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			To my sister-in-law Audrey Corliss, who has always been there for me, my husband, and my son. We love you, Audrey!

		

	
		
			One

			Mrs. Meriel Vyse hurried down the stairs of the Fulkham town house in a most unladylike manner. If she could complete this task for her brother-in-law, Gregory Vyse, the Baron Fulkham, before midnight, perhaps—

			“Madam?” their butler, Nunley, said, giving her velvet ball gown a once-over. “His lordship’s mother told me you’re attending an exhibit at Somerset House while she’s playing cards with her friends down the street.”

			Blast, she’d forgotten to tell the servants about the change in plans. “I had intended to, yes.” She jerked on her gloves. “Until Lord High-and-Mighty Undersecretary to the Office for War and the Colonies decided that since he had to be at some secret meeting until the wee hours of the morning, I had all the time in the world to trundle off to a ball and assess some foreign princess for him.”

			Nunley’s lips twitched as if he badly wanted to comment.

			“What?” she demanded. “I know what you’re thinking, so you might as well just say it.”

			“It is not my place—”

			“Oh, don’t play that game with me, Nunley. You and I have been through too much to stand on ceremony now.”

			He huffed out a breath. “Madam, I am trying to improve my skills as a butler for the day when the master ascends to the cabinet. And one of those skills involves not blurting out the first thing that comes into my head.”

			“You’re right, Nunley. I’m sorry.” The last person she should be snapping at was him. “Still, you needn’t be discreet with me. I rely on you for your frank opinions.”

			He softened. “As you wish, madam. If you must know, my opinion is that since you were looking forward to the exhibit, you should perhaps, just this once, refuse to do as his lordship asks.”

			“Nunley! It is most unlike you to suggest such a thing.” And decidedly not what she’d assumed he was thinking. “I can’t refuse Gregory. I owe him too much. Both of us do.”

			“And you have repaid him for it repeatedly in the past four years.”

			“Not enough.” She shook her head. “Never enough.”

			“I believe Lieutenant Vyse would have said otherwise.”

			“Possibly.” And Nunley would certainly know. Before he’d come to work for Gregory, he’d been a sergeant under John. He probably knew as much, or more, about her late husband as she did.

			And an awful lot about her, too. Like the fact that she craved a normal life free of schemes and spying and subterfuge, something that Gregory didn’t seem to realize. Something she was too much of a coward to tell him.

			She sighed. “In any case, he’s merely asking me to attend a ball. What woman could reasonably complain about that?”

			Though Nunley raised an eyebrow, he dutifully helped her on with her blue velvet cloak. “I called for the carriage before you came down, but we shall have to inform the coachman of the change in direction.”

			“Of course,” she said dully. Nunley was right—she had been looking forward to the exhibit. Or rather, to her tryst.

			As if Nunley had read her mind, he said, “What about your young man? You said he’d be going to the exhibit as well.”

			She winced. “Quinn Raines is not my ‘young man.’ ” At nearly thirty, he wasn’t even all that young. And at twenty-seven, neither was she. “He’s a friend, nothing more.” When Nunley narrowed his gaze on her, she rolled her eyes. “All right, he is more of a . . . flirtation.”

			“A suitor.”

			Nunley could be entirely too perceptive sometimes. “I should never have told you about him,” she complained. “And you’re sure Gregory hasn’t guessed that I spend time with Mr. Raines?” Which was the only reason she’d involved Nunley—so he could keep an ear out for what Gregory knew.

			“I’m sure. But you should tell his lordship yourself.”

			“I can’t. If he knew I was engaged in a flirtation that will go nowhere, he wouldn’t approve. His sister-in-law must behave above reproach, or how can he rise in politics?”

			“Why must your ‘flirtation’ go nowhere? Why not just marry your young man?”

			She stared out the window. “Because we’re from different worlds. His mother is the daughter of a Spanish count, for pity’s sake! You can well imagine what she’d think to hear the truth about me.”

			“She might not care. And if Mr. Raines cares that much, he’s not the man for you anyway.”

			Meriel was afraid to find out how much he cared. Because Quinn was the wealthy scion of the prominent Raines banking family, while she . . .

			 . . . was indebted to Gregory. As a result, she felt she must support his furtive work, if only just in the planning. She was his secretary, so to speak. And sometimes his spy.

			Quinn could never be part of that. She wouldn’t want him to be. As the director of his father’s bank, Quinn had to be discreet and cautious and averse to the sort of risks Gregory’s minions took regularly in service to their country. Not to mention that having a wife with her sordid past would ruin him if it ever got out.

			She should never have taken up with Quinn. But it had begun as a flirtation, and by the time she realized it was something more, she’d become so addicted to their little trysts . . . to him  . . .

			“Anyway,” she went on, squaring her shoulders, “he may not be at the exhibit now even if I did go. I sent a note by the footman a few hours ago, telling him I couldn’t attend because of a prior engagement.”

			Quinn would be furious at being put off again, but it couldn’t be helped.

			Perhaps this was a sign it was time to end things.

			But then there would be no more shared conversations about the small idiocies of high society. No more stolen walks, where he listened to her rattle on about nothing and seemed to enjoy it. No more “accidental” encounters at balls, where they would sneak out to balconies or gardens so Quinn could put his warm mouth and clever hands on her and make her melt as John never had. It hadn’t gone beyond caresses, but she dearly wished—

			Nunley cleared his throat, and she started. Oh, Lord, had she made some sound to give away her thoughts? How mortifying!

			This obsession with Quinn was absurd. Nothing could come of it except an illicit affair, which was impossible.

			Then again, perhaps if she and Quinn could share a bed just once, he would be content to let her end things. After all, once men had what they wanted from a woman, they generally lost interest in her.

			Perhaps it would work for her, too, and she could go back to concentrating on her missions for Gregory.

			Right. And perhaps the sun would turn into the moon, and the stars fall out of the sky. Sadly, making love with Quinn was unlikely to banish her feelings. She was just grasping at any chance to have him in her bed.

			A footman entered the foyer to whisper something in Nunley’s ear, and the butler turned to her. “There’s an issue with the carriage, madam. I shall return in a moment.”

			While she waited for him, she watched out the front door. A man strolled by whose size and gait looked familiar. For a second, she was almost certain it was Quinn, but it had to be a trick of the gaslights, amplified by the fact that her thoughts were filled with the man. Quinn wouldn’t come here—he knew she wanted to keep their association secret from Gregory.

			After pacing the foyer for a few moments, she glanced out again and saw that their carriage had finally drawn up in front. She walked out and headed down the steps.

			She was nearly to the coach when she realized something was wrong. This was not the Fulkham family carriage. Confused, she halted, and a stranger leapt out and dashed up the steps, seizing her by the arm and dragging her down to his equipage.

			She tried to scream, but the man clamped his hand over her mouth. She tried to bite him, but he had gloves on and she merely got a mouthful of leather.

			That left her only one alternative. As he hauled her toward the carriage, she fumbled in her reticule for the knife she’d carried ever since that horrible night when Gregory had saved her.

			She’d just managed to pull it free of its sheath and was lifting it to stab her assailant over her shoulder when a man came running up the street and cried, “Unhand her, you scoundrel!”

			In a flash, her attacker thrust her at her rescuer, who unfortunately got the brunt of her blade when she fell into him, embedding her knife in his arm. As the brave man grunted in pain, the villain fled to his coach, which raced away.

			Meanwhile, her rescuer was now cursing a blue streak as he jerked her blade free. She barely had time to register the dark red stain spreading over his coat sleeve before the light from the gas lamps fell full upon his face and she gasped.
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			“My word, Quinn!” Meriel cried.

			Her panicked voice seeped into Quinn’s brain, despite the throb in his arm and the ringing in his ears. He swayed on the steps, and the blade he’d wrenched free fell from his hands.

			“Are you all right?” Her face was drawn with contrition and worry. “Heavens, I didn’t mean to hurt you!”

			“I figured as much,” he said through gritted teeth. “It’s fine.”

			“It’s not fine!” She tried to examine his wound in the poor light. “I could have killed you!”

			Yes. Though he probably would have deserved that, given that he’d plotted the fake abduction.

			Bloody stupid idea that had been. But he’d been so angry about her canceling yet again that he’d felt he had to act. The plan had been to delay the Fulkham carriage so that his servant could drive up and attempt to carry her off. Then Quinn would gallantly come to her rescue.

			He’d had some fool notion that it might make her consider him in a new light, showing her that he wasn’t the boring banker everyone portrayed him to be, that he could be just as gallant and brave as Fulkham. Then she would swoon in his arms, shower him with kisses, and be grateful to him for saving her.

			He should have known better. Meriel never behaved according to plan.

			But he hadn’t expected her to stab him, for God’s sake. Next time he plotted something like this, he should make sure she wasn’t armed. Not that there would be a next time. He wasn’t idiot enough to try this again.

			“Come,” she said, slipping her slender arm about his waist. “We need to get you inside.”

			Wonderful—now she thought him an invalid. As she tried to guide him up the steps, he muttered, “I can walk perfectly well, you know. I’m not wounded in the legs.”

			“Yes, but you’re losing blood and you might faint.”

			Which would really make him appear the fool. And now that she’d put the idea in his head . . .

			Don’t faint, don’t faint, don’t faint, he chanted to himself.

			“Which is why I need to get you inside where you can lie down,” she added. “I need to tend to that wound.”

			Huh, that sounded promising. And he did rather enjoy having her supporting him. It might even be worth the searing pain in his arm.

			If he didn’t bleed to death first. “Do you actually know anything about tending to a wound?”

			“I know enough,” she said evasively.

			There she went again, throwing out one of her usual enigmatic remarks. Would he ever parse out the mystery that was Meriel? Did he even want to? After all, what sort of woman carried a blade in her reticule?

			But in for a penny, in for a pound. He might as well see this through. As long as she didn’t find out that the “abduction” was staged, he ought to be safe.

			They’d reached the top of the steps, and the door swung open to reveal an alarmed servant, whose livery showed him to be a butler. “Madam, what the devil—”

			“Nunley, this is Mr. Raines,” she said as she led Quinn inside. “He came to my rescue when a man tried to abduct me, and he got hurt as a result.”

			Paling, the butler took her cloak from her. “I knew our carriage had been sabotaged. I was just coming to tell you when I saw that you’d gone out. Thank heaven you weren’t harmed.”

			“Don’t thank heaven,” she said. “We have Mr. Raines to thank for that.”

			Quinn fought a surge of annoyance at her speaking of him as if he were some stranger. Even now, she was reluctant to admit she knew him. It was what any respectable widow would do to preserve her reputation. Still, he’d had enough of sneaking around with her and pretending not to know her, when he yearned every moment of every day to make love to her.

			“Shall I send for Dr. Worth?” the servant asked.

			“No need,” Quinn said, determined to keep Meriel to himself as long as possible. “I’m fine.”

			“You’re not fine.” She inclined her head toward the butler. “Unfortunately, Dr. Worth isn’t presently in town, and there’s no one else I trust. So fetch my apothecary box. I shall take care of Mr. Raines myself.”

			The butler seemed not the least surprised by that, blandly saying, “Very well,” before heading off down the hall.

			She led Quinn into a parlor and to a settee, which he practically fell onto. The damned arm really hurt now.

			With the efficiency of a woman oddly comfortable with knife wounds, she peeled off his coat and waistcoat. “Lie down,” she ordered. “I need to elevate the arm.”

			He did as she asked. Lying down was good. Very good. Though it would be better if she lay down with him.

			She drew a footstool up to the settee, then pulled his arm up over his head and pressed hard on his wound.

			Fire streaked through him. “What the hell are you doing!”

			“I have to stop the bleeding,” she said matter-of-factly.

			“Well then,” he gritted out, “carry on. Can’t have me expiring in your parlor.”

			Regret suffused her face. “Honestly, Quinn, if I’d had any idea you were nearby, I would never have drawn my—” She paused. “Why were you nearby, anyway?”

			His stomach lurched. Another way in which he hadn’t really thought this plan through. “Does it matter? If I hadn’t shown up when I did . . .”

			“Of course I’m grateful, but it’s odd that you just happened along after I told you I couldn’t see you tonight. Didn’t you get my note?”

			“I did. That’s why I rushed over, hoping to catch you before you left for your ‘other engagement.’ ”

			“Ah.” Her face cleared. “So it was you I spotted outside before that villain’s coach pulled up.”

			She’d seen him? Hell and be damned. “Er . . . yes, I suppose.” Best to gloss over that before she figured things out. “So, do you always have a knife with you?”

			She stared grimly at his arm. “Yes.”

			“So all those times you and I were entwined in the dark, you—”

			“Yes, yes!” she said, a hint of desperation in her tone. “Now be quiet and conserve your energy until I can get the bleeding to stop.”

			He was beginning to feel a bit light-headed, but that had nothing to do with loss of blood. He always felt light-headed around Meriel.

			But why? She wasn’t rich or of high rank, the two qualities everyone seemed to think essential for his potential spouse. And she had no facility for mathematics whatsoever, which, as a banker, he considered a deficit in anyone.

			No one would call her a beauty, since her features were slightly irregular, making her more arresting than handsome. Some would even call her plump, though he preferred a bit of flesh on women, so that didn’t bother him.

			Yet somehow she’d crept under his defenses, with her sandy curls and her gray eyes and her lush mouth that sent his pulse hammering whenever she flashed him her Mona Lisa smile. She was clever and witty and bold, a combination he found utterly intoxicating.

			Just then, the butler came in bearing a huge chest and set it on the floor in front of her. He glanced at Quinn’s bloodied shirt and turned ashen. “Do you wish me to help you . . . er . . .”

			“No need, Nunley,” she said. “I know what the sight of blood does to you. I have matters under control.”

			“Excellent.” He averted his gaze from Quinn. “Though I would feel better if we could catch the villain who did this.”

			And Quinn would feel better if they couldn’t. “The fellow is long gone, I’m afraid.”

			“Did you see his face? Recognize the carriage? Anything?” Meriel asked.

			“No,” Quinn said. “It all happened so fast.”

			“I suppose the master wouldn’t want the police involved,” the butler said.

			“No,” she said.

			That was strange. Granted, Quinn was happy she wasn’t going to the police, but he would think that an abduction would generally warrant such a thing.

			“Only Gregory will know how to find the villain, since he’s the one who might know why it happened,” she said, “but he’s not returning until very late.” She let out a heavy breath as she opened the chest to reveal a number of suspicious bottles and nasty-looking implements. “Oh, well, it can’t be helped. I’m sure Mr. Raines won’t mind returning in the morning to answer Gregory’s questions. He may have noticed more than he realizes.”

			Wonderful. Now he’d have to lie to Fulkham, too. Then again, that would give him an excuse for hanging about tonight. “If you wish, I can stay until Lord Fulkham returns. You don’t want the villain to escape because we waited until morning.”

			“Yes, that would be best.” Meriel glanced up at the butler. “Be sure to send Gregory in when he gets home, whenever that may be.” She met Quinn’s gaze. “I’m happy to look after my rescuer until then.”

			Nunley got an odd expression on his face. “Of course, madam.” He headed for the door.

			“Oh, and Nunley?” When the servant looked at her, she blushed inexplicably. “If you would just close the door on your way out . . .”

			His lips tightened into a line, but he nodded and did as she asked.

			That cheered Quinn. She’d made it so they could be alone and private, which proved he still had a chance with her. Between that and her blush, things were looking up.

			With a certain softness in her eyes, she stopped pushing on his arm. “I think you’re no longer bleeding.” She removed a pair of scissors from her apothecary chest and proceeded to cut off his shirt.

			“I knew you were eager for me,” he teased as she bared him from waist to neck, “but this is taking matters a bit far, don’t you think?”

			“How can you joke?” With worry beetling her brow, she surveyed his arm. “You’re hurt, and it’s all my fault.”

			Guilt choked him. “Not all your fault. The villain pushing you into me had something to do with it.”

			“And that’s my fault, too.” She pulled a bottle out and poured some liquid from it onto a cloth, then leaned over him to dab at his wound.

			“How so?” he ground out as the fluid against raw flesh burned.

			“He was trying to abduct me,” she said, gently cleansing the wound with what smelled like alcohol. “No doubt to keep me from attending the ball tonight.”

			Uh-oh. That was uncomfortably close to the truth, although Quinn hadn’t known she was going to a ball. “And . . . er . . . why should someone want to keep you from attending such a thing?”

			She wouldn’t look at him. “I can’t talk about it.”

			That utterly flummoxed him. “Why not?” Unless it was just as he’d guessed. She’d been going to be with “Gregory.” Again. “Were you supposed to meet Fulkham there?” Are you in love with your brother-in-law? His growing suspicion closed a fist about his heart.

			“What?” she said, sounding truly surprised. “Certainly not. Why would you think that?”

			“Well, you said he’d be out very late, and I thought perhaps you knew that because you were supposed to join him.” A hollow hurt settled in his gut. “When you cancel plans with me, it’s generally because of him.”

			Her face closed up. “Your wound isn’t as bad as I feared, but it’s deep enough that I ought to stitch it up so it will heal properly.”

			All thoughts of Fulkham flew right out of his head as she drew some thread and a needle out of her chest of horrors.

			Not liking being at a disadvantage, he sat up, then clamped his hand over his arm. “You are not going to practice your embroidery skills on me.”

			She ignored him and threaded the needle. “Don’t be so skittish. I’ve done this before.”

			“What, sewn up wounds?” When she nodded, he said, “Who the hell are you? What sort of gently bred woman carries a knife and knows how to sew up a wound?”

			Her lips thinned. “It’s complicated.”

			“Clearly. So do me the favor of uncomplicating it by explaining.”

			“I told you—I can’t,” she said, clearly exasperated.

			“Then I’m not letting you anywhere near my arm with that needle.”

			“Fine,” she snapped. “Wait until you can see a doctor. Get an infection. What do I care?”

			“Obviously not enough to let me know anything about your past. Not enough to tell me your hopes for the future.” His throat tightened. He took a chance and said the words he’d been suppressing for weeks. “Not enough to be honest and tell me why every time I bring up marriage, you change the subject.”

			Her face fell. “Oh, Quinn . . .” She appeared to be debating something. Then she dragged in a heavy breath. “Let me stitch up your wound, and I swear I’ll tell you as much as I dare.”

			Dare? That sounded ominous. But he couldn’t go on like this. It was turning him into a blithering fool, and he wasn’t used to feeling that way.

			He uncovered his wound. “Thank you.”

			She rose and walked over to a decanter. Pouring a generous portion of brandy, she returned to his side with the glass. “Here, you may need this,” she said as she held it out to him.

			“You’re damned right I will.” To soften the pain of being used as a pincushion, and to soften the blow of whatever she was about to say.

			God rot it. He downed the contents in one long swallow, relishing the burn. At least he could be drunk while she dashed all his hopes.

			Looking a bit nervous, she sat down and took his arm in her hand. “Your wound really isn’t so bad. It’ll take two, three stitches at the most.”

			“Just get it over with,” he growled.

			She stuck the needle in him.

			“Mother of God and all that’s holy,” he hissed through his teeth. “Are you sure you’ve done this before?”

			“My husband was in the army,” she said. “So yes. A few times.”

			Right. He’d forgotten that Vyse had been an army lieutenant. “But that was long after the war was over. How did he get wounded?”

			“Doing things he shouldn’t.”

			She stuck him again, but by now the brandy had begun to take effect and he felt marginally less pain.

			“Like what?” he asked, to keep his mind off it. “Dueling? Getting into fights? Stumbling about drunk and running into things?”

			“More like throwing himself willy-nilly into anything that smacked of danger.” Her mouth formed a grim line as she tied off the thread. “Don’t get me wrong. He was a good man, my husband. But he would take on any mission, no matter how risky, just for the thrill of it. In the year we were married, I spent half my nights alone, terrified of what might happen to him.”

			“I thought women liked daring men.” Men like Fulkham.

			“I suppose some do.” She bit off the thread, then drew out a bandage to wrap around his arm. “Personally, I’d rather have a man with less appetite for adventure.”

			Intriguing. “But you were in love with your husband, I assume.”

			Guilt flashed over her face. “Not exactly. I mean, I liked him. He was a fine gentleman and we were good friends. Close friends, even.”

			“Who shared a bed,” he said thickly.

			“Yes.” She concentrated on winding the bandage about his arm, though her cheeks grew decidedly pink. “We were married, after all. But he’s been dead awhile now. I’m ready to . . . to . . .”

			“Marry again?” he prodded. When she didn’t answer, pain clogged his throat. “Just not to marry me.”

			She sighed. “It isn’t that simple.”

			Right. “I understand. You’ve set your sights higher.” On Fulkham, just as he’d feared. “You don’t want some lowly banker who deals with numbers all day, like a clerk—”

			“A clerk?” She snorted as she tied off the bandage. “I doubt that any clerk makes as much money as the director of Raines Bank.”

			Well, at least she’d noticed his financial state. “Still, I’m in trade. I’m not a titled lord.”

			“Thank heaven.”

			That response would have relieved him, except it made other possible reasons for her reluctance loom larger. “And I’m not the handsomest of men—”

			“If you were any more handsome, you’d be the death of me,” she muttered, dropping her hand down to rest on his naked chest.

			Turning to face her, he took in the sight of her alabaster hand against his swarthy skin, and his pulse thundered. “So my Spanish blood isn’t what bothers you.”

			“Of course not. Why would it?”

			“Because it reveals, more than anything else, that I’m not a typical Englishman.”

			“You certainly aren’t—not in any way.” Her soft smile spiked need in the pit of his stomach. “And that’s precisely what appeals to me. You don’t look down on those beneath you; you reason through things rather than taking what the government says at face value; and you’re steady as an oak.”

			“Yet you consistently avoid any talk of a marriage between us.” When she said nothing more, a curse escaped him. “I’m running out of reasons for that, Meriel. If it’s not what I do or who I am or how I look, then what is it? Unless . . .”

			“Unless what?” She smoothed her other hand over his chest, and he lost his train of thought as his cock stirred in his trousers.

			He stared into her lovely eyes, the exact hue of rain-drenched slate. She’d never touched him so intimately before. Why was she doing so now?

			To distract him. To keep him from pressing this issue.

			Well, he was done with her avoidance. “Unless . . . you’re in love with someone else.”

			She gaped at him. “Who the devil would I be in love with?”

			He would take comfort in her clear surprise, except it might only mean she hadn’t yet acknowledged to herself how she felt. He’d have to force her to do so. He had to know.

			Just tell her you love her.

			And have her pity him for it if she loved someone else? No thank you.

			“Quinn, answer me! Whom do you think I love?”

			He braced himself. “Fulkham.”

		

	
		
			Two

			Meriel blinked, then burst into laughter. The man was jealous, of all things! It practically made her giddy. It didn’t change her reasons for not marrying him, but . . .

			Well, perhaps it changed them a little. It gave her a measure of hope she hadn’t had before—that he might really care for her.

			She certainly cared for him. Her feelings for Quinn were entirely different from the affection she’d felt for John. Her husband had been rather like an overgrown boy, always frightening her by leaping into danger.

			Quinn was a man. She could rely on him to do what he said and be what he was. There was no subterfuge, no secrets. And nothing was more devastatingly attractive than that.

			Couldn’t he tell how she felt about him? Here she was, caressing his magnificent chest and wondering what the rest of his body looked like, and he was worried she was in love with Gregory, of all people.

			The very thought made her laugh again.

			“It’s not funny,” Quinn grumbled as he caught her hand.

			She forced a sober expression to her face. “No, indeed. Not funny at all. Except for the fact that I’m not remotely interested in marrying my brother-in-law, even if I could, which I can’t.”

			“There are ways to get around the church’s rules.”

			“Perhaps, but I wouldn’t. And trust me, Gregory wouldn’t marry me in a million years.”

			“That doesn’t mean you aren’t in love with him,” he persisted, his dark eyes shadowed. “Even if you feel the situation is hopeless, you might not be able to help desiring the man.”

			“I don’t desire Gregory, for pity’s sake,” she said, growing irritated now. “He really is like a brother to me. We squabble like siblings, we aren’t the least attracted to each other, and—”

			“You’re not attracted to him?” Quinn asked. “At all?”

			That would be what he focused on. He was a man, after all.

			Her gaze drifted over him. He was a very finely crafted man, too, judging from the well-defined muscles and lovely sprinkling of dark curls on his chest. Not to mention the pronounced bulge in his trousers.

			Well, well. He’d clearly forgotten all about his knife wound.

			With a burst of feminine satisfaction that she could so easily arouse him, she dropped her hand to cover him there. “Would I touch you like this if I were pining after Gregory?”

			He hissed through his teeth and hardened even more beneath her hand. “Perhaps you’re just trying to distract me—again—from discussing marriage.”

			“No,” she said, though he was partly right. “I’m trying to distract you from discussing Gregory. Whom I don’t love or desire at all, and never have—just to be clear.”

			She started to unbutton Quinn’s trousers, but he caught her hands. When she lifted an eyebrow at him, he stared at her with a grim determination that worried her.

			“Why are you always dashing off to do his bidding, then?” he asked.

			Oh, dear. This was veering into difficult territory. “Why does it matter? I already told you I have no designs on him. Why isn’t that enough for you?”

			“Because you’ve given me no other sound reason for your avoiding the subject of marriage.”

			“Fine,” she snapped. “Here’s a perfectly sound reason: If you knew more about me, you’d never want to marry me.”

			Lord, she hadn’t meant to say that. But he’d driven her to it with his nonsense about Gregory and his refusal to just let her seduce him so she could delay ending things with him.

			His black gaze narrowed on her. “I can’t believe that. What could you possibly have in your past to make me not want you as my wife?”

			A curtain of silence dropped between them, pierced only by the crackling of the fire in the hearth and the quickening beat of his heart beneath her hand.

			Devil take him. “You’re going to make me say these things, aren’t you?”

			“I’m afraid so.”

			Jerking her hands from his, she rose. “Fine.” She walked over to the brandy decanter and poured some.

			“I don’t want any more brandy,” he said.

			“It’s not for you.” She took a swig, then faced him defiantly. “And that should be your first clue. I am not the fine lady you apparently think I am.”

			“I was already getting that impression from the whole knife-in-the-reticule thing,” he said dryly. “And your not being a ‘fine lady’ is precisely what appeals to me.”

			“Really? So it wouldn’t bother you at all to hear that I’m an orphan, left at the Foundling Hospital by who knows whom? That I don’t know the exact date of my birth or where I came from or who my parents are? That they might well have been criminals or madmen?”

			“I don’t care,” he said as he rose from the settee.

			“You haven’t heard all of it. Before I met my husband, I served as a lady’s maid in a merchant’s household in Edinburgh. I used to be a servant, Quinn.”

			Eyes blazing, Quinn walked toward her. “I don’t bloody well care.”

			“No? You will when you hear the rest of it.” She gulped more brandy, just for emphasis. “I am a disgraced servant, dismissed from my post.”

			That seemed to give him pause. “Does Fulkham know?”

			She nodded. “He was there when it happened.”

			Quinn searched her face. “Tell me all of it.”

			Her throat tightened and she turned away, afraid to see the look on his face when she revealed the rest. She shouldn’t tell him all her secrets; Gregory wouldn’t approve.

			But she was tired of the secrecy. “Gregory was in Scotland to meet some dignitary when he happened to attend a party thrown by my employer. One of the male guests caught me alone and attempted to have his way with me. Gregory stepped in to prevent it.”

			“As well he should have. I hope he broke the fellow’s nose.”

			Quinn’s fierceness startled her, then warmed her. “Most men would blame me for what happened, not the man.”

			“As you said, I am not your typical Englishman. And clearly, neither is Fulkham.”

			That brought a brief smile to her lips. “True. He defended me to my employer when the guest claimed I’d tried to seduce him. Sadly, my employer didn’t care who was at fault. He dismissed me without a reference for making trouble involving two of his prominent guests.”

			“Bastard,” Quinn muttered.

			Heartened by his response, she faced him. “Indeed. Edinburgh was so small a community that I would never have found another respectable position if Gregory hadn’t offered to find me one.”

			A cloud descended over Quinn’s features. “As what?”

			“Not what you’re thinking, apparently. Gregory wanted me to serve as a lady’s maid to a new English colonel’s wife, who was moving to Gibraltar, where her husband was to be the commanding officer of the regiment.” She swallowed. “Gregory wanted me to . . . er . . . report to him about the officers who came in and out of their house.”

			Quinn blinked. “You were Fulkham’s spy?”

			“Not were.” She steadied her shoulders. Gregory would never forgive her, but how else could she make Quinn see how hopeless this was? “Am. I’m his spy still. He saved my life that day. If he hadn’t stepped in, you know perfectly well what would have happened to me—either that night or later, after I lost my position.”

			She could see in his face that he did know. Such women invariably ended up as kept women . . . or worse. No one would hire a servant dismissed for lewd behavior. “So in exchange I . . . ‘do his bidding,’ as you put it.”

			Quinn gaped at her. “That’s why you canceled our engagement tonight?”

			“Yes. Gregory wanted me to observe a foreign princess at a ball and report back to him.” She scowled. “I was none too happy about it, either. I was looking forward to that exhibit.” She flashed him a soft smile. “To seeing you.”

			For some reason, that sparked Quinn’s temper, for he glared at her. “Then why didn’t you just tell Fulkham that? For that matter, why do you insist on keeping our relationship secret?”

			“Because I know nothing can come of this . . . this thing between us!” she said, exasperated that it wasn’t perfectly clear to him by now. “First of all, I have an obligation to Gregory that I must repay—”

			“Does he say that?”

			That stopped her in her tracks. “Well, no. But neither has he said I could stop anytime I want. And if he needs me to continue, I could never do it as . . . as your wife.”

			“True,” he said baldly, confirming all her fears. “I could not worry that every time I have guests, my wife is trying to elicit their secrets.”

			“Exactly,” she choked out. “And I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t want to live that way myself. I want . . .” She halted before she could admit just how much she wanted what a life with him could offer.

			“What do you want? To be his spy forever?”

			She chewed on her lower lip. “No. But I . . . I . . .”

			“Then tell him. Because I want a wife who can be happy with me. And I gather that you would be, if not for him.”

			It was true, but Quinn didn’t know how difficult it was to tell Gregory anything. Gregory always thought he knew best. He didn’t listen. Besides . . . “It’s not just Gregory that’s a problem,” she said. “You’re rich and important and well-respected in society. And I’m probably some by-blow, whose background is murky at best.”

			Her vehemence seemed to give him pause. “That didn’t keep you from marrying John Vyse.”

			“No, he was a poor soldier, and also a spy for Gregory during his posting in Gibraltar. That’s how we met. Indeed, we married because of some scheme involving army officers that Gregory had John investigating, which required John to be married.”

			She forced a smile. “John liked me well enough, and he fancied the danger of spying. I had no hope of ever marrying anyone else. John knew his work would be more difficult with any other sort of wife, and Gregory had offered us a nice annuity, so . . .” Bitterness had crept into her voice without her realizing it.

			“Anyway,” she went on, “it was a practical arrangement. But I could never relax and settle into marriage with John. I was too busy fretting over when he would end up dead. When it finally happened, it was almost a relief. I felt as if I’d been living on a tightrope for years and could get off at last.”

			“Except that you couldn’t, really,” Quinn said softly. “Because you’re still working for Fulkham.”

			Wincing, she chided herself for being so disloyal as to imply her benefactor was unfairly using her. Even if sometimes she felt that way.

			She crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t do the same dangerous kind of work I did before. Just some . . . social events here and there where I keep my eyes and ears open. It’s not like when John and I pretended to be selling British secrets so we could unmask a traitor, or—”

			“Good God!” Quinn threaded his fingers through his hair. “I had no idea that Fulkham was so devious as to use you and his own brother in such a manner.”

			“He has to be devious, in his position. And to be honest, I think he and John rather enjoyed all the sly machinations and secrets.” She scowled. “I tolerated them at first, but I hate them now. Indeed, that’s what I love about you. You’re exactly what you seem—a decent man devoid of schemes.”

			An odd expression crossed his face but was gone so quickly she was sure she imagined it. “Then you should marry me. Get out of spying completely.”

			She huffed out an exasperated breath. “Haven’t you been listening, Quinn? You and I are from different worlds. If we married and anyone found out who I really was, it would ruin your family. Why, your mother is the daughter of a count!”

			He burst into laughter. “My mother is a former opera dancer, darling.”

			She gaped at him. “But . . . but that’s not what I heard.”

			“And I heard you were the daughter of an army captain. But Fulkham isn’t the only one who can spin a good tale on behalf of someone he cares about.” He walked up to take her in his arms. “My father met my mother when he saw her in an opera in Madrid. And I hope I can trust your discretion about that, since no one other than my parents and I know the truth about her.”

			That completely flummoxed her. “Still, the fact that your family have kept it secret proves that you are all concerned about appearances.”

			“As are you and Fulkham,” Quinn pointed out as he clasped her head so he could scatter kisses over her brow, her cheek, her ear, making her ache for more. “Neither of you have ever revealed your past. We all have secrets, dearest.”

			“Yes, but . . . but your father might disinherit you for marrying a woman so far beneath you.”

			“He’d better not, given his own tendencies,” he whispered in her ear. “But he wouldn’t. I come from a family of men who follow their hearts.” He pressed her hand against his chest so she could feel the frenzied thudding there. “Nothing you say will prevent me from following mine.”

			He’d never spoken of his heart before. It made her yearn and burn and want what she knew she shouldn’t—Quinn . . . and everything he represented: a happy, regular life where she didn’t have to creep around like a ghost at parties and worry about being caught—or having her husband caught. Where the only secrets she had to keep were her own. And his, of course.

			What if she could have a regular life with him? Wouldn’t that be worth whatever difficulties there might be? If he didn’t care about her past, should she?

			As if he sensed the direction of her thoughts, he kissed her mouth. Hard. Brazenly. Thoroughly. And as always, her bones turned to jelly. His hands moved over her neck and shoulders, stroking a curve here, a sensitive expanse of skin there, setting her aflame with each caress.

			The heat from the fireplace was nothing compared to the heat from his hands. It was all she could do not to strip her clothes off and let him have his way with her right there. The man had a decided talent for temptation.

			Oh, what if she could have a regular life with this as part of it? Him taking her in his arms and making her feel special for reasons beyond the information she could glean.

			Did she dare try? And if she did, would Gregory ever forgive her?

			“I want to make love to you,” Quinn whispered. “Here. Now. I want to show you how it could be between us.”

			A thrill coursed through her. “Are you sure? You’re hurt.”

			His laugh was free and full. “I’d walk through the fires of hell to have you, my darling. Haven’t you figured that out by now?”

			She was beginning to. And the thought of it made her as giddy as a child in a sweets shop. “Then take whatever you want of me,” she said, looping her arms about his neck. “Just make sure you lock the door first.”

		

	
		
			Three

			Quinn strode for the parlor door with his blood aflame. He burned to make her his, to have her in his bed, his arms, his life, at last.

			If she would let him make love to her, surely she would agree to marry him. She’d already admitted that she was attracted to him, that she preferred him to Fulkham because . . .

			You’re exactly what you seem—a decent man devoid of schemes.

			Hell and be damned. Well, she’d never find out about his foolish plan if he kept quiet about it. His servant was entirely loyal to him.

			As he turned the key in the lock, he thrust those small misgivings aside and headed back to her. Then he froze. She had her skirts hitched up to her waist and was unfastening her drawers.

			“What are you doing?” he asked as he approached her.

			Two bright spots of red stained her cheeks. “I thought we were . . . I mean—”

			“We are.” He gently tugged her skirts from her hands. “But I’m not going to toss up your skirts and ravish you like some doxy. I’ve been waiting months for this.” His voice thickened. “I want to undress you, to see you laid bare one delectable piece at a time.”

			He took her hair down, and the rich cascade of golden curls nearly brought him to his knees. Twining a hank of it around his hand, he took in her scent, which mingled soap and almonds in heady measures. God, how he loved the smell of her.

			Turning her around, he unbuttoned her gown and slid it off, then went to work on her petticoats. “I want to kiss and caress every part, taste every part. I mean to take my time making love to you.” I mean to convince you that marriage to me will have benefits you haven’t yet fathomed.

			If he could hold out that long. His cock was already as hard as the fireplace poker.

			He ran his hand down the soft contours of her bared arms, and she trembled. “I thought men . . . liked this to be quick.”

			“Some men, I suppose.” Smoothing her hair away from her neck, he kissed the nape, exulting when her breath sped up. “Why? Was your husband like that?”

			“John was always in a . . . hurry with everything. It was in his nature.”

			“Well, it’s not in mine,” he said, praying that he could make good on that just now. “Anticipation is part of the pleasure.”

			He undid her corset and slipped it off before filling his hands with her ample breasts through her shift. She gasped, then pressed into his caress. As he thumbed her nipples, they hardened into cherry stones, making him hunger to do more than just touch them.

			Drawing her around to face him, he removed her shift so he could see what he’d been caressing. A blush spread down her chest as he surveyed her bounty. His mouth went dry. Her breasts were heavy, topped with luscious, shell-pink nipples he wanted to lick and nibble and suck.

			So he did, bending to take one breast in his mouth as he fondled the other with his hand.

			“Oh, Lord,” she whispered, leaning into him. “You do that . . . very well.” She clutched his head to her chest, and he obliged her by laving and kneading her until he had her panting.

			When she reached down to unbutton his trousers, he not only let her but shrugged them off, then went to work on removing her drawers.

			In his haste, he knotted them, and she murmured, “Let me.”

			He stood back to watch as she deftly undid them, then dropped them to the floor, revealing the most perfect mound of Venus he’d ever seen—thickly veiled by blond curls he couldn’t wait to delve beneath.

			“God have mercy on me,” he choked out as he scanned every inch of her gorgeous female form.

			Her eyes went wide. Then she flashed him her Mona Lisa smile—part seductress, part Madonna. “God may. But I won’t.”

			In that moment, his control broke. He half pulled, half dragged her to a table so he could lift her onto it and fall upon her like a wolf upon a feast. As she ran her fingers over his shoulders and chest, he indulged his need to stroke and fondle and generally lay waste to the glory that was Meriel naked.

			But when he knelt to worship her with his mouth, she put her hand on his head. “What . . . are you doing?”

			He gazed up at her. Had her husband really been such a fool? “I told you—I mean to taste every part of you.”

			“Oh.”

			With his fingers, he burrowed through her pretty curls to the luscious flesh he wanted to devour, then flicked his tongue over it.

			“Oh my,” she gasped.

			When her fingernails dug into his scalp, he glanced up at her. “Shall I continue?”

			“Yes. Oh my word, yes.”

			So he did.
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			Meriel had never imagined such a thing, but she was more than willing to learn of it. To relish it. Because her dear Quinn used his tongue quite deftly.

			Heavens! Her heart pounded in her chest, in her blood, and even in the part of her he was sucking and stroking with his tongue. “You are . . . very good at this . . . too.”

			He chuckled against her and went on until he had her shimmying on the table, inching closer and closer to that frustrating point where things had always ended with John.

			But Quinn went past that. Within moments he was driving her toward the heavens . . . up and up and up until she shattered in a delicious explosion beyond all her experience.

			“Quinn!” she cried as her body quaked beneath his expert mouth. “Good Lord!”

			As she was reeling from the burst of wild satisfaction, he rose to shuck his drawers. She got only a glimpse of his magnificent, surprisingly large staff before he murmured, “My turn, love,” and entered her with a thrust that lifted her up off the table, burying him to the hilt inside her.

			And she was rapt once more.

			He was so strong, much stronger than she would have imagined. The feeling of having him joined to her was exquisite.

			“You are . . . everything I dreamed,” he rasped against her ear. “More than what I dreamed.”

			He began to drive into her in a slow dance that warmed her again, roused her again. Lord, but she hadn’t guessed that was possible. “We should have . . . done this a long . . . time ago,” she said. “I had no idea . . .”

			“I knew.” His black eyes smoldered—coals igniting her heat—and his gaze felt even more intimate than the fullness of him inside her. “I always knew it would be you.”

			The words, so like a vow, thundered in her ears as he increased his strokes until she felt that wonderful building of tension between her legs again, felt him engulfing her with his body, making her want . . . so much . . . for this to last forever.

			For them to be together forever.

			Even as she thought it, he drove deeply and let out a triumphant cry that sent her right over the edge again into ecstasy.

			And as they stood clutching each other, she realized that this intimacy was what she’d been waiting all her life for. He was the only man who didn’t demand anything of her but that she be herself. He was always himself with her, and all he asked was that she be the same.

			Tears rose to her eyes. How was she to give him up? She couldn’t. She just couldn’t.

			He kissed her hair and temple and cheeks, but when his lips moved over her eyelids, he paused. “Why are you crying?”

			She managed a watery smile. “Because it was perfect. And perfect things always make me cry.”

			“Then I damned well should be crying buckets,” he rasped. “Because I’ve never met anyone more perfect than you.”

			“Flatterer.” She smoothed her hands over his arms, then gave a start when she felt something wet on the bandage. “Oh no, you’re bleeding again! You may have burst open your stitches.”

			He laughed. “I don’t care. It was well worth it.”

			She pushed him away. “Come, I have to check your wound.”

			His face fell. “Must you?”

			She dragged on her shift, then hurried over to the chest. “Well, I’m not going to let you bleed to death after all my trouble to prevent you from doing so.”

			“If it keeps you tending to me like a doting wife, I will happily endure some blood loss,” he murmured as he tugged his drawers on and went to stand beside her.

			“I haven’t agreed to marry you,” she said as she unwound his bandage.

			“You will.”

			She fought a smile. “Rather sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

			“I’m sure of you. I know you would never have given yourself to me if you hadn’t intended it to mean something more.”

			Trying to figure out what to say to that, she checked his stitches. “They held, thank heaven. I guess the strenuous activity just caused them to bleed a bit.” Because of her. Because he’d fought to protect her, and then had made love to her to boot. “Let me rewrap it and you’ll be fine.”

			He read the consternation on her face. “If you think that, why are you frowning?”

			She sighed as she bandaged him again. “I just hate that your association with me did this to you.” Her heart caught in her throat. “Gregory never told me my task tonight was dangerous.”

			A look of what appeared oddly like guilt crossed his face. “About that—”

			“I never wanted you dragged into any of this, and now you have been, and I just feel awful about it.”

			“It’s not your fault,” he bit out. “There’s something I should—”

			A click at the door alerted them both that someone was trying to enter the room. Then, to Meriel’s horror, the key turned in the lock.

			That was all the warning she had before Gregory burst into the room.

		

	
		
			Four

			As Meriel gave a cry and dashed to grab her gown, Quinn thought about diving for his trousers, but there was no point. Any idiot could tell what they’d been doing, and Fulkham was no idiot.

			“What the devil is going on here?” Fulkham demanded, his gaze zeroing in on Quinn.

			The disapproval in his tone got Quinn’s back up. Thanks to bloody Fulkham, Quinn had lost his chance to tell her the truth, which he’d just been about to do.

			But he wasn’t about to admit to such idiocy in front of the man who had kept them apart all these months. “It’s none of your concern.”

			The bastard slammed the door behind him. “Like hell it isn’t. She’s my sister-in-law, for God’s sake. You have no right to take advantage of her.”

			“I’m not taking advantage of her, damn you! She’s my fiancée,” Quinn said, though she hadn’t yet agreed to marry him. Still, he couldn’t stand the idea of Fulkham believing he’d assaulted her.

			Besides, she’d said she had no romantic feelings for Fulkham. It was time to see if Fulkham had any romantic feelings for her.

			If he did, he masked them well. His gaze shot to Meriel. “Is this true? You’re going to marry this arse?”

			She bristled. “Quinn is not an arse!” She dragged her corset on over her shift, though she had no hope of fastening it without help.

			“Quinn?” Fulkham stared hard at her. “How long have you two been—”

			“Months, actually.” Quinn went over to stand behind her so he could lace up her corset. “She didn’t want you to know because she didn’t think you’d approve.”

			“Damned right I wouldn’t,” Fulkham ground out. “She’s worth ten of you.”

			“Well, that’s certainly something we agree on,” Quinn muttered as he helped her get her gown on.

			The minute he finished fastening the buttons, she strode over to face down Fulkham. “You’re wrong about him! Quinn is honorable and good and . . . and honest, something you’re incapable of. What’s more, he’s terribly brave. Why, he just risked his life for me!”

			Fulkham’s gaze narrowed on Quinn again. “Did he, now?”

			Quinn stifled a groan. Bloody, bloody hell. “Meriel—”

			“Yes, he did,” she said stoutly. “He saved me from abduction by some fellow who was probably sent on behalf of whomever it was you wanted me to spy on tonight.”

			Fulkham’s mouth dropped. “Are you mad? You told him about the spying?”

			She sniffed. “Yes, I did. I got tired of inventing excuses for why I always had to cancel plans with him because of you,” she said, poking at Gregory with her finger. “That’s why he came here in the first place—because I’d been forced to cancel again. So he came over to talk to me, just in time to stop a man from trying to carry me off.”

			“An armed man?” Fulkham said in alarm.

			“Not exactly. I mean . . .”

			“So where does the ‘risked his life’ bit come in?” Fulkham asked, clearly suspicious.

			“Well. I . . . I had already pulled out my knife to defend myself when Quinn confronted the villain, who then pushed me into Quinn.” She tipped up her chin. “And I accidentally . . . er . . . stabbed him.” She pointed to Quinn’s bandaged arm. “And it’s all because of you and your infernal machinations!”

			Judging from Fulkham’s hardening expression, he either knew or had guessed the truth about the abduction. Quinn’s world was about to come crashing down about his ears.

			Cursing himself, he headed for his clothes. For this, he’d better be dressed.

			As Quinn tied his cravat about his neck to make up for his lack of a shirt, Fulkham drawled, “My ‘infernal’ machinations had nothing to do with any abduction attempt, I assure you. Do you know why I’m back so early?”

			The hard edge to the man’s words made Quinn’s stomach roil. Fulkham knew, all right. Someone must have alerted him.

			Meriel didn’t yet seem to notice the tension in her brother-in-law’s voice. “To chide me for not showing up at your stupid ball to do one of your stupid missions?”

			Fulkham was clearly taken aback to hear her speak to him so harshly. “Er . . . no, of course not.” He glanced from her to Quinn and scowled. “I’m here because—”

			“Because apparently he has somehow found out that the abduction was all a sham,” Quinn said wearily. If anyone was going to tell her the truth, it would be him, not bloody Fulkham. “So he probably came to save you from me and my machinations.”

			She whirled to stare at him agape.

			“The man who tried to abduct you was my servant. I planned the whole thing so I could step in to rescue you, and thus prove my . . . worth to you.”

			A glint of amusement appeared in Fulkham’s eyes. “Actually, I was going to say that I’m here because I got word that the princess didn’t attend the ball after all, and because my meeting ended early, but—”

			“Wait a minute,” Meriel interrupted. She fixed Quinn with a glittering gaze. “You’re telling me that you frightened me half out of my wits just to pretend to rescue me from abduction?”

			Quinn cringed to hear it put like that. “Yes. You were never in any danger, love.”

			“Don’t call me that!” She strode up to him, her face showing such betrayal that it filled him with self-loathing. “You don’t know the meaning of the word. You let me think that I had been the cause of your getting hurt, that I had put you in danger! And all because—”

			“Because I’m an idiot.”

			“You’ll get no argument from me,” Fulkham muttered.

			Sparing a glare for the man, Quinn reached for her hand, but she snatched it away. The motion ripped through his chest as effectively as any blade.

			To cover his pain, he concentrated on the familiar motions of donning his waistcoat and coat. “I know it was a stupid idea. I regretted it from the moment I put it into motion.”

			“Only because I stabbed you,” she said hotly.

			“No.” He cast her a long, meaningful glance. “I wasn’t lying about that. The stabbing was a small price to pay for sharing what we . . .” Frustrated by Fulkham’s presence, he gritted his teeth. “I would let you stab me a thousand times if it would get you to forgive me for . . . deceiving you.”

			Her lips quivered a little.

			“That could be arranged,” Fulkham quipped. “The stabbings, I mean.”

			“Stay out of this!” Quinn and Meriel cried in unison, making Fulkham blink.

			Quinn could barely resist the urge to touch her. “When I realized how much you hate subterfuge, I wanted to kick myself. Especially since, as you can tell, I’m not very good at it.”

			Her features hardened. “Oh, I don’t know,” she said acidly. “You’re certainly more accomplished at deception than I gave you credit for.” She flashed Fulkham a dark look. “And I’ve known plenty of men who are accomplished at that, trust me.”

			“Now see here—” Fulkham began, clearly starting to take offense.

			“Meriel,” Quinn broke in. “I did it for you. Because I thought you needed to see that I could take care of you every bit as well as Fulkham obviously has.” He released a shuddering breath. “But I misunderstood. What you needed to see was that I could give you what he cannot—honesty. So in my zeal to win you, I unwittingly proved the exact opposite. But if you’ll give me another chance—”

			“I want you to leave,” she whispered, not meeting his eyes.

			His gut twisted. “Please, darling.” He had nothing to lose now. And perhaps that had been the problem all along. He’d chosen a subterfuge because he was afraid to tell her the truth. “I love you.”

			Tears glimmered in her eyes. “You certainly picked an . . . an awful time to discover that.”

			“I’m not just now discovering it, damn it.” He shoved one hand through his hair. “I’ve known it for weeks. I was simply too afraid to tell you. Because being stabbed is a hell of a lot easier than baring my heart to the woman I love and risking that she doesn’t share my feelings.”

			With his blood pounding, he reached up to caress her cheek. “Do you?”

			She closed her eyes as if to shut him out, and it shredded his heart. Because that was an answer of sorts. “I see,” he managed to say, and dropped his hand. “It appears I’ve learned my lesson too late. So all I can do is fulfill your request that I leave.”

			When she said nothing to make him stay, he headed for the door, the weight of her rejection so crushing his chest that he feared he’d never be able to breathe fully again.

			“Give us a few minutes, Raines,” Fulkham surprised him by saying.

			Quinn glanced back at the woman who stood mutely shutting him out, then met Fulkham’s gaze. “What’s the point? She’s made her desires clear.”

			Then he walked out. Thanks to his stupid plan, he’d lost her for good. And he had no one to blame but himself.
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			The moment Quinn was out the door, Meriel wished she had called him back. She had let her temper get the best of her, and in doing so had lost the only man she’d ever really wanted to keep.

			“Shall I fetch him back?” Gregory asked.

			Lord, she’d forgotten Gregory was still here. That he’d witnessed her humiliation. “Why? So the two of you can plot more machinations, now that you’ve discovered you have that skill in common?”

			Gregory gave a humorless laugh. “Raines and I have nothing in common. For one thing, he is clearly bloody awful at keeping a secret.”

			Something she’d already realized. That’s what made her so angry—that she’d fallen for his silly ruse in the first place. That she’d been willing to tell herself whatever was necessary to keep believing that he truly was the wonderful, open book of a man she’d always thought him.

			Instead of a person with flaws. Like her. “He kept our relationship secret from you for months,” she pointed out.

			“He didn’t keep it secret. You did. And unlike him, you’re damned good at subterfuge, dear girl.” He walked over to pour himself some brandy. “Better than even I realized.”

			The words gave her pause. How could she blame Quinn for keeping secrets when she’d been hiding her feelings from him, too? And even from herself. “You taught me well,” she said bitterly.

			Gregory cast her a searching glance, then gestured to the settee. “Sit down. It’s time we talk about why you’re angry with me, and why that anger is spilling over onto Raines, who apparently wants to marry you so badly that he’d do an idiotic thing like engineer a fake kidnapping.” He grimaced. “An inept one, mind you. I would have handled it better.”

			“No doubt,” she muttered.

			That gained her a sharp look from him. “The point is, I would hate to see you lose someone important to you because you’re conflating his behavior with mine.” He softened his tone. “Or because you’re as afraid as he is to admit to being in love.”

			Love?

			Tears stung her eyes and she brushed them ruthlessly away. Yes, she did love the big, thickheaded, infuriating arse. That was why his deception hurt so deeply.

			But she began to fear that losing him would hurt far worse. Somehow in all these months of sneaking about, she’d come to depend on him, to look forward to being with him. To want him for her own. And that desire wasn’t going to go away just because she was angry with him at the moment.

			Which left her only one choice. She sighed. She’d have to tell him she loved him. She’d have to run after him and make things right between them. To forgive him.

			But Gregory did have a point. Before she could do that, she and her benefactor needed to talk.

			“I want a divorce,” she said baldly.

			Gregory started. “From whom? You haven’t even married the chap yet.”

			She cast him a sad smile. “From you. And your schemes and the spying and the foreign princesses . . . all of it.” When he just stared steadily at her, she went on before she lost her nerve. “It isn’t that I’m not grateful for all you’ve done for me. I truly am. I wouldn’t even have a life worth living if not for—”

			“You owe me nothing, dear girl. Or if you did, you paid it back long ago. First, by marrying my foolish brother and attempting to rein him in when I could not. And second, by putting up with my unfair demands for so long.”

			With a pained expression, he set his glass of brandy aside and came toward her. “I’ve been shamefully taking advantage of your gratitude. You should have married again long ago—I should have encouraged that. I suppose I just . . . didn’t want to lose the only tie to John that I have left.”

			That broke her heart. “Oh, Gregory, you will never lose me, no matter whom I marry. I will always be your sister-in-law. But I can’t be your spy anymore. Not if I’m to have a chance at a regular life with Quinn.”

			He eyed her uncertainly. “Is that what you truly want? A boring, normal life with a banker? Because if this is just about the spying, you can stop that anytime you wish. No reason for you to marry some dull fellow whose mother is no more a count’s daughter than I am a Russian prince.”

			“He’s not dull, and— Wait, you knew about his mother?”

			Gregory lifted his eyes heavenward. “Of course. I’m a bloody spymaster.”

			“I wish you’d told me. All this time I’ve been thinking I wasn’t good enough for Quinn.”

			Seizing her hands, he said fiercely, “That’s nonsense. You’re good enough for any man, Meriel. Don’t ever let him or anyone else tell you otherwise. He’d be lucky to have you.”

			“I think he agrees with you on that point,” she said softly.

			“He damned well better.” He eyed her closely. “So, do you love him?’

			“Desperately, to be honest. And I think a boring, normal life with him sounds heavenly. But if I don’t leave now and catch up to him . . .”

			“Go, my dear girl.” Gregory squeezed her hands before releasing them. “I give you my blessing. If you even want such a thing.”

			She stretched up to kiss him on the cheek. “Of course I want it. And I hope that one day you find someone to love, too.”

			As she hurried for the door, she heard him mutter, “Not bloody likely. That’s the last thing in the world I need.”

			Hurrying out into the hall, she caught sight of Nunley. “Is Mr. Raines still here?”

			“Afraid not, madam. He left as soon as he walked out of the parlor.”

			She scowled. “Surely you weren’t able to call a hackney for him that quickly.”

			“He didn’t want one. He wanted to walk. Said he needed to clear his head.”

			Relief flooded her. At least she could catch up to him. “Do you know which way he went?”

			“I did watch to see, yes,” Nunley said slyly. “He headed for Mayfair.”

			“Then have Gregory’s gig brought around at once.”

			Nunley hurried to do as she asked, and a few minutes later she was driving the gig, scouring the street for Quinn. It didn’t take her long to find him. He was walking slowly along, seemingly deep in thought.

			She pulled up next to him. When Quinn didn’t even look up, she called out his name. He halted to glance over at her.

			“Get in,” she said.

			“I don’t think that’s wise,” he said, pain in every word.

			Oh, Lord, she’d really hurt him. “Get in, or I’ll abduct you. And this will be a real abduction. I have a knife, you know.”

			“The one I left lying on your steps?” he said dryly.

			“I picked it up on my way out the door,” she lied.

			“Damn it, Meriel—”

			“You did say you would let me stab you a thousand times if it would get me to forgive you for deceiving me.”

			He stared hard at her, then came closer. “So you’re planning to take me up on that, are you?”

			Her heart was in her throat. “I’d prefer that you got in so I could say my piece in private.”

			He glanced away, clearly distraught. “Meriel, I can’t go through this anymore, with your doubts and—”

			“I want to marry you, Quinn.”

			For a moment, his throat worked convulsively. Then his eyes hardened, and he cocked his head at her. “This isn’t some plot of Fulkham’s to gain a spy inside Raines Bank, is it?”

			She supposed she couldn’t blame him for thinking that. “If it is, he didn’t tell me. And I wouldn’t go along with it anyway. I told him I’m done with spying forever.” She planted her hands on her hips. “Now, would you please get in this carriage before I really do have to abduct you?”

			“I have a better idea.” Taking her by surprise, he hoisted her down from the gig, then kissed her fervently, making her toes curl and her body turn to mush. When he drew back, he murmured, “Say what you’re going to say. Right here, right now.”

			She gazed up into his eyes. “I love you. I forgive you. What else do you need me to say to make you stay?”

			The look that came over his face was full of love and tenderness. “That’s all I need,” he answered, and brushed a soft, tender kiss to her lips. “If you mean it.”

			“I do.” She cupped his head in her hands. “I’ve been so afraid to let you in, to let my heart have free rein. But much as I hate to admit it, your pretend abduction made me realize that I would be lost without you.”

			He broke into a grin. “Now that is a decidedly better answer than before.”

			They kissed again, this time in an expression of love and, yes, hope for the future. When at last they broke apart, she teased, “I may abduct you anyway.”

			He lifted an eyebrow. “Why?”

			“Because I can think of no other way to have you to myself for the next few hours.”

			“Darling,” he said, tugging her back into his arms, “all you have to do is ask.”
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			The theater in Dieppe had a box fitted out for its patroness, the Duchess of Berry, which Gregory had been offered for his own use. Since he much preferred Beaumarchais’s original play of The Marriage of Figaro to Mozart’s opera version, he was already predisposed to like the performance, but he had to admit that Mademoiselle Monique Servais, the actress lauded earlier by Hart, really was as fine in her role as his companion had claimed.

			“What did I tell you?” Hart said as the music came up for the interlude. “She’s astounding.”

			Gregory hated exaggeration. “If you mean that she’s a particularly pretty French chit with a superior speaking voice and an unaffected manner that enhances her credibility as Suzanne, you’d be right. But other than that—”

			“Other than that, what? Admit it, man. She has the curves of Aphrodite, the face of Helen of Troy, the voice of . . . of—”

			“A siren? As long as you’re making comparisons with mythical beings, you might as well throw that one in. And you’re speaking only of her physical attributes.”

			Which were uncommonly attractive, although he wasn’t about to confess that to Hart. Despite wearing a massive powdered wig, she managed to walk with a sensual grace that made him wonder what she looked like beneath that ridiculous costume from his grandmother’s era.

			Then again, even Frenchwomen with modest features had a talent for projecting beauty to the world. And Mademoiselle Servais’s features, as best he could tell from this distance, weren’t remotely modest. What’s more, her voice was melodic without being singsong, and she enunciated every word of dialogue. She captivated the audience—and him—each time she stepped onstage.

			“Tell the truth,” Hart said, “she’s better than you imagined.”

			“I’ll concede that. But then, my expectations were low.”

			Before Hart could retort, a knock came at the door to the box. It was the porter. “Is everything to your satisfaction this evening, gentlemen?” Duval asked.

			“It is, thank you,” Gregory said dismissively.

			Then Hart chimed in. “Could you arrange for us to meet Miss Servais after the play?”

			As Gregory stifled a groan, the porter’s face clouded. “I’m afraid not, sir. She usually hurries home.”

			“She has a husband and children to attend to, I suppose,” Gregory said.

			“An aging grandmother, sir. Miss Servais is unmarried.”

			Interesting. And unexpected. Since the French always referred to their actresses as mademoiselles, one could never know for certain if they had husbands. But he’d assumed that a woman of such unparalleled attractions would. So he felt an oddly powerful satisfaction at hearing that she didn’t.

			He could easily imagine her in his bed. She was exactly his sort—sensual but graceful, an elegant siren.

			Siren, bah. He was as bad as Hart, waxing poetic about her. He had no time for women right now, certainly no time to dally with a French actress. That would hardly be wise for his career. And his career trumped everything.

			Hart stood. “You may not know this, Duval, but I’m a marquess’s son and my companion is an English baron of high rank in the British government. If you can manage a meeting, we’ll make it worth your while. We won’t keep her long.”

			The porter nodded. “I will see what I can do, gentlemen.”

			After he left, Gregory said, “What are you up to now, Hart?”

			“I’ve been wanting to make the ‘French chit’s’ acquaintance, and I figure two men of consequence are more likely to interest her than one. Besides, how often do you get to meet a woman of such stellar talent?”

			“Often enough for me to be cynical about it. Performers belong in the golden light of the stage. In my experience, once they climb down from their lofty perch to become ordinary people, they prove either boring or flighty or both.”

			Hart laughed. “Come now, I doubt she’ll be boring, and if she’s flighty, who cares? A little flirting never hurt anyone.”

			In an instant, the voice of Gregory’s late, unlamented father leapt into his head. Come now, boy, who cares if I tipple? A little drinking never hurt anyone.

			True. Except when it was followed by the back of a hand. Or a fist.

			He dropped that thought into the well of secrets it came from. “I prefer my flirting to be with a woman who can further my interests, frankly.”

			Hart shook his head. “Good God. You should live a little. You’re entirely too focused on work, you know.”

			His brother and mother had often made that accusation. Gregory found it ludicrous. Work was what kept him sane. Work was what drove out the memories and banished the cold sweats at night. Work was a godsend.

			Hart slanted a glance at him. “Unless you’re afraid that the ‘French chit’ won’t take to you.”

			“Don’t attempt to manipulate me with insults, old chap. It won’t work. I perfected the strategy when you were still a cadet.”

			A heavy breath escaped Hart. “Damn it, Fulkham. Just half an hour to spend with an actress. I might not get even that if you don’t come along. She’ll be nervous if it’s just one of us.”

			The man was like a dog with a bone. “Oh, very well. If she’ll see us.” Not that Gregory doubted it. His rank and the promise of money generally got him whatever he wanted, and Hart’s rank alone would do that.

			But after the last act ended and a servant brought them backstage, they could hear the porter arguing with a woman in French. There was no mistaking the dulcet tones of Mademoiselle Servais, who was clearly annoyed.

			“I don’t care how important these men are,” she said. “Cursed Englishmen, always expecting to get their way. I have to get back to my grandmother. If she should wake and become confused—”

			The porter said something Gregory couldn’t make out, and the woman released a drawn-out sigh. “Oh, very well, then. If you must. I know you need the funds.” Her voice hardened. “But don’t expect me to fawn over them. I have no patience for men who are arrogant, usually with no reason.”

			No reason? Apparently, my lady actress had her own delusions of grandeur. And he didn’t have time for such nonsense, damn it.

			Then the servant who’d fetched them showed them into a room little bigger than the coat closet in Gregory’s London town house, with scarcely space enough for her and the porter, much less him and Hart.

			With a nod at Gregory, the porter slid past them into the hall, leaving them alone with the actress. Too late to escape the connection now. She stared them down unrepentantly, although she had to know they’d overheard her insults.

			She was still in costume, but Gregory noticed things about her that his distance from the stage had obscured—like her voluptuous bosom and surprising height. Her prominent chin gave her the look of a woman of purpose. And up close, she looked younger than she had on stage. Even the heavy theatrical makeup couldn’t disguise the tight skin of her neck, her youthful hands, and the lack of lines about her mouth and eyes.

			Her gorgeous mouth and eyes. Her coral-pink lips were unexpectedly full, the kind that made a man want to taste and tongue and suck. Her stunning green eyes shone iridescent in the lamplight from between long, lustrous lashes. They enticed him, and that put him on his guard.

			Those eyes seemed to be assessing him, too—weighing his worth, character, and proclivities in the same way he often did with other people. It disturbed him to be on the receiving end. Who was this chit, anyway?

			“Good evening, gentlemen,” she said in excellent English. “What may I do for you?”

			Hart offered her a courtly bow. “We came to express our admiration for the performance.”

			“Did you?” She met Gregory’s gaze coolly. “I don’t think your companion has the same purpose.”

			Had he been scowling at her? Probably. The woman had thrown him off his game. Forcing a smile, he dipped his head. “On the contrary, I found your acting quite proficient.”

			“What effusive praise,” she said dryly, surprising him with her sophisticated knowledge of English vocabulary. “I shall try not to let it go to my head.”

			“What he meant to say was—” Hart began.

			“I can speak for myself,” Gregory said irritably. He wasn’t going to be chided by some French actress. Nor was he going to “fawn over” her, to use her words. “You’re clearly an adept performer, at least in a comedic role.”

			“What’s wrong with a comedic role?” she asked in a voice smooth as buttered honey. But her gaze sliced into him like a blade of carved jade.

			It unsettled him. “Surely you will admit that such roles lack the deep feeling of dramatic ones. So, of course, they are easier to perform.”

			To his surprise, that garnered him a light, tinkling laugh that thrummed along his every nerve. “If you think that, sir, you have never been on the stage.”

			Hart stepped forward. “He didn’t mean to insult—”

			“Of course not.” The gleam in her eyes mocked Gregory. “He is merely stating the usual opinion of an English lord—that great literature should always be tres tragique.”

			The word usual arrested him. “It isn’t merely English lords who hold that opinion, but arbiters of culture of every rank.” Damn it, he sounded as arrogant as she’d assumed, the opposite of what he wanted.

			That seemed to sober her. “Every rank? Truly? Because I generally find that such opinions come from those who have never lived with tragedy, whose moated castles protect them from poverty and violence.”

			“Poverty? Yes.” The image of his mother’s battered features swam into his memory. “But no one escapes violence in this age, regardless of their rank.”

			“Come now, sir,” she said coldly, “if that were true, men of your sort wouldn’t find tragedy entertaining. But those of us who toil daily in the darkness prefer to be taken away from it, if only for a short while. We prefer to laugh. And I truly believe that making people laugh is a noble endeavor far superior to making people cry.”

			Impossible woman. What did she know? “You are, of course, entitled to your opinion. But I would point out that Shakespeare is lauded for his tragedies more than his comedies.”

			“By whom? I like his comedies very well. Though I confess I prefer Beaumarchais’s farces. Or, in your language, the excellent work of Oliver Goldsmith. She Stoops to Conquer comes to mind.”

			She was beautiful and well-read. He began to regret his caustic words earlier, which had put her on her guard.

			“That’s my favorite of Goldsmith’s, too,” Hart put in, clearly determined to be part of the conversation.

			“I have never seen it,” Gregory said bluntly.

			Humor lit her face. “Of course not. But you should. You would approve of the hero, I daresay.”

			Hart laughed. “Touché.”

			Not knowing anything of the play put him at a disadvantage. Gregory hated that. “And I assume that you, mademoiselle, approve of the title, since the woman gets to ‘conquer.’ ”

			“I do indeed enjoy that, but mostly because of how she conquers—by revealing to the hero his little snobberies and hypocrisies.”

			Gregory stiffened. “An intriguing assessment coming from a woman who’s—”

			“A mere comédienne?” she said archly.

			“So young.” Damn, he’d really put her back up with his ill-considered remarks earlier. “How old are you, anyway? Twenty-one? Twenty-two?”

			When she blinked, he knew he’d guessed correctly. Then she attempted to mask her surprise by fluttering a fan before her face. “You should know by now, monsieur, that a woman never tells her age. It dulls her mystique.”

			The coy remark made him scoff. “Only if she’s old and losing her attractions. Clearly you are neither. I would say you have mystique to spare.”

			Amusement sparkled in her eyes. “Ah, so the haughty English gentleman can exert himself to be charming when he wishes.”

			In that moment, he glimpsed another side to Mademoiselle Servais—flirtatious and full of joie de vivre beneath the prickliness he’d brought on with his arrogant remarks. He wished to see more of that Mademoiselle Servais.

			Allowing his gaze to skim her lush form, he drawled, “It is no exertion at all with you, mademoiselle. Forgive me if I gave you the idea that it was.”

			When the faintest tinge of color pinkened her pretty cheeks, Hart cut in to say, “To be fair, my companion spends his days in the somber profession of politics. He has little opportunity to perfect his ability to charm women.”

			Just as Gregory bristled at that characterization of him as some sort of bumbler in the art of flirtation, she added lightly, “And probably little inclination, either. He relies on his rank and riches to charm them.”

			Gregory fixed her with a steady look. “I would never be so foolish. Women of any worth generally see past such trappings.”

			She met his gaze with an unnerving intensity. “Ah, but I suspect that you find few women of such worth in your circles, eh, monsieur?”

			“I certainly don’t find them very often in theaters.”

			He’d meant the words as a compliment to her—an implication that she was the exception to the rule.

			But his tone must have resisted translation because she blanched, then nodded regally to them both. “In that case, you will not mind if I excuse myself. It is long past time I returned home.”

			Devil take it. What was it about her that made him speak so clumsily?

			“I’m sure his lordship didn’t mean—” Hart began.

			“I know what he meant,” she said. “I have more experience with his kind than he thinks.”

			This was the point where he should apologize, explain what he’d been trying to say. But he’d be damned if he’d curry the favor of some French actress who thought him beneath her contempt. He was the bloody undersecretary of the foreign office, for God’s sake. He didn’t cower before anyone.

			Hart glared at him, but Gregory ignored the man. “Well then, mademoiselle, perhaps we shall see you when you are more at your leisure.”

			Her green eyes glittered. “Oh, I don’t think I shall ever be at my leisure for you, sir.” As Gregory tensed, she turned to cast a dazzling smile at Hart. “Though your charming companion is always welcome.”

			Hart started to return the smile, then caught himself with a nervous glance at Gregory, and an unfamiliar sensation tightened the muscles of Gregory’s stomach. Jealousy? That was ridiculous. He’d just met the chit. What did he care if Hart got the benefit of her smiles? She was playing them off against each other, that’s all.

			Though Gregory knew that game, he’d never been the loser in it. “Good. Then he can stay and entertain you with his charm.”

			And turning on his heel, he left the dressing room.
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			Lady Yvette Barlow stood at the edge of the duke’s ballroom, watching the dance with a hollow ache of envy in her stomach. She loved to dance. And the chances of her being asked were slim to none. She towered over half the men in the ballroom. Not to mention that the whole world had recently learned of her brother Samuel’s perfidy. Even her eldest brother, Edwin, the Earl of Blakeborough, couldn’t avoid being tarred by that brush.

			As if she’d conjured him up, Edwin’s voice sounded behind her. “Yvette, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

			Good Lord. He’d been trying to cheer her up ever since they’d arrived, and he was very bad at it. Heaven only knew whom he thought might serve the purpose.

			Pasting a smile to her lips, she faced him and his companion. Then her heart dropped into her stomach.

			Standing beside Edwin was the most attractive man she’d ever seen—a golden-haired Adonis with eyes as deep a blue as the estate’s prize delphiniums. Indeed, the man stared at her with an intensity that quite sucked the air from her lungs.

			He was tall, too. Heavenly day. A decided improvement over the gentlemen Edwin usually foisted on her.

			“May I introduce my new friend, Mr. Jeremy Keane?” Edwin said.

			The man bowed. “I’m delighted to make your acquaintance, Lady Yvette.” 

			His deep voice resonated through her like a piece of particularly delicious music. Even his accent was compelling. American perhaps? Oh, she did like Americans. They were so refreshingly forthright. And they used such interesting slang, too. Perhaps she could expand her collection of street cant to include American terms.

			She dipped her head. “The pleasure is mine, Mr. Keane.” But even as she said it, she put together the accent and the name. Oh dear, he was that Mr. Keane. 

			As if to confirm her realization, the man raked her in a blatantly admiring glance. A rogue’s glance. 

			She groaned. Not again. Could she never meet a gentleman who was not a scoundrel?

			Edwin went on. “Keane is an artist from—”

			“I know all about Mr. Keane.” When Edwin scowled, she caught herself. “From the exhibit of his works, of course.” 

			Mr. Keane’s warm gaze poured over her like honey. “I don’t recall ever seeing you at my exhibit. And trust me, I would have remembered.”

			A shiver danced down her spine before she could steel herself against reacting. Very nicely done. She’d have to be on her toes with this one. “We attended it in the morning. I daresay you were still lying foxed in some gaming hell or nunnery.”

			“Good God, here we go,” Edwin muttered under his breath, recognizing the cant for brothel.

			“I am rarely foxed and never in a nunnery,” Mr. Keane retorted, “for fear it might tempt the ‘nuns’ to bite me.”

			“I should love to know what you consider ‘rarely,’ ” Yvette said. “That you even know that ‘bite’ means ‘cheat’ in street cant shows how you must spend your days.”

			“And how you must spend yours,” he said with a gleam in his eye. “After all, you know the cant, too.”

			She stifled a laugh. Mustn’t encourage the fellow. Still, she was impressed. Rogues always fancied themselves wits but seldom did she meet one who really was. 

			“Mr. Keane has kindly agreed to paint your portrait, Yvette,” Edwin cut in. “Assuming that your tart words haven’t changed his mind.”

			The scoundrel had the audacity to wink at her. “Actually, I like a little tart with my sweet.”

			“More than a little, I would say, having seen your paintings,” she shot back. 

			Suddenly he was all seriousness. “And what did you think?” 

			The question caught her off guard. “Are you fishing for compliments, sir?”

			“No. Just truthful opinions.”

			“That’s what everyone always says, though they never mean it.”

			“Are you calling me a liar, Lady Yvette?” he said in that deadly tone men use when their honor is questioned. 

			“Of course not,” she said hastily. A man’s honor was nothing to be trifled with. “I was just speaking generally.” When he continued to look at her expectantly, she struggled to put her uncertain feelings about his work into words. “As for your work, I would say that your idea of ‘tart’ borders on the ‘acidic.’ ”

			“It does indeed,” he drawled. “I prefer to call it ‘real life.’ ”

			“Then it’s no surprise you’ve taken up with Edwin. He considers real life to be acidic, too.”

			“Oh, no, don’t drag me into this,” Edwin put in.

			Mr. Keane’s gaze searched her face. “And you, Lady Yvette? Do you consider real life acidic?”

			My, my. Quite the persistent fellow, wasn’t he? “It can be, I suppose. If one wants to dwell on that part. I’d rather dwell on the happier aspects.” 

			A sudden disappointment swept his handsome features. “So you would prefer a painting of bucolic cows in a field.”

			“I suppose. Or market scenes. Or children.”

			The mention of children sparked something bleak in the depths of his eyes. “Art should challenge the viewers, not soothe them.”

			“I’ll try to remember that when confronted at my breakfast table by a picture of vultures devouring a dead deer. That is one of yours, isn’t it?”

			Mr. Keane blinked, then burst into laughter. “Blakeborough, you forgot to tell me that your sister is a wit.”

			“Trust me,” Edwin said wearily, “if I’d thought it would get you to agree to our transaction sooner, I would have mentioned it.”

			“Transaction?” She stared at her brother. “What transaction?” 

			Edwin turned wary. “I told you. Mr. Keane is going to paint your portrait. I thought that a well-done piece of art showing what a lovely woman you are . . . might . . . well . . .”

			“Oh, Lord.” So that was his reasoning. A pox on Edwin. And a pox on Mr. Keane, too, for agreeing to her brother’s idiocy. Clearly, the artist had been coerced into doing so. Mr. Keane was well-known for not doing formal portraits. Ever. 

			She fought to maintain her composure, to act nonchalant, though inside she was bleeding. Did Edwin really think her so unsightly that she needed a famous artist to make her look appealing?

			“Forgive my brother, sir,” she told Mr. Keane with a bland smile. “He’s set on gaining me a husband, no matter what the cost. But I happen to have read the interview where you said you’d rather cut off your hands than paint another portrait, and I’d hate to be the cause of such a loss to the world.”

			Mr. Keane gazed steadily at her. “I sometimes exaggerate when speaking with the press, madam. But this particular portrait is one I am more than willing to paint, I assure you.”

			“Eager for the challenge, are you?” Tears clogged her throat that she swallowed ruthlessly. “Eager to try your hand at painting me attractive enough to convince some hapless fellow in search of a wife to ignore the evidence of his eyes?” 

			Belatedly, her brother seemed to realize how she’d taken his words. “Yvette, that’s not what I was saying.”

			She ignored him. “Or perhaps it’s the money that entices you. How much did my brother offer in order to gain your compliance in such an onerous task? It must have been a great deal.”

			“I didn’t offer him money, Yvette,” Edwin protested. “You misunderstand what I—”

			“I want to paint you,” Mr. Keane snapped even as he glared Edwin into silence.

			With betrayal stinging her, she gathered the remnants of her dignity about her. “Thank you, but I am not yet so . . . so desperate as to require your services.”

			She turned to leave, but Mr. Keane caught her by the arm. When she scowled at him, he released her . . . only to offer her his hand. “May I have this dance, Lady Yvette?”

			That took her by surprise. Only then did she notice the strains of a waltz being struck. She had half a mind to stalk off in a huff. But that would be childish. 

			Besides, other people had begun to notice their exchange, and she could not endure the idea of people gossiping about her making a scene at the wedding breakfast of her friend . . . who happened to have jilted her brother. 

			“Lady Yvette?” Mr. Keane prompted in a steely voice.

			She cast him the coolest smile she could muster. “Yes, of course, Mr. Keane. I would be delighted.”

			Then she took his hand and let him sweep her into a waltz.

			As soon as they were moving, he said, “You have every right to be angry with your brother.”

			“My feelings toward my brother right now are none of your concern.”

			“I was telling the truth about wanting to paint you.”

			She snorted. “I don’t know how much money Edwin promised—”

			“But not for a portrait.” He bent close enough to whisper in her ear, “Though he doesn’t know that.”

			That caught her so off guard that when Mr. Keane pulled back to fix her with a serious gaze, she couldn’t at first summon a single answer.

			“I see I finally have your attention,” he said. 

			“Oh, you always had my attention,” she said testily. “Just not the sort of fawning attention you probably prefer.”

			A faint smile crossed his lips. “Tell me, Lady Yvette, do you have something against artists in general? Or is it just I who rub you the wrong way?”

			“I don’t trust charming rogues, sir. My other elder brother was one of your kind, so I know all your tricks.” 

			He arched one eyebrow. “I seriously doubt that.”

			When he then twirled her in a turn, she realized with a start that they’d been waltzing effortlessly all this time. That almost never happened with her. Few men knew how to deal with an ungainly Amazon like her on the dance floor. But clearly he was one of them.

			That softened her toward him a little. A very little. “So what exactly do you want to paint me for, anyway?”

			“An entirely different work,” he said. “And agreeing to your brother’s request seemed the only way to get close enough to you so I could arrange that.”

			She eyed him skeptically. 

			“Ask Blakeborough if you don’t believe me. Before I knew who he was, who you were, I wanted you to sit for me. I decided it the moment I saw you enter the room. I asked your brother who you were, he asked why I wanted to know, and I told him.”

			His gaze locked with hers, as sincere a one as she’d ever seen. But then, Samuel had always looked very sincere, too, when he spun some tale. “Why on earth would you want to paint me?”

			“No clue. I never know why particular models intrigue me; just that they do. And I always follow my instincts.”

			Yvette blinked. He could have claimed it had something to do with her looks. The fact that he hadn’t lent more credence to his assertion. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.” Yet a tiny part of her found it enormously flattering.

			“It is ridiculous, isn’t it? But true, I swear. No matter what gossip you’ve heard about me, I’m always honest, no matter the cost.”

			“Fine. Then tell me this: Exactly what are the terms of your ‘transaction’ with my brother?”

			He flinched. “Your brother is an ass.”

			“Not really. Just rather oblivious to other people’s feelings sometimes.” She cast him a hard stare. “Answer the question.”

			With a long-suffering sigh, he tightened his grip on her hand. “I am to paint your portrait. In exchange, he is to drum up some gentlemen who might be interested in courting my sister.”

			She gaped at him. “What a pair of nodcocks you are! Has it occurred to either of you that your sisters are perfectly capable of finding husbands on their own if they so choose? That perhaps we— Wait a minute, I thought your sister lived in America.”

			“She’s on her way here. She means to drag me home to help her with the family mills.” He cracked a smile. “I mean to fob some other fellow off on her who can go in my stead.”

			His look of boyish mischief seduced her. Briefly. Until she put herself in his sister’s shoes. “First you abandon her to go flitting about Europe. And now that she has tired of waiting for your return, you think to get rid of her by marrying her off.” She shook her head. “Your poor sister.” 

			“Trust me, there is nothing ‘poor’ about my sister. Amanda can take care of herself.” His smile smoldered. “As, it appears, can you. Which is probably what made me want you for my painting in the first place.”

			She fought not to be intrigued. “What is this painting about, anyway?”

			“It’s allegorical, about the sacrifice of Art to Commerce.”

			That took her by surprise. “Something like Delacroix’s paintings?”

			“You’re familiar with Delacroix?” 

			His voice held such astonishment that it scraped her nerves. “I do read books, you know. And attend exhibits and operas with my brother . . . when I can drag him to town.”

			“Operas, eh? Better you than me,” he teased. “I can’t imagine anything more tedious than an evening of such screeching.”

			“My point is that I’m not some ninnyhammer society chit who only keeps abreast of fashions.”

			“I didn’t think you were.” He bent close enough to say in a husky tone, “Unlike your brother, I am fully aware of your attractions.”

			The words melted over her skin like butter. And when he then tugged her slightly closer in the turn, she let him. 

			Not because of his devastating attractiveness, no. Or his deft ability to dance. Or the glint of awareness in his startling blue eyes. None of that had any effect on her. Certainly not.

			Fighting to keep her mind off the breathlessness that suddenly assailed her, she said, “So, which character would I play in this allegorical painting of yours?”

			One corner of his mouth tipped up. “Does that mean you agree to sit for it?”

			“Perhaps. It depends on your answers to certain questions.”

			The music was ending. Oh dear, and just when the conversation was getting interesting. Unfortunately, it would be highly improper of him to ask her for another. 

			But apparently he’d thought of that, for he waltzed her toward a pair of doors that opened to reveal a set of steps descending into the sunlit garden. And almost as soon as the notes died, he offered her his arm.

			Cursing the curiosity that prompted her to take it, she let him lead her outside, but she was relieved to see that they weren’t the only people strolling about. At least she needn’t worry about rousing further gossip. 

			Besides, she was ready to be out of the stuffy ballroom. Here in the chilly autumn air, she could breathe at last. 

			“Now, then, madam,” he said. “Ask me whatever you wish.”

			“Who am I to play in your painting? What am I to wear? Will sitting for your picture ruin me for life? Is that why Edwin would only agree to a respectable portrait?”

			“That’s quite a lot of questions,” he said dryly. “Let’s start with the last. Your brother and I didn’t get as far as my describing the concept of my work. The minute I said I wished for you to model for me, he flat out refused to let you be part of any painting that wasn’t dull as dirt, even though I told him you wouldn’t be recognized.”

			“Won’t I?” She felt a stab of disappointment at the thought that he didn’t really want to paint her, as she was. And why did she care, anyway? “So I’m to be wearing a mask or a cloak or something?”

			“No, indeed. But you will be in some kind of Greek costume quite different from your normal attire. I can even change your hair color if you wish. And you’ll only be in profile, anyway. I doubt anyone will realize it is you.”

			She gave a harsh laugh. “Right. Because no one will notice that the woman in your painting happens to have my ungainly proportions.”

			“Ungainly!” He shook his head. “More like queenly. Majestic, even.”

			The compliment came so unexpectedly that it startled her. She was used to being teased for her height, not praised. She had to turn her head so he wouldn’t see how very much the words pleased her.

			“But your proportions are unlikely to signify, anyway,” he went on. “You’ll be lying down.”

			That arrested her. How had she managed to forget he was a rogue? “Why would I be lying down?”

			He gazed at her as if she were witless. “ ‘Art’ sacrificed to ‘Commerce’? Were you even listening? Damn, woman, I can hardly depict a sacrifice without laying you across an altar.”

			Stunned by his matter-of-fact tone, as if it were perfectly obvious to anyone with sense, she mumbled, “Oh, right, of course. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

			Actually she did know. She thought him quite mad. When he spoke of his art, there was no trace of the rakehell in him. Was it by design? Was he trying to rattle her?

			Because he was certainly succeeding at that.

			“Will you do it?” he asked. “Assuming we can find a way to manage it?”

			“Managing it isn’t a problem,” she said, thinking aloud. “Artists doing portraits generally reside with the family during the process. So if you come to our estate for the portrait, we can arrange some way to meet for the painting you wish to do for yourself.” She slanted a glance at him. “If you’re willing to leave London for a bit, that is.”

			“Oh, I don’t know.” He stopped beside a marble fountain to smile teasingly at her. “It would take me away from all those gaming hells and nunneries. However will I survive?”

			“I’m sure you can find a sympathetic tavern maid or two in nearby Cheshunt to tide you over,” she said dryly.

			“So, no nunneries in your neck of the woods?”

			“Trust me, if there had been, my other brother would have uncovered them long ago.”

			When he looked at her oddly, a blush rose in her cheeks. She didn’t know why she’d said that. She couldn’t seem to forget the request Samuel had made of her just before he’d been sent off to serve his sentence of transportation.

			“I’ll be fine, I promise,” he said silkily. “Though you still haven’t given me your permission to paint you. For either work.”

			And suddenly it hit her—the solution to her problem with Samuel. “I haven’t, have I?” She stared him down. “Tell me something, Mr. Keane. Are you as willing to make a bargain with me for your painting as you were to make a bargain with Edwin for my portrait?”

			His eyes turned wary. “It depends. What sort of bargain are we talking about?”

			Avoiding his gaze, she twirled the water in the fountain with one finger. “I will sit for you—clothed, of course—as much as you like. You may draw as many pictures of me as you please.”

			“And in exchange?” he prodded. 

			“You will find some way to get me inside a nunnery in Covent Garden.”
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			Lisette had serious trouble feigning sleep once Mrs. Greasley started talking again.

			“Forgive me,” she asked, “but what does a land agent do, exactly?”

			Holding her breath, Lisette waited to see how the duke would manage this. He’d been stubborn about taking up her choice of profession, and now she couldn’t even help him with his choice without giving up her pretense of sleep.

			“He collects the rents,” Lyons answered easily, to her surprise. “He makes inventories. He surveys the farms, keeps a terrier of the common lands . . .”

			As he continued to list an impressive number of duties, Lisette marveled at his knowledge. She could not have helped him with this, to be sure. Papa had always just said that his land agent “managed the estate,” indifferent to what the man actually did. And Papa had only been a viscount. She’d assumed that a wealthy duke with vast properties would have even less need of such knowledge, and would know little about the inner workings of his estates.

			In Lyons’s case, she’d been wrong. Mr. Greasley asked more questions, and the duke answered every one easily. Astonishing.

			As the two men began to talk of leases and enclosures and things that were far beyond her ken, the rumble of Lyons’s voice and the swaying of the carriage began to lull her into a doze. She had been up very late and had risen very early. And they wouldn’t reach Brighton for some time . . .

			She came slowly awake a while later to find the coach dark and the duke’s arm about her shoulders. Her head had slid down to the center of his chest, and her hand was on his waist.

			Horrified, she jerked herself upright, embarrassment filling her cheeks with heat as he pulled his arm from around her shoulders. “Where are we?” she asked, trying to get her bearings.

			“On the outskirts of Brighton,” he said in that low timbre that did something unseemly to her insides.

			She couldn’t look at him. She’d been practically on his lap! How mortifying. He must think her the most vulgar creature imaginable.

			“You were sleeping very sound,” Mrs. Greasley offered. “You must have been tired, deary.”

			It was said so kindly that Lisette winced. She felt a little guilty about how her fake tiff with her “husband” had led to a very real tiff between Mr. and Mrs. Greasley. Still, they seemed to have patched it up. The woman was leaning companionably against him, and he didn’t seem to mind.

			Lisette turned her face to the window. Thank God this nightmare stretch of the trip was almost over. The incident with the Greasleys had proved only too well that she couldn’t necessarily travel with impunity.

			The duke had known it, too, and tried to take advantage. She couldn’t fool herself that she’d gained the upper hand with her little performance. She’d just gained a reprieve, that’s all. He could have chosen to drop the facade the moment he realized he might get the truth out of the Greasleys. He could have revealed that she was not married to him, and asked them flat out what he wished to know. And in one fell swoop, he would have ruined her and possibly Dom’s business.

			Why hadn’t he? Because he was a gentleman?

			More likely it was because he could tell that the Greasleys didn’t know enough to help him. Thank God she’d mentioned both Toulon and Paris to them in the past, and thank God the two cities were in very different parts of France. Otherwise, she was almost certain Lofty Lyons would have abandoned her in Brighton to hunt down Tristan in whichever one they’d named definitively.

			She’d made a narrow escape. Too narrow.

			Fortunately, she had little chance of encountering more neighbors. So once they parted from the Greasleys she ought to be safe from discovery, at least until they were on their way to Paris.

			Surely Lyons would never abandon her in France. That would be most ungentlemanly, and he was nothing if not a gentleman.

			Most of the time.

			A shiver skittered down her spine as she remembered the feel of his strong arm about her shoulders. And worse yet, the way his hand had toyed with hers earlier. She should have tugged hers free. Why hadn’t she?

			Because it had been so . . . intimate. No man had ever held her hand in such a fashion, boldly but tenderly, too. It had utterly unnerved her. Even now, with her hand still tucked in the crook of his arm and his thigh pressed against hers, she felt that same quivering in her belly that she’d felt when he’d caressed her hand.

			She stiffened. Skrimshaw was right. She’d better take care. The duke had been the one to assert he was her husband, and that shifted everything. Now there was no reason for him to treat her like a sister, no reason for them to have separate rooms . . . anywhere.

			Her pulse gave a flutter at the thought of spending several nights on the road alone in an inn room with him.

			Lord save her. She’d better be careful.

			She slanted a gaze up at him. He was looking entirely too unreadable. After her little display, she’d expected him to be a good deal angrier. But he’d conceded defeat and acted as if nothing had happened. It had put her on her guard again. He had something up his sleeve. What could it be?

			They reached the coaching inn a short while later. As the Greasleys took their leave, Mrs. Greasley surprised her by murmuring, “Don’t let the man bully you, deary. If you don’t stand up for yourself at the beginning of the marriage, he’ll be no good to you for anything but grief.”

			The sage advice, coming from a woman who clearly had her own husband tied neatly in knots, bemused her. Had Mrs. Greasley noticed more about their relationship than Lisette had given her credit for? Or was that just the woman’s usual advice to newly married couples?

			It didn’t matter. Lisette had to survive the duke’s presence only long enough to extricate Tristan from this trouble. And standing up to Lyons when he tried to bully her wasn’t the problem. She could manage that. It was when he was being sweet that he was most dangerous.

			Was that his current course—to kill her with kindness?

			Trying to figure out his game consumed her throughout the next hour, while he went off with the innkeeper to arrange for their room and their passage to Dieppe, have their bags sent up, and ask that a meal be provided. So much for traveling as a regular person. Clearly he had no idea how a regular person traveled.

			Then again, he’d changed the rules by claiming to be a land agent. Such men did have some money—they would be able to afford a decent room in an inn, and they would be used to giving orders.

			She had to admit it had been rather clever of him to hit on that role. It put him in that nebulous land between gentleman and tradesman. He worked for a living, but it required a certain amount of polish and skill. It meant that his accent wasn’t too odd, nor his knowledge of certain things too unbelievable. And clearly he had realized that he knew the role well enough to play it.

			She only wished she knew the role of a wife half as well. Would a real wife let him handle all the arrangements without voicing an opinion? Would she complain that the rooms they were led to were too small?

			Thank God there were two of them—a bedchamber and a sitting room. That somewhat eased her fear of being alone with him. One of them could sleep on the settee while the other took the bed. They wouldn’t be quite as much in each other’s pockets as she’d feared.

			He must have planned it that way, and for that she was grateful.

			As soon as the innkeeper left, scurrying off to arrange for their dinner, the Duke of Lyons walked over to the ewer, poured some water in the basin, and began to wash his hands.

			The silence stretched maddeningly between them. “I imagine that you find the public coaches very dirty, Your Grace,” Lisette said.

			“I find traveling very dirty regardless of the coach, Miss Bonnaud.” He dried his hands, then faced her, leaning back against the sturdy bureau that held the wash basin and crossing his arms over his chest.

			His unreadable stare made her feel the first tendrils of alarm.

			“It is, that’s true.” She walked over to her bag and opened it, determined to appear as nonchalant as he.

			“That was a very enlightening performance you put on in the carriage,” he said at last. “I was impressed.”

			She didn’t suppose “Thank you” was the appropriate answer. “You pushed me into a corner,” she said defensively. “I didn’t have a choice. We agreed that I would help you find Tristan if you would let me go along. You couldn’t expect me to jeopardize his safety by telling you too soon where he is.”

			She shot him a veiled glance. Her voice grew stronger the longer she talked, but it didn’t seem to change his stance any. He just kept staring at her with a piercing gaze. An oddly compelling gaze.

			It was most unsettling. “Because you know very well,” she went on, “that the minute I do, you’ll abandon me and go off on your own.”

			“True.”

			She gaped at him. He didn’t even bother to deny it. “Well, I can’t have that. I have to protect my brother.”

			“Do you?” He pushed away from the bureau. “I’m beginning to think you have a darker goal.”

			That took her completely by surprise. “Darker goal?” she asked, her blood freezing in her veins.

			“When I first met you, I assumed you weren’t part of his scheme. But your play-acting today proved that you are masterful at pretense. How do I know that our entire conversation this morning wasn’t a pretense? That you aren’t leading me away from London at this very moment for some devious purpose?”

			Devious purpose? Masterful at pretense? He thought she was some sort of swindler! “That’s a vile accusation! I would never do such a thing!”

			“And why should I believe you?” He strode nearer, his face dark with threat. “You’ve proved yourself very good at dissembling. For all I know, you and your brother cooked up this plan together.”

			“B-but why? Why would I do that?”

			“That’s what I want to know.” He loomed over her. “I ought to have you tossed in the gaol until you tell me the truth.”

			“Because I cry well?” she squeaked.

			“Because you are attempting to defraud me,” he said in an ominous tone.

			He was going to throw her in irons, just because she could do some acting in a pinch!

			“I swear I’m not doing any such thing,” she said, her heart in her throat. “You know why I insisted on your taking me with you. You do! I don’t know where you’ve got this daft idea that I’m some swindler, but nothing could be further from—”

			He started laughing. She gaped at him, now all at sea.

			That merely made him laugh harder, and he gasped, “You’re not . . . the only one . . . good at pretense.”

			And suddenly she understood. This was revenge for her play-acting this afternoon.

			Planting her hands on her hips, she glared at him. “You are a horrible, horrible man! How dare you terrify me like that? Why, I ought to—”

			He dropped onto the settee, laughing so hard he could scarcely speak. “If you . . . could only have seen . . . your face . . . when I mentioned . . . gaol . . .”

			She walked up to hit him on the arm. “That was not remotely amusing!”

			“I . . . beg to . . . disagree . . .” he choked out, holding his stomach in mirth.

			Glowering at him, she strode over to the ewer, brought it back, and poured its contents on his head.

			He jumped up off the settee, sputtering, “What the devil was that for?”

			“For making me think you were going to pack me off to gaol, you . . . you . . . oaf!”

			“Oaf?” he said as he removed a handkerchief from his pocket and began to wipe his face. “That’s the best you can do?”

			She narrowed her gaze to slits. “Cretin. Devil. Arse.”

			He smirked at her. “Careful now. Aren’t you supposed to be a respectable married lady?”

			“You nearly gave me heart failure!”

			“You deserved it, after all that crying and nonsense.” He mimicked her. “M-my brother was right. I sh-should never have m-married you!”

			Tossing the empty ewer onto the settee, she crossed her arms over her chest. “The words might have been feigned, but the sentiment is still valid.”

			“It wasn’t my idea to do this,” he reminded her.

			“And it wasn’t my idea to pose as a married couple. Thank God that’s pretend.” She headed for the other room.

			“Oh yes,” he said irritably as he followed close behind her. “You would hate being married to a wealthy duke who could buy you whatever you wanted and show you the world you so obviously crave to see.”

			That he had noticed her love of travel vexed her immensely. She whirled on him in a temper. “I would hate being married to any man who would own me. Who would want to tell me what to do, when to do it, how to do it, and with whom. No, thank you.”

			He slicked back his wet hair. “Is that really how you see marriage?”

			“As a prison for women? Yes.”

			“And you see no advantage in it,” he said as he came right up to her.

			“None.”

			“What about children?”

			“My mother had two. She wasn’t married.” Though Lisette would never follow that example, she wasn’t about to admit it to His High-and-Mighty Grace.

			He lifted one imperious brow. “And you ended up in poverty as a result.”

			“So did my half brother, and he is legitimate. The fact is, in this country, unless you’re the eldest, you inherit at the whim of your father. Marriage is no protection against that, especially if a woman is marrying far above her, as Dom’s mother did.”

			“What about companionship?” he prodded.

			“I have two brothers who will never abandon me. That’s companionship enough for me.”

			“And love?” he asked softly. “What about that?”

			She glanced away, not wanting him to see her ambivalence on that subject. “Love is the chain men use to hold a woman prisoner. They offer her love and in exchange for her devotion, they give her none. I learned that well from my mother’s example.” Forcing a bright smile to her face, she met his gaze once more. “So you see, Your Grace, I find no advantages to be had in marriage.”

			“You’re forgetting one more,” he said, his eyes locked with hers.

			“Oh, and what might that be?”

			“Desire.”

			She fought a shiver at his provocative tone. She hadn’t forgotten that one. She’d ignored it. “Desire is only an advantage for the man.” She’d been telling herself that for years, but it somehow rang hollow when she said it to him.

			“You can’t be that naive.” His voice was now a low thrum. “Surely your mother enjoyed her nights in your father’s arms.”

			“I wouldn’t know. Maman didn’t talk about such things.” Her mother had been determined to act respectably outside the bedchamber, probably thinking that it would convince Papa to marry her. Obviously it hadn’t worked.

			“And you? No man has ever tempted you with desire?”

			Not to any great extent. Until he had come along. And she wasn’t about to admit that to him. “No.”

			Something flickered in his face. The thrill of a challenge? Or something darker, more visceral? “Then it’s about bloody time someone did.”

			He grasped her face between his hands and sealed his lips to hers.
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