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Prologue

Sebastian Addison, earl of Claybrook, eminent spy to the English crown, rolled off his lover and breathed deep in satisfaction.

Contessa Gabrielle Marciano snuggled against his side, all warm and moist from their lovemaking. Automatically his arm went around her, and he dragged her closer, drawing in her exotic scent of jasmine and sandalwood.

His lover.

He’d had many lovers in his past, many women he’d bedded, many of whose faces he could not recall, let alone their names. But Gabrielle…she was different. She was everything he’d ever wanted in a woman. Intelligent and funny and warm. She understood him in ways no other had. And yet he could not have her. Not permanently.

The thought saddened and angered him at the same time. He’d given up many things to become a premier spy, and one was any sort of long-term commitment. It had never bothered him before, but it bothered him immensely now.

Beside him, she hummed in contentment. He knew it was contentment. They’d been together three days, and already he knew so much about her—and yet so little. She hummed when she was content. She curled her toes when her release was imminent. She adored dark chocolate and liked to lie on the bed and watch him with those dark, dark eyes as he talked to her.

Yet there was much he didn’t know about her. And there was much she didn’t know about him. And that was the way it had to be.

He knew from past experience that ending the relationship could be messy. But he also knew that Gabrielle would be different. She wouldn’t cry. She would calmly accept. He’d told her from the beginning that whatever happened between them would be short-term, and she had readily—almost too readily—agreed. That was strange in itself, but he didn’t question it.

Today was the end of the best three days of his life. It had come far too quickly for his satisfaction. There was no other option. He had to be in France in a few days. Another mission the crown needed him for. There was always another mission, another villain, another person bent on destroying England. Sometimes he was so damn weary of it, but this was the life he’d chosen, and in his heart he knew he was doing good.

Today, however, he wasn’t feeling that way. Today he wanted to pull the covers up over them and make love to Gabrielle until they were breathless, and then they would eat and talk and laugh and make love all over again.

Wishes were for other men. Not for Sebastian.

He looked at Gabrielle, who was staring at him with those beautiful dark eyes that always seemed to see too much.

“It’s time,” she said, seeming to read his mind.

“Gabrielle—”

“Shhh.” She pressed her finger to his lips, silencing his words. “We said from the beginning that this was only temporary. We knew the end would come sooner than we would like. I can’t…” She pulled her finger away and looked softly into his eyes. “I can’t give you more than I already have. The truth is, I’ve been called away from Venice and must leave within a day or two. It’s time,” she repeated.

He picked up her hand and kissed her fingers. “What happened here, these last three days, I’ll never forget.”

Her eyes were sparkling with tears. “And neither will I. Thank you.”

There was an unexpected lump in his throat and pressure behind his eyes. Really, there was nothing else to say. There was no use wishing for something that couldn’t be, and there were no more words to be said.

He slipped out of bed and dressed silently. When he was finished, he turned to soak in the vision of her. Her nearly black hair was tousled about her shoulders and trailing to the bed. Her eyes were wide, her lips swollen and red. She held the bedsheets over her bosom, but he still saw their swell. He paused, suddenly unwilling to leave.

“Goodbye, Sebastian.”

Her words were like a dagger to the gut, swift and painful and shocking. “Goodbye, my lady.”


Chapter 1

SEVEN MONTHS LATER

Sebastian lounged wearily in the chair opposite Sir Colin Atwater’s desk and watched his contact in the Office of Intelligence shuffle papers.

“We have a new mission for you,” Atwater said.

“I recently came off a mission.”

“We are aware, but this is urgent.”

“They’re all urgent.”

“This one is even more urgent.” Atwater tapped the papers together, avoiding eye contact.

“How so?” Sebastian asked.

“You’ll, uh, be working with someone.”

“I don’t work with other people.”

“We must insist that this time you do.”

“I work alone. I always have. It’s best that way.” Frustrated that he’d been called in for this, Sebastian stood and turned toward the door with every intention of leaving the silly conversation.

“We are aware that you prefer to work alone—”

Sebastian sighed in exasperation and turned back. “There is no preference to it. A preference implies that you have a choice in what I do. You don’t.”

“Yes. Well. In this instance the king requires it. This particular mission needs two operatives. It’s highly—”

“Then find someone else. I’m off to my country estate to see to neglected business.” Such as looking over ledgers, meeting with his steward, and reading a good book in front of a roaring fire with his dogs at his feet. It had been far too long since he’d done any of that. His steward and his dogs were feeling forsaken, and his body ached to take a rest. At this point he didn’t care whom he angered.

“You can’t leave, my lord. The crown forbids it.”

Sebastian paused, his lips quirking in amusement. “The crown forbids it? Now you have me intrigued. But not enough to remain and discover what this mission is about. As much as it pains me to admit, there are many other excellent operatives. One of them will surely do.” Deciding to be generous, he added, “Pick that Harrison fellow. He will be pleased to accept such a mission.” 

“Harrison is otherwise occupied.”

Sebastian frowned. “Then Kristoff. Hell, I don’t care whom you pick as long as it isn’t me.”

Atwater yanked on the bell pull.

Immediately the door opened. A woman’s voice drifted through, not loud enough that Sebastian could hear the words; more the sound, the cadence. And it stopped him cold. He’d been in many tight situations in his career, but he doubted he’d ever broken into such a cold sweat. “What the hell is this about?” he asked Atwater in a furious whisper.

“Your partner.”

His partner, who had yet to step around the door, said something to the footman, then laughed. The sound sliced through him as precisely and painfully as a saber. He’d had that feeling only one other time. Seven months ago, to be precise.

She stepped into his line of sight, and Sebastian’s stomach twisted into a knot.

Her smile was wide, her dark, dark eyes sparkling. All that black hair was piled atop her head with tendrils escaping and curling around her face and down her neck. Sebastian’s entire body clenched in memory as his gaze swept over her, cataloging everything from the tops of her creamy breasts to her waist, which he could span with his hand, to her navy blue shoes that peeked out from the hem of her navy blue gown. She executed a quick, almost impertinent curtsy. Just the way he remembered.

“My lord.”

For a long moment Sebastian couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak. All he could do was withstand the tidal wave of emotions and memories breaking over him. Emotions he’d fought so hard to overcome.

Sebastian spun on his heel and pierced Atwater with a glare. “What is the meaning of this?”

“I would like to introduce—”

Sebastian slashed his hand through the air, cutting off Atwater’s words before they formed. He didn’t want to hear her name. He didn’t want to hear her voice, and he certainly was not going to work with her. It had taken him seven months—seven months—to get her out of his system. He would not allow Atwater to ruin his hard work. What were the chances that when they finally decided he should partner, it would be with her? Why her? She wasn’t even an operative, damn it.

“If for some reason I did decide to partner with someone—which I would never do—that person would be an operative.” And never a woman. The words were left unsaid but resonated through the room.

“Yes, well.” Atwater darted a quick glance at her. “As I was saying, Lord Claybrook, may I introduce Contessa Gabrielle Marciano. The contessa is an operative for the crown.”

It took all of Sebastian’s effort not to reveal his shock. She didn’t appear to be nearly as surprised as he felt, which led him to believe that she’d known he was an operative and played him for a fool all those months ago. Or maybe she was just as good as he was at hiding thoughts.

“As I said”—he infused his voice with disdain, refusing to reveal either the shock of this revelation or the tumultuous excitement and regret and even fear upon seeing her again—“find someone else.” He headed toward the door.

She was blocking his way, and he advanced on her, silently challenging her. She should have stepped out of his way. Any other woman would have. Hell, any man would have. But as he had learned in Venice, this was no ordinary woman. She stood her ground and met his furious growl with a cool look. Her insolent chin tilted up, and God help him, he wanted to take that chin in his hands and kiss her senseless.

He jerked his head in a poor semblance of a nod. “Good day, my lady.”

When he stepped to go around her, she shifted in front of him, her steady gaze challenging. “Is something amiss, my lord?” Her Italian accent wrapped around him and held him in a strong embrace.

“As I was telling Atwater earlier, I work alone.” When in the world did she become an operative? And why hadn’t she told him seven months ago? Bloody hell, why did it hurt so much to find out now?

“This time you don’t,” Atwater said, his voice hard and uncompromising. “The crown has heard rumors of a Jacobite stirring.”

“The Jacobites were silenced six years ago, after the ’45 uprising,” Sebastian said, not taking his eyes off her.

“There are supporters who would like to see another uprising,” Atwater said. “We have information that indicates France plans to use the Jacobites to distract us so they can move onto English soil.”

Sebastian had heard the same rumors. However, he wasn’t as concerned as Atwater or the crown. Bonnie Prince Charlie was rusticating in Rome, far into his cups, and more than likely hadn’t given two thoughts to Scotland. “France can never win against us,” Sebastian said.

“Nevertheless, we need to find the instigator, whom we believe is someone of the aristocracy. We need you and the contessa to attend as many balls and soirees as possible. Listen and watch and discover who the perpetrator is. A couple would be less obvious than a lone person.”

Gabrielle raised a brow, her lips quirking, but her eyes told a different story. She was wary of Sebastian; she didn’t know what to expect. There were memories lodged in her deep eyes that he didn’t want to acknowledge, for that would lead him down a path he had walked away from seven months ago. That they had both walked away from.

Stepping out of that bedchamber had been the single hardest thing he’d ever done. He’d relived that night so many times in his mind, wondering what would have happened if he had stayed or if he had said something different. What if he had told her his secrets? Would she have accepted him?

Now he knew that she had known all along.

I can’t give you more than I already have. The truth is, I’ve been called away from Venice and must leave within a day or two. It’s time.

Out of all the words she had said to him, those had stuck in his mind the most. He’d always wondered what she meant. He was beginning to suspect he knew. She, too, had been called away on another mission.

Damnation, but he was a fool.

“This is work that a fresh operative can do,” he said, far more weakly than he’d intended. She was already softening him. Making him weak. “Let someone else make his mark on this case and use it to rise in the ranks. I hardly see what I can do that someone else can’t.”

“His Majesty wants you,” Atwater said.

“I am unable. I’m leaving for the country, so the contessa will have to work with someone else.”

Once again he headed toward the door, but a whizzing noise stopped him short as a dagger flew past his nose and imbedded itself in the doorframe. He stared at the quivering hilt for a long moment before slowly turning his head toward Gabrielle. “Impressive.”

She tilted her head in acknowledgment.

“But unwise. You could have hit me.”

“If I had wanted to hit you, my lord, I would have.”

He raked his gaze up and down her slight form. Memories assailed him, stealing his breath and causing him to question every decision he’d made since leaving her in Venice. It would be so easy to let himself slip back to those few days.

“You have no choice, Lord Claybrook,” Atwood said apologetically. “The two of you will be introduced tonight at Lord and Lady Eastman’s ball, to make your courtship more realistic and to forge an easier path for the contessa. Lord and Lady Eastman work peripherally for the Office of Intelligence. They are aware of your mission, to some extent.”

“Courtship?” Sebastian raised his brows, ignoring the rest.

Atwater cleared his throat. “Yes, well, there are some functions for which the contessa will need an escort—”

“What he is trying to say,” Gabrielle said, “is that due to my tarnished reputation, I will not be invited to certain balls. However, if you and I attend together, you will lend me credibility. There is hardly anything the hostesses can say when the earl of Claybrook arrives with me on his arm.”

Gabrielle sauntered over and reached across Sebastian to yank her dagger out of the wall. Her scent drifted to him, dark and exotic. He remembered it all too well, and so did his body, for he was half hard. He shifted away, wishing her silent. Her voice was everything he’d tried to forget but couldn’t. Sultry, with a tinge of an accent that made her seem all the more exotic.

She ambled away, her amazing hips swaying with each step and making his erection more painful. Those hips. He could easily picture his hands on them, guiding her toward him. He spun on his heel and closed his eyes, breathing through clenched teeth. He fought his attraction with every bit of strength he had. The same attraction he’d battled and lost seven months ago, when he fell into her bed. As much as he wanted to, he could not regret his weakness, but he was damned if he would repeat it.

“My lord,” Atwater said. “The crown gives you much leeway when it comes to your missions, because you’re one of our best operatives, but this time you have no choice.”

Sebastian glared at her; she stared back, implacable, inscrutable. Seven months ago her emotions had been stamped on her face. Not so now. A different woman stood before him today. That shouldn’t bother him, but it did, and that knowledge pricked his already boiling anger.

“How long will this take?” he asked.

“We have no way of knowing,” Atwater said.

“So, if I choose to accept this mission, the contessa and I could be working together for the entirety of the season?”

“Possibly,” Atwater said.

Her hands were folded before her as if she were a demure young miss, when he knew she was not. Visions of her rising above him, arching her back, screaming his name, broke through the barrier he’d quickly erected.

Damn her.

His plan to travel to the country and attend to business, to read that book he’d been looking forward to, slowly faded until it was nothing but a mirage.

He tipped his head toward her, acknowledging that she had won this round. “Apparently I will see you at the Eastmans’ ball tonight, my lady.”


Chapter 2

Gabrielle smoothed her skirts and drew in a fortifying breath. The Eastmans’ ball had started two hours ago, and Sebastian had yet to make an appearance. Damn the man.

After leaving Atwater’s residence, she’d ridden home in her carriage, refusing to shed the tears that pushed against her eyes. It had taken every bit of willpower to ignore the raging pain that Sebastian’s cutting words and looks had inflicted on her.

A fool. That’s what she was. So he didn’t fall at her feet, as she’d stupidly hoped. So what?

Lady Eastman appeared at her side, bustling with efficiency and purpose as she always did, dressed in a pink gown, a color that should have been reserved for debutantes. “Chin up. Don’t let him see you’re nervous.”

Automatically Gabrielle raised her chin. “He can’t see anything, because he’s not here.”

“Men like to believe they have the upper hand, and they don’t like to be told what to do. He’s biding his time because he’s angry.”

That was only part of why Sebastian was angry. However, Lady Eastman’s no-nonsense approach was exactly what Gabrielle needed to hear to shore up her courage.

Just then the crowd stirred. The orchestra continued to play, the conversations around them faltered.

Gabrielle glanced over her shoulder to find the earl of Claybrook parting the crowds, looking neither right nor left as he approached her. Her heart started thundering, and all the talks of courage that she’d given herself vanished. He could have been much more circumspect in his approach, but she supposed this would work as well.

He eschewed fashion and wore no wig. His black hair was cut short, falling over his forehead. There was white at the temples that hadn’t been there seven months ago. She found him even more desirable, if such a thing were possible.

A quick glance around showed that other females were having the same reaction: Whether they were new debutantes, firmly on the shelf, or married, they all watched him with the hunger that she knew was on her face as well. Seven months ago they’d had a torrid but all too short affair that had ended in a mutual understanding. She had not been able to walk away as easily as she had from her other lovers. She found herself thinking of him often. And now here he was. And they were working together.

And he was furious.

He had not told her he was an operative, and she had not told him she was. They had followed the protocol and played by the crown’s rules. Why he was so furious at her, she didn’t know, for she had not revealed any more or less than he had in those far too few days together.

He moved with quiet grace and determined purpose, his bright blue eyes boring in to her. His mouth, that sensuous, beautiful mouth, was a slash of anger, and yet she could not seem to look away from it. Her body tingled at the memories of what that mouth had done to her. If she could have, she would have leaned on something and fanned her overheated face. The memories were too much, coming too fast. She hadn’t expected that. She thought she’d been prepared.

She’d been very, very wrong.

He stopped before her and looked down at her with no expression. But she saw and she knew. He was conservatively dressed in black and white, and he towered over her, using his considerable height to intimidate. If only he knew that he was doing the opposite. He made her insides quiver and that private spot between her legs ache with repressed memories.

“Contessa Gabrielle Marciano,” Lady Eastman said. “May I present Sebastian Addison, earl of Claybrook. My lord, Lady Marciano.”

Lady Eastman stepped back, and just like that, their mission began.

Sebastian bowed. “My lady, a pleasure to meet you.”

He smiled, and for a moment Gabrielle forgot to breathe. It was the smile he had bestowed on her all those months ago, when the outside world was nothing but an inconvenience. The smile that had been accompanied by a loose laugh as they lounged in bed, talking about everything except what was truly important. Because the important things were taboo. The important things reminded them that an outside world awaited. A world that would not accept them as a couple.

Brought back to reality and the ball and the man who was now a stranger standing before her, she realized his smile merely stretched his lips and never reached his eyes.

She curtseyed and smiled back. “My lord. I have heard much about you and am pleased that Lady Eastman introduced us.”

The crowd watched avidly. Gabrielle had no doubt they were cataloging every word, every eyelash flutter. It was rare for the earl of Claybrook to appear at a ball. His introduction to her, a woman with a tarnished reputation whose presence was merely tolerated, was beyond the pale and fodder for a week’s worth of gossip.

“Would you care to dance, my lady?”

What she wanted to do was turn around and walk out, to return to Venice and her apartment. To forget this Sebastian Addison and remember the other Sebastian Addison. Since that wasn’t possible, she took his arm and allowed him to lead her to the dance floor.

Conversations faltered. People stared. The pieces were in place.

When they reached the center of the dance floor, Sebastian turned and held out his hand. She placed hers against his, preparing for the minuet to begin. She refused to allow her memories to overtake her. Yet the images persisted of Sebastian sprawled across her bed, wearing nothing but a lazy smile and the scent of their lovemaking. The sound of his laughter haunted her lonely nights.

The music started, and he moved expertly though emotionlessly. He knew the steps and executed them flawlessly, but there was no emotion behind them. No joy. Nothing.

He looked down on her. On her. Not at her. A seductive smile played around his mouth, but she was no fool. At least not anymore. It was all for show. He was playing his part well, as she should have expected from a decorated veteran spy.

“How long have you been in England, my lady?”

She glanced around. The other dancers were wandering uncomfortably close, not paying attention to their steps but, rather, the unlikely earl with the wanton contessa. “Not even a sennight, my lord.”

“You came from Venice, I understand.”

“Yes.”

The dance steps pulled them apart, giving Gabrielle time to collect herself. Constance Price, who was watching the exchange closely, stumbled into Sebastian, who had to sidestep in order not to trip. He caught Constance and set her back on her feet. Face red, Constance mumbled an apology.

When he touched Gabrielle’s hands and they spun in a circle, Gabrielle smiled up at him. The muscle in his jaw clenched. “My, my, how clumsy of her,” she said.

“It seems we are the item of the moment.”

“The earl and the fallen woman.”

He looked down at her and, surprisingly, his gaze softened. “I wouldn’t say that.”

“No?” They stepped away, then quickly back. “What would you call it?”

His silence was answer enough. He knew the way of the land just as she did. ’Twas why she needed him in order to be accepted into the ton this season. And while she understood one dance would not accomplish that, it was a start. People were noticing them, talking about them. Dare she say they looked at her a little differently? Nay, probably not. No doubt the mamas were fuming that Gabrielle had tainted yet another eligible bachelor.

The music ended. Sebastian bowed to her and Gabrielle curtseyed. What would he do now? Ask her to walk the room with him, or something more shocking, like step out onto the terrace? Would he kiss her on the terrace? All eyes remained on them, and even Gabrielle waited with breath held to see what he would do. He offered his arm and she took it, ignoring the slight trembling that started in her deepest core.

He led her off the dance floor and turned to bow to her. “It’s been a pleasure, my lady. I will call upon you in the morning.”

He turned on his heel and walked off, leaving her standing alone in front of the speculative eyes of the aristocracy.


Chapter 3

Gabrielle took her time with her toilette, inspecting then discarding one garment after another. Too bright, too dark, too daring, too conservative: She couldn’t find the right one, and she refused, absolutely refused, to accept that it was all because of Sebastian.

Except it was.

That was the point now. She wanted to put some sort of emotion into those cool blue eyes. She wanted to see something from him. Some spark of recognition. Some hint that he remembered something. She didn’t believe that the man she’d spent three glorious days with, who had laughed with her, made love to her, and cradled her body against his, was the same cold, heartless man she encountered yesterday.

“No, no, Eliza, not that one, either.”

Her lady’s maid, Eliza, made no effort to contain her frustrated sigh and returned the lavender gown to the wardrobe. Gabrielle studied the gowns strewn over her bed, over her chairs, and draped over the doors of the wardrobe. She was such a damn laughable fool.

“The maroon will have to do.” It was quite a lovely gown. Her favorite, in truth, with an open robe and a rose-colored petticoat embroidered in maroon thread. The sleeves came to just below the elbow, the turned-back cuffs the same rose as the petticoat. She could not hide her stiletto, but she doubted she would need it today.

“Finally,” Eliza muttered, reaching for the gown.

When Gabrielle descended to the parlor, she was not at all surprised to find that Sebastian was not there, but she was completely surprised to discover someone else.

“Lady Marciano.”

She stopped short with an inward sigh of frustration. “Lord Wilcott,” she said with a false smile. She sat, and Wilcott sat in the opposite chair. She didn’t ring for tea, as manners dictated, because she didn’t want to entertain Wilcott any longer than necessary.

After Sebastian had walked away from her at the ball, Gabrielle would have been completely shunned except for Lady Eastman’s continued support. So it presented some surprise that Lord Wilcott had approached her, since everyone else had turned their backs on her. She had completely forgotten he had asked to call upon her with an urgent and personal request. She could guess what his request was, but she had agreed anyway. It was best to get this conversation over with privately and Wilcott out of her life for good.

He was a smallish man. “Fastidious” was the word that came to mind. Receding hairline, plump about the middle, always impeccably and somberly dressed. Always unsmiling. He was well into his forties and unmarried, and that was about all she knew of him.

Wilcott cleared his throat and glanced about before settling his gaze on her. When he attempted a smile, it appeared strained. “My lady, we’ve met on several occasions previously, before you left for Venice this last time. Even though our contact has been sporadic, I feel that we know each other well enough—”

Gabrielle held up her hand, unable to stomach any more. “My lord, if I may. I have a feeling where this conversation is going. I am not looking for a protector at this time.” Good Lord, she couldn’t believe she was having this conversation. It was always awkward, turning down a would-be protector—of which she seemed to have an inordinate supply. Due to her reputation, men considered her unattached state something that needed remedying posthaste. They were always surprised when she turned them down.

“If you would just listen,” Wilcott said. “I can offer much—”

“I don’t need anything at the moment.”

“I wouldn’t be too, er, demanding. I sincerely feel we would suit nicely. Of course, you would have carte blanche at any modiste of your choosing—”

“I’m in no need of new gowns at this time.”

“Jewels—”

“I have plenty.”

His mouth opened and closed. He clutched the head of his walking stick. “I don’t believe you understand, my lady.” His voice had fallen to an alarming tone that had Gabrielle straightening her back. She wasn’t a fool. She had any number of weapons secured in this room, as well as her very capable butler on the other side of the door, but Wilcott put her on edge. Why hadn’t he left the walking stick at the door along with his hat and gloves? Walking sticks were a common accessory for men, but it bothered her that he still possessed his. In the future she would instruct Riggs, her butler who was also a bodyguard, to require that all walking sticks be left at the front door.

“I can offer you a house, clothes, jewels, and freedom.”

“Rarely does any of that come with freedom, my lord.”

His eyes brightened and he nodded vigorously. “Precisely, my lady. We could set up appointments.”

She stood abruptly, taking a slippery hold over her growing anger. “You offend, my lord. I will not be shared among your friends.”

“No, no.” Wilcott had hastily stood when she did, and now he reached a hand out to her. She quickly stepped away from him. “That’s not what I meant at all.” His hand dropped to his side, and he looked away as a flush crept up his cheeks.

Something in Gabrielle softened at his vulnerability. “My lord, if I may. Find a nice, biddable woman and marry her. You could lavish your jewels and modistes on her instead of a stranger.”

“I can’t.”

“You can’t?”

“I can’t…marry. Even though I know I will have to someday.” He laughed, the sound dry and painful, and he still wouldn’t look at her. “My title requires it, after all.”

“Why can’t you?” 

He folded his hands on top of his cane and looked at her steadily. “I need the respectability of a mistress so people won’t talk. Because I’m in love with someone else.”

“If you love this girl so much, then marry her.”

“She’s not a female, Lady Marciano.”

Not a…Oh. Not much shocked Gabrielle, but this did. The very proper, uptight Lord Wilcott was in love with another man.

“Like I said, we could make appointments. I could arrive and leave after a prearranged amount of time, but there would be no…” His color rose again and he cleared his throat. “It would all be for show.”

“My lord, I do apologize, but I am simply not available for such an extended commitment.” Ah, but if she were, she would seriously consider his offer. What greater way to avoid the unwanted attentions of the gentlemen of the ton and be able to live her life as she wished. But she was not allowed to live as she wished. She was a weapon of the crown, unable to pick and choose whom she slept with and consorted with.

Her heart went out to him, for in many ways they were alike: he bound to his proclivities, she bound to the crown that had plucked her from certain death and given her a second chance. Both living a lie that, if discovered, could cost them everything.

His expression was so desperately bleak that she almost hurt for him. And to think that all this time she’d thought ill of him. It proved that people could be completely different on the inside from what they portrayed on the outside. She was a stellar example, after all.

“You won’t even consider my offer?” he asked quietly.

She drew in a deep breath and said just as quietly, “I cannot, my lord.”

He pressed his lips together and appeared thoughtful before nodding and looking down at his hands, folded over the head of his walking stick. “I understand. If I may beseech you, my lady, to keep this conversation between us. I would be ruined should word leak. When I do eventually marry—well, that might not even be a possibility if rumor went around…”

“You have my word that this conversation will stay between us.”

He swallowed, the bleakness abating a bit. “Thank you.”

Riggs knocked on the door and entered. “Lord Claybrook, my lady.”

Wilcott straightened and Gabrielle witnessed a transformation in him. He buried his inner turmoil and became the snooty aristocrat whom everyone knew him to be. “I will take my leave, then,” he said.

“Will you attend the Buchanan ball tonight?”

He paused. “I wasn’t planning to.”

“I just thought…if you do, I will save a dance for you.” It was the least and the most she could do. If he danced, people wouldn’t suspect. Then again, if he danced with her, people would talk. And not in a good way.

His expression cleared and he smiled. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him smile. He was such a stern man, clinging outwardly to manners and protocol. Now she knew why.

“Thank you, Lady Marciano.”

“You may call me Gabrielle.”

He inclined his head. “Thank you, Gabrielle.”

Sebastian entered, halting any further conversation. Lord Wilcott bowed to her, nodded to Sebastian, and left. Sebastian watched him go with a frown, and Gabrielle’s heart skittered. He was dressed not so somberly as the night before but no less exquisitely, in buff breeches and a midnight blue coat and waistcoat. The man could steal the air from the room. He most definitely stole the air from her every time she looked at him.

“What did he want?” he asked in the abrupt way she was coming to expect from him.

Gabrielle forced herself to smile and step forward. “Why, good afternoon, my lord. So nice of you to call upon me.”

He scowled at her and looked around, his gaze resting on and then skipping over the furniture, the paintings, and the vase of purple lilies on a small table by the settee. “I told you I would call on you.”

“Yes, you did. I hope nothing was amiss last night.”

His gaze flew to hers. “Amiss?”

“You left so abruptly after our dance, I feared something had happened.”

His scowl deepened. “You know I’m not pleased with this mission, and if you think I will dance attendance upon you and fawn over you like Wilcott, then you are sorely mistaken.”

Gabrielle’s back teeth came together as heat climbed up her neck and into her face. “I don’t expect you to fawn over me; however, our mission is to convince the ton that we are courting.”

“The mission is to find a spy, and regardless of what Atwater says, I’m not convinced that dancing all night, drinking afternoon tea, and riding through Hyde Park in the morning will accomplish that.”

“Oh? Is that your way of asking if I would like to go riding with you today? Why, I would love to, thank you very much.”

He tilted his head and lifted a brow in a disbelieving look. The horrible thing about all of this was that he was just too handsome for his own good, with that midnight hair and the blue eyes that she knew could heat to flames of passion, though now they were cool as ice chips.

“What was Wilcott doing here?” he suddenly demanded, piercing her with his cold eyes.

“Calling on me.”

“Why?”

She drew back. “Why?”

“What does he want with you?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but he wants me as his mistress.”

His jaw muscle ticked and his eyes narrowed, creating creases at the corners that never failed to intrigue her. “You told him no.”

He was so sure of himself, so matter-of-fact, that she almost said she was thinking about it. “Why is this any concern of yours?” she asked.

“Because apparently I’m courting you, and I don’t want competition.”

“Maybe you need competition,” she teased.

His lips didn’t even twitch in a smile. Where was the man she’d known seven months ago? What had happened to him?

“Atwater says we are to ‘encounter’ each other at the Buchanan ball tonight,” he said, seeming to ignore her statement.

“I’m aware.”

“I’ll arrive a few hours after the ball begins. I expect you to be there on time and ready for our encounter.”

“As you were on time last night, my lord?”

He raised a brow but remained stubbornly silent. What would it take to break through to the man she’d known in Venice?

“Sebastian?” She softened her voice and reached toward his hand but dropped her arm before touching him. There was a part of her that ached to press against him, to lay her head upon his chest, and stand there inside his heat.

He looked down at her hand. The expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes did. They became softer, and she saw the memories lodged in them. He remembered, and it hurt him to remember. It hurt her, too, but she refused to let the hurt and the memories make her cantankerous.

“Yes?” he asked.

“What happened to you?”

His gaze cooled, and the hurt disappeared behind whatever wall he’d erected. “I have no idea what you mean.”

“You are not the same man I knew in Venice,” she said softly.

He stared at her for a long moment. “We agreed not to speak of this, Gabrielle.” His voice had softened, and she considered that a small victory.

“That was in Venice, before either of us knew who the other really was.”

“It will serve us no good to speak of it now. Nothing has changed. We are the same people with the same reasons as before.”

True enough. But before she had time to respond, he was making his way to the door. “Where are you going?”

“I have things to do.” He pulled open the door and stepped into the entryway.

Gabrielle followed. “Wait a moment. What things?” She hurried to step between him and the front door. Riggs was conspicuously absent for once, and she was glad of it. “You’re going to attempt to find the spy, aren’t you? Without me.”

He halted and pressed his lips together but would not look at her.

Gabrielle drew in an outraged breath. “You are.” She pressed a finger into a chest roped with muscle. It didn’t budge him but bent her finger backward. “Atwater said we are to work together. You cannot go off on this mission without me.”

He removed her finger from his chest. “Atwater said I was to take you to balls and such. He said nothing about us working together in any other area.”

“You know that’s what he meant.”

“I know no such thing.” He reached around her to open the front door, and it took everything inside Gabrielle not to flinch. He smelled just as she remembered, darkly spicy and of horse and man. She had to step back, lest she be pushed out of the way as he opened the door.

“We are partners, Sebastian, and we will work on this together.”

He stepped around her, jogged down the steps, and hopped in his waiting carriage—once again walking away from her, while Gabrielle could only stand there helplessly.


Chapter 4

Godfrey Duncan, Lord Wilcott, handed his butler his coat, gloves, and walking stick with a defeated air. He’d been so convinced that Lady Marciano was the answer to his dilemma, and so convinced she would leap at his suggestion, that he had not been prepared for rejection. Distraught after leaving her residence, Godfrey had needed to speak to Charles for a few moments. He tried not to visit Charles’s store on Oxford Street too often, for fear his continued presence would be noted, but today he’d felt the need to see his friend.

Unfortunately, Charles had been irked with Godfrey for revealing their secret to Lady Marciano. But Godfrey didn’t regret it. To his surprise, she proved to be a warm, compassionate woman, and he found himself telling her everything. Secrets he’d kept from even his closest family members. She had a way about her that inspired trust. Besides, she’d promised not to reveal their conversation, and he believed her, much to Charles’s disgust.

She’d even offered to dance with him at the Buchanan ball tonight. He hadn’t planned on attending, but he might now. Just dancing with the widowed contessa would draw attention. His mother was becoming suspicious that he wasn’t interested in any of the debutantes she paraded in front of him. She’d begun to ask him delicate, detailed questions about his personal life that he could never answer honestly. Hopefully, if he danced with Lady Marciano, he could assuage his mother’s suspicions for a bit.

He entered his study and shut the door behind him, searching for peace and quiet and some fine Scottish whiskey. He reached for the decanter of whiskey with one hand while loosening his cravat with the other.

“Good evening, Godfrey.”

Godfrey spun around. The bottle of whiskey tipped and fell over. The rush of liquid spilled onto the table, then the floor, the smell pungent.

His butler hadn’t mentioned he had a caller, yet a man sat in a chair in the corner of the room. He was so far nestled into the shadows that Godfrey had to peer closer to see, and even then he couldn’t make the person out. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

The man tsked. “I expected much better manners from you, Lord Wilcott. Word around town is that you cling to propriety.”

The man’s softly spoken words, uttered in a Scottish brogue, had Godfrey’s heart racing. “Who are you?” 

The man stood and stepped into the light, though his appearance didn’t appease Godfrey in the least. He was tall and lean, with hard eyes, wide shoulders, and hair in definite need of cutting, for it touched his shoulders in a shaggy mess. He rested a lean hip against the back of the settee, so close that Godfrey could see his eyes were green; his hair was the color that was brown one moment and dark red the next. His shirt was open at the throat, his coat unbuttoned. He wore no cravat. Godfrey would never, ever go calling without a cravat.

“I’m a friend of a friend,” the man said.

“I can’t imagine what friend we have in common.” Godfrey sniffed, displaying bravado, while inside he quaked with a fear he’d never known. “How did you get past my butler?”

The man smiled, a slow, heartless smile. “One should never leave his windows unlocked. All manner of thieves and criminals roam the streets. Even the fashionable streets of Mayfair.”

Godfrey scooted back. Danger radiated off the man, from the cold, emotionless eyes to the rough fingers tapping against the back of the settee.

The man crossed his arms and studied Godfrey for so long that he wanted to squirm but didn’t dare. “Sir, if you don’t leave this moment, I will call my servants and have you escorted out. This is highly irregular. I sincerely doubt we have any similar acquaintances.”

“You were seen conversing with Lady Gabrielle Marciano at the Eastmans’ ball last night.”

Godfrey frowned, caught off guard. “Yes.”

“It has come to my attention that Lady Marciano was introduced to Lord Claybrook at the same ball.”

“I don’t see how this is any of your business.”

“Late this morning you were seen entering Lady Marciano’s residence, where you spent a significant amount of time.”

“You’ve been following me?” Godfrey’s outrage was cloaked in real fear. How long had he been followed? To Oxford Street? “You need to leave, sir.”

“You don’t want me to leave, Godfrey.”

He hadn’t given this cretin permission to call him by his given name, but at this point it was irrelevant. His bowels quaked and he desperately wanted to walk out of this room, but the door was too far away and he knew he would never make it that far. The man wouldn’t let him leave.

“I want you to bring Lady Marciano to me.”

Godfrey jerked as if someone had pinched him. This was not at all what he had expected. “Absolutely not.” The thought of Lady Marciano in this man’s clutches made Godfrey’s stomach churn. Despite what others said about her, she was a sweet woman, and there was no way he would hand her over to this man.

The man tapped his finger on the settee. “Do I need to remind you of a quaint little bookstore on Oxford Street?”

The blood rushed from Godfrey’s head so fast he swayed. His body was drenched in sweat. The sickly sweet odor of fear permeated the room. Nay, not fear. Terror.

—

Sebastian hadn’t lied when he admitted to conducting some legwork for the newest assignment he and Gabrielle had drawn. However, what he didn’t admit to, and what he would never admit to, was that he needed to get the hell out of her house, because, God save him, she did things to him.

He never should have bedded her in Venice. At the time he’d known it was a mistake, but he’d ignored his inner voice, and now he regretted it. He’d tried everything to purge her from his system. He’d taken on more missions. Dangerous missions he would normally leave for the younger, more foolhardy men. Even that hadn’t worked.

Many nights he would awake in a feverish state, so aroused that he hurt. He would lie there staring up at the ceiling, seething in anger and burning lust, willing it to pass. Sometimes it wouldn’t pass; the dreams were so damn real, he could feel her scorching touch on his heated skin. He could hear her gasps of pleasure and anticipate his own powerful release.

When that happened, he had no choice but to relieve himself or live with the aching erection that had him gritting his teeth. It was on those nights that he hated her and himself the most. He’d never felt this way about anyone, and it angered him that he could not control his own body and his own thoughts when he had such a tight control over everything else in his life.

And then she was there, in the flesh, and he could smell her and touch her if he wished. Every time he was near her, his control slipped another notch, and he found it more difficult to keep his hands to himself.

He’d known he would have to see her again—after all, she was a close friend of his sister—but he’d convinced himself that he could avoid her. Bloody hell. He couldn’t avoid her if the crown forced them to work together, but he could limit his time with her. She’d been so angry when he left her this afternoon, thinking he was working behind her back. Which he was. More to the point, he was avoiding her. Something he wasn’t proud of.

The country’s premier spy couldn’t afford softness. He needed to be controlled, aware, at all times. He could afford no distractions, and if Gabrielle Marciano was anything, she was a distraction.

He had no idea what Atwater thought they could accomplish by invading the ton. Sebastian’s expertise was more behind the scenes, and damn it, that was where he should be now. Not dancing with an Italian contessa.

After a good quarter hour of being stalled in traffic, his coach finally pulled up to the Buchanans’ townhouse. One would think that arriving two hours late to a ball would prevent such congestion, but apparently being late was the norm. Despite that, Sebastian waited an interminably long time before exiting the coach. He hated to admit it, but he needed to corral his courage and shore up his defenses, because seeing her was like a punch to the gut.

When it became clear that he needed to either get out or get going, he climbed down and adjusted his cuffs and the fall of his breeches, then strode up the steps.

Inside, the ball was not the crush that the Eastmans’ ball had been the night before, and Sebastian was glad of it. He deplored all of those people shoved into one room. He hated the stares, the whispers, the speculative looks of the matchmaking mamas. He’d become adept at sidestepping their sharklike advances.

The butler announced him, and much to his relief, there was barely a stir. He made his way down the steps and into the stifling ballroom.

He walked the perimeter of the room until the soft hairs on the back of his neck prickled and he slowly turned around. She was standing a few feet from him, and as it had done earlier that day, and the night before, and the afternoon before that, and seven months before then, his breath left him and his knees went weak.

She was truly stunning, with all that golden skin, black-as-night hair, and dark smoldering eyes that seemed to read his every thought and mock him for it. Tonight she wore a shimmering gold gown that set off her dark skin to perfection. She was a small thing, but her stature was deceiving.

“Lady Marciano, you look stunning.” Truer words he never spoke. Good God, she undid him.

She dipped her head, a small smile playing across her luscious lips. “My thanks, my lord. And you as well.” Her gaze swept him from head to toe, and he found himself shifting to his other foot, his traitorous body heating at her perusal. He’d been with her all of three minutes, and already his body was betraying him. “Black looks good on you,” she continued, boldly meeting his gaze.

“It’s much easier for my valet to dress me when there is only one color to choose from.”

“I can’t picture you in sunshine yellow or popinjay blue.”

He smiled, despite the voice that warned him not to.

As they spoke, heads turned, conversations lagged, accusing eyes sought them out. He offered her his arm, and she took it, and his body calmed. He refused to admit that she felt so right next to him.

He stared down the worst of the gossips as they circled the room. Some had the good manners to look chagrined, averting their gaze, but others didn’t seem to care. They whispered behind their fans while upstanding matrons turned their backs with a sniff.

The men, however, stared avidly. There was something about Gabrielle that drew a man’s eye. The sensuous mouth, the sleepy eyes that promised ecstasy, the saucy look that said they needed to prove themselves to her. And they were all willing to prove themselves. Even he had wanted to at one time.

Gabrielle stared straight ahead with a slight smile, indicating that she knew what they were saying and it didn’t concern her. Sebastian held a grudging admiration for her and yet wondered what Atwater had been thinking by putting her in this position. How in the hell was she supposed to get information from people who wouldn’t even face her?

“You’re late,” she said through her smile.

“Fashionably on time.”

She snorted and he had to bite back a smile. Damn her for making him want to smile.

“What did you learn today?” she asked.

“This and that.”

She glared at him out of the corner of her eye.

“Neither the time nor the place, my lady.”

“Somehow I think there will be no time or place for you, my lord.”

Lady and Lord Eastman approached and engaged Gabrielle in conversation. Sebastian stepped back and studied her while memories of their short time together assailed him. He’d had it all back then, everything he wanted, and he’d walked away from it because he couldn’t drag her into that lifestyle. He couldn’t endanger her life. Of course, he’d had no idea that she was already in that lifestyle and endangering her own life.

His fingers curled into fists at the thought of her deliberately putting herself in danger, and he cursed Atwater and the crown for using her. The practical part of him knew that they needed female operatives to do things that men simply could not do. He tried not to think of what those things were, but he was aware. He knew, and the thought had him fuming in jealousy.

Yes, jealousy.

He was such a damn fool.

Soon young bucks willing to suffer the wrath of the matrons—enthralled and eager to be near someone whose reputation was both exciting and dangerous—surrounded her, pushing Sebastian farther away. Sebastian glared at them, but they didn’t notice, so enamored they were with Gabrielle.

To her credit, Gabrielle paid them equal attention, never singling one out over the other. She was good at this, as if she juggled men all day long. Which was exactly her reputation.

He cursed under his breath and leaned forward to whisper to her, “I’ll be in the cardroom.”

Her expression froze and her eyes turned cool. Damnation, what had he done now? He’d “encountered” her at the ball, which was what they’d been tasked to do. What more did she expect?

She turned back to the crowd. “Excuse me a moment.” She grabbed Sebastian’s arm and pulled him away. “A word, my lord?”

He projected a bored air, though his arm felt singed. He wanted to yank it away, while at the same time he wanted to wrap her in his arms and feel her body pressed against his. He may have forced his mind to forget her, but his body never would. Already the young lads were looking at him with a little bit of awe, a little bit of jealousy. “What do you need?” he bit out.

She withdrew her hand and looked around. The group had meandered away, the youths laughing and jostling. Others steered a clear path around them.

Gabrielle leaned closer, enticing him with her exotic scent and a view of the tops of creamy breasts that he ached to touch. Every moment with her was torture. “Abandoning me to go to the cardroom will not exactly convince the aristocracy that we are courting.” She kept her voice low and constantly looked around.

“We will dance once the dancing begins.”

“You think one dance a night is convincing? It will take us years to…” Though she let her voice trail off, he could finish the sentence for her: to finish the mission.

“What would you like me to do? Look adoringly into your eyes? Jostle with the randy young bucks vying for your attention? I’m afraid that is not my style, contessa.”

She drew in a deep breath of outrage. “I realize I repulse you, Lord Claybrook. If you’re not willing to do what needs to be done, then it is best if you ask Atwater to take you off the case.”

“I tried. He refused.”

Pain flashed through her eyes and color rose to her cheeks. She blinked a few times and her jaw flexed. “I see.”

She turned her back to him and walked away, leaving him alone in a roomful of people, feeling like the world’s biggest arse.

—

Gabrielle forced herself to keep her back straight and a smile on her face, even though her heart hurt terribly. Sebastian had made it perfectly clear that he didn’t want to work with her, but his admission that he’d gone to Atwater and asked to be removed from the mission cut like a knife through her.

Why did she still care? Why, why, why?

She spotted Lady Eastman across the room and headed toward one of the few people who would welcome her presence. Then she caught sight of Lord Wilcott and remembered their conversation from earlier in the day. He was standing by a potted plant, a drink in his hand, looking miserable. The poor man. She knew a thing or two about not fitting in. So she changed course and made her way to him. After all, she’d promised him a dance tonight.


Chapter 5

“Good evening, Lord Wilcott.”

Godfrey jumped, sloshing his wine and causing Gabrielle to take a hurried step back to avoid getting splattered.

“Pardon me, my lord. I didn’t mean to startle you.” She peered at him, noting his ashen color and the worry lines around his eyes. “Are you ill?”

“No. No. I’m fine.” He glanced around furtively and licked his colorless lips.

“I had promised you a dance earlier today,” she said into the uncomfortable silence.

His gaze bounced to her, then away. Gabrielle looked around, trying to see what he was looking for. Was his mother about? Was he so unused to women that she made him nervous?

He looked at the dance floor, then back at her. She’d offered in order to help him. He didn’t have to act like it was some great burden.

“If you prefer not to, I understand,” she said. She started to curtsy, but his hand shot out and settled on her arm.

“No, no, my lady. That’s not…I mean to say…” He cleared his throat and looked around one more time. “I would love to dance.”

He deposited his drink on the tray of a passing servant, and they made their way to the dance floor. The dance was too complicated for any sort of conversation, but she couldn’t help noting that he watched her closely.

So did the crowd. Which should have pleased him, because now his name would be associated with hers, and hopefully his mother would leave him alone for a bit. But he didn’t seem to be pleased. Instead, he seemed almost scared.

When the dance ended, she took his arm and allowed him to lead her off the dance floor. “Are you certain everything is all right?”

“Of course.” His gaze once again roamed the room.

“It’s just that you don’t seem yourself. Did something frighten you?”

His step faltered, and if she hadn’t quickly tightened her hold on him, he would have stumbled. “Of course I’m not frightened.” He chuckled, but it was a strained sound. “I simply wanted to make sure Mother saw us dancing.”

“And did she?”

He tilted his head toward the corner of the room, where a diminutive woman with a froth of white hair and a massive frown glared at them. “Yes, it appears she did, and she’s not pleased about it.”

“Nevertheless, she has seen me dance with you, and that was our plan,” she said.

They reached the edge of the dance floor, where he dropped her arm. “Lady Marciano…”

She tilted her head and looked into his eyes, pretending to flirt. That would at least help his situation with his mother. “Yes?” 

He stared at her for the longest time, as if he wanted to say something but didn’t know how. Good Lord, she hoped he didn’t bring up the mistress thing again. She didn’t have it in her to reject him once more.

Instead he shook his head. “Thank you for the dance. It was most kind of you.”

“My pleasure, my lord. I wish you all the happiness you deserve.”

He seemed to wince but recovered quickly. His life couldn’t be easy. Hiding one’s true nature from everyone, pretending to be something one was not, took a toll on a person. She would know.

He nodded to her and walked away. She needn’t have feared being left alone, however, because Sebastian was at her side. “I fail to see what intrigues you about that man. He’s a pompous ass.”

She tore her gaze from Wilcott’s retreating back and looked up at Sebastian. “I seem to be drawn to pompous asses.”

His eyes narrowed and he held his arm out to her. “We’re required to dance, according to Atwater.”

“My, you have me all aflutter, my lord. I don’t believe I’ve ever had a better offer to dance. So full of flowery prose, you are.”

He humphed and led her back out on the dance floor, where they faced each other, waiting for the music to begin. As they had the night before, heads turned; people stared and whispered.

“I feel as if I’m an exhibit at the menagerie,” he said.

“You get used to it.” 

He glared at those closest, but their quest for gossip far outweighed their fear of him. “Jackals.”

She smiled at the apt description. “They’ll sink their teeth into you, especially now that you’ve danced with me twice in as many nights.”

“I’d like to see them try,” he growled.

The music started, and as they had the night before, they performed the moves. This dance allowed them a little more time to be together.

“So do you suspect Wilcott of Jacobite sympathies?” he asked.

She raised her brows. “Why do you ask?”

“Because your mission is to flush out the sympathizers. Or have you forgotten?”

Oh, the man was entirely frustrating. “I have not forgotten, and no, I don’t suspect Wilcott of being a sympathizer.”

“Then mayhap your time would be better spent dancing with those we do suspect.”

“Pray tell, who would that be? Since you don’t allow me to work with you in any way other than to dance once a night, I’m entirely in the dark.”

“Buchanan, for one.”

“He’s happily married and would never dance with the likes of me.”

“Then what the hell was Atwater thinking, dragging you into this business, if you are of no use to me?”

She stopped dancing, causing the other dancers to stumble around them. Words strangled her tongue. Words she knew she would regret saying, that she wouldn’t want others to hear. She turned on her heel and walked off the dance floor.

She held her head high, passing the gaping stares, the snickers, the lewd looks. Past Lord Wilcott, who watched her closely, and Lady Eastman, who watched her speculatively.

She made it to the cool outdoor air and breathed deep, gulping in breaths as if she were drowning. Carriages lined the street, but the drivers were too involved in their dicing games to notice her. A few latecomers steered clear of her as they ascended the steps.

“Lady Marciano?”

She whipped her head around to find Lord Wilcott standing a few steps above her, the light from the windows casting him in shadow.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” She searched the carriages for her own, cursing her driver for not noticing she was shivering in the cool air.

“Do you need assistance?” Wilcott asked.

She shook her head and pushed an errant lock of hair off her forehead. “No. Thank you.”

“Did…” He cleared his throat. “Did Addison offend you?”

She wanted to laugh, but the sound stuck in her throat and all she could do was shake her head. No, he didn’t offend her.

She saw her carriage trying to make its way through the clogged street, and she lifted her skirts to hurry down the steps. “Thank you for your concern, Lord Wilcott,” she called over her shoulder, and practically ran to her coach. “Sir Colin Atwater’s residence,” she told the driver before collapsing onto the seat.

She held on to her anger, feeding the flames as the driver made his way through the twisted warrens of streets toward Atwater’s home. She would not fall prey to her feelings. She would not allow the hurt to surface. She wouldn’t.

She banged on Atwater’s door, uncaring who heard her. His butler, Evans, opened it, and before he knew what she was about, she stuck her slippered foot in the opening and swept into the entryway. “I need to see Sir Colin.”

Evans knew her well, and she was positive the man was accustomed to late-night visits from operatives. He stepped back to reveal Atwater standing in the doorway of his study, his cravat and coat gone, the top button of his shirt undone, his hair not as immaculately combed as it usually was.

“We need to talk,” she said.

He stepped back and indicated with a sweep of his arm that she should step into his study.

She pulled off her gloves and threw them on the small table by the settee in order to pace to the fireplace, then to the window, where she parted the curtains with one finger and peered out. A precaution she didn’t really need but one that was ingrained in her. The street was empty, the streetlights illuminating the cobblestones.

“To what do I owe this visit?” Atwater asked. Through the reflection in the window, she watched him gather two glasses and pour a finger of whiskey in each. He tossed back his before offering her the other glass. “You look all in a dither.”

She turned from the window and took the glass to drink a hearty swallow. “I want off the case.”

Atwater settled against the front of his desk and carefully put down his glass. She’d never asked to be removed from a mission, and it didn’t sit well that she was now, but she couldn’t work with Sebastian any longer. He would tear her apart and leave her bleeding in the streets if they kept up like this.

“Why?” he finally asked.

“I can’t work with him.”

Atwater studied her shrewdly. She never forgot that at one time he had been an excellent operative. She wouldn’t be able to lie to him, for he would sense it right away. But she could hedge without actually telling him everything.

“We choose our operatives very carefully,” he said. “Much thought goes into the placement of our people.”

“I understand. I’ve never asked for a reassignment. I’ve never complained about my assignments.”

“Until now.”

She flinched. “Until now.”

“Again, I ask: Why?”

She drew in a deep breath. “Seb—Addison has no interest in working with me.”

Atwater smiled. “He’s difficult to work with. You’re not the first to tell me so.”

“I never said that, sir.”

“You didn’t have to. Believe me, Lady Marciano, I’ve experienced Addison firsthand. However, others have successfully worked with him, and I assumed you would be professional enough to do the same.”

She lifted her chin, taking his words like the blows they were meant to be. “He doesn’t talk to me about the case, and he doesn’t allow me to go with him when he investigates. According to him, I am useless.” Oh, how it stung to say the word. She’d been accused of many things throughout her life, but useless had never been one of them. It hurt more than the other accusations.

“Addison is perturbed right now. As soon as he sees your value as a partner—”

“No disrespect, sir, but ‘perturbed’ is not the word I would use. He’s deliberately uncooperative, and I would go so far as to say he’s sabotaging this mission due to…” She clamped her lips shut.

Atwater’s gaze sharpened. “Due to what?”

She shook her head. “Surely you’ve had operatives who simply can’t get along.”

“No, my lady, I haven’t. All of our operatives know the seriousness of their missions and put personal feelings aside. As you should.”

She looked away, knowing he was right but also knowing that what he asked was impossible. She and Sebastian had a history that he obviously regretted, and he was taking his regret out on her.

“Why is he sabotaging this mission?” Atwater asked. “If there’s something I need to know about the two of you, then it’s your duty to tell me.”

She laughed, but it was a dry, brittle laugh that lacked any humor. “It’s always my duty, isn’t it? From the moment I was dragged into this line of work, I’ve heard nothing but the word ‘duty.’ Is nothing sacred? Does the crown need to know everything about me?”

“Yes. For your safety and the safety of the other operatives. If there’s something in your life, in your past, that can be used against you, we need to know. What happened between you and Addison, Lady Marciano?”

She took a long time to answer, forming the correct words in her mind. Despite everything, she didn’t want to harm Sebastian’s career, and she didn’t want Atwater to think ill of Sebastian, either. “We had a relationship.” “Relationship” was a stretch. They’d had three nights of bliss, but of course she would not say that.

Atwater made a noise.

“Seven months ago in Venice, when Sebastian chased after his sister, Claire. He came to me because he surmised that Claire would be with me.” She shrugged. “He arrived three days before she did.”

Atwater blew out a breath. “I say, I’ve never had to deal with something like this. I don’t believe any of our operatives have had a physical relationship with each other.”

“I did not know he was an operative, and as you can tell from his reaction the other day, he had no idea I was an operative. In that, at least, we followed the rules.”

“So you can’t work with him because you two had an affair.”

“I can’t work with him because he refuses to work with me.”

“It seems to me that you two need to talk,” he said.

“That would work if he stayed in a room with me long enough.”

Atwater pushed away from his desk. “Think like an operative, Gabrielle. What would you do if he were someone you were investigating?”

She would seduce him, because that was what she was good at. That was how she had been trained. But she didn’t think it would work with Sebastian.

“You know this cannot happen again,” Atwater said softly.

“I know.” Her heart twisted in a spasm of grief. Sebastian had made it very clear that he wanted nothing to do with her, and still she felt sorrow that they could not have more.

“Emotions must be kept out of this. It’s one of the rules of being an operative.”

But emotions couldn’t be kept out of it. They were human, all of them. And no case left her untouched. This one threatened to be her downfall.

“So you won’t take me off the case?” she asked weakly, knowing the answer already.

“You were specifically chosen for this case because you’re the best female operative the crown has. Just as Addison is the best male operative. I fear you two will have to find a way to get along.”

Duty. Such a horrible four-letter word.


Chapter 6

Sebastian stayed at the ball for a bit after Gabrielle had left. After all, they were supposed to be flushing out the traitor, and while she may run off, he would stay and do his duty. However, it proved to be fruitless. He wasn’t able to discern anything new—as he knew would be the case when he was told to frequent these interminable balls.

While he waited for his carriage, he tried not to think of Gabrielle’s face when she’d left him standing alone in the middle of the dance floor. He tried not to remember the feeling of wanting to go after her, to apologize, to wipe the stony look off her face.

To kiss her senseless, damn it.

He yanked on his gloves with a growl. Gabrielle’s involvement in the mission was nothing but trouble. How the hell was she supposed to be an asset when half the ton wouldn’t dance with her and the other half wanted to do more than dance with her? What was Atwater thinking? In the morning Sebastian would go to Atwater and explain that Gabrielle was not the best choice. It was either her or him, but it could not be both.

His carriage clattered to a stop in front of him, and he waved off his tiger to open the door himself. As soon as he ducked his head in, he sensed something was wrong and immediately reached for the dagger secured in his boot.

“Relax, tesoro. It’s only me.”

He released the tension in his shoulders and climbed in, taking the seat opposite Gabrielle. “Did you want to be stabbed?”

In the light filtering through the window, he watched her shrug as if the fact that he’d nearly tackled her to the floor of the carriage didn’t bother her in the least.

“I was hoping you would recognize me before it came to that.”

“What do you want?” he asked.

“My, my, you are exceedingly polite.”

He glared at her. The moon was bright enough that he could easily see her dark eyes surveying him, the relaxed way she sat in his carriage, and the fact that she wore no cloak even though there was a biting chill in the air. Draped in shadows, she was exotically beautiful. Draped in nothing, she was exquisite.

He shifted. His breeches were far too tight; once again he was fighting an overpowering lust for her. She was too close, her perfume too overwhelming. If he chose to do so, he could easily reach across and pull her onto his lap. And oh, the things he could do to her if she were on his lap. He shifted again and suppressed a groan.

“What did you learn today?” she asked.

“Nothing.” He shook his head free of useless thoughts, but that didn’t cool his body.

“Come, now, Lord Claybrook.” She looked down her nose at him, which caused him to bite back a smile.

“I’m being entirely honest, my lady.”

“You obviously were hell-bent on going somewhere when you left me this morning.”

Other than getting away from her, that is? “I had business to attend to.”

“What business?”

He raised a brow. This was why he hated working with a partner. The constant nagging was aggravating. “Lady Marciano, may I remind you—”

“—that you don’t want to work with me? You’ve made that quite clear. However, we are stuck with each other, much to my regret, so you do have to include me in any and all information you gather.”

His back teeth came together, and it took a few moments for his anger to subside enough to allow him to speak. “That wasn’t what I was going to say.”

She opened her mouth to speak and he held up his hand. Bloody hell, they would get nothing accomplished if she didn’t stop speaking for one blasted moment. “What I was going to stay was that not all my business concerns this mission. I do have other things on my plate.”

She shut her mouth and narrowed her eyes at him, as if contemplating whether to believe him. He was partially telling the truth. He did attend to estate business, but he also had made plans for tonight that he in no way wanted her knowing. In precisely half an hour, he would be meeting a very unsavory character in a very unsavory dockside pub. If Gabrielle knew, she would tag along, and that was entirely unacceptable.

“Very well,” she finally said. “What is our next plan of action, then?”

“Our next plan of action is to get you home, safe, and tucked in for the night.”

“So you can do what? Visit a dockside pub? Meet someone without me?”

It took every bit of his training not to react. “Hardly. I plan to have a few drinks at my club, maybe a few hands of piquet. Then home.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Whether you believe me or not hardly concerns me.”

Those dark eyes bored into him from the shadows on her side of the carriage. He had spent many years learning to be still when his brain screamed at him to move, but tonight was proving more difficult than some of his most dangerous missions. He wanted to squirm beneath her scrutiny but didn’t dare.

“Mi manchi,” she said so softly he almost didn’t hear her. I miss you.

The simple words, spoken in her native tongue, would have pierced his heart if he’d allowed them.

“What happened to us?” she asked.

“I have no idea what you mean.” He steeled himself against the beseeching, hurt look she gave him, but his iron resolve weakened. Damn it, he hated weakness of any kind.

“Yes, you do. You know what I mean.”

“Lady Marciano.”

“Sebastian.”

He almost closed his eyes at his name whispered so softly. She’d done that before—whispered his name like that. In bed. While she was writhing in ecstasy.

“What happened in Venice was an aberration,” he said, the words dispelling the images.

“An aberration. What does that mean?”

Her grasp of the English language was so nearly perfect that sometimes he forgot she wasn’t English at all. “A lapse of control.”

“Ah.” Her gaze flickered away. “A regret.”

“Yes.”

She winced.

“I’m sorry.”

She looked out the window, and he had to bite his tongue to ask for her forgiveness. He’d hurt her, and he hated himself for hurting her. He was pushing her away for his own sanity. If he allowed her back into his heart, he would be lost forever.

“According to a few people I spoke to, Buchanan’s late father was a sympathizer, but the current lord hasn’t shown any inclination toward the Jacobites,” he said, giving her what she wanted. Information. It was better than what he wanted to give her. “I spoke to Buchanan at length tonight after…” He cleared his throat. “After you left. Of course I would not be so crass as to outright ask if he was a sympathizer.”

A small smile touched the corners of her lips. “Of course not.”

“But I don’t believe he is. He has too many irons in the fires of our government. I believe he’s one who likes to work things from the inside out. Change the correct way.”

She nodded and drew in a deep breath. “So what next?”

“Next I make some inquiries in a few places that wouldn’t be suitable for you to venture into.”

Her gaze finally met his. “So you are going to a dockside tavern.”

He inclined his head, the only indication he would give that she was correct.

“May I remind you, Sebastian, that I am a trained spy.”

“I’m well aware, Gabrielle.” Her name on his lips felt perfect.

His carriage pulled up to his residence. “I’ll instruct my driver to see you home safely. I would do it myself, but I have somewhere to be.”

“And it’s not your club for a drink and a rousing game of cards.”

“There are some things I’m suited for, and there are things you are suited for. Let me do my part.”

“That would work if you allowed me to do my part.”

He reached for the door, but Gabrielle put a restraining hand on his arm, causing him to pause. “Sebastian.”

His head jerked up at his whispered name. Out of the shadows, Gabrielle emerged to press her lips against his. If he’d been prepared, he would not have kissed her back, but the unexpected touch had his head reeling and his heart pumping with remembered kisses.

She was everything he’d tried to forget, everything he remembered in the deep of night when sleep eluded him. Her kiss enflamed him deeper than any flame that consumed a forest. His body responded to hers as it always had. And, much to his regret, as it always would.

He groaned, the sound more capitulation than anything else, and crushed her against him. Her hands cupped his cheeks and they singed him. Through the many layers of clothing, he could feel her touch, and it burned him all the way through. His kiss was brutal, demanding, and she responded as she always responded to him, with her own strength and demands. She was his equal in every way. In more ways than he ever imagined. And he wanted her. He didn’t care that they were sitting in a carriage outside of his townhouse, that his tiger, a boy too young to be witnessing such a kiss, was just outside the door waiting for him to alight. He didn’t care about anything other than the woman in his arms, and that was the way it had always been.

She made him forget.

With that thought, he pulled away so abruptly that he had to catch her before she fell forward. But instead of seeing anger or disappointment on her face, he observed a brief glimpse of contemplation before she slipped back into the shadows of the carriage.

“Yes,” she murmured. “An aberration.”


Chapter 7

The atmosphere at The Coxswain was what one would expect from a typical dockside tavern. Watered-down ale and whores who’d seen too much, lived too much, and were way too tired. Sailors making land for the first time in months and sailors preparing to leave for a year. There was an air of excitement and an undercurrent of weariness mixed with desperation and danger. One didn’t turn his back on anyone in The Coxswain.

It was the perfect place for Sebastian’s mood.

He sat at a table with the notorious pirate Phin. Sebastian had met Phin a few years ago, when Sebastian’s brother, Nicholas, married the other notorious pirate, Lady Anne. Lady Anne and Phin had been a fearsome twosome, plundering ships and terrorizing the waters, until she met Nicholas and, to the pirating community’s shock, went legitimate.

Sebastian knew an opportunity when he saw one, and Phin was an opportunity. Phin could get to places Sebastian couldn’t. Phin knew people who would never speak to Sebastian. Surprisingly, they got along well, even though they were on opposite sides of the law.

They were sitting at a table with two sailors Phin had invited to join them. It was late, the ale had been plentiful, the women pliable. The men were in good spirits and, more important, loose with their words and their money. The loose money excited the whores. The loose words excited Sebastian.

Sebastian had done his best to blend in. He was dressed much like Phin, in boots that reached above his knees, a white shirt with no cravat, an unbuttoned waistcoat, his hair uncombed, his beard unshaved. It felt good not to be restricted by convention and the prying eyes of the aristocracy.

Sebastian had dropped a few hints to those at his table, indicating that he was a Jacobite sympathizer, but no one had yet to bite. This was how spy work went. Some nights—most nights—were for naught. He lived for that one night when everything came together, when someone was brave enough to speak out, when someone was drunk enough to let something slip that took Sebastian’s investigation on a different path.

So far, tonight was not one of those nights, and part of the problem was that Sebastian’s mind wouldn’t stay focused. Damn Gabrielle. Damn that kiss.

Aberration, indeed. She’d soundly proved him a liar, and she knew it. That kiss had taken him back seven months and undone all he had accomplished in trying to forget.

Disgusted with himself and his thoughts, he pushed away from the table. “Excuse me, gentlemen.” No one paid him any mind except Phin, who nodded at him, then went back to telling his story.

Sebastian had had some to drink but was in no way inebriated. He drank to blend in, even though he wanted to drink to forget; but this was a working night, not a self-pity night.

He made his way out the back door and toward the privy. A shadow slipped in front of him. Sebastian tensed and pulled his dagger from his belt. “Who goes there?”

The moon was hidden behind a bank of clouds, and the light from the tavern was too meager to penetrate the shadows this far away. Sebastian was halfway between the door and the privy, smack in the middle of the back garden—if one could call this a garden: a perfect place for an ambush.

The shadow shifted and stepped closer. “I ’eard you talkin’. I ’ave information.”

“What sort of information?” This wasn’t the first time he’d been approached on his way to the privy. ’Twas half the reason he made this trip. Most informants didn’t want to be seen relaying information they shouldn’t.

The shadow man shifted. “ ’Bout the uprisin’. There’s stuff goin’ on. Bad stuff.”

“Go on.”

“Not here. St. Ethelreda’s.”

“When?”

“Hour.” The shadow slipped away as another person emerged from the tavern and stumbled to the privy.

Sebastian reversed direction and headed back to Phin and the table. The night that had begun to seem like a waste of time was beginning to turn around. He tipped his head toward the door as he passed Phin. Phin acknowledged the command with a bored look and a sip of ale while listening to the man next to him.

Sebastian exited the tavern and waited for Phin to appear. The lights of hundreds of ships bobbed on the Thames. One wouldn’t think the river could hold so many, but every day more arrived laden with exotic spices from the Orient, cotton from the American colonies, and all of the other products Londoners simply could not do without.

Phin emerged, and without a word, they began walking. If Phin didn’t lean toward criminal behavior, he would make an excellent spy. Sebastian never had to tell the man when to keep his mouth shut. He never had to watch Phin’s back. He never had to explain his actions, because Phin just knew. They turned the corner and Sebastian hailed a hackney, having abandoned his private carriage so as not to draw attention.

When they were settled and on their way, Sebastian said, “Someone wants to meet me at St. Ethelreda’s.”

“Interesting.”

“I need backup in the event this is a trap.”

“Of course.” There was no missing the pleasure in Phin’s voice. He was a pirate at heart, with the love of a good fight in his blood.

Sebastian felt his own blood heating in excitement that he might finally learn something. Attending balls had yielded nothing. Granted, he’d attended only two, and Gabrielle had distracted him both nights—another reason he needed to keep his distance. Atwater would never allow that, so Sebastian had to at least pretend he was doing what he’d been told to do. But this was what Sebastian had been born to do. Skulking through the night. Ferreting out information from the dregs of society. This was much more amusing than dancing at a ball.

The hackney pulled to the side, and they jumped out. Sebastian had instructed the driver to drop them off a block away. Phin walked ahead while Sebastian stayed back, waiting until Phin reached St. Ethelreda’s and scoped the area out. Phin would find a place to hide and watch, making himself known only if Sebastian encountered any trouble. He didn’t expect any, but he was always prepared for it. Even during boring balls.

He approached the steps of St. Ethelreda’s cautiously. The chap hadn’t said to meet on the inside or the outside, around front or around back. Sebastian didn’t see anyone skulking out front, not even Phin, so he climbed the church steps to find the door unlocked. He pulled it open and peered through the darkness. Absolute silence and the scent of incense were the only things that greeted him.

He propped the door open, not fool enough to block his only escape. He stood completely still, listening with his entire body. The stillness was deafening, stifling, causing him to hold his breath.

He took a step forward, paused, listened, then another step. He continued for a few more steps until his foot struck something soft and immovable. Cursing, Sebastian bent and felt with his hands: a torso, an arm. He reached into his pocket and withdrew matches, striking one to illuminate a body.

Dead eyes stared up at him. The chap was clothed in workman’s garb. His hands were rough and nicked. No doubt this was—had been—his informant. “Damnation,” he muttered into the silence.

He stepped outside and waved Phin in. Phin looked down at the body, expressionless as he toed the dead man’s hip. “Well, this is a bloody inconvenience.”

“Whoever killed him doesn’t want us to know his plans.”

“And he has eyes and ears everywhere.”

“Which means he knows we’re asking questions.”

They looked at each other.

“Did you see anyone out there?” Sebastian asked.

“Nary a soul.”

But that didn’t mean the murderer wasn’t watching them.

—

Years ago Gabrielle forced herself to start drinking the curious beverage called coffee. She wasn’t particularly fond of the bitter brew, even liberally laced with sugar and cream, but she bore the taste when she had to, and this morning she had to.

She was sitting in the kitchen of Buttons Coffee House watching the cook, Mrs. Harris, mix the dough for scones. The hour was far too early for the nobs who frequented the establishment to even be thinking of rising for the day. A few shopworkers had wandered in and then out, but they were now at work, and the place was quiet.

Mrs. Harris was one of Gabrielle’s best informants, although the robust, rotund woman didn’t know it. She simply loved gossip, and if there was a place in London that had its finger on the pulse of the best gossip, it was a coffeehouse.

“Ain’t seen you about in a long while,” Mrs. Harris said as she pounded the dough with her work-worn hands.

“I’ve been in Venice and just recently returned to London.”

Mrs. Harris made a sound that was difficult to interpret. Gabrielle had learned over the years that it was best to keep as close to her story as possible, so all Mrs. Harris knew of her was that she hailed from Venice, was the widow of an Italian count, and was known to entertain certain gentlemen when the urge hit her. Gabrielle never knew if Mrs. Harris approved of her, but she always seemed pleased when Gabrielle showed up in the kitchens for a good sit-down and a cup of coffee. Gabrielle couldn’t remember exactly when she’d moved from the front room to the kitchen. It had been a gradual development over a long period of time.

The serving girls began wandering in, as well as the boys who ran gossip from one coffeehouse to the next. Yes, the gossip flowed like…well, like the coffee flowed at these places, and boys were hired to spread the gossip from one establishment to the next.

One particular ginger-haired imp yawned widely and scratched his stomach, then looked blearily around the room before his gaze landed on a cooling scone. If Gabrielle hadn’t been a trained spy, she would have missed the swipe of his hand that landed the scone in his pocket. She smiled behind her raised mug and winked at him. His eyes widened, and he hastily backed out of the room.

“So what news have you learned in my absence?” Gabrielle asked.

Mrs. Harris took the question with the seriousness reserved for heads of state and heads of churches: She thought long and hard before answering. “Heard that a certain lord what owns a gaming hell married a certain lady what was married to a fine gent. Quite a scandal that caused.”

“Lord Blythe and Lady Chesterman,” Gabrielle said. Both good friends of hers, and no matter the scandal it caused, she was extremely happy for Claire and Nathan. They deserved their happiness. Besides, the scandal had already died down, replaced by another, no doubt.

Mrs. Harris harrumphed, as if offended that Gabrielle knew more than she did.

“I heard a rumor,” Gabrielle said, choosing her words carefully. “Concerning a possible return of Charles Stuart to Scotland.”

Mrs. Harris’s hands paused in their mixing. “Can’t believe everything you hear.”

“Have you heard something similar?”

A few moments went by while the dough was pummeled into submission. Gabrielle began to wonder if the scones were a lost cause under Mrs. Harris’s not so tender ministrations.

“I heard.”

Gabrielle waited, nearly holding her breath, but it seemed to take forever for Mrs. Harris to come up with her next words.

“And I forget what I heard.”

“You forgot?” Gabrielle didn’t believe that for one moment. Mrs. Harris didn’t forget anything.

The cook pointed a floured finger at Gabrielle. “And you best forget, too. Ain’t nothin’ but trouble, that is.”

“What sort of trouble?”

“Bad trouble. Ain’t nothin’ you want to be involved in. Trust me on this.”

“So the rumors are true?”

One shoulder rose, then fell. “Don’t know. Don’t want to know. Ain’t my concern.”

But there was something about the way Mrs. Harris spoke that put Gabrielle on alert. The woman was normally too happy to pass on any information she had. She wanted nothing to do with this topic.

Gabrielle waved her hand in the air. “I’m sure it’s nothing but rumor.” She laughed lightly.

“Mayhap. Mayhap not.”

The little ginger who had snatched the scone exploded through the door. “Someone found a dead body inside St. Ethelreda’s!”

Mrs. Harris stopped kneading and turned her attention to the boy. “What’s this you say?”

“A dead body. Dead as a doornail. Right inside the doors of St. Ethelreda’s. Murdered.” The child’s eyes shone with unholy delight to have imparted such important information to Mrs. Harris.

“Where’d you hear this?” Mrs. Harris demanded.

“News come from Child’s Coffee House.”

“Well, they would know. Child’s draws the doctors and clergymen. Lord above, but who would kill a poor soul inside a church. There’s a special kinda hell for someone who does that.”

“Gotta go,” the ginger shouted. “Gotta pass it on.” And away he went, the door snapping soundly shut behind him.

“Uh, uh, uh,” Mrs. Harris said, shaking her head.

Gabrielle was disappointed that the conversation of the possible Jacobite uprising had been cut short, but the topic of the dead body inside a church was intriguing. She sipped her coffee thoughtfully, for once unmindful of the bitter taste. St. Ethelreda’s. Was Sebastian somehow involved? Chances were he wasn’t, yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that he was. And if there was one thing she’d learned early in life, it was to trust her feelings.


Chapter 8

Godfrey Duncan woke suddenly, his breath trapped inside him by a hand clamped over his mouth. His arms were stretched above, bound at the wrists, and attached to his headboard. He tried to kick, but something heavy lay on top of his legs.

“You’re a dead man, Wilcott.”

He stilled and widened his eyes, trying to see through the darkness even though he knew what he would see. He was back.

“You haven’t brought me what I asked for.” The hand tightened over his mouth. Panic darkened Godfrey’s already dark vision as spots danced before his eyes. His head swam and he struggled against the bindings, desperate to pull in a breath of air.

The man leaned closer until his lips were next to Godfrey’s ear. “Don’t even think about disobeying me,” he whispered.

Godfrey shuddered in revulsion at the heavy man on top of him, at the moist breath in his ear and the briny smell of the ocean.

“They’re asking too many questions and getting too close. I will not be brought down, do you understand me?”

Godfrey jerked his head in a nod, though he didn’t understand. Who was asking questions? The contessa? About what? Why would the famous widow ask questions about a miscreant like this man?

“Tomorrow night,” the man whispered. “Brunswick Dock. Warehouse number three. If you don’t bring her to me, everyone will know about your bookshop owner. Do you understand?”

Godfrey nodded again, panic turning his insides to liquid. He squeezed his eyes shut, but the tears leaked out anyway, burning a path to his hairline.

The hand disappeared and the weight was lifted from Godfrey’s legs. Godfrey dragged in a deep breath. Movement above had him cringing, and a whimper burst from him, but the man merely severed the ropes attached to the bed and then slipped out the window. Godfrey was too terrified to move.

—

When Gabrielle had received the invitation to dine at Lord and Lady Blythe’s home, she’d known it would be an awkward evening, to say the least. Lord and Lady Blythe were Nathan and Claire Ferguson. Claire was Gabrielle’s best friend. And Sebastian’s sister. Claire and Nathan had been traveling through France the past few months on an “adventure,” as Claire called it, and recently returned to England.

When Gabrielle was first given this mission, she had thought much about Claire and how her friend would take the “news” that her best friend and brother were an item. Unfortunately, Claire had been present at the end of Gabrielle and Sebastian’s affair; Sebastian had been in Venice to chase down his wayward sister. Nathan had taken good care of Claire, so Sebastian’s presence hadn’t been needed. But the damage had been done, and Claire, always perceptive, had deduced what was between her brother and her friend. She never said anything, but the hints and knowing looks were enough.

Nicholas and Emmaline, Claire and Sebastian’s brother and his wife, had also been invited to dinner, but they were setting sail to Spain on the morrow and couldn’t attend, which left the small dinner party a foursome.

Though Claire kept up a constant chatter, thick silences would fall, whereupon Claire would shoot Nathan a desperate look. Nathan would fill them as best he could by talking about politics or the weather.

Sebastian was no help whatsoever. He concentrated on his food and grunted a few answers until Nathan brought up the toll tax, the topic of conversation from the servants all the way up to the nobility. Sebastian had a lot to say about that.

Gabrielle tried hard not to look at Sebastian, but his voice wove around her, holding her spellbound to the point that she lost the thread of the conversation numerous times, much to Claire’s obvious amusement. Claire surely thought Gabrielle was so enthralled with Sebastian that she couldn’t think straight. Claire was correct. However, “enthralled” was not the right word. More like frustrated and irritated. An aberration, indeed.

How could he say that when he had responded so well to her kiss? Holding him had been a dream. Pressing against him had brought back all the memories of their lovemaking. If he’d laid her back on the squabs, she would have happily, eagerly spread her legs for him and welcomed him inside of her, and she was such a doxy that she felt no guilt.

She pressed her legs together and nearly groaned out loud when her thighs rubbed. Even now she wanted him with a ferocity that staggered her. She shot him a covert look. Was he aware?

As if sensing her perusal, he looked up at her. His eyes darkened and his nostrils flared, and for one small moment there was nothing but the two of them and the memories they had created.

She jerked her gaze away because the pull to him was too powerful for her to resist, and this was definitely not the time nor place.

Aberration, indeed.

Finally the overlong dinner came to a close, and the women retired to the sitting room while the men enjoyed their brandy and cigars. Gabrielle was almost relieved to be away from him so she could regain her sanity and cool her overheated body. What was wrong with her? She’d never acted like this. Well, one other time she’d acted like this, and look what had happened.

Gabrielle and Claire made themselves comfortable by the fire, and Claire waved the servant away to lean close to Gabrielle, a sparkle in her green eyes. “Sebastian lives by his own rules.”

Gabrielle snorted, an unladylike sound, to be sure, but she didn’t care. “You don’t need to tell me that.”

“Sebastian had to grow up fast,” Claire said, sitting back and contemplating her. “He raised Nicholas and me.”

“I’m aware.”

Claire shot her an exasperated look. “What I’m trying to say is that Sebastian had no time to be carefree. To feel his oats.”

“Claire!” Really. Her friend was too much sometimes. Feel his oats, indeed. However, the expression made her think of those three days in Venice, and the one thing Gabrielle wanted to think of less than she wanted to think of Sebastian himself was those days in Venice.

“What?” Claire looked at her with innocent green eyes that didn’t fool Gabrielle for one moment. “I know Sebastian can be gruff at times, maybe even downright rude, but there is a tender part to him. Give him time, Gabrielle. Give him the opportunity to learn to be carefree again.”

The problem with living a lie was that Gabrielle couldn’t tell her closest friend the truth: that she and Sebastian were not rekindling their affair but, rather, working together to unearth a plot against the crown. Or at least attempting to work together.

“Sebastian likes to believe he’s invulnerable. That he doesn’t make mistakes. That he must take the weight of everyone’s problems on his own shoulders.”

“Please, Claire, can we speak of something other than your brother?”

“I’m simply trying to explain what kind of man Sebastian is. He appears hard and unyielding when he’s anything but. Once he takes you in, he will protect you with everything he has.”

Once he takes you in. Apparently Gabrielle wasn’t in yet and never had been. Not even seven months ago.

“Claire, there is nothing between your brother and me—”

“I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”

“Like he wants to bite my head off?”

“Like he wants to bite something.”

“Claire!”

Claire turned innocent eyes to her. “What?”

Gabrielle could only shake her head in disbelief. “Truly, Claire, I’m happy that you and Nathan found each other, but that doesn’t mean Sebastian and I will find the same happiness with each other.”

Claire opened her mouth to speak, but Gabrielle held up a forestalling hand. “I’m serious, Claire. Nothing can come of this. Sebastian is an earl, and I’m a widow with a bad reputation.”

“Nonsense.”

“No, Claire, not nonsense but reality. We flirt and we dance together, and maybe at one time I fooled myself into thinking there could be something more, but that’s all it was. A fantasy.” She took her own words to heart. She had to remember that what she and Sebastian were doing was a farce. A game. He was an earl, she a nobody born to a dockside whore. If Sebastian knew her true history, he would never grace her with his presence, let alone work with her.

Claire looked ready to argue, but Gabrielle was saved, or cursed, by the entrance of the two men. Nathan smiled at his wife and went directly to her side, while Sebastian nodded coolly at Claire and stood before the fireplace. Claire smiled up at her husband, then turned that smile on her brother.

Gabrielle sat back and watched the brother and sister talk. While Claire joked with him, Sebastian’s responses were always serious. There were no smiles, no glimmers of humor in his eyes. Was Claire right? Had Sebastian forgotten how to have fun? Had the responsibility of raising his siblings warped him into a man who took the weight of the world on his shoulders? At times he truly did carry the weight of the world on his shoulders. The crown demanded much from him, as it did her, and sometimes that responsibility was suffocating.

Seven months ago he’d laughed, he’d joked, he’d let his guard down. Maybe, instead of their affair being an aberration, his behavior those three days was the true aberration.

He turned to Gabrielle, and for the first time she truly saw the downturned lips, the lines of stress framing his blue eyes that no longer twinkled.

“Lady Marciano, would you care to ride to the ball in my coach?”

Ah, so he deigned to speak to her. And he wanted to speak privately, for why else would he invite her to ride in his coach, just the two of them.


Chapter 9

Sebastian helped Gabrielle up into his coach and settled himself across from her.

The silence between them was pronounced. Gabrielle couldn’t stop thinking about her conversation with Claire. Sebastian’s sister had shed new light on him, making Gabrielle question everything she’d thought. If his behavior those three days in Venice was the aberration, then maybe he was angry at himself for letting his guard down.

She enjoyed some satisfaction at that thought. Had she torn down his walls those three days? Had she unleashed something inside him that he’d never allowed to be unleashed? If so, he’d had seven months to rebuild those walls even higher and thicker, which accounted for his behavior. That was fine by her. She’d breached those walls before, she could do it again. If she wanted to.

The question was, did she?

Because those three days had left scars on her as well. She’d slept with men before, all at the request of the crown and all for one mission or another. Always she’d kept a part of herself to herself, allowing the men into her body but never her mind. With Sebastian, it had been different. For all intents and purposes, he had been her first. The first she had allowed inside her mind. The first who hadn’t involved a mission or a case.

Dare she say, the first to touch her heart?

As much as she’d enjoyed those days and cherished them as she cherished no other memory, could she let her walls down enough to do it again, knowing that nothing could come of it? That in the end they would have to walk away again, to separate missions and separate lives?

“And how have you been these last few days? I have to admit, I was surprised you didn’t call on me.” She gave him a pointed look and banished her thoughts. What good were they when he didn’t want to be around her?

“Duty called.”

There was that damnable word again. “Yes, my own duty called as well. We need to speak about that.”

His head jerked up and he looked at her. “What does that mean?”

“Come now, Sebastian, you’re not the only one who has been working hard. I’ve not been sitting around waiting for you to grace me with your presence. Did you truly expect me not to do my job?” His face was granite, and she feared she would never break down those walls. He had taken one of the operatives’ commandments to heart, apparently. Don’t let emotion get in the way. “You complain that I’m useless, so I make myself useful, and now you’re irritated that I’ve done so. Really, Sebastian, you are vexing.”

“You should have told me what you were doing.”

She raised a brow. “Oh? Like you tell me what you’re doing? Like you told me where you were going the other night in your hired hack, looking like the worst sort of reprobate pirate?”

His eyes narrowed. “You followed me.” His voice was low and deadly, but it did not scare her. She’d been in far worse situations, and she had finely honed instincts, and those instincts told her that she was safe with Sebastian.

She raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t think I would find out?”

“Damn it, Gabrielle. You simply must follow orders.”

“I must?” Both eyebrows went up this time.

He growled something unintelligible. She’d cracked through. He was at least showing some sort of emotion.

“Relax, amico, I did not follow you.” She smiled. “But your neighbors need to trim back their shrubbery.”

“You hid in the shrubbery and spied on me?”

She shrugged. “What would you have preferred? That I hide in the bushes and spy on you or that I follow you? I can do either.”

He leaned forward and it took everything in her to remain calm, not to rear back in the face of his overriding anger and not to close her eyes and breathe in his scent. Sandalwood mixed with something she had never been able to identify. It threw her back to Venice so fast that her mind spun.

“You will not follow me,” he growled. “If I don’t bring you with me, it’s because it isn’t safe for you.”

“You are operating under the wrongful assumption that this is my first mission. It’s not. I’ve been to dangerous places before. Many times. I know how to handle myself. I know what I’m doing.”

If only he knew that she’d lived the first dozen years of her life in the most dangerous place in London. Sitting in his neighbor’s bushes was the least dangerous thing she’d done in a long while. For heaven’s sake, attending two balls in one night was more dangerous than that. Sitting in this carriage alone with him and fighting the need to close the distance between them was far more dangerous than a bunch of prickly bushes.

The anger, tightly coiled inside him, didn’t seem to abate. “Nevertheless, I decide where you go.”

“No, Sebastian, you don’t. You don’t demand. You don’t give orders. We work together and decide together who does what. Now, you tell me what you learned last night, and I’ll tell you what I learned.”

The silence was so deafening that she could almost hear his blood boiling. In the dim carriage, she could see his jaw clench and could feel the heat of his anger emanating off him. He was sprawled in the opposite seat with his legs spread and his knees mere inches from hers. Once he had been sprawled just so in a chair, and she had climbed into his lap and ridden him hard. The thought made her wet between the legs. The urge to raise her skirts and do the same in the swaying coach was almost overwhelming. She needed some of his iron control, because her lust for this man was coming nearly uncontrollable.

“I went to The Coxswain,” he said into the silence.

Gabrielle breathed out, relieved. He hadn’t noticed that her body was liquid fire and that she wanted him so badly, she could whimper.

“Not good enough,” she said. “If we’re to share information, we will share everything.”

He sighed, clearly exasperated. “I didn’t learn anything.”

“I highly doubt that was all that happened.”

“Fine,” he said between clenched teeth. “I dropped some hints that I might be a Jacobite sympathizer. One particular…gentleman nibbled at the bait and offered to meet me this morning at St. Ethelreda’s with information.”

While her body was still overheated, her mind was now fully engaged on the conversation. “Let me guess: When you arrived your contact was dead.”

Sebastian pinned her with those cool blue eyes. “How did you know?”

“What happened?”

“How did you know?” he repeated, his tone harsh.

“I was in Buttons Coffee House and heard the news.”

He ran both hands down his face. “He was dead before I got there.”

“Whoever killed him is getting desperate.”

“Or scared.”

“Or scared.”

“What did you learn?” he asked.

“The same. You only have to mention an uprising and people go deaf and dumb. They know nothing. Or at least that’s what they say.”

“Scared,” he said again.

The coach slowed and Sebastian glanced out the window. “We’re almost there.”

The door jerked open and a large man swung in. Before she could draw a breath, Sebastian had pulled his pistol from his boot and moved in front of her. Gabrielle’s stiletto was in her hand just as fast. She tried to push Sebastian away so she had room to move, but he didn’t budge.

The intruder stilled, most of his body inside, his arm hanging on the outside of the carriage. Gabrielle could only stare openmouthed. He was…magnificent, with long dark blond hair pulled back into a queue, piercing gray eyes, and a chiseled face with what she assumed was a permanent smirk of amusement on those beautiful lips.

She swallowed.

Sebastian cursed.

The man’s gaze moved from Sebastian’s pistol pointed at him to Gabrielle’s stiletto pointed at him. He was dressed in tight breeches and tall boots, a cloak that billowed away from his thin yet muscular frame, and a shirt with no cravat that revealed the long, tanned length of his neck.

Sebastian abruptly returned the pistol to his boot and moved back to his seat, shooting the newcomer a disgusted look.

“Are you going to call your kitten off?” the man asked, his lips quirked in amusement as he glanced at her stiletto.

“He’s a friend,” Sebastian said to Gabrielle.

She slipped the stiletto back up her sleeve but kept a wary eye on the man as he settled into the seat next to Sebastian.

“Had I known you were entertaining, I would have knocked,” he said.

Sebastian lazily waved his hand toward Gabrielle. “Lady Gabrielle Marciano, meet Phin Lockwood.”

She’d heard of him. Who hadn’t heard of the well-known pirate?

Phin dipped his head in acknowledgment. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, my lady.” He lifted her hand from her lap. Gabrielle tensed, ready to swing with her other hand, but all he did was press a kiss to it.

Sebastian growled. “To what do we owe the honor of your unexpected entrance?”

Phin smiled and released Gabrielle’s hand. My, my, a gentleman through and through. Sebastian ought to take a few lessons from the reprobate.

“I have information for you, but since you’re preoccupied, it can wait.”

“Lady Marciano is working on the case as well. Whatever information you have is safe to reveal here.”

Phin’s brows shot up and he glanced at her in surprise. She smiled. “Don’t mind me. I’m merely the kitten.”

“With claws, I daresay.”

Her smile widened.

Sebastian cleared his throat. “Your news?”

Why was the notorious pirate helping Sebastian with their case? He was wanted by the crown, for goodness sake. Then again, she’d utilized various reprobates, scoundrels, and thieves in the past. Who better to glean dockside gossip than a pirate?

“I went back to The Coxswain after…” He shot Gabrielle a veiled look. “After our adventure last night.” 

“The dead body,” Gabrielle supplied.

Phin flashed her a devastating smile that would have had her swooning if she were the swooning type. “Right. The dead body. I heard a name mentioned numerous times. Grant McFadden. Sound familiar?”

Sebastian seemed to think for a moment, and Gabrielle quickly sifted through her mind. Grant McFadden. Obviously a Scottish name, but it didn’t sound familiar to her.

“No,” Sebastian finally said. He turned to Gabrielle. “You?” She shook her head. “Did you learn anything else?” Sebastian asked Phin.

“I got the impression that this McFadden was possibly responsible for O’Conlon’s death. O’Conlon being the dead man,” he said for Gabrielle’s benefit.

“So this McFadden works for the man we’re looking for,” Sebastian said.

“Or he is the man we’re looking for,” Gabrielle said.


Chapter 10

Phin left as dramatically as he arrived, disappearing into the clamor of the carriages lining the street.

“Well,” Gabrielle said. “He was certainly interesting.”

Sebastian grunted an unintelligible reply.

“Where did you meet him?” she asked.

“He’s a friend of the family.”

She raised her brows. “Does your family often consort with pirates and thieves?”

“You’d be surprised.” At that cryptic remark, the footman opened the carriage door and Sebastian jumped out to help Gabrielle down. Their arrival caused a slight stir, but nothing Gabrielle wasn’t used to, and she easily ignored the narrow-eyed stares of the women. Good Lord, you would think they had more important things to discuss.

They danced twice before Sebastian headed toward the gaming room to see what information he could unearth there, leaving Gabrielle to her own devices. She made her way through the crowd, eyeing particular targets. A group of men laughed in the corner. She would love to eavesdrop on their conversation, since two of them were Scottish-born. Lord Forbes and Lord Morrison. Their target wasn’t necessarily Scottish-born but it was a start. If she remembered correctly, Lord Morrison had a holding in Scotland, close to the highland border. Yes, he was definitely a good place to start.

She headed in their direction. While it would be unseemly to interrupt, she had no problem listening in, and there was a perfect spot to do so right behind the potted plant Lord Morrison was standing next to.

Halfway there, she was stopped by a gentleman who stepped in front of her. “Good evening, my lady.”

Irritated, she dipped a small curtsy while she silently identified the man. Randall Barrett, Lord Hendricks. In a loveless marriage with a shrew of a wife. Recently left his mistress and was in search of another. Apparently he’d set his sights on her. Wonderful. “My lord.”

He swayed, and she wrinkled her nose at his alcohol-saturated breath. Just what she needed, a drunken, unwanted advance.

“You look beautiful tonight.”

“My thanks, my lord.” She shot a quick glance at the clutch of men she’d been heading toward.

“That particular color of…uh…”

Gabrielle raised her brow. “Green?”

“Ah, but not just any green. It’s beautiful against your alabaster skin.”

Alabaster? Her golden skin tone was anything but alabaster. “You’re too kind,” she murmured.

He leaned in close. Gabrielle took a step back. He placed a hand on her arm. They were attracting attention, and the last thing Gabrielle wanted was attention. The gentlemen were still in the corner, but for how much longer? She needed to get over there, but Lord Hendricks was blocking her way, and she didn’t want to draw more unwanted attention or make an enemy of Hendricks.

“It’s warm in here,” he said with a lascivious wink.

“I’m quite comfortable.”

He squeezed her arm in a bruising grip. She tried to pull away without causing a scene, but his hold was so tight that would probably leave a bruise or two.

“Let’s stroll out to the terrace,” he said. “I hear the sky is beautiful.”

It took everything she had not to roll her eyes. Men always wanted to take her out to the terrace, or to the gallery to see their artwork, or to an unoccupied drawing room. If he had been Lord Morrison, she would have said yes and attempted to glean information. But he wasn’t Lord Morrison. He was a delay in her plans.

“While I am flattered by your…attention, I don’t think that would be appropriate, my lord. I am here with Lord Claybrook.”

His eyes narrowed, and his hold on her arm tightened to the point where he pinched her skin.

“Unhand me, please. My lord.” She was getting angry, and he was holding the arm that her stiletto was strapped to. She could stomp on his foot but hesitated to draw attention. Normally she could brush off would-be suitors who thought she was an easy target, but Hendricks was proving tenacious.

When he smiled, it didn’t reach his eyes. “You sleep with everyone else. Why not me?”

“I’m very particular when choosing my companions.”

His shoulders went back in outrage. “So I’m not good enough?”

She shrugged. “Your words, not mine, my lord. Now please unhand me before I have to unhand you myself.”

He laughed. “And what can you do to me?”

“You’d be surprised.” She was so weary of these conversations. They didn’t happen often, but when they did, they were draining. She hated that these men thought they could bed her just because others had. She hated how low they made her feel. She was nothing to them but a quick roll in bed. For once, just once, she wanted someone to see her as a human being instead of a good night of sex. And to think she risked her life to keep these reprobates safe.

“I believe the lady asked you to step away.”

Sebastian loomed beside them, his blue eyes so cold they could cut through a person.

Hendricks smirked, apparently not intimidated by Sebastian. “This conversation doesn’t concern you, Claybrook.”

“Ah, but it does.” Sebastian’s smile was slow and dangerous. Gabrielle had never seen him look like that, and it arrested her attention. She didn’t think she wanted those blue eyes pinned on her the way they were pinned on Hendricks. His body was tightly coiled, as if he were ready to pounce. His arrival had drawn even more attention. That would mean more gossip with her name on it. “Lady Marciano is under my care, Hendricks. A slight to her is a slight to me.”

Hendricks hesitated. Even his alcohol-soaked brain understood the implications. Sebastian was not a man you wanted as your enemy. He came from a long line of earls with great political power, more than Hendricks and most of these people would ever know.

Hendricks’s hand slid away and he shot Gabrielle a disgusted look. “You can have the soiled dove, Claybrook. She’s probably pox-ridden, anyway.”

Sebastian moved toward Hendricks, his hands tightened into fists, his expression so stony it was frightening.

Gabrielle quickly stepped between them. “Let him go.”

“He can’t get away with saying that about you.”

“It’s nothing I haven’t heard before. It means nothing. He’s angry because I declined his invitation.”

Cold blue eyes looked down on her. “His behavior is unacceptable.”

“Of course it is. For anyone but me,” she said.

“What does that mean?”

“It means men feel they can say anything they want because of my reputation.”

She didn’t think it possible, but his eyes grew even colder, more deadly and dangerous. The skin around his mouth was pinched and white. “This happens often?”

“Often enough.”

“Gabrielle—”

She held up a forestalling hand. “Enough, Sebastian. There are reasons I have this reputation, and you know it.”

He looked away, but his face tightened when he saw how many people were avidly staring, waiting for whatever came next. “Do you want to leave?” he asked, turning back to her.

“Of course not. One drunken idiot is not going to ruin our plans.” She looked over at the now empty corner. Damn. She’d missed her chance to eavesdrop on the men’s conversation.

Claire appeared, her brows drawn in worry. “Gabrielle, are you all right?”

“Perfectly fine.” She would be even better if everyone would forget what they’d seen. It humiliated her that men like Lord Hendricks took liberties they would never think of taking with a woman like Claire. It humiliated her even more that her friends saw it happen. There was naught she could do but brush it aside and carry on, like she’d done for years.

“Enough of this,” she said gaily. “Claire, go back to Nathan, he’s looking a little lost without you. Sebastian, return to your card game. I will…” She hesitated, unsure what she would do, for she had no friends to converse with, and the men she’d set her sights on had moved on. She spotted Lord Wilcott at the edge of the crowd, watching her. “I will speak to Lord Wilcott.”

Claire patted her arm. “Are you certain? We can leave if you’d like.” 

“Nonsense. Except for Lord Hendricks, I’m having a marvelous time.” Marvelous was stretching it but would do.

Sebastian watched her closely, as if he knew she was putting on a show for everyone. She gave him a pointed look meant to convey that they had a job to do and nothing should stand in the way. He seemed to accept her silent command. “Very well. Dinner should be served shortly. I will return to escort you.”

“Lovely,” she said with a smile.

Claire and Sebastian drifted away, but not before Sebastian glanced over his shoulder at Gabrielle. She waved to him with a bright smile that felt like it would crack into a thousand pieces very soon.

When they’d disappeared and the crowd had resumed its normal chatter, Gabrielle made her way to Wilcott, keeping a sharp eye out for more men like Hendricks. Hopefully any others would now think twice, since Sebastian had come to her rescue and declared her under his protection. She felt a small amount of guilt over that. Surely he would soon be in the market for a wife, and no woman would want to know he had consorted with Gabrielle. But the thought of Sebastian with a wife was too distressing for her to think about, so she pushed it away.

“Lady Marciano.” Wilcott bowed to her.

“Lord Wilcott. How are you this evening?” In truth, he didn’t look all that well. The color was absent from his face, and there was a sheen of perspiration coating his brow. His gaze darted here and there. Mayhap he didn’t appreciate her presence after that show Hendricks had put on.

“Are you well, Lord Wilcott?”

He tugged at his cravat. “Deuced hot in here, don’t you think?”

It was the same thing Hendricks had said, but Gabrielle was fairly certain Wilcott didn’t have the same intentions. “Would you like to step out onto the terrace to get some fresh air?”

He glanced toward the terrace doors and didn’t answer for the longest time. Finally he shook his head, as if shaking away unwanted thoughts. “I would like that very much.” He offered his arm, she took it, and they made their way toward the terrace doors. “I’m sorry for what Hendricks did to you,” he said.

“No need to apologize for him. He’s drunk. He wasn’t thinking properly.”

“No gentleman should ever behave that way toward a lady.”

She shrugged it away, weary of talking about Hendricks. “How is your mother?” she asked. 

“Partly relieved, since I’ve been seen with you several times. Thank you for that.”

“My pleasure. I’m glad to be of some service.”

They stepped out onto the terrace, and Gabrielle had to admit it was nice to breathe in fresh air and let the cool breeze brush across her. These balls were stifling in more ways than one. Out here there were fewer people to stare at her, fewer people to talk about her. The couples on the terrace stuck to the shadows, unwilling to intrude on others’ privacies because they didn’t want theirs intruded upon. However, the cooler air didn’t seem to help Wilcott, for he was perspiring more than ever.

“Do you care to take a stroll out onto the lawn? I feel the need to escape for a moment or two.”

He looked relieved. Poor Wilcott, he was clearly feeling as out of place as she was. “Certainly.”

Silently they made their way down the stone steps. A path meandered through groups of bushes toward a small maze. Wilcott walked beside her but not close enough to touch her.

“I’ve never been all that good at finding my way through these mazes,” he said absently.

Gabrielle laughed and patted his arm. “Never fear. I find I’m quite good at it.” She’d thought to make him smile, at the least, but his expression remained rigid. “Is everything all right?” she asked.

His arm jerked beneath her hand. “Of course.”

They walked in silence. The sounds of the ball quickly faded when they reached the maze, and Gabrielle found the silence more stifling than comforting. She wished she’d not walked so far away from the house. But that was silly. This was Wilcott. He was harmless. All he needed was someone to talk to. Someone who understood what it was like to be an outcast from society.

“The night is beautiful,” she said, looking up at the stars. Normally the stars were obliterated by the smoke from the thousands of London chimneys, but they were blessed tonight by a cool breeze that blew the smoke away.

Wilcott stopped. They weren’t so very far into the maze, and Gabrielle thought he might want to head back to the ball. She stopped and turned to him. He wiped his brow. “I apologize, my lady.”

“It’s quite all right. We’ll head back. Dinner will be served soon.”

He shook his head. His hand trembled and Gabrielle frowned. What the devil was wrong with him?

The light of the moon glinted off something in his hand and Gabrielle froze, her gaze riveted to the pistol pointed at her.


Chapter 11

As he’d promised, Sebastian returned to the ballroom to escort Gabrielle to dinner, but devil if he couldn’t find her. Where had she gotten off to now?

Irritated, he visually searched the crowd. She’d been wearing a very fetching green gown. He remembered because it wasn’t a green that he’d ever seen in a gown. It shimmered from bright green to almost black, and it set off her golden skin tone perfectly.

He shook his head. What the hell was wrong with him, thinking of the color of her gown? He was more addled than he thought.

He remembered she had said she was going to speak to Wilcott.

Wilcott. He didn’t understand that man. He was almost puritan in his dress and his beliefs. Sebastian found it odd that he searched out Gabrielle’s company and she his. The last he had seen of the two, they’d been heading out the terrace doors.

When he managed to reach the terrace, there were a few couples in the shadows, stealing illicit kisses. Sebastian highly doubted Gabrielle and Wilcott were kissing, yet the thought set his blood on fire. The very idea of Gabrielle kissing anyone stirred his anger far more than it should. Obviously she’d done more than kiss other men, if the rumors were true. Hell, she’d been married long before she met Sebastian. Still, he pushed those thoughts from his mind and made sure to check out each couple, much to their embarrassment. None of them were Gabrielle and Wilcott.

Had Hendricks cornered her again? Had he trapped her somewhere she couldn’t escape? Sebastian found it highly unlikely that Gabrielle couldn’t get herself out of such a situation, but the thought of Hendricks touching Gabrielle sent him into a rage. Sebastian had to stop and consciously control his fury. If Hendricks had cornered Gabrielle again, he was dead. Sebastian didn’t care about the consequences.

A loud pop came from the shadows of the lawn, sounding suspiciously like a pistol shot. Sebastian’s heart nearly stopped. He ran down the steps, pulling his pistol from his boot as he ran toward the maze, praying he was headed in the right direction. He glanced behind, but the few people on the terrace were preoccupied with filing into the dining room.

There had been no other shot. No other noise. Not even a scream, and that terrified Sebastian more than he wanted to admit. He tried to tell himself that the shot had nothing to do with Gabrielle, but his mind wasn’t cooperating.

He reached the edge of the maze. Damn, but he hated these things. Hated being hemmed in on all sides. Hated not having an escape route. If this did have something to do with Gabrielle, why in the hell would she agree to go into a maze?

Unless she hadn’t agreed. Unless she’d been dragged in here against her will.

He stopped and held his breath to listen. He cocked his head and heard a scuffling on the other side of the foliage. Quietly he advanced until he saw two figures locked together. Not Hendricks and Gabrielle but Wilcott and Gabrielle. What the hell?

The moon’s light illuminated their weapons—Wilcott’s pistol, Gabrielle’s stiletto. Gabrielle was holding Wilcott’s arm up, and the pistol was pointed to the sky.

With his free hand, Wilcott swung, his fist connecting with Gabrielle’s cheek. Her head flew to the side, but she didn’t cry out. She pushed Wilcott away, impressing Sebastian with her strength. Wilcott stumbled back and dropped his pistol.

“Wilcott!” Sebastian called out, in the hope of giving Gabrielle the distraction she needed.

Wilcott glanced up, locked gazes with Sebastian, and paused. Gabrielle slashed with her stiletto. Wilcott cried out, clutching his side. His eyes widened and his hand came away covered in blood.

Gabrielle went in for the kill, the look on her face so fierce, so deadly, that it made even Sebastian pause. But Wilcott had had enough. He turned and ran into the darkness of the maze. Gabrielle picked up her skirts and followed, forcing Sebastian to follow, though there was no way to tell where Wilcott had gone. There were too many turns, and almost immediately they were standing at the intersection of four possible paths. Gabrielle was breathing hard, her stiletto held confidently in her hand.

“He’s gone,” he said.

“Damn. Damn, damn, damn.”

Sebastian didn’t flinch at Gabrielle’s profanity because he was silently repeating the same word.

Gabrielle turned to him, and Sebastian’s head spun as he stared at the blood seeping from a hole in the arm of her gown. “Damnation, Gabrielle, you’ve been shot.” He grabbed her arm below the elbow. Had the ball imbedded itself in her arm? Holy hell.

“I’m fine.”

“We need to get you to a surgeon.”

“No surgeon.” She glanced down at her arm, and her flushed cheeks turned white. She swayed. “Oh.” Sebastian grabbed her, but she shook him away. “Just a scratch.” She swallowed and swallowed again.

“You’re ready to pass out.”

“No. It’s just…I can look at other people’s blood, but mine…” She closed her eyes and breathed deep, then shook her head and opened her eyes. “Damn.”

Sebastian lifted her into his arms, swearing and cursing. Thank the Lord he remembered the way he had come. It didn’t take long for the house to appear in his sights. Gabrielle grabbed the lapel of his coat. “Not the house.”

“You need a surgeon.”

“No surgeon.”

“This is not the time to be bullheaded.”

“Take me home. Riggs can sew me up.”

“Riggs? Your butler?”

“No house. No surgeon.”

Sebastian sighed and changed direction to head around the side of the house. It wouldn’t do for everyone to see him carrying her away, anyway. Luckily, his carriage was nearby, and he loaded her into it, gathering her onto his lap as the coach merged into traffic.

“I’m perfectly capable of sitting on my own.”

He ignored her.

The constant flow of blood from her arm concerned him greatly. It was running down her arm, soaking into her gown. Her lips were nearly colorless and her eyes were drifting close.

“Stay with me, Gabby.”

A faint smile touched her mouth. “You called me Gabby.”

“Did I?”

“Mmm.” Her head lolled onto his shoulder.

She felt the same. She smelled the same. Hell and damnation, but he could feel himself sliding down that slippery slope he traveled down seven months ago.

Before he could make more of a fool of himself, the carriage pulled up to her townhouse. He gathered her to him and hopped out, yelling for Riggs as he ran up the steps. Riggs had the door open before Sebastian reached it.

“She’s been shot,” Sebastian said as Riggs trotted after him toward the drawing room. “She said you can sew her up.”

“Certainly, my lord. Let me fetch the sewing kit.”

Sewing kit? Bloody hell, how many times has she been shot?

Sebastian carefully lowered her onto the settee. Her head dropped to the side and her eyelids fluttered. Riggs entered with the sewing kit and knelt beside her to tear off her sleeve.

“Eliza is going to be angry you ruined my gown,” she mumbled through bloodless lips.

Sebastian rolled his eyes.

“Your gown was ruined when you were shot,” Riggs said without any deference. “Bring me the brandy.” It took a moment for Sebastian to realize that Riggs was speaking to him. “Over on the sideboard,” Riggs said with a tilt of his head.

Sebastian swallowed his surprise at the servant’s tone. Obviously Gabrielle allowed her servants more free rein with their speech than a normal person would.

He grabbed the brandy decanter and three glasses. He needed a drink himself. Gabrielle sure as hell needed a drink, and he wouldn’t be surprised if Riggs needed one as well.

Riggs grabbed the brandy from Sebastian with an absent “Thank you.” Sebastian refused to take offense because the man was stitching up Gabrielle.

Riggs poured a bit of the brandy on the bleeding wound. Gabrielle winced and groaned. Sebastian had been injured enough in his time to know that the brandy made her arm feel as if it were on fire. Admiration held him spellbound. Gabrielle never made a sound other than a low groan as Riggs began sewing. However, she did grab the brandy to take a few healthy swallows. The women Sebastian knew took small sips with a grimace after each. He’d never seen one swig the way Gabrielle did.

Gabrielle turned her head to smile at Sebastian as she clutched the brandy container.

“It’s okay to scream,” he said.

“It’s never okay to scream.”

He tilted his head toward her in silent agreement. He’d been stitched up in some tight situations, where one breath would alert the enemy. Obviously so had Gabrielle.

She drank steadily from the brandy bottle while Riggs worked on her arm.

“This one isn’t as bad as Madrid,” Riggs said.

“Or Geneva,” she muttered.

Riggs grunted.

“Just how many times have you been shot?” Sebastian asked.

Gabrielle wrinkled her brow in thought. “Three.”

“Four now,” Riggs said, cutting off the length of thread. He put away his supplies, clicked the kit closed, and looked at the wound closely before nodding and leaving the room.

Gabrielle sighed and turned on her good side to stare at Sebastian. She smiled, a goofy, loopy smile that had him grinning. “You’re drunk,” he observed.

“Tipsy.”

Sebastian went to the fireplace to stir the logs and give himself time to think. His blood was still humming from the fear coursing through him. Damn, but he’d never been so afraid, and that was precisely why he did not like working with a partner.

“Do you want me to help you to your bedchamber so you can sleep?” he finally asked.

“Sit with me. Talk to me.”

He scooted the chair closer to the settee and sat, taking her outstretched hand between his. Her fingers were small and delicate, but he couldn’t get it out of his mind how expertly she wielded a stiletto. There was strength in her, a strength he admired. But there was vulnerability as well. He’d seen it in Venice when she let down her guard while they were making love. A sadness in her eyes. Loneliness. He was having a difficult time combining the two Gabrielles.

“You’re awfully quiet,” she said.

“Just thinking.” He wouldn’t tell her what he was thinking. Instead he said, “So, Madrid and Geneva? Where was the third place?”

She shrugged. “Can’t remember.”

More than likely she remembered very well but wasn’t willing to tell him, which meant it had been a highly secretive operation. His anger stirred, but he forced it down. She was an operative through and through, keeping her secrets, just as he had to keep his. He couldn’t be angry about that.

“What happened out there, Gabrielle?”

She stared at the dancing flames in the fireplace. “Wilcott asked me to walk with him. He didn’t look well. I thought he was feeling ill, and I also needed a breath of fresh air after Hendricks. We walked to the maze.”

“Why would you go into a dark maze with someone?”

“He’s harmless.”

“Harmless doesn’t pull a pistol on you.”

Her brows puckered. “That’s what is so confusing about all of this.”

“What happened?”

“He said he was sorry and then he pulled the pistol.”

“Why?”

“I have no idea.”

“Do you think he’s our traitor?”

“Wilcott?” She thought for a moment. “No. He’s a very confused man, but I don’t think he’s dangerous.”

“Obviously he is dangerous.”

“I just don’t understand,” she whispered.

He squeezed her hand. “Rest for now. We’ll find the answer.” He would pay Wilcott a visit as soon as Gabrielle fell asleep. For now he was content to sit with her and hold her hand. This was the longest they’d been together without bickering, and he liked it. He didn’t like arguing with her, didn’t like holding her at a distance, even though it was necessary. He was fairly certain his heart would not survive another three days like Venice, but for now he was happy to sit here.

She unwound her fingers from his and touched his cheek. Sebastian wanted to close his eyes and press his cheek in to her palm, but he didn’t dare—although his body clamored for more and didn’t seem to care one bit that she was injured and drunk. He held himself very still and simply savored the feel of her hand on his cheek.

“Kiss me,” she whispered.


Chapter 12

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Sebastian said.

“Probably not, but kiss me anyway.” 

“No.”

“What happened to you, Sebastian? You weren’t like this in Venice.”

“Venice was another time, another place.”

“Another person?” 

“Yes.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“Don’t go there, Gabrielle.” 

“Why?”

“Because you’ve been drinking.”

“You make me sound like a drunkard. My pain is dulled, but the rest of my senses aren’t, and my mind is perfectly fine. Why were you a different person then?”

“Because I was. That wasn’t the real me.”

“I think you keep the real you locked up tightly.”

“So now you read minds?”

“I don’t need to read minds to know that.”

“You’ve been shot, and you’re not thinking clearly.”

Her brows rose. “So now it’s because I’ve been shot and not the alcohol that isn’t making me think clearly?”

“You are turning my words around.”

“You’re not making sense, and you’re trying to change the subject, but that’s all right. I understand.”

He frowned, taken off guard by her choice of conversational topic and the fact that her mind was fully functioning on the amount of alcohol she had consumed. “What is there to understand?”

“Why didn’t you want to work with me?”

He shifted uncomfortably. “Now who’s changing the subject?”

“You’re trapped here by your need to take care of people. You’re too gallant to leave me to my pain and misery. I’m willing to take advantage of that, because normally you run away from me.”

“I don’t run away from you,” he said in disgust. “I’m a busy man. I have things to do.” His need to take care of people? What the hell was she talking about?

“Claire was right,” she murmured.

“What the hell has Claire to do with any of this?” He was going to throttle his sister the next time he saw her. She was a bothersome, meddlesome brat sometimes.

“She said you took others’ problems on your shoulders.”

Sebastian scoffed. “Claire would know. She’s been a problem since she started toddling.” Although he spoke the truth, his words were said with affection. He loved his sister and regretted many things that had happened to her. There had been times when he resented that he’d been thrust in the role of parent so young, but he wouldn’t have had it any other way. If there were one thing he regretted about their younger years, other than not being able to keep their parents alive, it was that he hadn’t done enough for Claire. He’d thought marrying her off would force her to grow up. He’d had no idea until recently how horrific her first marriage had been, and he would forever carry the guilt.

“Take me up to my bedchamber, Sebastian.”

“Of course.” He stood and lifted her from the settee, mindful of her injured arm.

“I can walk.”

“Humor me.” 

“There it is.”

“There what is?” He paused while she turned the knob on the door.

“Your gallant behavior. A knight in shining armor.”

“I’m no knight in shining armor.”

“Mmm.”

The entryway was quiet. Apparently, having done his duty in sewing her up, Riggs had gone to bed. What a strange household Gabrielle ran.

“I sent the servants to bed for the night. No use staying up for me.”

“Your servants are interesting.”

She laughed softly, causing her breasts to brush against his chest and making his cock stand at attention. He was so hard so fast, he was nearly dizzy with it.

“My servants are cobbled together and hired for more than their domestic capabilities.”

“Let me guess: Riggs was hired for his ability to stitch you up.” He paused at the top of the steps and waited for Gabrielle to point in the right direction.

“Partly. He came from the streets, just as I did. He’s a former pugilist, pickpocket, and thief.” She pointed to a closed door, and Sebastian once again waited for her to turn the knob.

He stepped into her bedchamber. Candles were lit and nearly half burnt down, so her maid must have also gone to bed for the night, which had him wondering just who was going to get Gabrielle out of her gown. His aching erection twitched; he had a very good idea who that person might be.

He gently laid her on the bed. She sat up to swing her legs over the side and grimaced, pulling her arm close. One sleeve was gone, that side of her dress stained with blood. The white bandage stood out starkly against her golden skin, and Sebastian was angered anew at what Wilcott had done to her. Despite that, she was beautiful. Her hair had fallen from its pins long ago and hung in a black sheath down her back, curling ever so slightly at the ends. Her eyes were large and luminous, and some color had returned to her lips and cheeks.

“Can you please unbutton my gown?”

Sebastian hesitated. He didn’t want to touch her because he knew what would happen. One touch and he would be lost. He was hanging on to his sanity by a thin thread that was quickly fraying. He clenched his fingers into tight fists, knowing that there was no turning back.

He knelt upon the bed and she turned to present her back to him. He took that waterfall of silky raven hair and gathered it in his hand to pull it over her shoulder and reveal her back. His hands shook as he slid the buttons through the buttonholes, revealing more and more of her slim back and the ridge of her spine. He watched his hand as if it were not a part of him. It brushed her neck, his fingers lightly grazing the delicate skin. Gabrielle stilled and her breath caught.

The very air seemed to have been sucked from the room. This was why he didn’t want to work with Gabrielle. This was why he had avoided her the past seven months and tried to keep his distance over the past several days. Because he couldn’t keep his hands off her. Because when he was around her, he lost all sense, all reason.

And yet he couldn’t find it in him to care right now, because more than anything, he wanted to feel the skin on her neck, her back, everywhere. He ached for her and admitted to himself that he’d been aching for her for seven months. The thought that he would finally relieve that ache was overwhelming.

He pushed the gown off her shoulders. Her skin glowed in the firelight as if illuminated from the inside.

Sebastian leaned forward and placed a kiss on the curve of her shoulder. Gabrielle looked over her shoulder at him, a slight smile turning up her lips. She looked like a painting, her gown half off, her hair unbound and loose, the candlelight reflecting off all that exposed skin. Their gazes locked, and the teasing glint in hers turned into something sensuous that held promises of things he had tried to forget over the past months but had been unable to.

He trailed his finger down her back, his fingers tracing each bump of her spine. She shivered. He looked away to press another kiss to the base of her neck and followed his fingers with his lips.

In the morning he would regret this, just as he had the last time, but morning was far away, and Gabrielle was right here, and his cock hurt so damn bad.

“Sei bella,” he whispered in her native language. You are beautiful.

She lay back with a smile so that he was looking upside down at her.

“Baciami,” she said. Kiss me.

He lowered his head but paused just before their lips touched. She smiled up at him. “You are teasing me.”

“I am savoring you.”

Her smile faltered and she blinked. “You undo me, Sebastian Addison.”

“As you undo me.” Therein lay the problem of Gabrielle Marciano. She undid him. Made him feel out of control when he’d always been the one in control. “Ah, Gabby. What am I to do with you?”

She touched his cheek, her deep eyes serious. “You are going to make love to me, and you will not regret it in the morning.”

She knew him too well. He knew that wasn’t going to stop him. He would make love to her, but he couldn’t promise he would not regret it. Why she made him feel this way, he didn’t know. He’d bedded many women in his past, but none had made him feel as out of control.

She arched a brow. “Contemplating the world’s problems?”

“Right now you are my world, and you are a problem.”

“No problems tonight, Sebastian. Just us. Nothing else. No traitors. No Office of Intelligence. Nothing but us.”

Seven months ago he’d thought it would be that simple, until she invaded his mind and he found himself thinking of her when he should have been thinking of other things. To him, that was unacceptable.

Her fingers trailed down his jaw to touch his lips. “Promise me.”

“I promise.” Because he was powerless not to. She enthralled him. Bewitched him. And while it scared the hell out of him, his will was nothing compared to her siren call.

“Baciami,” she breathed.

Her arm wound around his neck, pulling him closer as she arched her back into their kiss. When they broke apart, her eyes glowed and her lips were wet and rosy. “I’ve missed you,” she whispered.

“How’s your arm?” he asked, deliberately ignoring her last statement because he couldn’t go there. Not yet. Possibly not ever.

“It hurts like the devil, but I will live.”

“We’ll try not to jostle it overmuch.”

“Somehow I don’t think I will care.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I’m indestructible. Come here.” With surprising strength, she pulled him down with her good arm until he turned himself around and was lying on top of her. He groaned and forced his body to remain still so he wouldn’t grind his erection into her and end it all before it even began. He’d dreamed of this for so long. Too many times he’d woken from erotic dreams of her pressed against him. Too many times he’d been so disappointed to awaken and find his hips pumping into nothing but a mirage.

She pulled him down with more force than he would have given her credit for, and kissed him as if she were giving him her last breath. He fell willingly into her and into the kiss, and damn if it didn’t feel right. Complete. She made him feel complete, and he knew that what he’d been missing the past seven months was a part of him that she had kept with her after he walked away. She was a thief, stealing pieces of his soul without his even knowing it until now.

Conscious of her injury, he carefully peeled off her gown, revealing a layer of petticoat made of fine Italian lace and French silk. Once that was discarded, he was left with the chemise and then finally, finally, nothing but golden skin. He started at her collarbone and kissed his way down her body. Her nipples were erect, the nubs hard with wanting. He placed a kiss on each, then came back to them, laving them with his tongue until she was squirming beneath him. With each kiss, each swipe of his tongue, he wanted more and more of her. He wanted pieces of her to take with him, as she had taken pieces of him.

She arched beneath him and sighed. It was a sigh of capitulation, of contentment, of coming home. He remembered that sigh in the deep of night when he was fast asleep and the memories sneaked around his barriers. That sigh would haunt him for the rest of his life, he knew.

He rose off the bed and made short work of his clothes, coming back to her in absolutely nothing but the skin he was born in. She smiled up at him, her dark eyes sparkling, her lips red and waiting.

She moved her leg, raising her knee until it brushed against his erection. It was embarrassing just how much he wanted her. More than his next breath, more than he wanted to wake up the next morning, more than life itself.

“Come to me, amore mio,” she whispered into his ear.

He surged into her, her words propelling him forward and setting a frantic temp.

Amore mio.

Amore mio.

She opened up for him, took him willingly, and he easily slid into her warm wetness. Nestled inside of her, he paused and closed his eyes, very close to weeping at the exquisite sensation.

Amore mio.

Amore mio.

He slid out, paused, and slowly, so slowly, pushed back in. Her muscles tightened around him, so smooth and wet. So. Damn. Wet.

Amore mio.

My love.

He groaned, lost. Completely lost in the sensations. The sounds. The scent. The love.

My love.

My love.

He pulled out again and glided right back in. He wanted it to never end, to keep going forever, but all too soon he was racing toward the end. It came so suddenly that he was unprepared and wanted to cry out, “No!”

Gabrielle clutched his shoulders. Her hips surged upward, grinding into him. There was nothing he could do to stop it. He came so hard that spots danced before his eyes.

Gabrielle cried out, clutching him tightly, those inner muscles milking him. And he came and came and came until he was completely empty.

Amore mio.

My love.

—

Sebastian lay on his side, his head supported by his hand, and watched Gabrielle. She was facing him, her eyes closed, her face flushed, her hair a delightful, tangled mess spread across the pillow. All he wanted to do was drink her in with his eyes. She was everything he remembered. So damn beautiful it made his heart hurt.

He’d done it, fallen into the abyss of Gabrielle. He’d escaped once, and he would escape again, but not yet. Not now. In the future, definitely, but not now.

She opened her eyes and smiled up at him.

“What did you mean when you said Riggs came from the streets just as you had?”

Her smile faltered. “This is what you want to talk about now?”

“Yes.” No. Yes. Hell and damnation, but he couldn’t think straight while he was with her, and that was exactly why he had left her in Venice. She jumbled his mind and ignited his body until he didn’t know who he was anymore or what he wanted. He should not have asked about her past first, but he wanted to know, and he found he could not talk about making love to her.

She sighed and rolled onto her back to stare up at the ceiling, causing his gut to clench. His world was tilting and his control was slipping and he despised the feeling.

“I’m not from Italy,” she said to the ceiling. “I’ve never been married. I’m technically not a contessa. My past is completely false, made up by the Office of Intelligence.”

Sebastian didn’t move because he couldn’t move. He didn’t say anything because he had no idea what to say. He’d given little thought to Gabrielle’s past, completely swallowing the story of her being a widowed contessa. Beyond that, he hadn’t thought about how she had become an operative. What an idiot he’d been. He should have wondered. As a premier operative, he should have questioned everything, but he hadn’t.

She turned her head to look at him. “You have nothing to say?”

“You were never married?”

She laughed. “That’s what you want to say first?”

He shrugged because, yes, it was the first thing his mind stuck on. She’d never been married, and yet when he’d made love to her in Venice, she had not been a virgin. Despite his sluggish thought process over the last few days, he was well aware of what that meant. He’d met other female operatives and knew the lengths they went to in order to gather information. He knew and yet his mind shied from it.

She pressed her lips together and scooted up the headboard. Carefully she arranged the bedclothes one-handed in an attempt to cover her breasts while she pressed her injured arm close. She drew in a deep breath. “I am a weapon of my country. A good little soldier. I go where they send me, do what they tell me.”

“And that involves sleeping with whom they tell you?”

“Yes.”

He winced, cut to the quick for some reason. “I’m sorry.”

“For what? You do the same.”

“That’s different.”

“Is it? You’ve never slept with a woman in the course of a mission?” She laughed again, the sound brittle and bitter. “Men’s tongues loosen when they’ve become intimate with a woman. As if they think that bedding a woman will make her more loyal. Fools.”

He burned with anger. Nay, fury. It took everything he had to appear calm. He despised to the depths of his soul the Office of Intelligence for making a woman do such a thing.

“You may as well know the rest,” she said.

He closed his eyes. Good Lord, there was more. Of course there was more.

“I was born in London,” she said. “Seven Dials, to be exact.”

He let out a sound as if he’d been punched in the stomach. Seven Dials was the worst, most dangerous place in all of London. Hell, in all of England.

“My mother was a prostitute, and I have no idea who my father was. Mama died when I was twelve, and I was tossed into the streets, where I learned to survive by picking the pockets of nobs and generally stealing whatever I could. I was good at it, too.”

Of course he knew the Office recruited such people. Hell, he’d used pickpockets and thieves as contacts too many times to count.

“The Office of Intelligence recruited me when I’d been nabbed after I bit the blow.”

He knew enough cant to understand she’d been caught after stealing from someone. “At the age of twelve?” he asked, surprised. He had no idea there were operatives that young. 

She nodded. “I was shipped off to Venice, where I learned to be an Italian contessa. My cover was created back then and my path already chosen. They wanted someone who could flit between Italy, France, and England. Who could rub shoulders with the nobs as well as the demimonde. Who could infiltrate any part of society.” She cleared her throat and gave him a saucy wink. “Aye, gov, I can be a natty lad, a lone wolf, a pennyweighter.” Then she was transformed into one of many women he’d seen beckoning to him from alleyways and dark doorways. Her eyes turned sultry. “You wantin’ some of this, gov? I got what you be needin’.”

In the blink of an eye, she became a lovely seductress with a smile that heated his blood and caused his cock to rise and his bollocks to tighten. When she spoke, her voice was rich, low, seductive. Her fluent Italian was so erotic that he nearly groaned out loud and found that his hand was moving toward her. But he pulled back, giving in to the anger stirring inside him that the Office had taken an innocent and corrupted her for their gain. They had created a perfect weapon, a person who could adapt to any situation, become whoever they needed her to become. He was both amazed and appalled. Impressed and horrified.

“You were twelve years old, for God’s sake.” He sat up and rubbed his hands down his face. If he hadn’t known so much about his employer, he never would have believed her tale.

The skin around her eyes was pinched. Her face was pale. Her arm more than likely hurt like hell. “That was my age in years, but I was far older than that in experience. I’d lived on the streets for months, surviving the best I could. If the Office hadn’t found me, others would have, and they wouldn’t have been as nice as the crown was.”

“Seven Dials is notorious for its sex trade,” he said.

“Yes, and I narrowly escaped it. I’d evaded it as best I could, but even I knew time was running out. I had a few more nights at best before I was nabbed by those who peddled little girls.”

“My God, Gabrielle.”

“It’s not so bad,” she said. “I appreciate everything the crown has done for me. If not for them, I would not be here today.” She looked away, her expression desolate. “I would have rather died than be sold into prostitution.”

“And so you sell yourself for government secrets?”

She looked at him steadily. “Is that how you think of me, Sebastian? As a high-priced prostitute?”

“No, of course not. Forgive me. I misspoke.”

She looked at him for a long time, the firelight flickering across her face, playing hide-and-seek with the shadows.

“Gabrielle—”

“I make no apologies for my life. And now that you know, you will also know that anything between us is impossible. An earl does not marry the daughter of a Seven Dials whore.”

Each word was like a stab to his heart. His throat closed up and he swallowed against it, railing inside at the truth that he could not deny. “But the world will never know,” he said. “If the crown allowed the information to come out, it would expose the Office of Intelligence as well, and that simply cannot happen.”

Her look told him that he was grasping at straws, denying the undeniable.

“I hate what the crown has done to you,” he whispered.

“Ah, Sebastian. Don’t hate the crown. They plucked me off the streets and saved me from a far worse fate. They’ve put a nice roof over my head, rich food in my belly, and pretty clothes on my body. In payment for all of that, I investigate threats to the crown, just as you do.”

All of that was true, and yet there was so much more to it. He didn’t blame her for sleeping with other men. He blamed the Office. He blamed a society that forced a woman to do such things in order to survive.

“Thank you for your sacrifice,” he said.

Her laugh was bitter and harsh. “You don’t understand, do you? It’s not a sacrifice. I like what I do. I like that I can travel and see a world I never would have had the opportunity to see. I like that I can help in some small way to rid the world of people who threaten our nation. I’m not that much different from you, Sebastian.”

He felt the same way she did most days. He liked knowing that he stood between evil and the people of England. He experienced a sense of accomplishment that being an earl had never given him. No one would ever know what he had done, and most times he was fine with that.

“You think less of me,” she said, her expression closed off.

“No.” He squeezed her hand. “I think more of you.”


Chapter 13

Sebastian sat in a chair by the window in Gabrielle’s bedchamber. As he watched her sleep, he rubbed his finger along his upper lip and contemplated the evening’s revelations.

It had been quite an eventful evening. Gabrielle had been attacked, they’d made love, and she’d turned everything he believed upside down. His mind was reeling but his thoughts were very clear.

Before she’d drifted back to sleep, her eyes had been shadowed with stories she wouldn’t tell, memories she wouldn’t share.

He did what he always did in difficult situations. He prioritized. Right now he had to stop thinking about Gabrielle’s past and remember that someone out there wanted to hurt her.

Gabrielle had been too long without someone to protect her, and damn, but he was feeling very protective of her at the moment. She would hate that, of course, and truth be told, he wasn’t pleased about it, either. Gabrielle was a drug he didn’t need in his system, and yet he was helpless against her.

He dressed quietly, searching for his clothes in the near dark, and soundlessly slipped out of her room.

He ran into Riggs on the staircase and motioned for him to follow him into the drawing room. “Gabrielle is still sleeping.”

Riggs nodded, expressionless. Sebastian wondered at Riggs’s past but didn’t have time to ask. Obviously the man was committed to Gabrielle, and he didn’t look at all surprised to see Sebastian emerging from her bedchamber.

“I don’t know why she was attacked last night, but I intend to find out. In the meantime, whoever wants her is still out there. I need you to be extra vigilant.”

Riggs nodded again. He seemed to be a man of few words unless he was ordering Sebastian about.

“I’m leaving to confront the man who attacked her last night.”

Ah, finally a reaction. Riggs shifted, his stance widening, his fingers flexing as if he wanted to get his hands on Wilcott as well.

“Please try to keep her inside until I return. Together we should be able to protect her.”

“Very well, sir. Will there be anything else?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Would you like me to accompany you?” 

Sebastian smiled. “As much as I would love to have you watch my back, I feel you’re needed here to keep an eye on Gabrielle.”

—

Sebastian stood in the shadows and pushed his anger to a place deep inside where emotion wouldn’t rule. He practiced patience before entering the house, watching, listening. No servants were up and about, but the sun would rise soon and with it the household. He wanted to be gone by then.

It hadn’t been hard to enter Wilcott’s home. The ineffectual locks had been easy to pick, and he’d walked right in.

Wilcott stirred and groaned. Apparently Gabrielle’s knife wound had not been life-threatening. Pity, that. But it was also a good thing, because Sebastian could interrogate him.

Sebastian slid out of the shadows. The bed dipped beneath him as he sat on the edge of it. Wilcott came awake with a jerk and another moan, his gaze flitting about the room until it landed on Sebastian.

“Good morning, Wilcott.”

Wilcott scrambled to sit up, clutching his side and gritting his teeth. Sebastian held a dagger in his hand but didn’t think he’d have to use it. The man was positively green. And terrified. Interesting, that.

“How did you get in here?” Wilcott demanded.

Sebastian smiled and allowed the moon’s glow to glint off the edge of the dagger. Wilcott’s wide eyes locked on the knife. “Did you come here to finish me off?”

“Would you like me to?”

Wilcott’s head fell back to rest on the headboard. He stared up at the ceiling and swallowed. “Mayhap,” he said softly.

Intrigued, Sebastian stifled the questions he wanted to ask, sensing that Wilcott was at the edge of a precipice. He felt the man’s terror and wondered who had put it there.

“I never meant to hurt her,” Wilcott said.

“But you did, and now you have me to answer to.”

His face paled. “I didn’t want to do it.”

“Then why did you?”

“I had no choice.”

“Everyone has a choice.”

“Not everyone.”

“Tell me,” Sebastian said.

Silence hung between them, thick with Wilcott’s fear. Sebastian toyed with the knife, never taking his eyes off him. The man before him now was entirely different than the man he presented to society. He seemed small, lying in the overlarge bed. Diminished. Defeated. Stripped of his puritan clothing and haughty expression. Funny what fear could do to a man.

“I can’t say,” Wilcott finally managed.

“Wrong answer.”

Wilcott looked at Sebastian with a weary expression, as if he’d simply given up. “No. I mean I don’t know.”

“It’s probably best that you start from the beginning.”

“I’m not allowed.”

Sebastian sighed. “The way I see it, you have two choices. Keep your secret and you die by my hand. Tell me your secret and live.”

Wilcott let out a weak laugh. “Either way I die. If I tell you, he will kill me.”

Sebastian stilled. “Who?”

“We weren’t properly introduced, I’m afraid. He never said his name.”

“Where did you two meet?”

Wilcott laughed again. “Here. He broke into my house, just like you did.”

“What did he look like?”

“He kept to the shadows, but he was taller than average, brownish-red hair. Long, unkempt. He wore no cravat.” There was a note of disgust in that last remark that had Sebastian biting back a smile. “He was thin but muscular.”

“What did he say?”

Wilcott swallowed. “The second time he came—”

“He was here twice?” Sebastian asked sharply.

“Yes. The first time he told me I was to bring Lady Marciano to him. I, of course, refused. I like Lady Marciano. She’s…nice.”

Oh, Gabby, you do know how to win them over, don’t you? Sebastian was impressed that she’d enthralled a man like Wilcott, who looked down his nose at nearly everyone.

“And what did he do when you refused?” 

Wilcott looked away and pressed his lips together. “He threatened me.”

“How?”

“He threatened to reveal a secret. Something that would be quite devastating to me and my family.” Wilcott’s expression became mutinous, defensive, yet still frightened.

“What did he say on his second visit?”

“He told me when he wanted her and where to take her.”

“And where was that?”

“Brunswick Dock. Warehouse number three.”

Sebastian turned the knife over in his hand, lost in thought. Brunswick Dock was one of many owned by various companies along the Thames. “When?” he asked.

“Tonight. Well, last night.” Wilcott bounced his head against the headboard several times and groaned. “What is he going to do when I don’t bring her? I’m doomed. Ruined.”

Just what in the hell was this secret Wilcott guarded so desperately that he had put Gabrielle’s life in danger? Though Sebastian didn’t want to care, he knew that Wilcott was an asset he needed to keep safe. Damn, but that went against his protective instinct toward Gabrielle.

He stood. “I will put guards on your house, and we will be watching, so don’t think you can get away from us.” He leaned in close. “You will be followed, your every move reported to me.” He wasn’t certain Wilcott was listening, for he stared straight ahead, his eyes wide, unseeing. Sebastian shook the man’s leg. “Wilcott. Listen to me.”

He turned to Sebastian.

“I will protect you, but you must cooperate.”

“What can you do?”

“You’d be surprised by the resources at my disposal.”

Wilcott seemed to go to a place deep inside, and Sebastian gave up trying. It wasn’t his concern if Wilcott’s secret was revealed. He would put men on him only because he wanted to catch this man who wanted Gabrielle.

—

Grant McFadden watched the man shimmy down the tree he’d climbed to get to the upper floors of Wilcott’s home. Sebastian Addison, Lord Claybrook, climbed trees as well as he danced at the balls he’d been attending with Lady Gabrielle Marciano.

Claybrook headed around the house and Grant followed, keeping silent and to the shadows. Claybrook walked for a few blocks before hailing a hack. The hack didn’t turn around and head toward Claybrook’s fancy address in St. James, but made its way in the direction of the docks. Which meant Wilcott had told Claybrook that someone wanted Lady Marciano kidnapped. The fool.

Grant stood at the side of the road and watched the hack take the corner. He’d stay away from the docks for a few days; no doubt Claybrook would put men on the number three warehouse in the hope of catching Grant.

No worries. Grant knew where Claybrook lived, and more important, he knew where Lady Marciano lived.

He cursed in his native Gaelic, feeling the net closing in on him. He’d not told the spineless Wilcott his name, but the man could surely describe him, which meant that Claybrook was that much closer to him.

He’d known when the Italian contessa had been pulled back to England that something was amiss. The crown had gotten wind of France’s plot to invade England and had brought in its best agents.

Ah, shite, but this was not good. He would have to report this to France.

He headed toward The Coxswain, where he was billeted for the time being. When he’d been recruited by France, he’d thought it would be easy to find like-minded soldiers willing to fight England. He’d been more than surprised to discover that his brethren would rather move on and forget Culloden and the carnage the Sassenach had inflicted upon their land and their people.

Grant would never forget. He would fight until there was no fight left in him. He would rather die fighting for his country than stand aside and let them rape the Scottish lasses and set fire to their land and inhabit the homes they’d lived in for centuries.

His hands curled into fists and he snarled. His anger was bone-deep, eating at him like a fatal disease. He would avenge his country.

And Aileen.

Sweet, sweet Aileen, with the sunny smile and the bright blue eyes. Aileen who’d loved him and believed in him. Who’d believed he would defeat the Sassenach and keep her safe. Aileen, who’d promised to be his forever.

Aileen, who’d been beaten by the Sassenach, then brutally raped until her life was snuffed out.

Aye. He was doing this for Aileen and his sister, Mairi, and all the other women who weren’t protected by their men because the Sassenach had butchered them.

His eyes watered and he viciously wiped the wetness away with the back of his hand as he entered The Coxswain by the back door. Gabrielle Marciano and Sebastian Addison needed to be stopped so Grant could complete his mission and join Aileen in the rolling green hills that he pictured as heaven.


Chapter 14

When Gabrielle awoke, Sebastian was gone.

She lay on her back, looking up at the ceiling, fighting the disappointment. What had she expected? That he would stay? He’d left her every other time they were together, whether it was in the middle of a ball or in bed in Venice. That’s what he did, and she shouldn’t be surprised.

Her arm burned where Wilcott’s pistol ball had cut it open. It was hot and swollen, and she concentrated on that pain instead of the pain inside.

So what was to become of their mission? Was she to work alone, or would Atwater take her off, as she had asked him the other night?

She supposed she would be taken off.

She closed her eyes, but not before the tears welled up and spilled out. She was being ridiculous, feeling this much grief over Sebastian’s absence. After all, she’d told him that nothing could come of their affair.

She rolled to her good side and buried her head in the pillow to vigorously wipe the tears from her eyes and take control of her wayward and unwanted emotions. She needed to decide where to go from here. Back to Venice? That was her home and the one place where she felt truly safe and secure, but it held too many memories of Sebastian.

She could go anywhere she wished. Anywhere in the world. She had the funds and could demand some time off.

Eliza entered and opened the curtains, humming a tune that made Gabrielle’s head pound. She wanted to tell the girl to go away so she could pull the covers over her head and hide from the world. Surely she deserved to hide for one day.

But that wasn’t who she was. In all her years she’d never pulled the covers over her head to hide. She’d faced her problems and pushed her way through life. Today would be no different.

She tossed the bedclothes off and left the bed to get ready for whatever the day would bring. Even though her arm burned like the devil and her body ached from her encounter with Wilcott and making love to Sebastian, she would do what needed to be done because there was no one else in her life to do it.

Oh, stop feeling sorry for yourself, Gabrielle. You’re such a twit.

Sensing her mistress’s mood, Eliza was surprisingly silent as she helped Gabrielle dress. Gabrielle hissed in a breath at the pain when she pulled her gown up over her arm. Damn, but she was angry at herself for allowing Wilcott to dupe her in such a way. She’d had no inkling that she was walking into danger when they entered the maze. Usually her senses were much better tuned.

The house was quiet as she made her way down to the dining room. Despite her injuries and the revelations from the night before, she found that she was very hungry and couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. They’d missed dinner at the ball.

She entered the dining room and stopped short.

Sebastian was sitting at the table, reading her newspaper, as if he belonged there. She had to blink a few times to make sure she was seeing things right.

“I didn’t expect you to be here,” she said as she forced her legs to move toward the table and sit down.

His brows knitted over the top of the paper. “Why ever not?”

She shrugged and looked away, unwilling to let him see how disappointed she was that he had not been there when she awoke.

He folded the paper and put it beside his plate. “Damn Americans. Mark my word, but they will want to break away from England and become their own entity someday.” He shook his head in disbelief and disgust and sipped his tea. “How is your arm?”

“Tender, but I will survive.”

“I imagine you are accustomed to surviving all manner of things.” He cut off a piece of ham and chewed it thoughtfully while watching her.

To avoid looking at him, she put her napkin in her lap and took a sip of tea that a footman placed before her. She motioned for the footman to leave so that she and Sebastian could converse in private.

“Does it concern you? My survival both past and present?” she asked.

He put down his eating utensils and looked at her with what she could only surmise was confusion and surprise. “Yes. Your survival—both past and present—does concern me. I…care about you, Gabrielle.”

She could tell that his admission disconcerted him. He didn’t know what to do with this “care” that he felt for her, and even though the word was far less than she had wanted to hear, it warmed her heart to know he felt something other than disdain for her. “Thank you, Sebastian.”

“For what?” He looked genuinely perplexed.

“For caring.”

He shook his head and speared another piece of ham.

She knew she should keep her mouth shut, but she felt compelled to be honest with him. “You do understand that, because of my past, nothing can happen between us.”

He pierced her with a smoldering look. “Quite a bit has happened between us.”

Her face heated in a blush. She hadn’t blushed in years. Usually nothing flustered her, but Sebastian’s seductive tone undid her. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

He reached across the table and placed his hand on hers. “If and when the time comes, we will discuss it.”

She frowned and wanted to argue, but Sebastian’s determined expression had her biting her tongue.

“I called upon Wilcott,” he said, pulling his hand away to cut off another piece of ham.

Her head jerked up. Was that where he had been, then? “And?” 

“And he’s terrified. Someone has visited him twice in regard to you. The last time to tell him to bring you to a warehouse on the dock. I went there, but it was empty and no one was about. I spent most of the morning watching, but no one came or went.”

“So someone used Wilcott to kidnap me. How strange.”

“The man is terrified. Said he would be ruined one way or the other. I have no idea what that means, but the blackmailer’s choice of weapon has been effective.”

Gabrielle knew what it meant. Someone had discovered Wilcott’s secret and was using it against him. “He has a lover,” she said. She had told Wilcott she would not divulge his secret, but these were extraordinary circumstances, and Sebastian had a right to know.

“A lover? Lots of people have lovers. It’s nothing worth blackmailing someone over.”

“Wilcott is in love with a bookshop owner over on Oxford Street. A man named Charles.”

Sebastian paused in the act of taking another bite of ham. “Ah. Well, then. That explains much.”

“Why would someone want me? Do you think the person we are seeking has become aware of our mission?”

“That’s what I’m beginning to believe. I have a description from Wilcott of the man who threatened him. Tall, reddish hair, green eyes. Does that sound familiar?”

“Yes. It sounds like the description we have of Grant McFadden.”

“My thought as well.” Sebastian put his napkin beside his plate and stood. “I have a meeting with Atwater within the hour.”

“About our case?” 

“Nothing serious and nothing you need to be present for. You should rest today. Let that arm heal.”

She pressed her lips together. She thought they’d reached some sort of agreement concerning their partnership days ago, but apparently she’d been wrong. No wonder he hated working with a partner. Partners tended to get in the way when they wanted to be kept informed. “Nevertheless, I feel I should be there. This is my case as well.”

“No, Gabrielle. Stay here. All I’m doing is updating Atwater. I’ll tell him about Wilcott and have him assign a Scottish operative to find what he can on the warehouse you were supposed to be taken to.”

“I have your word that is all you will do?”

“Of course.” He seemed taken aback that she’d even asked.

“Very well, then. What is our next step? Are we attending the theater tonight?”

He shook his head. “I was serious when I said I wanted you to rest. Let’s take a night off. I will return as soon as possible.”

The conversation didn’t sit well with her, and she realized it was because she didn’t trust Sebastian. Not when it came to this case. He was up to something, but damn if she knew what.

—

Sebastian entered Atwater’s home and followed the butler to the office. His anger was tightly controlled, his emotions in check. While watching that damn warehouse, he’d had a lot of time to think, and his thoughts had centered around Gabrielle.

She claimed she was happy with her life, but he wondered. The Office had made her into something different. Had taken the little girl she’d been and turned her into a lethal weapon. Yes, he understood that her life had been miserable and that she’d been doomed to a future of hunger and poverty or, worse, prostitution and an early death. That was why he didn’t understand his thoughts. He knew he shouldn’t worry about what had happened to Gabrielle fifteen years ago. He should worry about what was happening to Gabrielle now. And he was. But he couldn’t get that little girl out of his head.

Atwater looked up from his papers and smiled. “Good afternoon, Claybrook.”

Sebastian strode closer, placed his fists on the desk, and leaned over. “She was twelve years old, damn it. Twelve.”

Atwater carefully put down his pen and sat back to contemplate Sebastian with a narrow-eyed stare. “And?”

Sebastian pushed away from the desk to pace across the room because he was afraid that he would unleash all of his anger on Atwater, and that would not be good. He spun around. “What right do you have to pluck a twelve-year-old off the street and press her into service?”

“First of all, it wasn’t me.”

Sebastian sliced the air with his hand. “Makes no difference.”

“Second of all, you are aware she came from Seven Dials?”

“Yes.”

“She was alone, living on the street, picking pockets, and desperately attempting to avoid the flesh peddlers. We found her and gave her a better life.”

“By forcing her to sleep with suspects to get information?” Sebastian barely contained his need to bellow the words. Even so, they came out louder than he intended. When he thought of the danger she and the Office had put her in, he knew a rage he’d never experienced. “She slept with enemies of the state,” he practically yelled. “Men who wouldn’t think twice about slicing open her throat in the middle of the night if they even suspected who she was.”

“We never force any of our operatives to sleep with a suspect to gain information,” Atwater said. “However, if the operative feels that is necessary and the efforts are…rewarded with information the crown can use, then…” Atwater shrugged, and Sebastian fought to keep his fist from smashing into the man’s nose.

“She was never given a chance to be a child.”

“If she was never given a chance to be a child, that wasn’t our doing. When we found her, she was fighting to stay alive, and we gave her that chance.”

“She was a child. She had no one to watch out for her, no one to protect her, and you took advantage of that.” Sebastian paused, suddenly understanding the source of his anger. He pictured a younger version of Gabrielle, all alone, fighting for survival with no one to turn to. And the big, bad Office swooping in, promising her food, a home, pretty gowns, and coins to buy what she wanted. They had taken advantage of her desperate straits.

“Trust me when I say that even then Gabrielle could take care of herself,” Atwater said. “Have you heard of a gentleman—and I use that term loosely—named John Cuthbert?”

“Cutthroat John? Of course I have. He runs Seven Dials as his own empire.” The man was a force to be reckoned with and someone you wanted on your side. Unfortunately, the only side Cutthroat John took was his own. If you wanted information, you paid him. If you wanted protection, you paid him. If you wanted someone dead, you paid him well.

“Then you also know that Cutthroat John is a flesh peddler.”

Sebastian didn’t like the direction the conversation was taking. “Yes.”

“For six months Gabrielle avoided Cutthroat’s men. He had plans to make her into a high-paid courtesan whom noblemen would fight to have. Look at her, Claybrook. She’s beautiful. Now imagine how she looked at twelve, fifteen, eighteen. She would have been the toast of the demimonde, and Cutthroat wanted a piece of that. He’d already found a buyer for her, and she knew it. Time was running out for her.”

Sebastian’s gut tightened, even though Gabrielle had told him much the same. She just hadn’t gone into as much detail.

Atwater steepled his fingers and rested his chin on them, contemplating Sebastian for the longest time. “Gabrielle came to me a few days ago and asked to be removed from the case.”

What the hell?

“She told me of your…affair.”

Sebastian cursed silently. What in the hell had Gabrielle been thinking? Did Atwater already know what had transpired last night? Had Gabrielle run to him with that bit of information as well? He felt betrayed and was angry at himself for being so weak as to succumb to his damnable lust last night. The loss of control unnerved him, and he was feeling even more out of control now.

Atwater picked up his quill and turned it over and over. “I told her I wouldn’t remove her from the case, but I’m second-guessing that decision. She’s a damn good operative. Better than some of the men we have.” He contemplated Sebastian. “Maybe it’s you I should remove from the case. You’re too invested. You need to step back and take a breath. Gabrielle can handle whatever comes her way.”

Sebastian opened his mouth to argue, then snapped it closed. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, Atwater was right. Sebastian was in too deep with Gabrielle. He was far too emotional when it came to her. That was the very reason he’d left her in Venice and never contacted her again. And the very reason he’d been so adamant that he did not want to work with her this time.

He’d never been removed from a case. Then again, he’d never slept with another operative, either. He was walking in uncharted territory, on a thin line between right and wrong, and if he wasn’t careful, he could find himself out on his arse and his illustrious career in tatters.


Chapter 15

Gabrielle waited in the shadows until one of the kitchen maids opened the back door, looked around furtively, then ran toward the mews, where she was greeted by a very exuberant stable boy. The maid’s lust had won out over good sense, and she’d left the back door wide open, which was lucky for Gabrielle, because Sebastian’s home was locked up tight. She hoped the maid wouldn’t get in too much trouble.

She’d never been inside Sebastian’s home and was curious to see what it was like. It was late, dinner long over, and the house was quiet. She took a set of back stairs through the kitchen, listening intently as she went. If Sebastian’s servants were anything like hers, they would take action first and ask questions later. However, she had a feeling that this house was run more like a noble’s home should be run. At least she hoped he did not have the equivalent of a Riggs wandering about.

The sound of servants’ laughter came drifting down to her, but she continued on her way and opened a door that led into the dining room.

She hadn’t heard one word from Sebastian after he’d left her at the breakfast table and said he would return as soon as he could. She’d waited all day, and as each hour progressed, her hopes sank along with her heart. When he’d left her in Venice, at least he’d had the courage to tell her goodbye. This time he’d turned coward and not said a word.

By the time Atwater contacted her, she was past anger and into weary acceptance. She’d told Sebastian twice that they were not suited and that nothing could come of their affair. He’d taken her words to heart, and she couldn’t be angry at him for that. It hurt like the devil, but she would survive. She always did.

The pain of betrayal and loss would lessen, although she knew her heart would never be the same. Sebastian was the one for her, but circumstances would not allow them to be together. She would have to content herself with the memories of their time together.

And of course they could never work together again. She selfishly hoped that he would retire. He had an earldom to run, a brother and sister to go home to, and eventually he would marry and carry on the title. He couldn’t be an operative forever. Whereas she had no one. Her work was her life, her fulfillment, and what kept the loneliness at bay. She prayed that he would allow her to keep that, at least.

She’d been contemplating what to do next. Should she tell Atwater she was finished and walk away from the mission?

But Atwater had contacted her first. He was worried. Sebastian had not checked in when he’d said he would, and repeated visits to his home had proved fruitless. Either he wasn’t accepting callers or his staff truly did not know where he was. An agent simply did not turn away a messenger from Atwater, no matter what was happening in his life.

So Gabrielle put aside her thoughts of cutting all ties with him and called upon him. She’d been told by his butler that his lordship was not available. As if that would stop her.

She returned home, donned her dark breeches and shirt, and waited until the sun was long gone to sneak inside. Now she needed not to get caught.

She opened a door and peeked in a darkened room. The music room. No Sebastian. No Sebastian in the library, the drawing room, or the ballroom—she didn’t expect to see him in the ballroom, but she was thorough and had to check behind each closed door.

Damn, but he was making this difficult. If she skulked around much longer, she was sure to get caught. Quickly, lightly, she made her way up the front stairs, praying she wouldn’t run into the butler making his last rounds.

Gabrielle checked what seemed like ten rooms before she found Sebastian nestled in the shadows in a chair in front of the fire. She shut the door quietly behind her and leaned against it. His bare feet were propped on a stool, his hand dangling over the edge of the armrest, holding a glass of amber liquid. His head was tilted back, his neck bereft of a cravat, his shirt untucked and opened halfway down his powerfully muscled chest.

The relief at finding him alive was surprising. Her knees quaked with it, and she only now realized how worried she was for his safety. The implications of that were disturbing. She was far too emotionally invested in him.

“I told you I wanted to be left alone,” he said without opening his eyes. Gabrielle moved into the room and stopped in front of him, her hands on her hips. He cracked an eye open. “Oh. It’s you.”

She pushed his feet off the stool and sat down. “Atwater’s worried. You haven’t checked in.”

He closed his eyes. She waited for a response, but he didn’t seem inclined to give one. She nudged his foot with her boot, and that bloodshot eye popped open again. “Atwater has information for you,” she said.

He sighed and gulped down the last of the amber liquid from his glass.

“You’re drunk.”

“Very observant.”

In the short amount of time she’d known him, Gabrielle had seen a myriad of emotions in him—ecstasy, lust, contentment, indifference (that had hurt the most), and anger. But she had never seen him defeated.

“What happened?” she asked softly.

“Nothing happened.”

“You may be able to lie to most people and get away with it, but not me.”

He frowned and put the glass down on the floor beside the chair. “I’ve never had a lady call me a liar.”

“I’m barely a lady. Now tell me what is bothering you.”

He shrugged, his empty eyes sliding away from hers. “Can’t a man take a few days off?”

“Not when there’s a traitor to catch.”

He looked at her sharply. “Have you had any more incidents with Wilcott?”

“Sadly, no. He’s been rather quiet these days.”

“And the arm?”

“Healing nicely.”

“Lovely.” He dropped his head back and closed his eyes.

Gabrielle kicked him in the shin.

His head jerked up. “Ouch! Damn it!”

“Wake up.”

“I’m awake.”

“Maybe you didn’t hear me before, but Atwater wants to see us.”

“Atwater can go to hell.”

Gabrielle studied him. He was disheveled, drunk, half dressed, and completely, totally irresistible. Even in the state he was in, she wanted him. Her traitorous body refused to forget what he could do to her. Like an opiate, she craved more and would not be satisfied until she got more. And that was an even stronger reason to stay away from him. She could not let her body rule her mind and could not give in to the obsession of Sebastian Addison. Not if she wanted to keep her sanity.

“This isn’t like you, Sebastian. Atwater and the Office always come first for you. You’ve never shirked your duties.”

“And how do you know all of this? From the few nights we spent together? You’re a good operative, but not that good.”

She tilted her head and refused to let his words hurt her. Something had happened to cause such a drastic change in him. “Pushing me away won’t make me go away.”

“You’re being a bother.”

“One of my best traits, I assure you.”

“Go away.”

She looked at him with all the pity she had in her, knowing it would irk him to no end. “Oh, Sebastian. I’m afraid you will have to do far better than that if you want me to go away.”

“What will it take?”

She pretended to think about it. “Bodily removing me from the premises, but first you would have to catch me.”

His gaze sharpened with the first hint of interest that she’d seen since the night Wilcott had shot her. “You don’t think I could catch you?”

“I would like to see you try. You have yet to see how fast I can run, and I’m wearing breeches tonight.” She plucked at her black breeches.

Sebastian’s gaze dropped to her legs and slowly wandered over her, making her tingle in all the places his gaze touched. She forced herself to sit still and not climb in his lap and kiss him until they were both breathless, as she wanted to. She’d done that once, and it had been the most erotic, exciting moment of her life. Just thinking of it now caused her body to tighten and the place between her legs to moisten.

Her gaze went to the straining swell in his breeches. Was he thinking of that same night? Their gazes locked, and she saw the memory in those blue depths and the burning awareness as well.

He grabbed his glass, noticed it was empty, and stared into it. “Do you ever wonder if it’s worth it, Gabby?”

“No.” She experienced a thrill at hearing him call her Gabby. No one ever called her that except Sebastian.

“Never? You never stop and think whether all of this, everything we do, is worth it? We finish one case, and there’s another to take its place. It’s a never-ending tide of people out to destroy England.” 

“What if we weren’t here? What then? We are the protectors. We stand between the people of England and evil.”

“Why?”

“Because we care.”

“Do you? Do you really care? Or do you do it because you were told you had to?”

“I do it because I’m good at it.”

“They trained you to be good at it. You had no choice.”

“You don’t think I had a choice? I could have stayed on the streets and scratched out a living picking pockets. Hell, I would have graduated to stealing jewelry and artwork. I let the Office think they’d captured me, but in truth I wanted what they were offering.”

“You were twelve. How the hell can you have known what you wanted?”

“I knew what I didn’t want. I didn’t want to live another winter on the streets. I didn’t want to worry about where my next meal came from or if my throat would be cut in my sleep while I huddled in a doorway shivering in the cold. I didn’t want to sell my body in order to feed myself. The Office was very explicit about what was expected of me. They told me exactly what I would be doing, and I accepted it, just like I accept it now.”

“Don’t you ever wish your life had been different?”

“Of course I do. I wish I’d been born an aristocrat, but that didn’t happen. I wish I could someday have a family and maybe even kids, but I gave all of that up when I became an agent.”

“For England?” He sounded skeptical.

“For England and for myself. I’m a survivor, Sebastian. I do what I have to in order to survive, but I was lucky enough to find something I am good at and that I love, which will allow me to survive.”

“You gave up everything.”

She raised her eyebrow. “Life on the street? Almost certain prostitution? Hunger? I gave up very little.”

“A husband. A family. Love.”

Love? The last word threw her off. She had not thought of love in a long, long while. Truth be told, she hadn’t known what love was before the three days in Venice. “Love is the thing of fairy tales. I’ve never even seen love to know what it is.”

“Never?”

“Never,” she lied.

“Do you regret it? Giving up your ability of free choice?”

“What honorable man would want me? My mother was the lowest of whores, and who the hell knows who my father was. I lived on the streets and did things no honest person would want to contemplate. I’m independent, outspoken, and deadly. No one wants that in a wife.”

He sat forward and squeezed her hand, his bloodshot eyes flashing anger. “Don’t ever say that. Do you hear me? You are good enough. Too good for a lot of people.” He sat back, his anger seemingly spent, and sighed deeply. “Atwater told me about Cutthroat John.”

Gabrielle felt the blood drain from her face. That name never failed to make her blood run cold and bring with it nightmares she’d buried deep. “He was a good incentive to get out of Seven Dials.” The bastard had sold her to someone. Sold her. As if she were nothing but cattle. He’d been so determined to get her and so convinced he would get her that he’d taken the man’s money before he had her. Bastard. There had been many a night, even years later, when she’d dreamed of sneaking into his highly protected lair to cut his throat. A fitting end to someone named Cutthroat. It was only in later years that she understood her ultimate vengeance had been in escaping and succeeding in life. She’d heard through her contacts in Seven Dials that he’d been beyond furious at her escape and desperate to get her back, using any means necessary short of killing her. Delivering a dead courtesan to the buyer was not good business.

Sebastian tugged on her hand, pulling her out of her thoughts. “Come here.”

“I’m here.”

He shook his head. “Closer. Come closer.”

She stood and straddled his legs to sit on his lap. Beneath the V of her legs, his erection prodded her, teasing her and making her wet.

Sebastian ran his hands up the outside of her thighs. “You undo me, Gabby.”

She leaned her forehead against his and just breathed him in, letting her emotions loose. It was painful, far more painful than it should have been, but it was also freeing. She closed her eyes and sat there.

“I don’t know what to do with you,” he whispered. “You’re like a fever in my blood. All I can think about is you. I should be tracking down the person who blackmailed Wilcott, but I can’t.”

She put her hands on his cheeks and lifted his head. “If it helps, I feel the same. I was so angry at you for not coming back to me when you said you would.”

He shook his head and her hands dropped. “I had to leave. If I stayed, I feared I would lose myself in you.”

“And that’s so bad?”

His lips twitched, but he did not smile. “Yes. And no. I would like nothing better than to make love to you all day and night, but there are others who rely on me.” He paused. “My feelings for you frighten me.”

She shouldn’t feel such joy at his words, she knew. His tone was desolate, as if he truly were lost.

“I just want to protect you. To lock you up and keep you safe, and I know I can’t do that,” he said.

“You have to let me fight my own battles. It’s what the crown pays me to do, and it’s what I’m good at.”

“I’m so used to taking care of everyone I care about.”

“I know.”

He looked at her from beneath half-closed lids, his head resting against the chair. She placed her hands on either side of his head, hemming him in, but he didn’t seem to mind.

He sat forward, nuzzling his nose in the hollow of her neck. She dropped her head back, her body clenching in fierce need. He had told her that she was like a fever in his blood, but he was the same with her. She couldn’t get enough of him. She wanted him every hour of every day. Not only for the lovemaking but for the companionship. In Venice they had talked and laughed, been serious and silly, and she missed that. She’d never had that with another person and had yearned for it when he left her.

His hands cupped her buttocks, kneading her with strong fingers that moved over her hips and her sides, pushing her shirt up so that his fingers touched bare skin prickling with goose bumps.

He touched her breasts, bare of any corset, covered only in a thin chemise. She gasped, her eyes drifting closed as he pinched her nipples, rolling them between his fingers.

“Sei bella,” he whispered. You are beautiful.

She took his face between her hands and kissed him, rising up until she was kneeling over him. His hands continued their exploration until she was nearly squirming with need. The seam of her breeches rubbed against her womanhood, driving her wild.

“Touch me,” she begged. “Per favore.”

He yanked her shirt and chemise over her head. Before they’d even landed behind her, his hands were everywhere, touching her, stroking her.

Still kissing him, she unbuttoned his breeches. “Lift up,” she said.

He obliged and she shoved his breeches over his hips. His erection sprang up. Desperate to touch him, she used both hands, making him groan and arch his back. 

“Yes, yes, yes,” he whispered.

With shaking hands, she unbuttoned her own breeches and stood long enough to push them down her legs and kick them off.

He grabbed her around the waist and positioned her above him, thrusting upward until he entered her. They both cried out, a primal cry that echoed through the dark room.

For long moments they sat like that, connected both physically and emotionally, their eyes closed. She was putting this moment to memory so she could pull it out in the dark hours of the lonely nights when she yearned for companionship. When she yearned for Sebastian.

She moved and he grunted. Pressing the heels of her hands into his shoulders to keep him still, she took command, raising and lowering herself over his stiff erection. He clenched his teeth and closed his eyes. His fingers dug into the arms of the chair. “Damn, Gabby. Don’t stop.”

She was panting, a light sheen of sweat covering her. All she could do was grunt with each thrust that drove her closer and closer to the edge and to a shattering completion. It was coming fast, and she knew it would be like none that she’d ever experienced. She couldn’t have stopped if she’d wanted to. She pushed down onto him, impaling herself and grinding herself into him as she threw back her head and cried out. At the same time Sebastian shoved his hips up into her and groaned as warm liquid spurted into her.

She collapsed against him, breathing hard, boneless. He wound his arms around her to cradle her to his sweaty chest. Beneath her ear, his heart hammered.

“Hell,” he said softly.

Hell was right. When they made love, something magical happened. Something that had never happened to her when she’d coupled with other men. Those times she kept her emotions in check, her thoughts to herself. The very essence of Gabrielle Marciano was not touched by the other men.

But Sebastian was different. He touched her soul every time they made love.

Hell.

She pushed away from him and reached for her breeches.

“Stay,” he said, grabbing for her hand.

She shook her head as she pulled her hand away and stepped into her breeches. “We both know that’s not a good idea.” 

“To hell with good ideas. Stay, Gabby.”

She wanted to. Oh, how she wanted to. She wanted nothing more than to curl up next to his heat, to feel his arm draped around her and listen to him breathe throughout the night, but that was such a bad idea for so many reasons.

She pulled her chemise and shirt over her head. “We’ve been down this path before, and it didn’t end well. I’m not sure my heart could handle a second go-round.”

He was watching her, the faint light of the few candles highlighting the rippled muscles in his stomach, the broad expanse of his chest and shoulders. The fact that he didn’t have a response was all she needed to reach for the boots she’d kicked off.

“Stay anyway,” he said. “Just one night.”

“I can’t do one night. I want more, and that’s not possible.” She looked away and blew out a breath. With him, she wanted it all, and she felt ridiculous for wanting something she knew she couldn’t have. He was an earl who would someday return to his estates and his responsibilities. She was a woman with no past and an unknown future.

“So stay more than one night.”

“And then what? How many nights are enough, Sebastian? One? Three? Five? The longer I stay, the harder it will be to leave, and we both know I have to leave.”

His silence told her everything she needed to know. He agreed with her. He wanted her to stay, but what about the future? What happened when duty called and he needed a wife and heir? Where did that leave her? She wasn’t any man’s mistress. She’d worked hard to avoid that.

She sat on the edge of the bed and tugged on her boots. “We need to meet with Atwater in a few hours.”

Sebastian’s head fell back against the chair and he sighed, looking at her as she stomped her heel into her boot.

She walked to the door, but before she opened it, she turned to look back. All that firelight played with his body. Her fingers tingled. She wanted more of him, but she was afraid that if she walked back to him, if she made love to him, if she stayed the night, she would lose an important part of herself, and she couldn’t afford to do that.

“Don’t be angry at the Office,” she said softly. “They’ve given me far more than I could ever repay, and I will always be grateful for everything they’ve done for me.”


Chapter 16

Gabrielle and Sebastian stood side by side in front of Atwater’s desk. The carriage ride hadn’t been as awkward as she’d thought, mainly because Sebastian had slept the entire way over. His eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot, indicating exactly what he’d been doing while Atwater was trying to find him.

Gabrielle’s body still tingled. Her breasts were tender from their coupling, and the evidence of what they had done was fresh and warm between her legs.

“I trust you are well, Claybrook?” Atwater glared at Sebastian.

“Yes, sir.” Even though Sebastian outranked Atwater in aristocratic titles, in this room Atwater ruled supreme and commanded the deserving title of “sir.”

“I trust your absence was an emergency.”

Sebastian remained silent.

“I see.” Atwater looked at the papers in his hands. “I received a missive from our agent in Scotland regarding Grant McFadden. He’s laird of Clan McFadden. Or what used to be Clan McFadden before the clans were outlawed. He fought alongside his father in the uprising of ’45, in which his father was killed and Grant became the new laird. His fiancée was killed in the uprising by English soldiers passing through.” Atwater lowered the paper and rubbed his eyes. “She was raped, then murdered.” He dropped his hand and stared into the distance for a time.

Gabrielle shifted. She’d heard of the horrible things some of the English troops had done to those who fought against England. Burning their land, their homes, their crops. Rumors had circulated that some of the more undisciplined troops had raped and pillaged.

“McFadden abandoned his clan and roamed the countryside for a few years, staging small uprisings here and there. He proudly wore his kilt, which is against the law,” Atwater said.

“Damn,” Sebastian muttered. “You almost can’t blame the man.”

“No,” Atwater said. “Nevertheless, he is a threat to our nation and should be thought of as such. His sister is trying to keep their people together, but it’s a losing battle. Their land is all but destroyed, and they are starving.”

Such a sad tale, Gabrielle thought. If only Grant McFadden had stayed in Scotland and taken care of those who needed him instead of running off to avenge his betrothed.

Atwater turned his attention to her. “Tell me about Wilcott. Why would he want to kidnap you in the middle of a ball, of all places?”

“I have no idea. He came to me a few days before and asked me to…” She glanced at Sebastian. “To become his mistress.”

Sebastian stiffened but remained silent.

“I told him no, of course. However, it became obvious that he wouldn’t take no for an answer. There was a desperation about him that put me on edge. I’m not sure what I said to warrant his confession, but he told me he is in desperate straits. His mother is pressuring him to marry, but he is in love with someone who is…unacceptable.”

Atwater looked at her sharply. “Unacceptable?”

“He is in love with another man.”

“Ah.” Atwater folded his hands on his desk.

“I’m wondering if McFadden heard that Seb—er, Claybrook—and I were asking questions. He would have ferreted out the weakest link of the aristocracy, that being Wilcott, and threatened him with his devastating secret.”

“Wilcott’s description of the man is similar to the descriptions we’ve received of McFadden,” Sebastian said.

“I think we can safely assume that the man who threatened Wilcott is Grant McFadden,” Atwater said.

“I have put men on Wilcott. They are watching his house and following him,” Sebastian said. “So far he’s done nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Very well. Until McFadden makes his next move, we seem to be at an impasse,” Atwater said.

“I can speak to Phin Lockwood. He may have heard something,” Sebastian said.

Atwater nodded and collected his papers. “Keep me informed.”

Gabrielle and Sebastian took that as their cue to leave.

“Do you think Phin will have heard anything new?” Gabrielle asked when they reached the street. 

“I have no idea,” Sebastian said as he handed her up into the carriage. “But I can try.”

The ride home was silent, all the awkwardness they’d avoided on the way to Atwater’s in full force. Sebastian looked out one window while Gabrielle looked out the other.

“We’re supposed to attend the Covington ball tonight. Are we still going?” she asked when the carriage pulled up to her townhouse.

“I don’t see why we should. We know Wilcott is the traitor. Our job is finished there.”

Gabrielle nodded, both relieved and bereft that the case was coming to a close. Their time together was almost over. As soon as they had McFadden in custody, she would ask Atwater for some time off and return to Venice to lick her wounds and retreat from society to recover from yet another encounter with Sebastian.

Sebastian walked her to the door but stopped her before she entered. “Gabrielle.”

So they were back to Gabrielle. No more Gabby. Another loss.

“About earlier—”

She shook her head and pressed her finger to his lips. They stared at each other for long, painful heartbeats. His bloodshot eyes were filled with regret. A regret that left her heart shattered.

She removed her finger, stepped through the door, and closed it.

—

Sebastian settled into a chair at his club and opened the newspaper. Since his meeting with Atwater three days ago, the last day he’d seen Gabrielle, he’d taken to avoiding his home, where thoughts of Gabrielle followed him from room to room. He’d spent the majority of his time at the club, but it didn’t help. His thoughts and memories refused to be left at home.

He wanted her with a desperation that bordered on obsession. Every hour—hell, every minute—he forced himself to stay away from her. He knew he’d hurt her when he asked her to continue as they were—making love without the benefit of marriage or any sort of commitment. The pain in her eyes had cut him to the quick. All he’d done was confirm her belief that she wasn’t good enough for anyone, when that was far from the truth.

He snapped the newspaper open and tried to concentrate on the headlines, but the topics that once intrigued him now held no interest. Visions of her sitting naked on top of him were far more interesting than toll fees.

He sighed and put the paper down to rub his eyes. This was exactly why he needed to stay away from her. She consumed his thoughts, invaded his day, intruded on the things he needed to accomplish. She was all he thought about. How was he supposed to conduct the business of the earldom? Or concentrate on his case?

Admittedly the case was at a standstill. McFadden hadn’t been seen in days. Sebastian’s men were still following Wilcott, who was doing nothing out of the ordinary. Phin had his ear to the ground for rumors, but nothing was happening.

And so here Sebastian sat, thinking of Gabrielle, yearning for Gabrielle. Damn, damn, damn.

After his parents’ death, Sebastian’s life had spun out of control. At the age of sixteen, he was suddenly in charge of a vast earldom that encompassed several estates, along with the tenants and servants. Not to mention a younger brother and sister who mourned their parents as much as he did.

For months he’d been bombarded with so many decisions, he’d been paralyzed. His father had been in the process of training him to become the next earl, but he wasn’t nearly as ready as he should have been. It had taken almost a year for him to learn the role and another year to become comfortable in it. He’d learned that in order to succeed, he had to wield an iron fist. His determination and single-mindedness had healed Nicholas when he’d been almost fatally wounded. It had increased the profit of his lands and his tenants’ lives. Nearly everything that entered his orbit, he controlled with a fanaticism that bordered on manic.

Except for Gabrielle.

She refused to bend to his demands. Refused to conform to the role he had assigned her. She didn’t need him, not like the other people in his life did, and that both confused and irritated him.

When he thought about who his perfect mate would be, it wasn’t an exotic-looking Italian-speaking ex-pickpocket from Seven Dials who lived by her own rules. It was a biddable woman who knew her place in his life and his world. Who would be there when he needed her and entertain herself when he didn’t.

Lord, but that sounded harsh and unfeeling. And nothing at all that he wanted now that Gabrielle had entered his world. So, it all boiled down to one thing. Did he want her forever? Or was he willing to give her up for the comfort and safety of the world he’d built around himself?

“Lord Claybrook.”

Sebastian opened his eyes to find Wilcott standing before him, looking very nervous.

“I, uh, would like to speak to you.”

“Very well.” Sebastian motioned to the empty chair opposite him.

“Not here. It’s of a private nature. Would you come to my home?”

“Have you heard from our mutual friend? Is that what this is about?”

Wilcott’s gaze darted around, and he licked his lips. “I have. I’ve learned some things.”

Sebastian contemplated Wilcott for several moments. “Forgive me for being rude, Wilcott, but after your performance with Lady Marciano the other night, I hesitate to step foot inside your home.”

Wilcott winced.

“There are private rooms here where we can meet.”

Wilcott seemed to think about that before nodding. “Very well. I have a meeting I can’t postpone. Shall we meet in, say, an hour?”

“An hour, then.” It wasn’t as if he had anything else to do tonight; hell, he even missed the excruciatingly boring balls. Although they’d been less excruciating with Gabrielle on his arm.

Sebastian enjoyed a quiet dinner and one glass of whiskey while whittling away the time before Wilcott returned. He tried like hell to not think of Gabrielle, but as it had the past three days, his mind had other notions.

He was just finishing up his dinner when a servant from the club approached his table. “A message has arrived for you, my lord.”

Sebastian took the folded piece of paper off the silver tray and opened it.


I have new information. Please come at once. Time is of the essence.



—G




Sebastian folded the paper and put it in his pocket as he stood. “I am to meet Lord Wilcott here shortly. Please inform him that something has come up and I will be a bit late.”

“Very well, my lord.”

Sebastian hurried out and flagged down his carriage. What had Gabrielle learned that required his immediate presence? Did she have an encounter with McFadden? Good Lord, but the thought made his blood run cold.

“To Lady Marciano’s with all due haste,” he called up to the driver before stepping up into the carriage.

A shadow detached from the darker shadows of the interior of the carriage. Sebastian stiffened in alarm, but it was too late. The shadow swung, and pain exploded in Sebastian’s head before everything went black.


Chapter 17

Gabrielle had attempted to relax the past few days, reading books she’d wanted to read but hadn’t had time for, walking in the garden her gardeners spent so much time keeping beautiful.

It was the fourth morning since she and Sebastian had parted at her front door. Four days thinking of him, wondering what he would have said if she hadn’t silenced him on her front stoop. Damn it, she hadn’t wanted to hear excuses and reasons that they couldn’t be together. She hadn’t wanted the pain of hearing him say there was no harm in carrying on as they had been.

There was harm. Harm to a heart already bruised and beaten.

Gah! She threw her book down on the settee and stared out the window at the bright, sunny morning. Someone knocked on the door, but she didn’t move. Riggs had instructions to tell everyone she was not at home. She had no desire to receive callers, to gossip and chat as if nothing were wrong. Claire had called several times, and Gabrielle hated that Riggs had turned her away, but there was no way she could listen to Claire talk on and on about what a great man Sebastian was.

The door to her sitting room opened and Riggs stepped in. “My lady, there is someone here to see you.”

“I told you I’m not receiving visitors, Riggs. Take their card and send them on.”

“I think you should see this gentleman.” He stood resolutely in the doorway, unbudging. “It’s Lord Claybrook’s valet.”

“Lord Claybrook’s valet? Why ever would he be calling on me?”

“I think you should speak to him, my lady.”

A cold chill raced up Gabrielle’s spine and she stood. Whatever Sebastian’s butler had to say, she didn’t want to hear it sitting down. “Send him in.”

Riggs stepped back and a short, robust fellow hurried in, looking nervous and out of place. She’d never received a valet before. He bowed. “My lady.”

“What’s happened?” she whispered.

“I don’t know, my lady. I was hoping to find his lordship here, but your butler”—he shot Riggs an apologetic smile—“informed me that his lordship hasn’t been here in days.”

“I’m unsure why that’s important.”

Sebastian’s valet cleared his throat. “I’m worried, my lady. His lordship has not been home since early yesterday afternoon. Normally I wouldn’t question his whereabouts.” Again the apologetic look. “But yesterday he had Cook prepare dinner because he said he would be home to eat it.”

Gabrielle locked her quaking knees. Surely Sebastian had missed a dinner here and there after being called away on an assignment. Surely the valet was overreacting. However, she remembered Sebastian once telling her that his staff had been with him for a long time; he paid them well to discourage turnover and to know he could trust them. If the valet was worried, then she should worry, too. “Have you checked his club?”

“I sent one of the footmen to White’s, and he was told that his lordship was at his club until around seven in the evening; he ate dinner there. Apparently he received a message and told the servant that he was supposed to meet a Lord Wilcott but that he had to postpone. No one has seen him since.” The valet became more agitated. “His coach was found abandoned near the docks, and we have not been able to locate his driver.”

Gabrielle swallowed the thick fear coating her throat. “Has anyone come to the house with a message?” Or a ransom demand?

“No, my lady.”

“Thank you, Mr.—”

“Samuel, my lady. Just Samuel.”

“Thank you, Samuel. You did right by coming to me.”

“Lord Claybrook told me a few weeks ago that if anything appeared amiss, and he wasn’t available, to come to you.”

Gabrielle was surprised that Sebastian had set up precautions with his staff that included her. “You did well. I will find Sebas—rather, his lordship and return him forthwith.” She straightened her shoulders as if her words gave her confidence when they did anything but.

Riggs showed Samuel out while Gabrielle’s mind whirled. She needed to contact Atwater to inform him that one of his agents had gone missing. Why would Sebastian have made an appointment with Wilcott, and what was so important that he had to cancel the appointment? Had he walked into a trap? Had McFadden finally made his move?

She hurried from the room, calling for Riggs as she went. He met her on the steps. “Find me paper and a pen and the fastest footman we have. I need him to deliver a message immediately. There’s no time to waste. I need my pelisse. Where’s my pelisse?”

“Right here, my lady.” Eliza rushed down the steps with the pelisse in hand. Gabrielle, too, had chosen her staff with care: They were ready for anything at a moment’s notice.

“I will accompany you,” Riggs said as he hurried away to find the paper and pen.

She penned a swift note to Atwater that simply said, Sebastian missing. Meeting with Wilcott. Will update you later. He would be furious, for this wasn’t how things were done, but she didn’t care.

She threw on the pelisse, swatting Eliza’s hands away as the maid tried to make it presentable. Gabrielle and Riggs hopped into the carriage before it even came to a complete stop.

When the carriage came to a rocking halt in front of Wilcott’s address, Gabrielle jumped out. Riggs tried to exit as well, but she stopped him. “Stay here.”

“No.”

She rolled her eyes. The problem with collecting her servants from the streets was that they had no sense of respect. “You can’t go in there with me. You’ll scare him to death.”

Riggs crossed his massive arms over his chest. “If you think I’m letting you go in there by yourself, you’re wrong, my lady.”

Gabrielle rolled her eyes and stepped back as Riggs exited the carriage.

She knocked on the door and glared at Riggs. “Stay outside. Wait right here. I mean it, Riggs. If you walk in this house, I’ll sack you immediately.”

His look was mutinous. “No, you won’t, but I’ll stay out here. Just know that if I hear anything, I will come in.”

“Very well.” She turned as Wilcott’s butler answered the door. She stuck her foot in the doorway and pushed her way in.

“Madam! I say!”

She strode in. “Wilcott! Get down here!”

“He is not available to accept callers,” the butler sputtered.

“Where is he?”

When she started up the stairs, the butler raced forward to block her path. “Out of my way, man,” she warned. “Before you get hurt.”

“This is highly improper. I have to ask you to leave.”

She pushed the butler out of the way and raced up the stairs, opening and closing doors as she made her way down the hall. The butler chased after her, wringing his hands and stammering his objections.

Her heart pounded in fear and dread. McFadden wasn’t here. If he were, the butler wouldn’t have been the one to answer the door.

She found the fool behind the fifth door she opened. He was standing at the far end, by the windows that overlooked the street, which meant he’d probably watched her drive up. Coward.

“Where is he?”

“Lady Marciano! This is highly irregular. I do not accept callers in my bedchamber.”

“I don’t care if this is His Majesty’s bedchamber. Where is Sebastian?” She stalked toward Wilcott, who cowered away from her.

“He’s not here.”

“Where. Is. He?”

“I…I…I didn’t mean to. I mean, I had no choice.”

Gabrielle stopped, her worst fears realized. Up until now she’d hoped that Sebastian had simply forgotten to tell his staff of an important meeting, or that he’d been called away on another mission. Or maybe he’d heard from a friend and they’d spent the evening drinking and carousing, even though the thought of Sebastian carousing was incongruous to the tightly controlled man.

“What happened?” she asked.

“I told him that I had information on the gentleman who was…” He winced. “Blackmailing me.”

Gabrielle closed her eyes. “Tell me everything.”

“He wouldn’t meet me here, so I penned a note from you asking for his presence.”

Gabrielle waited for more, but when none was forthcoming, she motioned with her hand. “Go on.”

“That’s all I know.”

“And who told you to pen this note?”

“The man who was blackmailing me.”

“His name, Wilcott. What is his name?”

Wilcott straightened his shoulders. “We were never formally introduced.”

Gabrielle stalked Wilcott into the corner, where he recoiled, nearly curling into himself.

“So help me, Wilcott, if so much as one hair on that man’s head is harmed, you will know no end to my revenge. The least of your worries will be your secret life revealed.”

He whimpered as she spun on her heel and marched out of his townhouse.

Riggs was waiting for her. “To The Coxswain,” she said.

She needed to find Phin.

—

Sebastian woke to a haze of pain.

His hands were secured behind his back, and his shoulders ached from the unnatural position he’d been in for…He looked around, trying to locate a window to determine the time, but it was difficult to see through an eye that was swollen shut. Blood dripped into his good eye, obscuring what little vision he had. His ribs screamed like a son of a bitch every time he took a breath. Broken, no doubt. And his head ached where he’d been hit.

He tried to move his legs, but his ankles were secured to the chair. Despite the pain in his shoulders, he twisted his arms to see if he could free his wrists, but they were tied securely.

Apparently Wilcott’s plea had been a ruse. Sebastian had suspected as much when Wilcott approached him. ’Twas the reason he’d insisted they meet in public. Unfortunately, Sebastian had fallen for the ruse of Gabrielle’s note. He was such a besotted fool. If he hadn’t been thinking of her all day, hadn’t wanted her so badly, he would have known the note was a sham right away. He jerked his wrists in anger and frustration, but all that did was jostle his ribs and make him groan in pain.

To keep the pain at a minimum, he remained still and looked around the room to determine where the hell he was. The soft swaying told him he was on a ship. Damn, but that was an inconvenience. If he’d been taken to a home or an inn or someplace not on the water, his captor’s escape would not be as easy.

He strained to hear any noise that would tell him more. The rigging clanged. Men spoke softly above him, but other than that, he heard very little.

The door opened and someone slipped in. Outside, the sky was blue, the clouds puffy and white, and the sun up. It was daytime, then.

The man stood before him. Tall, thin, long brownish-red hair, a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Good afternoon, Lord Claybrook. I trust you slept well.”

“Go to hell, McFadden.”

McFadden’s expression registered surprise. He chuckled to cover, but it was too late. “Very good, Claybrook. You have done your work well.”

“You won’t get away with this.”

McFadden leaned back, the smile wiped from his face, replaced with cold cynicism. “That’s where you come into play, Claybrook. You’re our insurance that we will get away with it. Once the crown discovers we have one of their best spies, they’ll back down.”

“Don’t be naive. I’m nothing to them.”

“Maybe you alone would be. But not if I have two of you.” McFadden smiled a slow smile full of arrogance.

Sebastian lunged at him but was brought up short by the ties that bound him and the pain that consumed him. “You bastard. Where is she?”

“Not here. Yet. But once she learns that we have you, she will come, and we will be waiting.”

Sebastian snarled and twisted his wrists, desperate to break free, to get his hands on the smug bastard. But he was tied tight, and the more he struggled, the tighter his bonds became.

McFadden laughed on his way out of the room, leaving Sebastian breathing deep in terror.


Chapter 18

The occupants of The Coxswain—a more disreputable lot than Gabrielle had ever seen—must have thought her a madwoman when she demanded to speak to Phin Lockwood. No matter how much demanding she did, it did not produce the pirate. He was not in, she was told by the bartender and a sneering serving wench. And they did not know when he would be. She contented herself with leaving him a note, praying he knew how to read.

She was fully aware that the clock was ticking and she was wasting precious time. While she knew it would be counterproductive to go off willy-nilly, racing around England in the hopes of finding Sebastian, she couldn’t not do anything.

There was one person who would know where McFadden was. One person who knew all of the major happenings in the city. But first she needed to prepare herself.

When she arrived home, there was an urgent note from Atwater to report to him. She ignored it. He would have men scouring the city, looking for clues and talking to the people they needed to talk to. Besides, Atwater would tell her not to do what she was about to do, and she had no intention of listening to him.

She spent a considerable amount of time deciding what to wear. She knew she should wear breeches for ease of movement, in the likely scenario that she would have to run, and to offer access to her weapons. But for once she wanted to wear a gown. The most expensive day gown she owned. Practicality won over pride, and she donned the breeches and shirt.

She hired a hack to take her deep into Seven Dials, because if she took her own coach, it wouldn’t be intact—or there at all—when she returned. Riggs insisted on accompanying her, and quite truthfully, she was happy with that. The coachman entered Seven Dials but refused to go farther than the sundials, stopping the coach and insisting they disembark right there. Gabrielle didn’t blame him. Seven Dials was a scary place even for the people who spent their entire lives there.

She and Riggs walked the rest of the way. They were both on alert, constantly assessing the area for any trouble.

The place where she’d spent her childhood was everything Gabrielle remembered and more. The scent of raw sewage brought memories crowding back. The women skulking in the doorways with defeated expressions and dull eyes reminded her of her mother. They’d never had much of a relationship—there had been very few hugs—but her mother had made sure there was always food on the table and coal to keep their drafty apartment warm. It wasn’t until Gabrielle was eight that she’d realized what her mother did for a living. It wasn’t until she’d escaped the filthy, desperate place that she’d realized there was a different world out there.

She’d been rough when the Office first recruited her. Her language, her dress, her thoughts were all whittled down to the basic need to stay alive without selling her body, to steal enough to eat and maybe rent a room for the night. If she was very lucky, she could rent a room for the week.

She had known enough to realize she didn’t want to live the life her mother lived—rutting in doorways, sneaking men up to her room, hoping her daughter didn’t hear the rough grunts and groans. The bruises from those less gentle. The broken ribs from those who liked it rough.

No, Gabrielle wanted nothing to do with that life, but getting out was something she didn’t know how to do until an agent of the Office snagged her by the collar. It had been just her luck that she was picking his pocket as he strolled by. He’d tossed her over his shoulder, stuffed her into a carriage, and like that, her life changed forever.

At the time she’d been living as a boy, dressing as a boy, had even cut her hair like a boy’s in the hope of avoiding the flesh peddlers, in particular, Cutthroat. She’d known her time was coming to an end. Cutthroat’s men were closing in, and word on the street was that he’d already accepted payment for her from some rich nob.

For years now, she’d entertained the notion of walking back into Cutthroat’s lair and confronting him. Yes, she’d even dreamed of killing him.

Now that she was closer to realizing her dream, she was far more nervous than she wanted to be. Cutthroat was still a force to be reckoned with. He’d expanded his reach and had his hand in almost every enterprise there was in Seven Dials; if he didn’t, it was because he hadn’t tried yet.

That’s why she was here. He would have heard about the French’s half-baked plan to invade England by diverting its meager land troops to Scotland. He would have heard that McFadden was in town, and he would have tried to gain what information he could in order to sell it to the highest bidder.

Well, the highest bidder was about to walk in his door, and there was no way in hell she was paying for her information unless he paid in blood.

She stopped at his door and took a deep breath. Riggs moved closer and looked around, also familiar with the ebb and flow of Seven Dials. Cutthroat did not live ostentatiously. At least on the outside. His home was as run-down, dirty, and grimy as any other on the street.

She knocked and clenched her hands at her sides to keep them from shaking. Damn, but she wished she wasn’t this nervous.

The door opened a crack and there stood Kevin, Cutthroat’s protector. Kevin. Such an ordinary name for a not so ordinary individual. Kevin was every bit as big in size as Riggs and almost smarter than Cutthroat.

His eyes widened, but he quickly masked his surprise with a knowing smirk. “So she returns.”

“Shut your gob and let me in.”

Kevin opened the door wider and leaned on the frame. His nasty gaze took in her well-worn boots and slowly worked its way up, stopping at the V of her thighs encased in black breeches, pausing for long minutes on her bosom, concealed behind her black shirt. He whistled softly. “Wait till ’e gets a lookie at you.”

Gabrielle resisted the urge to squirm, already feeling dirty. She gave him a steady look that said she wasn’t impressed or frightened by him any longer.

They were attracting attention. People on the street were staring, although they would never dare stop and watch. They knew to stay out of Cutthroat’s way.

Kevin’s gaze flicked to Riggs, standing so close to Gabrielle that their arms were touching. “ ’E stays outside.”

Riggs snarled, but Gabrielle put up a restraining hand, having predicted this. “He comes inside and stays at the front door.”

Kevin shook his head. “He stays outside.”

They stared at each other for a few moments of silence before Gabrielle shrugged. “Very well, then. Let us go, Riggs.” She turned to leave and wasn’t at all surprised when Kevin called them back.

“He stays right inside the doorway,” Kevin said.

Gabrielle nodded, and she and Riggs stepped into the devil’s lair.

It looked the same as it had fifteen years ago. Yes, she’d been in here before. The one time Cutthroat had actually caught her, before she’d learned the rules of the street. She’d managed to slither out of his grasp that time—another reason he’d been so intent on having her. No one escaped Cutthroat when he wanted you. At least no one who lived.

Kevin shut the door behind them, dousing the small entryway in murky gray shadows. Dust motes danced through the stale air. Most of the wallpaper had long since fallen off, though some hung in uneven chunks, faded reds and golds of a long-ago owner who attempted the appearance of a better life.

“I’ll need to pat you down.” Kevin eyed her bosom again with bright eyes and licked his lips. He stood so close she could see his rotting teeth and smell his fetid breath. “For weapons.”

“No.”

His brows went up and his gaze flew to hers. “No?”

“You will not touch me.”

He crossed his arms and smirked. “Then I ain’t lettin’ you in t’see him.”

She raised her brow. “I feel for you, Kevin. Truly I do. If Cutthroat learns that I was here, in his home, and he didn’t get to see me…” She let her words trail off and shrugged, giving him a pitying look. She’d used those fifteen years well, honing her skills to fine, sharp points, and she was prepared to use every one.

Kevin’s mouth opened, then closed, and he narrowed his eyes at her. “I ain’t supposed to let no one in unless I know they don’t have no weapon.”

She turned back to the door. “Very well. Good day, Kevin.” She managed to get the door open a few inches before Kevin’s hand appeared over her head to slam it closed. For a moment she stood facing the door and feeling Kevin’s body nearly pressed to her back. Shivers skittered up her spine, but she held them in check.

He removed his hand and stepped back. “Follow me.”

She looked at Riggs. “No one comes in or leaves while I’m here.”

Riggs nodded and Gabrielle followed Kevin up the rickety set of steps that had long since lost its banister. She made sure to put her feet in the same places Kevin had, not trusting him that the steps were sound.

The upper floor looked as if someone had made an effort to decorate. The walls appeared to have been painted recently, or at least more recently than the lower floor. There were no pictures on the walls, but the sconces had been lit, and it was brighter here than downstairs. Though they hadn’t encountered anyone, Gabrielle didn’t fool herself into thinking it was just her, Kevin, Riggs, and Cutthroat in the building.

Kevin stopped in front of a door and knocked, shooting her a nervous glance. He’d broken the rules, and if things went wrong, he would pay the price. She couldn’t care less.

“Enter.”

Hearing Cutthroat’s voice made her knees knock, but Gabrielle locked them as Kevin opened the door.

The room was bright, the sun streaming in through the clean windows. The walls were painted a cool blue, the wainscoting white. Pillars supported the ceiling here and there. Fake, no doubt, but in style. If she hadn’t just taken her life in her hands by walking through Seven Dials, she would have guessed they were in the drawing room of some rich nob.

Cutthroat looked up from reading a newspaper and paused as his gaze landed on her. She was surprised at his appearance. He had gray around his temples, bags under his eyes. His skin was sagging and he’d lost weight. In her mind, he’d always been a monster—never aging, always scary. It was a shock to see that not only was he a normal-looking man, but he was a normal-looking old man. He still dressed in the height of fashion. His coat was bloodred, his waistcoat and breeches black, his cravat snowy white. But there was a frailness about him now, and it took her a moment to let her mind adjust to the change.

He put the paper down slowly with hands that at one time were meaty and dangerous but now were gnarled, covered in age spots, with veins popping up on top.

“Well. This is a surprise.” He stood, resting a shaking hand on the table, his gaze flickering to Kevin. “That will be all, Kevin.”

Kevin hesitated before stepping out and closing the door behind him. For the first time, Gabrielle and Cutthroat were alone in the same room, and the feeling was not a good one.

Along the far wall, in front of a cheery fire, was a group of expensively upholstered chairs. Along another wall, a bookcase full of leather-bound books. For a fleeting moment Gabrielle wondered if Cutthroat had read the books or bought them simply for show.

Cutthroat waved to an empty chair at the table. “Please, have a seat.”

“I prefer to stand, thank you.”

His face tightened, but he nodded. “I must say, I never expected to see you willingly enter my home. I’m at a bit of a loss here.”

Satisfied that she’d put him on the defensive, she nodded.

“To what do I owe the honor of this visit, Gabrielle? Or should I call you Lady Marciano?”

“Lady Marciano will be fine. I need information.”

A slow smile spread across his face, and there was the monster she’d feared for so many years. He’d been lurking under a polite veneer and the signs of aging, but he was still there.

He rocked back on his heels. “Information does not come free around here.” He eyed her up and down, not as Kevin had done, with sick lust, but as a commodity he could bargain with.

“I don’t pay for information.”

He laughed. “You have grown some backbone, haven’t you, my little rabbit?”

Little rabbit? Ah, because she had run from him, apparently.

“Among a few other things.” She sauntered into the room, closer to him. He watched her warily, his body taut. He didn’t know what to expect from her, and that pleased her greatly.

“Your choice of attire does not become you. If you had stayed with me, you would have been richly clothed.”

A small smile touched her lips. “Who says I am not normally richly clothed? I am a contessa. A rich widow. Not the waif you chased on the streets.”

“You were never a waif. You had the world in the palm of your hand, Lady Marciano.”

“I have the world in the palm of my hand now, and I did not have to go through you to get it.” She watched his face tighten in anger. “Does that bother you?” she asked. “That I escaped and made something of myself?”

“You’re still a whore. I’ve heard the stories.”

She tilted her head in agreement. “But on my terms.”

“Yet unprotected.”

“Is that what you think?”

He made a show of looking around the room. “I see no protector here. You’ve come alone. Has the well of rich protectors dried up? Is that why you are here? To ask for my forgiveness so we may do business together?”

His words enraged her, but she kept the slight smile on her face and mockery in her eyes.

“I can help you, Gabrielle. I can secure you a rich protector. Better than the ones you’ve been with.”

“I am no man’s mistress. I am master of my own fate.”

“No woman is master of her own fate.”

There was a bit of truth to that, especially where she was concerned. She was by no means master of her own fate, for the crown directed her every move.

“Don’t you want to know what I’ve been doing all these years?” she asked.

“I already know.” But there was doubt in his eyes as he took in her clothing. He was wondering, questioning. This was far better revenge than just killing him; she was enjoying herself immensely. But she needed to keep focused. She needed to find Sebastian.

“I’ve spent my time away from Seven Dials wisely.” She threw him a slant-eyed look. “I’ve learned quite a few things that would make your bollocks shrivel in terror.”

He scoffed, but without force. His gaze moved to the closed door behind her. She could see that normally he was well protected and rarely conducted business without a bodyguard. She’d caught him unprepared. Good.

She moved around the dining table, forcing him to turn to keep her in his sights. There were weapons secured around the room, she had no doubt. Her mission was to separate him from the weapons.

“I took money for you, then you disappeared and made me look a fool.” He was working up to anger, but she wasn’t concerned. For the first time she felt in control when it came to Cutthroat. She had the upper hand, and he was beginning to realize that.

“I disappeared because I was taken off the street. Thrown over a stranger’s shoulder and tossed into a carriage.”

His eyes widened in true surprise. She leaned close. He smelled of musky cologne and the eggs and bacon he’d been eating.

“I became a weapon. A very good weapon.” Her dagger slipped into her palm from the sheath secured to her arm.

Cutthroat looked down on it wide-eyed, and he swallowed. “Kevin was not supposed to let you in with that.”

“Kevin had no choice.”

He realized that she had effectively cornered him and he was defenseless. An old man against a trained killer. He seemed to sag a little, fear creeping into his eyes. It had been frightfully simple to overtake him. He’d become accustomed to people fearing him, and because of that he’d become complacent. His mistake.

She pressed the point of her very sharp dagger against the flesh of his belly. He stilled.

“I’ve killed a lot of men in my life,” she said softly. “I know how to kill in so many different ways, it would amaze you.”

He licked his suddenly bloodless lips.

“I need to know where I might find Grant McFadden.”

Cutthroat blinked. “I have no idea who he is.”

“Come now, Cutthroat. I don’t like it when people lie to me.”

It was as if she’d entered an alternate level of consciousness. She was saying these words, and yet she wasn’t. She’d never threatened anyone in this way. Yes, she’d killed men, but always at the order of the crown, never on her own. Could she kill Cutthroat? She wasn’t sure, and she didn’t like what had overtaken her.

“You know everything that happens in this city. You collect information like a lady collects hats. Where is he?” She pressed her dagger into his belly with a bit more force, and he winced. A glance down confirmed that she’d drawn blood. Not enough to cause serious damage. Yet.

“I don’t know where he is. I heard tell he stays in different locations. He moves around frequently.”

“Not good enough.”

He flinched. “All I know is that he has a ship named Aileen.”

She moved her knife, easily slicing off a button from his waistcoat. It dropped to the ground with a plink and rolled away, the only sound in the room besides Cutthroat’s labored breaths.

“Where is this ship?” Damnation, if McFadden had sailed away with Sebastian, she would have the devil of a time finding him. She needed Lockwood. The pirate would know where to find a ship that didn’t want to be found.

“I swear to you, I do not know. McFadden’s business is of no use to me here.”

She popped another button and it clinked to the ground. Cutthroat drew a deep breath, sucking in his stomach to avoid the tip of her knife. “You cannot kill me,” he said, but it was almost a question rather than a statement.

“Can’t I?”

“People will know. Kevin will know.”

“I do not fear Kevin.” She leaned closer so that their lips were almost touching. The move was meant to intimidate, and it worked well: Cutthroat blanched. “My dream has always been to kill you. Did you know that?”

He paused before shaking his head.

Gabrielle drew back and looked him over. “You are old, Cutthroat. Your time here is almost over. Someone younger and wiser and stronger will come along and unseat you soon.”

Anger flashed in his eyes, but behind it was an acknowledgment of the truth.

“I have decided to let you live.”

He frowned.

“I have a feeling you can be useful to me someday.” She took another step back and another. She would not turn her back on him quite yet. “What does it feel like, knowing that you’re now working for me, when for so many years you wanted me to work for you?”

She smiled as he sagged against the wall, drawing deep breaths and placing a hand to his heart. No. He would not last long here in the jungle of Seven Dials. The weak and infirm never did.


Chapter 19

“He could be in any number of inlets along the Thames,” Lockwood said after listening to Gabrielle explain the situation. He didn’t ask how she’d come by her information, and neither did she volunteer to tell him.

“We may be too late,” she said, voicing the fear that had been gnawing at her since she left Seven Dials. “McFadden may have already left London.”

“I don’t think so,” Phin said. They were seated at a back table at The Coxswain. She had received a few odd looks when she’d walked in, but none since she’d sat down with Lockwood. People steered clear of their table, so they were free to converse, albeit softly. “I think he’s still here,” Phin added. “What purpose does he have in taking Claybrook?”

Gabrielle had no idea how much Sebastian had told Lockwood of their mission or why they were looking for McFadden. But she remembered the night in the carriage when Lockwood had joined them in such a spectacularly dramatic way. The two men had seemed close, closer than an informant and agent would. She remembered that Sebastian had said Lockwood was a friend of the family. Sebastian had seemed to trust him, and Gabrielle trusted Sebastian. “McFadden must have known we were searching for him. He didn’t want to be found.”

“So he takes Claybrook? It makes no sense. Why not just kill him?”

A cold shiver raced up Gabrielle’s spine. Lockwood had just touched on her biggest fear. What if Sebastian were already dead? She knew she could not think like that, for it would interfere with her search, but it was difficult not to think that way. Why would McFadden kidnap and keep Sebastian alive? There was no good reason she could think of.

“My crew is out searching the waters,” Lockwood said. “We have a few hours left before nightfall. Hopefully we will find the Aileen before then.”

Frustration ate at Gabrielle. She didn’t want to sit in some disgusting dockside inn and wait for someone else to find Sebastian. It was her job to find him. She was his partner. And yet she had to be patient, had to rely on people who were far better at searching the waters than she would be.

—

The constant sway of the ship was nauseating Sebastian. He faded in and out of consciousness to the point where he had no idea how long he had been here. No one came to check on him. No food arrived. No drink. Not even someone to beat him occasionally.

He was in so much pain that it robbed him of thought. He knew McFadden was waiting for Gabrielle to appear, and Sebastian could only pray that she would not. But in his heart, he knew she would. They were partners, and she would think it her duty to save him. Hell and damnation, but he wished she would just stay away. He could not stand the thought of her walking into this trap and dying because of some misguided notion that she needed to save him. If he happened to survive this he didn’t want the guilt of that on his soul for the rest of eternity.

But he could lie to himself no longer. It wasn’t the guilt of her death that would haunt him. It was the thought of living the rest of his life without her. Once again she had wormed her way into his heart until she was all he thought about, dreamed about, wanted, and cared for.

He didn’t want her hurt—worse, he didn’t want her risking her life to save him when he didn’t deserve to be saved. He’d allowed himself to be kidnapped. He’d allowed her to become vulnerable, and more important he’d hurt her so many times that he didn’t deserve her at all.

Despite all of that, he wanted her. He wanted her by his side forever. He didn’t care about her pedigree. Damn that. There were women with the bluest blood who were not half the woman Gabrielle was.

Besides, to the aristocracy, she was a contessa—Italian nobility. If that wasn’t enough, then damn them all to hell. He couldn’t care less.

All of this was a moot point because Gabrielle was going to walk onto this ship and be taken hostage and they were both going to die.

He closed his eyes and winced at the broken rib that prodded his inner organs. This was one of the worst beatings he’d ever endured. His hands and feet were numb and his right eye was swollen shut. Even if she realized this was a trap and came prepared, he couldn’t help her.

—

Gabrielle pulled herself up the rope ladder attached to the side of the Aileen. Below her, Phin stood in the small boat and watched silently. She threw one leg over the railing, then hoisted herself onto the deck, landing on her feet and looking around. Lanterns were lit at various intervals. The rigging clanged softly with each sway of the ship. It was peaceful here, but she couldn’t allow the peace to lull her. Somewhere on this ship was Sebastian, and she was determined to find him. God help her, but she had better not be too late.

She prowled the deck. Phin had given her a crash course on the Aileen. A sloop, built for maneuverability in the shallow waters and small enough to hide in the myriad inlets off England’s coast. Having been on few ships, Gabrielle wasn’t well enough versed to know the difference. All she knew was that it was small enough for her to find Sebastian quickly.

But finding him wasn’t her first mission, as much as she wanted it to be. Atwater had caught up to her, only to remind her that her mission was to capture McFadden. In her mind she had railed against it, fought the impulse to defy Atwater and go rogue. For Sebastian she would do it. For Sebastian she would do anything.

However, the mission came first. It was a motto that had been drilled into her since she was a twelve-year-old urchin, and it was not something she could go against all these years later. But Gabrielle had figured out a compromise. She would save Sebastian and capture McFadden at the same time.

When she heard someone approaching, she slid into the shadows but allowed herself to be glimpsed. The man stopped, his hand on the butt of his pistol. “Who’s there?” he demanded. He took a few steps toward her, staring intently into the shadows. Gabrielle held her breath. Closer. Closer. He was so close, and yet the idiot did not see her. Must she step forward and wave her arms in the air?

Like a striking snake, he snagged her by the shirt, yanking her forward with such force that the breath whooshed out of her and her head jerked back. He pulled her so close that his nose was inches from hers. The scent of body odor and cooked onions assailed her and she wrinkled her nose.

“Gotcha,” he snarled. “We been waitin’ fer ya.”

She pressed her lips together while he chuckled, apparently delighted that he’d been the one to snag her. Still clutching her shirt, he turned on his heel and dragged her away. She didn’t fight him.

Thankfully she didn’t have to be dragged all that far to McFadden, who was on the orlop deck, speaking to another sailor. When McFadden saw her, his eyes widened and he stopped in midsentence.

“Found her,” her captor crowed.

“Yes, you did, Archie. Good job, mate.”

Archie shoved her forward, causing Gabrielle to stumble.

McFadden raised a brow. “You didn’t tie her hands, Archie?”

“Uh…”

“Did you search her for weapons?”

“Uh…”

Gabrielle suppressed a smile and allowed Archie’s trembling hands to roam over her body. She didn’t take her eyes off McFadden as Archie removed a dagger from her boot and another from a sheath tucked into her waistband.

“Only two small daggers?” McFadden asked. “I’m surprised.”

She shrugged.

McFadden’s eyes narrowed. “Do you think to give yourself up to save your lover?” 

She schooled her features to avoid showing her surprise. Of course, if he had been watching her all these weeks, he would know that Sebastian had spent some time with her. She shouldn’t be surprised.

“It won’t work,” McFadden said.

Her arms were jerked behind her and tied tightly with a rough rope that dug into her wrists.

“You will both die,” McFadden said.

She raised her chin and let the silence speak for itself. Archie stepped back quickly, as if afraid she would somehow escape her bonds and come after him. The sailor McFadden had been talking to watched warily.

Anger sparked in McFadden’s eyes as he approached her. “I’m disappointed in the king. Two meager spies to search for me?”

“Perhaps that is all he thought he needed.”

He smiled. “You mock our mission, but you will not mock me as I’m slowly killing you.”

She pressed her lips together. The lack of response apparently infuriated McFadden. He smacked her on the cheek. Her head snapped sideways, and she had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from crying out. Behind her, Archie chuckled, and the other man’s eyes slid away.

“England will rue the day they took the Scots’ freedom,” McFadden snarled. His eyes burned with passion and anger, and Gabrielle remembered that his fiancée had been murdered by English soldiers. How much of this was revenge for his Aileen and how much true belief in Scotland?

“You won’t succeed,” she said. “England is too powerful.”

He smirked. “You English. You are all so arrogant, blindly following your king, believing everything he says.”

“He’s your king, too.”

His face twisted into something grotesque. “I will never bow to him.”

“You cannot succeed in this.”

He seemed to consider her as he stepped closer. She stared up into dead eyes that turned her insides cold.

“I have two of England’s spies in my possession,” he said. “What do you think I should do about this predicament?” He snatched the braid that hung over her shoulder. Gabrielle bit back her cry of surprise as he yanked hard, causing her neck to bend else he tear the hair from her head. “Follow me,” he said, as if she had a choice in the matter. He dragged her with him, her head bent as he used her hair to yank her about. “You, too, Archie,” he called over his shoulder.

Gabrielle frantically searched the waters beyond the ship, but it was difficult to see with her head bent. McFadden was walking quickly. His fury rose off him, chilling her with its ferocity. She did not know what she’d said to cause it, but she dearly hoped that Atwater and his men were getting close, because the entire situation had escalated far too suddenly for her liking.

Before they entered the lower portion of the ship, McFadden grabbed a lantern hanging on a wall. He pulled her behind him to a closed door, opened it, and set the lantern on the floor before swinging her around until she was in front of him, her hair still wrapped around his fist. It took a moment for her to recognize what she was seeing, and when she did, she was helpless to keep from crying out.

Tied to a chair in the middle of the empty room was a beaten and bloody Sebastian. His head was bent between bowed shoulders. His shirt, once a snowy white, was flecked with bright red specks of blood. His hair was matted with blood. Blood dripped off fingers curled around the end of the armrest. His ankles were tied to the chair legs.

Slowly he lifted his head. Both eyes were nearly swollen shut. Blood dribbled from the corners of his lips. There was not a spot on his face that was not bruised or bleeding.

McFadden released her and barked to Archie, who stood in the doorway: “Hold her.”

Gabrielle could only stare at Sebastian, her heart pounding. She had been through much training on what to do in situations such as this, but reality was far worse. She was an orphan. She had no one she cared for. Frightening scenarios of family members being used against her had meant little to her, which was one reason she’d been such a good operative. She’d had nothing to lose.

But now she did. Now she had Sebastian, and her fear was tenfold, a hundredfold, since she knew exactly what McFadden had planned for them.

McFadden was standing behind Sebastian, a long sharp knife in his hand. He grabbed a handful of Sebastian’s hair and yanked his head back, exposing his throat.

“No,” Sebastian whispered between swollen lips, but he wasn’t speaking to McFadden. He was speaking to Gabrielle. He knew. He knew what fate awaited him, and he was telling her what to do. Even in this he had to be in charge.

“Tell me what the crown knows,” McFadden demanded of her.

Gabrielle tore her gaze from Sebastian to look in horror at McFadden. “Don’t do this.”

“England took my beloved. Raped her and threw her used body in the weeds for my sister to find. Do you think I care about you and your feelings?”

She was breathing rapidly, fear a living thing inside her. She had known fear but not like this. Not this numbing terror that weakened her knees.

“Don’t, Gabby.”

She caught a glimmer of Sebastian’s eyes through the swelling. Don’t tell him, he seemed to be saying.

“Tell me.” McFadden placed the sharp edge of the knife right beneath Sebastian’s Adam’s apple. Gabrielle’s gaze was riveted to the thin line of blood that welled there.

“Don’t,” Sebastian bit out in a gravelly voice. “Don’t do this, Gabrielle.”

Her stomach lurched. She knew her duty to her country. She knew what she must do. Sacrifice one to save many. But didn’t she also have a duty to her heart? She’d given up so much for this country, all willingly, and she’d been grateful for the opportunity, but when was enough?

And where the hell were Atwater and his men? They’d promised that they would be minutes behind her. All she had to do was distract McFadden, lull him into a false sense of security as they boarded the ship. They should have been here by now.

“I…” She licked her lips.

“Tell me or he dies,” McFadden said. “Or do you not love him enough to save his life?”

Her gaze flew to McFadden before sliding back to Sebastian. “I love you,” she said to Sebastian, because she hadn’t had a chance to tell him before. Because both of them had been thick-skulled and stubborn and proud, and they’d lost the chance to tell each other what they felt. Because things weren’t going as planned, and she was damned if Sebastian would die without knowing her true feelings.

His body clenched and his fingers flexed. “Gabby—”

“He will kill us regardless,” she said. “I just want you to know that I love you.” She didn’t care that McFadden was listening. She just wanted Sebastian to know.

Sebastian’s eyes closed for an agonizing moment. “I love you, too. Always have.”

“How incredibly touching,” McFadden mocked.

Gabrielle pulled her gaze from Sebastian to McFadden. “I will tell you nothing.”

The knife slid away from Sebastian’s throat and hung at McFadden’s side. “A pity that love did not prevail. But there are other ways to get the information I seek.” He sauntered out from behind Sebastian’s chair and moved toward her.

“No,” Sebastian said as he strained against his bindings. “Damn you, no!”

Gabrielle tensed, and a calmness descended over her. It seemed as if her entire life from the age of twelve on had been primed for this moment, for this act. She had trained for this inevitability, had known from the beginning that it could come to this.

With a flick of his wrist, McFadden shooed Archie away. The man stepped back to huddle by the door. Gabrielle raised her chin, straightened her shoulders, and locked gazes with Sebastian. She hoped he saw her love through her eyes. She hoped he understood what she was trying to tell him. She hoped she would die honorably.

He was fighting his bindings, straining to get to her, but he was weak and he was tied securely and he wasn’t going anywhere.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered to him. Sorry he had to witness this. Sorry they had foolishly wasted their time. Sorry that things could not be different.

“Gabby,” he cried out. “Gabby.”

McFadden stood before her and looked her up and down. “A life for a life,” he said. “An eye for an eye. My Aileen was raped and murdered. It’s only fitting that I do the same.”

“No!” Sebastian bellowed. He strained so hard against his bindings that his chair moved a few inches, but it was useless.

“It’s all right, Sebastian,” she said, finding the need to comfort him. “It will be over soon.”

“No, Gabrielle. Don’t do this. Tell him. Please, I beg you. Tell him.”

She looked at him sadly. “Mission first.” She pulled her gaze to McFadden. “Do what you must, but you will never get the information you need. Not from us.”

Though he smirked, there was surprise in his eyes and maybe a bit of admiration. “Too bad you were born on the other side of the border. You would have made a good Scotswoman.”

“Gabby,” Sebastian bellowed. “Don’t do this.”

McFadden pushed her against the wall so hard that the breath rushed out of her and she saw stars. His hands clawed at her skirts. A rush of air against her legs told her that he had raised them high. He pushed his pelvis against hers, leering down at her.

A noise from above gave him pause; he cocked his head to listen as he locked eyes with her. Enormous relief rushed through her. Atwater’s men had arrived. That didn’t mean her life was saved, but it meant Sebastian did not have to watch her be raped.

“What have you done?” McFadden said.

“You are caught, traitor.”

“No.” There was denial in his tone and in his eyes. He would fight to the very end because he believed in his cause and he believed in his absolute right to take revenge for his Aileen. In some ways Gabrielle respected him for that. But her respect went only so far.

“No,” he said more passionately as he raised his knife above him. Gabrielle tensed, prepared for the inevitable.

Suddenly the door crashed open and two of Atwater’s men stormed in. Behind them came more. Archie tried to run, but he was caught.

McFadden spun Gabrielle around to use her as a shield. She dropped to the ground, slipping out of his grasp, and rolled, taking McFadden’s legs out from underneath him. He was quickly scooped up by the men, his hands tied behind him, and dragged away at gunpoint.

Gabrielle grabbed the knife McFadden had dropped and crawled to Sebastian to cut his bindings. He slid off the chair to his knees and gathered her to him.

For long moments neither spoke. Sebastian simply held her and rocked her back and forth, and she buried her head in his shoulder and let the tears fall.

Eventually he pulled away and wiped her tears with the pads of his thumbs. “Damn, but that was far too close,” he said, making her smile before he pulled her back to him as if he couldn’t let her go. “Never again, Gabby. We are never doing this again. I’m retiring, and so are you.”

She made a hiccupping sound that ended in a laugh. “I am?”

“You are. We’ll retire to the country and do nothing more exciting than read by the fire with dogs at our feet.”

She gently placed her hands on either side of his bruised face and looked into his eyes. “That sounds like heaven.”


Chapter 20

Atwater stared at two of England’s former spies. “Married,” he said in disbelief. “You two are married.”

“By special license,” Sebastian said. He was holding on to Gabrielle’s hand and refused to let go. Truth be told, he hadn’t let her go in the seven days since their encounter on the ship, and he had no intention of letting her go anytime soon.

“You’re not allowed to get married,” Atwater said.

Beside him, Sebastian felt his wife tremble, but he knew it was from mirth. It felt good to see her smile. She had done little of that in the past seven days, and at night he had to hold her tightly to keep at bay the nightmares that had her crying in her sleep. In time the nightmares would fade, just like the bruises and swelling on his body were beginning to do. He knew that, but it didn’t stop him from worrying.

“Tell the vicar who married us,” Sebastian said. In truth, he couldn’t care less what Atwater said. He was finished with the Office. All he wanted to do was take his new wife to his country estate, where they could both heal and learn to forget.

Atwater pressed his lips together. “This is unfortunate. What are we to do without the two of you?”

“I daresay you will find someone to replace us rather quickly. Come now, Atwater, did you really think we would do this forever?”

Atwater looked down at his desk and seemed to consider the question. “If not forever, then longer than this.”

“Can you not wish us happiness?” Gabrielle asked.

Atwater’s head jerked up and he appeared chagrined. “Of course, Lady Claybrook. My felicitations. I am truly happy for you two. Sad for me but happy for you.”

“Thank you, sir,” Gabby said.

“You do know that operatives don’t really retire, don’t you? If there is a case—”

“No,” Sebastian said.

“I didn’t think so, but I had to try.” Atwater’s smile faded and he turned serious. “You might want to reconsider when you hear the news that I have just learned.”

Sebastian tensed and Gabrielle’s hand tightened around his. “What happened?”

“We were transporting McFadden to Newgate when the convoy was attacked. McFadden escaped.”

Sebastian drew in a deep breath and looked at Gabrielle, who was looking up at him. It was amazing how important she had become to him, and how quickly. For the past year he’d been fooling himself into believing that he didn’t love her and didn’t need her in his life. He’d wasted precious time convincing himself that he was better off alone when he could have been spending that time with her.

And yet he had a burning hatred for McFadden, who’d put shadows in Gabrielle’s eyes. He’d made her cry out in the middle of the night, and he’d stolen her smile.

But none of that was enough to bring Sebastian out of retirement. To bring them out of retirement. This was their time, and McFadden wasn’t going to steal any more of it from them.

Sebastian turned back to Atwater. “Someone else will have to find him.”

Atwater shook his head. “Married and retired. What is this world coming to?”

“Are you certain?” Gabrielle asked Sebastian as they left Atwater’s office.

“More certain than I’ve ever been.” He kissed her on the nose right there on Atwater’s stoop, where anyone could see them, and he didn’t give a damn. “It’s someone else’s turn to catch the bad blokes.”

Gabrielle squeezed his hand. He had meant it when he said he was never letting her go. Literally.

“I’ve already caught my bad bloke.” She smiled up at him, and his heart soared to see that sunny smile.

“And I have caught my lady spy.”


Epilogue

SCOTLAND, THREE MONTHS LATER

Mairi McFadden raced up the front steps of her crumbling home. It was surprising that she had the energy to do so, after the afternoon she’d spent with the other ladies in the fields, hoeing the rough rows to ready the dirt for planting.

She was exhausted. Her body ached and she wanted nothing more than to fall into bed and sleep for a hundred days. But sleep was out of the question when she had so many mouths to feed and so many people relying on her.

Instead of entering the keep, she plopped down on the top step and ripped open the letter that had arrived that morning but no one had told her about. It was from her brother, Grant. It had to be. She would know his writing anywhere.

For a moment she held it close to her bosom and blinked tears away. If only Grant would return. He would take over his rightful place as laird of Clan McFadden. He would know what crops to plant, and he would know how to bring back the men to care for those crops.

Mairi blinked away the tears and read the letter dated three months ago. With a silent cry, she stood and looked around frantically. No. No, this was not happening. This could not happen.

Arrested for treason? She’d known, of course, that he was fighting the English, but treason? She raced back down the steps that she had climbed moments before.

“Whoa, there, what’s the hurry, my lady?”

Mairi came to a skidding halt in front of James. He was one of the few men who remained behind with the castle full of women. He had never met Grant because he had arrived after Grant left, but James might know what to do. He’d been to England. He would know. He had to.

“Grant.” She waved the letter in the air and gulped some much needed breaths. After a few unsuccessful attempts, James managed to grab the letter and read it. He cursed and looked at her with concerned blue eyes.

“I need to go get him.” The thought was half formed before she spoke it, but she knew that was what she needed to do. England couldn’t take Grant from her, not when it had already taken so much.

“But he’s in the custody of the crown,” James said.

“It does not matter. I have money. I simply need to find someone willing to get him out. Someone I can pay.”

James seemed to consider her for a few moments. She had very little money, but he need not know that. She would scrape up what she could and ask others to contribute what little they had. After Grant returned and the land was producing like it should, she would repay everyone.

“There is someone,” James said haltingly. “But it is far too dangerous for a lady like you to go traipsing off in pursuit of him.”

“Who? You must tell me, James. Please. I don’t give a rot about my reputation if it will help me bring Grant back.”

“I’ve never met this man, but I’ve heard of him. He can help, but the price will be high.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes,” she said desperately. “Who is he, and how do I find him?”

“I heard that he was in Scotland—”

“Tell me,” she nearly shouted. “I will pay whatever I have to.”

“His name is Phin Lockwood. He’s a pirate, but he hires himself out for other missions.”

Phin Lockwood. She had never heard of him, but a pirate seemed just the type of person she needed.

“Then I must find this pirate,” she said.
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Chapter 1

Bloody hell but he was in a fine dilemma.

The stone floor was wet and hard and poking into his arse. The wall behind him was just as hard, just as wet, and just as uncomfortable.

He had no idea where he was. Most likely Newgate. First off, it smelled like Newgate—like the wretched odor of the Thames—and Newgate was where the worst offenders resided until their trial.

He also had no idea how long he’d been here. Days, at least. No longer than a week. Maybe.

Time stood still when all you saw were the same four walls and food was sporadic at best.

He’d arrived in England after a long absence when he was arrested on his way to visit his family. At first he’d had no idea why he had been arrested.

Well, of course he had some idea. He was a pirate and he’d just returned from the Indian Ocean where he’d “acquired” a goodly amount of fine silks and spices and gold and made a very tidy profit off the sale of his plunder.

It’d been that last bloody ship he’d attacked that landed him here. How was he supposed to have known the ship was owned by the favorite cousin of the Duke of Farrington’s wife?

His fault. He should have been more careful. He shouldn’t have stopped in the pub for a drink. He should have gone straight home. He shouldn’t have been greedy and attacked that last ship.

Phin Lockwood, pirate turned prisoner, rested the back of his head against the wet, mossy wall and fought his rising panic. He couldn’t die like this. He refused to succumb shackled and beaten down.

The clanging of metal keys had his gaze going to the door, which remained locked except for once a day when food was tossed in. It was not feeding time, so that meant a change in the schedule and that did not bode well for him.

The screech of metal upon metal was near to deafening after the silence he’d endured. The door opened, more metal grinding against stone, and a guard appeared, sporting a wicked smile and evil little eyes. This was not the same guard that had served him since he’d arrived. Another reason that whatever was happening could not be beneficial to his health and well-being.

He had been denied food for so long that he was shaking with fatigue and hunger. And now very real fear.

“Come on now. ’E wants te see ye.”

Phin cocked a brow. “He?”

“The king hisself. Hurry now. Can’t keep the king waiting.”

Phin pressed his back against the wall for support while he raised himself up. He had no idea why King George would want to see him.

He shuffled toward the open door, tasting freedom but unwilling to hope for it. Part of him believed he was taking that last long walk and so he said a silent goodbye to the family he would never see again and the friends who’d been good to him. He also sent up a silent prayer asking for forgiveness. It’d been ages since he’d actually prayed but he figured it couldn’t hurt now.

The guard cuffed him on the shoulder, causing him to stumble. He growled but there was no threat to it. He was too weak and he was unarmed.

He followed the guard through the dank halls and out into sunshine so bright, his eyes closed automatically. He was loaded into a carriage that resembled a large box with bars on it and transported to Kensington Palace.

Part of him truly believed he was walking to his execution, so he was surprised when they stopped at the palace. He was marched into a large, cold chamber to face a chair so ornate it could only be the king’s.

Voices echoed throughout the chamber, but Phin was too weary and too focused on staying upright to turn around to see who it was. So it was with great surprise that he found his friend, Sebastian Addison, the Earl of Claybrook, standing next to him.

“What the hell?” he muttered.

“Just follow along, mate, and we’ll get you out of here.”

“In truth?”

“In truth.”

Phin leaned forward and nodded to the man on the other side of Sebastian. Sir Colin Atwater. Interesting, his presence here. Atwater was in charge of the Office of Intelligence, better known to Phin as the Office. Atwater was also the man Sebastian reported to, which had Phin wondering just what the hell was going on here. Sebastian had been England’s premier spy before he went soft and wed Gabrielle, another of England’s spies. But Sebastian was retired now. Or as retired as one could get when in the spy business. Was he coming out of retirement, or was he using his influence to save Phin? Phin could only hope for the latter.

“His Majesty, the King.” The announcement of the king’s arrival stopped all conversation. King George II walked in and sat slouched in his chair appearing ten kinds of bored.

“Don’t fall down,” Sebastian whispered out of the side of his mouth.

“I’m trying not to.”

“State your business, Atwater. And this better be worth the interruption,” King George said.

Phin experienced a surge of annoyance. The king was irritated that he’d been interrupted? Surely Phin’s life was worth an interruption. However, the king might think differently since Phin was nothing but an irritating pirate who had once sailed with the notorious Lady Anne, and who had been a burr in the side of a few English shipowners since then. Hence the fairly large bounty on his head and more than likely the reason he’d been residing in Newgate the past few days.

How in the bloody hell did Sebastian think he was going to get Phin out of this fine mess?

Atwater bowed to the king. Phin was never all that comfortable around Atwater. He was too quiet, too unassuming, and too interested in the goings-on around him. In other words, he liked to lurk in the corners and watch. Bizarre, that.

“Your Majesty, we appreciate your audience. I am here to back up everything that Lord Claybrook is here to tell you.” He stepped back and motioned with a nod of his head to Sebastian.

“Your Majesty, I have asked for an audience in regards to Phin Lockwood, the gentleman on my right,” Sebastian said.

The king leaned forward to peer at Phin. “Lockwood. Aren’t you the pirate we just seized?”

Phin suppressed a shudder at the word “seized.”

Sebastian cleared his throat. “He is, Your Majesty.”

The king sat back. “What business have you with a pirate, Addison?”

“As you know,” Sebastian said, “I’m still in pursuit of Grant McFadden.”

“Reprobate and traitor.” The king spat on the ground.

Phin had to suppress a smile. The king held no love for any Scotsman who fought for Bonny Prince Charlie, and Grant McFadden would definitely fall into that category. He was more of a burr in the side of the king than Phin had ever been.

“I feel that with Mr. Lockwood’s assistance I just might be able to capture said reprobate and traitor,” Sebastian said. “But Mr. Lockwood can’t help me if he’s residing in Newgate.”

King George turned narrowed eyes on Phin and studied him for long minutes. Phin tensed, every muscle screaming in agony from spending long days and nights on the cold, wet floor, from the beating he’d received before arriving at Newgate, and from the very real fear that the king would deny Sebastian this request.

“Lockwood. You’re the one who plundered Farrington’s cousin’s ship?”

“Something he would have never done if he’d known the ship was owned by someone so esteemed,” Sebastian said.

Phin stiffened at the lie, but Sebastian shot him a warning look.

The king huffed. “How might Lockwood help in capturing McFadden?”

“He has skills and contacts in the underworld that I don’t possess.”

Phin shot Sebastian a surprised look. What contacts in what underworld? All he knew were other sailors.

The king drummed his bejeweled fingers on the arm of his chair. His gaze slid to Atwater.

“I trust you, Atwater, so I must believe if you’re willing to back Addison, then this must be true.” His gaze slid back to Sebastian. “You may have Lockwood.”

Phin’s relief was so great that his shoulders sagged and he feared he would fall over.

“However, if Lockwood does not bring McFadden to me, then his life is forfeited.”

Phin snapped taut. He looked at the king in disbelief. His life was forfeited?

Bloody hell.

Sebastian bowed. “Of course, Your Majesty. He won’t disappoint you.”

Sebastian grabbed Phin’s arm and squeezed. Phin managed to bow without falling on his face, but just barely. He was reeling from the fact that in one moment he was free and the next a noose hung over his head. He was teased with the taste of freedom and he was damn angry about it.

Sebastian led the way out of the palace. Somewhere in the dark hallways they lost Atwater before stepping into the brightness of the day where Phin stood blinking. The carriages rolling past, the finely dressed people strolling the street seemed foreign to him after so long on the sea and then days locked in a small, airless room.

Sebastian tugged on his gloves and looked up the street. “That went well.”

“How in the bloody hell do you think that went well? How am I supposed to find Grant McFadden?”

“Your ship and crew are waiting for you. You’re to set sail for Scotland where you will encounter McFadden’s sister. Bring her to England. We will use her to flush her brother out.”

Phin blinked. His stomach growled and his knees shook with weakness. “If I fail, I lose my life,” he said.

“Yes. That’s unfortunate.” Sebastian frowned. “We’ll just have to see that you don’t fail, then.”

Unfortunate? “Addison,” he growled.

“Let’s not worry about that just yet,” Sebastian said. “Our first order of business is to get you bathed and shaved. You’ll frighten the ladies.”

“I don’t give a damn about the ladies.” What was this nonsense about McFadden’s sister?

“Splendid. Because you don’t have time to worry about ladies right now. We need to get you to Scotland.”
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