her away from her father and Lord Cunningham. With a flash, he stood straighter, his plan forming. “—that you’ve found a maid willing to repair her gown and she must come with you belowstairs.”

      Oliver looked doubtful. “Will she come? Moreover, will her father let her come?”

      Thaddeus chewed his lip again before inspiration struck a second time. “Tell her that the maid is a highly-accomplished seamstress, that she attended a finishing school for young women wishing to better themselves.”

      Oliver continued to frown. “Schools like that don’t exist for our sort, my lord.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Thaddeus shook his head. “It’s a message. She’ll know you’re speaking for me if you say that.”

      “Very well, my lord.” Oliver sighed, squaring his shoulders. “I’ll do it.”

      “Thank you, friend,” Thaddeus told him as he walked back to the kitchen door. “I swear to you, if I can ever do you a kindness in return, I will.”

      Oliver nodded before disappearing into the kitchen. That left Thaddeus alone in the mews with his thoughts and anxieties. The plan had to work. There weren’t many more opportunities for him and Imogen. Time was running out. He could feel their chances of slipping away to make a life together shrinking with each hour that ticked by.

      There was little for him to do but pace the cobblestones of the mews, studying the path he and Imogen would need to run to get away.

      “Something wrong, guv’nor?” one of the drivers near the mews’s entrance asked.

      Thaddeus didn’t realize he had an audience in the crowd of carriage drivers waiting for the ball to end, or that they could see through his footman disguise. Then again, servants always seemed to know who everyone of importance was, no matter how they were dressed. “I am attempting to rescue the woman I love from a fate worse than death,” he told them.

      A chorus of sympathetic hums from the shadows of the carriages and the mews answered him.

      “True love,” one of the drivers said. “Ain’t nothin’ better, m’lord.”

      “Certainly not,” Thaddeus agreed. “But my love’s blackguard of a father has promised her to an ogre of a man who will use her terribly if the wedding takes place.”

      Murmurs of horror and indignation rang from every corner of the mews.

      “That is why I am attempting to whisk my love away tonight to save her from—”

      “Thaddeus.” Imogen’s desperate whisper stopped his story short.

      Thaddeus turned to the kitchen door to find Imogen rushing through, Oliver a few steps behind her. “Imogen.” He rushed to her, pulling her into his arms and clasping her tight. He couldn’t resist kissing her with his whole heart as the chorus of carriage drivers made sounds of approval and even applauded.

      Their celebration was premature, though.

      “Ha! I knew some sort of mischief was taking place.” Lord Marlowe darted out of the kitchen, Lord Cunningham right behind him.

      “I told you, you shouldn’t have let the chit go,” Lord Cunningham growled.

      “I wanted proof of her wickedness,” Lord Marlowe said. “This way, we can take care of this pup without witnesses.”

      Thaddeus thought fast, letting go of Imogen long enough to step in front of her, blocking her from her father and Lord Cunningham. “I won’t let you have her,” he said, ready to fight.

      Lord Marlowe laughed. “You can’t do anything about it, boy. She’s my daughter.”

      “I love her,” Thaddeus said. “Soon she will be my wife.”

      Lord Cunningham snorted. “You’re wrong there. She will be my wife by Friday.”

      “Over my dead body,” Thaddeus growled in reply.

      “That can be arranged,” Lord Marlowe said in a sinister voice.

      “I don’t care how you threaten me—” Thaddeus began.

      His words were cut short as Lord Cunningham produced a flintlock pistol from his jacket. How he’d managed to conceal it there was a baffling mystery, but there was no arguing with the weapon.

      “Would you rather I kill you or your whore?” Lord Cunningham asked, aiming the gun just over Thaddeus’s shoulder.

      Imogen yelped and ducked behind Thaddeus even more than she was already concealed. Thaddeus spread his arms to shield her as best he could. “I won’t let you hurt her.”

      “You can’t stop me,” Lord Cunningham said. “I’ve got a pistol. Either you’ll be dead or she will if you don’t bugger off immediately.”

      “You don’t frighten me, Lord—”

      With an ear-splitting crack, Lord Cunningham fired. Searing pain shot through Thaddeus’s left shoulder. Behind him, Imogen shrieked.

      “He’s reloading, Herrington,” Lord Marlowe said with casual indifference. “You’d better run while you can.”

      “And why should I?” Thaddeus demanded, clutching his shoulder. “You’ll only hurt Imogen if I do.”

      Lord Marlowe snorted. “Do you think I’d kill the goose that lays the golden egg before that egg has been laid? Or rather, before the goose has been laid.” He laughed at his own joke.

      “He’s right,” Imogen sobbed. “You have to run, Thaddeus.”

      “No, I won’t,” he said, twisting to face her, though it meant putting his back to Lord Cunningham and giving him a huge target. Thank God pistols took so long to load. “I refuse to leave you.”

      “You must,” Imogen said, weeping. “They won’t kill me, but you’ll be dead in less than a minute if you stay.”

      “But—”

      “Go! Now!” she ordered, grabbing his shoulders and shoving him toward the shadows of the carriages. “We’ll find another way,” she added in a harsh whisper.

      He didn’t want to leave her. Everything within him raged that he was a coward if he abandoned her to her father and Lord Cunningham. If not for her promise—that they would find another way—he would have stayed and faced death. But she was right. They still had time, even if it was barely seconds. He would find another way to rescue her.

      “I love you,” he said, stealing a kiss as Lord Cunningham growled in victory, his pistol nearly reloaded. “And I will come for you, have faith.”

      “I do, I do,” Imogen wept, then pushed him on.

      Cursing in frustration and wishing he had a sword to run Lord Cunningham and Lord Marlowe through with, Thaddeus dashed down the length of the mews.

      “Let me help you, guv’nor,” the carriage driver near the back of the pack said, hopping down to open the door of his carriage. “Somethin’ tells me you need to get away from here faster than you can on your feet, and I’m always one to help true love.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Thaddeus leapt into the offered carriage, but he hated himself for leaving Imogen to her fate. As soon as he could, he would formulate another plan and rescue her.

      

      Lord Cunningham fired a second time, and Imogen screamed. Several of the horses, still fastened to their carriages, whinnied and reared as much as they could as well. The carriage drivers rushed to calm them and to prevent a stampede, which was exactly the sort of distraction Thaddeus needed to get away. And he did get away. Imogen could have wept with relief for that alone.

      There was no time for weeping, though.

      “I told you she was a faithless tart,” Lord Cunningham growled, lowering his pistol. He stepped closer to her and smacked her hard with the burning barrel of the fired pistol.

      Imogen yelped in pain, spilling to the cobblestones. Her heart shattered into a thousand pieces as she let her tears flow freely. How could she possibly allow herself to be married to a brute who would abuse her in that way? And yet, how could she stop it? Everything depended on Thaddeus.

      “You were right not to trust her,” her father said above her. He didn’t even try to help her up, but instead shouted, “Get up, you slut. You’re going home and you’re staying there until the wedding.”

      Slowly, her body and face aching, she dragged herself to her feet. One of the maids from the kitchen tried to run out and help her, but Lord Cunningham smacked her as well. That raised a furor with the Mapplethorpe servants.

      “We need to get out of here,” her father grumbled. “You haven’t made any friends in that house.”

      Lord Cunningham grunted in agreement, but said nothing. As soon as Imogen was on her feet, he grabbed her by the elbow and marched her down the mews, searching for his carriage.

      The ride back to her house was painful and brimming with despair. The best Imogen could say about it was that neither her father not Lord Cunningham interfered with her as she huddled in a corner of the carriage, nursing her bruised and stinging head. Lord Cunningham’s blow had hit just above her ear, and a small trickle of blood seeped across her hairline and onto her forehead. She reminded herself over and over as her father and Lord Cunningham plotted ways to murder Thaddeus that it could have been worse. It could have been much worse.

      As soon as they entered her father’s home, she knew it would be much worse. Immediately.

      “There’s no point in delaying any of this,” Lord Cunningham said as he and Imogen’s father marched her up the stairs to her bedroom, one on either side, like yeomen at The Tower leading her to the scaffold. “I should just fuck the chit to show her who her master truly is.”

      A sob escaped from Imogen before she could stop it and she began to shake.

      As they passed Alice’s room on the way to Imogen’s room, Alice poked her head out. “Are you home already?” Her question ended with a gasp when she saw Lord Cunningham.

      “Get back in your room and stay there,” her father ordered.

      Imogen caught Alice’s pale expression for a brief moment before their father lunged forward to slam Alice’s door on her face. He then continued marching Imogen to her room.

      Once they were inside with the door slammed shut behind them, Lord Cunningham began to unfasten his breeches.

      “Bend her forward over the bed and spread her legs,” he said, his voice gruff. “This won’t take but a minute.”

      “No, no,” Imogen wailed, dashing to the other side of the room. But there was no place to hide.

      Blessedly, her father looked uncertain. “How do I know you’ll go through with the marriage and the deal we made if I let you have her now?”

      Lord Cunningham blew out an irritated breath and let his arms drop to the side, his breeches halfway unfastened. “I would never renege on our deal, Marlowe. You know that.”

      “Do I?” her father grumbled. “You’ve reneged on more than a few of the men who tried to marry your daughter.”

      “That’s all water under the bridge, now that Malvis is married off to that buffoon, Ainsley.”

      “That doesn’t change the situation for me,” her father said. He paused, rubbing the lower half of his face, and finally went on with, “No. I won’t let you sample the sweets before the vows have been made. I must protect my interests. You understand.”

      Lord Cunningham’s face was red with anger, but he grudgingly refastened his breeches. “All right. But I want guarantees that she won’t slip out and run off with that whelp.”

      “Oh, she won’t leave this room, I can assure you,” her father said.

      “How?” Lord Cunningham demanded. “How can you assure me? If you’re determined to prevent me from having her in order to protect your own interests, then I want the same.”

      Her father thought for a moment, studying Imogen as she cowered in the corner, shaking like a leaf. He glanced around the room, then his face lit with wicked inspiration.

      “We’ll tie her to the bed,” he said, marching toward one of the windows and freeing the cord used to hold the curtains open. “You can inspect the knots yourself. I’ll give orders that she isn’t to be freed until the day of the wedding. Not for any reason.”

      “Agreed,” Lord Cunningham said. “But won’t the gown I purchased become badly soiled if it isn’t removed?”

      Imogen moaned in fear. She could see from the lust in Lord Cunningham’s eyes what he had in mind.

      “Take it off her, then,” her father shrugged as he collected more curtain cords. “But don’t try anything as you do.”

      Imogen tried to run. She tried to fight. But she was helpless against the strength of two grown men, no matter how old they were. Lord Cunningham snatched her from the corner and tore at her gown, laughing as he forcibly removed it. Her father may have warned him against molesting her, but that didn’t stop the beast from pawing at her, squeezing her breasts and backside, and doing everything short of invading her as he wrestled her out of her gown and onto the bed on her back.

      She gave up fighting and could do nothing but lie there weeping as her father tied her wrists to the bedposts over her head. Whatever hope she had that he would spare her utter humiliation was dashed when Lord Cunningham jerked her ankles apart, tying each to the posts at the foot of the bed in a way that left her horrifically exposed. Her father carefully avoided looking at her like that, but Lord Cunningham drank in the sight.

      “I think I’ll run off to Mrs. Pettiford’s house now,” he growled, rubbing the tented front of his breeches. “Since you won’t let me have that.”

      “Do whatever you need to do,” her father said, heading for the door. “She’ll be yours as of Friday, as soon as I receive my payment.”

      They left, but Imogen hardly felt a shred of relief. She knew her father was cut from the same horrible cloth as Lord Cunningham, but it hurt far more than she could bear to have him treat her so shamefully. She wanted to believe that Thaddeus would swoop in and rescue her, but hope was hard to cling to.

      “Imogen, are you—dear God!” Alice gasped as she poked her head into the room. She flew to the bed as soon as she was in the room, grabbing a quilt from the chest at the foot of the bed and throwing it over Imogen. “Let me untie you,” she said, starting on one of the cords that held her ankle.

      “No.” Imogen tugged her ankle away from her sister’s hands as best she could. “Father would only give me worse if he discovered I’d done something to counter his wishes. And he’d probably do the same to you.”

      “But I can’t let you just lie here, tied to the bed like this,” Alice insisted.

      “Just cover me with the blanket. I’m cold.” It wasn’t a lie, but Imogen couldn’t bring herself to say, even to her sister, that she felt so humiliated and defeated. “Thaddeus has promised to rescue me,” she said, though her tone conveyed very little hope.

      “And I’m sure he will rescue you,” Alice said, spreading the quilt over Imogen and tucking it in. The warmth and modesty that the quilt brought made Imogen feel a tiny bit better, but not much. “I’ll stay with you as well, as long as Father lets me. I’ll stay with you until…until the end.”

      “Thank you,” Imogen sniffed, blinking away her tears. It meant the world to her. She just dreaded what the end might be.
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      Rescuing the woman he loved, a woman desperate to be rescued, from a house where the servants were more than willing to help him in every way proved far more difficult than Thaddeus would have imagined. He was able to learn of Imogen’s fate from Lord Marlowe’s kitchen maid, whom he intercepted on an errand to the market. He was further able to discover when Lord Marlowe would be out of the house from one of the footmen, who found the bastard’s treatment of his daughter as infuriating as Thaddeus did. And he was given a full description of the house’s layout and the location of Imogen’s bedroom by the butler, Mr. Monk.

      “I cannot allow you to come through the house to rescue Lady Imogen, my lord,” Mr. Monk told Thaddeus as they stood near each other in the park across the street from Marlowe House, pretending to be deeply occupied in their own pursuits. “I must protect the staff from Lord Marlowe’s wrath when he discovers his daughter has flown the coop.”

      “He will be vicious,” Thaddeus admitted with a sigh, studying the imposing, Georgian home. “I have no wish to bring any sort of harm to you or any of the men and women who have risked so much to help with this endeavor.”

      “We will continue to assist you in any way we can, my lord,” Mr. Monk continued. “But for the younger staff especially, to be let go without a reference would be—”

      “Devastating,” Thaddeus finished.

      He was desperate to free Imogen at all cost, but if that cost destroyed the lives of others, it would weigh on his conscience for the rest of his life.

      It was that worry that led him to the brainstorm that struck him, giving him the idea for the perfect way to whisk Imogen off right under her father’s nose. The plan was so ingenious that he laughed to himself all through Thursday, as he set the wheels in motion, enlisting the help of every other participant he would need to pull off the coup. Everyone he approached with his idea knew the sad fate Lady Imogen had been consigned to, and every one of them was eager to come to Thaddeus’s aid.

      The last person he needed to inform of the plan was Imogen herself, which was how he found himself climbing a rope ladder of the sort that was found on a ship that had been hung from Imogen’s bedroom window by one of Marlowe’s footmen. Night had fallen just under an hour ago, and according to Mr. Monk, Lord Marlowe had gone out with Lord Cunningham to visit various pubs and brothels in celebration of the horrific event that would take place on the morrow. Marlowe wasn’t expected back until dawn, which gave Thaddeus all the time he needed.

      Imogen’s window was cracked slightly, and between the sturdiness of the rope ladder and the help Mr. Monk had provided by oiling the window casing, Thaddeus was able to climb up and open the window almost silently. He could make out Imogen’s prone form under a quilt on the bed, but just barely. She didn’t stir as he hopped to the floor and closed the window behind him.

      It was when he started across the room toward her and the floorboards creaked under his feet that she twisted her head toward him and gasped, “Who’s there? Are you a thief? What do you want?”

      A relieved smile spread across Thaddeus’s face in spite of her fear. “It is a fearsome highwayman, come to kidnap you and steal you away in the dead of night.”

      Imogen made a sound of shock and relief that dissolved into a tearful, “Thaddeus! You’ve come for me at last.”

      “I have, my love,” he said, rushing to the bed.

      He sought for her head in the dark, and when he found it, he kissed her with all the triumph that had been growing within him since he began setting his plan in motion. She kissed him back, but didn’t embrace him. In fact, she barely moved at all. He leaned back, feeling for her shoulders and arms in the nearly black room. With a twist of horror, he discovered that her arms were outstretched, her legs as well.

      “Father tied me to the bed,” Imogen explained, shame in her voice. “He wanted to be certain I wouldn’t escape.”

      “And you’ve been here like this since the ball?” Thaddeus growled, furious, as he stood and searched for a lamp to light.

      “Alice has snuck in to untie me so that I could use the chamber pot and eat,” she explained as he found a match and lit it.

      “Why did you not remain untied?” he asked, lighting the lamp.

      “Father has suspected Alice is interfering with his disciplinary measures, as he calls it, and has been checking on me frequently.” Her voice held a sickened note that infuriated Thaddeus and made him wonder how much Marlowe enjoyed the sight of his daughter tied to her bed. “So Alice and I agreed that I should remain tied as much as possible.”

      With the lamp finally lit, Thaddeus was able to see Imogen fully. She lay on her back with her arms and legs spread, a quilt covering her. Her wrists and ankles, tied with curtain cords, poked out from the corners of the quilt.

      “This is unspeakable cruelty,” Thaddeus hissed, returning to the bed, heat burning through him. It wasn’t all the heat of anger, however. There was something undeniably arousing about seeing her bound in such a way. In fact, he wanted to peel back the quilt to see what the rest of her body looked like in that position.

      “Oh, my,” she murmured, squirming slightly under the quilt.

      Thaddeus blinked himself out of his lascivious thoughts. “Is something the matter, my
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