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Chapter 1

 


Martin House

Mayfair, London,
1843

Curse the city and its constant
interferences. Secluded in his fire-heated library, Cayle St.
Martin, Duke of Sherwyn, attempted to block out all things British
by imagining himself back on a Mediterranean beach, unfettered,
unhurried, and warm.

The brandies he'd downed didn't
guarantee peacefulness but they fired his blood and ensured a few
hours of deeper sleep. No doubt they, and several glasses of wine
at the ball, would also earn him a pounding head in the morning as
well. His butler's shoes echoed on the marble tiles in the hall,
the reverberations making it easy to trace Jenner's progress to and
from the front portico as he opened, closed and secured the heavy
oak doors, twice.

At the first knock on his front door,
Cayle had listened and dismissed the disturbance as
inconsequential. After the second knock, a long silence had been
shattered by solitary footsteps as the butler strode towards the
library where Cayle sat, comfortably sprawled in an overstuffed
armchair.

Despite now living in theoretically
peaceful England and not having heard a stranger's tread, old
habits of mistrust died hard. Cayle eased up his trouser leg and
gripped the hilt of his thin bladed knife, an assurance in case his
butler wasn't alone.

Jenner tapped and pushed the door open.
"Your Grace."

"Yes, Jenner." Cayle relaxed his grip
on the knife and sighed. He flicked his tongue around the rim of
the crystal goblet, savoring the last drops of brandy. If only his
new ducal status, with its never-ending demands on his time, was as
palatable as his late father's well-aged liquor. "Who was at the
door?"

Displaying his habitual unruffled
demeanor, his butler crossed the library and deftly plucked the
glass from Cayle's lax fingers before he dropped it onto his
stepmother's latest extravagance, a thick Persian
carpet.

"A person who demanded an audience with
the Duke of Sherwyn." His butler's nose raised another notch, a
seemingly impossible feat, as he placed the brandy glass on his
silver tray without even the tiniest clink. "The individual was
informed that His Grace was not at home."

Cayle rubbed a hand over his tired
eyes. On occasion, Jenner's puffed-up snobbishness drove Cayle mad.
Yet when he wanted to be left alone, Jenner's inflexible stance at
the front door was a blessing. His butler could sniff out beggars
and pretenders at a hundred yards and only the highest-ranking
members of the ton were invited inside these hallowed halls. If the
St. Martin's lofty address failed to deter unwanted visitors,
Jenner's haughty manner generally succeeded.

"Did he say why he wished to see me at
this ungodly hour?"

"No, Your Grace,
she did not enlighten
me."

"She?" His feet hit the floor. "What
sort of woman comes knocking on doors at this hour?" He studied his
butler's stern expression. "Obviously not any of the ladies of my
acquaintance."

"From her shabby attire and her
insistent manner, I deduced that she was in dire need of
employment. Either as a maid, in which case I advised she present
herself to the housekeeper at the tradesman's entrance later in the
morning, or by attracting a richer patron than her present keeper.
As her appearance would offend the sensibilities of any Mayfair
gentleman, such as yourself, I insisted that she immediately remove
herself from Your Grace's doorstep or I would summon the
watch."

"Ah, well done, Jenner," Cayle said. He
hid his grin as he pushed himself to his feet with the assistance
of the wide chair arms. "So, if our first visitor was so easily
disposed of, who knocked the second time?"

"Of that, Your Grace, I am uncertain.
The street was empty apart from a street urchin running along the
pavement. I assumed the boy had knocked on our door as a
prank."

Cayle strolled to the doorway and
stared down the dimly lit passageway. Nothing moved. He couldn't
detect any sound apart from the final sputtering of the last
candles burning out.

"Most likely some boyish lark. A dare."
Yet the hairs on the back of his neck stood to attention. "Though I
don't doubt your capabilities, Jenner, I shall recheck the locks
before I retire. It's long past time we were both in our
beds."

Jenner dipped a small, stiff nod.
"Indeed, Your Grace."

Cayle had privately spent three
grueling months untangling the family's finances while publicly
pretending to be one of his peers, lazy and without direction or
ambition. But even now he had no inkling as to how Jenner regarded
him. As the black sheep who'd been booted out by his father after
an incident at a ball. Or the heir who'd not returned in time to
stop his father send the family close to ruin when his wits became
addled.

He hoped perhaps their old retainer had
forgiven him and they could return to a more acceptable
relationship. Though Jenner's bending spine appeared to be from a
bone-deep weariness, the equivalent of Cayle's own exhaustion,
rather than forgiveness of past sins.

Jenner walked with his measured steps
towards the servants' quarters. He stopped halfway down the hallway
and turned back. "One hesitates to speak out of turn, Your Grace,
but you appear to be suffering from more than an excess of brandy
and overwork this evening. Before your time abroad, your
disposition was generally regarded as steady and cheerful. However,
your recent somberness has been noted by the staff."

Cayle froze at such candid observations
from his reserved butler. According to his stepmother, fraternizing
with underlings was a sin as horrifying as dressing oneself without
a valet's assistance.

Jenner spoke quietly yet his words
resonated down the tomb-like passageway. "The staff has asked me to
thank you, Your Grace, for working so tirelessly to restore the
household and the estates to their former glory. They ... All of
us, pray that Your Grace will resolve the family's difficulties
quickly. Once the reputation of the St. Martin name has been
re-established, we hope you may find time, once again, to see to
your own happiness."

Household servants knew everything that
happened and often before the inhabitants became aware of events.
So it came as no surprise that the coldness between Cayle and his
stepmother had been discussed below stairs. His brothers regarded
Julia as Satan reincarnate and she'd certainly helped ignite the
feud between Cayle and his father that had seen him dispatched to
the Continent, out of sight and out of everyone's mind.

Since his return, he and Julia had made
a pact. An agreement that he hoped would see her out of their lives
once and for all. But she was determined to see her title of
Duchess of Sherwyn returned to its, and her, former glory before
she'd remove her talons from his hide. Being chained to her side on
public occasions was sending him further into hell.

His brandy-mellowed mind could easily
envision her so-called friends, the pretend elite of London's
society, being the ones to pound on his door. Each time he attended
a societal event with Julia clinging to his arm he was reminded of
his responsibilities to the St. Martin name and what he owed his
brothers. Julia sent ladies to his side at these events. Whispered
in their ears the long list of his titles. Dangled him in front of
their lemon-bleached noses like a carrot to be awarded to the
greediest and grasping donkey.

Julia believed herself subtle and
congratulated herself on selecting a ready-to-breed duchess who
would be under her command. Under normal circumstances, Cayle would
respond to these fast ladies with their none-too-subtle sexual
advances with a few seductive moves. Stolen kisses at a ball that
might, or might not, lead to a few pleasurable romps in the lady's
bed.

He regarded his self-enforced celibacy
as a temporary inconvenience, nothing more. But his stressful
months were not only tormenting him mentally. His ignored physical
needs had started clamoring for more attention. Solitary relief was
too brief to truly satisfy him.

He missed the feel of a woman's soft
body wrapped around him, and each time those women brushed his
body, accidentally or on purpose, he imagined arranging an
assignation. They'd meet in the conservatory. He'd lift the woman's
satin skirts, push aside the layers of petticoats, and plunge,
without ceremony, into her sweet body.

Then sanity would return. Julia's
hawkish eyes followed every move he made as she waited for him to
make another stupid mistake. To drop his guard and find himself
trapped by another woman in a compromising situation. To secure his
brothers' futures, he needed to stick to his plan. That plan
included avoiding women; all women.

Jenner cleared his throat. "And as an
older man, might I also be so bold as to suggest that solutions to
a gentleman's troubles often present themselves after a good
night's sleep and without a sick head and heaving
stomach."

In the half-dark, Cayle grunted his
agreement.

"Apart from which," Jenner's voice rose
a notch, "mindless swilling of your father's perfectly aged brandy
is a gross injustice."

Jenner left and Cayle slumped against
the wall. His battles with both the accounting ledgers and his
ghastly stepmother must be disconcerting his staff, if his lofty
butler had lowered himself to dispensing fatherly advice. He
started towards the street door, instinctively walking close to the
wall and avoided the open middle path. His senses warned him of
another presence, mystical or physical. As he'd made peace with the
house's resident ghost when still a boy, the likely explanation was
a material presence. Well, then! He dealt with physical combat
better than emotional or physic stresses.

With fluid movements, he retrieved his
knife, slipped past the portico doors, and edged towards the
medieval laird's chair. From the dark corner came the scent of
flowers, faint yet appreciable. A small shape huddled in the depth
of the chair, half-concealed by the wooden arms and with scuffed
boots hanging at least a foot above the floor. His uninvited
visitor must be either a woman or a young lad.

His nostrils filled with flowery scents
and reminded him of happier times when bouquets were picked in
meadows and tied with ribbons and love. Definitely a female and one
possessed of enough coin to be wearing a tantalizing and expensive
fragrance. Memories stirred but he pushed them aside. Pleasurable
recollections didn't belong here, in his cold hallway on this
miserable night.

He peered at the chair. An old coat
engulfed an undersized frame and a soft brimmed hat dipped over her
face. He lowered his blade and rested the steel's tip against his
thigh.

"You can come out now. We're
alone."

Quiet, even breaths purred from the
stationary figure. He frowned. Ridiculous idea that any she-thief
would sneak into his house and fall asleep in the entrance. He bent
closer. Without warning, she sucked in a breath so deep it hissed
like a blacksmith's iron sizzling in water.

He jumped back and every muscle clamped
like a vise as his error, his own greenhorn foolishness, registered
like a slap in the face. She was awake.

"Stand up." He raised his knife and
waved it in a circle between them. "Let me see the person audacious
enough to break into my house."

Taking her time, she slid off the chair
and stood. The cloak, more decrepit than any respectable housemaid
would wear, fell into soggy folds over her skirt. A damp dark veil
drooped over the hat's brim, while from beneath the hat, bright
auburn hair tumbled like a waterfall to her shoulders and wet
strands clung to her cheeks. He reached out to lift her veil but
she leapt back, skittish as a new foal, and banged the backs of her
legs against the chair.

"I won't harm you if you
behave."

Silence.

As a sign of trust between them, he
lowered the knife. "But I am intrigued. Many people try to slip
past my butler. Before you, they've always failed. You've obviously
had a lot of practice at entering houses illegally."

No comment.

"You must be an excellent
thief."

Her hands clenched at her sides. Her
cloak was pushed aside when she planted her fists on her hips. "I.
Am. Not. A. Thief."

Though he'd finally goaded her into
speaking, her indignation barely registered. His eye was drawn to
the feminine form she'd unwittingly exposed when the thin fabric of
her skirt pulled tight across her stomach.

"If you're not here to steal, why go to
such lengths to get inside my house."

"I needed to see you." She flicked
clumps of wet hair over her shoulders. "Alone."

"And I would definitely like to see
more of you."

For a second time, he tried to lift her
veil. She flinched. He waited. Frustration rose as he pondered her
need for obscurity. Was she a ruthless robber avoiding detection? A
harlot trying to appear exotic and mysterious? Or worse, a
husband-hunting miss pretending coyness to ambush a
duke.

He let his eyes drift upwards from an
ill-fitting brown skirt to hover where her full breasts strained
against bodice fabric thinned with age and moisture. After a long
appreciative look, his gaze meandered up and over those
never-ending cascades of bright-colored hair.

His scrutiny might unnerve many women
but this mysterious female merely huffed, stiffened her spine, and
waited. Her breathing sounded louder, a little faster, yet she
stood squarely and anchored her gaze around his upper chest. And
took the offensive.

"I'm relieved you discovered my face at
last. I was beginning to think I'd need to draw you a
map."

He treated her to his most roguish and
unrepentant grin. "Ah, but you see, my sweet, if you haven't come
here to rob me--"

"Don't be ridiculous."

"Then, you're a puzzle. If you were
better dressed, I'd assume you'd come to entertain me." He stared
at her sodden and shapeless cloak and dull clothing. "Ladybirds
tend to dress like peacocks. Even my maids dress better than you.
And though I approve of what's on display--"

He nodded towards her chest, where her
breasts squeezed up and over her ill-fitting bodice like fruit
spilling from a basket. She glanced down and gasped. She tugged the
bodice's folds together but managed a mere thumb's breadth. That
garment obviously belonged to someone far less endowed.

"Your speech is far too refined for any
street walker." He tapped a finger to his mouth. "Did my
well-meaning brothers send you?"

A crease dipped between narrow brows
the same hue as her hair, reddish-brown but leaning more towards
red, and the coloring blend he'd always preferred.

"Your brothers?" Noticing that his eyes
were roaming over her body again, she huffed and tried to tug her
bodice upwards. "I wish you'd stop speaking in riddles. You're
making my head spin."

With reluctance, he lifted his
attention back to her face. "I thought they might have sent you to
cheer me up. Consolation for my fortitude in dealing with all
this." He waved his hand to indicate his house.

"Nonsense. You were trained from birth
to take charge of all this."

Another moment of déja vu tugged at his
mind. He ignored the off-putting and ill-fitting garments and tried
to make out the female beneath.

His door knocker clanged for the third
time.

"Bloody hell! Can I never have
peace?"

He spun towards the door, eager to
reach it before the knocker echoed a fourth time. Before it woke
every servant in his household. Or worse. Before it roused the
Dowager Duchess of Sherwyn, who'd retired an hour ago to her own
expansive wing.

"No. Wait."

His still unidentified female ran
behind him. She clutched the sleeve of his right arm, the one
dangling his knife. As one, they looked down at the blade swinging
beside his thigh. She made no sounds of terror. Nor did she recoil
or tremble. He was struggling to sort out this female paradox when
she tightened her grip on his arm.

"Don't open the door.
Please."

"I must or they'll knock again and
awaken my servants."

She clung like a limpet. "Please, I beg
of you. Send them away. Don't give me up."

"Them? Who's after you? The
watch?"

"I've broken no laws. Do as I ask,
please. For your own safety."

He frowned at her in the dull light,
trying to see past the hat and the endless hair to the woman
beneath, to understand what she thought. What she
plotted.

"Very well. But in return, you'll
reveal yourself and explain why you're here. Agreed?"

The ugly hat bobbed twice, before she
disappeared back into the shadowy corner. He opened the door, knife
grip tightened, to confront the two men who stood in the rain
wearing sodden coats and sheltering under black
umbrellas.

The nearest of the two men stepped
forward in a deliberate move to block his view of the other,
raising Cayle's shackles and rousing him from apathy after his
tedious night. With a quick flick, he raised his knife, circled it
inches from the chest of the first visitor. The man's loud catch of
breath was music to his ears and suited his disposition to unnerve
others tonight, especially if these men threatened the
woman.

"Your Grace, I'm Lord
Mitchell."

Cayle ignored the extended hand. The
second man pushed forward, attempting to wedge his shoulder into
the doorway beside Cayle. He shifted sideways, blocked the
intruder, and again waved his knife. "I know you." He pointed the
blade near the man's neck. "Lord Bennett. Arthur Bennett. It's been
some years since we met."

"Sherwyn." The man gave a short nod,
careful to keep his neck well above the knife's reach. "Why are you
opening your own door? And with a knife in your hand?"

"Why are you pounding on my door at
this hour?"

"We're after the woman who was seen
coming into this square, sneaking into one of the houses. We think
it was this house." Bennett edged his shoulder into the small gap
between Cayle's upper body and the door supports, using weight to
try to bully his way into the house. "Let me inside, Sherwyn, and
I'll remove her before she causes you any bother."

"Woman? What woman? Is she someone I
know?" Cayle reached across and slouched against the opposite jamb,
knife twirling.

Bennett flinched, and moved his
umbrella into an offensive position. "Just a whore. Her name's not
important." He flinched when the knife met him on eye level. "Damn
you, Sherwyn. You'll cut me."

He chuckled. "No, no, no, Bennett. Not
that I'm loathe to pierce your loathsome hide, mind you, but the
maids get upset when I spill blood across the Italian
tiles."

"Now see here, Sherwyn. You've no right
to mock me. We've not even been in contact since you left England.
Haven't spoken since that night." Bennett's sneering look made
Cayle itch to lean closer with the blade. He'd avoided this
cowardly sneak at school, and detested the namby-pamby man as an
adult. Bennett leaned in and smirked. "You caused quite a scandal
by seducing Lady Sybila on Hetherington's desk."

Cayle clenched his teeth, bit down on
his habitual retort. No point defending himself against that charge
now, not after his father died believing the lies. Hopefully, his
younger brothers now knew the truth, and their opinion mattered,
and no one else's.

Lord Mitchell used his elbow to
forcibly shift Bennett aside. Pity. A few red drops to scrub off
white tiles didn't compare to the satisfaction of pricking
Bennett's self-opinionated bubble. Mitchell's mouth turned up at
the edges. A peace-making smile?

More the grin of a rabid dog. "Please,
excuse Lord Bennett. Overeager to locate our lost friend. We were
to be entertained by a ... female acquaintance tonight."

"I take it you mean a
light-skirt."

Mitchell's laugh was forced, grating.
"Well, yes. A trifle embarrassing really. This agreeable ladybird
promised all sorts of delights if we could offer a warm and dry
gathering place nearby." He laughed, self-consciously, and again
forced. "My fault. Muddled the directions. You know how it is when
you've overdone the wine with dinner. Head and stomach
rebel."

Cayle, his eyes pinned on Bennett,
nodded at Mitchell. Jenner's ironic words of wisdom echoed in his
head. 'Gentlemen who seek mindlessness by over imbibing frequently
suffer embarrassing afflictions of their anatomy the next
day.'

"-- agreed to meet at our friend's
house." Mitchell gestured vaguely. "Down the square. Blow me down
if Bennett doesn't sight the silly girl entering the wrong
townhouse."

"It was this house." Bennett dipped his
umbrella, wielded it like a battering ram.

Cayle scowled and stood his ground.
"No, not this house."

"B-but I saw her. She slipped inside.
Through someone's open door."

So, they weren't positive which door
she'd entered. Excellent. Plus, Bennett's habitual cowardice could
be played upon.

"Brown cloak. Brown hat," Mitchell
said, using his hands to indicate the woman's size. His tone of
voice had sped from conspiratorial to annoyed, in a matter of
moments.

"I-I was certain she came through this
door," Bennett said.

Better and better. If he was to shield
the hiding woman, so near he could smell her floral bouquet, he
needed to sound convincing over Bennett's confusion.

"Gentlemen. I too may have over imbibed
on the brandy this evening, but not so much that I wouldn't notice
a harlot walking through my door. A delightful one at
that."

"Where's your butler?" Bennett said.
"Perhaps he let her in by mistake."

Cayle drew himself upright to stare
down at Bennett using his most ducal scowl, and was delighted when
his adversary looked away first. "My butler makes no mistakes.
Besides which, he's retired for the night. Only me here, and I'm
for my bed." He grasped the door handle but Bennett, in a rush of
bravado, thrust a booted foot into the opening. Cayle snorted,
shifted his knife forward to touch Bennett a few inches above his
trouser-clad knee. "Step back, or I won't be held responsible if it
slips."

Bennett sucked in a loud breath. "You
wouldn't dare."

He laughed. "Ha! Remember, I'm now
Sherwyn. I'd dare anything."

He shoved the door closed though he
resisted the temptation to slam it in their faces. He listened with
his ear to the door until he heard their footsteps on the pavement.
He spun around and bumped into the woman who stood directly behind
him, oblivious to the water dripping from her lank hair and forming
a puddle at her feet.

"Are they gone?" Her breath caught a
little on the question.

"I think so." She heaved a heartfelt
sigh.

"Thank you for not giving me
up."

"Apart from loathing that particular
man, I'd not let anyone take a woman against her will."

"There were two of them. One of
you."

"I've a knife."

"Oh, please," she said in cultured
tones that dripped with sarcasm.

Though her hat shielded her face, he
sensed that his visitor was rolling her eyes. "As your breath reeks
of brandy, I suspect that you are foxed. Fortunately, I came
prepared to protect myself."

Something jabbed his thigh. He looked
down, squinted, frowned, and then grimaced. Cursed himself again.
Ignoramus! Lack-wit! Dunderhead! From between her cloak's front
folds, he caught the bright shine of metal.

A pistol, the type men concealed in
coat pockets when traveling, pointed directly at his groin. Held by
a small, yet remarkably steady, hand. Blind-sided by a slip of a
girl! How his educators on the Continent would laugh at all his
novice missteps tonight.

"So I see." Every nerve jangled and his
body readied for fight, or flight. "As I value the sector of my
anatomy at which your weapon is pointed far too much to argue, I'll
remove my weapon. I trust you'll follow suit." He slipped his knife
back into its sheath. "A gun-wielding woman makes me nervous.
Mistakes happen."

"I never make mistakes." Her demeanor
was far more self-assured than any thief or prostitute had a right
to. "I was taught to shoot by an expert when I was a
girl."

She retracted her pistol and secreted
it on her person, probably in a concealed skirt pocket, and a
hiding place any well-trained spy should have considered. Whew. He
hadn't realized he'd been holding that breath until it whooshed
out.

"Now. Who are you and what do you
want?"

"You really are foxed. My disguise
didn't fool those two." She waved a hand towards the street. "And
whoever they had following me. Yet you! You still haven't
recognized me."

He frowned. "Despite what
Lord Mitchell inferred, I'm positive you're not a light-skirt. I'm
guessing you're a lady of the ton, perhaps after a re-enactment of
some amorous night we spent together in the past." He waved her
away from the door and ushered her into the hallway. "But I'm
mortified to say if we were
together, it's so long ago I've
forgotten."

She sighed. Disappointment or
resignation? "You've forgotten all about me."

He halted her under the wall lamp. "If
you're looking to renew an old friendship," he said as he trailed a
finger across her décolletage, "we may be able to arrange
something. But at a time when my wits are more collected." He
shifted his lower body closer to her legs and leaned into
her.

She raised a hand between
them and backed away. She shook her head. "No, no, no." She spun
towards the door. "I made a mistake in coming here. To
you. I must leave." She
tripped, stumbled.

He caught her by the arms and swung her
around to face him. "Hey. Not so fast," he said with a chuckle.
"Stay and we can discuss it."

When he slid his hands down to encircle
her waist, a shiver rippled down her rigid length. Fear? Why now
and why from a brazen and gun-carrying housebreaker?

Two tattered leather gloves pushed in
the center of his chest. She gave an ineffectual little shove.
"Release me immediately!" Drawing herself up to her full height of
a smidgen over five feet, she thrust out to force away his arms.
She adopted her hands on hips stance and hissed out her warning.
"Cayle. Saint. Martin."

"Ah, I'm touched." He put a hand to his
heart. "You remember my name."

"You blind and intemperate dunderhead.
Of course I know your name. As you should remember
mine."

He adopted a soulful puppy expression.
"Forgive me. I've had a long and tiring evening and struggle to
recall my own name. Let alone guess at yours."

The little witch growled,
then waggled her head. "We ... you and I..." The tiny tyrant waved
an imperious hand back and forth. "Arggh! You were the one who taught me to
shoot a pistol."

He squinted at the woman. Regretted the
last brandy. And the three -- or was it more?--before it. He ripped
off her ridiculous hat and pushed back the curtain of wet
hair.

"Merciful heavens!" He stared,
wide-eyed, at the distinctive green of her eyes and the red sheen
of the drier hair on her crown. "Rebecca Jamison? Is it you? Really
you?"

"Of course, it's me." She rolled her
eyes. "How many girls, apart from my sisters and I, did you teach
to shoot?"

"Apart from the Jamison girls?" A deep
chuckle rumbled up. "None. Three of you created more than enough
anxiety for any sane man." He touched her face, softly. "Good,
Lord, you've changed so much."

"Of course I've changed. You've been
gone for several years. In that time, I've grown. Become a
woman."

He stared at the subject of his
countless youthful erotic dreams. She was older, stronger, and even
more defiant. Yet the lady that stood before him was a riper and
more enticing version of the girl he'd known.

"Yes, you've certainly grown," he said,
unable to resist another lingering look around the bounteousness of
her matured figure. He swallowed, blinked, and dragged his gaze
back to her face.

"But what in heaven's name were you
thinking, Becca? Making this hazardous, middle-of-the-night visit?
Though my slightly inebriated side is enjoying the situation. You,
Lady Rebecca, are an incredibly beautiful--"

A foot stomping on his tiled floor
interrupted him. He dipped his head to hide his grin. Becca had
always reacted that way to compliments. She'd never believed she
was beautiful. Never understood that men were drawn to her as moths
to a brightly burning flame.

"Please stop saying those idiotic
things and allow me to speak."

For a long moment, he stood silent.
Then he threw back his head and chortled, though even to his own
ears his laughter rasped, sounding rusty with disuse. "Becca. Some
things never change. You're the only lady I know who looks like an
angel and insults like a navvy."

"Huh! Your conversations twirl more
than a spinning top. They'd drive a schoolgirl to insults." She
ticked off numbers on the fingers of one revolting brown glove.
"First, I'm not a thief. Second, I'm not a courtesan needing coin.
Third, I've never been your mistress." She looked down at her
maid's drab clothes, shuddered. "And if the women you're taking to
your bed dress this shabbily, I suggest you raise your
standards."

He drew several shuddering breaths.
"Correct, on all counts. Now, appease my burning curiosity. What
deception did you employ to hoodwink my servant?"

One shoulder lifted in the semblance of
a shrug. "Oh, that! A child's ploy. I laid coins on the fourth step
and paid a street urchin to knock on your door and then run. When
your gatekeeper bent to retrieve the coins, I slipped around the
door and inside."

Incredulity, then infuriation,
surrendered to mirth. The simplicity of her ruse, alongside her
detached style of recounting her deception, startled him into a
snort of amusement.

"Huh! My ever-vigilant butler diverted
by the sight of a few pennies."

"Oh, no, not mere pennies. Gleaming new
gold coins. Rest easy. Your servant's momentary distraction cost me
a high price."

He lifted his hand to hide his smirk.
Since he'd become Sherwyn, Jenner's behavior vacillated between
extreme formality due a duke or nose-lifting disdain owed to the
family's black sheep. This chink in Jenner's polished armor pleased
him. He dipped his head, and said, "I bow to your finesse as a
trickster. Now for my next pressing question. Why are you
here?"

"I need your assistance."

He grinned. "Ah, so once again your
white knight is being asked to draw an imaginary sword and defend
your ladyship's honor."

She groaned. "If only things were still
as uncomplicated as in our childhood games."

He tensed, fists clenched. "Is it
Bennett? That scoundrel always had a reputation for coercing
innocents."

She shook her head.

"Lord Mitchell then?"

Another shake of her head. He loosened
his fingers, unclenched his teeth, and forced himself to stay
calm.

"No. Though as they followed me
tonight, they've proved themselves to be mixed up in
it."

Despite having no idea why Bennett was
a threat, his fingers twitched with the urge to press his knife to
the man's throat again. His instinct had always been to protect
Becca. Nothing seemed to have changed there.

"Two nights ago," she said, "the woman
we engaged at the Women's Betterment Society to tally the Stock
Exchange ledgers -- our friend -- was murdered. The killer was
still inside Peggy's house when I arrived. Her slayer stopped at
the back door and stared directly at me, memorizing my features."
Her pronouncement was flat-voiced, deadly calm. "Thankfully, his
immediate concern was escaping with our two accounting books. But
when the cache identifies me as the woman who saw their lackey's
face, I am certain they will send him to dispose of me as well.
They are peers, titled and wealthy, and cannot risk being exposed
as members of an illegal group. If we cannot stop these men, brutes
who employ cold-blooded assassins to do their dirty work, I will
certainly be the next to die."

The Duke of Sherwyn's chilled blood
turned to ice.

 


 



Chapter 2

Becca watched Cayle. Under the rules of
etiquette, she had to remember to address him as Your Grace or
Sherwyn in public, despite knowing he'd abhorred the bowing and
scraping as expected by dukes, including his father. She tried to
judge his level of inebriation and his reaction to her news, though
she was wise enough to stay out of arm's reach. In the past, her
knight in shining armor had constantly overreacted if he thought
her adventures, or misadventures, placed her in harm's
way.

"Please, my dear." His fists unfurled
as he flung his arms wide in a dramatic gesture. "Go ahead and
clarify that terrifying statement." His voice lifted another
octave. "Before my hair turns completely white. Or my legs give
out."

Neither Cayle's fury nor his towering
size frightened Becca. But she was terrified that the city would
awaken and the streets fill with people before he became calm and
rational and listened to her plea for his help in collecting the
final proof that would send at least a dozen of their peers to
prison for illegal trading practices.

"Or even worse." He voice was a low
snarl as he pointed at the floor. "I misplace the contents of my
heaving stomach all over the duchess's prized carpet."

She winced. For the tenth time she
listed to herself the reasons she'd bravely bearded this particular
panther in his lair.

To protect her family.

To secure the nest eggs saved by the
fallen women at the shelter.

To save her own life.

As the new Duke of Sherwyn, Cayle was
her best, or possibly only, chance to do all that and to keep her
promise to Scotland Yard. She hoped he'd listen with an open mind.
Hoped he'd comprehend how much danger her family and friends were
in without realizing how close she had come to also being
murdered.

"I'd gone to Peggy's cottage to collect
some letters she'd written on behalf of our Women's Society. The
door was ajar. I knocked but Peggy didn't answer, so I went
inside."

Peggy had been sprawled across the
floor, her sturdy legs protruding at odd angles from her yellowing
nightgown. Her hair had been matted with blood and tangled in the
strings of her dislodged nightcap and her plait had been a rusty
red mess instead of a neat tail of plain brown.

"I can't sleep. Every time I close my
eyes, I see the murderer standing over Peggy's battered body. But
he runs towards me. Not away." She shuddered and closed her
eyes.

Fingers brushed her cheek. "Becca, I'll
not let anyone harm you."

"If I'd only arrived at Peggy's cottage
a few minutes earlier."

"Stop it. You mustn't blame
yourself."

"How can I not? One life has already
been destroyed because of me. My friend was killed. Her body
discarded like a tattered rag doll."

His bloodshot gaze narrowed on her
face. "So, knowing how your mind works, you'll try to focus the
consortium on yourself, and thereby keep everyone else out of
danger." He raised a brow. "Am I correct?"

Damned man was still a mind reading
menace. "You're wrong. I've little wish to confront those men by
myself. But neither will I allow anyone else to be
hurt."

"And who protects you from the current
set of fire-breathing dragons?"

She raised her chin. "I've outgrown
such childishness." She lowered herself to the closest settee, a
demonstration of ladylike maturity and a reprieve for her trembling
knees.

"Pity." His forehead furrowed into a
pained frown. "Ah. That's why you wore a disguise. And why you came
so late at night."

She nodded. "The consortium watches our
house and tracks our movements. In order to speak with you alone, I
was forced to dress like this and sneak out the servant's entrance
in the dark. Although luckily, the syndicate's inner circle doesn't
want me dead. Not yet.

"Wonderful!" He glared at her. "Your
blithe not yet offers such comfort to my nerves."

She glared back. "Oooh! I cannot
explain if you interrupt with your sarcastic jabs."

He dipped his head, and then waved a
hand. "I apologize for my uncertain temperament this evening.
Please, tell me about Peggy, and what she did at your Women's
Society."

"She writes -- No,
she wrote the
letters for women who wish to invest in stock ventures. We were
trying to keep their identities, and their objectives, a
secret."

"Why? Because they're women? Because
jobbers stood for them in the Exchange?"

She raised a brow. "For someone only
recently returned to London, you appear exceedingly well acquainted
with the inside activities at the Exchange."

He shrugged. "I've spent every spare
moment since my return settling the family's finances. Naturally,
I've looked in at the Foreign Funds Room a time or two. Nobody in
my position can afford to let bank balances sit idle, despite some
labeling it as trade."

"I'm impressed, Cayle. You detested
accounts when your father wanted you to learn."

Once more he shrugged, yet his show of
nonchalance appeared overdone. "Perhaps it was more of not liking
the methods of the educator, rather than the subject being
taught."

She shuddered at her recollection of
the late duke's disciplinary methods. "But you're correct," she
said, pushing away images of birch rods twanging on bare flesh.
"Some in our prudish society frown upon a gentleman of your caliber
frequenting auction rooms. But, for a woman, it'd be an
outrage."

His eyes fixed upon her, all signs of
his earlier fatigue vanished. "I can well imagine."

"Though legally nothing prevents a
woman from owning shares," she said, assessing his concentration by
the tense way he held his long, muscled body. "Visiting members are
vetted at the door. Bank managers and jobbers pay eight guineas a
year to enter the main Exchange room, yet self-righteous men evict
females."

"So, is it your gender that sees you
under threat?"

"Not merely our gender. When the
consortium heard we invested in secret, and often did very well, at
first they became alarmed. Then, they became angry. Very angry
indeed."

"I can well imagine men abhorring being
bested by a female."

"Exactly. Therefore, we utilize Foster
and Braithwaite as our agents and invest through them using the
minimum identification on any documents."

"Impressive. I heard that Foster and
Braithwaite's business grew twelve fold in the last few years by
riding on railway stocks."

"Hence, our problem. Their profits, our
profits, became legendary. People speculated about the mysterious
names on share certificates." At his puzzled look she added,
"Simple enough. We draw up letters. Ladies sign with their initials
and family name, nothing more, so no one realizes the investors
aren't men. Or rather, no one did before."

"And now?"

"Two weeks ago, some members of the
outer circle approached my brother, Michael. They believe him to be
personally responsible for our own change in fortune."

"How big a change in
fortune?"

"Oh, nothing too major." She waved a
hand in a vague manner and hoped her face didn't flush. "Modest
successes. Dividend rates in excess of six percent in some
situations."

His eyebrows shot upwards. "Six
percent! Nobody I do business with calls that modest. No wonder
they wish to obliterate all reference to your family, and your
Society."

"Yes, if only we'd been able to keep
our good fortune a secret. We take the uttermost care with our
clandestine activities, as we value our privacy and our
reputations."

He raised a brow and pointed at his
clock. "Oh, yes. Great care with your reputation!"

She chose to ignore him. "Michael
laughed it off. Refused to join their so-called group of friends
who dabbled in investing. So they raised the stakes. If he refuses
to hand over m ... his calculations for all the new railway share
ventures opening, within the next two weeks, they vowed to destroy
the members of his family. One by one, until he gives
in."

"Ah, now I understand. That's why
they're keeping you alive. They're waiting to acquire the records.
They assume as eldest, and involved in a charitable society, you
hold the most knowledge of..." When he mumbled, she stiffened. Did
he guess? "Of Michael's future stock predictions. Then, when they
have all they require, they'll kill all--"

"Yes, yes, I know. They'll dispense
with us regardless." She lifted her chin a notch. "But I can
resolve this situation. Given a little more time, plus a little
assistance from you."

"Ah! Back to the crux of the matter.
What you require from me."

He widened his stance, pushed back his
coat tails and leaned on one hip, though the intensity in his eyes
belied his casual pose. Eyes that shone as black and mysterious as
an eastern sultan's eyes pierced, probed, and penetrated to the
depth of her soul. She shivered. Against the backdrop of a richly
embellished Mayfair house, Cayle appeared like a demon-god who
could breach the defenses of mere mortals, including her, with one
dark look. Ridiculous fancy.

"As the Duke of Sherwyn, you've entree
into the best houses and social events."

After a scowl towards the ceiling, he
muttered, "Thanks to my stepmother, I'm forced into it. But what
does my recent social popularity have to do with your current
predicament?"

"In daylight, with other ladies, I can
stroll about the streets. Visit shops, sometimes slip unnoticed
into the twice-weekly stock auctions at the Hall of Commerce in
Threadneedle Street. And I've already searched the desks of many of
the mere misters and lesser peers of the lower orders of the
consortium, as their houses aren't guarded like
fortresses."

"Do you mean to say you entered these
men's homes and rifled their papers?"

"Well yes, but--"

"Are you mad?"

"I risked little, because those sort of
houses cannot afford a footman guarding every passageway.
Especially not on occasions such as those I attended, where every
footman is needed to fetch drinks for belligerent guests. Slipping
into those libraries was child's play." She sighed. "What I cannot
do is visit the homes of the highest ranking peers to scour their
correspondence for any that bears the special seal of the
consortium. Nor secure enough privacy to copy any incriminating
letters I may find. Someone always hovers, and watches, at those
type of houses."

He paced before her like a restless
panther, an angry scowl pulling his face taut. His fine looks had
always turned heads, but this brooding beast carried a lethal
combination of strength and menacing masculinity. She shivered. His
newly acquired arrogance of bearing enhanced, rather than detracted
from, his magnetism, although this time, she knew to avoid his
magnetic pull.

"You intend searching the houses of
every peer in the city who is making money from stock
shares?"

"No, no, not all of them. We've done a
lot of research--"

"We?"

"My family have become quite adept at
research. We've narrowed our search to gentlemen known to invest in
railway expansions in a large way. Our final list is of those we
consider to be involved in the inner, and most secret, tier of the
syndicate. It contains eighteen names, the majority of whom are
high-ranking peers.

"Bloody hell, Becca." He ground the
expletive out through clenched teeth. "You're out of your depth.
I've been involved in similar commercial groups. They'll stop at
nothing for the sake of money."

"Nevertheless, we need certain details
you may overhear at clubs about certain gentlemen having sudden
windfalls. Or things gleaned at certain balls and
soirees.

"Unbelievable." Both hands
went up in the air. "That's certainly as clear as muddy
water."

"Clear or not, I'm asking you to trust
me. To help me." She held out both hands, palms up, and hoped he
wouldn't notice their tremors. "With your assistance, I can verify
more names. Collect proof of each one's involvement and hand it
over to Scotland Yard. Time is of the essence, as we've now less
than two weeks."

She watched him absorb, assess, decide.
In under a minute, he guided her to his desk and seated her before
it. "Make a start. List the names of every man you suspect to be a
member." He placed writing materials before her. "Then list those
you consider inner tier, and include their ranking."

He walked away, leaned on the
mantelpiece, waited, a too-poignant reminder of the last time he'd
walked away in silence. In her naïveté, she'd imagined their
carefree youth, their first love, predestined a lifetime together.
Stupid, stupid fool. This powerful new duke, stalked by every
husband-hunting chit and matchmaking mama, and invited to
prestigious social events, was far above her touch. Her chest
pained with the sharp slice of loss.

Moisture pooled in her eyes so she
squeezed them shut, rubbed them with closed fists. She focused on
the reasons she'd entered his residence unchaperoned. To safeguard
her family and, if possible, warn her childhood champion of his
future entrapment. Nothing else.

He walked back, frowned, and pointed to
the blank foolscap. "Go on, then. Names, titles, levels. What do
they call it? An alliance?"

"A circle or a coterie, with tiers of
membership." She sketched a cartwheel with radiating spokes.
"Larger rings of membership decrease to a smaller number of the
inner elite, the ones who hold the real power. The most desperate
and the most evil."

"Add a column for any specifics about
each of them. Next, write what evidence the Yard requires as
absolute proof to take these men to trial. If they hold titles,
they'll demand exemption from incarceration, exclusion from public
trial, and use every trick to avoid charges. Also, list the railway
stocks you -- or rather -- Michael, plans to buy."

He grinned at her, pesky man. No doubt
he saw through her ruse over who formulated their share plans, but
for now she chose to ignore that, too.

"Time was obviously spent calculating
the best mathematical outcome on each locality, and forecasts
plotted for their suitability for expansion. I assume that's in
those ledgers, the ones these men thought would be kept in Peggy's
cottage."

"I cannot disclose details of the
investments Michael is planning for the women. Not yet." She wrote
details of the syndicate in her columns and then pushed the paper
towards him. "The less you know, the less the danger. For you, and
for my family." She folded her hands in her lap and adopted her
best big-sister-do-as-I-say voice. "You may explain any further
concerns you have to my family tomorrow morning."

"I'm to meet your family? Huh! Is that
a request? Or another of Lady Rebecca's royal commands."

"Stop being difficult." He grinned. She
stomped her foot but, despite heavy maid's boots, she made no
satisfying sound on the dratted extra-thick carpet. His grin
widened until every white tooth gleamed in the firelight. Her jaw
was so rigid she could barely spit out words. "You ... are ...
still ... the most exasperating man I've ever met."

She marched to the settee and plunked
down.

"Easily explained." He stalked after
her and threw himself down beside her. "I'm the only man who's ever
dared question your ladyship's orders."

She inched further along the settee and
pointed a finger at him. "Regardless, you will present yourself at
Jamison House in Grosvenor Square at precisely ten
o'clock."

"So to satisfy my inquisitiveness, I
must obey -- without question -- your ever-so-sweetly worded
request? Despite the fact that I'll get no sleep tonight because
I'll be imagining you being slaughtered in your bed."

Leaning forward, he angled his face
closer until she was forced to scrunch into the corner. His nose
came close enough to her neck that she could feel the warmth of his
breath. It blew across her skin below her ear and goose flesh
rippled in its wake. He inhaled deeply before giving a long and
sensual moan.

Her throat constricted and her pulse
raced. "Wh ...what...a...are...you..."

She couldn't finish her
stuttered question. After five years alternately cursing him or
forgiving him over his rushed departure and her consequent misery,
she'd recently been congratulating herself on her more mature
attitude. She spoke of the incident
between Cayle and her cousin as a strengthening exercise every young and naive girl should
experience if she was expecting to find a suitable marriage
partner.

"What am I doing? Why am I near
you?"

She shook her head, vigorously, and
resisted the childish urge to cover her ears so she didn't have to
listen to his reasons. Her declarations to her sisters that seeing
Cayle wouldn't upset her had quickly been proved to be false
bravado. After this brief time in his presence, her head spun, her
senses reeled, and old yearnings had revived with a
vengeance.

"I remember your smell. Like the
wildflowers you gathered. Strong and wild." His voice purred in her
ear, a well-remembered seduction. She swallowed and prayed her
shivers would pass unnoticed.

"Being near you calms my shattered
nerves."

"More nonsense! Your nerves were always
rock solid."

The tip of his cool tongue touched her
heated skin. Shock, surprise, and wonder turned her into a
wide-eyed statue.

"I also want to know if you taste the
same."

She wriggled away and jumped to her
feet, tugging at her skirt to free it from under his leg. "Of
course I taste the same."

The disconcerting man stayed seated but
lifted his hand towards her.

"If I touch your skin, will it still
feel silky smooth? Soft like velvet?"

"No, no, no." She held up her hand,
palm out, and backed away. "You cannot touch me. And you certainly
cannot taste me. We may have been close in the past, but you
severed our relationship. Rather cruelly, in fact."

He sighed. "I prayed that you'd
understand why I had no choice. My father convinced me that leaving
England would ensure that your family, and mine, could still hold
their heads high. It was the only honorable thing to do. I hoped
you'd forgive me. Eventually."

She nodded with as much emphasis as
she'd shaken her head minutes before. "No. I mean, yes. I no longer
care about the past. I learned from my mistakes. Moved
on."

He flinched. "Is that all I was, Becca?
A mistake?"

"Our kissing was a mistake. One never
to be repeated."

He smirked. "On the contrary, my little
innocent, we will repeat it. Soon, very soon." Rising to his feet,
he gave her a taunting look. "Though I remember a lot more than
kissing."

Memories had her body stirring and
awakening. She clenched her fists and scowled but words failed
her.

"Naturally I was referring to dancing
and riding. Perhaps you mistook me to mean certain other
things?"

Her face heated. Dratted revealing
complexion! "If I recall anything else,' she said, moving backwards
to prevent their torsos touching, "it merely reminds me that men
are untrustworthy."

He groaned. "My intentions were
honorable, Becca." He reached for her. "I could blame it all on bad
timing and scheming women but I should never have left." He pressed
nearer until her nostrils filled with his well-remembered aroma of
musky spices. His lips hovered a scant breath from hers. Dark eyes
pierced her soul. "Please accept my belated apology."

Nothing was going to plan. She'd
swallowed her damaged pride to ask for his assistance. Determined
to be courteous, yet distant, in order to get the help her family
needed. Instead, he'd offered a few repentant words, some soft
touches, and she quaked.

If she was to avoid more heartbreak,
she needed to bury any soft feelings and think rationally, like the
men she pitted her wits against. Like the man standing before her.
If she wanted to keep men at a distance, she should have approached
another peer, any other peer. If she were sensible, she'd turn and
run for her life.

But his large hands clasped her waist
and held her motionless. He dipped his head and covered her lips
with his. They were warm, enticing, coaxing her response. She
shivered in his arms and he deepened and widened the kiss until she
drowned in a sea of sensations.

Though she wasn't alone. All signs of
Cayle's earlier foggy-headed lethargy vanished as he bent
unerringly to her mouth for a second time. By the way his body
hardened and responded, he was also remembering.

She twisted away and sucked in a deep
breath. A feeble attempt at breaking his spell so she could uphold
the vow she'd made years ago.

Never to let herself be fooled by a man
again.

She circled the settee and shook her
head. Undeterred, he followed.

"N-no, no, enough," she said, even as
his long sigh of regret tugged at her softer side. Heaven help her,
she was doomed.

Cayle moved with her. He blocked every
one of Becca's meager attempts at escape. "Not enough for me, my
reticent friend."

Without giving her, or him, time to
think, he tugged her against him, too desperate for the feel of her
to consider his actions.

"One taste is not nearly enough. Show
me you remember how I taught you to kiss."

"I was younger then. I no longer enjoy
such fripishness."

He spluttered. "Fripishness? Is that
even a word?"

"It is a word, if I say it is," she
announced, as she tried to wriggle out of his grasp.

Pretty little teeth popped out to worry
her bottom lip. One front tooth was slightly off kilter, different
like her. Her views were as unique as her wild mop of red curls or
her freckled nose. Only she could add a completely ridiculous word
to the English language, and make it seem as if it belonged. She
raised her haughty nose.

"Within a month, the ton will be
repeating it at every gathering."

He threw back his head and laughed
until he shook.

"All right. It's probably not a real
word and the likelihood of anyone of refinement copying it is
remote. People will label it yet another strange thing I've
done."

A well-remembered urge to protect her
from cruel detractors, to bolster her self-confidence, struck him.
"I, however, think fripishness is a delightful word. I shall use it
whenever possible."

She snickered. "Society will assume
Sherwyn has joined the Jamisons in Bedlam. If you're shrewd you'll
deny acquaintance with me, especially if you wish to add new
sparkle to your previously tarnished character."

The thought disturbed him despite the
truth in her supposition. In order to reach his goals within the
next year, he needed to remove any lingering blemish from the St.
Martin name. Only by adhering to Julia's contract would they be
free from her incessant greed.

Regardless, he yearned for a taste of
Becca's passion. He edged closer and she retreated. "You're not
really afraid of me, are you?"

"Of course not! Besides, I do have a
gun, remember?"

She shuffled backwards in tiny
movements she thought unnoticeable. Unhappily for her, he was
attuned to every movement.

"I'm not likely to forget a pistol
pointed at my most valued assets. We're sharing a few simple
kisses. Harmless."

"Kisses are never simple." She turned
her head, not meeting his eye. "I've read treatises on bodily urges
in the animal kingdom. Research shows males frequently behave in an
inappropriate manner when suffering from unrelieved
urges."

She'd rendered him speechless. Had
society misses changed so much, become so brazenly outspoken, or
was it only Becca and her inquisitive mind who researched such
topics?

"Have mercy. Spare me your scientific
opinions on my--"

"Masculine needs?"

The irritating woman was using
scientific logic to rationalize his behavior. Though he'd heard the
husky catch in her voice.

"You know nothing of my needs, physical
or otherwise."

"Poppycock. I know more than you
imagine."

He clutched his head. "I pray that's an
exaggeration."

"Our second footman is cousin to--" She
waved her hand. "I don't want to make things awkward--"

"One of my servants is a spy and you're
worrying about it being awkward?"

"It's not as if we pay for our
information." Her wide-eyed look of innocence didn't fool him for a
moment. "That would be bribery."

Fascinated despite himself, he said,
"So why do people spy for you?"

"Someone always has a female relative
or friend who needs assistance from the Women's Betterment Society.
A helping hand along a financially independent path."

"You get information by taking one of
these women under your wing. Interesting. So what did your illegal
source say about me?"

"Only that you're circumspect in your
social habits." He raised a brow. "You accompany your stepmother in
public. No hint of scandal." She held her head high and sounded
strong and sure, yet her hands shook with tiny tremors. "Now
though, we need more. We'd like you to collect information for us.
When you receive invitations to certain upcoming social events,
I'll inform you of certain items we need retrieved from those
houses."

"Which certain--give me strength! Now I'm
using that confounded word. And by retrieved, I assume you
mean--stolen."

She frowned. "Stolen sounds so ...
criminal. We think of it as paper slipping into coat pockets. By
mistake."

He hid his grin. "Well, in exchange for
wearing coats with large pockets for things to slip into, I shall
require something. To compensate me for the risk if I'm
caught."

"Ah, ha! Laura said you'd taunt me, or
demand something, for old time's sake."

"Is your sister still outrageous and
outspoken?"

"I'm afraid so." She laughed, a
beautiful lilting sound. "Probably even more so than before. She's
researching the habits of men regarding--"

"Regarding?" He raised a brow,
intrigued by what caused that bright red blush to her cheeks now,
whereas earlier discussions of courtesans didn't.

"Mmm. Well, um, she's studying how men
conduct their affairs. Of the heart. And the bedchamber." Her small
hands twisted her skirt into tight folds. "She strongly believes
all women should understand what they are getting. Before they
enter marriage."

"Testing the waters before she takes a
leap of faith?" After her small nod, he asked, "And do you
subscribe to her hypothesis? Perhaps already tested Laura's
theories?"

"That is none of your
business."

"Ah, but as recompense for stealing
documents, you will answer my questions."

Her loud gasp was music to his ears.
His smirk turned into a full-blown grin.

"Because you and I, Becca, shall test
Laura's theories -- together."

 


 



Chapter 3

 


The Duke of Sherwyn groomed with care
for his appointment in Grosvenor Square. Under his morning coat, he
wore a deep blue waistcoat with an Albert chain securing his gold
watch in the fob pocket and fashionably tapered trousers. A
twice-about white neck cloth gave him a jauntier look, compared to
the severity of dress he'd favored of late. Setting out, Cayle
smirked in anticipation of the forthcoming battle with the
formidable Jamisons, all of whom used to be as ramshackle and
quick-witted as Becca.

After dispatching her in his carriage,
he'd hailed a hackney and visited his three compatriots from the
Continent, recruiting their assistance in unraveling the
consortium. He'd allocated them tasks, relieving their boredom with
their new English lives, and snatched an hour's sleep before their
breakfast meeting. His friends had scurried about the City as
busily as a pleasure garden doxy and many questions already had
answers.

Discovering the names of the outer
circle, the men advancing money into railway extensions, proved as
simple for them as visiting clubs and striking up conversations.
Gratifying. Because today he'd need to stay a few paces ahead of
Becca in intelligence levels, or she'd treat him like an errand boy
-- a foot soldier in her army.

Grosvenor Square, with quiet streets
and parkland, spoke of inherited holdings, although not as
salubrious as the colonnaded residences of Mayfair or as esteemed
as Belgravia. Stately, not overstated. Peering up at the curtained
bay windows, Cayle recalled his last visit to Jamison House when
relationships had been harmonious. Anguish assailed him.

He braced himself, strode up the newly
scrubbed steps and rapped the brass knocker, three times. Last
night's lapse could be blamed on on-going tedium endured at Julia's
hands, plus too much drink. Another strong knock. This morning,
he'd present a firm front before forbidding Becca from placing
herself in further danger. After acquiring the incriminating
documents and freeing Becca from threat, he'd retreat with a clear
conscience and no emotional involvement. Those excellent intentions
lasted all of a minute.

The door was opened, not by the
expected dour butler, but by the most dazzling beauty he'd ever set
eyes upon. Beneath sea-blue eyes, the apparition's smile
outstripped the brightest London sun, a muslin dress matched her
eyes, and slippers, the same hue and embroidery-decorated, peeped
out like shy children from a froth of petticoats. In absent-minded
futility, he rubbed the ache in his chest and willed voice into his
dry throat.

"Lottie, I've told you before," a
scolding voice called from the house's interior. "When in the City,
allow Thompson to attend the door."

Guileless eyes gazed up at him as she
addressed the person hovering behind her shoulder. "Thompson is
speaking with three of our men at the kitchen door. They're
reporting on the latest movements of our suspected consortium
members."

The owner of the awe-inspiring
countenance and sweet voice stepped back to allow him a glimpse of
the other speaker. Oh, heaven save him! He'd leered at
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