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To Kevin Michael Maxwell

You were right, Max.

Life really is all about love.

Its the only thing that truly matters.
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December 1803

As the Sea Serpent sailed through mist and fog toward the long ridge of land, Michael Severson leaned over the ships rail, mesmerized by the first sight of his homeland in over a decade.

England.

Hed not anticipated this surge of emotion, this hunger for what hed missed.

When they had left Canada, the leaves had fallen and the grass had gone brown. Now, although the season was more advanced and they had reached at a higher latitude, England was green. The sight of gardens and grassy knolls beyond the sharp rocks that compressed the waters into a narrow strait, coupled with the gloomy days at sea, gave this homecoming a sense of stepping back into a world hed almost forgotten.

So, this is civilization, his business partner Alex Haddons unconvinced voice said from behind him.

Turning to him, Michael said, Some claim it is the center of the universe. Neither man wore a hat. Salt spray dampened their hair, which hung down past their shoulders. Michael would get his cut when they reached London. He doubted if the half-Shawnee, half-white Alex would let anyone touch his. It had been a major concession for him to give up deerskin leggings and shirts for cotton and wool.

Michael had no such hesitation. One of his first acts in London would be to make an appointment with a Bond Street tailor. Society judged a man by the cut of his coat.

Ironically, Michael appeared more Indian than his blood brother. Alexs father had given him gray eyes and a hint of wave to his hair, while Michaels eyes were brown and his hair straight.

Alex leaned against the rail, frowning at the shore as if he wished to remove its existence. You are making a mistake.

In returning? Michael shook his head. Ive been preparing for this moment from the day they ran me out of the country.

And what makes you believe they are waiting with open arms now?

One of them isnt. Alettas killer will not be happy to see me at all. But the time has come. The man who did murder her and almost got me hanged for the crime will pay. It was the only way he was going to find a measure of peace in his life. Alettas death haunted him. No, he might not have murdered her, but hed been passed out drunk while someone else had done it.

He and Aletta had been occasional lovers, one of her many. As the reigning queen of the London stage, Aletta had been all the rage and shed reveled in her popularity. Michael had been an earls wastrel second son with empty pockets, good looks, and charm.

I know this weighs heavily on your soul, Alex said. He paused as if wanting to say more.

Go on.

What if there are no answers?

The thought was inconceivable to Michael. There will be.

How do you know? Its been ten years. Who will care about a dead dancer?

The man who murdered her. That man waited for Michael to return. One could not murder an innocent soul and not expect an accounting.

I had the dream about Alettas death again last night, Michael said. Hed first had the dream two months ago. It had been the impetus for his decision to return.

Could you see the mans face this time? Alex asked.

No. He is still in shadows.

But you know him?

Yes, Michael answered, and added with frustration, If only I could see more of him.

Your dream is speaking to you. In time, you will know. Just wait a bit longer.

Ive waited long enough, Michael answered. Im going after Elswick, Alex. Hes the only one who wanted to destroy me.

Because his son wanted to marry the dancer? Alex retorted, his doubt clear.

Because he feared his son killed her and he wanted me to take the blame, Michael responded.

Do you think the son killed her?

Michael nodded. Yes. Hed thought hard about this. It was the only explanation that made sense. Otherwise, why would the powerful marquis of Elswick actively campaign to see Michael found guilty of the murder? Hed used all his influence, including printing flyers and passing them to the masses declaring Michaels guilt. The only thing that had saved Michaels neck was an honest judge who had demanded hard evidence. Not even his own family had supported him.

Men kill out of jealousy, Alex said with a shrug. He knew the story. Michael had told it to him numerous times.

It is usually the only reason men kill, Michael countered. They want what someone else has. Henry wanted Aletta and killed her when he found me in her rooms. Henry was Elswicks son and heir.

Alex shook his head. Youre wrong. Men also kill for revenge. Remember that, Michael. Dont do anything foolish.

Michael glanced out the corner of his eye at his friend. Is that why you insisted on coming with me? he challenged.

One of the reasons, Alex said, unintimidated.

And the other reason?

Perhaps I thought it time to see the other side of the world. After all, we do own a ship, he said, referring to the very one beneath their feet.

Or perhaps you have a thought to finding your father? Michael surmised gently. Alexs father had been a British general who had betrayed his country to the French. To a man who valued honor the way Alex did, his fathers traitorous actions and subsequent desertion had sent him back to his mothers people, where hed saved Michaels life when hed been captured by the Shawnees.

Since that day, almost nine years ago, the pair had been close friends as well as business partners. Theyd hunted and trapped together, watching their fortunes grow alongside their friendship. Each had his own purpose for finding wealth: Alex to prove himself more honorable than his father, Michael to gain the resources needed to reclaim his good name.

Alex studied his friend a moment before admitting, If my father crosses my path, we will talk.

When Elswick crosses my path, we shall do more than talk, Michael promised.

He turned his attention back to England. Elswick would soon learn that Michael wasnt the same frightened, callow youth who had once run away. He was a fitting adversary now and one unafraid to take on the most powerful man in England.









    

One




March 1804

Miss Lillian Wardleys bed was empty.

Isabel Halloran, her governess, greeted the sight with a combination of frustration and panic. Lillian had a reputation for being promiscuous. Curbing her wild ways was one of the duties Isabel had been hired to perform three months earlier.

Isabel did not need a clash of wills with Lillian tonight. She was fighting her own demons or rather, one demon, Lord Riggs, Richard, a man she once believed shed loved until he had attempted to take her by force. He was a guest under this roof, and she was determined to avoid him. She didnt want him to know she was there. The pain of his betrayal was still too fresh.


Isabel had no desire to be out wandering the halls, looking for her errant charge.

She should have known Lillian was up to something. The seventeen-year-old had been too quiet, too accommodating, and had excused herself far too early for bed that evening. Her unquestioning obedience was out of character and had disturbed Isabel enough for her to rise from her own bed, throw her brown day dress over her nightgown, and check on Lillian.

It was half past midnightand she had a sinking suspicion where Lillian might be.

Holding a protective hand around the candle flame, Isabel hurried across the hall to knock on Nannys door. It took more than one knock to disturb the older womans sleep.

The door opened. Miss Halloran, is there something with the children? Nanny rasped, squinting at the candle flame. She had the care of Mr. Wardleys three younger children by his second wife, a very buxom former tavern girl with ambition to match her husbands.

Lillian is missing.

Missing? Nanny repeated without comprehension.

Shes not in her bed. I need your help finding her.

Nanny came awake. Oh, dear. She opened the door while she reached for her dressing gown hanging on a nearby nail. The last time she did this we found her with the stable lad. Twas before your time. I know youve heard about it.

I thought I was making progress with her.

I thought so, too. Nanny slipped her arms into her gown, leaving her nightcap on her head. The Master had the boy transported to Australia. Isabel had heard this story, but Nanny never tired of repeating it. He begged for mercy, he did, but the Master would hear none of it. Them with the money makes the rules. Thats what my mother used to say. Lets pray Miss Lillians not got another young laddie in trouble.

No, I think she has her sights set higher. Isabel started for the stairs at the end of the hall. Her nightly braid had come loose, but she wasnt going to waste time rebraiding it.

Nanny moved with surprising speed and caught Isabels arm. One of the guests? Why, the Masters friends are all rakes and scoundrels, even if they do have titles to their names. Theyd gobble up a young girl, spit out her bones, and the Master wouldnt be able to do a thing about it.

I know, Isabel answered. She couldnt answer for all of Mr. Wardleys guests, but Richard certainly fit that description.

We could lose our positions.

Yes. Isabel was relieved that Nanny grasped exactly what was at stake.

Wed best hurry, the older woman said as she picked up a candle stub from the hall table and lit it off Isabels. The two women hurried toward the stairs. I wish the Master would marry Miss Lillian off as soon as possible. Yes, shes young, but she is going to come to grief with her wild ways.

Their master was Mr. Thomas Wardley, a merchant who had made his fortune brokering wool to the army and fancied his money could buy his way into Society. He was fond of expanding on how he was part of the new social order, where a man didnt need a title to be accepted. But the servants knew he desperately wanted one; they often called him Sir Thomas behind his back.

And Isabel knew he was wrong about a new social order. The divide between the aristocracy and everyone else was deeper than the ocean. Richard had taught her that, just as hed taught her that a title didnt make a man a gentleman. The five titled gentlemen visiting this week were supposedly there for huntingalthough no one had gone hunting yet. Instead, the downstairs reeked of port and brandy, and Nanny and Isabel had their hands full keeping the children away from bad influences.

The two women reached the floor where the guest bedrooms were. Candles in wall sconces had the area ablaze with light. Mr. Wardley might be stingy with his servants, but no expense was spared for guests.

Isabel paused. The footman who usually sat in a chair at the top of the stairs leading down to the main floor was missing from his post. She felt a cold suspicion.

The quiet of the hall was broken by a burst of boisterous male laughter drifting up the stairs from the dining room where the gentlemen liked to play cards. They are having a rowdy good time tonight, Nanny muttered.

I dont know why Mrs. Wardley tolerates it, Isabel said.

The Mistress is usually down there with them.

Isabel frowned but feared shed already said too much. A governess walked a fine line. She was a servant and yet had a higher standing than the others. It didnt help the situation that Isabel was not good at being subservient. Pride washer besetting sin, and she didnt like it when her employers pretended she was invisible.

You dont think Miss Lillian is down there with them? Nanny wondered in round tones.

No. Isabel studied the closed doors lining the hall. Which room do you believe is Mr. Seversons?

The mention of the mans name brought forth a gasp of horror from Nanny. You cant be serious.

Hes all she could talk about from the moment she saw him arrive this morning.

Hes all any of the maids can talk about, too. I went down to the kitchen after the children were in bed, and even Cook was sighing over his looks. Have you seen him?

No, and Miss Lillian shouldnt have either. Her mother took her downstairs for introductions. I dont know what Mrs. Wardley was thinking introducing her daughter to any of those men. Especially Richard.

Hes rumored to be very wealthy.

Who? Isabel asked, confused, her mind on Richard. In spite of his title, Richard was a fervent gambler who rarely had a penny to name.

Mr. Severson, Nanny answered.

That was even worse. I dont care how much money he has. Hes also been accused of murder, Isabel stated.

Nannys jaw dropped. For the first time since Isabel had met her, the older woman was speechless.

It happened years ago, Isabel explained. He killed a woman in a jealous fit. The judge claimed there wasnt enough evidence to convict him.

How do you know?

I just do, Isabel said with a shrug, realizing that shed been so upset by Richards appearance at Wardley Manor, shed barely given a thought to a man who had once been of great interest to her.

Isabel knew of Mr. Seversons murder trial because she had her own secretshe was the bastard daughter of the marquis of Elswick, a piece of information she kept to herself. She was the by-blow of an affair between the marquis and her mother, who had loved him madly. That love had not been returned. Indeed, Isabel doubted if the marquis ever gave a thought to her existence.

On the other hand, Isabel had grown up aware of everything about the marquis. From the moment she could read, she had collected London papers to scan for mention of his name.


The windfall had been Seversons trial for the murder of an actress. From the stand, Severson had accused her half brother, Henry, Lord Tainter, of being the murderer. It had made for sensational reading. The murdered actress had been popular in London, and even in a parish as small as hers, people wanted details. Isabel had even been inspired to write the marquis a letter telling him she didnt believe anyone in their family could commit such a foul deed.

She had never received a response.

And now, the murderous Severson was a guest under the same roof where she was living, and she was more concerned with avoiding Richard.

Life took strange turns.

That is the best bedroom, right? Isabel nodded to the one at the end of the hall.

Its the biggest, Nanny agreed.

There was another burst of crowing male laughter, then the crash of glass. Isabel drew a deep breath. We start there. Keep guard while I talk to his valet.

He doesnt have one, Nanny said, and added, Servants gossip. Only one of the lot not to bring a man with him.

Isabel nodded. Sometimes gossip was good. She walked to the door, placed her hand on the door handle, and drew a fortifying breath. Who knew what sight would greet her on the other side of this door? Her mind flashed on the memory of Richard trapping her, attempting to force her to his will

She pushed the shame aside and opened the door.

The room was in blackness. There was not even a fire in the grate. Isabel held her candle high. Its light shone on the huge, four-poster bed covered in blue silk that dominated the space in the room. In the middle of the bed, Lillian glared at her with open defiance.

To Isabels eternal relief, Mr. Severson was nowhere in sight.

Go away, Lillian ordered. Im not going upstairs with you.

Yes, you are, Isabel said. She set her candle on the bedside table. Now, we can do this rationally. You can get out of that bed and come with us, or you can be carried upstairs. The choice is yours.

Im not going, Lillian announced.

Very well, Isabel answered. Nanny, Ill need your help. The older woman left her post by the stairs to come to Isabels aid. In a sweeping gesture, and before Lillian knew what to expect, Isabel threw back the covers, trying not to be shocked that the girl was stark naked beneath them.

Merciful heavens, Nanny said under her breath. The child knows no shame.

Im not a child anymore, Lillian declared, and would have snatched back the covers had Isabel not been quicker. She caught the girl by the ear, gave it a twist, and cupped a hand over her mouth before Lillian could scream. Nanny removed her own dressing gown and threw it over Lillians nakedness. Together, the two of them herded the squirming, kicking girl out into the hall and up the stairs. It was a battle, but one Isabel was angry enough to win. She didnt breathe easy until they had Lillian locked in her room.

Isabel fell back against the door, exhausted. Lillian let the world know what she thought by pounding her fists against the wood and screaming at the top of her lungs.

You are stronger than you look, Nanny said, gasping for breath. I dont know that I was that much help.

It took the both of us, Isabel assured her.

Shes going to wake the babies if she keeps that up, Nanny worried, and, as if on cue, one of the little ones gave a call for her. You are on your own now, she whispered, and hurried across the hall to see to her charges, who shared the room next to her own.

You think you are so clever, Lillian shouted, the thick door muffling her voice. My father will be furious with you!

Your father will thank me for saving your reputation, Isabel corrected her, and was tempted to add, such as it is. But she didnt. She knew how important it was for a young girl to have someone believe the best of her. She was desperately attempting to do that for Lillian.

Lillian kicked the door and yelped upon hurting her toe.

Go to bed, Isabel instructed her. And stay there. We shall discuss this in the morning.

Well discuss nothing! Lillian sounded as if she spat at the door. Father wants me to be in Seversons bed. He wants me to have a rich husband.

Husband? Isabel turned and stared at the door. How? By entrapping him?

Everyone knows you arent the best governess. They know about you and Lord Riggs. Theyll blame you for my getting into trouble, Lillian taunted.

The child had finally gone too far. Of all the disgusting, deceitful, underhanded

She stopped. Why was she surprised? Mr. Wardley had never impressed her as an honorable man. And Nanny was right, he wanted his daughter married off.

Murderer or not, not even Mr. Severson deserved Lillian. And no man would compromise her while Isabel was in charge. Let me tell you something, Lillian, and youd be wise to listen well. Whatever you heard about Lord Riggs and me is not the truth. He attempted to compromise me, but I fought him off. Do you understand? Just because I am a woman doesnt mean I dont believe in honor and integrity, two qualities Ive been attempting to instill in you. As for this night, you and your father can give up your silly plan. Someday, you will thank me for it.

Lillians voice sounded as if it were close to the edge of the door. Silly, silly governess, she said softly. I left my bracelet in his bed. I am compromised. He must marry me. Father says that Severson wants to be accepted in Society and will have no choice but to marry me. I am going to be a rich mans wife, and you will be dismissed.

Righteous anger welled up inside Isabel to the point she shook with it. There was a way of doing things in this life. An order. Principles meant something. And people, even women, were not to be used as pawns in a chess game. They were important. Her mother had been important, and so was she. The marquis should have done better for them.

Im going to fetch that bracelet.

No! Lillian slammed the locked door with her body as if to run through it and stop her, but Isabel was already on her way.

Shed left her candle in Mr. Seversons room. She didnt bother to pick up another off the hall table. She knew the way.

The guest passageway was still empty, and laughter echoed through the rooms downstairs. She could imagine fresh bottles of port being opened. That didnt mean she had time to spare. Someone could come upstairs at any moment.

The door to Mr. Seversons room was open. Neither she nor Nanny had taken the time to close it when theyd carried Lillian out of the room. Her candle still burned on the night table.

Entering the room, Isabel quietly closed the door and began a frantic searching of the sheets.

Nothing.

She felt under the feather pillow, then ran her hand between the mattress and the headboard, probing with her fingers for the delicate gold chain. She knew the bracelet. It had been a gift from Mr. Wardley to his daughter for her birthday a month ago. There was a small charm attached to it engraved with Lillians initials.

Just as she pulled out the bedsheet, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the looking glass over the chest of drawers across the room and was so startled she stopped. It was like staring at a stranger.

Her heavy dark hair had come loose from its braid and made her appear vulnerable. Her brown dress had ripped at the sleeves, probably during her battle with Lillian. She looked like a woman whose life had not played out the way shed hoped.

And that was true. Regrets threatened to overwhelm her. She was tired. It had been a long day even without Lillians escapade. She worked so hard to be everything proper and right, and this was where she found herselfsearching a mans bedclothes in the middle of the night and working for such crass people as the Wardleys.

Her mothers death had changed her life. Isabel had never been a welcome addition to her stepfathers family. She was a reminder of her mothers past and that she had loved another. After her mother died, Isabels stepfather had wanted her gone, just like Mr. Wardley wanted to rid himself of his troublesome daughter.

Well, life was full of disappointments, Isabel reminded herself as she turned from the mirror. Nothing was everlasting, especially love, words her mother had repeatedly said to her

She caught a glimpse of gold on the floor near the table. The bracelet. She practically leaped for it, scooping it up from the floor. The delicate charm reflected the candlelight, and she released her breath with relief.

Isabel set to work remaking the bed. In minutes, it would be as if no one had been in the room.

She fluffed the pillows, threw them in place, and yanked the silk spread up on her side. The bed was too wide to finish making by leaning across it. She had to walk around to the other side. There was three feet of space between bed and wall, just enough room to allow it to be made with some ease. She pulled up the other half of the spread, soothed out any winkles, and was bending over to pick up a pillow that had been knocked to the floor when the bedroom door opened.

Isabel froze.

She hoped it was Nanny coming to help her.

It wasnt.


It was Mr. Severson.

She caught a swift glance at his dark head and started to duck, but then stopped. She had nothing to hide. If anything, he should be grateful she had rescued him.

Isabel closed her fist around the bracelet and forced herself to straighten.

Mr. Severson slammed shut the door and walked directly to the dresser without seeing her standing in the far corner of the room. Isabel held her breath, uncertain of what to expect. He was taller than most men and, she sensed, stronger. His boots gleamed with champagne blacking. His neckcloth was crisp and snowy white. He wore the best. Nor did his tailored jacket of dark blue superfine need padding to enhance the width of his shoulders. He was a Corinthian, a sportsmana man in command of his world.

At the dresser, he placed a hand on each corner and braced his weight as he bowed his head. Isabel thought he was feeling the effects of drink. But then he faced the mirror, looking himself straight in the eye, and said with stone-cold sobriety, Damn.

The concise, angry word was laced with a wealth of frustration. Go back down there, he ordered himself. Wait them out. One of them is the key.

The key to what?

Isabel pulled back in the corner, her courage disappearing. It wasnt just his size she found intimidatingit was his looks.

If the devil were to come to life to tempt women, this was the face he would choose. Slashing black brows, a lean jaw, and brown eyes so penetrating they appeared as if they could look into anothers soul.

Her heart beat faster just looking at himespecially when she realized he was looking at her, too. He could see her reflection in the glass.

Panic paralyzed her until pride took hold. Her motives were honorable. She refused to flinch from meeting his gaze.

It was an electrifying moment. The chain in the palm of her hand became an after thought.

Neither spoke.

Isabel moved to the end of the bed, staying close to the wall, his gaze holding hers. Her heart beat so hard against her chest, she was certain he must hear it.

She stopped.

The light of the bedside candle didnt reach that corner of the room and yet, she sensed, he missed no detail of her appearance. He was as aware of her bare toes peeking out from beneath her skirts as she. He knew she wore no undergarments, no smallclothes or petticoats. His sharp gaze brushed over her hair, her eyes, her nose, her breasts.

And he liked what he saw.

Just as she liked him. The pull between them was indefinable and powerful. His lips curved into a lazy smile, and she thought her legs would melt.

This man didnt see her as a servant or a governess. He saw her as a woman. And when he said, Come here, she had no choice but to comply.







    

Two




Michael watched the woman walk to him, her expressive eyes wide with apprehensionand longing.

Yes, this is what I need. Mindless sex would relieve the tension and frustration that had been building in him ever since hed returned to England.

Elswick had shut him out. For close to five months, Michaels every effort to reclaim a place in Society had been thwarted to the point hed had no other venue to pursue than the likes of Riggs, the profligate nephew of a duke whom few people accepted, and the drunken, fawning Wardley.

Not even his brother returned his calls. The butler, whom he had known since boyhood, seemed to enjoy informing him they were not at home.

Michael knew Carter was there, and his wife Wallis, too. He could feel them watch him as he left their doorstep. They wanted him to stay out of their lives.

Meanwhile, Alex had returned from a profitable trip to Spain. Their shipping venture was already returning their investment fourfold. He had suggested Michael go with him on their next trip. Michael refused.

There had been a time, before Alettas death, when he would have taken the easy route, when he would have forgotten the past. Now, he was a man who got what he wanted.

And at this moment, he wanted this woman.

She offered a much-needed diversionand an excuse not to return to feigning drunkenness with Wardley and his ilk. Hed had enough.

Nor was Michael unaccustomed to women presenting themselves to him. He wasnt vain about his looks, but he knew their power. Furthermore, money was a potent aphrodisiac. In spite of the rumors swirling around his name, women in London eagerly sought him out. But the incident with Aletta had taught him discretion. Hed not taken what was freely offered. Even in Canada, hed rarely had lovers. Hed been too focused on building his fortune and preparing for the day when hed return to clear his name.

However, this woman attracted him in a way hed not felt for a very long time. Her shining hair hung in a loose braid almost to her waist, reminding him of the proud Indian women back home. She was tall, her straight back and high cheekbones giving her an aristocratic air. A most unusual woman for a servantbut then, in Canada, hed met many who had been bold enough to carve a place for themselves in the world. Hed just not expected to find such pride under Wardleys roof.

The woman stopped as if unable to take the last step toward him. The flickering candlelight cast dancing shadows around the room. Her skin was smooth and without the artifice of the cosmetics that so many women used in London. Her full, black lashes framed apprehensive sherry gold eyes. Seductive eyes. The sort that lured a man with their innocence.

His mind warned she could be a trap. His instincts didnt believe it. She was as leery of him as he was of herand yet as caught up in the moment as himself.


He lifted his hand toward her hair. She drew back. He held still.

I want to touch your hair, he whispered. I want to know if it is as silky and heavy as it looks.

This time, when he raised his hand, she didnt flinch. He took his time, slipping his fingers into the clean, shining mass. She smelled of soap, fresh air, and woman.

Just this light touch was enough to make him hard with a force that was astounding, and he knew he was going to have her. She shifted away, shying from him. He brought his other hand to cup her face. Her skin was softer than he had anticipated.

Dont be afraid, he whispered. I wont hurt you. Id never hurt you.

Her gaze held his. I shouldnt be here, she said, her voice so low he could have almost imagined her words.

But you are, he responded just as quietly.

She nodded.

What is your name?

She wet her lips, the movement almost bringing him to his knees. He wanted to smell, touch, and bury himself in her.

Isabel.


Isabel, he repeated. Even the sound of her name was magical.

A pounding began in his ears. It was the beat of his blood propelled by the force of that blessed need that made him a man.

Go easy, he warned himself. Take care. But he could not heed his own advice. I want to kiss you.

She didnt reply, her gaze solemn, and he took that as permission, placing his hand on her waist and gently bringing her closer. She didnt balkor turn away when he lowered his mouth to cover hers.

His mind registered a moments resistance, a hesitancy, but as he fit her to him, her lips softened. She sighed her acceptance, and he could finally kiss her properly.

Elswick, Riggs, Wardley, the world disappeared. For too long hed kept his guard up, his drive for vindication taking precedence over other desires. Now, the urge for release pushed him as it never had before.

He could tell shed not kissed many men, but she was an apt pupil. As their kiss deepened, her own uncertainty vanished. Her arms came up around his neck.

Michael deepened the kiss, and she responded, her breasts against his chest, her body fitting intimately to his.

His blood pounded in his veins. He was hard, ready. Dear God, why hadnt he thought of seeking out this release before?

Because no woman hed met in London had tempted him as this one did.

Did she know how much he wanted her? What he would do to have her?

He began moving her back, toward the bed. When her legs hit the edge of the mattress, she startled. Their kiss broke.

Michael would not have her leave. Not now.

He gathered her closer and whispered coaxing words into her ear, enjoying the sound of each syllable of her name. Is-a-bel. He told her how lovely she was, how much he wanted her, how much he desired her. She melted into his arms, her mouth seeking his.

Michael knew this wasnt some wayward maid, the kind that gave a man a quick tumble while looking for a little coin, but he didnt want to ask any questions. Without breaking their kiss, he shrugged out of his coat and threw it aside. He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her skirts up her legs. She didnt wear shoes or stockings. He had already discovered she didnt wear anything else either under her dress.

She had his shirt bunched in her fist against his chest. Unfasten my breeches, he whispered. Touch me.

Isabel did not move her fist.

Michael was a patient man with an impatient need. Hed show her what he wanted. He covered her hand with his. Gently, he pried open her fingers. She held a thin chain.

So, she was a thief.

The stab of disappointment surprised himbut then she pressed herself closer against him, and Michael would have given her his whole purse to be inside her.

Warm, willing woman

He rolled the chain out of her hand, not caring where it fell. Pressing her hand to his buttons, he begged again, Release me.

This time, she attempted to undo the first button. Michael kissed her ear, her neck, her throat, his hand moving to her breast.

The moment he touched her, she gasped, stiffening slightly. Michael didnt move. Slowly, she relaxed, sighing as he circled her hard nipple with his thumb. The layers of material did nothing to hide her own aroused state.


She undid the second button. The tips of her fingers brushed his arousal.

Dear God, he was about to explode. His body moved toward her with a mind of its own. He wanted her naked and beneath him. Now.

Michael pushed her back onto the bed, his hands moving down to her thigh to pull her dress up her legs. He needed to feel her, to rest his weight on top of her, to

His bedroom door flew open. The room flooded with the light from the hallway sconces and the branch of candles Wardley carried. His host practically stumbled into the room, followed by Riggs and the other two men, Foxner and Buddings, who were fellow guests for the hunt. All were the worse for drink and enjoying themselves mightily. Michael attempted to shield Isabel from their leering faces.

Once he had righted himself, Wardley demanded in a voice so dramatic it would have been comical, What are you doing with my daughter?

Michael blinked, his brain having trouble wrapping around the words. Your daughter? Hed met Wardleys daughter earlier. Shed impressed him as a precocious twit who was far too forward for her age. This woman was not his hosts daughter.


Yes, my daughter, Wardley stated. Shes the gal youre stretched out on top of.

Before Michael could respond, Mrs. Wardley pushed past the men to make her presence known. Mr. Wardley, is something the matter? She sounded as if she was reciting lines on a stage, and in her low-cut dressing gown and her rose-colored turban, she appeared far too presentable to have just been woken.

I caught Severson with our daughter, her husband announced in ringing tones.

Lillian? Mrs. Wardley took a step toward the bed, clutching her breast. Oh, my child, what has he done to you?

At that moment, Isabel raised her head. Good evening, Mrs. Wardley, she said with amazing composure. Her lips were swollen from his kisses, her hair tousled, and her skirts up to her thighs.

This time, Mrs. Wardley wasnt feigning shock. Miss Halloran?

The governess? her husband asked.

Yes, Isabel replied in a small voice.

Wheres Lillian? Mr. Wardley looked around the room as if expecting her to be standing right there.

In her bed, Isabel responded.

Her bed? Mr. Wardley repeated. He gave his wife a puzzled stare. Wasnt she supposed to be in this bed? he muttered to his wife.

Foxner and Buddings grinned like fools, thoroughly enjoying the scene. Riggs was white-faced. Michael knew this was one story that would be making the rounds.

They were also lewdly ogling Isabel. Even Wardley was taking an eyeful.

Michael rose, blocking their view and pulling down her skirts. He offered his hand. She came to her feet gracefully, her color high. He knew pride forced her to hold her head up.

Do you mind
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