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Cameron, Lord Deverall, appears to be a completely dissolute dandy, a favorite at London’s fanciest parties, relied upon to speak of nothing serious. In reality, he is a member of the Zodiac, England’s elite spy ring. He can’t let anyone close enough to him learn the truth—especially not his lovely, estranged wife. Unfortunately, he needs her for his next mission.
 

Lady Genevieve hasn’t seen her maddening husband in three years. Heartbroken after catching him in a scandalous encounter, Gen tossed him out and turned her attention to her heart’s solace: helping London’s poorest children. If she can’t have a family of her own, she’ll be a mother to the world, without Cameron at her side.


But fate brings Cameron and Genevieve together once again, when he offers her a deal she can’t refuse. All she needs to do is let Cameron back into her life for a little while…just long enough to uncover his darkest secrets. Just long enough to learn they’re being pursued by a shadowy nemesis. Just long enough to realize she’s never stopped loving him.
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Prologue

Summer 1811

In one of the more exclusive neighborhoods of London, innovative gaslights illuminated major streets, while Charleys and private guards patrolled from the hour of nine in the evening until two in the morning. Many households kept dogs to sound the alarm should an intruder attempt to scale the walls or even pick a lock to gain entry into one of the many large and gracious homes.

Petty thieves spoke greedily of the treasures within—silver, jewelry, tea leaves, fine clothes, possibly a horse from the mews. But few dared to actually rob any of the grand edifices sitting among the emerald-green walled gardens. It was too dangerous, too likely to end in a gaol or the gallows, or passage to Australia courtesy of King George…never to return to English soil.

Those homes were safe from the ordinary criminal armies of London’s underground.

They were not safe from the Black Mask.

Whatever else he was, the Black Mask was not ordinary. On that, everyone agreed. They also agreed he wore black clothing head to toe, wore black leather boots that allowed him to climb like a cat and run like a deer, and sported a black mask that covered half his face.

From the victims of his robberies, to the Charleys who tried to chase him through the streets, to the ladies who seemed to consider him a figure of romance rather than rapaciousness—like the elegant highwaymen of the previous century—everyone agreed that he was extraordinary.

He could slip through solid brick walls like a ghost.

He could charm the most vicious guard dogs into lolling pups.

He could open any lock, slide any bolt, find any hidden cache.

He could rob any house in London.

He could steal the silver from under a butler’s nose, or a lady’s heart from under her husband’s watchful eye.

Oh, the stories were incredible.

As in unbelievable.

Who would believe that a woman might interrupt the Black Mask in the middle of a robbery, and not only fail to alert the authorities, but also fail to remember anything about him…other than that he was a dashing, handsome figure with the cheek of a street urchin and the manners of a gentleman?

Whether kitchen maid or lady of the house, they all said he was unfailingly polite, apologizing for his theft even as he bundled up his stolen goods. He bowed and kissed their hands and then melted into the darkness of the night. Naturally, it took the ladies quite a while to recover, and by the time the alarm was raised, the Black Mask was long gone.

And in most cases he wasn’t seen at all, and the robbery wasn’t discovered until morning…when the trail was stone cold.

The Black Mask had been a figure of legend for years now. Five years? Surely. Ten? Perhaps. Long enough to frustrate the justices of the peace and excite the ladies of the ton, who often harbored a secret wish for the daring thief to rob their home. What were a few jewels compared to an experience such as that?

The man behind the mask counted on such attitudes. He cultivated the image to make his work easier in case he should be caught midadventure.

He was midadventure now, in fact. It was his second robbery of the evening.

After placating the dogs of his chosen house with laudanum-spiked beef, it had been the work of a moment to locate a particular window on the upper floor and clamber up the trellis next to the massive chimney. The lovely late spring air inspired the maids to leave the windows ajar, and he didn’t even need to pull out the leather roll of special tools to pry open the latches.

Over the sill and inside! A house cat made an unexpected, inquisitive meow, but was soon turned to the thief’s cause with a few scratches behind the ears and a couple of sincere compliments.

“Who’s a handsome fellow?” the thief murmured in a tone that spoke of mutual respect for a creature of the night. “You rule this roost, do you? Well, I’ll be gone shortly.”

The cat, a well-fed specimen with tabby stripes, considered this news and responded by tilting its head upward.

The thief understood this to be an invitation for more affection, and dutifully scratched the exposed chin. After a moment, the cat stretched and sauntered off, utterly unconcerned with what this new person was up to.

The thief stood again, listened for any sounds, heard nothing alarming, and proceeded to open the hallway door and slip down the darkened passage to the room he wanted.

That room appeared to be a bedroom, for there was a tall four-poster bed at one end, the curtains pleated and pressed, the bedclothes evidently ready for a guest.

But this was not chiefly a bedroom—it was a storeroom for secrets. The thief moved to the far corner, where a reading chair sat by the cold fireplace, a rug laid below. He lifted the chair to the side, and rolled the rug up, all without a sound.

The floor appeared to be plain wooden boards, but the cut of two of them was suspiciously short. He felt around for a catch, and finally slid his fingers under what seemed to be a loose knot.

The trapdoor opened to reveal a shallow space containing a metal box. It was locked, but the Black Mask pulled out his tools: an oiled cloth to prevent squeaking or to finesse a jammed mechanism, several slender metal picks with a variety of chiseled tips—almost like keys but not quite—and a hammer in the event the picks failed.

Defeating a lock can take time, more so when one is compelled to work in very bad lighting and with one ear cocked for noises in the corridor. The thief worked patiently, without any sign of frustration, trusting that his experience and the training he’d received would come through.

And so it did, when the lock popped open with a little clink. The sound was echoed by a meow from the cat, who’d returned to oversee the proceedings.

He put his tools away before opening the box. Then he began to sort through the few but extremely interesting contents, assessing each item for its value. Not to him personally, though he confessed to a certain awe at the dramatic potential of what he held in his hands, but rather for his superiors.

He knew he’d found the right piece before he really got a good look at it. But a long, considered scan in the dim moonlight made him sigh in relief. Yes, this was it. He looked at it an inordinately long time. If he were being observed by anyone at this moment (other than the cat), the observer would expect him to snatch the item and stuff it into his pack, leaving the box open on the floor, the rest of the contents disturbed and scattered.

Instead, he replaced the item exactly as he’d found it. He closed the box, reversed his previous moves to relock it, and replaced it in the hidden compartment. The rug was unrolled once more, the chair put back in its spot.

Soundlessly, the thief slipped across the hallway and to the room he’d entered first. He climbed out the window, and went hand over hand just far enough to enable a safe jump to the soft green lawn below, where he offered a silent prayer of thanks to whomever invented the trellis.

He sprinted across the lawn to the safety of a massive lilac bush, where he was met by a man of perhaps thirty years of age, who wore an expression of wariness. Wordlessly, they both ran, using darkness as cover, until they reached a narrow, unpleasantly fragrant alley a good distance away from the house.

“All right,” the thief declared. “That’s far enough. Any pursuit?”

The wary-eyed man checked. “Not a hint.” He sighed and laid a pack on the ground, pulling out various items. “Time to transform.”

“Past time,” the thief agreed, beginning to undress as casually if he were in his own bedchamber.

“Got what you came for, sir?” the slim figure asked, taking the black silk mask and the black shirt in one arm while handing over a far more colorful item of clothing with the other hand, in the perfect attitude of a gentleman’s valet—which he in fact was.

“Yes, indeed. The final piece of evidence to prove Peyton a traitor to the crown.”

His companion sighed in relief. “Good. And with the jewels you nipped from the Bailey house earlier, everyone will assume the Black Mask spent his whole evening on the other side of the city. We’re covered. What’s next, then, my lord?”

The transformation from black-clad criminal to highborn lord took place before the valet’s eyes, and yet it seemed a little bit like magic. In the space of a few moments, the Black Mask became Lord Cameron Perry, Viscount Deverall. Who would ever dream that the resourceful, relentless thief was also the dandyish, dissolute lord? No one, ever. That was Cameron’s shield, and it worked perfectly. Not just one mask, but two. Cameron protected himself and what he cared about behind multiple layers of deception.

“What’s next, Quinn,” he said, putting on the finishing touch of Deverall’s playboy appearance with a perfectly tied white cravat, “is that I pass this information to the Zodiac, then sleep for ten solid hours, then go to my second favorite club and play cards like I mean to lose my fortune.”

Quinn nodded as if all this were perfectly normal to hear. “Will you be wanting supper at any point, sir?”

Cameron nodded. “After the visit to the Zodiac and before the nap.”

“Very good, sir. Carriage is this way, if you please. You look like yourself again, but Lord Deverall wouldn’t be caught dead in this alley.”

“Right you are, Quinn. Lead the way.”


Chapter 1

One clandestine meeting, one meal, several drinks, and several hours later, Cameron sat in his second favorite club and laid his final card upon the table. “Five of clubs. Which gives me a straight flush.”

The reactions of the other men around the table ranged from disgust, as Lord Moreland drained the last of his brandy and slammed the glass down, to resignation, as Sir Lucas Smart offered him a wry grin, to barely contained rage, as Lord Barriton’s brow wrinkled up like an offended bulldog’s. Cameron remembered their names because he remembered everything, but really, it did not matter who he played, and he did not care in the least how these particular men felt about the game.

Barriton said, “Holding us all to the table with a five of clubs? Outrageous!”

“No one forced you to continue to raise the stakes, my lord,” Cameron pointed out. “Sir Lucas folded.”

“I know when I’m up against the wall,” Lucas said, watching his moderate stakes get swept away into Cameron’s growing pile. “Nicely played, Deverall. Lady Luck is with you tonight.”

Cameron nodded. The last six rounds had gone his way.

“Another round,” Moreland declared, slurring his words. “Must give me a chance to make back what I’ve lost!”

Smart glanced sidelong at the drunken lord, obviously thinking that playing cards with a man who could barely read the cards was no longer sporting. But one did not oppose Lord Moreland in anything, particularly when one was a mere baronet. He looked to Cameron for aid.

Cameron was a viscount…but he was also winning. A moral dilemma, he thought wryly as Lucas gathered the cards and slowly began to reshuffle. Should Cameron do as he was expected to do and continue to press his luck, or graciously bow out to preserve Moreland’s dignity?

Before he could state a preference, one of the club’s servants stepped up to him, bearing a single letter on a silver tray.

“Message for you, my lord,” the servant murmured. “From your wife.”

Though the man spoke at below normal volume, everyone in that room of the club seemed to hear him, and everyone looked at Cameron without seeming to look, because the state of affairs between Lord Deverall and his wife was…less than ideal.

Cameron took the letter without looking at the servant, because he knew he’d see the barely hidden smirk on the man’s face.

His breath quickened as he read his name written in her lovely, flowing script. Lord Deverall, Whitby’s, St James Street. What did Genevieve want from him?

He flipped the letter over, and saw the purple wax seal stamped with an impression of a Greek muse, an intaglio of what he knew was her own family ring. He slid his finger into the fold and broke the seal.

The message was brief. My lord, an important matter has arisen and I would appreciate it if you could meet with me at your earliest convenience. Genevieve.

No Lady Cameron, which was the name she ought to be using now. And what the hell was this important matter? That could mean anything. What was so vital as to break a three-year silence?

Someone’s dying.

It was his first thought, and a chilling one, because if it was so dire as to force Gen to reach out to him, she must be in a state.

And yet, I would appreciate it if you could meet with me was hardly begging for help. Not that Genevieve was the begging type. No, she didn’t go in for pleading or compromise. She simply judged and then consequently carried out that judgment like an avenging angel.

But now he held this letter.

“Deverall?”

“Hmmm?” He looked up to Lucas, who brandished the deck of cards.

“Another round?”

Cameron looked at the cards, at his winnings, at the letter. He stood up, nearly upending his chair in the process. “I’m afraid not, gentlemen. Duty calls.”

Lord Barriton grunted. “First time you’ve ever answered.”

The statement was quiet enough that Cameron didn’t have to acknowledge it. And indeed, Lord Deverall ought to reply with only a laugh or a casually witty phrase that confirmed what everyone here already thought of him—Deverall, Devil-Take-It-All.

But for some reason, he did not do so this time. Instead, he faced Barriton. “What was that, my lord?”

Barriton’s brow furrowed at this unexpected resistance. He had to think of something to say, which took him a moment.

But he was a lord, and rose to the occasion. “Don’t play righteous, Deverall. You’ve avoided duty at every turn. You’ve got a duty to your family to get an heir, but you’ve spent the whole of your marriage avoiding your home and wife, leaving her to her own devices, which is not a natural state for any lady of quality. Yet there she is, riding around in the worst slums of London, and everyone knows it.”

“On missions of charity, for which she is praised by many,” Lucas interjected, looking rather scandalized that the good name of Lady Cameron had got dragged into this unpleasant discussion. “Let us leave her out of it.”

“Hmmm, right enough,” Barriton conceded. “Not her fault no one’s around to take her in hand. When was the last time you even saw your wife, Deverall?”

“Oh, we sometimes meet at the same parties, you know,” Cameron said carelessly. And when that happened, she inevitably left after casting a scathing look at the hostess, who would pretend it was all a mortifying mistake. But the truth was that people liked to have Deverall at their parties—it was a measure of success when he chose to attend. There was always room for a dashing lord who was up for some fun.

Barriton harrumphed. “That’s the problem with young ladies and their marriages nowadays. They get their heads turned by charm of manner instead of sensibly selecting husbands for breeding and good character.”

“Are you impugning my breeding or my character?” Cameron asked Barriton in a low voice, one quite out of the ordinary for him. Cam, what the hell are you doing? Just leave.

“I don’t impugn,” the older lord said without moving a step back. “I make a statement of fact. Every time you have a chance to do as you ought, instead you do as you like. Do you deny it?”

Yes, I deny it! Cameron wanted to howl. But Devil-Take-It-All would never show so much spine. He took a breath and forced himself to relax. He had to play the part. The right words came to him: “I don’t deny myself much of anything, old boy.”

He even chuckled. There it was. The persona of Deverall slid back over him like a mask. Still, it was time to get the hell out of the club before he slipped up again. He swept his winnings into the various pockets of his coat, and bowed with a theatrical flourish. “I must be off, but don’t fear, I’ll keep your money in very good hands…mine.”

“Go to hell, Deverall,” Moreland muttered, now with a fresh glass of brandy in his paw. He was a sore loser.

“My ultimate destination, but not my immediate one.”

With that, Cam left the room, descended the stairs, and strolled to the main doors. He wished he could avoid the club altogether. The gentlemen he played cards with were interchangeable, and only rarely did he think of any of them when he wasn’t actively engaged in a round. He breathed in the fresh air outside, grateful to leave the club behind.

One of the ubiquitous footmen dashed forward to hail a carriage for him, and soon Cameron was ensconced in a bouncing, rickety cab as the driver plowed through the streets of London. It was evening again—how long had he been playing cards? It was about dinnertime for the fashionable set, of which Lord Deverall was definitely a member. He was very fashionable, in fact. He tugged at his fashionable dark blue jacket and brushed a speck of dust off his fashionable leather shoes.

The Season was nearly over. Summer was about to begin her reign over the city, though the warm air had not yet brought out the terrible stench of the Thames that would emerge in a few weeks. Now it was actually pleasant, the air soft and the evening light of the sky filtering through newly leafy trees.

As he got closer to his destination, Cameron opened the letter again. Three years of nothing, and now this. In the solitude of the carriage, he allowed himself to speculate. Was it possible Genevieve was as sick of this separation as he was? Or was her family applying some pressure to live up to expectations? Perhaps they also disliked her crusading in the slums. Cam was aware that Genevieve had always been soft-hearted, but since she became Lady Cameron, she’d grown quite active in charity circles, a sort of cyclone of good works in the city. He followed news of her activities, though he never hinted of it publicly.

The carriage clattered to a halt in front of a familiar house with a golden glow seeping from all the windows. As he strode up the walk, he heard the faint sounds of laughter and talk. Gen was entertaining, a dinner party of some sort. He was vaguely annoyed at the idea of her happily toasting guests after she penned a letter implying that the sky was falling.

He knocked once, also annoyed by that. A man shouldn’t have to knock on his own front door.

The door opened. The mouth of the maid also opened as she stared at him in shock.

Cameron stepped inside. “Where is my wife?”

“In the dining room…my lord,” the maid squeaked out. “Shall I…shall I announce you?”

“Who else is in the dining room?”

“The whole board of the Society for the Improvement of Friendless Children, my lord. And their spouses.”

Cameron curled a lip in disdain. “Ugh. Just tell her I’m waiting in her study.” He pointed to what he hoped was the correct door, and he also got annoyed about that. A man should never have to guess which room was which in his own home.

The maid nodded, finally regaining her composure. “Yes, my lord.”

Cameron showed himself into the study. The room’s windows were all open, letting in the evening breeze. A low fire burned in the fireplace, and several candles were lit. He looked at the expansive walnut desk, the surface covered with documents and ledgers. On the wall hung several framed charcoal drawings of no artistic merit. Children could have done better, he thought, before realizing that children probably were the artists and these were gifts to their greatest patron.

He leaned toward one, a crude rendering of Genevieve herself. Despite the rough medium and the scant talent of the creator, something of Genevieve was in that drawing. The remarkable height, the dark hair, the direct gaze of the avenging angel.

“What are you doing here?”

At the sound of the voice, Cameron turned to the door, where the real Genevieve stood. The drawing faded into nothing. There she was. Tall, slender, with the dark hair curled and pinned atop her head with only a silk ribbon as an adornment—she needed no other. He took in the rest of her in a glance, and then had to do more than glance, because her gown demanded it. It was a cloud of pink silk or gauze or something else utterly inappropriate for public wear. The neckline of the gown dipped enticingly low, treating him to an expanse of soft skin that no one but him should ever see.

And yet. Here she was, evidently thinking she looked perfectly acceptable to appear before the gaze of the entire board of the Society for the Improvement of Friendless Breasts.

“I asked you a question, my lord.” Genevieve crossed her arms. He saw her left hand as she wrapped it around her elbow. No ring. He added another item to the list of things that were annoying him, along with the fact that his breeches were suddenly a little too tight.

Cameron had to say something.

“Genevieve.”

He probably should have said something wittier than that.

She narrowed her eyes. “Why. Are. You. Here?”


Chapter 2

Genevieve, Lady Cameron, Viscountess Deverall, Angel of Orphans, wanted to throw her husband out the window, a course of action she did not pursue only because the room was on the ground floor, and therefore the move would accomplish so little.

“Why are you here, Cameron?” she repeated, since he was just staring at her like she’d sprouted wings.

He held up a letter. “Because you asked me.”

She rolled her eyes. Of course. After years of silence, she sent one measly note, and he chose to respond immediately. “But why tonight? I thought you’d write back and make an appointment.”

“I’m your husband, not your man of business. I don’t need an appointment. What’s wrong?”

“What do you mean?” She tried not to notice just how perfect he looked. Cameron had always been so breathtaking. Genevieve had fallen for him within the first few days of their courtship, though she’d played the game reasonably well until he proposed. If only she’d been more careful! Those lovely blue eyes that were looking at her now, with the same tenderness he pretended early on.

“The letter said a matter of importance had arisen,” Cameron said. “So tell me what it is. I trust your family is well?”

Ah, those eyes. That expression of concern, the sincerity in his voice. That wonderfully low, smooth voice. She fought off a little shiver when she thought of his voice so close to her ear, as it had been when she told him how happy she’d be to become his wife.

“Yes, everyone is in good health,” she said. “Even Roger, as of last month.” That had been the date of his most recent letter, postmarked from Florence. Her older brother had developed a passion for the great cities of the Continent, and was currently in Italy, taking in all the masterpieces of the quattrocento.

“And my family?” he asked.

“Your family is also doing well,” she said. “Do you not speak to them?”

“Not more than I have to. I think they like you better as a daughter than they like me as a son.”

Gen sighed in frustration. “If you behaved with a bit more propriety… Oh, what does it matter? Let’s attend to this business, and then you can go.”

“Go? Out of my own house, you mean?” He stepped toward her, his form eclipsing her own considerable height. “Or did you forget that this is my house, Genevieve?”

How could she possibly forget? “I know who the owner is, my lord, but I also know that we had an agreement.” She lived here, he didn’t.

“There was no agreement,” he said. “You made a pronouncement, and then ran out of the room. I agreed to nothing.”

“Then why did you move out?”

“To give you a little time to calm down!”

“A little time?” She gaped at him. “It’s been three years!”

“Judging by your reception, perhaps I should have waited longer.”

“Go to the devil.” Genevieve spun around, furious with herself for letting Cameron get to her. After what he’d done…

Then Gen rubbed her temples, recovered her wits, and walked over to the desk. “Never mind. I need you to sign this,” she said, pointing to the paper on the desk.

He picked it up and read it with far more attention than she expected. “This involves what…property? What property?”

“Greyslake,” she ground out. “Just sign the paper, please.” One of the deeply vexing things about her situation was that she was a wife, and therefore had little control over the finances or properties that were rightfully hers. Greyslake Manor was a fairly modest estate, one that she loved from childhood. But she needed money now to continue her charity work. So Greyslake would have to be sacrificed. Beautiful Greyslake, with its lofty evergreens and little waterfall.

Cameron surveyed her for a very long moment. “You want to sell Greyslake?”

“That’s my intent, yes. But it requires your approval.”

He picked up the pen, and inwardly she sighed in relief. He dipped it in the ink…and then threw it like a dart toward the fireplace. It caught in the flames, and the acrid smell of burning feathers stung the air.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

He took a deep breath, then said, “You maintain an icy silence for three years, and then ask me to sign away property without telling me a thing about what you’re doing? Think again, Genevieve. I’m not signing a single paper without full disclosure.”

Suddenly Cameron cared about her activities? “I need the money, and this is the only way to get it.”

“What do you need money for? Why not ask those guests in the dining room to get up the scratch? After all, they should pay something for what they’re receiving from you.”

“What?” Gen asked blankly.

He let his gaze drop from her face to her chest. “The display you’re putting on with…whatever you’re supposed to be wearing.”

Oh, he did not just raise that subject. Gen glared at him. “It’s what’s commonly known as an evening gown. You may recognize it as the article of clothing you rip off your mistress when you bed her.”

“Don’t give me ideas,” he warned. “And you need to cover up before you go back into that dining room. You look scandalous.”

“Of the two of us, I’m not the one who can be described as scandalous, my lord.” Genevieve clenched her hand around the fan dangling from her wrist, willing herself to remain steady. “How dare you tell me how to dress or how to behave. After what you did, you have exactly no moral high ground left. Your moral high ground is a swamp.”

“What did I do?” he asked.

The last of Genevieve’s patience went up in smoke. She pointed at him with the fan. “Don’t pretend you don’t remember! It happened one room away from here. Everyone saw you with your tawdry mistress, her clothes half off…in our home.” It was quite expected for gentlemen to have mistresses, a fact Gen was well aware of. But a certain amount of discretion was expected. For Cameron to disregard that was the ultimate insult to Genevieve.

His jaw twitched, and she braced herself for an outburst. But then he just said, in a maddeningly measured way, “For the last time, it wasn’t what it looked like.”

“Oh?” She blinked innocently, then snapped, “Well, too bad! Because what it looked like was all that mattered. Because what it looked like was what the whole ton was gossiping about for the next month and a half. And what it looked like was that you humiliated me, your wife of three weeks, entertaining your mistress in the very same house!”

“Get your fan out of my face,” he told her, his blue eyes darkening to the color of a storm.

She realized she’d been somewhat demonstrative with the implement, but she wasn’t ready to back down. “Or what?”

“Or you’ll need to buy a new fan.”

“I’ll put it on your account.” She poked the end of the folded fan into his chest once more for good measure.

With a sudden move, Cameron smacked the fan out of her hand, and it flew in an arc directly into the fireplace.

“I warned you,” Cameron said.

“That fan was my sister’s!” she whispered in anguish. Gen’s sister Grace had died two months before Gen married Cameron.

“God damn it.” He dove for the fan.

Gen screamed when she saw his hands in the flames. She lunged toward him, the force of her attack pushing him to the side of the fireplace. He stumbled and fell, bringing Gen down with him.

“What the hell did you think you were doing?” she said furiously, completely oblivious to the fact that she was sprawled on top of him. “Fire burns, you dolt!”

“Yes, so I’ve heard,” he said. “Besides, what do you care if I catch fire?”

“I don’t care!” she huffed. “You can burn. I just don’t want a pyre in my study. The smoke will stain the wallpaper.”

He caught her by the waist, his hands heating her skin through the thin fabric of her dress. “Did you intend to sit there all night?”

Gen said, her cheeks now burning as hot as the fire itself, “No! Get off me!”

“Technically,” he pointed out with a quirk to his lips, “you’re the one on me, so you have to get off.”

She gave a little strangled scream as she pushed herself up and away from him.

“Did you want this?” He offered her the fan.

“Oh, mercy.” Gen gasped in surprise. “You saved it.”

“Well, it was your sister’s.”

Gen snatched the offered fan, gripping it tightly to her heart for a moment before she examined it closely for damage.

“What’s the condition?” he asked, standing up and straightening his jacket, looking every inch a lord.

“Scorched,” she replied. The silk would need replacing, but the ivory ribbing appeared to be undamaged. “But salvageable.”

“I seem to be in the same condition,” he said, looking over his attire. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

She glared at him. “You were the one who threw it into the fire in the first place. Don’t expect an ovation.”

“You certain you didn’t ask me here just because you needed a more lively interaction than your dinner guests can provide? If I’d known you planned to jump on me, I would have arrived earlier.”

Good Lord, was he teasing her? Gen bit her lip, trying to decide whether to be annoyed or…extremely annoyed. “Cameron. This is not a time for jokes. I require cash on hand to continue a very important project that will benefit a great number of children. The other members of the Society have donated as well—quite generously—but we need more. And I will not do this by half measures. If I am to go forward, I must know that we have the capacity to see it through to the end.”

“We?”

“The Society. Lady Stanfield and the rest of the board, and those who offer their aid. There are too many children in this city who have been neglected and ignored by those who should care for them. Their parents are dead or imprisoned or ill. The church offers platitudes and scraps of bread. The government does nothing, except to hire men to run them off the streets where the sight of them offends their betters. As if it’s better to ignore a child than help her! If I can’t…”

Cameron caught her wrists gently in his hands, stopping her homily. “I see your point, Genevieve. Money for children.”

“In a nutshell. Yes.” She took a long breath. Speaking out on her chosen cause—whether to one person or a crowd—always made her emotional. Fortunately, she had plenty of practice, since she’d taken elocution lessons and had been encouraged by her parents to become quite a natural public speaker. It was part of their plans for her to make a good match.

“You truly have thrown yourself into charity,” he said quietly.    

“What should I have done?” she asked. “Sat at our palatial country seat, receiving the vicar and the local hunt club? Or perhaps raising the children I don’t have? You left me with nothing. So I made my own way.”

Cameron’s eyes widened slightly during this statement. He let go of her wrists, saying, “I have an offer.”

“Is it an offer to jump into the Thames and drown while I look on and laugh? Because I’m unlikely to be interested otherwise.”

“An exchange. I can give you something you want.”

“You have nothing I desire.”

“That’s not true. Will you listen?”

Genevieve looked at him uneasily. “Go on.”

He pointed to the desk. “I will sign that paper on the day you confirm your pregnancy.”

Gen opened her mouth to retort, then registered what he’d said. “What?”

“You said you wanted children. And as both our families and all of London knows, I need an heir. We’re already married, and it’s not as if you found the process so terrible.”

She blushed, remembering the process he alluded to. “That was before. I hate you now.”

“Affection has nothing to do with it.” He leaned even closer. “Even if you hate me, you won’t hate our child.”

“I would love our baby,” she whispered. How cruel was this, for Cameron to dangle the one thing she truly wanted in order for her to get what she needed? And now, after all these years?

“It’s the one thing I can give you,” he went on. “I’ll leave afterward, if that’s what you want. You don’t have to endure my presence day to day. But you do need me if you want a child.”

“I can’t believe we’re discussing this as if it’s a transaction.”

“What else can I do? We’re long past affection, as you said. But we’re bound to each other, so why not make the best of it now? And in a matter of weeks, I’ll be able to tell the world an heir is on the way, and you’ll have your capital to pursue whatever charity project you wish. Do we have a deal?”

“A child for a signature,” she said, her voice stunned and distant even to herself. “All right.”

“Let’s be clear on the details,” he said. “I come to you every night till you conceive.”

Her heart dropped into her stomach. “Every night?”

“Every night. Will that inconvenience you?” His eyes narrowed. “Do you have another nightly visitor I should know about?”

He caught her arm before she could slap him.

“How dare you,” she raged, struggling to reclaim her wrist.

“So that moral indignation is real? You took no lovers since I left?”

The way he was looking at her nearly made her catch fire. He was asking if she had a lover. The audacity! “Of course I haven’t!”

Cameron’s expression relaxed. “Then I see no reason why I shouldn’t come to your room every night. If you want to get me out of your life, this is the price. The more often we…”

“Oh, don’t say it!” she gasped.

“…the sooner you’ll be with child,” he finished with a slightly vicious smile. “Deal?”

Genevieve was all too aware that Cameron was the son of Lord Lionel, a consummate politician and legendary negotiator. He’d learned plenty of tricks by watching his father. “Are there other aspects to this deal I should know about?”

“Yes. You must be civil to me while we live together. You don’t have to pretend to love me, or even like me. But I will not tolerate rudeness, histrionics, or this ice princess act. Is that clear?”

Her heart was pattering wildly, like a rabbit’s in a trap, but she nodded curtly. “I expect the same from you, then. Don’t belittle me, and don’t act like you own me…or you’ll regret it.”

“I already regret it,” he said. “If I could turn back time, I would have never married you.”

She inhaled sharply, and felt as if he’d hit her.

“For your sake,” he amended quickly.

“This is going to go badly,” Gen muttered.

“We’ll find out tonight, won’t we?”

“Tonight? Absolutely not! I have guests awaiting my return.”

“They’re leaving after dinner, yes? Tonight.”

She gritted her teeth. “You’ve waited one thousand nights already. One more will make no difference. You may resume residency tomorrow. And come to my room tomorrow night.”

“Very well.”

His acquiescence surprised her, but then, this whole evening surprised her. An hour ago, she knew what the shape of the world was. Now, she was wandering in a fog, and the only certain thing was that her lying, cheating husband was once again a part of her life.

Cameron picked up the Greyslake contract and tucked it into a jacket pocket. “I’ll just keep this until it’s needed.” He winked at her, as if he hadn’t completely upended her entire existence.

“Don’t lose it,” she said, numb from the events that had just unfolded.

“You may rely on me, sweet Gen,” he said, using the endearment from their courtship. “Do tell the staff that I’ll be moving back in. Ainsworth doesn’t care for surprises, if I remember correctly.”

“He’s not alone in that,” she returned, thinking of how the butler might very well suffer heart failure at the news his lordship would be moving back in.

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow. I trust you’ll dream of me until then.”

He left before Gen could explain that she would not dream of him, because she didn’t think she’d sleep at all.


Chapter 3

After Cameron left the house, Gen had to return to the dining room and pretend all was well. She was just able to exchange a meaningful glance with her friend Sabine, Lady Stanfield, who was seated on the other side, resplendent in an amber-hued gown. Sabine was also a member of the Society, and in fact was the person who first showed Gen that charity work—one of the very few outlets for wealthy women to express their own interests—was an effective remedy for loneliness.

Gen presided over the meal as best she could, even announcing that she expected a speedy resolution to the matter of raising the needed capital for the next project. She didn’t say how of course, because she’d die of embarrassment first.

Finally, when all the guests had left except for Sabine, the two ladies all but dashed into Gen’s study.

“Was that him?” Sabine asked, her eyes bright.

“It was him.”

Sabine was thrice married, thrice widowed, and therefore a woman of considerable experience. Genevieve had met her shortly after her own marriage deteriorated and rather naively asked the silver-haired lady for guidance. Instead of an airy comment, Sabine instead offered a shoulder to cry on, and then shepherded Gen through the thorny realm of being a society wife brushed with scandal—a topic Sabine was intimately familiar with.

“What a turn of events,” Sabine declared. “Tell me everything. No, wait, pour us some sherry first. Then tell me everything.”

Over the drinks, Genevieve told the facts of the matter, which did not take long.

“So the Viscount Deverall is back in residence,” Sabine said at the end.

“He will be by tomorrow night.”

“Have you two made up, then?”

“No. But he needs an heir.” Gen did not reveal the other part of the deal, feeling ashamed about it. She would be using her body for money. Yes, he was her husband, and yes, the money was in some sense already her own. But it felt wrong.

However, Sabine only knew the part about the heir, and she nodded at hearing it. “I must say it’s very sound-minded of you both to acknowledge the reality of the situation.”

“But after so long, and after what he did to me…I don’t know what to do.”

“Well, the simplest thing is just to lie there and let him finish.”

“Oh, mercy.” Gen covered her face with her hands even as she laughed. “That is not the advice I need, Sabine.”

Her friend smiled. “Nor is it the advice I’ll give, but I wanted to be sure you still had your sense of humor about you.”

Genevieve tried again. “I mean, how should I go about my life when he’s here, without even an apology or a nod to what happened? And what if he chooses to make things difficult?” Cameron in the same house could make any number of things difficult, from awkwardness at the dinner table to possibly another mistress strolling through the garden.

Sabine frowned as she sipped her sherry. “Do you fear he’ll use the nights as punishment for your recalcitrance? After all, no matter what he did to deserve your wrath, Deverall has endured a certain amount of…censure from the ton and his circle for how both of you have lived apart. A man is not well respected when he can’t control his own wife.”

“He never tried! He walked out of the house and I barely saw him since then.”

“True. But still, there is talk.”

“I don’t think Cameron is planning any sort of retaliation against me. He was clear enough that all he wants is an heir.”

“And you said he was very considerate of you before. In bed, that is.”

Gen nodded. It was true, and it was one of the most vexing parts of her relationship with Cameron, because as awful as he’d been to her, he’d also frequently been not awful—wonderful, really—and trying to reconcile the two aspects of the man drove her to madness sometimes.

She’d been a virgin on her wedding night. Her mother explained her marital duties in an embarrassed sort of way, so Gen understood the basics of the act. But that was very different from actually going to bed with a man for the first time, and she’d been so nervous she almost lost her dinner while she was waiting for Cameron to knock on her door.

However, he’d been incredibly kind to her, not rushing her into bed but rather taking a long time to calm her. She remembered a lot of gentle kisses and him repeatedly asking her if she would permit him to go on. She said yes every time, partly because she didn’t know what else she could say—he was her husband and she wanted so badly to please him—but also because those kisses did hold some power to set her at ease and make her want to know what the next step was, right up through the act itself.

It had been painful, though not as painful as she feared after her mother’s warnings. And Cameron had apologized profusely, even though she knew the pain was inherent in a woman’s losing her virginity and he could only do so much to relieve it. And afterward he’d stayed with her for a while, which was something her mother suggested would not happen. But they’d talked, and she’d confided her hopes for a child not just for duty but because she truly loved children. Few things gave her more joy than spending time with young people. She liked their way of looking at the world.

Cam had promised to give her as many sons and daughters as she wanted, saying that he knew she’d make a perfect viscountess, and some day, a perfect marchioness. And Gen thought herself very much in love with him.

For a week, he came to her every night, and she slowly grew more comfortable, though she never could abandon the sense that she shouldn’t actually enjoy the act—ladies weren’t supposed to be wanton, even in a marriage bed. She got the sense that Cameron was perhaps slightly bored with her. And perhaps he was too big for her, because she never quite got over how…full she always felt when he was inside her, how she felt as if she might lose all sense of herself if the act went on too long. She most assuredly didn’t want to lose herself at such a time.

Then her monthly courses arrived, which meant she wasn’t with child. She’d been unaccountably upset, though her mother assured her that it was just timing, and Cameron said—with an odd smile—that he never quite trusted any bride who announced a pregnancy within a week of the wedding.

He stayed away from her bed while she was indisposed, and then he was called away on some family business that he didn’t share with her. Not unusual—men didn’t speak of those sorts of matters to their wives. He returned several days later, telling her how happy he was to be back home. She was excited to host their first party, a gathering of some thirty people, all of whom were members of the ton.

And then, during the party they were hosting, she’d walked into a room only to find Cameron alone with a woman who’d been standing by his desk with her rumpled skirts hitched up to her hips, or so it appeared to Gen.

And Cam was giving her money.

Gen remembered that moment with as much clarity as her wedding night, and the emotions were just as vivid. Shock. Alarm. Shame. And over it all, the deep sense of betrayal.

“I can’t forgive him for what he did in the end,” she said, more to herself than to Sabine.

“Many men have mistresses,” her friend pointed out, quite correctly.

“In our home.” There were unspoken rules of society, and one of them was that while men could have both a wife and a mistress, they never allowed the two to meet.

“Yes, that was terribly indiscreet,” Sabine conceded. “I suppose every man turns into a fool when it comes to dipping his wick.”

“But now he expects me to act as though he’s done nothing wrong. Just husband and wife…all’s well! I wonder if he’d go with me to church if I asked.”

Sabine laughed at the image of Lord Deverall at Sunday services. “If you get him to agree, let me know so I can attend myself. The church walls themselves might get scorched from the hellfire he’ll bring.”

“Sabine, I don’t know what to do.”

“My dear, you must not give him more power than he’s already got. He’s in the house again, yes, but that’s just for convenience. As you say, once you’re with child, he’ll leave again and you may resume your life.”

Gen nodded, though part of her quailed at the thought of Cameron leaving her again. The first time had been humiliating enough. Could she endure a second time, while pregnant? Even if it was at her own request?

“Unless you fear he’ll change his mind and want to stay?” Sabine asked, her sharp gaze on Gen. “Men are so changeable. They want one thing today, another tomorrow, and of course they go up in smoke if you point out their inconsistency.”

“His moral direction would not be welcome when it comes to rearing a child,” Gen said. “Though he had the gall to criticize my gown. He said it was scandalous. It’s not, is it?”

Sabine rolled her eyes. “Your outfit is beautiful and perfectly appropriate, my dear. I suspect he’d not have said that if the gown was worn by any other woman.”

“The next few months promise to be very difficult,” Gen said.

“Just remember that he needs you, whether he likes it or not. You’re the key to the Deverall family line now, and that gives you considerable leverage should you want something else. Such as help with our cause in Parliament. Remember what we discussed at the last meeting? Clean water for all of London would be a marked step forward for our children.”

Gen took a deep breath and nodded. Then she said, “Enough of this subject. I need distraction. Tell me something. Anything, as long as it has nothing to do with Lord Devil-Take-It-All.”

“Hmmm, it’s getting difficult to come by good gossip now that half the ton is already gone from the city for the summer. Let’s see. The son of Lord Brookmire has decided, most abruptly, to head to America.” Sabine lowered her voice, despite them being alone. “He was caught cheating at the gaming tables.”

Gen’s eyes widened. Of the many transgressions a man might commit, few were unforgivable. But cheating at cards was one of them. “He was actually caught?”

“Red handed. Called out for a duel that moment, and he accepted, but then fled. Society will never let him back in, not after that.”

“His family must be mortified.”

“I wonder that his mother didn’t faint with horror. And her with three daughters to marry off! They’ll have a hard time of it now, poor girls.”

Yes, such a stain carried over to the whole family. Gen winced, thinking of the innocent sisters who would suffer for the brother’s act, being ostracized by association. “Please tell me something else.”

“Well, the Bailey family home was broken into a few nights ago, and a maid reported that the Black Mask is the responsible party. Apparently quite a number of jewels were taken, including the family sapphires.”

“Indeed?” Gen asked, her interest piqued. For years, there were recurring rumors of a criminal known as the Black Mask.

“The maid said he kissed her hand like a true gentleman. I hope he tries to rob my home,” Sabine mused, her hand fluttering at her neck. “I’d demand more than just a kiss.”

“Sabine!”

“Why not? If I find a dashing man in my room one evening, I should have some say in what he’s doing there.”

“You are a wicked widow,” Gen scolded. “You’d probably scare the man with your appetites.”

“Ah, for the chance to find out…” Sabine smiled a very wicked smile indeed, then sipped the last of her sherry.

“You really ought to go,” Gen said, thinking of the late hour, “lest I be corrupted by your worldly influence.”

“One thing to keep in mind, dear…” Sabine said, her smile softening as she stood up. “If he does wish to make amends, you should listen. My first marriage would have been much more harmonious if either Bertie or I could have backed down once in a while and simply listened. But it was not in our natures. You, however, have a chance to start…well, not anew, but again. And that is not something every woman gets.”

Genevieve stood up as well. “I suppose I ought to inform Ainsworth and the household of the change, and make sure everything is in order when he arrives.”

“Good luck, my dear. Keep me informed. Do you expect that you’ll still be able to join us on Tuesday?” Tuesday was one of the days the members of the Society gathered to serve meals to the children who came to their building, knowing that food and shelter was available.

Gen nodded. “Nothing will keep me from my work, not even my lord and husband.”

“That’s the spirit!”
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