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Chapter 1






England


For Bethany Munro, gaiety and frivolity ended the moment Ian Rockwell walked through the arched doorway.


As if the winter snowstorm outside had swept into the glittering ballroom, a stir of cool, speculative whispers reached those finding respite at the sumptuous buffet table in the back of the crowded room. A scandal in black, his broad shoulders shaped by an elegantly cut evening jacket, he walked with physical grace, a quick dimpled smile, and that promise of sin prevalent in his eyes—a gaze reserved solely for the woman on his arm.


Champagne flute arrested against her lips, Bethany found her breathing constricted by a tightly laced corset. Since venturing from secluded country life two years ago, she had learned quickly enough the world was rife with temptation. It surrounded her, taunted her. Yet she had never been tempted, for the carnal fantasy of only one man haunted her from the past and seemed to frame her future.


But now here he was, with the beautiful widowed Countess Dermott draped on his arm, the one man who had ruined all other men for her, cordially greeting their host, casually stepping back into her life even as he did not know it yet. She watched as he moved with a smooth urbanity, stopping occasionally to speak with people as he worked his way across the room, a man comfortable amidst the aristocratic glamour of such wealthy surroundings.


Bethany had not seen Ian in three years, and she had never expected to see him again. Her blond hair was upswept and perfectly coiffed; her blue azure silk-and-tulle gown nothing more than another jewel amidst a sea of rainbow-colored attire. She wondered if he would recognize her in the crowd, then her growing apprehension usurped the initial flutter she’d felt—because he was really here at Whitley Court, a very dangerous place for them both, and the last place in the world she wanted to encounter him.


Her awareness of him became so palpable that it seemed to stretch taut across the distance separating them. Her heartbeat raced. She suddenly wanted to slip from the ballroom. Did she dare? But as she considered the question, he suddenly looked across the ballroom directly at her.


She froze as rigid as the naked mermaid ice sculptures to her left and right. His eyes touched and held her, only the merest hesitation in his sensual features, his face dark and intent. Then the woman on his arm spoke to him and, just that quickly, the contact shattered.


He bent his leonine head to listen, his mouth widening into an easy smile, his handsome face taking on a boyish cast in the warm glow of lamplight reflected in the golden tissue-draped walls and ceiling of the ballroom—all as if the last ten seconds had not occurred, as if Bethany had only imagined the touch of green fire in his eyes when they’d fallen on her.


Ian Rockwell had barely noticed she was alive.


Bethany felt a stab in her chest, yet despite herself, she made herself stand straight and tall and wrapped herself in cool composure as if she had never laid her heart at his feet and he had walked away.


Charlene giggled close to her ear. The tip of her crimson lace fan strategically placed at her chin shut Bethany’s mouth. “Don’t bother lusting after him, oh friend of mine,” she whispered. Bethany and Charlene Dubois, her host’s daughter, had met at England’s Academic Conservatory for Young Ladies two years ago. “As you can see, my Aunt Serena has taken Sir Ian off the market.”


Bethany was astounded by an unfamiliar timidity and the growing tightness in her chest. Had he been a “Sir” when she had known him? “I have no idea of whom you are speaking,” she replied, snapping open her own fan.


As the orchestra opened another waltz, the final set for the evening, Ian escorted the exotic Countess Dermott onto the floor. He seemed to tower over the dark-haired beauty. She was not tall, so perhaps every man around her looked that much taller.


“Yes, you do.” Charlene laughed, the action setting fire to the diamond necklace that lay atop the pale shelf of her ample bosom. “He is quite wealthy, rich as Croesus they say,” she added coyly. “My aunt met him a few months ago at the home of a mutual acquaintance. It would be a coup for Papa if Sir Ian should decide to join our organization. The Rockwells are an established family.”



“Are they?”


Charlene giggled, as if Bethany should already be privy to such local details when, in reality, she’d only arrived at Charlene’s home from the conservatory two weeks ago. “His family has resided in these parts since the Vikings dominated this countryside. He is a bachelor again. His wife passed away a few years ago.”


Wife? Bethany’s heartbeat stumbled. “He was married? When?”


“Three or four years ago.” Charlene waved her plump hand dismissively as she turned her focus to the banquet table. “Some whirlwind courtship and wedding that ended tragically. No one really knows what happened.” She examined the creamed salmon and cucumber hors d’oeuvres with the eye of a connoisseur. “Do you want one?”


Bethany shook her head, a sudden queasiness overtaking her. She wasn’t feeling her best.


Charlene plopped the cucumber wedge between her lips. “Sir Ian wasn’t married long enough for him to bring his wife home. In fact, the prodigal son only just returned this fall. He has been somewhat reclusive. Papa must have included him at the last moment. He isn’t on the guest list.” Charlene turned the topic to the group of Italian gentlemen currently approaching from the other end of the buffet table.


Outside the large windows, huge snowflakes had begun to crystallize against the glass as the storm sweeping off the North Sea began to blanket the provincial estate in white. But inside, the air was clement, nearly hot. Drink and food were liberally proffered to guests. Couples filled the dance floor. Bethany sighed. Ian had been married and widowed since she’d fallen in love with him those years ago.


As a handsome Italian count requested her hand in the waltz, she forced a smile, accepting his invitation to dance as if she were an actress stepping into the part of a grand play. She danced with an exuberance and passion that extended to every corner of her life. Indeed, she never did anything halfway. The world was her oyster and she was its pearl, she’d always told herself, many times, as if saying it often enough would make her believe it was true. Perhaps that had been her greatest fault. She put too much of herself into the act of living. People were always telling her she worked too hard at making others see her, and now, when all she wanted was to disappear into the tiny cracks in the floor, she felt as if a huge ball of light were shining down on her, revealing her most embarrassing flaws.


“You are here for the next two weeks?” her partner asked, sweeping her in a majestic circle to the flowing strains of music.


The fragrance of his flowery cologne surrounded her in an altogether unpleasant way, but she presented him with a distracted smile. “Yes. And you?” She asked, despite knowing he was. She’d seen the exclusive invitation list and knew exactly who was invited to this event, which was why Ian’s presence caught her off her guard.


The count followed with a chat about the weather and other mundane topics that did not require her full attention and enabled her to catch glimpses of Ian and the countess. “Yellow,” the man said after another turn.


Yellow? She pulled herself out of her thoughts.


“I have seen you in London recently,” he said. “Some weeks ago, I believe. You were wearing yellow.”


Something in his tone cooled her. “I haven’t been to London in months.”


“No?” He leaned back and considered her. “I am sure I saw you there. But I cannot put my finger on where.”


She threw herself into the waltz, a fact noted by her partner for he pulled her nearer.


“And as I said, sir. You are mistaken. Miss Dubois and I were still at the conservatory until the break two weeks ago.”


“You are good friends with Lord Whitley’s daughter?”


“We attend university together. Her father sponsors the science curriculum at the conservatory.”


“Ah, an enlightened woman,” he said, his dark eyes intent on her face. “It is odd to me that I should find a woman with your, um, assets...unmarried.”


“My assets?” She feigned ignorance. “I am hardly wealthy. Certainly not as you are, sir.”


Pleased with her flattery, he tightened his hold. “You are very beautiful, Signorina Munro.”


Bethany traveled alone with her maid, and some men erroneously considered her easy pickings. She spent the rest of the dance fending off the loquacious count, as he seemed bent on seducing her. She suddenly wanted out of this room. She stepped on the man’s polished shoes, nearly causing him to trip, her usual glib riposte hidden in her apologetic smile. Oaf, she thought, and couldn’t care less if this foreign lothario considered her ungainly and gauche.


The music concluded in a resounding crash of cymbals. The man, limping, escorted Bethany off the floor, back to the buffet table, with a flourish typical of every Italian she had ever met, then he bowed over her gloved hand and quickly made his escape. Snapping open her fan, she watched him move into the crush exiting the floor. Her eyes suddenly froze on the couple standing just at the edge of the dance floor. Her pulse halted.


Bethany had stopped searching for Ian. Now, without any effort at all, she stood less than thirty feet from him, his tall form easily recognizable in the crowd. Her gaze rose from the white-gloved hand intimately splayed on the woman’s small waist...and collided with his eyes.


Her breath shuddered to a complete halt. Ian was watching her over Countess Dermott’s diamond-sprinkled hair, his expression now devoid of its polite mask as he raised a champagne flute to his lips and sipped.


Bethany did not imagine the touch of green fire in his gaze, assessing her, closing the distance between them, melting the years as if they were no longer part of the past. She felt that touch deep within her like a bruise on bone.


They each looked away from the other at the same time. And, despite the initial shock and illogic of her response, she felt something else, something familiar and very much alive. Something that made her a little afraid. He not only knew who she was, but he was not pleased to see her—any more than she had been to see him.


She relaxed a little as another man stepped forward to claim her hand for the next waltz, until she saw who it was.


Lord Whitley’s secretary and bodyguard, Sir John Howard, stood in front of her. If there was any man present tonight that made her sick to her stomach, this was he.



Dressed much as Ian was in a formal jacket with tails, he might have been dashing if Bethany had a penchant for older, slippery men who took advantage of younger women. “Miss Munro,” he said, “I believe I am on your dance card.”


She had no dance card and didn’t pretend to be polite. He’d been watching her, she realized, and not in the way one watches a woman he wishes to seduce. “My feet ache, Sir John. I have finished waltzing for the night.”


She sidestepped him but he moved to block her exit, casually reaching across her for a chocolate strawberry on the table. “I see you have taken note of the countess’s latest lover.” He bit into the sweet fruit.


It was never a good sign to come under Sir John’s scrutiny, and, while his words bore a hint of indifference, his eyes continued to study her. His conversation bothered her. Not because the exchange was highly inappropriate, but because he had discovered her uncertainty with such ease and would make her the insect in his petri dish.


“You believe they are not?” he asked.


She fixed her gaze on Sir John’s face. “Why would I take note of anyone Countess Dermott considers her lover?”


Why would it matter to him what she thought?


“I see I have made you uncomfortable,” he conceded.


She smiled. “Not at all, Sir John.”


Uncomfortable was too mild a response for a man she suspected of being a cold-blooded murderer. Without excusing herself, she swept past him and let herself vanish into the crowd.






Ian had not expected to see Bethany Munro at this gathering, had not planned for the fortuitous possibility that he would confront someone who knew his past, least of all the winsome sprite whose life he had once been charged to protect. He had been watching her for some time now and had observed her conversation with Sir John Howard.


For a moment, he lost her in the throng. Then she emerged from the eddy of silks, satins, and velvets near the doorway, a vision wrapped in a blue April sky, a brilliant counterpoint to the swirling snow outside. How the bloody hell could he have been at Whitley Court for two days and been completely unaware of her presence?


His eyes narrowing slightly over a flute of champagne, he listened absently as the countess talked to the man who had arrived to claim her for a waltz.


The countess leaned nearer and whispered a seductive invitation in his ear. Her scent of jasmine touched his nostrils. “You will not go far? The treasure hunt begins at midnight. I insist we be partners.”


Ian smiled down at her with his normal nonchalance, opting to ignore the imperious tenor of the command. “And which treasure will we be hunting tonight, dove?”


Serena stepped back in a rustle of amber silk, her hazel eyes promising the kind of wealth a man could only find between satin sheets. Ian looked at the foppish gent beside her and recognized him as the youngest son of a neighbor.


“Sir Ian.” The man formally bowed his head, “How is your mother? She could not be present?”


The orchestra launched into another boisterous rendition of Strauss, and Ian found himself restless and no longer caring to smile and talk over trivialities. His mind’s eye continued to follow Bethany. “My mother is well,” he replied shortly.


Serena tapped the man on the arm with her fan. “Truly, our dance will be at an end ’ere we even waltz.”


“You do not mind, old chap, that I borrow your countess?”


Despite the powerful incentive to throw himself into the part of Serena’s jealous lover and suitor, Ian handed the countess over to the young lord. He raised his glass to his lips and watched indolently as the other man led her onto the dance floor. Though he had not at first been inclined to be any woman’s gentleman suitor, Serena was beautiful and amenable, reason alone to have accepted her invitation to this country retreat. Yet it was not feelings for the dark-haired beauty that Ian fostered, but thoughts of a fairer damsel now crowding into his head and distracting him.


The crowd continued to thin as couples changed partners and returned to the floor. He raised his eyes to the place he’d most recently seen Bethany; his height offering an advantage when it came to spying on the actions of others. He finally found her at the exit, waylaid by their host.


He brought the champagne glass to his lips and leaned a shoulder against a nearby marble pillar. His gaze settled on Bethany’s luminous fair hair, bereft of adornment, then moved to her shapely silhouette limned by shadows and light wavering over the fringes of the room. The last he’d heard, she was in residence at the Academic Conservatory for Young Ladies.


So why is she present at a country retreat hosted by the sitting head of the most deadly anarchist movement in England?


Ian’s mood was growing less charitable as Lord Whitley spoke to her, smiling at something she had said, and Ian watched the viscount’s study of her departure.


Bethany Munro was clearly no longer the starry-eyed seventeen-year-old who had once slipped her arms around him and whispered in a voice he still remembered that she loved him.


No indeed, she was not.


He pushed off from the pillar and, navigating through the crowd, discreetly followed her out of the room.













Chapter 2





Ian watched two flanking footmen nod to Bethany as she strode past them into the corridor. The moment the reveling crowd in the ballroom could no longer see him, he picked up his pace, his footfall silent on the crimson and ivory Aubusson carpet. Her path took him through the ceremonial hallway, and he was beginning to wonder where she was headed so far from the ballroom. The Elizabethan stone house was built with two newer quadrangles that connected to the older part of the house in the center, in the way of a grand palace. They were entering Lord Whitley’s private wing. There were no guest rooms in this part of the house.


Getting lost in these corridors would be easy. Clearly, she knew her way around.


He walked past an alcove, stopped suddenly, and slowly turned. He didn’t know what made him turn, the exotic scent in the air perhaps. She’d stepped inside, partially revealed by sconce light, and stood with her back against the wall next to the tall window, draped in black velvet. Eyes of clear blue challenged him.


“Ian,” she calmly said as if three years had not passed since she’d last seen him. “How are you?”



“Bethany Ann,” he acknowledged.


He came to a stop in front of her, and even after all this time, she still felt familiar to him, perhaps not as comfortable as an old pair of leather boots, but to him she would forever be the barefooted wild child who loved horses and fat black cats. She didn’t belong here; and her unexpected presence was already proving complicated, if only because he’d chased her down.


“No polite banalities?” he said with an underlying edge. “No flirting, pleading, or batting the eyelashes in an effort to explain what you are doing here?” he asked as if he held some masculine prerogative over her being. “Hell, for that matter why are you consorting with Whitley’s crowd? Who brought you here?”


“It is a wonder I forgot how domineering, stoic, and perfectly capable you are of minding my business.”


“Appreciate my restraint thus far,” he softly warned. “Finding you here at Whitley Court is...how does one say? An—”


“Inconvenient coincidence?” She observed him coolly. “Forgive my assumption. But aren’t you at Whitley Court as well?”


He knew Whitley’s reputation among the upper reaches of the ton. He knew other things as well. What he didn’t know was where Bethany’s loyalties lay.


Leaning against the wall, he set his mouth in a straight line. His jacket opened to reveal an embroidered silk waistcoat. He didn’t ask her about the Italian count with whom she’d danced, an arms manufacturer out of Milan. Or how well she knew Sir John Howard.


He folded his arms, straining his superfine formal attire. “I’m with the countess. I no longer work in my old job in any capacity.”


He didn’t elaborate. But it was the truth. His tone now conveyed it was her turn.


She tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. “Viscount Whitley is Charlene’s father and a benefactor of our school, for which I have been hired on as a temporary science instructor for next season while I finish my studies,” she said. “There is nothing untoward about my being here either. I came with Charlene.”


He cocked a brow. A blush heightened the color on her cheeks. “Then it looks as if we are both here for two weeks of relaxation and pleasure. There is nothing quite like a hot toddy in front of a roaring fire as the wind and ice are pounding on the windows.”


“You presume too much, Ian. Just because you know my guardian and were once acquainted with me—a very long time ago, I might add—does not give you leave to exert control over me now, especially since you were the one who disappeared without so much as a by-your-leave, no less. I don’t need anyone’s permission to do as I please.


His shoulder remained against the wall. “As I recall, that independent-minded declaration of yours is nearly verbatim what you told me three years ago in the barn at your home.”


His gentle tone softened her defenses. “What do you remember about anything I might have said?”


“I remember that much about you,” he said in a quiet voice, and when she looked into his eyes, she knew as well that he remembered her kiss. He had left her that day without saying goodbye.



She suddenly looked away. He brought her face back around with the edge of his hand. Golden light from the sconce sifted through her hair, drawing out a glimpse of flaxen among the darker strands—light against shadows—the source of the scent he’d smelled on her when he’d passed the alcove and turned. Frankincense, perhaps or myrrh, like Queen Bathsheba from the land of sand and sickle moons.


“Tell me why you left the ballroom tonight,” he asked.


“Tell me why you followed me?”


His expression politely blank, he fastened his gaze on her face touching briefly on the faint flutter at her throat. “Perhaps there is just something intriguing about a woman with something to hide,” he said.


“Are you sleeping with Charlene’s aunt?”


His brows lowered ominously. “Do you even know what that means?”


She laughed. “Would you prefer the scaled-down proper interpretation between lovers who share the same bed? Or perhaps the more graphic one visible in the congested slums and rookeries just east of Charing Cross in London? Neither of which pertains to the actual act of sleeping.”


Ian continued to study her, half amused, his contemplative gaze direct, but she did not look away. “I’m glad to see you’re all grown up, Bethany.”


She glimpsed the indentation of a ring on his finger beneath his glove, and he was suddenly conscious of the need to curl his fingers into his palm. She looked up and found him watching her.


Vaguely listening to the faint strains of a waltz coming from the other end of the house, he realized he’d been standing there in the alcove with her far too long.


“Charlene said you were a widower. Why didn’t you ever tell me you were married?”


His face did not change expression. “I didn’t tell you because my personal life had—still has—nothing to do with you.”


She brushed off her sleeves. “You’ve danced around my questions, lied about your reasons for being at Whitley Court, and now you would dismiss my questions as irrelevant. Truly, you consider me a dunce.” With a smile that did not reach her eyes, she tapped her fan hard on his arm. “But it is nice to understand now why all those years ago you didn’t take my virginity.”


“Jesus...” He laughed on a suffocated breath. “Is that the manner of talk they teach young ladies at that fancy conservatory you attend?”


Clearly, Bethany liked that she had shocked him. Though she clearly preferred to smack him across the head with her fan, so he should consider himself fortunate. “I’m no longer seventeen years old, Ian Rockwell. Nor am I so gullible. You might want to note that before you tell me any more lies.”


She started to walk past him but his hand shot out against the wall and blocked her. Her body responded with an indrawn gasp, her eyes chasing up to his. No more studied nonchalance. His half-lidded gaze was as far from paternal as she would ever glimpse in a man.


A charged second passed, then two, where Bethany seemed unable to draw in breath. “You’re behaving rudely, Ian.”


They stood inches apart, Ian holding her trapped between his body and the window, the fabric of her dress shaped against his legs. “Am I?”


“You know you are.”


On edge, as restless as she, he raised his gaze from her lips to her eyes. A frown tugged at his brow. “I don’t think you are gullible.”


“You aren’t just here because you and the countess wish to entertain one another in bed, Ian. Every guest has made a substantial contribution to Lord Whitley’s workhouse reform fund. It was a requirement for an invitation. You could not have gotten here without doing so. Since when have you cared for the beleaguered masses?”


“If donating to the cause is a requirement to be at this country retreat, then why are you at Whitley Court? The last I heard, you had no money. What did you donate to get yourself invited?”


“That isn’t fair, Ian,” she whispered.


He stopped short of laughing outright and shook his head. “Fair?” Even to his ears, the single word sounded proprietary. He lowered his arm. “I remember once you told me you wanted to be a physician,” he said. “What happened to you?”


“It wasn’t feasible to follow in my grandfather’s footsteps.” She lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “Women are too frail and simpleminded to be doctors.”


A part of his mind not engaged solely in battle with her picked up voices drifting into the alcove from down the corridor. It took several seconds for him to recognize the orchestra no longer played, and another few seconds to note Bethany had also discerned that fact. And yet, he was not inclined to pull away.


“You? Simpleminded?”



“The treasure hunt has started,” she pointed out. “Unless you wish to explain your presence alone with me, I suggest we not be seen together.”


The voices grew louder. In the charged silence, neither moved.


Finally, he stood aside to let her pass. “Good night, Bethany.”


She brushed her palms down her skirt and a fragrant swish of blue silk escaped as she stepped out into the hallway, reaching the staircase as a gaily dressed couple suddenly emerged from another corridor. Too intoxicated to note Bethany’s presence, the pair laughed and stumbled up the stairs.


Then the stairway swelled with people as more couples joined the first, reading scraps of paper in their hands, laughing over possible clues handed out in the ballroom after the final waltz for the night. Oblivious to discovery, Ian moved nearer to the paneled wall, just out of the light but not quite in the shadows. Bethany had paused, put her hand on the newel post. Then, as if sensing his stare, she turned her head. And something stirred in his depths. Something dark and unwelcome. Something unpleasant he’d put to bed long ago.





In her room, Bethany sat at her desk, copying papers, the scratch of her pencil the only noise in the silence. She still wore her gown from that evening’s activities but not her satin slippers, having kicked them off near the door when she’d returned to her room a few hours ago.


Drunken laughter erupted somewhere outside her window. She stole a glance at the ivory and glass clock on the marble mantel across the room. It was well after midnight. Charlene would wonder why she had not been present at the treasure hunt tonight.


She turned in her chair and pulled aside the heavy draperies. A momentary lull in the snowstorm left the world a pristine white. Treasure hunters had ventured into the enclosed courtyard, rooting around the fountain and throwing snowballs at each other, much to their own amusement. The colored globe lamps strung on posts winked in the breeze. Normally Bethany would have joined them in their revelry.


But she had stopped caring about the festivities. She felt restless. After the conversation with Ian tonight, emotions had bubbled to the surface. She told herself she didn’t care with whom he spent his time. For three years, he’d been spending his time as he’d seen fit and Bethany had survived well enough.


But mostly, she felt angry with herself for allowing her flirtation tonight. Then for not allowing it to go far enough.


Glaring at the ceiling, she knew she would do better if she embraced larceny and deceit with a wider grasp.


“Mum?”


Bethany’s gaze swung toward the center of the room. Her young maid stood just past the circle of light. Bethany folded the papers on her desk, shoved them back into their protective casing, and edged them into her pocket.


“I was gone longer than I expected.” Mary carried a steaming mug and brought it forward as Bethany stood. “But I made you your special chocolate. Will you be returning downstairs?”


Bethany accepted the drink from Mary’s hands. “Thank you, Mary. Not tonight. Did you find out where Sir Ian’s room is?”


“Yes, mum.” Mary walked to the window and pointed across the courtyard. “There. The room at the end.”


Bethany stared across the courtyard. The curtains were closed. But light pressed against the glass from a crack in the draperies.


“If you should like, I could tell Miss Dubois you are suffering a megrim and that the toddy put you to sleep,” Mary said.


Bethany turned away from the window. She inhaled the thick gooey aroma from the mug Mary had brought her and then sipped. She could taste the brandy. Normally she didn’t drink, but tonight drinking seemed just the thing. “A megrim isn’t too far from the truth.”


“Are you not feeling well, mum?”


Even Bethany’s special face powder did not entirely conceal the circles under her eyes. A little bit of clay and iron oxides worked miracles on a complexion, but Mary was right. This evening, she looked pale. It was one thing to have a milky white complexion to add to one’s beauty arsenal, but another thing entirely to look dead.


“It’s nothing to worry about, Mary.” She set down the drink and let Mary unbutton her gown and help her undress for bed.


“Did you know that Napoleon was poisoned?” Mary said with growing drama in her voice. “Some believe it was arsenic. A tasteless—”


“I know what arsenic is,” Bethany replied, her voice muffled behind the flannel of her nightdress. She poked out her head and drew on her sleeves. “I’ve not been poisoned with arsenic.”



“Napoleon didn’t believe he was either.”


Mary was like a giant sea sponge. But instead of absorbing seawater into her pores, she absorbed information, whether it be from books at school or her surroundings. Last month Mary had read about Napoleon’s life and death in one of the history books Bethany had given her. Now she viewed everything as a conspiracy. Before that, the story of Robin Hood had caught her imagination, and she feared taking the roads through Epping Forest, lest they be robbed by men wearing pointy hats and green hose.


Yet Bethany would rather spend time in Mary’s company than anywhere downstairs tonight. She felt comfortable around the younger woman who found so much in life to enjoy. They had known each other since the days they discovered one another in a crowded Brighton train depot. Mary had been booted off the train to London as a stowaway. Bethany literally collided with her as the girl tried to pick her pocket. But instead of having the little minx arrested, Bethany bought her a London-bound ticket. Mary had refused to leave her side since and was more friend than personal servant.


As Mary helped Bethany button up the nightdress, she chatted about the servants of those attending the ball and about those who would be remaining until the end of this country retreat. Bethany learned there were four Italian noblemen, three Frenchmen, and two Russians from the consulate present, none who interested her.


“What did you find out about Sir Ian?”


Mary had returned to check on Bethany an hour ago and Bethany had sent her out for all the much-needed gossip. Mary began removing the pins from Bethany’s thick hair. “He is more handsome than you told me he would be.”


Bethany met Mary’s gaze in the glass. “I didn’t tell you he was handsome. I told you he was tall.”


“He’s wealthy, too. His family owns an estate north of here, a vineyard in France, and a sugar plantation in Jamaica.” Mary began to turn down Bethany’s bed. “Countess Dermott was quite put off that Sir Ian did not appear for the treasure hunt until it was nearly well over. In fact she was angry, mum.”


Sitting at the vanity, Bethany set down the hairbrush. “He didn’t appear?” Where had he gone when he’d left the alcove?


“Sir Ian was later found with a group of laggard treasure hunters sipping brandy and playing billiards.”


Mary came over, picked up the brush, and began combing out Bethany’s long hair. “This is rather exciting. I feel like a spy.”


Bethany took Mary’s hands and wanted to shake the dreamy look from her face. What she was doing could be dangerous. “You are never to let on to anyone that you actually care about what is said belowstairs. You understand that, don’t you?”


“I know that, mum.”


Bethany knew Mary was a social butterfly. She was nice and bubbly like a glass of champagne, and sometimes she talked too much. “Promise me you will not get comfortable around anyone here.”


Mary’s brown eyes widened. “I promise, mum.”


Bethany relaxed a little. “You’ve been given enough blankets to sleep warmly?”


“Yes, mum. I’ll be as snug as a bedbug.”



She walked Mary to the door. “Good night, then. Tomorrow comes early. I want you to go to bed.”


Bethany shut the door and turned the key in the lock. She leaned with her back to the solid oaken panel and looked around her. A lamp brightened the chilly confines of her room, which, unlike the castellated grandeur of the rest of the manse, was decorated in soft lavender eyelet and primrose velvet, her favorite colors. She had not really noticed that before.


Anyone who had been in her room at school would know that she loved both colors. Charlene, knowing her penchant for all things violet, had probably told her father to put her in this room to make her feel more comfortable. Only she was not comfortable.


Bethany wasn’t the first from the conservatory to be invited to Whitley Court. Some months before, her science instructor, Mrs. Langley, also active in Lord Whitley’s close circle, made a similar trek. Shortly afterward, the board at the conservatory had hired Bethany to temporarily replace her. Bethany later heard the instructor had resigned and moved to France, where she’d married. That gossip was a lie. Mrs. Langley had been her mentor and her friend; she would never have left England without telling her, and the only man Mrs. Langley had been seeing before her disappearance had been Sir John. He had brought Mrs. Langley to Whitley Court, where she and her maid had simply vanished.


Bethany had tried to go to the authorities. But no one had cared about a penniless teacher rumored to have eloped when there were real crimes to investigate. No one would even make an inquiry. And going to Lord Whitley with her suspicions about Sir John without proof would have been akin to accusing Charlene’s father of complicity in murder. After all, Mrs. Langley had been at Whitley Court with Sir John just before she’d disappeared. Over the past few months, Bethany had started collecting information on Sir John. But what had started as a murder investigation was turning into something equally nefarious as she’d begun to learn more about Sir John and his activities in Lord Whitley’s organization.


She withdrew the sheath of papers from the casing in her pocket she’d placed there earlier when Mary came into her room. Inhaling a slow breath, Bethany knelt beside her travel trunk set at the end of her canopy bed. She unlatched the lock. Feeling beneath the satin-lined lid, she revealed a special compartment. With an audible metallic click, she slid out the drawer. She’d taken the papers from Sir John’s private study, made copies of them, and would have to get them back before they were discovered missing. After replacing the compartment, she walked to the window. Huge snowflakes had begun to fall again. No one was outside now, but she could see the tracks left from their play in the frozen courtyard.


She started to turn away and stopped. As if her mind had the magical power to conjure him up out of ice and imagination, she suddenly saw Ian. He stood at the window across the courtyard.


She could see that he was in white shirtsleeves. She leaned nearer to the glass but otherwise didn’t move. Not even to breathe.


It was definitely Ian, his hands in his pockets, an unmistakable edge to his stance. Restless did not describe what he made her feel. Looking at something off to the left, he had not seen her. Not yet. Then from across the courtyard, she felt it when he turned his head and found her in the window. Her back straightened. In her mind, she imagined his did as well, as if coming to attention when the queen walked into the room. His eyes held hers, imprinting themselves on her senses, and for a woman who prided herself on her instinct, she knew he felt it, too.


After a moment, she reached up and pulled the draperies shut, not because she wanted to shut him out, but because she could not. She sank into the plush chair away from the surrounding light and closed her eyes, letting her mind venture backward to a time that still held sway over memories.


Ian had been a friend to her once when she’d had no one else. Few people actually knew of the hours they’d shared in the dead of night when he’d found her alone in the barn with her horses. With her grandfather ill and the surrounding events that threatened her family at the time, he’d protected her life when she’d been in danger, even from herself.


She now recognized why he had not allowed her youthful flirtation all those years ago, and understanding his reasons helped her know the kind of man he was. That he had conducted himself with the highest professional and personal standards made his importance in her mind grow all the more. Even if he had not been charged with protecting her life, he didn’t forget he was a married man.


Certainly he had been in love with his wife, she realized, wondering what manner of woman could command the heart of such a man. For Ian didn’t strike Bethany as a man who would marry for anything less than an all-consuming love.


Suddenly the emotions evoked by that uncomfortable sensation in her stomach became something infinitely harsher than the memory of their one unfinished kiss.


Bethany may no longer be seventeen or his charge, but she still did not walk in his same circle. He remained in a stratosphere above her in terms of experience, while she was as young and green as she’d always been. That thought annoyed her.











Chapter 3





“Truthfully, sir, I have no idea what you see in these people,” Ian’s valet grumbled from the dressing room doorway. Behind him, gray light filtered into the chambers. “The cook dared complain when I asked for a pot of coffee this morning. He complains every morning. You’d think I was asking him to hunt down a boar and roast the thing for breakfast for all the trouble it would take to put water in a pot and boil it.”


Ian swished his razor in a porcelain basin of water and raised his chin to the glass. He could see the clock on the dresser behind him. It was nearly ten. “I’ll survive without coffee, Samuel.”


Samuel heaved an enormous sigh and went back to attending to his duties. “Will you be bringing the countess home to your mother soon?”


Ian barely missed slicing his throat. He scraped the blade across his chin and again swished the razor. “It is doubtful she is interested in meeting my mother,” he said without bluntly telling Samuel exactly what did interest the countess.


“It’s been three years since you were married, sir.” Samuel returned to the doorway of the dressing room, unusually chatty for any time of the day or night. “No one expects you to continue mourning as you do. Your mother wants to see her grandchildren before she dies.”


“Mother has grandchildren. My sister has given her three.”


“Your sister is not you.”


Ian finally peered at the steward over the edge of the towel. “This isn’t the place to discuss my future, such as it is, Samuel.”


“Women are a confusing, contrary lot,” Samuel commiserated, clearly missing the hint that this was not a topic Ian wished to discuss. “It is no wonder I am content to be a bachelor. Unfortunately, you are not I. Then again, perhaps it is possible you have not yet met the right woman to bring home to your mother.”


Ian wiped the shaving soap from his face as Samuel began talking about other women present at Lord Whitley’s grand retreat. In three days since their arrival, and as one privy to gossip belowstairs, Samuel could detail names and character references and the latest gossip detailing Lord Whitley’s guests. This little country retreat on the outside seemed just like any other rout or ball or assembly he’d ever attended minus the pinch-mouthed matrons who kept an eye over their young charges. No one kept that kind of eye over anyone here.


Samuel Briscoe III was a well-meaning, white-haired old man, the last of the Northumberland Briscoes who had served four generations of the Rockwell family, and Ian thought of him as a father.


Samuel had picked Ian off the ground too many times to count in the nearly thirty-one years of their acquaintance. He’d rapped Ian’s knuckles when he didn’t study hard enough, dusted off his backside when Ian fell off a horse, and given him and his siblings some semblance of a childhood in a world that did not seem to stretch from the walls of his family’s massive estate. Samuel had been with the family when they’d buried Ian’s father and again when his mother buried her eldest son. Samuel Briscoe figured he’d earned the right to speak his mind on any topic.


And Ian allowed him to prattle on and on because it was simpler to listen to the older man talk than it was to think about women.


He’d missed most of the treasure hunt. He might have felt guilt for abandoning Serena if she had not played the bitch to the hilt when she’d finally found him shooting billiards with the Italian count Bethany had danced with.


Even as he’d returned Serena to her chambers he’d still been dwelling on Bethany. A response that had surprised him the most and pleased him the least, like a punch from a Billingsgate stevedore that held enough power behind the blow to lay him out flat.


Until last night in the alcove, he had thought himself dead when it came to feeling anything beyond a base sexual need for a woman. But something had happened to him in his response to her and he’d learned enough from his past to tread with caution when in doubt. Especially around an irritating imp who still possessed the power to warm his blood.


Bethany was part of a past he’d worked too hard these last years to erase, a small part perhaps, but she was from a time in his life he had no interest in revisiting. Her unexpected presence here had already complicated matters.



But whatever reason had brought her to Whitley Court, he wouldn’t believe it was because she’d become like the passionate disciples recruited by Whitley and men of his ilk to help spread their message and do their bidding. Whitley was dangerous. Bethany might be young—certainly she was idealistic—and at times had shown a great deal of naivety, but she wasn’t stupid. In fact, she was sharp as a tack, all grown up with a woman’s body that had filled out her blue gown in a way that gave a man pause.


Whatever Bethany’s purpose here was, she had no idea the kind of people with whom she was dealing. He, on the other hand, did.


So why had he been lying in bed most of the night, staring at the underside of the canopy, dwelling on her comment about her virginity or lack thereof, thinking about her life, and wondering if she had been happy? He had never thought of her being with another man before. And now something that had never crossed his mind suddenly became a focal point for his thoughts.


A tap at the door saved him from further contemplation.


Ian threw down the towel. “I’ll get it.” He grabbed a shirt from the rack on his way out of the dressing room and shoved his hands into the sleeves. “Finish brushing out that jacket, Samuel.”


Ian wore his trousers loose around his hips with his braces slapping at his thighs. He buttoned the shirt and tucked it into his waistband. The knock sounded again just before he opened the door. A tall man with a shock of black hair stood in the corridor, his hand raised to knock again. The first thing Ian noticed was the man’s half missing index finger. Dressed in a black jacket with a crisp white shirt, he looked to be two score. Ian knew him as Meacham, Sir John’s steward.


The man cleared his throat. “I hope I am not disturbing you.” He handed Ian a note.


“I was told to give you this. Is ten o’clock suitable?”


Ian unfolded the slip of paper and read it. His presence was requested in his Lordship’s private library. The bold signature of Lord Whitley’s private secretary, Sir John Howard, was scrawled beneath.


With no change in expression, Ian glanced at the clock on the mantel behind him. Nine-forty. The day was getting better by the hour. Sir John Howard, no less. Whitley’s watchdog, and the very man Ian had followed to Whitley Court. Sir John was on his game. This summons had come earlier than anticipated.


“The time suits.”


“Very well, sir. He will see you in the library in twenty minutes.”


Ian watched the man turn away before shutting the door. Samuel was standing in the dressing room doorway with Ian’s jacket in hand. Ian shook his head. Raising a finger to his lips to shush Samuel, he waited a moment and opened the door. He found the hallway empty. Since his arrival, he had scoured every corner of his room for passageways or peepholes that might be present. Except for the passageway, which he’d blocked off, the room was remarkably free of any remnants of clandestine activities from decades past.


“Is everything all right, sir?” Samuel asked as he held the jacket and Ian slipped his arms into the sleeves.



“Maybe.”


Whatever Sir John wanted, Ian hoped it was not to attempt to put a bullet through his head.


Finished dressing, he braced his foot on a chair, bent over his knee, and strapped a stiletto to one calf. He shook out his pants leg to cover the weapon and straightened to find Samuel watching him.


“Rats,” Ian said to Samuel’s silent inquiry.


The very worst kind.





The sound of laughter waylaid Ian in the corridor. His hand froze in the midst of a knock against the library door, transforming the tension inside him to something far less identifiable. The musical sound had come from near the stairway, just past the alcove where he and Bethany had stood last night.


He lowered his arm, and like the pied piper of Hamelin, the gaiety in Bethany’s voice broke him away from the serious business of the day and led him up the corridor. Who wouldn’t have noticed the sound of her laughter followed by that of a child’s voice sprinkled within the emptiness of the corridor, especially when most of the houseguests were still abed? He continued past the library and toward the grand entryway.


Bethany suddenly rounded the corner and they smacked into each other, the top of her head cracking against his chin. He reeled backward two steps before he caught himself and her in his arms. She was warm and velvety soft. Her gleaming hair was braided in a coronet around her head beneath a pert hat. All this he registered as he watched her sky blue eyes widen. With a startled gasp, she stepped out of his arms, leaving behind a faint scent of white soap and something else he could not quite discern, but which indulged his senses in a way the countess with all of her expensive French perfumes never had.


“Ian...”


The tall window behind her provided scant illumination, yet all there was seemed to pool around her. She wore bright yellow, an absurdly cheerful and warm color on this frigid morn, and it seemed as if the room had warmed ten degrees with her presence.


He placed the back of his hand against his lip and frowned slightly. “Kindly warn me when you decide to trot out of a room so I will at least have the providence to move.”


“Oh, my.” She leaned forward to examine his mouth. “I’ve injured you. I apologize most sincerely. Have you a handkerchief?”


She didn’t sound too heartfelt, and he probably shouldn’t have snapped at her. Her eyes captured his and held them prisoner, and it was with much effort that he forced himself to look down at his hand and inspect it for blood. She pressed a white frilly handkerchief against his palm. “Keep it,” she offered. A quirt dangled from her wrist. “I shall not prevail upon you to return it.”


“You are awake so early?” he said, wondering where the hell his mind had hied off to that he suddenly found it difficult to talk.


“It’s hardly early, Ian.” She took a step backward half-turned, and he stopped himself from staying her with his hand. “I’ve been awake for hours. Adam was downstairs—”


“Adam?” He realized he was following her retreat. Their steps made no sound on the plush red carpet.



“Lord Whitley’s young son. I just returned from riding.”


“Do you not sleep, then?”


“I sleep very well, thank you. Most of the time.” She tapped his chest lightly with the quirt handle. “When I’m in a comfortable bed that is. And you? Did you sleep well?” Innuendo flavored the tenor in her query. “I understand you missed the treasure hunt. It must have been disappointing.”


So far they had held little back from one another. He saw no reason to do so now. “Are you asking if I slept alone, Bethany Ann?” His words had the effect of halting her retreat. Her face colored prettily in mortification. She presented a fetching picture, tightly cinched in serge.


“I most certainly am not asking that. As if I would care.”


Like the steps of a waltz, their dance had somehow brought them back to the same alcove where they’d stood last night. “Then what were you asking?”


Bethany pitched her chin up and looked him in the eyes. “Truly, I expected more from you than such an insinuation in so innocent a question, Ian.”


He leaned a palm against the wall at her back and felt the strangest compulsion to breathe in the scent of her hair. “Never expect anything from anyone. That way you will never be disappointed.”


“What a terrible thing.”


“What is terrible? That you choose not to let yourself be disappointed or that I may not have slept alone?”


“Trust me, Ian Rockwell, your affairs bore me to tears.”


Laughing ruefully, he wished he could say the same about hers. Her involvement with Whitley and his organization interested him very much.


Although it was very heroic of her to stand her ground, she must have known the sensible thing to do was walk away from this conversation. “If you don’t mind, I need to change for breakfast,” she said.


Ian lazed a shoulder against the wall, a smile lifting the corners of his mouth as he observed her departure. Her bustle swayed nicely with her agitated gait. He’d shocked her. It served her right, he thought. She had no business flirting with him. He brought her handkerchief to his nose.


His gaze suddenly drawn to the frilly slip of fabric in his hand, he opened his palm and turned the square edge of lace over. He touched the handkerchief again to his nose, and recognized the pleasant scent as the same one she had worn last night. How long had it been since he’d felt a visceral response to any woman? Even if he still did not quite think of little Bethany Munro as a woman—his body was having difficulty discerning the disparity in his mind.


How long had it been since he’d felt anything at all?





Bethany didn’t stop until she reached the sanctuary of her bedroom and shut the door. She leaned her head back against the solid oak portal and shut her eyes, fighting for breath. He was so bloody arrogant!


Mary appeared in the dressing room doorway carrying a rose-colored lacey gown over her arms. Bethany pushed off the door. “I want to wear the velvet.” She had planned to wear the cornflower velvet at brunch Thursday, but she would wear it this morning. Good fortune had given her a bosom and small waist and the gown displayed her assets with just the right amount of prudence and daring.


Removing her gloves, Bethany walked across the room and dropped them on the bed. Her quirt followed. She slid the pins from her hat and eased it off her head. She could talk about her virginity to Ian’s face and not blush, but let him counter with equal remarks about sleeping with another woman, and she’s mortified. She walked to the window and leaned her forehead against the cooling glass. What on earth was the matter with her?


She started to move away when a snowball hit the glass. Bethany whirled. Another snowball exploded on the pane. She opened the window and leaned over the edge, her breath steaming in the icy air. Little Adam bounced up and down in the courtyard laughing and waving at her. Wrapped in ermine, Charlene stood behind her brother. The cold had brought the apples to their cheeks. “You have been caught out, dear friend,” Charlene said. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I’m taking Adam back to the nursery. Will you be down to breakfast?”


“I’m changing now.”


A hedge three feet high grew below the window. For a moment as she watched brother and sister move past the fountain and a wind-tortured tree, Bethany felt her smile falter. She and Charlene had been best friends for two years when they’d ended up boarding together as students at the conservatory. Their alliance became sealed forever that first month when they escaped being hauled away in a paddy wagon after a suffragist
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