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		Prologue

		
			London, April 1770
		

		“Are you worried I’ll ravish
			the woman, Eldridge? I admit to a preference for widows in my bed. They are much more
			agreeable and decidedly less complicated than virgins or other men’s
			wives.”

		Sharp gray eyes lifted from the mass of
			papers on the enormous mahogany desk. “Ravish, Westfield?” The deep
			voice was rife with exasperation. “Be serious, man. This assignment is very
			important to me.”

		Marcus Ashford, seventh Earl of Westfield,
			lost the wicked smile that hid the soberness of his thoughts and released a deep breath.
			“And you must be aware that it is equally important to me.”

		Nicholas, Lord Eldridge, sat back in his
			chair, placed his elbows on the armrests, and steepled his long, thin fingers. He was a
			tall and sinewy man with a weathered face that had seen too many hours on the deck of a
			ship. Everything about him was practical, nothing superfluous, from his manner of
			speaking to his physical build. He presented an intimidating presence with a bustling
			London thoroughfare as a backdrop. The result was deliberate and highly effective.

		“As a matter of fact, until this moment, I
			was not aware. I wanted to exploit your cryptography skills. I never considered you
			would volunteer to manage the case.”

		Marcus met the piercing gray stare with grim
			determination. Eldridge was head of the elite band of agents whose sole purpose was to
			investigate and hunt down known pirates and smugglers. Working under the auspices of His
			Majesty’s Royal Navy, Eldridge wielded an inordinate amount of power. If Eldridge
			refused him the assignment, Marcus would have little say.

		But he would not be refused. Not in
			this.

		He tightened his jaw. “I will not
			allow you to assign someone else. If Lady Hawthorne is in danger, I will be the one to
			ensure her safety.”

		Eldridge raked him with an
			all-too-perceptive gaze. “Why such passionate interest? After what transpired
			between you, I’m surprised you would wish to be in close contact with her. Your
			motive eludes me.”

		“I have no ulterior motive.” At
			least not one he would share. “Despite our past, I’ve no desire to see her
			harmed.”

		“Her actions dragged you into a
			scandal that lasted for months and is still discussed today. You put on a good show, my
			friend, but you bear scars. And some festering wounds, perhaps?”

		Remaining still as a statue, Marcus kept his
			face impassive and struggled against his gnawing resentment. His pain was his own and
			deeply personal. He disliked being asked about it. “Do you think me incapable of
			separating my personal life from my professional one?”

		Eldridge sighed and shook his head.
			“Very well. I won’t pry.”

		“And you won’t refuse
			me?”

		“You are the best man I have. It was
			only your history that gave me pause, but if you are comfortable with it, I have no objections. However, I will grant her request for reassignment, if it
			comes to that.”

		Nodding, Marcus hid his relief. Elizabeth
			would never ask for another agent; her pride wouldn’t permit it.

		Eldridge began to tap his fingertips
			together. “The journal Lady Hawthorne received was addressed to her late husband
			and is written in code. If the book was involved in his death …” He paused.
			“Viscount Hawthorne was investigating Christopher St. John when he met his
			reward.”

		Marcus stilled at the name of the popular
			pirate. There was no criminal he longed to apprehend more than St. John, and his enmity
			was personal. St. John’s attacks against Ashford Shipping were the impetus to his
			joining the agency. “If Lord Hawthorne kept a journal of his assignments and St.
			John were to acquire the information—bloody hell!” His gut tightened at the
			thought of the pirate anywhere near Elizabeth.

		“Exactly,” Eldridge agreed.
			“In fact, Lady Hawthorne has already been contacted about the book since it was
			brought to my attention just a sennight ago. For her safety and ours, it should be
			removed from her care immediately, but that’s impossible at the moment. She was
			instructed to personally deliver the journal, hence the need for our
			protection.”

		“Of course.”

		Eldridge slid a folder across the desk.
			“Here is the information I’ve gathered so far. Lady Hawthorne will apprise
			you of the rest during the Moreland ball.”

		Collecting the particulars of the
			assignment, Marcus stood and took his leave. Once in the hallway, he allowed a grim
			smile of satisfaction to curve his lips.

		He’d been only days away from seeking
			Elizabeth out. The end of her mourning meant his interminable waiting was over. Although
			the matter of the journal was disturbing, it worked to his advantage, making it
			impossible for her to avoid him. After the scandalous way she’d jilted him four years ago she would not be pleased with his new appearance in her life.
			But she wouldn’t turn to Eldridge either, of that he was certain.

		Soon, very soon, all that she had once
			promised and then denied him would finally be his.
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		Marcus found Elizabeth before he even set
			foot in the Moreland ballroom. In fact, he was trapped on the staircase as impatient
			peers and dignitaries sought a word with him. He was oblivious to those who vied for his
			attention, arrested by a brief glimpse of her.

		She was even lovelier than before. How that
			was possible he couldn’t say. She had always been exquisite. Perhaps absence had
			made his heart grow fonder.

		A derisive smile curved his lips. Obviously,
			Elizabeth did not return the sentiment. When their eyes met, he allowed his pleasure at
			seeing her again to show on his face. In return, she lifted her chin and looked
			away.

		A deliberate snub.

		The cut direct, exactly administered but
			unable to draw blood. She had already inflicted the most grievous laceration years ago,
			making him impervious to further injury. He brushed off her disregard with ease. Nothing
			could alter their fate, however she might wish it otherwise.

		For years now he’d served as an agent
			to the crown, and in that time he had led a life that would rival the stories written in
			any sensational novel. He’d fought numerous sword fights, been shot twice, and
			dodged more than any man’s fair share of cannon fire. In the process, he had lost
			three of his own ships and sunk a half dozen others before he’d been forced to remain in England by the demands of his title. And yet the sudden fiery
			lick of awareness along his nerve endings only ever happened when he was in the same
			room as Elizabeth.

		Avery James, his partner, stepped around him
			when it became obvious he was rooted to the spot. “There is Viscountess Hawthorne,
			my lord,” he pointed out with an almost imperceptible thrust of his chin.
			“She is standing to the right, on the edge of the dance floor, in the violet silk
			gown. She is—”

		“I know who she is.”

		Avery looked at him in surprise. “I
			was unaware that you were acquainted.”

		Marcus’s lips, known widely for their
			ability to charm women breathless, curved in blatant anticipation. “Lady Hawthorne
			and I are … old friends.”

		“I see,” Avery murmured, with a
			frown that said he didn’t at all.

		Marcus rested his hand on the shorter
			man’s shoulder. “Go on ahead, Avery, while I deal with this crush, but leave
			Lady Hawthorne to me.”

		Avery hesitated a moment, then nodded
			reluctantly and continued to the ballroom, his path clear of the crowd that besieged
			Marcus.

		Tempering his irritation with the
			importunate guests blocking his path, Marcus tersely acknowledged the flurry of
			greetings and inquiries directed at him. This melee was the reason he disliked these
			events. Gentlemen who did not have the initiative to seek him out during calling hours
			felt free to approach him in a more relaxed social setting. He never mixed business with
			pleasure. At least that had been his rule until tonight.

		Elizabeth would be the exception. As she had
			always been an exception.

		Twirling his quizzing glass, Marcus watched
			as Avery moved through the crowd with ease, his gaze drifting past his partner to the
			woman he was assigned to protect. He drank in the sight of her like a man dying of
			thirst.

		Elizabeth had never cared for wigs and was not
			wearing one tonight, as most of the other ladies did. The effect of stark white plumes
			in her dark hair was breathtaking, drawing every eye inexorably toward her. Nearly
			black, her hair set off eyes so stunningly colored they brought to mind the luster of
			amethysts.

		Those eyes had locked with his for only a
			moment, but the sharp shock of her magnetism lingered, the pull of it undeniable. It
			drew him forward, called to him on the primitive level it always had, like a moth to a
			flame. Despite the danger of burning, he could not resist.

		She had a way of looking at a man with those
			amazing eyes. Marcus could almost have believed he was the only man in the room, that
			everyone had disappeared and nothing stood between where he was trapped on the staircase
			and where she waited on the other side of the dance floor.

		He imagined closing the distance between
			them, pulling her into his arms, and lowering his mouth to hers. He knew already that
			her lips, so erotic in their shape and plumpness, would melt into his. He wanted to
			trail his mouth down the slim column of her throat and lick along the ridge of her
			collarbone. He wanted to sink into her lush body and sate his driving hunger, a hunger
			that had become so powerful he was very nearly mad with it.

		He’d once wanted everything—her
			smiles, her laughter, the sound of her voice, and the view of the world through her
			eyes. Now his need was baser. Marcus refused to allow it to be more than that. He wanted
			his life back, the life free of pain, anger, and sleepless nights. Elizabeth had taken
			it away and she could damn well give it back.

		His jaw clenched. It was time to close the
			distance between them.

		One look had shaken his control. What would
			it be like when he held her in his arms again?

		Elizabeth, Viscountess Hawthorne, stood
			for a long moment in shock, heat spreading across her cheeks.

		Her gaze had locked on the man on the
			staircase for only a moment and yet during that brief time her heart had increased its
			rhythm to an alarming pace. She was held motionless, arrested by the masculine beauty of
			his face, a face which had clearly shown pleasure at seeing her again. Startled and
			disturbed by her reaction to him after all these years, she had forced herself to cut
			him, to look away with haughty disregard.

		Marcus, now the Earl of Westfield, was still
			magnificent. He remained the handsomest man she had ever encountered. When his gaze met
			hers, she felt the spark that passed between them as if it were a tangible force. An
			intense attraction had always existed between them. She was profoundly disturbed to
			discover it had not abated in the slightest.

		After what he’d done, he should
			repulse her.

		Elizabeth felt a hand at her elbow, jolting
			her back into the conversation. She turned to find George Stanton at her side, his
			concerned gaze searching her face. “Are you feeling unwell? You look a bit
			flushed.”

		She fluffed the lace at the end of her
			sleeve to hide her unease. “It is warm in here.” Snapping her fan open, she
			waved it rapidly to cool her hot cheeks.

		“I think a beverage is in
			order,” George offered and she rewarded his thoughtfulness with a smile.

		Once George had departed, Elizabeth directed
			her attention toward the group of gentlemen who surrounded her. “What were we
			discussing?” she asked no one in particular. Truthfully, she hadn’t been
			paying attention to the conversation for most of the past hour.

		Thomas Fowler replied. “We were
			discussing the Earl of Westfield.” He gestured discreetly to Marcus.
			“Surprised to see him in attendance. The earl is notorious for his aversion to
			social events.”

		“Indeed.” She feigned
			indifference while her palms grew damp within her gloves. “I had
			hoped that predilection of the earl’s would hold true this evening, but it appears
			I am not so fortunate.”

		Thomas shifted, his countenance revealing
			his discomfort. “My apologies, Lady Hawthorne. I had forgotten your past
			association with Lord Westfield.”

		She laughed softly. “No need for
			apologies. Truly, you have my heartfelt appreciation. I’m certain you are the only
			person in London who has the sense to forget. Pay him no mind, Mr. Fowler. The earl was
			of little consequence to me then, and is of even less consequence now.”

		Elizabeth smiled as George returned with her
			drink and his eyes sparkled with pleasure at her regard.

		As the conversation around her continued,
			Elizabeth slowly altered her position to better secure furtive glimpses of Marcus
			navigating the clogged staircase. It was obvious his libidinous reputation had not
			affected his power and influence. Even in a crowd, his presence was compelling. Several
			highly esteemed gentlemen hurried to greet him rather than wait for him to descend to
			the ballroom floor. Women, dressed in a dazzling array of colors and frothy with lace,
			glided surreptitiously toward the staircase. The influx of admirers moving in his
			direction shifted the balance of the entire room. To his credit, Marcus looked mostly
			indifferent to all of the fawning directed toward him.

		As he made his way down to the ballroom, he
			moved with the casual arrogance of a man who always obtained precisely what he desired.
			The crowd around him attempted to pin him in place, but Marcus cut through it with ease.
			He attended intently to some, offhandedly to others, and to a few he simply raised an
			imperious hand. He commanded those around him with the sheer force of his personality
			and they were content to allow him to do so.

		Feeling the intensity of her regard, his
			gaze met hers again. The corners of his generous mouth lifted upward as perception passed between them. The glint in his eyes and the warmth of his smile made
			promises that he as a man could never keep.

		There was an air of isolation about Marcus
			and a restless energy to his movements that had not been there four years ago. They were
			warning signs, and Elizabeth had every intention of heeding them.

		George looked easily over her head to
			scrutinize the scene. “I say. It appears Lord Westfield is heading this
			way.”

		“Are you quite certain, Mr.
			Stanton?”

		“Yes, my lady. Westfield is staring
			directly at me as we speak.”

		Tension coiled in the pit of her stomach.
			Marcus had literally frozen in place when their eyes had first met and the second glance
			had been even more disturbing. He was coming for her and she had no time to prepare.
			George looked down at her as she resumed fanning herself furiously.

		Damn Marcus for coming tonight! Her
			first social event after three years of mourning and he unerringly sought her out within
			hours of her reemergence, as if he’d been impatiently waiting these last years for
			exactly this moment. She was well aware that that had not been the case at all. While
			she had been crepe-clad and sequestered in mourning, Marcus had been firmly establishing
			his scandalous reputation in many a lady’s bedroom.

		After the callous way he’d broken her
			heart, Elizabeth would have discounted him regardless of the circumstances but tonight
			especially. Enjoyment of the festivities was not her aim. She had a man she was waiting
			for, a man she had arranged covertly to meet. Tonight she would dedicate herself to the
			memory of her husband. She would find justice for Hawthorne and see it served.

		The crowd parted reluctantly before Marcus
			and then regrouped in his wake, the movements heralding his progress toward her. And
			then Westfield was there, directly before her. He smiled and her pulse raced. The
			temptation to retreat, to flee, was great, but the moment when she
			could reasonably have done so passed far too swiftly.

		Squaring her shoulders, Elizabeth took a
			deep breath. The glass in her hand began to tremble and she quickly swallowed the whole
			of its contents to avoid spilling on her dress. She passed the empty vessel to George
			without looking. Marcus caught her hand before she could retrieve it.

		Bowing low with a charming smile, his gaze
			never broke contact with hers. “Lady Hawthorne. Ravishing, as ever.” His
			voice was rich and warm, reminding her of crushed velvet. “Would it be folly to
			hope you still have a dance available, and that you would be willing to dance it with
			me?”

		Elizabeth’s mind scrambled, attempting
			to discover a way to refuse. His wickedly virile energy, potent even across the room,
			was overwhelming in close proximity.

		“I am not in attendance to dance, Lord
			Westfield. Ask any of the gentlemen around us.”

		“I’ve no wish to dance with
			them,” he said dryly, “so their thoughts on the matter are of no consequence
			to me.”

		She began to object when she perceived the
			challenge in his eyes. He smiled with devilish amusement, visibly daring her to proceed,
			and Elizabeth paused. She would not give him the satisfaction of thinking she was afraid
			to dance with him. “You may claim this next set, Lord Westfield, if you
			insist.”

		He bowed gracefully, his gaze approving. He
			offered his arm and led her toward the dance floor. As the musicians began to play and
			music rose in joyous swell through the room, the beautiful strains of the minuet
			began.

		Turning, Marcus extended his arm toward her.
			She placed her hand atop the back of his, grateful for the gloves that separated their
			skin. The ballroom was ablaze with candles, which cast him in golden light and brought
			to her attention the strength of his shoulder as it flexed. Lashes lowered, she
			appraised him for signs of change.

		Marcus had always been an intensely physical
			man, engaging in a variety of sports and activities. Impossibly, it appeared he had grown stronger, more formidable. He was power personified and
			Elizabeth marveled at her past naiveté in believing she could tame him. Thank God, she
			was no longer so foolish.

		His one softness was his luxuriously rich
			brown hair. It shone like sable and was tied at the nape with a simple black ribbon.
			Even his emerald gaze was sharp, piercing with a fierce intelligence. He had a clever
			mind to which deceit was naught but a simple game, as she had learned at great cost to
			her heart and pride.

		She had half expected to find the signs of
			dissipation so common to the indulgent life and yet his handsome face bore no such
			witness. Instead he wore the sun-kissed appearance of a man who spent much of his time
			outdoors. His nose was straight and aquiline over lips that were full and sensuous. At
			the moment those lips were turned up on one side in a half smile that was at once boyish
			and alluring. He remained perfectly gorgeous from the top of his head to the soles of
			his feet. He was watching her studying him, fully aware that she could not help but
			admire his handsomeness. She lowered her eyes and stared resolutely at his jabot.

		The scent that clung to him enveloped her
			senses. It was a wonderfully manly scent of sandalwood, citrus, and Marcus’s own
			unique essence. The flush of her skin seeped into her insides, mingling with her
			apprehension.

		Reading her thoughts, Marcus tilted his head
			toward her. His voice, when it came, was low and husky. “Elizabeth. It is a
			long-awaited pleasure to be in your company again.”

		“The pleasure, Lord Westfield, is
			entirely yours.”

		“You once called me Marcus.”

		“It would no longer be appropriate for
			me to address you so informally, my lord.”

		His mouth tilted into a sinful grin.
			“I give you leave to be inappropriate with me at any time you choose. In fact, I
			have always relished your moments of inappropriateness.”

		“You have had a number of willing women
			who suited you just as well.”

		“Never, my love. You have always been
			separate and apart from every other female.”

		Elizabeth had met her share of scoundrels
			and rogues but always their slick confidence and overtly intimate manners left her
			unmoved. Marcus was so skilled at seducing women, he managed the appearance of utter
			sincerity. She’d once believed every declaration of adoration and devotion that
			had fallen from his lips. Even now, the way he looked at her with such fierce longing
			seemed so genuine she almost believed it.

		He made her want to forget what kind of man
			he was—a heartless seducer. But her body would not let her forget. She felt feverish and
			faintly dizzy.

		“Three years of mourning,” he
			said, with a faint note of bitterness. “I am relieved to see grief has not unduly
			ravaged your beauty. In fact, you are even more exquisite than when we were last
			together. You do recall that occasion, do you not?”

		“Vaguely,” she lied. “I
			have not thought of it in many years.”

		Wondering if he suspected her deception, she
			studied him as they changed partners. Marcus radiated an aura of sexual magnetism that
			was innate to him. The way he moved, the way he talked, the way he smelled—it all
			boasted of powerful energies and appetites. She sensed the barely leashed power he hid
			below the polished surface and she recollected how dangerous he was.

		His voice poured over her with liquid heat
			as the steps of the minuet returned her to him. “I am wounded you are not more
			pleased to see me, especially when I braved this miserable event solely to be with
			you.”

		“Ridiculous,” she scoffed.
			“You had no notion I would be here this evening. Whatever your purpose, please go
			about it and leave me in peace.”

		His voice was alarmingly soft. “My
			purpose is you, Elizabeth.”

		She stared a moment, her stomach churning with
			heightened unease. “If my brother sees us together he will be furious.”

		The flare of Marcus’s nostrils made
			her wince. Once he and William had been the best of friends, but the end of her
			engagement had also brought about the demise of their friendship. Of all the things she
			regretted, that was paramount.

		“What do you want?” she asked
			when he said nothing more.

		“The fulfillment of your
			promise.”

		“What promise?”

		“Your skin against mine with nothing
			in between.”

		“You’re mad.” She breathed
			heavily, shivering. Then her eyes narrowed. “Don’t toy with me. Consider all
			the women who have graced your sheets since we parted. I did you a good turn by
			releasing you to—”

		Elizabeth gasped as his gloved hand spun
			about beneath hers and his fingers squeezed with crushing force.

		With darkened gaze, he bit out, “You
			did a great many things to me when you broke your word. A good turn is not one of
			them.”

		Shocked at his vehemence, she fought back.
			“You knew how I felt about fidelity, how strongly I desired it. You could never
			have been the type of husband I wanted.”

		“I was exactly what you wanted,
			Elizabeth. You wanted me so badly it scared you away.”

		“That’s not true! I am not
			afraid of you!”

		“If you had any sense, you would
			be,” he muttered.

		She would have retorted, but the steps of
			the dance led him away. He flashed a brilliant smile at the woman who minced steps
			around him and Elizabeth grit her teeth. For the rest of the dance he spoke not a word,
			even while he charmed every other woman he came into contact with.

		Elizabeth’s hand burned from
			Marcus’s touch and her skin was flushed from the heat of his gaze. He’d
			never hidden the blatant sexuality of his nature. Instead he’d encouraged her to release her own. He’d offered her the best of both worlds—
			the respectability of her station and the passion of a man who could turn her blood to
			fire—and she’d believed he could make her happy.

		How naive she’d been. With a family
			such as hers, she should have known better.

		The moment the dance was over Elizabeth fled
			with rapid steps. A slightly raised hand caught her eye, and she smiled at the sight of
			Avery James. She cleared her thoughts, knowing immediately he was the man she awaited.
			Avery would only attend a social event such as this at Lord Eldridge’s behest.

		Eldridge had assured her that as the widow
			of a trusted agent if she ever required anything she was only to ask. Avery had been
			assigned as the man for her to contact. Despite his cynically world-weary appearance, he
			was in fact a gentle and considerate man who had been indispensable to her in the first
			few months after Hawthorne’s death. The sight of him reminded her again of why she
			was here.

		Elizabeth picked up her pace as, behind her,
			Marcus called out her name.

		“The dance you requested is over,
			Westfield,” she threw over her shoulder. “You are free to bask in the glow
			of your hard-earned reputation and the amorous attentions of your admirers.”

		She hoped he understood the obvious.
			Whatever the cost, she would not be seeing him again.

		Marcus watched Elizabeth move
			gracefully toward Avery. With her back to him, he no longer had to suppress his grin.
			She had given him the cut direct. Again.

		But alas, his sweet Elizabeth would soon
			discover that he was not so easily dismissed.
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		“Mr. James,” Elizabeth greeted
			him with genuine affection. “It is a pleasure to see you again.” She held
			out her hands and they were swiftly engulfed in his much larger ones, his face lit with
			a rare smile. Tucking her hand under his arm, he led her through nearby French doors to
			an indoor atrium.

		She squeezed his forearm. “I thought
			perhaps I had arrived too late and missed my appointment.”

		“Never say it, Lady Hawthorne,”
			he replied with gruff fondness. “I would have waited all evening.”

		Tilting her head back, Elizabeth sucked in a
			deep breath of the lushly scented air. The heady redolence contained within the vast
			space was a pleasant and most welcome relief after the smells of smoke and burnt wax,
			powders and heavy perfumes that had overwhelmed the ballroom.

		As they strolled casually through the paths,
			Elizabeth turned to Avery and asked, “Would I be correct in assuming that you are
			the agent assigned to assist me?”

		He smiled. “I will be partnering
			another agent in this matter, yes.”

		“Of course.” Her mouth curved
			ruefully. “You always work in pairs, don’t you? As did Hawthorne and my
			brother.”

		“The order of things works well, my
			lady, and has saved lives.”

		Her steps faltered. Saves some
			lives. “I lament the existence of the agency, Mr. James.
			William’s marriage and subsequent resignation is a blessing I treasure. He almost
			died the night I lost my husband. I eagerly await the day when the agency is no longer a
			part of my life.”

		“We will do our best to resolve this
			with the utmost haste,” he assured her.

		“I know you will,” she sighed.
			“I’m pleased you are one of the agents Lord Eldridge chose.”

		Avery squeezed her hand where it draped over
			his forearm. “I was grateful for the opportunity to meet with you again. It has
			been several months since we last met.”

		“Has it truly been that long?”
			she asked, frowning. “Time is running away from me.”

		“I wish I could say the
			same …” a familiar voice interjected from behind her. “Unfortunately,
			the last four years have seemed an eternity to me.”

		Elizabeth tensed, her heart stopping before
			quickening its pace.

		Avery turned them both to face their
			visitor. “Ah, here is my partner now. I understand you and Lord Westfield are old
			acquaintances. Hopefully such a fortuitous arrangement will expedite matters.”

		“Marcus,” she whispered, her
			eyes widening as the import of his presence struck her like a physical blow.

		He bowed. “I am in your service,
			madam.”

		Elizabeth swayed on her feet, and Avery
			tightened his grip to steady her. “Lady Hawthorne?”

		Marcus reached her in two strides.
			“Don’t faint, love. Take a deep breath.”

		It seemed an impossible task as she gasped
			like a fish out of water, her corset suddenly unbearably constricting. She waved him
			off, his proximity and the scent of his skin making it even more difficult to expand her
			lungs.

		She watched as Marcus shot a telling glance
			to Avery, who then turned and walked away, suddenly finding interest in the fronds of a
			distant fern.

		Lightheaded but recovering, Elizabeth shook her
			head rapidly. “Marcus, you have truly lost your mind.”

		“Ah, feeling better, I see,” he
			drawled with a sardonic tilt to his lips.

		“Find your amusement in some other
			venture. Resign your commission. Leave the agency.”

		“Your concern is touching albeit
			confusing, after your own callous disregard for my well-being in the past.”

		“Save your sarcasm for another
			day,” she snapped. “Have you no notion of what you’ve involved
			yourself in? It’s dangerous to work for Lord Eldridge. You could be hurt. Or
			killed.”

		Marcus released a deep breath.
			“Elizabeth, you are overwrought.”

		She glared at him and glanced quickly at
			Avery, who maintained his discretionary study of the fern. She lowered her voice.
			“How long have you been an agent?”

		His jaw tightened. “Four
			years.”

		“Four years?” She
			stumbled backward. “Were you an agent when you paid your addresses to
			me?”

		“Yes.”

		“Damn you.” Her voice was a
			pained whisper. “When were you planning on disclosing this to me? Or was I never
			to know until you came home in a coffin?”

		He scowled and crossed his arms over his
			chest. “I don’t see that it much matters now.”

		She stiffened at his icy tone. “All
			these years I feared reading the banns announcing your marriage. Instead I should have
			been perusing the obituaries.” Turning away, Elizabeth sheltered her racing heart
			with her hand. “How I wish you had stayed far, far away from me.” She
			gathered her skirts and hurried away. “I wish to God I’d never met
			you.”

		The sharp tapping of his heels on marble was
			the only warning she had before her elbow was caught and she was spun about.

		“The feeling is bloody damn
			mutual,” he growled.

		He towered over her, his sensual mouth drawn
			taut with anger, his emerald gaze sparkling with something that made
			her shiver.

		“How could Lord Eldridge assign you to
			me?” she cried. “And why did you accept?”

		“I insisted on taking this
			mission.”

		At her astonished gasp, his lips thinned
			further. “Make no mistake. You fled from me once. I will not allow it to happen
			again.” He tugged her closer and the air sweltered between them. His voice turned
			rough. “I don’t care if you marry the King himself this time. I
				will have you.”

		She struggled to escape, but his grip was
			firm. “Good heavens, Marcus. Haven’t we inflicted enough damage on one
			another?”

		“Not nearly.” He thrust her away
			as if the feel of her against him was distasteful. “Now let us dispatch this
			matter regarding your late husband so Avery can retire.”

		Shaking, Elizabeth moved swiftly toward
			Avery. Marcus followed behind her with the predatory gracefulness of a jungle cat.

		There was no doubt she was the one being
			hunted.

		She stopped beside Avery and took a
			shuddering breath before turning.

		Marcus watched her with an unreadable
			expression. “I understand you received a book written by your late husband.”
			He waited for her answering nod. “Is the sender familiar to you?”

		“The handwriting on the parcel was
			Hawthorne’s. It was obviously addressed some time ago, the wrapping was yellowed
			and the ink faded.” She had puzzled over the package for days, unable to determine
			its origin or its purpose.

		“Your husband addressed a package to
			himself and it arrives three years after his murder.” Marcus narrowed his gaze.
			“Did he leave any grilles1, any cards with odd holes in them,
			anything written that struck you as unusual?”

		“No, nothing.” She reached into her
			reticule, withdrawing the slim journal and the letter she’d received just a few
			days ago. She handed both to Marcus.

		After a cursory perusal he tucked the book
			into his coat and then glanced through the letter, a frown gathering between his brows
			as he read. “In the history of the agency only Lord Hawthorne’s murder
			remains unsolved. I had hoped to keep your involvement to a minimum.”

		“I will do whatever is
			necessary,” she offered quickly. “Hawthorne deserves justice and if my
			involvement is required, so be it.” Anything to finish this.

		Marcus folded the missive carefully.
			“I dislike exposing you to danger.”

		Her emotions on edge, Elizabeth bristled.
			“So you seek to withhold me from harm while risking your own neck? I am more
			heavily invested in the outcome of this than you or your precious agency.”

		Marcus growled her name in warning.

		Avery cleared his throat loudly. “It
			appears you two will not work well together. I would suggest bringing this difficulty to
			Lord Eldridge’s attention. I’m certain there are other agents
			who—”

		“No!” Marcus’s voice
			cracked like a whip.

		“Yes!” Elizabeth nearly
			collapsed in relief. “An excellent suggestion.” Her smile was heartfelt.
			“Surely Lord Eldridge will see the sense in the request.”

		“Running again?” Marcus
			taunted.

		She glared. “I am being practical. You
			and I quite obviously cannot associate with one another.”

		“Practical.” He gave a derisive
			snort. “The word you seek is craven.”

		“Lord Westfield!” Avery
			frowned.

		Elizabeth waved him off. “Leave us for
			a moment, Mr. James. If you would, please.” Her gaze remained locked on Marcus as
			Avery hesitated.

		“Do as she says,” Marcus murmured,
			glaring back at her.

		Avery grunted, then spun on his heel and
			moved away with angry strides.

		Elizabeth cut straight to it. “If
			I’m forced to work with you, Westfield, I will simply refuse to share any further
			information with the agency. I will handle the situation alone.”

		“Like hell you will!” The muscle
			in Marcus’s jaw began to tick. “I will not allow you to place yourself in
			jeopardy. Attempt something foolish and see what happens. You won’t like the
			outcome, I assure you.”

		“Truly?” she goaded, refusing to
			cower in the face of a temper that frightened most men. “And how do you propose to
			stop me?”

		Marcus approached her menacingly. “I
			am an agent of the Crown—”

		“We’ve established
			that.”

		“—on an assigned mission. Should you
			think to hinder my investigation I will view your actions as treasonous and treat you
			accordingly.”

		“You wouldn’t dare! Lord
			Eldridge would not allow it.”

		“Oh but I would, and he wouldn’t
			stop me.” He came to a halt before her. “This volume looks suspiciously like
			a journal of Hawthorne’s assignments and it could be related to his death. If so,
			you are in danger. Eldridge will not tolerate that any more than I.”

		“Why not?” she challenged.
			“Your feelings toward me are obvious.”

		He stepped closer, until the tips of his
			shoes disappeared beneath the edge of her hem. “Apparently not. However, plead
			your case to Eldridge if you must. Tell him how I affect you and how you long for me.
			Tell him about our sordid past and how even the memory of your dearly departed husband
			is not enough to overcome your desire.”

		She stared, and then her mouth fell open as
			a dry laugh escaped. “Your arrogance is stunning.” She turned away, hiding
				the way her hands shook. He could have the damn journal. She would
			seek out Eldridge in the morning.

		His mocking laughter followed her.
				“My arrogance? You are the one who thinks this is all about
			her.”

		Elizabeth stopped and spun about. “You
			made this personal with your threats.”

		“You and I becoming lovers is not a
			threat. It is a foregone conclusion and has nothing to do with your late husband’s
			journal.” He held up his hand when she attempted to argue. “Save your
			breath. This mission is important to Eldridge. I insisted for that reason alone. Having
			you in my bed does not require working with you.”

		“But …” She paused,
			recalling what he’d said to her earlier. He never stated his insistence was about
			her. Her face heated.

		Marcus strolled casually past her, heading
			in the direction of the ballroom. “So feel free to disclose to Eldridge why you
			cannot work with me. Just be certain he understands that I have no difficulty at all
			working with you.”

		Gritting her teeth, Elizabeth bit back every
			expletive that fought to blurt from her mouth. No fool she, she understood his game. She
			also understood he would not leave her be until he decided he’d had enough,
			mission or not. The only part of this debacle that was within her power to control was
			whether she survived this encounter with her pride intact.

		Her stomach tightened. Now that she had
			rejoined society she would have to watch his seductions. She would be forced to
			associate with the women who caught his fancy. She would see the smiles he shared with
			them, but not with her.

		Damnation. Her breathing quickened.
			Against every shred of self-respect and intelligence she had, she took the first step to
			follow him.

		The soft touch upon her elbow reminded her
			of Avery’s presence. “Lady Hawthorne. Is everything well?”

		She gave a jerky nod.

		“I will speak with Lord Eldridge as
			soon as possible and—”

		“That won’t be necessary, Mr.
			James.”

		Elizabeth waited until Marcus rounded the
			corner and disappeared from her view before facing Avery. “My role is simply to
			deliver the journal. Once that is accomplished the rest remains up to you and Lord
			Westfield. I see no need to change agents.”

		“Are you certain?”

		She nodded again, anxious to finish the
			conversation and return to the ballroom.

		Avery’s look was clearly skeptical,
			but he said, “Very well. I will assign two armed outriders to you. Take them with
			you everywhere and send word to me as soon as you receive details about the
			meeting.”

		“Of course.”

		“Since we’ve finished here, I
			shall depart.” His smile held a touch of relief. “I never cared much for
			these affairs.”

		He lifted her hand and kissed the back.

		“Elizabeth?” William’s
			booming voice rang through the vast space.

		Eyes wide, she clutched Avery’s
			fingers. “My brother must not see you. He’ll suspect immediately that
			something is amiss.”

		Avery, appreciating her concern and trained
			to think on his feet, nodded grimly and ducked swiftly behind a rounded bush.

		Turning, she caught sight of William
			approaching. Like Marcus, he didn’t mince his steps. He walked toward her with
			casual grace, his leg bearing no outward sign of the injury that had almost taken his
			life.

		Although they were siblings they could not
			have been more disparate in appearance. She had the raven hair and amethyst eyes of
			their mother. William had the fair hair and bluish-green eyes of their father. Tall and
			broad-shouldered he had the look of a Viking, strong and dangerous but prone to mirth as
			witnessed by the fine laugh lines that rimmed his eyes.

		“What are you about?” he queried,
			casting an overly curious glance around the atrium.

		Elizabeth tucked her hand in the crook of
			his elbow, and steered him toward the ballroom. “I was merely enjoying the view.
			Where is Margaret?”

		“With her acquaintances.”
			William slowed and then stopped, forcing her to halt with him. “I was told you
			danced with Westfield earlier.”

		“Gossip already?”

		“Stay away from him, Elizabeth,”
			he warned softly.

		“There was no polite way to refuse
			him.”

		“Do not be polite. I don’t trust
			him. It’s odd that he is in attendance tonight.”

		She sighed sadly at the rift she’d
			caused. Marcus made poor husband material, but he’d been a good friend to William.
			“The reputation he’s established these last few years has justified my
			actions of long ago. I’m in no danger of being swept away by his charms again, I
			assure you.”

		Tugging William toward the ballroom,
			Elizabeth was relieved when her brother gave no further resistance. If they hurried, she
			might be able to see where Marcus was headed.

		Marcus stepped out from his hiding
			place behind a tree and brushed a stray leaf from his coat. Kicking dirt off his shoes,
			his gaze remained riveted on Elizabeth’s retreating back until she disappeared
			from his sight. He wondered if it was obvious, this maddening desire he had for her. His
			heart raced and his legs ached with the effort he exerted not to follow her and snatch
			her away for his pleasure.

		She was infuriatingly stubborn and
			obstinate, which is how he’d known she was perfect for him. No other woman could
			arouse his passions thusly. Furious or consumed with lust, only Elizabeth made his blood
			heat with the need to have her.

		He wished to God it was love he felt. That
			emotion faded eventually, burning out once the fuel was gone. Hunger
			only grew worse with time, aching and gnawing until it was fed.

		Avery appeared at his side. “If that
			is what you call an ‘old friend,’ my lord, I would hate to see what your
			enemies are like.”

		His smile held no humor. “She was to
			be my wife.” Stunned silence was the reply. “Have I rendered you
			speechless?”

		“Damnation.”

		“An apt description.” Girding
			himself inwardly, Marcus asked, “Does she plan to speak with Eldridge?”

		“No.” Avery shot him a sidelong
			glance. “Are you certain your involvement is wise?”

		“No,” he admitted, relieved his
			ploy had worked and grateful that, despite the years, he still knew her so well.
			“But I’m certain I have no other choice.”

		“Eldridge is determined to catch
			Hawthorne’s murderer. In the course of our mission we may be forced to
			deliberately put Lady Hawthorne in danger to achieve our aims.”

		“No. Hawthorne is dead. Risking
			Elizabeth’s life will not bring him back. We will find other ways to carry out our
			mission.”

		Avery shook his head in silent bemusement.
			“I trust you know what you are about, even if I do not. Now if you will excuse me,
			my lord, I shall make my egress through the garden, before anything else untoward
			occurs.”

		“I believe I’ll accompany
			you.” Falling into step beside his partner, Marcus laughed at Avery’s raised
			brow. “When engaged in prolonged battle, a man must be prepared to retreat on
			occasion so that he may return refreshed to seize the day.”

		“Good God. Battles and brothers and
			broken engagements. Your personal history with Lady Hawthorne will only lead to
			trouble.”

		Marcus rubbed his hands together. “I
			look forward to it.”
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		“I am under siege!” Elizabeth
			complained as another obnoxiously large display of flowers was carried into the sitting
			room.

		“There are worse fates for a woman
			than being courted by a devilishly handsome peer of the realm,” Margaret said
			dryly, as she smoothed her skirts and sat upon the settee.

		“You are a hopeless romantic, you
			know.” Rising to her feet, Elizabeth collected a tiny brocade pillow and tucked it
			behind her sister-in-law’s back. She deliberately kept her gaze diverted from the
			gorgeous and obviously costly flower arrangement. Marcus had implied that his interest
			was both professional and carnal, and she’d been as prepared as possible for such
			engagement. This soft assault on her feminine sensibilities was a surprise attack.

		“I’m enceinte,”
			Margaret protested as she was arranged more comfortably. “Not an
			invalid.”

		“Allow me to fuss a little. It brings
			me such pleasure.”

		“I’m certain I will appreciate
			it later, but for the moment, I am quite capable of seeing to myself.”

		Despite her grumbling, Margaret settled into
			the pillow with a sigh of pleasure, the soft glow of her skin displayed to perfection by
			the dark red of her curls.

		“I beg to differ. You look more
			slender at five months pregnancy than you did before.”

		“Nearly five months,”
			Margaret corrected. “And it is difficult to eat when you feel wretched most of the
			time.”

		Pursing her lips, Elizabeth reached for a
			scone, set it on a plate, and offered it to Margaret. “Take it,” she
			ordered.

		Margaret accepted with a mock glare, then
			said, “William says the betting books are filled with wagers on whether Lord
			Westfield still has matrimony in mind or not.”

		In the process of making tea, Elizabeth
			gaped. “Good God.”

		“You are a legend for jilting him—an
			earl so handsome and desired that every woman wants him. Except for you. It is simply
			too juicy to ignore. A tale of a rake’s love thwarted.”

		Elizabeth snorted derisively.

		“You’ve never told me what Lord
			Westfield did that caused you to break off your engagement.”

		Her hands shook as she spooned the tea
			leaves into the steaming pot. “It was long ago, Margaret, and as I’ve said
			many times before, I see no reason to discuss it.”

		“Yes, yes, I know. However, he clearly
			is desirous of your company, as witnessed by his repeated attempts to call on you. I
			admire Westfield’s aplomb. He does not even blink when he is turned away. He
			simply smiles, says something charming, and takes his leave.”

		“The man has charm in bushels, I
			agree. Women flock to his side and make fools of themselves.”

		“You sound jealous.”

		“I am not,” she argued.
			“One lump or two today?” Never-mind. You need two.”

		“Don’t change the subject. Tell
			me about your jealousy. Women found Hawthorne attractive as well, but it never appeared
			to bother you.”

		“Hawthorne was steadfast.”

		Margaret took the offered cup and saucer
			with a grateful smile. “And
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			CHAPTER 2

			1 The grille method was developed by the French Cardinal
				Richelieu in the 1600s. Its purpose was to create secret messages that could only be
				deciphered by a special card punched with holes in strategic locations.
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