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            Chapter One

         
         Her corset was killing her.

         
         Mercy Kittinger fidgeted on the well-worn velvet squabs and tried to adjust the boning digging into her ribs. The modiste
            she had visited upon her arrival to Town insisted the contraption fit her properly and that it did wonderful things for her
            shape.
         

         
         Mercy would not know. She was accustomed to the comfort and ease of her own modest garments. She lived on a farm. She never
            gave a thought to her shape. Nor did anyone else. 
         

         
         Her days were about function, about taking care of her sister and the house and the staff and making certain everyone was
            fed and everything was running smoothly. That was her life and she liked it very well.
         

         
         And up until last week everything had been running smoothly.

         
         Then her brother had arrived home. Her feckless, spendthrift wastrel of a brother. Her twin. Not that that bred any special loyalty within him. 

         
         Now she was here, doing what she always did—cleaning up Bede’s messes.

         
         Mercy paid her fare through the hatch to the cloaked driver and stepped down from the hansom cab. Squaring her shoulders,
            she faced the building and shivered in the night—a shiver that had naught to do with cold. On the contrary. It was a pleasant
            evening. Only the task at hand was unpleasant.
         

         
         She grasped a handful of her silk skirts as she started up the steps to the impressive brick edifice. It was one of the nicer
            houses in the modest neighborhood. Brightly lit with outside sconces. The three-storied house was no home, however. It happened
            to be one of London’s most notorious gaming hells and where her foolish brother had lost everything. She suspected a great
            many foolish men lost their fortunes in this place. But as her brother’s fortune was her fortune, it fell to her to reclaim it.
         

         
         Nodding once, she entered the building, determination fueling her steps.

         
         The place was busy. She was not the only one entering through its front doors. Nor was she the only woman beneath its roof.
            There were several ladies, all attired in much the same manner she was.
         

         
         Just as she had hoped, she did not attract an inordinate amount of notice in her scandalous gown. She was merely another body. Another person getting lost in the revel. 

         
         When Mercy had visited the modiste, she requested a gown befitting a woman of looser inhibitions. It had hurt to part with
            the precious coin, but she had no choice. She knew she could not wear anything from her modest life. She would be playing
            a role, and it was not a game she could lose. Too much depended upon it.
         

         
         The dressmaker had not even blinked at the request. The lady had obliged, attiring her in the requested level of bawdiness.
            She had plumped Mercy’s breasts that were on indecent display, the areolas of her nipples very nearly peeking above the edge
            of stiff black lace, and proclaimed, “Magnifique!”

         
         More indecent than the front of her gown was perhaps the lack of sleeves. The whisper of wind over her bare shoulders and
            arms felt wicked and wholly unfamiliar as she wove through the crowd of tables and bodies. It was as though an entire swath
            of fabric were missing from her gown.
         

         
         She felt virtually naked.

         
         One thing was certain. Women of looser inhibitions did not dress for comfort.

         
         Mercy longed to finish this evening’s unsavory business and return to her life.

         
         She assessed her lively surroundings. After emerging from the darkness of the night, her eyes did not need much time to adjust to the indoors because the gaming hell was kept in dim lighting, the lanterns and sconces burning low. 

         
         Dozens of tables occupied the main room, which might have acted as a ballroom were this a traditional home. But there was
            nothing traditional about this scene.
         

         
         Various card games were being played out. The players ranged in age and gender. Some of the faces were tense; others loose
            and jovial, flushed from an excess of spirits. Liveried servers wove through the rooms, quick to indulge, keeping glasses
            full to the brim. A small dais at one end boasted a string quartet.
         

         
         Idly, Mercy wondered where her brother had sat when he was here. Which table had he occupied whilst he gambled away their
            lives?
         

         
         Was the man who owned her family lands here even now? Sitting at one of these tables, taking the livelihood from another wretched
            soul as easily as he had taken it from her brother?
         

         
         She’d known it had been an easy task. She knew that because she knew her brother. Many an evening had she played whist with
            Bede after dinner. Always she won. She won and she had no special training at cards. She had only ever played with family or, infrequently, with Imogen. What made the fool think he could win against the seasoned players of a gaming den? With the owner of this gaming hell, no less? She might be the best card player in her family, but she had no such illusion that she could
            stroll in here and handle herself against this veteran crowd.
         

         
         She would reclaim her home, but not in a traditional game of cards.

         
         No, her methods would be more questionable than that.

         
         Mercy reached out to touch the arm of a woman who had just finished topping off champagne to the occupants at a table.

         
         “Pardon me? Is Mr. Masters in the house this evening?”

         
         The server looked her over from head to toe in a slow perusal. “He is here most every evening,” she answered as though that
            was widely known information. “And day.”
         

         
         That information matched what she had been able to learn about Silas Masters. He kept no other address. This place was his
            sole residence. He worked and dwelled here.
         

         
         Mercy nodded slowly and glanced over the room, pretending that she felt no real sense of urgency and was not on the verge
            of breaking any laws tonight. “Ah, and might you point out the gentleman to me?”
         

         
         “You don’t know him by sight?” The woman looked amused as she asked the question.

         
         “Um, no.”

         
         “Interesting.” Again with that almost smile.

         
         “What is?”

         
         “It is just that most women who are looking for Silas Masters know what he looks like.” Her lips curled in a full-fledged
            smile now. “That is why they’re looking for him.”
         

         
         Mercy shifted on her feet nervously. “Well, I don’t know . . .” Her voice faded as the woman raised her hand and pointed.

         
         Mercy followed her direction to a second-floor balcony and the small group sitting there looking down upon the ground floor
            as though it was their small kingdom.
         

         
         Mercy’s gaze skipped over the gray-haired gentleman and the lady, settling on the man at the center of the trio. He acted
            as a magnet, sucking in everything—especially her awareness.
         

         
         “That’s him, there. Nice, hm?”

         
         Yes. That was him. Silas Masters. She had deduced as much. “Oh,” she breathed.

         
         “Oh, indeed,” the server chuckled.

         
         Mercy nodded, understanding at once why women might wish to seek the company of Silas Masters.

         
         Aside from his apparent fortune, he was quite something to behold. He possessed the kind of dangerously good looks one might expect from the owner of a gaming hell . . . or the gatekeeper to an antechamber to hell. 

         
         Thick dark hair longer than fashionable fell past his ears, and yet this man made it look good. Enticing. A style all of his
            own. Other men might attempt to replicate the look but they would only look foolish and unkempt.
         

         
         It was the whole parcel of him. Hair. Face. The impressive breadth of his shoulders looming above the balcony. A closely trimmed
            beard dusting his jaw and cheeks. Sensually curving lips that promised sinister delights.
         

         
         From across the distance the color of his deeply set eyes was indeterminate beneath the dramatic slash of thick eyebrows,
            but Mercy imagined them to be equally dark. They were certainly intense as they looked down on his domain.
         

         
         She thought they fixed on her, but in the dimness it was only conjecture and a vague . . . sense. Her imagination was running
            wild. She was one person in a room full of people. Why would he be looking at her?
         

         
         “He is a sight to behold, no?” the woman asked as though she could read Mercy’s mind.

         
         She nodded once in agreement, aiming for an unaffected air. “An attractive gentleman.”

         
         “Shall I inform him you wish for an audience with him?”

         
         “No,” she was quick to answer. Perhaps too quickly, but her pulse jumped at the notion of an encounter with Masters. That
            was to be avoided at all costs. “That’s not necessary.”
         

         
         “But I thought you wished to see—”

         
         “Might you direct me to your ladies, retiring room?” She needed only to establish his presence, mark his location so that
            she could safely go forth on this evening’s enterprise, and now that was done. Stealth and strategy were required. He looked
            quite comfortable up in his perch. The night was still young.
         

         
         Now was the time to strike.

         
         The woman shrugged and then motioned toward a door on the other side of the large room. “Through there. Second floor.”

         
         “Thank you.” Turning, Mercy started across the room. She tried not to look his way again. No easy task when she knew he was
            up there watching. She was hoping to achieve an air of covertness. Gawking at the man would not accomplish that.
         

         
         She wove through the room, taking her time, forcing a sedate pace, stopping occasionally to observe a game or two as though
            she was interested in the play. She did this in case she was being watched. Or perhaps so she would not become watched.
         

         
         She had to resist her instinctive urge—which was to dash for the door leading to the second floor and locate Silas Masters’s private rooms, where she assumed he kept all his important documents. She hoped she was correct on that score. She had to be right about that. Otherwise she did not know what she would do. Fling herself at his feet, pleading for mercy? That
            did not seem like a promising plan. He had looked hard and uncompromising from her one glimpse of him . . . not the manner
            of man given to compassion.
         

         
         She was close now. The door loomed ahead.

         
         She sidled past a table of gentlemen playing a particularly lively game of whist. A combination of shouts and applause erupted.
            One of the gentlemen tossed down his cards with a fierce exclamation. Groaning in defeat, he leaned back in his chair. As
            he stretched his arms wide, his hand bumped into her while she attempted to pass the table.
         

         
         He shot a foul glare over his shoulder. Clearly he was in a bad mood over his poor luck and thought to vent his spleen on
            the person who dared to step in the path behind him.
         

         
         Unfortunately, she was that person.

         
         His venomous look shifted as he assessed her, transforming into something speculative and fairly lecherous.

         
         “Hallo there, lass.” A meaty paw reached for her and snatched hold of her wrist, stopping her in her tracks.

         
         Reminding herself that she had no wish to call attention to herself, she forced a smile on her face and resisted recoiling
            in outrage.
         

         
         “Come here, lovie,” he continued. “Cheer a fellow up, won’t you?” His thick sausage fingers tightened their pressure around
            her, digging into her skin.
         

         
         She felt the forced smile on her face turn as brittle as glass. “As tempting as the invitation is, sir, I must decline.”

         
         “Aren’t we the lofty one?” He gave a hard tug and she went tumbling. “Never met a female here who wasn’t open to a little
            fun.”
         

         
         “Ooof.” She plopped unwillingly into his lap.

         
         His arms came up around her waist and there was no hiding her outrage now. She was not accustomed to being manhandled. Things
            like this did not happen back home. Back home she was accorded respect.
         

         
         “What’s the matter, lass? My coin isn’t good enough? Are you not here to work?”

         
         She sucked in a hot breath. Well. That was rather presumptuous of him. He thought her a courtesan? Certainly not every woman here was plying her trade. And even if she was, a courtesan, undoubtedly, had her standards and did not have to tolerate him. 

         
         “Unhand me, sirrah.”

         
         Instead of following her command, his beady little eyes lowered from her face to her daring décolletage.

         
         She rested a hand there, her fingers pressing into her soft flesh. She knew she should not appear so modest, so skittish beneath
            his insulting regard, but she could not help herself. His gaze felt like a snake slithering across her bare skin.
         

         
         He tsked and dared to touch her, peeling her hand off her chest, flinging it away as though it were a pesky crumb. “None of
            that now. Do not hide such a bounty of loveliness from Howie.” Presumably he was Howie.
         

         
         Enough. She ground her teeth and surged up, determined to free herself from his lecherous advances.
         

         
         “I am certain there is another lady about only too happy to entertain your abundant charms.”

         
         His eyes narrowed. Apparently he did not appreciate her forcefulness. Bullies never did appreciate someone with a backbone.
            She was yanked back down with jarring force and his hand came up to roughly fondle her breast.
         

         
         She gasped and reacted. All attempts to appear at ease in this wildly strange environment with this awful wretch vanished. Ease did not exist. There was only instinct. 

         
         Her hand flew, her palm connecting soundly and very satisfyingly with his cheek. The sound reverberated through the air. All
            the gentlemen at the table froze. Even the people in the vicinity of them stopped to gawk in their direction.
         

         
         Blast it. She had created a spectacle.
         

         
         A stark red handprint began to take shape on Howie’s face.

         
         “Oh,” she breathed, dread consuming her, but not regret. She could summon none of that sentiment for putting a stop to his
            groping.
         

         
         He lightly stroked his wounded cheek. “You little tart!”

         
         She took advantage of his astonishment and vaulted to her feet. Her action revived him from his frozen stupor. Shaken from
            his astonishment, he clamped down on her arm. He, too, jumped to his feet, overturning his chair with a clatter and only drawing
            more attention to them. Splendid.

         
         Exclamations erupted all around them, but Mercy did not look anywhere save Howie. Her handprint became less visible as angry
            red suffused the rest of his face from the flare of his temper.
         

         
         “How dare you? Who do you think you are?” His fingers tightened painfully on her bicep and he gave her a hard shake that rattled her very teeth. 

         
         “Unhand me before I—” She did not get the rest of her words out.

         
         “Hold there.” A large hand closed around Howie’s shoulder. She followed that big hand up its arm to the face of the gentleman
            intervening.
         

         
         Him.

         
         The one who held her life in his hands.

         
         The one whom she was here to rob.

         
         Howie twisted around with an ugly snarl that quickly faded to a squeak when he saw who stood behind him.

         
         Mercy swallowed back her own pitiable squeak at Silas Masters’s sudden appearance.

         
         This was not supposed to happen. She was not supposed to meet him. She was not supposed to come face-to-face with him.

         
         In and out. Undetected. That was the plan.

         
         The blood drained from Howie’s face. “Masters,” he acknowledged in a voice that had lost its edge and was no more than a whispery
            tremble.
         

         
         “You know I have no tolerance for disorder in my club, Bassett,” Masters said, and the sound of his growly voice made her
            knees go weak. Made him all the more real.
         

         
         “Y-yes. Of course,” the man stammered, releasing her as though the touch of her now burned him. “P’raps you should have a word with your girl here then.” 

         
         “I am not anyone’s girl,” she objected.
         

         
         “You’re here,” Bassett said with heavy accusation, “and dressed like a trollop.”
         

         
         “What does the manner of my dress signify?” she demanded. “That it is acceptable to grope me? That I invite your attentions?”

         
         “Precisely.” He spat the word without shame.

         
         “Precisely not,” Masters intoned in his deep yet soft voice—a voice that nonetheless shouted of authority.
         

         
         Even if he were not the proprietor of this club, this man commanded deference. She doubted anyone ever challenged him.

         
         He continued, “The women here are not in my employ and even if they were, I would not require them to suffer your or any man’s
            attentions.”
         

         
         Bassett blustered and waved at her with contempt. “I have a right to courtesy and respect from this—”

         
         “There you are wrong. The women who patronize my club are guests here just as you are. They should be able to stroll across the floors of this house free of molestation. Since you cannot afford a lady that modicum of courtesy, you have no right to respect and are no longer welcome here.” 

         
         Mr. Bassett blanched. “Ever?”

         
         “You shall have to find other diversions to amuse yourself. Elsewhere.”

         
         A long stretch of silence fell.

         
         “What? Now? I must leave?” Mr. Bassett glanced wildly around him as though any of the many faces staring back at him might
            offer an alternative solution. His face flushed an even deeper red and his eyes suddenly looked watery.
         

         
         “Indeed.” Mr. Masters nodded his dark head once, decisively. “Do not cause further spectacle, man. Have some dignity and take
            your leave.”
         

         
         With a baleful glare cast her way, Mr. Bassett gave a grunt, followed by a nod, and stormed off through the room, dodging
            people and tables with angry movements.
         

         
         The gentlemen at the table whom he had been playing with resumed their game of whist as though nothing untoward had occurred.
            Apparently he would not be missed by any of them.
         

         
         Mercy turned her gaze on Masters to find his attention smoothly trained on her.

         
         “Thank you,” she murmured.

         
         “You seemed to have the situation well in hand, but my apologies. You should not have been accosted.”

         
         “As you said, it was no doing of yours, sir.” She swallowed, but it felt an impossible task. There was no ridding herself of the giant lump in her throat. “You need not apologize.” 

         
         He inclined his head slightly. “Everything that happens under this roof is my responsibility.”

         
         Everything?

         
         It was precisely the reminder she needed to put aside any softening she felt over his display of gallantry.

         
         By his own admission, everything that occurred here was his responsibility, including the ruination of a family. Her family. Here. Under this roof. Had he no care for that? For all the families he had ruined, because there were undoubtedly many more. More reckless brothers. More selfish fathers. More
            ruthless takers like Silas Masters.
         

         
         With her heart freshly hardened against him, she closed herself off to his outward courtesy and handsome face. Many a lady
            would doubtlessly simper when presented with such a darkly pretty man. Mercy, however, was made of sterner stuff.
         

         
         As a guardian to her younger sister—true, Bede was their sister’s legal guardian, but it always fell to Mercy to act as mother
            and father to Grace—Mercy had to be immune. There was only room enough for one husband-seeking, stars-in-her-eyes dreamer
            in the Kittinger household.
         

         
         Grace’s arrival had been a surprise to their parents. It had been a surprise to all, in truth. At the time Mama was no young woman set to the task of delivering babies, and the birthing of twins had nearly finished her a decade before. 

         
         Unsurprising then, perhaps, that she had never recovered from Grace’s birth, sadly languishing . . . withering, really, until
            her broken body finally surrendered to death’s embrace two years later. Even before Mama’s demise, it had fallen to Papa to
            see to his three children—or rather, it had fallen to Mercy.
         

         
         Only a young girl herself, Mercy had stepped forward and taken the reins as lady of the house. Papa had managed the farm and
            she managed her baby sister and rascal of a brother. At least until Papa sent Bede off to school. At that point her brother
            belonged to the world and his own many foibles.
         

         
         Ever since Grace’s birth, Mercy had put family first. She had not approached adulthood with the hopes that other young women
            harbored. She had a farm to run, a family to oversee and a young sister to bring up whilst her brother followed his own merry
            pursuits.
         

         
         It was a relentless and grueling task, ushering a young girl into womanhood. Especially when one did not rely on servants
            and governesses and ladies’ maids for assistance. It all fell to Mercy. Everything fell to Mercy.
         

         
         Mercy had not the leisure herself for merry pursuits. There were no courtships or dalliances or even flirtations that one might expect for an unattached lady. Those adventures were reserved for other young ladies. Ladies like her young sister—or so Grace hoped. 

         
         Grace hoped for a great deal. Dances. Parties. Teas. Catching the eye of a handsome  young gentleman. She begged Mercy for
            a trip to Town where she might enter the marriage mart on a broader scale—as though they were good ton and not simple gentry.
         

         
         Mercy fixed her attention on Silas Masters’s face, continuing to tell herself not to be swayed by all of his masculine beauty.
            Grace would have melted into a puddle at his feet. He was not like the country gentlemen in their sphere. Not in the least.
         

         
         Bede should have warned her.

         
         When her brother first told her of The Rogue’s Den and of the proprietor, Silas Masters, he merely described him as ruthless,
            intimidating and powerful. A very rich man without mercy.
         

         
         Without mercy. She remembered that specifically because Bede had used her name. The irony had struck her at the time as her brother continued talking, bemoaning this wretched owner of a gaming hell who would take everything from him so callously. From him, Bede. No mention was given of Mercy or Grace and what they stood to lose.
         

         
         And yet Mercy had vowed that she would go to this club and face the purportedly ruthless man himself if need be. Of course,
            she had hoped it would not come to that.
         

         
         She would somehow reclaim their lives. She would succeed and not be deterred by Silas Masters’s lack of compassion or, as
            it would turn out, by his dark good looks.
         

         
         “If you would pardon me, I was on my way to the ladies’ retiring room.”

         
         His gaze held hers, perhaps a bit too long. As though he could smell the subterfuge on her person. Perhaps he thought her
            suspicious or simply up to mischief in his establishment. She certainly felt suspicious standing there in her newly acquired
            gown that felt like someone else’s skin on her.
         

         
         But that was silly. She took a gulping breath. She was being overly anxious. He had no reason to suspect she was anything
            other than a lady-about-town, here for diversions just like everyone else.
         

         
         Even though she was not like everyone else. Far from it.

         
         She was in this lion’s den to thieve.

         
         To steal from the lion himself. She would not go home empty-handed.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         As Mercy moved along the second floor it became clear that Silas Masters’s private rooms were not on this level.

         
         There were retiring rooms for both ladies and gentlemen and more rooms where private card games were being held. She knew
            the house boasted three stories and she suspected his rooms were on the third floor. It was an easy matter to deduce which
            door led upstairs. The one marked No Entry felt like a good choice.
         

         
         The merry sounds of the revelers faded as she opened the door and ascended the steps. With a racing heart, she turned the
            latch of the door at the top and stepped out onto a thickly carpeted corridor.
         

         
         It was quieter up here, far away from the world below. Her muffled tread whispered on the air as she tried first one door,
            peering inside. Then another door. Nothing. Darkened bedchambers both with minimal furnishings.
         

         
         She tried yet another door. It opened to a well-stocked library. No desk though, so she doubted any important papers or documents were kept there. 

         
         The next door opened to another bedchamber, this one more opulent with double doors leading out onto a balcony. Those doors
            were open. An evening breeze came through, gusting the curtains in great billows of fabric, like sails on a ship.
         

         
         The bedchamber touted not only a colossal four-poster bed, but a large fireplace, too. A wingback chair and sofa were strategically
            positioned before the hearth that crackled with a low-burning fire.
         

         
         The sofa loomed invitingly with a fur blanket tossed haphazardly over one side as though someone had cast it off when interrupted
            from a nap.
         

         
         Her gaze skipped away from the tempting scene, scanning the rest of the chamber, landing on a mahogany desk. A bookcase crammed
            full of leather-bound volumes occupied the wall behind it.
         

         
         She approached the desk in a rush of whispering silk. It was not simply for appearances. It served a function. There were
            papers and correspondence organized on its surface. An ink pot and quill. Letters opened and unopened, arranged in stacks.
         

         
         Circling the desk, she eyed the surface for a moment before setting her hands to it. 

         
         She was systematic in her search. She did not want anyone to know someone had been here, rifling through items.

         
         Every pile of papers she touched, every ledger or journal she examined, she made certain they all went back in their proper
            place, as though she had not been here at all. She was, in effect, hopefully, a ghost.
         

         
         At the start of this mess she had conceived a plan that would run smoothly and without complication. She envisioned that she
            would drift in and out of The Rogue’s Den undetected, no one the wiser.
         

         
         Meeting him had not been in the plan. Already her scheme had not gone as intended. She was supposed to be invisible. But that did not
            mean it was ruined. That did not mean things could not go smoothly from here out.
         

         
         From what she had gathered, Silas Masters made a lucrative business accruing debts from men like her brother—foolish and reckless
            men. Men who doubtlessly had dependents: wives and children. Or, as in Bede’s case, sisters.
         

         
         Her indignation burned anew—not just at what Bede had done, but at the mercenary Mr. Masters. Where was his honor? His sense
            of culpability? Had he no shame over ruining innocent lives?
         

         
         Finished examining the top of his desk and finding nothing that resembled what she was searching for, she eased into the great leather chair and turned her attention to the drawers. 

         
         She opened one and flipped through stationery and envelopes.

         
         It had not even been a week since her brother gambled away the family farm beneath this very roof. Certainly Masters still
            had Bede’s voucher in his possession. She winced. Unless he had turned it over to someone else. An agent or a secretary. Someone
            to begin the process of confiscating her home . . . her life.
         

         
         “No,” she whispered fervently to herself with a hard shake of her head. That was not happening. “It’s here. It has to be here.”

         
         She could not consider the alternative. The alternative led to homelessness. Penury. Aloneness.

         
         The bottom right drawer was deeper than the others. It stuck a little as she tried to open it, forcing her to give the knob
            a hard tug.
         

         
         It opened with a rattle, revealing a small lacquered chest inside.

         
         She lifted the box out of the drawer and set it carefully on the desk before her. Hope hummed over her skin.

         
         She anxiously flipped the clasp and lifted the lid. A dozen pieces of paper filled the box. She picked one off the top and scanned it, releasing a relieved gust of breath as she registered it was a voucher for a racehorse owed to one Silas Masters, dated three days ago. 

         
         She tossed it aside and quickly began rifling through each and every slip of paper until halfway through the pile and she
            stopped flipping.
         

         
         With a shaking hand and a sinking stomach, she raised the paper to eye level.

         
         She recognized her brother’s familiar looping scrawl at once. They actually had very similar penmanship. She had always credited
            it to a condition of sharing a womb together. She scanned the words confirming that he had signed over all their property,
            land and house and objects therein.
         

         
         She should feel only elation at the discovery of it, but this was irrefutable proof. No more holding out hope that it was
            all a mistake, that her brother was less than perfidious. There was no denying it now. Seeing this evidence of his recklessness
            in bold ink fired her ire all over again.
         

         
         “Blasted fool,” she muttered as she folded the document into tiny fourths and tucked it into the reticule dangling from her
            wrist.
         

         
         With no voucher bearing her brother’s signature, no court in the land would honor Mr. Masters’s claim on her home.

         
         A satisfied smile curved her lips. She had done it.

         
         Now, however, was no time to relax her guard and revel in her relief over her triumphant find. She had to get out of this place posthaste. 

         
         After securing the chest very correctly back inside its drawer, she eyed the desk one final time, assuring herself that all
            was in order and it appeared as it had upon her arrival to the chamber.
         

         
         Nodding, she rounded the desk and advanced a hard, swift line toward the door, ready to escape through the house and out into
            the night, so that she could return home knowing it was still her home and it always would be.
         

         
         Mercy was approximately three feet from the door, from freedom, when the latch started to turn.

         
         She froze.

         
         Everything seemed to slow even as her heart took off like a galloping horse in her chest.

         
         Pressing a hand over her pounding heart, she looked frantically to her left and right, searching for an escape, a place to
            hide.
         

         
         The bureau was on the far side of the chamber. Much too far. She doubted she could reach the drapes in time. And hiding beneath
            the desk seemed like a bad idea. What if he decided to take a seat there?
         

         
         Helplessness rose up inside her. A thick sob threatened to spill out of her throat, but she forced it down. She held back the sound, and held herself together . . . just as she made the decision to stand her ground. 

         
         She lifted her chin and waited for the door to open. It only took moments, a mere blink, but time crawled interminably as
            she waited for him to cross the threshold.
         

         
         It would be him. She knew that.

         
         The door swung inward and Silas Masters stepped inside his private rooms. His rooms. Except she was here. Standing where she should not be—in the middle of his room with no explanation for her presence.
         

         
         No explanation yet.
         

         
         Her thoughts churned feverishly, seeking a reasonable story to give.

         
         He hesitated when he saw her. One of his dark eyebrows lifted, but he otherwise gave no reaction. He seemed very . . . calm.
            No outrage over confronting a veritable stranger in his room.
         

         
         Perhaps he was accustomed to finding strange women in his bedchamber. A powerful, wealthy man like him—handsome, no less—likely
            had women pelting themselves at him at every turn. She distinctly recalled what the woman downstairs had said to her.
         

         
         Most women who are looking for Silas Masters know what he looks like. That is why they are looking for him.

         
         That was when she knew exactly what to do. As scandalous and shameful the notion. She had to do it.

         
         “Hello,” he murmured. He managed to even look . . . bored. Apparently her presence here did not merit a noteworthy reaction from him. “Lost, are you? This is not the ladies’ retiring
            room. Was that not where you were going earlier? I think you mentioned that.”
         

         
         She nodded and made a mild sound of agreement. “I am not lost.”

         
         “No?”

         
         “No,” she affirmed with a fortifying lift of her chin. “I am right where I want to be.” Her voice sounded pleasingly coy even
            to her own ears.
         

         
         He canted his head and crossed his arms over his chest. “And where is that?”

         
         Must she say it directly? She swallowed thickly. He certainly did not make seduction an easy matter. Or perhaps she was just
            very bad at it. She winced a bit at that possibility.
         

         
         She considered him for a moment, wondering if she was really doing this. Was she really willing to offer herself on a platter
            to him so that he did not discover her true purpose in his rooms?
         

         
         She did not fool herself into believing it would be a small matter. If he accepted her invitation she would be in that bed with him. At least she assumed it would happen on the bed. Her experience was limited, but she knew things. She might be from the country, but she was no sheltered maid. 

         
         She grew up on a farm and spent a goodly amount of time around livestock. She understood the mechanics involved. Not to mention,
            she was well-read. More well-read than she ought to be. In fact, her choice of reading material would horrify all of Shropshire.
            No one would expect it of her and perhaps that was part of the thrill of finding herself in this moment, in this place . . .
            with this man.
         

         
         Her gaze fixed on the bed for a prolonged moment, visualizing herself there with Silas Masters. It was not a terrible imagining.

         
         If he took what she was offering him, she would be a maid no longer—not that she was saving herself for marriage. There was
            no prospect of matrimony on the horizon for her. She had no inclination toward marriage when she had been eighteen. Now at
            six and twenty, she especially was not so inclined. Marriage suited some people. Very well. Most people. She had long ago decided, however, that it did not suit her.
         

         
         Wrong or right, that made the notion of an affair with this man more than palatable. She would finally learn what it was like,
            what all the fuss was about . . . and in the process she would provide herself with an excuse for her presence in his rooms.
         

         
         He moved deeper into the chamber, past her, stopping before a tray with a decanter and glasses. She eyed his lean length as he poured himself a drink and lifted it to his lips with easy, languid movements. 

         
         She continued to watch him as he drank, his throat working in an appealing manner before he turned his attention back to her.
            “You don’t want to be here.” He stated this very matter-of-factly. “You don’t even know me.”
         

         
         Frowning, she glanced down at herself. Did she present as a demure, chaste lady that needed ushering away? “Do I have to know
            you?”
         

         
         He took another drink and considered her again slowly, pensively. “So we were introduced downstairs and now you are here to
            what? Seduce me? Am I to believe that of you?”
         

         
         Yes. She had to make him believe it. Otherwise he might start looking for other reasons to explain why she was standing here,
            and that could not happen.
         

         
         “Is it so very unbelievable?” Her smile felt nervous and shaky on her face and she willed it away. Willed her expression into
            something mild and relaxed . . . the countenance, hopefully, of a bold woman at ease engaging in casual peccadilloes.
         

         
         “Must we be longtime acquaintances?” she added as she took a steadying breath. “Would that be so shocking? There is”—she paused, searching for the word to best explain what she was feeling, what swirled thickly on the air around them—“heat between us. Surely you feel it, too.” 

         
         “Heat,” he echoed, the word rolling off his tongue as if it were something alien.

         
         “Yes. I thought, well . . . downstairs . . .” Her voice faltered and she hated that. She sounded unsure and without confidence.
            Two ingredients that did not fit with the persona she was attempting to project. If she was playing the role of seductress
            she should be more comfortable with herself and the words she was spouting.
         

         
         “You thought there was heat,” he finished, a thread of skepticism still humming beneath his words.

         
         “Yes.” She nodded slowly, propping one hand on her hip. “Did I imagine that?”

         
         He eyed her slowly, up and down, and she managed not to fidget under his regard. “I am sorry if I misled you. You are not . . .
            to my taste.”
         

         
         She flinched. 

         
         There was no not reacting to that.
         

         
         It hurt. It stung. She could not help wondering what was to his taste. If not Mercy, what then? Who?

         
         She had not considered the chance of rejection, and she should have. How blindly arrogant could she have been?

         
         She was no model of charm. She was no raving beauty. Oh, she was not hideous, but she knew beautiful and she was not that. She had never had suitors beating a path to her door. 

         
         Of course a man who looked as Masters did was accustomed to beautiful women. Women who far outshone her. Now she felt a fool.
            A great fool.
         

         
         “Oh.” She smoothed a shaky hand down the front of her gown. “I see.”

         
         Indeed, she did see.

         
         For all she knew he was a married man. Or attached romantically. Perhaps he believed in fidelity. Some men did. Her father
            had been one such man, faithful and devoted every day of his life to Mercy’s mother. That would make his rebuff sting less.
         

         
         She suffered an internal sigh. Now she was simply looking for a way to spare her own feelings.

         
         “I am flattered.” He smiled a pitying smile and that was salt in the wound.

         
         It was really too much.

         
         “Very well. Your loss.” She hoped that sounded flippant. Like a woman accustomed to casual liaisons—to the occurrence of them
            and the rebuffs. “I am sorry to have invaded your space,” she murmured and made to exit, her face still burning with the sting
            of rejection, a part of her relieved and a part of her not. That other part of her, the part of her not relieved, was markedly disappointed.
         

         
         So much for her gown. Her fist twisted in her skirts, eager to be rid of the scandalous frock. She would burn the thing when
            she reached home. She supposed it was not tempting enough after all. Or rather the woman inside it was not.
         

         
         She had to pass him to leave and she hated having to do so with this shameful heat crawling up her face and the air trapped
            tightly in her chest.
         

         
         It would be awkward, however, to take another route—a less direct route. She was not going to circle around and walk between
            the sofa and fireplace. That would hardly appear the behavior of a confident woman. She would look more like a skittish animal.
         

         
         She struggled for a careful breath and advanced, walking inches from him where he stood.

         
         They were not touching. Not so close as that, but close enough. Their arms brushed, the fabric of his jacket a whisper against
            her skin as she walked past.
         

         
         “Wait.” His deep voice dropped on the air, filling the scant space between them. “Don’t go.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Mercy had just passed him when he spoke the words. They echoed in her ears.

         
         Wait. Don’t go.

         
         She stopped but did not turn around. He did not need to see her face again. He did not get to see her face again. Not as it was. Her heat-radiating face was not his to behold. It was her shame. Hers alone. A private
            thing.
         

         
         “Yes?” She tossed the question over her shoulder.

         
         Mercy heard the rustle of movement. His movement. He was coming closer. She felt him right behind her. His breath directly on the back of her neck.
         

         
         It took every bit of restraint inside her, but she held herself still. She waited. Waited for him to do whatever he was going
            to do . . . say whatever he was going to say, so that she could leave this place unscathed—at least physically—and never come
            back.
         

         
         She was rooted in place and it was because of him. Because he had changed his mind about her leaving—at least momentarily.

         
         Why was he keeping her here after he had rejected her and sent her on her way?

         
         She stared ahead. The door loomed. Roughly a dozen feet. She simply had to reach it. Pass through its threshold and she was
            free.
         

         
         The voucher burned like a living torch inside her reticule, searing into her hip. Had he sensed it there? Were his suspicions
            roused? Was that why he had called out to her? Would he make an attempt to
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