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Reviews for Katherine O’Neal

and her sizzling historical romances:

 


Calling The Last Highwayman “a
sophisticated, sensual read,” New York Times bestselling
author Jayne Ann Krentz said, “Katherine O’Neal is an exciting
writer with a fast, intense and very polished style. She has found
a way to use the hard-edged glitz of Jackie Collins and set that
against a historical backdrop. It could be the start of a new
genre.”

 


“One of the most brilliant debut novels to
come along in many months. Powerfully written, sophisticated, well
researched, highly romantic, smoldering with sometimes erotic
sensuality (a la Susan Johnson) and adventure.”—Romantic
Times

 


“Katherine O’Neal is the queen of romantic
adventure, reigning over a court of intrigue, sensuality, and good
old-fashioned storytelling. Readers who insist on strong characters
with intelligence will appreciate her craftsmanship.”—Affaire de
Coeur

 


“O’Neal provides vibrant characters and
settings, along with plenty of intrigue, daring escapes, 11th hour
twists and steamy romance.”—Publishers Weekly

 


“Sensuous and
spine-tingling...Superb.”—Rendezvous


Chapter 1

 


 


It began, as did so many of the adventures of
her life, with Oscar Wilde. He knocked on the door late one night
with his distinctive impatient three raps and tapped his cane as
the servant explained that her grace was unavailable.

“Unavailable?” he cried. “To me?”

At which point he waved her away with several
rapid flurries of his hand and brushed past her through the
massive, columned entryway to burst through the door of the
salon.

When Christina looked up from her packing,
she saw him standing on her threshold with one hand on his hip,
striking a dramatic and indignant pose. “Unavailable?” he wailed
once more. “My dearest Christina, upon what ungodly assumption do
you announce yourself unavailable to me?”

Christina laughed. He was an arresting man
with the dark, brooding look of a poet and—if one didn’t look too
closely—the body of an athlete. He was tall and broad, but he took
no exercise whatsoever unless forced into it, and he was fond of
draping his massive form in a languishing manner across whatever
was available—a doorway, a chair, a statue. He was dressed now in a
lavender evening coat with a flowing yellow tie. It was his habit
to shock London society with his attire and to keep them talking—if
not about his clothes, at least about the urbanity of his wit.

The flamboyance of his dress and the
brilliance of his mind proved a heady combination. When he looked
at her with those great dark drooping eyes, she sometimes felt that
he wasn’t seeing her as a person standing before him, but as a
symbol that might spark the genius of his work. He was a poet, wit,
and dramatist who several years earlier had taken London’s literary
and social circles by storm. Christina had befriended him instantly
and had helped him reach the pinnacle of his popularity. It was
something he never forgot.

She dropped her silk stockings into the open
valise and glided across the museumlike proportions of her drawing
room to give his cheek an affectionate kiss.

“You wound me, darling. I merely said I was
unavailable to visitors. You hardly qualify as a visitor. More as a
brotherly sort of pest.”

“Then do be sure and pass on such information
to the help.”

“It won’t matter after tonight. I shall be
long gone from this dreary house. Frankly, for my tastes, it can’t
be too soon.”

Oscar eyed his friend closely. At twenty-six,
Christina Wentworth-Gibbons was by far the youngest duchess in
their set. She was a small woman, athletically slender yet with the
undeniable curves of a woman designed to set any man’s blood to
boil. Her hair was a deep, dusky color somewhere between black and
brown, fashioned in elegant rolls and twists about her head. Her
eyes were as green as moss in the forest. Her features spoke of her
aristocratic breeding: the delicate wrists and hands, the long
neck, the complexion as flawless and creamy as the finest pearls.
Her face was refined, with high patrician cheekbones, a narrow
nose, and eyebrows that arched as gracefully as the wings of a
butterfly. Though it wasn’t the most beautiful face in London, the
animation of her features—haughty one moment, meltingly sensual the
next—and her dramatic sense of style were so striking that one
could easily mistake her for a beauty. She presented herself as the
most bewitching woman ever to grace the earth—and you believed
her.

She was dressed in an enchanting
gold-embroidered green velvet gown that hugged her womanly curves.
When she walked, flounces of white lace peeped from beneath the
gown as it flowed about her legs. Oscar thought it was just like
Christina to be clad in nothing but a petticoat underneath her
dressing gown. It was something they had in common, this love of
shocking society with their clothes.

She was surrounded by trunks and the last few
remnants of clothes to be packed. She went back to her task,
folding a wisp of an embroidered silk nightgown into the top of a
trunk.

“You haven’t been the same since the death of
the Duke,” Oscar commented, still watching her with a keen eye.

“Did you expect I would be?”

“Certainly, I didn’t expect you to plunge
yourself into mourning over an admittedly unloved husband, and then
dash off to God knows where without so much as a
fare-thee-well.”

“If I’ve neglected you, I apologize. Truly I
do, Oscar. You’ve been a dear friend through these awful times, and
for that I’m grateful.”

In a hushed voice, he said, “I hadn’t noticed
these times as being so awful.”

“They have been for me.”

He crossed the width of the room and picked
up a feathered slipper in his violet-gloved hand. “Where are you
off to? France? Perhaps some fresh blood will bring back that
beloved sparkle to your cheeks. A little slumming in the back
alleys of Paris, perhaps? I might even be persuaded to join
you.”

“And what would I find in Paris? Nothing but
the same tiresome fops who seldom do anything adventurous, but who
fancy themselves libertines of the highest order. Soft men. God
protect me from soft men! Once—just once—I should like to meet a
man who’s worthy of me. Or at the very least, who can keep up with
me.”

“That, darling, is a tall order, indeed.”

She smiled at him. “Oh, Oscar, I’m so tired
of it all. I’ve known men enough in my life. Yet none of them could
even hold a candle to you. Which, forgive me, darling, is
saying precious little.”

“Many thanks. You never told me where you’re
off to.”

“Egypt. I fancy a cruise down the Nile.”

“How ever did you come upon that particular
choice?”

“By a process of elimination. England is too
confining. I’ve done everything I can think to do in London, most
of it scandalous. I long to travel the world, to escape the same
dreary people, embarking on the same empty round of parties, balls,
and pranks. I’ve already traveled Europe extensively. So Egypt
seems as good a choice as any for escape.”

“You shan’t like it.”

“Whyever not?”

“Darling,” he said outrageously, “I can tell
you on certainty that every last man in Egypt has tucked within his
trousers the most diminutive John Thomas. Not your sort of
place at all.”

“Oscar, really! Don’t be absurd.”

He put his hand to his heart. “On my
honor.”

Christina gave an insouciant shrug. “It’s all
academic. I’m through with men in any case.”

“You? Through with men? Better give up
breathing. You, dearest, are a woman who was made—if not
exclusively for men—at least for sinful pleasures.”

“Then I shall wilt like a picked bloom. Do
try to understand. I’m so disgusted with myself, so tired of the
frivolity of the Marlborough House set, that Egypt, with its
ancient mysteries, is most appealing.”

“So it’s the Prince of Wales you’re running
from?”

“And why not? Every time I see him, I think
of poor Wynterbrooke. I can’t help but reproach myself.”

“You were a good wife to Wynterbrooke, in
your own way.”

“You must be joking! I cuckolded him, made a
fool of him. When all is said and done, I suppose I killed him,
too.”

“Christina! Precious! You’re breaking my
heart. Enough of this maudlin self-pity. Come along, my brooding
little pet. We’re off to Mott’s.”

“Mott’s, in my present state, is the last
place I care to be.”

“Nevertheless, it’s my farewell wish. God
only knows what wretched fate may befall you in the wilds of
Africa. The very least you can do is leave me with one parting
night of debauchery to remember.” He rummaged through the dresses
on the settee. “Here,” he said, handing her a striking
gold-and-black gown with a plunging neckline. “This should do
nicely.”

She looked at the gown dangling from his
hand. Her instinct told her to turn him down. But it was, after
all, the last time she would see him for some time. And he
had been good to her through the hard times of the Duke’s
death. Why not indulge him one last time? Maybe it would do her
some good. Perhaps as she had done numerous times in the past, she
could forget herself in the stylized diversions of the most
notorious and elegant sin club in London.


Chapter 2

 


 


By the standards of the day, the woman was
exquisite. With lush blond curls and a rounded face, she might
easily have been mistaken for an innocent. But she was painted and
powdered to give her the look of wicked sophistication that had
become the establishment’s trademark. Her lips were moist and red,
clearly defined. Although Mott’s catered strictly to the
aristocracy, Kettie Swindell’s fame had spread, and her lips were
famous even in the provinces for the thoughts they inspired in
men’s minds.

By now, she was scantily clad in a mere wisp
of a petticoat, corset, and black stockings rolled to just below
her knees. At Oscar’s request, she was performing her notorious
striptease, an act that had gone far to further the reputation of
her mouth. As she slipped out of each piece of clothing, slithering
it along the ample flesh of her bosom and arms, she ran her tongue
along the contours of her lips, pursing them in expressions that
suggested various acts of love. It was a shocking display, one that
rarely failed to make men hard and impatient. The first time she’d
seen the show, Christina had been as enthralled as the men. But
tonight, it all seemed rather silly. Far from feeling her blood
stir, she had to fight the overwhelming impulse to laugh.

They were in a private room upstairs from the
main ballroom. There was a rounded, padded stage in the center of
the room with several plush chairs scattered about its perimeter.
This particular chamber was decorated in shades of rose and gold,
but the colors were shadowed by the dim light of the flickering
candles.

Besides Oscar and Christina, the room
contained four other regular patrons. One of them, the young Sir
Weldon Markham, had attached himself to them the moment they
entered the hall. Sir Weldon had long been thwarted in his desire
to bed Christina and, having heard the rumors of her imminent
departure, could hardly believe his eyes when she appeared on the
arm of his friend Oscar Wilde. Lean and blond with a reddish-blond
mustache, he affected the bored sneer of the fashionable “swell.”
Tonight, though, as he ignored the infamous stripper and fixed his
attention on Christina, he had the leering look of a man who was
hopeful of a last-minute reprieve. The other swells were casting
equally hopeful glances in her direction. The Duchess of
Wynterbrooke’s reputation was well established within these walls,
and one never knew whom she might choose to share for the
night.

It wasn’t unusual for women to accompany men
to such a place. For years, the great beauties of London and even
Paris had come to Mott’s Dancing Rooms to see and be seen by the
cream of the Marlborough House set. Many of them were kept women,
mistresses of wealthy men. Some were high-class prostitutes. A few,
like Christina, were titled women in their own right. Albert
Edward, son of Queen Victoria and himself the Prince of Wales, had
set the precedent by bringing his own mistresses since the 1860s.
In the ensuing twenty years, it had become a notorious but discreet
playground of the Prince’s fashionable friends.

Christina had found the place amusing on more
than a few occasions. It was ruled with exaggerated propriety by
the white-waistcoated owner Freer, who screened his clientele as
scrupulously as he might guard admittance to the Crown jewels. He
was proud of the distinction of his guests, and was careful to keep
the riffraff out. Thus, it was a place where a lady of Christina’s
station could go to escape the rigid conventions of Victoria’s
virtually nonexistent court.

But tonight, Christina was finding little of
her usual diversion. Oscar, who was attuned to her moods, could see
at once that she was ready to bolt.

He motioned to a man who stood discreetly in
the shadows, who in turn opened the door, poked his head out, and
gestured. In a moment, a red-haired woman named Bonnie entered and
beamed at the assembled group. At the sight of her, Kettie lounged
back onto the padded stage and spread her arms out to the newcomer.
Bonnie wasted little time in getting to work. She’d been given the
sign that the audience was restless, and might be lost if the
momentum didn’t improve.

Bonnie was slimmer than her partner, but
still possessed a healthy amount of flesh. Men liked their women
robust, and Mott’s was careful to cater to the fashion of the day.
She stripped down to corset and stockings and knelt over Kettie,
keeping her backside to the audience and giving them a view of her
molded buttocks and smooth white thighs. Then she leaned down and
kissed Kettie on her legendary mouth.

There was a general murmur from the men.
Encouraged, Bonnie pulled aside the barrier of the petticoat and
brought her mouth to Kettie’s breast. When she removed it, the red
of her liprouge left a mark on the swelling nipple.

Christina felt a hand at her shoulder.
Turning, she saw the eyes of Sir Weldon burning into hers. All
around them, men were stripping off their Bond Street suits to have
a go at the women writhing in mutual ecstasy before them. But Sir
Weldon found them to be of little interest except to hope the sight
of them might make the Duchess feel more tenderly disposed toward
him. He brought his face closer and lowered his voice for her ears
alone.

“Might a gentleman hope for the favor of a
farewell kiss?”

She knew well enough that it wasn’t a
farewell kiss he had in mind. She’d rebuffed him before, but
tonight it didn’t seem to matter. She’d drunk enough champagne at
Oscar’s instigation that she was losing her will to resist. What
difference did one more man make at this point, anyway? She put her
finger to his chin and leaned forward to kiss him.

It was all the encouragement he needed.
Starved for her attentions for so long, he sprang upon her like an
unleashed tiger. He took her face in his hands and kissed her
madly, then let his fingers wander to the cleavage that had so
tantalized him from the moment he’d seen her step into the room. He
took her breast in his hand, paused as if waiting for the expected
rejection, then crushed it in his eagerness to explore the promise
it held. Soon his lips were nibbling at the folds of her gown, and
he was reaching behind to unfasten the back of her dress.

Suddenly, it was enough. Her distaste for the
scene drove the once-welcome fuzziness from her brain. All at once,
she felt ravaged by the excesses of her life. A senseless marriage
at an early age to spite her parents. Another loveless marriage to
an old man for his title, a celibate marriage that had lasted three
short months before he’d died. Three months during which, to punish
herself, she’d caroused—discreetly, of course—with any man who
caught her fancy. The only requirement the Duke had asked of her
was her sparkling presence at his side on the odd occasion when he
ventured out of the house in St. James’s Square. She’d thought it
all a grand joke on herself, until the scandal had killed him, and
she was left with his title, his money, and a heartful of remorse.
Suddenly, her life seemed shabby and meaningless. The price of her
self-punishment—the taking advantage of a kindly old man—had been
too much to pay.

She shot to her feet, ripping the back of her
gown out of the randy knight’s hand. “My apologies,” she murmured,
although all but Oscar and Sir Weldon were too engrossed to hear.
Then she tore from the room and out into the glare and ruckus of
the balcony overlooking the grand ballroom. There, a discordant
quartet played for the dancers below.

She stood grasping the rail, watching with
dispassionate eyes the swirling of the dancing couples as she
gasped to regain her breath. She felt the place closing in around
her. She wanted nothing more than to be home. Home, where she could
try once again to shed tears for her poor, dead Duke. Perhaps this
time she would succeed.

She turned to the stairs, prepared to make an
inconspicuous exit, when she heard a woman’s scream. All at once,
it was bedlam below. Dancers scurried to the far corners of the
room, women shrieking and pulling up the voluminous folds of their
skirts. Halfway down the elegant staircase, Christina stopped to
observe the scene and saw immediately what the fuss was about.
There must have been two hundred or more rats darting about the
polished floor of the room.

In a far corner, one of the swells howled and
raised his arm in triumph. Soon, it was clear that the rats were a
practical joke, one of the many perpetrated in these halls. The men
began to laugh while the women still screamed, and soon the story
was circulating of how the Marquis of Hastings had paid the
rat-catcher twenty guineas to produce full-grown sewer rats and set
them loose on the dance floor.

She was about to continue on her way when a
burst of laughter, louder than the rest, halted her steps. She
looked across the room to see the Prince of Wales doubled over in
hysterics as he slapped Hastings on the back. No one enjoyed a
practical joke as well as the Prince, as long as it wasn’t aimed at
him. Seeing him, with his portly frame stuffed into one of his many
dinner jackets, Christina’s heart constricted. She wished now that
she’d listened to her instincts and avoided Mott’s at all
costs.

She hurried down the stairs, hoping to escape
unnoticed. But in the midst of a guffaw, he glanced up, caught
sight of her, and hastened to cut her off at the front door.

He stood, awaiting her patiently. He had dark
gold hair thrown back like a lion’s, and a neat, close-trimmed
beard. His evening suit was of the utmost quality, yet the
vulgarity of his appetites was evident in the bulge of his stomach
and fleshiness of his jowls. Still, he carried himself with an air
of dignity that said at once that this man was destined for the
throne of England.

“Ah, Duchess,” he greeted her. “We had heard
that you’d abandoned our paltry pleasures.”

It was a struggle to look him in the face,
but she made a supreme effort. “Unfortunately, the cost of my
return has been dear.”

He stiffened. With a lowered voice, he said,
“I had hoped that on the eve of your departure you might be
more—civil.”

“Have I been uncivil, Highness?”

“Dammit, Christina, you’ve been uncivil since
the day you left my bed!”

It was true. She’d captivated him initially
because she, of all the women in England, hadn’t groveled for his
attentions. The Prince was known to take whatever woman caught his
fancy. He preferred married, experienced women whose husbands were
to recognize the honor done them and consider their cuckolding a
pleasurable duty. The Duke, like other husbands, had looked the
other way, but Christina was decidedly unimpressed. She had graced
the Prince’s bed, but her barbs had shown her contempt for his
common intelligence. To even the score, he’d snubbed her in public,
then within her hearing, made vicious implications to his friends.
The scandal had threatened to ruin her socially, for those the
Prince of Wales snubbed were similarly ignored by society. Anyone
rejected by Marlborough House might just as well leave England.
Christina hadn’t cared for herself, but the Duke had suffered
miserably and the strain had finally killed him.

It was only the Prince’s unwarranted
fondness—and fascination—for Christina that had saved her from
disgrace at his hands. She was everything he’d come to admire in a
woman: intelligent, witty, daring, unafraid to express her own
mind, a woman who conducted her life at a breathless pace while
still maintaining the outward decorum of a lady. She was also
considered a great beauty, and her sexual appetite surpassed his
own. She was wholly uninhibited, and displayed a passion for life
that was mesmerizing.

But she wasn’t interested in him.

He didn’t know why she’d finally succumbed.
But once she had and he’d tasted of what she had to offer, he found
that he could hardly do without it. He’d made a mistake that he
hadn’t made since Lillie Langtry: he’d fallen in love. While
Christina’s indifference maddened him, it also made her
irresistible to him. He’d hoped to call her to heel by humiliating
her publicly, but it hadn’t worked as he’d planned. She hadn’t
crawled back to him with a more submissive—and grateful—attitude.
She had merely walked away. So what could the poor man do? He had
to allow her back into the set. He could hardly face the thought of
losing her completely. But by then her husband had died, and she’d
made it clear that he was the last person she would ever seek out
again. He had learned the hard way that the Duchess could hold a
grudge.

She gave him a cool look. “It wasn’t my
intention to be uncivil,” she told him. “In fact, it wasn’t my
intention ever to see you again.”

He was angry now. “I could have you in chains
for speaking to me so!”

She gave him a cynical smile. “You tried that
once before, Bertie...remember?”

He blushed. In an effort to humble her, he’d
inflicted on her every sexual deviation he could think of. Still,
blush as he did, he couldn’t help wishing for such an opportunity
again.

He was saved a reply as Oscar and Sir Weldon
rushed to their sides. They bowed to the Prince, then Oscar,
sensing the tension, grumbled, “Bloody rats. It took us a good ten
minutes just to cross the floor.”

Nearby, Freer was reprimanding Lord Hastings.
“Really, my lord, these practical jokes just cannot be
permitted.”

Hastings was far from chastened. He laughed
as the swells bounded about on hands and knees in a frantic effort
to retrieve the rodents.

“I’m leaving,” Christina told Oscar. “You
stay and enjoy yourself.”

“My dear girl, you don’t expect me to allow
you to run off home alone!”

“Certainly I do. Whyever not?”

“Haven’t you heard?”

“Heard?”

“About the marauder, of course!”

She stared at them. Every one of them was
nodding his head seriously. “Come, gentlemen, surely one practical
joke for the evening is enough.”

“But it’s no joke, my dear. There is
such a hooligan.”

“Really, Oscar. Is he to jump from the
shadows and thrust fingers in our sides, demanding our valuables?
Like the time we dressed as pickpockets and rifled the watches of
our friends on Derby Day?”

The Prince was looking at her intensely. “It
would seem the Duchess’s descent into her ridiculous mourning has
isolated her from the latest news.”

Oscar put his hand to his forehead. “I’d
forgotten! You hadn’t heard! How remiss of me not to keep you
better informed.”

“Let us not forget that our Christina was
away on the Continent for so long. You only returned long enough to
marry and bury your Duke, didn’t you, dear?”

There was a veiled derision to the Prince’s
tone that angered Christina. “Is anyone going to tell me what it is
I don’t know?”

Markham did the honors. “In the last year or
so, we’ve been plagued by a fiend so cunning that he’s escaped
every attempt to apprehend him.”

“What sort of fiend?”

“It’s hard to know, really. He robs trains,
if you can imagine, and has been rumored to be responsible for half
a dozen acts of sabotage in the last few months alone. They call
him the Brighton Bandit, for it was at Brighton that he first
struck. He takes in quite a lot of plunder, from all accounts. What
he does with it, God only knows.”

“He robs trains?” Christina repeated. “How
does he do it?”

“Various ways. Once he and his men sat on
horseback upon the tracks with black kerchiefs covering their
mouths and noses and waited for the train to stop. Then they calmly
leapt on board and relieved the passengers of their valuables at
gunpoint. Other times, he’s merely appeared out of the blue and
without so much as a fuss, taken every last farthing without the
conductor’s ever knowing what had happened until it was over. A
thorough search of the train turned up nary a sign of him. They
speculate that he jumped from some bridge or other onto the
roof of the train, and entered from the caboose. It’s the
damnedest thing, really.”

Something clicked in Christina’s head. “Oh,
yes, I did hear something. Mother was going on about some train
robbery, but I didn’t listen. I thought it was a prank. It’s
difficult to tell these days.”

“Particularly,” Oscar retorted, “where your
mum is concerned.”

“It was no prank, you may be certain of
that.”

“Actually,” said Oscar, studying his nails,
“this ruffian is all the rage. Young girls swoon, and men are
sharpening their skills with pistols in preparation for a
confrontation. I hear Hastings is threatening to ride every blasted
train hoping for one clear shot.”

Markham bristled at his mimicking tone. “Not
everyone is as enchanted as Oscar would have you believe.
Lady Hastings was on one of those trains, and she fainted
dead away at the sight of him. She said he made the most indecent
suggestions. She says he tortures women. In point of fact,
she called him a cad!”

“How,” asked Oscar, “could she have heard his
indecent suggestions if she fainted at first sight of him?”

Christina was hardly listening. “Robbing
trains,” she murmured. “Fancy that. It’s like something from the
American West.”

“If he just robbed trains, it would be one
thing,” said the Prince, who’d puffed up progressively during the
course of the conversation. “But the blackguard has gone too
far.”

No one explained, so Christina prompted them.
“Well?”

Sir Weldon shifted uncomfortably. The Prince
turned red. It was left to Oscar to expound. “The thing is, he
seems to have set out on a sort of vendetta against His Highness’s
especial friends.”

“A vendetta!” she cried. “My, this is
interesting!”

“For some reason, he’s been personally
picking on those who are known to frequent Marlborough House.”

“Picking on them?”

“Robbing them, dear. In their coaches. On the
roads of London. In the dead of night.”

Like a highwayman, she thought. But in
the 1880s? There had been no highwaymen since the twenties. “But
surely, he can’t get away with such a thing. The police...surely
Scotland Yard—”

“We have every available man on the case,
naturally,” said the Prince. “But the wretched fellow has succeeded
in eluding them all. He slips in and out of London like a phantom.
Right under our noses. We can’t for the life of us figure out
how.”

“I shall tell you how,” Oscar said. “The
knave is obviously a meticulous planner. London is a city built on
reason and logic. The man defies logic and does the
unexpected.”

“Ridiculous nonsense,” Markham scoffed.
“Obviously, he has friends in town who shield him. Who and why, we
have no idea. He hasn’t allowed us to know his motives, so we can’t
predict the pattern of his crimes. But have no fear. He shall trap
himself one day, and then we’ll have him. Criminals always do.”

“The Queen is outraged, naturally,” moaned
the Prince. “Quite an embarrassment.” It was no secret that
Victoria thought little of her wayward and scandalous son, even
blamed him for her husband’s death, and left him completely out of
any decision-making process in the running of the government. That
these robberies seemed connected to him was further instigation for
her disapproval.

“But who is he?”

“We haven’t the foggiest.”

“There are rumors, of course,” Oscar said
pointedly. “Some say he’s some disgraced nobleman or other.”

Christina looked at the Prince. “Why, Bertie,
surely you haven’t enemies you’re not aware of?”

He squirmed. “The worst of it is, popular
opinion is divided. Some say he’s a villain, but others swear he’s
quite cultured in his dealings. Lady Starrington was held up by him
only last week, and she hasn’t stopped speaking of him since. In
the most glowing terms, I might add.”

“I should think it treason to glow
about so notorious a political criminal,” said Oscar wickedly.
“Particularly one who only two days ago shot Lord Hampton in the
arm.” It was a veiled barb, for Christina’s sake. The Marquis of
Hampton was one of the Prince’s best friends.

“No!” cried Markham. “I hadn’t heard!”

Oscar paused for effect. “Some say he’s more
than a fallen nobleman. Some say he’s Lord Wycliffe.”

“He can’t be,” snapped the Prince. “Richard
is long since in his grave!”

Oscar shrugged expansively. “I only repeat
what I hear, Highness. I can’t be held responsible for idle
gossip.”

Christina was watching closely. For an
instant, when Oscar had mentioned Lord Wycliffe’s name, she had
caught the flash of fear in Bertie’s eyes.

“Well, well, well. Could it be,” she asked
with deceptive innocence as she stared straight at the Prince,
“that there exists in all of England one real man? A man so brave
that he has no fear of the social power you wield like a cleaver?
That in itself should prove quite a novelty.”

Oscar saw at once that she’d offended the
Prince and belatedly stepped in to deflect mischief. “That said,
you are not to be allowed to traipse about the streets alone. I
shall accompany you and see you safely to your door. Now, say
good-night, dear. We must get you home in time to get plenty of
rest.” To the Prince he added, “She has an early train to catch,
you know.”

“I shall come along, if I may,” Sir Weldon
announced.

Christina shrugged and, without saying
good-bye as she’d been instructed, headed out the door. “Come along
if you must. If all you say is true, I shall need more than Oscar
to protect me from the brute.”

As Oscar was helping her into her sable coat,
she whispered, “Who, pray tell, is Lord Wycliffe?”

Oscar cast a glance about to make sure no one
could hear. “The Earl of Wycliffe. I don’t know all the story, for
it was before my time. I wouldn’t know anything except that
Hastings, while in his cups one night, spilled the truth. Do you
remember hearing of that nasty business about ten years back when
Sporting Joe Aylesford wanted to duel with Lord Blandford over the
stealing of his wife?”

“Of course. Bertie talked them out of it. He
won’t tolerate public scandal.”

“There was a time when he wasn’t so
scrupulous with his reputation. When he was willing to risk
everything.”

“Oscar, what are you talking
about?”

“Lord Wycliffe, dear, is the man the Prince
of Wales killed in a duel!”


Chapter 3

 


 


London of the eighteen-eighties was the
London of Gladstone and Disraeli, of Whistler and Anthony Trollope,
and, of course, of Queen Victoria. Dickens had been dead for a
dozen years, yet his spirit lingered on, and enthusiasm for his
writings reached unprecedented bounds. It was a regimented world of
afternoon teas and cucumber sandwiches, of horseback riding along
Rotten Row with stiffly clad ladies riding sidesaddle and
top-hatted gentlemen paying court. It was the city of the English
renaissance. It was the very center of the world, the empire on
which the sun never set, whose provinces stretched to the four
corners of the earth.

But there was a predictable dark side to this
London as well. Soho at night was a decidedly seedy place. It was
alive with lights and sounds, with gentlemen wandering the streets
seeking forbidden pleasures, with painted women sashaying through
the crowds, eager to provide the means. With over a hundred
thousand prostitutes in the city of London alone, competition was
fierce. Bobbies looked the other way as high-class whores in bright
silks ambled along the Haymarket, and “under-fifteens” thronged
Piccadilly Circus. The streets were jammed with casinos, gambling
dens, “dance halls” and “introducing houses,” pornographers, and
even a publisher of obscene sheet music. It was London after
dark—the London that had sprung up from rebellion against the
Queen’s puritanical dictates, and with the wholehearted
encouragement of her son, the Prince of Wales.

It was a London Christina knew well. It was
also the city, the pervasive frivolity of it all, that she was
fleeing. After the aborted “fancy show” and her confrontation with
Bertie, she felt soiled. It was a familiar feeling these days, one
of not being able to wash herself clean. Because of this, she
insisted Oscar and Markham drive her home in an open buggy.

“I wish to feel the clean air on my face,”
she said by way of explanation. The men could only shrug. May
evenings could be brisk, but the Duchess was known for her whims.
They couldn’t know that she hoped the chill air on her face would
cool the shame burning in her cheeks.

They drove through Soho and skirted Trafalgar
Square on their way to St. James’s. Oscar took the reins. Christina
was dying to question him further about Bertie and Lord Wycliffe,
but Oscar had warned her not to speak in front of Markham. The
Prince’s duel was a well-guarded secret, and it wouldn’t do for him
to hear that Oscar had been bandying the story about town.

“Markham’s not one to trust with secrets,”
he’d whispered.

“Markham’s a fool,” she’d agreed.

Before moving on, he’d given her a wicked
grin. “You, on the other hand, are not. You’re wise to steer clear
of the poor besotted knight. Aside from being a fool, he’s no more
well-endowed than an Egyptian. Take it from one who knows!”

So Christina stewed while Markham produced a
booklet from his pocket and, from the lights of the street, began
to read aloud.

“You can’t believe what I’ve discovered,” he
pronounced, hoping to impress Christina with his resourcefulness.
“It’s a guide to the sinful pleasures London has to offer. I’ve
heard tales of these pamphlets in common usage among the swells in
the fifties, but this is the first I’ve seen. I found it in one of
father’s old trunks. Can you imagine? Every fancy lady worth
mentioning at the time is expounded on in these pages. Here, do
listen.”

Christina pulled her sable coat closer about
her and leaned her head back on the seat. The breeze ruffled her
hair as they wound their way through traffic, with horns sounding
and carriages occasionally screeching to a halt as a drunken
pedestrian darted in front.

“It’s quite hilarious, really. ‘Miss Maria
Bolton is a six-foot Amazonian with firm, plump, and white breasts,
which when they rise and fall, paint the exuberance of the soil in
the most expressive terms. She walks singular genteel and is
supported by beautiful legs.’ Oh, my! Listen to this. ‘In duets,
she performs her tongue and voice full as
satisfactory as when it emits the shrillest note. She performs her
part with admirable skill and dexterity, and in such cases chooses
the lowest part.’”

“She sounds charming,” Christina said
lightly. “Shall we let you off?”

Oscar laughed as Markham put the book in his
lap and pouted.

“Oscar,” she added, “do let’s drive through
the park. These streets are so tiresome.”

Although her eyes were closed, she could feel
Oscar’s grin. She knew he understood that it was darker in the
park, and would render the reading of such nonsense impossible.

Oscar turned west on Piccadilly toward Green
Park, and onto the Broad Walk. From there, he would cut east toward
St. James’s.

Soon, the cacophony of street traffic dimmed
to a distant hum. Christina was silent, keeping her eyes closed,
breathing deeply of the fresh greenery. The clip-clop of the
horses’ hooves on the cobblestones was an unexpected comfort. Oscar
was content to allow her privacy, but Markham, unused to her
brooding, was uncomfortable. He began to chatter.

“Do you know why Green Park, of all the parks
in London, has no flowers? It’s said that Queen Catherine, knowing
Charles the Second stopped off here to pick bouquets for his
mistresses, ordered the flowers dug up.”

Christina sighed.

Suddenly, as they turned the corner, Oscar
jerked the buggy to a halt. Christina was flung forward. She was
about to reprimand her friend when the change of mood alerted her.
It was unearthly silent. Even Sir Weldon had stopped his gossiping
and seemed to be holding his breath.

Straightening, she opened her eyes and looked
about. At first, she could see nothing. But Oscar’s gloved hand
crept over and took hers in a cautioning grip. As her eyes adjusted
to the dark, an image formed before her that at first seemed like a
mirage.

He was silhouetted against the night, sitting
tall and straight on a giant horse. There was a pistol in his hand
and a wide-brimmed hat upon his head. The cape on his shoulders
fluttered slightly in the breeze. She could see none of his
features, for the trees filtered the moonlight and sheltered the
carriage from the lights of the city. But she knew who it was
before he uttered a word. And, she thought, she was right. Cast in
the shadows, he looked like a highwayman from another age.

“Wh-who goes there?” quailed Markham.

The stranger’s voice was soft and low, a deep
voice that was filled with just the slightest trace of laughter
when he spoke. “A friend of the Prince,” he said with exaggerated
courtesy. “At your service, sir.” And, sweeping off his hat, he
gave a deep bow.

As he was doing so, Markham reached into his
pocket, and a moment later, a gunshot shattered the stillness of
the night. He apparently missed, for the ruffian flung his hat at
the young knight. Markham ducked, and two other men raced from the
shadows to overtake him and wrench the pistol from his hand. In the
struggle, one of the criminals boxed his ear. They wrestled him to
the ground, where the same man tied his hands behind his back. The
other retrieved his master’s hat and passed it to him while holding
a pistol on Oscar and Christina.

“That was foolish,” said the leader. “I trust
your friends are not so shortsighted.”

Oscar stood slowly, jiggling the buggy with
his weight, and spread out his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “I
am a poet, sir, not a marksman. If we battle, we must do so with
wits.”

The intruder chuckled. “I should look forward
to matching wits with you, were I not so pressed for time. Another
night, perhaps. For now, I must ask you to step down and suffer the
same indignity as your friend. A self-proclaimed wit paired with
even so unworthy a marksman may cause trouble for me that I’d
rather not endure.”

One of his henchmen jerked his head, and
Oscar reluctantly stepped down and allowed himself to be tied in a
prone position. Christina remained seated, collecting herself.
Strangely, after the first gunshot, she wasn’t frightened. Her cool
mind raced, deciding the best approach. If she could bluff her way
through this, she could leave and send help. He wouldn’t expect her
to defy him.

“You, too, my lady.”

She didn’t move. Instead, she used her most
seething hauteur to catch him off guard. “I most certainly will
not. Moonlight may disguise the finer qualities of my frock, but it
cost me more than I’ll wager you make in a year of pilfering. I
have no intention of spoiling its shimmer by lying about in the wet
grass.” She looked with contempt at the two men who were doing just
that. “If you gentlemen had any pride, you’d refuse as well.”

Oscar looked up with a facetious grimace. “I
find, dearest, that a pistol in my ribs is grand inducement.”

“In any case, Lord—Scalawag, if you’re not
content, you’ll simply have to shoot me.”

Markham, aching from his mistreatment,
hissed, “Hush, you fool! He’ll strip the bloody rag from you and
barter it for ammunition.”

Raising her chin, Christina looked the outlaw
in the eyes and said, “I should like to see him try.”

The stranger’s teeth flashed in a grin. “Once
again, I shall have to forgo such—pleasures for another evening. In
light of your refusal, however, I am forced to frisk you for
weapons. With your permission, of course.”

She stepped from the buggy with regal grace
and spread her arms wide. Without removing her gaze from his face,
she dared him. “You wouldn’t be the first.” From the ground, Sir
Weldon groaned.

As the moon shifted, she saw the flash of
astonishment in the masked criminal’s eyes. If he’d intended to
dismount and conduct the search himself, he changed his mind. At
the jerk of his head, one of his men came forth and hesitatingly
patted her down beneath her sable coat.

“She’s clean, Captain,” he said in an Irish
brogue.

“Relieve the lady of her valuables.”

Before the man could move, Christina removed
the gold bracelet from her wrist. “It’s all I have, I’m afraid, and
a paltry piece at that. And Oscar’s as poor as a church mouse. For
all your efforts, I fear you’ll go home tonight with little to
show.”

“Have no fear, my lady. The night is young.”
With another gesture from him, his henchman removed her sable
coat.

She shivered in the night air and eyed the
coat longingly. But she wouldn’t allow herself to dwell on her
loss. She must stay focused and determined if she was to do Oscar
any good. And Markham, too, of course.

“Well, then,” she said, “if our business is
settled, I shall take the buggy and go home to bed. It’s been an
exhausting evening, and frankly, my lord, the novelty has worn
off.”

She picked up her skirts and without
hesitation climbed back into the buggy, taking up the reins.

“You’re not going to leave us at the mercy of
this madman?” Markham cried unthinkingly.

Christina shrugged. “If you men intend to
pander to this ridiculous sport, by all means feel free. I, for one
have an early train to catch, and I have no intention of spending
the night in the park.” She looked at the robber. “I shall give my
word not to report this till morning, if it appeases you. That will
give our brave Markham a chance to cool his heels. And Oscar is
always ripe for a bit of adventure. We shall laugh about this,
Oscar, in days to come. My lords, I bid you adieu.”

With that, she slapped the reins, and the
horse lurched off toward home.

One of the men made a move to follow, but the
ruffian raised a restraining hand. “It seems the lady wearies of
your company, gentlemen,” he said with a hint of amusement in his
voice.

“Don’t think for a moment,” Markham
threatened, “that you’ll get away with this indignity. The Prince
of Wales himself will hear of this!”

Everything stilled. The two associates cast
assessing looks at their leader, who seemed frozen on his restive
steed. When he spoke, his voice was hushed, yet throbbing with
excitement. “The Prince, did you say?”

“Don’t doubt it. We’ve just left him at
Mott’s not a half hour since. That lady you just robbed is the
Duchess of Wynterbrooke, and an intimate of the Prince. The moment
she arrives at Wynterbrooke Hall, she’ll have word sent out of this
abomination. Rest assured, sir, the Prince will have you cut dead
to avenge the lady’s honor.”

“An intimate,” the bandit repeated
thoughtfully. “That, gentlemen, puts a new light on the subject.
Bobby, Toby, check the knots on those ropes. I shouldn’t care to
have these gentlemen escape with undue haste. I require time
to—remedy my mistake.”

He reined his horse around and tipped his hat
to the men. “My thanks, lords, for your generosity. I hope to meet
up with you again, some lonely night.”

“Where are you off to, Captain?” asked one of
his men.

Again his teeth showed in a grin. “Why,
Wynterbrooke Hall, of course!”


Chapter 4

 


 


The rigors of the evening had left Christina
feeling drained. She entered the mansion and crossed the wide hall
to the grand salon. Her heels rang out on the tiles in the
oppressive stillness of the house. Without turning on the lights,
she crossed the length of the floor and went for the bell-pull. She
wanted nothing more than to go to bed and forget this night, but
there was the matter of Markham and poor Oscar tied up in the park
not two miles away.

As she reached for the velvet rope, there was
a rustle of brocade. She stopped. A shadowy figure stepped from
behind the drapes. Her hand convulsed open, and the bell-pull
slipped from her fingers.

“You must forgive the intrusion,” a familiar
voice said in the dark. “I was deprived of your company too soon.”
His voice was a strange mixture, coaxing and mocking all at
once.

“How did you get in here? There are gates
outside, and a courtyard. Not to mention Scotland Yard, which, I m
told, combs the streets nightly in your pursuit.”

“Come, Duchess, you wouldn’t have me divulge
professional secrets?”

So he knew who she was. Markham’s work, no
doubt. “What do you want of me?” she asked in a hushed voice. In
the open air, she had felt no fear of him. But here, in the
intimacy of her home, she was alarmed. Her hand had fallen short of
the rope that would summon her butler. She glanced at it, wondering
if she dared pull it, wondering if he’d notice. As if reading her
mind, he strode toward her with a sweep of his cape, and she
stepped back.

She heard something scrape against his boot,
then a light flared from a match. He glanced about the room,
spotted a gas lamp on a nearby table, and stepped over to turn it
up. As the warm yellow light spilled in a small pool, he shook out
the match and looked around.

Without answering her question, he walked
about the long chamber, noting the rose-color marble Corinthian
columns that graced the corners, with their bronze capitals and
metal acanthus leaves sweeping outward like fans toward the
ceiling. His eyes scanned the ceiling, ornately painted in varying
shades of rose, gold, and green in depictions of mythology inspired
by Raphael’s loggia in the Vatican. A circular painting of Diana
dominated the center of the ceiling, with smaller likenesses of
Hercules and Apollo at either end of the room.

The room never failed to impress even the
most cultured and ostentatious of her friends. The walls of the
salon were covered in striped rose-and-gold coverings of watered
silk. The furniture was Georgian. Every piece of it was a
collector’s delight. The Duke had not been one to scrimp on his
pleasures, and his house reflected his lavish tastes.

As the intruder surveyed the place with a
leisurely eye, Christina in turn took the opportunity to study him.
He was in his late thirties, she would guess, and not at all the
rough, pockmarked, crude villain she’d expected when she’d first
heard of him. Instead, he was tall and lean, and desperately
handsome. His hair beneath his hat was midnight black. His eyes
behind the rakish mask were a grey-green that sparked like flint as
he moved about the room. He had the prominent cheekbones of an
aristocrat and firm, sensual lips that grinned at her from across
the massive length of the hall. She thought of Oscar’s words:
Some say he’s some disgraced nobleman or other...Some say he’s
Lord Wycliffe.

“Is it necessary to shout?” he quipped.

“Only on occasion. You haven’t told me why
you’re here.”

He gave her an assessing stare. “Have you
ever wondered where a thief of the night goes, once his plundering
is completed?”

She hesitated. “Once, I think,” she answered,
her voice steadier now. “As a child, before I drifted off to
sleep.”

His glance fell on the trunks and shifted to
the unpacked clothes on the long rose settee. “I thought you might
enjoy the satisfying of your curiosity.”

His words were as gracious as if he were
offering her tea. But his meaning was clear. He was kidnapping
her.

“Then I suppose,” she murmured with affected
cool, “my train is to leave without me.”

“My apologies, of course. The Duchess of
Wynterbrooke is too valuable a fish to throw back into the pond.
Particularly with the Prince of Wales at her beck and call.
Although I can’t say I sympathize with your choice of friends.” His
voice hardened as he said the last, and she detected the note of a
sneer.

The implication galled her. “So you know of
me.”

“Everyone knows of the Duchess of
Wynterbrooke. You’re as notorious as I am.”

“If you had better manners, you might refrain
from mentioning my—notoriety.”

He grinned, showing perfect white teeth. “I
might.” He moved toward her, untying a black kerchief from his
neck. “I shall have to blindfold you, I’m afraid.”

“Naturally. I wouldn’t want you, in your
panic that I had seen too much, to feel obliged to—dispose of me
unduly.”

“Perish the thought, my lady. I only offer an
invitation.”

“In that case, it has been a trying night,
Lord Highwayman. I don’t suppose I could persuade you to wait until
I’ve had some sleep?”

He frowned at her. “Highwayman?”

“A romantic notion, perhaps. But what better
to call a thief of the night who robs the Prince’s friends on dark
London roads? Am I to be allowed my sleep?”

He stepped before her, so close that she
could see the stubble of whiskers on his jaw. She felt his hands at
her shoulders, strong as steel, felt herself being turned so her
back faced him. Her heart began to pound as she cast a last,
wistful look at the bell-pull.

“I’m afraid not, Duchess. I shall have to
offer you a bed myself.”

A sliver of silk fluttered against her face,
then was brought to cover her eyes. Christina laughed.

“Then I must warn you that you will find
difficulty in meeting your goal. Romantic notions or not, my days
of gracing the bed of rakes are behind me. Such a pity. I’d come to
that conclusion only just tonight. What is it they say, highwayman?
Timing is everything? Had you been one day sooner in your
escapades, you might have found me a more willing partner. As it
is, I find myself steadfast in my resolve. But if it amuses you,
you are, of course, most welcome to try.”

His fingers, fastening the knot behind her
head, paused. He hadn’t meant to offer such an invitation and was
shocked—she could feel it—at her suggestion. Then, quite suddenly,
he chuckled deep in his throat. “Thank you, Duchess. I shall keep
it in mind.”

He’d had the foresight to bring her sable
with him. He held the coat to her shoulders, and she fumbled to
slide her arms into the sleeves. “Don’t you shackle your
prisoners?” she asked, taunting him. “Or do you find blindfolding
to be sufficient?”

“Quite sufficient, considering that you’ll be
riding before me on my horse. Should you succeed in jumping off, I
shall merely double back and trample you with the obliging beast’s
hooves. He should enjoy that. He hasn’t trampled a duchess in some
time.”

Again, amusement tinged his voice, but she
sensed a serious edge to his words. She had no doubt that he
intended to prevent her escape at all costs. Blindfolded, it was
easy to feel the panic clutch at her throat. The band at her eyes
served to emphasize the helplessness of her position. She tried to
think. Don’t antagonize him. Lull him into a false sense of
security. Then, when he least expects it, make your escape.

“Am I to have clothes where we’re going?”

“My men are short on my heels. They’ll
retrieve your trunk for you.”

“How obliging of you, Lord Highwayman.
Perhaps I’m to have my holiday after all.”

He didn’t reply. Then she felt his strong
arms at her back and knees. She was swung into his arms as if she
weighed no more than her fur. They crept out through the French
doors into the cold night air. This time, he went through the front
gate. When it squeaked, he paused, waiting for the expected alarm.
But all was silent, and he moved again and helped her onto his
horse. Christina took the mane in her hands as she felt him climb
up behind her, felt the heat of his body pressing against hers. As
he put his arm about her, holding her tight, she cursed her
unsuspecting servants and resigned herself to her fate.

But as he urged the horse into a walk,
careful of the sound of its hooves on the bricks, Christina was
afraid. It wasn’t that she feared what he might do to her. She was
so battered by her regrets that the thought of rape or
disfigurement or even death hardly scratched the surface of her
despair. No, it wasn’t death she feared. It was dying with her
conscience in tatters. She’d lived her life recklessly, hardly
giving a thought to the consequences of her actions. Now, feeling
broken by those consequences, she could remember nothing but missed
opportunities. Once—just once—she wanted to do something real.
Something meaningful. Something to make up for all the misery she’d
inflicted.

Minutes later, he kicked the horse into a
canter. They clattered through the back streets and out onto the
open road. At first, Christina listened stiffly for any telltale
sound. The sound of someone spotting them and calling to her. The
sound of pursuit. Always, there was hope.

“You might as well relax, Duchess. We’ve a
long ride ahead.”

The very nerve of his suggesting that she
relax made her tense. But soon, her fatigue began to numb her
brain. Her recriminations blended with the rhythm of the horse’s
hooves. Before she knew it, she’d leaned back against his shoulder
and dozed as the stallion galloped through the night.


Chapter 5

 


 


Christina awoke much later to find herself
lying on a scratchy straw pallet on the floor. It was pitch-black,
but there were noises of shuffling and scraping and occasional
hammering coming from below. Her mind was numb with fatigue. For a
while, she couldn’t remember where she was or what had happened.
She was stiff and disoriented. Then she remembered. Mott’s. The
ugliness with the Prince. The drive home with Markham and Oscar.
And him. The rogue who had followed her home and taken her
to ride horseback through an endless night. She didn’t remember
being put up here to bed. She must have been exhausted by that
time, and he must have carried her up without her knowledge.

Her hand flew to her bosom. She was fully
dressed in the same black-and-gold ball gown. If he’d taken
liberties—and she doubted he had—he’d had the consideration to
clothe her afterward. She looked around, trying to adjust her eyes
to the darkness.

By feeling her way around, she ascertained
that she was in a contained room with some sort of machinery rising
through a circular hole in the wooden floor. To the side was a
rickety twisting flight of stairs. These she descended, careful to
gather her skirts into her fist, holding on to the wobbling rail as
an anchor in the gloomy depths. The machinery she’d noticed loomed
like a gnarled tree in the center of the room. She caught the glow
of a light from a far corner. Following it, she crept halfway down
a stone staircase. She gasped. Below, as she squinted her eyes
against the light, she could see four men heaping riches into
wooden boxes and nailing them shut. The plunder was mind-boggling,
littered about every corner of the room. There were jewels and
gold, silver platters and tea services, expensive pistols, and
every description of gold and jeweled cigar cases. One corner was
reserved for ladies’ finery, silken gowns and shawls, fur coats and
muffs, elaborate ivory fans and pieces of toilette sets: boxes,
perfume carafes, brushes and combs of ornately molded silver. She
recognized Lady Starrington’s prized silver tea set, which had been
in the family since the time of Henry VIII, and which was to be a
wedding gift for their daughter.

Something moved behind her. “Come to help,
Duchess?”

She jumped. He was so close that she could
feel his chest against her back, feel his breath at her neck.
Without a word, she squeezed past him and returned to her loft. She
was too stunned to think of a retort, too unsure of her position to
know how to react. Tonight, she would simply stay out of his way.
But tomorrow—tomorrow she would get her bearings, and then he’d
regret his high-handed treatment.

* * *

The next morning, the sun awakened her as it
slanted through one of the small windows. It took her a moment to
remember the night before. When she did, she recalled as well her
resolve to catch her captor off guard. Putting a hand to her head,
she felt that her hair was tumbling in tangles. She remembered his
promise to bring her trunk, but the loft was empty, so she removed
the pins and ran her fingers through the thick mass, smoothing it
as best she could. Then she shook out her dress and descended once
again to the lower floor.

In the daylight, it was obvious that she was
in an abandoned mill. The machinery she’d noted the night before
was apparently used to grind flour. It was old and rusty now, but
still held a certain charm. She looked it over as she walked down
the stairs, but halfway down, her eye was caught by some movement
across the room. There, two men were rifling through her trunk,
tossing her clothing haphazardly about the floor.

She rushed down, swooping upon them like a
protective mother hawk. “What ever do you think you’re
doing!”

The men looked up. One was young, small,
impish, with cherry red cheeks and freckles. The other was older,
white-haired, and bent, with a weathered face and suspicious blue
eyes. The younger triumphantly held up a diamond bracelet. “Why,
we’re lookin’ fer valuables, naturally.”

Christina shoved him aside and searched the
contents for her jewelry case, which he’d opened and left lying at
the bottom of the trunk. It took her a moment to find what she was
after, a triple row of exceptionally matched black pearls. She
swept them up and moved away with a huff. “You may have whatever
else you fancy, but I forbid you these.”

She reached up and fastened them about her
slender neck.

The younger man put the bracelet to his neck
and mimicked, “‘I forbid you these!’ Well, la-dee-dah. I’d
forgotten we’re in the presence of a lady.” His voice was thick
with some back-country Irish brogue.

Christina might have retorted, but the door
opened just then and her captor entered, his black hair damp as if
he’d just had a bath. Unmasked, he was devilishly handsome in the
early morning light. His clothes were simple—just a white shirt
open at the neck and black pants tucked into knee-length black
riding boots—but the quality of the material and workmanship were
impeccable. The severity of his clothes made the jaunty aristocracy
of his bearing seem more rakish than it had the night before.

He took in the scene with one swift flick of
his grey-green eyes.

“Ah. We’re having a party, I see.”

“Her highness isn’t amused by the
proceedings,” the young one retorted.

Their leader looked her over, taking in the
sleepy look of her, the black hair tumbling about her shoulders,
the flash of green eyes, the stubborn, affronted tilt of her
chin—and the priceless Wentworth pearls gleaming at the planes of
her throat. “I daresay her grace will adapt in time.”

He bent over a small stack of books the men
had discarded. They were her eternal favorites, Wuthering
Heights, Jane Eyre...

“Are you a devotee of the Bröntes?” he
asked.

She blushed as if he’d found her out.

“So the scandalous Duchess is a romantic at
heart. I’d wondered.”

She found her voice with difficulty, so
violated did she feel over the dissection of her personal things.
“When had you wondered?”

“When you called me a highwayman.”

“It takes little imagination to liken you to
a knight of the road.”

“Still, you’re the first who has.”

He handed her the books. She opened her mouth
to thank him automatically, then stopped herself. She’d be damned
if she’d thank him for the return of her own possessions. He saw
her reaction and smiled.

“Lookee here, Cap’n.”

Bobby held out a necklace. It was made of
diamonds, fashioned in the three feathers that were the symbol of
the Prince of Wales. Bertie rarely gave women expensive jewelry,
but he’d been mad with desire in the early days when she was still
resisting him, and had the necklace made up for her as enticement.
It was a measure of his madness that he’d chosen a symbol so easily
recognizable by anyone who happened to see it.

Abruptly, the Captain’s mood changed. He took
the necklace and stared at it for some time. When he looked at her,
she was startled by the contempt she saw in the depths of his eyes,
by the flash of some raw hatred. It stung her, for she despised the
necklace and would happily pay him to relieve her of it. The blaze
of his eyes spoke of an assumption of devotion to the Prince that
sickened her. Still, her pride kept her silent. Her degradation at
the hands of the Prince was none of his business. She would
volunteer no such information unless he asked.

But he said nothing, merely pocketed the
necklace and turned away.

She felt insulted by his abrupt dismissal of
her, and because of it, assumed an imperious tone. “Are my clothes
to be seized?”

He glanced at the men. “All through here,
Cap’n,” the elder man assured him.

“Bobby.” He jerked his head toward the loft,
and they piled her remaining things back into the trunk and the
young one took it above.

“Was there anything else you required?” he
asked her.

“As a matter of fact, I came down to see if
you’d brought my toiletries. As you neglected to, I shall trouble
you for a mirror—if you have one amidst your plunder.”

“Toby will oblige you, I’m sure.” He motioned
to the older man, leaving no doubt as to his expectations.

Toby promptly stomped down to the basement,
grumbling, “So now ’tis a bleedin’ handmaiden I am, is it?”

They were alone in the room. She sensed his
attention in the sudden hush and looked up at him. He was watching
her with a slightly cocked head and a narrowed eye, as cool and
arrogant as any prince, assessing her with a disinterested glare.
As he walked toward her, his boots sounded on the stone floor. He
put his hands to her shoulders. She backed away, her gaze held
captive by his, but he took a step, closing the gap. Her mind
whirled, trying to stay one step ahead of him, but not yet knowing
what to expect. She sensed in him an anger as deep, as fearsome, as
primitive as a primeval forest.

When he spoke, his voice was low and
impersonal, yet it wounded her because she sensed in it the same
loathing of her that she felt for herself. “I’ll have those pearls
now, my lady.”

Her fingers crept reluctantly to her neck.
The pearls. She should have known. He’d made her feel small and
vulnerable with the penetration of his gaze. She wasn’t accustomed
to feeling that way with men. It broke down her defenses as nothing
else could. Tears stung her eyes as she looked pleadingly up into
his.

“They were a gift from my father,” she
whispered. “They’re the only thing he ever—”

Suddenly, she realized she was pleading. His
brow arched as he watched her intently, waiting for her to finish.
Reddening, she said gruffly, “Oh, hang it. What difference does it
make?” She turned abruptly so that his hands slid from her
shoulders
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