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Chapter 1




Southern England, 1849

The cold, late-November wind slapped her face and whipped her lightweight skirt against her legs as Madeleine DuMais stepped down from her hired coach and onto solid ground at Winter Garden. She breathed deeply of the crisp afternoon air, briefly closing her eyes and pointing her face toward the sun as she wrapped her traveling cloak tightly around her, bracing herself against a chill to which she was unaccustomed.

England. At last she was back in England. The smells of home fires burning and rich, damp soil lingered in her senses and her memory. The rustle of trees, the clopping of horses along the graveled road that meandered through the village teased her gentle thoughts of family, of where she belonged. This was her father’s country—her country as she liked to think of it—and where, if she could live anywhere on earth, she would reside for the remainder of her days.

Alas, she was French, and life was not so simple.

With a nod of acknowledgment to her driver, he placed her things—just two trunks—beside her as she stood roadside, then he returned to his seat to move on to the next stop. He could get the coach no closer to the cottage on the narrow lane, and since she couldn’t carry them herself, her possessions would momentarily have to remain where he had stacked them. No bother. The trunks were locked, and Thomas Blackwood, her new associate and a man she was soon to meet, could retrieve them for her in only a matter of minutes.

The instructions given her yesterday had been clear. For the next few weeks she would be working and living at the southern edge of the village, in the last cottage on the right. From where she stood now she could see the waist-high, wooden gate, painted the color of spring daffodils, that surrounded the property. Madeleine pulled her hood forward to rest loosely on her head, tucking fallen strands of her windblown hair behind the dark fur trim. Then, holding the collar securely against her neck with one gloved hand, she lifted her skirts and lightweight valise with the other and began her short walk down Farrset Lane.

This assignment had come as a surprise to her. She’d been wondering about it with building anticipation since she’d received the urgent note from Sir Riley Liddle, her immediate superior, only ten days earlier. It communicated no details, just You’re needed at home. Come quickly, alone. And she had, without question, because she longed for any excuse to return to England; but more importantly, she came because it was her work, and her work was all she had, was all in the world she cherished.

Sir Riley, however, had had little to add to the scant information she possessed already. Her moments with him in London yesterday had been brief, for there wasn’t much known beyond scattered rumors of an unusual smuggling operation being conducted in or perhaps just through this tiny, enchanting winter retreat. Conveniently, smuggling happened to be her area of expertise, and the reason her superiors had chosen her to help with the investigation. It was also quite probable that they needed a woman for the work, since sending another man might have looked unusual, even suspicious, to village residents. Mr. Blackwood’s assumed identity of a retired scholar could be better maintained if he were sent someone to pose as his companion or nurse—any number of plausible occupations. She would leave the decision to him, and he would enlighten her with the details. She eagerly awaited the meeting between them that was soon to occur.

Madeleine, in her own very worldly, sophisticated, elegant way, worked as a spy for the British government. She’d been performing in that capacity for nearly seven years, and she was extraordinarily good at what she did. Her position was unique, and she knew it. It also made her valuable. A Parisian by birth, she usually worked for the good of England from the quaint town of Marseille where she now lived. Her fabricated identity as the young widow of the mythical Georges DuMais—a trader of fine teas, lost at sea—was intact and believed by all who knew her. Her function involved differing interests, although most often it concerned uncovering various secrets on both local and national levels in the broad and sometimes dangerous realm of trade smuggling. Those in top English government positions had set her up in a beautiful home, near the center of the Mediterranean city where she was needed most, and from there she relayed all pertinent information to Sir Riley. Of course, this mission to England was a first for her, given the fact that she had been told very little regarding the circumstances, and because she’d never used her skills outside of France.

She knew only a little about the village of Winter Garden. It was located just a few miles north of the southern coastal town of Portsmouth, nestled between low hills on all sides, which in turn kept it protected from harsh winters. Its lush grounds and mild, year-round climate made the location a haven for the English gentry, as half of the village’s population were those of the upper classes who journeyed there only for the winter months, using it as a sort of seasonal retreat. This in itself was unusual, especially during such hard economic times. As in France, most villages were inhabited by peasants, their conditions typically harsh and dreary. But Winter Garden had the reputation for difference, and from her first look, Madeleine could understand why. Loveliness surrounded her, the well-dressed walked the streets. Even cold as it was now, some greenery still flourished. It never snowed in Winter Garden, or so she’d heard.

Still, she had to remember the serenity was an illusion, or she wouldn’t have been assigned there at all. Beneath the surface of this village a scandal brewed, waiting to bubble over. She would be the one to uncover it, with the help of Thomas Blackwood, a man about whom she knew even less than the mission itself. The only information about him provided to her was that he was a large man of thirty-nine years, he had been working for the government for roughly the last ten of them, and that he’d been in Winter Garden for several weeks already with no luck in learning much at all about illegal activities. He had requested help, and she had been sent.

Madeleine neared the end of the road as the cottage came into view. It faced the morning sun and appeared to be a small, square, two-story structure, charming in its simplicity, and constructed of clean, white brick. Yellow shutters that matched the gate, open to allow daylight beams inside, defined large beveled windows. Empty window boxes in hues of rose and blue stood out as the only decoration aside from lilac shrubs and dormant rosebushes to trim the property, constant reminders of the warmth of spring to come.

Madeleine unlatched the gate and followed the stone path to the porch partially obscured by an ivy-covered trellis. She placed her valise on the ground to her side, knocked twice on the front door and stepped back, glancing down her figure and straightening her skirt with a palm brushed against her cloak. Silly that she should worry about her appearance here, she considered; but then it had always been her greatest asset, and she did want to make a good first impression on the man in whose company she was soon to be spending a great deal of time.

For moments she waited, but the door didn’t open, neither by a dutiful servant nor Mr. Blackwood, confusing her a little because she knew she was expected. Then she heard the dull smacking noise of someone chopping wood from behind the cottage. Leaving her valise on the porch, she turned, pulled her full skirt up to her ankles to step cautiously onto the grass, and followed the sound.

Tall pine trees hugged the property on all sides, enclosing it intimately from the observance of watchful neighbors. Lilac bushes lined the brick walls of the house itself. As she rounded the back corner, she took notice of both flower and vegetable gardens, recently upturned and laying dormant for the coming season. It was a lovely, secluded place, with thickly shaded areas for protection from heated summer sun, for insulation from brisk winter wind, made especially for retreat from the burdens of everyday life.

Then she saw the man.

Madeleine came to an abrupt halt and stared open-mouthed. It was a ridiculous reaction on her part, she realized at once. Yet she’d never before, in her very experienced life, seen anyone like him. The graphic sexual thoughts suddenly rolling through her mind actually startled her.

He stood along the far end of the property, probably only ten feet away. His back was to her, legs spread wide in a chopping stance, naked from the hips up as he effortlessly lifted an ax and slammed it into the brush in an attempt to clear the overgrowth. He was huge of stature and beautifully muscled from his bunched shoulders and sculpted arms, through the cords of strength along his back, to his lean, tapered waist that disappeared into tight black pants hugging long, thick, booted legs. His skin shone with the sheen of exertion, from the sun on his shoulders, and although it was cold enough outside for breath to crystallize, he didn’t seem to notice the icy, autumn air as he leaned over and wrapped one enormous hand around a wayward vine while slicing the base of it with the other.

Large didn’t begin to describe him, was Madeleine’s first coherent thought after once again taking control of herself. Sir Riley had understated the obvious, which seemed to be a continuing occurrence she probably needed to discuss with him. Or maybe it was just that Sir Riley hadn’t clarified that by large he meant strong, tall, broad. Not rotund as she’d assumed and expected. This man didn’t look thirty-nine or scholarly, either, at least from the view of his firmly muscled backside.

The breeze shifted, blowing into her eyes the soft fur that lined her hood. Madeleine reached up and adjusted it, and it was at that moment that he realized she stood behind him.

He tensed, the ax in midair. Then he let the handle slide through his fingers as the head of it dropped to rest against his fist. With a very deep inhale he raised his face to the setting sun. Five seconds passed. Ten. Then he turned his head to the side so that she only saw his profile as he spoke to her over his shoulder.

“I’ve been waiting for you, Madeleine.”

His voice, so smooth and deeply vibrant, resonated a kind of poetic…longing. His words expressed only irritation at her late arrival.

“Monsieur Blackwood,” she returned confidently, although her hands were clutched in front of her, fingers coiled tightly together.

He drew himself up, standing rigid, and very, very slowly he finally turned to look at her.

His eyes, thickly lashed and honey brown, probed hers with intensity. But it was the full sight of his face and immense bearing that took her breath. She wouldn’t call him classically handsome. Indeed, he was not. He was brutally so.

His skin, darkly bronzed, gleamed from sweat; his hair, thick and nearly black, fell in waves behind his ears and down his neck. With bone structure perfectly proportioned in hard, set angles, his clean-shaven face drew attention to a deep, two-inch scar running vertically just to the right of his harsh, well-defined mouth. He looked like a warrior, sleek and untamed, sending signals of rugged masculinity as finely tuned as a concert piano.

What made her strangely uncomfortable in his presence was not his overpowering size but his immediate and explicit disregard for her own physical assets. She wasn’t used to that. This man in front of her only stared unswervingly into her eyes. He never regarded her figure, her face, nor did he glance down to her breasts. He stared at her, into her, with unreadable features—big, square, hard—his gaze magnetic. Drawing. Madeleine shivered involuntarily.

For seconds nothing happened. No further word was spoken, no thought conveyed. Then at last he lowered his eyes and placed his ax on the ground beside him. “I expected you by noon.”

She composed herself as he tempered the mood. “The train was late departing the city this morning, and I missed the first coach. I only just arrived.” She licked her lips. “It’s a lovely village.” A ridiculous thing to say. She was a professional, here as his working colleague, no complications, and yet he unnerved her.

He reached for his shirt of white cotton, hanging from a tree branch, and proceeded to pull it over his head and onto his perspiration-coated body. She watched the movement, studied the dark curls on his chest as they gleamed in sunlight when his muscles flexed, unable to look away.

“Your accent is thick,” he said, stating an obvious fact.

She almost smiled. “But my English is exceptional.”

“Indeed.” He scrutinized her mouth. “The combination can be very seductive.”

She shifted from one foot to the other, squirming from a suggestive comment for the first time in her life, delivered low and thoughtfully.

He placed his hands on his hips as his gaze met hers once more. “We can use it.”

It was so blunt a statement after one so telling that she had to blink, unable to formulate a suitable reply. Still, he hadn’t moved from where he stood, hadn’t asked her questions, and although he seemed genuine enough, he didn’t appear to react to her on a physical level. She wasn’t sure if that bothered her or not.

She took a step toward him. “Perhaps, Monsieur Blackwood—”

“Thomas.”

She stopped moving and nodded once. “Perhaps, Thomas, you wouldn’t mind retrieving my trunks? There are only two of them, but my coach driver couldn’t get any closer to the cottage, and they had to be left at the top of the road.”

The dark planes of his face tightened just enough for her to recognize hesitation on his part. Or was it just continued irritation? She couldn’t be sure. If she had to choose one word to describe him that word would be powerful, and with his obvious strength he should be able to carry her possessions easily. Yet he seemed reluctant.

He reached for the ax beside him and lifted it again. Then in a one-handed thrust, he drove it into the hard earth at his feet. “I’ll get them,” he said in a tone of quiet reservation. “Then we’ll go inside and talk.”

“Thank you.” The bright sun spread across her cheeks in its deceptiveness, but the icy wind blustered around her, down her neck, up from the bottom of her skirt. It was going to be a frigid winter, inside the cottage and out of it.

With another quick glance into her eyes, he took his first few steps toward her, and that’s when Madeleine understood his reluctance all too clearly.

His limp was pronounced, shocking her in a measure he probably noticed. Or expected. At first impression, she concluded it wasn’t a recent, healing injury. Thomas favored his right leg, although both appeared to be afflicted. From the way he moved, she knew it had to be an old wound that had likely left scars.

“Thomas—”

He paused in midstride, effectively cutting her off, but he didn’t meet her gaze. “It’s all right, Madeleine,” he replied in a deep whisper.

Then he brushed by her so closely she felt the heat from his body, and she instinctively took a step away. He continued, though, without observing her unusual preoccupation with his physique, rounding the corner and heading toward the front road.

Madeleine, who prided herself on her poise and constant attention to detail, found herself thoroughly embarrassed by the exchange. More so than he, she thought. Her reactions to the man were so out of character, her blunder so tactless, their first meeting so odd. As she thought about it she became increasingly annoyed that Sir Riley hadn’t mentioned her new business associate to be an invalid. That really was something she should have been told.

Madeleine turned, shoulders back, cheeks burning, and retraced her steps, walking through the grass and along the side of the house. Thomas hadn’t waited for her to follow but had already stepped onto the road and was well out of sight. She moved to the porch and stood silently, hands folded in front of her, refusing to watch him collect her things, although she was inexplicably drawn to do so—not because his injuries intrigued her but because the rest of him did.

Within minutes she heard his uneven footsteps on the gravel. Then he reappeared from behind the trees that lined the road, and in his hands he carried both trunks, one atop the other, as if they weighed nothing more than ounces. Incredible strength.

She moved her gaze from him to regard the freshly painted trellis as he stepped past the gate and onto the stone path.

“Open the door?” he requested in a solid voice lacking any sign of strain.

God, what was wrong with her? She should have done that already. Appearing to be a gawking, witless Frenchwoman was not at all how she wanted to begin their working relationship. He’d wonder at her competence.

Forcing a confidence she didn’t feel at all, she lifted her valise with one hand and reached for the knob with the other, pushing the door open easily, then stepping quickly to the side to allow him ample room to enter.


She followed him into the cottage, finding it at first glance to be more spacious than it appeared from the outside. Past the small foyer, vacant but for a brass coat-rack, she entered the parlor, the only visible room for entertaining, decorated sparsely in shades of brown and green. In the center, facing the grate on the west wall, sat an ordinary sofa in muted teal brocade, beside which rested the only chair, also of the same material, high-backed and padded generously, with a matching footstool in front of it. There were no paintings on the floral papered walls, although long windows took up most of the space along the north wall to her right. The hardwood floors were also bare save for the brown oval rug running the length of the sofa in front of the grate, held in place by a sturdy but ornately carved oak tea table. Between the sofa and chair, on top of a matching end table, sat a marvelous chess set, chiseled beautifully in coral and brown marble—the only thing in the room besides a few potted plants and scattered books that made the cottage actually look lived in.

Thomas rounded the corner to his left when he entered, continued down a short hallway, and disappeared into a room she assumed would be hers. She noticed a narrow staircase leading to the second floor on her immediate left, and underneath it, at the edge of the hall, a doorway opening to the kitchen. She stood silently where she was, waiting for an invitation to sit, although she knew this was now essentially her place of residence, too.

It was much smaller than her home in Marseille where she lived alone, and she saw no servants here, another essential to which she was probably far too accustomed. In Marseille she had only one personal maid, the very efficient Marie-Camille, who took care of meals, the house, and even her wardrobe. Normally Marie-Camille traveled with her, but the instructions from Sir Riley had forbidden that. She would have to make do on her own in Winter Garden.

Thomas returned after only moments, his head almost touching the ceiling as he ducked to keep from hitting a beam with his forehead. This appeared to be out of habit, though, since his eyes were once again focused solely on her.

“The room on the right is yours,” he informed her quietly. “Beth Barkley, the vicar’s daughter, comes in every other day to cook meals, clean, and collect the laundry. I had her put clean sheets on your bed this morning.”

“I see.” She pulled her blue leather gloves from her fingers, still feeling mildly uncomfortable for reasons unknown to her. At least he didn’t appear to witness her discomfiture. “And where do you sleep, Thomas?”

He stopped about three feet from her, hands on hips, apparently finding no underlying significance to her question. “I’ve taken the room upstairs. You’ll have plenty of privacy. The water closet is next to your room, at the end of the hall. We have no tub for bathing, but the local inn charges a minimal fee for the use of theirs, and it’s clean.”

She attempted a smile and began to unbutton her cloak. “Thank you.” She really wished he would stop looking at her with such hard, assessing eyes, as if he didn’t recognize at all how feminine she was but instead found her…something of a contradiction, maybe? Certainly Sir Riley had told him what to expect of her. Yet he appeared to be studying her closely rather than admiring any part of her.

“Would you like tea?” he asked politely, cutting into her thoughts.

“Yes, please,” was her quick response as she lifted her cloak from her shoulders.

He reached out and took it and her gloves without comment, only briefly scanning her figure clothed in an ordinary traveling gown of sky-blue muslin. Then he turned and disappeared into the hallway once more.

Madeleine shook herself and breathed in fully, trying to relax, fighting a tired, aching head and binding stays that had been wrapped around her middle for nearly ten hours. She needed to keep her mind clear and remember her purpose. She was here on government business, and so was he. His thoughts of her, his impression of her person, were irrelevant. Where he was concerned she couldn’t understand herself either, or her reactions to him upon first meeting. Usually, when choosing male companionship, she preferred dashing, sophisticated men of gentle breeding. Thomas Blackwood was unlike any she’d ever been attracted to before, yet that in itself intrigued her.

She heard him rattling dishes in the kitchen but didn’t feel like walking in there herself. What would she say to him? Of course, they had plenty to discuss, but she felt more comfortable letting him lead the conversation, which he would undoubtedly do over tea. And she was far too restless to simply retire to her own room so early in the day.

Instead, Madeleine entered the parlor proper. She liked the spacious feel of it, surprisingly light and airy considering the dark furniture, and windows that only faced north and west. The embers in the fireplace were low but would soon be stirred, coal added, to warm the house for the coming evening. Above the grate, on the mantel, she noticed a gold-faced clock indicating the time was nearly four, and next to it what appeared to be a wooden music box. She wondered if these were his things, if anything in the room was his. Certainly the chess set was. She didn’t know this for a fact, but the hardness of it, the solitude it implied, seemed to suit what little she knew of him.

She stopped in front of the set and picked up a brown marble knight, rolling it between her thumb and fingers. It felt heavy, cold, sturdily sculpted. Yes, this was his.

At the sound of his booted feet on the hard wooden floor she looked up. He walked into the room carrying a silver tray complete with china teapot and matching cups on saucers, a sugar bowl and pitcher of cream. He looked straight at her, into her eyes again, his expression flat and unreadable.

She sank slowly onto the sofa, holding his gaze and trying not to smile at the picture he presented—the enormous, warrior god-man, dark and sensually arousing, carrying a tray to serve tea to her personally. Instead, she maintained a neutral expression and managed a general question. “Who owns this cottage, Thomas?”

His brows rose fractionally. “I’m not certain.” He set the tray in the center of the tea table, reached for the pot, and poured two cups, placing one in front of her. “Sir Riley offered me only the key and directions. The few things in this room are mine that I brought with me from home. The bedroom furnishings and kitchen items were here when I arrived.”

Madeleine adjusted the hem of her skirt, pulling it in so he could take a seat in the chair next to her without stepping on it. He lowered himself stiffly, cup and saucer in hand, regarding her.

“Then you’re not from here,” she commented rather than asked, keeping her eyes fixed on his face.

“I’m from Eastleigh, several hours to the north of here,” he returned without pause or pretense. “I’ve been to Winter Garden twice on holiday, although it’s been six or seven years since my last visit. I knew nobody when I arrived this time, but I’ve managed to meet several people and make some acquaintances during the last few weeks.”

“I suppose that will be helpful to our cause,” she responded thoughtfully.

“Mmm.”

An awkward moment passed silently. She glanced back to the marble piece she still held in her palm. “You’re a chess player, Thomas?”

He raised his cup to his lips, taking a small sip of his steaming tea. “I play frequently. It helps me think, sometimes to relax.”

His tone had dropped as her questioning grew personal, but she ignored the significance. “I imagine you play with someone from the village, then?”

He was quiet for so long she felt compelled to raise her gaze back to his. Almost at once his expression had become clouded, intense.

“Only with myself, Madeleine,” he answered through a low, thick breath. “I’ve had no one to play with for quite some time.”

She had absolutely no idea how to take that, feeling warm suddenly from the closeness of his body and the heat of his eyes. Did he have any idea how suggestive that sounded to her? Like a secret, sensual remark between lovers. Without question, she knew that if they were in a room with ten people she would be the only one to find that statement erotic. Was he thinking the same?

He watched her, his sculpted lips pulled back vaguely in challenge, his eyelids lowered just faintly. The muscles in her belly tightened, but she couldn’t turn away. Oh, yes. He knew. He knew exactly what he’d said, and he knew exactly how she’d interpret it.

“Do you play?” he questioned, his voice dark, quiet.

Madeleine blinked quickly and straightened, turning her attention to the chessboard beside her, very gently replacing the marble knight. “I can, although it’s been a while since I have,” she admitted with a diffidence that surprised her. “I assume you’re good, Thomas?”

“I’m very good.”

She hesitated. “Do you…usually win?”

“My skills haven’t failed me yet.”

He hadn’t touched her at all, and yet she felt him, felt his puncturing stare—blatant, probing, daring.

“I think I might enjoy the challenge,” she conceded quietly, looking back at his face with forced candor. “But perhaps you should know I also play to win.”

He lengthened his body in his chair, stretching one booted leg out to rest on the footstool. “And do you?”

“Win?”

He nodded negligibly.

She fidgeted on the sofa cushion, running a moist palm slowly along her thigh over her gown. “Usually,” she confided, her throat dry, tight.


For a fleeting moment she was certain he almost smiled, something she had yet to see him do. Then he brought his cup to his lips again with slow, calculated precision, taking a long sip, never averting his eyes from hers.

“I’m sure you’d agree,” he said seconds later, “that it’s always better when both players have the opportunity to win, to keep the game…mutually enjoyable.” He paused, then added in a soothing whisper, “I think it would be fascinating to watch the jubilation on your face when you do, Madeleine.”

She couldn’t believe he had said that and she couldn’t take any more. The room felt stuffy to her suddenly, thick with a tension she couldn’t describe. She wished she had a fan. But it was nearly winter. The heat she felt was entirely from within, brought out by a man she hardly knew as he caressed her with innocent words having vivid, sexual meaning they both clearly understood. All in the guise of playing chess.

The clock on the mantel chimed four, startling her. Madeleine was the first to look away, quickly reaching for her tea, stirring in a trace amount of sugar and cream with uncommonly graceless fingers, taking special note of the intricate detail in tiny purple tulips etched into the dainty china cups.

“Would you like to hear about our assignment?”

She felt jittery in her skin, but he’d become indifferent again, almost formal. He was good at this, she considered, and obviously quite the expert in masking his thoughts, feelings, and probably his emotions. She read that in him immediately. She was good at it, too, but he did seem to have the advantage when it came to the time it took to compose himself. Certainly he wasn’t flushing as she was right now, something he no doubt witnessed. For a second or two she wondered if he’d been as stimulated by the exchange as she had, but it was difficult to tell and she tried not to think about it.

“Please,” she replied, laying her spoon on the saucer.

He placed his cup and saucer on the table and sat back, leaning his elbow on the chair’s padded armrest. “How much do you know already?”

She shrugged, taking a sudden great interest in her steaming tea as she lifted her cup and lightly sipped. “Only that there is a rumor of smuggling activity operating from or through Winter Garden. Beyond that, I know nothing.”

Cautiously he asked, “What did Riley Liddle tell you about me?”

She glanced at him sideways through her lashes as she took another swallow. What remained of the setting sun shone through the west window, casting a stream of light across his face and body, the scar at his mouth. A thick, dark curl hung low over his forehead, but he didn’t appear to notice these things, remaining curiously focused on her.

Madeleine placed her cup and saucer next to his on the table, then angled her body so that she faced him directly, folding her hands properly in her lap, trying her best to push from her mind the sexual thoughts brought out only moments ago. As he apparently had.

“He said only that you were a large man, thirty-nine years old. That you have been living here at the cottage for several weeks without learning anything. That you requested help and would be the one to give me details. That’s all really. I only saw him for a few minutes yesterday.”


“I see.” He rubbed the backs of his fingers along his chin, scratching the skin with his day’s growth of beard. “Do you know what’s being smuggled?”

Her brows rose. “No, although I assume it to be something important or valuable. I’d never be requested to come here from the south of France to investigate a trivial matter.”

“Opium,” he revealed quietly.

Madeleine stilled as a cold darkness swept through her. Of all the memories of her childhood to leave a lasting black impression, her experiences with the effects of opium abuse caused the greatest pain. But he didn’t need to know that.

“Opium,” she repeated softly. “How does one smuggle something legal to own and conveniently purchased?”

“By stealing it randomly, before it’s properly taxed and distributed.” He grew focused as he collected his thoughts to carry on. “Our suspicions first surfaced about eighteen months ago when it came to our attention that very small supplies were disappearing soon after arrival in Portsmouth. Intelligence was slow to start an investigation because the amount taken was not, in the beginning, worth the effort. During the last four or five months, however, this amount has steadily increased to a point that it can no longer be ignored. The loss is becoming valuable. So, an official inquiry began, but after a few weeks of learning nothing, the decision was made to send me here to integrate myself into the town and work covertly.”

Intrigued, Madeleine sat forward, forearms laying flat along her thighs, hands folded together. “They think the opium is being smuggled through Winter Garden?”


He leaned toward her over the armrest, eyes bright, face taut. “The trail leads to the vicinity of Winter Garden, where it subsequently vanishes. Normally we should be able to see activity, or hear something useful through infiltration and boastful gossip, but so far nothing.” His lids narrowed shrewdly. “I think the opium is being brought here because the village is unsuspecting, and once here it’s divided and transported north into England proper for sale and distribution. The reasons are unclear, and we’re completely ignorant of the means, but we believe whoever is taking the risk is selling it to be smoked, not drunk, and that he—or perhaps even she—is making a profit by selling to a select clientele. I also believe that the operation is maintained, or at the very least organized, by someone who lives here permanently, since shipments have been taken during summer months. But the two questions yet to be answered are who, and how this person is able to carry out the dispersion in absolute secrecy.”

Madeleine reached again for her tea, starting to feel the slow burn of anticipation envelop her as it did so often at the beginning of a new assignment. “Since the opium is stolen, it’s undoubtedly a lucrative operation for the supplier,” she speculated aloud, staring at the table in front of her. “He wouldn’t take such a great risk otherwise, and because there is no initial expenditure, the income from the sale would be entirely his. But he is not working alone. The process is too complicated.” She took a long sip from her cup. “He is aware of shipments coming into port, organizes the theft, somehow arranges for it to be brought here, then ships it out again to sell to those in need, for either a low cost or the price of discretion. Maybe both. And if his clients are addicted, and wealthy, the income could be substantial.” She looked back at him, eyes sparkling. “Remarkable operation. And smart.”

“It’s also very dangerous.”

She agreed with a nod. “So he must be quite arrogant or desperate. Any suspects?”

Thomas sat back once more, relaxing as he studied her. “I’ve got two of them, but no proof, and I’m not sure how to go about getting it. That’s why I requested assistance.”

“I see.” She leaned her shoulder on the soft sofa cushion and swallowed the rapidly cooling contents of her cup. “And they are?”

“Lady Claire Childress, a widow whose husband died of mysterious causes two years ago. And Richard Sharon, Baron Rothebury.”

Her lips turned up in droll amusement. “A lady and a baron—both members of the gentry.”

He tilted his head, his thick brows lifting in question. “You don’t think the aristocracy can be as deceptive and greedy as the middle and lower classes, Madeleine?”

She smiled fully at that, beginning, for the first time since they’d met, to feel comfortable in his presence. “I know from experience that they can, Thomas. In fact, they usually have more opportunity and desire for riches since they are closer at grasping those things, especially if they have come from wealth and have somehow lost it. It’s also true that anyone can cheaply buy laudanum, but not everyone of good birth wants an addiction to be known. It’s likely that the smuggler is selling to his, or her, social class.”

He dropped his chin in acknowledgment of her reasonable deductions. “My thoughts exactly.”

A warmth of communication passed between them. “Why these two?”

He paused to consider that. “Lady Claire is…harsh. You’ll understand when you meet her. It wouldn’t be above her to lead a group of smugglers, but that’s just my opinion. She recently began refurbishing her estate, although she’s had only a small income provided her by her late husband. I don’t know where she’s getting the money to do so.” He pursed his lips, thinking, then said softly, “I also think she’s an addict.”

The partial smile died on her mouth. Madeleine turned to face the tea table, gently placing her empty cup and saucer on top of it as thoughts and memories she’d so long kept hidden deep within came gushing to the surface, surprising her with an intensity she thought had cooled. “And the baron?” she carried on, voice steady, giving nothing away.

He pulled his leg up from the footstool and planted both feet on the floor to sit forward, elbows on knees, fingers tapping together in front of him. “The baron is a more likely suspect,” he disclosed, finally moving his gaze from her and resting it on the fireplace. “Partly because he’s a mystery and smooth as oil. I met him only once. He didn’t like me, although I’m not sure why.”

“Perhaps you intimidate him,” she offered more seriously than jovially.

“Rothebury is certainly nothing like me,” he acknowledged with a trace of annoyance. “He’s handsome, charming, full of good humor. The ladies adore him. He’s also thirty-two years old, unmarried, and considered Winter Garden’s most eligible prize.”

Madeleine eyed him candidly. “Is that why I was sent for, Thomas?”

He turned his head sharply and stared hard at her. “No.”

The force of that one quietly spoken word took her a little by surprise. In truth, during all the years she’d worked for the government she’d never used her body for information. Her charms absolutely, but her body never. She’d been with her share of men, but never for personal or professional gain of any kind. It soothed her a little to know Thomas Blackwood didn’t expect this of her, and had even seemed a bit irritated that she’d mentioned it.

“You are to work with me, Madeleine,” he explained coolly. “I need the help of a professional, and being a woman is an advantage on two fronts. First, you’ll be more perceptive where Lady Claire is concerned. Second, the baron will be more receptive to you. Flirt if you must, but don’t consider compromising yourself. It’s not worth it.”

His concern for her was a little overwhelming, and quite unnecessary. “I’m very good at taking care of myself,” she maintained, composed and sitting erect. “I think I can handle the baron.”

He continued to regard her for a moment or two, then looked back to the grate, apparently deciding not to argue.

“You can start with Lady Claire,” he said at last. “If we can rule her out as a suspect, we can work on the baron with fresh energy.”

“And you?”

“I’m going to concentrate on Rothebury’s property, his house, and get closer to it and him if I can without being observed. I want to determine his doings and dealings, who visits regularly and at what time of day.”

“Spy on him rather than integrate yourself into his life,” she said pensively. “Is that prudent under the circumstances?”

His lips drew back into a half smile. “He’ll never become a friend, if that’s what you mean, so I can’t have a go at him from that angle. The man has no close friends and keeps the villagers at a distance to a certain degree unless he’s formally entertaining many at once. I’ve stayed in the background until now, just getting acquainted with the area and people, but since you’re here to help, I think we can finally move in and become a little more aggressive in approach.”

That was logical, she supposed, although the risk of being discovered was always greater when working in shadow rather than in open, friendly confrontation.

“Have you given thought to my identity?”

He hesitated just long enough for her to realize he had, and that he was uncomfortable with it. That piqued her curiosity.

“Thomas?”

With his hands on his thighs, he pushed himself to a standing position, very stiffly, and she took note of the tiny grimace along the lines of his mouth, through the tightness of his jaw. His injuries pained him, perhaps only a little, but pained him they did.

“I’ve given it considerable thought, Madeleine,” he quietly replied, walking slowly to the mantel, peering down to the music box, running his fingertips along the wooden edge. Seconds later he turned back to her. “Have you?”

She hadn’t expected him to ask her, accepting instead that he would have it planned and ready to adopt. He seemed intent on her opinion, though, and maybe it was something they could decide together.

Standing to meet his gaze levelly, she murmured, “I thought perhaps a companion of some kind, but you’re really a bit too…robust to need one. After meeting you that doesn’t seem plausible.”

His cheek twitched in mild amusement. “No.”

She gave him a dash of a smile in return as she looked his enormous, masculine body up and down. The top half of him was in perfect shape, but he did have a limp, an obvious injury, one undoubtedly noticed by villagers. Posing as his nurse might be believed, although she didn’t really look like much of one. Still, it was the best she could think of.

“Your mistress?” she suggested instead in a deep whisper.

She had no idea where that had come from. Neither did he. He actually looked stunned.

Madeleine reached up with one hand and covered her throat with her palm, hoping he couldn’t see the pounding pulse she could feel beneath her fingertips, wrapping herself with her free arm in a measure of defense. But she never took her eyes from his face.

His lids thinned, and once again she felt that same strange magnetic pull from him, charging the air between them, palpable and thick.

“I don’t think that would be believed, either, Madeleine,” he whispered huskily, and very slowly.

She was on the verge of asking why, as it seemed perfectly reasonable to her, when he carried on with a more logical concern.

“It might also give us problems socially, and we need to be free to accept invitations.”

She should have considered that before blurting her thoughts. Word would spread that they lived together and alone, however, and eventually people would suspect a deeper involvement between them. Certainly he’d thought of that.

“Of course, you’re right,” she agreed with a shade of embarrassment. She sighed, sagging a little. “Have you any ideas, Thomas?”

He stared sharply into her eyes with obvious reluctance. Then he groaned softly and raised a palm, wiping it harshly over his face.

“I fought in the Opium War, Madeleine,” he revealed soberly. “That’s where I received my injuries.” He shifted his body uncomfortably on the rug. “I thought maybe you could pose as the French translator of my memoirs.”

Sympathy coursed through her. She understood so intimately the pain of a past one could never change. He’d fought in a war of questionable merit, sustaining injuries that had left him maimed, and he’d been averse to tell her. And the Opium War had ended six years ago, which meant that if his legs hadn’t healed by now, he would live with his suffering for the rest of his life. Tragic, and yet he carried on, just as she had in her life when faced with misery.

“You don’t really look much like a translator,” he proceeded when she didn’t comment, “but it’s the best I can think of. Certainly better than posing as a companion, and it will probably be believed.”

You’re right, Madeleine thought with mounting confusion, clasping her hands behind her back. I don’t look like a companion or a translator. I look like a mistress.


Why haven’t you noticed that about me, Thomas?

“I agree that makes the most sense of all, and should be convincing enough,” she remarked aloud, feeling somewhat defeated. “I will be your French translator.”

He stood only a few feet from her, their bodies divided by just the tea table. He searched her expression for several silent seconds, with a deliberation she could feel, then ever so slowly he dropped his gaze to her breasts, lingering there long enough for her to grow warm from the visual caress.

“I’m sure you’re hungry,” he said abruptly. “I’ll see what Beth arranged for dinner, and perhaps we’ll eat early.” Without further comment, he turned away from her and walked toward the kitchen.

Madeleine watched his back until he disappeared from view, finally allowing a wide grin of frank satisfaction to grace her face. His sexual innuendoes earlier could have been misinterpreted on her part, but now she was certain they weren’t. At last it was obvious that he’d noticed her as a woman.

 

The wind had grown to a roaring pitch, causing tree branches to scrape against the cottage’s brick walls, slamming the shutters against his window. Thomas was oblivious to it all.

He lay flat on his back in bed, only the sheet covering his body, hands behind his head on the pillow as he stared vacantly at the ceiling. He’d been in this position for nearly an hour, too restless to relax, too absorbed in his thoughts to move. She was probably already asleep, as she’d been very tired during dinner, eating only a little. They’d talked of trivial things—her home in Marseille, her trip to England, the climate differences between the countries. Then she’d said goodnight and had retired for the evening. He’d remained sitting in front of the fire for a while, listening to her footsteps as she moved around her room, imagining her manicured fingers unbuttoning her gown, her petticoats slipping from her tall, curved body. He’d heard her bed creak as she climbed into it. He had wondered what, if anything, she wore when she slept; if she braided her hair or wore it down; if she lay between the sheets opened sensually, as if waiting for a man, or curled up from the chill like a soft kitten aching to be stroked.

God, she was beautiful. He’d known that, though, before she’d arrived, knew much more about her, in fact, than she knew of him. Born Madeleine Bilodeau twenty-nine years ago, the illegitimate daughter of Captain Frederick Stevens of the British Royal Navy, and Eleanora Bilodeau, a less than talented, opium-addicted actress of the French stage. She’d become a spy for the British government at her request after disbelieving Englishmen disregarded her until she’d single-handedly prevented the escape of two French political prisoners by informing Sir Riley before it occurred. She’d proven her worth over the years. She was glamorized in England by those who knew about her, adored in Marseille, and celebrated across the Continent as one of the greatest beauties of their time.

He didn’t know how long she’d stood behind him in the garden that afternoon before he’d realized she was there. She’d been watching him, he was sure of that. Her scent had reached him first as the breeze lifted her perfume and mixed it with the particular essence that made her a woman, carrying it to him, rousing him, making his heart pound. It had taken moments to gain control before he could look at her. When he’d finally gathered the nerve to do so, she had entranced him instantly with her glossy, chestnut hair coiled around her ears in thick plaits, her heart-shaped face so soft in an expression of innocent question, her flawless, ivory skin that begged to be caressed. And those eyes. Her eyes shattered resolve—ice-blue but the most sensual thing about her somehow. Eyes that could cut and wound deeply, or melt a man as they shimmered in pools of longing arousal, vivid hope.

Oh, yes, he’d been immediately affected by her, as any man would be. And, God, the conversation over chess! How had he started that?

Thomas expelled a long, slow breath, turning on his side at last and shoving his arm beneath the pillow, staring at the swaying trees as they moved in shadow across the moonlit wall.

He’d never expected to be so forward with her and yet she’d caught his mood, had been so perceptive as to understand the meaning behind his words. He knew she’d lost her virginity years ago, and had spent time in the company of men far more charming and attentive than he, far more exciting, far more worthy of her beauty. But she had responded to his sexual suggestions, regarding him with a confused fascination she couldn’t hide, gauging his response, teasing him in return without really trying to, making his body succumb to that delicious ache as it hadn’t in years.

She was attracted to him. He knew it and relished that knowledge in wonder. Madeleine DuMais, the belle of France, the darling of the English government, the smart, polished, engaging woman, who had sat across from him at dinner and licked her fingers so sensually of honey, was attracted to him. To him—Thomas Blackwood the ordinary man; Thomas Blackwood the huge, intimidating recluse; Thomas Blackwood the cripple.

She was attracted to him.

Smiling, Thomas closed his eyes and, for the first time in ages, fell into a deep, restful slumber—no pain in his body, no thirst in his soul, no hurt in his heart.








Chapter 2




Madeleine woke badly. Her head ached, her nose was stuffy, her body freezing, and for seconds she had trouble remembering where she was. Perhaps her momentary confusion was due to the fact that a murky darkness filled the room, and the cottage seemed unnaturally silent. The wind had died down sometime during the night, and unlike her warm house and bed in Marseille, with the sound of street traffic always just below her bedroom window, she heard only the creaks of the cottage itself as it settled into the damp earth.

It had to be mid-morning, although she had no idea of the time, probably due to the thick, overcast sky she could barely discern through her bedroom window. Usually Marie-Camille woke her by seven if she didn’t wake herself. Nobody would rouse her here, however, and Thomas certainly would never enter her room.


Since the moment she’d stepped foot on British soil just three days ago, she’d had little time to contemplate her immediate situation and surroundings. She was back in England and essentially alone. Although accustomed to solitude, her life in recent years had been spent in the company of others, albeit only because her work had put her there. At home she was known in social circles, granted invitations as the respectable Widow DuMais, an acquaintance to many, friend to few—all ignorant of her deep-seated hatred for her French heritage and the childhood of near servitude she was forced to endure at the hands of an ignorant, ill-bred mother. But that seemed another life to her now.

In England, she was unknown, which, as she thought about it, could be a challenge or an asset in the weeks to come. She could create her own character and be any person she chose, using her charms or subduing them. Above everything else, though, she was a professional, and would be exactly who she needed to be to accomplish this mission for the love of her father’s country. It was time to go to work.

Shivering from the damp, chilly air, Madeleine pushed back the sheet and blanket and slowly sat upright, rubbing her pounding temples and brows with her fingertips. Tea would help the head pain; but, of course, she’d need to dress fully before entering the kitchen.

At last she forced her eyes to remain open, placed her bare feet on the cold floor, and stood on stiff legs. Her room was small, with only a bed for one and a petite dressing table, painted white, with a raised mirror attached to it to accommodate her toilette. The walls were papered with the same flowered print that lined the walls of the parlor, but nothing hung from them. The only window, draped with white lace curtains, framed the head of the bed, and a full wardrobe closet sat across the floor at the foot of it.

Closing her arms around her shivering body, Madeleine walked to it. She’d only brought four gowns with her—one for traveling that she’d worn yesterday, one morning gown, one for day, and one for evening dress. Unfortunately she had had no room to carry a full wardrobe all the way from France, and suddenly she felt unduly conscious about that. She would be wearing the same gowns again and again. Not very flattering, but then Thomas hadn’t appeared to notice what she wore. The villagers would expect nothing more from a translator.

Madeleine discarded her linen nightgown and dressed quickly in her morning gown of canary-yellow muslin over full crinoline. The sleeves were long, the neckline modest though tightly molding to her bosom, which pleased her since that was the only part of her anatomy Thomas had seemed to regard, however briefly. She looked becoming but unassuming, and for the first time in her life she was grateful for the layers of petticoats against her skin that warmed her body.

She brushed her hair, plaited it, then wrapped it in loops around her ears. At home she was used to wearing face color to accentuate her features, but she supposed she’d have to abandon that indulgence in Winter Garden. The English were rather staid about the application of false color, preferring their ladies to look pale and flat instead of ripe and sensuous. Sexless in her opinion, but then her opinion hardly mattered. She’d no doubt get a better response from the villagers if she chose to forgo even rouge.

Madeleine splashed her face with cold water from the pitcher, dried herself with a soft face towel, pinched her cheeks, and gently bit her lips. Then with shoulders back she left the privacy of her room and walked into the parlor.

It was dark save for the light from the roaring fire and one small lamp. Thomas sat in the chair, facing the grate, his head bowed, his mind engrossed in a book of considerable thickness. In this position, poised with one leg resting on the footstool, his body clothed in black trousers and a white linen shirt buttoned to the neck, he looked casual but every bit the gentleman scholar he professed to be.

He turned when he heard her footsteps, his gaze scanning her attire then meeting hers with approval. She brushed off the sudden, overpowering feeling of being scrutinized within and smiled into his eyes. Just a simple look from him gave her pause.

“Good morning, Thomas,” she said congenially, hands folded in front of her as she moved toward him.

“Good morning, Madeleine,” he replied in a voice of deep smoothness.

She pulled her gaze from his to glance at the clock on the mantel. Half-past nine. She’d overslept by hours. “I’m sorry I woke so late,” she said, sitting comfortably on the sofa and arranging her skirts. “Usually I’m up very early.”

He closed his book without looking at it. “I’m sure you were tired after several days of travel. Did
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