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CHAPTER ONE


London, 1881

Amelia Somerset stretched out her arms only to find the immoveable force that was Nick lying next to her. Stifling a yawn, she spread her hands over his chest, molding every dip and plane of his body. What a deliciously wicked way to wake up in the morning.

Careful not to wake him, Amelia rolled away and grabbed Nick’s pocket watch that had been set on her bedside table. Flipping it open, she was pleased to see that it was still early enough that she didn’t have to get ready for the day but late enough to rouse Nick from his slumber. A grin tilted up her lips.

She knew that what they did wasn’t something polite society would welcome. Women of any standing didn’t carry on the way she and Nick were without the sanctity of marriage. She was also sure their intercourse wasn’t precisely typical, or at least she never had imagined how many ways she could enjoy her lover. None of that seemed to matter since she was in love with Nick. Without him in her life, she was sure she would have found the past few weeks unbearable.

The man lying next to her had introduced her to an entirely new way of life and love, shown her things she never thought to see. Made her do things that had her blushing just thinking about them now.

Even though he had opened up her mind and her heart to a multitude of feelings she never thought she’d have for another, she was essentially his mistress.

His mistress . . . and his secretary.

Though she hoped no one yet guessed about the first.

She trailed her hand over his warm body, skimming his right bicep with just the tips of her fingers, making sure to trace every line of muscle as she explored him more thoroughly than she’d ever had the chance to do.

She could do this all day, but they only had an hour before he’d have to sneak back into his room and pretend they hadn’t spent the night in delicious sin.

As she grew more daring, her hand lowered to his naval, her fingers circling his toned stomach. Should she caution her actions? Wake him up and get started on the one hundred and one duties that awaited them, or . . .

Or trail her fingers lower.

Curiosity decided her next course.

With a flick of her hand, she tossed the blanket off his chest and stared in awe at the perfection of his naked body. She loved the fact that he slept au naturel, as he was a sight to behold. Her gaze slid lower to see that he was aroused, and the sight had wetness slicking her thighs. She squeezed her legs together, wishing Nick’s hand was buried there to ease the need building inside her.

Amelia brushed her fingers against his long, firm manhood. She could make out the dark vein running down the center of his shaft. The skin around the head was pulled back and the plum-colored head of his penis pointed right at her. Almost begging her to take it in her mouth.

His member moved, growing impossibly thicker as semen beaded at the tip. The sight fascinated her. Drew her closer. She had a sudden desire to touch that creamy drop of fluid . . . feel him like he often felt her. Taste him. She’d had the head of his penis in her mouth before, but she hadn’t really known how to pleasure him.

Could she do so now?

Perhaps she could just lick him as he had licked through the folds of her sex. Would that draw more fluid from him?

Glancing up at Nick, she saw his eyes were closed, his breathing even. Turning her focus back to his penis, she lowered her hand enough to touch the wetness that had gathered at the tip. Her breath caught in her throat when his member jerked. She brushed her fingers against it again. Feeling more daring, she curled her hand around the head and squeezed it ever so slightly. Doing this excited her so much, she thought her heart might be pounding loudly enough to awaken him.

Suddenly, Nick wrapped his hand around hers. Her face burned with shame at being caught touching him while he was unaware, but under that shame there was a deep-seated desire, ready to be unleashed.

“You are awake,” she said and loosened her hand, though it had nowhere to go with his grip tightening.

“Have been for a while.” His voice was low and seductive, and a shiver of understanding shot straight to her core. He wanted to see how far she was willing to go.

Nick guided her hand low enough to cover the root just above his sac. He was so thick, her fingers barely curled around the base of him.

“Pull the skin forward and back.” Nick’s voice was hoarse.

He showed her how to increase the pressure of her hold. Watching him like this was strangely beautiful, raw, and without pretense. It was about the two of them pleasing each other and seeking their own pleasure, both at the same time. And it was about him giving in to her curiosity.

When she turned her face up to look at him, his eyes were heavy-lidded and lazily focused on her. Her heart skipped a beat and goose bumps rose along her arms. How could he undo her with one look?

He didn’t release her from his gaze. He stared at her as though plotting to do very wicked things—and as if he would devour her any second.

She never wanted to get out of bed. She wanted to stay here until neither of them could move or talk and were too sore to even walk.

His breathing grew erratic as her hand stroked his hard length. She liked that he was letting his guard down, letting her see what her touch did to him. She grasped him tighter when his hand encouraged it.

Nick flipped her on her back and hovered over her before she could bring him to completion.

“How do you do this to me?” she asked, breathless.

He did not answer; his gaze locked on hers, his body hard and hot everywhere it pressed into hers. Absently, she stroked his arm, feeling the flex of muscle and the power he held just under the surface. She wanted to scratch her nails along his skin as he entered her but felt suddenly shy.

He leaned in and swept his tongue into her mouth, tasting her deeply. Her body grew heated and needy in a matter of seconds. She wanted him inside her, so in silent plea for more, she spread her legs as wide as her night rail would allow. She tilted her pelvis up, grinding herself against his thigh, trying to find some sort of release.

Nick pushed the material up and out of the way. He had her night rail off before she could offer to help. Her hands molding to the scars that crisscrossed his beautiful back. Every time she touched them she wanted to ask what had happened, who had hurt him, but the words stuck in her throat.

Nick held her hands above her head; then he positioned his body between her legs and worked his rigid penis inside her. Her whole body trembled with relief as he filled her, inch by tortuous inch.

When she tested his hold on her hands, he said, “Move them, and I’ll tie you to the bed.”

She bit her bottom lip. She almost wanted to dare him. Almost. Instead, she squeezed her thighs around his hips as he pulled out halfway before sliding back into her with a force that shook the bed frame.

Amelia arched her back off the bed, desperate to be closer, to feel him as deep as he could possibly go. Nick stilled once he was fully seated, his hand caressing the side of her face, brushing his fingers through the strands of hair that had come loose from her braid.

Mouth balanced above hers, his tongue swept gently across hers in a seductive dance with which she wanted to keep pace all day. But their morning would eventually end, and she’d make the most of the time they did have. Later, she’d think about the situation in which she kept placing herself and find the courage to ask him what he planned for them in the future.

Nick squeezed one of her nipples between his fingers, the pleasure drawing her attention away from her worries as she focused solely on him.

“I’m apparently not keeping you well enough occupied,” he growled.

“It is thoughts of you tangling up my mind.”

She kissed his chin and then his neck. Her tongue flicked along his pulse line before she settled against the mattress again.

“Then I will work harder to distract you from coherent thought.” He pulled out of her and flipped her onto her knees. “Hold on to the top of the headboard.”

Amelia curled her fingers around the cold metal frame. She waited in anticipation for him to slide back inside her. Instead, he kissed her shoulder, lightly at first, then open-mouthed. His teeth bit carefully into her. Amelia’s nipples peaked harder and harder with every scrape of his teeth. His hands ran up and down the sides of her ribs, skimming the undersides of her breasts with every pass.

“Nick . . . ” She was panting, breathless from the way he teased her with so simple a touch.

Nick’s chest brushed against her back, and the thick hardness of his penis lay demandingly against her backside.

“Hmmm.” He moaned, as though she were a tasty treat.

Her head fell back, resting in the crook between his neck and shoulder. “I need you,” she said.

“You have me.”

“Please.”

His hands smoothed over her ribs and waist. “Let me hear the words, Amelia.”

“Touch me.” She pressed her bottom against him. “I need your touch.”

“Tell me where you need me.” His hand tickled a seductive path over her hip. It was the barest of caresses as he slid that hand around to her stomach. Too low to touch her aching breasts and tweak with her nipples; too high to spread the juices flowing from her sex. “Or maybe you need me here?” His other hand slid over the front of one thigh and then into the vee of her legs but out of reach of her mound. She squeezed her legs together, wanting to hold him there. Wanting him to touch her more intimately and with more force.

Her breath caught as trembling sensations of arousal snaked through her, warming her and heightening every nerve ending in her body.

“Nick. Please . . . ”

His hand wrenched her legs apart. A cool wash of air brushed over her wet thighs and had her moaning until finally—finally—he touched her clitoris. But the caress was nothing more than a fleeting tease . . . and not nearly enough. She thought she’d faint if he didn’t touch her harder and fill her sheath.

“I want you inside me,” she bravely said. “I need you, Nick. Don’t deny me this.”

“About time you asked,” he growled in her ear before sucking her earlobe into his mouth.

Removing his hand from between her legs, he fisted it around his cock and pressed it to her entrance. His groan at the first touch of her wetness fueled her need to have him filling her.

One of his hands gripped the headboard beside her hand as he pressed forward. They both lost themselves in their joining, his chest hair abrading her back with the friction of their bodies as they grew slick with sweat.

His free hand squeezed her breast, and he rolled her nipple between his fingers, heightening her pleasure with the furious propulsion of his body in hers. She bit her bottom lip to keep from screaming out her pleasure, even though the racket they made could surely be heard by anyone on this floor of the house.

Lips hot against her neck, fingers still tweaking her nipples, he overloaded her with sensation, with feeling. Nick surrounded her, filled her, stamped himself on her.

Nick owned her.

Hand lowering, he flicked his finger over her sensitive clitoris, and she could no longer bite back the sounds she’d been holding at bay.

Giving her clit the same treatment he’d given her nipple, he squeezed it between his fingers, letting her grind against his hand as he worked himself inside her.

“Nick,” she practically screamed. Her thighs were so slick, so wet, that her juices sluiced a wet path down her legs.

“I could fuck you like this all day,” Nick growled in her ear.

She didn’t know how to respond, other than to moan his name. Words were beyond her.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you.” It wasn’t a question. He knew that was exactly what she wanted.

How could one person have so much control over her? How could this man hold the reins of her heart so tightly that she would go anywhere he steered her and do anything he asked?

His words did nothing but inflame her desire further. Her body pushed back against his, needing more yet needing exactly what he was giving her.

“One of these days I’m going to show you what it truly means to be mine.”

She shook her head, not able to think his words through. “I don’t understand.”

“You will . . . soon.”

He grabbed both her hips and pumped into her so hard that the bed frame groaned and creaked with every one of their motions. They would be found out for sure. And while that should concern her, all she did was grasp on tighter, ensuring her hold wouldn’t slip and that she stayed exactly where she was so Nick’s penis hit her just the right way.

“I want you to come. I know how close you are.” He punctuated every word with the movement of their bodies.

He grasped her braid in one hand and yanked it back, exposing her throat to his wicked mouth. “Come for me,” he said, licking the sensitive spot between her neck and shoulder.

His legs were between hers, spreading them wide enough that she was sitting atop his lap.

She could feel the slap of his testicles every time she bounced off his lap. And before long, she did scream out. Her orgasm exploded through her. Her sheath gripped his cock so tightly that she felt every ridge of his hardness stroking in and out of her.

With a roar, Nick said, “Fuck.”

With a final stroke his seed shot deep inside her, the semen pulsing out of him in a never-ending stream. The slick wetness between them only added to the friction of the short hairs on his sac rubbing and assaulting her clitoris, and she felt herself go off again. Her head fell forward to rest on the frame of the bed as she rotated in tight circles around his shaft, milking every bit of him as her body rode out her climax. Her breasts heaved with the violent breaths she took in and blew out. It was like she’d run a mile, and this was her first chance to pull air into her starved and deprived lungs.

Nick rubbed his hands all over her, as though it would calm her after the race she’d just run with him. Her body collapsed on his, though she couldn’t help the slight rotation of her hips from time to time. He wasn’t the least bit worn out, and she knew that because he was still hard.

When she finally had her breathing under control, she said, “You’re insatiable.”

“Only with you. I can never seem to get enough of you, Amelia.”

“What if you should grow tired of me?”

“Impossible.” He reached for her hands and loosened her grip from the bedpost. All the feeling rushed back into her hands, making them tingle.

Sitting in his lap, she had no desire to move. No desire to start their day. In fact, she would prefer to laze about in bed with Nick all day. That was an impossibility but still a nice dream.

She turned her head to the side to look him in the eyes. “We need to get dressed. If we didn’t manage to already wake up the household with our antics, they will be up any minute.”

“That makes me think you are trying to get rid of me.”

She smiled. She couldn’t help it. “I’ll see you in the study.”

Nick trailed one hand down her sternum and circled her breast. “Mmm, I still haven’t had you on my desk.”

She swallowed back a groan. Nick was forever trying to commit the wickedest of sins anywhere that wasn’t one of their bedrooms, anywhere that they potentially could be caught. She enjoyed the danger of discovery associated with those scenarios, not that she would admit it aloud.

“You have appointments this morning, Nick. You already canceled dinner with Lord Murray last night. I am positive he will send a sour note before the day is through. And at some point you will have to continue working as though nothing has changed.” Even though everything had changed since her brother, Jeremy, had tried to remove her from the safety of the house. Since Nick had been forced to take a stand against her brother.

“My priority is and will always be you.”

With a heavy sigh, she pulled off his lap. It was pure torture, not being able to sink back down on his hard length. “As I said, we have a busy day.”

Nick grabbed her hand before she escaped his reach. He held her at the edge of the bed. “If you want to talk business, then let me say this: I’m concerned your brother will make another appearance while I’m not here. Keeping you in bed seems like the best plan for keeping you safe until he crawls back to Berwick.”

“You already have Huxley watching me,” she reminded him. Even when she went down for lunch at midday, Huxley was never far behind. Sometimes she resented their close regard, but she understood the necessity.

Her brother had threatened to hurt her and every other servant in the house. He had told her that if she didn’t pay him back the money she’d stolen from him, he’d torment the other women who lived here. He also told Amelia that she had to marry a man she despised. A man to whom her brother owed a great deal of money, including the family estate.

With her thoughts maudlin and her good mood taking a turn for the worse, she slipped her hand from Nick’s grasp and pulled on her robe as she walked toward the washstand. The rustling of material behind her told her that Nick was donning his clothes too.

When her brother had tried to kidnap her, Nick had been there to stop Jeremy. Amelia would never forget the rage that had filled Nick’s eyes as he punched and then threatened her brother if he dared try to get at Amelia again.

The incident had been seen by enough prominent members of society that word had spread of Nick’s actions in less than a day. That had been a week ago. And while her brother hadn’t come back to the house, she was afraid he would try to get at her again.

When she had run away from her childhood home, she’d promised she would no longer live in fear. But some things were hard to forget, some pasts never forgotten, and her brother hadn’t spared her a kind moment in her whole life.

Being with Nick made her feel safe, and she wished she’d never have to leave his arms, but to admit such a thing would make Nick more protective. And really, how could she think that way when her feelings were torn by the fact that she knew so little about him?

She poured water over the linen in the bowl and wrung it out between her shaking hands.

“You’re thinking about him again,” Nick said, taking the cloth from her.

“It’s difficult not to do. I don’t know if he has given up his pursuit of me and gone back to Berwick. What if he is waiting for another chance to get me alone?”

Nick’s arms wrapped around her as he wiped the cool cloth between her legs, washing away their mingled fluids. Amelia pressed her back against his warm body. She held back a moan, knowing that if she let it slip past her lips, they would end up right back in bed.

“If there’s one thing I can promise with certainty, it’s that your brother won’t come here again.”

“I want to believe you. I do. But my doubts have a tendency to consume me at times.”

When his finger brushed over her swollen clit, she turned and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

“I might not leave the house and give my brother a chance to catch me unawares, but he knows Devlin lives here and runs errands for everyone.” Devlin was the housekeeper’s son, and he’d had a confrontation with Amelia’s brother that had resulted in a black eye for the poor boy. Amelia still felt immense guilt over that incident.

“Can you promise me that everyone is safe from Jeremy’s wrath? I know what my brother is capable of. What lengths he will go to in the name of revenge. There is no decent bone in his body that would make me believe otherwise.”

“And you don’t know what I’m capable of.”

“You’re right. You know everything about me, and I know so little about you.” She searched his eyes as she admitted this out loud. That very fact had been bothering her for the better part of a week.

Even through his short clipped beard, she could make out the tick high on his cheek. She ran her finger over the harsh line.

“I’ve promised to protect everyone in this house,” he said, “and it’s not a promise I make lightly, Amelia. He will never hurt you again.”

She wanted to believe him. Trust only in him. And even though she’d confessed her love to him, she had to remind herself that she didn’t really know much about Nicholas Riley.

She knew where his business interests lay, that he had a sister he doted upon, that his staff was devoted wholly to him. She knew she felt safe and loved when she was in his arms. She knew he’d had a difficult childhood and that he fought hard to reach the position he had in life. Beyond that, she didn’t know anything about his past, or why he had the scars on his back. She wanted to know why he sometimes woke up in the grips of a nightmare, yelling incoherently, the words impossible to decipher. He was keeping the deeper parts of himself hidden. The parts that defined him as the man he was.

She trusted that he wouldn’t hurt her, but she had more questions than answers where he was concerned.

She pulled Nick’s face down to hers and kissed him full on the mouth. She didn’t slip her tongue between his lips, even though she wanted to. It was a parting kiss for the morning.

When she let him go, she whispered against his mouth, “I’ll meet you in the study once I’m dressed.”

Before she could get away, he hugged her hard against his tightly muscled body. She pressed her head to his chest, comforted by the steady beat of his heart.

“I am reluctant to leave you when I know you’re mulling over something that has upset you.”

“I have so many questions and worries.” She bit her lip to keep from saying more.

“About your brother?” He rubbed her back in languorous strokes, drawing a sigh from her.

“My questions are all about you.”

“We are taking this one day at a time, Amelia. I have no intentions of letting you go.”

But didn’t all men grow tired of their mistresses? If that were to come to pass, where would that leave her?

She forced herself to take a step away from him. His gaze was searching.

“We really do have to ready ourselves,” she said.

He placed his fingers under her chin and forced her to look at him. “This conversation is far from finished, Amelia.”

“I know. And I’m glad for that. We have so much to discuss.”

He placed a gentle kiss upon her lips. “You are giving too much thought to what’s between us.”

“How can you suggest that?”

“Isn’t it enough that we are madly, deeply in love with one another?” The seriousness was gone from his tone, and his words held a sternness that took her by surprise.

“Yes and no.” Shaking her head, she ushered him toward the door. “You have to leave. I refuse to be caught in a compromising position.”

“I’m sure everyone already knows I have thoroughly compromised you.”

She laughed as she darted away from his attempt to pull her back into his arms. “You’re impossible.”

“You like that about me.”

“All right, I admit that to be true. Now, will you meet me in the study?”

Nick winked at her as he slipped out the door and closed it softly behind him. Amelia slumped against the wall, thinking about his parting words. Had he really just promised to tell her more about his past? About him? She needed to get dressed immediately so she could ask him all the questions burning in her mind.





CHAPTER TWO


The knocker sounded at the front door as Nick came down the stairs. Huxley emerged from the lower level of the house, but Nick waved him away since he was here anyway. His brows pinched as he opened the door and assessed the uniformed man who stared back at him.

The truncheon at his side and the chinstrap helmet tied just above his cleft chin identified him as a bobby. His coat was slightly rumpled and the buttons drew a crooked line down the center of his chest and tucked under a thick leather belt. The man looked as though he’d been up all night and was coming to the end of his shift.

Nick knew most of the local bobbies, as there was a higher rate of crime near his warehouses on the Thames, but this man was new to him. Nick crossed his arms over his chest. “How can I help you, Constable?”

“Inspector, actually. Inspector Laurie.”

“Accept my apologies. What necessity has brought you to my door?” Nick really just wanted to ask what in hell the man was doing here but bit his tongue.

“I’m here about a murder. And you were seen in a precarious situation with this particular man only last week.” The inspector produced a notebook from his jacket pocket and thumbed to an empty page. “Do you know the Earl of Berwick?”

Nick nodded. “Only in passing. We were not acquainted.” This was perplexing . . . and disturbing that the inspector was asking Nick about his connection to Jeremy. “The earl is dead?”

“Found him floating in the Thames this morning.” He scribbled something down that Nick couldn’t make out. “Are you aware that he was residing in London?”

Nick leaned against the doorframe. “What exactly are you asking me, Inspector?”

“You were the last person reportedly seen with Lord Berwick.”

Nick narrowed his eyes. “Are you accusing me of something? Because I can assure you I was here all evening. My man of affairs can confirm this if you’d like me to ring for him.”

Nick had no intention of bringing Amelia into this. Huxley would vouch for his whereabouts. Though he’d still have to tell her the news about her brother.

How in hell had Jeremy ended up dead? That fool brother of Amelia’s might have taken a beating by Nick’s hand, but Nick left him breathing—as much as he hadn’t wanted to. Did the inspector even have the right man? Something was off here. He needed to investigate this further on his own. Foremost in Nick’s thoughts was that it had been a week since he’d seen Amelia’s brother, and the inspector said no one had seen him since then. That didn’t ring true.

“I’ll check with my source again; see if you have been mistaken for someone else. I just needed to ask before I finished my shift.”

“If you require some sort of statement from my man of affairs, I can send him over to your headquarters later this morning.”

The inspector scratched the side of his jaw where a night’s worth of stubble had grown. “No need. My apologies for disturbing you so early.”

Nick didn’t believe the man, for some reason. He stepped away from the door, ready to say his good-byes, but paused. “Who precisely saw me last night?”

“Unfortunately, I cannot divulge my source while we are actively investigating Lord Berwick’s murder.”

Nick furrowed his brow. “I see. Good day, Inspector Laurie.”

The man assessed him for a moment before he nodded and bounded down the stairs, belying the tiredness that enveloped him.

When Nick closed the front door, a million questions came to mind. He headed to the lower level to find Huxley in the butler’s pantry, a small room next to the housekeeper’s office. Huxley’s room was stacked with rows of wooden crates on every wall, most filled with wine and spirits. There was a desk tucked into one corner where Huxley often came to escape the noise of the house.

Nick closed the door behind him, drawing Huxley’s attention away from the inventory ledger he was reviewing. Nick had known Huxley for the better part of a decade, and credited much of his success to their friendship over the years. Nick trusted no one as much as he trusted Huxley.

“Pretty early for visitors. What emergency had them calling so early in the morning?” Huxley asked.

“Lord Berwick was murdered. An inspector came by inquiring about it. He wanted confirmation on my whereabouts last night. Though I don’t think it necessary, I said you might go down to his headquarters to say that we remained home last night.”

“Berwick found himself some trouble, then.”

Huxley didn’t question where Nick had been or if he was responsible for any wrongdoing. That kind of trust came from their years of working together. Regardless, Nick had nothing to do with Amelia’s brother’s murder. But someone would know something, and Nick planned to get to the bottom of it.

“I’ll head down to the docks in an hour or so,” Huxley said. “I have to do the intake for a shipment transferred from Liverpool at the same time. Don’t expect I’ll be back before luncheon.”

“That is fine. Be sure to talk to the man who watched Lord Berwick last night. He must have witnessed something peculiar.”

“Already thinking that. Odd timing, considering you confronted him a week ago.”

“I know. I plan to call on Landon this afternoon. If Lord Berwick was murdered, there will be rumors buzzing about Town and I want to know what everyone is saying.”

Landon Price, the Earl of Burley, was a friend and business associate of Nick’s. He raised sheep in Scotland and had the wool shipped through Nick’s company to be sold in London. Landon was also one of the few people Nick trusted implicitly.

“I’ll let Liam know we might both be out,” Huxley said. “He can watch after the house.” Liam, the footman, watched after the house whenever Nick and Huxley both had appointments to attend. “Can’t say I’m sorry her brother is dead. Not after the way he treated her, and after the threats he uttered against this house.”

“I couldn’t agree more with that sentiment,” Nick said. “Don’t reveal anything about her brother to anyone. Amelia should be the first to know. But I can’t tell her anything until I have more information.”

Huxley grunted in response.

“I’ll let you get on with your day. We can meet tonight before dinner.”

“I’ll be here,” Huxley assured him.

Nick nodded and left the butler’s pantry. There was a niggling voice in the back of his mind asking, who was he to keep this news from Amelia?

Nick scrubbed his hand over his face, wishing more than ever that he and Amelia had lazed about in bed all morning. While Amelia didn’t profess to love her brother and insisted she never wanted him in her life, Berwick’s murder would still wound her deeply. This put him in a moral quandary on keeping this secret from her at all, but his mind was made on the matter.

To Amelia’s disappointment, Nick was not in the study when she finally made it downstairs. Perhaps he’d left the house to run errands after all. Although he was a pleasant diversion, she could do without his particular form of distraction for a few hours.

Gathering the letters that had piled up in the front foyer, she resigned herself to responding to Nick’s correspondence, and then she would read through the purchase agreements of Lord Murray’s lands. They had met with Murray on a few occasions to discuss the sale of his property in Highgate, and it was likely to be transferred to Nick’s name over the next few weeks.

The housekeeper entered the study, drawing Amelia’s attention away from her scribblings. “Good morning, Mrs. Coleman. How may I assist you?”

“Lord Murray is here with his secretary.”

“Mr. Riley isn’t here.”

“Mr. Riley’s occupied in Huxley’s office. I told Lord Murray he wasn’t available, but he refuses to leave without speaking to Mr. Riley.”

Amelia briefly contemplated how best to handle the situation. “I would hate to be the cause of a misunderstanding or for Lord Murray to find someone else to purchase his property. This deal is important to Mr. Riley. Send Lord Murray in here, and let Mr. Riley know I am entertaining Lord Murray until he can join us.”

Mrs. Coleman nodded and returned with one very irate-looking Lord Murray. His face was red, and his bushy brows were screwed together tightly in what looked like a permanent scowl. A tall, polished man entered the room with Lord Murray; Amelia assumed this was the secretary. He wore a decent tan coat with waistcoat and dark trousers. His blond hair was neatly parted and pomaded; his green eyes were sharp and focused on her.

Amelia stood to greet them, giving a slight curtsey when she stood before them. “Lord Murray. Shall I have tea brought up while you wait for Mr. Riley? He shouldn’t be but a moment.”

“That is not necessary,” Lord Murray responded. Amelia motioned toward the leather chairs that flanked Nick’s desk, but Lord Murray didn’t seem inclined to sit.

Since Lord Murray didn’t introduce the other man, Amelia took it upon herself to do so. “I’m sorry; we haven’t been introduced. I’m Mr. Riley’s secretary, Miss Grant.”

“Mr. Shauley.” His accent was thick, his eyes assessing as he looked her up and down as though she were . . . lacking. What an odd feeling to have on first meeting someone. “I preside over Lord Murray’s business affairs.”

Lord Murray didn’t exactly have any business other than owning a few lots of land and sitting in the House of Lords.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Shauley.” She smiled, but he didn’t return the gesture; if anything, a frown drew his eyes down and put creases along his forehead.

Mr. Shauley stepped closer to her—too close. Lord Murray was pacing the floor, ignoring them both as he flipped his pocketwatch open, only to snap it shut over and over again.

“What happened to Huxley?” Mr. Shauley inquired.

It was a question she should be used to. And though the question did not precisely bother her, it was the way in which Mr. Shauley said Huxley’s name that had her hackles rising.

“Huxley takes care of Mr. Riley’s businesses more directly now. I am responsible for the administrative tasks Mr. Riley has, keeping his appointments straight and such.”

“I always thought Huxley was a man who could do it all,” Mr. Shauley said.

“He most certainly is.” She laughed a little, trying to lighten the mood. She didn’t like the feeling of being cross-examined by a man she did not know.

“What is it you do, Mr. Shauley? I did not realize Lord Murray was a businessman.”

“I manage his estates. And I have done everything in my power to advise against selling Highgate for such a disadvantageous price, but his mind is set.”

“Oh?” She was genuinely curious.

“It is worth more. The land alone should be sold at double Riley’s offer.”

“Then why is Lord Murray selling Highgate?”

As Mr. Shauley took another step toward her, she decided that this particular man was no better than Jeremy, trying to use his presence and taller frame to intimidate her. She held her ground and looked him in the eye. She refused to be cowed by such a man.

Mr. Shauley’s nostrils flared for the briefest moment and then he said, “Unfortunately, the house must be sold regardless of whether I agree with the price. Upkeep alone is more than the worth, so it’s rotting and in ruins for the most part.”

“I hadn’t realized.” She remembered Nick mentioning that he planned to restore the manor house. But if it was in such a poor state as Mr. Shauley indicated, why go to the trouble?

“Of course not, Miss Grant.” He looked at her quizzically. “You’re from significantly farther reaches of England. The north, I’d say.”

Amelia swallowed back her sudden trepidation. Nick had once said something about her accent not being that of a Londoner, but she didn’t think it was so obvious.

Before she could ask more questions of the odd man who was standing far too close, the study door opened, and Amelia couldn’t have been happier to see Nick striding in. She looked at him apologetically, though she wasn’t sure how she could have righted this situation. Nick’s focus lay solely on Mr. Shauley, his gaze filled with something so dark she could only call it hatred.

Did the two men know each other? Of course they do, she thought. The negotiations with Lord Murray had been going on since long before she became Nick’s secretary.

“Lord Murray.” Nick broke the silence that had descended upon the room and turned his attention away from Mr. Shauley. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”

“Cut the small talk, Riley. Did you think I would shrug off your slight?”

Amelia winced at the accusation in Lord Murray’s tone. It had been her fault that Nick had canceled his dinner plans with Lord Murray last night.

Nick turned his attention to Amelia. “Miss Grant, would you please send up Huxley? I last saw him in the kitchens.”

“Of course.” She nodded toward Lord Murray and Shauley before she left, not sure if she was glad for the reprieve of Mr. Shauley’s creepy regard or angry with Nick for sending her off as though she played no vital part in the purchase of the property.

Once Amelia left the room, Nick looked toward Lord Murray. “I had a family emergency that needed my attention this week, as the note I sent indicated. Really, Murray, you couldn’t wait a few more nights to give me this high-and-mighty speech?”

“We were advised while sitting in the restaurant,” Lord Murray responded. “I know what you are about, Riley. You are stringing me along, hoping to get the property for a fraction of its worth.” He stood in front of Nick, his face crimson.

“A family emergency,” Nick repeated. “It required my full attention. Stop acting like a bride jilted at the altar.”

Lord Murray sputtered at the insult. “I’ll not be treated like a second thought.”

“And I will not be hounded in my own house. You forget that I make the rules in this venture of ours.” Nick glanced in the direction of Shauley, who had yet to say a word. “I will contact you whenever I damn well please.”

Shauley spoke then. “You can play this any way you like, Riley, but by all appearances you haven’t come through on your word yet. You have delayed this sale by a month.”

“You dare to come into my house and insult me on my word?” Nick sat on the edge of his desk, glaring at Shauley. No one told Nick what he should do, how he should act, or what exactly he was thinking, especially Shauley.

Huxley strolled into the study, and Nick was glad that Amelia was not behind him, though he would have to advise that she stay away from Shauley going forward.

“Good day, Lord Murray,” Huxley said, not bothering to greet Shauley.

The tension that had built in the room dispelled with Huxley’s arrival.

“It is clear we are of opposing minds,” Nick said, “but our meeting has concluded. Miss Grant will advise you tomorrow where and when we will dine to go over any final particulars, Lord Murray. Huxley will show you to the door.”

Nick didn’t wait for Lord Murray’s response as he walked around to the front of the desk and pulled out his chair. Huxley looked on with nothing short of amusement.

“I’ll not forget this slight, Riley,” Lord Murray said.

“If you want our arrangement to remain mutually beneficial you will guard your temper and leash your pet.” Nick looked at Shauley with indifference, though that was the last thing he felt. “I don’t need to tell you that my patience is thin when dealing with pompous lords like you. Even thinner for the scum you scraped off the street and dressed up as your man of affairs.”

Lord Murray looked as if he was about to have a fit of apoplexy. Instead of another outburst, he turned on his heel and strode out of the study, anger radiating from him like a hive full of disturbed wasps.

Huxley followed Lord Murray out. Shauley, however, placed his hat atop his head and strode toward Nick’s desk as though he had all the time in the world before he departed.

“Did I not make myself clear, Shauley?”

“You have certainly turned into a cold bastard over the years.”

“If you think that our growing up across a shared laneway gives you any familiarity with me, let me advise you that you are mistaken.”

“Now, Nick. You do wound my sensibilities.”

Nick snorted, though he wasn’t the least bit amused. “Do you have some asinine notion that we will renew our friendship because of my dealings with Lord Murray?”

“It would do you well to remember that I can be the worm in his lordship’s ear and persuade him of another course of action.”

“Then why let the manor go at all? I know how deeply attached you are to that pile of rubble. Sentimentality for your old way of life and all.” The depravities of the man standing before him were extreme, and they reminded Nick of a time in his life that he wanted nothing more than to scrub from his brain.

Shauley pinched his lips together, though he didn’t take the bait and storm out, as Nick had hoped. “It’s no more sentimentality for me than it is for you.”

It was a place they’d both lost whatever innocence they had as children. While Nick had risen from the ashes of his past, Shauley had smoldered and been molded into a man equally as vile as the vicar who had destroyed their childhood.

“It is mere coincidence that Highgate came up to be purchased at all,” Nick explained, though Shauley deserved no reason for Nick’s decisions. “I require a manor that has acreage close to the city. Highgate provides that.”

Shauley grinned as though he had Nick’s purpose figured out. What Shauley didn’t realize, however, was Nick’s plan to expose the vicar, who still resided in Highgate, as a way to wipe the slate clean from a past that still haunted Nick.

When Shauley didn’t seem inclined to leave, Nick pushed out from his desk and stood, ready to throw the man out, if need be. Shauley took the hint but not before parting with, “Did the good old vicar break you after all? I
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