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			Cross

			London

			Early Spring 1824

			There were benefits to being the second son.

			Indeed, if there was one truth in society it was this: Rake, rogue, or scoundrel—an heir required reformation. He could wreak his havoc, sow his wild oats, and scandalize society with his youthful indiscretions, but his future was cast in stone by the finest of masons: He would eventually find himself shackled to his title, his land, and his estate—a prisoner of peerage alongside his brethren in the House of Lords.

			No, freedom was not for heirs, but for spares. And Jasper Arlesey, the second son of Earl Harlow, knew it. He also knew, with the keen understanding of a criminal narrowly escaping the gallows, that—despite having to forgo heredity title, estate, and fortune—he was the luckiest man on Earth to have been born seventeen months to the day after Owen Elwood Arthur Arlesey, eldest child, first son, Viscount Baine and heir to the earldom.

			On Baine lay the heavy weight of respectability and responsibility that came with being heir. On Baine rested the hopes and dreams of a long line of Lords Harlow. It was Baine who was required to live up to the expectations of those around him—parents ... peers ... servants ... all.

			And flawless, proper, boring Baine lived up to every one of those expectations.

			Thankfully.

			Which was why that evening, Baine had chaperoned their younger sister at her first visit to Almack’s. Yes, Jasper had originally agreed to the task, promising Lavinia that he wouldn’t dare miss such an important evening in her young life. But his promises were more whisper than word—everyone knew that—and so it had been Baine who had done the chaperoning. Living up to expectations, as ever.

			Jasper, instead, had been busy winning a fortune at one of London’s wickedest gaming hells ... then celebrating by doing precisely the kind of thing errant younger sons were wont to do. In the bed of a beautiful woman.

			Baine wasn’t the only one who lived up to expectations.

			One side of Jasper’s mouth kicked up in a private smile as he recalled the pleasure he’d found in excess that evening, then faded at the twinge of regret he’d felt as he’d climbed from warm sheets and willing arms.

			He popped the latch on the rear entrance to the Arlesey House kitchens and crept inside. The room was dark and quiet in the pale grey light of a bitterly cold March morning, dark enough to hide his disheveled clothes, half-tied cravat, and the love bite peeking out from beneath his loosened collar.

			As the door closed behind him, a startled kitchen maid looked up from where she crouched, half-inside the hearth, stoking the flames in preparation for the arrival of the cook. She stood, one hand to her lovely, blossoming breast. “My lord! You gave me a fright!”

			Jasper tossed her a wicked grin before offering a bow that would make a courtier proud. “Apologies, darling,” he drawled, adoring the blush that flared high on her cheeks, forgiving him.

			He leaned past her, brushing close enough to hear the breath catch in her throat, to see the wild pulse at her neck, snatching a hard biscuit from the plate she’d prepared for the rest of the kitchen staff, lingering a touch longer than was required, loving the way she trembled in anticipation.

			He wouldn’t touch her, of course; he’d learned long ago that the staff was off-limits.

			But it didn’t stop him from loving her just a little.

			From loving all women—all shapes, all sizes, all walks of life. Their soft skin and softer curves, the way they gasped and giggled and sighed, the way the wealthy ones played their coy games, and the less fortunate ones looked at him, stars in their eyes, eager for his attention.

			Women were, without a doubt, the Lord’s finest creation. And, at twenty-three, he had plans for a lifetime of worshipping them.

			He crunched into the sweet biscuit and winked at her. “You won’t tell anyone you saw me, will you?”

			Her eyes went wide, and she shook her head instantly. “N—no, sir. My lord, sir.”

			Yes, there were definite benefits to being the second son.

			With another wink and another stolen biscuit, Jasper snuck from the kitchens into the back hallway that led to the servants’ stairs.

			“Where have you been?”

			Cloaked in black, Stine, his father’s man of affairs, materialized from the shadows, accusation and something much worse on his long, pale face. Jasper’s heart raced from the surprise though he’d be damned if he’d admit it. He did not answer to Stine. It was bad enough that he was required to answer to Stine’s employer.

			Jasper’s father.

			The man whose expectations for his youngest son were lower than all others’ combined.

			The son in question rocked back on his heels and grinned with practiced affectation. “Stern,” he drawled, enjoying the way the older man’s posture stiffened at the misnomer. “It’s rather early for haunting, isn’t it?”

			“Not too early for you.”

			Jasper smiled, a cat with a canary. “How right you are. Late, instead. I have had a night, and I would prefer you not ruin ... the afterglow.” He clapped the other man on the shoulder and pushed past him.

			“Your father is looking for you.”

			He did not look back. “I’m sure he is. I’m also sure it can wait.”

			“I don’t think it can, Lord Baine.”

			It took a moment to hear the words. To hear the title. To understand its meaning. He turned, horror and disbelief coursing through him. When he spoke, the words were young and broken, barely a whisper. “What did you call me?”

			Stine’s gaze narrowed barely. Fleetingly. Later, it would be that nearly imperceptible movement over cold, black eyes that Jasper would remember.

			His voice rose, furious. “I asked you a question.”

			“He called you Baine.”

			Jasper spun to face his father, Earl Harlow, tall and strong and unbending even now. Even in this moment. Even as his legacy crumbled around him, and he faced his life’s disappointment.

			Now heir.

			Jasper fought for breath, then for words.

			His father found them first.

			“It should have been you.”
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			Chapter One

			Avenues for investigation have become severely limited, as has time.

			In the name of proper enquiry, I have made adjustments to my research.

			Secret Serious adjustments.

			The Scientific Journal of Lady Philippa Marbury

			March 21, 1831; fifteen days prior to her wedding

			Seven years later

			The lady was mad.

			He would have realized it five minutes earlier if he hadn’t been half-asleep, shocked as hell to find a young, blond, bespectacled female seated at his desk, reading his ledger.

			He might have realized it three minutes earlier if she hadn’t announced, all certainty, that he’d miscalculated column F, ensuring that his understanding of her madness was preempted by shock at her pluck and admiration for her mathematical skill. Or perhaps the reverse.

			And he most definitely would have realized that the woman was utterly insane sixty seconds earlier if he hadn’t been rather desperately attempting to clothe himself. For long moments, his shirt had appeared to lose a rather critical opening, which was a distraction indeed.

			Now, however, he was quite awake, had closed the (correctly accounted) ledger, and was fully (if not appropriately) clothed. The universe had righted itself, and rational thought had returned, right around the time she’d explained what it was she wanted.

			And there, in the silence that followed her announcement, Cross had understood the truth.

			There was no doubt about it: Lady Philippa Marbury, daughter to the Marquess of Needham and Dolby, sister-in-law to the Marquess of Bourne and lady of excellent ton, was barking mad.

			“I beg your pardon,” he said, impressed with his ability to remain civil in the face of her utter insanity. “I am certain I did not hear you correctly.”

			“Oh, I’m sure you did,” the lady said simply, as though commenting on the weather, big blue eyes unsettling and owl-like behind thick spectacles. “I might have given you a shock, but your hearing is quite sound, I should think.”

			She advanced on him, navigating a path between a half dozen towering stacks of books and a bust of Medusa he’d been meaning to move. The hem of her pale blue skirts brushed against one long serpent’s body, and the sound of the fabric rustling against bronze sent a thread of awareness through him.

			Wrong.

			He was not aware of her. He would not be aware of her.

			It was too dark in this damned room. He moved to light a lamp a good distance away, near the door. When he looked up from the task, it was to find that she had altered her course.

			She came closer, crowding him back toward the heavy mahogany, throwing him off-kilter. For a moment, he considered opening the door just to see if she might charge through, leaving him in the office, alone and free from her. From what she represented. Able to close the portal firmly behind her, pretend this encounter had never happened, and restart his day.

			He knocked into a large abacus, and the rattle of ebony yanked him from his thoughts.

			He stopped moving.

			She kept coming.

			He was one of the most powerful men in Britain, part-owner of London’s most notorious gaming hell, easily ten inches taller than she, and rather fearsome when he wanted to be.

			She was neither the kind of woman he was conditioned to notice nor the kind of woman who expected to receive his notice. And she was certainly not the kind of woman who rattled his control.

			Pull yourself together, man.

			“Stop.”

			She stopped, the word hanging harsh and defensive between them. He did not like it. Did not like what the strangled sound said about the way this strange creature had instantly affected him.

			But she didn’t see any of that, thank God. Instead, she tilted her head the way a puppy might, curious and eager, and he resisted the temptation to take a good long look at her.

			She was not for looking at.

			Certainly not for looking at by him.

			“Shall I repeat myself?” she asked when he said nothing else.

			He did not reply. Repetition was unnecessary. Lady Philippa Marbury’s request was fairly burned into his memory.

			Nevertheless, she lifted one hand, pushed her spectacles back on her nose, and took a deep breath. “I require ruination.” The words were as simple and unwavering now as they had been the first time she’d spoken them, devoid of nervousness.

			Ruination. He watched the way her lips curved around the syllables, caressing consonants, lingering on vowels, turning the experience of hearing the word into something startlingly akin to its meaning.

			It had become quite warm in his office.

			“You’re mad.”

			She paused, clearly taken aback by the statement. Good. It was time someone other than he was surprised by the events of the day. Finally, she shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

			“You ought to seriously consider the possibility,” he said, edging past her, increasing the space between them—a difficult endeavor in the cluttered office, “as there is no additional rational explanation for why you would be unchaperoned in London’s most notorious gaming hell, asking to be ruined.”

			“It’s not as though a chaperone would have been rational,” she pointed out. “Indeed, a chaperone would have made this whole scenario impossible.”

			“Precisely,” he said, taking a long step over a stack of newspapers, ignoring the scent of fresh linen and sunlight that curled around her. Around him.

			“Indeed, bringing a chaperone to ‘London’s most notorious gaming hell’ would have been rather more mad, don’t you think?” She reached out and ran one finger along the massive abacus. “This is beautiful. Do you use it often?”

			He was distracted by the play of her long, pale fingers over the black rounds, by the way the tip of her index finger canted slightly to the right. Imperfect.

			Why wasn’t she wearing gloves? Was there nothing normal about this woman?

			“No.”

			She turned to him, her blue eyes curious. “No, you don’t use the abacus? Or no, you don’t think that coming with a chaperone would have been mad?”

			“Neither. The abacus is unwieldy—”

			She pushed one large disc from one side of the frame to the other. “You can get things done more quickly without it?”

			“Precisely.”

			“The same is true of chaperones,” she said, serious. “I am much more productive without them.”

			“I find you much more dangerous without them.”

			“You think me a danger, Mr. Cross?”

			“Cross. No need for the mister. And yes. I think you a danger.”

			She was not insulted. “To you?” Indeed, she sounded pleased with herself.

			“Mainly to yourself, but if your brother-in-law should find you here, I imagine you’d be something of a danger to me, as well.” Old friend, business partner, or no, Bourne would have Cross’s head if Lady Philippa were discovered here.

			She seemed to accept the explanation. “Well then, I shall be quick about it.”

			“I’d rather you be quick about leaving.”

			She shook her head, her tone rising just enough to make him aware of it. Of her. “Oh no. I’m afraid that won’t do. You see, I have a very clear plan, and I require your assistance.”

			He had reached his desk, thank God. Lowering himself into the creaking chair, he opened the ledger and pretended to look over the figures there, ignoring the fact that her presence blurred the numbers to unintelligible grey lines. “I am afraid, Lady Philippa, that your plan is not a part of my plans. You’ve come all this way for nothing.” He looked up. “How did you come to be here, anyway?”

			Her unwavering gaze wavered. “The usual way, I imagine.”

			“As we’ve established, the usual way involves a chaperone. And does not involve a gaming hell.”

			“I walked.”

			A beat. “You walked.”

			“Yes.”

			“Alone.”

			“In broad daylight.” There was an edge of defensiveness in her tone.

			“You walked across London—”

			“Not very far. Our home is—”

			“A half mile up the Thames.”

			“You needn’t say it as though it’s Scotland.”

			“You walked across London in broad daylight to the entrance of The Fallen Angel, where I assume you knocked and waited for entry.”

			She pursed her lips. He refused to be distracted by the movement. “Yes.”

			“On a public street.”

			“In Mayfair.”

			He ignored the emphasis. “A public street that is home to the most exclusive men’s clubs in London.” He paused. “Were you seen?”

			“I couldn’t say.”

			Mad. “I assume you know that ladies do not do such things?”

			A tiny wrinkle appeared between her brows. “It’s a silly rule, don’t you think? I mean, the female sex has had access to bipedal locomotion since ... well ... Eve.”

			Cross had known many many women in his lifetime. He’d enjoyed their company, their conversation, and their curiosity. But he’d never once met a woman as strange as this one. “Nevertheless, it is 1831. In the present day, females such as you use carriages. And they do not frequent gaming hells.”

			She smiled. “Well, not precisely such as me, as I walked, and here I am. In a gaming hell.”

			“Who let you in?”

			“A man. He appeared eager to do so when I announced myself.”

			“No doubt he was. Bourne would take pleasure in destroying him if your reputation had suffered.”

			She considered the words. “I hadn’t thought of that. Indeed, I’ve never had a protector.”

			He could protect her.

			Where had that come from?

			No matter. “Lady Philippa, it appears that you require an army of protectors.” He returned his attention to the ledger. “Unfortunately, I have neither the time nor inclination to enlist. I trust you can see yourself out.”

			She advanced, ignoring him. He looked up, surprised. People did not ignore him. “Oh, there’s no need to Lady Philippa me, really. Not considering my reason for being here. Please, call me Pippa.”

			Pippa. It suited her. More so than the fuller, more extravagant version of the name. But he had no intention of calling her such a thing. He had no intention of calling her at all. “Lady Philippa”—he let the name stretch between them purposefully—“it is time for you to leave.”

			She took another step in his direction, one hand coming to rest on the large globe to the side of his desk. He slid his gaze to the place where her flat palm smothered Britain and resisted the urge to draw cosmic meaning from the gesture.

			“I am afraid I cannot leave, Mr. Cross. I require—”

			He didn’t think he could bear her saying it again. “Ruination. Yes. You’ve made your purpose clear. As I have similarly made my refusal.”

			“But ... you can’t refuse.”

			He returned his attention to the ledger. “I’m afraid I have.”

			She did not reply, but out of the corner of his eye, he could see her fingers—those strange, improper fingers, trailing the edge of his ebony desk. He waited for them to stop. To still. To go away.

			When he looked up, she was staring down at him, blue eyes enormous behind the round lenses of her spectacles, as though she would have waited a lifetime for him to meet her gaze. “I selected you, Mr. Cross. Quite carefully. I have a very specific, very clear, very time-sensitive plan. And it requires a research associate. You, you see, are to be that associate.”

			A research associate?

			He didn’t care. He didn’t.

			“What research?”

			Damn.

			Her hands came together, tightly clasped. “You are quite legendary, sir.”

			The words sent a chill through him.

			“Everyone talks about you. They say you are an expert in the critical aspects of ruination.”

			He gritted his teeth, hating her words, and feigned disinterest. “Do they?”

			She nodded happily and ticked items off on her fingers quickly as she spoke. “Indeed. Gaming, spirits, pugilism, and—” She stopped. “And—”

			Her cheeks were awash in red, and he wanted her to consider the rest. To hear its absurdity. To stop this madness. “And ... ?”

			She righted herself, spine straight. He would have wagered everything he had on her not replying.

			He would have lost.

			“And coitus.” The word was soft, and came on a firm exhale, as though she’d finally said what she’d come to say. Which couldn’t be possible. Surely he’d misheard her. Surely his body was responding incorrectly to her.

			Before he could ask her to repeat herself, she took another breath and continued. “That’s the bit at which you are purported to be the most proficient. And, honestly, that’s the bit I require.”

			Only years of playing cards with the most skilled gamers in Europe kept Cross from revealing his shock. He took a good, long look at her.

			She did not look like a lunatic.

			In fact, she looked rather ordinary—hair an ordinary blond, eyes an ordinary blue, slightly taller than average, but not too tall as to draw attention to herself, dressed in an ordinary frock that revealed a perfectly ordinary expanse of plain, pure skin.

			No, there was nothing at all to suggest that Lady Philippa Marbury, daughter of one of the most powerful peers in Britain, was anything other than a perfectly ordinary young woman.

			Nothing, that was, until she opened her mouth and said things like, bipedal locomotion.

			And coitus.

			She sighed. “You are making this very difficult, you know.”

			Not knowing quite what to say, he tried for, “I apologize.”

			Her gaze narrowed slightly behind her spectacles. “I am not certain I believe your contrition, Mr. Cross. If the gossip in ladies’ salons across London is to be believed—and I assure you, there is a great deal of it—you are a proper rake.”

			Lord deliver him from ladies and their flapping tongues. “You should not believe everything you hear in ladies’ salons.”

			“I usually do not, but when one hears as much about a particular gentleman as I have heard about you ... one tends to believe there is a kernel of truth in the gossip. Where there is smoke, there is flame and all that.”

			“I cannot imagine what you have heard.”

			It was a lie. Of course he knew.

			She waved one hand. “Well, some of it is utter nonsense. They say, for example, that you can relieve a lady of her clothing without the use of your hands.”

			“Do they?”

			She smiled. “Silly, I know. I definitely do not believe that.”

			“Why not?”

			“In the absence of physical force, an object at rest remains at rest,” she explained.

			He couldn’t resist. “Ladies’ clothing is the object at rest in this particular scenario?”

			“Yes. And the physical force required to move said object would be your hands.”

			Did she have any idea what a tempting picture she’d painted with such precise, scientific description? He didn’t think so. “I am told they are very talented.”

			She blinked. “As we have established, I have been told the same. But I assure you, sir, they do not defy the laws of physics.”

			Oh, how he wanted to prove her wrong.

			But she had already moved on. “At any rate. This one’s maid’s sister, that one’s cousin’s friend, the other’s friend’s cousin or maid’s cousin ... women talk, Mr. Cross. And you should be aware that they are not ashamed to reveal details. About you.”

			He raised a brow. “What kind of details?”

			She hesitated, and the blush returned. He resisted the pleasure that coursed through him at the pretty pink wash. Was there anything more tempting than a woman flushed with scandalous thoughts?

			“I am told you are the kind of gentleman who has a keen understanding of the ... mechanics ... of the act in question.” She was utterly, completely matter-of-fact. As though they were discussing the weather.

			She had no idea what she was doing. What beast she was tempting. What she did have, however, was courage—the kind that was bound to drive fine, upstanding ladies directly into trouble.

			And he knew better than to be a party to it.

			He placed both hands on the top of his desk, stood and, for the first time that afternoon, spoke the truth. “I am afraid you were told wrong, Lady Philippa. And it is time for you to leave. I shall do you a service and neglect to tell your brother-in-law that you were here. In fact, I shall forget you were here at all.”

			She stilled for a long moment, and he realized that her lack of movement was out of character. The woman had not been still since he’d woken to the soft sound of her fingertips sliding over the pages of the ledger. The fact that she was still now unnerved him; he steeled himself for what came next, for some logical defense, some strange turn of phrase that would tempt him more than he was willing to admit.

			“I suppose it will be easy for you to forget me.”

			There was nothing in the tone to suggest that she angled for a compliment or a refusal. Nothing he would have expected from other women. Though he was coming to realize that there was nothing about Lady Philippa Marbury that was at all like other women.

			And he was willing to guarantee that it would be impossible to forget her.

			“But I’m afraid that I cannot allow it,” she pressed on, frustration clear in her tone as he had the impression that she was speaking to herself rather than to him. “I have a great deal of questions, and no one to answer them. And I’ve only fourteen days to learn.”

			“What happens in fourteen days?”

			Dammit. He didn’t care. He shouldn’t have asked.

			Surprise flashed at the question, and he had the sense that she had forgotten him. She tilted her head again, brow furrowed as though his query was ridiculous. Which, of course, it was.

			“I am to be married.”

			That, he knew. For two seasons, Lady Philippa had been courted by Lord Castleton, a young dandy with little between his ears. But Cross had forgotten her future husband the moment she’d introduced herself, bold, brilliant and not a little bit bizarre.

			There was nothing about this woman to indicate that she would make an even-halfway-decent Countess of Castleton.

			It’s not your problem.

			He cleared his throat. “My very best wishes.”

			“You don’t even know who my husband is to be.”

			“As a matter of fact, I do.”

			Her brows shot up. “You do? How?”

			“Aside from the facts that your brother-in-law is my business partner, and that the double wedding of the final sisters Marbury is the talk of the ton, you will find that there are few things that happen at any level of society about which I do not know.” He paused. “Lord Castleton is fortunate indeed.”

			“That’s very gracious of you.”

			He shook his head. “Not grace. Truth.”

			One side of her mouth twitched. “And me?”

			He crossed his arms over his chest. She’d be bored of Castleton within twenty-four hours of their marriage. And then she’d be miserable.

			It’s not your problem.

			“Castleton is a gentleman.”

			“How diplomatic,” she said, spinning the globe and letting her fingers trail across the raised topography on the sphere as it whirled around. “Lord Castleton is indeed that. He is also an earl. And he likes dogs.”

			“And these are the qualities women seek in husbands these days?”

			Hadn’t she been about to leave? Why, then, was he still speaking to her?

			“They’re better than some of the lesser qualities with which husbands might arrive,” she offered, and he thought he heard an edge of defensiveness in her tone.

			“For example?”

			“Infidelity. Tendency toward drink. Interest in bull-baiting.”

			“Bull-baiting?”

			She nodded once, curtly. “A cruel sport. For the bull and the dogs.”

			“Not a sport at all, I would argue. But more importantly, are you familiar with a great deal of men who enjoy it?”

			She pushed her glasses high on the bridge of her nose. “I read quite a bit. There was a very serious discussion of the practice in last week’s News of London. More men than you would think seem to enjoy its barbarism. Thankfully, not Lord Castleton.”

			“A veritable prince among men,” Cross said, ignoring the way her gaze narrowed at the sarcasm in his tone. “Imagine my surprise, then, to find his future countess at my bedside this very morning, asking to be ruined.”

			“I did not know you slept here,” she said. “Nor did I expect you to be asleep at one o’clock in the afternoon.”

			He raised a brow. “I work quite late.”

			She nodded. “I imagine so. You really should purchase a bed, however.” She waved a hand toward his makeshift pallet. “That cannot be comfortable.”

			She was steering them away from the topic at hand. And he wanted her out of his office. Immediately. “I am not interested, nor should you be, in aiding you in public ruination.”

			Her gaze snapped to his, shock in her eyes. “I am not requesting public ruination.”

			Cross liked to think he was a reasoned, intelligent man. He was fascinated by science and widely considered to be a mathematical genius. He could not sit a vingt-et-un game without counting cards, and he argued politics and the law with quiet, logical precision.

			How was it, then, that he felt so much like an imbecile with this woman?

			“Have you not, twice in the last twenty minutes, requested I ruin you?”

			“Three times, really.” She tilted her head to the side. “Well, the last time, you said the word ruination, but I think it should count as a request.”

			Like a complete imbecile.

			“Three times, then.”

			She nodded. “Yes. But not public ruination. That’s altogether different.”

			He shook his head. “I find myself returning to my original diagnosis, Lady Philippa.”

			She blinked. “Madness?”

			“Precisely.”

			She was silent for a long moment, and he could see her attempting to find the right words to sway him toward her request. She looked down at his desk, her gaze falling to a pair of heavy silver pendula sitting side by side. She reached out and set them in gentle motion. They watched the heavy weights sway in perfect synchrony for a long moment.

			“Why do you have these?” she asked.

			“I like the movement.” Their predictability. What moved in one direction would eventually move in the other. No questions. No surprises.

			“So did Newton,” she said, simply, quietly, speaking more to herself than to him. “In fourteen days, I shall marry a man with whom I have little in common. I shall do it because it is what I am expected to do as a lady of society. I shall do it because it is what all of London is waiting for me to do. I shall do it because I don’t think there will ever be an opportunity for me to marry someone with whom I have more in common. And most importantly, I shall do it because I have agreed to, and I do not care for dishonesty.”

			He watched her, wishing he could see her eyes without the shield of thick glass from her spectacles. She swallowed, a ripple of movement along the delicate column of her throat. “Why do you think you will not find someone with whom you have more in common?”

			She looked up at him and said simply, “I’m odd.”

			His brows rose, but he did not speak. He was not certain what one said in response to such an announcement.

			She smiled at his hesitation. “You needn’t be gentlemanly about it. I’m not a fool. I’ve been odd my whole life. I should count my blessings that anyone is willing to marry me—and thank heavens that an earl wants to marry me. That he’s actually courted me.

			“And, honestly, I’m quite happy with the way the future is shaping up. I shall move to Sussex and never be required to frequent Bond Street or ballrooms again. Lord Castleton has offered to give me space for my hothouse and my experiments, and he’s even asked me to help him manage the estate. I think he’s happy to have the assistance.”

			Considering Castleton was a perfectly nice, perfectly unintelligent man, Cross imagined the earl was celebrating the fact that his brilliant fiancée was willing to run the family estate and save him the complications. “That sounds wonderful. Is he going to give you a pack of hounds as well?”

			If she noticed the sarcasm in his words, she did not show it, and he found himself regretting the tone. “I expect so. I’m rather looking forward to it. I like dogs quite a bit.” She stopped, tilting her chin to the side, staring up at the ceiling for a moment before saying, “But I am concerned about the rest.”

			He shouldn’t ask. Marriage vows were not a thing to which he’d ever given much thought. He certainly wasn’t going to start now. “The rest?”

			She nodded. “I feel rather unprepared, honestly. I haven’t any idea about the activities that take place after the marriage ... in the evening ... in the bed of the marriage,” she added, as though he might not understand.

			As though he did not have a very clear vision of this woman in her marriage bed.

			“And to be honest, I find the marriage vows rather specious.”

			His brows rose. “The vows?”

			She nodded. “Well, the bit before the vows, to be specific.”

			“I sense that specificity is of great importance to you.”

			She smiled, and the office grew warmer. “You see? I knew you would make an excellent research associate.” He did not reply, and she filled the silence, reciting deliberately, “Marriage is not by any to be enterprised, nor taken in hand unadvisedly, lightly, or wantonly.”

			He blinked.

			“That is from the ceremony,” she explained.

			It was, without a doubt, the only time someone had quoted the Book of Common Prayer in his office. Possibly, in the entire building. Ever. “That sounds reasonable.”

			She nodded. “I agree. But it goes on. Neither is it to be enterprised, nor taken in hand to satisfy men’s carnal lusts and appetites, like brute beasts that have no understanding.”

			He couldn’t help himself. “That’s in the ceremony?”

			“Strange, isn’t it? I mean, if I were to refer to carnal lust in conversation over, say, tea, I should be tossed out of the ton, but before God and London in St. George’s, that’s fine.” She shook her head. “No matter. You can see why I might be concerned.”

			“You are overthinking it, Lady Philippa. Lord Castleton may not be the sharpest of wits, but I have no doubt he’ll find his way in the marriage bed.”

			Her brows snapped together. “I do have a doubt.”

			“You shouldn’t.”

			“I don’t think you understand,” she said. “It is critical that I know what to expect. That I am prepared for it. Well. Don’t you see? This is all wrapped up in the single most important task I shall have as wife.”

			“Which is?”

			“Procreation.”

			The word—scientific and unemotional—should not have called to him. It should not have conjured long limbs, and soft flesh, and wide, bespectacled eyes. But it did.

			He shifted uncomfortably as she went on. “I quite like children, so I’m sure that bit will be fine. But you see, I require the understanding in question. And, since you are purported to be such an expert on the topic, I could not imagine anyone better to assist me in my research.”

			“The topic of children?”

			She sighed her frustration. “The topic of breeding.”

			He should like to teach her everything he knew about breeding.

			“Mr. Cross?”

			He cleared his throat. “You don’t know me.”

			She blinked. Apparently the thought had not occurred to her. “Well. I know of you. That is enough. You shall make an excellent research associate.”

			“Research in what?”

			“I have done a great deal of reading on the subject, but I would like to better understand it. So that I might happily enter into marriage without any concerns. To be honest, the brute-beast bit is rather unnerving.”

			“I imagine it is,” he said dryly.

			And still, she talked, as though he weren’t there. “I also understand that for women who are ... untried ... sometimes the act in question is not entirely ... pleasant. In that particular case, the research will help, I should think. In fact, I hypothesize that if I have the benefit of your vast experience, both Castleton and I will have a more enjoyable time of it. We’ll have to do it several times before it takes, I’m guessing, so anything you can do to shed light on the activity ...”

			For some reason, it was growing difficult for Cross to hear her. To hear his own thoughts. Surely she hadn’t just said...

			“They’re coupled pendula.”

			What?

			He followed the direction of her gaze, to the swaying metal orbs, set in motion in the same direction, now moving in opposition to each other. No matter how precisely they were set along the same path, one of the large weights would ultimately reverse its position. Always.

			“They are.”

			“One impacts the movement of the other,” she said, simply.

			“That is the theory, yes.”

			She nodded, watching the silver orbs swing toward each other, and away. Once. Twice. She looked up at him, all seriousness. “If I am to take a vow, I should like to understand all the bits and pieces of it. Carnal lust is no doubt something I should understand. And do you know why marriage might appeal to men as brute beasts?”

			A vision flashed, crooked fingertips on flesh, blue eyes blinking up at him, wide with pleasure.

			Yes. He absolutely knew. “No.”

			She nodded once, taking him at his word. “It obviously has something to do with coitus.”

			Dear God.

			She explained. “There’s a bull in Coldharbor, where my father’s estate is. I am not as green as you think.”

			“If you think that a bull in a pasture is anything like a human male, you are absolutely as green as I think.”

			“You see? That is precisely why I require your assistance.”

			Shit. He’d walked right into her trap. He forced himself not to move. To resist her pull.

			“I understand you’re very good at it,” she continued, unaware of the havoc she was quietly wreaking. Or, perhaps entirely aware. He could no longer tell. Could no longer trust himself. “Is that true?”

			“No,” he said, instantly. Perhaps it would make her leave.

			“I know enough about men to know that they wouldn’t admit a lack of faculty in this area, Mr. Cross. Surely you don’t expect me to believe that.” She laughed, the sound bright and fresh and out of place in this dark room. “As an obvious man of science ... I should think you would be willing to assist me in my research.”

			“Your research in the mating habits of bulls?”

			Her smile turned amused. “My research in carnal lust and appetites.”

			There was only one option. Terrifying her into leaving. Insulting her into it. “You’re asking me to fuck you?”

			Her eyes went wide. “Do you know, I’ve never heard that word spoken aloud.”

			And, like that, with her simple, straightforward pronouncement, he felt like vermin. He opened his mouth to apologize.

			She beat him to it, speaking as though he were a child. As though they were discussing something utterly ordinary. “I see I wasn’t clear. I don’t want you to perform the act, so to speak. I would simply like you to help me to better understand it.”

			“Understand it.”

			“Precisely. Per the vows and the children and the rest.” She paused, then added, “A lecture of sorts. In animal husbandry. Of sorts.”

			“Find someone else. Of another sort.”

			Her gaze narrowed at his mocking tone. “There is no one else.”

			“Have you looked?”

			“Who do you think would explain the process to me? Certainly not my mother.”

			“And what of your sisters? Have you asked them?”

			“First, I’m not certain that Victoria or Valerie have much interest in or experience with the act itself. And Penelope ... She turns absurd when asked about anything to do with Bourne. On about love and whatnot.” She rolled her eyes. “There’s no place for love in research.”

			His brows rose. “No?”

			She looked appalled. “Certainly not. You, however, are a man of science with legendary experience. I’m sure there are plenty of things you are able to clarify. For example, I’m very curious about the male member.”

			He choked. Then coughed.

			When he regained his ability to speak, he said, “I’m sure you are.”

			“I’ve seen drawings of course—in anatomical texts—but perhaps you could help with some of the specifics? For example—”

			“No.” He cut her off before she elaborated with one of her straightforward, scientific questions.

			“I am happy to pay you,” she announced. “For your services.”

			A harsh, strangled sound cut through the room. It came from him. “Pay me.”

			She nodded. “Would, say, twenty-five pounds do?”

			“No.”

			Her brows knit together. “Of course, a person of your—prowess—is worth more. I apologize for the offense. Fifty? I’m afraid I can’t go much higher. It’s quite a bit of money.”

			She believed that it was the amount of money that made the offer offensive? She didn’t understand that he was half a tic from doing it for free. From paying her for the chance to show her everything for which she asked.

			In all his life, there had never been anything Cross had wanted to do more than throw this strange woman down on his desk and give her precisely that for which she was asking.

			Desire was irrelevant. Or perhaps it was the only thing that was relevant. Either way, he could not assist Lady Philippa Marbury.

			She was the most dangerous female he’d ever met.

			He shook his head and said the only words he trusted himself to say. Short. To the point. “I am afraid I am unable to accommodate your request, Lady Philippa. I suggest you query another. Perhaps your fiancé.” He hated the suggestion even as he made it. Bit back the urge to rescind it.

			She was quiet for a long moment, blinking up at him from behind her thick spectacles, reminding him that she was untouchable.

			He waited for her to redouble her efforts. To come at him again with her straight looks and her forthright words.

			Of course, there was nothing predictable about this woman.

			“I do wish you’d call me Pippa,” she said, and with that, she turned and left.
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			Chapter Two

			When Pippa was no more than six or seven, the five daughters Marbury had been paraded about for a musical interlude (as hosts’ children often were) like little blond ducks before a gathering of peers at a country house party, the details of which she could no longer remember.

			As they exited the room, an older gentleman with laughing eyes had stopped her and asked which instrument she preferred to play. Now, had the gentleman inquired such a thing of Penelope, she would have answered with complete assurance that the pianoforte was her favorite. Had he asked Victoria or Valerie, the twins would have replied in unison that they enjoyed the cello. And Olivia would have won him with her five-year-old smile—coy even then—and told him that she liked horns.

			But he’d mistakenly asked Pippa, who had proudly announced that she had little time for music, as she was too busy learning general anatomy. Mistaking the gentleman’s quiet shock for interest, she’d then proceeded to lift the skirts of her pinafore and proudly name the bones of her foot and leg.

			She got as far as the fibula before her mother had arrived, shrieking her name against the quiet musical backdrop of society’s laughter.

			That was the first time Pippa realized that she was odd.

			It was also the first time she’d ever been embarrassed. It was a strange emotion—entirely different from all the others, which seemed to fade with time. Once one had eaten, for example, it was difficult to recall the precise characteristics of hunger. Certainly, one remembered wishing one had food, but the keen desire for sustenance was not easily recalled.

			Similarly, Pippa was no stranger to irritation—she had four sisters, after all—but she could not exactly remember the way it felt to be utterly, infuriatingly irritated with any one of them. Lord knew there had been days when she could have cheerfully pushed Olivia from a moving carriage, but she couldn’t resurrect the emotion now.

			She could remember, however, the hot embarrassment that came with the laughter at that country gathering as though it had happened yesterday. As though it had happened moments ago.

			But what had actually happened moments ago seemed somehow worse than showing half of the Beau Monde one’s seven-year-old ankles. Being labeled the strangest Marbury from such a young age allowed for one to develop something of a thick skin. It took much more than snickers from behind fans to rouse Pippa’s embarrassment.

			Apparently, it took a man refusing her request for ruination.

			A very tall, clearly intelligent, obviously fascinating man.

			She had done her best—laid out her proposal in detail, appealed to him as a man of science—and still, he’d refused.

			She hadn’t considered that possibility.

			She should have, of course. She should have recognized it the moment she stepped inside that glorious office—filled with all manner of interesting things—should have known that her offer would not intrigue him. Mr. Cross was obviously a man of knowledge and experience, and she was the fourth daughter of a double marquess, who could name all the bones in the human body and was therefore somewhat abnormal.

			It mattered not a bit that she required a research associate and that she had a mere fourteen days—just 336 dwindling hours—to resolve all her questions regarding her future marriage.

			He’d obviously completed plenty of his own experimentation and did not require a research associate.

			Not even one who was willing to pay him.

			Looking around the large, empty main room of the casino, she supposed she should not have been surprised by that either. After all, a man who owned a casino that dealt in the kind of finances accounted in the large, leather-bound ledger she’d discovered when she’d entered his office was not the kind of man who could be tempted by twenty-five pounds. Or fifty.

			That, she should have considered.

			It was a pity, really. He’d seemed altogether promising. The most promising option when she’d conceived of the plan, several nights earlier after reading the text of the ceremony to which she would be a party in two weeks’ time.

			Carnal lust.

			Procreation.

			It was wrong, was it not, that a woman was made party to such things without any experience? Without even a sound explanation of the items in question? And that was before the priest even came to the bits relating to obedience and servitude.

			It was all entirely unsettling.

			Even more unsettling when she considered how disappointed she’d been that Mr. Cross had refused her.

			She would have liked to have spent more time with his abacus.

			Not just the abacus.

			Pippa did not believe in lying, either to herself or to others. It was perfectly fine if those around her wanted to hide the truth, but she had found long ago that dishonesty only made for more work in the long run.

			So, no, it was not only the abacus that intrigued her.

			It was the man himself. When she’d arrived at the club, she’d expected to find the Cross of legend—handsome and clever and charming and able to strip the clothes from any female in his presence in a matter of seconds ... without the use of his hands.

			But she hadn’t found that man at all. There was no doubt he was clever, but there hadn’t been much charm at all in their interaction, and as for handsome—well, he was very tall, all long limbs and sharp angles, with a mop of finger-combed ginger hair that she would never have imagined he’d have. No, he wasn’t handsome. Not classically.

			He was interesting. Which was much better.

			Or worse, as the case may be.

			He was clearly knowledgeable in the areas of physics and geography, and he was good with numbers—she would wager that the lack of scratch paper on his desk pointed to his ability to calculate the ledger in his head. Impressive, considering the sheer quantity of numbers held therein.

			And he slept on the floor.

			Half-nude.

			That part was rather curious.

			Pippa liked curious.

			But apparently he did not. And that was critical.

			She’d gone through a great deal of trouble concocting a plan, however, and she would not let the contrariness of one man—however fascinating—get in her way. She was in a gaming hell, after all. And gaming hells were purported to be filled with men. Surely there was another man who might be more amenable to her request. She was a scientist, and scientists were nothing if not adaptable.

			Pippa would, therefore, adapt and do whatever it took to gain the understanding that she required to ensure that she was completely prepared on the evening of her marriage.

			Her marriage.

			She didn’t like to say it—she didn’t like to even think it—but the Earl of Castleton wasn’t exactly the most exciting of potential husbands. Oh, he was fair to look at and titled, which her mother appreciated. And he had a lovely estate.

			But he wasn’t very smart. Even that was a generous way of putting it. He’d once asked her what part of the pig the sausage came from. She did not want to even consider what he believed the answer to be.

			It wasn’t that she didn’t want to marry him. He was no doubt her best option, dull or less than brilliant or otherwise. He knew he lacked intellectual prowess and seemed more than willing—eager, in fact—to have Pippa help him manage his estate and run his house. She was looking forward to it, having read a number of texts on crop rotation, modern irrigation, and animal husbandry.

			She would be an excellent wife in that sense.

			It was the rest about which she had questions. And she had fourteen days in which to discover the answers.

			Was that too much to ask?

			Apparently so. She cast a look at the now-closed door to Mr. Cross’s rooms, and felt a pang of something not altogether pleasant in her chest. Regret? Discontent? It did not matter. What mattered was, she had to reconsider her plan.

			She sighed, and the noise swirled around her, drawing her attention to the enormous, empty room.

			She had been so focused on finding her way to Mr. Cross’s private offices earlier that she hadn’t had an opportunity to explore the casino itself. Like most women in London, she’d heard the gossip about The Fallen Angel—that it was an impressive, scandalous place where ladies did not belong. That it was on the floor of the Angel and not that of Parliament where men forged the future of Britain. That it was the owners of the Angel who wielded London’s most insidious power.

			Considering the quiet, cavernous room, Pippa conceded that it was certainly an impressive space ... but the rest of the gossip seemed slightly exaggerated. There wasn’t much to say about this place except that it was...

			Rather dark.

			A small row of windows near the ceiling on one side of the room was the only source of light, allowing a few errant rays of sunshine in. Pippa followed one long shaft of light, peppered with slow, swirling particles of dust, to where it struck a heavy oak table several feet away, lighting thick green baize painted in white and yellow letters, numbers, and lines.

			She approached, a strange grid of numbers and words printed down the long oval coming into view, and she could not resist reaching down to run her fingers across the fabric, along the markings—hieroglyphs to her—until she brushed up against a row of perfect white dice stacked against one wall of the table.

			Lifting a pair, she examined the perfect dimples in them, testing the weight of the little ivory squares in her palm, wondering at the power they held. They seemed innocuous enough—barely worth considering—and yet, men lived and died by their toss. Long ago, her brother-in-law had lost everything on one wager. True, he’d earned it all back, but Pippa wondered at the temptation that made one do something so foolish.

			No doubt, there was power in the little white cubes.

			She rattled them in her palm, imagining a wager of her own—imagining what it would take to tempt her to game. Her research. An understanding of the secrets of marriage, of married life. Of motherhood. Clear expectations for that too-cloudy future.

			Answers. Where she had none.

			Information that would ease the tightness in her chest that cloyed every time she considered her marriage.

			If she could wager for that ... she would.

			She rotated the dice in her hands, wondering at the wager that would bring revelation before she could establish her fate, however, a thunderous pounding at the door of the club gained her attention with its loud and unceasing racket. She set the dice on the edge of the hazard table and moved toward the noise before realizing that she had nothing to do with the door in question and should, therefore, not open it.

			Bang.

			Bang bang.

			She cast a furtive look about the massive room. Surely someone heard the clatter. A maid, a kitchen girl, the bespectacled gentleman who had facilitated her own entrance?

			Bang bang bang.

			No one appeared to be in hearing distance.

			Perhaps she should fetch Mr. Cross?

			The thought gave her pause. Or, rather, the way the thought brought with it a vision of Mr. Cross’s disheveled ginger hair standing at haphazard angles before he ran his fingers through it and restored it to right gave her pause. The strange increase of her heartbeat at the thought gave her pause. She wrinkled her nose. She did not care for that increase. It was not altogether comfortable.

			Bangbangbangbangbang.

			The person at the door seemed to be losing patience. And redoubling commitment.

			Clearly, his or her matter was urgent.

			Pippa headed for the door, which was masked behind a set of heavy velvet curtains that hung from twenty feet up, solid mahogany standing barely open, shielding a small, dark entryway, quiet and unsettling—a River Styx between the club and the outside world.

			She moved through the blackness to the exterior steel door, even larger than its interior partner, closed against the day beyond. In the dim light, she ran her hand along the seam where door met jamb, disliking the way the darkness suggested that someone could reach out and touch her without her ever even knowing he was there. She threw one bolt and another before turning the massive handle built into the door and pulling it open, closing her eyes instinctively against the grey March afternoon that seemed somehow like the brightest summer day after her time in the Angel.

			“Well, I’ll tell you, I hadn’t expected such a pretty greeting.”

			Pippa opened her eyes at the lecherous words, raising her hand to help her vision adjust to the light.

			There were few things she could say with certainty about the man in front of her, classic black hat banded in scarlet silk and tilted to one side, silver-tipped walking stick in one hand, broad-shouldered, and handsomely dressed, but she knew this—he was no gentleman.

			In fact, no man, gentle or otherwise, had ever smiled at her the way this man did—as though he were a fox, and she were a hen. As though she were a houseful of hens. As though, if she weren’t careful, he would eat her and wander off down St. James’s with a feather caught in his wide, smiling teeth.

			He fairly oozed reprobate.

			Any intelligent woman would run from him, and Pippa was nothing if not intelligent. She stepped backward, returning to the darkness of the Angel.

			He followed.

			“Yer a much better door-man than the usual lot. They never let me in.”

			Pippa said the first thing that came to mind. “I am not a door-man.”

			His ice blue eyes glowed at the words. “You are no kind of man, love. Ol’ Digger can see that.”

			The exterior door closed with a loud bang, and Pippa started at the noise, backing toward the hell once more. When her back came up against the interior door, she edged through, pushing aside the curtains.

			He followed.

			“Perhaps you’re The Fallen Angel herself, then?”

			Pippa shook her head.

			It seemed to be the answer he was looking for, his teeth flashing in the dim light of the casino floor. He lowered his voice until it was more rumble than sound. “Would you like to be?”

			The question hovered in the fast-closing space between them, distracting her. She might not know this man, but she knew, instinctively, that behind his weathered smile he was a rogue and perhaps a scoundrel, and that he knew much about vice in all forms—knowledge she had been seeking when she’d arrived here not an hour ago, prepared to request it from another man. A man who had shown absolutely no interest in imparting it.

			So when this man, wicked and carefree, questioned her, she did as she always did. She answered him truthfully. “As a matter of fact, I do have some questions.”

			She surprised him. His strange blue eyes widened just barely before narrowing in a wide, jolly grin. He laughed, bright and bold. “Excellent!” he boomed, and reached for her, wrapping one strong arm about her waist and pulling her to him, as though she were a rag doll and he a too-eager child. “I’ve answers aplenty, pet.”

			Pippa did not like it, the feeling of being possessed by this too-bold man, and she reached out to brace herself against his chest, her heart pounding even as she realized that she might have said the entirely wrong thing to the entirely wrong person. He thought she wanted to...

			“My lord,” she rushed to stop him. “I did not mean ...”

			“While I’m no lord, moppet, I should certainly like to be yours,” he laughed, pressing his face into her neck. Pippa struggled against the caress, trying not to inhale. He smelled of perspiration and something sweet. The combination was not pleasant.

			She turned her head away, pushing against his chest again, wishing she’d thought this entire thing through slightly more clearly before leaping to converse with this man. He laughed and pulled her closer, promising her more than she’d bargained for with the tightening of his arms and the press of his soft lips against the curve of her shoulder. “C’mon, love, Uncle Digger’ll take care of you.”

			“I am not certain the caring to which you refer is at all unclelike,” Pippa pointed out, trying to be as stern as possible as she attempted to extricate herself from his embrace. She looked around wildly; surely there was someone in this massive building who was willing to help her. Where was that someone?

			Digger was laughing again. “Yer an exciting one, aren’t you?”

			Pippa held her head back as far as she could, not wanting to make contact again. “Not at all. In fact, I’m the very opposite of exciting.”

			“Nonsense. Yer here, aren’t you? If that ain’t exciting, I don’t know what is.”

			He had a point. But even Pippa knew ceding such a point would start them down an unpleasant path. Instead, she stiffened, and used every ounce of her lady’s education.

			“Sirrah!” she said firmly, writhing in his arms, eel-like, trying to force his hand. “I must insist you release me!”

			“Come on, lovely ... let’s go for a spin. Whatever yer gettin’ here ... I’ll double it at my hell.”

			Double what?

			Now was not the time to consider the answer. “As tempting as that offer is—”

			“I’ll show you a thing or two about temptation, I will.”

			Oh dear. This wasn’t going at all according to plan. She was going to have to scream for help. Screaming was so emotional. Not at all scientific.

			But desperate times required ... well. She took a deep breath, ready to scream as loudly as she could, when the words shot across the quiet room like a bullet.

			“Get your hands off her.”

			Both Pippa and Digger froze at the sound, low and soft and somehow perfectly audible. And vicious. She turned her head, looking over her shoulder at Mr. Cross, tall and trim, that crop of thick ginger hair now perfectly tamed, as though he would have it no other way. He’d also tucked in his shirt and donned a coat in what she assumed was a nod to civility, but it was irrelevant now, as civil was about the last word she would use to describe him.

			Indeed, she had never seen anyone so furious in her life.

			He looked like he might kill something.

			Or someone.

			Possibly her.

			The thought returned her to sense, and she began to struggle again, moving scant inches before Digger’s superior strength won the day, and she was hauled to his side like a haunch of prize meat. “No.”

			Cross’s grey gaze settled on the place where Digger’s hand sat, wide and possessive against her midriff. “It was not a request. Release the girl.”

			“She came to me, Cross,” Digger said, laughter in his voice. “Led me right into temptation, she did. I believe I’ll be keepin’ her.”

			“That is entirely untrue.” Pippa instinctively defended herself, struggling against the fox’s grip, silently willing Cross to look her in the eye. “You knocked!”

			“And you answered, pet.”

			She scowled and looked to Cross.

			He did not meet her gaze. “She does not look as though she is interested in being kept.”

			“I most certainly am not,” Pippa agreed.

			“Release the lady.”

			“Always so generous, callin’ the Angel’s birds ladies.”

			Pippa stiffened. “I beg your pardon. I am a lady.”

			Digger laughed. “With airs like that, you might fool someone one of these days!”

			Irritation flared. She’d had enough of this man. Craning her neck to meet his blue eyes, she said, “I see I made an immense mistake by even conversing with you, Mr.—” She paused, waiting for him to do right and provide his surname. When he didn’t, she pressed on. “Mr. Digger. I assure you I am quite thoroughly a lady. Indeed, I am soon to be a countess.”

			One of his black brows rose. “Is that right?”

			She nodded. “Quite. And I don’t imagine you’d like to be on the wrong side of an earl’s favor, would you?”

			Digger smiled, reminding her of a fox once more. “It wouldn’t be the first time, moppet. Which earl?”

			“Don’t answer that,” Mr. Cross snapped. “Now, Digger.”

			The man holding her released her, his touch a slow, unsettling slide against her midsection. The moment she could be free, she hurried to stand next to Mr. Cross, now paying her even less mind, if it was possible. He was advancing on Digger, his words casual, belying the threat that oozed from him with every movement. “Now that’s out of the way, perhaps you could explain what in hell you are doing in my hell?”

			Digger remained focused on her, more thoughtfully, even as he replied. “Now, now, Cross. You forget yourself. I was simply coming over to give you some information I thought you might appreciate—bein’ right neighborly if you ask me.”

			“We’re not neighbors.”

			“Nevertheless. I’ve information you’ll be wantin’.”

			“There’s no information you have that I could possibly want.”

			“No? Not even information about your sister?”

			Cross stiffened, corded tension tightening the long column of his neck and through the lean muscle of his back, pulling him straighter, taller than before.

			Digger pressed on, “I’m guessin’ you not only want it ... you’re willin’ to pay for it.”

			The air thickened. She’d always heard the expression and thought it utterly silly. Certainly, air thickened with fog or with smoke ... she’d even allow for it thickening with the stench of Olivia’s perfumes ... but she’d always considered the very idea of emotion impacting the density of gas rather ridiculous—a silly, clichéd turn of phrase that should be exiled from English.

			But this air did thicken, and she found it difficult to draw a deep breath, leaning forward in anticipation.

			“Lord knows she ain’t comin’ to you herself, you fine cheat.”

			Pippa gasped at the insult. Surely, Mr. Cross would not allow it to stand. But he seemed not to hear the personal slight. “You will not touch my sister.”

			“It ain’t my problem if the ladies are drawn to me,” Digger said. “A gentleman doesn’t turn ’em away if they’re askin’ for a minute or two.” His eyes slid to Pippa once more. “Ain’t that right, Lady Soon-to-be-a-countess?”

			“I find it difficult to believe either that ladies are drawn to you or that, in such a case, you would act the part of a gentleman,” Pippa retorted.

			“Cor! Listen to this one!” Digger laughed, the sound booming around the floor of the hell. “She’s a little mink.”

			Pippa narrowed her gaze. “I believe you are looking for the word minx.”

			“No, I found just the right word. You’re a mink. All sharp teeth and”—his lecherous gaze slid over her—“I’m bettin’ very soft fur. Tell me, Cross, ’ad a feel yet?”

			Pippa did not understand the words’ meaning, but when Mr. Cross lunged at Digger, hands like lightning clutching the older man’s lapels with wicked force, she had no doubt that she
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