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Chapter 1




London
 1873

With a sigh of frustration, Rachel Bailey thrummed her fingers on the polished banister, the diaphanous froth of her emerald skirt whispering with her movement. Perfumed currents of air mingled with cigar smoke drifting from the ballroom below. She turned, her fan dangling from one wrist, an empty dance card on the other.

She’d tried not to care that so many here found her an intellectual oddity or had excluded her from their social circles.

Especially tonight.

For Cinderella had nothing on Rachel, except perhaps the eye of the handsome prince, or in this case the talented recipient of one of the most prestigious awards in all of Great Britain. A civil engineer could garner no higher honor than the Gold Telford Award, an honor that she would never receive because of her gender, but one that Ryan Donally most aptly deserved. From the gilt-edged balcony of the Palace Hotel, overlooking the ballroom, she watched him, his tall, dark form easily recognizable among the colorful assemblage. Music floated high above the spacious floor to resonate against the dome-shaped roof, elaborately paneled in Venetian mirrors. All about her, the ball was in full swing, the swirl of colors arcing across the polished floor like a rainbow.

Incredibly handsome, Ryan was suited to the petite blonde he held a little too intimately in his arms, Lady Gwyneth Abbott. His future wife, if one was to believe the rumor running rampant among the crowd. She was a jewel of elegant architecture in vermilion silk and upswept blond hair wrapped in a diamond tiara. The two conversed, his vital energy mesmerizing, his open smile reflecting an animated conversation that drew more than Rachel’s attention.

Ever since they’d been children, Ryan had garnered attention wherever he went. He mastered crowds as easily as he gathered accolades, his charisma a reflection of his Irish good looks. Now, having amassed a fortune in the iron-ore industry, Ryan himself had since become an international conglomerate separate from his family—and separate from her—a far reach from the uncouth boy who used to throw spiders in her hair when they were children.

Theirs had always been an impossible relationship. He was her curse.

And the very reason she had returned to England.

Drawing in her breath against her tightly laced corset, Rachel knew she was naïve to think she could walk back into his life tonight after everything she’d done to him, and not feel panic.

They had not spoken since Kathleen had died four years ago.

She had to find a way to speak with him. She needed to talk to him.

“The woman in my brother’s arms is the Earl of Devonshire’s niece,” a masculine voice murmured next to her ear and startled her.

John Donally had managed a soundless approach and caught her staring at Ryan. “And of whom are you speaking?” Rachel plucked a fluted champagne glass off the tray of a passing footman.

“You know of whom I’m speaking. I understand that she’s the earl’s ward and that she’s sought after among the ton’s bachelors. But she has eyes only for my brother. She’s quite beautiful.”

And Ryan’s brother, with whom she usually managed an excellent rapport, only jammed the knife a little deeper into her heart. Rachel truly didn’t want to know that the girl was flawless as a snowflake. Sipping champagne, she welcomed the wet effervescence against her senses. “Did Lady Gwyneth make him cut his hair?” she asked, for lack of anything charitable to say. She’d noticed Ryan’s trademark queue missing.

“I doubt it, colleen.” Johnny crossed his arms. “But you can always inquire.”

“I would very much like to talk to him. He’s not been in London for a week.”

“He’s been in Bristol. They returned last night.”

“They?”

Ryan’s older brother peered over the balcony, his dark curly hair catching the light from the Venetian chandelier. “He and Lady Gwyneth, and the girl’s sister,” Johnny said. “He just purchased property there.”

“Can he really want to marry her, Johnny?”

“What do I know about Ryan’s heart? Since Kathleen’s death, he’s kept his emotions locked away so tightly none of us have been able to make sense of anything he does.” Slipping a hand into his pocket, Johnny turned. “He’s not the same man he used to be. Don’t be lulled into thinking otherwise.”

“Does he ever speak of Kathleen?”


Johnny folded his arms and leaned against the balustrade. “Why have you come all the way from Ireland to be here tonight, colleen?”

“Despite everything else he’s done these past four years, Ryan still chairs Donally & Bailey Engineering.” She studied the champagne bubbles in her glass, realizing they were perfectly formed spheres and, if she held them to the light, they glittered. That such perfection could result from the nasty by-product of massive chaos and organic upheaval was the essence of true chemistry.

Rachel swiveled her glass in the light and blinked as Johnny’s handsome face suddenly came into focus over the crystalline rim. Realizing he might construe too much from such unusual whimsy, she sipped. “You have to admit the award is well deserved. He’s required reading at Edinburgh and Göttingen.”

“And naturally, you’re filled with admiration for his talents.” Johnny plucked the glass from her fingertips and set it on the table beside the richly gilt Corinthian column. “Me-thinks you’ve imbibed enough, colleen.”

“Shouldn’t you be dancing with your wife?” She recaptured her glass, prepared to do battle for one more taste. “What will she be thinking to see the two of us all alone up here, cozy as lovebirds grappling over my champagne flute?”

His dark eyes filling with mischief, he deftly snatched the glass from her hands and set it on the tray of a passing footman. “She’ll be thinkin’ that we’ve known each other all of our lives, Rachel.” Taking her elbow, he forced her gaze from the glass of spirits disappearing down the back stairway that led out to the hotel kitchens. “She told me to find you and drag you onto the ballroom floor if need be. Neither of us thinks you should be watching the world from up here. It’s time to play for once.”

Swallowing a groan, Rachel allowed Johnny to lead her down the marble steps into the man-made rainbow of silks and satins, where she immediately sank within the bright colors. “You don’t need to hold my hand,” she whispered. “Metaphorically speaking, of course.”

“I do if I intend to dance, literally speaking.” Johnny placed his fingertips at her waist, then bent to look into her face. “You’re not thinkin’ you’ve forgotten how to waltz, are ye?” he asked, stepping with her onto the floor, his movements carefully precise.

There was nothing that put the starch into her spine like the fear of failure. “I think that you’re treading hazardous waters. I could ruin your two perfectly good feet before the clock strikes midnight.”

“But this does provide me the opportunity to hold a beautiful woman in my arms. With my wife’s permission even. How fortunate am I?”

Rachel let herself fall into the easy step of the waltz. “You’ve blarney for blood, Johnny Donally,” she said. “But I thank you for it just the same.”

She was grateful that, even after all the mistakes she’d made with her life, anyone in the Donally family could still be her friend. Yet they had remained staunchly so. Most of them anyway.

Except Ryan.

Even as her throat tightened, her eyes remained dry. Life had taught her the uselessness of tears and the dangers of emotions that crept into the orderly world she’d created for herself as one of only two female civil engineers in the world. But the cracks had begun to form after Kathleen’s death four years ago and widened when Rachel hit her twenty-ninth birthday last month. She didn’t know what to do with the impractical, feminine part inside that had suddenly reawakened.

She needed desperately to rectify her past with Ryan.


Long ago, she’d watched as he married her best friend. And Rachel knew if she left tonight without telling him anything in her heart, she would never have another chance.

In a few months, he would be out of her life forever.

“Do you actually drink this stuff, Donally?”

Havana in hand, Ryan turned from the arched doorway where he’d been standing for the last half hour watching the ballroom. Lord Devonshire entered the billiard room from the terrace, and Ryan regretted the demise of his solitude.

“The Engineering Society could have afforded a better stock of champagne, don’t you agree?” Devonshire rebuked.

Ryan held up his tumbler. “Compared to stock Irish whiskey, everything else is tame, my lord.” He tipped back the glass and relished the burn down his throat before setting down the glass to rack the pool balls. The billiard room had emptied when the orchestra began to warm up again for the last set.

Like every man present, his lordship wore a black formal swallowtail coat, white cravat, and gloves. This was not the kind of event men like Devonshire usually attended. Ryan’s professional peers were commoners, but tonight the earl and his family had come as his guests.

“You’re not dancing?” Devonshire stood in the archway, looking out onto the ballroom floor.

“Your niece’s dance card is full.” Ryan took the cue stick he’d leaned against the billiard table. “I had my requisite two dances. Do you play billiards, my lord?”

Devonshire continued to watch the dancers with interest. “No,” he said absently.

Ryan chalked a stick. Smoke curled from the ash tin in which he’d stubbed out his cigar. He listened to strains of the waltz. Laughter. His own disorganized thoughts.

He knew who had caught Devonshire’s attention. Ryan had been watching her for most of the night. Even when he’d been dancing with Gwyneth, he’d glimpsed Rachel on the balcony overlooking the ballroom. He’d returned from Bristol yesterday to learn she’d been in London over a week.

“Miss Bailey’s presence tonight is curious. She is not the kind of woman I’d expected to find dabbling in the engineering profession.”

Ryan fixed his gaze over the cue stick. “Why is that, exactly?” He cued the white ball, sending balls scattering over the table.

“A woman who looks like she does should have more appreciation for the finer talents of her sex.” Chuckling into his glass, Devonshire froze as he looked across the rim and into Ryan’s gaze.

For a moment, the earl’s eyes flickered as something in Ryan’s expression wiped the smirk from his face.

Ryan potted the orange ball into the left pocket. “Is there a reason for this conversation?”

His lordship picked up the red ball. “You must be aware that my niece wants an autumn wedding,” Devonshire said. “Clearly, whatever it is that you talk about whenever you are alone, she is agreeable to a future as your wife.”

“Clearly the size of my bank account makes her more tolerant of my inherent faults.”

Ryan continued to observe Devonshire’s darkening color with calm interest. The man treated those he considered beneath him with contempt, which was every man present that night. Yet, they both knew where they stood in their business relationship. Devonshire needed his money. Their personal relationship had yet to be defined.

“There you are, Uncle.” Devonshire’s younger apple-cheeked ward stopped beneath the archway. Her face flushed, she was breathless. “I have been looking everywhere for you. They have started a new waltz.”


“Beatrice,” Devonshire snapped. “Have you forgotten your bloody manners?”

The girl’s blue eyes rounded on Ryan, blond ringlets framing her plump face. “Please allow me to steal my uncle away, Mr. Donally.” She lowered her lashes and curtsied, her pale blue skirts whispering with her movement. “Gwyneth put his name on my dance card so that it would be filled. I was only hoping that perhaps—”

“Where is your sister now?” Devonshire looked out onto the ballroom floor.

“She’s dancing, of course. Her card is always filled.”

Devonshire glanced down at her. “Consider that her card is always filled because she doesn’t go flitting about like some silly schoolgirl, Beatrice.”

Turning away, Ryan lifted up his jacket from the chair where he’d laid it earlier.

“I’m sorry, Uncle,” he heard the girl murmur.

“Go to the withdrawing room and straighten your hair.”

“Yes, Uncle.”

Ryan kept his gaze focused on his sleeves as she fled the room. Devonshire looked over his shoulder at him, a hint of iron in his gaze. “We’ve an agreement, Donally.”

Adjusting his silver cuff links, Ryan regarded the elder with a tight smile. “Your servant, as always, my lord.” A crisp bow implied the opposite.

Watching Devonshire leave, Ryan walked to the arched doorway and leaned a shoulder against the wall. One hand in his pocket, he was conscious of a sour taste in his mouth that the strings of a waltz and the gaiety on the dance floor could not dispel. His entire life, he had gone horns to horns with men like Devonshire, who thought they owned the world and the people around them by virtue of their birth. In the process, he’d made enemies. Let there be no mistake—Ryan knew Devonshire was one.


Ryan’s gaze came to an abrupt stop on the lone feminine figure standing on the outskirts of Johnny’s crowd, and every other thought in his mind fled.

Rachel Bailey had been his adolescent obsession.

His curse.

The only woman in the world who could beat him at croquet, outscore him in arithmetic, and probably knew more about him than any other being alive.

A glimmering wash of candlelight set her apart like some ethereal Madonna, etching her profile in revealing shadows and light. Devonshire knew not the woman he besmirched with the insinuation that Rachel Bailey had returned to London for some other purpose than seeing Donally & Bailey receive the award tonight. She lived and breathed D&B, toeing the line between good and evil like one born to the task of martyrdom. She’d been working out of their office in Dublin for four years.

He had always had a way with women. The smart ones avoided him, which proved that Rachel had always been smarter than most. Yet, even as she’d chased after his oldest brother for most of her youth, she had always managed to cloud Ryan’s vision and ruin his judgment. Then somewhere between the years he had given her her first openmouthed kiss and graduated at the top of his class in Edinburgh, he’d met Kathleen.

Silent, Ryan simply stood now, watching Rachel, until some inherent resonance of his thoughts turned her head and, for a dragging moment, he waited for her to see him through the press of people. She was searching for someone, he realized, as she looked out across the dance floor—and the restlessness he’d felt all night returned.

Growing up, he’d known just where to place a spider in her hair, or how to knot the strings of her pinafore to the barn post so tight that she had to undress to escape. Old habits died hard, he realized. As he withdrew his gloves from his pocket and absently began to apply them to his hands, he thought about her hair, wondering if it still flowed to her waist in a fiery wave of sin. He began to shoulder through the crowd, only to find his way blocked as people stopped to congratulate him for the reward he’d received. His eyes on Rachel, he worked the crowd as efficiently as he did everything else in his life.

The crystal chandelier hanging in the center of the ballroom illuminated the throng of dancers. Rachel stood for perhaps five seconds more, searching the faces before she turned and attempted to squeeze her way through the crush. Lady Gwyneth had yet to leave the dance floor. But Ryan was nowhere to be seen.

She secured a new glass of champagne from a footman, too hot to care that she had little in common with the people in the room or that she disliked crowds immensely. Stopping in front of a console table festooned with an enormous fuchsia arrangement, she paused to consider an austere rendition of Queen Victoria staring down at her from the wall—and wondered how the most powerful country in the world could have a queen at its helm and be so completely archaic when it came to a woman’s station in life.

“Your Majesty—” She raised the champagne flute to her lips.

A gloved hand reached over her shoulder and slipped the glass from her fingers. “Has anyone ever told you that you drink too much?” Ryan stood behind her, nearly scaring the wits out of her, looking even better up close than he had dancing.

“Practically your whole family.”

He set the glass on the table. His dark eyes faintly challenging, he merely held her gaze. “Can you still dance?”


Her heart hammering, she watched his fingers curl around her palm and deftly turn her into his arms before leading her onto the dance floor. “Truly, Ryan,” she managed to quip, as he swept her out onto the ballroom floor, “you can be quite full of yourself at times.”

“Not anymore.” He grinned, a portrait of sheepish charm. “I’m a reformed man.”

“You’re half-right,” she scoffed, remembering that he was the one who used to spy on her swimming naked in the pond behind her house. “You’re a man.”

His gaze touched hers. There it was. That hint of friction between them, a slow-growing heat that would eventually spark. She’d just forgotten how hot. Nervously looking around at the gilded ballroom and the thousand candles that flickered like golden stars, she fell easily into step. “Tonight, I’ll even let you lead.”

“Jaysus.” He laughed quietly, his eyes briefly marking her lips before he looked at a spot over her head. “What are you doing out of Ireland?”

“I am expanding the Rathdrum project,” she said.

He remained silent.

“I wrote to you a few months ago. Twice.”

“I’ve been out of the country, Rache.”

“Johnny told me tonight you were in Bristol this week.”

He lowered his gaze and looked at her. Her flush was surely caused by the champagne she’d consumed. He didn’t reply, and she added, “My room is in this hotel.” Her words almost sounding like a blatant invitation to frolic, she cleared her throat, wondering why it was so hard to say what she’d come to tell him. “I mean, we can talk over lunch. In the dining room, of course.”

“I don’t know, Rache. Venturing to London to see me. Now inviting me to lunch, all in one week. I might get the wrong idea and think you’re trying to seduce me.”


As usual, he was behaving poorly. “Don’t flatter yourself.” She lifted her chin. “My grandmother could seduce you. You’re that easy.”

A startlingly white smile swept across his tanned face. “How is Memaw these days?”

“She reads about you in the scandal sheets, Ryan.”

He didn’t seem too worried that he was a regular topic these days in both the financial and scandal columns of every newspaper in Great Britain. “Then I can only imagine what Memaw says about me,” he mocked gravely.

Rachel could feel the heat of him against her body, the wild scent of clover and sunshine that seemed to emanate from the fibers on his shirt. Looking to a point level with her eyes, she saw that he wore the Telford medallion on a ribbon around his neck, tucked snugly between the fine lawn of his white shirt and his waistcoat. She thought of thrusting her hands into his clothes and retrieving that medal.

“Maybe if you’re nice, I’ll let you take it out and play with it.” He leaned nearer until his breath brushed hot over her ear. “You always did like my toys better than yours.”

“At least there are some things about me you’ve not forgotten,” she said, miffed that he could read her mind with such ease.

“Are you seeing anyone?” he asked after a moment. His assessing gaze roamed over her. He arched a dark brow. “Are you in love? Do you have a life outside D&B?”

“Of course, I do.” Her response burst out too quickly. All he had to do was look at her to know that she was lying. “I teach at a girls’ school outside Dublin,” she said as an afterthought, then added, “And I fence.”

He peered down at her. “How long have you been fencing?”

“Three years. David is my instructor.”

A corner of his mouth lifted. “How is my illustrious brother? Is he still a priest?”


“Oh, please, Ryan. You don’t have that many siblings left who still talk to you on a regular basis. Must you besmirch him?”

“You’re all heart, Rache.” He laughed, sweeping her through a turn and out the doors onto the terrace. “Some things never change. At least I don’t have to worry that the years in Ireland have turned you into a cream puff.”

They came to a stop.

Ryan had danced with her outside the glass doors before slowing beneath the bough of an overhanging tree. Strains of music continued to play into the night.

“Why the letters?” he asked. His expression was so eloquent of his entire implacable personality, she thought he sounded angry. “Why the renewed interest in my life? I thought we’d said all there is to say to one another.”

“Why haven’t you come to Ireland? That ferry goes two ways.” Heart pounding, she crushed her skirts in her palm. She could retreat no farther in her life than she’d done for the last four years. “I know you have every right to hate me.”

“Look at me,” he said.

A hand reached around and gently pulled her chin, turning her. In the shadows, she heard the whisper of Ryan’s sleeve at the same time her muddled senses registered that he slid something over her head. Warm bronze settled between her breasts.

“Take the medallion back to Dublin. You’ve earned it, too.”

She shook her head. His hand folded over her smaller one. “For once, just bloody accept something I want to give you.”

“Damn you, Ryan.” Her heart too complex, she could say no more.

“Is that sentiment open to discussion?” he asked, lowering his hand.

He leaned against the stone wall at his hip, looking very nice in black tails and trousers. Shadows and moonlight at his back. His jacket pulled at his shoulders, his lounging pose altering perceptibly as he turned his head and looked at her.

“No.” She laughed in maudlin disgust.

Rachel’s gaze encompassed his dark, fathomless eyes, now focused on hers intently, and his mouth, which she’d kissed long ago and suddenly yearned to do so again. He was more handsome than any man had a right to be, and his touch spoke to something so deeply buried that he must surely read it in her eyes. He’d been married to her best friend. He’d loved Kathleen. She’d loved Kathleen as the sister she’d never had, and she suddenly felt traitorous to that loyalty. But she was finished living the lie that had become her life.

“I said some things to you once that I regret. Things I should never have said at Kathleen’s … at her funeral—”

“Don’t, Rachel.” Ryan left her gaping at his back. He stopped at the edge of the terrace and, with his hands on his hips, looked out across the goldfish pond.

His reaction was so incongruous in the midst of her turmoil that Rachel’s brain lagged behind her body’s response. “You can’t just turn your back. This is important.”

He put his hand on his waist. As he turned, she glimpsed the silver clasps of his suspenders where the jacket had pulled away from his hip. “If it’s a confession of the past you want to make, I forgive you for everything you think you ever did.”

“You don’t even know what sins I’ve committed.”

“How bad could they be?” He faced her directly. “You go to Mass twice weekly. You haven’t murdered anyone. If you don’t count your penchant for drinking, smoking, swearing, and indulging in chocolate, you’re practically a candidate for sainthood.”

“Sainthood? I accused you of killing my best friend.” She swallowed, remembering all the wretched things she’d said that day. Kathleen had died in childbirth, and Rachel had blamed Ryan. She’d been unkind and horribly selfish in her grief.

Worse, she had done things with her own life that had brought shame on her family. She was not who Ryan thought she was.

“A few weeks ago, I turned twenty-nine. Did you know that?” Rachel went to stand before him. “You asked why I came to London.” She was aware of her own cascading emotions, the constriction in her chest that seemed to grow as if she had opened the floodgate, and it was no longer possible to hold the waters back. “You see, I’ve spent so much of my life working to achieve the kind of status that, frankly, you and Johnny have. That my father had. On one level I needed you to know that I was worthy of the position that I hold at D&B in Dublin. As you’ve noted, I’ve committed myself to this course to the exclusion of all else in my life. I made choices. Heaven only knows my mistakes. I want to see Mary Elizabeth. I want to see you.”

Ryan merely continued to watch her, with hooded eyes now wary.

She folded her hands around the medallion. The strange sensation of having come to the end of the road brought with it a familiar, disconcerting feeling of uncertainty. “This is about making amends for our past,” and her entire life, she realized. “I once said some horrible things to you. You didn’t deserve my anger that day when you were already grieving. You can say that you don’t remember, but I know you do. I was wrong. Then I disappeared from your life, and we never had a chance to talk … about anything.”

The moonlight only amplified the shadows behind her mood as she gathered her composure. A box hedge and trellis shielded them from the ballroom. Inside, the music ceased to play. Soon the last dance would begin. Ryan should be inside. The crowd would be looking for him.


Finally, his head shook. “You’ve been thinking about that day all of these years?” A note of disbelief tinged the question. He made her feel like a fool.

Maybe all they’d really ever shared was their love for Kathleen. Perhaps there was nothing in their past, and she’d lived these years stagnant in some foolish long-ago memory when he’d kissed her in the darkness beneath the elm tree. “Why are you making this so difficult? You always do that to me!”

“Me?” He was arrogantly astounded.

“Yes, you. I’m trying my best to talk to you. To tell you … things. Important things.”

“Important?” The silence became onerous. “You waltz back into my life again? For what? To clear your conscience over an event that happened almost four years ago? Everything you said that day to me was the truth.” His dark eyes flickered with a raw emotion she had not seen in years. “Kathleen died because of me. You don’t know how many ways I killed her. So don’t bring up that day to me again.”

“I’m sorry.”

In the shadows of the hedge, his voice had gone quiet. “You don’t know who I am. You never did. You’ve lived in your own world, the musical troubadour flitting about with dreams bigger than a man’s soul. You’ve been very good at getting what you’ve wanted.”

“Stop.” Rachel hated the tears that welled. She hated that he made her incapable of rational thought. He didn’t know anything about the last few years. “Please …”

“Please … what, Rachel? You’re godmother to my daughter. I haven’t kept you from seeing her. I don’t want to hear your bloody confessions because you’re twenty-nine years old and have now decided to return to England under some assumption that you need to correct the past so that you can sleep at night.”


“You’re impossible, Ryan Donally! I don’t even know why I’m trying to talk to you.”

“Hell, Rache.” He flung out his arms. “There’s nothing new about that.”

He wasn’t going to get off that easily. She could take some of the blame for their estrangement, but not all. How could she have been in love with him her entire life and he still be so blind? “I came back to see you, Ryan,” she whispered.

She took his hands. Capable hands. They’d built bridges and roads. They’d held her after her mother died. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I tried writing you.”

She’d tried in so many ways these past months to tell him what was in her heart.

“Jaysus, Rachel. What are you doing?” His voice was a rough whisper.

She felt his tumult. The moonlight fell full upon him. She sought his eyes to discern his thoughts, placated by nothing she saw within those dark depths.

Then she did what her heart was telling her to do. What she should have done long before now. Long before her twenty-ninth birthday. Long before she looked into the mirror and realized how much of her life she’d thrown away on grief or pride.

She drew his mouth to her lips.

And kissed him.

The instinct to touch him was as natural to her as breathing. She heard the husky timbre of her name on his lips, fueling hope that had died with the passing years. Her body curved against the long length of his, and she felt every hardened contour. She slid her hands up the warm flesh of his neck to tangle in his hair. Then his hands framed her face, and he tore his mouth away. “I can’t do this,” he rasped. “I can’t.”


The words jolted her senses. He followed her chin with his hand and turned her face to his. “There can never be anything between us.” His palm gentled. “Go home, Rachel.”

She stepped away from his hand. If she could stop herself from reacting, she could accept his calm as some noble gesture to spare her further humiliation. Instead, she felt only the bleak reality of his rejection. There was no honor in her actions. She should never have opened this wretched gate to the past.

Worst of all, Rachel resented that Ryan had more respect for her than she had for herself. More self-control. A burst of self-anger rescued her from shame. “She cannot possibly love you, Ryan.”

For an awful moment, neither of them moved, and it seemed as if her heart caught in her throat. For she had not meant the words the cruel way they sounded. Inside, the music had commenced, a resounding finale befitting the end of a successful celebration. “Is that your ever-impressing opinion of my character, Rache?” Droll amusement touched his mouth, and, despising his blatant mockery of her feelings, she gave him her back. “I believe it is,” he said, with a ghost of a laugh.

He walked past her down the flower-bordered path.

She sank onto the stone bench, devastated more than she could have imagined possible.

The medallion in her hands drew her gaze, and she traced the Latin lettering, a rush of familiar feelings tumbling through her mind. Truly, in her best imitation of a failure, she could not have bungled this night more, she thought, wiping the wretched tears from her cheek with one hand. She was furious at him and his own lack of logic concerning his life, convinced that he was stepping off a cliff and didn’t even know it. He was a fool. But then who could ever tell Ryan anything? Certainly not her. She couldn’t offer him anything.

Drawing in a deep ragged breath, she looked up.


Her wet gaze stopped abruptly on a young blond-haired man sitting on the stone wall. Her spine jolted her upright. Wiping the heel of her hand across her cheek, she came to her feet. He had not been there previously, but by his manner, it was obvious he had witnessed the entire humiliating affair!

“Though I do prefer Covent Garden for its entertainment, I’ve found tonight very interesting.” He folded his arms and stretched his legs out in front of him. “You must be the notorious business associate of that very same man who intends to wed my cousin,” he said, coming to his feet. “The very person I’ve wanted to find.”

He was neither exceptionally tall nor exceptionally broad of shoulder. He was handsome, and his clothes were tailored, as exclusive as the fat diamond stickpin in his cravat. “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation.”

“I’m sure that you could have if you’d tried a bit harder to walk away.”

She stepped around him, only to have him block her way. “Allow me to introduce myself.” He bowed, then handed her his card. “I’m Lord Gideon Montague Viscount Bathwick, Lord Devonshire’s son, who is here as Ryan Donally’s guest. My illustrious cousin … as you probably suspect … will be occupied with her own plans for the night. So here I am left to fend for myself among the other lost souls of the night,” he said with casual deference, as if he had a right to impose himself or to imply that she was lost.

“You and I have something in common, Miss Bailey.”

“I seriously doubt we move in the same circles to have anything in common.”

She was too humiliated by what he’d seen. Too angry. Johnny appeared on the terrace from the direction of the ballroom. He halted when he saw her, his gaze shifting to the man blocking her path before joining them. “Bathwick … my lord.”


“Johnny Donally.” Lord Bathwick turned, clearly annoyed by the interruption. “How old-world of you. Are you coming to the rescue tonight?”

“Are you all right?” Johnny stood beside her, a protective hint of steel behind his query. But Rachel needed no one to defend her. She only wanted to leave.

“Please, Johnny, me boy,” Bathwick mimicked Johnny’s slight accent. “Some of us are still gentlemen and, despite your brother’s conceit, there are some things left in Britain that he does not own. I merely wanted words with this very enchanting D&B board member.”

“You’ve had them. Now leave,” Johnny said.

Bathwick’s gaze homed in directly on Rachel as he passed. “When you are ready to talk. Another time then, Miss Bailey.”

Rachel held on to Johnny’s arm to avert an open dispute, but watching Bathwick leave, she could only wonder what Ryan had done to make this man hate him.







    

Chapter 2




“Who is Lord Bathwick to Ryan?” Rachel asked Johnny the next morning.

Having slept only a few hours last night, she’d arrived early at D&B with an aching head. Strange that the sky could be so blue, the day pleasantly warm—and so utterly discordant with the world order of things. She reached her hand across the desk and shut the blinds. She could still hear the traffic on the street outside.

“I suggest you stay away from him, colleen,” Johnny said, leaning with his palms on the drafting table as he continued to pore over the plans she’d brought with her from Ireland. He’d removed his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves, the color’s starkness a contrast to his tanned forearms. “Lord Bathwick is not a friend to Ryan.”

Rachel smoothed the corners of the plat and looked up to gauge Johnny’s silence. “Reading the financial news in the broadsheets of late, I’ve noticed that a lot of people seem to feel that way about Ryan,” she prompted, refusing to be put off.

“Ryan went through a very public and ugly battle in his acquisition of Ore Industries a year ago. Devonshire and son, Lord Bathwick, no longer own the company.”

Yet Devonshire had agreed to a betrothal between Ryan and Lady Gwyneth, she thought, recognizing that Lord Bathwick had not seemed pleased about that last night.

Like everyone else in London, Rachel had read the betrothal announcement in that morning’s broadsheets—a titanic society event judging by the amount of space dedicated to the bride’s pure blue pedigree. Ryan had stepped into a little fiefdom, worthy of his own growing financial kingdom. Last night, when she’d thrown herself at him and made such a fool of herself—he’d known there could never be anything between them.

“D&B is certainly a smaller firm compared to the worldwide giant, Ore Industries,” she managed. “D&B must be of little importance to Ryan, now.”

“Don’t count on it.” Johnny shook his head. “He still sits at the head of this board.”

Johnny continued to lean both palms on the drafting table, and she returned to the diagram they had been discussing most of the morning. A flood had taken out the bridge near Rathdrum two years ago. The Irish division of D&B had received the contract to repair that bridge. Except that wasn’t why she was there. “We have nearly finished,” she said. “But the flooding will only be abated in the future with this levee. I want to be the one to build it. Not as the person who sits in the Dublin office and oversees the running of various departments, but as the project engineer for the job.”

Johnny slanted her a glance. “It isn’t done, colleen.”

“I refuse to be a figurehead in this company any longer, Johnny.” She was in no mood for lectures on professional protocol or anything remotely associated with the fact that she was a woman in a man’s business. She’d spent years of her life in the field and auditing classes to complete the necessary mathematics, physics, and engineering requirements it took to become an engineer, and much more to understand the internal machinations of the company she’d inherited from her father. Rachel only knew that she’d staked her reputation and her financial survival on this entire venture.

“Hundreds of people are depending on me to put food on their table. I just need your approval to send it through the committee for funding.”

“I don’t have the authority to approve this. You know it as well as I.”

“I don’t know any such thing, Johnny.”

“Ryan is the only one who can approve this as it stands. I can tell you, he won’t.”

She steeled herself against the unexpected urge to argue with him, for there was truth to Johnny’s statements about women in the engineering profession, she reluctantly conceded. She could put Allan Marrow’s name as the project head and send the report through the committee as she’d done on many occasions before. But she’d made many decisions about her life before coming here, wanting to take a stand on them all. Indeed, she was finished hiding behind the wall of perpetual anonymity when it came both to her proficiency as an engineer and her heart, believing that she and Ryan not only shared a desire to see Donally & Bailey thrive but something else as well. Something that had always been present between them from the days they’d been children.

She’d set out for London with an elaborate dream, wishful illusions to conquer the love of her life, never thinking that Ryan didn’t feel even a miniscule drop of similar feelings for her. She’d danced with him like some belated Cinderella—only the slipper he held in his hand today did not belong to her.

“So be it then.” She rolled up the top diagram, careful not to crease the fragile paper. She understood bargains made with the devil. She’d been making them for years.


“Will you tell me what happened last night?” Johnny peered down at her.

Her braid fell forward over her shoulder. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“When my brother takes me from a dance with my wife and tells me to go out to the terrace and make sure that you get to your hotel room for the night, it leaves me a little concerned, colleen.”

Rachel’s spine stiffened. Leave it to Ryan to come up with the worst possible rationale for her confession and think her foxed.

A steam whistle sounded from outside.

Rachel tipped open the blinds and looked out the window that fronted the drafting room. The D&B office sat off the bank of the Thames. In another month, the London climate would prevent the window from staying open, though the stench coming off the Thames was far less, now that the embankment had been completed.

The door in the outer office opened, and she heard the low mumble of voices.

“The painters are here,” Johnny said, rolling up the rest of the papers she’d scattered over the drafting table and handing her the tubes. “You don’t want to be here when they begin work.”

“Are you leaving?”

“I don’t work all the time.” Johnny took his jacket from the stool next to hers. “Moira and the children are taking me to Lords for the cricket match this afternoon. Have you seen Mary Elizabeth yet?” He shoved his arms into the jacket sleeves.

She had wanted very much to see Kathleen’s daughter, but she had not pursued the quest. Children in general made her uncomfortable, and that particular one scared her to death as much as the thought of facing Ryan again after last night.

“Brace up, colleen. Ryan may not even be home,” Johnny said, lifting his satchel from the floor. “But you need to talk to him about the project. Not me.”

She let go of an exhalation. “He probably wishes I’d just go back to Dublin.”

Johnny turned. Wearing the dark coat, with his brown eyes and hair the color of Ryan’s, he studied her briefly, as if unsure what to say. “The wedding will take place in October at Devonshire’s estate,” he said quietly. “I should have told you last night.”

Rachel said nothing more. For that was that—as Memaw would say—the sound of her heart breaking as it crashed into a thousand pieces against her ribs. She hated weakness, especially in herself. She hated feeling like a shrew, when she went out of her way to be nice—at the very least not mean—believing in her heart that what went around in this world would come back around and smile on her with benevolence. Fate was indeed keeping score, but not in the way that she’d hoped.

Rachel remained on the stool, her skirts spread primly over her legs, her leather half boots moving in agitation beneath the hem. Ryan might not be interested in her—he might not even be able to abide her—but whether he willed it or not, as the daughter of an original charter member, she sat on the board of this company, and, for the first time in her life, she felt qualified to share in company decisions. He would have to accept her in that capacity at the very least. For she was not folding up and going away.

“You are reckless this morning, Mr. Donally.”

“Indeed, Jacques.” Breathing hard, Ryan tested the grip of his foil with a slice through the air, his eyes narrowed on the fencing master through the mesh of his mask. “Let’s go at it again.”

Two steps, he met the other man’s riposte, the click of their foils the only sound in the glass studio. He’d been working out for over an hour. Tempered by his fickle mood, Ryan had awakened early, something he rarely did, especially since he’d returned to his country estate and not his London residence last night. He’d not fallen asleep until dawn.

Circling counterclockwise to his opponent, Ryan struck the other’s weapon in a steady forward thrust. He had taken up fencing last year, as a way to alleviate the restlessness that seemed to be the driving force in his life. Jacques had come to him at the recommendation of Lord Ravenspur, his sister’s husband.

Ryan moved with the agility of a man who had not yet lost his reflexes, countering with graceful steps. They went around the floor twice more before the Frenchman nicked him again, this time in the chest. “You are dead, Mr. Donally. I’ve skewered your heart.”

Ryan snatched off the mask. “No, Jacques.” He tossed the foil to one of his footmen standing at the glass doors. “That untrustworthy organ was skewered sometime ago.” He removed the protective leather vest and accepted a towel from the other man’s outstretched hand. Even with the glass doors opened to the cool air, sweat dampened his shirt and hair. Looking out across the expanse of rolling green yard that stretched to the woods, he drank from a pitcher of water a servant brought him.

“I understand a betrothal between you and Lady Gwyneth was announced this morning, sir,” Jacques said, joining him by the window. “My congratulations. She is beautiful. I am envious, oui?”

Ryan slapped the towel around his neck, aware of an irritation he felt without quite knowing why. “Thank you, Jacques.”

“Da!” A little girl’s voice sounded from across the room.

His daughter’s nanny could barely restrain the squirming three-year-old.


“You know your way out, Jacques,” Ryan said. “I will see you again next week.”

He walked across the vast room to greet his daughter. His knee-high boots clicked on the polished floor. Miss Peabody set down the wriggling ball of energy.

“I thought you would sleep the morning away.” He swung his daughter into his arms, and, giggling, she flung her arms around his neck.

“She should not be allowed to sleep so late,” Miss Peabody said.

Holding his hand against his daughter’s baby-fine curls, he pressed his mouth against her hair. She smelled like sweet clover. “Has she eaten, yet?”

“No, sir. Boswell said you wished to take your meal with her.”

“I wants to fish and ride my pony, Da.”

Ryan looked over her head at the gray-haired nanny. “Was she coughing again last night?”

“No, sir. I left the door open between our rooms to make sure. It was my opinion that she should not have been allowed to play so long outside yesterday, sir,” Miss Peabody said pointedly to the elderly man who stood like a military sentry at the door. “But Boswell seems to have a difference of opinion on that matter.”

“Were you ill yesterday, poppet?”

“It hurted, Da.”

Ryan surveyed her face. “What hurted?”

Mary Elizabeth held up a finger, the single digit revealing the sore where a splinter had been removed last week.

“Maybe I should throw that bad finger back where it came from,” he said. “What do you think?”

“No.” She laughed, her favorite word of late.

“We’ll lunch outside.” He glanced at Boswell, sure that his trusted valet of ten years would edify him with a list of complaints against Miss Peabody the moment they were alone. “Pack her fishing pole,” he said, handing his daughter to him. “I wish to have a word with Miss Peabody.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Donally. I’ll see that Amy dresses the tyke for an outing.”

Mouth pursed, Miss Peabody remained behind. Ryan watched his daughter disappear around the corner. Still sleepy-eyed, she’d plopped a thumb in her rosebud mouth, her blond curls bouncing with Boswell’s gait.

Ryan turned to the nanny he’d hired only two months ago because he was told she was the most sought after in London. “I was informed that Mary Elizabeth woke up last night crying. When I came home, her room was dark.”

“She’s almost four years old, sir—”

“I don’t care if she’s forty. It’s not so much trouble to leave a light in her room.”

The woman’s chin lifted, but there was a noticeable set to her jaw. “She rarely wakes in the night when you are not here, sir.”

Ryan didn’t believe his daughter had nightmares because she wanted attention.

“Catering to her fears will only teach her to cry at night,” Miss Peabody stated. “If you leave her alone, she will learn quickly enough—”

“I pay you salary enough to see that you’re a nanny, not a heartless taskmaster. I warned you once before she’s always to have a light on in her room.”

“Mr. Donally,” his butler interrupted. Carrying a packet, he stopped behind Peabody. “A courier from D&B arrived and brought this. She told me that it is your mail.”

“She?” Ryan took the packet, turning it over in his hand.

“Yes, sir. She is in the salon awaiting you.”

Ryan wondered who the hell Johnny or Stewart would send over on a Saturday? Women weren’t couriers. He thought of Mary Elizabeth waiting for him. “Pay her and send her on her way.”

“I don’t think she’ll leave, sir.” His butler’s voice lowered discreetly. “She’s not dressed like any courier. And she’s … bossy.”

“Jaysus.” Ryan started to roll his eyes, aware that he was going to have to go downstairs.

The harsh rustle of taffeta betrayed Miss Peabody’s intention to leave. Ryan turned, abruptly stopping her with a look. “Is there anything else, sir?” she asked.

“I don’t care who you are, Miss Peabody. If you want to stay in this household, don’t question my authority again. Is that clear?”

Her mouth sagged open to speak, but she only nodded, as Ryan turned on his heel and left her standing alone in the corridor to contemplate her future as his employee.

Coming to a dead stop downstairs in the salon, Ryan gripped the towel around his neck. Still in his shirtsleeves, he was clothed improperly for guests. He did not expect to see Rachel and, in any case, her own unchaperoned appearance in his home made his lack of dress irrelevant.

She sat with her back straight on a blue-and-white-striped settee. She had not yet heard his approach, and he moved into the airy room. The crystal lamp on the table next to her chimed a musical cadence to the air stirred by his movement and, as her eyes fell on him standing in the doorway, she rose to her feet in a subtle rustle of fabric.

A long moment passed as they considered each other in silence.

“And after six days of hard work, he retires to the country castle and rests.” She smiled nervously.

“I think the official day of rest is the seventh.”


“Since when have you ever done anything the official way?”

He cocked a brow. Now that they had gotten the initial awkwardness out of the way, Ryan assessed her more thoroughly. His eyes slid down her body. The virginal severity of her high-necked white blouse contrasted with her copper hair; barely tamed in a braid that ran down her back and touched her bottom. She looked primly spinsterish and free from the nonsense frills and frippery that the women he seemed to be acquainted with embraced in fashion. No one would ever find Rachel Bailey wearing feathers or waxed fruit. She’d always liked that about herself.

She thought herself sensible.

Sensible like the hen in the fox’s lair, forbidden to him all his life. After last night, his first instinct was to tell her to go away.

Yet he watched with a strange sort of possessive energy as her hazel eyes went over his belongings. Artwork lined the richly paneled walls to the high ceilings. “Everything is still as beautiful as I remember.” She offered him a tentative smile.

He almost felt sorry for her—but not enough to put her out of her misery.

“Why do I get the feeling that you’re following me around, Rache?”

“You’ve already shown that you aren’t very good with apologies,” she said, for lack of any articulate explanation to describe why she had thrown herself into his arms last night and kissed him. “I wish I could tell you that I was drunk. I wish I had been drunk.”

“Because you did something spontaneous? Out of character?”

“It was an accident. I don’t know why I kissed you. I apologize, and I do hope that you will try to be some sort of a gentleman and allow me to forget it ever happened. I promise, it won’t happen again. Ever. Unless, maybe, I’ve overimbibed.”

Cocking a brow, he didn’t know if he should feel relieved or insulted. He leisurely dropped his gaze to her mouth before leaning into the doorway, at once suspicious. He couldn’t remember a moment in his life that she’d ever apologized to him for anything, and now he’d received two formal apologies in as many days. He had to give her credit for brass, though, showing up here today, all alone.

But Rachel never did anything without a reason. “I thought you’d be on your way back to Ireland by now.”

She peered around him and up the stairs. “I hope I’m not intruding.”

He took in the satchel she carried. “And I’ll wager your annuity that you know well enough you’re disturbing me. How did you get out here?”

“The train takes a half hour from London. Once at the station, I hired someone from the livery to bring me. I actually came for two reasons,” she forged onward.

“Couldn’t you have waited until Monday at the office?”

Her full mouth tilted at the corners. “Do you lop off the head of trespassers then?”

“I’m partial to red hair. If you’re nice, I could spare you.”

“How nice?”

His gaze dipping to her lips, he considered telling her that she asked a dangerous question. Then, looking away, he wondered what the hell he was thinking?

The butler appeared and saved him from a response. “Would the miss care for coffee or sherbet, Mr. Donally?”

“Have you eaten lunch?” Ryan politely inquired. “You’ve come a long way to visit me. The least I can do is feed you before I send you back.”

“Do make an exception today. Won’t you?” She sighed, all pretense gone. “I really do need to talk to you.”


He could have. He’d made exceptions before when people had come here with demands on his time, but there was something about Rachel being in this house, close to him, playing nice. If they talked business, they’d argue, and, as he stood looking at her framed by the feminine walls in what used to be Kathleen’s salon, as soft and pretty as any Monet subject, he discovered that he didn’t want to spend this time arguing.

“What is your second reason for coming out here?” he asked.

“I wish to see Mary Elizabeth.”

“You want to see my daughter?”

“Don’t sound so surprised. I’m not as indifferent as you think I am, Ryan.” She turned the satchel and flipped open the lid when he didn’t reply. Withdrawing a worn photograph with frayed corners, she held it out to him.

It was a picture of Mary Elizabeth holding a rabbit. Ryan moved into the room and slid it from her hand. The photograph had been taken at a family gathering two years ago; he couldn’t even remember the occasion. But he was surprised Rachel carried a memento of that occasion.

“Who sent you this?”

“Brianna.” Rachel drew a tight breath and bent over the satchel, sounding remarkably discombobulated for a woman always so self-assured. “I have another.”

He watched her ruffle through her satchel. Miss Organization was nervous as hell. His gaze touched the braid down her back. The scent of spiced apples wafted off her as if someone had dumped an apple pie on her head, and he suddenly wondered how any woman would want to smell like something someone should eat. He was still looking at her, trying to answer that question, when she glanced up and caught him staring.

Her expression froze. Then narrowed guardedly, as if she’d captured him committing some sin. His entire life, she always had a way of making him feel like a naughty altar boy who had just peeked up someone’s dress.

“How are your skills at fishing?” he asked.

“Now, that all depends on what I am fishing for?”

“Fish.” A slow smile tilted the corners of his mouth. “The kind that devours helpless creatures wrapped around hooks and dangled mercilessly in the water.”

“The way you devour your competition?”

A little girl’s voice sounded from up the stairs, and Ryan turned. He jogged up the staircase. His daughter, her hand grabbing each spindle in her careful descent, reached for him, and was in his arms when he turned to look back down at Rachel.

“Mary Elizabeth plans on catching dinner for tonight. Don’t you, Mouse?”

“I likes to fish.” His daughter beamed. “And ride my pony.”

Ryan watched Rachel’s eyes shift from his face to Mary Elizabeth’s.

“This is what I do on Saturdays,” he said, descending the stairs one foot at a time until he stood in front of her. “Meet your goddaughter. Say hello, Mary Elizabeth.”

Mary Elizabeth plopped a thumb between her rosebud lips. Ryan’s mouth touched her temple, but his eyes remained on Rachel. “How old are you going to be soon, Mouse?” he asked his daughter, as he considered Rachel’s apprehension.

His daughter held up four digits. “This many.” She demonstrated.

Rachel could not have been more nervous.

Children were a foreign element in her life. Like lacy clothes and dainty bonnets.

And this particular child belonged to Ryan.

“She has your eyelashes,” Rachel breathed.

“My eyelashes?” he laughed.


“I was always the first to admit you should have been born a girl.”

“Did you hear that, Mouse?”

Mary Elizabeth giggled and buried her face against his shoulder.

“She’s … truly beautiful, Ryan.”

He was looking at her from over his daughter’s downy head. “If you catch a fish, she’ll probably be impressed enough to talk to you.”

“Lord.” Rachel laughed. “It’s been years since I’ve held a rod in my hands.”

“Indeed?”

Heat spilled into her cheeks. Flustered but determined to maintain the fragile peace they’d created, she merely smiled. “But then my skills were never on your expert level, Ryan Donally.”

“Then you do have skills?”

Ryan made no move, except to touch her with eyes that looked to have the power to delve into her thoughts and know her innermost secrets. Eyes that always had the power to make her burn. “It’s been a long time since I’ve played … at anything.”

“What do you say, Mouse?” He turned a casually wicked eye from her to his daughter. “Should we rescue her from her life of toil?”

Rachel sighed. More likely, she needed to be rescued from them, she realized.







    

Chapter 3




“There’s another one!” Mary Elizabeth squealed from her place on the loamy bank, but whatever it was she saw, shot up the stream when a rock splashed in the water.

“Maybe you shouldn’t throw rocks at them,” Rachel suggested.

“I wants the black one!”

Ryan leaned against a tree at the edge of the glade, a piece of straw between his lips, and watched Rachel tread barefoot in ankle-deep water, her copper skirts hiked to her knees and tucked in at her waist. “I think that one is already swimming for the ocean,” she said, dangling a hook and worm in the water before casting the line beyond the rocks.

That afternoon, he’d almost felt sorry for Rachel when Mary Elizabeth convinced her that all the big fish were hiding in the middle of the stream—until she’d stripped off her shoes, stockings, and her bloody petticoats, and waded into the stream.

Ryan admired tenacity.

To a point.


A flash of leg showed beneath her skirts. Folding his arms, he drew in a breath and looked up at the sky, needing to find solace. Anything. She’d been inordinately cooperative and nice all afternoon.

And he’d been watching her frolic with his daughter like some bloody wood nymph. Rachel, who had always been the prim and proper, Miss Holier-Than-Thou, the closet opera singer, the girl who had thrown his toy soldiers into a hot kiln and melted them all. She’d been obnoxious or pretty, depending on his mood or hers—but he could always count on her to be nice when she wanted something from him. Like the time she’d brought him crumpets and weaseled his favorite goldfish from him.

His gaze ranged across this secluded world he owned. A river meandered peacefully through the parkland surrounding his estate. Two hundred acres of parkland surrounded his Georgian manor house. Another ten thousand acres spilled out over sheep and cow pastures. He owned three houses in England, including the one he’d just purchased in Bristol. He came home to this one because this was where he found his peace. Apart from contracts and business.

Eight years ago, he took over the board of directors at D&B. But the greatest extent of his wealth came from his investments in the iron-ore industry. He had always managed to accomplish the impossible, including the unfriendly acquisition of Ore Industries just a year ago, the most publicized of his moves in the last few years. Few people knew that Lord Devonshire had been his target. Devonshire, who had sat at the head of that board like a bloody king, who thought no one could touch him.

To stop his financial bleeding, Devonshire had negotiated a betrothal between his ward, as high-society as one could get and still breathe the air, and the Irishman who had taken Ore Industries out from beneath him.


Indeed, a betrothal with Lady Gwyneth Abbot offered something far more valuable to his
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