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      Miss Philippa Bancroft adjusted the leather collar on her Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, Trixie, as they stood in the doorway of the kitchen preparing for their evening walk.

      Summer air wafted through the partially open door as she fixed the leash and gave Trixie an affectionate pat. “Are you ready for a bit of exercise?”

      Trixie wiggled in excitement. The dog and the collar had both been gifts from her brother, James, when he’d first taken over the barony. Pippa absolutely loved Trixie and the dog had become her closest companion during the two years that had followed.

      Oh, how different life had been before Trixie. Pippa opened the door and she and Trixie made their way out of the townhouse she shared with her brother, crossing the street to the small park in the center of the square.

      Her mother had passed nearly ten years ago, when Pippa had been the tender age of ten. She missed her mother dearly. They’d spent nearly all their time together at the family’s country estate, exploring the world, gardening, picnicking, and walking through the many woodsy paths on their land.

      For Pippa, nature had been her classroom and sanctuary all through childhood.

      When her mother died, she’d had to spend a great deal more time in London. She commended her father, truly. He might have left her in the country with a nanny, but he’d kept her with him. And he’d tried to console her in his way. But he was a gentleman and a lord. He had his pursuits, and seemed to sink further into them upon his wife’s death.

      She didn’t understand a man’s world of drinking and gaming. It seemed full of immediate pleasure and delayed pain, but who would listen to her? No one but her brother. At least he had when they were young.

      When her brother James was home from school…those were the times she’d been happy again. When her father passed, she’d missed him, of course. But she’d been glad for one thing, James would come home for good, and their lives would be made better for being together.

      Or so she’d thought.

      Trixie tugged on the leash, eager to tread their familiar path around the edge of the garden square. Pippa did it so often and in full view of the house, so she rarely took a maid or companion.

      Which was fortunate.

      Because James had come out to that same path not a quarter hour before, and just five minutes ago, she’d seen the carriage of one Cornelius Blackpalm arrive at the square as well.

      Was her brother meeting with that dreadful man again?

      And did that meeting pertain to herself?

      She’d been wondering that more and more often of late as several odd circumstances had caught her notice. Since she spent most of her time in the garden, it was a miracle she knew anything at all. But even she had grasped whispers of conversations between her brother and their solicitor, Mr. Helms, when he’d come to see her brother. Not that she’d been eavesdropping, not the way she’d hoped to today.

      Then there was the fact that Blackpalm came to visit with increasing regularity, his gaze fixed on her with such open interest that her skin crawled every time…

      And then there were the debts.

      Her father’s. Her brother’s.

      Fear coiled in her stomach. How much, Pippa couldn’t say. And she might not have put together Blackpalm and her brother’s dealings except that she’d caught the tiniest scrap of an exchange between the two men yesterday as Blackpalm had been leaving her calling hours.

      Her brother had mumbled something that Pippa had missed, and Cornelius had replied, “Don’t forget what you owe the Governor. One way or another, you’ve got to pay.” Then he’d looked back at her with such open appraisal that her face had instantly heated.

      She’d tried to ask James what Blackpalm had meant, but he’d denied knowing anything and left for his club, something he did more and more often of late. If he’d returned last night, it had been well after she’d retired, and he’d managed to avoid her all day today.

      Now was her chance to discover what was going on.

      She entered the park through the wrought-iron gate, squaring her shoulders as she started down the path with her dog.

      No one would accuse Pippa of being pragmatic. She tended to flit about, lost in her dreams and wild wonderings. But she’d do her utmost to steel her spine and keep her focus today. Her very future might depend upon it.

      It was with that determined thought that she started round the first bend. Trixie stopped, her button nose going up in the air as one of her front paws lifted from the ground.

      Pippa couldn’t see her brother, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t here. Several clumps of bushes and small trees dotted the path, providing shade and, should one need it, privacy. She knelt, lifting one of Trixie’s long ears. “Do you hear them, my sweet?”

      Trixie’s reply wasn’t a loud bark, more of a low affirmation.

      “Show me,” Pippa answered, standing again. She trusted Trixie’s senses far more than her own.

      Trixie started forward, pulling the leash taut as her nose dropped to the ground.

      And sure enough, the dog veered from the path, starting around a clump of bushes.

      Triumph surged through Pippa.

      She’d find her brother and Mr. Blackpalm. With Trixie’s help, she’d discovered whatever hedges they were hiding in and use them to disguise her own approach. Then she’d do some careful listening to discern exactly what they had in mind for her.

      Not bad, if she did say so herself.

      And while some might think her foolish for relying on an animal, she found them to be one of the most underutilized resources people had.

      Nature was a bounty of⁠—

      Pippa gasped, because everything seemed to go wrong all at once.

      First, Trixie stopped, yipping excitedly, which should give away their presence in the park, but that wasn’t her largest problem. Because Trixie had led her not to her brother and Cornelius at all but to a giant of a man with long black hair and bronzed skin.

      Surprise and a touch of fear shivered along her skin. Who was this man and what was he doing in the park?

      He scowled at them both, his brows slung low over dark eyes and prominent cheekbones. His nose was long and straight, and his mouth…

      Pippa took a step back. That frown!

      “Shh,” he said, sharp and hard. To Pippa’s amazement, Trixie stopped instantly.

      “What’s that?” another man asked. Pippa couldn’t see him, but sick dread pitched in her stomach at the sound of that voice. Blackpalm.

      “Sounded like Trixie, Pippa’s dog,” James answered. “Pippa always walks her this time of night. It’s why I told you we should meet later.”

      “I hate that dog. Once we’re married, that mutt will be the first thing to go.”

      The giant of a man was all but forgotten as Pippa bent down and scooped up her dog in her arms.

      She’d got what she’d come for, after all. They were planning a match between her and Cornelius Blackpalm. She’d marry that man when the sun rose in the west and set in the east.

      And let him take Trixie away?

      Never.
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        * * *

      

      The woman standing before Lord Angus Lockton was an unwelcome guest in his current attempt at espionage.

      He frowned more fiercely, hoping that the intense look would frighten her away without a word. Speaking might give away his perfectly placed location.

      For a large man, hiding while eavesdropping was not an easy task and not a move he often completed successfully. He’d managed the feat today, though, and now this woman threatened to ruin his advantage.

      Not that she seemed to care.

      She stared with wide green eyes at the bush where the Governor and whatever lacky he met with were, clutching the dog to her chest as though they might snatch the animal from her at any moment.

      And then Lockton started putting the pieces together.

      The Governor had been discussing marriage. As if some woman would ever tie herself to him. And then he’d mentioned ridding himself of her dog…

      He looked at the lady again, his own gaze widening with possibilities…

      Thick blond hair was pulled back, braids surrounding the mass of curls piled atop her head. She looked like a garden nymph in her dress—a gauzy shade of pale green—except for her height. Lockton dwarfed most women and while this one was slender, she was tall. Beautifully so.

      The lush pink of her cheeks drained before his eyes, and she swayed on her feet.

      Did she not know she’d been promised to the Governor? At least she had the taste to be appalled by the idea.

      The dog took her slackened grip as an opportunity to wriggle from her arms, and as the animal started to fall, he reached out, without thought, and caught the slippery thing by the scruff of its neck, setting it easily on the ground.

      The little spaniel thanked him by bounding over and jumping up, scratching at his leg. Lockton ignored the dog, looking at the woman who still stared at the bush.

      “Forgive me, Governor,” the other man squeaked. “But I’m still not certain this is a wise decision. My sister is very gently bred and⁠—”

      “Why do you think I wish to wed her, my lord?” the Governor snapped. “I need a respectable bride far more than the money you owe me.”

      A squeak emitted from her lips, but she lifted her hands, covering her mouth. Her eyes were so big as they swung back to his they looked as though they might fall right out of her head.

      “If you don’t need the money, then surely you can give me more time before you call in the debt!”

      “Don’t even think it,” the Governor growled. “It’s your sister or prison. Your choice.”

      The dog still scratching at his legs, Lockton watched as the woman swayed on her feet.

      With a growl of annoyance, he reached out and secured her with a hand on her arm. Her gaze swung to his, hazy and unfocused, as she began to slide toward the ground. He held her up and reached for her other arm, pulling her against his chest to support her.

      “I’ll bring the papers tomorrow morning,” the Governor said. “And I expect you to tell your sister tonight. She’ll greet me tomorrow as my future wife with all the respect that entails.”

      Damn.

      The meeting was over.

      It had taken him four days to find the Governor in London and follow him to this location.

      Did he lay the woman on the ground and leave her? He grimaced in distaste and annoyance. Not even he was cad enough for that.

      And besides…all at once he realized he knew exactly where the Governor would be tomorrow, first thing: right back here.

      With that in mind, he swung the lady in question into his arms, cradling her against his chest. He heard the two men moving anticlockwise around the clump of bushes and so he moved in the same direction, holding her in his arms. The dog followed without question.

      “I…” she started weakly. “Unhand me.”

      He ignored her, listening for any other scraps of information he might catch from the two men’s fading voices.

      “Sir!”

      “In a moment,” he mumbled. “I don’t want to miss anything.”

      “Any what?”

      He huffed, realizing that this woman would not be quiet long enough to learn anything else. “Ye’re not the only one who has a problem with the Governor.”

      She gasped. “How do you know that I do?”

      He scowled down at her. “Ye nearly fainted when ye learned he was yer betrothed.”

      “Don’t say that,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “I shall never marry him. Ever.” She attempted to sit up. “And how do you know I’m his betrothed?”

      That’s when a bit of color returned to her cheeks.

      She had some pluck, he’d give her that. Slowly, he lowered her feet to the ground, keeping his arm across her back should she sway again. “Good for ye, lass. And I guessed. Why else would ye near faint?”

      “Oh. That’s a rather good point.”

      “If ye don’t mind me asking, who is the man the Governor was with?” He knew the man was her brother, but beyond that…

      “My brother. Baron Bancroft.”

      Lockton’s brows lifted.

      The Governor was attempting to marry into the elite.

      “How do you know Mr. Blackpalm?” she asked, clearly having some questions of her own.

      Slowly, Lockton removed his arm from about her shoulders. How did he even begin explaining to an upstanding young woman that the Governor had stolen from his illegal gaming hell, kidnapped one of the members’ sisters, and finally attacked their entire party, nearly killing several people?

      The problem with the club had grown so large, Lockton had been ignoring several pleas from his family to return home so that he might finally put an end to the troubles the Governor had caused. His chest tightened with guilt.

      But that was a great deal to share, so he didn’t. “He’s a thief who stole from me.”

      Her eyes rounded again. “A thief?” Once again, she began to sway.

      Shite.

      He caught her just as she started for the ground.
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      Pippa opened her eyes, blue sky filling her vision.

      Trixie’s bark sounded, a distant noise that hardly penetrated the bubble that had settled around her. Overhead, a greenfinch flew by, his flashy plume of feathers glinting in the sun. She blinked, trying to lift her head to look about her, but her neck hardly worked.

      “Miss?”

      She blinked once more into the sun, trying to get her bearings. Who was that?

      Pippa rolled her head to the side, and the dark, angular features of a handsome stranger filled her sight. Her mind struggled to understand. “Yes?”

      “Are ye all right?”

      By degrees, she remembered what had happened. Then she realized she was caught up in his very thick arms. Again. “Oh dear.” Her hand fluttered up to her face. “I’m so sorry. I’m not normally of such weak constitution. I’m usually…” He didn’t need to hear about the time she spent walking in the woods, cataloguing birds and other animals.

      “If my brother had sold me off to a thief, I might faint too.”

      Right. That was a neat and efficient way of reminding her how she’d ended up in this man’s arms. His strong, hard arms. Should she be frightened of this man? She couldn’t seem to muster the emotion after the way he’d helped her, but it did beg the question: Who was this man? “I’m Miss Philippa Bancroft. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      “Lord Angus Lockton,” he replied. “Pleased to make yers.”

      A lord? A Scottish one, by the sound of his accent. She attempted to sit up but realized that he stood with her cradled in his arms. The pleasantries they’d just exchanged were odd, considering their current…erm…position. “My lord, I think you can safely set me down. I’m feeling recovered.”

      He frowned again, his brows drawing together as he studied her face, but then he lowered her feet to the ground. Her hands automatically traveled to his biceps, steadying herself as she found her balance.

      “All right?” he asked.

      She gave him a faltering smile as she drew in a deep breath. “Better.” Her knees still trembled, but that was not his concern.

      Trixie barked, scratching at a nearby tree where a squirrel chattered from its upper branches. “Trixie,” she called, “time to go home.” The dog ignored her, sitting under the tree, staring up at the thick canopy above.

      “Go?” Lord Lockton asked. “But we’ve so much to discuss.”

      She turned back to him, her brows knitted in confusion. “Perhaps my mind is still a bit fogged. What do you think we need to say?”

      He gave her a large smile, the sort that looked entirely fake, and he appeared so much like a wolf that she took an involuntary step back, nearly tripping over her flowing skirts. She liked her clothing a bit looser, allowing her more movement, but for the first time, the skirts failed her as she caught her slipper in the folds of fabric.

      His hand shot out again, catching her. But his touch didn’t frighten her the way his smile had. It wasn’t threatening at all, more comforting than anything else. “Well. For starters, ye’ve got a problem. The Governor. And it turns out, I’ve the same one.”

      She cocked her head to the side as she studied him, realizing the implication of his words. “The enemy of my enemy…”

      He gave her another, nicer smile, the sort that softened his hard angles. The effect was devastating, and her breath caught in her lungs. “Exactly.”

      “Are you suggesting that we work together?”

      “I am.” He nodded. “I want Mr. Blackpalm—the Governor—in jail or dead. Doesn’t really matter which. And I think either of those outcomes would suit ye just fine.”

      Her nose wrinkled. “I don’t wish anyone dead.”

      He shrugged, turning his head toward her dog, giving a little whistle which Trixie responded to immediately and left the tree, trotting over. The Scot let her go and leaned down to scratch Trixie’s head between her long ears. “Good girl,” he said as he picked up the leash and handed it to Pippa.

      She took it, noting the size of his hands: at least twice as big as her own. “What do you propose, my lord?”

      He scrubbed his chin. “Let me think. I need to listen in on that meeting tomorrow between yer brother and the Governor. The more I know about him, the quicker I can put both our problems to rest. Which means I’m going to need yer help.”

      “You want to call on me tomorrow?”

      “Not formally.”

      Surprise washed through her as she understood. He wanted her to sneak him into her own house. “You’re serious?”

      “As the plague.”

      “But…” She pressed her palms to her cheeks. It was a horrible idea. If she were caught… Would she have to marry the giant Scot in front of her? She dismissed the idea. Her brother couldn’t force this man to do anything.

      Would she end up a spinster? A ruined reputation was one way to end this farce her brother was trying so hard to tangle her in with Mr. Blackpalm. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

      Surprise lit his features. “I thought I would have to work a lot harder than that.”

      She shook her head. “The staff starts promptly at six. The cook will open the kitchen door and then she’ll head out to the garden for fresh herbs and vegetables. You’ve got less than five minutes to make it into the house before she returns. I’ll be waiting for you in the hall when you arrive.”

      “Thank ye,” he said, appreciation evident in his voice. “Can I ask why ye decided to help me?”

      She looked down at Trixie, who now sat between them as they faced each other. “Well, Trixie trusts you.”

      “The dog
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