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PART I

The Maiden







Prologue

The Danger

April 1815

Fellsbourne, estate of the Marquess of Doreé

Kent, England

Of the dozen men in the room, he was the only man she should not be staring at. He was not a lord. Not an heir to a fortune. Not a scion of impressive lineage or a favorite of the prince. He wasn’t even really a gentleman.

Yet she could not look away.

It shouldn’t have mattered; a hidden niche was an excellent place from which a young lady could spy on a risqué party. Until someone else discovered it.

Unless that someone else were the right someone else.

For four nights now no one had noticed her peeking from a door that could barely be called a door in the corner of the ballroom. These passages had been fashioned in an earlier era of rebellion, and everybody had long since forgotten them.

Except her.

And now him.

A quality of familiarity braided with danger commanded the breadth of his shoulders and the candlelight in his eyes as he watched her. Yet she did not duck back into the dark passage and escape. She had no fear that he would know her. Like the women who had actually been invited to the party, her mask hid the upper half of her face. Anyway, she knew no one in society. Her father had not yet taken her to London, only deposited her here at Fellsbourne, where he imagined her safe in the company of his dear friend’s family. Where she had always in fact been safe. Teased, taunted, treated like an annoying younger sister, and very carelessly acknowledged. But safe.

Until now.

Not removing his eyes from her, the stranger unfolded himself from the chair with predatorial grace. He moved like a hunter, lean and powerful and aware. Not entirely human. Even at rest he had watched the others, disinterested in the amorous flirtations of the other men and the women here to entertain them, yet keen-eyed. Like an elven prince studying mortal beings, he observed.

For four nights she had wondered, if she were one of those women would he be interested in her? Would he seek her attention? Would he touch her as the other men touched those women—as she longed to be touched—held—told she was special—good—beautiful?

She was wicked to her marrow.

Wicked to want a stranger’s notice. Wicked to relish the thrill in her belly as he walked

straight

toward

her.

Under normal circumstances her tongue was lithe enough. But normal circumstances had never in her wildest misbehaviors included a man with eyes like his—green, clear and shining, moonlight cast upon the waters of a forest spring. Perhaps he was not entirely human. This wasn’t Scotland. But England had its fair share of mystical beings too.

When he stood within no more than two wicked feet of her, her tongue failed.

“You were staring at me,” he said in a voice like fire-heated brandy—rich, deep.

“You were staring at me.” The low timbre of her own words startled her.

“One of us must have begun it.”

“Perhaps it was spontaneously mutual. Or it was coincidence, and both of us imagined the other began it.”

“How mortifying for us both then.” The slightest smile appeared at the corner of his mouth that was beautiful. Beautiful. She had never thought about men’s mouths before. She had never even noticed them. Now she noticed, and it did hot things to her insides.

“Or fortunate,” she ventured. She was grinning, showing her big teeth. But she couldn’t care. A young man was smiling at her, a young man with sun-darkened skin and whiskers cut square and scant about his mouth, like a pirate too busy marauding to shave for a day or two. Not very mystical, true. His hair was the color of ancient gilt, curving about his collar and swept dashingly back from his brow. A military saber hung along his thigh, long and encased in dark leather. Its hilt glittered.

He was staring at her lips, and so she stared at his. Giddy trills climbed up her middle.

Kisses.

His lips made her think of kisses. Want kisses. Kisses on her mouth. Kisses on her neck like those that the loose women got from the other men. Kisses wherever he would give them to her.

Wicked wicked wicked.

“Dance with me,” he said.

She darted a glance into the ballroom. All of the women wore costumes, scanty, sheer, slipping from shoulders beneath gentlemen’s bold fingertips. Jack was throwing a masquerade for his friends and these women. Women she should not envy.

She should not be here. She should be at the dower house a quarter mile distant, where Eliza had drunk whiskey with dinner and now snored comfortably by the parlor fireplace.

“I cannot dance tonight,” she said with more regret than she remembered ever saying anything.

“Cannot? Or will not with me?” His tongue shaped words decadently, as though the syllables were born to kiss his lips and taunt her with what she could not have.

“If I could, I would only with you.”

He seemed to study her face: her too-big eyes, her too-small nose, the mouth that was too wide, brow that was too spotted, and cheeks that were too round. She knew her flaws, and yet he seemed to like studying them.

“What is your name?”

“I haven’t one.” Not that she could tell a stranger with elven eyes and pirate whiskers.

He smiled, and it was such a simple unveiling of pleasure that her heart thumped against a couple of her ribs.

“I will call you Beauty,” he said, then his brow creased. “But you have heard that before.”

“Then I suppose I must call you Beast,” she replied. She liked the tingling tension in her belly that he had deposited there with only his smile.

“For what I’m thinking now, you should,” he said quite seriously.

“What are you thinking now?”

“That your lips are perfection.”

She could not control those lips; they wobbled, smiled, disbelieved.

“Men have told you this before,” he said.

No one had ever looked at her mouth except to strike it when she misspoke.

“Why do you care what other men have said to me?”

“Because I wish to be the first, the most eloquent and original. Yet I cannot be that. And so I fail before the battle has begun.”

“Battle?”

“For your attention.”

“You have my attention. Entirely. This seems obvious to me.” She tried not to smile. “But perhaps you are slow-witted.”

“Undoubtedly,” he murmured and abruptly seemed closer, taller, larger. She could smell him, a scent of sun-warmed leather and bergamot that she could reach out and swallow.

“I would like to kiss you,” he said.

The explosion of excitement in her belly took her breath.

“I must go,” she whispered. But she did not go. This was wrong, wicked, disloyal in so many ways. But her feet would not obey her. She wanted to stay. She wanted to breathe him in and in and in.

His eyes gleamed with candlelight. “You haven’t been invited to this party. Have you?”

“No.”

“Are you a servant in this household?”

It was on the verge of her tongue to declare, “Yes!” and let him continue staring at her mouth and saying outrageous things. But something in his eyes said that he would know if she lied.

“I must go.” This time she did, darting back into the darkness. She made her way swiftly along the narrow corridor, her slippers silent upon the floorboards, counting the steps in the complete dark to the exit. Many times she had hidden from Jack, Arthur, and Ben in these walls, spying on them, longing to be on the other side of the wall, longing to be welcomed into their games. Often she had climbed into shadowed corners in order to be near them without revealing herself. Whenever they discovered her, they ran. Boys will be boys, her nurse had said, to which she had replied that if that was so then boys were hurtful.

The stranger’s boot steps sounded behind her in the passageway.

“Don’t go. I beg of you,” he said into the blackness.

She obeyed and he came upon her in an instant.

“What did you hope to accomplish by entering that room?” he said and seemed close, the sound of his shoulders brushing the walls to either side, as if his frame filled all of the empty spaces in the corridor and inside her. Her head spun.

“I wanted to see it. I—” She could not lie, but she knew that she would be every kind of fool to reveal anything about herself. “I needn’t tell you.”

“You have been barred from the company,” he said with certainty. “No wonder.”

“No wonder?”

“Wolves prowl this place tonight. You are a lamb.”

She did not feel like a lamb. She felt like a Jezebel.

“Hardly. I have just turned eighteen,” she replied.

“Ah. A veritable crone.”

She liked his teasing. She liked it that he wished to tease her, that he followed her, and that he now stood too close.

“Your tongue is delightfully noble, sir. I am all gratitude.”

The air seemed to shift, to loosen.

“I cannot see you.” His hot-brandy voice was smoother now. “Have you just curtsied?”

“Of course. That compliment deserved it.”

“Compliment?”

She laughed. “You called me a crone.”

“Did I?”

“Indeed you did.”

“No. I couldn’t have. That must have been the other fellow in this blackened crevice with us. The lout. But fret not. I will dispatch him when we are finished here.”

“Finished?” Not so soon.

“Why did you stop when I asked you to just now?”

“You did not ask. You begged. I pitied you.”

Abruptly the tension returned, the air humming upon a delirious edge.

“Do you know you might be in danger from me?” he said at least several notes lower.

“If I were in danger from you, wouldn’t you now be endangering me rather than warning me of it?”

He seemed even closer—his heat and scent, his eyes that could not see her, and his mouth from which she wanted to drink kisses.

“Perhaps I will endanger you yet.” He spoke with a roughness that shimmied up her insides.

“You won’t,” she said, her fingers bunching in her skirts.

“How do you know that?”

“Because I want you to. And I could not be so fortunate for once to have such a wish fulfilled.”

“Girls like you . . .” He seemed to hesitate. “Girls who play at danger get hurt.”

“What if I’m not playing?” She could barely breathe.

He said nothing, and the silence wrapped around her.

“What can you be about, I wonder,” he finally said. “Were you spying in the ballroom?”

“Yes.”

“Who was the lucky man?”

“What if I only intended to peek through that crack in the door?” The first night. The first night she had been merely curious. “What if I had been watching it all in disappointment and increasing boredom, on the cusp of relinquishing my vigil in favor of the book on my bedside table?”

“Boredom?”

“Just because I have never before seen debauchery doesn’t mean I know nothing about it.” He needn’t know that the first night she had been a bit sickened watching Jack’s party, eager to return to the dower house and Eliza’s familiar company.

He chuckled. “Then what, oh easily jaded one, held you back from the superior enticement of your book?”

“I saw you.” And she had felt things inside of her that she had never before known she could feel.

Wicked.

Wanton.

“Now I will kiss you,” he said a bit urgently, “and be damned for it.”

“Why? Is it a sin to kiss a woman?”

“A woman, not typically. A girl like you, yes.”

“Then pretend I am only a woman tonight.” She spoke upon a tightrope.

“And tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow . . .” She went onto her tiptoes, tilted her chin upward, and leaned into his heat. She would seize this delirium for only a moment, a forbidden moment that felt like the most honest thing she had ever done. “Pray for us both.”

She thought he would kiss her. Some of the other men had walked straight up to the loose women and kissed them on the lips without even asking. Instead she felt the briefest brush of his arm against hers, the heat of his hand momentarily near her face.

Then a tweak of pain.

She jerked her head forward.

“Ouch!” The half-mask fell away from her face and she was naked, her face entirely revealed. But in the blackness he certainly could not see her.

“Forgive me,” he said, not particularly contritely.

“You caught my hair.” Happiness bubbled in her. “You might have asked, you know.”

“Do you need it again?”

“The mask or my hair?”

“If you were mine, I would buy you combs inlaid with diamonds to adorn your hair.” The words caressed.

“Can you afford diamonds?”

“Mm . . . No.”

“Combs?”

“No.”

“Wildflowers, then.”

“Wildflowers?”

“Adorn my hair with wildflowers and I will dance for you upon the meadow. Like a faery maiden.” With her prince. “Would you like that?”

“Quite a lot, I suspect.” She heard him breathe deeply. She had never listened to another person breathing before, not like this, in the darkness, hearing so acutely because she could not see. It was deliciously intimate.

“I think I should like to linger for a moment now in this imaginary scene on the meadow,” he said.

“Would you?”

“But I need more details. For instance, what will you wear for this performance?”

“It will not be a performance. Rather, a celebration of freedom.”

“Freedom from what?”

“From everything.” From loneliness. “So I will probably wear something shockingly immodest. White. Sheer. You know the sort of thing, I daresay.”

“I’m beginning to understand how the scene in the ballroom bored you. Who are you?”

She had gone too far. She knew it. She reveled in it.

“Just a girl, as you have said.” She tried to sound breezy. “A girl who wants her first kiss to be with you.”

“I am glad to oblige you in that.”

Yet still he did not kiss her. Instead his hand closed about her shoulder and she inhaled sharply. His touch felt warm and strong through the fabric of her gown. Then a single fingertip traveled slowly to the gully at the base of her throat. A shudder rippled through her.

“Oh.” She ached, wanting more of this touching in a deep well of wanting she barely recognized.

“Tell me to stop,” he said like the rumble of a storm.

“No man has ever—I’ve no’ been touched.” She was revealing herself, the naïve innocent who could be easily seduced. But it was too late. With a few words and a single caress he had already seduced her. She was the greatest wanton alive. “I cannot believe this is happening to me,” she whispered.

“Then we are as one in disbelief.” He was close, so close.

His lips brushed across hers and heaven descended. Dawn broke. Stars showered. From lips to knees she awoke in an explosion of tingling wonder.

“Sweet heaven,” she rasped and grappled in the dark for him.

His lips were soft, his arms hard as she cinched her fingers around them—male and alien and thrilling. And very swiftly all she wanted was more. More soft lips and hard arms, more of their breaths mingling, more of a young man in her hands and on her mouth. This man, whose hand cupped her face and urged her mouth against his, whose lips grew firm and tasted good. Tasted. She had never known a man had a flavor. Or textures, soft and firm and rough and smooth all at once. She had never known the caress of another person’s breaths on her cheek.

She had been missing a lot.

Climbing up his arms that were wonderfully muscled, her fingers clenched around his shoulders. So unfamiliar the smooth wool coat against her hands, so alien his fingertips stroking the edge of her hair, so strange and delicious and intoxicating and she wanted more.

She pressed her lips harder to his, but it did not suffice. She still wanted more, much more. Something was missing . . . Something would be better if . . .

She opened her mouth.

And felt it all. And understood why the men and loose women at the party embraced each other as they did—why there was nothing better than this—why she would never, ever get enough.

She made sounds, noises from her throat, without meaning to; they erupted on her breaths that he was taking with his kisses. He didn’t seem to mind. Both of his hands wrapped around her face and he drew her up to him and she went onto her toes and their mouths were fused, giving and taking and melding and melting and hotter each moment. She was hot all over, in her throat and thighs and everywhere. The power of his arms beneath her palms made her wild inside. She could eat him, taste him and seek him like this, deeper with each breath, more desperate to have, to possess. All of him. She felt the tip of his tongue touch the edge of her lips and she moaned aloud.

“Tell me to stop,” he said harshly. “Push me away.”

“I cannot.” Her lips sought his again, demanding his kisses. “You must take yourself away. For I find that I cannot make you go.”

He did not take himself away. He held her in his hands and the universe became him—his mouth, his heat, his tongue caressing her lips, her teeth, her tongue. She whimpered, gripped his shoulders, and let him inside her.

And then they were apart, he was putting her away, and she was standing alone in the blackness with damp lips and frantic breaths and empty hands.

“I’ve got to go,” he said firmly.

“I know,” she cried. “I know. Will you . . . ?”

“Will I . . . ?” He sounded oddly choked.

“Will you be sorry?”

“For kissing you?”

“For leaving me?” she said a little desperately.

“Yes. So, perhaps you should leave instead.”

“If you suggest that because you believe I won’t be as sorry to leave as you, you are mistaken, sir.”

She heard him shift, and the sound of his taut breathing.

“We are already having our first disagreement,” he said. “That’s a poor sign, you know. Clearly we are doomed right from the start. Probably best to end it straight off.”

She laughed. “All right. Though I thought we might allow it another ten seconds.”

“It?”

“This.”

“This? Standing in blindness? Not touching? I won’t survive another ten seconds.” He sounded certain.

“How do you know that?”

“I have the wisdom of age and experience to guide me.”

Oh. Oh.

“Experience,” she mumbled, the joy slipping away. “With women, I suppose.” Of course. She was immeasurably silly.

“I say to you now,” he said in a new voice, “with complete honesty and in all sincerity, with no hope of anything at this moment beyond being heard: in this thorough darkness your face is more clearly etched upon my memory than that of every other woman I have met.”

He was immeasurably silly too, it seemed. And perfect.

“Half of my face.” She smiled.

“Granted.” His voice smiled back at her. “And your eyes.”

She chewed on her lip. It tasted raw. “It cannot be true that you see my face and no others now.”

“I tell you it is God’s truth.”

A tiny ray of hope lit her insides. “Really?”

“Go,” he growled like the beast she had called him. “Now. Go.”

She must. She thought perhaps that he was trying to be good. Trying to stop them from kissing again. Kissing more. Kissing too much.

She never wanted to go.

“All right.” Touching the walls to either side, she backed up. “Good night, sir.” Then she had to turn away, because the ache inside her was no longer pleasurable.

In the darkness he found her wrist. He took it, lifted it, kissed it.

She sighed.

He kissed her palm, the tips of her fingers, and she could not breathe, could barely stand on knees that had turned to jelly. Sensation ripe and hot and wonderful overcame her.

He opened his hand, allowing her freedom. She made her feet move, made herself draw her hand away, trailing her fingertips across his callused palm until she felt him no more.

“Good night,” he said.

Then she was alone again, walking swiftly through the darkness. Alone with a secret and a painfully quick heartbeat and a new ache of loneliness in her throat and chest that in all her eighteen years of solitude she had never imagined possible.

Stealing through shadows, she made her way out of the big house and then walked the quarter mile along the wooded path to the dower house. The moon was bright and her lips felt especially soft, and she knew she ought to feel guilty but she did not.

Later in her bed, sleep did not easily come. He was there now, at the big house. She knew every room in Fellsbourne. She could find him tonight. Go to him. If she dared.

And do what? She wasn’t that girl. She was many awful things. But she was not that girl.

She wasn’t really sure what being that girl entailed, anyway.

When morning came she arose before dawn, bleary-eyed and subdued. Strapping on her bow, she saddled Elfhame and rode to the woods. Eliza wanted hare stew, and hares were aplenty at the edge of the woods. She knew well enough the usual habits of the men who attended Jack’s parties. No one would leave the big house before noon. Today she would not be discovered.

When she reached the woods, she dismounted and tethered her horse to a sapling. Through the mists that rose from the earth in soft clouds, she swiftly espied her prey. At the edge of the trees, it feasted on clover. She halted and watched it.

Innocent creature. It had no idea that it could be eaten for dinner.

Drawing an arrow from the quiver on her back and setting her stance with silence born of years’ practice, she lifted her bow and nocked the shaft. Siting her target, she pulled back the bowstring.

A stick crackled nearby. The hare’s ears popped up. Abruptly, it bounded into the underbrush. She leaped forward but it was too late. Wise little creature after all, to recognize danger and react so swiftly.

Blowing out a frustrated breath, she pivoted to the ruiner of her hunt. And every sleep-deprived mote of her body came to life.

In the misty dawn he seemed even more like an elven prince than by candlelight, his eyes silvery and fixed upon her with great intensity. Not merely a prince. A warrior. He wore the same coat as the night before, a bit wrinkled now, and his gilded hair was tousled. The sword at his side looked so fearsome and his stance so powerful and certain, that he seemed at once like the most ordinary man and the most extraordinary god.

“You were not a dream,” he said—ridiculously, wonderfully.

“I am not a dream,” she replied, smiling, and knew that it would be the simplest thing in the world to pretend now that she was not in danger.






PART II

The Heiress







Chapter 1

The Rustication

22 Febr. 1822

Sparrow,

I have not heard from you in too many weeks. Do check in.

Peregrine

28 February 1822

Dearest Peregrine,

As All of Society knows, I have lost my One True Love (rather, my Second True Love, but who’s counting?) to another lady (whom I adore, which is positively delightful) and in (supposed) grief have exiled myself to the North to avoid all mention of their bliss (although they set sail last month for the East Indies and will not return for a year anyway). So you see, I am very busy Rusticating at present and haven’t the time to write tomes to you.

I am certain, in any case, that you would rather amuse yourself in trading correspondence with Lady Justice, as always. I understand that her current project to Improve Britain is to press Members of Parliament for married women’s rights to legal and financial autonomy from their husbands. I applaud her. With your seat in the Lords, you might consider aiding her rather than antagonizing her. But alas, I believe you thrive on that antagonism. Whatever would you do if Madame La Justice ceased writing pamphlets that condemn our Club and you no longer had the excuse to trade barbs with her? I think you might simply cease to exist.

In hopes of that day never arriving, I am ever yours,

Sparrow





Chapter 2

The Swordsman

March 1822

The Sheep Heid Inn

Duddingston, near Edinburgh, Scotland

Frederick Evan Chevalier de Saint-André Sterling could hold his sword, liquor, and woman with equal skill. Unlike any other man Miss Annie Favor had enjoyed in her nineteen years, he could do so all at once.

Fond of weapons in the bedchamber, Annie welcomed the sword dangling from Saint’s hip when he threw her upon the bed in a tangle of skirts and laughter and got to business. It wasn’t every day, after all, that a man with shoulders like a cavalry steed’s and eyes as green as the Queen’s own emeralds came into the Sheep Heid Inn in the little village of Duddingston.

“Good sir,” she sighed some time later as he rolled away from her and sat on the edge of the bed to tug his breeches over his tight bum. “Will ye do it again? An’ again?” she said with satisfaction, watching him pull on his boots.

Lean muscles in his back and arms twisted beneath a sheen of moisture. She could not see now the scar that stretched across half his chest and waist. But she knew it was there and it gave her delicious chills. She trailed her fingertips down one impressively taut arm as he drew on his shirt.

“I want to be able to tell my father all aboot it come Saubath,” she said. “Just after he preaches on the evils o’ fornication.”

Slowly swiveling to face her, he set his emerald eyes upon her. Like a river beneath sun, they glittered. Annie’s tongue got abruptly dry.

“I’ve never seen such eyes,” she whispered. “Be ye a demon come to steal my soul?”

The mouth that had moments earlier made her shout into the rafters now curved into the Devil’s own smile.

“Sweet, sweet Annie. Your father is a man of the cloth?”

Relaxing back against the pillow, she grinned. This was her favorite part.

“He be the vicar o’ Duddingston Kirk.” She allowed her eyelids to droop. “I’m vexed to say, he’s a birsie one. Why, the last man he found me with, he scourged up an’ down the causey. But he couldna find his walkin’ stick, so he used a carriage whip.”

For a moment he regarded her with those eyes of otherworldly intensity. Then he threw back his head and laughed.

Annie did not know quite what to do. No man before had ever laughed.

She let her fingers slip from his waist to the sword he strapped anew to his hip, caressing the hilt. “Have ye ever used this on a woman?”

His laughter halted. Quicker than a single breath, the blade whipped free of its scabbard and laid flat across her throat. Heavy and cold, it pressed into her flesh. She tried to scream but found no air for it.

“Not yet, Annie, my girl.” His voice was deep, husky, just like when he’d been inside her. He leaned down and his next words brushed over her gasping lips. “Never been suitably tempted.”

When he went from the room, he left a gold coin on the table and a curse curling off of her tongue.

“Speed in all else, but with the ladies always a gentleman,” drawled a man of dark locks and ale-colored eyes from the taproom chair in which Saint had left him earlier. “That, despite the drink. You put the rest of us to shame, cousin.”

Saint settled into a chair but did not take up his glass. The girl’s enthusiastic ministrations had not filled the icy hole in his gut. More whiskey would not either. His brother, Torquil, had always accused him of having a hollow leg, or alternately that he was so quick he could toss the contents of a glass under the table without anyone noticing.

Tor might have been right about the hollow leg. For, despite how much he’d drunk in the past two days since they crossed into the Borders—in the two months since his brother had died—he was not intoxicated.

His inestimable cousin, Dylan, Lord Michaels, however, was.

“That redheaded minx upstairs is not a barmaid,” Saint said. “She is the progeny of the vicar of this village,” playing a game of How naughty can I be before Papa whips my lover with a stick? The games women played never ceased to astonish him.

Dylan’s glass arrested halfway to his mouth.

“Good God, Saint. Don’t say you’ve docked a preacher’s daughter? For an entire hour, no less! Hell’s fire, he’ll drag you to the altar for it.”

“I daresay in this case he would account an hour or a minute all the same.”

Dylan cast drink-soaked eyes at the other tavern patrons and said in a hush, “You’re a duck waiting to be shot here now. D’you want to be leg shackled to a Scots jade?” He tried to stand, but wavered. “Tor would’ve quit this place the minute he learned the strumpet’s secret.”

“Come now. You did not think her a strumpet an hour ago, when you imagined her a girl of the trade.”

Dylan nodded. “True. But, the modesty of a gentlewoman . . .” He waved his hand about. “Strong appetites ain’t the thing for a lady. Tor could spot a strumpet from leagues away.”

Saint settled more comfortably into the cushioned leather and lifted his glass. “To my brother, the smartest son of a bastard this earth has known.”

“Nossir,” Dylan slurred as he fell back into his chair, all danger from irate Men of the Cloth apparently forgotten. “Won’t toast to that rakehell. Rather, to my cousin Saint, the finest son of a merchant this side of the Atlantic. Both sides.” He swallowed the remainder of the spirits then set down the glass with a clunk, and peered at a letter on the table beside it. “Read wants a tutor for his ward,” he said abruptly.

A slow heat bloomed in Saint’s gut, dead center of the ice. “Read?”

“Duke. ’S got a nephew or grandson or some such. Favor to Blackwell, don’t you know. Rather, no . . . Blackwood, that is. Damn whiskey.”

There was no making sense of Dylan when he was foxed. But this merited clarification.

“The Duke of Read?” Carefully, as though it were a directive from a general, Saint pinched the sheet of finely pressed paper between thumb and forefinger.

“‘My uncle, presently in residence at Castle Read,’” he read aloud, and then to himself. When he finished, he looked up at his cousin. “What is this?”

“Th’ reason we’re here, cousin,” Dylan said.

“You gave me to believe that there was a girl in Edinburgh,” Saint said perhaps too languidly. “A girl you intend to court. A girl whose family would not bring her to licentious London again on account of their Puritan ways. A girl who had promised her hand to you in secret and whom you wish to marry.”

Dylan sighed. “A pearl of a girl.”

Saint set the letter down on the table.

“It’s a favor,” his cousin said. “Debt of honor. Played cards with Blackwood. Years ago. Lost. Emptied the coffers to pay him, but it wasn’t enough. Said I’d make it up to him someday.”

“Presumably you have not yet?”

“Couldn’t. Can’t.”

Dylan’s estate was entailed, his lands secure, but poorly productive; he never had money to spare. Tor had been the best of them at making gold hand over fist, because he had made it illegally.

“Blackwood said th’ old duke needs a tutor for his ward.” Dylan’s curls wiggled over his brow. “Can’t refuse.”

“A tutor? How awful is this boy that a duke cannot keep an actual tutor employed? You are a baron, for God’s sake, Dylan. Not a schoolteacher.”

“Not sums and French. Fencing. Boy’s got the rudiments. Needs technique. A few months, s’ all. Brief stint.”

Saint frowned. Sums or swordplay, this did not add up. “Dylan?”

His cousin offered him a saturnine frown. Above his lavender coat, it lent him a decidedly clownish air. “Well, he don’t want me, of course.”

Years ago, when Saint had been running between bullets on battlefields, Dylan had taken pleasure in sending him letters from country estates all over England. The young Lord Michaels, it seemed, was accounted one of the finest fencers in the land, sought after at house parties for his entertaining showmanship with a blade and his charming company. For the first time in their lives, since that day in the cane fields when Saint had picked up that old sword out of the dust, everyone thought Dylan was the best.

“He asked for you,” Dylan said now.

Slowly Saint curved his fingers around the carved wooden arms of his chair. A moment ago he had been enjoying this chair, thronelike and so ancient that it looked like it had lived in this pub since Creation. He had been enjoying the flavor of malt upon his tongue and the sweet laughter and plump thighs of Miss Annie Favor until she revealed her intention of having him scourged. He even liked the little medieval village of Duddingston despite the new threat of its vengeful vicar. He had been enjoying this entire holiday to Scotland with his cousin, upon which Dylan drank heavily to ease the grief of losing the man they had both loved, and he considered his next step in life.

Since burying his brother at sea, he had been at a standstill. He hadn’t the funds to found a fencing school. Every reputable salle in London had made him offers, but he could never live there. This little journey to Scotland had seemed the ideal diversion until he decided what to do next.

“Why me?” His fingers played about the wooden armrest. “Why not Faucher or Accosi? They are both in England.”

“Read wants an Englishman. You’re better than both of them anyway. And you’re my cousin, the great-great-grandson of a baron, for pity’s sake,” Dylan added. “A drop is enough.”

Yet a drop of noble blood had not been enough six years ago. And now the Duke of Read wanted him. The irony of it would be sublime if it weren’t unwelcome.

“Had you intended to tell me the truth before we actually walked into the duke’s castle? Or did you plan to simply turn me over to the major-domo and hold your palm out for the commission before heading off to cards in the drawing room?”

“It ain’t my choice that you won’t let that blasted solicitor read Tor’s will. Must’ve left a fortune to us, the blackguard. I wager you’ll be through with teaching for life once you accept that money’s yours to use as you like.”

Not an option.

But he had swiftly discerned the essence of Dylan’s plan. “And while I am teaching the gentlemanly arts of foil and saber to this young branch of the noble tree of Read, you will be courting the pearl-like Miss Edwards while residing in the castle of a wealthy duke.”

Dylan grinned, his face to no greater advantage than when he was pleased with himself. “Ideal accommodations for launching a campaign, what?”

“And what of her father’s conviction that you are a drunken, penurious Corinthian? Will that simply evaporate?”

“He likes me,” Dylan mumbled. “He just don’t know it yet.”

“‘Holiday in Scotland, cousin. Take a month or two to celebrate Tor’s rakehell life.’ Hm.”

“Well, if I could’ve done it the old-fashioned way and forced his hand, I would have! But I ain’t handsome enough to make the girls drop their drawers at the crook of a finger, like some fellows.” He gestured to Saint and then rolled his eyes. “Oh, stuff and nonsense.” Abruptly he brightened and tipped his glass forward. “You’ll see. No better patron than a duke.”

This was true. He wanted out of England. His own reputation and the patronage of a duke with foreign connections would ensure that wherever he founded a school it would be a success. To secure this exalted patronage, for a few months he must live in the last place he wished to be.

Dylan was wrong. Some girls did not drop their drawers for him at the crook of a finger. With some girls he had been too fool-besotted to even ask. Rather, with one girl. Only one girl. The girl whose house six years ago he would have given everything he had to gain entrance to. The house he had now been invited into as an employee.

This would be a good moment to be drunk.

He lifted his hand to summon the tavern keeper. “If you intend to court a lady shortly, you had best sober up.”

“You’ll do it? Great gun, Saint! I knew you would.” The barkeep set a plate of mutton pie before Dylan. “You’ll see,” he said around a mouthful. “This’ll be just the thing you need to set you right. By God, it’ll set us both right. Tor would be proud.”

If he were alive now, Tor would split his sides.

How his brother had laughed at him six years ago and called him a fool—a fool for not getting what he had wanted before he knew who she was, and a fool for making another attempt a year later. But Torquil Sterling had lived life without honor. A cheating, Machiavellian, woman-chasing slave smuggler, he had never missed an opportunity to celebrate the pleasures of life while manipulating it all to his advantage.

Saint could still hear his laughter when he’d told him about that ill-fated fortnight in Kent six years ago. Now he was gone, and with him the last person who knew.

Except her.

But she lived in London. So he told his cousin he would accept the post.

Castle Read

Home of the Duke of Read

Midlothian, Scotland

“I need a husband,” Lady Constance Read declared, tumbling into the velvety interior of her father’s carriage. “Immediately.”

“Well, this is an abrupt change of heart,” said Eliza Josephs from the opposite seat as the carriage drew away from the cloth mill.

“My heart has nothing to do with it, of course.” It hadn’t in years. Affection for five men Constance had aplenty: four now blissfully married, and the fifth so devoted to the secret government agency he headed that he hadn’t time for anything else. She loved these men as friends, as brothers. But only one man had ever stolen her heart—a man she could not have. After that, the single time she had tried to give away her heart again, she made the greatest mistake of her life.

She was neither fortunate nor wise in love. Now affection must be enough.

“Make haste, Rory,” she said to the coachman and pulled her cloak from about her as the door closed. “It will have to be the duke,” she directed at her companion, tugging her hair out of its heavy coils.

“The duke who is an abductor of maidens?” Forty years Constance’s senior, a widow, and an aficionado of fermented brews, Eliza tilted her frizzled head. “How adventuresome you are, dear girl.”

“That is all gossip and rumor.” Constance bound her hair into a tail at the nape of her neck. The countryside passed swiftly by. There were few miles from cloth mill to castle. She still had time to snatch a ride before dinner.

Eliza proffered a pile of soft velvet. “You are depending upon your memories of Loch Irvine when you were bairns.”

“I am.” She accepted the clothes eagerly. During her childhood at the castle she had worn skirts suited to riding astride and bodices and sleeves for shooting. Today, however, she had dressed demurely. A lady just up from London could not go ferreting out clues to a horrible mystery looking like a hoyden.

“Boys change when they become men,” Eliza said darkly.

“Not that much.” The boy she had known twenty years ago could not possibly have become a monster. “I must discover what happened to those girls.”

“Gossiping with mill workers will not accomplish that.” There was a tut-tut quality to her companion’s voice.

“But it already has! A man of low appearance ordered a dozen white robes from the mill not a sennight ago, to be delivered to Sir Lorian Hughes at the house he has just let in Edinburgh.” Her fingers worked at the buttons of the gown she had worn to take tea with the villagers. “A dozen robes, Eliza. And here is the astonishing detail: half of them were to be suitable for men, the other half for women.”

Eliza’s birdlike hands folded in her lap. “Sir Lorian Hughes needn’t intend the robes for a devil-worshipping society at which they sacrifice maidens, child,” she said primly. “He might intend to throw a masquerade.”

“We shall see.” She lifted her hips to tug the gown down her legs. “I must find a husband. Quickly.”

“You should have remained in London. Candidates dropped from the trees when you walked through the park.”

“When I left London I did not yet know I needed a husband, of course.”

“I cannot believe that you actually intend to marry Loch Irvine in order to enter a secret society.”

“Well, I cannot enter it unmarried.”

“Your devotion to subterfuge is impressive,” Eliza said archly now. “I think you are enjoying this horrid mystery.”

“I do not find pleasure in tragedy.” A fortnight earlier she had held Cassandra Finn’s mother in her arms and felt her heaving sobs against her breast, and she had recognized that grief. She had wept like that when she was fourteen and her mother disappeared. She had not been able to save her mother. But if Cassandra Finn and Maggie Poultney were still alive, she would save them. And if memories of her mother weren’t sufficient, her own fresh scars would compel her to rescue innocent girls from danger at the hands of a villain who hid behind a polished veneer.

“I must remove to Edinburgh and begin investigating.” Only twelve miles distant from town, Castle Read might as well be twelve thousand.

Eliza’s lips pursed. “The Edinburgh police—”

“Have not done enough. I can.” For five years in London she had performed her role as the reclusive Scottish duke’s heiress with perfection: riding decorously, flirting subtly, gossiping cleverly, all for the sake of cozening information from others to help her fellow agents in the Falcon Club. She would do whatever she must now too, this time alone. Here, amidst rich green hills bathed in stripes of mist and sunshine, she was, after all, accustomed to solitude.

Shaking her head, Eliza assisted her into the wide skirt. “Your father expects you for tea. Dr. Shaw and Libby arrive today.”

“And I am eager to see them. I promise not to be long.”

Eliza lowered her chin. “You are going there again, aren’t you?”

“Not all the way there.”

“This is not wise, Constance.”

“No one will see me, Eliza.”

“You should have at least brought a suitable shirt. This shift is insufficient to cover your bosom. You look a fright. An heiress should not go about the countryside as you do.”

Constance laughed. “It warms me, darling, that you take more care in my appearance than in my safety.”

“Impertinent girl.”

“And yet for all of these years you have stayed with me,” she said with a grin. “There must be hope for me yet.” Leaning forward, she bussed her companion on the cheek. Then she threw open the carriage door. Rory had brought them along the road directly to the stable block. But even at a distance the impressive mass of Castle Read dwarfed all else. A solid medieval keep of golden brown limestone topped with a dozen pointed turrets of gray slate and fronted by a low forecourt wall, it both beckoned and warned. “Walcome,” it seemed to say, “but anly if ye be allies.”

It was a heathen place. No gardeners cut the lawn. No one touched the rose vines that had gone feral about the forecourt gate. No industrious clippers tamed the ivy that snaked up the fortress’s walls.

She adored it. It was solid and strong and wild all at once, and she had missed it.

The carriage continued to the forecourt where Eliza would disembark, and Constance entered the stable. Her skin was too hot, as though it had sucked all the heat within her and threw it to the surface to battle the late-winter air. But inside the stable fashioned of ancient stone, her mind quieted. At the sound of her footsteps, her horse turned its head.

“Good afternoon, Elfhame.” She stroked the mare’s milky brow, then saddled and bridled her.

A short canter brought her to the river and another thirty minutes to the apex of the hill from which she could glimpse the hulking pinkish tower of Haiknayes Castle, present home of Gabriel Hume, the Duke of Loch Irvine.

The Devil’s Duke.

All over the countryside, at tea tables and in shops, gossip boiled: The enigmatic Duke of Loch Irvine was the head of a secret society. A selective society to which only rich and wellborn married couples received invitations. A society dedicated to the Dark Arts. And in this society’s lair somewhere in Edinburgh, the practitioners of this evil religion sacrificed maidens.

The police had yet to solve the mysteries of the disappearances in September and December of Cassandra Finn and Maggie Poultney: unwed girls of marriageable age, only Maggie’s bloodied cloak discovered upon the bank of the loch near the Duke of Loch Irvine’s Edinburgh residence, and marked with a six-pointed star that bore three symbols: a flame, a wave, and a mountain peak. The same unique star was carved into the lintel over the main portal of Haiknayes Castle.

Some whispered that during his years sailing the seas as captain in the Royal Navy, the mysterious Duke of Loch Irvine had become a practitioner of native magicks, a worshipper of Satan, a fiend. The villagers that Constance had spoken with at the cloth mill that morning had called him Christsondy: the Devil.

But she would not find answers staring at his castle. She must meet the duke again and learn the truth of it from him.

Shadows cut swaths across the hills as she walked Elfhame home. She would tell her father that she intended to move to the house in Edinburgh for the spring. After allowing her to live with only Eliza in London for years, he would not deny her.

In the stable, she gave her mare into the stable hand’s care.

“They be some fine animals visitin’, my leddy. I’ll gladly volunteer to put that bay through his paces.”

“Have Dr. Shaw and Miss Shaw arrived already, Fingal?” She whipped off her hat and gloves. “Am I that late?”

“No’ the doctor, my leddy.” Fingal gestured along the stable. “These belong to the gentlemen visitors.”

“Gentlemen?” She moved toward the unfamiliar horses.

And her steps faltered.

The two animals in the stall did not belong to Dr. John Shaw or his daughter. Beside a pretty chestnut stood a bay with such a rich brown coat that in the shadows it looked nearly black. It was gorgeous, with long legs and a powerful neck, ears pointed forward, and intelligent eyes watching her. She recognized it. Its beauty and breeding made it unique. And she recognized its tack. Its bridle of supple leather was surmounted by a brow band imprinted with two black, crossed swords. The saddle was of finely tooled leather, with holsters for the scabbards of two swords sewn carefully onto either side so that the weapons would not disturb the animal’s gait.

She knew this animal because eight months earlier she had spent three silent hours tucked into the corner of a public stable in London watching it—watching, and waiting for its master to return and claim it. When he had, he had settled into that saddle with the ease and grace of a warrior.

Cheeks hot and hands unsteady, she swept the train of her riding skirt into the crook of her arm and left the stable. The castle forecourt was empty, but two dozen windows stared down at her like eyes that seemed as shocked as her frantic pulse. She crossed the threshold and pretended not to hold her breath.

In the hall, her father’s voice came down from the balustrade, quiet and firm, stone wrapped in felt.

“Castle Read was built in the early fourteenth century as a fortress, with little concern for comfort. Each of my predecessors made additions to it. There are plenty of guest rooms now. I shall have my housekeeper make up the finest for you, my lord.”

“Terribly decent of you to take me in uninvited.” A man’s voice, light, jaunty. “I’m much obliged.”

Not . . . not him.

Air seeped back into Constance’s lungs.

Then deserted her entirely.

Upon the stairs beyond the chandelier descended two feet encased in knee-high boots the color of earth. Two legs clad in leather breeches that shaped the muscle like carved stone. Two hands, ungloved, strength apparent in the sinews. Two shoulders to which she had once clung like sunshine to a stained-glass window. And one long, steel blade upon which the remaining light of day seemed to gather.

Then his eyes—eyes that captured a hundred ancient incantations and turned them into magic, that had once thrust her world upside down. Now he turned them upon her. How the touch of a man’s gaze could seize everything inside her and lock it into paralysis, she had never understood. Certainly not then. And not now.

She stared.

Behind him, her father and the other man appeared on the stairs.

“There is my daughter now. Constance, I required your presence here for tea. But I see you have been riding.”

“I have been to the ridge to see Haiknayes.” She hardly knew how she spoke.

“I see.” Displeasure sat upon his tongue like a cockerel. “Constance, I present to you Lord Michaels and Mr. Sterling. Perhaps you and his lordship have crossed paths in London.”

They had not. She had intentionally avoided him.

She curtsied. “My lord.”

A dimple dented Lord Michaels’s cheek as he bent at the waist. He was an attractive man, nattily dressed in a nip-waist coat and shiny Hessians, as though he weren’t now in the Scottish countryside but paying morning calls in London.

“Truly delighted, my lady. I hope you don’t mind that I have imposed myself on your hospitality.”

“Of course not.”

“Do tell us,” he said, “how was your viewing of Haiknayes Castle?”

“From a distance only. Are you acquainted with it?”

“Rather, with the duke himself. In fact, I had reason to pay a call on him at the Christmas holidays only a few months ago, at Port Leith.”

During the Christmas holidays Maggie Poultney had gone missing.

“Did you?” she said.

“Yes, indeed. He’s a capital fellow.” But his smile faded.

Then she must turn her gaze to him.

Hand resting on the guard of his sword, he bowed. “Good day, ma’am.”

Hot brandy. The same. She had remembered it well. He had changed little. Six years ago his face had been perfect to her, the features strong and handsome. Now a slender scar ran the length of its right side, making a slash in his cheek along the line of short, neat whiskers, to his jaw.

She could not curtsy. The velvet train lodged in her elbow felt weighed in stone and her legs were foolishly unsteady. Quite acutely she felt now cool air upon the skin of her neck where she should have donned a shirt. But he did not look at her neck. He looked into her eyes, as he had all those years ago. She had never met a man before or since who looked at her like Frederick Evan Sterling did, as though he cared only for what he found in her gaze.

She dragged her attention to Lord Michaels. “What brings you to Scotland so soon again, my lord?”

“Truth be told, I am hanging on to my cousin’s coattails.”

“I have engaged Mr. Sterling as a fencing instructor,” her father said.

“My cousin wields a dashed clever blade.” Lord Michaels pointed a smile at the man Constance had spent six years not trying very hard to forget.

“But you know how to fence, Father.” Every word crawled over the next with awkward haste.

“The lessons are not for me,” he said without pleasure in his eyes.

“Oh.” She felt foolish, her cheeks a flaming apple orchard and her tongue useless. Gone was the London belle who flirted with ease. Gone, the lady of fashion sought after by hostesses from Mayfair to Kensington. Two minutes beneath the gaze of Frederick Evan Sterling, and she was again an impetuous girl struggling to steady her frantic pulse. It didn’t help that her father had not warned her of this. But he would have no reason to think she needed warning. No one but Eliza had ever known—no one except Jack, and Jack was dead.

“I see,” she said. “I am sorry for your trouble, Mr. Sterling, My nephew was visiting us here, but he departed a sennight ago. Your pupil has already returned to his parents’ home.”

“I did not engage Mr. Sterling to teach young James,” her father said. “He will teach you, Constance.”





Chapter 3

The Bribe

Saint turned from the beauty whom he had not thought, hoped, or wished to ever see again to the Duke of Read. “I beg your pardon?”

But the duke’s attention was still on his daughter.

“Me, Father?” she said. “But, whatever for?”

“Your interest in swords has not gone unnoticed by me, Constance.”

“My interest?”

The duke peered down his patrician nose. “Did you imagine that each time you sent another package here from London, I simply handed them over to Mr. Davis without taking note?” With a gesture he indicated the walls of the hall in which they now stood. From floor to ceiling, weapons adorned the wood paneling, most of them sabers and smallswords, and a number of very old and fine rapiers, but also daggers, knives, bayonets, and bows, as well as other tools of war. Upon entering the castle an hour earlier and seeing this collection, Saint had finally made sense of the duke’s wish to hire an expert to teach a mere boy. Clearly the duke was an enthusiast.

Apparently not only the duke.

“But, ’tis merely a collector’s curiosity, Father,” she said, the soft music of Scots slipping over her tongue. Years ago, that lilt had only appeared in her voice when—

When he touched her.

Now her cheeks were not pink as then, but ivory.

“I never thought of learning to use them,” she said.

“Now you may,” the duke said.

“I knew nothing of this,” Saint said. As he had known nothing of her presence here. For five years she had lived in London exclusively, which had been sufficient reason for him to make his residence anywhere else—Bristol, Plymouth, Dover—wherever he would not encounter her by accident. He had been wise to do so. She was astonishingly beautiful now, more so than he had imagined she would someday become, with golden hair, ripe lips, and those same vibrant eyes. The softness of youth had fled from her, revealing beauty sculpted by a master.

Years ago she had fidgeted, as though she had not known how to rest in her own skin. And her eyes had been everywhere on him at once. She had looked at him then as though she stood before a banquet, famished, yet did not know how to eat. That gaze, both hungry and confused, had turned him inside out.

Now her gaze was aloof as it came to him.

“You did not?” she said.

“No.” He turned to his cousin. “Did you?”

“Not I! Lord Blackwood’s letter said you were to teach his grace’s ward.”

“I beg your pardon, Mr. Sterling,” the duke said with a cool absence of sincerity. “My nephew must have misunderstood my instructions.”

“Well, now that we all have the true story,” Dylan said cheerily, “it sounds like a capital plan. What say you, my lady?”

“I won’t do it,” Saint said.

“You won’t?” Her eyes snapped wide. “Do you doubt that I am able
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