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Prologue



The First Royal Dragoons
 Maguilla, Spain
 June 11, 1812

Captain Sullivan James Waring ducked low along his mount’s neck just as a rifle ball whistled past his head. The French continued their retreat, but they weren’t making the English advance an easy one. Guiding his chestnut gelding, Salty, with his knees, Sullivan reloaded his pistol as he and nearly seven hundred members of the combined First Royal Dragoons and the Third Dragoon Guards pounded across the rolling Spanish plain.

“Sullivan! What the devil is Slade doing?” the rider just to his right shouted.

“Advancing seven miles past any assistance,” Sullivan replied grimly, not certain Captain Phineas Bromley could even hear him over the gunfire and pounding hooves. He sent a glance back over his shoulder at the men and horses under his command. The line was ragged, and the horses tiring. And General Slade continued to gallop along in front of them.


The six hundred French mounts ahead of him were tiring, as well, but it was hardly a compensation. Seven miles behind them they’d left a hundred or so French captives with a handful of dragoons to watch them—a victory and a damned fine bounty by anyone’s measure. Continuing this pursuit so far beyond any reinforcements was mad. With the village of Maguilla and the broken ground of a riverbed coming into view ahead of them, it was beginning to look suicidal.

“Close ranks!” he bellowed.

Another rider angled toward him. “At this pace,” Major Lord Bramwell Lowry Johns contributed breathlessly, “in three days we’ll reach the coast and then be able to swim home to Dover.”

“We’ll never live that long,” Sullivan returned, blinking dust from his eyes. “That’s Maguilla up ahead. You outrank Phin and me, Bram. If you can catch General Slade, you might remind him that the bulk of the French cavalry is out here somewhere.”

The major began to reply, then flinched sideways as his black watering cap flew back off his head. “They’ve shot my bloody hat off, the bastards!” Bram took aim, fired his pistol, and dropped one of the French cavalrymen ahead of them. “Take that, you brigands!”

The French might be brigands, but the Royal Dragoons had their own troubles. A hundred feet ahead of them General Slade waved his saber in the air, yelling as he had been for the past ten minutes. “Haste, haste! Gallop, damn you!” The black horse hairs on his hat trailed behind him like a bloody parade streamer.

“That man is the worst officer I’ve ever seen,” Sullivan grunted, beginning to see why they’d had to make it a punishable offense to shoot one’s own commanding officer.

They pounded over a low rise, twelve hundred French and English cavalry stretched out over nearly a quarter mile. Ahead the ramshackle town of Maguilla looked deserted, as did the broken, tree-dotted riverbank beyond.

“This is not good,” Phin shouted, echoing Sullivan’s own assessment.

“Take the right flank,” Bram ordered Phin, abruptly serious as he signaled for his men to fall to the left.

Spread out as they were, flanking maneuvers at best would keep them from being surprised from behind. Waving an arm forward, Sullivan kept his own men pounding up the middle behind the general. “Idiot,” he muttered. At least Slade hadn’t stopped the charge to adjust his stirrups this time, like he’d done last month at Corunna, but the current insanity didn’t seem to be much of an improvement.

The French dragoons slowed as they reached the outskirts of the town. Sullivan lifted his pistol, accelerating as Slade stopped, the dimwit probably surprised that the chase was ending. “Arrêtez!” he yelled, focusing his attention on the nearest of the green-coated officers.

At the same moment he heard Phin’s distinctive bellow. “Fall back! Fall back, for God’s sake!”

He looked to the right just as a barrage of pistol and rifle fire nearly took off his head. Charging over the lip of the riverbank looked to be an entire regiment of green-jacketed dragoons, all of them firing into the mass of British cavalry. Christ. The French Seventeenth had been waiting for them.

“Covering fire!” He aimed beyond Phin’s retreating dragoons and fired off his pistol. One of the Frogs hit the ground, but he barely took the time to note it. The right flank, made up of two hundred of the First Royal Dragoons, was disintegrating.

He wheeled Salty to see that most of the left flank was leading the way back in the direction they’d come. Bram waded his bay against the current, rejoining him. “I knew I should have stayed in bed this morning,” the Duke of Levonzy’s second son panted, shoving his pistol into his waistband and pulling his saber.

“Maybe we’ll find your hat on the way back,” Sullivan grunted. A dismounted greencoat grabbed for Salty’s bridle. Sullivan kicked him in the face, and the Frog flew backward to the ground, where he stayed. “Where’s Phin?”

Wheeling again, he spotted Viscount Quence’s younger brother. The captain was on the ground, his bay floundering half on top of him, with the French dragoons cutting a swath toward him through the fleeing English. Without thinking, Sullivan spurred Salty. The chestnut charged forward, right into the French line. Sullivan sliced out with his saber, feeling the wrench and tug as steel met flesh.

“Phin!”

Phineas Bromley staggered to his feet as Sullivan reached him. Kicking a boot out of his stirrup to provide a foothold, he reached down a hand, grabbed Phin’s wrist, and hauled backward. The captain swung up behind him. Salty stumbled sideways as he adjusted to the additional weight, and then they were off back the way they’d come, Bram flanking them and yelling obscenities in French as General Slade passed by them, still yelling.

“Fifty pounds to any man who’ll stand and fight with me! Fifty pounds!”

Bram muttered something that sounded like, “Bloody stupid muggins,” but Sullivan couldn’t be certain.

“My thanks, Sully!” Phin shouted in his ear.

“No need. My mother wants to paint your portrait, remember? You can’t get killed before you’re immortalized.”

Something burned hot and wet into his left shoulder. Sullivan slammed backward, nearly knocking Phin off of Salty’s back behind him.

“Sully? Sullivan!”

His vision blurred. The last thing he remembered was Phin reaching around him for the reins, and Bram moving in to grab his left shoulder and keep him upright. And then everything went dark.









Chapter 1



London
 One year later

It was moments like this that Sullivan Waring was struck by what a difference a year had made in his life. Whatever the circumstances that had brought him to this point, being shot in the shoulder now seemed to have been the best of it.

Sullivan tied the black half-mask across his eyes and sank into the shadows at the base of the house, squatting between the white wall and a low stand of thorny shrubs. He knew how the clocks and calendars of the London aristocracy ran, and so he’d waited until well past midnight to come calling. Tonight was about revenge. And it had the added benefit of being dangerous.

The last light went out upstairs, but he remained motionless for another ten minutes. He had time, and the more soundly the residents slept, the better for him. Finally, as Mayfair’s scattered church bells chimed three times in ragged unison, he stirred.

The information Lord Bramwell Johns had given him was inevitably reliable, though he had to question the motives of a man who sold out his own kind for no better reason than boredom. Still, he and Bram owed their lives to one another many times over, and he trusted the Duke of Levonzy’s son. Bram had never betrayed him. He couldn’t say the same for his own so-called father, the Marquis of Dunston.

Of course, the marquis probably had his own complaints lately. With a grim smile Sullivan stood. Tomorrow Dunston would find he had even more about which to be privately ashamed, and that was the point of the evening. Sullivan hefted the shoeing hammer in his right hand and jammed the narrower end between the window frame and its sill beside him. With one hard wrench the two separated. He dropped the hammer onto the ground and shoved the window open far enough for him to slip inside.

He’d passed by the Mayfair, London, home of the Marquis of Darshear at least once a week both before his sojourn to the Peninsula and in the six months since his return. As he made his way silently around the tasteful furniture of the morning room, he smiled again. He was inside Lord Darshear’s house, now, but he doubted he would ever enter through the front door. Nor would he ever care to. He didn’t approve of the marquis’ taste in friends. One friend in particular.

It was one thing to be a bastard, he reflected, and quite another to be treated like one, and by his own sire. Well, he could dole out as good as he got. Better, even. And the best part of his nocturnal sojourn was that while no one else knew what was going on, the Marquis of Dunston did. He was fairly certain Dunston’s pretty, legitimate progeny did, as well, or he would hope the marquis had been forced into confessing it to his eldest son by now. And there wasn’t a bloody thing Dunston or the precious Viscount Tilden could do about it. Well, they could read the local newspapers and be alarmed at what they’d unleashed on their unsuspecting peers, but nothing more than that.

Sullivan tucked an ugly porcelain dove figurine into one of his voluminous pockets and made his way to the door that opened from the sitting room into the main foyer. There he paused again, listening.

Nothing stirred, but then Bram had informed him that the Chalsey family had spent the evening at the Garring soiree. Even the servants would be fast asleep by now.

Crossing through the foyer, he turned down the main hallway, which would open onto the breakfast room, with probably an office or another sitting room and then the kitchen beyond. He didn’t need to go that far. Just opposite the breakfast room doorway, he found what he’d come for.

“There you are,” he murmured, his heart beating faster as he ran a finger along the gold-leaf frame. An original Francesca W. Perris painting, done back just after she’d married William Perris and left behind her maiden name of Waring. Back when she’d raised him in a small house just outside of London, back when she’d promised him that even though his father might not be able to acknowledge him legally, he still had a heritage—hers.

Except that Francesca Waring Perris had died at about the same time he’d been wounded in Spain, though he hadn’t learned that news until weeks later. And then he had returned home a handful of months ago to find that while he’d been good enough to fight for Britain as an officer, in the eyes of the law he had no standing at all. Not when George Sullivan, the Marquis of Dunston, claimed that all of Francesca Perris’s property belonged to him. She had, after all, been his tenant for the past thirty years.

Sullivan clenched his fist, then shook his hands loose again. Memories, revenge fantasies, could all wait. At the moment he was in the home of someone who’d probably never met his mother, but who had bought or accepted one of her paintings from Dunston’s hand. He didn’t care whether it had been a purchase or a gift. All he cared was that by sunrise it would be his again. His heritage, his inheritance. His. And Dunston would hear about this latest theft and pray that no one else made the connection.

He grabbed a second small painting from some other obscure artist off the wall for good measure, then stripped the lace table runner from the hall table and wrapped both paintings in it. A small crystal bowl and the silver salver from the same table went into his pockets as well. Then he tucked the paintings under his arm and turned back toward the front of the house. And stopped dead.

A woman stood between him and the morning room. At first he thought he’d fallen asleep outside the house and was dreaming—her long blonde hair, blue-tipped by moonlight, fell around her shoulders like water. Her slender, still figure was silhouetted in the dim light from the front window, her white night rail shimmering and nearly transparent. She might as well have been nude.

If he’d been dreaming, though, she would have been naked. Half expecting her to melt away into the moonlight, Sullivan remained motionless. In the thick shadows beneath the stairs he had to be nearly invisible. If she hadn’t seen him, then—

“What are you doing in my house?” she asked. Her voice shook; she was mortal after all.

If he said the wrong thing or moved too abruptly, she would scream. And then he would have a fight on his hands. While he didn’t mind that, it might prevent him from leaving with the painting—and that was his major goal. Except that she still looked…ethereal in the darkness, and he couldn’t shake the sensation that he was caught in a luminous waking dream. “I’m here for a kiss,” he said.

She looked from his masked face to the bundle beneath his arm. “Then you have very bad eyesight, because that is not a kiss.”

Grudgingly, despite being occupied with figuring a way to leave with both his skin and the painting, he had to admit that she had her wits about her. Even in the dark, alone, and faced with a masked stranger. “Perhaps I’ll have both, then.”

“You’ll have neither. Put that back and leave, and I shan’t call for assistance.”

He took a slow step toward her. “You shouldn’t warn me of your intentions,” he returned, keeping his voice low, uncertain why he bothered to banter with her. “I could be on you before you draw another breath.”

Her step backward matched his second one forward. “Now who’s warning whom?” she asked. “Get out.”

“Very well.” He gestured for her to move aside, quelling the baser part of him that wanted her to remove that flimsy, useless night rail from her body so he could run his hands across her soft skin.

“Without the paintings.”

“No.”

“They aren’t yours. Put them back.”

One of them was his, but Sullivan wasn’t about to say that aloud. “No. Be glad I’m willing to leave without the kiss, and step aside.”

Actually, the idea of kissing her was beginning to seem less mad than it had at first. Perhaps it was the moonlight, or the late hour, or the buried excitement he always felt at being somewhere in secret, of doing something that a year ago he would never even have contemplated, or the fact that he’d never seen a mouth as tempting as hers.

“Then I’m sorry. I gave you a chance.” She drew a breath.

Moving fast, Sullivan closed the distance between them. Grabbing her shoulder with his free hand, he yanked her up against him, then leaned down and covered her mouth with his.

She tasted like surprise and warm chocolate. He’d expected the surprise, counted on it to stop her from yelling. But the shiver running down his spine at the touch of her soft lips to his stunned him. So did the way her hands rose to touch his face in return. Sullivan broke away, offering her a jaunty grin and trying to hide the way he was abruptly out of breath. “I seem to have gotten everything I came for after all,” he murmured, and brushed past her to unlatch and open the front door.

Outside, he collected his hammer and then hurried down the street to where his horse waited. Closing the paintings into the flat leather pouch he’d brought for the purpose, he swung into the saddle. “Let’s go, Achilles,” he said, and the big black stallion broke into a trot.

After ten thefts, he’d become an expert in anticipating just about anything. That was the first time, though, that he’d stolen a kiss. Belatedly he reached up to remove his mask. It was gone.

His blood froze. That kiss—that blasted kiss—had distracted him more than he’d realized. And now someone had seen his face. “Damnation.”

 

“And what would I do at home, Phillip?” Lady Isabel Chalsey asked her older brother as they descended from the family’s coach. “Cower beneath my bed?”


Phillip, Earl Chalsey, frowned at her, tugging at his sleeves as he always did when he was distracted. “You came face-to-face with a burglar, Tibby. The Mayfair Marauder, no doubt. That is not an everyday occurrence.”

“Precisely. I can’t wait to tell absolutely everyone about it. Which is why you should be taking me to Bond Street and not to look at silly horses. None of my friends will be here, because they are shopping.”

“When you jumped into the coach you knew I was going to Tattersall’s. You didn’t have to join me.”

“Yes, I did, because I think Mama wants to send me to a nunnery now for my own safety.”

“You’ve being overly dramatic again. And I wonder if you would be so flippant if it was your things that went missing instead of Mother and Father’s.”

For a moment she considered informing him that her virtue had nearly gone missing, but she didn’t want a reputation for kissing intruders. Or Marauders, rather. “Hardly anything went missing at all. And truthfully, I’m not a bit upset that that silly dove of Mama’s is gone. But I’m not being flippant. Or dramatic.”

“Do tell. Next you’ll be saying that the Marauder had you at swordpoint or something.”

“Ooh, that does sound terrifying, doesn’t it?”

“Tibby.”

Isabel took Phillip’s arm as they entered the grounds of Tattersall’s. Ordinarily she would have preferred to remain home rather than attend the horse auctions, but after hours of listening to her mother bemoaning the loss of her various trinkets and growing faint every time she thought about the danger her daughter had been in, Isabel had had enough. Thank goodness she hadn’t mentioned that the thief had kissed her, or she wouldn’t have to imagine her fate. Her parents would have sent her back home to Burling in Cornwall for her own safety—or her virtue—and she would miss the rest of the Season.

She should have felt terrorized, she supposed, and she had been frightened half out of her wits when she’d slipped downstairs for an apple and he’d been standing there in the middle of the hallway. In that dark coat and black half-mask he’d looked like a demon—but he’d sounded like something else entirely. Not a ruffian, certainly. And his eyes had glittered green in the moonlight. His face when she’d removed his mask…No, not a demon at all.

“I’m not being dramatic,” she said again, when she realized her brother was expecting her to feel chastised. “Not terribly so. I know I might have been injured. But I wasn’t, and if I wish to talk about it with my friends and if it makes me feel braver to make it into an adventure, then I suppose I have that right.”

“Yes, I suppose you do,” he conceded grudgingly. “I only wish something more useful than a topic of conversation had come from this calamity. If you’d seen his face, Bow Street might finally be able to stop these thefts,” Lord Chalsey commented. “You know we’re at least the tenth house in Mayfair to be robbed over the past six weeks. The Marauder has everyone panicked.”

Men. “Now you want me to have seen his face?” she returned. “I thought I was supposed to close my eyes or faint.”

Phillip slowed, bringing her to a stop beside him. “I do not understand you, Tibby,” he grumbled, his brown eyes somber. “This was serious. Confronting a thief in your own home—”

“It made me angry,” she interrupted, beginning to wish that he would change the subject, after all. “If I’d been a man, I would have shot him or something, I’m sure. But since I wasn’t armed, all I can do now is turn it into an amusing tale and pretend it didn’t bother me. It’s over, anyway. Crying now seems like a waste of time.”

Her older brother patted her hand where it lay over his arm. “You’re correct. And you’re safe, while we’ve lost nothing but a pair of paintings and a few trinkets, however much Mother may claim to cherish them. If you hadn’t awakened when you did, we might have lost more. So if you want to go to Bond Street to gossip this afternoon, I will escort you. But I only say that now that you’re safe.”

Safe and a little befuddled. No, her thief hadn’t spoken or looked like a ruffian, nor had he kissed like one—not that she’d kissed any ruffians before. And there had been something else, as well. The way he’d so carefully wrapped one of those paintings, as though it were a Rubens and not a minor work of a minor artist. As though it were precious to him.

“Ah, there he is,” Phillip said with a smile, increasing his pace. “He’s absolutely champion.”

Isabel shook herself and looked out at the teeming crowd of horses, breeders, trainers, grooms, and hopeful buyers and spectators. “Who is?”

“Not a person who. A horse who.” Phillip pointed. “Over there. The bay. Sullivan Waring’s stable. Bram Johns is there. Oh, by Jupiter. He’s standing with Waring himself.”

She spotted Lord Bramwell; in his typical stark black attire with his coal-black hair and eyes, the Duke of Levonzy’s second son would stand out anywhere. He was now looking over a small paddock, an equally tall, lean man beside him and several horses, including a very fine-looking bay stallion, beyond. “He’s huge, Phillip,” she exclaimed. “I think he may be carnivorous.”

“I am,” Lord Bram returned with a lazy smile, turning around to take her hand, “but never fear. I don’t bite unless asked.”

“Mind your manners, Bram,” her brother said a little abruptly. “My sister had a scare last evening.”

“Did she, now?” Lord Bramwell said, straightening. “Do tell.”

“We were burgled. Isabel came across the brigand in the middle of his pilfering. We’re certain it was the Mayfair Marauder. She might have been killed.”

So much for her telling the story. She was not letting Phillip take her to Bond Street.

The second man, the one beside Lord Bramwell, stirred. “I hope you’re well, then, my lady,” he said.

She looked over to find ice-green eyes gazing at her, the left one obscured by a stray lock of brown hair interlaced with strands of gold. Good heavens, he was handsome. And…familiar. Her jaw dropped, and all the blood left her face. Him. “You—”

“Apologies, Lady Isabel,” Lord Bramwell began at the same time. “Have you met Sullivan Waring? Sully, Lady Isabel Chalsey. You know her brother Lord Chalsey, I believe.”

Before Isabel could draw a breath to shriek or to protest that this man was the brigand who’d kissed her and stolen their things, her brother stepped in to shake Waring’s hand. “Mr. Waring. Last time we met I didn’t have the chance to welcome you home. I’m pleased to see you’ve returned safely from the Peninsula, sir.”

“So am I.”

Phillip grinned. “That’s the bay I’ve heard about, isn’t it? By Jupiter, he’s grand.”

Waring turned his gaze from Isabel to look over the paddock fence. “Yes, that’s Ulysses,” he said, a note of pride entering his voice. “He just turned three.”


“Is he broken to saddle?”

“He is.” Waring gave a low, two-toned whistle, and the thoroughbred tossed his head and trotted to the fence. “And despite appearances he’s actually a good-tempered fellow,” he continued, sending Isabel another glance before he produced a slice of apple for the bay.

He handed the rest of the apple to Phillip and moved back from the fence. Lord Bramwell and her brother began a conversation about the rarity of good-tempered stallions, while Isabel kept her gaze on Waring as he stopped beside her.

“I suggest you hold your tongue, my lady,” he murmured.

“You already attempted that on my behalf, I believe,” she said stiffly. “And do not threaten me. You are a common thief, and I will see you arrested.”

“Common, am I?” he murmured. “I’ll see you ruined if you speak a word about me. I could tell such tales about us, Isabel. You and a common thief.” With a slow smile that didn’t touch his ice-green eyes, he returned to the conversation about horses.

Isabel clenched her fists. How dare he threaten her? She’d spoken nothing but the truth. He was handsome, yes, but he was also a burglar. She spent a moment considering whether she would have been so…discreet if he hadn’t looked like a tall, lean Greek god, or if he hadn’t kissed as sinfully as the devil himself.

Her brother had said that she liked to overdramatize events, and she would agree with that. There was nothing wrong with giving happenings a certain flare to make them seem more interesting in the retelling. And she definitely, emphatically didn’t like being told what to do, or being threatened when she’d done nothing wrong. And Mr. Waring had befuddled her, when she didn’t like feeling confused. She’d concealed parts of the truth on his behalf—and hers—and now he threatened her?

“So you wish to buy Ulysses, then, I assume?” she asked her brother, wrapping her hand around his arm.

“I’ll offer you fifty quid for him right now,” Phillip said with a nod, “if it will save me the bother of having to bid for him.”

Waring gave another cool smile. “Make it one hundred, and I’ll be more amenable.”

“A hundred pounds? That’s—”

“What about that mare?” Isabel interrupted, pointing at the pretty gray in the adjoining corral.

“She’s not saddle-broken,” Waring said, not looking at her, and apparently confident that his threat had cowed her. “I’ll sell her for brood.”

“I want her.” Ha. She didn’t cow easily.

“Tibby,” Phillip said in a lower voice. “Firstly, declaring you want a horse is hardly the way to get the best price. And secondly, an unbroken mare? For you? If you want to learn to r—”

“I want that one. I’m certain if you give him the hundred pounds, Mr. Waring would be happy to throw in the mare.”

Mr. Waring pulled in a breath, then gave a short nod, his gaze still on Phillip. “I would agree to that.”

“But—”

“And,” she continued, as though her brother hadn’t begun speaking, “I’m equally certain Mr. Waring would be willing to saddle-train her for me.”

“No.”

This time he looked directly at her. Apparently he didn’t like being dictated to, either. But he was the sinner; not she. He merely needed to be reminded who had the advantage here today. She took a step closer. “A hundred pounds, Mr. Waring,” she said with a smile. “Surely for that you can break one mare to the sidesaddle, especially if she’s pure-blooded enough to be bred.”

He gazed at her evenly. “Very well. I’ll have her delivered to you in three weeks.”

“Oh, no. I want her now. You may train her at our stable.”

“Tibby,” Phillip broke in with a frown, “Mr. Waring is a very sought-after breeder. He doesn’t have time to—”

“A hundred and twenty pounds, then. Surely twenty pounds would compensate you for your time.” Isabel deepened her smile. “Then you wouldn’t have to go marauding about Mayfair looking for buyers.”

His jaw worked, fury in the straight line of his spine. Every instinct for self-preservation she possessed screamed at her to back away at once and tell her brother precisely what had transpired last night. Just as strong, though, was the wish to turn this to her advantage. She’d never had her hands on a secret of this magnitude before, and it excited her enough that she didn’t want to let it go. Not until she could show him she would not be intimidated because of a kiss and a threat.

“Sully?” Lord Bramwell drawled, and Mr. Waring visibly shook himself.

“I’ll bring the pair to Chalsey House this afternoon,” he grated. “Pray give me your address.”

As if he needed that. With another smile she waved her fingers at her brother. “Phillip will see to that. Does my mare have a name?”

“Zephyr,” Mr. Waring returned, his voice curt. “But I call her Brat.”

Humph. He would regret that. “Well, as you will be working for me, from now on you shall call her Zephyr. Phillip, when you’ve paid Mr. Waring, please help me purchase an appropriate saddle.”

“You don’t ride?” Waring asked, lifting an eyebrow.

“Well, I do now. Or I will, when you’ve finished your work.”

Deliberately turning her back on him, she walked over to take a look at her new horse from the safety of the other side of the wooden rails enclosing her. Whether she learned to ride or not, at least she would know where Mr. Sullivan Waring was spending his days until she could decide what to do about him. And to think, she’d wanted to go and tell her friends about last night’s excitement. She’d never reckoned that that would only be the beginning of the tale.









Chapter 2



“You might have mentioned that someone saw you.” Bram opened his monogrammed handkerchief and spread it over a loose bale of hay before he took a seat.

Sullivan didn’t want to sit. Pacing seemed to be the only thing that would take the edge off his frustration. “I never expected to set eyes on her again,” he growled. “How the bloody hell was I supposed to know that her brother would be here today?”

Bram twirled a stalk of hay in his fingers. “She didn’t have you arrested. That does make one curious.”

It made Sullivan curious, as well. “I threatened her.”

“Apparently she realized that you have more at stake in this than she does. Because you, my friend, would now seem to be her slave.”

“Nonsense. I’m delivering a pair of horses.”


“And helping your pretty miss learn to ride.” He gave a lazy smile. “That’s usually a metaphor.”

“Not this time.” Sullivan bent down to pick up a clod of dirt to hurl it against the wooden side of a watering trough. It exploded into dust. “Damnation.”

Bram lifted an eyebrow. “You might leave London for a time.”

“I have four more paintings to recover.”

“If she carries your tale, Sully, they’ll hang you at Tyburn Hill for stealing from aristocrats.”

Sullivan shrugged. “If I was arrested, Dunston would probably see to it that I was transported. A hanging in the family tree is a bit messy.”

“You’re not in his family tree. Not according to his…well, his family.”

“Do you really think I need to be reminded of that?”

Bram sighed. “No. But I didn’t think you needed to be reminded not to be seen, either. Wear a mask from now on, for Lucifer’s sake.”

“I do wear a mask.”

“Then how did Lady Isabel recognize you?”

Yes, how had that happened? Oh, yes. He remembered. “I don’t know,” he muttered aloud, turning as one of his groomsmen appeared. “Samuel, take Zephyr out of the paddock. She’s already been purchased. And have Halliwell take the mare and Ulysses off the docket.”

“Aye, Mr. Waring.”

Sullivan pulled out his pocket watch. The other four mares he’d brought today would be going up for auction in fifteen minutes or so; he needed to be there. “I’ll see you at Jezebel’s tonight, yes?” he asked, glancing at Bram as he retrieved his paperwork.


“No. I have plans to seduce a pretty young thing tonight.”

“Ah. And who is it this time?”

Bramwell stood, pitching the stalk of hay onto the ground and heading to where he’d left his own horse standing. “I haven’t decided yet.”

With a quickly covered frown, Sullivan glanced at his friend and then away again. “I kissed her,” he said shortly.

He felt rather than saw Bram pause. “Beg pardon?”

“I kissed her, and she took my mask off before I’d realized it. That’s how she recognized me.” Sullivan kept his back to his friend, but it didn’t help. He didn’t need to see Bram eyeing him to know that he’d been an idiot. “I never expected her to appear at Tattersall’s, and it’s not as though we’d ever meet at Almack’s.”

“What? Apologies. I’m still at the part of the conversation where you said you kissed her.”

“She stumbled across me.”

“And onto your mouth?”

“I couldn’t think of anything else to do to keep her from screaming.”

“You were distracting her, then.”

Sullivan shook out his shoulders, trying to relieve the tension in his muscles. “Yes. I was distracting her.”

Bram approached him again. “Having distracted several women myself,” he said, placing an arm across Sullivan’s shoulders, “all I can say is that you, Sullivan, are a complete nodcock.”

With a glare, Sullivan broke free of the embrace. “I’m aware of that.” Very aware. Not only had he accosted the virtue of a lady who outranked him socially, but he’d put himself, his freedom, into her hands. And from what he’d seen this morning, she was nothing but a spoiled, headstrong chit who liked to play games.


“What are you going to do about it, since you won’t listen to me and leave London?”

Sullivan looked at his friend. “I’ll find out what it will take to convince her to keep her pretty mouth shut, and then I’ll finish what I began.”

“Ah. With the kiss, or with the thefts?”

“The thefts, Bram.” Sullivan stalked over to the wagon where he kept his equipment and tack, and climbed up to look for his longeing whip. “I don’t give a damn about the kiss.”

Thankfully Bram had enough wit to refrain from replying to that, and instead he rode off in the direction of Pall Mall. Good. Sullivan didn’t feel like continuing the discussion of his missteps and errors in judgment today. Not when he still couldn’t shake the odd, foggy sensation that had dogged him since he’d turned around to see Lady Isabel Chalsey standing in her foyer this morning.

He blew out his breath. If he’d threatened her rather than kissed her, if he’d stayed back rather than let her pull off his mask, then even if they had come face-to-face today, even if they’d spoken, she never would have known. He would have been Sullivan James Waring, the most sought-after horse breeder and trainer in the south of England. He never would have tasted her sweet mouth, and she would not have any cause to blackmail him into playing her bloody game, whatever it might be.

“Mr. Waring?”

He jumped down from the wagon as a large, well-dressed man with close-set eyes and a weak chin approached. “Lord Massey,” he said, lowering his head briefly and dusting off his trousers. “What can I do for you this morning?”

“I heard some gossip flying about that you brought Ulysses with you today.”


“I did, but for a private sale, I’m afraid.” Something else he never would have done if not for that damned chit.

The viscount’s left eye twitched. “I’d hoped to acquire him, you know.”

“You and several others, my lord. Unfortunately, the gentleman to whom I’d given first right of refusal decided to take him.”

“Reconsider. I’ll give you a hundred pounds for him, if you’ll say I had the prior claim.”

“That’s very generous, but a deal is a deal.”

“Two hundred pounds.”

Sullivan kept his expression cool and sympathetic. “Once again, I cannot, my lord. Ulysses is sold.”

“I won’t take no for—”

“What I can do, however,” Sullivan cut in, wondering if Massey had any idea how little he liked being bullied or pressured, “is give you first run at Ulysses’ brother, Spartan. I’ll be bringing him in for auction early next month.”

“Spartan, eh? The sire is Hector?”

“Yes.”

“Who’s the dam?”

“Lilac Pleasure. The sister of Ulysses’ dam, Lavender Pleasure.”

“I insist on seeing this Spartan before I commit to anything.”

“Come by my stables at your convenience. Someone will put him through his paces for you.”

“Very well. The next time you intend to sell one of your prime animals, Waring, I expect to be the first buyer you inform.”

Sullivan clenched his jaw. The only thing keeping him from demonstrating his own displeasure with Lord Massey was the knowledge that a fortnight ago the viscount’s London house had suffered a break-in. “As Spartan is my next prime animal to be offered for sale, you have been informed before anyone else. Now, if you’ll excuse me, my lord, I have some matters to attend to.”

The viscount glared at him for a moment. Apparently his desire for a prime blood-horse and for the opportunity to bid on future animals, however, outweighed his anger, because with a curt nod he turned on his heel and headed back to the main auction arena.

Bloody self-important aristocratic pudding-bag. As though Massey’s parents wearing wedding bands made the viscount less of a bastard than someone whose parents had succumbed to something baser. Sullivan went to find his men to give them instructions for the remainder of the day. If Lady Isabel Chalsey thought he would fall meekly into her little game, she was about to be in for a rather nasty surprise.

 

“You purchased a horse?” Lord Douglas Chalsey said skeptically. “You, Tibby?”

Isabel favored her younger brother with what she hoped was a disdainful glare. “Yes, I purchased a horse, Douglas. Young ladies of quality do ride, you know.”

The sixteen-year-old circled her again. “Yes, I know. But those chits ain’t frightened of horses. You are.”

“I am not! And stop prancing around me; you’re making me ill. For your information, Douglas, I’m cautious around large animals, as anyone with any sense should be. I am not afraid of them. I’m not afraid of anything.”

Douglas made a rude sound. With his usual impeccable timing their father Harry, the Marquis of Darshear, appeared at the top of the front steps and descended to cuff his youngest offspring on the back of the head.


“Having manners means toward everyone, Douglas,” he intoned, and kissed Isabel on the cheek. “Even your sister.”

“For someone who’s not afraid of anything, she screamed loud enough at that bit of burlap in her bed.”

“You made it look like a snake,” she protested, wishing the men in her family would make themselves scarce until after her horse arrived. She wanted a moment to speak with Mr. Sullivan Waring in private about who could threaten whom. “You even painted eyes on it.”

Her younger brother laughed. “You’re such a girl.” Sometime over the winter he’d surpassed her in height, and he apparently thought that made him invincible, silly boy. “And you were the one who tried to cow me first,” he continued, “when you said you were going to write a book about how to commit a murder.”

She’d forgotten about that. It might have come in handy today. “You said reptiles were going to devour me.”

“Children, please. If you’ll recall, Douglas,” her father said, checking the time on his pocket watch, “while you were fast asleep last night your sister frightened away a thief. I hardly call that a demonstration of cowardice.”

“Yes, well, if I’d come across the Mayfair Marauder, I would have put a ball in him or run him through.” Douglas assumed a boxing pose.

Isabel doubted that. Mr. Waring had several inches even on Phillip, and he seemed supremely…capable. Looking from one brother down the drive to the other, for a moment she was glad that she’d been the one to stumble across the thief, giving him the option of delivering a kiss rather than a ball.

“Our brave girl did precisely the right thing,” the marquis countered, “and I’ll not hear otherwise. Now tell me again why your brother is pacing the street like a hound waiting for his master.”


She mustered a smile. “He’s smitten with his new stallion. We’re expecting a delivery at any moment now.”

“Ah, your brother and his cattle. I should have known.”

Phillip obviously heard them talking, because the earl returned up the head of the short drive to join them. “He’s not just any horse, Father,” he said, grinning as he had been for the past two hours.

“That’s right,” Douglas piped up. “He’s a thoroughbred.”

“What stable?” the marquis asked.

“Sullivan Waring’s.”

Her father looked impressed. “You must have paid a pretty penny, then.”

“A hundred and twenty quid for the two animals and training for Tibby’s mare.” He leaned closer. “Training from Waring himself. Our Isabel’s quite the negotiator.”

Douglas grabbed her arm, making her jump. “You never said!” he exclaimed. “Sullivan Waring’s coming here?”

She shook herself free. “For heaven’s sake, Douglas. Yes, a horse breeder’s coming here to deliver the horses we purchased from him.”

“I thought chits knew all the good gossip,” her younger brother said with a grin. “Sullivan Waring ain’t just a horse breeder, though he’s a lion at that. He’s supposedly the by-blow of—”

“Quiet. He’s here,” Phillip interrupted, sprinting for the entrance of the drive again.

Mr. Waring clattered up the drive, riding a spectacular black stallion, Ulysses and Zephyr in tow. In her admittedly unschooled opinion, Isabel thought Phillip had purchased the second-best stallion in Waring’s stable. Beautiful as the horses were, though, her gaze drifted to Sullivan Waring, his chestnut hair shot with gold, his easy, confident seat in the saddle, and the expression in his ice-green eyes as they flicked across her face and traveled on to her father.

“Lord Darshear,” he said, giving a brief nod as he dismounted.

“Mr. Waring. What splendid animals.”

“Thank you.” Waring glanced at Isabel again. “I do ask that you speak with your daughter, my lord. Zephyr is a fine mare, but not fit for a novice.”

Shaking herself, Isabel stepped forward. “It’s your task to make her so, I believe. That is what I paid you for.”

“Isabel,” her father chastised sharply, surprising her. “Mr. Waring, is Zephyr a dangerous animal?”

All she needed was for her father to release Sullivan Waring from his obligation to remain close by; then the thief could vanish to God knew where, robbing willy-nilly. Even worse, she wouldn’t know why. Because while she adored a good mystery or a good secret, she hated when one was kept from her. Especially one that had kissed her.

“No, Zephyr is fairly levelheaded,” the horse breeder interrupted, as though she hadn’t been speaking. “She’s been raised for breeding, however. I’ve never done more than put her on a lead.”

With a frown her father looked over at Isabel. “I have to agree with Mr. Waring, then, Tibby. For your first mount, you should have an older, more gently bred mare who’s well experienced at carrying a novice rider.”

Isabel lifted her chin. “I want Zephyr,” she said, using the same tone she’d favored when she’d been twelve and had wanted a particular new hat. But damnation, she seemed to be the only one who knew what this fellow was doing, and she had apparently developed an obsession to find out how and why. That silly craving she had for drama and excitement again. He looked to provide a great deal of it for her.


“Tibby,” Phillip seconded, grimacing at her, “be reasonable.”

“I am being reasonable,” she said. “You’ve all three been bragging about Mr. Waring’s skill with horses. I’m certain he will sufficiently train Zephyr so that I will be perfectly safe riding her.” She deliberately turned to gaze at Waring. “Isn’t that so, Mr. Waring?”

He gave a stiff nod. “Of course, Lady Isabel.”

She smiled brightly. “Because if anything should happen to me, you would be blamed for it.”

Well, that had perhaps been a bit straightforward, but she didn’t know how else to convince him to stay close by until…until she’d figured out why he fascinated her so. For heaven’s sake, she’d never blackmailed anyone before. It frightened and excited her all at the same time. And that seemed more significant than turning him over to the authorities. At least for now.

Phillip led the group of people and horses around the house to the stable at the back. At six-and-twenty her older brother could at times be almost comically stoic, but today with his flushed cheeks and quick smile he looked more like a boy tasting hard candy for the first time than he did the oldest male offspring of a marquis. As for Douglas, the teen pranced in a circle around Waring with such enthusiasm that if he’d been a puppy he likely would have wet himself.

As they reached the stable she grabbed Douglas’s arm and hauled him a short distance from their so-called guest, her admiring family, and the growing crowd of grooms and stableboys. “What were—”

“Fiend seize it, Tibby, let me go,” he grumbled.

“What were you saying about Mr. Waring?” she insisted, keeping her voice low and yanking on her brother’s sleeve to keep his wandering attention.


“I said he’s the primest horse breeder in England. Now let go before I miss something he says.”

“No. Not that,” she returned, ignoring his protest. “You started to say that he was reputedly someone’s by-blow. Whose?”

“I just got clubbed in the head for being impolite. I’m not talking to my own damned sister about bastards.”

Stifling a growl, Isabel grabbed his left ear. “Talk!”

Douglas howled and twisted away from her. “Amazon!”

“Coward!”

“Isabel!” her father said sharply. “If you expect me to allow you to ride this animal, you first need to prove that you will devote your time and attention to doing it properly.”

With an irritated sigh she stopped pinching Douglas and returned to her father’s side. “Apologies,” she said stiffly, to him rather than to Waring. “What did I miss?”

“How to saddle a stallion.”

“I hardly think that’s my concern, then.”

“You need to know how to handle an animal.”

For a second she couldn’t figure out whether her father was referring to Ulysses or to Waring. The men, though, were obviously enraptured, and she was the only one who knew that Waring was anything other than what he claimed. He finished buckling the girth on Ulysses’ saddle, then offered his cupped hands to Phillip. “Remember, Lord Chalsey,” he said, as her brother swung into the saddle, “he’s trained as a hunter, so he’s got a sensitive mouth. If you even think about turning, he’ll turn.”

Since Phillip generally acted as though he knew everything, Isabel was deeply surprised when he only took the reins and nodded. Waring stepped back, ending up directly beside her, while her brother walked Ulysses about the stable yard and said admiring things.


Isabel studied Sullivan Waring’s profile as he gazed at the big stallion like a proud papa. She would put him somewhere in his late twenties, a few years older than Phillip. He was built like a born horseman, tall and lean, with strong hands and muscular thighs, his light brown hair disheveled from riding hatless. What was he up to? An obviously well-respected horse breeder who broke into homes and burgled them by night? Aside from the fact that he’d kissed her, this didn’t make any sense. Which made for a mystery—something else she enjoyed probably more than she should.

“What are you up to, my lady?” Waring murmured, sending her a brief sideways glance.

“I’ll ask the questions, Mr. Waring. And if you wish to remain out of shackles, you’d best do as I say.”

“To a point, my lady. Don’t push me.”

She ignored the warning. Or she pretended to; inside, she was quite a bit less certain. “I’ll do as I please,” she said aloud. “And you’ll do as I please, as well, Mr. Marauder.”









Chapter 3



Sullivan Waring leaned over the wooden gate of the box stall and absently fed carrots to his mount. Distraction was never safe, even away from legally declared wars and uniformed enemies, but this evening he couldn’t help himself. Achilles nickered as one of the stableboys passed the open doors, a mare in tow. “Sorry, old fellow,” Sullivan murmured, rubbing the black’s nose, “she’s not for you.”

“Mr. Waring?”

He shook himself. “Yes, Samuel?”

The groom shuffled his feet. “Sir, I put the sacks of feed up in the loft, and the pasture troughs are full. If you—”

“Off with you, then.” Sullivan glanced over his shoulder at the shorter man. “Well done with the mares today. McCray has your pay; you’ll find an extra five quid there. And enjoy your holiday in Bristol.”


The groom grinned. “Thank you, sir. My boys are beside themselves to see their grandmum again. I’ll be back here bright and early next Tuesday.”

“I know you will be. Good night.”

“Good night, Mr. Waring.” With a half salute, Samuel headed out the back door.

“So now you’re giving employees bonuses and time to visit their relations?” Bramwell Johns drawled from the double doors at the front of the large stable. “People will begin to think you’re…pleasant.”

“Only until they come to know me.” Declining to admit that he had a soft spot in his heart for families who actually liked one another, Sullivan handed over a last carrot to Achilles and moved away from the stall. “I thought you were going to seduce some chit or other tonight.”

“Yes, I already did. Then I got bored. It was lamentably easy, really. Morality these days truly gives me pause.”

Sullivan grinned. “No, it doesn’t. In fact, I’ve a suspicion that you’re the major cause of Society’s decay.” Walking past his friend to the main entrance, he pulled the double doors closed and latched them from the inside.

“I certainly hope so. I’ve put enough effort into it.”

“Why are you here, Bram?”

“I was worried about you, Sully. How was your afternoon with Phillip Chalsey and the chit you kissed?”

“Say that a bit louder, why don’t you?” Sullivan grunted, lifting a lantern off a hook and heading for the back door. With Samuel gone for the next week, Vincent would be sleeping alone in the stable, and he stepped aside as the small man, a former Derby jockey, entered. “You’re all set, I presume?”

“Aye, Mr. Waring. Don’t worry about a thing.”

He couldn’t help worrying. Even with two grooms making rounds all night they’d come close to losing stock from time to time—along with the reputation for having the region’s finest horses came the risk that someone else would want to possess them. Funny, he supposed, that a thief worried about thieves. “Even so,” he said aloud, “I’ll take a turn or two about the place tonight. So don’t shoot until you’re certain it’s not me.”

Vincent grinned, tugging on his hat. “I’ll do my best, sir.”

“Does this mean you’re not going to Jezebel’s with me?” Bram asked, following him across the large stable yard toward his small two-story cottage.

“I thought you had a ball or something tonight.”

“Almack’s,” his friend returned, in a tone that said that one word should explain everything.

“Tell me again why you don’t have any friends of your own station?” Sullivan asked, stripping off his rough work jacket as they entered the cottage and hanging it on a peg beside the door.

“They’re all jealous of my good looks and keen wit. You, however, know the true, inner me.”

Sullivan shook his head. “The only inner you I’ve seen is when you got sliced on the arm. It’s red.”

“Precisely. As are your innards. You see, we have so much in common.”

Obviously Bramwell was bored this evening, and just as obviously Sullivan wouldn’t have a moment of peace until he gave in. “Buy my dinner, and I’ll go with you,” he said, dipping his hands into the washbowl and scrubbing off the dirt.

“Done. And then you can tell me what you’re going to do about your problem.”

His problem. Lady Isabel Chalsey. With a shrug he tossed Bramwell a bottle of whiskey. “She’s not much of a problem
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