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			Chapter 1

			Middleham, England, June 1821

			“Who covers a cock?” The voice whispered through the darkness. “I’ve never even dreamed of such a thing. Who does he think he is to make such demands?”

			Mark lifted his head away from the rough wood wall of the stable. Retreating here had been the one way to avoid the unending wailing that had pervaded the inn. He normally didn’t mind children, but the steady crying echoing since his arrival had been mind numbing. Sleep had eluded him since his uncle’s death six weeks ago, but this noise threatened even what little rest he normally managed. Retreating to the stables had been his one hope of closing his eyes in peace for even a few minutes. The smell of the horses was far easier to bear than the noise.

			“I can’t even imagine how you’d put a hood on the creature. Do you suppose you just cover the head or does one have to cover the whole thing?” The soft voice drew closer.

			It was distinctly husky, distinctly feminine, and definitely an improvement over the yowling of the infant.

			He peered into the darkness of the yard. A narrow silhouette drew closer. Her soft patter continued. Whom was she addressing? And what was this nonsense about covering a cock? A slow smile spread across his face as he slowly imagined what she must be talking about.

			A young woman. A dark stable yard. Plenty of fresh, clean straw.

			There could be only one possible explanation.

			And covering the whole thing—that brought quite the picture to his mind.

			Staring more closely at the silhouette, he tried to determine her proportions. If he wasn’t going to be able to sleep, perhaps he should be seeking some other form of entertainment. She looked well proportioned enough—but not too slim. It was hard to tell under the flowing cloak. What was she trying to hide wearing a cloak in this heat?

			The voice still contained the soft wispiness of youth. And her walk ... There could be only one explanation for that wide-hipped sway—only one type of woman practiced that stride.

			“Hooding the cock ... and babies. The man clearly doesn’t like babies. It’s all just too much to think about. And where does it leave me? Traipsing about the yard when I should be tucked in my own bed. Mrs. Wattington was displeased enough to pay for a second chamber and now I don’t even get to use it.”

			Mark stepped partially out of the shadows and waited for her to become aware of his presence. He’d be all too delighted to let her know that his cock didn’t need any hooding. Hopefully her face was as agreeable as her voice. Its low huskiness was causing distinct stirrings in his lower body. He hadn’t taken his pleasure in the weeks since his uncle’s death.

			He stepped forward. “You shouldn’t be alone out here at this hour.”

			Her head jerked up, her whole body tensing. There was a sharp intake of breath. Giving herself a little shake, she stepped forward. She peered into the darkness, her eyes gleaming in the moonlight.

			She was taller than he’d realized. She must have been hunched over.

			Shadows still hid most of her face, but her eyes squinted, and he could tell she was trying to see him in the dim light.

			She paused, but then answered carefully, with only the slightest quaver to betray her nerves. “He told me I wouldn’t be alone.”

			That was strange. “Who told you?”

			She paused again and he could almost hear her thoughts forming, see her seeking reassurance. “The duke’s man.”

			Bloody hell. That was all he needed. Mark felt his desire wilt. It was bad enough Divers and the other servants wouldn’t let him pull on his own pants, but this was too much—sending a woman to him. Had they counted how long it had been? There were some things a man wanted to do on his own, and choosing his own woman was one of them. It was bad enough Divers mentioning his need to marry at least once a day.

			“I don’t know what they told you,” he began. “But I assure you that my cock needs no hooding.” Were they that afraid that he’d catch some disease—or did they think he’d picked up something in his army days? That was more likely. They’d not want word out that the mighty Duke of Strattington was spreading around the nasties. He wasn’t having any part of it.

			“Oh, then you are the one?” Her shoulders relaxed and she stepped forward. “I did think it was odd to cover the cock, but are you sure you won’t get in trouble if you don’t? The man sounded very firm that it must be done. He said the duke would be most displeased if it wasn’t.” She moved closer, still squinting to see his features.

			She smelled of powder and something else—something soft, almost milky. He couldn’t decide if it was arousing or not. It was certainly not a smell he associated with doxies, but then—he looked about the stable yard—there probably had not been much choice in the hamlet. In fact, he was surprised his men had managed to find one at all. Perhaps they’d sent for one. He wouldn’t put anything past Divers.

			He wished she’d open her cloak. It was hard to determine much when she was swaddled up like an infant. He wasn’t about to fall in with his servants’ plans, but it would be nice to think they believed he had some taste and standards. They didn’t think he had many—not like those his uncle and cousin had demonstrated. He never knew which coat was correct or which bottle of wine to request. And the manor house—he would never have thought to decorate it in the fashion they’d chosen. Simple, strong furniture was his preference, a good chair a man could sprawl in—not that dukes were allowed to sprawl.

			He dropped his gaze back to the woman. Would she be simple or overly ornate?

			As if in response to his thoughts, the moon suddenly eased from behind the clouds, spreading a gentle light across the stable yard.

			Candle flames. Her hair was like candle flames.

			She raised her face to him, the light outlining features as fine as any angel’s, her skin as clear as—

			He needed more sleep. There was no other possible reason for the multitude of words that sprang to his mind as he stared down at her. “What’s your name?” His question was more abrupt than he’d intended.

			“Isabell—” She swallowed the remainder of the word, still nervous. “I mean Miss Smith. My name is Miss Smith.”

			He shouldn’t even have asked. Women never answered honestly. “Not something more creative, something French, perhaps?”

			“French?” Isabella tried to keep the fear and weariness from her voice as she spoke. Her brain must be quite muddled, for nothing the man said was making sense. Little Joey’s wailing and her own worries had left her nearly witless—why else had she given her true name? “Why would I be called something French? I am a good English girl.”

			“Isabelle is lovely, but I’d always been told a woman could make more money by being French. Are you sure it’s not Yvette? I’ve always had good luck with Yvettes. Or maybe Mimi? I could be quite fond of a Mimi.”

			He really must be mad, or else she was so tired that her ears no longer worked. She should be more afraid, but that would have required more effort than she had strength left. It was two days since she’d seen the man in the blue coat. Perhaps he had not realized she had left Appleby. No one would believe she would willingly head for London. No, that would be too simple. Her followers were still about, just better hidden.

			She tried to peer into the darkness again. If only she could see the man’s face maybe she would know if she’d ever seen him before.

			“Not Mimi? How about Colette?” He kept his banter going.

			Colette? She was definitely not a Colette. Perhaps he thought she was a lady’s maid. Some of them pretended to be French. She cuddled Joey closer to her chest. If he started to yell again she’d scream like a banshee herself. “No, it’s Miss Smith, plain Miss Smith. And it’s Isabella, not Isabelle.” She should not have said the last—particularly when her pursuers might be so close—but the words slipped out before she could bite them back.

			“I suppose that will have to do then. Why don’t you take off your cloak?”

			She certainly didn’t need the cloak, but it offered a sense of security and kept Joey shrouded in darkness. It was staying right where it was.

			If only she could see his face—she didn’t think she knew him—or that he knew her. She’d never been acquainted with the Duke of Strattington’s household. The man sounded well-bred, but there was clearly something wrong with him. Would the duke’s men have sent her out to walk with a lunatic? It truly was tempting to scream along with Joey next time he started up. First, the duke’s man had pounded on her door, waking Joey just as he’d finally begun to drift off to sleep. Second, he’d demanded that she take the baby out to the stable yard so he couldn’t be heard. Third, he’d given some long story about how she’d be safe because he’d sent a man out to put a hood on the rooster so it wouldn’t crow and wake the duke in the morning.

			She began to sway from side to side again, trying to keep her small charge quiet. She didn’t really wish either of them to begin screaming. It would require too much energy. This whole mess was sheer nonsense, the duke’s sheer nonsense. “No” was all she said.

			“No? Didn’t they tell you to be more agreeable?” His voice became gruff.

			“All they said was I didn’t need to worry because there was a man out here hooding the cock and that he’d be sure I was safe. Have you ever heard such tomfoolery?”

			“So you don’t require a hood for the cock?” He sounded relieved.

			Her shoulders ached. Her feet were sore. She hadn’t slept since four-thirty this morning—or was it yesterday morning? It must be after midnight, probably after one, maybe even two. “I must admit it would be nice if he was hooded; I could just go to sleep and not have to worry, but it’s rarely the cock that wakes me.”

			Isabella rubbed her chin over Joey’s downy curls. He was sure to wake her before the first ray of sun eased past the horizon. Ever since his gums had turned red and the drooling had progressed he’d been up long before morning light. She glanced down at the top of his head, peeking out from under her cloak. He was a dear thing—and such a distraction from her own problems. It wasn’t his fault that his gums were sore. A new tooth poking through was reason for anyone to cry.

			As if sensing her glance Joey tilted his head up and stared at her from eyes she knew were large and blue. The boy was her one comfort in this whole unending mess. The light was dim enough to conceal the brown flecks that had begun to appear in them this past week. His mother would be sorry. Mrs. Wattington was so hoping for a blue-eyed, blond angel, and it didn’t seem likely that little Joey was going to comply.

			Placing her lips against the soft, dark fuzz of his hair, Isabella hummed softly. Another minute and he’d be asleep and she could return to the inn and try to take her own rest. At least Mrs. Wattington was not an early riser. The party would not leave the inn before ten-thirty or eleven at the earliest. It made for short days of travel, but with Joey involved, that was for the best. The poor lad was not a good traveler even when his gums were not swollen.

			His eyelids drifted down.

			Isabella added a sway to her bob, and walked forward again. He was almost there.

			He gave the mild sigh that indicated sleep was truly upon him. His tiny fist kneaded against her throat as his body went limp. Once more across the stable yard and she’d be able to head back. She counted each step slowly, waiting for some small sign that he was truly asleep.

			Suppressing her own sigh, she fought the urge to roll her shoulders back. All she wanted was to put Joey down and to close her own eyes. They ached from the long hours she had forced them open. One more second and she’d be free to seek the safety of her own bed. One more second and...

			A loud, impatient cough came from a foot away.

			Damnation. She’d forgotten the man. Her brain was truly not working as it should. It had been months—if not years—since she’d let her guard down, and now she couldn’t even remember the stranger she was standing next to.

			Joey opened his eyes, stared at her, and scrunched up his face. Her whole body tensed as his mouth quivered and then the wail began.

			Mark’s mind was still stuck on her not being awakened by the cock. If she was in his bed he had a feeling that was just what would be waking her. Images of her red-gold hair spread across his pillow filled his mind. He could feel the soft curve of her buttocks pressed tight against him. His fingers ached to pull the supple curve of her waist toward him. He closed his eyes, letting the picture form. Maybe he’d keep her, even if his men had found her. There surely must be worse things.

			He opened his eyes.

			And...

			The damn girl had passed him and was walking away. She was engaged in that hip-rolling walk again, though. She must mean him to follow. He was having second thoughts about the stable and the straw, however. He’d engaged in enough such encounters during his army days to know that straw was never as comfortable as one would suppose. It had an annoying habit of sticking one at just the wrong moment.

			Should he follow? She’d begun to hum and he’d almost swear that she’d forgotten his existence. Probably she practiced some feminine wile designed to send him into hot pursuit. She evidently did not know that dukes were never required to pursue. No, they had men to bring them their prey. He snorted softly.

			She didn’t even turn her head.

			This was not the way he intended to play the game.

			He coughed loudly.

			Her neck stiffened.

			Her head turned toward him. It should have been too dark to see, but there was no mistaking either her despair or her glare. Her head fell forward again as if staring down at her own breasts.

			And then the noise began. A scream filled the yard, echoing off the cobblestones and beating against his ears.

			A baby.

			What kind of doxy came with a baby?

			“Now you’ve done it.” If her voice had sounded young and sweet before, now it echoed with tones he hadn’t heard since the schoolroom.

			It was all he could do not to drop his head and murmur, “Yes, ma’am.”

			And the baby. As she turned to face him there was no mistaking what lay cradled against her chest, what had caused her to hunch before. The wailing was coming from her breast. A small, angry red fist shook itself loose of the cloak and waved frantically through the air.

			The night was evidently not going to end the way he desired.

			If it wouldn’t have been less than manly, he’d have turned and run—fast.

			“You have a baby.” They were not the most intelligent words he had ever spoken.

			“Yes.” Her reply allowed that she might truly consider him an idiot.

			“Why are you out here?” That was slightly more sensible.

			“Because I love to stroll while the sweet stench of manure perfumes the early hours of the morning.”

			No, she was neither pleased with him, nor thought he had a brain in his head. “It was a sincere question. I would have thought you’d stay safe in the inn with such a sweet child. Surely he should have been abed hours ago.”

			“Are you trying to be a fool? I am out here because I was ordered out by your master, the duke’s man. A man who clearly has even less going on between the ears than you. What other type of man would send a woman and infant out into the cold—and don’t you dare tell me that it’s not that cold—because the duke must get his sleep and no screaming child can be allowed to disturb that? And that doesn’t even begin to address his plans to cover the cock.”

			Mark pulled his shoulders back. Divers must have spoken to her, and not kindly. Still, it was not the done thing to allow one’s servants to be insulted.

			“I am sure the man had his reasons for his behavior. You must have not understood.”

			Miss Smith stepped toward him. A second fist had joined the first in waving through the opening of her cloak. Her mouth started to open, but then she shut it. Palpable weariness spread from her. She bent her head until her chin disappeared within the folds of her cloak. A soft, pleasant hum whispered out. She turned from him and began to walk away with that enchanting sway—a sway that had a very different meaning now that he knew what she held. She walked all the way to the door of the stable. Her posture stiffened and he could tell she was deciding whether to face the dark interior or to turn back toward him.

			She turned.

			And strolled, and swayed.

			She drew level to him. He could see she was biting tight down on her lip. “I am not mistaken. I know exactly what that man said.”

			She walked past him again and turned sharply on her heels when she reached the inn. The child was quieting and her sway was becoming more of a march.

			She passed him again and said, “He evidently believes that having a livery more grand than any I’ve seen gives him rights over us lesser beings.”

			Yes, it had definitely been Divers.

			She reached the wall of the stable.

			Came back again. “All I can say is that Strattington must believe he’s quite the duke, to expect that babies and roosters will fall silent for him.”

			Mark watched as she passed. He wished he could explain the true problem to her: he still wasn’t quite sure he believed he was a duke at all.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			She knew she was saying too much. Isabella wished she could stay quiet. Her whole life would have been so much simpler if only she’d been able to keep her lips closed. Of course she’d never been able to and it didn’t seem like she was going to start now when her thoughts felt soggier than toast soaked in tea.

			Slipping a glance out of the corner of her eye, she debated whether the man was angered by her words. He was every bit as much the duke’s man as the one in the fine braid who’d sent her out into the night. She must remember that. His shoulders had drawn back at her last whispered outburst, but he didn’t seem unduly distressed. His lips were more tightly pressed than previously, but it was hard to be sure. If only he’d step out of the shadows. The night was dark enough that even with the dim light of the moon full upon him it would have been hard to see. If he stayed hidden beneath the eaves of the stable it was nigh impossible.

			At least he seemed unrelated to her pursuers. He had not tried to grab her or whispered her real name from the shadows. He had not demanded that she turn “it” over and then disappeared before she even knew what “it” was. If the fatigue did not kill her, then the constant worry would.

			She turned back to him, her tone sharper than she intended. “What’s your name? You didn’t say. It was rude to ask me and not supply your own.” She couldn’t go on thinking of him as “the man.” It was only proper that she learn his name. She probably didn’t need to add the bit about his lack of manners, but once again her lips were moving faster than her brain.

			The wall of the inn loomed before her and she turned neatly, a bit of extra rock-and-sway as Joey wiggled slightly against her breast. It wouldn’t do at all if he began to scream again. She still had some hope of making it to her bed for at least an hour or two. She needed rest if she was to decide the next step in her life. Perhaps Joey would slumber late in the morning and she’d have a chance for a bit of extra sleep herself. If Mrs. Wattington heard there was a duke at the inn she’d probably delay her own departure, and Isabella might even manage a waking hour without Joey attached to her hip. She wasn’t sure she even knew how to stand upright without him anymore.

			“Do you always ask questions and then not wait for the answers?” The man’s voice spoke out of the darkness.

			Pins and needles, she’d forgotten him again. If she didn’t get sleep soon she’d forget her own name—Miss Isabella Hermione Masters. She should have used her middle name once she’d run from her brother’s home, but somehow she’d never been able to see herself as a Hermione. She could even have taken a new name. Mary Smith. That would have raised no questions, brought no curiosity.

			“Are you even listening?” The man spoke again.

			She slowed her pacing and turned toward him. Joey’s head was limp against her bosom and it seemed he’d finally drifted off again. “I am sorry.”

			“You’re sorry? We’ve been acquainted for all of five minutes and already I’ve the feeling those words don’t pass your lips very often.”

			Isabella would have commented on his rudeness if she hadn’t been so aware of her own. “I fear I am just a bit tired from watching Joey—not on my best form at all.”

			The man nodded. That much she could see.

			“So do you want to know?” he said.

			“Know what?”

			“My name. You did ask.”

			She wanted to sag against the building and close her eyes for a week—that was what she wanted. She wanted not to worry anymore. She was so tired of worrying. “Yes, of course.”

			“It’s Mark Smythe. That’s why I was surprised by your name.”

			“I never thought you could hear the Y but when you say it I know it’s there. Why is that?” Gads, she was rambling. Tired, and rude, and rambling. It was amazing the man hadn’t just turned and left. Of course he still needed to cover the rooster. He might have implied he found the matter as unnecessary as she, but it was his job.

			She bobbed her hip a bit, feeling Joey settle even more comfortably against her.

			“I suppose I was brought up to say it that way. I’ve never thought about it, but I’ve always been taught the importance of that Y.”

			“I can’t believe we’re standing in the yard in the middle of the night discussing whether Smith sounds different than Smythe.”

			“I would admit it was not how I imagined I’d be spending my evening either—none of the possibilities I considered came close to this.” He stepped forward and she could feel his glance upon her. She shivered at the intensity of that gaze, automatically dropping her chin into the folds of her cloak. She didn’t know him. There was no way he could recognize her. So why did he stare so intently?

			She hadn’t feared being recognized in nearly a year. It was seeing her pursuers again that had her in such a state. She’d thought she’d lost them in Norwich whenshe’d taken the position with the Wattingtons. And she was drawing nearer to London. She had promised she would never go back.

			Still, Mr. Smythe was a servant—just like her. There was no reason to be afraid.

			She peeked up at him.

			His hair was dark, very dark. She’d assumed it was the shadows that had kept him hidden, but as he moved into the moonlight she could see that almost everything about him was dark—his hair, his eyes, his clothes. His skin was less so, but still of a deeper hue than she was accustomed to. Few men had skin the sun had so clearly touched, but then ever since she’d been in service she’d dealt only with footmen, butlers, and porters. The grooms and laborers hardly ever came up to the nursery floors, and she rarely ate in the kitchens with the rest of the servants. She wondered how far the color extended.

			“You’re staring.” His voice drew her from her reverie.

			“It’s simply hard to see. I don’t think I’ve ever had such a long conversation with a man I couldn’t see.”

			“Will it disturb the child if I light the lamp?” He gestured to a tin lamp hanging from the eaves above the door. “I would admit to my own curiosity about you. It’s not often a women comes to me speaking of cocks, particularly not one with a babe in arms.”

			“A cock.” She whispered the word to herself. Is that what he’d thought? She felt a deep flush of color rise in her cheeks. She dropped her face back to Joey, deep in the folds of her cloak. “I meant that you were supposed to put something over the rooster’s head so that he wouldn’t know when the sun was up.”

			“Oh. I’d forgotten about that.”

			“You’d forgotten what you were sent out here to do?”

			“Yes—well, no. That wasn’t my task.”

			She glanced about, trying to see if there was somebody else in the yard. “Then who was supposed to do it?” It was a bit unsettling to realize she didn’t even know that much about who she was talking to. “You are one of the duke’s men, though, aren’t you? One of his men?”

			“I do travel with Strattington’s party.”

			That was not quite a straightforward answer, but she was simply too tired to make proper sense out of it.

			She glanced up at the lantern, considered. She didn’t know him—he couldn’t know her. She’d never met the Duke of Strattington, why would his servant recognize her? “Yes, you can light it. He’s well covered and once he’s asleep light doesn’t wake him—not as long as I keep moving. We could be under the noonday sun and he’d slumber on.” Unless some fool decided to pound on the door the moment he fell asleep.

			There was a brief spark and then a moment later the lantern glowed with light.

			Isabella stepped back, hoping her mouth had not fallen open. He was beautiful. Mr. Smythe was simply beautiful. It was not a word she normally applied to males above the age of six, but she could think of no other that fit as well.

			Perhaps magnificent. He was certainly that as well.

			Magnificent.

			That was a word you could use for a man.

			His dark hair lit golden at the ends under the flickering light and his shoulders— She couldn’t even think of a word to describe his shoulders. They were far broader than she had realized, and the close-cut tailoring of his coat left little to the imagination. If she hadn’t been holding Joey she was afraid she would have reached out and caressed the soft wool. Even with Joey her fingers longed to reach out and stroke it—stroke him.

			Trying to hide her response she turned away, bobbing Joey with more vigor than necessary.

			“Do you get tired of holding him? I imagine it must pull on your arms after a while.”

			Mark didn’t know why he’d said the words. He’d never thought about the weight of a baby before and wasn’t aware that he’d been thinking about it now. What he did know was that he wanted to see her face more closely. He should have thought about lighting the lantern sooner. He’d considered her face angelic in the moonlight, but in the full light of the lantern she was much more interesting. She still had the balanced purity of an angel, but there was something more, some flicker of life and fun that he couldn’t quite define. She was tired, her eyes shadowed and her shoulders drooping, but he knew with a deep certainty that if she smiled her whole demeanor would change, that she’d glow brighter than the lantern.

			He was being fanciful again. She was a woman, simply a woman. A pretty one. Perhaps even a beautiful one, but he’d had more beautiful women chasing him since his cousin’s death a few years ago, when he’d become his uncle’s heir, than he could even begin to count. The finest diamonds in London had allowed that they would receive his intentions—his honorable intentions—most favorably. And there’d been other women, older women, more experienced women who’d made it abundantly clear that they didn’t care if his intentions were honorable or not—in fact they often preferred the latter.

			“Yes, I must admit it can get tiring carrying Joey. He’s gained so much weight in the last few weeks that I can barely believe it. He weighed almost nothing when I first came to care for him two months ago.”

			That brought his head up. “He’s not yours then?”

			She chuckled softly. “No, I am only the baby nurse. His mother is Mrs. Wattington. This”—she turned the baby so he could see the fat, scrunched face peeking out from her cloak—“is Master Joseph Wattington. We’re heading to London to meet his father and attend the king’s coronation.”

			Her laugh had died as the sentence progressed. There was something she was not happy with. What woman would be unhappy about a trip to London for the coronation?

			The baby was not hers.

			The thought filled his mind. He’d never been a man for fooling with the servants, but she wasn’t his servant and how was a man to resist the delightful blush that still stained her cheeks? He was sure it had arisen when she’d whispered the word cock. He’d forgotten all about his uncle’s ridiculous habit of shrouding every bird around lest one wake him early from his slumbers. Mark would never have required such a thing, but clearly the servants were still acting on their own idea of what a duke should be.

			He shook his head lightly. He had to get over these thoughts of what a duke should and shouldn’t be, and whether he could ever live up to the ideal. He knew exactly what a duke should be. He’d had years of observing first his grandfather and then his uncle in the role. Even if he’d never thought to occupy the position he knew how a duke behaved.

			He’d never thought to be a soldier either, but he’d done well enough at that during those horrible years in Belgium and France. Nobody could have been prepared for what he’d experienced during that time, but he’d survived.

			If he could survive that, he could survive being a duke.

			“You seem very lost in thought.” Miss Smith’s quiet voice drew him back. “Do you think the duke is asleep?”

			“No. I am sure he’s not.” Mark answered without thought.

			“Oh.”

			“You sound disappointed. Do you really care about Strattington’s sleeping habits?”

			“It’s just that I don’t dare take Joey back until I am sure the duke is soundly asleep. I am afraid he’ll fuss a bit when I put him down.”

			Mark could not resist. “You’re afraid the duke will fuss?”

			“Oh don’t be funny. I am much too tired for that. Of course if I do bring Joey in and the duke is asleep and Joey screams and the duke wakes up and—”

			“Do you always worry this much?”

			She breathed out a long sigh. “No. I don’t worry nearly enough most of the time. I suppose it’s being so tired and knowing there isn’t a right thing to do.”

			“I am not sure I understand.”

			“If I bring the baby in and he wakes the duke and Mrs. Wattington hears, she’s likely to dismiss me. She’s been through three baby nurses already. I was actually hired by her husband to be her companion, but when the last nurse left she handed Joey to me. I think she thought I was too young to be her companion. I am surprised she kept me at all—although I think that’s only because she knew she had this trip to make and she didn’t want to risk having to care for Joey herself. On the other hand, if I don’t bring the baby in and stay here with him all night then she’s likely to fear I’ve endangered his health and dismiss me for that. I am not sure there’s a way to win.”

			“Well, if you say she doesn’t want to travel alone with the child, then it seems rather unlikely she’d dismiss you before you reach Town. I can’t imagine this is a good place to find a new baby nurse.” Mark glanced at the few small buildings that stood across the road from the inn.

			He glanced back at Miss Smith. She did not seem reassured by his answer. “I am not sure that’s any better. I’d rather not be looking for employment in London.”

			“I would think it’s an excellent place for a young woman of qualification to find a post.”

			“If I had a reference—I am not sure Mrs. Wattington would write me one if she could claim I’d been lax in my responsibilities. Granted I am not sure she’ll give me one anyway. I rather believe she dislikes me.”

			Mark paused, catching himself before he offered to write her one himself. He didn’t think she’d appreciate knowing he was the Duke of Strattington and that, however unwittingly, he’d caused her to be walking the stable yard. “I am sure the duke will not mind if you take the young fellow in. He is not an unreasonable man.”

			She made a noise that sounded very much like hmmphf. “That is not the impression the man inside gave me. I think I am better off here. Do you think if I sit Joey will stay asleep?” She glanced longingly at a bale of hay set against the wall. “Oh, I don’t know why I even ask you. I know better. If I had his cradle I might be able to put him down and rock him, but if I am just still he’ll never stay settled. Better to keep walking than to have him screaming again.”

			“Would you like me to carry him for a while?” For the second time that evening Mark didn’t know where the words had come from.

			“You?” Isabella could not have been more shocked. Not even the other housemaids offered to walk with the baby. It was always a struggle to even get one to sit with him while he slept. Bribery was often involved. In fact, one of the reasons that Mrs. Wattington disliked her so was that Isabella had once suggested that she hold Joey.

			Still ... she peered at Mr. Smythe’s strong shoulders. She reckoned he could carry her back and forth across the yard—she rapidly shut her mind to the images that gave rise to—surely he could manage one small baby. “Do you know how?”

			“There’s a how involved?”

			Her face must have shown her dismay because he reached out and ran a finger down her cheek, tracing its curve. Her face turned toward his touch. She turned it back.

			“Yes, I know how to carry an infant,” he said. “It may not show to look at me, but I’ve five younger sisters. I grew up carrying the youngest of them about like she was my own.”

			Isabella knew she shouldn’t surrender the child. If anyone saw them she’d be sure to be dismissed. But who was going to see them walking about in the middle of the night? “Are you sure?”

			He walked over and stood before her, looking down into her eyes. Could any man be as trustworthy as that gaze implied? There was such temptation to trust him, to lean upon him, to— Isabella didn’t know why her mind kept following such tangents. It had been years since she’d trusted anyone. She’d worked hard at suppressing that side of herself. From the time she’d taken her first position she’d known such thoughts only led to trouble. “Perhaps you could hold him for a moment or two. It would be so lovely to sit.”

			“I promise not to drop him or run off with him, and should we be attacked I promise to protect him with my very life. I was in the army, so you know I mean it,” he said, his face serious.

			She knew he meant the last as a joke, but something in his tone told her it was more than that. He held out his arms and she placed Joey in them, arranging him with care, pretending not to notice how firmly muscled Mr. Smythe’s arms were beneath his coat.

			Lifting Joey to his shoulder, Mr. Smythe began to walk with an awkward bob and sway. He looked like he was attempting some odd acrobatic feat. The smallest of giggles escaped her lips.

			He stopped at the sound. He looked over his shoulder at her, and the corners of his mouth turned up. “I was hoping to get you to smile. I was right.”

			“Right about what?”

			“You’re beautiful to start with, but when you smile you become one of the most bewitching women I have ever seen.”

			Her smile dropped. When he’d said beautiful she’d been unhappy, but accepting. Bewitching, though, that was dangerous. She had no desire to be bewitching—not anymore. Bewitching meant she was memorable and that was something to be avoided.

			Joey started to grumble and Mr. Smythe lifted him to his shoulder. The movement emphasized his powerful lines and Isabella found both her attention and her eyes drawn to— No, she would not look there.

			In an effort to distract herself from thinking about his body parts, she turned away and went to sit on the bale of hay. At least she meant to sit. In truth it was more of a collapse. The moment her back touched the wall she felt herself slide into a comfortable mound of woman. She even pulled her feet up under her skirts and tucked them beneath her. Relaxing felt so wonderful. She closed her eyes and let herself revel in not moving.

			Before she’d run away from her brother’s house she’d thought that resting was a waste of time. Now she knew far different. There was nothing as wonderful as closing one’s eyes even for the briefest of moments.

			“I’d have taken the baby sooner if I’d known it would please you that much.”

			She opened one eye and looked at him. “I must admit that at this exact moment I feel perfect. It’s been rather a long day.”

			“Did you start your trip early?”

			“No, but the packing required hours of work. Mrs. Wattington is not exactly sure what she’ll need for the events surrounding the coronation and so it seemed her entire wardrobe must be packed. Normally I just stay in the nurseries, but I was pulled into service helping to fill her trunks. Joey does not need much.”

			“I’d always heard babies required a pile of belongings.”

			“No, not if there’s a ready breast or milk cow.”

			He glanced inquiringly at her, his eyes dropping down. “Do you think he’s hungry now?”

			“Oh stop it. Mrs. Wattington did have the sense to make sure all the inns we were stopping at had cows. She says that the newest wisdom is that a mixture of cow’s milk and pap will fatten the baby better than anything else. I believe she just didn’t want the added expense of bringing a wet nurse along. Stop looking at me like that.” She pulled her cloak tight over her breasts.

			“A man can only dream.”

			She closed her eyes again and ignored him—and how strangely safe she felt. At least Joey was quiet. She would be thankful for that and the moment of rest it gave her. It wasn’t like there was any danger of falling asleep. She’d barely slept since she’d first seen the blue-coated man again, and seen the way he stared directly at her.

			Mark glanced across at Miss Smith. Her eyes had been closed for a good ten minutes now, and he believed he’d heard a gentle, rumbling snore. He peeked down at the baby. His eyes too were shut tight, and he gave no indication that he’d be opening them again anytime soon.

			There was an empty spot on the hay next to her. She surely couldn’t object if he sat for just a moment beside her. Lifting the baby higher, onto his shoulder, he tried to lower himself beside her.

			The baby, Joey, she called him, began to squirm.

			His nose scrunched. His eyes squeezed tight into slits. His mouth began to open.

			Mark could hear the squawk before it even sounded.

			He rose quickly and began to pace the yard again.

			He should wake her. It was time for him to find his own bed. He would assure her again that the duke would make no complaint should Joey happen to wake.

			She might not believe him.

			He stopped and stared down at her, shifting from hip to hip to keep the child quiet. She looked so peaceful, so beautiful—so exhausted. If he woke her she might spend the rest of the night walking with the baby. And he doubted Mrs. Wattington would let her sleep in the carriage.

			Whereas he could doze the day away riding in his uncle’s fine carriage, as well sprung a vehicle as had ever been created.

			He stepped away from her and returned to his pacing. He’d been right about that smile. It lit her whole being and most of her surroundings. A man would do a lot for a smile like that. And for that devilish glint in her eyes. A glint that led a man to wonder. A glint that gave a man plenty to consider as he marched back and forth.

			Now he just had to figure how to meet up with her again, how to make her smile again.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			The twisted body lay on the floor before her, the neck bent at an impossible angle, blood pooled about the head. More blood marked the back of her hand.

			Isabella bolted upright, the scream caught in her throat. Her eyes remained closed, the image printed across her inner lids.

			Should she flee?

			It was the first thought that filled her mind every morning. The first thought that had filled her mind for more than three years. She drew air into her lungs until she thought they’d burst and released it slowly.

			A soft sound whispered at the edge of her thoughts—and then a louder cry, a scream.

			She swallowed once, suddenly afraid of what she might see.

			Opening her eyes, she peered through the dim light. The tiny garret. Her own bed.

			It was Joey, crying—again.

			Another dream-haunted morning, no different from any other.

			She turned her head, relieved to see that light was creeping over the horizon. It was early, then, but not too early. Sleep still held at the edge of her consciousness. Despite her dream, it had been weeks, if not longer, since she’d felt so rested, slept so unencumbered by her troubles. She stretched once in the comfort of her bed—and stopped.

			Her bed. A moment of fear took her.

			It was not simply another morning.

			She hadn’t come to bed. The last thing she could remember was leaning against the stable wall, her eyes sliding closed as she watched Mr. Smythe’s long legs pace. It had so felt wonderful to be free of Joey’s weight for however brief a time.

			Joey.

			She sat upright, her gaze sliding around the room, following his angry cry. A small bootied foot waved above the edge of his cradle. He was there.

			She slipped her bare feet onto the warm wood floor. Her own stockings lay draped over her half boots at the foot of the bed. The rest of her was still fully dressed, although her cloak lay piled on the tiny garret’s one chair.

			Joey was also clothed. He stopped whining and smiled brightly as she walked toward him, clearly eager to be lifted and held. His small arms reached out to her. He squished as she picked him up, his behind more than a little damp.

			Mr. Smythe had carried her up to bed—and carried Joey as well. How he had managed that feat she was not going to question, or question how he’d known where her room was.

			It was over and done. She was safe. Joey was safe. She would simply be thankful.

			Laying Joey on the bed, she quickly stripped off his wrappings and wiped him down with a damp cloth. He giggled as the cloth ran over him and she couldn’t resist blowing a kiss against his pudgy belly.

			When you looked down at a smiling baby the world could be perfect for a moment. How could anything be wrong in the face of such joy and innocence?

			Of course it was only for a moment.

			She sank down on the bed beside him, wishing she could remember what it was like to care about nothing but the excitement of noticing your toes for the first time. Last night she had said she didn’t worry enough. That was not strictly true—not anymore.

			Four years ago, at the age of seventeen, she hadn’t worried about anything—not really. Oh, she’d worried about dresses and bonnets, and smiling at eligible men now that Masters had finally let her come to Town, but none of that was real worry. And then her brother had suggested that she marry Colonel Foxworthy. She still got a shiver down her spine when she considered it. It hadn’t seemed awful at first. Foxworthy was wealthy, with a position in society. He wasn’t even that old or awful to look at—and she knew that women were not tied to their husbands once they’d produced an heir.

			Then he had touched her. Just the lightest of strokes, his gloved fingers across her bare arm, hardly a touch at all, but it had sickened her to her core when she’d seen the look in his eyes.

			She could never. It was impossible.

			She’d tried to tell Masters she couldn’t possibly marry the man and only then had come to understand there was little difference between a suggestion and a command. She had given up protest and formed other plans. If only she had fled right then. Fled when she first knew she couldn’t marry Foxworthy. Instead she had turned to Violet, to her sister, for help—longing for someone else to save her.

			Yes, she should have fled that first moment, that first day—then none of the rest of it would have happened.

			A clock chimed from some lower floor. There was no time to think about her past. The present was what mattered.

			It grew later by the moment and soon Mrs. Wattington would come looking for her and Joey. It would not do at all if they were not yet ready.

			She glanced down at her own bare feet and reached for her stockings, pulling on one and then the other. She tied the garters tight, trying not to imagine other hands, large, long-fingered hands, engaged in the opposite task—trying not to imagine what it had felt like when he’d touched her, when he’d pulled off her stockings, sliding them down her legs. Her garters tied much higher than she had ever realized. She was glad that there was nobody but Joey here to see her, because she knew her cheeks were the color of a fresh tomato. Hopefully a quick wash would cool them.

			She shook her head, trying to clear Mr. Smythe’s image from it. She didn’t have time for such things, no matter how safe he’d made her feel.

			Made her feel safe. That was rubbish. She had barely met the man. It was pure coincidence that she’d slept soundly last night. It had nothing to do with him.

			Nothing. She’d been tired and he’d been there when she needed somebody to lean on. There was no more to it than that.

			She quickly slipped her feet into her half boots and buckled them up. Grabbing fresh clothing for Joey, she bundled him up and headed down to the kitchens to find some milk. It was amazing that he hadn’t started to scream again already. The boy was not patient when it came to his feedings.

			“And what were you doing last night?”

			Mark turned away from the washstand toward the grizzled voice, pulling on a shirt as he did so. Douglas had been his batman during the war and had been in his employ ever since.

			“I was sleeping,” he answered. “What else does one do at night?”

			Douglas said nothing but his mouth twitched, the scar that marked his face from lip to cheek curving.

			“Well,” Mark tried again. Douglas had known him far too long. “What else does one do at night—here?” He gestured out the window at the small huddle of buildings and the stable yard.

			“Sleep would have seemed the obvious answer, but given where I sleep”—Douglas gestured to the pallet set at the foot of Mark’s bed—“I would ask again—what were you about last night?”

			“I don’t know why I even try to pretend with you. You could have been sleeping in the cellars and somehow you’d still know. You might have been able to sleep through that brat’s infernal wailing, but it kept me up most of the night.” Now that he’d met Joey he felt bad calling him a brat—but that boy could scream.

			“You’ve slept through cannon fire—as have I—and a little crying wakes you?”

			Mark sighed. “You know I have not slept well since my uncle’s death and—well—”

			“Becoming the duke.” Douglas moved away and started to throw shirts into a bag. “I can’t say I’d want it. Where is that bloody man Divers anyway? Isn’t it time for him to come wiggle you into your jacket for the day?”

			“Dukes do not wiggle. We are fitted into our clothing.”

			“I see that hint of a grin. You can’t hide it from old Douglas. What did happen last night? You’ve not smiled like that since before this whole blasted business began.”

			“You cannot possibly be planning to wear that coat,” Divers said as he moved to select another from the selection laid out on the bed.

			Blast. Mark had not even heard the man enter the room. He knew that a good servant was not supposed to be seen or heard, but he’d never taken it literally.

			“And”—Divers turned to Douglas—“I’d appreciate your not using such language. We must all remember our positions in this world.”

			Douglas looked like he wanted to spit, but he held his tongue and contented himself with glaring at Mark.

			Mark tried to slide toward the door. “I was just going to stretch my legs. I will be back before we leave and you can shove me into the coat of your choice then.”

			Divers gave him that look that spoke clearer than words that Mark’s desires were unacceptable. He could only wish he hadn’t inherited the valet along with the duchy. Although without Divers he’d have even less idea what he was doing. Douglas’s advice was rarely suitable for his new position.

			He tried again. “I’ll be back in just a few minutes. Nobody will know.”

			“And what if you do meet someone? A marriageable lady perhaps, or, even more fitting, her father. You will need to do your duty soon, and it would be a shame if you were to miss your chance because of an improper coat.”

			Divers was undoubtedly correct, but Mark was equally sure that a duke should not be cowed by his valet.

			“I will be back with time to change before we leave. It is unlikely that I will run into anyone of import at this hour of the morning, not to mention this place.” He stepped through the door, trying not to pay attention to Douglas’s wide grin.

			Isabella stopped in the doorway and stared into the stable yard, porcelain feeding bottle in hand, Joey cradled in her opposite arm.

			It was a far different place in the bright, early morning sun than it had been the previous night. Still, something was not right. There was a tickle on the back of her neck as if she were being watched—again.

			Was Mr. Smythe here? No, she didn’t see him. She glanced quickly about. Nothing seemed out of place.

			When she’d first fled from London she had always felt eyes following her. She had become expert at examining her surroundings for anything strange or unfamiliar. It was a lucky thing she had, too. Several times she’d managed to avoid her brother’s man as he sought her—at least she hoped it was her brother’s man. She did not want to think of the alternative. If it was Masters who sought her it would be unpleasant, but she was of age, twenty-one. Her life was her own.

			She glanced about the yard again. Everything was as it should be. Her fears were for naught.

			As she calmed herself, a fine carriage pulled up to the inn, a very slightly more battered coach behind it. They must be the duke’s. There was some temptation to stay and watch them being loaded, but she forced her feet around the corner and found a seat on a bench under a large apple tree.

			The apples were still smallish and green, but they gave a crisp scent to the air.

			She leaned back and, setting Joey comfortably on her lap, gave him his bottle, her thumb lifting and lowering over the top hole to release droplets of milk. The small teapot-shaped bottle was remarkably effective for controlling how much milk she dribbled into Joey’s hungry mouth.

			She closed her eyes and tried to enjoy the light breeze. The day was going to be a hot one and it would seem even hotter enveloped in Mrs. Wattington’s coach, with every window covered to be sure that no sun hit the woman’s ivory complexion. She could hear bees buzzing and the soft gurgle of the baby as he sucked hard on the bottle’s neck; reflexively she lifted her thumb from the hole in the bottle’s top, releasing more of the milk. The usual sound of the inn and stable supplied a busy background.

			She was headed back to London. She’d sworn she’d never return, known she could never return without being forced to face the reality of those memories again.

			When Mrs. Wattington first told her about the journey to Town she’d almost quit on the spot. But she could no longer afford to be so headstrong—not when the blue-coated man was searching for her and positions were so hard to come by. She could not leave without a reference and she could not get a reference without staying. She was truly caught. As long as she kept her head down and concentrated solely on Joey she should be fine. Nobody noticed the servants.

			Still, the impulse remained to flee. She’d changed positions six times since leaving London and could not regret a single time. It was only occasionally that she allowed herself to long for that normal, quiet, steady life that could never be hers, that life of home and hearth.

			The girl she’d been would never have longed for anything so simple. She drew in a deep breath remembering the headstrong girl who had fled the city with only a pocket full of coin and a couple of hasty letters of recommendation written by a family friend. Did she consider Lady Smythe-Burke a friend? The lady had certainly saved her when Isabella had been certain her goose was cooked—and Isabella had adopted a version of her last name as thanks. Lady Smythe-Burke was a true leader of society and Isabella would never understand what had driven her to seek the lady’s help on that horrible day when everything had gone so wrong.

			She pushed the memory away, focused on something else.

			Lady Smythe-Burke said Smythe with exactly the same intonation as Mr. Smythe. Perhaps that was why Isabella had picked up on the Y. The thought caused the corners of her mouth to turn up. It was hard to imagine a more unlikely pair than Mr. Smythe and Lady Smythe-Burke. Lady Smythe-Burke was all starch and corsetry. Isabella had sometimes wondered that Lady Smythe-Burke could bend at all.

			Now, Mr. Smythe—him she could picture bending in all sorts of interesting ways.

			“I didn’t think to see you again.” As if conjured by her thoughts, his rich honey voice sounded a foot before her.

			Her eyes popped open and she stared up into deep brown eyes. How had he gotten there? She’d been listening to the surrounding noises and she still hadn’t heard him. Had she been so distracted by her thoughts? She needed to be more careful.

			The sun was behind him and it cast his frame in stark silhouette. As he leaned toward her she could almost read his face, but as he stood back, swinging a booted foot onto the bench beside her, only the tips of his curls shone in the sun, the rest was shadow.

			For a second she inched away from him, caught by some unexpected air of power and authority, blocked from the sunny fields and bustle of the inn. Inhaling deeply, she told herself that it was only her imagination. He had no bad intent, no desire to separate her from the rest of the world. He was no different now than he had been a second ago when she first opened her eyes, certainly no different than he’d been last night in the stable yard, no different than when he’d carried her to her room, removed her stockings. She felt
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