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The Rogues of Regent Street

In her acclaimed novel The Dangerous Gentleman, Julia London introduced the infamous Rogues of Regent Street, three aristocratic rakes whose escapades are the talk of the ton. The dashing Julian Dane, Earl of Kettering, has cut a swath through London's finest ballrooms, boudoirs, and dueling grounds. This is his story….

THE RUTHLESS CHARMER

No woman could resist Julian Dane—except Lady Claudia Whitney. Julian had known her since childhood: the only beauty ever to refuse the dark Adonis whose rakish exploits were legend—but whose kind heart was a closed book. Now the headstrong lass had grown into a beautiful woman and Julian was determined to have her. But the sparks that fly between them ignite a moment of reckless abandon that threatens scandal and assures Claudia's certain ruin. The only solution is marriage. Julian vows to teach her everything he knows of passion. But Claudia, in her innocent ardor, promises to challenge him to the most dangerous emotion of all: wild, all-consuming love.





PRAISE FOR JULIA LONDON'S
PREVIOUS NOVELS

A DANGEROUS GENTLEMAN


“London deftly builds emotional intensity and maintains an underlying mystery that keeps the story humming.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Oh yes, oh yes… Julia London's done it again….
An emotional read that captivates the reader from page
one. Leave yourself plenty of reading time; you won't
want to part with it.” —The Oakland Press




“A powerful novel from a talented, fresh voice… The
kind of romance readers sigh over.” —Romantic Times



WICKED ANGEL


“Rich in characters, unique in plot, heart warming
and heartfelt, Wicked Angel cements Julia London's
reputation as a rising star.”

—Romantic Times




“Wicked Angel is a charming, wickedly delightful
story… well-written, absorbing…. I loved this book.
The characters are so real and vibrant. I cannot wait
until her next book.”

—All About Romance



THE DEVIL'S LOVE


“A dazzling debut by a fine new talent… the sensuality,
endearing characters and their powerful love will carry
this tale straight into your heart.”
—Romantic Times




“Julia London writes in a style reminiscent of the historical
romances that defined the genre.”

—Affaire de Coeur
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For Matt.
And Jimmy and Duane and Raymond and David…
For all of them who helped to shape my life yet didn't live
long enough to shape their own.





Of all the pains, the greatest pain
is to love, and love in vain.

“THE HAPPIEST MORTALS ONCE WERE WEE”
GEORGE GRANVILLE, BARON LANSDOWNE





Prologue

DUNWOODY, SOUTHERN ENGLAND, 1834


“Know ye in this death the light of our Lord, the quality of love, and the quality of life, And know ye the quality of mercy, Amen…”



[image: ]HE VICAR'S WORDS scarcely penetrated his consciousness. Standing over Phillip Rothembow's open grave, Julian Dane felt as if he were trapped in some sort of macabre dream, for what had happened on that yellow field was simply inconceivable. One shot fired—Adrian deloping, bowing to Phillip's inebriation and the absurdity of the duel. It should have ended at that moment, but Phillip had actually fired on Adrian—had tried to kill him—and Julian had been stunned almost beyond comprehension.

Phillip's shot was absurdly wide; he could barely hold the gun straight. Yet in the blurred moment that followed, he seemed to regain his balance, twisting around and lunging for Fitzhugh's double-barreled German pistol, which protruded from that fool's coat. Phillip had looked wild, almost maniacal as he turned on Adrian then, and Julian had tried to stop him, but his legs and arms had felt as if there were weights tied to them, and everything happened so quickly.

In what seemed like the blink of an eye, Lord Phillip Rothembow was dead. Shot through the heart by his very own cousin, Adrian Spence, the Earl of Albright, who had fired in self-defense.

Julian remembered seeing his shock and disbelief mirrored on Lord Arthur Christian's face. He remembered falling onto Phillip's body, pressing his ear against the blood-soaked waistcoat, and hearing the words from his own mouth, “He is dead.”

That was the moment the dream had taken hold of him, deepening every hour since, holding him down and refusing to let him wake fully. But even the dream could not spare him from the ugly realization that Phillip had actually meant for Adrian to kill him, that he had sought to end his own life after months of drowning in debt and drink and Madam Farantino's women. Months Julian had spent with him, duly concerned about his excesses… but never in his wildest imaginings did he suspect Phillip so desperately wanted to end his life.

How could he have possibly imagined it? Phillip, Lord Rothembow, was one of the bloody Rogues of Regent Street! An idol of every man of the Quality, just like Julian Dane and Adrian Spence and Arthur Christian. They were the Rogues for God's sake, living by their own code, risking their wealth to make more wealth, never fearing the law or society. They were men who purportedly broke young hearts among the clientele of the upscale Regent Street shops by day, extracted intended dowries from their papas in the Regent Street gentlemen's clubs at night, and saved the best of themselves for the notorious Regent Street boudoirs. They had pushed every limit, but this time Phillip had pushed too far, falling like an angel at their feet.

And Julian had tasted his own mortality.

He understood that he was, in part, responsible for this tragedy. He stared blankly at the pine box in the gaping hole before him, wondering if this dream would find its end. What had the vicar said? Know ye in this death the light of our Lord and the quality of love…

The notion was so absurd that he almost laughed out loud. He knew what it was to love a father so much that he would swear to almost anything as the throes of death descended. He knew what it was to love a sister like his own child and have his heart wrenched clean from his body as she lay dying in his arms. And God help him, he knew what it was to love a man like a brother and watch helplessly as he spiraled down into the clutches of madness and suicide.

He knew the quality of love, all right, and it was of little comfort.

Julian tore his gaze from the grave and looked at Arthur standing rigidly as the gravediggers pushed earth into the hole. Arthur, the peacemaker, the one with the admirable ability to fall into pace with any of them. Arthur, who had broken down last night as they drowned their sorrows in a bottle of brandy, confessing he'd noticed the downward slide, but did not understand the depth of Phillip's trouble until it was too late.

Neither had Adrian.

Julian shifted his gaze to their unofficial leader, Adrian Spence, who wore the horror and disbelief of what had happened etched deeply in lines around his eyes. Adrian hadn't seen Phillip's slide, he had said, because he had been blind to all but his, his ongoing war with his father.

And while his friends had grieved, he, Julian Dane, the Earl of Kettering, had sat there ruminating, thoroughly numbed by guilt and despair.

A fine rain was falling now, but Julian's gaze remained transfixed on the mound of dirt that was quickly turning to mud. It was hard to believe that the man who had been his constant companion since the four of them had met at Eton so many years ago was lying in that grave. God! It was so bloody difficult to understand how this could have happened. How could he have allowed it to happen? Had he been too mindful of Phillip's pride? Too sure of his strength? Had he not been forceful enough with Phillip, not made his concerns clear?

Had he perhaps been too infatuated with Claudia?

It hardly mattered. It remained that he hadn't done enough to stop Phillip's decline, and death was his reward. The misfortune being, of course, that it was not his own.




One

PARIS, FRANCE, 1836

[image: ]HA! HE WAS being smothered by a pair of breasts.

That at least explained the strong scent of a woman. Julian shifted between the two luscious mounds and gasped for air as a most delectable female creature murmured unintelligible phrases in his ear. Unfortunately, even the touch of the little French goddess couldn't raise him higher than half-mast. A crane couldn't raise him higher than half-mast—damned appendage was nothing but trouble of late.

Julian sighed, realized he was still holding a bottle of whiskey, and managed to take a good swig of it before burying his face between her breasts again. A bead of perspiration trickled down his temple and he couldn't help smiling; perhaps he just wasn't trying hard enough. As if on cue, sweet Lisette sighed longingly, inflaming all of his masculine senses—except that one, curse it to hell—and Julian attempted to position himself for another go at it. His fingertips brushed a taut nipple; his palm cupped the firm swell of her breast—

The cold hands on his shoulders startled him so badly he couldn't even cry out. Suddenly, he felt himself being lifted and heard Lisette's muffled shriek as the bottle of whiskey flew out of his hand and scudded across the bed. He caught just a glimpse of the elaborate frieze moldings on the ceiling before he hit the hard wood floor with a resounding thud.

Now that hurt. Wincing painfully, Julian glanced up at his assailant. “What in blazes did you do that for?” The response was the toss of his shirt onto his head. He yanked it from his face and glared up at the infidel towering high above him—Louis Renault, otherwise known in this godforsaken country as Monsieur le Comte de Claire. A scoundrel if Julian had ever known one, an insufferable Frog with all the manners of a toad, and most unfortunately, the husband of his sister Eugenie.

Unsteadily, Julian gained his feet.

With disapproval seeping through every pore, Louis let his gaze sweep over Julian as he folded his arms across his chest. “Did you come to Paris to make trouble for me? Is that how you repay my kindness to your sister?” he demanded in that smooth, silky way he had of speaking English, and stooped to pick up Julian's trousers. “Come. Your frolic is fini. You must go from here.”

Go? Julian glanced at Lisette, who smiled seductively and twisted a blonde lock around one finger. From here? His focus slipped to the rumpled bedding—ho there! Where was his whiskey?

“Kettering, listen to me!” With supreme effort, Julian forced himself to look at the Frog—no small feat given that there appeared to be at least two of him. “You are in danger…. Do you understand?”

He understood all right. “Ridiculous,” he mumbled, and waved dramatically at the little French goddess. “What danger is Lisette?”

With a snort, Louis tossed his trousers to him, which Julian caught clumsily against his chest. “If you do not leave Paris at once, Monsieur LeBeau will see you shot. Or worse. Dress, will you?”

Dress. One glance down his naked body and Julian silently agreed that he ought to at least cover up the offending parts. All right, he'd dress, but he wasn't going anywhere with Louis. He was going to crawl right back into that bed and pick up where he had left off. Needing both hands to attempt the trousers, he dropped his shirt and lifted one leg. He missed.

This would, apparently, require some keen navigational skills.

“Mon Dieul I'll be forced to carry you from here!” Louis exclaimed, and grabbing Julian's arm—rather tightly—steadied him so that he could get his trousers on. “I distinctly warned you of the trouble you were causing, didn't I? LeBeau is a hateful man. I told you this, more than once I told you this, but would you listen? No! I ask you now—Madame LeBeau, is she so appealing for all the trouble you've caused?”

Julian paused with one leg in and one leg out of his trousers to ponder that. He could vaguely recall seeing Gisele LeBeau. Had she actually kissed him again? Probably. The woman could fill an ocean with her gall.

“What, so you think he would ignore this?” Louis heatedly continued. “Some of the most important names in Paris attend the balls on the Boulevard St Michel. How could you humiliate him so? Dallying with his very own wife!”

Actually, Gisele had cornered him when he wasn't looking, not the other way around. And what was he to do? When a comely woman pressed her breasts against him, he was only human. “Ha!” Julian interjected, thrusting the second leg into his trousers with such force that he swerved right into Louis's chest. “LeBeau is a…” —he had to think about this—“a shrimp. With ears,” he added firmly, and clumsily attempted the buttons.

A hard jerk of his arm, and Louis was suddenly standing so close that Julian had trouble focusing on his flaring nostrils. “You would do well to heed my advice, mon ami. In France, a discreet affair is something a man expects and may tolerate, but to publicly coqueter with his wife in the most crowded ballroom in all of Paris is another thing entirely. These things turn deadly when a man's honor has been compromised! Trust me, LeBeau will see you dead if you remain here!”

The image that conjured up suddenly made Julian laugh. For some unknown reason, so did Lisette.

A rapid-fire, heated string of French fairly burst from Louis's lips. Although Julian thought he spoke French fairly well, when Louis was in a mood, he spoke that fast, never-let-an-Englishman-understand-you French. Hell, even Lisette seemed to be having trouble keeping up with him. With an impatient flick of his wrist, Julian said, “You fret like an old woman, Renault. Off with you now.”

What was amazing, Julian would later recall, was that he never saw Louis move. He never even felt the impact of Louis's fist against his jaw. He just had the strange sensation of flying before everything went black.

Barefoot, Claudia was walking toward him across the wide green lawn at Château la Claire, her skirts free of stiff petticoats and dragging the grass behind her. Her hair was loose and flowing, skimming over creamy white shoulders and down her back. His longing for her was so great that it threatened to choke him—and in fact, he could scarcely breathe….

Because there was a blasted noose tied tightly about his neck, and obviously, he had been strangling for sometime. As Julian roused himself from the deepest remnants of sleep before he choked to death, he slowly comprehended that not only was his head pounding and threatening to split wide open, but everything was moving—up and down, up and down. Or maybe sideways. He couldn't be entirely certain.

Miraculously, he managed to force an eye open and struggled to push himself to a sitting position, propping himself against… God, who knew? Everything hurt. A vague memory of Lisette and Louis came to him, but the only explanation his aching brain could conceive was that he had been beaten within an inch of his life—pummeled and kicked and stomped.

Expecting to find nothing but pulp, he very gingerly probed his nose, his face, and even his eyes. Oddly enough, nothing seemed too terribly damaged. But he was suffocating, and therefore, the first order of business was to get the bloody noose from his neck. The thing was pulled so tightly it was a wonder he was able to breathe at all.

He felt for the rope, feeling everything from his ears to his shoulders, but there was no noose. Nothing at all unusual, just a collar and a neckcloth—which had been knotted very tightly. Good God, he was choking to death on his neckcloth! Not only that, he noticed as he clawed at the offending piece of linen, his waistcoat was fitted strangely, too—all hiked up in the wrong places and buttoned in a very odd way.

Able to breathe again, Julian squinted, peering into the dark around him until he recognized the interior of a coach. He suddenly jerked his gaze to a window, wincing painfully. It was pitch black outside, no lights from gas lamps or drawing room windows. Damn! The coach was hurtling through the night, well gone from Paris, no doubt en route to Château la Claire, where she would be, waiting to torment him….

An abrupt and loud snore caught Julian's attention; he slowly turned his head, peering bleary-eyed through the dark at a sleeping figure across from him. Louis, Ah, but he would kill the scoundrel this time! Clutching the squabs on either side of his legs, Julian lifted a booted foot and thrust it at the sleeping traitor, making contact with a soft part of his body. Louis shot up with a start, sputtering his surprise. “Qu'est-ce qui s'est passé?”

“I'll tell you what has happened, you degenerate Frog. You have abducted me!” Julian croaked.

A moment of silence passed. “Oui. So I have,” Louis replied wearily and fumbled in the dark, blinding Julian with the sudden flare of a tinderbox he used to light the crystal kerosene lamps, illuminating the plush interior of the expensive travelling chaise.

“You might have asked me to take my leave of Paris, you know,” Julian exclaimed irritably, blinking at the stark light. “There was no reason to resort to abduction. Don't you people have laws about this sort of thing?”

“There was every reason,” Louis amicably disagreed. “One day you will thank me, for I do you an enormous favor. Monsieur LeBeau is quite determined to kill you— not that I have any particular objection to it, but I believe Genie would be quite displeased.”

“LeBeau!” Julian snorted. It was hardly his fault that LeBeau's comely wife could not abide the tiny peacock she had married. Or that the imbecile couldn't play cards to save his fool life. Or that he took offense to being called a Little Bit.

“Oui, LeBeau. A leader in the Republic, a strong critic of the monarchy, and a sworn enemy of mine! He's quite ruthless, Kettering. I shouldn't be surprised if he is pursuing you even now.”

Part of Julian hoped that was so—he would very much like to take his irritation out on the peacock. But he surmised Louis didn't particularly want to hear that, and closed his eyes, carefully resting his throbbing head against the velvet squabs.

“It is time, I think, for you to return home,” Louis announced impassively.

Julian forced one eye open. His brother-in-law was casually studying a cuticle, his legs comfortably crossed— all in all, looking rather inflexible on that point. “In the seventeen years I have known you, I've never seen you quite so… aimless. Rudderless, so to speak. Without purpose. A ship without a—”

“All right, all right!” Julian growled, and refrained from pointing out that in the seventeen years he had known Louis, he had never known him to be as motherly as he had been this last fortnight.

“I suppose you are suffering a bit from ennui, and who can blame you?” Louis blithely continued.

Julian blinked. “Pardon?”

“You raised your sisters from the time you were sixteen and now they are all grown and gone. Your estate and affairs seem to manage themselves, and Lord knows the Rogues are not the same force they once were. It seems your only worthwhile activity is the occasional lecture at university, but that is hardly enough to fill one's days, n'est-ce pas?”

With an impatient grunt, Julian waved a hand dismissively. Louis was bloody well right that he was bored, but he had no hope the Frog could fathom just how bored. Because this wasn't merely boredom, this was everything and nothing, a struggle to survive in his own skin, an increasingly uncomfortable feeling as if he was forever trapped in an ill-fitted suit of clothes. Unfortunately, nothing could make the feeling go away. Not drink—although the Lord knew he had tried hard enough to drown the feeling—not travel, not study, not gaming or whoring. Nothing.

Louis's eyes narrowed, and he muttered under his breath. Julian closed his eyes, hardly in a mood to try to explain that the insufferable itch had started the day his sister Valerie had slipped the bonds of earth and had mushroomed into an internal rash the morning he laid his head to Phillip's bloodied chest. Or that the rash had turned into a cancer that had begun to ravage him in the months afterward, because even though he had offered to help Phillip and was rebuffed several times, Julian knew the truth. He hadn't really done enough to save Phillip, and he rather doubted Louis would want to hear his darkest suspicion—that in actuality, he hadn't tried so very hard at all because he knew if Phillip was in some gaming hell or on top of some whore, he was not with Claudia.

“Very well then,” Louis huffed. “If the Divine Dane is offended with the notion that perhaps he is human after all, I cannot help him.”

Ha! If only he were human! Julian slumped down against the squabs and slung an arm over his eyes, ignoring Louis's loud sigh of frustration.

“Ach! You care so little for what I think? What of Genie? She frets terribly. At least think of your sisters!”

Oh, now that was almost laughable. From the moment his father, in the throes of death, had begged him to keep his sisters safe and well, he had thought of little else. “I think of them, Louis. Every day,” he muttered.

“I apologize—naturally, you are right, Kettering. You have always indulged them shamelessly—”

“Please. I've done no such thing.”

“You have always given them whatever they want. If they wanted new gowns and slippers, you supplied them. If they preferred sweets to break their fast, you merely smiled. If they complained there were not enough ribbons to go around, you commissioned a seamstress that very day!”

Julian shifted his arm slightly to peer at Louis from beneath it. “All right, so I might have pampered them a bit—”

“Pampered them?” Louis rolled his eyes. “They were incorrigible—”

“They were hardly incorrigible—”

“And the screams! I shall never forget the screams. The trunk from London—mon Dieu, my head ached for days!”

An inadvertent chuckle escaped Julian. He remembered, all right. The modiste he had paid so handsomely to have his sisters properly outfitted in the finest fabrics had done splendid work. Each time a dress was pulled from the trunk, the girls screamed their approval. “I am thankful that you recovered sufficiently from your horror to beg me for Eugenie's hand.”

“On both knees,” Louis reminded him, trying gamely to keep the grin from his face. “You forced me to crawl. Rather proud of yourself then, hmmm? Strutting around my wedding breakfast like a gamecock—as if you had given life to those four girls!”

He had not given Valerie life. He had taken it. A weight suddenly settled on Julian's chest, and with a shrug, he closed his eyes again. “I did what I could for them.”

“Oui, this too is obvious. It was a brilliant match you made for Ann—Viscount Boxworth rather adores her.

And Sophie has benefited greatly from the finishing school in Geneva. But they are grown now, and your restlessness surely comes from trying to fill the space they once occupied.”

“That's absurd,” Julian snapped. “Now that they are grown, I have the luxury of time to engage in my own interests. I lecture at Cambridge and Oxford—”

“I beg your pardon, you may be quite renowned for your expertise in medieval languages, but an occasional lecture about old documents is hardly enough to fill the days of a grown man.”

Julian did not like the direction this conversation was taking, not one bit. Suddenly he sat upright, propping his forearms on his knees and swallowing past the nausea his sudden movement caused. “Good God this conveyance is uncomfortable!” he complained. “I should think you could afford better, Renault.”

“I warn you, mon ami, that a restlessness such as yours can get a man killed in France.”

“How long to Château la Claire?” Julian interrupted, lifting his head to glare at his brother-in-law.

Louis brushed a wrinkle from his trouser leg. “Our destination is not Château la Claire. We are to Dieppe.”

“Dieppe?” He was liking this less and less. “As I don't suppose you intend to take the healing seawaters there, might I conclude we are going on from there?”

“Not we. You. To England.”

“You are throwing me out of France.” It was not a question; it was a statement of fact.

“I am,” Louis shamelessly admitted. “Fortunately, Christian runs a rather accommodating enterprise. When I spoke with his man last week, he assured me there would be room for you on the daily packet boat.”

With a snort of indignation, Julian folded his arms across his chest. “And if I refuse?”

Louis shrugged indifferently. “His man also promised to return your gun and purse the moment you set foot on English soil.”

Instantly, Julian clutched his side, his frown deepening when he discovered his pistol and purse were missing.

“These things you will not need on the boat.”

The pulse at Julian's temple was throbbing painfully now. “On my honor, if it weren't for this spectacular pain in my head, I would gladly beat my purse out of you.”

“Ah, but you are hardly in any condition to do so, and I am compelled to force you from France before your sister finds that fool head of yours piked on the gate at la Claire. Do not doubt that LeBeau will make good on his threats, Kettering. He is a vicious little man who will not tolerate the humiliation you've caused him. You are going to England.”

Julian's response to that declaration was a cold glare.

“Tonight you escape with your life,” Louis warned him. “Take my advice and mend your ways before someone actually succeeds in killing you.”

A rumble of bitter laughter lodged in Julian's throat. “Perhaps my ways are best mended if someone does manage to kill me, have you considered that?”

Louis responded by pressing his lips firmly together and frowning at his lap. Julian slid down onto the bench. “Wake me when we arrive, will you?” he muttered.

Louis woke him, all right, just in time to push him out of the coach and toss a small bag after him. Standing on the main thoroughfare in Dieppe, Julian stared daggers at the Frenchman as he explained that the Maiden's Heart would sail at midnight, and that the captain would return his pistol and his purse when they docked at Newhaven. And just before he pulled the coach door closed, Louis tossed a coin that Julian caught in mid-air. He glanced at his palm—one gold franc—and sliced a murderous gaze across Louis.

“Eat something, won't you? You look as if you could use it. May I recommend the Hôtel la Diligence? Seems rather the perfect place for a Rogue.”

Lifting two fingers to his temple, Julian bowed.

“You've been a most gracious host, Monsieur Renault. I look forward to treating you in kind,” he mocked.

Louis laughed. “I don't doubt it for a moment. Until then, au revoir!” Grinning, he signaled the driver and pulled the coach door shut, leaving Julian standing with a satchel at his feet, a waistcoat buttoned unevenly, and a heavy shadow of a beard chafing his face.

“Bloody Frog,” Julian muttered irritably as the coach disappeared around a corner. He adjusted his clothing as best he could, quickly tying the neckcloth into something barely resembling a knot, slapping the dust from his trouser legs, and thrusting both hands through his hair in an attempt to comb it. He rather imagined he looked like hell, but he hardly cared. There was nothing to be done for it, so picking up the satchel, he dragged himself to the Hôtel la Diligence.


Two

DIEPPE, FRANCE

[image: ]LOGGING ALONG a rutted French road in a carriage that had seen better days, Claudia Whitney frowned at the man sitting beside her. “I tried to warn you, Herbert, you know I did. I told you I was hardly in need of a driver, and I distinctly recall saying non when you started running after me.”

Herbert peered so intently at her she could almost see the rusty wheels turning in his feeble brain. “Qu'est-ce que ça veut dire?”

“Oh Lord,” Claudia moaned, and impatiently snapped the reins against the back of the hapless mare, urging her to please go faster than a stroll. This drive was quickly approaching the longest of her life. Unfortunately, she knew very little French—all right, she had never been particularly studious, but she would pay a grand sum to know it now. When she had accidentally run over the footman's foot and therefore had been forced to bring him along—she could hardly leave him hobbled in the road like that—he had been polite enough to pretend he knew some English. So she had talked for the sake of it, filling the space and time, until the last fifteen miles or so when Herbert had begun his wild gesticulating to the ankle and the horse and the reins all over again.

She stole a glance at his swollen ankle. Blasted foot-man shouldn't have tried to stop the mare anyway! “If I wasn't exactly clear when I said I did not want a driver and to please not follow me, I was most decidedly clear when I asked you to move” she reminded him. “Honestly, what sort of man stands in the middle of the road when a carriage is bearing down on him?”

“Madame, parlez un peu plus lentement, s'il vous plaît!”

“Don't blame me for your predicament, sir!” she said sharply. “Oh, look! There is Dieppe just ahead! You see? We'll get that foot looked after in a trice now.” She smiled brightly at him.

With a shake of his head, Herbert tossed his hands in the air and looked off into the distance. “Je tie comprends rien,” he muttered.

In spite of the fact that they could actually see Dieppe, Claudia had no hope they would ever reach it. Not at this rate, anyway. One would think a man of Renault's considerable fortune would have more than an old nag in his stables, and she spent the remaining half-hour silently cursing him.

When they coasted onto the main thoroughfare in Dieppe, Claudia reined the mare to a stop and helped herself down from the carriage—over the loud French protests of Herbert—and stood, hands on hips, surveying him, his ankle, and the drop to the ground. “Rather a long way down, sir,” she informed him. “I think you'll have to put your hands on my shoulder, whilst I put my hands on your waist,” she said, reaching for him. “And then, we might—”

Herbert shrieked when she touched his waist, then followed it up by bellowing in French like a madman. With a quick, mortified look around, Claudia opened her mouth to tell him to stop it at once, but two rather large men actually paused and exchanged words with Herbert. The footman gestured wildly, pointing frequently to his ankle and making all sorts of expressions of agony. A heat began to creep up Claudia's neck; she glared at the ridiculous footman.

“Pardon, madame,” one of the men said, motioning her away. When Claudia did not move, he gave her a gentle bump and moved to help Herbert down. Swinging his arm under Herbert's shoulders, he bowed to Claudia and gestured toward the Hôtel la Diligence as his companion fetched her bags.

“Oh!” Claudia exclaimed, realizing they meant to help them inside. “Merci beaucoup!” she chirped, and marched forward, leaving the hobbling Herbert to the two Frenchmen.

Nursing his second ale instead of the fourth of five he would have liked—no thanks to Louis—Julian turned apathetically toward the sound of a commotion. Two men pushed through the small door of the inn assisting a hobbled footman between them. Julian instantly recognized the livery of Château la Claire and fumbled in his coat for his spectacles. As he donned them, he slowly came up from his slouch, his eyes narrowing on the woman who followed behind. He abruptly lurched backward, snatching the eyeglasses from the bridge of his nose.

Bloody hell, was this some sort of nightmare, some horrid dream from which he would never awake? He jerked forward again just to be sure he wasn't seeing things, but oh no, he wasn't imagining it. That was the wench, all right—the impossible, willful, extraordinarily difficult Lady Claudia Whitney! Was he being punished? Did God find his sins so great that He should put her in his path to torment him for eternity? Or was this God's idea of a jest?

He watched as the innkeeper hurried forward to greet her. Absently smoothing a strand of the impossibly thick auburn hair gathered at her nape, she smiled and motioned toward the footman. The innkeeper spoke; she shrugged faintly and gestured again toward the footman. The footman frantically waved both hands at the innkeeper, his cries of “non, non!” audible even to Julian.

Claudia fell gracefully in a cloud of dark green silk onto the chair across from the nervous footman and leaned across the table, looking earnestly at him. After a moment of animated conversation between the footman and the innkeeper, the innkeeper hurried away. She smiled fully at the footman then, and Julian felt the force of it from clear across the room. She had smiled at Phillip like that once, across the table at a Christian family fete.

He shook his head, jerking at his collar as it had gotten incredibly warm all of a sudden, and decided that he was hardly in a mood to suffer the Demon's Spawn just now, particularly after she had made it quite clear at Château la Claire that she despised him. Well good God, when he had come to France to surprise his sister Eugenie with an impromptu visit, he had no idea she would be at Château la Claire. With the exception of an occasional glimpse of her from across a crowded ballroom, he had not seen her since Phillip's death almost eighteen months ago. He would never have even ventured across the Channel if he thought it remotely possible she would be here!

And just how in the hell was it that she could look even more luminous now than she had a fortnight ago when he had encountered her so unexpectedly?

Sighing heavily, Julian pinched the bridge of his nose. It wasn't possible for her to look any more beautiful than she had that day when she had appeared as if walking out of his dreams, gliding barefoot across that wide green lawn with his two nieces, who were dressed in little medieval costumes. The whole scene had been so surprising that it had literally taken his breath away. His heart had begun to pound like a drum, his palms had gone all sweaty, and he had stood there like a dolt, completely mesmerized as she came to the fountain terrace where he was standing.

He had smiled at her—at least he thought he had. Her blue-gray eyes had warily assessed him, a probing gaze that unexpectedly unnerved him, and he had quickly leaned down to hide his discomfort behind a kiss for little Jeannine. “You look like a princess, my love,” he had remarked.

“I'm a knight.”

“Me, too,” chirped Dierdre, lifting a child's wooden sword for his inspection.

“Ah, I see,” Julian drawled, and flicked his gaze to Claudia. “And you are… ?”

The girls giggled; the briefest hint of a smile graced Claudia's lips. “Merlin, of course. This is Sir Lancelot,” she said, motioning to Jeannine, “and Sir Gawain.”

Dierdre suddenly smacked his shin with her sword; the two girls looked at him, their faces turned up like daisies as they waited for his reaction. Julian grimaced. “Slaying dragons, I take it.”

Claudia smiled then, and Julian felt his fool heart plunge to his toes. “You might say that,” she said, laughing when Dierdre whacked him again. Only harder.

“Darling, I am not a dragon,” he kindly informed his niece, restraining the urge to snatch the wooden sword from her chubby little hand and break it over his knee.

“In France you are,” Claudia blithely informed him, and Jeannine walloped him with her sword, mimicking her sister. Julian hastily stepped out of their reach as Claudia asked, “What brings you to Château la Claire?”

God, if only he knew. “You might say the wind blew me here,” he said with a shrug, and suddenly found himself captivated by the shades of dark gold mixed with the earth brown of her hair.

“It must have been a gale,” Claudia remarked. Her lips moved erotically over those words, and the desire to touch those lips with his own was almost overwhelming… until Dierdre poked him in the gut with the tip of her sword. “Are you passing through, then?”

Wincing, Julian lied, “For a time.” In truth, he hadn't the slightest notion of what he was doing in France, or for how long, or what came next. The only thing he knew for certain was that the London Season had ended, and with it, the distraction of the festivities surrounding Parliament.

She had cocked her head thoughtfully to one side, and aware that he was gazing at her too intently, Julian smiled down at his nieces, grabbing Jeannine's sword before she slammed the tip into the toe of his boot. “Shall I show the knights a bit of swordplay?”

That pleased Sirs Lancelot and Gawain enormously, but much to Julian's chagrin, Claudia was quick to relinquish her claim on the little knights. She stepped back, bid the girls mind they not hurt their uncle too terribly much, and with one last flick of her blue-gray eyes across him, had abruptly turned toward the château. Julian had watched her walk away, a thousand questions on the tip of his tongue and a longing unfurling through his body until his nieces had demanded his attention.

Now, in Dieppe, Claudia chatted with the footman over two tankards of ale as if they were old friends. Fine. She chatted with a footman, but she had barely spoken to him at all those few days at Château la Claire.

Not that he wasn't glad for it. He had felt like a clumsy oaf around her, his tongue like leather, unable to speak French or English. He, Julian Dane, a man who had seduced and bedded more women than he could count reduced to a blathering idiot in her presence.

And exactly when had that malady stricken him?

He hadn't always felt such yearning for Claudia Whitney. Years ago he had thought her an amusing child, then an annoying miss, and then a shy young lady. She had practically grown up with his sisters. The only child of the powerful Earl of Redbourne—her mother having died in childbirth—Claudia met Eugenie and Valerie at an exclusive school for girls shortly after Julian's father had died, and the three became fast friends. When Julian decided the girls’ education would be better delivered— and received—under his supervision and with a host of tutors at Kettering Hall, Eugenie and Valerie had pined for their friend until Julian wrote Lord Redbourne to request Lady Claudia visit the country for a month or so. Thus began what was to become an annual summer event for the Dane sisters and Lady Claudia until they were grown.

He certainly hadn't longed for her then, he thought, noticing a man at a nearby table looking at her like a dog salivating over a piece of meat. He could hardly blame the poor chap—Claudia had a way of capturing a man's attention. She was strikingly beautiful—a little taller than average, slender, and terribly curvaceous. She followed her own rules and set her own standards. If Claudia Whitney determined the grass would be blue, half the bloody ton would follow suit. She refused to bow to the latest fashions, yet she possessed more grace than the most fashionable. Somewhere along the way, when he wasn't looking, the little demon had blossomed into a beautiful and poised woman.

In the last few years, Lord Redbourne, as a member of the Privy Council, had King William's ear on most matters. His home on Berkeley Street was one of the most popular London residences on which to call, and that was due, in large part, to Claudia. It was said that an invitation to one of her supper parties was as coveted as an invitation to Carlton House. She was witty and clever and not afraid to enjoy life. Yet for all her bravado, she had a soft heart and eagerly used her position to gather donations for various worthy causes. It was that which Julian admired most about her—not that he didn't appreciate her beauty enormously—but he admired her even more for being her own woman, and an alluring one at that.

It was funny, he mused, that he had never really noticed her until two or three years ago. But one evening at some ball or another, he had seen her as if for the first time. He could recall it vividly—she was dressed in a gown of gray velvet, decorated with tiny little sequins that reflected the light around her. Her hair was artfully done in a simple twist and fastened with jewel-tipped pins that rivaled the sparkle in her dress. When she had entered the ballroom on her father's arm, it had seemed as if the world had stopped to catch its breath. She had been a brilliant, ravishing young woman with clear blue-gray eyes that could pierce a man's very soul and a voluptuous shape that begged for his arms.

In the space of that single evening, Julian's esteem for Claudia the Woman had rooted in his heart and sprouted like a weed.

Unfortunately, so had Phillip's.

The strange sense of discomfort came over him again, the odd feeling that he was packed into his skin too tightly, and he wondered for the thousandth time what might have happened had he noticed her first. But Phillip had beaten him to it, and the unwritten code of honor the Rogues had forged through twenty years of friendship had demanded he deny his growing attraction to Claudia.

Heaven help him, he had tried desperately to deny it—had pushed it down, tried drowning it with whiskey and an endless round of parties—but none of it had worked, and he despised himself for his inability to stay completely away from her. Even after Phillip was dead, he felt guilty for even thinking of her.

Julian suddenly drained the last of his tankard. Guilt had eaten at him these long months, and when he had seen Claudia at Eugenie's, the discomfort had seized him with a vengeance. Unfortunately, it had only gotten worse in the course of the next few days at Château la Claire when he realized that Claudia was completely indifferent to him. Good Lord, she seemed to prefer the company of sheep to him, taking long walks where no one could find her, eating her meals in the solitude of her rooms. After enduring several days of her aloofness, he had eagerly accepted an invitation to accompany Louis to Paris where he had enthusiastically numbed himself until that Frog had intervened.

Thinking of which, he could certainly use a whiskey now, and tugged again at his insufferable collar.

He was sick to death of denying his longing for her. Phillip had been dead for more than a year. Whatever he thought he might have done differently, however he may have contributed to his friend's tragic death, the fact remained that Phillip was gone and there was no earthly reason why he should deny what was in his heart any longer. If Claudia could befriend a lowly footman, he thought irritably as she lifted her tankard to her lips, then she could very well treat him as if he were someone other than a malevolent stranger. Frankly, he could not remember a time when a woman had ever treated him with such disdain. Ridiculous little chit—who did she think she was?

Julian looked away, searching for the innkeeper. Catching that man's attention, he signaled for another tankard, then glanced toward Claudia's table again, and started badly. She was looking straight at him; her clear blue-gray eyes boring a hole clean through him.

Unbelievable!

How was it possible that of all the days, the hours, the moments in villages and countries around the world, he should appear here, in a small inn in an even smaller French village? He was supposed to be in Paris! her mind screamed, and after all the trouble she had gone to just to make doubly sure she would not see him, here he was!

Maybe her mind was playing a trick on her. Maybe that handsome gentleman was actually unknown to her—after all, it was growing rather dark, and he was sitting in the shadows. She pivoted in her seat. “Herbert,” she said to the footman, indicating the man in question, “Qui est-ce?”

Herbert squinted at the gentleman; a smile spread across his face. “Monsieur le Comte de Kettering, madame.”

Oh, honestly! Claudia turned toward the wastrel again and he smoothly acknowledged her with a nod. All right, all right, how long until the packet boat sailed? Three hours? Maybe four? She was not going to invite him to her table. She would preempt him, have Herbert send the innkeeper to tell him he was not welcome!

“Herbert,” she began, then paused, pressing her palm to her forehead as she racked her brain for an appropriate French phrase. As none was forthcoming, she slid her gaze to the rogue again as the innkeeper placed another tankard in front of him. One corner of his mouth lifted in a lazy smile; he lifted his tankard in silent salute.

Lord God, the man was impossibly handsome, she thought as he came indolently to his feet. An Adonis, really. He was tall, two or three inches over six feet. His wavy black hair was far too long, nearly to his shoulders but terribly appealing—particularly as unkempt as it was, with one thick lock draping his forehead. His coal black eyes reminded her of a raven, keen and glittering as if they focused on his prey. His nose was perfectly straight and patrician, his face sculpted into high cheekbones and a square jaw that was covered with the shadow of a beard. He possessed a pair of broad shoulders, but even more startling, she thought wildly as he started toward her, was that his legs looked to be all muscle in the form-fitting trousers he was wearing, impossibly long—and the unmistakable protrusion between them… oh, Lord…. Suddenly frantic, Claudia turned to Herbert and whispered loudly, “Herbert! Ah… aidez-moi, s'il vous plaît!”

Her clumsy request for help startled Herbert. “Pardon?”

She could hear each clop clop clop of his boots on the oak planks as he neared them. “Don't let him sit here!” she whispered madly.

A light dawned on Herbert's face. “Ah!” he exclaimed, and nodding eagerly, straightened in his chair as Kettering came to a halt next to their table. Herbert fairly exploded into French, gesturing wildly at Claudia, then his foot. Kettering folded his arms across his chest and shifted his weight to one hip as he listened patiently to the footman, nodding occasionally. His casual stance belied his appearance; his neckcloth was stained, his coat rumpled, and the heavy stubble of his beard suggested that he hadn't shaved in more than a day. Actually, he looked as if he had been involved in some altercation. As Claudia was pondering that, his gaze slid to her and one brow arched quizzically. From the sound of it, Herbert was now explaining the unfortunate accident—mimicking his version of events, naturally—and then he made the unmistakable gesture for Kettering to sit.

“No!” she cried, and grabbed the back of the empty chair as she jerked her gaze to the blackguard. His black eyes were gleaming with delight. “Merci bien, monsieur, je vous suis très reconnaissant,” he said to the footman, and then to her, “You don't understand a word, do you?”

Her shoulders sagged. “Not many,” she confessed irritably.

He laughed then, crinkling the corners of his eyes and revealing straight, white teeth. “I always suspected you were lax in your studies,” he remarked as he pulled the chair away from her and sat. Before she could respond that she was not lax in her studies, but preferred to study something more exciting than dead languages and needlework, he had turned to Herbert and spoke what sounded like flawless French.

The poor footman, having spent the better part of the afternoon unable to communicate, responded excitedly, gesticulating toward the table and the ale and at her— undoubtedly revealing everything about her flight from la Claire. Judging by the way Kettering cast looks of amusement at her, Herbert was embellishing the whole, rather innocent story. After all, she had left Eugenie a perfectly suitable letter explaining her need to return to England, etc., etc., etc. What harm was there? Eugenie might have been gone for weeks visiting Louis's ailing aunt! Oh, but she had to leave—she had to be gone from Château la Claire before he returned. Before his presence dredged up all the regret and sorrow she'd felt over Phillip's death. She had explained all that to the ridiculous footman.

Herbert abruptly collapsed against the back of his chair, exhausted. He had, apparently, finished his explanation of what they were doing in Dieppe and why his foot was wounded.

Kettering shot her a sidelong glance. “Are you in the habit of running over all footmen, or do you reserve that for the French ones alone?” he asked casually.

Claudia frowned at Herbert. “Well, I certainly didn't ask him to drive me, and I hardly meant to run over his foot, but…” Wait. What was she doing? She did not owe this rogue any explanation! He was looking quite amused, and she was suddenly reminded of the many times she and Eugenie and Valerie had been called to his study to account for some misdeed. Would you care to try and explain your behavior? Or shall we move directly to your punishment?

She looked him square in the eye. “How is it that you are now in Dieppe? Did the tide wash you up?”

He laughed roundly at that, and though she was loath to acknowledge it, the rich sound of his laughter actually made her skin tingle. “Something like that,” he said, grinning.

“Well. It was awfully kind of you to stop by and inquire after us, but I—”

The brow arched again. “Actually, I thought to join you.”

Oh, fine! Claudia frowned. “I don't mean to be discourteous, my lord, but I prefer not to have company presently.”

He ignored her and glanced curiously at her tankard. “Ale, Claudia? Rather pedestrian for you, isn't it?”

“I adore ale!”

“Really? I wouldn't have guessed.”

“Yes, indeed. I drink buckets of it every day.” Oh good Lord, what a ridiculous thing to have said!

Smiling, Kettering said something to the footman. Whatever it was, the two of them shared a belly laugh over it. “Might I inquire what you find so terribly amusing, sir?” she asked, glowering at him.

He surprised her by suddenly leaning forward. “Why do you address me so formally, Claudia? You have called me by my Christian name since you were a girl, when you most certainly should have addressed me formally.” His gaze dropped to her lips. “Don't you suppose we are acquainted well enough to dispense with the formalities?”

No! Well… maybe. Honestly, she hardly knew him well enough anymore to know what to call him. He wasn't the same man she had known in her childhood, something she realized the day he had called on her to explain in that condescending way of his that she wasn't good enough for Lord Rothembow and should therefore set her sights on other men. This from the man who led Phillip to his demise with the constant gambling and drinking and Lord knew what else. Granted, sitting beside her now he looked the very same as the Julian Dane she had known all those years ago. The same Julian Dane who still made her insides turn to jelly. But he couldn't possibly be the same man, because that Julian Dane had disappeared when Valerie died, only to be replaced by this imposter. This incredibly handsome, exceedingly virile imposter.

Kettering chuckled softly to himself when she did not respond and turned his attention to Herbert, posing a question that Claudia did not quite catch. Herbert responded with much enthusiasm, and after several moments of unintelligible chatter between the two of them—really, she would be quite able to understand if everyone just slowed down a bit—Kettering signaled for the innkeeper. Smiling in that particularly charming way of his, he explained something to the innkeeper that included a gesture toward Herbert and a coin fished from his pocket.

“Certainement, monsieur,” the innkeeper replied with an enthusiastic nod, and taking the coin, pivoted sharply on his heel. “François! Où est François!” he bellowed, and hurried away, disappearing through a door as Herbert braced his hands against the table and pushed himself to his feet.

Alarmed, Claudia looked frantically from Kettering to Herbert and back again. “Wh-what are you doing, Herbert? Where are you going? You can't walk!”

Herbert grinned and bowed. “Bon voyage, madame.”

“Not to worry,” Kettering cheerfully offered. “Herbert tells me you are returning to England tonight. As luck would have it, you and I are crossing on the same packet. I naturally offered my escort so that he might get an early start for la Claire. He is most appreciative, I assure you— particularly since he had not intended to come so far today.”

She ignored that barb because her mind was trying to absorb the idea that the scoundrel was returning to England… tonight! On the same boat as she? How much worse could this be? She felt a bit of panic and opened her mouth to protest, but Kettering quickly interjected, “I am quite certain you will agree that Herbert has a long journey ahead of him. We wouldn't want to see him start in the middle of the night unnecessarily, would we?”

A young man suddenly appeared, and with one look at Herbert, the two men burst into simultaneous chatter. As Herbert put his arm around the man's shoulder, talking excitedly and gesturing to everyone around him, Kettering turned to Claudia. “Say au revoir to Herbert.”

“Au revoir, madame!” Herbert sang out, and gestured for the other man to proceed. The two Frenchmen began to work their way across the common room, each talking rapidly over the other.

“But—”

“It seems François is a friend of Herbert's cousin,” Kettering explained.

“But he can't drive the carriage!” she blustered as Herbert disappeared through the door.

“Ah, but he can. As he apparently tried to tell you all the way to Dieppe, the carriage has a hand brake, and he is quite confident that he can use it, seeing as how it was his foot you mangled, not his hand.”

That gave her a moment's pause—come to think of it, Herbert had gestured to the brake quite a lot.

Kettering grinned. “Seems you had yourself a rather exciting escape.”

Blast it all, how on earth had she ended up alone with him? “It was not an escape,” she insisted, noticing how his eyes danced with amusement. A nightmare—this was a bloody nightmare, she thought madly, because there was no one in Europe who could confound her like the Earl of Kettering!

She frowned; he casually sipped his ale.

As a girl she had worshipped him, had prayed nightly for an older brother just like him—strong and handsome and eager to shower her with gifts and attention, just as he did Eugenie and Valerie and Ann and Sophie. As an adolescent, she had felt the pangs of a deep infatuation turn to horrifying mortification when she impetuously kissed him on the terrace one night. She hadn't really meant to do it, but he had been teaching them how to waltz, and she had been so moved by the magic of it that she had felt compelled to kiss him, bouncing up on her toes and bussing him on the lips. He had all but banished her from Kettering Hall then, but it hadn't stopped her desire. As she grew older, she hung on every rumor and story surrounding the Rogues of Regent Street. Of all of them, the Earl of Kettering was the one with the reputation of being the suave lady-killer, and Lord, what she would have given to be slain by him!

But he never showed her any interest. Worse, he crushed her hopes when she was seventeen. At a ball given in honor of Eugenie's wedding, Julian had smiled at her, told her she looked beautiful, then stood up with her for the first waltz. With effortless grace, he twirled her about the dance floor, all the while smiling down at her and arresting her heart with those black eyes. He spoke of how she had grown, how lovely she appeared in her gown, how very well she danced. If he hadn't been holding her so close, she would have swooned right onto the ballroom floor. And when it ended, he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her gloved knuckles. “Will you save me another dance?” he had asked. Too dazzled to speak, she had nodded dumbly, then waited all night for him to approach her again.

He never did.

He never so much as glanced in her direction again. And when Claudia saw him slip out a side door into the gardens with Miss Roberta Dalhart on his arm, she had been crushed.

That's right, he had crushed her foolish heart, and she wasn't about to idle away the hours with him. Claudia suddenly came to her feet. “Au revoir, Lord Kettering, I believe I shall wait alone,” she said coolly, and started to turn.

He caught her wrist in something of a vise-like grip. “Claudia. Sit,” he said low. “I may not be the perfect companion, but I'd wager I'm quite a bit more desirable than some drunken Frenchman you cannot understand.”

The arrogance! She had labeled him a Rake with a capital R seven years ago and could hardly abide the thought of being in the same room with such a terribly arrogant Rogue, especially one so full of esteem for himself.

She sat.

It seemed to her that his fingers lingered on her wrist a moment longer. But then he abruptly let go and smiled. “My, my,” he said as he settled back to observe her. “The last time I was successful at making you heed my word, you were twelve years old—and it was a rather shallow victory at that.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked warily.

“My horse.”

The heat immediately crept into her cheeks. “Oh honestly. My father allowed me to ride any mount I preferred. I naturally assumed you would, too,” she said with a dismissive flick of her wrist.

“Your father allowed you on the back of stallions accustomed to the weight and crop of a man?” he asked incredulously.

Claudia shrugged slightly and looked at her tankard. Not precisely.

“And though I would like to think you never attempted to ride Apollyon again because of my sound advice, I rather think it was the tumble onto your bum that did the trick.”

She couldn't keep the thin smile from her lips. “You may be correct, sir,” she conceded. “But as I recall, your so-called advice was just as painful.”

Kettering laughed. “You were quite an extraordinary lass, Claudia.”

Please. She had been a plain little girl with knobby knees and a mouth that was too big for her face.

“And you are an extraordinary woman,” he added.

That caused her to choke on her ale. He might as well have called her a traitor, a whore—it was just as shocking. Conscious that he was watching her, she lifted the tankard and took a long, generous swig of the bitter stuff as her mind reeled. He had never thought her extraordinary when she was a child, and he certainly had not thought her extraordinary during her coming-out Season. Even after Valerie's death, on those rare occasions she would encounter him at some ball or rout, he acted as if he hardly knew her. Ah, but all that had changed when Phillip began to court her, hadn't it?

“On my word, some things never change.”

Claudia jerked her head up—Kettering was looking at the tear in the sleeve of her gown, an unfortunate mishap when she had tried to force the carriage backward and off Herbert's foot. He leaned forward and probed the tear with his fingers, singeing the bare skin beneath it. “I rather imagine it had something to do with Herbert's accident,” he surmised, and lifted his glittering gaze to hers. “Care to tell me why you were running away from Château la Claire?”

Or shall we move directly to your punishment?

Claudia moved her arm away from his touch. “You know, you have a very peculiar way of appearing when I least expect you.”

“I was just thinking the same of you. You didn't leave without bidding Eugenie a farewell—the two of you haven't fought again, have you?”

She rolled her eyes at that ridiculous conclusion.

“Although it is hardly any of your concern, I should inform you that we do not fight—Eugenie and I are no longer girls.”

“That,” he drawled, “is quite evident, madam. If you don't want to tell me, I shall have it from Eugenie, you know, so you may as well 'fess up.”

Squirming uncomfortably, Claudia glanced over her shoulder in search of the innkeeper.

“Very well, then, I shall have to conclude it was me,” he said cheerfully.

Oh, it was him, all right, everything about him. It was the way he looked, the polished way he spoke, the deadly charming way in which he smiled. It was that his name had been linked with every beauty among the ton, married or not—but never hers. And it was the way he had denigrated her when he told her she wasn't good enough for Phillip, then had turned around and led Phillip to his demise. It was all of that and a sense of urgency to flee before she was forced to confront those demons again, relive Phillip's death again, and the events leading up to it. She really did not want to despise Julian.

But she did.

“I confess I am rather keen to know why you would so desperately want to avoid me that you would run a man down. It rather injures my feelings.”

As if anything could injure his black heart. “I did not run a man down. I didn't actually see him until it was too late. Really, I am not obliged to answer.”

A chuckle rumbled through his chest. “But you will,” he said in that terribly silky way of his.

Claudia made a frantic motion for
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