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      St. James Church, Piccadilly, London, 1843

      If Lady Laura Jamison had inherited her great-grandmother’s ability to portend disaster, she’d have pleaded a megrim, locked herself in her bedchamber, and avoided this morning’s humiliation and stomach-churning terror.

      To her chagrin, her senses only warned her of more immediate danger. So, when a grubby urchin had slipped a piece of crumpled paper into Laura’s gloved hand outside the church, she’d acted on instinct and thrust the note into her pocket. She’d read the message from their informant in private, after her sister’s wedding, when she’d have time to consider which, if any, of her family members should be informed.

      If the note contained what she thought—a time and place to meet later today—the man must have uncovered something significant about the enemy they were tracking. And if the newly-weds caught even a hint of what was in the wind, their long-delayed honeymoon would be postponed again. No; far better to inform her other siblings at a later time, or perhaps not tell them at all and attend the rendezvous alone.

      A brilliant plan except for one large flaw, or rather, one very masculine brick wall, in the form of the bridegroom’s cousin, Richard St. Martin, Earl of Winchester. Though Winchester knew better, the obstinate man treated her as a simpering miss who should be sent to a fainting couch with a maid waving smelling salts under her nose, rather than an intelligent woman who was perfectly capable of making her own decisions. Winchester, having promised the duke that he’d guard the Jamison women with his life, was determined to assume the position of battle commander.

      During the service joining Becca and Sherwyn as husband and wife, Laura had felt a prickle of awareness across the back of her neck and known that someone, most likely the Earl of Winchester, had been staring at her rather than the minister conducting the church service. And the moment Laura had followed the bride and groom outside to the sun-drenched steps, Winchester had magically appeared at her side and taken her arm, firmly looping it around her elbow.

      “The moment we’re alone,” he’d said, his tone as quietly confident as his manner, “you shall hand over the note in your pocket. I want to know who sent it, and why.”

      She’d stiffened, thoroughly annoyed that once again the hawk-eyed earl had outsmarted her. No doubt Richard had noticed the sleight of hand between herself and the messenger before the service and, with his eye for detail, had embarrassingly counted the times Laura had needed to reach into her reticule during the ceremony to extract enough handkerchiefs to soak up her river of happy tears. The final straw had been when he’d adhered himself to her side closer than a layer of boot-maker’s glue, ushered her past her bemused family, and swept her down the wide steps to take up positions in a shaded side area, uncaring that the departing wedding guests were recording every titillating fact to spread during afternoon-tea-and-gossip visits.

      The steps provided the best vantage point for watching the street below and the bride and groom’s departing carriage, but Laura couldn’t fathom why Winchester had deliberately moved away from her family. It was a contradictory action from an affirmed bachelor who went to great pains to ensure he was never alone with any one of the dozens of debutantes thrown in his path each season. Despite knowing him so well, Laura felt a tiny tingle of excitement at being singled out by the most fought-over bachelor at her sister’s wedding, which was a great pity considering Richard needed mere seconds to burst her bubble of feminine self-delusion.

      Winchester patted her fingers and spoke gently in her ear, as if bolstering a wilting older lady, “You may dry your eyes and regain your composure. We are away from onlookers here.”

      Winchester’s unexpected kindness brought another rush of tears to her eyes, though she turned her head away and scolded herself for being a weak-kneed girl, instead of a quick-thinking woman. Having his lean body pressed against hers, scandalously-close, not only jeopardized her freedom later in the day, but the essential maleness of the man distracted her from her objective of finding and removing their main enemy and saving her family.

      She scuffed the toe of her silk slipper across the stone step, back and forth, as she tried to recall if her reticule held enough coins to pay a hackney-driver to take her across the city. Tipping back her head, she peered past the wide-brim and lace ruffles of her bonnet; her aunt’s choice of hat was as impractical for a lady of action as the expensively-embroidered shoes.

      She needed thunderclouds. A solid downpour would scatter the group, deter her attendant and ruin the ugly new accessories. Needless to say, the sky remained a ridiculously bright blue. Her longed-for rainstorm appeared as improbable as the Earl allowing her to sprint down the road and escape.

      Laura looked over her shoulder, up the steps, to where her aunt fluttered around Lottie like a bee around a daffodil. Laura’s golden-haired sister radiated sunshine in their matching, too-bright yellow wedding-day finery, but, unfortunately, the color drained all vibrancy from Laura’s darker complexion and leeched the last vestige of pink from her cheeks. She glanced down at her skirt, groaned, and attempted to smooth the unflattering flares and flounces away with her hand.

      Today, of all days, she longed for her peers to regard her as the stylish and poised sister. And she needed the man standing next to her, securing her to his side as if she were a wayward child, to realize she had long since matured into a resourceful and dependable lady.

      Despite them being alone, Winchester again spoke very close to her ear, his tone a confusing mix of decisiveness, annoyance and an inexplicable wistfulness. “Ignore those jealous women and their catty remarks.” Her head shot up. “The only fruit you resemble is a temptingly juicy one. One which every man present longs to bite into.”

      Her eyes widened and she stared at him. However, she was no witless Mayfair chit. She’d overheard enough conversations between her brothers and the Duke’s cousins, purely by accident of course, to believe the rumors about the Earl were the absolute truth, and that the man only had to flash his dimpled smile for any woman to fall prey to his attractions.

      Despite knowing that in her case Winchester wanted her obedience and compliance, not her body, his words sent a rush of goose flesh down her arms. And though any compliment from a known-seducer was dangerous—a lure dangled like an apple before a horse’s mouth—more kind words from him shocked her enough to keep her at his side.

      Curses on all smooth-tongued men. Because the only way she’d prove her fortitude, financial and personal, and survive three months of the Earl’s meddling, would be to keep her wits sharpened to a knife’s edge. Richard toyed with her, knowing she wanted nothing more than to kick off her ungainly slippers and flee, and used his most seductive tricks to bind her to him. Oh, yes, the man was indeed dangerous.

      But like a child enchanted by the reading of a fairy tale, Laura listened and even smiled at his words, until finally she gave an emphatic shake of her head. “No. Those ladies were entitled perfectly correct with their ridicule of this gown. I resemble an overblown lemon.”

      He lifted his large shoulder in a shrug and his arm rubbed up and down against hers, and her body again reacted by tingling and burning. A heart could be trained to not race and a woman learned to ignore a rake’s sensual comments, but would her traitorous body ever stop reacting to this man’s physical presence?

      Only last evening, the Earl had implied she was jealous of her elder sister’s relationship with Sherwyn, and though there might be a smidgeon of truth to that, she’d been taunted by this man so many times that she’d caught onto his game. Winchester antagonized by hovering and subtly heckling, taunting her to verbally retaliate in a game of advance and retreat.

      The Duke of Sherwyn, despite Laura’s volatile objections, had requested his cousin’s presence in their household in case the madwoman, Lady Hetherington, returned. Sherywn and Becca were about to sail on their honeymoon voyage and Laura’s brothers needed to return to their university studies. Yet Winchester, a known stickler for familial duty, had pretended to be coerced into caring for them as vigilantly as he watched over his four younger sisters and his wide-spread investments. Implied he’d been forced by his cousin against his will. Laura had passed several sleepless nights trying to fathom his reasons. Why was he provoking her passions and stirring her anger?

      Because every minute of her time was about to be monitored by a man who, though he loved women and adored his siblings, treated them as drawing-room ornaments and shepherded them as closely as a flock of sheep. The girls grumbled, often though good-naturedly, about their brother’s smothering. And his use of spies, in every corner of England, employed to ensure each and every one arrived at their own weddings as innocent as lambs and with reputations whiter than fleece.

      Laura risked another peek to count how many family members remained on the steps, waiting to wave their final goodbyes to the happy couple. Each face showed their collective worry as they looked at the traffic-clogged street and calculated the odds of the coach reaching the docks before the tide turned.

      Her stomach clenched when her new brother-in-law’s coachman urged his horses into a gap between top-heavy merchants’ carts and expensive conveyances. The street remained as blocked as Mrs. Burn’s pollen-swollen nostrils when Laura’s strongest herbal brew failed to move it.

      She’d assured her family, repeatedly, that any small disasters could be dealt with, swiftly and surely, by her alone. No need for a busy earl to disrupt his life, and no reason her brothers and sisters should fret about her safety because of an unsubstantiated rumor. But to her misfortune, every Jamison shared one disturbing trait: a highly suspicious nature. If they suspected her terror and deathly pallor were due to their old enemy’s rumored escape from her asylum, she’d be forbidden to set foot beyond her distillery in their fortress-like garden.

      Or if they investigated their footman’s extra visit to his actress friend to purchase Laura’s concealing face paint, her sister would forgo her honeymoon to hover like a mother hen. The hatchling, Laura, would miss her one chance to be the decision-making sister and the Jamison their jobbers at the Exchange respected for her investment acumen.

      Though her two brothers were younger, as males, their ears were deaf to her assurances the assistance of Lady Stevenson, a friend from the Women’s Betterment Society, was more than enough. In their minds, only a man of their own ilk, strong and confident, was acceptable to stand in their stead and support their sisters and aunt.

      It was hard to decide which was the worst option: Becca spending her honeymoon engrossed in share trading records, or the wedded couple sailing and leaving Laura to cope with Winchester’s well-intentioned but frustrating meddling. She tugged on his arm, not wanting a public tussle, and glared at him, a scowl being the first deterrent her brothers had insisted their sisters learn to rebuke forward suitors.

      At four-and-twenty years, she’d practiced enough times before a mirror and could now convey extreme displeasure and discouragement to even the most daring gentleman. Winchester, however, always the exception, raised one eyebrow and gave her the look, dubbed by his sisters as Richard’s Regal Regard. Fond indulgence overlaid with mild rebuke, a warning to his sisters of dire consequences if they stepped over the bounds of good behavior. Unfortunately, his four sisters had already departed, leaving her as the sole recipient of his reprimands. She wished the ground would open up and swallow her whole.

      He bent a good ten inches to whisper in her ear. “Your sister is watching through their carriage window. No doubt worried by your scowl, which I imagine is due to me standing beside you. Unless you convince Sherwyn and his new duchess you’re willing to accept my company, they may still refuse to sail.”

      Her small gasp earned his knowing nod. She was reminded of the times he’d predicted outcomes long before she, highly-sensitive to atmosphere, had sensed any danger. To the Jamison women’s unease, Winchester read their thoughts and uncovered emotional frailties, with the same ease as deciphering his sisters’ convoluted schemes, as though female’s minds were open books with secrets laid out for his scrutiny on a library table.

      She sighed. The wretched man was correct, as always. Her sister loathed inactivity. In another ten minutes, the ribbons on Becca’s travelling gown would be in knots and her fashionably upswept hairstyle a mass of entangled ringlets. Becca would chew her nails and fret about Laura’s share-buying acumen when the railway released its new shares. Her sister would ponder for the hundredth time whether Laura was strong enough to handle the rough-around-the edges jobbers who traded for them at the Exchange. She and Sherwyn might reconsider leaving on their voyage.

      “Besides,” Winchester said, reading her mind as easily as if she marked every thought with a mountain-high signpost, “the faster those two depart, the quicker you can be rid of my company. For today, at least.”

      “Then perhaps, my lord, instead of shooting daggers at me, you should try smiling.”

      “And perhaps, my lady,” he repeated, mirroring her exasperation, “you should stop fidgeting.” His hold on her hand firmed. “I ask only for your cooperation. For a mere three months. Yet you’re acting as if I’m holding a gun to your head. Forcing you to walk a plank.”

      Laura straightened. Not the plank, no. But he’d forced her to remember this morning’s vow to outshine the sun with her disposition. Beginning today, her astute juggling of their finances would outclass the county fair’s best performer. Men would admire her for more than a pleasing face and a curvy body. Women would realize she did more than dabble in remedies and medicaments. Despite Winchester’s interference, she’d overcome her dislike of mathematics and statistics and be viewed as a success in her share trading. And for her sister’s peace of mind, she’d turn her pretend smile into a real one.

      She concentrated on restful images. Brooks babbled, birds sang, white fluffy clouds floated. Colorful rainbows arced and…. Nothing, dammit. Her frazzled nerves refused to be soothed. Trying not to alert her aunt, whose over-emotional farewells had already delayed proceedings, Laura tugged on Winchester’s arm. His leather-gloved hand held fast. The Devil take the blasted Earl and his oversized anatomy, his overwhelming maleness and his–

      She shivered. Everything overpowering about this man, including his unwanted invasion of her senses, ought to be declared illegal. A ticket tied to each limb reading: Danger. Avoid at all cost.

      His cologne’s citrus tang, bergamot with an after-note of lemon, flooded her nose and made her sneeze. Another confirmation that the theory of natural selection being developed by scientists at the Royal Academe was correct. And an extra incentive to elude her keeper, ergot the enigmatic Earl, and pay another visit to her friends, Mr. Charles Darwin and his cousin, both men grandsons of Mr. Erasmus Darwin, famed researcher and theorist.

      While she listed to herself the scientific reasons for avoiding the Earl, her herbalist and caring side, or more likely her feminine one, overruled. She reminded herself a few more drops of lemon should be added to the next batch of cologne she blended for Richard. Even as she mentally cursed her siblings for insisting she work closely with Winchester, Laura’s traitorous body responded in a physical way to his presence.

      Imagining him, an expert financier, being granted full authority over not merely her 'Change transactions, but also her daily household accounts, horrified her. Mortification would nail closed her coffin if he compared her scientific skills with those of her extraordinarily talented four siblings and found her wanting. Or, heaven save her, exposed her failures to the world.

      Her nose itched with another oncoming sneeze. Perhaps she could unearth one more handkerchief from the bottom of her tumbled reticule, though considering her recent run of bad luck she’d more likely need to borrow one, from him. With the brief span of time she had to prove her proficiency both in running the household and investing, she’d be drawn and quartered before she’d request a handkerchief or beg assistance from Winchester.

      Further along the street the crush had thinned, and a collective gasp rose from the onlookers when Sherwyn’s coachman forced his horses into the midst of the tangled traffic and urged them to high-step their way around several halted carriages and down the street. Laura snatched a quick glimpse at the jeweled timepiece pinned to her bodice, and for the first time, her mouth lifted into a small, but real smile. Until she caught the Earl’s enquiring glance.

      “Half an hour at most until we can end this farce. Then we’ll be free to bid each other a far-from-fond farewell.”

      The Earl snorted, the indelicate sound contrasting with the refined air he presented this morning in his long charcoal frock coat with tailored sleeves displaying decorative gold buttons. A gold-threaded gray vest fitted snugly underneath, while a gold bar sporting an enormous topaz winked from the elaborate folds of his thrice-about neckcloth.

      Laura twisted her neck a little more and looked lower. Immaculate trousers – with the newer style front fastening instead of a buttoned-over flap – covered an acre of legs and finished at blindingly-polished walking boots.

      Living up to her family title of Miss Inquisitive, she moved her gaze higher again and back to his thigh’s evident musculature, honed from time spent on horseback. The mechanics, and easy access, of one row of buttons down the simplified closing on his trousers fascinated her, purely from a scientific point of view.

      Botheration. The air had warmed all of a sudden. She lifted her ivory and lace fan. Even waving the fragile creation rapidly back and forth didn’t dispel her flush. Not blush, as she’d never admit to such a state. Dealing with the Earl might be a hardship, but she and her sisters had never found it taxing to peruse the Earl’s decidedly-masculine physique. She risked one more peek. No, not difficult at all. When her appraisal reached his face, she saw a wide smile and a display of even white teeth, and she smiled in return.

      “Uh, uh,” he said, wagging a finger. “You misunderstand the reasons for my happier expression. Unlike you, I’m looking forward to the next three months and the chance to study your fiscal strategies. I’d like to compare my investing skills to those of your astute sister’s.”

      His mouth widened into a roguish grin. “I’m also flattered by your scrutiny of my anatomy and amused by your blush, especially after your studies into animal reproduction.”

      Her free hand flew to her cheek and her heavy reticule knocked her arm. “I never blush.” To have him observe her ogle him was embarrassing and gave her another reason to be irritated by his company, petty though her reasons might be. She tugged, but her hand was imprisoned under his. With her nose raised a fraction, she said, “For the sake of propriety, I was ensuring your garments were intact. You’ve a reputation for disappearing into dark corners and re-emerging with your clothing askew. As though hasty hands ripped your garments from your body.”

      “Tut, tut, my pet. Has jealousy driven you to spying?”

      “Jealousy? Over the class of females you consort with? I was reassuring myself your clothing was intact for the sake of my elderly aunt. The entire congregation watched that woman, the Countess, beckon you to the back of the church. Heaven knows what you were doing while the bride and groom were signing the register.”

      Winchester chuckled, long and low. “I doubt even my sullied reputation could support the story that I dragged the Countess into a shadowy niche for a quick tumble. At least, not with my sisters watching me like hawks.” He dipped his head closer. “I may excel at dispensing pleasure, but I like more than a few minutes to enjoy a rendezvous.”

      She forced herself to stand motionless, to not react to his latest coarse taunt. “I’ve no interest,” she said, between calming breaths, “in knowing any details of how you entertain–”

      Louder noises erupted from the street.

      “Oh, dear. Their carriage is slowing again,” her Aunt Aggie announced from her loftier position. “Becca’s quite likely to have drawn up another list of instructions for you, Laura.”

      Laura moaned. “I hope not. She’s already left enough lists to paper my bedroom walls.”

      Lottie, the optimist, said, “Perhaps they simply forgot something vital in their packing.”

      Sherwyn’s younger brother jogged past. “I’ll see what’s delaying them.”

      As they watched Brian lope down the road, Laura took advantage of Winchester’s distraction to tug her arm free. “It’s your fault they’ve stopped.”

      He growled and threw up his hands. “How can the coach stopping be my fault?”

      “You were supposed to use your notorious powers of persuasion for something besides seduction.” She poked his chest. “To convince Becca you held uttermost confidence in my ability to manage in her absence.”

      “As of an hour ago, we became related by marriage. And despite what you think of me or how I live my life, I take familial duties seriously. If we do discover a new stock syndicate is being formed by Lady Hetherington, I’m far better qualified to deal with her than you are.”

      “And as I’ve informed my siblings, I’m quite capable of organizing our affairs. Without the meddling of a condescending—”

      “Laura,” Aunt Aggie said. “Remember your surroundings.” Her hissed reprimand echoed down the steps. “Refrain from such disrespect. The Earl’s offer is extremely kind. Apologize, and accept his assistance. With grace.”

      Winchester smirked and made a great show of bending closer, to better hear her apology.

      “I’d rather be boiled in oil than—” Gloved fingers pressed against her lips.

      From the steps above, Laura heard Aunt Aggie clucking, her favorite way of expressing her disappointment in the behavior of her great nieces.

      “I wouldn’t continue, if I were you.” The Earl leaned in and spoke in a whisper. “Brian is arguing with the honeymoon couple. Most likely convincing them all is well. Urging them to continue their journey. And your sister, who’s as stubborn as you—”

      She nipped the closest finger to her teeth.

      He yanked back his hand, and with his head bowed muttered, “Bloody hell.” Then the dreadful man met her gaze and gave a slow grin. “Sorry.” He held out his finger. “Russian leather. No blood. Better luck next time.”

      Clamping her mouth shut, Laura faced the road, raised her hand and waved. “The coachman is rousing the horses again. Everyone,” she said, forcing another smile into her stiff cheeks, “keep waving.” Even to her own ears, her voice sounded strident and strained. Over her shoulder, she spoke to Winchester in her most commanding tone. “There’ll not be a next time for us. As soon as they’re out of our sight, you’ll remove yourself from my presence.”

      His sigh whispered across the nape of her neck, lifted the fine hairs there, and sent a small shiver across her shoulders. For an idle moment, she savored the warm brush of air and imagined the same heat caressing other areas of bared flesh.

      “... in the short term, my promise stands. Until Sherwyn returns, the smooth running of the Jamison household is my responsibility.”

      She shook her head and reeled in her wayward thoughts.

      “No need,” she said, unclenching her jaw and showing her teeth in a false but placating smile. “I’d be most distressed, kind sir, if you put yourself out on my account. Becca left me a list of instructions as long as my arm on which shares to buy and sell, and how to deliver my orders to our Stock Exchange agents. To excel at my duties, I need only follow each and every step. Rather like climbing a ladder.”

      “People have been known to tumble from ladders. Land in the wrong place.”

      She narrowed her gaze at him. “Very true. But for all I know, aligning myself with you may land me in deep water. How do I know you’re trustworthy? You could be copying those scoundrels Becca had imprisoned. Snaking into our household to steal our secrets.”

      She’d tried to appear apprehensive, but when his jaw went slack with shock, she couldn’t stop help but chuckled.

      He waggled a finger. “You, pixie, are provoking me. Deliberately.”

      “Do, please, stop calling me such a childish name. If you haven’t noticed, I became a woman several years ago.”

      His gaze flicked over her body, scorched where it touched and left her tingling in its wake. “Trust me, Laura, I’d noticed.”
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      The Earl of Winchester had paid attention, rapt attention, to all three Jamison sisters when they’d glided down the aisle. Every man present had been enthralled by their graceful beauty, but Richard, having already known them as the prettiest girls in the village, considered their transformation into the most self-assured ladies in the city doubly stunning.

      Becca’s new-found wealth had allowed these butterflies to emerge from their country cocoon to climb and circle above their elegantly-coiffed but empty-headed peers. The difficult climb from near-destitution to modest affluence would have worn any other girls to exhaustion, yet until Michael and Jonathon were educated and full-grown, these three invincible ladies carried the burden for their continuing prosperity.

      Richard understood only too well the consequence of the trio practicing non-traditional female roles, rather than gossip-and-stitch. Knew he could never marry a woman of their ilk, intelligent and confident. His future countess would be their complete opposite.

      He silently scoffed at himself. If his obsessive interest in the trio was due entirely to the novelty of their unusually shrewd minds, why had his stimulated blood immediately chilled when he’d observed the gaze of every man under eighty fix on one place?

      Correction, two yellow-clad places. The softly swaying rear ends of Laura and Lottie, as they’d swished and swirled in an attempt to stay two paces behind the bride, Lady Rebecca Jamison. Swathed in creamy lace and with a smile as radiant as the sun outside, Becca had rushed with indecent haste towards the altar and an equally impatient Sherywn, the love-match between the duke and his now-duchess a rarity amidst the calculated unions of the ton.

      From the rear at least, Laura and Lottie had appeared as similar as twins. Lottie, admired for her classic beauty and sweet nature, had already refused several offers of marriage; though considered by some to be headed down the path to spinsterhood, the young lady believed herself far too young for marriage at twenty. By year’s end, she’d be consoling more desolate suitors, while following her sisters’ examples and delaying marriage until she’d mastered her currently preferred science.

      Privately, Richard considered phrenology ludicrous. Despite enjoying, three or four times, Lottie’s experiments where she’d run her fingers through his hair and traced his head bumps, supposedly to reveal his soul’s deepest secrets. And despite his friends, their brothers, issuing repeated warnings to the girls to never be alone with a man when they tested their scientific theories.

      Richard agreed whole-heartedly. Sisters were precious. His own weren’t allowed within ten feet of most of his friends who were, to an elder brother’s view, all rogues, rakes, or scoundrels. The type of men who attended balls as guardians but strolled the perimeters with an eye to securing their next mistress. Men like him.

      So why had such honorable convictions not stopped his dishonorable thoughts when Laura had floated past his pew, gown billowing like a hot-air balloon? Every man with a heartbeat had prayed a nor'easter would whirl down the aisle and lift Laura’s skirts. And he’d prayed hardest. Convictions had warred with sheer unadulterated lust, and he’d wrapped his hands around the Order of Service, squeezing the engraved parchment to within an inch of its life as an alternative to throttling every man who lecherously leaned into the aisle to follow every movement of Laura’s lemon-frothy hips.

      If he could bring himself to renounce his vow to his sisters, sworn during the first wretched week after their parents’ death, those long legs of Laura’s and the hundred fantasies they stirred could be his. All his. He’d begin at her toes, nibble, lick, and work his way upwards, not stopping until he’d tasted forbidden fruit and…

      He groaned. Heaven save him for lust had addled his wits. Contrarily, if he’d read similar thoughts on the face of any drooling young pup, he’d have leapt across the pews and planted him a facer. Embarrassed himself, and Laura, with his possessiveness. The gossips would squeal with delight to see him break his own rules and behave like an obsessed suitor.

      Far better onlookers saw the relationship between him and Laura as sparring siblings because, in private, his indifference was becoming harder and harder to maintain. More so, when Laura studied him surreptitiously, or so she thought, and compared him to other men. When she recorded his suitability as her mate as part of her quest to ensure the survival of the human species. Blast the woman and her speculating eyes, because no matter how sexually innocent her assessments of his anatomy might be, his body leapt to readiness faster than any seasoned street walker lifted her skirts.

      And damn his randy thoughts for creating so many pictures of them cavorting in his bed. In that arena, if nowhere else, he was certain their passionate natures would prove a perfect match. He clenched his fist at the thought of giving up something else. The intelligent and strong children their couplings would produce. Because if he had Laura’s body under him once, he’d be old and wizened before he tired of her.

      Across dinner tables over the last few weeks, he’d displayed nothing more than mischievous teasing when he’d questioned Laura about her evolutionary beliefs. He’d lifted his nose in an exaggerated scoff over her year-long trials as she waited to catch whiff of her perfect olfactory match dancing past her in a ballroom.

      Fool that he was, he’d stood by, still as a block of marble, while the woman who could be his soul-mate sucked in long pulls of scent. Or rather, she’d inhaled and analyzed the odor of a man’s sweaty body after he had romped up and down a ballroom in a quadrille. And though he might tease, he’d neither interfered nor objected to her unfounded beliefs. Not even when she’d waxed lyrical upon being uncovered from cataloguing some unsuitable fop’s sweat-dotted skin.

      Twelve more weeks would strain his honor, his good intentions, and his self-control to the limit. After every ball, he’d see the women home in his carriage, and Laura would fill his ears with her latest findings, or the latest swain on whom she’d pin her hopes for future happiness. Night after night, Richard would smother his irritation at Laura’s eagerness to wave him goodbye, knowing she would rush to her garden workroom and, while in the throes of euphoria, enter her reactions to her would-be-lover in her log books. Several more encounters with the same gentleman would be arranged and Laura would happily record her comparisons of the man’s scent under different conditions.

      Meanwhile, he’d console himself by adding a name or two to his own suitable-spouse list: a catalogue of his friends, daughters and nieces, sweet girls ready to make their come-out in two or three years, charming chits who’d fit into his schedule and his mold. Yes, keeping a dozen or so society misses under his scrutiny would take his mind off Laura’s husband list.

      He shuddered. Suddenly, the idea of stretching his rules and taking a wife earlier than planned seemed like an extraordinarily good idea. He glanced at Laura. The main spoke in his carefully-planned wheel stood with him, mouth open as normal, about to either amuse him or abuse him. Either way, he looked forward to it. So how the hell would he survive future years in the company of Laura and her perfect-match of a husband?

      He copied her and kicked at the step in frustration. Good God, he was a master of self-assurance. He’d ignore the inquisitive and assessing looks she gave him when she thought he wouldn’t notice. He sighed. To his misfortune, he noticed everything she did or said.

      But he’d school himself to play the role of mentor with such brilliance, her brothers and sisters would applaud his aptitude for match-making. He’d find Laura’s perfect husband as quickly as possible. And at those long and interminable dinners, he’d prove his own unsuitability by arguing until their fellow diners rolled their eyes and closed their ears to another of their battles of wit.

      When their companions’ eyes glazed over and they turned to more interesting conversation, he’d be free to let his eyes roam and his senses feast on Laura as she raved about the wonders of evolutionary science.

      It was more likely that he’d need to dig his fingers into the elegant carvings on his chair to stop himself leaping across the table like a lunatic and shocking everyone at the sixty-seat table. He’d been in control of himself and his minor kingdom since he’d turned eighteen. So, for pity’s sake, why did being within thirty yards of Laura turn him into a wet-behind-the ears randy youth?

      After her olfactory tests had proved he wasn’t her ideal mate, he should feel relieved, not affronted. And rather than reveling in a bachelor’s escape from the clutches of another would-be countess, Laura’s rejection had prompted him to childishly extol his own virtues. For an earl who also held minor titles and controlled several estates, being categorized as ‘Examined and Disregarded’ was as abnormal as it was lowering.

      “Laura,” he said, dodging lace frills. “Picture my brutalized face if Michael and Jonathon caught me, the one man able to resist your charms and ignore your demands, composing appalling odes to the length of your lashes like your other fawning fops.”

      “Is that why Sherwyn needed to coerce you into acting as my keeper?”

      Ah yes, trust Laura to demand to know the reason he complied with his cousin’s wishes.

      “I was the only able-bodied male available for the time required.” He shrugged, feigning ignorance. “Perhaps Sherwyn realizes I’m not as gullible as those pitiable sods you flirt with simply to lean close enough to sniff their cologne. And catalogue the ingredients.”

      “You’re insulting those gentlemen. They’re all very sweet. I cannot stop them composing poetry to me. Besides, not all odes are appalling. Monsieur Lamarck’s odes to evolution were –”

      “Stop, please.” He held up a hand. “No evolutionary theories this morning.”

      He looked down at Laura’s bizarre bonnet, recognizing her great aunt’s outlandish taste and comprehending why, as a devoted niece, she’d wear such an unsuitable hat.

      She laughed at herself and her heightened senses, made jests about following her nose to uncover people’s deepest secrets. In truth, her heightened sense of smell was a startling gift which allowed her insights into people’s wants and needs. Yet once she’d sensed a person’s greatest joys or worst fears, her compassionate nature stopped her using the knowledge in a hurtful way. He hoped his face never displayed his true feelings. Prayed his many and varied licentious imaginings of Laura, partly clothed or entirely naked, were hidden from her family.

      He’d tried, often without success, to conceal the exaggerated stories about strings of courtesans or wild romps with bored ladies of title from innocent ears—including Laura’s—as being regarded as a cad, or having well-bred ladies avoid his company, grated on his innately honorable nature. How the gossip columnists imagined he found the time or energy, he’d no idea. Managing estates, escorting sisters and accounting for a sheaf of investment portfolios kept him running from one dawn till the next.

      According to his plan, he had another three years before he needed to choose a bride, when his youngest sister would whirl her way through London ballrooms for her first season and, he prayed, the others would be married. Until all four were comfortably situated, they remained his primary consideration. After which he’d select a bride, a quiet and biddable chit, who was the opposite in every way to his passionate mother and his exhausting sisters.

      A sensible young lady, who wouldn’t turn his hair grey or disrupt any facet of his life, business or personal. He intended passing his days with a woman of sedate charm and his nights with a placid bedfellow. Not a passionate woman who’d embrace the pleasures of sex and demand to be taken, night after night, in every place and position she desired.

      Enthusiastic games would be reserved for the bedchamber of his mistress. He’d sworn to never watch another well-bred lady, one as exciting and intelligent as his mother, miscarry babe after babe because she stirred her husband’s baser instincts. Because her husband was so enraptured with his wife that he had no control over his rutting nature.

      Laura stared at him, no doubt trying to read his thoughts. Her famed perception stood tall between them, the main reason he would never weaken, succumb, or beg this remarkable young lady to become his countess.

      If he invited this termagant into his household, she’d unravel the secret he’d taken pains to hide since his first day at boarding school. Pity might become the only chain keeping Laura with him, and though during some lonely nights he thought he could suffer anything if only Laura lay beside him, a marriage based on nothing more than sympathy and compassion would kill him.

      “Your male relations understand my stance on marriage. I abhor marriages based on notions of romantic ideology, and I believe love matches create more unhappiness than joy. My convictions exclude me as a suitable suitor for you and make me the safest choice of escort, especially compared to the fortune hunters and rakes I’ve seen sniffing around your skirts recently.” Under her intense scrutiny, he shifted his feet. “For a woman as passionate and exciting as you, I’d prove very poor husband material.”

      He realized how his words might be interpreted when she said, “Are you complementing me for my passion? Or lamenting that I’m not the milk-pudding-miss you profess to require as your bride?”

      He stiffened. “My countess will not be as bland as you imagine. She’ll be admired by everyone, including me of course, for her competency in running several large households.”

      “Of course.” She rolled her eyes. “Because sewing and pianoforte and menu-planning and…reciting the bible…. are vital for any woman’s sanity. Mind you, your countess will need some distraction during the long boring months waiting to deliver your heir. And, of course, a possible spare or two. Stitching handkerchiefs may be the most excitement she experiences if her marriage to you is as boring as it sounds. I don’t believe you’re stupid enough to settle for a young girl who completely lacks wit.” Her gaze met his, confronting and demanding. “A chit with whom you’ve nothing in common, malleable enough to bend to your will and willing to be held at an emotional distance.”

      He stared straight ahead, unable to meet her eyes. Laura, and this damnable conversation, would strip his long-held convictions regarding marriage from his bones.

      “It’s the way of our world, Laura. Men of rank list their requirements and choose the wife who best meets their needs. My countess needs to have enough spine to act as my hostess, yet be biddable and undemonstrative.”

      “Poor, poor girl. Selected like a horse from Tattersall’s to carry on your breeding program, and then ignored for the remainder of her marriage. No doubt you’ll desert her in favor of your latest mistress.”

      “You’ve no right to scoff at my rationale. Not after you’ve terrified every bachelor in London by scribbling notes about them in your little books. Only giving the poor sods a tick of approval if they have a pleasing aroma. You’re selecting your husband the same way I intend finding my wife. By examining their credentials. Your scientific theorizing degrades their worth as men far more than my plans for my countess. At least I’m choosing her for her … ah…gentler traits.”

      When she scowled, he clasped a hand to his chest in a dramatic fashion and gave her a wide-eyed look. “Consider your lack of traditional female skills arts as providential. Instead of wasting your time testing me as a potential husband, you can treat me as an older and wiser financial advisor, as well as a loyal sentinel.”

      She frowned. “Once again, I can’t decide if I should be insulted or relieved.”

      He searched for a non-committal response, but couldn’t reassure her without revealing his thoughts. A fast change of subject would be better.

      “You realize that if you were a man, I’d call you out for insinuating I might steal from you.”

      “Then treat me as if I’m a man.”

      He looked down, his gaze lingering at the dip in her fashionably-cut neckline. “Hard to think of you as a man when you dress like that. Perhaps knowing I’m a better shot than London’s weak-kneed dandies frightens you.” To make her want to check she was covered, drifted up again. “Curses to Sherywn for teaching you girls how to shoot. He bolstered your self-confidence at far too early an age.”

      “We needed to protect ourselves. Our father is…” She shrugged. “Well, if an archaeological dig opens, he disappears for most of the year. The boys are studying.”

      “Still, young girls shouldn’t have been left to run wild.”

      “Stop acting high-and-mighty. You loved our tomboyish company.”

      “It was different as children. But once girls leave the schoolroom, things change.”

      “Hypocrite. Chastising me for reveling in my bit of freedom. Choosing a simpering miss when it’s time to set up your nursery.” She narrowed her gaze. “Yet I’ve seen the women, or rather, the wanton females you take to bed.”

      “Are you going to remind me, every time we meet, of the countess holding a conversation with me at Featherstone’s ball?”

      “That woman did not converse with you. She devoured you, gobbled you up. I feared there’d be only the heels of your shoes protruding from her bosom. I was ready to summon footmen to grasp your legs and retrieve you. If her efforts to entice you back to her bed had become any more heated, you’d have burst into flames.”

      As he turned back to watch the street, he heard her reciting botanical names and, despite summer warmth and a melting-sun dress, he felt her shiver. “This morning,” he said, giving her hand a pat, “I rose before dawn to organize the arrival, on time and suitably dressed, of four capricious ladies. Being the target of your ill-tempered barbs is a stroll in the park by comparison. I believe your washed-out appearance and uncharacteristic churlishness are due to your worry about Lady Hetherington. Imagining that lunatic gathering more men gives us all nightmares. So I sympathize, I really do. But–”

      When she started to interrupt, he held up a finger. “Be warned. If you’re about to weep all over my new coat, in front of the worst gossips in London, I shall turn tail and run.”

      She looked down, kicked the step. “I-I never weep.”

      “Liar. Your eyes were red when you left the church.”

      He meant no offense, knowing her behavior was out of character, but she stiffened her spine, lifted her face and glared. The swift return of Laura’s fighting spirit pleased him, though he covered his mouth to hide his satisfied grin. Then he covered her hand with his, securing it on his sleeve with what he hoped was a light and reassuring touch. What he’d prefer to do was bundle her in his carriage and drive her out of London to somewhere safer. With Lottie and their aunt, of course.

      “There’s no shame in accepting assistance.” He dipped to see her face beneath the brim. Damn! Her eyes were moist, with those tears she’d denied shedding. “From a….a… friend.”

      “Friend?” She swiped at her face with a gloved fist. “Everyone believes us to be sworn enemies.”

      He shrugged. “Let others think what they like. Despite our bickering—” He gave her a small smile. “Which I’m certain you do to irritate me—”

      Her own lips twitched. “And to stop your head from swelling any larger. Saving you from having to purchase new hats.”

      He chuckled. “But on a more serious note, I expect you to be sensible. To yield some ground. Let me deal with your finances.”

      “No, blast your arrogant hide.” She tried to tug her arm free. “This is my chance to prove to you—” She sucked in a sharp breath. “To everyone that I’m more than the middle Jamison sister. More than the uncivilized one who tinkers with medicines and perfumes and such.”

      Richard’s ears pricked at an odd sound. Comprehension struck like a fist to his gut.

      He wrapped his arms around Laura, who was shouting, “Gun! Gun.”

      Michael yelled from behind them, “Run. Take cover. Someone’s shooting.”
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      Laura had turned to run, when an intractable force grasped her bodily and threw her off her feet, hurling them both sideways. Winchester, or to be precise, his muscled arms, had circled her body, heavy, protective, and immovable. Women screamed on the street below. Footsteps pounded across the stone steps.

      Laura and Richard hit the ground a few feet from where they’d been standing and he rolled, his arms wrapped around her. The cocoon of his body stopped her from slamming onto the harsh stone, and he kept her lifted free of the blistering gravel on the pavement. After a series of rolls and tumbles, they pulled up in a tangled heap, a foot short of the tree-lined fence that separated church land from a row of buildings.

      Not out of danger but, thank God, no longer sitting ducks. A large palm spread across the back of her head and gripped, as the Earl thrust her head into the concave shell of his chest. Her rib cage hurt as she struggled to open her lungs. She sucked in noisy streams of air, bobbed her head skyward and fought for normal breaths. His hand brushed her hair.

      “Shush. Just breathe. Slowly.”

      His mouth nuzzled, soothed, and hot breath lifted her curls. Under his guidance, she managed to slow her breathing to ease the ache in her chest and calm herself. She turned her head to listen, before peering out from under his arm. Sweat dripped off her brow and splashed onto the gravel below her chin, while drops fell from Winchester’s face onto her.

      From beyond the high-piled vegetable cart, which provided a little protection, came chaotic noises—the terrified whinny of horses and high-pitched shrieks from humans. By the mix of lower-class voices calling to each other along the pavement, the crowd was confused about what had happened. Though not Laura.

      She’d been stunned for a few seconds, but hadn’t needed any announcements to know a bullet had been fired. Not after several other incidents in recent months. They’d been physically threatened, and Becca had witnessed the murder of their friend who did the book-keeping at the Women’s Betterment Society.

      For well-bred ladies to participate in share trading was scandalous enough, but the Jamison women had a reputation for uncovering crimes. Laura had been nearby when their enemy, Lady Hetherington, had sent a marksman after Becca. Little wonder that several friends had been ordered by their parents to avoid her company. And the Jamisons were about to become the talk of the ton once again.

      “Laura!” Aunt Aggie’s voice sounded distant and panicked. “Where are you, Laura?”

      “Laura’s with me,” Winchester called back. “Safe. Behind the carts.”

      “Is anyone hurt?” Laura couldn’t keep the panic out of her own voice. Her jaw stayed clenched shut until Michael called out, “All fine here. Auntie and Lottie are behind the church. We’re around the side. Watching.”

      She and Winchester drew in ragged breaths. Their tangled bodies rose and fell in a shaky rhythm.

      “When I release you,” he said, between more sucking breaths, “rise up half-way. Run to the fence. We’ll follow the hedge up to those trees. Stay beside me.”

      “But you’ll be exposed—”

      “No arguments. Go.”

      She rose into a half crouch, his spread palm on her neck an unvoiced reminder to stay bent over. His assumption of command would normally gall her but, right now, she was grateful to place their well-being into his hands.

      Terror had held her family in its grip once before. Now, with Becca and her brothers leaving, responsibility for her aunt and sister fell on her shoulders. Loathe as Laura might be to depend on Winchester, his size and experience gave him an advantage.

      Stories abounded of his efficient yet ruthless dealings with crooks. And she’d had a ringside view when he’d helped Scotland Yard toss Lady Hetherington’s first band of criminals into goal earlier this year. If the Earl’s well-honed survival skills helped sniff out a new threat and eliminate it, she’d swallow her pride and obey his heavy-handed orders.

      Time was suspended as she picked up her hems and scuttled towards the hedge, hampered by layers of petticoats and skirts. He matched her, pace for pace, as they followed the fence line up towards a gnarled elm tree. Yanking her behind the wide trunk, he sagged back against the bark and enfolded her in his arms. His chest heaved, more than her own.

      “You’re safe.” His voice sounded gruff and fraught.

      Surely his anxiety wasn’t solely for her welfare? Still, firm hands remained clasped around her waist as she dragged in welcome breaths. She burrowed into his chest and surrendered to the fatigue that had been racking her mind and body for the past two weeks. Something about his soap-scented linen shirt nagged at her senses, a tiny incongruence she’d ponder later in her distillery.

      From the moment the Duke had asked his cousin to step back into their lives, the Earl’s presence had disturbed her equilibrium. His habitual nosiness and his interference in her daily routine upset her carefully laid plans. Plans that included her and select candidates for her future marriage. Plans that couldn’t include him.

      When she’d begun using her highly-developed sense of smell to test gentlemen’s aromas, and therefore their suitability as a marriage partner, she’d never dreamed Winchester would be eliminated first. Never dreamed his skin’s natural oil combined with a cologne, one she normally loved and mixed especially for him, would disturb her own senses so much she’d want to sneeze.

      Her experiment tested and meticulously recorded the high and low aromatic notes emanating from a man’s skin. She matched them with her own aromatic pitch in identical situations—happy, stressed, or excited—using her perfume-making procedures.

      According to the theory of sexual selection, any sensually-compatible man should be tested further. She’d read the earlier treatises of scientists such as Thomas Malthus and Erasmus Darwin, and believed wholeheartedly she could aid human survival by choosing her most compatible mate. The perfect man would give her strong and healthy children who wouldn’t desert her, unlike her father who’d abandoned his children in favor of excavating Roman ruins. So far, the only man who challenged her intellect and ignited her passion had distressed her olfactory senses and made her sneeze.

      She wriggled in his grasp. “Please let me go. I must get to my aunt.”

      Winchester listed the reasons she couldn’t leave their shelter. Told her why it was too soon to expose themselves. Gave assurances her family were in a safe place. Still her gut clenched. “If anything happens to Aunt Aggie, it’ll be my fault. I promised Becca I’d take care of her. And Lottie.”

      “Laura, listen to me. Your brothers are with your aunt and your sister. Some idiot shooting bullets on a crowded street isn’t your fault. It’s no wonder you’re exhausted. You carry too much weight on your shoulders.”

      Only the sight of her brothers standing to the right of the church, presumably shielding her aunt and sister, let her relax a little. She twisted her finger in a hanging gold thread of Winchester’s loosened vest button and willed away a rush of tears.

      She’d rejected the Earl’s guardianship because he reminded her of a prowling lion whose dark eyes dared you to come closer; a golden predator ready to devour her in one quick bite. Her core was as female as all the others. If the king of the jungle roared, his pride would fall in behind him, and unless she stood strong against Winchester, she’d never stand on her own two feet and earn the respect of her father.

      Booming laughter sounded from across the street, and a rough voice called, “Cowards. ′Twas only a barrel. Somethin′ fallin′ on stones be'ind yonder church.”

      Others joined the uproar, satisfied the first man’s guess was correct while, several feet away, her family called out to remain behind shelter. Laura waited and fretted. Her fingers worried at the Earl’s button as seconds dragged into minutes, and they listened, tensed for a repeat gunshot. Movement in the street resumed, while muffled conversations changed into a more boisterous buzz, with bouts of loud laughter, as the footpaths filled with people.

      Brian arrived at a run from down the street to lean a hand on the tree beside them. He bent forward, gasping. “We can’t find any sign of a weapon. Or a shooter. Whoever it was seems to have disappeared.”

      Michael, donning his cloak of elder-brother-in-charge, called orders to those concealed behind one of the protruding niches along the outside wall of the aged-darkened church.

      “Jonathon, keep watch at the corner while we move the ladies to a safer place.” He pointed up the adjoining street and called to Laura, “You and Lottie wait up there in the park with Aunt Aggie. I’ll bring our carriage.”

      Michael, already jogging down the steps, called to Winchester, “Can you leave the ladies in your care while I fetch our coachman?”

      The Earl stilled and his hands clenched. Laura saw a pronounced tick in his cheek and empathized, having often battled similar conflicts: accept an honorable but meeker role, or rebel against society’s rules and rush into danger.

      The Earl of Winchester, with his rigid ideas on the role of a gentleman, would disagree with Laura’s thinking and the beliefs of the women she associated with. But women could, and should, deal with tribulations as well as any man. And she owed it to her brother-in-law to ensure his cousin didn’t suffer through his over-zealous sense of duty.

      This was one arena where Laura disagreed with her friend, Mr. Charles Darwin, and his notion that man's eminence over woman was the natural outcome of sexual selection. Because her family’s well-being was her responsibility, not Winchester’s, and her ability to find their attacker and uncover Lady Hetherington’s hiding place had nothing to do with her gender.
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