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            For all the readers who promise themselves just one more chapter, then end up finishing the entire book in a night

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Time is

            Too Slow for those who Wait,

            Too Swift for those who Fear,

            Too Long for those who Grieve,

            Too Short for those who Rejoice;

            But for those who Love,

            Time is not.

            —Henry van Dyke
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            Prologue

         
         Prudence Thorogood drew the hood of her tattered mantle over her head and reached for the lion’s head door knocker. Taking
            a deep breath, she rapped soundly.
         

         
         There was no turning back. Not for her.

         
         After all, the marital prospects of a penniless, ruined debutante were grim. Such a woman may have the opportunity to wed
            the man who’d taken her innocence. If, perhaps, he was forced into a proposal while being beaten about the head with a reticule and dressmaker’s dummy until finally
            relenting with an agonized, “Very well! I’ll marry her!”
         

         
         She would decline, vehemently.

         
         There was also the possibility of allowing the clergyman to introduce her to a twice-widowed farmer in need of a healthy young wife who could cook, clean and sew for him and his fourteen children.
         

         
         Thank you, no.

         
         Of course, if she was truly selfish, she could continue to accept the kindness of dear friends and live beneath their roof,
            watching as society slowly turned their backs on them.
         

         
         Or . . . she could take matters into her own hands.

         
         But it was an undeniable truth that any future would require selling her very soul, in some form or another. The least she
            could do to honor the sacrifice was make her own choice.
         

         
         She released the air in her lungs on a resolved exhale just as the black lacquered door opened.

         
         A stately manservant greeted her with a bland inquiry, as if it were commonplace to see a cloaked female on this doorstep in the dead of night. A shiver of trepidation skated down her spine, but she shrugged it off and simply said, “Lord Savage, if you please.” 

         
         The man opened the door for her to step inside the foyer. “I shall see if his lordship is at home. Whom should I say is calling?”

         
         “Miss Thorogood . . . ?” she said as if unfamiliar with her own name. So she repeated herself with more authority. After all,
            she knew who she was and why she’d come to the house of a notorious rake.
         

         
         Now, if only her heart would stop beating four times faster than the golden pendulum vacillating in the curved belly of the
            longcase clock beside her.
         

         
         The butler’s footsteps on the marble floor were crisp and concise as if he led dozens of visitors to the aubergine receiving
            parlor each evening by rote. And before he left, he absently set a bone-white bowl of bright red rose petals on the black
            marble console table by the door.
         

         
         She stared at the bowl. How peculiar. Was every guest escorted into this room with their own rose petals?

         
         It was possible, she supposed. The Marquess of Savage was known for having an appetite for excess, including all manner of
            hedonistic pleasures. Proof of that was in the sumptuous furnishings surrounding her, the windows swathed in heavy brocade,
            the upholstered bronze armchairs, the scallop-back settee, mahogany tables inlaid with gold . . . and the oil painting of
            a voluptuous woman in repose above the mantel, nude aside from a sliver of red silk draped down her body.
         

         
         Prue quickly averted her gaze and tried not to think about his other indulgences. She didn’t want to lose her nerve, after
            all. And she needed every ounce of daring she possessed to face this man and tell him exactly why she’d come.
         

         
         Distractedly, she coasted her fingertips over the cool, velvety petals. What an odd offering for guests. She could imagine cut flowers in vases. Decorative arrangements were typical in finer houses. But these? 

         
         Picking up the bowl, she breathed in the sweet aroma of the petals and felt her lips curve in a smile. They were so soft,
            so fragrant, so extravagant that they seemed almost romantic. And after the way their first meeting had commenced, she would
            never have taken him for a romantic.
         

         
         Surely, he wouldn’t have these on hand for every guest. And certainly not for every unexpected . . . guest. Like . . . her.

         
         Prue lifted her head at once. It suddenly occurred to her that these rose petals weren’t here for random guests at all, but
            for one in particular. The very guest he was likely entertaining right this moment . . . until she had interrupted.
         

         
         A surge of dismay strangled her throat. She swallowed it down and began to pace, clutching the bowl to her chest.

         
         Why hadn’t she thought of this before? Of course, he was with another woman. And they were engaged in whatever activities
            one normally did in the evening hours. Like reading a book. Watching the flames in the hearth. Resting after a long day, and . . .
         

         
         Oh, who was she trying to fool?

         
         He was a scoundrel. He was doubtless upstairs right this instant, otherwise engaged in something that he couldn’t tear himself
            away from. Something that involved two people, heavy breathing, perspiring, grunting . . . lots of grunting . . . And now,
            with her interruption, he would have to put his clothes on and—
         

         
         The parlor door opened suddenly.

         
         Prue startled like a rabbit caught in the garden with half a cabbage in her grasp. The dish went flying. Petals rained down
            everywhere. And gravity brought the spinning creamware down directly toward her head.
         

         
         She squeezed her eyes shut, preparing for it to hit. Hard.

         
         And yet . . . it didn’t.

         
         When she opened her eyes again, she saw the staid butler holding the bowl in his grasp. Apparently, he was much quicker than
            he looked.
         

         
         Then, as if this type of thing happened all the time, he merely set it down on the table and said, “Right this way, Miss Thorogood.”

         
         “Actually, there’s been a mistake.” She shook her head and immediately crouched down to the rug, nervously scooping up as
            many petals as she could. The bowl may not have struck her on the noodle, but she had some sense knocked into her nonetheless.
            “I should never have come.”
         

         
         “His lordship is waiting, ma’am. There’s no need to fret over the petals.” He gently, but firmly, took her elbow to assist
            her in standing.
         

         
         Awkwardly, she transferred her handful into his. “Right. Well. Be that as it may, I really must go before I disturb his lordship
            from whatever it is that I’m . . . disturbing.”
         

         
         The butler followed her hasty retreat into the foyer. “Would you care to leave a card or a message?”

         
         “I think not.”

         
         Reaching the door, her nervous hand fumbled with the latch. And just before she could finally manage to open it . . . she
            heard a familiar drawl behind her.
         

         
         “Leaving so soon, Miss Thorogood? Is that any way to greet an old friend?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            A month earlier

         

         If the carriage went any slower, they’d be traveling back in time.

         
         Leo Ramsgate, Marquess of Savage, muttered a curse beneath his breath and snapped his pocket watch closed before he tapped
            on the hood. “What appears to be the problem, Rogers?”
         

         
         “Sheep, milord.”

         
         Ah. That explained it, he thought with a glance through the rain-dappled window toward the rolling hills of the verdant Wiltshire
            countryside. He wondered—and not for the first time—why he’d agreed to escort his former paramour to Bath. Typically, when
            an affair ended, it was over and done with for good. And yet, here he was, waiting for sheep.
         

         
         As they came to a complete stop, a heavy sigh drifted across the carriage. “Will I be so easy to forget, Savage? No, don’t
            answer that. You’ll only say something detached and uncaring to make me feel guilty for my part in this premature separation
            of ours. Yet you never take any blame for pushing me into the arms of another man.”
         

         
         Thus far on their journey, Lady Chastaine had held fast to two topics of conversation—the weather and their misunderstanding, as she put it. If she wasn’t scourging the rain for frizzling her auburn coiffure and the dreary gray atmosphere for doing nothing to complement her complexion, then she was relentlessly denying any culpability for her adulterous tryst. Had her excuses been a dead horse, she would not only have beaten it but dismembered and buried it in the deepest pit from which nothing could return. 

         
         He stared back at her with the bland nonchalance he’d perfected over the years. “Am I as ruthless as all that?”

         
         “More,” she said with kittenish petulance.

         
         He called up to Rogers again. “Any news to report?”

         
         “There appears to be . . .” His words were drowned out by the excited barking of a dog, agitated baahs and the hollow clanking of a copper bell.
         

         
         Leo opened the door to the drizzle and peered ahead, trying to discern the cause for himself. Unfortunately, from his vantage
            point, all he could see was a flock of dirty-arsed sheep.
         

         
         “But I’ll have you know,” Phoebe continued, “I won’t be jealous of your next mistress. I’m too self-assured for that.”

         
         “Glad to hear it.”

         
         “And besides. For that, I would have to suffer from the delusion that you could ever truly care about any of the women you
            take as mistress. But you and I both know that isn’t possible.”
         

         
         “Are we back to calling me heartless again?” he asked, flicking an absent glance over his shoulder.

         
         She squinted at him, pouting prettily. “Did we ever stop?”

         
         His mouth quirked in response. He would miss Phoebe’s particular brand of cynicism. Her wit could flay a man’s ego at fifty
            paces. Her tongue was waspish to a fault, but also devilishly skilled in other more delightfully provocative ways. No, she
            wouldn’t be easy to forget. But he would put her from his mind, regardless, as he’d always done with each paramour at the
            end of every affair.
         

         
         The problem was, escaping the tedium of eternity that yawned before him in the meantime.

         
         Leo had never been a man at ease with lingering in the hinterland between two places—the end of one thing and the beginning of another. He’d much prefer to continue on to London and find a new mistress to take her place. But instead, he was trapped here in this provincial hell. 

         
         His throat tightened on a growl of impatience as he called up to the driver again. “What were you saying, Rogers?”

         
         “A woman, milord. On foot. The shepherd’s drover won’t let her pass. Oh, and now he’s got hold of her bag with his teeth.”
            He chuckled, clearly amused by the spectacle. “It’s a right solid tug-of-war, it is.”
         

         
         Well, damn. Now Leo had to step out and see this nonsense for himself. If nothing else, it would serve as a distraction.

         
         “So . . . have you?” Phoebe asked as he stepped down, the muddy road squishing beneath his hessians. “Selected my replacement,
            that is?”
         

         
         He murmured an absent response that was neither admission nor negation.

         
         As of yet, he’d not made a firm decision. He received more than a dozen perfume-scented requests by post each week, some even
            from women who lived on other continents and knew him by reputation alone. There were more who approached him at evening soirees,
            whispering scandalous promises in his ear while slipping calling cards into his pockets. It was only a matter of choosing
            one to be on his arm and in his bed.
         

         
         “Not that I care a whit, mind you,” she said, her skirts rustling against the bench as she scooted closer to peer over his
            shoulder. “Just don’t tell me that it’s to be Millie Sutton.”
         

         
         He absently pulled at the cuffs of his green coat and looked toward the convergence of dingy sheep and the barefooted shepherd
            boy. “No?”
         

         
         “Absolutely not.” She scoffed. “With that chirruping laugh of hers? And she thinks she’s oh-so clever with her fan-play. Someone should tell her that she looks more like an injured parakeet with all that flailing and flapping. Not only that, but she whines constantly about the old earl leaving her nothing in his will. I’ve even heard that she’s already ordered seven new gowns because she’s anticipating your invitation and told her modiste that you would pay for them. Why, that woman would drain your coffers dry in a month if you let her.” 

         
         “And here I thought you didn’t care.”

         
         The truth was, he’d always known that women were attracted to what he could offer on the surface. Women liked his looks, his
            bedsport prowess, and especially his money. Which was perfectly fine with him.
         

         
         It didn’t matter much in the end, regardless. He never kept a mistress beyond four months. After that, it just felt too . . .
            permanent. Too confining. A lengthy affair only built expectations like a house of cards, increasing the likelihood of collapse
            with disappointments and betrayals. As his current former mistress had so kindly reminded him.
         

         
         A large sheepdog appeared on the grassy knoll, drawing him out of his musings. The shaggy canine gamboled by in a ripple of
            rope-like fur, tinged a sooty black on the ends. A battered leather valise was clenched in his teeth. He stopped to look over
            his shoulder, one eye peeping through a thick mop of fringe, bobtail wagging as a figure approached.
         

         
         And that was the instant Leo first saw the woman.

         
         She dashed into view at a long, graceful lope, a damp gray cloak plastered to her willowy form. In her haste, the hood slipped
            to her shoulders, revealing an intricately braided twist of hair the color of fresh buttermilk. Loose tendrils escaped the
            confines of tortoiseshell combs and spilled wetly against the curve of her cheek. But she paid them no mind. Her focus was
            on the dog.
         

         
         Just as she was closing in, the beast playfully darted from one side to the other. The young woman paused, slender hands on hips, and regarded the thief with marked determination. After a moment’s consideration, she bent to pat the tops of her thighs. Then she pursed a pair of deep pink, Cupid’s-bow lips and kissed the air to call the animal. 

         
         Leo felt himself take a step.

         
         The motion must have drawn her attention. Her head turned at once and a pair of stormy blue eyes alighted on him. Framed with
            lashes the color of dark sand, they were set inside a heart-shaped face bejeweled by beads of dew that shimmered like diamonds
            in the bleary rain-soaked light.
         

         
         Leo couldn’t look away. A legion of trimmed tawny hairs lifted on his nape, his flesh tightening beneath layers of fine lawn
            and tailored wool. And when she straightened, his appreciative gaze drifted down the lithe form that the clever rain saw fit
            to reveal in subtle curves and shallow nooks where the dark cloak clung.
         

         
         When his gaze returned to hers, there was a definite degree of coldness there. A warning to keep his distance. And since he
            couldn’t fathom why he’d moved in the first place—when he was the last man on earth to come to the aid of a damsel in distress,
            no matter how fair—he merely inclined his head and anchored his boots to the earth.
         

         
         “Even she would be a far sight better for you than Millie Sutton,” Phoebe said.

         
         “A wayward country waif? I think not.”

         
         “Oh, but she’s one of us,” she said, surprising him. “I’m acquainted with her stepmother, Lady Whitcombe. The viscountess
            and I were finished together.”
         

         
         “How delightfully sapphic, my dear. I do hope you both enjoyed yourselves.”

         
         Phoebe ignored the naughty remark. “If rumors are to be believed—and you know the delicious ones always are—this stepdaughter was caught in a rather compromising position at one of the soirees last year. Don’t know the particulars, but the gentleman involved obviously chose not to marry her. Poor girl. Quite ruined, of course. Lord Whitcombe holds a seat in Parliament and summarily banished her to the country without batting an eyelash.” 

         
         “Nothing like the warm embrace of a father to give one a bright start in the world,” Leo muttered sotto voce.

         
         His mood—bitter as it usually was—abruptly soured. He knew all too well what it was like to have parents who chose their own
            pursuits without considering the ramifications to others.
         

         
         What the devil was the daughter of a peer doing out here all alone? Had she no other family to look after her?

         
         He studied the stranger once more as she attempted to reclaim her property. He caught sight of the frayed hem and a faded
            blue dress that had seen better days. Yet, even in tattered muslin, there was something regal in her bearing. She kept her
            swanlike neck straight as she snapped her graceful fingers and ordered the dog to heel.
         

         
         Surprisingly, the beast trotted toward her. But heeling wasn’t at all what he had in mind.

         
         Instead, he bounded up with his paws reaching to her shoulders, his hindquarters wagging with glee. However, since he likely
            outweighed her by a stone, she summarily toppled to the squelchy ground with an audible splat.
         

         
         A huff of indignation preceded her careful attempts to stand with utmost decorum. Yet, as soon as she righted herself and
            shook out her skirts, the dog woofed and knocked her down again.
         

         
         This was all just a game to the exceptionally enormous puppy and wasn’t likely to end anytime soon with the shepherd busily
            trying to corral his errant sheep. So, Leo decided to intervene.
         

         
         Placing the hook of his thumb and middle finger between his lips, he issued a shrill, ascending whistle. Instantly, the drover turned, ears perked like two spraying fountains beneath that tangled mop. Then he loped obediently over to Leo, sat on his haunches and dropped the valise. 

         
         Behind him, and a little muddier than before, the young woman stiffly smoothed her clothes as though she wore a coronation
            robe instead of a threadbare cloak. As she approached, he heard her grumble, “You couldn’t have done that sooner?”
         

         
         He felt a grin tug at the corner of his mouth as he lifted her bag from the ground. “I believe this is”—just then one side
            of the handle tore free of its stitching—“yours.”
         

         
         She issued a soft, barely audible growl as she reached out. But she took special care to ensure that her grip wasn’t even
            close to coming into contact with his. “Thank you for your assistance.”
         

         
         “Delighted to be of service,” he said and saw those stormy eyes narrow ever so slightly.

         
         Behind him, Phoebe gave his shoulder a light shove to move him out of her view. “Miss Thorogood, what a lovely surprise to
            see you here. It’s been an age since we’ve last met.”
         

         
         “Oh, Lady Chastaine. How very . . . kind of you to remember me,” the young woman said, all politeness. But it was clear in
            her halting tone and shifting stance that she was eager to depart their company. “If you would forgive me, I’m not quite fit
            for a social visit and must be on my way. I have a pressing errand to attend.”
         

         
         “Isn’t that forever the way of it, my dear? When we are dressed ever so smartly we hardly see a soul. But when we are at our
            worst, we will run into everyone we’ve ever met,” his companion purred. “Surely you can spare a moment or two while we’re
            waiting for the sheep to move onward. That is . . . unless it would sully your pride to associate with the likes of a fallen
            woman and her former protector.”
         

         
         Miss Thorogood straightened her shoulders, the flesh around that Cupid’s-bow mouth tightening. “As you have doubtless witnessed from my current state, it is clear that I have no pride. Therefore, it must be curiosity that prompts your invitation and, for that reason, I will decline it. Thank you all the same, my lady.” 

         
         This stranger was no simpleton, to be sure. And for some peculiar reason, witnessing her cool show of mettle stirred a measure
            of admiration within him.
         

         
         Just as she was turning to leave, Lady Chastaine added hurriedly, “Settle your feathers, my dear. I meant no offense.” She
            huffed. Though there must have been enough contrition in her voice to earn a patient pause from their guest. “Do stay for
            a moment, please. I promise to hold a tight rein on the ribbons of my curiosity. Your presence would be most welcome. Necessary,
            in fact, as Savage and I have exhausted our attempts at playing nice. Of course, you’ve met the marquess, haven’t you? No?
            Well, you have now.”
         

         
         “Lord Savage.” Miss Thorogood offered a dignified curtsy. She did not blush or simper as most young women did when introduced
            to him, but met his gaze squarely, like an old crone who had lived a thousand lifetimes and had yet to be impressed by anything.
         

         
         The irredeemable scoundrel in Leo was half tempted to take her hand and bring it to his lips, just to see what she might do.
            But he tamped down the wayward impulse and merely inclined his head. “A pleasure.”
         

         
         “There, now that all of the niceties have commenced, I insist that you allow us to assist you in any way we can,” Lady Chastaine
            said with the tenacity he’d once found charming. “After all, it must be a tremendously important errand for you to brave such
            dreary weather, and on foot. To where will you be traveling?”
         

         
         “The ribbons seem to have slipped from your grasp already, my lady,” Miss Thorogood responded, but without censure. Instead, she issued an undisguised exhale of resignation as the panting dog suddenly licked her hand before settling down again at Leo’s side. “If you must know, I’m going to take the stagecoach to London.” 

         
         “My dear, that is absolutely splendid! You’ll be the toast of the demimonde.”
         

         
         “Actually, I—”

         
         “Though in order to take London by storm,” Phoebe interrupted, “you’ll need a gentleman of influence on your arm. And I just
            happen to know of one who will soon be losing a companion. He’s rich as Croesus. Generous, not only with gifts but with his—shall
            I say—natural endowments,” she added with a salacious waggle of her brows toward Leo. “And he’s not terrible on the eyes either. In truth, Savage
            has only one great flaw.”
         

         
         “And that is?” he interjected impassively. Like stage actors in a play that had run too long in Haymarket, he knew his lines
            as well as Lady Chastaine’s.
         

         
         As if on cue, sunlight stole through the clouds to shine a perfect ray of light on Phoebe’s pout. “He has no heart.”

         
         “Then he is all the better for it, I should think,” Miss Thorogood said quietly, the flesh over the bridge of her nose furrowing
            slightly as she glanced at him.
         

         
         The instant their gazes connected, however, she looked away. It was a pity because he wanted to discern what she was thinking.
            Not only that, but he liked the sound of her voice. It was pleasantly textured, layers blending richly together, revealing
            themselves by degree upon listening. Like silk, he thought, cool to the touch at first, then warming as it lingered against
            the skin.
         

         
         “My dear, such a sentiment makes you positively perfect as Savage’s next in line,” Phoebe offered excitedly. “Not only are
            you beautiful—and he adores beautiful things—but you would bring a bit of class to the demimonde, I think. No, actually, I’m sure of it.” She lifted her arm through the open doorway and held out her hand. “Come with us. We’ll talk more in the carriage. Savage will drive me to Bath first, then you and he will journey to town.” 

         
         The dog woofed as if in agreement. And even though this was no plan of his own, Leo found himself waiting for Miss Thorogood’s
            response. The noises of the wayward sheep and shepherd’s bell faded, and his entire focus centered on her.
         

         
         But as one second ticked by—two, three—he thought he glimpsed something lurking beneath the surface. It was in the lowering of her lashes, the delicate movement
            of her throat above the tarnished clasp of her cloak as she swallowed. Something vulnerable and innocent.
         

         
         In his experience, innocence usually paired with fragility. And he’d learned to keep far afield from fragile women.

         
         He preferred a certain type—jaded, cynical and self-absorbed. After all, the last thing he ever wanted was to be embroiled
            in another complicated affair.
         

         
         So he was glad when she withdrew a step and said, “I have no intention of taking London by storm or otherwise.”

         
         “I do not understand, then,” Phoebe groused. “What other reason could you have for returning after such a ruinous scandal?”

         
         Miss Thorogood’s spine went ramrod straight. She gripped the broken strap of her valise, knuckles white through the gray layer
            of drying mud, and Leo presumed she was too offended to answer.
         

         
         All the better for her, he thought. And yet . . . he was unaccountably curious, too. What could this proud creature hope to
            gain by enduring the trial that awaited the disgraced daughter of a peer amidst the ton?
         

         
         When Miss Thorogood turned on her heel, he thought he would never know the answer.

         
         But then she hesitated. Chin set, she issued a single-word response.

         
         “Larceny.” Then she walked away like a queen preparing for battle.

         
         Leo stared after her, an intrigued grin on his lips. At his side, he gave his woolly friend a scratch and murmured, good boy.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Prudence Thorogood knew there was no going back. Not for her. And there was no way to change what had already occurred.

         
         She could only move forward and think about her future.

         
         Therefore, the following morning, she marched along the muddy road with her head held high. She’d walk to London if she had
            to. After all, it was a better option than traveling with the vile wastrel who’d thought an unprotected female on the mail
            coach would welcome his hand upon her thigh and his gaze fixed upon her bosom.
         

         
         Well, she’d showed him. Her hand still throbbed from the slap she’d delivered.

         
         Now she was just east of the beatific Berkshire Downs. Although, in her opinion, it should have been named the Berkshire Ups, since she found herself trudging up steady inclines far more often than down any declines.
         

         
         At the top of one rise, she paused to catch her breath and take in the view of the vast countryside . . . just before the
            heavy-bottomed clouds decided to give her one more obstacle on her journey. Rain.
         

         
         Splendid.

         
         But it didn’t matter that she would soon be soaked to her chemise. She wasn’t going to let a little water stop her. And she
            wasn’t going to let another man interfere with her dreams—a lesson learned the hard way a year ago.
         

         
         She’d been fooled once, believing a scoundrel’s lies. But never again.

         
         This ruined debutante was taking back her life . . . or what was left of it. And she would do it alone.
         

         
         She was in control. Not her disapproving father and stepmother. Not her pious aunt and uncle. And certainly not the deceitful
            cad who’d ruined her.
         

         
         “Besides, I’m better off on my own,” she declared aloud, gripping the knotted strap of her valise tighter, and pretending
            she wasn’t exhausted after having already walked for hours. “I don’t need any— Ow!”
         

         
         She stopped suddenly, pain pricking the ball of her foot. Lifting it from the ground, she hopped one-legged past a large puddle
            to the side of the road, careful to keep the hems of her cloak and skirts out of the way. Then she sat down on the grassy
            embankment.
         

         
         A rock, of course, she thought scornfully. And not just a little pebble either. No, indeed. It was a goliath, splitting open a crevasse in the
            sole of her nankeen half boot.
         

         
         “Blast it all!” she muttered, angrily tugging on her mud-coated laces. She wished she knew more colorful epithets. Now that would have been a worthwhile class in finishing school, instead of learning how to be the perfect debutante and the perfect
            hostess for one’s future husband. Ha!

         
         Perfection, at least for her, was as elusive as capturing mist in a net. No matter how hard she tried, she simply couldn’t
            hold on to it.
         

         
         Which had brought her here, to this new low point.

         
         If her dour aunt Thorley could see her, she’d doubtless unleash another one of her delightfully condescending castigations.
            Tut-tut, Prudence. I am greatly disappointed in your actions, and greatly disappointed in your shabby attire. Once again, you’ve proven that you are nothing more than a blemish on your father’s good name.

         
         Prue hated that she’d allowed herself to be cowed by that woman so many times.

         
         Well, no longer.

         
         That was the old Prue.

         
         The old Prue would have given up after encountering so many obstacles. Convinced herself that she didn’t deserve anything
            better. Accepted the impossibility of moving on. And would have, ultimately, fallen back into a soul-withering existence.
         

         
         But the new Prue wanted more . . . whether she deserved it or not. And the new Prue was bold, too. Determined to live a life
            that was hers and hers alone. The word impossible was no longer in her lexicon. She laughed in the face of obstacles. “Ha!”
         

         
         Whipping a handkerchief from her sleeve, she shook it in her fist and glared up at the heavens, where the Fates were likely
            looking down upon her with smug superiority. “A rock won’t stand in my way. Even if I have to hop to London through a sea
            of mud, nothing will stop me. I’ve already hit my lowest point. There’s nothing else you can do to me!”
         

         
         A bolt of lightning splintered across the hilly horizon. A booming crack of thunder followed.

         
         The new Prue lowered her arm.

         
         Perhaps tempting the Fates wasn’t such a grand notion. And thinking about what they might do next made her heart gallop hard
            in her chest. Quite loudly, too. In fact, her entire body was practically vibrating from—
         

         
         Just then, she heard the jangle of rigging behind her. Turning sharply, she realized it wasn’t her heart galloping but a team
            of horses pulling a sleek black carriage.
         

         
         Panicked, she jolted to her feet, just in time to allow it to pass . . .

         
         But, regrettably, not in time to avoid the tsunami splash from the wheel hitting the puddle she’d so carefully avoided.
         

         
         Before she could scramble down the embankment, a colossal wave of brown sludge rose up from the bowels of Hades and splashed her from hood to hem. 

         
         She went still. A statue frozen in midflight, arms flared at her side and . . . Dear heavens, what was that awful smell?

         
         Her nose wrinkled as the inescapable answer seeped into her clothes.

         
         Honestly, the only way this day could get any worse would be to have someone she knew witness her humiliation.

         
         Behind her, she heard the gruff voice of the driver call out a command to the horses. Shortly following, the thunderous plodding
            of hooves went still. Warily, she turned to glance over her shoulder.
         

         
         The door flew open. And the instant the occupant emerged, she knew that the Fates were, indeed, having a jolly time toying
            with her. It was Lord Savage!
         

         
         Splendid, just splendid.

         
         The marquess bounded out of the carriage. He paid no heed to the drizzle or mud, but strode toward her with his polished hessians
            dispersing puddles in sprays. Every hard-footed step accentuated thickly muscled thighs encased by buckskin breeches. His
            coat parted to reveal his powerful build and lean torso beneath a fitted russet waistcoat. And even though he wore no hat,
            his appearance did not suffer for it. The slow saturation of water turned his golden mane a darker shade, the tarnished bronze
            color only intensifying the emerald green of his irises.
         

         
         He looked as though he were emerging fresh from his tailor’s shop or a portrait sitting.

         
         She, on the other hand, resembled a drowned cat. Which was only slightly worse than her appearance yesterday. And thinking
            back to that, she became irritated with him once more.
         

         
         “You couldn’t have stopped the carriage before the puddle?” Prue groused under her breath.
         

         
         Lowering the dripping hood to lay on her shoulders, she felt a clump of something she’d rather not think about dislodge itself from the wool and fall with a splat at her feet.
         

         
         “Miss Thorogood, what the devil are you doing out here?”

         
         Her spine instantly stiffened at the way he barked at her, his tawny brow furrowing. And she wasn’t particularly pleased with
            his preeminent manner when he glared down the ridge of his aquiline nose either.
         

         
         “I fail to see that my travel habits are any concern of yours, my lord. Need I remind you that we’re barely acquainted?”

         
         “You said you were taking the stagecoach,” he added as if she hadn’t spoken.

         
         She had a good mind not to answer. However, since they were both standing in the rain like sodden nincompoops—at least on
            her part, no thanks to him—and she would hardly be able to make a grand exit into the nearby meadow, she humored him. “If you must know, the stagecoach
            was full. I took the mail coach instead. That conveyance hit a rut, the wheel badly bent. And when the passengers disembarked
            to await the repair, a country squire became a bit too friendly for my tastes. Therefore, I decided that I was better off
            traveling on foot.”
         

         
         When his expression darkened even more, she felt her own ire rise. She had reached the limit of what she would take from the
            Fates and from members of his sex. The absolute limit! And if he so much as breathed another castigation, she would lose what little
            remained of her patience and flog him with her valise.
         

         
         “Were you”—he gritted his teeth, growling the words—“harmed in any way?”

         
         Prue’s grip on the frayed leather strap loosened at the surprisingly harsh, gravelly tone. He sounded nothing like the bored,
            overindulged aristocrat she’d met yesterday. In fact, he almost sounded . . . concerned.
         

         
         She dismissed the foolish notion at once. There was no reason that her circumstances should trouble him. Not only were they strangers, but a rake of his reputed caliber was hardly renowned amongst the ton for his chivalry. Oh yes, she’d heard of him. And a man who kept a constant parade of paramours on his arm, then discarded
            them with ease, was hardly likely to care about the trials and tribulations of the female population.
         

         
         Even so, she noted the tight cording of his throat above the crisp edge of his cravat, the furrows of tension in the superfine
            wool over broad shoulders, and the jagged vein rising beneath the flesh of his clenched fists. He seemed to be waiting for
            her response.
         

         
         “Only my toes from where I kicked him rather soundly,” she said. “I believe that is how I broke one of the soles of my half
            boots.”
         

         
         Lord Savage issued a curt nod. “Good. I’m certain he deserved it.”

         
         Hmm. Could it be that some scoundrels had a line they would not cross?
         

         
         She blinked at him with open curiosity as he raked a hand through his hair, slicking it back away from his forehead. On any
            other man, features on full display without relief, would likely look too austere or even unattractive with any potential
            flaws front and center—like a weak chin, a Neolithic brow, or even an asymmetrical pair of nostrils.
         

         
         But not this man. As far as she could see, he had no flaws. Every angle was faultlessly chiseled, from the perfect slope of
            his brow to the uncompromising edge of his jawline. Even his mouth was the ideal shape. Any more flesh and it would have been
            too broad. Any less and . . .
         

         
         She shook her head, not understanding why she’d let her thoughts drift in that manner. It mattered nothing to her that he
            was inhumanly attractive and broad-shouldered. She still despised all men and refused to be tempted into furthering an acquaintance
            with one.
         

         
         As if reading her mind, Lord Savage pointed up to the sky. “Doubtless, you’ve noticed the imposing activity in the clouds. I’m afraid it will only get worse from here. Therefore, I gladly offer the use of my carriage.” 

         
         She frowned and leveled him with a glare of warning. “At what cost, my lord?”

         
         “None at all,” he said blandly. “I consider it bad form to take advantage of soggy debutantes. No need to break another sole
            on my account.”
         

         
         She scoffed. In her experience, displays of benevolence left the door open to an abuse of power over the recipient. “I do
            not take charity.”
         

         
         “I’d presumed as much,” he said, expelling a patient breath. “Therefore, what say you to an even exchange—an undisturbed ride
            into London for a few hours of your conversation to release me from the monotony of my own thoughts?”
         

         
         Her gaze slid from him to the carriage. An unexpected tremor of yearning leached from the soles of her aching feet and traveled
            up through her entire skeleton, leaving her enervated to the very marrow.
         

         
         Her pride and sense of self-preservation wavered.

         
         “It’s a new landau,” he added with the quiet enticement that the devil likely used when whispering in one’s ear. “Well sprung.
            Velvet upholstery. Pillowy tufted benches.”
         

         
         Aunt and Uncle Thorley would have sniffed with disdain over such an extravagance. They disapproved of indulgence in any form
            and hadn’t so much as draped a horse blanket over the wooden bench in their own curricle.
         

         
         Prue, on the other hand, imagined it would feel lovely to sit on something soft. The past year had been hardbacked chairs,
            hardwood floors and hard pillows. Even her mattress had been stuffed with stiff, horsehair ticking. She’d forgotten what velvet
            was like.
         

         
         “I’m covered in filth,” she said, her excuse as threadbare as her soaked stockings.

         
         Those vivid green eyes scanned her in shrewd appraisal and he clucked his tongue. “Ah. So you are. Can’t have that. Well, best of luck to you . . .” 

         
         Then he turned and began to walk away. Which was fine with her because she didn’t need anyone.

         
         And yet . . .

         
         It occurred to her that she was likely thinking too much of her own charms. Renowned rogue though he may be, she was hardly
            irresistible, especially in her current travel-worn state with tangled hair, eyes purplish and puffy from exhaustion and a
            drenched cloak that smelled of . . . Well, she’d rather not think about that.
         

         
         Lord Savage could have any woman he wanted, and likely did quite often. So it was ridiculous to imagine that he would want
            her. Not to mention, it was Lady Chastaine who’d suggested that Prue could be his next in line, not he.
         

         
         “I’m an excellent conversationalist,” she called out to his retreating form, the words spilling out before she could pull
            them back.
         

         
         But they stopped him, nonetheless. “As you have proven with the two dozen words spoken since the beginning of our acquaintance.
            I’ve been positively riveted.”
         

         
         “I suppose . . . a fair trade would be a ride to London.”

         
         “It would, indeed.” Without facing her, he proffered his arm and waited.

         
         Garnering her courage, she drew in a deep breath. Then she went to him, slipping her hand in the crook of his elbow as if
            he were leading her to a ballroom floor instead of the uncertain confines of the carriage.
         

         
         As they reached the door, he hesitated and glanced down at her in shrewd appraisal. “Much as I enjoy the robust aroma of a
            stable yard on a rainy morning, perhaps you would prefer to leave your cloak with my driver?”
         

         
         The heat of embarrassment flooded her cheeks. Though, if she’d needed further reassurance that the marquess had no interest in seducing her, she had it. 

         
         “Of course,” she said, but fumbled with the clasp.

         
         Before he even finished saying, “Allow me,” he lifted a long-fingered hand, flicked the fastening, divested her of her cloak
            and tossed it up to the driver.
         

         
         Startled by his degree of deftness with disrobing the nearest female, she stared warily down at the hand he offered to help
            her into the carriage. “I can manage on my own, thank you.”
         

         
         He inclined his head and lowered the hinged step. Which she would have navigated perfectly well if the broken sole of her
            half boot hadn’t caught against the edge. She teetered for the barest second before her fingers found purchase in the warmth
            of his waiting palm.
         

         
         His hold was firm and steady as he guided her inside. And it wasn’t until she withdrew that she felt the sharp prickle of
            a splinter she’d taken the day before.
         

         
         Prue didn’t dare to look at his expression, knowing it must be filled with distaste. She knew how rough her flesh had become
            over the past year. He was likely used to softly pampered women who bathed with scented oils and dressed in the finest silks,
            instead of layers of mud and poorly mended muslin.
         

         
         These thoughts were only confirmed as the luxurious interior enveloped her. He was most definitely used to the finer things.

         
         She balked at the rich surroundings. It seemed more like a bedchamber than a carriage, imbued with the subtle fragrances of new upholstery, sandalwood and amber, and a pleasant spice of some sort. Her fingertips sank into the plush pile of brushed velvet as she sat on the edge of a bench that was softer than any sofa she’d ever encountered and adorned with rolled bolster pillows on either side. Shimmering black silk lined the hood, running in fanned pleats that gathered in the center. And the surrounding windows were swathed in tieback brocade curtains trimmed in silver fringe. 

         
         Tut-tut, Prudence. Your admiration of such frippery is sinful.

         
         Aunt Thorley’s voice in her head was likely correct, but Prue couldn’t help it. She’d never seen a more magnificent carriage
            in her life.
         

         
         It made her all the more aware of the dreadful state of her clothes.

         
         As he climbed in after her, unfolding his masculine form on the inverse corner, she smoothed her damp skirts and sat as primly
            as possible. Yet, when the carriage set off, the momentum forced her back against the tufted cushion.
         

         
         So she tried again to maintain a formal bearing, not only to keep herself from ruining the upholstery but to keep from relaxing
            her guard in the company of a scoundrel. She had vowed never to make that mistake again.
         

         
         “You may as well abandon yourself to comfort, Miss Thorogood. We have a few hours ahead of us and not a single soul around
            to care if you slouch.”
         

         
         “I’m not usually given to slouching, my lord.”

         
         “You don’t say,” he remarked without a shred of surprise as he withdrew a handkerchief and extended it to her. Seeing her
            watchful hesitation, he added, “No improper advances hidden within the pressed creases, I assure you.”
         

         
         She accepted the offering with a nod of thanks and unfolded it carefully, not wanting to soil it in any way.

         
         “I hope your sacrificed combs purchased a meal and a room for last night, in addition to coach fare,” he said, casually easing
            back against the squabs.
         

         
         The hand daintily blotting the droplets of dew from her face paused. How did he know? Yes, it was true. She had sold them.
            But surely, he couldn’t have recalled such an insignificant detail in her appearance from their brief encounter yesterday.
         

         
         “They did . . . for the most part,” she answered. “Although, the landlady was in a delicate condition and her time had come. And since the cook was also the local midwife, they adjourned to the room upstairs. This left the kitchen without a servant. So I offered my services, such as they are, tidying up, boiling water, and readying the linens for a makeshift bassinet.” 

         
         “You offered to—” He broke off abruptly, his features revealing bald surprise before he carefully resumed a mask of nonchalance. “How industrious.”
         

         
         “I know engaging in such labor is hardly common practice for young women in society. Since living with my aunt and uncle for
            the past year, however, I’ve become well accustomed to earning my keep through daily household tasks. And it was no trouble
            at all to lend a hand when needed.”
         

         
         Returning the handkerchief, she saw his gaze drift to her chapped hands and she hastily hid them in the folds of her skirts.

         
         “Your aunt and uncle are absolute models of economy,” he quipped, scrubbing the same handkerchief over his own face and through
            the layers of his wavy hair. “I, myself, wanted to turn all my relations into indentured servants but, sadly, I don’t have
            any. None legitimate, at any rate.”
         

         
         She squared her shoulders. “I do not want your pity.”

         
         “I have naught to give. In fact, I was asking for yours. Not only do I lack a nephew to enslave, but there isn’t even a single
            cousin to fight over his place in my will or to secretly plot my murder. Terrible shame, isn’t it?”
         

         
         She didn’t answer but studied him quizzically in the shifting gray light. Was he truly that self-absorbed, or was he merely
            attempting to put her at ease?
         

         
         Not that it mattered to her either way. As soon as the carriage stopped in London, their acquaintance would come to an end. Besides, she was feeling too grateful for being off her feet to want to delve beneath his surface. She would hate to discover something to like about him. 

         
         Across from her, he lifted his sculpted brows as if commencing his own speculations. Then he proved this theory correct when
            next he said, “So, larceny, hmm? I must give you marks for originality on your choice of professions.”
         

         
         “I don’t mean to make a career out of it. In fact, I doubt it will take me longer than a fortnight to reclaim what was stolen
            from me.”
         

         
         “Ah. A hidden motive,” he said with intrigue. “You’ve piqued my interest. Well, don’t leave me sitting here with bated breath.
            You must hold up your end of our bargain or I shall toss you out of the carriage this instant.”
         

         
         “My quarry is far from fascinating, I’m afraid. Simply my inheritance—a collection of various objects passed down on my mother’s
            side for generations. Or, at least . . . it had been until recently.”
         

         
         At the painful reminder, she glanced out the window toward the broad-leaved woodland that lined the path. The echoing rumble
            of the carriage beneath the canopy of oak and ash compelled her to enunciate clearly, helping her to push past the knot gathering
            in her throat. “But a few days ago, I received a letter from my father, informing that he had decided to allow my stepmother
            to dispose of those items as she saw fit. Then he concluded his note—written with utter formality to Miss Thorogood—requesting I cease all further attempts at communication and reconciliation, and find a situation better suited to a woman
            of no family. And that is all there is to know.”
         

         
         Prue attempted to shrug as if the event were a mere trifling occurrence. But her shoulders moved stiffly. Even so, she was
            glad that she could speak the words without a single break in her voice. No futile tears. No lamentations. Just a cold recitation
            of the facts.
         

         
         When the marquess didn’t respond, she dared to look across the carriage.

         
         His face was turned toward the window, shadows flickering over his profile. His jaw was razor-edged and so tight that a muscle
            flicked beneath the shaven surface.
         

         
         She realized her error at once. “Apologies, my lord. I’ve been a complete bore and not the diverting conversationalist for
            which you bargained.”
         

         
         “On the contrary,” he said smoothly. And yet, when he turned to meet her gaze, his eyes were hard, startling in their intensity
            as if lightning were trapped behind orbs of green glass. If dragons existed, those were the eyes they’d have. “I prefer plain
            speaking. One doesn’t often encounter that in society.”
         

         
         “Then I hope you won’t mind me saying that I do not believe you, for your expression is clearly displeased.”

         
         “Is it?” He blinked, his tawny brows arching.

         
         “Indeed.”

         
         “How curiously transparent of me,” he said thoughtfully. Then his lips curled in something just short of a smile and his features
            regained a semblance of their usual mask. “However, your skillful observation was just a shade off. The displeasure was not
            directed at you, but at the unjustified treatment toward you.”
         

         
         A swell of guilt churned in her empty stomach and she looked down at the roughened, knitted fingers in her lap. “Your judgment
            is far too kind. I fear I have neglected to confess the whole of my own crimes that served as the impetus for all the events
            to follow.”
         

         
         She had no desire to speak her sins aloud and to be judged for them. But there was something in the ensuing silence—something in her own conscience—that demanded her to continue. Or perhaps it was simply something in her that begged to be unburdened. Either way, she knew this stranger did not truly care what she said as long as she provided him a moment’s entertainment. Afterward they would part and she would be forgotten soon enough, and she felt a sense of safety in that knowledge. 

         
         Even so, it was difficult to relay to Lord Savage that, on a warm spring evening little more than a year ago, she had been
            swept away in a moment of fancy. And worse, guilty of allowing the advances of the very gentleman that her dearest friend
            had once wanted to marry.
         

         
         “I let him kiss me in the gardens at Sutherfield Terrace,” she confessed with quiet regret. “My father bore witness to this
            and sent me away shortly thereafter. And rightfully so.”
         

         
         “Why do you say that?”

         
         She looked up at him in confusion. “Because I deserved to be punished for betraying my friend. Betrayal to any degree is inexcusable.”

         
         “I, myself, have uttered those words on numerous occasions,” he said on a rueful puff of amusement. “And yet, in this circumstance,
            I find that I cannot agree. Banishment was rather severe for a stolen kiss.”
         

         
         “But I gave it to him. I am not a simpleton. I knew what I was doing. And besides, would you not have banished one of your . . . companions
            for such an act?”
         

         
         His irreverent mouth pursed slightly in consideration. “Something to that effect. However, there is a difference of intent.
            A woman well versed in the art of seduction cannot claim to be taken unawares by it, then expect forgiveness. Therefore, your
            only crime, as far as I can tell, was in being naive. And life, such as it is, tends to dole out punishments enough for that
            defect.”
         

         
         She shook her head. The daily rebukes she’d endured for the past year from Aunt Thorley, along with the ones doled out from
            her stepmother for the past twelve years, had taught her that every misstep, every wrinkle on her frock, every misspoken syllable,
            every possible thing . . . was her fault. And hers alone.
         

         
         “Miss Thorogood,” he said. “You must learn to forgive yourself. Otherwise, you’ll never get very far stealing. A conscience can be a terrible burden.” 

         
         Had he spoken with the flippant indifference she was already becoming accustomed to from him, she’d have disregarded his advice.
            But it was his sincerity, both in his tone and in the gaze that held hers, that gave her pause. And she—as the new Prue—knew
            he was right.
         

         
         “You are very wise, my lord.”

         
         “Merely a scholar of human nature,” he said, his arm stretching out along the upper curl of the bench, his fingertips absently
            combing through a gather of silver fringe. “So, tell me, Miss Thorogood, was that single kiss all that has cast the label
            of ruined upon your head?”
         

         
         An instant rise of unwelcome heat climbed to her cheeks, even as an icy shiver sluiced through her. She wasn’t going to answer
            him at all. And yet, the subject seemed like an enormous gray elephant, riding in the landau with them. There was simply no
            avoiding it.
         

         
         “No,” she said, swallowing down the sour taste of bile at the back of her throat. Then to ensure that would be an end to this
            particular topic, she crisply added, “But I shall never endure that dreadful ordeal again.”
         

         
         He paused for a moment, scrutinizing her from his relaxed pose in the opposite corner, a calculating gleam in his eyes. “You
            seem to have a solid plan in mind for your future. In a fortnight you’ll have all you desire. That is, presuming you know
            where to find the objects of your inheritance.”
         

         
         “Unfortunately, I do not,” she said. “All I know is that my stepmother has a penchant for gambling and for buying her so-called
            friends with expensive gifts. I’m certain that a few discreet inquiries will tell me all I need. Until then, I shall cling
            to the only thing left of my mother, which is the miniature my father sent with his last letter.”
         

         
         “Ah. I’d wondered if there was something.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “You are braving the unknown to embark on this journey,” he said. “That determination must come from somewhere. In fact, I’d
            hazard a guess your decision to leave for London, come hell or high water, likely had something to do with seeing that miniature.”
         

         
         Prue felt her jaw drop. “But how could you possibly have known?”

         
         “Mothers have a powerful hold on us, even from beyond the grave.” His shoulders lifted in a shrug of nonchalance, as if his
            peering into her soul was nothing more than a parlor trick. He looked down at the valise on the seat beside her. “May I see
            it?”
         

         
         She might have asked him how he knew she’d carried it with her but that seemed like a pointless question. Of course, he knew
            she wouldn’t have left something so important behind.
         

         
         With care, she reached inside the worn leather and unwrapped the wax coated paper that protected the miniature from the elements.
            Then she handed it to him, and she was glad to see that he was gentle, as if sensing how precious it was to her.
         

         
         “Beautiful,” he said after studying the portrait, then returned it with the same care.

         
         “She truly was. There has never been anyone like her. Her smile was pure sunlight and her laugh . . .” She shook her head,
            embarrassed as she covered the portrait once more. “Apologies, my lord. I do not mean to drone on and on.”
         

         
         “Nonsense. I bartered for your conversation without stipulations. Therefore, you must tuck that apology away and don’t waste
            it on something so trivial. Save it for when we part company.”
         

         
         Her head tilted in perplexity. “And why do you imagine I’ll have need of it when we part company?”

         
         “Oh, I have an inkling that you’ll unknowingly deliver a deafening blow to my amour propre,” he said with that almost-smile. “But before that occurrence, I should like you to continue. Tell me what her laugh was
            like.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Leo relaxed during the last hours of their journey. Easing back into the corner of the bench, he closed his eyes and listened
            intently to stories of Miss Thorogood’s childhood in a cottage by a lake in Bedfordshire.
         

         
         The distraction helped him rein in the inexplicable anger welling up inside him toward the father who’d carelessly abandoned
            her, the aunt and uncle who’d treated her like a servant, and especially to the nameless blackguard who was guilty of casting
            the label of ruined upon her.
         

         
         Not usually one to concern himself with the plights of debutantes, he was surprised by the desire to see these people drawn
            and quartered. In his opinion, Miss Thorogood should be turning the ton on its ear, not bargaining with a scoundrel to get out of the rain.
         

         
         When they stopped for the last change of horses before reaching London, he discreetly pressed a few coins into a maid’s hand
            and asked her to assist his companion but to pretend it was a common courtesy from one woman to another. He knew Miss Thorogood
            would refuse any show of charity. And he also knew that, if not for their agreement, she would have been too reticent to reveal
            anything about herself.
         

         
         Now that it was all said and done, however, he wasn’t entirely certain if he was better off knowing more about her or worse.

         
         But before he could unearth an acceptable answer, she found him waiting at a table in the inn’s common room.

         
         She was dressed in a fresh gown of faded jonquil muslin, her face scrubbed clean and pink. She’d repaired her hair, too, every pale rope tucked away in a clever twist and secured by unseen pins. He lifted his brows in appreciation and she almost smiled back at him. Almost, but not quite.
         

         
         Yet while he was struck again by her loveliness, she only had eyes for the steaming currant scone and brown pot of tea set
            before him.
         

         
         Never having to compete with food for attention before, he couldn’t suppress a wry smirk. “Would you care for some, Miss Thorogood?”

         
         “I couldn’t accept.” She shook her head firmly, even as she stared fixedly at the rich mahogany brew that he poured into the
            waiting cup.
         

         
         He’d known that would be her answer. But that didn’t mean he was above a little deception. She didn’t need to know that he’d
            ordered it for her and her alone.
         

         
         So he furthered temptation by stirring in a splash of milk and a nip of dark sugar. And she swallowed audibly.

         
         Smiling to himself, he set down the spoon, pushed away from the table and stood. “Well, then, if you are ready to disembark
            then so am I.”
         

         
         “But aren’t you going to”—she glanced with undisguised longing to the cup—“finish?”

         
         “Actually, I’d better not. You see, I have a temperamental chef at home. Massey would be quite cross if I arrived without
            an appetite. But it does seem a shame for it to go to waste, doesn’t it? By all means, you are welcome.” He even handed her
            the cup. But when she did not drink and said nothing for a moment, he added, “Surely, you aren’t one of those lemon purists
            that are always sniffing with pinched disdain over the small indulgence of milk and sugar?”
         

         
         “No. That would be my aunt Thorley,” she said quietly and blew briefly on the surface before taking a sip.

         
         Then he witnessed something quite extraordinary. Something that stole his breath.

         
         A smile.

         
         Her ever-guarded expression unfolded like the petals of a rare flower—a moonflower that bloomed when you least expected. Her lush lips spread in a slow upward curl as her lashes sank down to brush the crests of her cheeks, where a soft peachy glow blossomed. 

         
         Then she exhaled a pleased sigh.

         
         The soft sound abruptly altered the beating of his pulse, making it slow and thick and hot. His throat was suddenly dry and
            in desperate need of—well, not tea exactly, but something else—something far stronger. “Had I known it was that good, I’d
            never have relinquished my cup.”
         

         
         “Forgive me. My aunt and uncle are rather disapproving of sugar. I’d forgotten how lovely it is.”

         
         When Miss Thorogood blushed, it only intensified his craving. He wanted to sink into those tantalizing lips, taste the flavors
            on her tongue, swallow down her sighs and pleasure her body until every inch was covered in the warm glow of her blush.
         

         
         In that moment, Leo Ramsgate knew he had to have her. He needed no time to deliberate. No time to consider other women or
            any possible pitfalls. He just wanted her.
         

         
         “Come home with me,” he said, his voice rough and low. Hungry. “I’ll help you steal back your inheritance. All of it. Just
            come home with me. And by the time our contract is concluded, you’ll be set in a new life of your own making. You’ll never
            need to care about the people who turned their backs on you ever again.”
         

         
         She stared at him, unblinking. And, damn it all, those stormy sea-blue eyes gave away none of her thoughts. He felt an uncharacteristic
            rise of impatience begin to simmer in his veins as he waited for her answer.
         

         
         She set down the cup. Then, reaching out, she presented her closed fist and waited for him to extend his open hand. “For you.”

         
         “What’s this?” he asked as her fingertips brushed his palm in the barest tingling caress before she withdrew. His hand closed reflexively. 

         
         “The apology that you had me tuck away before.”

         
         Leo expelled a breath. “Still some pride left, I see.”

         
         “You’ve helped me to find it, if that counts for anything,” she added kindly.

         
         Bloody hell. He’d always hated unforeseen consequences. But it was for the best, he supposed, as he proffered his arm. She accepted and
            returned with him to the carriage.
         

         
         His driver reached her friend’s home on Upper Wimpole Street far sooner than Leo expected. And as he watched her peer through
            the window glass with trepidation and uncertainty, he found himself fighting the impulse to repeat his offer. Yet, for the
            sake of his own pride—a man of his age and renowned prowess should never have to beg, after all—he did not give in to temptation.
            He did, however, reach inside his pocket and withdraw a slim silver case, opening the clasp.
         

         
         “Take my card.” When her wary gaze alighted on the crisp black lettering, he added, “At least allow me the illusion that you
            might change your mind.”
         

         
         A soft smile brushed her lips and there was something almost tender in her gaze. “My dear Lord Savage, I can honestly say
            that I am glad to have made your acquaintance and I am grateful for your generosity. But I do not believe that either of us
            is good at pretending. You know that I will not call on you. And I know that you will have forgotten about me and decided
            on another companion by the time you reach your town house.”
         

         
         She said nothing more. In fact, she didn’t even permit him to hand her down from the carriage. She slipped away without a
            backward glance.
         

         
         And as his driver headed toward Mayfair, Leo tucked his card away, knowing she was right.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            A month later

         

         Leave it to a yipping lapdog to spoil a perfectly good heist, Prue thought as she dashed out of Lady Entwistle’s bedchamber.

         
         Clearly, disguising herself as a maid wasn’t such a stellar plan, after all.

         
         Until a moment ago, she’d been ready to give herself a pat on the back the instant she’d found her great-grandmother’s roman
            coin diadem in the viscountess’s dressing chamber. But then the furry object on the floor—which she had mistaken for a discarded
            muff—opened its eyes and began to growl. Then the little snub-nosed beast sounded the alarm. Yyyyyip-yipyipyipyipyip! Yyyip-yip!

         
         Now, Prue was running from a dour-faced housekeeper, scrambling down the narrow back stairs. Thankfully, the orchestra playing
            in the ballroom drowned out the shouts of “Call the guard! Call the guard!”

         
         Reaching the doorway at the bottom, Prue dashed across the corridor to make her escape. But the kitchen was in midparty chaos,
            a line of tray-toting footmen waiting near the door. And she collided with the first one.
         

         
         “Oh! Apologies,” she said hurriedly. Then cringed as she saw him bobble his dish and stumble backward into the next in line—who,
            in turn, bumped the man behind him—and from there it was like dominoes of doom.
         

         
         The blustering housekeeper charged into the room, shaking her fist. “Did you simpletons hear me? I said to call the—”

         
         She didn’t finish. Because an artfully garnished haddock slid off the platter and slapped
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