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Part 1


Two loves I have, of comfort and despair,

Which like two spirits do suggest me still;

The better angel is a man right fair,

The worser spirit a woman colour’d ill.



—Shakespeare
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June 1818

Miss Lucy Hartford wondered at the wisdom of breaking into the Earl of Selborne’s mammoth estate on such a cold and dank evening. More specifically, she questioned her degree of intelligence in general. Scaling a tree in the dead of night while somehow managing to hold a small lantern to light her way, all for the sake of helping one adorable, outspoken little boy named Tom, was certainly not one of her better ideas. And though the earl and his evil second wife were on holiday, she still ran the risk of discovery. In fact, she would rank this idea right up there with the time she’d disastrously experimented with gunpowder. Fortunately, the only casualty that day had been the chamber pot.

She grimaced as her booted foot slipped off the branch, knocking a combination of leaves, bark, and twigs to the grass-covered ground nearly thirty feetbelow. A gentle puff of wind caressed the branches around her and caused the lantern to sway and the candle inside to flicker. She held her breath as she waited to be plunged into darkness, but, with a hiss, the candle flared to life again.

At that moment she contemplated turning back. Contemplated, but decided against it. Her glance darted from the window that was her goal, to the ground, then to the window again. Her friends always told her she had more courage than sense. Lucy looked at her surroundings and grinned. They were right.

Still, that didn’t change the fact that she knew this would be her one and only chance to gather clues, perhaps even evidence, proving Tom was really the long-lost son of the earl of Selborne. Unfortunately, in her experience, knowing something to be a good idea and actually implementing the notion were two different things.

Bother.

Leaves and small branches tangled in her hair, which she had tied behind her head. She swatted them away, then gasped as the hot lantern glass scalded her breeches-clad leg.

Rot and bother. There were at least thirty trees dotting the gently rolling hills that surrounded the earl’s Tudor-style home, many of which looked far easier to climb—not that she could see much outside the rim of the light—but with her luck tonight, she’d probably fall out of this one.

No sooner had the thought sprung to her mind than something creaked. Undoubtedly the sound of her stayspopping as her chest heaved up and down in agitation. Then she remembered she wore men’s clothes. Her eyes widened. She heard one last, loud, ominous crack.

And screamed.

It didn’t help, not that she’d expected it to. It felt as though she sailed through the air forever, colliding with something as she landed, a something which grunted in a very masculine way.

“Bloody hell,” she finally groaned as she sat there, stunned, and took a mental survey of her limbs to assure herself nothing had broken.

“Not hell,” the man gasped beneath her. “Not yet.”

Lucy stiffened, suddenly realizing she sat across a man’s chest as primly as a lady sat for tea. Good heavens. She pushed herself to her feet, too hastily as it turned out, for her foot thrust into him in the process. In horror she heard him gasp, then let out a long, agonized moan. She clasped her hands over her mouth, for it was the same groan her brother had emitted the time she’d accidentally struck him in his unmentionables with a billiard cue.

“Oh dear,” she squeaked.

Something snapped. She turned toward the sound, her hair having escaped from it bonds to partly shield her face. She shoved it away impatiently.

Things went from bad to worse in that instant … very bad.

The grass had caught on fire.

“My lantern!” she wailed, watching as a great puff of smoke wafted overhead.

Flames shot up toward the sky like a bonfire on All Hal-low’s Eve. She clapped her gaping mouth shut and began to stomp, but the bloody fire refused to cooperate.

She stomped harder, broken glass crunching beneath her feet. Yet the flames grew bigger. She shrugged out of the coat she’d pilfered from her brother and tried to smother the inferno with the black superfine.

The fabric proved more flammable than the grass.

The coat caught fire. She dropped it to the ground and groaned as she watched the beautiful fabric turn into a textile torch which, in turn, lit a nearby shrub, which then set some dried branches aflame, and then started the trunk of the tree on fire.

It was the strangest thing about those flames, for they were quickly approaching gargantuan proportions when, suddenly, amazingly, they just disappeared. Poof. They were gone.

Lucy widened her green eyes in surprise as she stared first at the smoking embers on the ground and then up at the sky. She expected to feel raindrops on her face, but felt only the soft touch of ashes alighting on her cheeks and the persistent heavy dankness which always accompanies fog.

“What … ?” She turned back to her companion. “Did you see that?”

“If you are referring to the blazing inferno, then yes, I did catch a glimpse of it.”

She ignored the sarcastic edge to his voice and turned back to the smoking embers. “It just disappeared.” She scratched her head, absently tugging out a few stray leaves before dropping her arm back to her side. “Maybe it burned itself out.”

“Perhaps so,” the man grumbled.

She whirled to face him, suddenly realizing she had no idea who he was. “Well, thank you for your assistance Mr., er, ahh, whoever you are. I’ll… I’ll just be on my way now.” She took a hasty step away from him.

“I don’t think so.”

“You don’t?” she asked warily.

“No.”

Lucy gulped as a truly horrible thought penetrated. What if he’d been hired by the evil Countess of Selborne to kill her because she knew who Tom really was? Indeed, if the countess had hired someone to kill Tom all those years ago so her own son could inherit the estate, what was to stop her from hiring someone to kill nosy Lucy Hartford?

She heard a soft rustle, and her terror increased as he got to his feet. For the first time that night Lucy wished she hadn’t ventured out of her aunt’s home alone. Never before had one of her “adventures” gotten her into such a fix. She dove to the ground, her hand searching frantically for something, anything to use as a weapon. When she felt the rough texture of a long-dead tree branch, she clasped it gratefully, then shot to her feet. She hefted the branch above her head and braced her booted feet.

Warily she eyed the dark form making its way toward her. A very large dark form, she amended. When she gauged him near enough, she swung.

Her victim never saw it coming.

It must have taken him a moment to realize what had happened for it was two swipes later before he oared, “Bloody hell, woman, put that branch down!”

He raised his arms in the air in an attempt to ward off her blows.

She may as well have been hitting an elephant, Lucy thought in alarm. She struck him again and again, feeling a piece of the brittle tree branch break off. With a growing sense of dismay, she realized that with each blow, her makeshift weapon grew shorter and shorter. Splinters flew through the air until all she had left was a short stub.

She threw it at him.

Turning, she ran blindly toward what she hoped was the back of the house and, more importantly, the cart and pony she had hidden there, but her leg connected with a hedge some demented gardener had trimmed to only knee high. She gasped as its prickly branches made contact with her skin.

An ironlike grip surrounded her right forearm and kept her from falling. She had no time to be grateful, for in the next instant he whirled her back to face him, clasping his other hand around her left forearm and effectively ending her flight.

“Let me go,” she screamed, squirming in his grasp. “I’ll not let you kill me … or … or … have your way with me!”

“Have my way with you?” the man questioned. “Have my way with you?” he repeated, his voice tinged with amusement.

For a long moment he said nothing and then when he did speak, exasperation was clearly evident in his voice.

“Calm down, wildcat. I’m certainly not here to harm you.”

She said the first thing that came to mind. “No doubt that’s what all henchmen say to their captives.”

He snorted, or maybe it was a chuckle, but then she forgot everything as he said, “I promise, I’ll not harm you.” His voice was a low, seductive purr and his thumb began to rub up and down her arm in a soothing manner

“I d-don’t believe you.”

“I’m a friend.”

His thumb continued to stroke her arm. Oddly enough it was having a strange, calming effect on her. She tried to see his face, but all she could determine was that he had light hair and shoulders the size of Sir Gilmore’s prize stallion’s. Lucy swallowed, her throat so dry she felt as if she were swallowing a desert.

“Are you a friend of a friend, or a friend of mine?”

“My name is Garrick Wolf,” he answered, “and I’m a friend of the Duke and Duchess of Warburton.”

“Adrian and Salena?” Lucy asked hopefully.

Salena Kent, Duchess of Warburton, was her dearest friend, other then Elizabeth Montclair, of course. She began to relax, then tensed again as she realized it could be a ploy to get her to do exactly that.

“How do I know you’re not just telling me that?” she asked suspiciously.

“If I was truly out to harm you, do you think you could stop me?”

Lucy opened her mouth, then slammed it shut as she realized he had a point.

“Besides, the duchess suspected you might react in this fashion,” he continued. “She wanted me to tell you I am here to help you—let me see, how did she put it—‘keep chamber pots from exploding.’”

Lucy’s fears wafted away like clouds on a warm spring day. Only a handful of people knew of that embarrassing incident, thankfully. Her heart rate returned to normal as reason began to assert itself. She breathed in a whiff of soggy night air, noting distantly that she could still smell the remnant of the fire.

“Goodness, you must be telling the truth.” Tension drained from her shoulders. He must have felt it, because he gently released her. “But I wonder why Adrian and Salena never mentioned they were sending you?”

“I’ve no idea,” the man responded.

Lucy nibbled her bottom lip. She supposed Salena thought she might get offended, which she might very well have. “How much have Adrian and Salena told you?”

“Everything, including the fact that you were told to keep yourself and Tom hidden at your aunt’s.”

Lucy grimaced in embarrassment. “I couldn’t abide staying cooped up in the house for one more day. And when I heard the earl and his countess were on holiday, it was too good an opportunity to pass up. Why, there’s no telling what I could learn by rummaging through their papers. Besides, I’ve never been one to stay meekly at home.”

“Do you realize how dangerous it is for a lady of good breeding to venture out alone in the middle of the night?”

Lucy nodded. “Yes, I do, but is it not dangerous for a lady of bad breeding, too? And breeding aside, I simply had to do it. The earl’s second wife has undoubtedly been paying that scoundrel Jolly blackmail money to keep him quiet about her part in Tom’s disappearance all those years ago. If that is so, then I would reason she knows where to find Jolly. Indeed, he must have told her where to send the money, for I’m certain she would never deal with the man directly. And if we find Jolly, we’ll be that much closer to proving Tom is the earl’s son. Do you not agree?”

He grew silent again as he mulled over her words, then said, “You could have gotten yourself killed, or hurt.”

Lucy rolled her eyes derisively. He was using that smugly pretentious voice males used when they didn’t want to admit a woman could be as useful as a man.

“I assure you, sir,” she said as firmly as possible, “I’ve climbed quite a number of trees in my time. I was in no danger of hurting myself.”

“Yes, no doubt you’re correct. I’m sure if you hadn’t landed on me, it wouldn’t have hurt a bit when you hit the ground.”

“Hmm,” Lucy conceded, unable to stop the laughter from tingeing her voice, “that was rather a stroke of luck, even though you are not much softer than the ground. Still, if you think the idea so silly, I give you leave to take yourself away from here. I, however, am getting into that house.”

“Oh, no you are not,” he countered. When she stiffened he added, “I will go inside, since you’re so set on the notion.”

Lucy wanted to insist she accompany him, but realized it would be useless. No doubt it was best to let him have his way … for now. She could already tell this friend of Adrian’s was the obstinate, males-are-the-ultimate-sex, you-are-weak-woman type. She wondered briefly if she might have met him at Salena and Adrian’s wedding. Yes. Perhaps that was the reason he seemed so familiar.

As the last of her doubts drifted away she said, “There was another branch below the one I used, sturdier, but at more of a distance from the window.”

Before she could say another word, he’d turned away and headed back toward the tree. It was with a sense of amazed disbelief that she watched his dark form climb up the branches a moment later.

Why, he shimmied up that tree as swiftly as one of those monkeys she’d seen at the Royal Zoo. It didn’t seem possible for a man of his large bulk to move so quickly, yet he did. To her absolute and utter astonishment he was through the half-open window within seconds.

She waited until she judged him well into the house before she took a last look around, then carefully followed. She’d never had any intention of simply staying behind. It was her one fault, she admitted ruefully, this desire—more of a burning need, actually—for grand adventure. It had gotten her into trouble more times than not.

It was the sad truth; she was something of a madcap.

The tree was a simple one to climb, as trees go, and the new branch was definitely much sturdier and far easier to cross than the last one, not to mention now she had no candle to impede her progress. However, the limb was a good distance below the open window.

“Blast,” Lucy hissed, eyeing the dark opening. It looked impossibly far away.

As it stood, the only way she would make it inside was to jump for it. She mulled over the idea. It was risky, but she’d be damned if she just stood by and let Mr. Wolf have all the fun. This was her adventure.

Lucy took a deep breath and posed herself to jump. Grimly determined, she eyed the opening.

She jumped.

It wasn’t a miscalculation on her part, really; it was more of an underestimation of the weight of her body. That and the fact that she hadn’t planned on her arms feeling as if they were going to be pulled from their sockets when she landed. Her knuckles grew white as she clung to the sill. She let out a little squeak when she realized she was in trouble.

“Oh dear,” she murmured softly, then, “Mr. Wolf,” as loudly as she dared, in the off chance he was still in the room above. He wasn’t.

Her grip began to slip.

Drop back to the branch, she thought, but then she realized sickeningly that she was too afraid to do so.

“Help?” she said a little louder.

Her hand slid ominously toward the edge.
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Her fingers were just about to slide off the narrow sill when Mr. Wolf tugged her through the window and up against his wide chest. Her scream faded into a strangled gasp at being so quickly snatched from peril. She kept her eyes shut as she clasped her arms around him. He smelled like the sea, she noted distantly. She tried to stand. Her feet made contact with what felt like a hardwood floor, but her legs shook so badly he had to support her.

She hadn’t fallen to a messy death.

Thankful for being rescued, she squeezed him harder, then almost completely lost her train of thought. Her breath escaped in a rush as she hugged him tighter, rather enjoying the feel of him pressed against her.

“Thank you,” she murmured. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” She kept squeezing, just to make sure his muscles felt as firm as they looked, then said in a quavering voice, “I was too frightened to drop back down to the branch, and then I couldn’t pull myself up, and when I looked down I couldn’t even see the ground, not that I could see anything what with it being pitch black outside, but I thought for sure I was dead …” She pulled back, her words trailing off as she got her first good look at him in the light.

Her breath escaped in an awe-filled rush as she studied the features candlelight illuminated to perfection.

He was beautiful.

No, beautiful was not enough; he was, well, magnificent. With his Nordic-like cheekbones, golden hair, white lawn shirt, sea blue eyes made even more blue by the copper color of his skin, and his buff-colored breeches tucked into black boots, all he’d need was a patch over one eye and he’d be the spitting image of a high-seas pirate, a swashbuckling hero come to rescue her.

“Oh my,” she breathed softly, a strange mushy feeling surging through her insides, the same feeling she’d gotten after drinking that bottle of wine she’d snuck into her room on her thirteenth birthday.

“What the devil do you mean by climbing up here?” he hissed, pushing her away from him.

“You left me behind.”

“I told you to stay behind on purpose.”

All Lucy could do was nod, still staring up at him in giddy bemusement. His expression grew thunderous. She gave him an undoubtedly wan smile in return. It was obvious by his lack of response that he couldn’t see her face with the candles behind her. Those candles revealed what appeared to be a sitting room.

A sofa, its long back against a wall, squatted on claw-footed legs to her left; two matching rose and whitechairs sat to her right. It was a feminine room with floral patterns on everything: the furniture, the wall hangings … good heavens, even around the perimeter of the hardwood floor. Mr. Wolf looked distinctly at odds with such a backdrop, still sinfully handsome, but out of place.

Suddenly he tensed, and before she knew what he was about, he stepped past her, reached for the candelabra on the floor behind her, and blew out the candles. Lucy wanted to protest. She would have been happy to stare at him all night.

When he tugged her away from the window, she didn’t argue, happy to follow wherever he went. Not even when he scraped the sofa away from the wall, then pushed her down behind it, did she say a word. Actually, she was a tad bit disappointed he hadn’t placed her on the sofa, then lay down with her. She’d always wondered what it would be like to be kissed by such a man—a man who was tall and masculine and virile, the opposite of her short and somewhat chunky soon-to-be-fiance, Lord Harry Harrington.

She sighed. A man such as this would never want her, not with her clumsy nature. She’d been lucky dear Harry had agreed to take her on. Once again she squelched a familiar pang of longing to have been born tall and graceful and blonde. Perhaps then she would…

The door opened. “Who’s there?” a voice asked. It served to snap Lucy back to the world of reality far faster than if a bolt of lightning had zapped her.

Secret fantasies forgotten, she tensed as boot heels clicked on the floor. A shadow flickered against the wall and her eyes widened. She heard a step, then anotherand another. When the footsteps got too close for comfort, Lucy turned and knelt on all fours, then hastily started crawling toward the other end of the sofa, grimacing at the layer of dust she could feel beneath her hands. Actually, she had rather a lot of experience skulking about in such a way. Apparently so did her companion, for he made hardly a sound as he followed behind.

The footsteps stopped and Lucy tensed, expecting to hear, “Aha, I have caught you,” at any moment. Instead all she heard was a loud thud. It scared her so much, she nearly yelped in fright. Only when she heard the distinct click of a latch being shut did she realize it was the window being closed. She froze and waited to see what happened next, then rolled her eyes in exasperation when the footsteps sounded again … heading straight toward her.

She scrunched down, making herself as small as possible and jabbing her elbow into Mr. Wolf in the process. She heard him gasp and felt her cheeks flame in response. The footsteps receded, the light faded, and then there was the unmistakable sound of the door closing.

Silence.

She felt her rescuer stir. A moment later he stood, then grabbed her elbow and raised her up alongside of him. When he moved away, she followed his dark form, all the while hoping he wasn’t too terribly angry.

Garrick Asquith-Wolf, former naval captain now turned reluctant guardian, was beyond angry, he was furious. No, he thought, even beyond furious, he was livid. Hereached for the flint to relight the candles, wanting to see into the eyes of the dunderhead who had hung like a bat from a windowsill, tried to unman him, and used him as her personal landing cushion while falling out of a tree, a tree of all things. She was the most idiotic chit he’d ever had the misfortune to meet. He wondered if she looked as stupid as she acted.

He raised the candles high and nearly dropped the candelabra in his astonishment.

Good God. Anyone as accident-prone as she ought to look like a hag, not this … dazzling beauty with eyes as green as precious gem stones and skin as luminescent as moonlight. He nearly groaned aloud. With her lush curves and heart-shaped face surrounded by masses and masses of long, titian-colored hair, she put his former mistress to shame, even in breeches and boots. She was—he searched for the right word—temptation.

Garrick wanted to rail his fist toward heaven.

Now he knew why the angel who had sent him back had looked at him so smugly when he’d told him he would be human in every sense of the word. To think he’d actually scoffed at his vow to remain chaste.

They had called the vow a test.

It would be torment, Garrick realized as he stared down at the woman before him. More than that. His mission to prove the boy in her care the son of the Earl of Selborne would be hell.

“Perhaps the person’s gone?” she ventured.

“’Twould appear so.” He resisted the urge to continue to stare at her and forced himself to turn away. He held the candles high as he walked toward the doorway.

“Where are we going?” She stumbled after him.

He turned to glare at her, which was a mistake, for as soon as he met her gaze, he felt a blazing shaft of heat stab straight to his manhood, causing it to stand at attention like an ensign saluting an admiral. He put a hand on her shoulder to stop her from getting any closer. Another mistake, he realized the moment they touched. He had to squelch the urge to pull her toward him. He almost groaned, then jerked his hand away as if scalded.

Damn it all to hell. He hadn’t had a woman in months, thanks to his last voyage at sea—the voyage which had ended his life—and now he was forced into the company of a woman who made his former mistress look like Prince George.

“Follow me,” he snapped. “I was in the process of examining the countess’s bedroom when your circus performance interrupted me.”

She blinked up at him, her emerald eyes soft and gooey. Garrick turned away. As soon as he was through the door, he snapped it closed, trying his best to ignore the huge bed centered against a wall, and the almost irresistible urge to toss his charge onto it, preferably naked. God’s teeth, he’d had no idea a man could feel so beguiled by a woman.

Calling himself a fool, he headed for the lace-embellished toilette located near a window to his left. The bed loomed large to his right. He told himself he’d get over his instant attraction. He told himself a multitude of things, none of which he believed.

There were only three drawers to examine, thankfully, for the sooner he was out of the bedroom, the better. He set the candelabra down and began to search. There was only an odd assortment of ribbons, bows, and brushes. He closed the last drawer muttering, “Damn,” and stepped back, bumping into Miss Lucy who, he realized, was stuck to him like a fly on sap.

“Beg your pardon,” she said sweetly.

The contact was too much. “Get away from me,” he warned through gritted teeth, feeling as if he’d been scorched by the flames of hell.

As her eyes grew startled, he realized his words may have been a bit too harsh, but dammit, he needed her to stop looking at him as if he were a present under her Christmas tree.

She turned away from him, and Garrick thought he saw a glimmer of anger in her eyes. Good. Maybe if she was vexed with him, she’d stop mooning. He crossed his arms and watched as she grabbed a candle from the candelabra, then flounced back the way they’d come, her boots tapping militantly as she headed for the wardrobe closet near the doorway and the chest of drawers next to it.

She opened one, rummaged through it, then closed it with a snap. She did the same thing to the next drawer, only closed it a little harder. By the fourth drawer she was closing them with a full-fledged slam.

He turned away, content to let her wallow in her anger. As it turned out he didn’t have a chance.

“Mr. Wolf?” he heard her call out only seconds later.

So used was he to being addressed as “Wolf” or “my lord,” he almost didn’t realize she was calling him. He turned toward her, noting the piece of paper she held in her hands.

“What do you make of this?”

He walked forward and took the slip from her. “‘Tis the address of a solicitor.”

“Yes, I can see that,” she said impatiently, “but it was hidden in a drawer.”

When he said nothing, she said, “It must be important. Why else would she hide it?”

Garrick had a hard time believing they’d stumbled upon a clue so easily, but for the life of him he couldn’t squelch the feeling that they had. Not only that, but there was the oddest sensation as he held the paper, a tingling, very much like the feeling he got when he touched Lucy.

Where had that thought come from?

They both heard the footsteps at the same time. Lucy groaned at the exact moment Garrick stuffed the paper in his pocket, then extinguished the candles, secretly glad for the interruption. Darkness swallowed them.

“Phibbs, you’re a dodderin’ old fool draggin’ me out of bed like this,” they heard a man mutter.

Lucy felt Mr. Wolf tug her toward the wardrobe closet. Next thing she knew, he pushed her into it. In amazement, she felt him cram his big body in next to hers, somehow wedging in between what felt like ball gowns. The smell of cedar nearly overpowered her, and so did her fear, so she grabbed his hand and held it next to her pounding heart.

He tried to pull it away.

She wouldn’t let him.

The wood creaked ominously, and she envisioned them dropping out of the bottom of the wardrobe like potatoes through a rotted sack. Miraculously, the closet held, though she felt as if she were a contortionist she’d once seen at a fair. She shifted. He grunted. Then they both stilled when they heard the bedroom door open and a voice with a Cockney accent just like Tom’s say, “See? Nothing here,” in disgruntlement.

“I tell you I heard thumping.”

“Probably the sound of your brainbox trying to function,” the other man grumbled in exasperation.

“Very amusing,” a voice retorted. There was silence, and the obvious sound of a person rustling about. “Do you smell that?”

“Smell what?”

“It smells like a candle.”

“You’re holding a candle, you dolt.”

“Yes, but this smells like an extinguished candle.”

There was a snort. “I’ve had enough of this nonsense.”

“But I tell you, I heard something.”

“Then by all means, feel free to investigate. I for one am going back to my bed.”

“Wait.” There was the hurried sound of footsteps. “I refuse to walk through these hallways alone.”

Lucy heard the door close and breathed a sigh of relief. “I think they’re gone.”

She shifted a little; her body rubbed up against his. She heard a gasp, and wondered if she’d stepped on him again. She tried to push past him, her breasts sliding upagainst his arm. Her cheeks stung with embarrassment. She heard him gasp again, then her thoughts fled like petals on a breeze when she felt a hand gently caress her side. Strangely, she didn’t move away. She should move away. It was terribly disloyal to dear Harry to allow a man to touch her thus. Still, Mr. Wolf’s touch made her feel so strange, like when she’d plunged off the roof of the barn and into that haystack, just before she’d stepped on the pitchfork. It was a funny sort of feeling, right in the pit of her stomach, as if … as if she couldn’t breathe.

She stiffened when his hand trailed up her side, skirted around her breasts, traipsed along her collarbone, and up the side of her neck to halt at long last on her jaw. She felt him shift, realized he was going to kiss her, realized that she should tell him to stop, but then she felt the gentle caress of his breath on her cheek, and then … and then …

Heaven.

It was a kiss so soft, yet so … so amazing, Lucy was too stunned to move. Her legs weakened. She felt Garrick try to catch her wilting body, but they were so cramped in the narrow confines of the closet they could barely move. He grunted in frustration, and without removing his lips from hers, pushed past some petticoats and stepped from the closet, leaving her behind. It worked out perfectly, for their two heads were on level.

Lucy sighed in contentment, but then he did something so unexpected, so startling, she stiffened in protest. Still he continued to pull her shirt from the waistline of her breeches. She pulled her lips away, but he startedtrailing kisses down the side of her neck instead. That left her momentarily breathless and so she closed her eyes, but then he leaned back and before she knew what he was about, he touched her breast.

She pushed him away in shock.

He flew over backward like Hyperion falling from heaven.

And downstairs two gazes shot to the ceiling.

“Now, you tell me that weren’t nothin’,” one footman said to the other.
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“What do you think you’re doing!”

Garrick didn’t want to open his eyes. Unfortunately, the voice which had spoken sounded all too familiar. Arlan Horatio Shuck, his “Heavenly Guidance Counselor.” He opened one eye, then wished he hadn’t. The white-robed figure staring back at him looked furious—livid, really. His wings beat back and forth like a hawk’s hovering over its prey. The motion caused the papers on his desk to rustle. One of his feathers came loose and drifted to the white tiled floor.

“You’ve been alone with Miss Hartford for a half hour,” he ranted, raising his hands in the air. “A half hour, and already you’ve nearly broken your vow. What? Do you want to go to hell?”

Garrick stared at Arlan warily. Arlan stared right back. The silence stretched on, the only sound the agitated flapping of Arlan’s wings as they brushed against the room’s walls, a room where everything was white: the desk, the ceiling, Arlan’s hair. It was like beingtrapped in the middle of a blizzard. It gave Garrick a headache.

“Well, say something,” the angel demanded.

“This is not a fair test.”

“Oh.” The angel’s thin lips spread into a grimace, exposing teeth that would be better suited on a horse; his blue eyes narrowed into a squint. “Oh, oh, oh, I get it.” He looked toward the ceiling. “He says it’s not a fair test.”

Thunder rattled the little room, and the angel squinted back at him, a look of disgust on his face. “That excuse didn’t work for Adam, either.”

“Then give me another person to guard.”

“Sorry. This is the path you chose, Garrick. This here and this now. We can’t undo what we’ve already done because you’ve changed your mind.”

When Garrick didn’t answer, he added, “Do you know what we went through to place that little boy in Lucy’s care?” Arlan didn’t wait for an answer, just raged on. “First the carriage accident. And then manipulating Lucy into offering to care for the child, not that that took much work. You simply cannot change your mind midway through the test. This is your one chance to go directly to heaven. If you don’t, you must take your chances with the Well of Souls.”

Garrick stared at the angel for a long moment then ran his fingers through his hair, muttering, “God’s balls. I had no idea it would be this hard.”

“God’s what?” Arlan snapped.

Garrick stared at him in confusion.

The lightning bolt came out of nowhere.

It filled the room with its brightness, bounced off a nearby chair, ricocheted off the door, and found its mark on the left cheek of Garrick’s rear.

“Bloody hell!” he yelled, looking over his shoulder to check the damage.

“All clear?” asked a muffled voice from under a desk. Garrick turned back in time to see Arlan peek out, breathe a sigh of relief, and then slowly stand. “Whew. Thought you were going to get hit harder than that. The Chief must be in a good mood today. Guess you learned that lesson.” He dusted off his robe. “Not a good idea to say things like that around here. Now, where were we? You were asking for a different assignment and I had just told you no, but there was something else. Ah yes, I remember now.” Arlan reached into his desk and pulled out a scroll that, when unfurled, was easily two feet long. “I was going to tell you how many penalties you’d incurred for touching Miss Hartford.” He scanned the list. “Where is it, where is it? Kissing, kissing, kissing. Ah, here it is!” His brow furrowed as he read, “An automatic one-day deduction shall be incurred when a guardian kisses his client.”

Arlan looked up.“See? You’ve already lost a day. And right below it says a deduction of two days shall be incurred should you touch a mortal’s, er … ahh, private parts. That means you’ve lost three days in all, leaving you a total of twenty-four days to prove the identity of the little boy Lucy has in her care. Need I remind you, Garrick, that if you break your vow of celibacy, you go directly to the Well of Souls. It’s simply not a good idea to waste your earthly energy on physical pleasures. Consider it a stroke of luck that you qualified for the Guardian Program the first time around. Granted, if you go back to the Well, you might, and I stress might, get another chance, but I doubt it. And if you don’t, well, you know where they’ll send you.”

“Hell,” Garrick muttered.

“Well, at least you’ve remembered that much.” Arlan’s eyes held a warning as they stared across at him. “You must be circumspect, Garrick. Prove the identity of that little boy within twenty-four days and you’ll earn your spot in heaven. Fail and it’s back to the Well of Souls to await a hearing. And do you have any idea how long it takes to get a hearing? An eternity.

“My advice is to stay as far away from Lucy Hartford as possible since you seem to be so, er, attracted to her. ”

“Garrick, please, please wake up.”

If there was one thing Garrick had learned to hate it was the way he was zapped from one location to the other. The same thing had happened the first time he’d been tossed from heaven. Kapow … and he was on the ground watching Lucy Hartford’s behind hurtle toward him from above.

A tentative hand touched his shoulder, bringing him back to the present. Was it his imagination or did that hand linger? He opened his eyes, then wished he hadn’t. She was close, too close.

“Oh, thank God. I thought you dead,” she murmured.

God should be so kind.“How long?” he mumbled, throat dry. After the sunlike brightness of Arlan’s room, the candle she’d lit seemed as dim as moonlight in comparison.

“Only seconds,” she answered, “but we must leave. When your head hit the floor, you sounded like Goliath falling to the ground.”

He nodded, then sat up.

“Garrick,” she said softly.“You’re not angry with me, are you?”

“No,” he snapped, pushing himself to his feet, fed up with the whole situation: Arlan, Lucy, the bloody mess this day had turned out to be.

She stood up alongside of him, then tugged at his arm. Reluctantly, he turned to face her.

“I’m so sorry for pushing you away,” she said hesitantly.“What you did just startled me so. Not even dear Harry has done that.”

Dear Harry? Who the hell was dear Harry? Never mind, he didn’t want to know.

He shook his head, furious with himself for losing control in the arms of an innocent—an incredibly responsive innocent, but still an innocent.

“And I suppose I should warn you that I’m not the world’s most graceful person,” she went on to say as he stood.“Things just seem to happen around me. I mean, I didn’t plan for that branch to break earlier, but it did.” She sighed.“My aunt says I’m as clumsy as a pig on ice. And dear Harry refuses to dance with me—”

“Miss Hartford,” Garrick interrupted.“I assure you I will never touch you again.”

He wouldn’t? Lucy thought. Whyever not? But then she realized she shouldn’t want him to touch her. Sheshould want dear Harry—a man who was expected to propose to her—to touch her. She should be outraged, horrified, disgusted by Mr. Wolf’s behavior. She should be stricken with maidenly affront. At the very least she should slap his face.

Instead she felt a brazen need to make him want to touch her again. She peeked up at him.

He glared.

Her heart sank. Just sank to the bottom or her dirt-stained heels. He didn’t like her. That much was clear. A lump the size of Sir Wilmont’s garden grew in her throat. She tried to swallow, nearly choked, then looked away. Heaven knows she should be used to such reactions from men.

Heaven knows she wasn’t.

Turning, she blindly reached for the door, wanting only to escape. It was hard to say who was more surprised when she opened the door and came face-to-face with two servants—her or the servants. One man’s mouth gaped open. His face filled with horror, the dim light of the lantern he held turning his features into a ghoulish mask. He crossed himself.

Unfortunately, the other servant wasn’t so timid.“Thief!” he screamed, pointing at her.

“Well!” Lucy huffed, sniffing back her tears.“I never. Thief indeed. Why, I’ll have you know—”

Whatever else she’d been about to say was unceremoniously cut off when Garrick jerked her back and slammed the door in the footmen’s faces.

“Stop!” came a muffled voice from the other side of the door.

Garrick shoved the lock in place, then pulled her toward the adjoining sitting room. He tried the window, but it was closed now. She watched as he struggled with the latch for a moment, then gave up and tugged her toward the door.

They burst into the same hallway as their pursuers, and a cold gust of air blew out Lucy’s candle. She dropped it to the floor, then glanced over her shoulder and saw that the two servants had spotted them.

“Stop, thief,” one of them yelled, charging in their direction.

She faced forward again only to crash into Garrick’s back a moment later. He almost tumbled down the dark chasm before them. A stairwell.

He hesitated a moment, then plunged down the steps; Lucy followed closely behind. They made it down with nary a misstep, only to meet up with another servant at the bottom.

Lucy, unable to stop her momentum, sent the man flying backward with an “oomph.”

“Beg your pardon,” she blurted, managing to stay upright only because Garrick had a vicelike grip on her upper arm.

“Stop!” ordered their first pursuer from the stairs above.

They headed for the front door, bursting into the chilly night air a second later. It was blacker than a witch’s cauldron outside, but Lucy noted Garrick somehow knew instinctively where to go.

The sound of pursuing footsteps receded, but still Garrick pushed on, practically shoving her up a smallknoll, which Lucy dared to hope was the same knoll where her cart was hidden. When they crested the rise, she wheezed in relief at the sight of her pony cart.

“We can’t go in that,” he immediately announced. The wretch didn’t sound the least bit out of breath, she noted.“We’ll take my horse.” He pulled her forward, dragging her behind like a poodle on a leash.

Horse, what horse? But then her eyes opened wide upon spying the white horse tethered next to the pony. Where had that come from? And the sudden moonlight, too?

“Hurry, they’re pursuing us.”

Lucy heard the thrashing footsteps as well.“B-but what about my aunt’s pony?” she asked breathlessly.

“Leave it.”

“We can’t,” she gasped in a breath.“My aunt will be furious.”

In response he quickly untied the pony’s traces, then slapped the little animal on the rear. Lucy watched in dismay as her aunt’s pony and cart rumbled off into the night like a mail coach on its way to London. Next Garrick untied his horse and quickly mounted. He held out a hand to her.“Hurry,” he ordered.

“I can’t.”

Garrick looked from her to the two servants nearly upon them, one of them brandishing what looked to be a pistol.“This is
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