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        Like any good rogue, he was after a lady.

        Saving a young heiress from wedding a scoundrel might just ease Charley Everly’s boredom with his current assignment. He’s been looking for a lady: beautiful, rich, Spanish, and the key to a traitor.

      

      

      

      
        
        Could Grace Kingsley be the one?

      

      

      

      
        
        Falling—literally—into the arms of the ton’s most outrageous rogue seems a risky path of escape, but Maria Graciela Kingsley y Romero has no other choice. Only the great Earl of Shaldon can help her, and he is not to be found.

      

      

      

      
        
        So his son will have to do.
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      LONDON, 1821

      His lady had not made an appearance tonight, not that he’d have any reason to expect her at a Kingsley soirée.

      Charles Rupert Armstrong Everly took a long drag upon his cigarillo and surveyed the shadowed tangles of the garden.

      Lady Kingsley had failed to place inviting lanterns outside to lure ball-goers into wickedness. And in all the preparations for the Kingsleys’ grand party, no servant had been sent to sweep away dead leaves from the previous autumn, or chase away whatever vermin were rustling around in them.

      Of course, Lady Kingsley had also discouragingly locked the ballroom’s terrace doors.

      He and his old school chum, Quentin Penderbrook, had required little more than a minor diversion and their wits to manage the Kingsley servants and the flimsy terrace door lock.

      “Kingsley is pockets to let, I hear,” Penderbrook said. “Wonder how he financed this grand display?” He took a long drag. “The heiress, I suppose. As my aunt used to say, you need money to draw in the grand mark.”

      “Your aunt was a font of wisdom.”

      Penderbrook laughed. “Outspoken, she was, for a clergyman’s wife. It’s a pity I don’t have a title. I wonder if my chance of a position in the Home Office would suffice for the Kingsleys? From what I saw, the girl looks to be a beauty.”

      Charley tapped off a bit of ash. “She looks to be a handful.”

      His friend laughed. “You didn’t see her up close, as I did, Everly.”

      That was true enough. They’d been dragged off to this ball by his sister, Lady Perpetua Everly, and had arrived blessedly late. From the crowded distance of the ballroom floor, the heiress’s back bore the usual outline of white muslin and piled up hair. “I’m speaking from general principles. Spanish women.”

      “Ah. Spanish women. Well, you would know.”

      He would, and he did. He was looking for a Spanish woman, wealthy and beautiful. He had tracked down more than a few in this pre-coronation social whirl.

      “She’ll be miserable if he throws her to that slimy fish,” Penderbrook said.

      The door clicked behind them and a lady appeared, the light behind her shadowing her face. Nothing, however—not the furbelows and flounces on her white dress, not the dim light—nothing could hide that figure.

      Speech failed him—as it never did. He dropped his tobacco and bowed, his eyes traveling over her, down and up. She was exquisite.

      She cast a trembling glance back, and he caught his breath, tasting the fear rolling off her.

      A ray of light from the ballroom flashed in her eyes as they widened.

      Before he could even stutter, she put a finger to her lips and disappeared down the crumbled stairs to the brush below, as quick and as wispy as a water wraith, albeit a curvy one.

      “Well.” Penderbrook dropped his own cigarillo and ground it with the heel of his scuffed dancing slipper.

      Almost never at a loss for words was his friend Penderbrook. And if he thought to pursue the young lady, he would have to knock Charley out of the way.

      The terrace door slammed open and all of his senses went to high alert.

      “Come to join us?” Penderbrook’s words rolled out smoothly over the roiling tension. “Dreadfully hot in there,” he drawled.

      “Smoking?”

      That voice. Charley would recognize it anywhere, even without the dripping disdain, forged by the self-serving corruption of a smuggler’s lordship.

      He’d met this particular slimy fish previously in Brussels.

      Charley staggered against the crumbling terrace wall, slipped a flask from his pocket and swigged it.

      “A flask? At a ball, Everly?” The man moved closer.

      “Why, by Jove, it’s Gregory Carvelle.” Charley wiped his mouth and managed a belch. “Penderbrook, let me introduce you. I have not seen you since Brussels. Lady Devonshire’s ball, wasn’t it. What have you been up to all these many years, old man?”

      “You are drunk.”

      “Drunk?” Penderbrook said. “No one could be drunk on Kingsley’s lemonade. Not even Everly here, who we know cannot hold his liquor. I say, Everly, why not let your man here have one of those excellent Spanish cigars? Join us, Carvelle.”

      “I will not. I am looking for a young lady. Has anyone else come out?”

      Charley laughed, and threw back his head, projecting his voice to the garden. “Ah, April, dressed in all his trim, hath put a spirit of youth in everything.”

      “Shakespeare,” Penderbrook explained. “The sonnets.”

      “Indeed,” Charley laughed again. “Is the young lady pretty?”

      Penderbrook joined in with the laughter and snatched the flask. “If a girl had come out here, Everly would have pushed me back inside. Now that you have someone else to entertain you, Everly, I shall find some lemonade and doctor it up.”

      “Don’t let my sister catch you at it. She’ll roast you for a week.”

      Penderbrook laughed as if he hadn’t a care in the world, as if he wasn't leaving Charley alone with a disreputable thug.

      As if there wasn’t a beautiful woman hiding in the wild scrub below them.

      His friend had made it known he was angling for a spot in the Earl of Shaldon’s service, desperately, from what Charley could surmise. If only Pender knew how dreadfully tedious it could be, working for Father. Chasing down a Spanish woman who was the key to a spy had proved to be less than heroic.

      Though perhaps, this wouldn’t be one of those times.

      Charley pulled a case from another pocket his clever tailor had managed to craft for him. “Will you have one of these tiny cigars?”

      Carvelle waved him away. “I’m surprised you are here tonight, and not off at Mivart’s swinging your way down from the Duquesa’s hotel window. But, oh yes—the Duque has arrived in town, hasn’t he.”

      Charley laughed. “Has he? I’m not keeping track, Carvelle, but I see you are.”

      “I make it my business to keep track of many things. How is your father, the great Lord Shaldon?”

      “Father? I imagine you must know.”

      “He is in Bath.”

      “Quite. Ill enough to take the waters.”

      The other man’s lips turned up unpleasantly. “Your brother must be counting the hours until his succession.”

      Heat spiked within him. “Perhaps.” He made himself drawl lazily. “Bakeley and I do not speak much.” It was not entirely a lie. Since his recent marriage, his elder brother, Viscount Bakeley, was busy with affairs of the heart.

      That marriage, however, had restored the relationship between father and son. One thing Charley knew for sure, Bakeley did not wish his father dead.

      “And what will become of you, eh, once the great diplomat, Lord Shaldon, is not around to pull his strings for you?”

      “Have you not heard, Carvelle? I’ve entered Parliament. A politician never starves.”

      “A smart politician. Not a drunken gambler who spends his time jumping through the beds of married women. You will need to marry money.”

      Well, and wasn’t that interesting—the man was feeling very confident to speak so bluntly, the ignorant ass. Drunk or sober, another man might have called Carvelle out.

      Charley managed a hiccup. “Have you got someone in mind for me?”

      Again, that sneer.

      He hiccupped again and tapped a finger against his cheek. “I hear Kingsley’s ward is very rich.”

      Carvelle’s hand locked around Charley’s wrist. “You are not to touch her.”

      His blood rose as he studied the hand grasping his. He counted to three, silently, forced it down. Made himself laugh.

      Duty required him to let it be. This time.

      The door rattled and a cloud of emerald silk filled the doorway.

      “Gregory.” Lady Kingsley advanced on them bringing with her a gagging cloud of lavender. “Sir.” She curtsied her deference to the son of a powerful and very rich earl. “Gregory, you’ve not found her?”

      “No.”

      Her plump little hands clenched as tightly as the bodice displaying her generous wares, as tightly as her scowl. She was a handsome enough woman, even now, if one could stomach a social-climbing harpy.

      “This is the want of a rod,” she said.

      Charley’s ears pricked up, aware that the wildlife in the untamed garden had gone silent.

      “Which I have not, nor will not spare, nor should you, Gregory, when...”

      She must have remembered his aristocratic presence, and with her pause he staggered again, bracing himself on the balustrade.

      Her back stiffened. “Perhaps we should check again in the nursery. I will go myself. Carvelle, you are wanted inside by my husband.”

      Charley let the door shut on them and waited. The night time noises rose again—the clattering of wheels on a nearby street, a watchman’s call, a breeze fluttering the new leaves of the untamed foliage.

      “I hear there is a packet running daily from Portsmouth to Calais,” he said.

      The bushes below rustled. He hurried down the terrace stairs.
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      The brick against her back was cold, stirring the ache in her wounded heart, soaking the dampness into her soul.

      A packet running daily from Portsmouth to Calais. And he’d quoted from the Sonnets. She sighed and rubbed her fists against her cheeks.

      She could not leave. She must not cry.

      His smell reached her before his footsteps, tobacco and leather, like her papa’s, and some subtle masculine scent unique to this man. She inhaled deeply and squeezed her eyes a moment.

      Hold the waterworks, my Gracie.

      When she looked, he stood more than an arm’s length away. The blood danced in her veins and her breath tightened. Tall and broad shouldered, she had seen that his hair was a thick tawny brown, and he was handsome as sin.

      Everly, his name was. Son of Lord Shaldon, Carvelle had said. She made herself breathe and waited.

      As did he, respectful, watchful. Not, she decided, drunk. That had been a feint, and why?

      Because he was smart, because he could recognize evil. Which did not mean he was himself to be trusted.

      She curtsied. “Lord Everly.”

      “I do not wish to disappoint,” he said softly, “but I am only a mister. Mr. Charles Everly.”

      The test had produced humor. Perhaps he would help her.

      “And I am a simple miss. Miss Maria Graciela Kingsley y Romero.” She held out her hand.

      “Señorita.” He bent over her white glove and kissed it.

      Warmth bloomed where his lips touched silk, soaked through the thin covering, rippled up her arm, and, even after he'd released her, caused a shiver to tumble through her.

      “You are cold.” He started to disrobe.

      “No please. You must stay dressed.” We both must.

      Or must they? Would a scandal in the garden with a notorious rogue, with this notorious rogue, cause Carvelle to cry off? He had implied that Mr. Everly was having an affair with a Duquesa. He had told Mr. Everly not to touch her, Graciela.

      She thought of little Reina. And the witch’s rod, and she hugged herself tighter.

      “Por favor, señor. Ayudame.” Please sir, help me.
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        * * *

      

      Charley moved closer and took both of her hands. The thin gloves only amplified the chill of her. Fear had made her slip into Spanish.

      He was looking for a Spanish woman, wealthy and beautiful. Not this Spanish woman, who he well knew was not really Spanish, but a product of an Englishman and a creole woman of New Spain.

      He moved her into a thread of light and examined her again. A great deal of skin showed above her bosom. She didn’t look like she’d felt the other lady’s rod, not lately anyway.

      “I will help you,” he said in Spanish. “Will you leave with me? I will take you directly to my brother and his wife.” His eldest brother, Bink, was in town. He and his wife Paulette would take in the girl and hold their curiosity until a later time.

      She shook her head. “No. I thank you.” She had found her English again. “I did not arrive alone and I cannot leave without the others who accompanied me.”

      That was news, and surprising, to boot. A villain generally dispensed with his victim’s allies quickly. “He will sack your servants as soon as you are gone.”

      Again, that quick head shake. “There is a child. I am her guardian.”

      A child. Lady Kingsley was going to the nursery. Children were the best of leverages, if one’s victim cared about them at all.

      A window creaked somewhere above them. “Please,” she whispered, “I wish very much to meet your father. Can you kindly arrange it?”

      That sent a prickle through him. His father had many friends and many enemies. In truth, his father had never said whether her father, Captain Tristan Kingsley, was either. They’d never talked about the man at all. “You are all politeness,” he said, stalling.

      Her mouth firmed. “I am not polite, señor. I am desperate.” She pulled her hands away. “I cannot be seen with you.”

      “Wait.” He touched her bare arm, above the buttoned glove. “He’s in Bath. I’ll find a way when he returns.”

      “That will be too late.”

      “Then I’ll help you.”

      She looked up at him. “My father said I could trust your father. I am not so sure about you.”

      His reputation had preceded him, as it always did. The feckless, whoring, drunken younger son of one of England’s greatest. Only occasionally did he regret his ill repute. Only occasionally did it work against him. Like now.

      “I will help you, and I will not importune you in any way. You can trust me. Have you a plan?”

      She straightened. She hesitated, and then tucked her hand around his arm. “Tonight, I will raise the false flag. I will play the coward and faint. You may catch me if you will.” They proceeded up the stairs and at the top she stopped. “Please. No duels. I do not wish any more blood upon my conscience.”

      “Me? Duel? With whom? Carvelle?”

      She nodded.

      He released her hand, took a step back, and smiled. “I prefer to deal with villains in a more expedient way.”

      That did not cheer her as he'd hoped. Instead her mouth firmed more. Before she could speak the door opened and Penderbrook walked out with Charley’s sister, Perry.

      Charley made the introductions and watched Miss Kingsley attempt polite small talk. She was no better at it than his passionate, opinionated, intelligent sister, who quickly surmised a problem.

      “There you are, Grace.” Lady Kingsley barreled through the doors. “We have been looking all over for you. Where have you been?”

      Perry moved into her path before she could snatch up Miss Kingsley. “She was with me.” Perry smiled and pushed up her spectacles.

      She used them to ward off all the idiots after her grand dowry, but Charley knew she only fiddled with them like this when she was nervous.

      “I am most anxious to visit the Caribbean and Mexico someday. And, oh, my dear Miss Kingsley, I heard the news about your father’s ship. I feel certain the report must be mistaken. Why, how many times, Charley, did we receive word that Father was dead? And he wasn’t. And our brother’s wife, Sirena—her brother was reported dead, and it is a marvel how that turned out. You must not lose hope, Miss Kingsley.”

      Dear Perry. She was far too feeling for the bloodless ton, even the members who lurked around the fringes of high society.

      Miss Kingsley blinked tears that Charley decided were real.

      “You are so very kind.” She smiled up at Perry and slid the warm glance to Charley, briefly, briefly before it extinguished.

      His nerves tingled. Miss Kingsley might be making her first bows in London, but she’d been out in some kind of society before. At some time in her past, she’d practiced sending gentlemen that sort of look.

      And of course, she’d spent considerable time on a privateer’s ship.

      “We must go in now, Grace,” Lady Kingsley said through clenched teeth.

      Miss Kingsley stared up at Perry. “I shall never forget your kindness.”

      “Of course you won’t.” Perry squeezed both of her hands. “I shall remind you of it at every opportunity, when we shop, or go for ices, or to the theater. I cannot wait to meet your father when he returns, and I know my father will be delighted to meet you when he returns from Bath.”

      That was laying it on rather thickly. Somehow, his sister had sniffed out Miss Kingsley’s dilemma and was coming to her aid. If Perry had been born male, and if she exercised just a bit more daring, she’d be the true successor of Shaldon, the great manipulator.

      Perry sent him a smile. “Do you not agree, brother?”

      He leveled a gaze at Miss Kingsley. “I most certainly agree. In fact, I shall send Father a message. He might be able to do some good in searching out information on your father.”

      “You must not let them put these ideas into your head, Grace. Your father is dead. You must not hold onto false hope.” Lady Kingsley elbowed Perry aside. “I know you mean well, Lady Perpetua, but it is not kindness to keep our Grace in a state of impossible hope. Now we must go in. The world is waiting.”

      She led the girl off.

      “Nicely done, Perry,” he whispered, and shuffled off after the damsel in distress.

      

      Lady Kingsley steered her prisoner so quickly through the crowded dance floor she would have eluded a man with less experience chasing women.

      Earlier, he’d noted that this crowd of dandified coats and sprigged up muslins was not the smartest of the ton. Country nabobs, rising industrialists, and the sort of nagging noseys who expected a drama—and who were not to be disappointed tonight—populated the room. He saw only a few of Perry’s bluestocking friends, and none from the ranks of the foreign diplomatic corps.

      She’d nabbed him and Pender just as they’d been heading out for a round of their usual haunts, insisting she wanted to meet the young lady. Perhaps she really was considering escape from the traps of marriage and a voyage to the new world, in which case, their goals might align.

      He held that thought for later. The huntress and her prey had reached Lord Kingsley, and next to him, Carvelle stood in disdainful stillness. He couldn’t see her face, but Miss Kingsley’s back told an eloquent story.

      Oh, it was a lovely, creamy, straight back, and one could tell from the mound of hair arranged upon her head that once the pins were removed, an abundance of shiny dark silk would fall at least to her waist.

      Carvelle, he decided, would not be allowed to run his fingers through those tresses.

      He bowed his way past a clammy matron with a magnificent bosom, moving nearer. Lord Kingsley signaled and the music came to a sudden stop.

      “Ladies and gentlemen.” The man’s booming voice could halt a full stampede. No doubt his would be the loudest in the Lords if he bothered to speak up with an idea of his own.

      The crowd hushed and leaned closer. Charley jostled his way even nearer.

      Lady Kingsley turned her ward to face the crowd, and he could see a pale cheek, the corner of her full lips drawn down, eyelashes fluttering lower.

      Kingsley pushed back his wide shoulders and thrust out his ample belly, hands folded behind his back at parade rest. “I have an important announcement to make. No sense delaying. My ward here, my cousin, the late Captain Kingsley’s daughter, and Mr. Gregory Carvelle, are to be married.”

      Sharp breaths, murmurs and scattered applause broke out. Even this crowd knew it was wrong. Charley pushed his way through them.

      Carvelle reached for the lady. She rounded her shoulders squirming away.

      A step closer to Charley. Close enough that when she folded, it was he who caught her.
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      Graciela pulled her thin dressing gown tighter around her and shivered.

      The brush stroking through her hair stopped. “You tremble. It was less chilled in the nursery. Let us go and join Juan and Reina there.”

      Her maid’s rapid Spanish touched her heart as the clipped English of her guardians never could.

      “No wonder your papa left this country. There is not enough fuel in all of the universe to take the chill from this place.”

      And we would not be allowed to burn it even if we could find some. She had thought the absence of coal was because of Lord Kingsley’s financial difficulties, but since her father’s disappearance several weeks earlier, money had started to flow into this house.

      Her money. None of it had been spent to warm her bedchamber. Not even during the passage through the Straits of Magellan had she felt this cold.

      “Where is your other guardian?” the servant asked. “Why does he not come to help you?”

      She had asked only once about Lord Farnsworth, the other trustee designated by her father. The beatings had started after that.

      “I am sorry Papa has put you and Juan through this, Francisca.”

      The tortoiseshell brush clacked onto the scarred dressing table, the large vase of flowers there jumping and rattling. Wiry arms came around her and tugged her to a thin chest, Francisca’s thin bones pressed against her back. “Juan and I made a promise, and we would never leave you or Reina. We will not leave you to the mercy of this lord and his witch of a wife, that tlahuelpuchi. She will not gobble Reina for dinner when the moon is full. We will suffer through this together. You must leave their house soon, before she turns her stick on the little one. I know he is not a desirable man, but I have seen many girls survive bad spouses. We will be with you.”

      “I will not marry him. And if I did, there is no guarantee he would not send you and Reina away.”

      The older woman tensed. Francisca and her husband Juan had been with her since before she could remember. Uncertain of the inglés her mother was marrying, they had come along with the new bride, two proud meztisos who would never be servile enough for aristocrats of any country. Papa had always understood them and their loyalty. Papa was one of a kind.

      “How will we get away, then, and where will we go?”

      A distant murmur in the hallway raised an alarm within her.

      Graciela gripped both of the maid’s hands. “Did you come down in time to see the man who carried me into the parlor?”

      Francisca’s eyes narrowed. “Who is this man to you?”

      The voices drew closer. Soon the key would click within the lock. “He will help us. Listen. His father is Lord Shaldon. Papa said we could trust him. Lord Shaldon who has a grand house near Berkeley Square. Remember. Say it.”

      Francisca glanced to the door. “Lord Shaldon. Berkeley Square.”

      “Papa said he will help us. Papa said go to him if ever I have need.”

      Francisca’s eyes glinted and her mouth set in the fierce line of her Yaqui warrior forebears. “Shaldon. Berkley Square.”

      “Tell the servants here that Lord Kingsley ordered you, Juan, and Reina away, tonight, and then leave with the clothes on your back. Wrap Reina in her shawl so she will be comforted and sleep, and go, before they realize you are escaping.”

      She saw the maid’s hesitation.

      “They will throw Reina into the street. You must save her.” The key slipped the lock and she rushed on. “Tell Juan he must get her away. The streets are not safe for a child alone. Do whatever it takes to make him go with you.”

      The door flew open and Lord Kingsley’s bulk filled the doorway of her bedchamber.

      He had come himself this time. Graciela shot to her feet. “How dare you.”

      Her voice shook and she hated it. Papa would not be so weak. It was the fault of resorting to womanly devices, fainting when she should fight.

      But no, hadn’t Papa outrun his enemies when his powder was low and the sickness was high? On several occasions he’d even run up a flag that was not his own.

      But he had done it with strength, and a plan, and never with sniveling.

      “How dare I?” Kingsley crossed the room in two strides. She saw his lady behind him, still in her green gown. They’d neither of them changed. And the lady held the dreaded cane.

      The flesh on Graciela’s back rippled. Thin and supple, this cane was not meant to support a woman, but to break a girl. And this time, with Lord Kingsley wielding the switch, it would be no minor swatting.

      “Get out,” Kingsley shouted at Francisca.

      Francisca could take a beating, that Graciela knew. She’d seen the marks from something long, long ago, before Francisca came to serve Mama.

      A ship captain’s daughter could survive also. Had she not seen a man flogged when Papa’d had no other choice? She’d sneaked up on deck to watch, biting back her own terror, amazed at the rebellious sailor’s refusal to scream. Had he screamed, surely the lashes would have been less, would have hurt less—Papa was not like this cousin of his, taking pleasure in giving pain.

      She hugged Francisca tightly and set her lips to her ear. “Get Juan. Save the child. Go to the Lord’s house right now. I will join you.” Neither Kingsley or his lady had any Spanish, yet she whispered.

      Francisca had seen the cane, and she balked.

      Kingsley pulled back his fist and Graciela dodged in front of the maid. The blow glanced over her jaw, sending her into the dressing table. Brushes and bottles flew to the floor, lavender scent wafting up in a cloud.

      “Not in the face,” Lady Kingsley squawked.

      “For all that is holy, go before he tries to kill you all,” Graciela shouted in rapid Spanish. “You know what to do. I must give them their pound of flesh. Do not turn back. Do not ask the neighbors for help. Do not let yourselves be taken. Save the child.”

      Francisca’s mouth firmed and she nodded.

      Her guardian crowded closer, his gaze bouncing from the maid to Graciela, his thick scowl darkening. He probably thought she was cursing him.

      Lady Kingsley grabbed her husband’s arm and tugged him back, and Francisca was gone.

      She fisted her hands and fought for a breath. She must buy the maid time to convince Juan, gather the child, and get away. She must not scream, else Juan would want to barge in.

      She rubbed her cheek where the blow had struck. Whether it would bruise, she did not know. She hoped it would, enough so that none of Lady Kingsley’s paint would cover it. Then she would not have to go to their stupid parties.

      “Shall I remove the dressing gown for my next beating?” she asked.

      “You spoiled, spiteful, disrespectful girl. My husband took you in when no one else would.”

      “Are you not the head of the Kingsley family, Lord Kingsley? My papa told me it is what heads of families are supposed to do. He told me it would be no trouble as he would provide you with money for my care.”

      “And that is what his lordship is doing. Arranging a good marriage for you.”

      “My papa promised I would never be forced to marry against my will. And I do not wish to marry that man.”

      Lord Kingsley snatched the cane from his wife’s hand. “You will marry Gregory Carvelle.” He slapped the wood against his palm.

      She drew in a long breath. “There are men in my country who beat their wives and the children entrusted to their care.” And their servants, but she would not mention that. No need to put ideas into their heads, not until Francisca got away.

      “This is your country now.”

      This cold, disdainful place? Never. “But my papa did not respect those men. He sometimes had to beat one of his crew. But beating a woman, he said, is the work of a coward.”

      His lordship advanced, and she stepped behind a chair.

      “I must say this, Lord Kingsley, so we know where we stand. My papa, when he returns—”

      “He’s dead,” Lady Kingsley said. “Captain Llewellyn has made port in Falmouth and will—”

      “Shut up, Blanche,” Kingsley said.

      She caught her breath, hope stirring, as Lady Kingsley spluttered.

      “Your father is most assuredly dead,” Kingsley said.

      She stood taller. “No one has found a body, have they? When my papa returns, when he learns of your beatings, he will not resort to lawsuits or legal proceedings. He will take that cane and use it on you, my lord.”

      Lord Kingsley’s face grew impossibly redder. Perhaps she could coax him into an apoplexy right here in her bedchamber. In all the confusion, she could easily get away.

      “I have seen him do such to men who would harm me or my mother. He will not call you out to a duel of honor, for there is no honor in a man who would beat a ward in his care.”

      The cane swung and she ducked and ran, hopping upon the bed.

      “Especially not a ward whose money he was making free use of.”

      Lady Kingsley had circled the bed. She was trapped.

      “You, he will not beat, Lady Kingsley, but you will wish that he had.”

      Thwack.

      She jumped away from the cane.

      “I gather that Carvelle’s lust is for my money and not my person.” She gasped as the cane struck her leg. “Careful. You must not prevent me from walking the aisle of your despicable English church.”

      She hopped to the footboard and over it. A blow landed on her back.

      “Not so hard,” her ladyship shouted. A dispute erupted between the two of them, and the next blow was softer.

      She had said her piece. She must give them their blood so the others had time to escape. She must hold their attention.

      With the next crack, sharp pain laced her skin and she bit back a scream. The next one carved deeper, stung harder. A hand clamped her shoulder and tugged at her robe, ripping the thin silk while she clung to the footboard, like that sailor on Papa’s ship, tied to the mast.

      Squeezing her eyes and lips shut, she held on, enduring. She must save the people she loved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get your gloomy self up from my sofa and share my toast.” Penderbrook’s voice pierced the fog in Charley’s head.

      When he opened his eyes, his friend waved to him from the table. The aroma of coffee wafted to him, and he sat up. Penderbrook’s small, comfortable drawing room was strewn with papers and books, and carelessly discarded clothing.

      Some of the clothing was his. He’d shed his coats, and his shirt bloused over his trousers. “Am I drunk?” he asked.

      “Not very. Nor was I. You were no fun last night, Everly. That funk you were in was a bore. I’m sure the lady is out of range of your concern now. Whatever scolding she was to have has already taken place. Come and eat.”

      Details of the night before came to him. Miss Kingsley had been dead weight in his arms, a very vital, nubile, soul-stirring dead weight. Her guardian’s red face and bulging veins had left no doubt of her fate. Yet, he’d gone along with Perry elbowing him aside to offer her own assistance while Penderbrook pulled him away.

      And from a distance, Carvelle’s glare had followed him. Hostile before, he would now be an avowed enemy.

      Damn, damn, damn. As sure as Charley was, at least most of the time, a gentleman, Carvelle was not getting that girl.

      He hoisted himself up and took a sip of the coffee set out for him, his fog clearing more.

      There was something murky about the whole arrangement of Miss Kingsley’s life and impending marriage. His funk after they left the ball had been the result of the great matter of thinking through the facts.

      He was a ponderer, not a good trait for a spy—and he had a few scars to prove it—but it would do for a diplomat. Someday, he would sit in a tropical office, an ocean breeze blowing over him from the veranda doors, a domesticated lizard staring down at him from the whitewashed wall, while he sipped a rum-laced beverage and considered some treaty or other.

      Perhaps that was what Captain Kingsley was doing now. Miss Kingsley was right—he might be alive. The report of a rich father’s demise at sea could be easily arranged. In Kingsley’s case another privateer had limped into a port with the news of the Captain’s death on his sinking ship. And almost as soon as Lord Kingsley had learned of it, he’d set that great ball and the engagement in motion.

      The girl had reason to be angry.

      “No need to dress.” Penderbrook waved a hand over his own attire, a dark dressing gown.

      Penderbrook’s all-around manservant—valet, butler, and footman—entered, carrying a covered tray. The scent of meat wafted up and drew his thoughts away from the lady.

      “You’re a good man, Pender.”

      “And perhaps I’ll need a loan next quarter day.” Penderbrook slid a news sheet over to him and pointed to a column of print. “How quickly they get out this drivel.”

      Charley squinted at the paper. It was a scandal sheet, and the breathless text told the story of an unnamed and reluctant heiress fainting dead away at her own betrothal ball. The paper noted that the handsome young man who had caught the swooner was not her intended, but a notorious man about town with whom she had been seen entering the ballroom from the garden.

      He cursed and tossed the paper aside.

      A plate of food slid toward him. “Eat. You'll think more clearly.”

      Charley rose and found his shoes and his coats.

      “Off your feed, Everly? This girl has struck a chord within you. Are you perhaps smitten?”

      He took a deep breath and finished buttoning his waistcoat. This is the want of a rod. Which I have not spared.

      He had a very good memory. “They are beating her into this, Pender.”

      Penderbrook dropped his fork. “Surely not?” His eyes narrowed. “Or...” His mouth firmed. “Whatever you are planning, count me in.”
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        * * *

      

      Lloyd, the family’s long-time butler, opened the door of the Shaldon townhouse for Charley and wished him a good morning.

      He had hoped to slip in unobtrusively, but it was just as well. “I need to send an express to Lord Shaldon,” he said. “I will be but a few minutes.”

      “Certainly, sir. But perhaps—Lady Perpetua has already sent Lord Shaldon and Lord Bakeley urgent messages earlier this morning.”

      Squeals, like the shrieks of a cat-fight, raced through the hall. The sound had emanated from one of the chambers at the back of the large Shaldon townhouse. He raised an eyebrow at the butler.

      “Lady Perpetua is in the morning room, waiting for you.”

      With a cat? Before he could ask, the butler disappeared.

      Charley strode down the hallway, nodding at bowing footmen and curtseying maids, more servants than were needed to dust, mop, and shine. The hair on his neck prickled.

      None of Shaldon House’s servants were simple domestics, and a great many more of them than usual were up and about early.

      Another loud shriek quickened his pace. He pushed through the door.

      Perry, her skirts rucked up, her hair bedraggled, her spectacles missing, sat on the floor. And he sensed another presence in the corner, but before he could look, a bundle of dark hair rushed him and latched onto his leg, bursting with cackling laughter.

      It was a child, less than knee-height. It turned up its chin and stared up at him, brown eyes shining. A grin split its face, revealing a scattering of tiny white teeth.

      It was a very pretty child. With flowing dark curls and short skirts over miniature black boots, it could be either a female or an unbreeched male.

      It hugged his leg tighter and settled a cheek on his calf. With that affectionate gesture and that wicked, winsome grin, this must be a female.

      “Charley.” Perry pushed to her feet. “Oh, Charley, I’m so glad you’re home.”

      “Cha,” the child said. “Cha. Cha. Cha.” She unlatched from his leg and reached her arms up.

      A thin, foreign-looking woman, the dark wraith from the corner, moved into his vision, beckoning the child. “Reina.”

      Queen. A prickling within sent blood accelerating and pounding into his ears. His mind raced through the facts, the possibilities and the actions needed. No wonder Perry had called for Father and their brother Bakeley.

      Charley scooped up the little one. “You are very noisy.”

      She chortled, stuffed her fist in her mouth, and began to gnaw.

      “I take her, my lord,” the thin woman said.

      Thin and older. Perhaps fifty. She must be the child’s nanny, a native servant brought along. And whose child was this? No one had said.

      “I am not a lord,” Charley said. “I am a simple mister.”

      Drool leaked down the chubby wrist and dampened his sleeve. She smiled, tucked her head down on his shoulder, wriggled her bottom, and sighed.

      The nanny’s frown tightened.

      “Is Miss Kingsley all right?” he asked.

      The woman bit down on her thin lip, and a tremble went through her.

      “She is not,” Perry said. “I’ve sent for Father. And I intend to call on Miss Kingsley as soon as is decent. With Sirena gone, I could ask Paulette to accompany me, but I had rather not involve her just yet.”

      Their eldest brother Bink’s wife, Paulette, was expecting again.

      “Will you come along with me?” Perry asked.

      “I’m not sure I should allow you into that house.”

      “Try to stop me, brother.”

      He glanced down at the little girl. Her eyes had closed. She was fair on to napping. He could hand her off to the anxious nanny, but hanging onto her would cure any reticence toward answering questions. Children were excellent leverage.

      “Señora,” he began. He spoke to her in the Castilian Spanish he’d learned in his travels, possibly an accent different from her own, but she would surely understand it better than his English. “What is your name?”

      The dark eyes lit. “I am Francisca. My husband is Juan. We have served Graciela all of her life.”

      Miss Kingsley’s father had not left her entirely friendless. “And where is your husband?”

      “He has gone back. He had to go back. He will linger around the mews to see what he may learn.”

      “Did Lord Kingsley send you away?”

      She shook her head and her eyes shimmered.

      In his experience, many women used tears as a tool. These looked authentic.

      With a deep frown, she squeezed them back. “She did. Graciela did. To save the child. She said we must take Reina and come to your father. She said he will help her.” She gritted her teeth, her fingers curling into fists. “The Lord came to beat her himself this time. That man, that big fat devil. When the Captain comes he will kill him. Lord or no, cousin or no, he will kill him, or my Juan will.”

      Or I will. Blood churning, Charley’s hand firmed around the child’s bottom, and the little one squirmed. He eased in a breath, softening his hold.

      The maid’s fierceness collapsed also, and she swayed on her feet. Deep, large eyes were ringed with shadows. She’d likely been up all night and needed some rest. He’d need to convince her the child would be safe in the hands of the Shaldon servants while she slept. But before that, he needed every bit of knowledge she and her husband could provide of the Kingsley home and Graciela’s location therein.

      “Let us all sit,” he said.

      The woman reached for the baby, but he freed a hand and held it up.

      “Let her be for now. I believe she’s asleep.” He took a seat. “Perry, send someone to fetch Juan.”

      Perry slipped out the door, and he led the maid to a chair. “Please sit. And tell me everything. Leave nothing out. I must know every aspect of the lady’s day and where they will be keeping her.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      “She’s not here.” Perry glided into the empty space next to Charley.

      He’d been quite alone at the center of this society rout, being avoided by the stuffier sort and the young virgins they guarded. Rakes and rogues—people in his league—hadn’t been on the guest list, apparently.

      But Perry had received an invitation, and once they’d established that the Kingsleys—who hadn’t been at home to Perry that day—would attend, he’d determined to escort her.

      Perry greeted a passing dowager, as Penderbrook stepped up to join them.

      Charley nodded at the older woman and grinned when she cut him and moved on.

      “Yet I saw him and his lady,” Charley said. The big fat devil and his wife had arrived in a new coach. He’d overheard two of the matrons buzzing about the coach’s mahogany trim and silk shades.

      “Yes. The word is Miss Kingsley was not feeling well enough to attend. And I have not seen Carvelle.”

      Carvelle was not in attendance, nor Miss Kingsley. The skin on his neck twitched, and he caught Penderbrook’s eye.

      “Do you suppose...” Perry’s voice cracked. She took a deep breath.

      She didn’t need to express the worry. It electrified the air around them. In fact, alarm bells were now clanging in his head.

      “Shall we be off?” Penderbrook asked.

      “Excellent idea. Will you escort Perry home?”

      Perry’s lips firmed, and he sighed.

      “Fine. But promise you’ll do as I say.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As soon as the elderly maid had tucked her into her bed and clicked the lock on her door, Graciela rose, relit her candle, and dressed herself in her most practical gown. She rummaged in her trunk for the pair of pantalones that she had worn under her dresses during parts of her sea voyage, pulled them on, and then fastened her half boots. She found the pouch with her jewelry and coins and her mother’s slim volume of sonnets, stowed both deep in a pocket, and tied her hair back with a ribbon.

      The lovely large Spanish prayer book her father had given her before his departure lay under her pillow. Her eyes clouded as she unfastened the hasp, remembering the words and instructions he’d bestowed with this gift.

      She pressed her fists to her eyes and forced the tears back. There was no time for remembering.

      The lovely sheathed dagger slipped easily from its hidden space in the spine. She kissed it and tucked it into the sash at her waist.

      Then she pulled on her heaviest pelisse, and sorted through her box of hairpins for her picks.

      This lock she had not mastered, simply because of interruptions. It could not be so hard. Juan had explained the mechanics mere days ago, after the first time she’d found the door locked, and he’d provided her with tools that he promised would work. With the Kingsleys gone, she would have plenty of time.

      She went to the door, setting her ear against it. Some Kingsley forebear in the distant past—one more like her father, perhaps—had built this house solidly. The thick door was no exception. The house had been quiet for some time, the servants off to their final tasks or to bed. They were not entirely a bad sort, the Kingsley servants. The gray-haired maid helping her tonight was hard of hearing and should have been pensioned off long ago, but she had gasped at Graciela’s back, and whispered that Juan had been seen in the mews. If that was so, then he had got Reina and Francisca to safety.

      That was something, anyway.

      She knelt before the door and began to work. After several minutes, she heard a muffled step. An odor seeped under the door and she sprang to her feet, pocketed her picks, and ran for the darkest corner of the room, by her washstand, grabbing a heavy dark shawl from the bedcoverings as she passed, and shrouding herself.

      Heart pounding, she held her breath and rested her hand on the hilt of the dagger. Dios. Even the man’s cologne smelled of rot.

      She might hang. These ingleses stole all of a woman’s money upon marriage and were not any more sanguine about a woman defending herself than the rankest of dons, or pirates for that matter.

      The door opened and closed, and he filled the room, tainting it.

      Anger sparked through her. She did not care if they hanged her. She would have a trial first. She would stand at the King’s bench and tell of his lordship’s beatings. And then shame, shame on these cold people so lacking in honor.

      A numbness started in her hands, and she squeezed it down, remembering her father’s lessons. Stab here, to kill a man, and here to disarm him, and here, so that he will never hurt another woman. For this man, it would be all three.

      Had not her mother and Consuela shown her how a woman could do hard things?

      Her candle rested on her dressing table near to the door. He held another in his hand and approached the bed. Diabolical he was, the candle showing the craters and planes of his face, his crooked nose. Her own nose rebelled at the smell of him, and she pressed her lips together, holding her breath.

      She had not taken the time to arrange the bedding. Ah, but it would have been a short-lived feint anyway.

      His lips, those thin twisted things, curled up revealing broken teeth, discolored, even in this light.

      Her muscles tensed like the hard blade at her waist. Her vision tunneled, her gaze meeting his. The ugly slash widened.

      Under her wrappings, she eased the dagger out.

      “Not in your bed, Grace?” He moved closer, his gaze sweeping over her. “And dressed. Hmm.”

      Get out of my bedchamber. She clamped her lips shut on the words. There was no Lady Kingsley behind him to manage his ire. To pump up his greater strength with anger would not be wise.

      This time, she must let her blade speak her anger.

      “It is very cold in this room,” she said.

      The leer widened. “I have come to warm you.”

      His foul breath swarmed around her and she bumped into the washstand, grabbing the pitcher with her free hand and steadying it.

      It was a heavy, well-made, rustic thing, and there was still water within.

      “I should prefer some coals in the grate.”

      He chuckled. “No coals, my dear. Just my blackened, devious heart tonight.”

      “I think not. You must wait for the wedding night.”

      “The wedding night. Oh ho. Because why? We both know your innocence is not part of the package.”

      She froze. Reina. He was thinking of Reina. Lord and Lady Kingsley had eyed the child askance, but even after the news arrived about Papa’s disappearance they had not dared to contradict what they thought was a fiction, that Reina was the daughter of her mother’s dearest friend.

      She did not have to feign indignation. “What?”

      “You have got your bastard safely away, I hear. And here you stand, boots and all under that large covering, planning to go and join her.”

      “She is not my bastard. And it was Lord Kingsley who sent her and my servants away. I am worried sick about them.”

      “I think you are lying on all counts
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