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Prologue

England, 1842

“Emeralds.”

She blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

He smiled faintly. “I was just thinking, Miss Haislett, that on this ballroom floor, under the light of a thousand candles, your eyes sparkle like precious emeralds.”

She swallowed nervously and held his gaze with her own. His voice was so very rich and deep, almost caressing, and suddenly she felt quite shy, a feeling Miss Natalie Haislett of Sherborne had never before experienced in the presence of anyone.

“Thank you,” she whispered, lowering her eyes to stare at the ivory buttons of his shirt.

He continued to smile but said nothing more as he expertly twirled her around the dance floor in time to the waltz. She couldn’t understand why she felt so anxious, for this was, after all, her father’s masked ball, and he was only an invited guest who had graciously asked her to dance. She’d seen him before on several occasions, although they’d never spoken to each other. But this time he seemed to take particular notice of her, watching her closely, almost too closely, and the attention from such an attractive man made her breathless.

“I’d like to see you without your mask.”

His smooth, husky words startled her into raising her eyes to his once again. He was unbearably handsome, with thick, almost black hair, a tall, hard body and the most mesmerizing gray-blue eyes.

She stared at him for several seconds, then quietly replied, “I’d like to see you without yours.” After looking around cautiously she leaned up to murmur boldly, “Meet me outside in the flower garden, under the south balcony, in fifteen minutes.”

He cocked his head fractionally, eyes narrowing behind black satin. “Are you serious, Natalie?”

His sudden use of her given name without permission reminded her, in the purest sense, of her delicate position. “I-I just thought it would be a private place to talk.”

“I see.”

He continued to stare down at her partially concealed face for a moment, and just as she began to feel a trifle embarrassed by her very brazen behavior, he leaned over to whisper, “I’m looking forward to our . . . talk.”

She shivered from his warm breath on her cheek, then too quickly the waltz was over. He stood upright, his eyes piercing hers as he brushed his lips against the back of her hand. Then he turned and walked away.

Natalie watched him for a moment as he disappeared into the crowd of laughing, mingling people, trying to shake herself of the strange sensations the man evoked in her. She shouldn’t have asked him to meet her in the garden unchaperoned, she knew that, but something inside of her compelled her to do so.

She would meet him. She was drawn to him.

Slowly she made her way toward the back of the ballroom, stopping every so often to chat nonchalantly with various members of the gentry. It took her almost fifteen minutes just to reach the balcony, then, slipping away unnoticed, she fairly raced down the stairs and into the garden.

The chill night air brushed her skin, but the moon’s full glow and her own anxious thoughts warmed her inside.

Glancing around cautiously, she tiptoed along the path in the hopes that nobody would see or hear her. Her mother would no doubt perish from shock if she knew where she was and what she was doing, and it saddened her to know she wouldn’t be able to stay in his presence long without someone in the ballroom noticing her absence.

“I really didn’t think you’d come.”

She turned toward the sound of his voice, coming from the shadows several feet away.

“Especially,” he continued, stepping toward her, “since no one else seems at all desirous of strolling through the garden on this perfect autumn evening. It appears we’re all alone.”

“Yes,” she agreed weakly. Her pulse began to race from anticipation. He had removed his mask, and all she could see of his face under pale moonglow was a vague expression of contemplation.

“Take it off.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Your mask, Natalie. I want to see your face, remember?”

He had moved to stand directly in front of her, but she now faced the moonlight so a shadow once again blocked his features from her view. She could feel his warmth, could feel his penetrating gaze, but she couldn’t move away. Timidly she reached behind her head and untied her mask, lowering it to hold at her side, growing increasingly shy and afraid to look at him. He forced her to do so, however, as his palm came up to lightly grasp her chin, raising her head in the process.

He was quiet for a moment, studying her intently, and second by second the pounding of her heart grew to a thunder.

“Beautiful . . . ,” he whispered.

He glided his thumb across her lips, and she lost herself to his touch, closing her eyes and leaning her head back in response, her mask slipping out of her hands to fall to the ground unnoticed. For a moment she was unsure of what to do or say, and then she felt his warm mouth on hers as he pulled her into his arms.

She hadn’t really expected to be kissed. Or had she? Perhaps this was what she’d longed for since she’d first seen him months ago, to drown herself in the splendor of his hard body, his emanating power. His tongue teased her lips apart to invade her warmth, moving, flicking, searching for hers. Oh, God, he felt wonderful. He was warm, inviting, so very masculine. Much more than she had ever imagined.

Natalie instinctively leaned her body into his as the kiss grew more demanding. She raised herself on her toes, wrapping her arms around his neck so her fingers could play with the hair on his nape. She whimpered from pure, raw pleasure as sensations she’d never before experienced melted her inside.

Groaning deeply, he placed his hand on her bottom and pulled her hips boldly against his, holding her snugly to him, his free hand gliding down her cheek, then to her neck to caress it with his fingers.

She was quite aware of the tension, the hardness of every point of him, the raw passion building between them, but she couldn’t stop it. Not yet. She wanted nothing more than to stand in the moonlight, in a fragrant garden, and be with him like this for an eternity—kissing, touching, feeling, wanting. The rush of emotion was perfect, wonderful, and every nagging doubt about what she was doing vanished from her thoughts as his lips continued to torment her mouth with excruciating pleasure.

She heard herself gasp ever so slightly when, without warning, he lowered his hand over her gown to place his thumb against her nipple, gently stroking, caressing, teasing the waiting peak through the thin layer of Florentine silk. Guided by impulse, she began to move her hips against his, stroking him gently with her belly.

That action made him come alive with eagerness. He grasped the fullness of her breast with his warm hand as the one holding her bottom, without her total awareness, started to lift her skirt.

With a quick expertise she couldn’t begin to understand, he placed his palm against her leg, and whether out of unsureness or simple instinct, she immediately stiffened.

Apparently he felt it as well, for his mouth relaxed against hers as his hand moved in and around to stroke her inner thighs.

“What are you doing?” she murmured, pulling her head back.

“What we’ve both been dreaming of for weeks,” he answered in a gravelly rasp, his lips beginning a trail of feathery kisses down her neck.

His head moved ever lower, lower, until he brushed his mouth against the tops of her breasts, just above the edge of her gown. She started to relax again, closing her eyes to the luscious feelings he expertly created, until she felt him move his hand up to caress intimately the sensitive area between her legs.

That shocked her to reality.

“Don’t.” She gasped, pushing against his shoulders, enormously embarrassed and quickly overcome with guilt.

Slowly he withdrew his hands and raised himself to stare down at her, his breathing coming fast and heavy through the sudden stillness. Although she knew he was as affected as she by the force of attraction between them, she couldn’t read the thoughts on his face through the shadows.

He stood there for a long moment before the hardness of his voice sliced through the chilly night air. “Why did you ask me to meet you, Miss Haislett?”

She couldn’t think straight. Her breathing faltered, her body trembled. “I-I wanted to talk.”

He remained silent for a second or two, then he drew a long, slow breath. “You’ve never done this, have you?”

Natalie grasped her elbows with her palms in a small measure of defense, but she didn’t move or look away from his hidden expression. “I’ve been kissed before, if that’s what you mean, but—”

“But what?”

She lowered her gaze to study what she could see of her blue satin slippers. “It lasted three seconds and it was on my right cheek.”

For a fraction of a moment she thought he might actually laugh. But he didn’t. Instead, he moved up to stand directly in front of her once again, placing his hand under her chin to lift her face to his. She shut her eyes tightly against his gaze, instantly filled with an acute sense of shame.

“Look at me,” he demanded in a dark, velvety voice.

She took a fast breath and opened her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said in a whisper. “I really didn’t mean—”

“How old are you?”

She paused, wanting to sound mature and independent, but in the end deciding it best just to be honest. “Seventeen. Eighteen in a month.”

“I see. . . .”

He began to rub his thumb across her jawline, back and forth, back and forth, and she closed her eyes to the feel of it, once again succumbing to his touch.

Finally he put his arm behind her, pulling her up against his chest, hugging her tightly to him, one hand on her head, the other on her back as he slowly ran his knuckles along her spine.

Natalie could hear his heart beating steadily beneath her cheek, could feel his slow, even breathing, and she knew she was losing herself in his embrace once again. It felt perfect to be held by him, to be doing exactly, as he’d said, what she’d been dreaming of doing for weeks.

“You just wanted to talk,” he repeated coolly, contemplatively.

“I think I really wanted to be kissed,” she sheepishly admitted, snuggling even tighter against his chest. “I like the way you kiss.”

He groaned softly and shook his head. “You are undoubtedly the sweetest thing I’ve come across in ages, Miss Natalie Haislett.”

She lifted her chin, gazing up at his face. “Did you like it?”

He looked down sharply. “Kissing you?”

She nodded.

“I liked it more than I probably should have.”

That warmed her to her toes. “Do you think we could kiss like that again sometime?”

His body stiffened as he looked once more to the darkened garden. “I don’t think it would be a good idea.”

Awkwardly she lowered her gaze to his chest.

He glanced down at her again. “What did you want to talk about when you asked me out here?”

Natalie, never being one to keep her feelings wisely in check, could think of nothing to say but the truth. Quietly she confessed, “I think you’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen in my life and I . . .” Her cheeks grew hot with color. Casually she tried to free herself from his embrace, but he wouldn’t let her go.

“You what, Natalie?”

His voice was deeply smooth, her name sounding achingly intimate as it rolled off his tongue. She couldn’t hold back any longer. “If I tell you, do you promise not to laugh?”

“Not unless it’s funny.”

She sighed with resolution, then closed her eyes and raised her face to the moonlight. “I think I love you.”

He said nothing. But he didn’t laugh, either, or release her, and for that she felt tremendous relief. She couldn’t open her eyes, though; she simply couldn’t. Not until he said something.

For a minute or so she heard nothing but the quiet night air charged with distant music and laughter from the ballroom above. Then she felt his lips gently touch hers again, brushing against them, not passionately but with sweet tenderness. She wanted more of him, but the second he felt her begin to respond, he pulled back.

“You’d better go inside before someone comes looking for you,” he whispered against her mouth.

Natalie didn’t know what to feel. Somehow she knew he wasn’t being unreasonable, and that he probably wouldn’t say he loved her in return, but a rush of sadness filled her nonetheless.

She moved back from him as he released her from his grasp. Then without even so much as a glance at his face, she picked up her mask, turned, and fled the garden.


Chapter 1

London, 1847

“Emeralds.”

“Emeralds?” he repeated, surprised.

“A rare and priceless blend of gold and precious green.”

Jonathan William Rayburn Drake, second son of the late and most respected earl of Beckford, exhaled heavily and leaned back against the soft burgundy leather of his Louis Treize chair to regard his guest with speculation. Stealing precious emeralds was going to be a nightmare.

“How much are they worth?” he cautiously asked.

Sir Guy Phillips, a very blond man whose middle-aged looks could only be described as wholly unremarkable, scratched his thick side whiskers and shrugged. “I couldn’t at this time put a number on their value.”

“Hmm. Let’s have it.”

Phillips paused to collect his thoughts, then began at the beginning. “They originally belonged to the wealthy duke of Westridge who legitimately purchased them from one of the Hapsburgs, probably Charles VI, sometime in the early 1720s. The duke then gave them to his wife, Elizabeth, as a wedding gift, and she had them in her possession for almost sixty years until her death in the winter of 1781. Although Westridge had one child, the boy was sickly and died in 1740 at the age of twelve, leaving the duke with no heir to claim his vast fortune. The lovely Elizabeth, who died fifteen years after her husband, supposedly left all her personal possessions to her cousin Matilda, a spinster who, coincidentally enough, was somehow very distantly related to King George.”

Phillips patted the ruffles of his white silk shirt and stood, brandy snifter in hand, and began to pace the room. “Nobody is altogether sure where the jewels were kept, or who actually had rights to them after Matilda’s death in ninety-two, but rumor has it that the king became the possessor sometime before his idiot son was appointed regent in 1811. Prinny inherited the emeralds, then to help pay his horrid debts when he became king in 1820, he sold them to the duke of Newark for an undisclosed, though some say an ungodly, amount. And there they remained, in the duke’s possession, for more than twenty-five years, locked safely away in a vault on his estate, until three months ago when his wife discovered them missing—”

“Stolen by professionals, then,” Jonathan cut in as he raised his glass to his lips.

Sir Guy stopped pacing to look at him directly. “We have reason to believe the emeralds are now in France, stolen after months of keen planning, by those working for high-ranking officials who want very desperately to overthrow the current French government.”

Jonathan slumped in his chair and gave a slow whistle. “How the devil did I know the French would be involved, Phillips?”

The blond man chuckled. “They always seem to be, don’t they?”

“Go on,” he insisted.

Phillips sighed. “Well, speculation has it that the jewels have turned up in the hands of French Legitimists who, of course, view Henri as the true king and want to see him back on the throne.” He shook his head, his expression becoming grave as he lowered his voice. “Louis Philippe’s court is crumbling, Jonny. The entire country has yet to find stability. The Legitimists want Henri; the people, ever unhappy, are talking of another revolution. . . .”

After a lingering pause, Jonathan asked contemplatively, “So why steal these jewels, aside from the fact that they’re worth so much? Whoever lifted them risked a great deal in coming here to do it.”

The older man snorted and began pacing again. “Because—and this is only a guess—those involved in their disappearance believe the emeralds rightfully belong to the French people. A justifiable theft.”

“Justifiable?”

Sir Guy tapped his fingers against his glass. “Apparently the Legitimists have convinced themselves that the emeralds were not purchased from the Hapsburgs, but confiscated illegally. Stolen. They believe the jewels were never to belong to the British because they were actually supposed to be passed from Charles to Maria Theresa and then to her daughter Marie-Antoinette, and at the time of her unfortunate demise, should have become the property of the French people.”

“How convenient for the French.”

“Yes, quite.”

Jonathan drained the contents of his snifter, then placed the glass on the small table next to his chair and stretched his legs out in front of him. “I can only conclude that you’ve recently received information regarding the whereabouts of the necklace?”

Phillips nodded as he moved to a side bar to pour himself another bumper.

“A fortnight ago one of our contacts in Paris attended a gala affair, the sole purpose of which was to raise money for the Legitimists’ cause. At that function, this same contact overheard an unusually frank discussion regarding jewels that had recently been stolen right from under ‘haughty English noses.’ After subtle questioning, it was learned that the emeralds are in Marseille for safekeeping until such time that it becomes necessary to overthrow Louis Philippe.”

Phillips returned to his chair, placed his glass on the table, and reached into the pocket of his shirt to remove a small piece of paper. He handed it to Jonathan.

“My heart goes out to the duke of Newark and his lovely wife who lost her emerald necklace to French thieves,” he somberly continued. “But the reason I’m sending you to France and putting your life in danger, Jonny, is to help Louis Philippe keep his government together, if we can. If the emeralds are pulled from their settings and sold, the Legitimists could come into an enormous sum to be used to further their cause. England doesn’t need another war right now. Our boys don’t need to die once again because of French arrogance.”

Jonathan glanced at the paper. The writing was neat, precise.

Madeleine DuMais. 5 Rue de la Fleur. Twenty-seven June, ten A.M.

Quickly Sir Guy drained his glass for a second time, placed it on the table, then stood to retrieve his overcoat from the rack near the door. “I believe you already know of the enchanting Miss DuMais.”

“Mmm . . . I met her once, actually.”

“Good. She’ll have an identity ready for you to assume, and maybe a lead by the time you arrive. When can you leave?”

Jonathan stood as well, rubbing his tired eyes with his fingertips. “I expect I could sail by Friday. That should give me enough time to make the appointment.”

“We’ll be awaiting word.” Phillips opened the front door and turned back to him, smiling. “You understand that since you’ll be in France you’ll miss Lady Carlisle’s gathering.”

Lady Sibyl Carlisle’s annual cotillion was the season’s most dreaded event for eligible bachelors. Along with her four matronly daughters, the lady insisted on using the party for nothing but a matchmaking social. To have an excuse not to attend was a marked blessing.

Jonathan grinned. “Most unfortunate timing, I’m sure. You’ll have to give her and her lovely daughters my regards.”

Phillips shook his head wearily. “Indeed. I suppose I’ll have to make an appearance again this year. At least the lady spares no expense when it comes to good food and drink.”

“That, I admit, I will miss.”

“Speaking of good food,” Phillips added, “dinner was excellent. Tell Gerty the roast was perfect this time.”

“She’ll be pleased to know you ate every bite.”

With a nod and a click of his heels, Phillips turned, walked down the front steps, and disappeared into the foggy night.

Jonathan stood in the doorway for several minutes, breathing the damp night air until the cold began to seep into his skin. Slowly he closed the door, though he didn’t bolt it since Marissa would be arriving in less than an hour for another night of romping between the sheets. She was the only mistress he’d ever had, the only one he’d ever known, who preferred to meet her gentleman friends in their homes, providing, of course, that her gentleman friends were unmarried. Truthfully, he didn’t care. He wasn’t hiding his sexual escapades from a nosy wife, or from anyone for that matter, and if Marissa wanted to enjoy their little liaisons in his home instead of hers, so be it.

Tonight, however, he was restless, and not really looking forward to her visit. Until just recently, Marissa had been able to satisfy every need he had, but now, even as he hated to admit the fact, he was tiring of her. Oh, she was uncommonly beautiful and very definitely experienced with the use of her body. But quite suddenly, to his confusion, he found himself wanting more—more from life and more from a woman. Marissa was a mistress for anyone who gave her the most, the nicest trinkets, and Jonathan had no qualms about giving her trinkets. She was good at what she did. But that, oddly enough, was the problem, because for the first time in ages, in his entire life really, he wanted to be more sexually aware than the woman he bedded.

With a sharp tug to loosen his neckcloth, Jonathan walked back into his study, picked up the half-empty bottle of brandy and glasses, and took them to the kitchen in back of his town house. Gerty, as usual, had left the place spotless before she’d left for the evening, so all that remained on the counter were their dinner dishes. He placed what he carried next to the rest of the things to be washed, unbuttoned the top three buttons of his shirt, dimmed the lamp on the kitchen table, then walked back to his study to sit in front of the small fire to think.

He had to admit he was growing tired and bored. Tired of the women he knew and bored with just about everything else. At twenty-nine years of age he’d done many things, but now he found himself envying those men he’d thought he would never envy. During the last several months he’d actually taken the time to consider where he was, what he was doing, and he suddenly realized he missed, even craved, stability. He’d never imagined that one day he would want a family. Until just recently, he’d thought the idea laughable. He’d known many men, even friends, who were undeniably unhappy with their marriages, and for a long while he assumed all marriages to be like that, to be painstakingly difficult and not at all worth the trouble. But after thoughtful consideration he realized that although marriage was indeed difficult, it proved for many to be enriching like no other union. He had seen it in his parents’ marriage, his brother’s marriage, and as if almost overnight, he wanted it for himself. What troubled him most was knowing he could never combine it with his work. He would have to choose between the two.

Leaning back in his chair, he folded his hands across his stomach, stretched out his legs, and stared at the flickering firelight as it danced on the dark ceiling above.

Ridding himself of Marissa would really be no problem. She would simply turn to the next wealthy member of society who could keep her comfortably housed and clothed in adornments. They both knew what they received from each other was purely physical, was desired by both, and from the beginning he’d made his intentions clear as to the nature of their relationship. Marissa was used to it, for she had taken many men before him, and the ones to follow would be exactly the same. The woman’s job, technically, was to give pleasure in bed for an elegant living, and she was definitely an expert in her field of study.

The question he’d been asking himself over and over of late, however, had nothing to do with his mistress, but whether he could live without the excitement of his work if he took a wife. He’d been operating throughout Europe for six years, and those who used his services were unquestionably in his debt, desperately wanting him to continue what he was doing, and for everything he did, they paid him well. Very well. But money aside, he wasn’t altogether certain he could give it all up, at least not completely, and if he didn’t, he wasn’t sure he would be able to marry. No lady of quality would want a husband who wasn’t around to cater to her whims, to escort her to social functions, and no women he’d ever known had been able to match his sense of adventure, his desire to experience life at its best.

Jonathan closed his eyes. Maybe he’d just grow to be an old, cantankerous bachelor. Just him and his dog. What an attractive couple the two of them would make.

“Darling?”

Marissa’s husky voice shook him from his thoughts. He turned in the direction of the door, smiling faintly to lighten his mood. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

Sliding her pale woolen shawl from her body with perfectly manicured fingers, she sauntered toward him. “Why is it so dark in here?” Slyly she purred, “Were you hoping to make love in front of the fire?”

He grinned, raking his eyes up and down her long, graceful figure. He was certainly going to miss her. “We need to talk, Marissa.”

She stopped short and gave him a crooked smile. “Goodness, it sounds serious.”

Jonathan regarded her for a moment. Then with a deep breath for encouragement and his own sense of acceptance, he quietly said, “This has nothing to do with you, sweet, but I think it’s time—”

“Don’t think I haven’t considered this day was coming, Jonathan,” she cut in brightly, tossing her shawl onto the hardwood settle to her left. “I’ve noticed changes in you lately and I’ve seen them before.”

She walked to his side, gazing into his eyes and smiling as she perched her bottom on the arm of his chair. “Believe it or not,” she continued thoughtfully, weaving her fingers through his thick hair, “I was also thinking it was probably time to move on, and you’ll never believe who’s pursuing me, darling, but the wealthy and generous Viscount Willmont.”

He raised his brows in surprise. “Old Chester?”

She nodded.

“Can he still . . . walk?”

“Jealous, darling?”

He grinned again, placing his palm on a thigh he knew so well, inhaling the familiar scent of her perfume. “Very.”

Marissa laughed softly and steadied his chin with her forefinger and thumb, her face only inches from his. “Nobody will ever compare to you, in or out of bed, and I envy the woman who finally steals your heart.”

Jonathan grabbed her around the waist and pulled her onto his lap. “I’m sure we can still make use of tonight,” he goaded huskily. “Chester has probably already drunk his warm milk and retired for the evening anyway.”

Marissa reached down and cupped him fully, boldly, then leaned over and whispered against his mouth, “Let’s go upstairs. . . .”


Chapter 2

Natalie Haislett threw caution to the wind as she pulled the hood of her cloak tightly around her head, looked subtly in both directions, then quietly made her way down the steps of her father’s London town house toward the end of the street where her ride awaited her.

She knew she was being brash, perhaps even irrational, but the time had finally come for her to make her move, and she could think of no other way. She was ready to meet the man of her dreams, the man who would take her away from her starched, banal existence. And she’d never felt more anxious in her life.

Even through the thick, early-morning fog, she spied the hired coach arranged for her by her ever valuable maid and walked quickly toward it. Then before the sun began to warm the day, she was on her way to his home, thrilled to the core and scared out of her mind.

Jonathan Drake was the last man on earth she wanted to see, the last man she wanted to count on for help. But he was all she had; he was her only lead. His older brother, Lord Simon, twelfth earl of Beckford, was married to her closest friend Vivian, and Vivian had promised with no uncertainty that Jonathan personally knew the infamous Black Knight, the man Natalie had known for nearly two years now as the man she was destined to marry.

Drake, independent and wealthy in his own right, was something of a free spirit, a wanderer, though thoroughly accepted as one of England’s most eligible bachelors. He was a trader of fine goods, a buyer and seller of antiques and unusual artifacts for his own personal satisfaction, which meant to Natalie that he was just another nobleman with too much money and the time to waste it. But that was his business. Her interest in him went no further than his knowledge of the whereabouts of Europe’s most notorious thief.

According to Vivian, Jonathan Drake had apparently met and become acquainted with the Black Knight through either business or travels. Although the Black Knight was a living legend, this wasn’t so difficult for Natalie to believe, as he was still flesh and bone, and he had to have a few friends who knew his identity. It was just an extraordinary coincidence that the man she intended to marry knew him, the only man on earth she’d give her life to avoid.

Settling into the squabs, Natalie closed her eyes, attempting to replace the anxiousness she felt at seeing Jonathan with the hope and excitement of finally meeting her future husband.

The Black Knight was a mystery throughout Europe. She’d been following his escapades in England and on the Continent for more than two years, keeping track of him and his whereabouts through newspaper articles, and yes, although she was ashamed to admit it, through gossip. He was called many names—the Black Knight, the Thief of Europe, the Knight of Shadows—mostly, she assumed, because he worked only in darkness, in clandestine operations. Although the majority of people thought him a dishonest scoundrel and a despoiler of women, Natalie felt quite certain most all of what she’d heard was embellished or fabricated by those who were simply jealous of his accomplishments.

She’d first heard him mentioned when he’d been given credit for stealing a fine collection of Sevres vases from a prominent family in Germany. That this collection had originally been stolen from a French aristocrat during the Revolution of 1792 was somehow waylaid by the fact that the stealer was the infamous Black Knight. Natalie wasn’t certain, but it was rumored that the vases had eventually found their way to their rightful owners who were settled once again near Orange, and that the thief was only working for money and doing a job which those in authority were unable to do for reasons of questionable propriety or legalities.

She’d heard his name mentioned indifferently several times after that, but only last January did all of London come alive with speculation once more when Lord Henry Alton was arrested and charged with attempting to sell the countess of Belmarle’s stolen ruby earrings. When his property was searched, not only did the authorities find a snuffbox on his mantel stuffed with the matching necklace and ring, but clear evidence that the man was running a highly enterprising trade in bootlegged whiskey. Rumors flew, but the word was out that the Black Knight was the one to sell Lord Alton the original rubies that led to his arrest.

Others might scoff, but Natalie, naive though she may be, knew in her soul that the notorious Knight of Shadows was working for the government and doing questionably legal things to catch criminals and right wrongs that could not be done through conventional measures. This had to be the case, for what good thief would return stolen items to rightful owners? Everything about him was rumor, however, from these instances to those involving art forgery and pirated gold to the identity of the man himself. The only certainty was that he existed.

So for the last few months Natalie had learned everything she could of him with keen interest, and except for only a general outline of his physical appearance, she knew everything there was to know, including the obvious fact that he was the man for her. He was exciting, intelligent, had been everywhere she wanted to go, and had done all the remarkable things she admired. But most of all he wasn’t stiff as starch like every English gentleman who brought her sweetmeats and flowers, and took her for unimpressive rides through St. James Park while discussing Lord so-and-so’s antique flintlock top, hammer pocket pistols, or the hunt in bloodthirsty detail. If she married this type of man, the type of man her parents wanted for her, her life (and naturally her backside) would become one huge, unproductive lump of fat. She deserved more from life, and since she was now nearly twenty-three years of age and hadn’t yet chosen a husband, which in itself was driving her mother and father into a near panic, she finally felt ready to look for the man destiny had chosen for her. Heaven help her when her parents found out, but she was going to marry the Thief of Europe. And Jonathan Drake was going to help her find him.

As her coach finally stopped in front of the man’s city dwelling, Natalie pulled her collar tightly around her neck. She didn’t enjoy the chill, or the knowledge that someone might see her enter his town house unchaperoned, remote as that possibility would be.

Quickly paying the driver to wait for her, she ascended the steps and without hesitation lightly tapped the knocker on the front door. It was unthinkable to be calling at such an unseemly hour, as it was probably not quite six o’clock, but she really had no choice. She had to see him early so she could return to her bed before her mother awakened and panicked over her disappearance.

After waiting several moments, coming to the conclusion that the man’s servants were seriously neglecting their duties and he evidently slept like the dead, Natalie tried the knob. To her complete surprise and satisfaction, the unlocked door slowly creaked open with a gentle nudge.

Quietly, nerves fired with anticipation, she stepped inside the darkened entryway, allowing her eyes only a second to adjust to the dimness, then moved swiftly in the direction of what she assumed to be his parlor. She found his study instead, and what a marvelous room it was, for through the glow of early-morning sunlight streaming through parted gauze curtains, she was suddenly taken aback by the most glorious collection of foreign treasures she had ever seen.

Paintings, large and small, of every port, city, and landscape imaginable adorned the oak-paneled walls. Bronze sculptures and Oriental vases of all colors, sizes, and styles sat upon oak chests, mahogany tables, and stands, and his grand Sheraton writing desk, now covered with papers, quills, a crystal bottle of ink, and an ivory-handled blade for opening correspondence. A magnificent Spanish velveteen portrait in vivid blues, gold, sunset red, and black hung over the fireplace, from the tall ceiling to the mantel. Across the polished oak floor lay fine, delicately embroidered Oriental rugs, and on the farthest wall hung an elaborate assortment of exotic killing devices.

Natalie raised her hand to suppress a laugh, but truly, that’s what they were.

He had knives and swords of every kind, some with jagged edges, some smooth, pistols with handles of various shapes and sizes covered with ivory, jade, and foreign lettering she had never before seen. And dangling precariously from the ceiling in front of the wall hung a huge, curved sword with unusual interlocking black marks across the flat of the blade.

She couldn’t help herself. She had to touch it.

Running her fingertips across the cold metal edge, Natalie considered it peculiar that Vivian had never mentioned her brother-in-law to be such a very odd gentleman.

With her thoughts elsewhere, she missed the pattering of feet behind her. Until a ferocious growl pierced the silence.

So sudden and unexpected was the noise, she whirled around to confront it, slicing her hand with the tip of the blade.

For a frightful second she glared into the eyes of a huge German shepherd standing only three feet from her. Then she felt the warmth of her blood as it oozed down her hand and dripped onto her midnight-blue traveling cloak, and immediately she was both awash with pain and completely incensed.

Taking several deep breaths to control the scream welling up inside of her, Natalie looked to her palm. The cut was superficial, though nearly three inches long, stretching from her index finger to her wrist. She quickly wrapped her cloak around it to stop the bleeding, then started toward the door. At that, the animal began a pattern of endless barking as it cornered her under the sword.

“Be quiet, you beast,” she whispered nervously, trying to brush the dog aside with her good hand.

It made no difference. The animal growled again, then shocked her beyond belief when he quite suddenly stuck his nose into her gown, between her legs no less, and pushed her back against the wall.

“What are you doing here, Natalie?”

She stilled, eyes bright, cheeks pink with embarrassment as she turned her attention to the door of the study.

He stood there, looking absolutely magnificent as she knew he would, more handsome than memory served, wearing nothing but tight, black trousers molding indecently to his tapered hips and legs.

“Did I wake you?” she asked sweetly for lack of something better to say. “The door was open, and I . . .” Words failed her then as she became increasingly flustered, feeling ever more helpless as the seconds dragged by and the beast of an animal refused to remove his probing nose from between her thighs.

And he was watching the dog. She wanted to scream.

Indifferently he leaned his hard, sleek body against the doorframe and crossed his arms over his chest, relishing, she was certain, her unusual and highly entertaining predicament.

“Sir?” she pleaded, pushing in vain against the shepherd’s head with her uninjured hand.

He smiled lazily. “Down, Thorn.”

The dog responded immediately to the gruff command, moving back a foot or two to sit and watch her as well.

Natalie could think of nothing appropriate to say, so she simply stood her ground, bravely holding his gaze. Her cheeks burned, but whether it was from utter humiliation or the discomfort she always felt in the presence of this one man, she couldn’t be certain.

Finally she could take the awkwardness of the moment no longer. “What a . . . picturesque home you have,” she pleasantly acknowledged, chancing a glance around the room.

“Thank you.”

“Did you do your own decorating or—”

“Natalie, what are you doing in my home at six o’clock in the morning?”

She almost jumped from the brusqueness in his tone as she looked back to his face. He hadn’t moved his body, but the smile had left his mouth.

“The door was open,” she replied matter-of-factly as if that explained everything, “and I thought perhaps we could talk.”

“You stopped by to chat?”

She nodded and gave him her sweetest smile.

“But the standard social hour doesn’t start for several hours, Miss Haislett. What did you intend to do with me until then?”

Her body grew hot beneath her petticoats from his formal, seemingly innocent question, and she clutched her wounded hand with the other, growing noticeably discomfited.

“Do—do you mind terribly if we sit?” she murmured at last.

He continued to stare at her for a moment, then groaned and rubbed his eyes with his fingers. “The coffee’s ready by now.”

“Coffee is vile,” she countered without thinking.

He looked back at her sharply and gave her a cynical smile. “It’s coffee or nothing.”

“Coffee would be lovely,” she returned very quickly, not wanting to chance him throwing her out for ungracious behavior.

“Thorn.” He motioned with his hand to a corner of the room where the dog quickly moved to lie with his eyes closed, as if he hadn’t a thought in the world other than much-needed sleep.

“He’s certainly a large animal,” she said pleasantly.

The right side of his mouth turned up almost imperceptibly as he continued to regard her openly. That did nothing but increase the already unbearable tension. “The coffee, sir?”

“I think we know each other well enough for you to call me Jonathan,” he drawled.

Natalie didn’t know what to say to that, and she was truly beginning to feel not just nervous but extremely uneasy. What was she thinking, walking into his home as if she lived there herself, with no chaperon and at daybreak no less? Suddenly she wished to heaven she were tucked beneath her downy quilt coverlet, or even walking down the aisle of St. George’s to marry the boring Geoffrey Blythe. Any banal existence would be better than this.

He must have noticed her apprehension, the thoughts of fleeing outlined on her face, for at that moment he relaxed.

“It’s all right, Natalie,” he soothed, motioning with his head for her to follow. “Let’s talk in the kitchen.”

Strangely, she moved toward him without a thought to the contrary, still clutching her now-burning palm with her cloak, hoping the pain would subside and she could get her business done without disclosing the incident. She didn’t want him to think her an idiot for touching a sword with no consideration as to the consequences.

She paid little attention to where they were heading, finding it difficult to take her eyes off his bare back as he walked in front of her. He was firm, marvelously muscled, and watching the mere sleekness of his frame, the tightness of his backside, made her feel even hotter in her layers of clothing. Suddenly the absurdity of the situation made her softly laugh.

He stopped short, turning at the unexpected sound, and the movement caused her to tumble into his chest. Grabbing her around the waist, he pulled her against him, to keep her from falling, she supposed, and at that moment her mirth faded as her heartbeat drastically increased from nothing more than his warm touch.

“What’s so funny?” he asked, amused.

“I . . .” Nervousness overcame her again as she peered into his eyes, ever so slowly becoming aware of the fact that her breasts were now crushed up against his chest.

She straightened the best she could. “It just occurred to me that my mother would die if she knew you were wearing almost nothing at all.”

“Your mother would die if she knew you were here, Natalie,” he corrected thickly, tightening his grip on her back even as his free hand came forward to pull the hood of her cloak from her head. Before she could again put a reasonable distance between them, he reached behind her neck and pulled her long hair from beneath the soft wool, allowing it to fall freely down her back.

Natalie’s eyes widened. The gesture was far too intimate, and she wanted to kick herself for not taking the time to put her unruly curls in pins. Without thinking, she placed both hands on his chest, pushing against him to free herself.

His gaze hardened, and he released her, turning abruptly to continue walking to the back of his town house. After only several steps, however, he stopped once more and flipped around to look at her.

His expression grew serious as he grabbed her wrists, palms up. “When did you do this?”

She blinked, stunned, for he was nearly shouting at her. She tried to jerk away, but he wouldn’t let her free.

“Answer me, Natalie,” he demanded.

“I’m sorry,” she blurted, unsure of what else to say as she realized that in touching his chest she had inadvertently wiped blood on him. “Your dog startled me, and my hand slipped. . . .”

Her voice trailed off as his face visibly paled.

“It doesn’t hurt at all,” she whispered up to him.

“Which one?” he asked very quietly.

“Pardon?”

“Which one did you cut it on?”

She almost smiled from his show of concern. “The big one hanging from the ceiling. I’m very sorry.” After an awkward pause, she timidly added, “I know touching your bare chest would be somewhat forward, but if you’d like, I’ll wash it for you.”

He continued to stare starkly into her eyes for a second or two, then without reply he dropped her wrists, clasped her elbow, and guided her into the kitchen.

“This is probably going to hurt a little,” he warned, walking her straight to the sink.

Before she had time to consider what he was doing, he took her injured hand, held it palm up, and poured brandy from a bottle across the cut.

A searing pain gripped her, and Natalie bit down to keep from crying out. She took a deep breath and swallowed, instinctively trying to wrench her hand from his grasp. He wouldn’t let her go. Instead, he watched her for a reaction, and that made her angry.

“Was that necessary?” she choked out, clenching her teeth in defiance.

“Yes, it was necessary,” he quietly replied, his eyes never leaving hers.

It was finally too much. “Why on earth do you keep staring at me, sir?”

She thought he almost smiled at that. Then, evidently deciding to ignore her question, he turned to his side, reached into a drawer, pulled out a small dishcloth, and proceeded to wrap her hand.

“Why don’t you sit at the table and I’ll get the coffee. Hold this tightly to the cut.”

She did as she was told, grateful his attention had turned elsewhere and he wasn’t looking at her anymore. In the momentary silence, she relaxed a little, watching him easily move about his kitchen. She’d smelled the sweet aroma upon entering the room, but what struck her was that he’d apparently made the coffee himself.

“You have no servants, sir?” she asked at last.

He shot her a quick glance. “I have one butler, Charles Lawson, who’s away for the week caring for his mother who is in ill health. And I have a part-time cook and housekeeper, Gerty Matthews, who doesn’t come in until about eleven.” He turned to her. “I’m not in the city much, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

“I’m sure I’m not,” she rebutted too quickly, admiring him openly. Never before had she seen a man so rich of build, so handsome from head to foot, so . . . masculine.

“Why do you keep staring at me, Natalie?”

She blinked, flushing with hot color. Bravely, and congratulating herself for the quickness of her answer, she admitted, “I’ve never seen a man’s bare chest before, and if you weren’t so indecently exposed, I wouldn’t stare.”

“I’ll bet you would,” he gruffly replied, turning his body to face her fully. He leaned back against the counter, folding his arms in front of him as he gazed at her suggestively.

Natalie was sure that this moment was one of the most uncomfortable of her life. Her mind churned as she considered what she could possibly say to him. Maybe she should run.

“Why don’t you explain exactly why you’re here.”

He had to have noticed the sign of obvious relief that crossed her brow at the abrupt change of subject. “A marvelous suggestion,” she agreed, sitting erect as her courage returned. “I need you to help me find someone.”

“Really,” he stated rather than asked. “Do I know this person?”

“I believe you do, yes.”

He turned once more to the counter, poured two cups of coffee, placed them on a silver tray, then carried everything to the table.

“Have you ever had coffee, Natalie?” he asked, sitting in the chair next to hers and handing her a cup.

She shook her head. “My mother proclaims it to be a heathen beverage.”

His mouth twisted in a smile. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

She looked at the thick, dark liquid and shivered. “I usually prefer chocolate in the morning. It’s one of my most insatiable desires. I adore chocolate.”

He raised his cup to his lips. “And what are some of your other insatiable desires?”

Her eyes grew wide as her pulse began to race. Above everything else, she needed to remember his reputation, to ignore and smoothly glide over every indecent innuendo to come from his mouth.

Finding her voice, she announced levelly, “I’ll pay you to help me locate—”

“Jonathan?”

The soft interruption came from the doorway. Natalie looked to her left to see an absolutely beautiful dark-haired woman walk into the kitchen wearing nothing but blue velvet mules and a white, Oriental silk wrap, tied at her waist by a thin silk sash, hiding almost nothing of her body, least of all the outline of her tall, lithe, elegantly curved figure.

Natalie had never been more thunderstruck, and apparently neither had the woman as they both stared openly at each other for one long and extremely awkward moment.

Then Jonathan groaned, and they turned their gazes to him.

He closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers, and sank lower into his chair.

“Miss Natalie Haislett, Miss Marissa Jenkins,” he said as an introduction.

Natalie wondered for a moment if the woman deserved the title, then decided that was really beside the point. Suddenly made speechless, she slowly came to the conclusion that the exotic-looking creature standing in front of them was the man’s mistress. Of course Natalie was a lady, properly bred, but she’d heard rumors and knew many gentlemen of quality had them. She would not, therefore, be shocked. She would not be shocked. But in the course of several long, silent seconds, the poor man seated next to her became so adorably disconcerted, she could hardly keep from laughing. She would positively need to use the moment for all it was worth.

Recovering quickly, she removed her cloak to allow full view of her peach muslin morning gown, cut low across the front to expose the gentle swell of her ample bosom. She originally had no intention of removing her outer garment, but this situation called for the exception. Now she was more than glad she’d worn something a bit revealing.

With a small measure of subtlety she pulled her thick mass of hair over her shoulder to cascade loosely down the front of her, then gave them both a disarming smile.

“So you must be Jonathan’s mistress.”

His head jerked up immediately, eyes wide and full of amazement, no doubt stunned to hear such common words from an unmarried lady of her station.

Marissa caught on quickly. “I was his mistress, Miss Haislett, until last night when he dismissed me.” Gracefully she walked to the opposite end of the table and sat. “Have you ever had coffee? It’s quite good with a little sweet cream and sugar.”

“I believe I’ll try it like that, thank you,” Natalie returned smoothly, ignoring the man beside her and reaching for the serving tray. She poured a generous amount of cream from the small pitcher into her cup, then followed it with a large spoonful of sugar. “And why were you dismissed, Marissa?”

The woman sighed. “Well, I do believe Jonathan is ready to find someone a bit more permanent to warm his bed.”

“The poor man cannot afford blankets?” she asked with wide-eyed concern.

Marissa placed an elbow on the table, her chin in her palm. “I’m quite certain he’s thinking of something livelier and more exciting than blankets.”

“Perhaps he should sleep with his huge, warm dog—”

“This is the most absurd conversation I’ve ever been a part of,” Jonathan finally cut in, exasperated and raising his cup to his lips to avoid looking at them.

Both women turned to him as if noticing him for the first time.

“Is she the one?” Marissa asked with calculation.

Natalie quickly came to her own defense. “I assure you, Miss Jenkins, I shall not be warming anyone’s bed but my own.”

“Of course not,” she murmured very slowly, gazing back at her curiously. After an uncomfortable pause, she stood to leave. “Well, I think I’ll just get dressed and be on my way. If you change your mind, Miss Haislett, he prefers the left side.”

“The left side?”

“Of the bed.”

“Oh, I’m sure that’s no concern of mine, Marissa. But may I say the man certainly has a taste for beauty—”

“I don’t believe this is happening in my kitchen,” Jonathan interjected with growing wonder, tipping his cup to his lips again and draining the liquid with two large gulps.

Both women looked at him innocently, then Marissa moved to kiss his cheek. “Good-bye, darling.”

He grunted but said nothing as he continued to stare at the tabletop.

Marissa walked to the door, gave them both an amused glance, and quickly left the kitchen.

The room fell still as death. Natalie looked to her lap, clutching the towel with her throbbing hand as she played intently with the fabric of her gown with the other. She knew he’d shifted his gaze to watch her but she just couldn’t bring herself to look at him, so engrossed as she was in the quality of fine, peach muslin.

“I apologize for that,” he mumbled at last.

She shrugged but said nothing.

“Natalie, look at me.”

She raised her eyes to meet his, and it took everything in her to keep her features neutral. “It’s quite all right. What you do in your home is your own business, sir.”

“Stop being so formal,” he ordered, at once annoyed.

She ignored his outburst and looked again to her gown. “I only wonder why on earth she was here this morning when you rid yourself of her last night.”

She didn’t expect him to laugh, and the suddenness of the reaction made her glance up sharply. He stared ever so intently into her eyes, smiling broadly, then leaned very close to her face. “Did you expect me to wait for you, sweetheart?”

The question alarmed her, and she certainly didn’t know how to answer him. She couldn’t just walk out on him for flirting, though, because something larger was at stake. That’s what she had to remember. She was here for a purpose and she needed to get back to the reason for her untimely call.

Keeping her expression completely indifferent, she whispered, “I am not your sweetheart.”

His eyes narrowed with lighthearted mischief. “Not yet.”

Natalie shivered. Her heart was suddenly beating frantically, but to her total frustration she couldn’t find the strength to move. He sat so close to her she could feel the warmth of his body, could see every fleck of blue in the deep grayness of his eyes, could detect the musky smell of sandalwood and rich masculinity.

“I will not be anyone’s mistress,” she assured him in a measure of defiance.

“You have beautiful hair, Natalie,” he whispered seductively, raising his hand to run his fingers through the ends. “Not quite red, not quite blond, and so full and curvy like your—”

“Do you suppose I could have more coffee?” she blurted, jerking back out of his reach, knowing irritably that he would conclude the request to be simple evasion since she’d only taken four or five sips.

For a moment he didn’t move. Then finally, with an exaggerated sigh of defeat, he stood with both cups in hand and walked back to the counter. “So, let’s get back to the point of your visit.”

This was why the man had such a reputation, she mused. He could seduce a lady with words and a smile if he so chose, then casually drop the intensity and turn the conversation into something ordinary with a blink of an eye. Because of his flirtatious nature, she would need to be extraordinarily cautious around Jonathan Drake. Her attraction to him, if considered honestly, was remarkably potent, stunning even her because she had always been so utterly sensible. And she knew to her soul this man would easily break











































































































OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
USA TODA

aN)ELEgS\SHWORTH

Sto Jon
Chaf s

lllllllllllllllllllll






OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg





