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Chapter One
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Delicate fingers curled around Leo’s forearm. He glanced down at the digits against the mohair of his jacket and paused, his right foot set on the step of the carriage. 

“You are not leaving me, are you?”

He flashed a smile at Lady Somner and returned his foot to the pavement then turned to face her fully. She unwrapped her fingers but remained a mere foot or so away. He smelled her liberally applied, expensive perfume and ran his gaze briefly over the elegant column of her luxurious silk gown. 

A gown that clung carefully to each curve—curves he knew intimately albeit briefly. They’d been enjoyable curves indeed. One might even say exceptional. 

Lady Somner offered everything one might want from a widowed lover—discretion, enthusiasm, humor and good looks that had yet to fade, despite being fifteen years his senior. 

But while she might be keen to offer him a taste of all her exceptional qualities, even she could not persuade Leo to break his cardinal rule. 

No attachments. No second chances. 

“I’m off to live a solitary life in the countryside,” he quipped. 

“Goodness, but why? You do not even like the country.” Her lips formed a tempting pout, but he recalled his mother’s stern words. 

He wasn’t going to tell Lady Somner his mother had demanded it amongst a careful show of tears and wracking coughs and that he, a fully grown man of six and twenty, had been completely hoodwinked and unable to deny her one demand.

“Is this about that...scandal?” she whispered the last part. “I know you would never do such a thing.”

“I am in need of country air and a little shooting,” he said vaguely. “Never fear, I shan’t be away long.”

“I do hope not.” She bit down on her bottom lip and looked up at him through her lashes—a deliberately calculated move by his estimation. “I shall miss you terribly.”

“And I you, Lady Somner.” He dipped his head and offered a quick kiss to her gloved knuckles. “But, alas, a gentleman must do what a gentleman must do.”

She frowned. “Shoot and breathe country air?”

“Something like that.” He cracked another smile and the frown softened.

“Do not forget me.”

“Never, my lady.”

He climbed into the carriage and offered her a quick wave then tapped the roof of the carriage. He settled back against the chair, ignoring Lady Somner’s blown kiss. She knew his rules. All of his lovers did. Hell, all of London society did. Lord Leonard Moncrieff did not bed the same woman more than once. 

Even the beautiful Lady Somner could not force him to break that rule. He’d experienced attachment and felt the painful sting it had to offer. He had little desire to suffer that ever again.

The vehicle rolled away from the townhouse and worked slowly through the busy streets. He stared mournfully at the shadowy interior of the carriage and blew out a breath. Lady Somner was not wrong. He didn’t like the country and scarcely visited the family seat. 

But, alas, he and scandal had become fast friends of late—tales of his endeavors often gracing the pages of newspapers. And whilst most of them were mild narratives that could be weathered with ease, this latest one would not fade so swiftly.

What was worse, was he had nothing to do with the whole sordid mess. If he was going to be accused of planting a child in the belly of the daughter of a duke, he could have at least enjoyed the pleasure. 

Lord, he might have his rules but even he was not so callous as to abandon an innocent to her fate. Unfortunately for him and his two brothers, her secret lover had been spotted a time or two and held a resemblance to the three of them. 

He folded his hands across his stomach, leaned back and stretched his legs out as far as they could go. He shook his head to himself. The lady in question would not admit to who her lover was, and the man had a similar build and hair color to the three of them. Admittedly neither he nor his brothers were innocent virgins, but the furor surrounding the whole situation was beginning to grow tiresome. 

Especially for their mother, who could be in delicate health and found the whole debacle wearying. So wearying that even Leo could not deny her when she requested he leave Town until the lover had either been discovered or the gossips ceased wagging their tongues. 

Leo could deny a woman anything with a flash of a smile and send them on their way practically skipping, as though it had been their choice. However, he could deny his mother nothing. 

So here he was, on his way to deepest, darkest Cumbria where there would be little company but sheep and alewives to live a solitary life for goodness knows how long. 

At least, he supposed, it would be easy enough to avoid the fairer sex. He’d vowed to his mother he would forgo the company of all women and that would be easy enough in Langmere. The rural town by his brother’s entailed estate bred hardy women who were hardly known for their charming manners or skills in the boudoir. Most of them were over the age of fifty too.

There had only been one woman of interest in Langmere and she was long gone. Though she had been but a girl when he’d known her. 

He shook away thoughts of Rebecca and closed his eyes. He might as well embrace a dull, sleepy existence as a country gent for the next few months. Lord knew, nothing interesting ever happened in Langmere and he doubted that had changed in the past decade.

***
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REBECCA DUCKED BACK, tucking herself into the shadows between the building and the market stall. The striped canopy flapped in the brisk wind that blew in off the lake. Despite the bright sunshine, the early hour meant Langmere had yet to warm and a chill swept through her, forcing her to pull her pelisse tight about her. 

She peered around the splintered post of the stall and drew in a long breath. She couldn’t decide if the influx of visitors to Langmere would help or hinder her cause. At least she could get lost in the swarms of women who had opted to visit for the summer to escape the thick air of London and take in the beautiful countryside of the lakes. She did not blame the visitors for wanting to come here. Growing up in such a place had been idyllic. 

At least until she’d realized it had all been false. 

However, more people also meant more chance of being recognized. It also meant the majority would know her sorry tale. All thanks to the blasted book on display in the stall. She hadn’t even read it, but her mother had and been mightily distressed by the publicizing of their woes.

Rebecca picked up a copy. The book appeared harmless enough—a guide to the lakes. The small town of Langmere had been highly praised for the healing nature of its air and the welcoming townspeople. She was not certain she would feel such a welcome, not after what her father had done.

She leafed through the pages until she spotted his name. Her heart gave a little jolt. His execution had been a month ago or so and no one had tired of the story of this fraudster and how he had evaded capture rowing across the lakes. 

Or more precisely, temporarily evaded.

He had been caught a week later and sentenced to be hanged. It had given the town such notoriety that she suspected it was not just the healing air that brought all the visitors.

Putting the book back, she stepped out amongst a group of young women around her age, keeping the brim of her hat low over her face. How unfortunate it was that she had taken after her father with her red-tinged hair and looks. If she could but look like her mother. What misery it was to walk around with the features of a man who had lied and abandoned them. How horrible it had to be for her mother to look upon her.

Still, with any luck, she would not have to stay in Langmere long. All she had to do was find the place where her father hid his belongings before they left for Italy all those years ago. He had been in her life until she was six and ten and she knew his favorite places. Surely the diamond would be there somewhere? 

And once she found it, she could put things right and maybe make up for the wreckage he had left behind him. He was dead now, and from the newspaper reports, he had few apologies to make. If he would not put things right, then she must.

Sunlight sparkled off the lake and the ladies paused to admire the mountains behind it, gushing over the majestic beauty of it all. Rebecca might have stopped to admire it too, but the blacksmith stepped out of the door of the forge and peered in her direction. Her heart gave a jolt. Mr. Cooper had been the smithy for as long as she could recall. And if she remembered him, would he remember her? It had been nearly a decade since she had returned home, and she had certainly grown since then. 

He cast his gaze about, and she moved behind one of the taller ladies, but she could not help but watch him. Perhaps he would not recognize her, perhaps she could go about her business easily and be done with this place with haste.

A lump bunched in her throat when the smithy stilled. She should look away. Run even. But a cold tremor travelled through her and made her limbs stiff. His brow furrowed then his eyes widened. 

She twisted away sharply, taking hasty steps back along the road, and drew in a harsh breath. Had he recognized her? What a fool she was. Her father was about the most famous man in all of England at present. Goodness, even the newspapers in Italy had written of him.

Her hunt for the diamond would not be an easy one it seemed, especially if he realized who he had seen. Her father had wrought so much damage upon the people of Langmere, she would never be welcome here again, and she would be lucky if they did not turn into a mob and exact some justice upon her. For certain, there were many who thought a hanging was not enough of a punishment for her father. 

Sometimes she felt the same. He did not have to deal with the damage he had left behind. She and her mother had survived his betrayal and benefited from nearly a decade of being far from him but there were others whose hurt was recent and devastating. If she could but help them, then she must. Someone had to pay for her father’s sins, and it might as well be her.

But first, she needed to find a better way of getting about the town unnoticed, and she needed to find somewhere to stay. She had an idea to be sure, but she was not certain she was brave enough to go back there. Not after all this time and certainly not after the way she had left.

She suspected, however, she had little choice.
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Chapter Two
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Eastwick Hall could only be reached by way of cutting through the town of Langmere. Leo kept to the shadows of the carriage, aware the crest upon the side would draw attention. Some might even think his brother, the Marquis of Kirbeck, had arrived. If he was to keep his promise to his mother, he would need to keep to himself. Especially seeing as the once sleepy town was sprawling with people.

Or more precisely sprawling with women.

It seemed as though hundreds of them walked along the lakeside, strolling arm in arm, their pretty parasols fluttering in the breeze. He imagined he smelled their perfume drifting in the open carriage window and he certainly heard their chatter. He shook his head with a chuckle. He very much doubted this was what his mother intended when she suggested he escape to Langmere.

Well, suggestion was putting it nicely. He rather anticipated his petite mother would have dragged him there by an ear if she’d been forced to. He could deny any woman anything but not her. 

Now, he wished he’d been stronger. Not only did he have to reside in the place where his heart had been shattered into pieces, he also had to avoid temptation. An easy task, he had reckoned, until he spied the first few young ladies on the road. He didn’t know what had brought them all to the lakeside town, but it was safe to assume the majority of these young women were accompanying mothers and aunts and there were few men to keep them under control.

Now, he’d have to ensure he kept himself under control. The temptation to have a dalliance with some willing widow or a bored spinster already gnawed at his gut. Anything so he did not have to stop and think about where he was. 

He caught his reflection in the closed window on the opposite side of the carriage and glared at himself. No. He was better than that. Simply because women flocked to him with ease did not mean he was some lustful creature with little control over his libido. Not to mention, it would be a darned sight harder to keep to his own rules in this small town. He would keep his promise to his mother and avoid women altogether. Once the gossip had died down, he could return to London and enjoy life as he always did, with complete and utter relish. 

The carriage pulled up at the house after a blessedly brief ride over rutted lanes. The housekeeper and servants were already lined up outside to welcome him, and Leo climbed out of the vehicle with a brief glance up at the building. Nothing had changed since his last visit, not even the serving staff by the looks of it. 

“Mrs. Jones,” he greeted the housekeeper. “Mr. Quigley.”

The housekeeper had been married to Mr. Quigley nearly twenty years, but as Mrs. Jones had worked at the house as Mrs. Jones prior to Quigley’s arrival, she had maintained her previous name. It rather amused Leo to see them grow more and more alike each time he saw them, both slowly decreasing in size with greying hair. Mr. Quigley now also owned spectacles which were similar in style to Mrs. Jones’s. 

“How was your journey, my lord?” asked the housekeeper.

“Tolerable.” He thrust a finger in the direction of the town. “Tell me, why is Langmere playing host to half of the young women in England?”

Mrs. Jones's lips curved. “Do not tell me you have not read the book, my lord?”

“The book?” he repeated.

“Oh yes.” She turned and he followed her inside. She spoke to him over her shoulder. “Mr. Gerald Ferrers visited here last year and wrote all about the lakes. Langmere received particular mention for its beauty and the healing qualities of the air.” She paused and waited for him to hand over his gloves and hat to Quigley. Her lips quirked. “It also documented some of the interesting characters who reside here.”

“Interesting characters?” He frowned. “We have interesting characters?”

“Well, there’s Rosie of Buttermere of course. She’s such a famed beauty.”

“Of course,” Leo intoned but had little idea of whom the woman was speaking. 

“Not to mention Fortescue who was recently hung after his daring escape.”

Leo clenched his jaw. He did not want to think about Rebecca’s father. “Indeed.”

“Even you and your brothers are mentioned.” Her smile widened.

“We are?”

“Oh yes.” She turned to her husband. “How were they described? The eligible but untamable Lords of Scandal Row?”

Leo grimaced. That name had been conjured by some gossip rag years ago because they all had townhouses on the same street in London, and despite his two brothers rarely being in residence, the nickname had amused many members of the ton and stuck. 

“I believe the book mentioned how handsome they were, Mrs. Jones,” the butler said, and Leo caught the twitch of his lips. 

“It sounds as though you two have been doing some reading of late.”

“Well, we needed to stay informed, my lord,” Quigley said, straightening his shoulders.

“Dinner will be at seven, my lord,” Mrs. Jones told him. “Your usual room is prepared.”

“Excellent, thank you.” He twisted on his heel and prepared to head up the grand wooden staircase that sat to one side of the large hall, but the housekeeper cleared her throat, so he turned again to eye her. “Is there something else?”

“Your brothers have sent word that they shall be joining you here within the next few days.” She laced her hands together in front of her. “Should I be preparing for something, my lord? A house party perhaps?”

Leo shook his head. It had been several months since he’d last seen either of his brothers. Alexander had been in the Alps somewhere last he heard. He wasn’t certain about Adam, but he was most likely to be found in one of London’s many gaming hells. He shouldn’t have been surprised his mother had persuaded them to come out here too—after all he wasn’t the only one accused of impregnating poor Miss Kingsley. 

“We shall be doing absolutely nothing,” he said. 

“Absolutely nothing?” the housekeeper echoed, her brow creasing. 

“Indeed. Absolutely nothing.”

“Absolutely nothing,” he heard the butler murmur to his wife as Leo ascended the stairs. “That does not seem right, does it?”

Leo smirked to himself. Quigley was not the only one to think that. His new, if temporary life, as a recluse bachelor had already started shakily with the introduction of all these women, but if he couldn’t have the self-control to avoid them, then he deserved his mother’s scorn. 

He sighed. As dull as it was, he supposed he was going to have to be an obedient son, especially with his brothers around.

***
[image: image]


WHY WAS LEO HERE? REBECCA had followed his pursuits in the newspapers. He never came to Langmere. Ever.

She pushed her back against the wall of the stables. A little brick dust rained down upon her. She wrinkled her nose and held her breath. The lamplight only offered her a hint of his features as he ducked into the building that was shrouded in darkness by the late hour.

He still made her heart skip. Even after all these years. It shouldn’t have surprised her that it did. He always did that to her, and the years had been kind to him, hardening his jaw and filling out his shoulders. 

He wore a shirt, slightly untucked and rolled up at the sleeves, revealing muscular forearms dusted with hair. He murmured something to the horse, and her stomach did a tumble. If she closed her eyes, she would be six and ten again, listening to him speak to his horses whilst perched on a milking stool and watching him with such admiration. Their love of animals had brought them together but that had swiftly turned into something else. 

Sometimes, she suspected Leonard Moncrieff would be the only man she ever loved. 

However, just because he was still kind to animals did not mean he was the same man. It pained her to read every column devoted to him and his dalliances, yet she could not help herself. They had not spoken in nearly ten years and she could not help but want to know every element to his life, even while it stabbed at her heart to read of the rake he had become. 

He stilled and turned, the golden light dappling over his face. She sucked in a breath. No wonder women swarmed to him. The attractive young man she had known had grown into the most handsome man she had ever seen. 

She clapped a hand over her mouth when his brow furrowed. He lifted the lamp and peered at the shadows. She waited, her heart pounding against her chest so loudly that she feared he would hear it. 

Then he shook his head, returned the lamp to the plinth and turned back to the horse, smoothing strong hands down the animal’s flanks. 

Rebecca inhaled a shaky breath through her nostrils. And regretted it. Instantly. The brick dust and hay combined made her nose tickle and her eyes water. She pressed a finger under her nose but to no avail. A sneeze burst from her, cracking through the stillness.

She jolted away from the wall with the intention of escaping but too late. Leo descended upon her and grabbed her arm. “Who are you?” he demanded.

She tried to wriggle free of his strong grip, but he grabbed her other arm. When she went to push past him, he shoved back, and she lost her footing and tumbled onto a pile of hay. He fell with her, the sudden tumble dragging him down. The breath left her lungs at the impact of his body atop hers, his strength and height utterly apparent. 

“Get off me,” she grunted, struggling against his hold.

“What are you doing here, boy?”

She stilled at the word. He hadn’t recognized her. She supposed the shadows were too dark. And that meant her disguise had worked. With any luck, she could make her excuses, leave, and he would be none the wiser of her presence here. 

“Just seeking shelter,” she murmured, keeping her voice low. 

He kept her pinned, fingers curled around both wrists. The awareness of his hard body atop hers sizzled through her despite herself. She squirmed once more and he cocked his head, releasing her arms suddenly. “You’re no boy.”

Rebecca thrust out a fist, connecting with his chest. Her knuckles stung at the contact and she yelped. Leo snatched her wrists again in response and pinned her back down, apparently scarcely noticing the hit. 

“Let me go,” she said through gritted teeth. “I wasn’t doing any harm.”

“Keep wriggling like that and you will regret it.”

“I...” She swallowed hard, suddenly understanding his meaning. She relented, giving herself up to his hold and letting her head loll to one side. “What are you going to do with me?”

“Well, I can think of a few—” He paused, put a hand to her chin and urged her to face him. “Rebecca?”

Denial burned on her tongue, but it was no good. Her disguise hadn’t worked and her plan to hide out in the stable at Eastwick had been for nothing. She would have to flee and find shelter somewhere else.

“What the devil are you doing here?” He eased off her and rose to his feet and then offered a hand.

She ignored it and rose to standing. She swept the straw from her borrowed breeches. Poor Mrs. Smith was going to wonder where her son’s clothes had gone in the morning. She rubbed her wrists. 

“Did I hurt you?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you hurt me too.” He rubbed his chest with a quick grin. A grin that she recalled all too well. The signature Leo grin that always made her heart race. No doubt it made many other women’s hearts race too, she thought grimly. 

“I am sorry, but you were not even meant to be here,” she blurted.

“At my house.”

“Yes! You are never here. I know that from—” She looked to her feet and kicked aside a small pile of hay. “I just know that.”

She glanced up to see his mouth slant. “You have been keeping an eye on me then?”

“No.” She shook her head vigorously.

He closed the gap between them, so she had to crane her neck to look up at him. Sweet Mary, why did he have to grow so handsome? Why was he still able to affect her after all these years?

“Where have you been, Rebecca? And why are you here? Hell, it’s been ten years—”

“Nine.”

“What happened to you? We were going to—” He shook his head. “And then you just...”

“We had to leave suddenly but please believe me that I am sorry.”

“And you could not send word?” He shook his head. “For a while, I thought you dead.”

A knot gathered in her throat when his voice cracked. Could it be he had been truly hurt? She had convinced herself that her disappearance had done nothing to him. How could it when he had pursued a life of pleasure? But what if...

She glanced at the open door of the stables. She wasn’t here for this and she could not let herself be distracted by thoughts of what could have been. They were two entirely different people now.

“I am sorry. Truly,” she repeated, then darted past him, ducking past an outstretched arm and speeding into the night. She heard him call her name but refused to look back.

Their love was in the past and there it would stay.  
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Chapter Three
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Leo ignored the simpering smile of an attractive young woman but offered a curt dip of his head. So far, ignoring the pretty offerings of Langmere’s new residents had been relatively easy. 

Mostly because he was looking for her.

He grimaced to himself. He shouldn’t be. 

Clearly, Rebecca wanted nothing to do with him but, damn it, he at least deserved an explanation as to why she never came back or why she did not even pen a brief missive to tell him she was safe. 

He drew in a long breath and strode along the path that led adjacent to the lakeside. The chances were she had fled, likely never to be seen again. After all, that was her usual technique. Tell a man she loved him then vanish, leaving said man to wonder what the bloody hell had happened.

He shook his head to himself. With Rebecca he had imagined so many things for them. Marriage, children, a long life together. What a fool he had been. Apparently their plans had meant a lot less to her than they had to him. Didn’t she realize he could have protected her from whatever it was they were running from? 

Yes, they were young then, but he still had power and privilege behind him. Whatever her father had done—and there were many, many things he had done it seemed—he could have helped Rebecca. 

Blasted stubborn woman. He shouldn’t even be thinking of her. And he most certainly shouldn’t be scanning all the faces of all the boys in the town lest she make another appearance. He might not be able to touch a woman as per his promise but surely he could at least be enjoying the sight of pretty young ladies promenading along the lakeside and flitting in and out of the few shops that clung to the lake’s edge?

It seemed not. His gaze snared on a young boy in a floppy hat. The dim light in the stables hadn’t allowed him to pay full attention to what Rebecca had been wearing, but he’d been on top of her long enough to know she filled out the boy’s garments in all the wrong ways.

There was no doubting Rebecca had grown into womanhood in all the ways he admired, and he suspected he was going to struggle to forget the feel of her soft breasts beneath him.  

That did not aid her foolish disguise, however. Standing awkwardly by the side of the smithy’s, her arms folded, and drawing his attention to forementioned curves, her gaze darted about. Why had she returned and why the devil had she returned dressed as a boy?

Oh yes, not to mention, why had she taken to hiding in the stables at Eastwick? He had to assume from the rumpled state of her, she had nowhere to stay. 

Most of the lodgings were booked up and even those who did not normally take in guests, had opened their doors to the visitors, sensing a fine opportunity to earn some coin. However, Rebecca had grown up here. Surely she could find someone to take her in?

He paused by Mr. Beaumont’s Bazaar, feigning picking up a book from the outside stall to peruse the first few pages. 

He ignored the text and eyed Rebecca out of the periphery of his vision. He could not fathom what she had in mind nor could he understand why she lingered in her spot by the blacksmith’s. She took a step forward and then stepped back again, pressing herself up against the once white wall of the building. Passing carts and the nature of the smith’s work had stained the walls to a grey that gradually faded toward the top story of the building, revealing its pristine white color.

A dog approached her, and he saw her expression soften. He smiled, despite himself. Nothing changed there then. Rebecca had never been able to resist animals of any kind. Her mother had been nearly driven out of her wits with her need to take in every stray in Cumbria. He still recalled the moment she’d brought home a grass snake and her mother had screamed to the rafters at the sight of it.

She bent to fuss the dog but stilled when Mr. Cooper, the smithy, emerged from his building, looked left and right and finally motioned for the dog to return inside. The dog obediently skulked inside, and Mr. Cooper paused, hands to his hips while he eyed Rebecca. 

Leo had little idea of the conversation that passed, but the smithy was no fool and Leo doubted the disguise dampened his curiosity, especially given Rebecca lurked outside his building. 

Rebecca said something to him, turned hastily away and then stopped when the smithy said something else. Her eyes widened and she cast her gaze down. 

Leo sighed and strode over. He owed her nothing. Not one thing. No one would blame him for leaving her up to her fate after what she did to him. 

“What’s your name, boy?” asked the smithy. “I recognize you.”

Rebecca affected a low voice that made Leo wince. “Uh...my name...” She glanced around. “Uh...”

“You can’t remember your own name now?” The smithy moved closer. “What are you up to?” He folded his arms. “If you are here to make trouble...”

Leo stepped to Rebecca’s side. “Forgive me, Mr. Cooper, this is Frederick. He’s a new groom at Eastwick.”

The man narrowed his gaze. “I see.” He eased his arms down by his sides. “You had better warn your boy not to linger, my lord. He looks suspicious.” The smithy moved past him and leaned in. “And be careful. The boy seems a little addled.”

Leo pressed his lips together to prevent himself from chuckling and nodded sincerely. “I shall indeed, Mr. Cooper, thank you.”

Snatching Rebecca’s arm, he led her away from the building. “Come with me, Frederick. Let’s get you back to Eastwick.”

She tugged against him, but he didn’t stop until they were some distance away from the blacksmith’s and toward the far end of the town, where the crowds of people thinned.

“There was no need for that.”

He eyed her determined expression and laughed. “You make a terrible boy, Rebecca.”

“I was fine until you came along.”

“Mr. Cooper thought you were mad.”

“Well...I would have been fine,” she insisted.

“You do not look fine.” He cast his gaze over her filthy, creased appearance. “You look as though you are in need of rest and a wash. No wonder Mr. Cooper thought you to be a troublemaker.” He rubbed a hand across his face, not quite willing to believe what he was about to do. So many times, he’d pictured her return and how he’d behave. He’d scold her, maybe even shout at her. Or just take one glance at her and walk away. 

Never, not once, did he think he’d offer her sanctuary.

***
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“COME WITH ME.”

She stared at him for a few moments. “No.”

It was unfeasible. Impossible. Utterly, completely unacceptable for her to go with him. But some small part of her exhausted mind wanted to reach for the outstretched hand. 

Two days of searching and she’d found nothing. She’d made do with sleeping in a sheep pen of all places last night. She smelled and her stomach grumbled, not being able to set foot in the inn or the tea room in such a state. 

The large, capable outstretched hand tempted and lured. How easy it would be to take it and relive those beautiful moments of romance they had shared when they were young.

How easy and how foolish.

“Come with me, Rebecca,” he said tightly.

“No.” 

The temptation clawed at her like a wild animal trying to escape its cage. What harm would it be? a rebellious voice muttered. 

That same temptation pushed her to take a step back. She had no plans to stay. Even if she wanted to, she could not. This place had not been her home since her father had ruined that for her. If she gave in, it would be agonizing to leave—once again.

Leo stepped forward, shadowing her backstep. He towered over her, her head coming just to his shoulders. The broadness of him was even more apparent in the daylight. 

She craned her neck to view him, squinting in the bright sunlight. It silhouetted him, masking his features slightly, but she had seen enough. The years had been more than kind to him, increasing the breadth of his jaw, adding little golden touches to the chestnut curls of his hair and widening his mouth a touch. The dimple in his chin remained, and her fingers twitched with remembrance. How she’d loved to press a finger to that dimple before he would swoop in and kiss her breathless. 

His blue eyes had an intensity she did not recall, however. A sort of lingering fire behind them that made her want to search his gaze until she discovered why. 

No. She took another step back.

“I’m not coming with you,” she insisted.

“Rebecca, you stink.”

“Well, that’s charming.”

He shrugged and grinned. Her stomach did that topsy-turvy tumble she recalled from the previous night, and she inhaled deeply. Leo always had a charming smile and he used it to his advantage. No doubt, he’d flashed it at many a woman of late, and she would be foolish to fall for it.

“It’s the truth.”

Rebecca lifted her chin. “If I stink so badly, then I suggest you go away, my lord.”

“Oh, so it’s lord now.”

“It’s always been lord.”

“Hmm, I’m not so certain. A while ago I used to be Leo.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “In fact, I believe I used to be most specifically Your Leo.”

A painful twist pulled at her stomach. “That was a long time ago.”

His expression shuttered. “It was.”

“Yes.” She folded her arms. “Well...anyway. I should be...”

He snatched her upper arm, curling his fingers firmly around it. “You are not going anywhere. Come with me and at least damn well bathe.”

“I said no.”

“And I said come with me.”

She yanked her arm away from his hold. “I am sure you are used to ordering ladies around, getting them to do whatever you bid, but you might recall that I was never one of those.” She met his gaze head-on. “That has not changed.”

The grin returned. “So I see.”

“So if you will excuse me.” She made to step around him, but he moved in front of her.

“Come with me or I shall reveal you.”

She peered around him, eyeing the many visitors milling around the lake and the locals making the most of things in a bid to earn additional coin. If they knew who she was, she would never get a chance to find the diamond. They would most likely run her out of town.

She looked to Leo, keeping her arms folded. “You would not.”

“I have little idea why you feel the need for this...disguise.” He waved a hand up and down her. “But if you do not come, I shall confess to the blacksmith that Frederick is in fact Miss Rebecca Fortescue, returned from goodness knows where after nearly ten years.”

“No.”

He nodded. “I feel certain Mr. Cooper will waste no time in telling the others. He does have a penchant for gossip after all.”

Grinding her teeth together, she considered her options. The fatigue worked so deep, she swore she felt it in her bones. The smell was not much better either nor the feel of the grime upon her skin, making her itch. Mr. Cooper was indeed a gossip and it would take mere hours for the whole town to know of her return. Even if she evaded them now, they would be on the lookout for her, making her hunt all the more difficult, if not impossible. 

“You are a cad,” she muttered.

“Oh yes, a terrible cad, wanting to see you rested and bathed.”

She rolled her eyes. He had not lost his sarcastic touch either it seemed. She thrust a finger in his direction. “I shall have you know this is blackmail.”

His responding tilted grin made the butterflies dance in her stomach. She pressed her lips together in case her own mouth decided to curve in response. The man was too charming, irresistible and handsome, and he well knew it. 

So she would have to keep her guard especially high because goodness, if anyone could get through her carefully crafted shield, it would be Leo.
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Chapter Four
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Rebecca stilled when the tips of the chimneys of Eastwick came into sight. Her skin visibly paled and she shook her head. “I cannot be seen here. I should leave.” She twisted on a heel, but Leo stepped in front of her, arms folded.

“Why?” He gestured to her. “If it is some fear of scandal, I would suggest skulking around, dressed as a boy and sleeping—well, I can only assume amongst pigs from the smell of you—is hardly the behavior of a respectable young lady.”

“I do not care about that,” she muttered. “My father brought enough scandal upon us as it is.” Her chin jutted out. “And it was sheep actually.”

“Livestock then.” He stared her down, but her glare did not waver. “You know Rebecca, you make it hideously difficult for me to help you.”

“I did not ask for it.”

“True, but you will have it regardless, so you might as well resign yourself.”

She eyed the house over her shoulder. “I cannot be seen,” she repeated.

“Because of your father?” He shook his head. “My servants can be trusted. Lord knows, you know most of them from when we were younger.”

“That does not change what he did.” She thrust her hands into her trouser pockets and kicked a stone aside. “The damage he wrought was unforgivable.”

“He is not well-liked here, to be sure.”

“So you understand why it is imperative that I not be seen?” Her gaze lifted to his, her olive eyes wide and imploring. 

“Then you shall not be seen,” he declared.

“How?”

“Do you fail to recall how we snuck around Eastwick Hall when we were young?”

A little color appeared on her cheeks. He hadn’t meant to bring up all of the memories but there had certainly been a great many kisses and fumbles conducted in shadowy alcoves in the house. Despite their young age, the feelings between them had been palpable. 

He had a sneaking suspicion those feelings had not faded with time, despite himself. However, he would not be giving in to them. He offered aid because he might be a rake, but he was not a cad, as she had suggested. Rebecca needed help and he might not forgive himself if he did not offer it.

He also might not forgive himself for offering it either. Especially if he did not move his mind swiftly on from how kissable her lips were and how poorly the boy’s garments hid curves that had certainly developed with age. His fingers twitched with the desire to slide a hand down her side and trace said curves, slowly and intimately. 

Inhaling deeply, he gestured to the house. “I will get you in unseen, I promise.”

She nodded, her jaw clenched, and they continued on along the path worn into the grass that would eventually join with the main road to the house. Leo would lead Rebecca along the line of trees, out of the sight of the house and into the ballroom entrance. No one stepped foot in there unless they were hosting a dinner party or ball, and that rarely happened given he and his brothers spent little time here. 

“Will you tell me where you have been? What you have been doing all these years?”

A few beats of silence followed, marred only by the swish of grass underfoot. “Florence,” she finally answered.

A knot tangled briefly in his throat and he swallowed it. “So close.”

“Still another country.” Her gaze met his briefly before fixing upon the house ahead. 

“I was in Florence only last year.”

“My mother and I keep to ourselves. My father ensured we take no part in society anymore.”

“There would be those who would still greet you, surely?” He pointed at his chest. “Myself, for example.”

She gave a half-smile. “He borrowed and stole and left people penniless. He schemed and broke hearts. I do not blame anyone for giving us the cut.”

Leo shook his head, wishing he had been there to console her. There were plenty of scandalous characters within the ton but none quite like Roger Fortescue. He had not only accrued great debt and run from it, after using whatever means necessary to amass new wealth, he had left not one but two wives in the wind before committing fraud and trying to wed a young lady from Grasmere, the village next to theirs, who had a large fortune to her name. There were other more minor crimes committed too, but it had been the fraud that had seen him hanged. Pretending to be a peer of the realm was more often than not punishable by death.

“It must have hurt you—to know the truth of him.” 

She lifted a shoulder. “My mother and I managed. There are many others who suffered more at his hands.”

“But after sixteen years of him in your life...”

She put hands to her hips. “I have no desire to speak of him, Leo.”

“You cannot blame me for having questions. You did rather vanish in the middle of the night with no word.”

“Yes, well...that could not be helped.”

“Really?”

“Do you wish me to come with you or not?”

He considered his options. If he sent her on her way, he’d never forgive himself, but he’d be damned if he would not get the answers he sought eventually. Rebecca Fortescue had broken his heart and changed his life irreparably at a tender age. 

“You owe me answers,” he said.

“You have not changed,” she replied simply.

Oh, he had changed. In many ways. He had hardened himself, ensured he would never be hurt again. Now would be the true test. Could he have Rebecca in his life once more without having his heart broken all over again?

***
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TRUE TO HIS PROMISE, Leo snuck her into the grand house undetected. Little had changed in the time she had gone. The beautifully carved staircases and painted ceilings still stole her breath. A few different paintings adorned walls, including one of Leo and his brothers. Rebecca averted her gaze from it and realized the folly of her action. She had the real man next to her and he was far more devastating to look at than a painting.

Why had she agreed to this? She could have survived another night in a barn. Those years in Italy, when their life had been ripped from underneath them thanks to her father’s debts, had taught her to survive on her own. She had gone from pampered young lady to practically a penniless urchin with rough fingers and holes in her dresses. Their fortunes had changed over the years, mostly thanks to her mother’s skills as a seamstress and Rebecca’s determination to ensure they did not starve. Now they had enough money set aside so her mother could cease working while Rebecca managed the modest shop in Florence. 

Leo led her up the stairs, through the corridor to the east wing and unlocked the door separating it from the central part of the house. With no lamps lit, a shiver ran through her as the cool air of the unheated section of the building touched her. A plush long rug sunk underfoot, and she grimaced when she spied her muddy footprints trailing behind her. She tapped Leo’s arm. 

“Uh...I think we might end up detected.”

He paused and eyed where the footprints followed them. “I shall take the blame, never fear. Mrs. Jones still thinks of me as an unruly sort of boy anyway.”

Unruly. Yes, that was a fine way to describe him. Though, the unruly boy she had known was far different to the man she had read about all these years. When she had known him, unruly could have been used to describe the way he rode horses bareback faster than anyone she knew or how he always snuck injured animals into his room. Now it meant he bedded every eligible woman in London. Not unusual behavior for some members of the ton she supposed, but it did not stop her heart from giving a painful pang.

She rolled her eyes to herself. Honestly, what did she expect? That he would save himself for her after she had vanished? She’d be a fool to believe that and the last thing she wanted to be was foolish. She’d been enamored with her father for years, admiring his ability to charm anyone, and truly believing him to be the best of fathers. While other girls had fathers who ignored them or constantly dismissed their ideas, her father never once made her feel small or useless. 

That was until he had dragged them all to Italy in the dead of the night, forcing them to abandon all they knew, before leaving them several weeks later with promises of wealth and comfort.

He never returned.

And she would never let herself believe such stories again.

“I believe this room should do it...” Leo twisted the doorknob and eased open the door, revealing a bedroom she had not seen before. She blinked at the sudden invasion of light. It did not surprise her that she did not know it as Eastwick boasted forty bedrooms, though she had seen enough to know the elegant cream room with its gold touches, and pale blue silk swags upon the bed, was not unusual. Leo’s mother had impeccable taste.

She slipped into the room, grateful for the wooden floors that allowed her to skirt the heavily detailed rug. Remaining close to the wall, she peered out of the window. The room overlooked the kitchen gardens where she spotted several workers. She ducked back from the window and flattened herself against the wall. “Are you certain no one shall know I’m here?”

“Absolutely.” He grinned. “You shall be my little secret.”

A frisson of pleasure swirled through her, landing deep in her stomach. The words were scandalous and roguish. Proof of the sort of man he was, and a clear example of why she should not respond to his flirtations.

“I shall not stay long. As soon as I have—” She paused. “As soon as I have finished my business in Langmere, I shall depart for Florence.”

“Naturally.” His smile remained, but his blue eyes hardened in a way she had never seen before. “And what exactly is your business here?”

She straightened her shoulders. “It’s private.” 

“You are staying in my house,” he reminded her. 

“I agreed to stay here because you forced me. I made no promises of divulging my business.”

“If it is something nefarious, I should be inclined to know.”

Rebecca pressed her lips together. “It is nothing nefarious, but I understand why a man such as you should imagine it might be so.”

“A man such as me?” He moved a few steps closer, taking strides across the rug until he had joined her on the other side, leaving only a pace or so between them. “And what sort of a man is that?”

“A rake,” she said simply. “I am not an ignorant fool, Leo. I know who you are.” She removed the hat from her head and clasped the brim in both hands for want of something to do. The rough fabric underneath her fingertips would prevent her from doing something ridiculous like reaching out to him or running her hands over his broad chest too, surely?

“Do you really?” he murmured.

His hand flexed at his side and he stretched it out, moving with enough deliberateness that she could have ducked away. However, she found herself held captive. Not physically restrained but held by the way his gaze searched hers then flicked down to her lips and over her person. Held captive by the sheer presence of him. She swallowed hard.

He flicked a thumb over her cheek, and she jolted at the touch. His lips tilted. “Mud,” he murmured.

Breaths rasped in her throat and he did not move his hand, instead letting it linger on her skin. She smelled, was filthy and likely about the most hideous she had ever looked, but when he stared at her so, she felt like the youthful, utterly enraptured sixteen-year-old she had once been. 

Her stomach gave a grumble and his hand dropped back to his side. She exhaled slowly, uncertain whether to thank or be angry at her stomach for its interruption.

“You are hungry,” he stated.

Even if she had not been, she would have said yes. Anything to send him on his way so she could focus her thoughts once more. She nodded.

“I’ll get you some food.” He twisted on his heel and then paused. “I do not suppose I need to tell you to stay here.”

She shook her head, not trusting her voice, then dropped back against the wall once he left the room. “Fool,” she told herself.

She would never stay in Langmere. She could not. No one would accept her back. Most especially not Leo. The rake had not forgiven her for leaving, she suspected. In some ways, she did not blame him, even if it had been out of her hands.

Oh yes, and he was an entirely different man. She would not forget that.
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Chapter Five
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Leo should not have gravitated toward the sound of female chatter coming from the long gallery. But then neither should he have installed Rebecca in the house as a secret guest. 

If his mother saw him now, she’d have his head. Or at least be exceedingly disappointed in him and tell him so in that sort of manner that made him feel like a boy again.

But, damn it, he was a grown man, and a little conversation with ladies was hardly scandalous, and would serve him well. Namely, he rather hoped assisting the ladies in their tour around the house might distract him from said guest. 

There had been too many moments yesterday when he’d battled the desire to stride over, tear off that boyish hat and kiss her until he forgot himself and forgot any promises to his mother. He’d be breaking vows to himself too, though. If he kissed her, there was no telling what would happen to his heart. Would it fall for her all over again? 

She’d always had a hold on him, ever since she’d grown into a young woman. Now it seemed that hold had not faded, and despite stinking to high heaven like a bloody farm and being smeared in dirt, he’d wanted nothing more than to kiss her again and recall those heady younger days of being so in love, so damned hopeful for the future.

He shook his head to himself and strode through
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