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Sunshine, this one’s for you.



Prologue
 
“They’re twins, you know. Miss Kitty Ridlington and Mr. Richard Ridlington.”
“I’ve heard.”
The two gentlemen exchanging these comments were sprawled in large leather chairs, enjoying the heat from a blazing fire. Brandy glasses sat at each man’s side, and the scent of cigar smoke added a rich layer of fragrance in the room, complementing wood smoke and the aroma of money.
For these gentlemen were rich—rich to the point of absurdity. They could buy whatever they wanted on a whim, take what they could not purchase with little or no repercussion, and generally live the kind of life to which ninety-nine percent of the world aspired.
They were, however, very different in many ways. Their acquaintance had begun several years before, but mostly they travelled in different circles; certainly neither would call the other a close friend.
“I shall have her, you know.”
“Kitty?”
“Oh no. Too town bronzed for my tastes.” 
In other words, she’d see through your pretenses. Max Seton-Mowbray kept his face expressionless as his companion took a lazy sip of his brandy and grinned into the flames. 
“I want the other one. Hecate. She likes to pretend such calm sophistication, but her eyes give her away.”
“Really?” The drawled question was part boredom and part curiosity. “I’ve often wondered about that turn of phrase. Do they have some warning written across them? Some declaration of prevarication on the part of their owner?”
“Don’t be an arse, Max. Of course not.”
“Then how, pray tell, do they give her away?”
“I have yet to grasp the details,” he replied vaguely. “But I can assure you they do.”
Max contemplated the light shining through the brandy in his glass. “There’s no money there, Dancey. As I understand it, the Ridlington estate was rolled up, foot and guns, by the time the present Baron inherited.”
Dancey Miller-James snorted. “Ain’t going to marry the gel.”
“Ah.” 
“M’mother has someone in mind. Got to increase the family coffers with marriage. And get an heir with excellent breeding.” He shrugged. “I have no idea who, nor do I care, particularly. Men like us must marry for the right reasons. Lust…” he grinned, “ain’t one of ‘em.”
“But you lust for Hecate Ridlington?”
“I do indeed. That white skin—that gold hair. Imagine what her pussy looks like. Pink, gold, ivory…” he fidgeted. “Demme, m’prick’s hard just thinking about it.”
“I must confess,” said Max, choosing his words carefully, “I cannot see Hecate readily falling into your bed as your mistress. Which is the path I presume you have chosen to follow?”
Dancey’s handsome face creased into a smile, tinged with something else that made the back of Max’s neck itch a little. “Oh she won’t know a damned thing about it, Max old boy. She’s stupidly naive and she’ll believe I intend marriage.”
“That’s hardly the thing, Dancey. You could face a lot of repercussions from such a stratagem.”
Dancey laughed aloud, then finished his brandy. “Not me. I’ll be free and clear, once I’ve made sure everyone knows she willingly went with me. Spent the night with me.” He rose from his chair. “Not even sure I’ll take her as a mistress. Once I’ve stripped her naked, had that precious virginity of hers…well, do I want to spend the next few months instructing an innocent in how to best pleasure me?” He considered the matter as he attempted to straighten his shirt and cravat. “Probably not. Easier to stay with an experienced cunt who already knows. I have one of them already.”
Max swallowed down the distaste that had formed a lump in his throat. “I see.”
And indeed he did. The true nature of Dancey Miller-James had just revealed itself; it was dark, unpleasant and not something Max approved of in any way, shape or form. At that moment, he determined this would be the last time they met. 
“I’ll be off then.” Dancey managed his cravat as best he could. “There are women waiting out there for me.”
“Would Hecate Ridlington amongst them?” He glanced at the clock. “At this hour?”
“God no. Good little virgins are sound asleep.” He snickered as he shrugged into his jacket. “I’m talking about other kinds of women. Ones who know what I like.”
Max refused to rise to the bait and ask what that was. He didn’t want to hear the answer. “I shall say goodnight then.”
“Going down to Mortimer’s tomorrow?”
“No.” Max shook his head. 
“Too bad. You’ll miss an interesting evening.”
“Other plans.”
“So be it.” 
And with that, Dancey Miller-James walked from the warm room, leaving Max staring at the fire and wondering why he felt so cold.
It wasn’t that he harbored any particular emotions for Hecate Ridlington. He’d met her, of course, and found her as passable as most of the debutantes. Which, for him, meant that she’d received his bow, a polite word or two and nothing more. She did have unusually beautiful eyes, but not sufficiently unusual to attract more than a cursory glance, and her fairness set her apart from the rest of the Ridlington family. He’d not spared her a moment’s consideration after their brief introduction.
He had barely enough room in his life for his sister. He wasn’t about to squeeze in a simple country girl with nothing more than a pair of fine eyes to recommend her. 
He wondered how someone like Miller-James had wormed his way into such high social favor. His uncle, Bishop Augustus Miller-James, might have had something to do with it, of course. Not to mention the Miller-James fortune, which would have made the Prince Regent solvent had the family decided to gift it to the crown.
Money, to the Ton, was God. If you possessed enough of it, you were fêted, fawned upon and favored by all who managed to work their sycophantic way to your side. Your sins were pardoned or excused as forgivable excesses, and your conversation treasured as the most delightful collection of bon mots.
He’d endured it for a few months after his arrival in London. It had grown increasingly irritating, and finally he had decided it was time for him to assume the persona of a distant and elusive gentleman; one who spoke little, and offered even less in the way of social interactions. He’d become known as Max Secret-Mowbray for a time, which was quite all right with him. Given his distinct private preferences, he was happy to keep whatever secrets he had to himself.
However, he couldn’t, in all conscience, listen to Dancey’s plans to seduce and likely abandon Miss Hecate Ridlington, thus ruining her for life. It was deplorable, and all too common amongst the men who imagined themselves to be above recrimination.
Max knew the rules he had set for himself precluded his ignoring this conversation, and he spared a brief moment to wish he’d stayed at home instead of coming to his club. But there it was. The words had been spoken. And the question of what to do about it settled on his mind.
An hour later, empty brandy glass beside him, he had arrived at a decision. 
The best way to try and prevent a disaster for Hecate Ridlington was to go through her sister, Kitty. The two seemed close, and if he could casually mention that Dancey was not an acceptable companion for someone like Hecate, Kitty might be able to scotch the affair before it went too far.
It was a solid idea, and with luck would save the day. Plus, it put him in a position to do something he’d been considering for more than a few months.
It put him squarely in the path of Miss Kitty Ridlington.
And that, he confessed, was a position he wanted to explore to its fullest, because he found her raised chin and strong will a challenge. He wondered if he could match it—dominate it—and make her submit to him.
The idea of such a proud and willful woman restrained for his pleasure sent a different kind of sensation from the back of his neck down to his groin. And this one was sharp, darting shivers of impatience over his skin like miniature bolts of lightning designed to arouse.
Oh yes. It was a task he believed he could achieve. Kitty Ridlington would submit. And when she did, he would punish her to the point of ecstasy.
On that thought, he too quit the room. It was time to go home and set some plans in motion.
 
 
 
 



Chapter One
 
 
“Is Hecate ready, Aunt?” 
An older woman sat in a delicately ornate chair beside Kitty’s vanity, and watched her as she put the finishing touches to her toilette for the evening. “I think so. She shooed me out of her room and told me to come and visit you, since she couldn’t dress with me observing her.”
Kitty chuckled. “Yes, that’s her. Always preferring her privacy.” She dipped her finger into a tiny pot of rouge and delicately applied the rosy hue to her cheeks. “Although I’m very happy she’s come out of her shell so much here in London.”
Finishing with a light touch of powder, and then pausing to whisk away any stray particles, Kitty turned away from the mirror for a moment. “None of this would have been possible without you, Aunt Venetia. I know you don’t like to be thanked, but I do hope you know how very grateful both Hecate and I are that you’ve been so generous with your time…” she glanced down at her gown, “…and your money.”
“Darling, no mention of that. Too crass.” 
“And I would never dream of doing so were anyone else present, Aunt. But you must allow me to assure you of our awareness, our profound gratitude and our undying affection for you. I doubt either Hecate or myself ever dreamed of being able to participate in a London season. And I know Edmund and Rosaline also consider themselves in your debt for your many kindnesses.”
“Oh pooh.” Blushing, Lady Venetia raised her fan to her face. “Having you girls here has brightened my life. I’d forgotten what fun it was to chaperone two beautiful young ladies through London’s ballrooms, especially since neither of you are insipid debutantes.” She straightened her skirt. “I will also be honest—having auspicious relatives isn’t something to be sneezed at. Thanks to you, I can count on a Baron, a vicar, a FitzArden, and now Viscount Hayward, among my family members. Quite a coup, you know.”
“Goodness. I never thought of that,” blinked Kitty.
“And of course I’ve enjoyed every minute of watching so many gentlemen’s heads turning as you both pass by.” She wrinkled her nose in amusement.
Kitty smiled. “And we have enjoyed causing such a reaction, I can assure you.” She blinked. “Well, at least I have. I can’t speak for Hecate.”
Aunt Venetia’s brows lowered a little. “I do worry about that girl. She spends far too much time with unsavory people.”
“You’re speaking of the Indian family she’s befriended?”
“Yes.” Her aunt’s expression was not one of warmth. “It’s not the thing, Kitty. I wish you’d talk her out of it.”
Kitty shrugged. “You should know by now, Aunt, that there’s no talking Hecate out of anything. And besides, they do seem quite nice. Hard working, and all that sort of thing. I made sure there was nothing to do with money involved, of course. But I think Hecate is a little too intelligent to fall for any underhanded schemes. I can’t say I’m thrilled with their location, but since you encouraged Tandy to accompany Hecate when she visits, I feel much safer.”
“A footman is an absolute necessity, of course. But even so, I can’t help worrying. Suppose she should catch some awful foreign illness…”
“Dear Aunt,” Kitty stretched out a hand and touched the older woman’s knee. “Hecate is a grown woman. She is also very intelligent, although in an abstract sort of way. I believe she’s keeping an eye on the family until their father returns from soldiering in Europe.”
“Oh dear.” That information failed to soothe Aunt Venetia. “So many losses over there. And rumors of more big battles to come against the Monster.”
“Yes,” agreed Kitty. “We must pray for our dear Wellington’s success, of course.”
“Indeed. I hate to see the number of eligible gentlemen reduced by this stupid business.”
Kitty couldn’t really come up with an appropriate response to such a comment. It wasn’t that her aunt was flighty, because she was well-aware of her situation and made all her plans with great care. It could best be described as a view of the world from her perspective, rather than one of political and military necessity. 
Lady Venetia Allington looked at world events and translated them into how will this affect me?
“Well put your worries to rest for tonight, Aunt,” said Kitty. “It will be a charming evening, I’m sure. After all, how much trouble can we get into at a musicale?”
She stood, a final glance into her mirror reassuring her that everything was in place.
“Don’t even think that sort of thing,” said Aunt Venetia. “Trouble will find all of us if we’re not careful.” She stood as well. “Speaking of trouble, will Mr. Seton-Mowbray be in attendance, I wonder?”
Kitty controlled a slight shiver of excitement at that particular name. “I have no idea, Aunt. Why do you ask?” She bent to pick up her gloves and reticule, happy her hands were steady.
“Oh, no reason in particular. Just that I noticed his attentions to you seemed…a little more than polite, shall we say, when we encountered him at the Inglesby rout.”
Kitty chuckled. “Mr. Seton-Mowbray’s attentions have never been polite, Aunt. He’s blunt to the point of rudeness, looks down on us mere mortals as annoyances, and has no sense of humor as far as I can discern. Other than his money, he really has very little to recommend him.”
Aunt Venetia nodded. “I suppose you’re right, dear.” She picked up her shawl and handed another to Kitty. “He’s an excellent match, though.”
“He might well be, but I see nothing appealing, and I doubt he’d even consider the possibility of an alliance with the lowly Ridlington family. He need look no further than the Cumberlands, the Clarences or the Spencers.” Kitty shrugged as they walked downstairs.
“Yes. And as you say, other than money, he doesn’t seem to have much to offer,” agreed her aunt.
Only those penetrating eyes, broad shoulders, a chin that looks stubborn, and a mouth that makes me think of things I shouldn’t…
 
*~~*~~*
 
The evening was shaping up to be one of unalloyed boredom for one or two of the guests, Mr. Max Seton-Mowbray among them. The star pianist, a Señor Marcovicci Bonatello, was…uninspired. Max decided that was the word that best described his performance.
Technically brilliant, every note perfect, but lacking anything lifting it beyond the ordinary. His sister’s abilities with this particular movement from one of Beethoven’s early sonatas left Señor Bonatello’s far behind. He sighed silently as his mind drifted to Grace. 
She possessed a rare gift for music, seeming to be able to anticipate the next measure and play the current one accordingly. She painted images with notes as far as he was concerned; her performances always conjured up visions of one kind or another.
And yet few had ever heard her play. 
It was becoming clear  Grace needed to liberate herself from her self-imposed confinement, but damned if Max knew the right words or the right circumstances to provide her with the key.
A slight clearing of the throat to his right attracted his thoughts away from family matters and he turned his head slightly to see Miss Kitty Ridlington suppress a wince as she stretched her spine a little in a movement just short of a fidget.
He sympathized. These chairs were bloody uncomfortable for a lengthy piece of music. He doubted that situation would change even if the great Johann Cramer himself were sitting at the piano playing the same piece.
Finally, his patience was rewarded by the final bars of the sonata, and Max found himself rising and applauding along with the other fifty or so people in the room. Most of whom, like him, were probably welcoming the chance to stand and stretch, rather than expressing enthusiasm for the performance.
The murmur of conversation grew as the audience began the tedious process of filing out of the ballroom and into the reception hall where food and beverages would be served. With his customary adroitness, Max easily found himself beside his prey.
“Good evening, Miss Ridlington.” He glanced around. “And Miss Hecate? I believe I saw her earlier…”
Kitty dropped a slight curtsey. “Good evening, Mr. Seton-Mowbray. Yes, my sister is speaking with friends, I believe.” She looked off to her right. “Just over there.”
“Ah yes.” He noted the group was absent one Dancey Miller-James, and heaved a sigh of relief. “In that case, I declare my intention of seizing this opportunity to offer my arm as support and guidance through the starving throng.” He raised his bent arm, holding it out to her, his expression daring her to accept.
“How eloquent, Mr. Seton-Mowbray. And yet a simple may I escort you would have worked just as well.” She shot him a somewhat scornful glance. “I’m hungry too.”
“Good.” He merely grinned as she placed her gloved hand on his sleeve and allowed him to steer them to a couple of empty chairs. “Wait here, don’t let anyone take that seat, and I’ll fetch us a couple of plates.”
“Don’t forget the lobster patties,” she said as he turned to leave. “I adore them. Miss those and I will never speak to you again.”
“A terrible threat.” He chuckled. “Lobster patties it is.”
Adroitly balancing two plates, he returned minutes later, pleased to observe that Miss Ridlington had indeed managed to defend their seats from other guests. 
“Your refreshments, Ma’am.” He bowed, gave her a plate and then took his own seat. “You will note the preponderance of lobster patties.”
She was surveying the mountain of little pastries with approval. “You certainly took me at my word, sir.”
He munched appreciatively for a moment. “The thought of being cut from your list of acquaintances struck terror into my soul. By the way,” he munched again. “You’re right about them. They are quite delicious.”
Both ate appreciatively, the silence between them oddly comfortable as they watched the ebb and flow of people in the room.
Then Kitty swallowed, and spoke. “Why are you doing this?”
“Doing what?” He turned his head and looked at her.
“Being quite unlike yourself.”
He blinked. “In what way?”
She barely restrained a snort. “Mr. Seton-Mowbray. We have crossed paths now more times than I can recall, at a variety of events, over what has to be close to a year or so. In all that time, in all those encounters, you have never revealed any desire to be charming or attentive. In fact, you have mostly appeared to be uninterested, often intimidating, and seldom conversational.” She considered the contents of her plate and carefully selected another treat. “And yet this evening, here you are, waiting on me, fetching me lobster patties, and generally acting in a most unexpected way.” She popped the confection into her mouth and murmured in delight for a moment. “I should add that I am not complaining.” She licked her lips. “But it is quite out of the ordinary.”
Max had a difficult time pushing aside the results of watching her tongue leave a sheen on those full lips. “Really.”
“Yes. Really.” She set her plate aside with a sigh. “So I shall repeat myself. Why are you doing this?”
“Because it gives me pleasure?”
She shook her head. “No. I’m sure there are many things that give you pleasure. But you had ample chance to explore this particular behavior before now, and you didn’t. So no, I won’t accept that reason.”
He shrugged. “You have found me out, Miss Ridlington.” He too set his plate on the small table behind them. “I have something of import to discuss with you.”
“Better,” she nodded. 
He narrowed his eyes. “That is the truth, you know. It is important. And I’m not sure how to begin the conversation.”
“Well, when you decide, do let me know?” She sighed. “I can’t say I’m averse to missing the second part of the evening’s entertainment. Señor Bonatello must be having an off night.”
Max wanted to seize her, turn her over his knee and spank the daylights out of her. In fact, his fingers itched to do just that. But his control asserted itself and he merely shifted a little in his chair. “Impertinent, but apt, I suppose,” he drawled. “However, I realize this is neither the time nor the place for the conversation we need to have.”
“Then what do you suggest?” She gazed at him, her expression of mild interest getting even further under his skin.
“Drive with me tomorrow morning.”
“Oh my.” Her gaze grew assessing and she raised an eyebrow. “How easily misconstrued that would be.”
“Do you care?” He watched the interest replace the indifference in her eyes.
“As a matter of fact, no. I can’t say I care.” A quick smile lit up her face. “It’s time I did something quite awful, isn’t it?”
“Would driving with me be that bad?”
She thought for a moment. “If you left your footman behind, it might be. Especially if we were seen returning to the Park. As if from a longer drive…”
“From my home, for example…” He led her on, feeding the demon he sensed lay within her. He had his own demons; he felt qualified to judge hers.
“Quite, quite scandalous.”
“And that would be to your liking?”
She straightened. “I’m rather tired of the mundane, Mr. Seton-Mowbray. I have no expectations, and I’m much older than an Almacks debutante. I am not husband-hunting, since I intend never to marry. My family is settling into new lives, my brother has his own coterie of acquaintances, and my sister…well, Hecate is unique. I am…ornamental, I suppose. That’s all. So yes, I’m ready to be a little bit more than the delightful Miss Ridlington. I believe it might be entertaining were I to be known as the scandalous Miss Ridlington.”
“Then I hope you’ll allow me to assist you in achieving that goal, Ma’am.”
“Thank you, Mr. Seton-Mowbray.” Her smile was one he hadn’t seen before; a blend of enthusiasm and wickedness, lighting up her features into something remarkable. His body responded with a sharp bold of lust, rattling him from toes to eyebrows.
He swallowed. “Call me Max.”
 
 



Chapter Two
 
 
At five o’clock the following morning, Kitty wondered what the devil had gotten into her last night. It was still dark, bitterly cold, and here she was sliding into clothes suited for a drive in the Park. She must have gone mad, she thought. The remarks she’d made to Max…well they had turned into a personal declaration of her dissatisfaction with her life.
How shallow she must seem to him. She had so much—a loving aunt who spared no expense, a beautiful room in a beautiful London home—and yet she wasn’t happy. Or fulfilled.
Hecate seemed to have found her niche, helping others less fortunate. Her attention was on her Indian friends, making sure they had what they needed, helping them adjust to life in England, and spending quite a bit of time with the young daughter, a child who was not adapting well to the climate or the people. She told Kitty about them, and Kitty understood Hecate’s need to help.
But it was Hecate’s business, not Kitty’s. 
Doing good works was laudable, and Kitty was proud of her sister. But she couldn’t emulate her, she knew. All her life, Kitty had been driven toward something, a goal she couldn’t define. London seemed the best change to find that goal, and she’d achieved much in the time she’d spent there.
But being a welcomed guest, honored and feted, even recognized by the Prince himself on a couple of occasions…it was all quite lovely.
But it hadn’t fired anything within Kitty. It hadn’t touched that empty part within her.
As she wrapped a soft wool scarf around her neck and fastened it with a pretty blue brooch, she remembered the feeling that had swept over her last night as she discussed this highly improper outing with Max.
There was something in his eyes that pulled at her. The chance to be outrageous lit a tiny fire within her, and his encouragement fanned the little flame. Did he know something about her she didn’t know herself? Could he have the answers to her most private questions? Ones such as who am I? Am I lost? Is there a place for me in this world?
Pulling her warmest cloak from the cupboard, she swirled it around her shoulders and latched the frog fastenings to secure it.
A pair of gloves completed the ensemble, and she spared a brief glance in the mirror to make sure everything was as it should be.
Her clothing was faultless, but she paused. For some odd reason, her face looked a little different this morning. She might almost describe it as alive, which was not the right word, since she certainly didn’t appear dead the rest of the time. But there was something, an expression perhaps, or was it her eyes? She couldn’t put her finger on it, but it was there, all the same.
Max. Perhaps it was Max, the prospect of seeing him, and the scandalous little adventure that lay ahead.
The clock struck the quarter-hour, and she turned to leave her room. It wouldn’t do to keep him waiting, of a certainty.
Silently she slipped downstairs, surprising a maid who was cleaning out the hearth in the hall. Kitty held a finger to her lips, and the maid grinned back and nodded, as the front door eased open with nary a squeak. The cold air almost took Kitty’s breath away, but then she observed an elegant and spotless carriage drawing up to the curb, with two beautiful horses snorting steam into the dawn.
Cautiously she closed the front door and hurried down the steps, hoping to keep her aplomb, but smiling all the same. “Good morning, Mr.…er…Max. What lovely horses.” She accepted his hand and allowed him to pull her up to the seat beside him.
“I’m glad they find favor,” he answered. “I’m not sure they were too keen on leaving their snug stables at such an early hour, but I explained it was for a scandalous outing. That changed their minds.”
He clicked the reins and they were off, the hoofbeats ringing loudly in the silent street. 
“I’m charmed.” Kitty tucked her cloak around her knees. “Please relay my thanks to them when you have a chance.”
He grinned and turned down a lane. “Since it is so early, and the cold is such that I doubt we’d find pleasure from just driving aimlessly for a couple of hours, I have taken the liberty of ordering a breakfast for us at my house.”
She flashed him a quick glance. “Oh?”
“Yes.”
“You realize such a visit would really set tongues wagging…”
“Is that not what you desire?” His voice was rich, edged with something dangerous. 
She’d love to explore her desires with him, she realized, but decided such a course of action was out of the question. It wasn’t like her to let her mind wander down such paths. But there was that damned something about this man that pierced her reserve and went straight to places she shouldn’t be thinking about.
“Well, yes.” She squared her shoulders. “Might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb.”
“Apt, I suppose.” He chuckled. “However, I trust our breakfast will not result in anyone on the gallows.”
She watched the passing homes grow fewer and the trees and fields encroach on the scenery. “Are you not concerned, sir? After all, you are one of the most eligible bachelors, ’tis said. Might you not be touched by such a scandalous breakfast?”
He shook his head. “I’m above reproach, Miss Kitty. Did you not know that?”
“So I will be pilloried, but you will be praised?”
“I know. Completely unfair, but there it is. The strange and absurd world we inhabit.”
“There are times I don’t like it very much.”
“I seldom like it at all.” Max slowed the horses, and Kitty gazed over their ears at an elegant mansion. “This is yours?” She blinked. “It’s so close to town but…”
“Quite rural? Yes. I have discovered I prefer the sound of the country over the rancorous din of the city. Society would think that statement quite heinous, I know. But I’ve also discovered I don’t really care what anyone thinks…” He steered the carriage adroitly to the bottom of the front steps.
She closed her eyes for a moment, listening to the horses’ breaths, the slight rattle of their tack and the creak of the carriage springs as Max alighted. Then a bird woke up as the sky lightened, and his song was liquid joy to her ears. “Six months ago, Max, I would have thought you—well, not heinous, but perhaps a little insane. Now? I find myself in total agreement.”
His hand, warm as toast, covered hers on her knee and brought her out of her reverie. She looked down, just able to make out his features in the growing dawn light. His expression was serious, intense, as he surveyed her features as if cataloging them. She moved, allowing him to lift her to the ground.
“Welcome to my home, Kitty.” He nodded at the stable lad who had appeared to walk the horses away. “Let’s have breakfast. We have things to talk about, you and I.”
Kitty found she rather liked the sound of that, so she tucked her arm in his and allowed him to lead her up the steps and into Mowbray House.
 
*~~*~~*
 
Max was pleased to note nary a flicker of an eyebrow on the part of his faithful butler as he opened the door to his master and their guest. “Good morning, sir. Madam.”
“Hello, Deery. Breakfast ready?” 
They passed over their coats and Max noticed Kitty blink when she heard his butler’s name. His lips quirked, but he let it pass.
“In the small drawing room, sir. The fire has been lit, so I believe you’ll find it comfortable.”
“Excellent.” He offered his arm to Kitty. “Shall we?”
“Indeed.” She smiled at Deery. “Thank you.”
“Miss,” he bowed, not a fold of his clothes out of place, or any movement that might indicate the strangeness of her visit or the unusual hour.
He certainly upheld the Seton-Mowbray tradition of unflappability.
He was also completely accurate, since the room into which Max led Kitty was quite snug in spite of the cold pre-dawn air outside.
She grinned at him. “Deery?”
He sighed. “Yes. Harcourt Milton Deery. And his name has been the source of more amusement than you can possibly imagine for as long as I can remember. The jests never end.”
“It could have been worse, I suppose.” She pursed her lips. “Sweetie? Or Precious?”
He shook his head. “Yes, those kinds of jests. And worse.”
“But he seems magnificently…butlerish…in spite of it…?”

“He is, and always has been, the best butler I’ve ever met. So regardless of his name, I shall not hear a word against him.”
“And you won’t. Not from me, anyway.” She glanced around her. “How lovely.” She smiled at the soft shades of yellow and green covering the walls and matched the carpet beneath her feet.
“My mother’s doing. This was one of her favorite rooms in the winter.”
“I can see why.” Kitty wandered to the arched windows and gazed out on the gardens, shadowed still as darkness lingered.
“Come, let’s eat before it gets cold.” Max walked to a small sideboard and lifted lids, sniffing and grabbing a rasher of bacon with a guilty grin.
“All right.” Kitty joined him and filled her plate, taking it to the table set not far from the fireplace. “You must enjoy rising each morning if this is how you break your fast.” She shook out a napkin and neatly placed it on her knees.
“Sometimes,” he answered, matching her movements.
They fell silent as food was consumed, the occasional snap and pop from the burning logs a counterpoint to the ring of cutlery on china.
Reaching for the small pot of homemade marmalade, Kitty broke the silence. “I recall your mentioning you had something you wished to discuss with me, sir.” She calmly buttered her toast and spread the golden stuff from edge to edge.
“So your memory is working…”
She shot him a curious glance as she bit into the toast.
“You forgot to call me Max,” he reminded her.
Mouth full, she merely rolled her eyes and chewed.
“However, I’ll forgive you this once.” He took a sip of tea. “Yes, Kitty. I do have a matter we must discuss.” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “It is a matter of family, and in the ordinary way of things, I would not even mention it.”
She dabbed her lips with her napkin. “In that case, I’m forced to ask why are you mentioning it? I know nothing of your family…Max. But if there’s anything I can do to help, well of course you need only to ask.”
He inclined his head. “A generous offer. But you mistake my point. It’s not my family, Kitty. It’s yours.”
She straightened in her chair and he couldn’t miss the lift of that determined chin. “Oh really?”
That was a dare if ever he heard one. Come on then, I dare you to say something terrible about my family. The words could have been written in fire across her forehead.
“Please understand I am speaking as someone who wishes only good things for your family. And for your sister in particular.”
One eyebrow lifted. “Max, forgive me if I appear slightly befuddled. You are not known as a man who wishes good things for anyone in particular. So why you should mention that in relation to my sister I have no idea.” She blinked. “By the way, which sister? I have two and one sister-in-law.”
He nodded. “You are correct. As a rule, I never interfere in anyone else’s business, and expect that philosophy to be returned by others not interfering in mine.”
“So what has changed?”
Max moved his empty plate to one side and placed both hands on the table, interlacing his fingers as he considered his next words. “I have come into possession of some information which directly relates to your sister Hecate.” He watched her closely.
Her expression didn’t change. “Well if it has to do with her unusual…her…her slightly out of the ordinary ability to—er—sense things, shall we say, then it’s not news at all. We all know that about her.”
Max blinked. “Oh? No, it’s not about that, but at some point I would like to hear more about it…”
She frowned and waved her hand, as if brushing his comment aside. “In that case, what is it that has brought us to this table today?”
“I…well, please understand that this information is direct from the source…”
“Oh for God’s sake, man. Spit it out before it chokes you to death, and I never find out what the hell you’re talking about.”
Biting his lip against a laugh at her blunt impatience, Max took a breath. “Dancey Miller-James plans on claiming your sister’s virginity and then leaving her to suffer the consequences of his actions.”
 
 
 



Chapter Three
 
For one of the few times in her life, Kitty felt her jaw drop as she lost the power of speech for a few moments. Then she shut her mouth with a snap and sucked air back into what felt like empty lungs. “What?”
“You heard me. Miller-James has developed a severe case of lust for Miss Hecate. But given her position in society and lack of fortune, she is, of course, not an eligible bride for him.”
“So he’s going to…to…what, rape her?” Kitty’s voice cracked a little as she breathed the question. “Hecate would never allow matters to go that far. He’d have to…” She closed her eyes. “Oh my God. Hecate.”
Max was silent, for which she was grateful. Her mind was spinning in a dozen different directions all at once and it took a few minutes for her to gather her thoughts into something resembling coherency.
She opened her eyes. “Are you sure about this?”
Max nodded, face expressionless. “Yes. I wouldn’t have told you otherwise. And to be quite honest, I had to think extensively about the situation before mentioning it at all.”
“I am glad you did. I cannot thank you for such a devastating revelation, but I am grateful you shared it.” She took another deep breath. “But what am I to do?” She bit her lip. “If I tell Hecate this…well, I don’t know how she’ll respond.”
She jumped at the touch of Max’s hand on hers across the table. “Firstly, you need to clear your mind. You know your sister.”
“As much as anyone can, I suppose.” Kitty shot him a glance. “Hecate isn’t…well, she’s different to the rest of us.”
“How? She’s a Ridlington…?” His voice tapered away at the end of his question.
“Yes, but she’s a gifted Ridlington.” Kitty wanted to move her hands, but found the warmth of Max’s palm against her skin to be most comforting.
“Can her gifts render her immune to Miller-James’s plan?”
Kitty shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. In spite of her…her talents, she is a young woman and he’s an attractive and eligible young man who has been paying court to her.” 
Max sat back, withdrawing his hand, and she felt the loss all over her body. 
“I cannot blame her for being interested in him. He is accepted everywhere, and she’s led a sheltered life.”
“Haven’t you all?”
His question gave her pause. “Well, I suppose so. But Hecate is the youngest, and even back at Ridlington Chase, she was always off in her own tower.”
“Tower?” Max tipped his head to one side. “Really? As in the princess in the tower?”
Kitty sighed. “I know it sounds silly. But in truth, it’s not far off.” She saw the questions in his eyes. “My sister has the uncanny ability to sense things, Max. She can sometimes sense things that are about to happen. I know…” she held up her hand to forestall the words she saw trembling on his lips, “it sounds completely absurd. But I have lost count of the times she made a strange statement or prediction, only to have it come true at some point in the future.”
“Some sort of second sight?”
“Yes, perhaps.” Kitty shrugged. “Whatever it is, the family is used to it and accepts it, and cares for her anyway.”
“I would expect nothing less.”
“Sadly our father was not of that opinion. He believed she was fit for nothing but the insane asylum. I barely remember her Mama, but I do recall a lovely Irish brogue, sweet songs in a language I couldn’t understand, and if I was unwell, I always felt better after she touched me.” She lifted her hand to her forehead as she remembered. “It’s funny.”
“What is?” asked Max softly.
“I had forgotten that about Mama Moira.” She withdrew her hand and looked at it, as if searching for some mark or sign.
A log fell in the fireplace, with a bang, a crack and a shower of sparks. Kitty jumped a little. “Goodness, I’m being quite silly.” She straightened in her chair. “Right then. Upon consideration, I think the best way to start is to steer Hecate away from Mr. Miller-James as much as possible. I will stay closer to her at any events we attend, and I’ll also ask Aunt Venetia to make sure that if I can’t accompany her, then she will.”
“Will that suffice, do you think?”
Kitty’s shoulders sagged a little. “I do hope so.” She looked at Max. “I would hate to have to be the one who shattered any dreams she may cherish and I will not have this situation degenerate into a scandal for her. Hecate is a good woman, who wants nothing more than for people to find happiness. Probably because she’s aware we Ridlingtons don’t have much luck in that department.”
“You will have to expand on that comment, Kitty. But perhaps we can talk in the carriage? The hour progresses…”
She glanced outside to see sunshine. “Oh my goodness. Yes, we must be off.”
“Still want to set tongues wagging? I can send you home with a footman, you know. Nobody need be aware of our morning rendezvous.”
She rose and gave him a look of disbelief. “You think I would back down?”
“Forgive me. I should have known better.”
Shaking out her skirts, she snorted. “You barely know me at all, so I shall let it pass. It’s unlikely you’re aware I never renege on anything.” Moving to the door, she glanced over her shoulder. “Well, come on then.”
She didn’t see his grin as he rose and followed her. 
“No I don’t know you well, stubborn chit. Yet. But I will.”
She didn’t hear that, either.
 
*~~*~~*
 
The drive back to town was accomplished in a companionable silence, which was acceptable to Max for several reasons. 
Mostly because it gave him time to collect his impressions of Kitty Ridlington; to consider their private breakfast and review the things he’d learned about her over tea and toast.
He guessed she was busy with her own thoughts, since her eyes wandered over the countryside and yet seemed more focussed inward than on the changing landscape through which they drove.
For himself, he let his mind absorb several facts about her. She was a great deal more intelligent than others of her status. The young women near her age, most of whom were already married, showed none of the intellectual capacity, wit or humour, that were an integral part of Kitty. She could hold a conversation, return jest for jest, and showed a ready grasp of concepts and ideas, to the point where she would voice her own opinions without hesitation.
He had to wonder if she had not been bored to tears during her London tenure.
He also admired that lift of her chin. It came in to play when she was making an assertion, defending some point of view, or in response to something she perceived as a challenge.
He admired her honesty in that there was no pretense or prevarication in her manner. She looked one straight in the eye without hesitation.
In short, Max realized she was indeed close to his ideal woman. Would he do well to wed her? The thought crossed his mind, as it had done several times in the past when he’d met someone slightly out of the ordinary run of things. Someone interesting enough to intrigue him.
Unfortunately, those experiences had not survived the hints he’d dropped about some of his personal preferences. A couple of ladies had frowned in confusion and moved away from his circle. Others had been shocked or perturbed at his veiled suggestions.
He wondered what Kitty’s response might be.
“Do you think anyone will be abroad?”
Her voice interrupted his thoughts at an inappropriate moment. He was just about to imagine her naked and lashed to his bedposts. “Abroad?”
She frowned. “Yes, Max. Abroad. As in riding up and down Hyde Park.”
“Oh.” He chastised himself. “Sorry, my mind was elsewhere.” He glanced at the sky. “I believe we shall be in luck and find at least a few carriages out.”
“Well that’s good.” She folded her hands. “One cannot create scandalous gossip if the only things to observe the event are pigeons.”
“Indeed.” He grinned. “I’ve also found that any time single gentlemen like to enjoy a good gallop early in the day, which is of course quite inappropriate, there will be more than a few ladies managing to accidentally be there observing the disgraceful behavior.”
“It sounds as if you speak from experience,” she flashed him a quick smile.
“Me?” He managed to sound shocked.
“Oh really, Max. Give over, do.”
“Well, all right then. I have been known to take the air at dawn in Rotten Row. Along with the grooms and jockeys. If the weather’s right, it’s a most appealing gallop.”
She sighed. “I’m not a good rider, so I’ll take your word for it.”
“You have no horse in London, I take it?”
Kitty shook her head. “No. We don’t really need a hack. And at Ridlington, we walked or used the gig.”
“I will mount you if you wish,” he said. Then wished he hadn’t, as the vision his words engendered sent a bolt of arousal directly to his groin. He shifted a little on the hard seat.
“That’s a generous offer, and I appreciate it. But I must refuse, not because it would be appallingly shocking, but because it would be a waste of a horse.” She laughed. “And we’re about to be shocking enough. Let’s start there.”
The chimneys of London were already in sight, and it wasn’t long before the road gave way to city lanes and the outskirts of the Metropolis.
“We’re almost there. Last chance to change our plans…”
“Max.” Kitty looked at him, lifting that chin again. “I’m not going to change my mind. If you’re having second thoughts, of course…”
He grinned at her. “Scandal is my middle name.”
She raised a disbelieving eyebrow.
“All right, it’s Frederick. But you understand what I mean.”
“Indeed.” She settled herself comfortably, tilted her bonnet to the precise angle that flattered her the most, and folded her hands in her lap. “Onward, Max. Onward into an excitingly scandalous adventure. 



Chapter Four
 
Several days later, Kitty had to ask herself if being the object of gossip was such a good thing after all.
“You could have been ruined, my dear.” 
Aunt Venetia wrung her hands yet again, making Kitty wonder if they might drop off any time soon, since she’d been wringing them constantly for what seemed like years.
“But I wasn’t, Aunt.” She sighed. “Do you wish me to leave?”
“Good God no.” Venetia blinked at her. “Have you any idea how many invitations we’ve received since…since…er…the event?”
“No,” answered Kitty. She hadn’t really paid much attention.
“An awful lot,” said Venetia. “More than I could have imagined. Yes, we’ve been accepted into the right circles, thanks to my windfall. But this, your appearance with Mr. Seton-Mowbray…well, that’s really brought us into the limelight.”
“So I’m not ruined?”
“Not yet, I don’t think. At the moment, you’re a figure of interest. Seton-Mowbray is known to be stand-offish with eligible young women. Many would be desirable matches for him, but he’s turned his nose up at so many seasons that most mothers have given up on him.”
“So now they believe he might be back in the marriage-mart?”
“Yes, I think you both may have raised a few hopes in that department.” Venetia shook her head. “We did have a similar conversation to this one, Kitty, if you recall. I must reiterate my opinion that he would indeed be an excellent match for you…,” her voice betrayed a slightly hopeful tone.
Kitty smiled. “Don’t get excited, Aunt. I shall never marry. I am quite decided that the life of a beloved Aunt to my brothers’ and sisters’ children will suit me well. You’ve set an excellent example in that regard. And I like the freedom to do as I please when I please.”
“But…” Violet’s eyes met Kitty’s, and the older woman just sighed. “Well, time will tell, I suppose.”
Kitty glanced at the grey skies outside the window. “Thank goodness the weather has been so awful. It has reduced the amount of immediate gossip, since so many of us have been stuck indoors.”
There was a tap on the door and Hecate popped her head around to peek inside. “Hallo. May I join you?”
“Of course, darling, do come in.” Aunt Venetia smiled warmly and patted the couch next to her ample bottom. “Sit here and tell me what your plans are for the day.”
“Hallo Hecate. You look lovely,” offered Kitty. Her eyes took in the delicate blue of her sister’s gown and the matching knot of flowers just beneath her breasts. “The flowers are the perfect touch.” 
“From an admirer, no doubt,” giggled Aunt Venetia as she turned to Kitty. “You keep our invitation tray filled, and Hecate keeps our vases busy. Such fun.”
Hecate sat on the couch, leaning into the corner with comfortable informality. “I merely mentioned I missed the spring flowers growing around Ridlington.” Her lips compressed into a wry moue. “That seemed to be all it took to guarantee a parade of blooms arriving on the doorstep.”
“A mark of the affection in which you are held, dear,” complimented her aunt.
“Or the silliness of the Ton,” added Kitty.
“I’ll accept your opinion, Kitty,” chuckled Hecate. “Some people really are quite silly.”
“Where are you off to today, sister? Plans for the evening?”
Hecate stretched her arms into the air above her head and breathed deeply. “Let me see. Today I have an appointment with Madame Margarethe in Bond Street, thanks to Aunt Venetia.”
“Don’t mention it,” answered her aunt. “It’s time for some lighter spring dresses.” She glanced outside. “Assuming spring ever arrives.”
“Well, the fittings will take a good portion of the afternoon. So Mrs. Windersham is bringing Susan and Alicia over to meet me. They have new gowns to be fitted as well, I believe. She has promised us all tea afterward. Then it’s back here.”
“How lovely.” Kitty approved wholeheartedly. Dress fittings and tea with the Windersham girls left no room whatsoever for any importunate gentlemen.
“How about this evening?” Aunt Venetia asked. “Do either of you have plans?”
“The DuClos masquerade,” they answered in tandem.
“You’re going?” Kitty leaned forward, surprised Hecate had plans to attend. “Isn’t it a little…er…fast for you?”
Hecate snickered. “It’s only fast if you keep company with people like Mr. Seton-Mowbray. I shall be with Heather and Margaret Basset, and their Mama, Lady Eugenia Basset.”
“Ah,” said Kitty, not reassured in the least. “Well, I shall be there as well, so perhaps we can keep each other company.”
“And will Mr. Seton-Mowbray be attending, dear?” Aunt Violet’s question was far too casual.
“I believe so, Aunt, but I shall be in the company of Lord and Lady Standish. Louise invited me to accompany them some time ago.”
“Hmm.” Aunt Venetia looked coy. “Well, a masquerade does allow for a little more flexibility, shall we say, in your social interactions. I’m sure he’ll have time for a dance or two with you.”
Kitty sighed and glanced at Hecate. “She won’t give up hope.”
Hecate grinned. “A woman of perspicacity. And you might do well to heed her words.”
“What?” Kitty’s eyes widened.
Her sister merely smiled.
“Sometimes, Hecate, I could just lean over and box your ears.” Kitty felt her teeth grinding together. “When you say things like that, it is really annoying—to the point of violence.”
“Keep that fire burning, Kitty. It’s what makes you strong and important.”
Kitty snorted. “To whom?”
“To all of us. Your family. You have inherited much of strength of our father.”
“Dear God, don’t even think that.” Kitty’s mouth dropped in horror. “I want nothing from that terrible man.”
“None of us do, dear,” soothed Hecate. “But we have some of him within us, just the same. You have strength, courage and a mind of your own. Quite different to Richard, and he’s your twin. So you must ask where those characteristics came from, if not the Baron?”
“Well this is all quite fascinating,” interjected Aunt Venetia. “But I’d much rather hear if you will be wearing costumes this evening?”
Kitty took a breath and let Hecate’s words settle in the back of her mind. She would explore them later, she knew, but not with Aunt Venetia looking hopefully at the two sisters. “A mask and my domino for me,” she answered. “The deep purple will match my gown if I decide to remove the cloak at any point.”
“I’m going to do that as well. I managed to borrow a lovely pale blue one from Lydia Revenhall. She decided that green was more her colour.” Hecate chuckled. “She’s quite wrong, of course. It will make her look sallow. But since Lord Foster’s son Archibald will be in attendance, she’s quite determined. It would seem his favorite colour is green, and thus…”
Venetia nodded her approval. “Her mama is looking out for her future, and the blue will suit you admirably, Hecate.” 
As the conversation drifted into talk of colours and fashions, Kitty allowed her mind a brief moment to wonder if Max had a favourite shade…
 
*~~*~~*
 
The swirling fog and occasional drizzle hadn’t dampened the spirits of those invited to the DuClos masquerade that evening. Max made the observation as his carriage pulled up into the line of carriages disgorging their occupants at the imposing front steps, becoming one of line that threatened to clog traffic all the way to Regent’s Park. 
After fifteen minutes, he took matters into his own hands, grabbed his mask and hopped out. “I’ll make my own way from here, Harris. You find a spot somewhere near the door, all right?”
“Yes, sir.” The driver gave his master a respectful nod and gratefully steered the horses out of the long line. Max knew he’d be more likely to find a place close to the steps and thus be able to depart with less fuss and bother. Always a goal of the Seton-Mowbrays. Max had toyed with having that phrase “no fuss and bother” translated into Latin and incorporated into some kind of family crest. But he wasn’t sure the College of Arms would look favorably upon it.
It was the matter of moments for Max’s firm stride to eat up the distance from his carriage to the grand portico and the impressive doors of Steenmere House, the current residence of the DuClos family. Comte Arnaud DuClos and his wife Natalia were welcoming their guests, standing amidst a profusion of exotic flowers. Their perfume was overwhelming, and Max barely managed to restrain a sneeze as he bowed over the hand of his hostess.
“Ah, Monsieur Seton-Mowbray.” Her voice was a sensual purr, her eyes glittering at him through a mask that must have held about a thousand small diamonds. “I trust you will enjoy the evening.” Her décolletage was barely decent, her breasts full and luxuriant, and he was treated to a revealing view as she breathed in deeply after her comment to him.
“Indeed, Madame. I’m sure I shall.” He smiled, allowing her to believe anything she wanted.
Her lips parted. “Très bientôt, mon ami.”
He moved on, knowing the line behind him was growing. And listening. As far as he was concerned, there would be no “very soon”, nor was he her friend. He had other prey this evening, and he wondered if she had arrived yet.
“Max, dear chap.”
The hail from behind him was not particularly welcome. He turned. “Evening, Dancey.”
“I haven’t seen much of you lately,” commented the younger man, moving alongside Max as he walked toward the ballroom.
“I’m sure we’ve both been busy.” It was a curt response, but the only one Max felt like making.
“Indeed.” Miller-James sounded hesitant. “Well then, I’ll be seeing you later, I’m sure.”
“Of such wishes are dreams made,” answered Max obscurely. He found his distaste almost palpable and wondered at himself as the other man left his side. Had he developed a conscience? Was he growing old? Shaking off the horrid notion, along with the urge to find a mirror and check for grey hairs, he found a spot at the side of the ballroom and surveyed the swirling throng. 
They were waltzing, and although the dance was still regarded as rather shocking by a few, it had been wholeheartedly embraced by the many. The brilliant mêlée of colors, costumes, gems and feathers was the result, moving like the surface of some fantastical lake buffeted by a strong wind.
Since identities were concealed by masks and costumes, Max had no idea who might be clasped in who’s arms, or what husband might be holding another woman far too close—right under his wife’s nose. Many men had opted for the safe anonymity of black—as had Max. The folds of his cloak and the mask hiding his features offered the chance to enjoy a dalliance with anyone of his choosing.
But there was only one woman his gaze sought amongst the crowd. And he knew, if she was present, he would be able to distinguish her from the throng.
He’d discovered there was something about Kitty Ridlington that lifted her above the rank and file of the Ton. He was eagerly anticipating the opportunity to find out what that something was.
Several women met his initial criteria…elegant style, good dancer, right height, right hair color…but none of them tweaked that single nerve in Max’s brain. The one that said quite clearly “her”. It would appear she either had not yet arrived, or was somewhere else in the building.
Somewhat disheartened, he was about to turn away from the view when his eye was attracted to a domino that seemed to be all colors of the rainbow. He craned his head for a better look—and that little annoying nerve tingled. It was Kitty.
Her hood and cloak were purple, but it was the sort of fabric that shone in many different shades depending on the light. Rather like the breast of a full grown pigeon—one that could go from green to blue to purple as it flew down to the ground and landed.
Unique amongst the vivid throng she was easy to follow, and his eyes did just that. From one group of people to another, she moved smoothly and without pause, her head moving now and again as if she too sought someone. Max was vain enough to hope it might be him.
But he made no move to attract her attention; he was content to observe at this point. 
The music changed to a more stately measure and he saw her accept the hand of a masked and bearded gentleman. Lord Standish, thought Max, recognising the pure white beard. A man of intelligence, widely regarded with favor by many in the government, and at least twice Kitty’s age.
He knew it was absurd, but he found himself heaving a sigh of relief anyway.
As he watched, he noticed Miss Hecate also engaged in the dance. His eyes narrowed as he searched for Dancey; odds were good that he was around somewhere, unless he’d foregone his previous intention of seducing her.
He cursed beneath his breath since he found he could not recall Dancey’s garb. Did he even look at the man? He didn’t think so. Now, of course, that was a damned nuisance because he could be anything from a pirate to a Harlequin to one of the many men in a simple mask and domino.
As the final measures of the dance concluded, Max gave up the task of seeking Dancey, and returned his attention to Kitty. She was now with a small group at one side of the ballroom, but her attention seemed to be on the guests rather than her companions. She frequently glanced around, tilted her head and surveyed the colourful throng.
Then her eyes found him. Max almost felt the impact as they settled on his face. She smiled a little, nodded, and then returned to her conversation. All quite casual and most proper.
And not what Max intended at all.
 
 
 



Chapter Five
 
 
The sight of the tall man in the black domino sent a bolt of awareness through Kitty that she had to work hard to conceal. She’d known he would attend, but a little part of her had hoped he wouldn’t. The reaction his presence caused was starting to become noticeable and she wasn’t quite sure what to do with it or how to respond to it.
The tiny nod of acknowledgement she’d received after intercepting his glance—it had been enough to make her suppress a shiver. It was part excitement and part something else she had yet to define.
But as he walked toward her, ignoring those around him, she was reminded of a prince or a conqueror making his way through an irrelevant throng. His focus was on her and she could feel it…a palpable brush of invisible fingers on her neck.
His bearing was autocratic, his expression unreadable, and she found herself eagerly awaiting his arrival, just to see what his first words would be. Something along the lines of “come with me to my castle” would seem appropriate. He was so…so…dominant.
Sadly, his greeting befitted a ballroom rather than a king’s chamber. “Good evening, Miss Ridlington. I trust you are enjoying the masquerade?” His bow was elegant and faultless.
She dropped a slight curtsey, allowing her lips to curve into what she hoped was a polite smile. “I am indeed, sir. A most colourful and delightful event.”
“Speaking of colourful…” he eyed her cloak. “Stolen from a peacock or two?”
She smiled. “Now why didn’t I think of that? A peacock feather mask would have been the perfect accessory.” She took the arm he offered and allowed him to walk her around the perimeter of the room. “You have an eye for fashion, Mr. Seton-Mowbray. I am impressed.”
“I have other things even more impressive, Miss Ridlington. I would enjoy showing you.”
She noted the wicked gleam in his eyes and answered it with a raised eyebrow. “I’m sure you would. But would I enjoy seeing them?”
He responded in kind. “I would very much hope so. Every gentleman cherishes the wish that ladies will respond positively to such an exhibition.”
Heads turned at the burst of laughter Kitty couldn’t restrain. “Max, you are quite outrageous,” she choked. “I ought to be shocked.”
“But you’re not. Which is why you’re on my arm and we’re about to head into a darkened passageway, thus encouraging even more gossip.”
Suiting words to deeds, he led her into a dimly lit corridor and walked them both to the end where he turned to open a door. 
Kitty gasped. “Oh my. How delightful.”
She was staring into a conservatory, lit only by the light of the moon as it made its way past the grime and mist clouding the glass dome. The plants around her were surprisingly lush, and she recognized ferns and a couple of small fruit trees, but most were shrouded in darkness. It smelled…green. And she said so. “This place—like being in a forest at night. It even smells right. Damp and leafy…” She touched a frond of something that draped gracefully over the path they strolled together.
“It’s quite a surprise, isn’t it? I had no idea it was here until a few years ago, before the DuClos moved in. I will admit to a fondness for it.”
She glanced at the pale patch of light that was his mouth and chin. His mask still concealed his eyes. “You’re rooted in the country, aren’t you? Your home…surrounded by land, not houses. And now this…” Unlinking her arm from his, she walked to a flowering shrub and gently touched a bloom.
“You have uncovered one of my secrets, Kitty. Now you must swear not to reveal it. Imagine how my reputation as an aloof and unattainable gentleman of fashion would suffer were it known I have a weakness for foliage.”
Kitty laughed again, this time listening as the sound echoed around the glass enclosure, to be muffled by the leaves. “It’s magic. Who could blame you for your weakness?” She wandered toward what seemed to be the center, knowing he followed.
“I have other weaknesses as well, you know.”
A tree trunk stayed her steps and she reached out to touch it. “As do we all, I’m sure.” She ran her hand over the bark. “A large trunk for a small space.”
“Yes. I have no idea what species it is, so don’t ask me.”
She turned to find him close. “I won’t, but I will confess to some curiosity in relation to your previous comment. The poised Mr. Seton-Mowbray confessing to his Achilles heel? One has to wonder…”
He came even closer, close enough that she could smell a touch of something masculine, maybe sandalwood, mixed with wool and a touch of leather. It was unique and utterly perfect for him.
He tugged off his mask and reached downward, capturing her hands and sliding his fingers to her wrists. He held them in place, his grip firm. “Are you sure you want to know my weakness, Kitty?” He freed one hand and slid her mask off as well.
She lifted her head, letting the hood of her domino fall behind her down her back. “Yes. I should very much like to know…”
“All right.” 
She stilled as his grip on her wrists tightened and she found her arms rising as he lifted them, higher and higher above her head until he could press them back against the rough bark of the tree.
She was trapped in his heat, held captive by a grip of iron. 
But she was not afraid. Quite the opposite. Her breath quickened as she felt his body touch hers and he leaned in to her. 
“This is one of my preferences, my dear. Holding you still. Controlling you. Making sure that whatever comes next is my decision, and knowing that you will submit to whatever I desire.”
“Submit, Max?” She whispered the words, since her throat was clogged by something hot and fiery that burned low in her body and was spreading rapidly from her toes to her eyebrows.
“Yes, Kitty. Submit. To me.” He cradled her cheek in his free hand, pressed himself completely against her, and kissed her.
Thoroughly, lazily, and with great skill.
 
 
*~~*~~*
 
The kiss was searing enough to ignite her slippers.
Kitty found herself all at sea when Max’s lips touched hers. To her surprise, flickers of something strange lit up her body, stirring, arousing, liquefying places deep inside. She was not inexperienced when it came to kissing, but this was far beyond her expectations of such a caress.
When he didn’t stop at her lips but plunged within, taking his time to learn her with his tongue and urge her to reciprocate, she was shocked to hear a low moan coming from her throat, a sound she could not have suppressed if her life depended on it.
The strength of him, holding her hands high and immobile, excited her; the hard planes of his chest squashing her breasts intrigued her. She took a breath, only to feel her nipples abrade against her bodice. As they hardened, she became excruciatingly aware of their sensitivity. 
As if he knew, Max released her cheek and slid his hand between them, finding a swollen nub through the silk of her gown.
The cry she uttered as he rolled and pinched it between his fingers was beyond her ability to control. He swallowed it, taking her breath away, continuing to kiss her until she was dizzy enough to sway in confusion. All the while his mouth was on hers, his fingers busy at her breast and his body moving slightly against her, his thigh inching between hers.
She discovered she would like that to happen and managed to part her legs for him, lost in the sensually erotic feelings Max had awoken.
His leg moved, sliding into the gap, lifting enough to trap her as he pressed hard against her body, and her most sensitive places.
Once again, she cried out, a muted gasp of need.
He released her lips. “That’s right, good girl.” He released her breast and bent down to whisk her skirts skyward. “Pleasure, Kitty. It’s all about pleasure.” His hand reached for her, and she was shocked to feel moisture, her own liquid fire, dampening the skin on her thighs as Max spread it with his fingers.
Her breath deserted her as those fingers found places—skin, folds of flesh—places that made her tremble when touched, especially in such a skillful and caressing way. 
She felt stretched as he still held her hands against the trunk; she could not move them even though she yearned to touch him in return. “I want…” she sighed out the words as his fingers began a rhythm that vibrated through her, bringing the onset of an odd and needy tension.
“I know exactly what you want,” he murmured. “And I will allow you to have it tonight. Our first night, Kitty.” He flicked at one spot between her legs and she jumped, shocked at the sensation, finding it exquisitely sensitive. It almost hurt. Almost, but not quite.
Her hips moved, an unconscious thrust toward his hand. “Max,” she breathed. “Dear God, Max…I can’t…”
“Yes you can, and you will,” he answered, his voice a command not a promise. “Trust me. And let go.”
She found herself fighting now, frantic to touch him, trying to loosen her arms from his hold. But the strength of his arms pressed her wrists and hands against the tree and imprisoned her.
His hand continued to move beneath her skirts, to abrade flesh that felt on fire, a wet and fiery inferno which permeated her entire body with shimmers of sensation. It grew and expanded, tightening her muscles, arching her spine and at last…at last it exploded, and Kitty cried out, a gasping sob of ecstasy. Her body contorted against him, spasms of savage and violent release ripping through her in waves, and finally leaving her limp, lungs heaving and her knees weak.
Gently, Max settled her, smoothing down her skirts, and slowly lowering her arms to her sides. Then he simply held her, letting the tree hold her upright as he tucked her head beneath his chin and ran his hand idly up and down her arm. “Breathe, Kitty. Just breathe.” 
She shivered and he gathered her close, warming her with his heat.
They stayed thus for several minutes, Kitty still stunned by what Max had done to her with a mere touch. Her brain wanted to examine every facet, but for some reason she could do nothing but rest against him, inhaling his scent and finding it deliciously comforting.
Then she blinked. “Max?”
“Mmm?”
“Something’s poking me.”
“Well, yes,” he said, humor in his tone. “That happens when a gentleman finds a woman most attractive…”
“No, not that,” she snorted, leaning back and looking at him. “On the back of my calf.” She blinked again. “Something sharp…”
Stepping back with a frown, Max pulled her away with him, only to see a large chunk of bark sticking out from the bottom of the trunk, along with others in the area. He bent down, putting his hand on the tree to steady himself.
Which, given the immediate creaking sound, was an unwise idea.
“Oh no,” Kitty stared. “Max, get back…” She grabbed his jacket and pulled him toward her.
As she did so, the sturdy little tree against which she had leaned while enjoying an amazingly erotic interlude, sighed, cracked, and finally fell down with a sad whispery thud.
“We killed it,” she said. “We killed a tree.”
“Only a little one, thank God,” Max blew out a breath. “If it had been any bigger, it might have taken out half the windows in here. That would not have been healthy for the plants or us.”
“Still…” She couldn’t drag her eyes away from the sight of the once upright tree, now prone on the tiled floor and surrounded by a mess of leaves and twigs.
“It paid the price for your pleasure, Kitty. A great gift.”
She gathered her wits. “Oh good Lord,” she sniffed. “Don’t be nonsensical, Max. It must have had some sort of rot around the roots.”
“I know a few people of whom I could say the same,” he answered.
She looked at him then, really looked at him, his lips curved into a wry smile, humor alight in his gaze. This was the man who had touched her so intimately, had given her pleasure like nothing she could have imagined, and yet here he was, so nonchalant, as if he’d just uttered a bon mot in front of a roomful of dowagers.
“You amaze me,” she murmured. 
“You must tell me why,” he grinned, taking her arm and putting it through his own. “In great detail, of course. Don’t leave out a thing.”
“We must go back,” she sighed.
“I know.” He walked her away from the deforestation. “But make no mistake, Kitty. This is a beginning, not an end. Not for us.”
She detected a note of iron in his tone and wondered at it. But the music grew in volume and the sounds of the world insinuated themselves back into her consciousness as they approached the ballroom. There was no chance for her to think, to consider her next words.
So she merely nodded. Once.
It was suddenly the most important thing in the world for her to believe in what he said.
 
 



Chapter Six
 
The masquerade had intensified during their absence, and Max barely managed to restrain a wince at the noise level which battered their eardrums as they returned.
It would seem the libations offered to the guests had begun to take effect, since the waltz that now played was being enjoyed with less than studied appreciation.
In fact, it bore all the markings of turning into a romp.
He felt Kitty’s hand tighten on his arm, and he glanced down at her. “Too much, do you think?”
She shot him a grateful glance. “A little, yes.” Her eyes returned to the dancers. “But I can’t see Hecate. I should find her and see if she’s ready to leave.”
“Who is with you this evening?”
“Me? I came with the Standishes. Hecate was with the Bassets.”
“Aha.” Max nodded to his left. “Well, I see Lady Bassett over there. Her propensity for large feathers can be most annoying, but at this moment I find myself somewhat grateful.”
He managed to get both himself and Kitty across the ballroom without incident, which was quite a feat of physical dexterity.
Kitty blinked as she shook her skirts. “Whew. I had no idea the waltz could be so energetic. My gown was stepped on at least three times.” She walked to Lady Basset. “Good evening, my Lady. I’m wondering if you might know where I would find Hecate?”
The older woman nodded, her massive feather making a few candles waver in the sconce a yard or so behind her. “She and Eugenia were dancing, dear. Most suitable partners, I might add.” Lady Bassett looked coy. “Their maid is ready to attend them and accompany them home when they’re finished here.”
Kitty looked at her. “You mean you’re going to leave early?”
“Well, dear,” she glanced slyly at Max. “Not all of us are lucky to have such a desirable dance partner…”
“Good evening, Lady Bassett.” 
He bowed over the older woman’s hand, making Kitty jump. She hadn’t realized he was so close behind her.
“Had I known you required a partner, I would of course have made sure to add my name to your dance card.”
“Oh, you silly boy,” replied Lady Bassett with an arch smirk. “Why all of London is talking about the…the…close friendship that has developed between you and Kitty here…”
Already rather emotionally ruffled, Kitty was not best prepared to deal with such an obvious innuendo. “My Lady, I have to say—you didn’t just jump to a conclusion, you cleared four hedges, a fence and a small brook to do so. Without a horse.”
Lady Bassett’s eyes flashed and suddenly there were more than a few guests gathered around. The scent of battle seemed to set curious noses twitching and attract those who would see blood spilled. Metaphorically speaking.
“Well.” Lady Bassett harrumphed. “Obviously it’s no secret then. You are engaged in an inappropriate…what can I call it?”
“Affair?” prompted Max.
“Don’t make it worse,” said Kitty through gritted teeth.
“How sordid.” The older woman drew herself up, feather a-tremble, with a distinct aroma of sherry emanating along with her words. “You should be ashamed to be in such company, Mr. Seton-Mowbray. And as for you, Miss Ridlington, I shall surely see to it that my gels no longer associate with the likes of you.” She turned to Max. “I suppose it is quite delightful for you to have a Ridlington as your mistress. At least she has a title. Of sorts.”
Kitty sucked in a breath, and Max could see the fury shimmering over her like a veil.
“You are way beyond yourself, Lady Bassett,” she spat. “Your opinions are of no matter, your manners appalling, and I doubt your gels as you call them will thank you for this display.” 
“Go on, my dear. Give it to her.” Max folded his arms with a grin.
“It doesn’t bother you?” She flashed him a quick look.
“Not at all. Why should it?”
“Very well.” She lifted that determined chin and stared at Lady Bassett. “Your daughters will doubtless find themselves some sort of acceptable husband. However, my choices in life are dictated by my desires, not my fortune. Should I become anyone’s mistress, it will be because I choose to do so, regardless of how such an act is viewed by the narrow minded and pompous chuckleheads you represent.”
Lady Bassett gasped, as did several of the onlookers. Who, Max noted, drew nearer so as not to miss a word.
He judged it was time to intervene.
“In fact, Lady Bassett, if I may be permitted to add my mite to this—er—conversation, Miss Ridlington has not yet decided whether to become my mistress.” He smiled as the most outrageous idea flashed into his brain.
Kitty was staring at him, her expression blank. Then she noticed his smile. And, to his utter amazement, she gave him the tiniest nod.
He took a leap of faith. “She will be making the decision shortly, based on the turn of a card.” He glanced around. “Gentlemen, if you would care to place a wager on the outcome, we will be in the card room within the hour.”
The music had stopped, and for a full five seconds, there was dead silence. Then the gentlemen faded away, their footsteps revealing the stampede to the card room, while the ladies fanned themselves and the soft chatter of shocked gossip began.
Kitty turned to Max. “The turn of a card?”
“You wanted to be the shocking Miss Ridlington, didn’t you?”
“Yes, but…” she swallowed, “I wasn’t expecting it quite so soon.”
He walked her away to the quietest corner he could find, aware that they were the cynosure of all eyes and that word of his statement was spreading throughout the masquerade. “Do you want me to scotch this, Kitty? I can do it, you know.”
There was that little lift of the chin again, amusing him. She met his gaze squarely. “I should say yes. I should run a mile and then jump into a carriage, drive to Scotland and spend the rest of my life raising sheep.” Her bodice rose and fell on her rapid breaths. “But since I have no idea how to raise sheep, I don’t like haggis and I couldn’t run a mile in these slippers, then all I can say is…I accept your wager.”
Somewhere deep inside Max’s brain a little voice cheered. “You will be my mistress?”
“You will give me pleasure?”
Aroused and secretly thrilled at her response, Max nodded. “More than you can imagine.”
“Then I have nothing to lose.” She glanced around. “The Ridlington name has one more blot on it. But it has survived much worse.” She blinked. “I really should find Hecate, Max.”
“After we’ve drawn our cards, we’ll find her and make plans from there.” 
To his surprise, this evening was turning out to be exciting, challenging and arousing. None of which he’d expected when donning his domino for yet another masquerade.
Miss Kitty Ridlington had proven to be a catalyst of sorts for him; from now on he was going to keep her closer than close. Soon he would introduce her to his world of pleasure.
Unless he lost the wager.
He snorted. That would not happen.
 
*~~*~~*
 
Excusing herself briefly, Kitty sought sanctuary in the ladies withdrawing-room. She needed a moment’s respite from the stares, glares and whispers behind the fans.
She’d desired this, she reminded herself. Now nobody would ever ignore her again.
But the full magnitude of her fall from grace became obvious when one or two women walked in, saw her, and left again. 
Did it hurt? She asked herself as she rinsed her hands in cool water and splashed a little on her face. 
Perhaps. 
But the young maid smiled as she offered dry cloths and Kitty allowed her to straighten the bow at the back of the gown. “There you are, Ma’am. Pretty as a picture.”
“Thank you.” Kitty smiled back. “Are you tired? You have to be here until everyone has left, don’t you?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” the girl curtseyed. “But it’s me job. So best not to complain.”
“Well done.” Kitty paused. She needed to do something to remind herself that real people cared not one whit about reputations, wagers, or mistresses. So she unclasped the small bracelet she wore. It was a trifle, lavender glass intertwined in metallic scrolls, and worth very little.
She held it out to the maid. “Here, take this. A souvenir of an evening when you helped a fallen woman.”
“Oh, Ma’am.” The girl stared at the jewelry, then up at Kitty. “Really? Fer me?”
“Really. For you.” She took the girl’s hand and put the bracelet in it. “I’m sure it will bring you good luck.”
With that, she left the room, only to walk smack into Aunt Venetia.
“There you are.” Her aunt grabbed her arm, and all but dragged her down a corridor away from the crowd. “What the devil game are you playing Kitty? Are you trying to disgrace us all?” Her eyes were filled with anger mixed with anxiety.
“Of course not, Aunt.” Kitty managed to slip a word in as Venetia took a breath.
“Well you’re doing so,” answered the older woman. “Have you thought about Hecate? She will be shunned, and there goes any chance of her making a good match. Not to mention my household. I shall become a pariah…”
Worried that tears might flow, Kitty took her aunt’s hand and patted it. “Hush now, Aunt. Firstly, I may lose the wager. Secondly, Max Seton-Mowbray isn’t just anyone, you know. Being with him…well, it does carry a certain cachet. Think how many people will come to visit now…knowing there’s a much better chance of running into the scandalous Miss Ridlington and her protector, Mr. Seton-Mowbray.”
That practical comment stilled Aunt Venetia’s obvious distress. “Hmm.” Then her lip trembled again. “But Kitty. To be his acknowledged mistress?”
“Dearest Aunt,” she replied. “I’m a Ridlington. Our family isn’t known for deep or long-lasting relationships. My father outlived three wives and apparently loathed all the children he fathered. None of us are looking for the perfect life, because we know damn well it’s not going to happen.” She paused. “Well, all right, Edmund, Simon and Letitia have been lucky.” 
Aunt Venetia remained silent, watching her niece.
“So I never expected to come to town and find a husband. I came looking for the excitement, the thrill of balls and masquerades, just like this one. I’ve met some charming people, and some not so charming ones. I’ve been proposed to once—”
Venetia gasped, but Kitty held up her hand to silence her.
“And I refused that offer, along with a couple more that were not so appropriate. I make my own decisions, Aunt. And I have found something most appealing in Mr. Seton-Mowbray. So I have decided to take this gamble, this wager, and let Fate have the final say as to whether I become his mistress or not. Either way, you will have achieved a certain notoriety which I am assured you will be able to use in the future. Because you are an extraordinary woman in many ways, one of which is in your brilliant manipulation of idiots like those.” She gestured at the ballroom.
Venetia sighed, then let a chuckle escape. “Do you know what your problem is, Kitty?”
“No, but I’m sure you’re about to rectify that situation.”
“You’re too bloody smart for the Ton.” She grinned. “I just hope Max Seton-Mowbray is bright enough to keep up with you.”
Kitty leaned in to hug her. “Oh he is, Aunt. Trust me when I tell you he’s quite amazing in so many ways.”
She couldn’t see the expression on her aunt’s face during their hug, but when Venetia heard her answer, a tiny little grin curved her lips. But all she said was “I’m so glad to hear it, dear. Very glad indeed.”
 
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
The card room was quite large, which was a good thing, since it appeared that every guest was attempting to cram themselves into it. They failed, of course, but there was more than a little fussing and fidgeting as those who did get inside made sure they could relay information to those who didn’t.
At last, Comte Arnaud DuClos raised his hand for silence. He had taken on the responsibility of acting as host for this scandalous incident, and was fully enjoying the entire episode. After all, he whispered to Max in an aside, he—Arnaud—was French, and therefore unshockable.
“Mesdames et messieurs,” he began. “Ladies and gentlemen. You are all aware of ze wager placed between Monsieur Max Seton-Mowbray and Mademoiselle Kitty of Ridlington.”
There were a few muted chuckles at the odd Frenchified turn of phrase.
“I shall now shuffle the card deck.” 
There were more hushed whispers as Arnaud suited words to action, under the eagle eye of several Lords, a Duke and a Margrave from somewhere in Europe Max couldn’t pronounce. The riffle of the cardboard was quite clear, even though the room was filled to the point of explosion with people trying to see what was happening.
It was, thought Max, quite a moment, and would probably be written up for several generations to come as one of the nights of the year.
“J’ai fini. Fait accompli.” He held the deck aloft. “You see, yes?”
Many voices agreed with yes’s and indeed’s and other confirmative phrases.
“Et maintenant…er, and now is ze moment.” Arnaud soldiered bravely on in an awkward mix of French and English. “Should Mademoiselle Kitty of Ridlington draw the high card, she is ze winner. Et si Monsieur Max draws ze…um…ze carte la plus élevée…”
“The highest card, Arnaud.” One of his friends loaned a verbal hand.
“Merci,” he laughed. “Yes. If Monsieur Max’s card is higher, then he will win.” He leaned over to his wife. “What do they win, encore?”
La Comtesse Natalia’s smile betrayed icy charm and a lot of teeth. “Mr. Seton-Mowbray, cheri.”
“Vraiment?” Unaware that his wife might cherish an interest in that direction, Arnaud simply lifted his eyebrows.
“Oui. Truly.”
Arnaud shrugged. “Quelle extraordinare, les anglais.”
It might indeed be extraordinary, but Max found himself wishing Arnaud’s grasp of English was better, and that he’d get on with the damn thing. Besides, the Comtesse’s expression was none too friendly, and getting worse by the minute.
There was no indication in Kitty’s expression if she was wishing that too, but he’d bet a hundred guineas she was at least thinking something very close.
“Right.” 
Finally. English.
“Mademoiselle. As ze lady involved, it should be you first. La première, oui?”
“Thank you,” smiled Kitty. 
Max watched as her hand—betraying not a tremor or a twitch—reached out and took the top card from the deck, concealing it as she did so, not revealing any emotions, nerves or excitement. She might have been selecting a sweetmeat from a pretty box.
He bowed with great elegance, sweeping one arm wide and locking the other behind his back. “After you, Miss Ridlington.”
She nodded, glanced at her card, smiled slightly, and held it high. “The nine of clubs.”
There was a ripple of excitement as word spread through the crowd and out into the ballroom. It was a good card, high, not as high as she probably would have liked, but a decent draw, nonetheless.
Damned if he was going to be outdone. He drew the next card in the same cool and collected way, neither frowning nor smiling, then moved to stand next to Kitty.
Now it was down to one card, the one Max held in his hand. He waited for silence and it fell quickly enough, coming with a noticeable lack of oxygen in the room as Max looked at his own card. He could have sworn the candles dimmed slightly.
He stepped forward and raised his hand. “The King of hearts.”
And the rafters rattled with the ensuing roar, which gave him the perfect opportunity to dispose of his backup card. All’s fair in love and war, as the saying went. Max had been determined not to lose this wager. He wanted Kitty Ridlington too much to take the risk.
 
*~~*~~*
 
“I should have known I would never win against you in anything to do with cards,” pouted Kitty as they walked together toward the foyer.
“That’s nonsense and you know it,” Max scolded. “Fate decided the course of events, not you or me.”
She snorted. “Well, that’s as maybe. So what do we do now? Or, more to the point, as your new mistress, what do I do now? Go back to Aunt Venetia’s and wait for you to procure me a house? I’d like something nice, you know. Several bedrooms, servants’ quarters, a good kitchen—that’s always important—and at least two parlors. Oh, and I’d like a small room I could use as an office. I shall need somewhere to keep my records and so on.”
He stood patiently, waiting until she reached the end of her list. “Are you finished?”
“I’m sure I can think of a few other things if you give me some time,” she answered.
“Yes, I’m sure you could.” He watched as a servant helped settle her cape over her domino. “No, you will not go back to your Aunt’s. That would be inviting half the busybodies in London onto her doorstep first thing tomorrow morning. She’ll have enough to deal with as it is.”
“Oh.” Chastened, Kitty nodded. He was quite right.
“You and I will return to my home for this evening. Tomorrow we shall discuss how this matter is to be best handled.” He accepted his own cloak and walked Kitty out into the cold air.
“You’re very dictatorial.” She glanced up at him. “Are you angry at the way this evening turned out?”
He shook his head. “Not at all. Quite the contrary, in fact. I’ve never actually won a formal, publicly-announced mistress before now. So I look upon this as a challenge. I have to set the standards for those who follow in our footsteps, you know.”
She smiled at his somber pronouncement. “A heavy burden, I have no doubt.”
“Indeed.” He frowned as he looked around. “Where the devil’s Harris got to?” 
“Your driver?”
“Yes. He should be here. A servant was notified we were leaving…”
They looked either way, but there was no sign of the Seton-Mowbray carriage at all. The road was lined with a variety of conveyances, but not one belonged to Max.
After a few moments, a breathless servant ran to the bottom of the steps. “I’m sorry, sir. Your carriage isn’t here. T’other lad says it was borrowed by a friend of yours.”
“Damn it all to hell,” cursed Max. “This is why I try not to have friends.”
“Never mind,” said Kitty, patting his arm. “It’s only a few miles walk. We can get to know each other on the way. Do you prefer tea or coffee in the mornings?” 
Her tone was light and social and Max stared at her. “You are quite close to a line I wouldn’t recommend crossing, dear Kitty.”
“A mere jest, dear Max.” She smiled up at him, an innocent gaze that she must have practiced quite a bit in front of her mirror.
“There will be retribution.” He couldn’t help but smile back. “I don’t need a few miles walk to know that you are incorrigible and in serious need of discipline.” 
“Really?” She challenged him with her tone.
“Oh yes. And it will be my pleasure to administer it.” He sighed in exasperation. “If I can ever find a bloody carriage to take us home.”
“Trouble, Max old lad?”
A new voice sounded behind them, and Max turned, recognizing the owner. “Sinjun Forrester, by God. I didn’t know you were here.”
“That’s the way I like it. Pop in to these things, catch the latest on dits then move on to the next one with tidbits to share. And I should thank you most specifically, because I’ll be dining out on yours for quite some time.”
Max said nothing, just let his glare speak for him.
“Quite,” grinned his friend. “Coming on to White’s?”
“Not this time. I’m searching for a carriage, since some ex-friend has absconded with mine.”
“Well there you are then. What a stroke of luck. You can take mine, since I’m going with the Marchmains.” He leaned toward Max. “I think Alicia might be changing her mind about me. You and Miss Ridlington here have done a lot to open some previously closed…er…minds, shall we say?”
Torn between distaste at that particular notion and gratitude for the loan of a carriage, Max merely grunted.
“Send my man back, won’t you? They’re good horses, but yours are better, I’ll be bound.” Sinjun’s wave was the epitome of style as he left behind another group that had walked curiously past the conversation.
Max turned to see Kitty in the shadows of a column. “Come on. Let’s get out of here. I’ve had more than I can stand of London Society this evening.”
Kitty sighed. “I think they may have had all they can stand of us, too.”
 
 
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
The Forrester carriage was well up to the task of transporting Max and Kitty out to Mowbray House. There were blankets, which Kitty appreciated since the night was cold and damp, and the springs were clearly of the best quality.
Max, it seemed, was brooding. He remained silent, gazing from the window at nothing in particular, irritating Kitty who was battling her own demons and would have appreciated the distraction of civil conversation. She wasn’t sure why she had done what she’d done. Nor why Max had done what he’d done. She was now the prime topic of conversation in a great many London salons, would most likely be all over the newspapers within hours, and for the rest of her life she’d be wearing the scandal as an accessory to whatever dress she chose.
What had she done? The enormity of their actions this evening crept up and tapped her on the shoulder. She didn’t like that one bit.
“A pleasant evening.” She turned to Max, determined to engage in conversation.
“Kitty, that was a fatuous and ridiculous statement.”
She persevered. “Max, you are an oaf.”
“What?”
“At least that got your attention.” She tried to make out his expression in the darkness of the carriage. “Here I am, your new mistress—who has never been a mistress before and is completely in the dark about her duties—and you’re sitting next to me in brooding silence.”
“I’m not brooding.” 
“Well if you’re not, you’re certainly giving a praiseworthy imitation of it.”
That produced a silence for a few moments. She wondered if he was brooding again.
“As my mistress, feel free to remain quiet whenever the urge takes you. One of the things I do not require is a stream of inconsequential babble.”
She sucked in an angry breath. “I never babble.”
“Then you have achieved success in the first rule of being a mistress.”
“You’re being quite unpleasant.” She sighed. “You are regretting this evening, I suppose.”
A smothered oath emanated from the shadowy presence beside her and suddenly she was seized in a grip of iron, her skirts pushed roughly upward and a cold hand thrust between her thighs. “I am not regretting this, Kitty.” He fondled her, his hands determined and powerful. “I am only regretting we’re not in my bedroom.”
She gasped as a finger slid its way into her sex. “Max…”
“Hush.” He pulled her closer and managed to undo her cloak with the one unoccupied hand. She bit back a cry of surprise as he tore her bodice as if it were tissue paper, baring her breasts to the icy air of the carriage.
She shivered, as much from what his finger was doing as from the bitter cold blast making her nipples tighten painfully.  Then his hot mouth found one and she was lost.
“Oh my God…” His tongue caressed and sucked and teased her tender nub, sending fiery bolts of lightning downward toward where his finger was probing, stroking, withdrawing and entering her again. Closing her eyes, Kitty made a conscious effort to let go of her tension, to relax into Max’s touch. She was his mistress now and he could use her as he wanted.
She hoped he would want a lot of this…
“This is how I want you, Kitty,” he breathed, his lips scant inches from her throbbing breast. “Bared for my eyes, writhing for my hands, my lips…my pleasure, and yours too.”
“Yes,” she moaned. “Oh yes.”
“You will be on fire tonight. I promise.” 
He withdrew from her, leaving her bereft and gasping for air. “Why did you stop?” 
“Because we’re almost there.”
She had to struggle to regain her balance, to recall that they were in a carriage on the way to Mowbray House. Just those few moments beneath Max’s sensual assault…and she had lost herself.
It should have been frightening, and would have been to a well-brought up and proper lady. Pulling her clothes into some semblance of order, Kitty shrugged at herself. Obviously she was none of those things, because she wasn’t frightened at all. She was intrigued, aroused and—yes—ready for more.
“I apologise for the dress. I will, of course, provide you with another at the earliest opportunity.” He didn’t sound sorry at all.
She sat up, straightening her spine against the squabs. “I would expect no less from my new protector. The finest silk, I assume?” She kept her voice light.
“If it stays cold, you might prefer flannel.” 
“You have a valid point. But I doubt flannel would rip quite so readily, even under your strong grasp.”
Max chuckled. “Well played, Kitty.” She felt rather than heard him turn his head toward her. “We’ll do, you know. We’ll do well together.”
“I hope so. But we’ve certainly come a long way from a mildly shocking breakfast to…this.”
“We have. But then again, are we run-of-the-mill people? The decorous and unwed Miss Ridlington? The permanent bachelor Mr. Seton-Mowbray? Should we have met at the library and exchanged books? Or perhaps taken a daring stroll around the Elgin Marbles without a maid in attendance?”
She shook her head. “No. No, you’re right. We are definitely not those people.”
“Well then, dear Kitty.” The carriage slowed. “I have no hesitation in welcoming you to Mowbray House as my mistress. You will have a room of your own next to mine, and my staff will see you settled comfortably. And within the hour I shall expect you to be naked and awaiting my summons.” He paused for an instant. “Pleasure awaits.”
She couldn’t answer him. Unformed words trembled on her lips, but she could not find her voice. Which was a good thing, since they had arrived and a servant was already opening the door. It would not have done for the man to have overheard his master’s guest whispering “yes, I’ll be naked. Take me, Max”.
No, that would not have done at all.
 
*~~*~~*
 
Mowbray House had always prided itself on its ability to welcome anyone at any time. The staff understood the family’s needs; those who did not…well, their tenure was brief.
Deery was already at the door awaiting their arrival, and there wasn’t one flutter of an eyelash when he discovered his master was not alone.
“Good evening sir, Miss Ridlington,” he said. “I trust your journey hasn’t chilled you overmuch. There is a fire going in the small salon…” He relieved her of her cloak.
Max noted the death grip she’d developed on the edges of her purple domino. It was probably the only thing concealing her ruined gown. The thought of those breasts increased the painful hardness of his cock beneath snug breeches. A change of topic was in order.
“Deery, my carriage was appropriated by somebody at the DuClos masquerade. Sinjun Forrester loaned me his. Can you make sure it’s returned? Feed the horses and the driver beforehand, of course…”
“Indeed, sir. I will make sure it’s taken care of.”
“And let me know if my carriage shows up, would you? I’d like to know who the devil thought it was all right to take a man’s carriage without letting him know.”
“Completely inappropriate, sir.”
Max nodded. “Well, since we’re on the topic of inappropriate, you should know that Miss Ridlington has done me the honor of accepting the position of my mistress.”
“Really, sir?”
The man was amazing. One raised eyebrow greeted a statement that would have sent most of the Ton into a twitching fit of astounded horror.
Max nodded. “Yes, really. Quite publicly, too.”
Deery turned to Kitty. “In that case, you are most welcome, Miss Ridlington. Please let myself or Mrs. Garnet, our housekeeper, know of your needs?”
He wanted to laugh as Kitty’s jaw nearly dropped. But she managed to keep it in place long enough to smile and murmur her thanks.
“Right then. Obviously Miss Ridlington has no luggage at the moment; we’ll take care of fetching her belongings tomorrow. She will have the Bluebell room, Deery. I think that will be best?”
“I shall have a fire lit in there immediately, sir.”
“Excellent. I think perhaps a few of m’sister’s night things will suffice for this evening.”
“As you wish. One of the maids will attend to it. Would you care for a nightcap while the staff sets matters to rights?”
Max glanced at Kitty, pale now, and probably more than a little on edge. Then he nodded. “I believe a brandy would work well for us both. It’s been a long and unusual day.”
“So it would seem, sir.” Deery’s eyebrow rose by a scant quarter of an inch. “I would venture to say that’s an understatement.” He nodded across the hall. “You’ll find your brandy and the fire ready for you, sir, Ma’am.”
“Come, Kitty. I need that drink.” Max put his hand beneath her elbow and led her across the dark and shining floor to the small salon, where they had breakfasted only a few days before.
Deery hadn’t lied—the fire was a cheerful blaze and Max sensed Kitty relax as the heat percolated their limbs.
“I’d offer to take your domino, but I know your gown has been sadly torn.” He grinned. “I won’t apologise. It was worth it.”
She lifted her chin. “Indeed it was.”
“Liked that, did you?”
She turned her gaze to the fire. “Should I lie, or evade, or pretend? I’m not that kind of person. Yes, I liked it. And although I would apologise for my bluntness to anyone else, I don’t believe such things are necessary between us.” She looked back at him. “Am I correct in my assumption?”
He neared the fire and stood beside her. “Yes. You are correct. In fact, you have said something upon which I insist. Absolute truth between us, Kitty. No lies. Ever. You belong to me now, for all intents and purposes. I will care for your well-being and your pleasure.”
“Thank you,” she said, confusion in her eyes. “I am not sure about how to go on as your mistress.”
“Don’t worry. I shall make sure you know. As you are my mistress, I am now your Master. Do you understand what that entails?”
She bit her lip. “We shall share a bed…”
“In time.” He smiled. Here was his challenge; to introduce her to his world. “We shall do all the things you’re probably thinking about. The only difference is that you will give yourself to me freely and without restraint. When we are alone, Kitty, you will follow my dictates.”
“You want me to obey you?”
“Yes. Without question. Can you trust me enough to do that?”
She looked at him, her gaze direct and intense. “I want to.”
“Good. That’s the first step.” He sighed. “I will earn your trust, I promise you. Being your Master means you are my possession, if you will. And my responsibility is to ensure your well-being, your safety, and yes, your pleasure, at all times. If you are unhappy or uncomfortable or afraid for any reason, I have failed.”
“I doubt that you fail much, Max,” she tried for levity. “It’s not in your character.”
“You’d be surprised,” he chuckled. “But with you? No. I won’t fail.”
“I will do my best to be a good mistress, Max. But you understand I’m unsure of how to accomplish that goal. With that in mind, I trust you to forgive the many mistakes I will doubtless make…”
He saw a tiny shiver cross her skin. “Sit.” He urged her into a chair by the fire. “I’ll bring you a brandy.”
“Shouldn’t I be doing that?” She turned her head as he walked across the room.
He poured the liquor and returned with two glasses, handing her one and taking the other with him to the opposite chair. “You’re my mistress, not my servant.”
“Ah.” She sipped and closed her eyes. “This is lovely.”
“Yes, it is.” He let the liquid burn its way down his throat. She was right. The fire, the gentle silence…it was lovely.
At that moment, Max knew he’d made the right move. It might be tumultuous as far as the world was concerned, but for him? It was simply right. He vowed to make sure it was right for Kitty as well. There was a kind of comfort to be drawn from her presence; something he’d not known with any other woman, except occasionally his sister. 
This was how he wanted his life to be. Full of warmth and quiet contentment, an excellent brandy, and a woman across the hearth who matched his desires in so many ways. Training her to match them all might take a lifetime….
And that was a thought Max could honestly say he’d never ever had before.
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
Kitty found herself with a stomach full of energetic butterflies.
The room she’d been given was beautiful, furnished with exquisite taste, and exactly what she would have expected to find in Mowbray House. There was a lovely pair of double doors leading to the corridor outside, and others leading to a large clothing cupboard, and possibly what might be another suite. She didn’t know.
The fact that she was sitting in the middle of such luxury didn’t mitigate the feel of her silk robe next to bare skin. Max had reminded her—no nightgown. She was to await his summons with no clothes at all.
It was all well and good for the master of the house to issue such dictates, but he clearly had no idea of how many times a maid might pop her head around the door to see if she had everything she needed. He would have to be informed that such a dictate was going to be almost impossible to obey.
But until that moment, all she could do was sit, stare at the fire, and try to quell those butterflies, who had gone from a quadrille, to a cotillion to a fast-paced, triple-time waltz.
Tonight would be her first true experience with sex. Lovemaking. Complete naked intimacy with a man.
The thought was somewhat frightening. 
She knew the basics, of course. But in spite of her limited history with sensuality, the magnitude of the sensations Max had elicited in the conservatory had shocked her beyond belief. She’d daringly experimented when alone, and found some degree of pleasure as a result of her own touch. But again, compared to Max? A mere ripple on a quiet pond.
He had taken her to the middle of a raging river and turned her loose to be battered from rock to shore and back again.
And that was when she was fully dressed, in someone else’s conservatory. Here? Alone in his chamber? The butterflies commenced a violent Spanish fandango, which she recognized from a performance she’d seen at the theatre not long ago.
She could leave, of course. Just stand, dress, and write a note to Max. Although she had not known him for long, she believed he would let her go with a nod. He was not holding her hostage, or keeping her in this room under duress. That was not his style.
No, she was here of her own free will. And a stupid wager, but there was no undoing it.
Her mind wound around her situation like a plume of smoke seeking the sky. He’d said “submit” at some point…she recalled it clearly. Submit to him, to his desires. Could she do that?
She didn’t know—didn’t have enough idea of what such a thing meant. 
Being a reasonably clear thinker, Kitty then asked herself a question. What do I know?
She admitted she had enjoyed Max’s kisses. When it came to that, he was extraordinarily talented as far as she was concerned.
She also knew, surprising though it was, that she’d liked being held captive with her arms above her head. She hadn’t felt helpless; she’d felt…wanted.
And she admitted to herself that when he’d lifted her skirts the thrill of his touch on her most intimate places had aroused every female nerve in her body to screaming point.
So if that was submitting to his desires? Yes. She would happily do it again and again.
A light tap on the second door to her chamber made her jump, and she crossed the soft carpet to stand in front of it. “Yes?”
“Open the door, Kitty.”
It was Max. She quickly did as he asked. “I didn’t know our rooms connected.” 
He walked past her, wearing a deep green wool robe over his nightshirt. She noticed his feet were bare. “This was my mother’s room many years ago. She liked knowing my father was close enough to call if she needed him.”
“She was unwell?” 
“In her later years, yes.” He glanced around, then back to her. “Your robe. Did I not say you were to be naked?”
“You did.” She found herself lifting her chin. “However, you forgot that as a woman, I am tended to far more frequently by maids than you, as a gentleman, would know. Therefore, I felt that maintaining some kind of respectability within your house was appropriate.” She took a deep breath, knowing that what she was about to do was outside of anything she’d ever imagined.
“But,” she looked down and found the tie at the waist of her robe. “I compromised.”
She slowly undid the tie, opened the garment and then let it fall from her shoulders to the ground. “I hope this is satisfactory?”
 
*~~*~~*
 
He managed to restrain a groan, but it was a close thing. She stood there, in partial shadows, all curves and skin and soft womanly perfume, bared to his gaze. He could have looked at her for hours; in fact, he might do just that at some point in their relationship.
But for now, it was the beginning and he needed to guide her as she took the first steps along the path to pleasure.
“It is acceptable, and I appreciate your telling me of the maids. You are correct…I did not realize women merited such frequent attentions.” His eyes roamed her body, lingering at the dark nest of curls at the apex of her thighs. “You are very lovely, Kitty. I shall enjoy touching you.”
“I…” 
He reached out and lay a finger over her lips, closing them. “From now on, I shall tell you when to speak. Do you understand?”
A brief moment of confusion crossed her face, but then she nodded.
“Good.” He allowed himself the lightest caress of her breast, noting her tiny shiver with approval. Then he reached for her hand. “Come with me.”
Silently, she obeyed, letting him lead her through the doorway and into his suite. It was massive, as befitted the master of the house, and the bed dominated the room. Dark wood posts soared to a canopy that was rumored to have been embroidered for Charles II. 
Right then, Max couldn’t have cared if it had been embroidered by Charles II. His full attention was on Kitty as her eyes took in the lush magnificence of the chamber.
“Lie on the bed, Kitty. Put your head here.” He indicated a small silk pillow he’d positioned after pulling back the heavy quilt and blankets.
She flashed him a puzzled glance, since it would put her head toward the foot of the bed, but she did as she was bid, an acceptance that was an arousal in and of itself. 
“And hold on to this.” He tugged a silk cord from beneath the covers. It was tied around one bedpost and a large tassel marked one end. “Do not let go of this until I give you permission, Kitty. Do you understand? You are to hold this, with both hands, all the time.”
He was hard, of course. He couldn’t have looked at Kitty’s nude body without eliciting the characteristic male response. But he knew pure pleasure came from more than just physical satisfaction. And he was thrilled to realize that Kitty was arousing more than his cock. She was stimulating and arousing his mind, especially when she lifted her arms to grab the cord. Her breasts rose, tempting globes tipped with hard rosy peaks.
Oh the things he wanted to do to her—and with her.  He had to summon all the patience he possessed; she was a lush invitation to sex, lying on his bed, her curious gaze fixed on him. Ignoring the questions he knew lay behind that look, he moved to a small table near the head of the bed and retrieved the items he’d placed there earlier.
“I am going to blindfold you, Kitty.” He returned to her side and showed her a black cravat. “You’ll find it an interesting experience, I think…”
Her mouth opened, and she drew a breath…but then she looked at him and closed it again.
He smiled. “You are doing very well. You may ask a question. One question.”
“Why, Max?”
Leave it to her to get directly to the point. He smiled. “Because you will enjoy it, and it will give me great pleasure.”
She thought about that for a moment, then met his gaze once more—and nodded.
His cock damn near jumped off his groin.
Struggling for control, Max was pleased to note his hands didn’t shake as he tied the cravat around Kitty’s head. She lifted it so that he could make sure the knot was snug and comfortable, and then lay back, unmoving as she acquainted herself with this new situation.
She was doing everything he could have hoped for and more.
Gently he leaned over her and licked one taut nipple.
She jumped, letting a tiny squeak escape from her throat as she gasped.
“As you see, Kitty, I shall be touching you as I please, using your body as I please, and arousing us both. You will have to listen, to feel, to use your other senses at this time. It’s a game of sorts, I suppose, but it is also in my control. You are now mine. Completely mine. You will do as I say, and you will remain silent, as before.”
She nodded, a brief movement, but one that reassured him she understood.
He slipped out of his robe, not daring to remove his nightshirt. Not yet. He knew she’d feel the bed dip as he clambered onto it, positioning himself at her feet. 
He touched them, resting his palms on her ankles, gently rubbing them, massaging her feet, slipping his hands up her calves and then back down again.
It wasn’t hard to tell she was enjoying this touch; her muscles were relaxing as he caressed her.
He smiled.
Then he grasped her ankles firmly—and pulled them as wide apart as he could. 
Before she could cry out, he leaned over and thrust his face into her tender flesh—and growled.
 
 



Chapter Ten
 
The vibrations of a man growling into one’s most sacred and private areas were enough to shock an ordinary woman into permanent hysteria.
Fortunately, Kitty was possessed of more than ordinary resilience, and managed to avoid fainting, screaming or leaping from the bed—any of which actions might have been forgiven the aforementioned ordinary woman.
Instead she shivered and shuddered, and then forced herself to breathe, to truly feel every tiny little tingle and twitch caused by Max’s mouth and the sound he made against her body. It was as if his voice was lighting a pile of kindling within her lower belly, a fire that caught in an instant and started to spread its warmth outward to her toes and fingertips. She wanted to scream with it, to release that damned cord, rip off her blindfold and watch him, to see his head between her legs and know it was a real man with a real tongue who lapped his way around her sensitive skin.
She’d enjoyed his fingers playing there. She had no idea how magnificent she would find his tongue.
He moved a little, sliding his arms beneath her thighs. She felt the cotton of his nightgown like an abrasion against the silky skin, and wished he’d take it off so she could feel the warmth of his bare arms against her. Then, to her surprise, he lifted her, forcing her legs to bend and her knees to rest on his shoulders. She was so widely splayed for his pleasure, that she realized it was only the blindfold that stopped her from trying to conceal herself.
She couldn’t see what was happening, only feel it. Those feelings were so seductive, so sensual and pleasurable, that she forgot about modesty or anything resembling appropriate behavior.
“Let your body take over, Kitty,” he commanded. “Obey your own desires.”
His breath fanned the flames, drifting over hot, wet flesh. She struggled to understand what he meant, but after a moment she realized her hips wanted to move. To thrust upward, to seek his mouth, his tongue, and urge him to do more of what he was already doing so well.
“Good girl.” His praise thrilled her and helped her relax even more. 
She was open to Max, both physically and emotionally, an encouraging word making her joyous, and eager for more. She let her back arch, her hips shifting, moving slightly in response to his tongue. She loved the sensation of being held so firmly; Max’s hands held her thighs tight, and she clung to the cord as if it was a lifeline holding her down on the bed.
One fierce thrust of her tongue and she moaned, a growing sense of urgency tightening her limbs.
“Not yet.” 
Max withdrew his head and it was all she could do not to cry out at the loss.
“You will come when I allow it, Kitty.” He let her legs fall from his shoulders. “Not before.”
A frustrated fury built up inside her. “Damn you,” she hissed, her body quaking in need. Silence fell, and she realized what she had done.
“Release the cord.” It was an order, calm and expressionless.
She did as he told her, wondering if she’d angered him.
“You spoke. I had forbidden that, of course, and you knew it.” He removed the blindfold.
Blinking, Kitty nodded, not sure if she should risk any more speech at this point.
“Such transgressions must be punished,” he said. “But since this is our first night, the punishment will be mild, and take into account the fact that you did obey my other orders.”
He sat on the side of the bed. “Come here and lie over my lap please. Your stomach on my thighs.”
She frowned, unsure of his instructions.
“Here, Kitty.” He patted his lap. “I wish you to lie over my legs, face down. Now.” 
She looked at his face. He betrayed no expression, but his cheeks were a little flushed and his eyelids heavy as his gaze wandered over her naked body. It was reassuring to know she might well have affected him a little. Her body was quivering with desire, so it was only fair that he felt something as well.
Lifting her chin, she turned onto her knees and inched toward him, finally reaching a point where she could lie over him. It wasn’t terribly comfortable, but once she got her belly onto him and let her breasts rest on the bed, she managed to lie still.
“That’s better.” He stroked her for a few minutes, from thigh to shoulder, pushing her hair aside to bare her spine. “You please me, Kitty. Your body, your responses—I am most pleased with you and the way you have behaved so far. Except for your one transgression, which we shall now address.”
The thought of pleasing him made her smile. Until she felt a quick draft, followed by a loud, hard smack on the curve of one buttock.
She managed to hide her squawk in the mattress, but her eyes welled up at the sting. Dammit, that hurt.
 
*~~*~~*
 
The bloom from his hand rising on her white skin was one of the most beautiful things he’d ever imagined seeing.
Her backside was perfectly proportioned; round, firm and symmetrical, with a scant smattering of freckles at the base of her spine. She must enjoy walking, he mused, since the muscles of her upper thighs were well defined and testified to the length of her stride.
He cupped her, knowing she’d be feeling heat in the reddened area, and then stroked the surface with a gentle touch. He followed that with another smack on the other cheek, hearing her gasp and muffle her sounds as best she could.
He smiled. She was learning, learning to obey him and follow his commands. 
Two more smacks and he judged her ready, since she was squirming and writhing on his lap, although whether she knew it was questionable.
Once again he stroked and caressed, but this time he slid his hand between her thighs and moistened his fingers in her slick juices. The path they made on the blushing skin of her arse shone in the candlelight, and she sucked in air—he knew the wetness would leave a cold trail behind it.
He repeated the action again, damp fingers trailing moisture over her red and white silk, noting her thighs part a little to allow his hand access.
With the other hand he reached down beside his leg to find her breasts. She sensed his intent immediately, and used her forearms to raise herself a little, allowing him access to her nipples which were hard buds. Her moan as he pinched one was incredibly arousing, and the shiver of sensation over her skin told a story in itself.
She was learning rapidly, finding her way along the path of erotic awareness and eager for each new step. Max was not immune to all this. Bringing her pleasure and guiding her into his world was not an exercise in education. It was a journey for them both.
He kept her arousal simmering, his fingers playing with her wet folds and her buttocks at the same time his other hand teased her nipples. He noted her various movements; some muscles tensed and others relaxed. He wanted to learn about Kitty and her responses every bit as much as he believed she wanted to learn about pleasure from him. He might prefer to dominate in bed, but that didn’t mean he ignored the wants and needs of his woman. On the contrary. He’d always felt that he paid more attention than ever.
And so many conversations with talkative gentlemen at his club reassured him that this was indeed the case. Sometimes he felt sorry for those women. But at this particular moment his entire attention was focused on the woman sighing beneath his touch.
She was hot, her swollen folds fiery, her liquids heating his fingertips. Her breasts were full, nipples hard to the touch and every stroke, every caress brought a response throughout her body.
She was near, almost ready for him to claim her.
“Kitty,” he said.
She did not respond, only sighed again.
“Kitty, my sweet.” He withdrew his hands, her moan enough of a compliment. “’Tis time to move.”
She heard him, and slowly pushed herself off his knees, sliding a little to one side. 
“Lie down now, Kitty. On your back, please.”
She glanced at him, face flushed, eyes unfocussed, lips soft and plumped where her teeth had nipped them closed against her cries.
“You are so beautiful,” he whispered, following her down as she collapsed onto the bed. “So beautiful. And mine.”
She opened her mouth, then remembered. And nodded.
“It’s all right, Kitty. You may speak freely now. I give you permission.” He moved over her, nudging her legs apart to make room for his hips, waiting for her to say something.
As if their positions finally dawned on her, she shifted her thighs even more, welcoming him. Her arms lifted to him as she licked those rosy lips. “Take me, Max. Please. Finish me.”
“I will,” he vowed. “I promise.”
With those words, Max pushed, the head of his cock seeking Kitty’s heat with unerring accuracy. She was slick, boiling silk, her inner muscles already pulsating a little around him as he sought entrance. The check to his progress reminded him of her virginity; something of which he’d been very much aware. The extended play, the spanking, the caressing—all had been designed to bring her to this point. She was softened, aroused, and ready to accept a man into her body.
The very first man.
It was an honour that Max took very seriously. “Hold me tight, Kitty. I must penetrate your fire and it may burn both of us.”
“I don’t care,” she whispered. “I want to feel you inside me.”
One last thrust and he was through, greeted like an old friend, caressed and gripped by Kitty’s inner walls in a welcoming handshake that seemed made just for him.
“Oh Max,” she murmured. “How…how amazing this is.” Her eyes opened and she stared at him, their faces so close, their bodies linked by a new bond between them.
“Kitty,” he groaned. “I must move.”
“Then move, Max. Although I may not be able to survive such exquisite sensations…” Her chin lifted, but this time in response to physical passion as her neck arched backward forcing her head into the pillow.
He withdrew and thrust once more, trying to be careful and not bring any more pain. Obeying an instinct, he let his fingers find her and tease that little bud, slicking moisture around and over it, gently urging her to the edge.
But moments after he touched her, her legs slid over his thighs and locked around his back—he was lost. Already so close, it took only a few more thrusts and he was there, exploding inside her, groaning aloud as he lost himself, body and soul, in Kitty Ridlington.
To his amazement, this woman, this ex-virgin and neophyte submissive, answered his climax with one of her own, muscles rigid, face contorted, and finally releasing a sharp cry as the spasms shattered her and through her to Max. He held her, his cock still hard enough to feel every twitch and clutching ripple of her body as she rode out the pinnacle of her orgasm.
As it faded, and she slowly relaxed around him, Max watched her face, seeing the tension dissolve and a warm lassitude descend over her. Limp, sated and with a weak smile, she lifted a hand to cradle his cheek. For a long moment, she said nothing, just devoured his face with her eyes.
“Thank you, Max. Thank you for teaching me so much,” she whispered with a smile.
At that moment, a realization dawned for Max Seton-Mowbray, eligible bachelor, leading light of Society, and aloof, dignified gentleman.
He had finally found the right woman.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
There was noise. 
Quite a bit of noise, and it was enough to wake Kitty from a sound sleep to find the room still dark, lit only by the glowing embers of the fire. 
Someone was knocking on the door of Max’s chamber, and she had no idea if she should go and see who it was, or wake Max, or slip away to her own room. He took the decision out of her hands by waking, sitting up, rubbing his head hard, then getting out of bed to grab his robe. 
“Stay there,” he ordered. 
Blinking, Kitty said nothing, since he was already half way across the room. But she too left the warmth of their bed, feeling a bit sore and sticky but otherwise none the worse for wear. She wrapped her robe around her bare shoulders and tied it snugly against the chill air.
In the stillness of the early morning, she could hear Deery’s voice. “Asking for Miss Ridlington, sir. Most insistent he was. An Indian gentleman. Says his name is Dal or something…”
Kitty’s ears pricked up immediately and she hurried to Max’s side. “Did you say Dal, Deery? And an Indian gentleman?”
Deery blinked, but ever the good butler, merely nodded. “Yes, Miss. Asking for you, he is.”
She put her hand on Max’s arm. “He’s a good friend of Hecate’s, Max. Almost like a bodyguard, if you will. If he’s here asking for me, something’s wrong.”
Max gave a brief nod then turned back to Deery. “Make him comfortable and tell him we will be with him in a few moments.”
“Of course, sir.” Deery bowed and hurried off.
“I will be no more than five minutes, I promise.” Kitty rushed to her door. “I don’t know…I’m sorry…”
“Stop.” He held up a hand. “Dress. Let’s find out what’s going on before anything else.”
She nodded. He was right. “Five minutes. No more.”
In fact, it took her less than four, but she had to find her shoes and that took a few moments. Fortunately, the gowns the maids had brought last night were mostly simple day dresses, and one woolen one had only a few fastenings in front of the bodice.
She was into her chemise and the gown in no time, her stockings pulled up hastily, and her hair secured with two pins. It wouldn’t do for morning, but for this middle-of-the-night whatever it was…
Hurrying out into the main corridor, she found a woman in a woolen night robe coming toward her. 
“Oh Miss Ridlington, I’m the housekeeper. Mr. Deery wakened me.  Is there an emergency? Is it Mr. Max?”
“No, not Mr. Max,” answered Kitty, a little stunned at being addressed so politely, given her situation and the fact they’d never met. “I believe it may have something to do with my sister. I am just going downstairs to find out.”
“I’ll dress and join you as soon as possible.”
Leaving her to return to her room, Kitty managed to find the main stairs and made her way down thanks to the few candles still lighting the treads.
Max was just taking the last step.
“Max, wait for me…” She hurried down and followed him across the hall to the library.
Deery stood outside. “The gentleman is in here, sir. I could not offer him tea without rousing the kitchen staff, and although they’ll be up soon…”
“No, Deery, you did the right thing. Let’s see what’s happening first, shall we?”
Unable to restrain herself, Kitty rushed in to the library. “I’m Kitty Ridlington. Are you Mr. Dal, Hecate’s friend?”
The tall man standing by the fire turned and nodded. He wore deep blue, a long tailored garment that fit well and came high up beneath his neatly trimmed black beard. On his head was a turban with a small gold clip. 
“Indeed I am, Miss Ridlington.” He bowed. “And I apologise for my intrusion into this house where I am not known. But Miss Hecate is in great need.”
“Where is she? What happened?”
Max came to her side. “Tell us, man. It must be serious for you to come here at this hour.”
“It is, sir.” Dal faced them both. “There has been an accident. A carriage accident. Miss Hecate…”
“Oh God,” breathed Kitty, clutching Max’s arm. “No, please no…”
“She is alive, Miss Kitty, but barely.” He swallowed then. “The gentleman she was with. He did not survive. Neither did the driver of the carriage.”
“Where was this?” Max barked the question.
“Not too far from here,” Dal nodded his head. “A few miles north. I—I came across the wreckage. I was too late to stop it…” His voice shook.
“Dal, she is alive? Where is she?” Kitty’s voice shook a little as well.
Dal drew himself together, visibly straightening. “She is in a small cottage maybe two miles further north from here. An elderly couple were awoken by the sound of the crash even though it was more than a mile from their house. The horses…I rode one here. The other…”
Kitty found tears were falling over her cheeks. “Dal, we must bring Kitty here. How badly is she hurt?” She spun to Max. “Can we do that? Please? I know it’s an imposition but…”
“Hush. Stop. Of course we can.” Max freed himself from her grip. “I shall make sure it’s all taken care of.”
He walked quickly to the door where Deery waited.
Kitty turned back to Dal. “It was a bad crash then?”
“Yes, Ma’am. Very bad. Miss Hecate must have had her God’s hands wrapped around her to have escaped with her life. She was thrown, you see.”
Kitty gulped, trying not to imagine fragile Hecate flying from a tumbling carriage. “Who was she with, Dal? Do you know the gentleman’s name?”
Dal nodded. “I believe so, Ma’am.”
Max returned at that moment. “My coach will be ready in ten minutes. You and I, Dal, will go and fetch Miss Hecate, while you, Kitty,” he flashed her a quick look, “will help Mrs. Timmins and the staff get a room prepared for her. I have already asked Deery to rouse a footman and send him post haste to the nearest physician.”
“Thank you, Max.” She leaned against him for a brief moment. “Thank you so much.”
“Now, Mr. Dal,” said Max. “I’d like the answer to Miss Kitty’s question, if you please. Who was the gentleman with Miss Hecate?”
“I am simply Dal, sir. No other appellation is necessary.” He stared at Max with an unblinking gaze. “The unfortunate deceased gentleman was Mr. Dancey Miller-James.”
 
*~~*~~*
 
Max’s heart was thundering as the coach rattled up a bumpy lane twice as fast as it should have.
The dark man beside him was silent, one hand steadying himself on the side of the carriage, but other than that—no sign of emotion at all.
“How did you find her, Dal?”
At Max’s question, Dal turned slightly toward him. “I felt that there would be trouble for her this night.”
“Er…you felt?”
Light flashed briefly off the gold pin in the turban as Dal nodded. “It must seem strange, sir. But if you know Miss Hecate well…”
“I do not, unfortunately. We have met a time or two, but that’s about it.”
“I see.” The other man looked past Max and out of the window. It was still dark, but there were hints of a brightening now and again, between the hills. “It is not easy to explain, sir. Miss Hecate—she has a gift. There are times when she can see things that others cannot. When she knows things that others do not.” He took a breath. “She has been a friend to my sister and her daughter…they await the return of their father, a soldier with your Wellington. Miss Hecate has spent time teaching all of us better English, especially my dear niece Rihya. In the course of their friendship, I grew to know Miss Hecate and to respect her greatly. Her kindness is boundless, her spirit shines. Her gift is a natural part of her goodness, and something that in my country we would welcome as very special.”
“But here in England…”
“Yes, sir. Here in England, were she to allow her gift to become known, she would be reviled by most.”
Max sighed. “I cannot say I understand, Dal, but from what I’ve heard of her father, Baron Ridlington, she most certainly was reviled by him. A sad thing.”
“It is sad, sir. I am sorry I cannot explain better, but there are some matters that are of the spirit and defy mere words. All I can tell you is that when I met her at my sister’s earlier today, she was most excited about this evening, and seeing Mr. Miller-James. But I saw a shadow in her eyes, and I asked her to tell me what was wrong. She simply told me this evening had a dark feel to it. Then said I should not worry.”
“A dark feel?” Max tried to follow the man’s words, but it didn’t seem to make sense.
“Yes, sir. Those were her words. After she left, my sister and I spoke and she urged me to watch out for Miss Hecate tonight. So I did. I saw her arrive at this party, and I waited near the carriages. Then I saw her leave with Mr. Miller-James from a side door. They went to a fine carriage and spoke to the driver. There were words I could not hear, but the driver did not seem to want to take them. But finally he agreed, and they drove away. I had arranged for a horse, so I followed, but not knowing the roads I fell too far behind.” He bowed his head. “I shall never forgive myself.”
“I can’t begin to imagine,” said Max quietly. 
“The driver had passed quickly, I believe. A rock.” He choked back a sob. “The horses…it was a mess. One was down, its front legs gone, the other still harnessed to the wreckage. The sound of those cries…I shall hear it forever in my nightmares. Mr. Miller-James had been crushed by the coach and breathed his last as I bent to him. I was helpless, sir, terribly helpless.”
“Any man would have been the same, Dal.” 
“I knew Miss Hecate must be somewhere and I called her name. I heard nothing but the wounded horse, so I stood and something made me look toward the woods along the side of the road. There was a fence, but it was broken and a little way off I saw…I saw…” He pulled himself together as best he could. “I saw her hair. So gold. Glowing in the darkness.” He heaved a breath. “I ran to her. She was bloody…a cut on her forehead bleeding a little, but smiled when she saw me. Her leg…sir, her leg was…it is badly broken. I picked her up as gently as I could, but I know the leg must have been agony for her and yet she made no complaint. The farmer managed to free the other horse and I mounted with her in my arms. It must have been so painful. She fainted within moments…which must have been for the best given the damage to her body.”
“We shall repair it, Dal.” Small comfort, but all Max could say. And he meant those words with every fibre in his body.
“The old gentleman from the farm had come out to see what was happening. He had a pistol. The horse…it had to be done.” Dal shook his head. “Terrible. Just terrible. A beautiful chestnut…” He clasped his hands together tightly. “The silence afterward. It was almost unbearable.”
Max knew a sudden chill had rippled over his body at Dal’s words. “Dal, the carriage they took. Can you describe it?”
Dal glanced at him. “Why yes. It was dark green, with a simple design on the door. It looked new, and the horses were what you might call a matched set. Chestnut brown. You may not have seen it at your door when I arrived. A boy came to take it to your stable for me.”
“Dear God,” Max fell backward. “That was my carriage.” He gulped. “Harris. Oh my God. Harris.” Stunned, he stared at Dal, unable to put two thoughts together as the magnitude of the disaster and this new—intensely personal—twist percolated through his brain. “There is no way on this good earth Harris would have overturned my carriage. The man’s been with me for decades, and I trust him with my life. This is not right, Dal, not right at all.”
Lowering his head, Dal pressed his palms together. “My heart aches for your losses, sir. A tragedy indeed.”
“And one that will not go unnoticed.” Anger grew in Max’s mind, steeling him, clearing his thoughts. “I will find out what happened.” A thought occurred to him. “How did you know to come to Mowbray House? Or that Kitty would be with me?”
“I did not,” said Dal. “Miss Hecate did.”
“That is—that makes no sense.” Max frowned. “She could not have known we’d be coming to Mowbray.”
“When I found her, and began to care for her, she tugged on my shoulder. I neared her face and she whispered your name. ‘Max,’ she said to me. ‘Mowbray House. Find Kitty.’” He
looked at Max. “That was how it was every now and again with Miss Hecate. She would know things, sir. Without being told or even before they happened. It was—is part of her gift. And I trusted in that gift. So I came to you.”
The coach was drawing to a halt in front of a little cottage where lights burned and the front door immediately opened. 
“This is it?” asked Max.
“Yes, sir. This is where I carried her. She is inside.”
“Then let’s get her and take her home.”
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
Kitty came out of the small parlor, closing the door behind her with care. 
Max stood there, waiting. “Well? How is she?”
Kitty took his arm and motioned him away into the hall. “Sssh. She’s still sleeping.”
He led her into the library and sat her down in one of his large leather chairs. “You need tea or brandy or something. You’re too pale.”
She shook her head at him. “I’m all right. I’ll have some tea later. And if I’m pale, it’s nowhere near as white as Hecate.” She shivered then, a whole body shiver that nearly rattled her teeth.
“Damn,” muttered Max, grabbing a thick blanket that lay folded on one arm of the large sofa. “You’re either cold or in shock. Most likely both. I’m going to ring for tea right now. And you will drink it, do you understand? That’s an order.”
Too shaken to argue, Kitty nodded as Max walked to the bell and summoned Deery.
“What did the doctor say?” Max returned to her side.
“He said…” she tried to gather her thoughts. “He said it was a very bad break, and it was a good thing she did not wake. He set what bones he could, and he believes she will heal in time. But he did say she will most likely limp for the rest of her life.” Tears stung the back of her eyes. “She is so alive, Max. So bright. To see her like this, so very still…I don’t believe she’s sleeping. I think she is unconscious. The doctor wouldn’t say yea or nay, but tried to reassure me that whatever the cause, sleep is the best thing for her right now.”
“And he’s correct.” Max knelt down beside the chair, taking Kitty’s hand in his. “She has suffered grievous injuries, Kitty. Her body is, right now—even as we speak, starting the process of healing itself. We have to let it, let her wake when her body is ready, much as you’d like to tell her how glad you are she’s still alive, it will have to wait until she’s ready to hear it.”
His words sank into her brain, the calm assurances making sense at last.
She nodded. “You’re right, of course.”
“Ah, here’s the tea.” Max rose at a knock, and as the door opened, he took a tray from Derry. “Thank you. Just what we need.”
“Is there anything else we can do, sir?” Derry looked concerned. “We are all praying for the young lady, of course. Should we ready a room, do you think?”
“No,” Kitty stood. “If we could send a message to Aunt Venetia and ask her to come here, I think that would be the best idea.” She rubbed her forehead for a moment. “Let me think…”
Max glanced at Deery. “Arrange for the message, Deery. Miss Ridlington will write a note after she’s had a cup of tea.”
“Very good, sir.” Deery bowed himself out.
Kitty poured tea, adding milk without consciously realizing it. She drank, and the hot liquid served to wake her from a confused and fogbound state that nearly rivaled her sister’s. “Oh that’s better.” She took a breath. “Thank you, Max. This is all quite far from what you imagined might happen when you won yourself a mistress, isn’t it?”
A mobile eyebrow flew up. “My dear Kitty, if you think either of those topics is connected in any way in my mind, you will get a far more impressive spanking than the one you received last night. You won’t be able to sit down for a week.”
She blinked. “I apologize. That was not meant to be insulting.”
“Good. But understand this. Not one iota of this morning’s events would have been different had you not been here.”
She lowered her gaze, realizing what she had implied. “I think I already knew that, Max. But I would appreciate your forgiveness for my poorly expressed thanks on behalf of my family and Hecate. Those, I might add, would also be as grateful and sincere were I not a guest here at Mowbray House.”
Max neared her, took her tea and put it on the table. Then he held out his arms—and she walked straight into them with a sob. 
Embarrassed, but too overwrought to do anything else, Kitty allowed herself the liberty of several minutes of weeping over Max’s waistcoat. After which she accepted the proffered handkerchief, wiped her eyes, blew her nose and retrieved her tea. “Thank you.” She sipped. “All better now.”
He smiled. “You sound like a child with a skinned knee who’s been given a biscuit to make it better.”
“Sometimes a hug works just as well. Not to mention a handkerchief.”
He nodded. “Right then. Now that we’re thinking clearly, perhaps we should plan a little further than your Aunt Venetia. I will ready my travelling carriage. It hasn’t been used for a while, so it’ll be a couple of hours…I’m going to presume Hecate would be best served if at home in Ridlington?”
“I think so,” said Kitty, thinking it over. “It’s a long journey, of course, but if she remains in this healing sleep, perhaps it’s best undertaken now, where she’ll avoid experiencing the pain of having that leg jostled.” Another thought crept into her mind. “Where’s Dal?”
“Having breakfast with Mrs. Timmins. They seem to have taken quite a shine to each other. Last conversation I caught was Dal talking to her about the fruits of India.”
“Goodness,” chuckled Kitty. “I would love to have eavesdropped on that one.”
Max raised a hand and stroked her cheek. “There’s that smile. Keep wearing it today if you can, Kitty. Let us take it an hour at a time…” He drew close, his eyes on her lips.
Deery knocked at that moment, seconds before Kitty would have leapt at Max and kissed him quite thoroughly. She didn’t know whether to be pleased or angry, but it was a relief to hear the butler confirm that a boy was ready to take a message to Lady Allington.
As they spoke, both Deery and Max glanced into the hall at the sound of a very loud knocking on the front door.
“Oh no, what now?” Kitty despaired. “It’s barely noon…”
“Finish your tea, we’ll take care of it.” Max smiled at her and followed Deery from the room.
 
*~~*~~*
 
Max himself opened the door, having sent Deery off to see about the travelling carriage.
A tall, imposing man stood there, with two more men flanking him. The sun was behind them and thus all three were pretty much dark silhouettes for the first few moments.
“Max Seton-Mowbray?”
“Yes?”
A fist came flying out of nowhere and smashed solidly into Max’s chin, knocking him off balance and making him stagger. The second man, blond and slightly more slender, followed up the first punch with one of his own, a fierce right hook to the chest, robbing Max of his breath. He crumpled to the floor, and caught a glimpse of the third man.
“Jesus Christ, James. What the fuck is this?” Max wiped a little blood from his lip and checked his teeth, judging that staying on the floor was a wise idea. He looked up. Good God. One of them, the blond one, was damn vicar.
“I’d kick you, but I’m rather fond of these boots and don’t want to dirty ‘em.” James FitzArden looked at him with a measure of distaste.
“What the devil…” Kitty burst from the parlor. “Max? Max are you hurt?” She ran to him, and leaned down.
“I’m not sure. I think this band of renegades may be dangerous, Kitty. Stay behind me. Summon Deery.” He cradled his jaw. “God, summon the 10th Hussars.”
She sighed, taking in the sight of three very familiar faces. “Max, this is my brother Edmund, my brother Simon and I think you know my brother-in-law, James FitzArden.” She helped him stand. “My family.”
Edmund’s eyes were fire beneath fierce brows that could probably sear kindling from ten feet. “I’m not pleased to meet you, you cad. We heard of last night’s antics. My sister’s ruination lies here at your door, so we’re going to take her away, while we see if we can undo the damage you’ve done.”
Max curled his lip, trying not to wince as the move actually hurt quite a bit. “I assume you’re anticipating a nunnery for her, Baron…” He flashed a glare at Simon. “You should be ashamed of yourself, Vicar. Striking a man like that in his own front hall.” He rubbed his chest. “Admittedly a powerful punch, for one of your calling, but I suppose the Lord admires brute strength as well as compassion.”
“I’m not the one who should be ashamed, Seton-Mowbray, and you’ll find little compassion from us.” The eyebrows weren’t as impressive, but the eyes were cold nonetheless. “The shame is all on your shoulders for what you’ve done to an innocent young girl.”
“Oh for God’s sake.” Kitty strode forward and put her hands on her hips. “That’s quite enough from all of you.” She let her scornful gaze encompass all three of them. “Whatever you heard—it was my doing, do you understand? I’m not a young girl, I make my own choices, and they’re none of your business. And right now, with Hecate lying at death’s door in the salon, still alive only by the grace of God and Max Seton-Mowbray, you all need to stop acting like prize arses.”
Edmund froze. “Hecate? What’s the matter with Hecate?”
Simon came to his side. “Kitty. What happened? Where is she?”
“An accident?” Hurriedly, Sir James FitzArden joined his friends, concern written all over his face.
“Come and see Hecate first, then we’ll discuss all this,” said Kitty with finality. “And don’t think any of you will slip away without my wrath. If I wasn’t so worried right at this moment, I would verbally flay the lot of you and feed the leavings to the rats.” She spun on her heel and stomped down the hall to the door behind which Hecate rested.
She stopped them with a hand on Edmund’s chest, since he was closest. “Her injuries, several broken bones in her left leg…have been set by a doctor. Max’s own physician, who was summoned early this morning. At the moment, and in fact ever since they brought her here, she’s been asleep. Or unconscious. Either way, I doubt she will wake for you.”
With that warning, she opened the door and stepped to one side, letting her family pass by her and into the room to Hecate’s bedside. 
Max dabbed at his lip with a handkerchief, and ignored the ache around the side of his chin. He waited outside the door with Kitty. “Best they see for themselves, I think.” He glanced at the three men who stood in varying attitudes of shock around the couch where Hecate lay unmoving.
She sighed and lifted a hand to touch his chin. “I’m so sorry, Max. After everything you’ve done today, I would not have had this happen for the world.”
“Hush,” he shook his head. “I am impressed with the speed that news of London events can travel, assuming your brothers came up from Ridlington. And they’re family, Kitty. We should not have expected them to ignore what happened between us last night.”
She nodded. “It seems so long ago, at the moment. I’d almost forgotten.”
“I can understand that.” He grinned, then winced. “Ow. Anyway, I haven’t forgotten. Believe me. And it will be my pleasure to remind you when the dust settles from all this upheaval.” He looked down at her. “Kitty, this terrible event could not have been anticipated. I will not hold you to any agreement between us right now. Hecate is your sister. You must do what is best for you, for her and for your family. If that means leaving and returning to Ridlington with them, I shall do all I can to make the journey a smooth one.” He touched her then, a brief stroke of her shoulder. “This is a decision I cannot make for you. It’s a matter of great import, and I trust you to do what is right.”
Edmund returned to them. “Is there somewhere we can talk, Mr. Seton-Mowbray?”
“I think, since I’m suffering the effects of one of the best and most punishing rights I’ve seen in many years, you might as well call me Max.” He turned away. “Follow me. There should be brandy, and I’m quite sure that would hit the spot right now.”
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
Kitty sat to one side in the library where the men had gathered. The day already seemed about a year long, and she had to remind herself that sooner or later everyone had to eat something. 
Had she been at Ridlington, or even at Aunt Venetia’s, she would have ordered food, but here she was uncertain of her status. Certainly she’d been welcomed by the staff, but a scandalous mistress had no place acting like the real mistress of the house.
Aunt Venetia had been informed, of course. She would wait for further news, since there was nothing she could do this morning. Nobody knew that the Ridlington contingent would show up in force, but now they had…well, Edmund might take over.
So she sat quietly and listened as the men discussed the matter, going over what had happened and how Hecate had been brought to Mowbray House.
“And no idea how it all occurred?” Simon addressed the question to Max.
“Not at this point, no. I’ve sent men to retrieve what’s left of the carriage. I’m deeply troubled, since Harris was a trusted driver for many years, and the carriage almost new.”
“And the man with Hecate?” Edmund’s voice was harsh. “Who was he?”
Max glanced at Kitty. “Dancey Miller-James.”
She sucked in a breath, which Simon heard. “Kitty, you know this man?”
“Everyone does, Simon. He’s a well-to-do member of the Ton, invited everywhere…in fact, I think he’s related to the Bishop that Tabby knows.”
Simon snapped his fingers. “That’s why the name sounded familiar.”
“There’s something else,” she said. “A few days ago—or it might have been weeks, since time seems irrelevant right now—Max warned me about him.”
Three heads turned to Max.
Who nodded. “I had heard Miller-James’s attentions toward Miss Hecate were less than honourable. I did my best to convey this to Kitty. In fact, it’s how we met on a more personal level than a dance at a ball.”
“Your source was reliable?” James asked.
Max sighed. “It was from the man himself. And no, he was not a gentleman.” He looked at the three of them. “I will not speak ill of the dead, Baron, sirs. So I ask that you keep this information private. It reflects poorly on a man whose death will, I’m sure, be a blow to his family. I would that we show a modicum of respect.”
“Of course,” said Edmund. “Well put.”
“I have my moments.”
“We’ve heard,” said Simon dryly.
“So.” Kitty judged it time to make herself heard. “What are your thoughts, Edmund? Should Hecate be taken back to Ridlington? Can the household care for her? I know baby Hugh is growing apace, but he’s still little. Tabby can’t move into the Chase, of course. And James, you and Letitia are travelling up and down from London right now.” She blinked. “Where is Letitia, by the way?”
“At Ridlington right now. She decided to stay there for a few days while I came up to town. Edmund and Simon joined me last night and the plan was for us all to travel back together tomorrow. Just some business details to finalize regarding the parish of Ridlington.” He grinned. “Simon is now officially vicar of a real, documented parish. And Edmund has the official duty to assign the living to whomever he chooses. It’s all settled.”
Simon glanced at Max. “Our father never bothered to formalize anything worth a damn. We’re trying to close the holes he left in the Ridlington estate.”
“Good luck to you all on that. Bureaucracy is one of the appalling sins that can turn a sane man into a madman.”  
“Hear, hear,” approved Edmund, raising his glass.
“Well, congratulations, Simon,” smiled Kitty, giving her brother a hug. “And that does explain how you all arrived on the doorstep full of righteous indignation so damned soon.” She raised a hand as Edmund opened his mouth. “Hecate first, remember?”
He nodded. “Hecate first. I believe we should take her home to Ridlington. What say you?” He looked around.
“It makes the most sense,” said Simon. “She’s clearly had the best of care here…” his glance at Max was grateful, “and travelling now, while she is still too ill to notice much, might be best. I’d as soon see her awaken in her room at Ridlington, and thus begin her healing.”
“Logical,” said James. “Your physician, Edmund. He’s reliable?”
“Very,” replied Edmund. “And the staff—well, they’re good with gunshot wounds. That’s for certain.”
Max raised an eyebrow. “You must live an interesting life in the country. Or you’re all quite clumsy with your weapons, which I doubt.”
“Everyone adores Hecate.” Simon’s statement caught their attention. “There’s not a family within ten miles she’s not touched with her charm or her unique gifts. Once word of her accident gets out, Ridlington will be under siege. Everyone will want to help.” He looked at his brother. “If Elsie Dwyer brings any of her apple pies, you let me know.”
“Then the decision is made,” concluded Max. “James, do you have a travelling carriage in town?”
“No,” James shook his head. “It’s at FitzArden Hall. I didn’t need it for this trip.”
“Then I’ll offer mine as transport. It’s already being prepared, since we had no idea where she might need to go from here.”
“I daresay Aunt Venetia might like to go with her,” mused Kitty. “She was saying only the other day she’d like to see Ridlington and baby Hugh.”
“An excellent notion, Kitty, let her know?” nodded Edmund.
The conversation was interrupted by a knock at the door.
“Come in,” called Max.
Deery appeared. “Mr. Dal is here, sir. He tells me you asked to see him as soon as he returned?”
“Ah, yes indeed. Have him come in, Deery.” He looked at the others. “I asked him to mastermind the collection of the damaged carriage. I will be interested to hear what he has to say.”
Dal walked in, still—to Kitty’s amazement—looking calm and collected. The man must have been awake for at least twenty-four hours by now, and yet there was not a sign to show he was exhausted.
“Sirs,” he bowed to the room. “At Mr. Seton-Mowbray’s command, I have brought the wrecked vehicle back here.” He turned to Max. “While I am by no means qualified to make definite statements on such things, I would like permission to relate my findings, if that is appropriate?”
“Indeed it is,” said Max. “These gentlemen are Miss Hecate’s family.”
Dal glanced at Edmund. “She speaks fondly of you all. There is much love amongst you, which strengthens her quite often.”
“Um, well then.” Edmund’s cheeks coloured. 
“What did you find, Dal?” Max stepped in to cover Edmund’s embarrassment. Kitty wanted to hug him and made a mental note to do so at a more appropriate moment. 
“I found many pieces, sir. The carriage had hit a large rocky bank and much had shattered or splintered.” He took a breath. “As I mentioned, I am not an expert. But I do know the difference between a shattered spoke and sawn through spoke.”
Silence fell for a few moments, while the impact of this statement registered in the minds of those in the room.
Max was first to find his voice. “Are you saying one of the spokes on the wheels of my carriage was deliberately sawn through?”
“Good lord,” said Edmund, rising to his feet. “What on earth…”
“Yes, sir.” Dal gave Max a brief nodded assent. “I did indeed find the remnants of the wheels. And the spokes were severely damaged. But two retained obvious markings. They had been sawn almost through. Whether more had been similarly affected, I could not say. I can only assume that when the carriage hit a particularly rough piece of road, and at speed, they broke and thus caused the crash.”
“You have them here?” Simon stepped forward, shock on his face.
“I do, sir.”
Simon looked at Max. “I’d like to see them, if that’s all right?”
“As would we all,” added James.
Max turned to Dal. “Would you be so kind as to take the Baron and the others to see the damage, Dal? I will have chance to go over everything at my leisure, but they will be leaving shortly.”
“Of course, sir.” The tall man turned, his turban pristine white, his long robe still almost creaseless. “If you will follow me, gentlemen…” 
Kitty turned to Max as the others left, her heart thundering. “Max,” she gulped. “Is someone trying to kill you?”
 
*~~*~~*
 
“I would be surprised to find that were the case.”
She watched Max’s face as he thought about her question. He was giving it due consideration, she guessed, because it was a logical assumption from what they’d been told.
“I’m quite sure I’ve made a few enemies throughout my life, but to the best of my recollection, I don’t owe anyone money, I’ve never rendered anyone penniless, nor have I killed anyone.”
“Seduced any prominent wives lately?” Kitty managed a grin.
“I don’t seduce wives, Kitty. They try to seduce me.”
“God, you’re arrogant.”
He inclined his head in agreement. “Only if you view honesty as arrogance.”
“In some things, yes. In others, no. But that’s neither here nor there at the moment,” she waved the philosophical discussion aside. “So you can’t think of anyone who might be out to do you harm?”
He slowly shrugged. “Not a soul.”
“Any staff difficulties here? Or at any of your other properties?”
He blinked, and took a moment to think about that possibility. “Not that I’m aware of. I have many servants that have been with the family for years, and I’m sure if there had been trouble, I’d have been informed immediately. We Seton-Mowbrays value good service and we’re not shy about making that known.”
“Definitely arrogant,” she muttered.
“I heard that.” He glanced at her. “I don’t have a lot of properties, actually. Besides Mowbray House, there’s a small estate just outside Southampton, that I visit in the summer sometimes. Then there’s Seton’s Folly for the hunting, and the family burden—Oakhall Manor. M’sister likes the place, but it’s always seemed more of a mausoleum to me.”
“Sister? That would be the lady whose clothes I’ve been borrowing?”
“Yes, Grace. She doesn’t care for town life. Prefers the quiet of the country. Oakhall is on the south coast, so she has the forests and the ocean near, which seems to make her happy. In the winter she moves closer to London. There’s a small hunting box she inherited, about twenty miles or so from here.”
Kitty was about to pursue her questioning, when the gentlemen returned.
Edmund’s face was dark with anger. “He’s right. Dal is accurate when he says the spokes were sawn—at least two, maybe more. Just enough, I would guess a good bump would do it.” His eyes met Max’s. “Someone’s trying to kill you, sir. And they’ve damn near killed my sister instead.”
Kitty saw Max’s nostrils flare, and quickly put her hand on his arm as she turned to her brother. “Hecate should not have been in that carriage, Edmund. It was borrowed—if you can call using someone else’s carriage without their permission borrowing—by Miller-James. If anyone should be lying on that couch, it should be me instead of Hecate. And Max would be…” She couldn’t say it, but the word dead hung in the air like a shadow. “And we don’t know yet that Max was definitely the target. Coaches look similar in the dark, don’t they?”
Simon sighed. “You have a point, Kitty. We don’t know enough to make assumptions.” He looked at Edmund. “I completely share your feelings, brother. But we must temper them with logic.”
Edmund ran a hand through his hair. “You’re right. No offense, Max.”
“None taken. I’d feel the same if it were my sister.” 
Kitty felt it was safe enough to remove her hand. She was tired, so tired. Scared half to death by Hecate’s injuries, and now the burden of Max being a potential target—it was all taking its toll on a woman who was more accustomed to choosing gowns than dealing with disasters.  “We need to plan what to do now,” she said.
Max glanced down at her. “Sit, Kitty.”
She sat and he brought her a brandy. “Thank you.” She sipped, the warming liquid bolstering the little strength she had left. Aware of the disapproving gaze of her brothers, she defiantly took another sip.
Edmund sighed. “Right then.” He turned to James. “You’ll be coming with us, James?”
“Yes, absolutely.” He narrowed his eyes. “I would think Hecate will need most of the space in the carriage, so it’s a good thing we have our mounts.”
“Should someone attend her? A maid? Kitty?” Simon looked at his sister.
She shook her head. “Simon, I love my sister to the ends of the earth. But I am not good at tending to the sick. I would spend half the journey sick myself with worry, and when we got to Ridlington any aspirations I might still have about nursing would be completely overrun by Rosaline, you know that. She’s so much better at organization than I am. Within a day I’d be back to the old pattern of doing nothing and trying to make it look like I was doing something.”
“You’re right, Kitty,” acknowledged Edmund. “But Ridlington is, and always will be, your home. You know that, don’t you? You are welcome there at any time, no matter the situation.” He cast a pointed look at Max.
“Understood, Baron.”
Edmund eased at Max’s response. “Good.”
Dal returned at that moment. “Sirs, forgive my intrusion.” He bowed over his steepled fingertips. “I have arranged a sling to hold Miss Hecate within the coach. I believe this will ease the journey so that she may not suffer any grievous harm while travelling.”
“Oh. Goodness.” 
Kitty’s admiring exclamation was echoed in the faces of the others. 
“Brilliant, man. Quite brilliant.” James nodded his approval.
“I would ask a great favor, sirs.” Dal lowered his eyes. “I would ask to be allowed to accompany Miss Hecate to the Ridlington Chase.”
“What?” Simon’s eyebrows rose. “I don’t think…”
“Simon, wait.” Kitty moved to Dal’s side. “Hecate has become very close to Dal and his family. I understand she has been teaching his niece and assisting his sister as she awaits the return of her husband from France. He’s a soldier in Wellington’s army…”
“Indeed sirs,” endorsed Dal. “We owe Miss Hecate so much. Nothing I could do for her would in any way equal what she has done for us.” He took a breath. “She protected my niece from an unpleasant incident without thought for her own well-being. For that alone, we owe her so much more than our gratitude.”
“That’s Hecate,” nodded Simon. “Always lending a hand.”
“One other thing, sirs.” Dal paused, looking at each of them, meeting their gazes squarely. “My people, my country…we accept and venerate those who are gifted above and beyond the ordinary.”
The silence was deafening.
“Miss Hecate is one such person; her abilities are, as I’m sure you are all aware, very unusual. And yet she has to hide them, to suppress them, if you will, while trying to live an ordinary life.” He sighed. “My sister and I have seen some of the strain this conflict imposes. But we are of the few who understand the nature of that strain. She can be herself around us. I would be there beside her when she wakes so she knows she can be herself then as well.”
Everyone took a moment or two to digest Dal’s impassioned soliloquy.
Finally, Kitty spoke. “I cannot presume to know what Hecate would wish, Dal, but I do know she values your friendship most highly. And I also know she would not be with us, alive, had it not been for her gift and your devotion.” She turned to Edmund. “There is nobody I would trust Hecate to more than Dal.”
Edmund winced. “I’m going to have a hell of a time explaining him to Rosaline.”
Simon chuckled. “No you won’t. Introduce them. Rosaline will see what’s what immediately.”
“I have to agree with Simon,” added James. “Plus the fact that Mr. Dal here found Hecate, and I’m still not clear on how that happened…” He raised an eyebrow at Dal, who remained silent. “All these things persuade me that he would be an excellent companion for Hecate on the journey. His strength will be useful if the ride is rough, and should she wake…having him there would set her mind at ease, I’m sure.”
And thus the matter of an attendant for Hecate was decided, and the process of taking her back to Ridlington was set in motion.
Kitty spent a moment wondering if this was some kind of nightmare from which she would wake any moment. But her hands were cold, and her tears harsh stings at the back of her eyes as she watched a still and pale Hecate, wrapped in warm blankets, carried out to the coach. She managed to touch her sister’s hand briefly. “Heal, darling. Take all the time you need, but come back to us, all right?” She dropped a quick kiss on one cool cheek.
Then they were saying their farewells, and the servants bustled to make sure all the provisions Max had ordered were loaded correctly.
Standing beside Max, Kitty observed but didn’t see. Her eyes blurred as she wondered if this was the last time she’d ever see Hecate. A tiny sob escaped, but Max heard it.
“Kitty?” He looked down at her. “You’re shaking. Come inside…”
Blindly she followed him, unable to contain her tears, staggering as her legs refused to hold her upright anymore.
“Oh sweetheart.” He caught her before she stumbled to the floor.
She barely heard his endearment, but felt his arms beneath her thighs and around her shoulders. The next thing she knew, she was sitting on his lap as he sat on the grand staircase. And he was cuddling her the way one would a distressed child.
The warmth, the touch of his arms and the sense of comfort—it overset her completely and she finally broke down, crying harsh sobs into his jacket. He rocked her, gently soothing her, murmuring things she couldn’t hear.
She was lost in the torrent of emotions that had finally overwhelmed her.
So she didn’t see Edmund return for his gloves, nor catch the widened eyes and amazed expression that crossed his face for a moment as he saw the master of the house cuddling and soothing his sobbing sister.
She also missed the slight curve of Edmund’s lips as he took in the unusual tableau. He gave an approving nod, which was answered by a slight dip of the head from Max. 
Given the subtle implications of this silent exchange, the fact that Kitty remained unaware of any of it was probably a good thing.
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
“If you apologise one more time, I swear I will do something awful.” Max glowered at Kitty over the dining table in the small parlor.
She sniffed. “I’ve never done that before in my life, I swear.”
“You mean you’ve never cried?” His eyebrow rose. “I find that somewhat hard to believe, my dear.” He sipped his wine and watched her face in the candlelight.
“Only as a little girl,” she answered. Turning to her food, he realized that topic was closed. 
She was pale still, but composed, her crying episode having ended with her pulling away from him, wiping her nose and determinedly striding up the stairs, announcing she needed a brief rest. It had lasted all afternoon, so he guessed she’d fallen asleep. They’d not met until the dinner gong.
He had to admire the strength that held her together and also admit he was surprised by it. Kitty, to all outward appearances, was a beautiful woman who possessed all the graces, had a modest amount of financial backing, and decorated the salons of the Ton every bit as successfully as her peers. To find her capable of handling everything the last twenty-four hours had thrown at her, and keep her countenance through it all, well it was extremely impressive.
Her collapse after all was done…merely showed how she had been affected, and demonstrated what she’d kept hidden during the times of crisis and decision.
“You are silent,” she said. “You must be tired too. I did manage to rest, but you’ve been up for hours, haven’t you?”
He nodded. “I was just thinking about today. Not a usual day in my life, or yours I’d suppose.”
She managed a chuckle. “Max, if my days were like this on a routine basis, I would probably have ignored this delicious dinner and gone directly to the brandy.”
He grinned. “I understand.” He sipped his wine. “Your aunt was all right?”
“She was. But it was probably best you were elsewhere when she arrived. Aunt Venetia, it would seem, responds to emergencies with temper. She needed someone to blame.”
“Me?” said Max.
“I’m afraid so.” Kitty shrugged. “From Hecate’s accident to us being here together, you were the villain in the drama.”
“How long will it last? Should I worry?”
She looked up at him in surprise. “Good lord, no. She means no harm. By tomorrow she’ll be worrying about Hecate, of course, but also trying to assess the damage to her reputation by it all.” She put down her knife and fork and touched her napkin to her lips with a satisfied little sound. “That was excellent, by the way. You have a marvellous chef—his creations are delicious.”
“He is a she, and she’s been here at Mowbray House since my grandfather’s time. Started as an undercook or a potato peeler or something.”
Kitty laughed, as he meant her to do. It was a sound that warmed him, which—upon reflection—should have disturbed him, but didn’t.
“So Lady Allington wasn’t too concerned that Hecate had left?” He pursued the topic, since it would be relevant when it came to his and Kitty’s status in town.
“She was,” Kitty shook her head. “I wouldn’t want you to think she wasn’t distraught. She loves Hecate—everyone does—and she’s promised to keep footmen at the ready to send messages to and from Ridlington if necessary.” She paused. “She’s a good woman, Max. I wouldn’t be here without her help. She didn’t have to welcome Richard and myself the way she did, nor did she have to offer us financial support, but she did that as well. I do believe she has her own way of dealing with things, though. And in this case, she knows Hecate is better off with her family at Ridlington. Thus she will spend more time working on how to present matters to London, than dashing down to the country where she knows she will be of little use.”
“She is a practical woman. A rarity in town.” He finished his wine. “And since you mentioned him, where is your brother? Of all the people to punch me in the face this morning, I would have expected his fist to land the first blow.” He rubbed the sore spot absently.
She examined his chin. “You can barely see the bruise.”
“A great comfort. Thank you for mentioning it.”
“I was just pointing out…”
He raised his hand. “My bruise is nothing. I’ve had worse. Where’s Richard, Kitty?” 
He saw her pause, and look away from his gaze.
“Kitty?”
She squared her shoulders. “I don’t know.”
He frowned. “Doesn’t he have rooms with Lady Allington?”
“He did,” she said, running her fingers over the embroidery on the tablecloth. “He spends less and less time there, and more and more with his friends.”
“So you really don’t know where he is?”
“No, I don’t. And he is a grown man, as I am a grown woman. He makes his own choices.”
“I sincerely hope they are intelligent ones.”
She gave him a sideways look as she reached for a tiny sweetmeat. “I’m sure they are. To him.”
“Kitty.” He gazed at her, keeping his expression and his voice calm. “Where do you think he is?”
A pair of worried eyes met his. “I think he may be in Brussels.”
Max blinked. “Good God. What the hell is he doing there?”
She wiped her fingers carefully in the napkin. “Well, there was this woman…”
Max rolled his eyes, then lifted a hand. “Enough. I fully comprehend the situation.”
“Good, because I don’t.” She glanced at him.  “But Richard is Richard, and he’s my twin. So as long as he’s healthy, I shall not worry.”
Curious, Max pursued that statement. “Is it true what they say about twins?”
She smiled. “You mean about us being able to sense the other’s feelings or something?”
“Yes. Things like that.”
She thought for a moment. “I believe it is. I do know that if Richard is in trouble, or injured, I get an odd feeling.” Absently, her hand went to her ribcage, just below her bodice. He broke his leg when we were about eleven or so. I knew instantly, even though I was in the Ridlington library and he was several miles away.”
“Fascinating.”
“Well, I suppose so. But then again, he knows if I’m in any kind of pain as well. I’ve never broken anything, thank goodness, but…he might have picked up on my emotional outburst this morning.” She sighed. “For which I shall apologize once more.”
Max narrowed his eyes. “I did promise to do something awful if you apologized again, Kitty.”
She looked at him from tired eyes. “And if you wish to do so, then you must, of course.” Up went that Ridlington chin. “I am your mistress still, Max. Regardless of this momentous day, you are still my Master if you so desire.”
He rose and held out his hand. “I do desire, Kitty. I desire you. As my mistress, in my bed, naked and awaiting my pleasure. And yours.”
She rose and moved around the table to take his offered hand. “Then by all means let us retire, Master.”
Together, they walked upstairs to their rooms, separating at their doors without a word.
Max knew what she was expecting. That he would take her again, perhaps spank or tease her to her heights and then fuck her, the way he had done last night.
What she didn’t realize was that he was a Master who deplored the predictable.
So when she tapped on his door, he summoned her to enter. And her eyes widened.
He was in bed, the candles low, the room warm and the other side of the quilts turned down.
She blinked. “Max?”
He patted the bed. “Come, Kitty. It has been a day beyond belief for both of us. I am tired, and find my desire for you burns still, but my body needs rest at this moment.”
She hesitated at the end of the bed, as if unsure of what to do.
“Kitty, come.” He motioned again. “Remove your robe and come here beside me.”
She did as he bid. “I don’t understand, Max. You puzzle me.”
“It’s simple, my dear. Tonight I don’t need a mistress.” He turned to her, encouraged her to turn on her side, and tucked her bottom into his body as his arms enclosed her and brought her up against his chest. “I need…”
“What?” She whispered, settling into his embrace.
“You.”
 
*~~*~~*
 
In spite of the awful events of the previous day, Kitty awoke to the realization that she’d just enjoyed one of the best nights’ sleep she’d had in quite some time. 
She might have put it down to the deliciously soft and comfortable bed, or the cosiness of the room, or the slight fragrance of lavender emanating from the linens. But she was nothing if not honest.
It was Max.
Having a warm body next to her, feet she could touch if she stretched out her own just a smidgen, and arms that reached for her, surrounded her even in sleep—it was all those things. And as the light crept through the tiny breaks in the curtains, indicating the dawn of a new day, she accepted that even if she could change things, she would not give up this moment for the world.
Then she thought of her sister, and sighed. Today they should get at least a message from Ridlington; she hoped so, and prayed with all her heart that the journey had gone smoothly with no further detriment to Hecate. Lying there, snug beneath a warm quilt, with Max’s rhythmic snuffling a soft background to her thoughts, Kitty spared a moment to ponder the future.
The die had been cast, without doubt. She was now a “fallen woman”, having accepted the protection of a man, assumedly in return for sexual favors. Her body tingled at that particular thought, but best leave that for the time being. She had no control over Max and their physical lovemaking. Quite the reverse…he had control over her.
And he’d given no indication that he would buy her a house of her own, where he could visit at his whim. So it would seem that for the time being, she’d be here at Mowbray House.
A pressing need made itself known, and she sighed as she slowly and silently slipped from the bed. Max grunted, snuffled and shifted, but slept on, giving her chance to pick up her robe and make her way back to her room. The new day was here…time to get on with it.
The household staff were efficient, and seemingly non-judgmental, since a maid appeared at her door with a light tap, bearing a day dress for Kitty to try on. It was at the master’s request, she was told.
“It’s lovely,” said Kitty, staring at herself in the mirror. “Does this belong to Mr. Seton-Mowbray’s sister?”
“I don’t think so, Miss,” answered the maid. “There were clothes and things delivered yesterday. They’re in the bureau and the closet here.” She crossed the room and opened a cupboard door, revealing several other dresses. “This one needed a quick iron, which is why I brought it up. And it’s warm too. Bit chilly outside today.”
Kitty glanced out the window to see grey clouds threatening rain. “In that case, it’s an excellent choice. Thank you.” She smiled at the maid.
“My pleasure, Miss. Glad to help.” She bobbed a curtsey. “You’ll find breakfast in the small salon, so you go right in and make yourself comfortable. Mr. Deery says you’re to eat, because yesterday was a bit topsy turvy.”
“Mr. Deery is very kind,” nodded Kitty. “I do have a sharp appetite this morning.” She picked up her shawl. “I don’t suppose there have been any messages yet?”
“No, Miss,” said the maid. “’Tis early, as you said. But don’t you worry. We’re all praying for your sister.”
Touched, Kitty swallowed down a gulp of emotion. “I…thank you. Everyone. Please tell them how much I appreciate those thoughts.”
“I will, Miss. Now you go right on down. Small parlor. Second door on the left.”
She opened the door and Kitty walked through with a grateful smile, knowing the girl would now clean the room and have it perfect before Kitty returned.
The scent of food lured her to the small parlor where there was indeed a lovely breakfast ready for the eating. Deery stood next to the silver-domed serving dishes.
“Good morning, Miss Ridlington.” He bowed. “I trust you slept well in spite of yesterday’s chaos?”
“I did, Deery, thank you for asking.” She allowed him to seat her at the table. 
“Tea, Miss?”
Kitty paused. “Oh yes, if that’s all right. I’m not sure if I should wait for Mr. Seton-Mowbray…”
“No need,” a voice hailed them from the doorway. “I’m here. Tea for me too, please, Deery. And fill plates for both Miss Ridlington and myself. We’re like to starve without sustenance.”
Deery obeyed, presenting them both with tea and casting a wry look at his master. “The likelihood of your wasting away is remote, sir, I’m glad to say. However, your use of hyperbole is distressing, especially at this hour of the morning.”
Max grinned. “Extra bacon, you old curmudgeon,” he called as he unfurled his napkin. “And make sure Miss Ridlington gets some of that blackberry jam for her toast.”
She watched in fascination as a large plate of food appeared in front of her, along with toast and the aforementioned blackberry jam. “Good lord. I won’t be able to move if I eat all this.”
“I’m not sure you should.”
“What, eat this or move?”
Max sipped his tea. “Move. As in leave the house today.”
She sobered. “You’re serious?”
“Until we know what’s going on, Kitty, a measure of caution is well-advised. For both of us. I have business in town that I cannot afford to delay or miss, so I’ll be gone for most of the day. But I am taking two armed footmen with me, rather than riding alone.”
“Well, that makes sense,” she approved.
Deery bowed to Max. “Will there be anything else, sir?”
Max shook his head. “This will do. Thank you Deery. We’ll ring if we need anything.”
“Very good sir.” Deery took himself off.
Max returned to his conversation. “For my peace of mind, Kitty, I would appreciate your remaining indoors while I’m gone.”
She looked outside to see rain starting. “Not a hardship, Max. As long as I have permission to use your library…”
“Kitty, you are my guest…”
“No, I’m not.” She looked over the table and into his eyes. “I am not your guest, Max. I’m your mistress. I’m not sure why I’m even here, since it is magnifying the scandal by bringing me to your home. I should be in a small house, in an unobtrusive part of town, and you know that.”
He leaned back in his chair. “Yes, I know that. But I choose to have you here. I have no family or wife to offend or scandalize. What I choose to do, and with whom, is my own affair.” 
“I applaud your determination to flout convention.” Kitty tilted her head. “One that I have embraced myself a time or two. However, this situation is a little different, wouldn’t you say?”
“It’s different in many ways,” he agreed. “One of which is that significant damage was done to two people simply because they were in my carriage.” His expression turned hard. “I intend to find out by whom, and why. But until I do, I have to assume there may be danger to myself, or my family. As of now, you are in my house, and therefore possibly running the same risks.”
She could not argue that point at all; the logic made sense, the topic sent a chill down her spine. She finished her toast, then looked up at him. “I completely understand. It shall be as you wish.”
He smiled. “Use the library. You might find some interesting reading material.”
She rose, shaking out her skirts. “Thank you. I will.”
He rose as well. “I will be back before dinner. Don’t worry.” 
Coming to her side, he took her chin in his hand and tugged her face upward. “Miss me, Kitty. I’ll be thinking of you.”
“I will,” she answered, her gaze fixed on him. “Be careful.”
“Of course. I have much to look forward to when I get back.” His grin was wicked and he lowered his face to hers, softly slipping his tongue over her lips. “Open for me.”
She obeyed, loving how his tongue invaded and caressed, teasing and urging her to reciprocate.
He groaned, his arm sliding around her and crushing her to his body.
The kiss lingered, heat licking up inside Kitty as her knees weakened beneath his sensual onslaught. But he broke off, pulling back from her, color rising in his cheeks. “Damn, Kitty. If I had the time, I’d fuck you here and now, skirts up, right here next to the blackberry jam.” He cupped her breast and flicked her nipple hard through her bodice. “Would you like that?”
Honesty compelled her answer. “Yes, Master,” she whispered, glancing down at the bulge in his breeches. “I’d like that very much.”
He chuckled. “That’s my good girl. Behave yourself today. I’ll be back before you know it.”
She smiled in response, happy to have pleased him. “By the way? The jam…it is excellent.”
“I’m seldom wrong,” he called over his shoulder.
She sighed as he left, the room suddenly empty and feeling a little colder. “I do hope you’re right about that, Max. I really do.”
 
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
London was, as London was wont to do, buzzing with the latest on dits, both of which revolved around the Ridlingtons.
“Isn’t it terrible,” they whispered “That poor Miller-James. Dead, I heard. Head smashed to smithereens, I heard.”
“She lured him away,” more whispers, “another dreadful Ridlington. And of course you heard about her sister…well, I never!”
Max ignored it all. He had earned his fair share of gossip years ago, was now wealthy enough to survive much more than a wave of murmurs behind fans, and knew that within the week there would be another exciting scandal to render this week’s tattle quite stale in nature and barely worth discussing.
Such was the way of Society. Having the status to rise to the top of the heap, which he had done, he realized he was developing a distaste for it all. His friends—true friends—were few, and mostly kept to themselves. It would seem they all shared a mutual aversion to the Ton.
Tapping on the door of one such friend, after dismounting in front of a quiet establishment not far from Whitehall, he was relieved to be admitted with a warm welcome from the ancient butler.
“Morris, you old charmer. Still kicking then?” He delivered his coat and hat to the elderly man with the shock of white hair.
“Not kicking so much these days, master Max, but his Lordship refuses to let me retire. So here I am, still charming as ever.”
Max laughed at the dry tones. “And with a much quicker wit than Sir Peregrine, too.”
Morris bowed at the compliment. “You are too kind, sir. You’ll find Sir Peregrine in the library…”
“I know the way. Thank you.” 
Max strolled down the wide corridor leading from the hallway toward the gardens. At the end was a huge arched window, showing little but rain and wet shrubbery at the moment. He stopped at a door a few feet from the end and knocked, smiling at the sharp command to “enter”.
“What, no brandy?” Max grinned as he took in the tableau of his friend seated by a roaring fire with half a dozen books scattered all over the place.
“Hullo Max,” Peregrine Hawkesbury turned his head casually. “I might have known you’d turn up today. Doing all kinds of terrible things, my housekeeper tells me.”
“Yes, yes I am,” agreed Max. “Someone has to provide gossip for the old biddies.” He strolled to the other fireside chair, tossed a book from the seat to the couch, and sat.
“Oh, was that the Broadbent Treatise on Obsession, by any chance?”
Max leaned over and looked at the book. “No. It’s the Dibden Fathers’ Discussion of Unholy Manifestations.”
“Never mind then.” Sir Peregrine closed the book on his lap. “So do tell me what brings you here?”
“I need your help, Perry.”
The other man blinked in surprise. “Good God. That’s unusual.” He smirked. “Out of funds, are we?”
Max rolled his eyes. “No. My financial affairs are in good heart. And will continue to remain so, even with the whole business in Europe turning the stick market into a ride on a three-wheeled phaeton.”
That led to an animated discussion on Wellington, Napoleon, whether Blucher would be able to lead his Prussians in support of the Duke, and other matters so dearly beloved of gentlemen when with similarly-minded companions.
Eventually it worked back around to the original statement. “So how can I help you?” asked Peregrine. 
“Tell me what you know of the old Baron Ridlington. The one who died a couple of years ago now. Jack? Jack something?”
Peregrine looked interested. “Really? That family making an impression?”
Max raised an eyebrow. “Since I’ve one daughter living at my house at the moment, and the other was nearly killed in my carriage, I do feel it incumbent to learn more of the family…”
Peregrine nodded. “Point well made.” He leaned back and crossed his legs, staring at the fire. “I don’t think I ever met him, but I know m’father did. Used to pop down to Southampton, meet up with Ridlington and do a spot of fishing I think. On the River Test.” He steepled his fingertips and rested his chin on them while he thought.
Max remained silent. He knew Perry was a man who liked to think before he spoke. It was a pertinent belief that others would do well to emulate.
“I never got the feeling m’father actually liked the man. And passing comments I recall from my Cambridge days make me think he was a cold-blooded piece of work. Up in town within a week of his first wife’s death, looking for another one. That sort of thing. Not smart with the financial end of the estate, that’s for sure. In fact, there were several people I know who were ready to bid on the property when he died. Lucky the oldest son was a great deal smarter than his father.”
“Indeed.” Max took it all in.
“So I suppose it would be fair to say he was cold, selfish and uncaring of the title and the estate. I can only assume his attitudes also carried over to his children. They were not presented, only mentioned in passing. And very seldom, I might add. Then not at all once the old man fell ill. And few made the connection between Captain Edmund Holbury and Jack Ridlington.” He frowned. “They probably should have. There is an eyebrow similarity, if I’m not mistaken.”
Max restrained a chuckle as he recalled that fierce set of eyebrows menacing him. “Interesting.” He thought over Perry’s words. “Not a man to care about raising a family of six, I would guess.”
“True.” Perry shifted in his chair. “The Ridlington Pearls.”
“Good God, I’d forgotten they were called that silly nickname.”
“And yet you have one pearl as your mistress…” 
“Nominally, yes.”
Perry glanced at him, a question in his eyes.
Max merely shrugged. “Well thank you for that information. It helps.” He stretched out his legs and groaned. “Now if you have any idea who would saw through the spokes of my carriage, I’d be much obliged.”
Perry’s face froze. “It wasn’t an accident?”
“No, it wasn’t.” Max was all business. “It was deliberate. One wheel, at least. Couldn’t tell if others were similarly affected. I intend to find out who would do such a thing and why.”
“So you’re assuming it was meant for you?”
“How can I assume otherwise? It was my carriage, Perry. Dancey took it without my leave to abscond with Hecate Ridlington. His plan was to seduce her out of her virginity and then leave her once he’d had his fill of her.”
“That young man was vermin, Max. It amazes me that he is being mourned. I can understand his mistress experiencing extreme grief, but I cannot honestly say the world is lessened by his death.”
“And I cannot argue that, but he is dead, so our opinions must be moderated.”
“Agreed, but still. Vermin.” Perry’s voice held a tinge of regret.
“Which all leaves me with many questions and no answers.” Max looked at his friend. “And no idea where to start.”
Perry sat up. “Let me make a few inquiries? I have friends in low places.” He grinned. “Some of whom might be willing to part with a tip or two for mere shillings…”
“That would be help indeed.” A thought came to him. “Do you know who his mistress was, by any chance?”
“Some fast widow or other.” Perry closed his eyes for a moment. “Wait…I have it. Weston. Lady Dorothea Weston.”
“Good Lord.” Max was surprised. “Didn’t she just bury husband number two? Or was it three?”
His friend nodded. “Apparently she marries old and fucks young, if you’ll pardon the blunt assessment. Although I’m pretty sure I overheard comments about her deep affection for Miller-James. There were whispers she was lining him up for husband number four.”
“Is she still accepted in society?”
“Oh yes,” sighed Perry. “She has the wealth to gain admittance anywhere. Pity her character isn’t as impressive as her bank account.”
“Agreed. All of which is most depressing and reminds me of why I eased myself away from the Ton. However, it doesn’t help with my current lines of investigation.” Max shrugged.
“I have a few friends in high places. Neighbors, almost, you could say.” He looked amused. “I might invite one or two over for that brandy I’ve been saving. If anyone has a finger on what’s happening beneath the London scene, it’s them.”
Max, who knew there were more than a few Government departments operating under conditions of utter secrecy, nodded. “Any and all information will be gratefully received, Perry. And should you be required to deplete that brandy, I shall endeavour to replace it with one of equal value. Or better.”
Perry laughed. “I knew there was a good reason we’re friends.”
 
*~~*~~*
 
It had been a long day for Kitty.
She had explored Mowbray House, finding it a tidy and well-organized home, though lacking in what she might well have called the “feminine” touch. There were more leather chairs than upholstered ones, but since it was a man’s estate, she acknowledged that the man himself was permitted his choice of furnishings.
The gardens might be interesting, but the inclement weather kept her indoors. Indeed, she was glad of the fires the efficient servants kept burning in the main rooms downstairs.
The library turned out to be a wonderland of books, and for the first time in many years, Kitty was able to browse, select, put back and then finally decide on some reading material. She’d formed the habit at Ridlington, having little else to occupy her time between her lessons. Friends were not an option for the Ridlington children, since their father’s attitude toward the local gentry was not conducive to more than one visit.
She knew Letitia was a frequent visitor, and Hecate was known to wander with armfuls of books from a young age. Governesses and tutors came and went—no illiterate offspring for Baron Ridlington—but the books were permanent fixtures, and became friends for lonely children.
Deep into a delightful novel by “A Lady”, Kitty had been startled by a knock at the door.
“A message, Miss Ridlington.” Deery came in with a note on a tray. “I knew you’d want it immediately. It is from your brother.”
She sprang from her snug corner of the couch and hurried to him. “You’re absolutely right, Deery. Thank you.”
With shaking hands, she eased away the seal and read the short note, a smile bursting through.
“Is it good news about your sister, Miss?”
“It is, Deery. Oh it is.” She wanted to dance and hug the man. He seemed to sense it, and stepped back a little. “They arrived safely at home, and Hecate is none the worse. She has actually woken for a few minutes, consumed a little broth, and is now settled with them.”
Kitty let her arms fall to her sides, the letter clasped in one of them. She closed her eyes and gave a brief prayer of thanks.
“Here, now, Miss, don’t you faint.” Deery sounded quite worried.
She opened her eyes again. “I won’t. I promise. I am just so relieved that it quite took my breath away.”
“’Tis good news indeed, I’m happy to say. All of us have been hoping for the best. Such a lovely young lady and such a terrible accident. In a Seton-Mowbray vehicle…it is intolerable.” Deery shook his head.
Kitty half-sat on the back of the couch. “Deery,” she said, drawing his attention. “I have to ask. Why are you all so kind to me?”
“Whatever do you mean, Miss?”
She bit her lip, trying to find the best way to ask the question. “I’m sure it is no secret as to why I am here, or how this situation came to pass. I would have expected disapproval, some condemnation perhaps? And yet I have received nothing but kindness and polite deference. Everyone has been helpful and pleasant.” She frowned. “I don’t understand it.”
Deery nodded. “I am most gratified by your comments, Miss Ridlington. That you have had such attentions from our staff reflects well on our housekeeper.”
“And yourself, Deery. Don’t be modest.”
He bowed in silence.
“You haven’t answered my question, though,” she admonished.
“Well, Miss, can we just say that any guest of the Master’s is always welcome here at Mowbray House?”
“You can say that, by all means. But my circumstances hardly fall under the heading of guest…”
“Close acquaintance?”
She raised an eyebrow at the man.
He sighed. “Truth is, Miss Ridlington, in all the years we’ve been in residence at Mowbray, Mr. Max has never brought a woman here. Ever.”
She blinked. “Never?”
He shook his head. “Never. So when he comes through the door with you behind him, we all knew that was it.”
“It? What it?”
“My dear girl, your grammar is quite appalling. You should say what is it, if you are posing a question.” Max swept into the room before Deery could answer.
“Dinner early, I think, Deery. I’m quite starved. Haven’t eaten a thing in town.” He glanced at Kitty’s hand, still clutching the note. “News, Kitty? From Ridlington?”
Recalled from her interrogation of Deery—who was leaving the room in a manner much more rapid than he usually displayed—she nodded and passed him the note. “I am so relieved, as you may imagine,” she sighed. “To know Hecate is home, and eating…well, that is just the best news possible.
“I have more.” He grinned. “Your belongings have been assembled and packed by your Aunt’s maids, and tomorrow will bring trunks, and boxes and all the trappings a lady cannot live without.”
Her jaw dropped as she struggled for words.
He chuckled as he lifted his hand and closed her mouth with one finger. “Surprise. I didn’t expect that. But it’s most pleasant.”
“Th-thank you, Max.” She stuttered her gratitude.
“For what? You can’t go on raiding my sister’s closet.”
“Yes, but…” she waved her hands helplessly. “I thought…a small town house…or apartments perhaps…”
“Why on earth would you want that?”
“I don’t want that, but it’s what is customary under these circumstances.”
“For myself, I should hate to have to go out in the cold to visit you. Not to mention having to get dressed and leave. What a bore.” He managed a blasé expression.
“Max…” Kitty thumped him on the chest with both fists. “Talk sense. I am your mistress, for God’s sake.”
“Mmm.” He stared at her mouth. “As if I could forget.”
His kiss was everything she’d come to want—and more. His skin was cool from his ride back home, but his tongue was warm and slick, plunging into her mouth and demanding a response.
She gave him one, a moan in her throat, standing on tiptoe to wrap her arms around his neck. 
He held her tight, pulling her into his body, thrusting one thigh between her legs and making that moan repeat itself as he did so.
“Max,” she sighed, freeing her mouth from his. “I’m so confused by all this.”
“Don’t be.” He loosened his embrace a little, but still held her in his arms. “Just let it happen, Kitty. Yes, you’re my mistress, but there are no rules dictating what a mistress does, or where she lives. If I want you here, and I do, then here is where you will stay.”
She looked uncertain. “I don’t know what lies ahead, Max. The future…”
“None of us know that. So perhaps you should follow my family’s motto.”
She gave him a questioning look.
“Never loan money to a friend, and do what you want today in case tomorrow is a disaster in waiting.”
Kitty shook her head and grinned. “I’m sure that it sounds most elegant in Latin.”
“I wouldn’t know. Can’t stand the language m’self.”
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
It was an early night for both of them. 
Max knew he was treading on dangerous ground; Kitty’s unwavering belief in what a mistress should and shouldn’t be or do was proving to be a problem. How could he explain that the entire mistress wager situation had simply offered him the opportunity to get what he wanted? And that when he’d done so, he’d started to realize she was so much more than just an exciting and willing bed partner?
This problem tumbled over in his mind as he prepared for bed. She would join him, of course. And tonight they would find pleasure in each other. His way.
But the overriding issue was that his anticipation was far too great. His eagerness to have her naked and in his power was overwhelming. The mere thought of her leaving and finding someone else? No. Out of the question.
His life up to now had been one of wealth, pleasure, the occasional adventure, and some regular visits to a quiet house on the far side of London. The discreet activities there had offered the chance to explore more than just sex, and it was in those rooms Max had learned how to dominate a woman. He liked it. He liked it a lot.
With Kitty? It was all that, and more.
Her adaptability, her acceptance of his domination, above all her intelligence—these were characteristics he’d not expected to find in one woman. Now that he had, the possibility that she was the one both elated him and scared him. For now, they could spend time together, learning, experimenting, enjoying the freedom to explore their sensual compatibility. But it was evident that such a situation could not go on indefinitely. 
A light tap on his door heralded her arrival, and he put those thoughts aside, climbing naked into bed, pushing the quilts aside and lying on his back. “Come in.”
She entered quietly, her eyes widening as she saw him in the light of the candle by the bed. He was already half aroused and as she gazed at him, his cock hardened. She was a tempting witch in her silk robe, but he could not let her know how much she affected him.
“Remove your clothing.”
She hesitated for a moment, then slowly slipped from the robe, untied the ribbon at the neck of her gown, and let them both fall to the floor. She raised her head and stared at him, a slight twitch of her arms revealing how much she wanted to cover herself with her hands. 
But she did not, and he was most proud of her for obeying his command. “Run your hands through your hair. I want it loose over your white skin.”
Lifting her hands to the back of her neck, she obeyed once more, shaking the tresses around her, soft, twining locks of dark hair glowing against the creamy ivory of her body.
“Now come to the foot of the bed, climb up and kneel between my legs.” He moved to give her room. Tonight was for both of them, but it would be training for her as well.
“You will learn how to pleasure me with your mouth, this evening.” He watched her face as she dragged her gaze away from his now fully-erect cock. “Do you understand what that means?”
She nodded. “Yes…Master.”
He suppressed a smile. She had remembered. “Have you done this before?”
A sharp shake of her head sent her hair flying. “No. No I have not.”
He raised one eyebrow and stared at her.
“Er, no. Master.”
“Then how do you know what I’m asking?”
“I have read about it, Master.”
“I confess myself surprised, but perhaps it is all to the good.” He watched the emotions running over her face. Fascination, curiosity and a healthy dose of eagerness…all of which pleased him. When she returned her gaze to his manhood and licked her lips…he had to remind himself that he was the teacher, she the student.
“Move closer to my cock, Kitty.” He spread his legs wide. “Now take the base with one hand and curl your fingers around it.”
She approached with caution, sucking in a tiny breath as she touched him. Her hands were warm, and she seemed to have a natural facility for holding a man thus; not too tight, but not too loose either.
Her hair fell forward as she moved herself into a more comfortable position, and Max allowed himself a brief moment to close his eyes and just relish her touch.
As she settled, he opened them again. “Now I want you to lick me. Run your tongue around and over my cock, wetting it so your hand will slide easily.”
“Yes, Master,” she whispered, her breath dusting his most sensitive places.
Always one who prided himself on his control, Max was hard pressed not to groan with ecstasy as her tongue began its voyage of exploration. He’d enjoyed the feel of a woman’s mouth many times. But tonight, the sensation was magnified tenfold as Kitty’s warmth spread over his skin. She seemed to grasp the concept as well as she was grasping his cock, since in moments her hand was moving and she had him slippery and ready. 
Without any further instructions on his part, she opened her mouth wide and took him inside, flashing him a glance from beneath her eyelashes that would have made any experienced courtesan green with envy.
God, what a woman.
He winced as her teeth lightly grazed him. “Easy, Kitty. Do not touch me with your teeth.”
She released him with a little pop and stared up the length of his body. “Am I doing it incorrectly, Master?”
“No, you are doing very well. Very well indeed.” Any better and my toes will explode. “You may lick and suck as you please, for such actions will give me great pleasure.”
She nodded and returned with eagerness, loving him with her tongue, finding the sensitive places with some kind of instinctive precision that surprised him. For several minutes she entertained him thus, not hesitating nor pausing, but giving every appearance of enjoyment. 
He reached down and pushed a lock of hair aside, so he could watch himself disappear between those ripe lips. “Very good, Kitty,” he said, fighting a groan of delight. “Very good indeed, beautiful woman”
She glanced up at him, drew all but the tip from her mouth—and then stunned him by sliding her free hand downward and cupping his balls. She rolled them gently in her palm.
“Jesus,” he muttered. “Oh God.”
 
*~~*~~*
 
To judge by the evangelical turn of his remarks, Max was very much enjoying what she was doing to him. Kitty allowed herself a private smile, and sent a tiny prayer of thanks winging its way to her sister Letitia for writing that detailed and instructive book. 
She believed she probably could have managed to obey most of his commands, since a gentleman’s anatomy was not of a dreadfully complex nature. But having the confidence to grasp, suck and caress, learned from a reliable source…it all combined to present Kitty with the perfect opportunity to experiment with her recently-acquired knowledge.
And Max was delicious.
A blend of male saltiness and his own distinctive scent rendered his taste very much to Kitty’s liking. It was no hardship for her to love him like this, to give him pleasure, just as he had done to her. His balls were velvety soft, dappled with hair; holding them was a sensation like no other. Truly, this man was unique. For her, anyway.
In spite of Letitia’s shocking book, Kitty had not given much thought to sex, be it casual fucking or intense passion. No man of her acquaintance had aroused that kind of feminine interest. Until Max. 
Now, as if a door had been opened inside her, she found herself craving sensations, eager to try whatever came next, hungry for the nudity, the desire, and the lust to sate oneself with a man’s cock in any way at all.
Pleasuring him like this, with her mouth, was arousing her as well, and she was surprised to feel the moisture gathering between her thighs as she daringly licked Max’s balls before returning to his cock. It would appear that such delights were indeed mutual…the more she aroused him, the more she became aroused herself.
Suddenly she felt his hands grip her hair hard. “Stop now.”
She froze.
“I want you to fuck me now, Kitty.”
She licked her lips as she straightened. “Very well, Master. Should I lie beside you?
He shook his head. “No. Think.”
She looked at him, muscular, all male, quite beautiful. And his cock, a rigid spear with the softest skin covering it. And it dawned on her. With a gentle smile at him, she clambered over his thighs, settling her own to either side of his hips.
“That’s it,” he whispered softly.
Looking down, she positioned herself above his cock, rubbing her wet folds over the hardness, thrilling at the bolts of pleasure shooting through her body. Then, slowly, she lowered herself, shifting a little as his thick head penetrated her.
“Oh.” She gasped a little as she took him deeper, and deeper still. She wasn’t sore at all, but her inner muscles were still tight, and Max was a large man. It was a snug fit, but when she finally had all of him she could take, the sensation defied description.
She raised her head to look at him, all shadows and planes, firm muscles, eyes fixed on her as she opened everything she was and invited him to come inside.
“Yes, Kitty. Yes. Ride me.”
So she did.
Trusting to her instinct, she began a leisurely rise and fall, astounding herself with the feeling of him sliding against her inner walls. There was something thrilling, something shocking in the level of her pleasure. How could anyone imagine this without having experienced it?
Max lowered his arms to her hips, joining her now in the dance, lifting into her and urging her into a rhythm that pleased them both. He gripped her, his gaze drifting from her hips to her mound, his chest rising and falling faster as his breathing increased.
She found herself panting, her breasts bouncing, and her desire rising faster with each deep penetration. She gasped and closed her eyes, relying on her balance and Max’s hands to hold her steady.
“Yes, Kitty. Yes. Come for me. Make me come…”
His commands were but faint words in her ears as the level of her arousal began to fill her with exquisite tingles of what felt like lightning skittering up and down her spine. “Oh,” she groaned, sinking into herself, drowning in the oncoming deluge. “Ohhh…”
She threw her arms up in the air and arched her spine as she and Max thrust at each other. He moved a hand and found her tiny pearl of ecstasy, caressing it gently as they rose and fell.
It was more than enough. “Max…”
“Yes. You may come.”
She would have done so, whether he’d allowed it or not. Her first experience with riding a man like this had sent her out of control, helpless before the demands of her body. So she succumbed, crying out as the release hit her with all the power of a thunderous gale force wind. She shook, her voice gone, silent screams coming from her wide open mouth.
Her thighs clamped around Max and her spine bowed as she seized his cock with an inner fist, shuddering, rippling, and forcing Max to join her in the abyss they had created just for themselves.
He shattered, a groan of savage desire wrenched from his throat. She felt his cock pumping hard within her, and it was enough to send her tumbling over the edge once more.
She fell into madness, into ecstasy; disappearing beneath the waves of erotic joy that they had created on their own private ocean. For long moments she couldn’t even breathe, all was darkness shot through with colors she couldn’t name.
At last Kitty found her lungs and heaved in a giant breath, then sagged, unable to keep her spine straight. Max was still inside her and she was loath to move, to lose that part of him from inside her.
But his hands moved, urging her up and away from him. “Lie down, now, Kitty. Rest. You have done well.”
It was all the encouragement she needed, and she willingly dismounted, to collapse beside him. Remembering her instructions, she whispered “Thank you, Master.”
“I am very proud of you,” he answered, gathering her close. “And somewhat afraid of you, as well.”
That was a puzzle and she frowned as she turned it over in her mind. Nature prevailed, however, and she fell asleep before she could ask him what he meant.
She woke early with no remembrance of that puzzle, but a rather cool sensation beneath her buttocks. Blushing, she realized the damp linens were a result of their activities last night. Although wonderful beyond belief, the residue did make for a less than comfortable waking experience.
As she had done before, Kitty slipped from Max’s bed and left him snoring quietly. She had always been an early riser, although it was not something she mentioned too often, since elegant members of Society were supposed to sleep until noon. She’d done so a few times, at Aunt Venetia’s, but eventually had given up and gone back to her old ways.
She enjoyed the early morning; the quiet, the light as it crept in to brighten the rooms, the sounds of the birds busily engaging in their daily activities. The servants had kept her secret from their mistress, knowing Lady Allington would have been shocked to her slippers if she knew her niece was being so…déclassé as to rise before noon.
Even now, though, it was almost nine o’clock. Kitty stared at her clock as she returned to her room, realizing the day was dark and grey, a contributing factor to her somewhat-later-than-usual rising.
Summoning a maid, Kitty dressed and let the girl do her hair, which result pleased them both. So after giving Miss Ridlington her shawl and making sure her buttons were all aligned, the maid left her.
A gurgle from her stomach reminded her that they’d enjoyed an early dinner, and she had certainly worked up an appetite with her energetic activities last night. So she took herself off to find breakfast, trusting that Deery and the efficient Mowbray House kitchens would have something ready.
They did not disappoint; Kitty could smell delightful and mouthwatering aromas as she crossed the hall to the parlor. A good cup of tea to start with, definitely.
Keeping that in mind, she opened the door, and found—to her astonishment—that she wasn’t the first to have that idea. Seated at the table, with a cup and saucer in front of her, was a woman, who looked up as Kitty entered.
“Hullo,” she said. “You must be Kitty Ridlington.”
“Uh yes. Yes, I am,” answered Kitty, confused and curious as to why this woman wore a veil down one side of her face. “I don’t believe we’ve met…”
“No, we haven’t.” The woman’s shoulders rose and fell with her breath. “I’m Grace. Grace Chaney. Max’s sister.”
 
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
The polite clink of teacups echoed through the parlor as Deery served both ladies.
Grace nodded at him, and Kitty murmured her thanks.
It was, she realized, awkward as awkward could be. She sipped, sighed and put down her cup. “This is most awkward, Ma’am.”
“Call me Grace, if you would?” She put down her cup as well. “Yes, I suppose it is. I cannot imagine too many ladies are sitting down to breakfast with their brother’s mistress this morning.”
Kitty’s chin came up. “I’m sure that is true.” She looked straight at what she could see of Grace’s face. “Should I retire? I will if my presence is making you uncomfortable.”
“No.” Grace made a brief negative motion with her head. “No, don’t leave. Max brought you here, to Mowbray House. That is out of character for him, so I decided it would behoove me to make your acquaintance.”
“To find out what kind of woman would become a mistress on a wager?”
“Something like that.” 
The part of Grace’s face that Kitty could see curved into a slight smile.
Kitty nodded. “I would do the same, I suppose for either of my brothers. Should they act unlike themselves, of course. Although since there really isn’t much one could label as normal in the Ridlington family, I doubt I shall be called upon to do so. Not in the near future, anyway.”
“I’ve heard of the Ridlingtons,” Grace said hesitantly. “Not all good things, I’m afraid.”
“That would be our father,” sighed Kitty. “To set the record straight, he married three times. Edmund, Simon and Letitia are from his first wife. My twin Richard and I were born of his second, and our sister Hecate is the only child of his third wife. All our mothers are gone, and all of us children were glad to see the back of our father when he passed.” She shrugged. “A terrible thing to say, but he was a terrible man. Which is why we’re all…out of the ordinary style, I suppose.”
“That bad?” Grace sounded sympathetic.
“Yes, that bad.” Kitty rose and gathered jam and butter from the sideboard. They were private now, since Deery had left them with full teacups, doubtless knowing they would prefer to be alone. Butlers were awfully good at that sort of thing.
“He was a cold hearted brute,” she continued. “He mistreated his wives and either ignored us, his children, or treated us as if we were beneath contempt. Edmund left and went to sea to get away from him and Simon became a vicar and took the Ridlington living just to escape the house.”
“And your oldest brother…Edmund…he is now Baron?”
Kitty smiled. “He is. He also has a wife he worships and they have a brand new addition in their son, Hugh, who is the most perfect child ever born.”
Grace had to laugh. “I’m sure of it.”
“We are a family, Grace, in spite of our father. Perhaps because of him. I believe we clung together as a way of providing each other with the support and encouragement not offered by a parent.”
“And you, Kitty…what are your plans for your life? You are a member of Lady Allington’s extended family, are you not?”
Kitty tilted her head. “You are well informed, Ma’am. My compliments.”
Grace sighed. “I am a voracious reader. I don’t come to town or get out into Society at all, so my news is gleaned from the news sheets. Lady Allington’s good fortune was mentioned, several times, I believe.”
That was true. “Yes, you’re quite right.” Kitty helped herself to toast. “So here you are, assessing me as a mistress to your brother.”
“No, not so.” Grace finished her tea. “I’m here because I was curious as to what kind of woman could make my brother break his one most steadfast rule about bringing any woman here.”
Kitty gazed at her. “And have you reached a conclusion yet?”
There was a long silence, then Grace moved backward in her chair a little, raising her napkin from her lap and dabbing her lips.  “Not quite.” She raised her head and met Kitty’s gaze. “I think it’s time I removed this…” she touched the thin layer of silk lace obscuring half her face.
Kitty watched as she unpinned it from her hair and let it fall to her lap.
“Now you see why I don’t go out, or visit London, Kitty.”
Kitty could indeed.
From just in front of Grace’s earlobe to the tip of her eyebrow and then back to her hairline, there was a scar. Thin, but ragged. It would most certainly have attracted attention and comment, if not outright distaste, from people who valued appearance over everything else.
“My dear Grace. I scarce dare to ask how you came by that mark, because it must have been quite terrible,” faltered Kitty.
The other woman ran her fingers over the length of the scar in a casually familiar way. “It was.” She swallowed. “My late husband gave it to me, moments before he took his own life with the same blade.” She looked at Kitty. “I loved him very much. I had no idea his mind was not healthy, nor that he had such violence within him. So perhaps you can now understand why I am here. If Max is strongly attracted to you, which his actions would suggest, I need to know you won’t hurt him.” She gripped her hands together on the table top, knuckles whitening as she spoke.
“Love can be amazingly powerful and beautiful on the surface, Kitty. But I learned there can also be another side to people. One that is filled with darkness and horror. I will never ever let anyone inflict such pain on Max. He’s all I have left.”
 
*~~*~~*
 
“Then why don’t you spend more time here, love?”
Max walked in on Grace’s dramatic statement, hurrying to her side. He bent over and place a kiss on her cheek as she raised a hand to touch him. “Max, dearest. I hope you don’t mind my impromptu arrival? I couldn’t sleep last night, so I packed a few things and hopped into my gig. I’m afraid I shocked Deery by arriving so early, but your people are so wonderful. I’ve had breakfast, a lovely cup of tea, and…” 
“And you’ve met Kitty,” finished her brother.
“I have, yes.”
Max glanced across the table. “Did you suffer much under her interrogation?”
Kitty laughed. “Oh yes, it was quite terrible. I think the thumbscrews were the worst.”
Grace laughed back. “How ridiculous you are, Max. Kitty and I just talked.”
“I know you, sister.” He flashed her an affectionate glance. “You pried, wheedled, casually dropped pertinent questions into a simple conversation and generally intruded into someone else’s mind.”
“I do that?” She looked at him curiously.
“Sometimes, yes.” Max smiled at Kitty. “And given the circumstances, I can forgive you all of it.”
“This is a somewhat unusual situation,” added Kitty. “I just told Grace that if I were in her shoes, I’d probably do exactly the same for Richard.” She frowned. “I am quite concerned about him, you know. I’m pretty sure he’s well, but I do wish he’d leave Brussels and come home.”
“Your twin is in Brussels?” Grace’s eyebrows rose, tugging on the scar as they did so. “I understand there is a lot of activity there. Balls and assemblies put on by those amazing British visitors for the benefit of Wellington and his men.”
“Mostly the titled ones, I should think,” commented Kitty wryly.
“Well, yes,” answered Grace. “But you can’t expect a Duchess to entertain a young army private, can you.”
“Actually, I can,” said Kitty. “Why should a Duchess enjoy the benefits of money and position, be served glorious meals and dance with beautiful people, when that young private is going to go out onto the battlefield and perhaps die for her freedom?” She took a breath. “Doesn’t he deserve to leave for the fight with a full belly and the memory of a lovely girl in silks held close in his arms?”
“Such equality would be difficult to attain, and almost impossible to maintain, though, wouldn’t it?” Grace leaned forward, her face alight with interest.
“Here now.” Max interrupted. “If you two start debating England’s social system, I will end up napping on the couch over there. Perhaps you could save the discussion for another time?”
Kitty, who was about to do just that, wrinkled her nose. “Damn you, Max. I so seldom enjoy the opportunity of having an intelligent conversation with anyone, and now you’ve just forbidden it.”
Grace leaned her arm across the table and gently touched Kitty’s hand. “We will continue our talk, Kitty. I promise. I too would enjoy the chance to talk about matters of import.” She shot a glare at her brother. “And be listened to, not lectured.”
“Wonderful.” Kitty nodded. 
“Well then,” Max fetched his breakfast and sat down. “Grace, you must have heard of our recent crisis…the coach accident and the injuries to Kitty’s sister?”
“Deery told me.” She turned to Kitty. “I was so glad to hear Miss Hecate reached your home in one piece, and is eating now. Such good news.”
“What you may not know is that my wheels were sabotaged. It was no accident, Grace. It was deliberate.”
His sister’s jaw dropped. “Oh good God, Max.”
“Exactly. So while you’re here…”
“Oh dear, here it comes,” smiled Kitty. “Grace, you are now about to be reduced to an innocent eighteen-year-old girl.” She turned to Max. “Go ahead, Grandfather. Give us our orders.”
Max frowned in irritation. “This is not a joking matter, Kitty. What happened may well pose a threat to either myself, or anyone associated with me. Which includes Grace, and as of a couple of nights ago, you, as well.”
Kitty shook her head. “I still cannot believe I would be in any danger at all.”
“If you and I had been in that carriage?”
“Then Harris would have been driving much more slowly. In addition, it would have been over roads in much better condition than the ones where the accident occurred. We certainly would have run the risk of breaking wheels, but the likelihood of either of us being killed…I would put that as a distant possibility.”
Max glowered.
“That is quite logical, brother dear. You must admit Kitty has a valid argument there.”
He sighed. “So you’re saying the point of the sabotage was not to kill?”
“If you look at it from an impersonal perspective, yes.” She tapped her fingers on the table in emphasis. “We leave the ball, get in the carriage and drive back here. Our wheels break on the way. We get bumped around, bruised, maybe even break a limb. But…nobody is killed. The result would be some discomfort for us, and probably a lot of additional gossip.” She pursed her lips in distaste. “Not that we need it.”
Grace chuckled. “True.”
Max shot Kitty a glance. “If I recall correctly, you were the one who wished to be known as the scandalous Miss Ridlington.”
She blushed. “Well, yes. All right, that was what I said.” Her chin lifted. “However, I did not anticipate these events in any way, shape or form.”
“I’ll allow that,” agreed Max. “But I’m still going to ask you both to use a great deal more caution until this matter is settled. The incontrovertible face remains that someone, some malefactor sawed through the spokes on the wheel of my carriage.” He bit back the oaths that came to mind. Fury, while still simmering, wouldn’t help the conversation. “Their intent was to do harm. I would not have harm come to either of you. So that, as far as I’m concerned, is that.”
 
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
It was another morning of frustration for Max, who continued to make the rounds in London. 
He dropped casual questions to many of his acquaintances, always careful to avoid implying his concern for his life. But that worry was there…how could it not be?  “Sorry, Max. I really don’t have a clue if there are any grudges against you out there,” said Lord Michael Northfield. “You know there’s always been a nasty minded group of scum who believe all of us…” he waved his hand around the gentlemen’s club in which this conversation was taking place… “All of us in Society should be eliminated.”
“Sad, but true,” agreed Max. 
“Agitators, protestors, small groups who are angry for so many reasons.” Lord Michael folded his hands over his bounteous stomach.
“They might have good reasons,” Max murmured. “Ah well, thank you anyway.”
“How’s that sister of yours?”
“Well, thank you sir. Visiting Mowbray House at the moment, as a matter of fact.”
“Give her my best? I heard her play once. A magical experience.” Lord Michael beamed as a waiter brought a tray with two papers neatly rolled and a goblet of brandy. “Ah. Breakfast.”
“Thank you, my Lord,” Max gave a slight bow. “I shall pass along your regards to Grace.”  He acknowledged the farewell nod, and then left, many thoughts running through his head. 
Northfield did have a point. There had been more than a few incidents of unpleasantness, fights, property damage and so on, caused by those unsatisfied with their lot. Social conditions in London weren’t perfect for everyone. And he could imagine the anger that might build in a man’s breast as he tried to earn enough to feed his family, while seeing the Ton parade by on a daily basis, spending more on their shoes than he made in a year.
But, in all fairness, sawing through the spokes of every member of Society who owned a carriage in the hopes that they’d be killed? 
No. It just didn’t make sense.
He needed to find something a great deal more specific, something he still believed might well be aimed directly at him. After all, the one fact that haunted him incessantly was that it was his carriage. Why not the one before or the one after? His was quite new…an old one would have been far more likely to suffer a broken wheel, and fewer questions would have been asked.
All those logical assumptions pointed his thoughts toward a personal vendetta.
But from whom? That was the question he could not, as yet, answer.
He returned just after noon, hoping for lunch and some time with his sister. As he turned his horse toward Mowbray House, he spent some time considering the interaction between Grace and Kitty.
The veil was off. So Grace had felt comfortable enough to reveal what she considered to be her devastation. He’d tried to explain that what she saw was a great deal worse than what the rest of the world saw.  
He knew the mark she bore reminded her every day of pain, violence and a grievous error on her part that had, in her own mind, ruined her life.
Everyone else just saw a nasty scar.
But Kitty had managed to put her at her ease upon first meeting. Once again, Max found himself surprised at the response to a woman that Grace should, by all rights, have shunned. And yet he’d found the two of them chatting comfortably, sharing both ideas and wit. It had confounded him for a moment, but then he wondered if he was failing to give Kitty enough credit.
She was intelligent, without a doubt. Most of the Ton would never consider a brain might lurk behind her attractive countenance, and perhaps he’d fallen into that trap. But not now, now that he was learning about her. Her beauty was undeniable, but also unique, since in repose she was no more than the average beautiful woman. It was when she was engaged in anything—conversation, actions, decisions—that’s when she lit up like a Roman candle and surpassed the ordinary, revealing a unique and breathtaking glory.
That chin, when raised, indicated that she was a Ridlington to the core; determined, proud, and steadfast in her opinions. Her father might have been a bastard of the first order, but he had left a legacy in his offspring. And it showed.
Mowbray House was upon him before he realized it, and Max slid from the saddle, cold and a little depressed that he’d failed to make progress in his investigation.
Deery welcomed him and took his coat. “The ladies are in the library, sir. They’ve requested a light lunch be served there. Will you join them or…”
Max nodded. “That will be fine, Deery. As long as there’s a good fire. There’s still no sign of spring and the air’s damn cold.”
“Indeed, sir.” Deery vanished with his usual efficiency.
Pausing at the door of the library, Max smiled at the sounds of a lively discussion coming from within. He caught the words “absurd” and “Wellington”, and realized this was no debate on gowns or the Season. His sister and his mistress were involved in dissecting Wellington’s campaign. Bemused, he entered the fray.
“Good afternoon, ladies.”
“Max. Perfect timing.” Grace turned to him. “Could you please inform Kitty that her opinion of the Duke’s strategies at the battle of Conaghul are incorrect?”
He blinked. “Er…what?”
Kitty sighed. “You are unfamiliar with the Anglo-Mysore Wars, then?”
“The what wars?”
“Good Lord, Max. It was not that long ago. Maybe ten years or so.” Grace frowned at him.
“Well that explains it, then. I was busy being a Corinthian.”
“Drinking and whoring?” Kitty’s expression was mildly curious.
“That too.” He sighed. “But if I might turn your obviously acrimonious discussion to the present…”
“If you must,” pouted Grace. “But I swear I’m right, Kitty.”
“We’ll agree to disagree then,” said Kitty equitably. “And I will thank you for a lively debate.”
They exchanged pleased glances as Deery entered with a footman bearing a large tray. “Lunch, sir, ladies.” 
“Excellent.” Max moved to the fire, turned around and proceeded to toast his arse. “I’m chilled to the bone.”
“No luck in town, then?” asked Kitty, allowing Deery to move her chair slightly so that she could reach a plate.
“None at all,” frowned Max. “It’s not that I have no enemies, or people that wish me ill. It’s that I know who they are and none seem to have sufficient cause to do me harm. Everyone was a dead end.” He shook his head. “I did repay the ten guineas I owed Harry Chalmers, but I swear it was because I’d completely forgotten the matter. So had he, it turns out, so he had a better morning than I did, since he got something out of it.”
“Come and eat something. We’ve just begun to work on this, Max. Early days…” Grace motioned him to a seat.
They ate in silence for a while, and Max found himself quite comfortable with it. 
Finally, he leaned back in his chair and sipped his tea with pleasure. “Well, it occurs to me that I shall have to order a new carriage.”
“You can certainly use mine, Max,” offered Grace.
“Thank you, and we will if we have to,” he acknowledged. “But that doesn’t change the fact that mine needs replacing. Pity,” he thought aloud. “I really liked the styling.”
“Surely the company can provide another?” Kitty glanced at him.
“I hope so, yes.”
“Max,” said Grace, putting down her teacup. “I’ve just thought of something.”
“I’m eager to hear,” encouraged her brother.
“Well, it may be nothing, but it seems that over the last couple of months, I’ve read of other carriage accidents.”
Max looked at her. “Really?”
She nodded. “Yes. As I told Kitty earlier, I read all the papers most every day. Being isolated, one does, you know.”
About to open his mouth and embark on a lecture about getting out and about more, Max thought better of it. He’d revisit that issue at another time. “And you think there have been other accidents?”
“I’m sure of it,” she asserted. “In fact, I think there was one less than two weeks ago.”
“Why haven’t we heard of them?” asked Kitty, a puzzled look on her face.
“If there were no fatalities, why would we?” Max answered. “Carriages break down routinely. It’s only when someone of import is injured or killed that it becomes news.”
“Well, front page news, at least,” added Grace. “The reports I read were small mentions quite far back in the papers.” She gave a rueful little grin. “When I say I read the newspapers, I really mean I read the newspapers.”
“Hmm.” Max’s mind whirled around this information. He jumped up and rang for Deery. “If we have some old papers, it’s worth taking a look, I believe.”
Deery appeared. “Sir?”
“Do we keep old newspapers, Deery? If so how far back?”
“Yes, sir. I do keep old papers. We usually have four weeks’ worth saved; they are very useful for a variety of purposes around the house.”
Kitty looked at him curiously. “Really?”
“Yes, miss,” answered Deery. “You can clean windows very effectively with an old sheet of newspaper.”
Kitty blinked in surprise. “Well, goodness. I never knew that.”
 
*~~*~~*
 
By late afternoon, a pile of scraps had grown to respectable proportions in the center of the Aubusson carpet. 
All three had discovered small notices, mentions of possible problems and of course the accidents Grace had originally recalled. Those pieces had been cut out of the sheets, and the rest discarded into the central pile.
As the last paper joined its mates, Kitty leaned back in her chair and stretched her arms above her head. “Well, that’s the last of it.” Her back ached a little and her fingers were quite dirty from the newsprint.
Grace nodded in agreement, a smudge on her nose. “Thank goodness we only had four weeks to deal with.”
Max was already assembling the clippings into piles.
Kitty stood and came over to his side. “Sorting?”
He nodded, intent upon his task. “This pile mentions the name of the carriage owner. This pile does not.” He gestured to the piles. “I thought it might be useful to see if there is any link between those affected.”
“Good idea,” concurred Kitty. “Especially if it reveals any link to you, as well. Either directly or indirectly.”
“Let me take that pile, Max.” She held out her hand. “I don’t know your circle of intimates, but I can give it a preliminary review to see if any of the names jump out at me.”
Max smiled. “Given your proclivity for the news, Grace, you probably know more about who’s who in London than Kitty and I put together.”
“While Grace does that, I’ve had another idea I’d like to pursue. May I have that pile?” She indicated the one Grace wasn’t using. “I would like to flip through those notices.”
“Looking for something in particular?” Max slid her the pile and she moved her chair next to him.
“Yes.”
“Well, I’ll go and clean up I think. And order tea.”
Kitty barely heard him. She had found what she sought. Or at least one thing she was looking for. Now to see if others matched. 
It didn’t take long for her to review the entire pile. A third of it was pushed aside, while the rest remained in front of her. Five mentions. Five places where similar information showed up.
“Grace, may I have your pile when you’re done?”
“I’m done,” sighed Grace. “I found nothing to connect anyone in these announcements.”
“Thank you.” Kitty took the clippings as Grace pushed them over the table. “Don’t be too disheartened. I might have come across something useful.”
Max returned at that moment, a tray in his hands, pushing into the room with his shoulder and kicking the door shut behind him. “Make a space please, ladies. I have tea and scones.”
“Oh lovely.” Grace eagerly rearranged the table top to make room. “Kitty’s found something, Max. Don’t touch her clippings just yet?”
Max laid out tea, cups and plates with a dexterity that would make Deery green with envy.
Kitty glanced up. “Is there possibly a period of servitude in your past, Max? You do that so well.”
“Be quiet.” He put a scone on a plate for her. “Here. What have you found?”
“Tea first please.” She noted his clenched teeth, and hid a chuckle. “Thank you.” It was good thing she didn’t take sugar in her tea. He might have choked her before she got her first sip.
“All right then.” She spread out the clippings around the china. “There is very little that is common to these announcements. But in these five here, and those two over there, there is one item that matches.” She leaned back. “The name of the carriage maker.”
Grace’s eyes widened and Max frowned in puzzlement.
He found his voice first. “The carriage-maker? Seven accidents to the same carriage maker?”
“Possibly eight,” answered Kitty. “Edmund finally ordered a carriage not long ago, so I learned a little bit about the business. Was yours ordered from Barker?”
“No,” he said.
“How about Rowley, Marshall and Cook?”
“My father had his made there, but no, I didn’t,” Max observed.
“Kanehall?”
He paused. “They’re new. Radical designs and some of them are outstanding. But there were rumours of pricing problems. So no, not them.”
Kitty nodded. “Could yours have come from Whetstone and Frank?”
“Yes.” Max sat down. “Yes. They’re a relatively new company. I liked what they offered and it was easy to turn it into something that was uniquely a Seton-Mowbray vehicle.” He paused, drumming his fingertips softly on the table. “Actually, it was Freddie Whitemarsh who recommended them. Said they were being quite innovative in the design of the body, and the interior was much more comfortable. Something to do with the springs…”
“Wait,” said Grace. “Isn’t Freddie Whitemarsh the son of Baron Stokingham?”
“Er, I think so…” Max looked at her. “I wouldn’t want to wager on it, but I’m pretty sure they’re connected.”
Grace nodded. “I thought so.” She looked at the clippings. “Stokingham’s carriage broke a wheel two weeks ago. The notice is here somewhere. Her ladyship got a few bruises. Showed them off at some ball or other, and accidentally revealed more of her leg than was seemly. Goodness…you can’t imagine the outrage.”
Max’s eyebrow lifted. “The present Lady Stokingham was once in the theater. So to speak. She is probably quite used to revealing her legs—and more, if memory serves me.”
Kitty laughed. “Oh dear. All the high and low points of London tend to connect at odd moments, don’t they?”
“All right then.” Max finished his tea, popped the last of his scone in his mouth, and stood.
“Here it comes,” whispered Kitty, glancing at Grace. “I think we’re about to hear the Master’s plan of action.”
Grace giggled, and sat up straight, folding her hands in her lap. Kitty did the same.
“Not amusing, ladies. This is momentous.” Max began to pace. “Let’s review this situation.” He held up his hand, fingers splayed. “We have a series of carriage accidents, seven to be precise. Possibly eight.” One finger was pressed down. “We’ve established that seven of them involved the same maker.” Another finger was pressed down. “Now mine was the first to involve a death, but it was being driven out of London onto much poorer roads.” Down went the third finger. He looked at both Kitty and Grace, his face betraying his excitement. “I believe we now have a focus for our investigations.”
 
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
As she prepared for bed, Kitty’s mind kept turning over the possibilities offered by their discoveries. It was a process begun over dinner, continued afterward and was still ongoing in her brain as she undressed.
She jumped as the door opened and Max walked in. 
“My room. Now.”
Making a conscious effort to recall that she was, in fact, Max’s submissive mistress, she nodded her head and followed him silently back into his suite. He was in his robe, but he shrugged it off as she closed the door behind them.
He was quite naked.
She took a few moments to admire the view. A gentleman’s backside, especially one as nicely muscled as Max’s, was a delightful thing.
“Remove your gown, Kitty, then get into bed.”
 He went around the room, snuffing out the candles, leaving only one branch by the bedside.
She did as he instructed, shivering a little as her warm skin met cool linens. Still not entirely comfortable when nude, she managed to hide most of her breasts in an attempt at modesty.
She noticed his look of amusement as he slid in beside her. “Don’t you think it’s rather late to be hiding anything from me, Kitty?”
She bit her lip. “I suppose so. But I’m not used to this, Max. To being naked…with a man.”
“I’m glad of it.” He turned onto one side and rested on his elbow, observing her. “So what do you think of it?”
She blinked. “Of what?”
He tugged down the quilt and ran a fingertip lightly around her nipple. It contracted, and shivers danced along her nerve endings. “Of this. You and I. Sex, Kitty. Fucking.” He paused and lightly pinched the hard nub, making her gasp. “Of being my mistress—in every way.”
“You mean being submissive to you, don’t you?” She watched his eyes as they roamed over her naked skin.
“Partly.” He bared her other breast. “But overall. You were a virgin—which I found surprising, given your age. But also it was quite an honor to be your first lover, the first to learn how you feel when you come around my cock. So I ask again. What do you think of it all?”
She was silent for a few moments, wondering how to answer such a simple but important question. “I think I like it,” she said, after much deliberation. “As for my virginity, well, I didn’t think much of that, although I certainly had no interest in parting with it until…” she gulped. “Until you touched me.”
Max shot her a quick glance from beneath his long eyelashes, then cupped her breast with one hand. “Go on.”
“I’m not sure what else to say.” She sucked in a quick breath as he ran his thumb over sensitive flesh. “I found, to my surprise, that I like being spanked. At least I like it when you do it. It’s…” she hated the heat she knew bloomed in her cheeks. “It’s sensual and makes me feel…”
“Feel what, Kitty?”
“I don’t know,” she frowned. “How to describe it…it’s hard. It makes me feel alive, Max. In a way I’ve never been before. I’ve always held back, kept my countenance. I’ve worked hard to never betray what I feel within me, since it will either be ridiculed or ignored. But with you…”
She sighed as he pulled down the quilt further and moved closer, giving himself access to both her breasts.
“With me?”
Silent again, Kitty’s mind fought to understand why she was doing this. Ruining herself in many ways, and yet eager to run headlong into whatever disaster that might bring. She didn’t care, she realized. This, being here at this moment, was more of everything than a year in London Society.
“With you I am not afraid.”
He leaned even closer, the heat from his chest searing the skin on one side. “Afraid of what?”
“Being myself. Somehow I have come to trust you enough to be myself. To find myself, really, since this is all new to me. I am learning that I don’t know exactly who I am.”
“Then let’s find out, shall we?”
Max quickly flipped all the covers away, exposing her to his gaze. “Beautiful,” he said, running his hand from her knees to her armpit and making her flinch and catch her breath.
He reversed course, slowing at her thighs, nudging them apart. “Show me, Kitty. Show me all of you. Hold nothing back from me, sweetheart. Promise?”
She found herself parting her legs on his command, unable to resist the sound of his voice, so low, so affectionate… “I promise, Max. I promise.”
His fingers slid to the shadows between her legs and he played, teasing the flesh with light strokes, then pressing a little harder, some places making her sigh with pleasure, others making her muscles tighten in response to his touch. She was learning how different it was to have a man caress her like this. Her arousal grew with Max’s continued attentions, and she moaned, unable to keep still as he probed, petted and teased her onward and up…up a steep climb…
“I want to watch you come, Kitty.”
She barely caught the words, since he had her trembling now, shuddering with each new sensation. He had discovered a rhythm, a steady stroke against a spot that she knew would eventually force her to the peak of ecstasy. And she could not resist, could not slow down the inevitable ascent.
“Come, Kitty. Come around my hand.” 
He leaned over and nipped a taut bud, making her cry out—it was an added dart of pleasure she’d not anticipated and her legs writhed, parting wide, inviting him to do as he would. She would welcome it all.
He urged her to the very edge of the precipice. “God, yes,” he murmured. And then he came over her, rolling between her legs, taking his weight on his hands and thrusting himself into that hot wet darkness.
It was the final straw for Kitty.
She exploded around him, her mind blank, her vision filled with shooting stars and rainbows and colors that had no name. There was no Kitty, no Max, just a vortex of erotic desire and delight, and the more Max pumped himself within her, the more she shattered and the higher the peak.
Eventually she choked out a scream, locked in a spasm of exquisite passion so intense it was almost painful. She heard a loud groan from Max and vaguely felt the throbbing of his cock deep inside her as he too fell into the maelstrom.
At last they separated, Kitty feeling a sudden chill at the loss of Max’s warm weight. He pulled up the covers and tucked her in beside him. “Are you all right?” He pushed a lock of her hair away from her face.
“Mmm,” she sighed. 
“Good.” He settled them both. “Sometimes I forget how good it can be to just enjoy each other.”
“No spanking?”
“Next time,” he yawned.
She smiled as she turned in his arms and closed her eyes. Oh good.
 
*~~*~~*
 
Max hadn’t fallen asleep as quickly as Kitty, the night before. He’d tried, snuggled in against her body like spoons on a tray. But his mind had twisted and turned around several different knotty problems and it had been a while until sleep claimed him.
His mirror showed him that, quite clearly, with darkened shadows beneath his eyes. 
He frowned. He would have to put the worry about Kitty aside for now. They were in a strange and foreign ocean together at the moment, and he had no idea where to steer.
But of prime importance was finding out who was sabotaging carriages. If anyone else was killed while Max worked on this problem, he’d never forgive himself. He and Kitty had time. Those half-sawn carriage wheels didn’t.
For once, he was the first to arrive in the parlor. 
“Good morning, sir. Breakfast?” Deery bowed.
“I should say so.” Max made a beeline for the sideboard and helped himself liberally to bacon, eggs, kidneys and three freshly baked rolls.
“Will you be requiring the gig this morning then, sir?” He glanced at Max’s loaded plate. “I doubt there’s a plough horse available today.”
“Good God, let a man have his breakfast, Deery.”
“I’d be happy to, sir. But it appears you’re having everyone else’s as well.”
Max sat with a snort, happy to see Kitty had entered the room with a cheerful smile. “Hullo Max.” She nodded her thanks at Deery as he poured her tea. “Just a roll and some of that bacon, if you please.” She turned to Max. “I woke up thinking about our problem, Max.” She sipped, closed her eyes, swallowed and sighed. “Deery, you pour the best tea I have ever tasted.”
He bowed. “Good think you came in when you did, Miss. I’m not sure if there would have been any left if you’d waited.” He shot a speaking glance at his master.
Max ignored the jibe. “Any ideas?”
“Well, it occurred to me that we can’t just walk into the carriage factory and ask if they’ve made any enemies lately. Anyone who might want to see their business fail.”
Thoughtfully, Max stared at his plate, not seeing the food at all. “Why not?” He lifted his head and looked at Kitty. “Sometimes the direct approach is the best. Whetstone and Frank, whoever they are, cannot be pleased at the number of accidents happening to their carriages. So why don’t we ask them what they think? It’s a good place to start…”
Kitty looked surprised at his supportive comment. “If you think it might produce something useful, then perhaps yes. All right.” She buttered a roll. “May I accompany you? Sometimes it helps to have a lady present.”
Max thought about it. They had yet to return to the London scene; after the scandal Kitty had created, Max had been hesitant to simply walk her back into a ballroom. But this trip, to a carriage maker just outside the city? What could it hurt? And Kitty’s powers of observation were far more acute than she had ever disclosed.
“Very well. Yes, I think I’d like you to come along. You can give me your impressions of the company and its workers. I never met either Whetstone or Frank, so if we can find them there, it might be helpful.”
“Excellent,” she beamed. “When do we leave?”
Grace walked in on the heels of Kitty’s question. “Ah, I see the plans are afoot for the day.” She smiled as Deery held out a chair for her. “Thank you, Deery. Tea would be wonderful.” Turning to Max, she raised her eyebrows. “Let me guess. You’re going to visit carriage makers.”
“Very astute for this hour of the morning, dear sister,” chuckled Max. He was thrilled to see she had left off her veil; obviously Kitty was having a good effect on her, or she’d become so involved in this entire puzzle that she’d simply forgotten.
He wanted to tell her how lovely she looked, but to do so might remind her of her scar. So he merely held his tongue and began a discussion on various other carriage makers and whether they would be spiteful enough to sabotage a peer.
It was a lively conversation, and lasted for close to an hour. But then Kitty rose. “If I am to accompany you, I must tidy myself, Max. I will be ready in about fifteen minutes?”
“Ideal.” He stood and glanced at Grace. “You won’t…”
“No.” She shook her head, refusing his unspoken invitation. 
She might have left off her veil, but that in no way indicated her readiness to venture out on an excursion. He sighed. “As you wish.”
She shrugged. “While you’re gone, I will do a little research into the companies that produce carriages. I believe I saw a manufacturing booklet somewhere in your library. Probably when you were ordering yours.”
“My goodness, I’d forgotten how thorough you are,” her brother grinned. “By all means. Have at it.”
“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” Grace looked at him. “This mystery…and Kitty.”
He met her gaze squarely. “Yes to both, my dear.”
She smiled. “I’m glad.”



Chapter Twenty
 
“It’s rather imposing, not to mention huge,” said Kitty, looking around the elegant interior of the Seton-Mowbray travelling coach. “But awfully comfortable too. I can see why you suggested it for Hecate.” She turned to him and touched his hand. “Have I thanked you for that?”
“More than enough,” he smiled, turning his hand and clasping hers. “We have surprised each other, I think. Wouldn’t you say?”
She thought about that as the view from her window drifted from city streets to more open spaces. “Possibly. I didn’t know you, Max. I could say there was a predisposition to consider you remote and unapproachable.” She glanced at him. “Perhaps even stand-offish?” 
“Good,” he nodded. “I carefully nurtured that image. Keeps the hoi-polloi away.”
“The what?”
“Sorry, an obscure phrase I picked up from Byron, damn him.” He shook his head. “It means, I think, those who are beneath one.”
“Ah. So you wanted to be viewed as a snob?”
“Was I?”
“Oh no,” she laughed. “You’re not tricking me into answering that question. Besides, I would agree that yes, I really didn’t know you at all. Now I have seen your concern for others, your kindness to me and your affection for your sister. Those are not the attributes of a stand-offish snob.”
“Thank you. I am unmanned by your encomium.” He fanned himself with his free hand.
“If you could manage a blush it would be more impressive,” she informed him dryly.
“Perhaps next time.” He nodded toward the window. “We’re here.”
Stepping down carefully, helped by Max since this coach was quite high off the ground, Kitty found herself in what could easily have been mistaken for a farm. There were cows in a nearby field, the sound of chickens added to the rural air, and the scent of wet grass put the finishing touches to a charming country scene.
“Goodness. Did we come that far?” She stared around. “It’s almost like being home at Ridlington.”
Max shook his head. “No, but there are far fewer carriages at this time of day heading out this way.” He took her arm. “Shall we begin our investigations?”
She nodded and together they walked toward the large barn, where the door was wide and voices could be heard calling out to each other inside. There were questions she’d like answered, and Max had his own list made out in his head.
This was the first step toward an answer, Kitty hoped. It might not help Hecate very much, but it would give the family a measure of satisfaction.
Twenty minutes later, they walked back to the coach together, rather frustrated.
“Well, that was a waste of time.” She stomped up the little steps into the interior, making the entire vehicle bounce. “Almost every question we asked, they couldn’t answer. Try Mr. Singleton, they said. They were charming, and if I’d wanted a pink carriage with cherubs on it, I dare swear they could provide it in the shortest time imaginable.” She sat with a huff, waiting for Max to join her. 
“Pink?”
“But ask them if they knew of anyone trying to discredit their business, and they looked for all the world as if I’d stuck them with one of their sharp pointy things.”
Max sighed. “Without the drama, if you please. What you’re saying is we learned nothing, except that this Mr. Singleton would seem to be the man in charge.”
“Who wasn’t there. It all seems innocent enough. They seem innocent enough.” She grunted in disgust. “They weren’t even concerned when we made the suggestion about sabotage, other than to ask if they could see the spokes, and whether the springs held up.”
“Well they did seem quite worried their wheels had failed. It wasn’t until I told them they were deliberately sawn through that they breathed easier.”
“Yes,” she stormed, “it was all about the carriage to them. No concern at all about the victims of the incidents.” Her chin lifted. “I think they’re idiots.”
“They do make good vehicles, and it was interesting to learn their head designer studied alongside other carriage makers. Makes one wonder if a former classmate is at Kanehall now” mused Max, mildly. “But I have to agree. Their focus is on their work, not anyone who might be trying to disrupt it. They have a lot of orders and they’re doing quite well. Why should they worry about a failed wheel or two?”
“Because someone died, for God’s sake. And Hecate was injured. Badly injured…” Kitty bit back a sob.
The coach rocked into motion for the return journey to Mowbray House, and she reached for the leather strap to hold her steady. “I apologize for the drama.”
“No need,” answered Max. “I feel a bit like that myself. But we did elicit one useful thing…”
She sniffed. “We did?”
“Yes. The mysterious Mr. Singleton.”
“Oh. The manager, perhaps? Certainly someone in authority.”
“Or the owner. He might be both Whetstone and Frank. Where does their financial support come from? You can’t start a carriage making business on a few shillings and a dream, you know.”
She took that in and digested it. “Good point,” she said slowly.
“So asking ourselves who has the most to lose from accidents like this…” He looked at her. “I would suggest the man who controls the money.”
“And possibly reaps the rewards.”
“Exactly.” He leaned back as the ride smoothed out over London’s outskirts and paved roads. “It makes me wonder who might be in a similar position at Kanehall.”
“Businessmen, you think?”
“Possibly.”
“Max, you’re frowning.”
“I have something…a suspicion, if you will…born of the idea that it takes a lot of money to set up this kind of business.” He glanced at her. “More than the average cit could afford.”
She pursed her lips. “You’re thinking someone of high rank?”
“The more I do, the more I like the notion. The whole thing…sawing through wheels…it reeks of personal attacks. It’s the kind of vicious behavior I associate, unfortunately, with many of the Ton. A total lack of concern for others, greed perhaps, or vengeance. All good motives for the sawn wheels, and if there’s more than enough money to secure a villain to perform the deed…”
Kitty’s eyes were wide. “Goodness, you do have a low opinion of the Ton, don’t you?”
He rubbed a hand over his face. “Overall, yes.”
She had to wonder at that, but decided to pursue it at a later time. Max was turning out to be a mystery she would like to unravel. The more time they spent together, the more she found attractive about him, as a person. As a man, he was everything any woman could desire, but for Kitty his appeal grew not just from his masculinity, but also his honesty, his intelligence, and his willingness to treat her as someone who could think. It showed respect for people on a level she’d not experienced very much before, and it filled her with gratitude.
On an impulse, she leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”
He raised his eyebrows. “For what?”
She grinned. “For being you.”
 
*~~*~~*
 
Upon their return to Mowbray House, both Max and Kitty were surprised to be greeted by Deery with a somewhat concerned—for him—expression. “Welcome home, sir, Miss Ridlington,” he said as the door opened. “Company arrived while you were absent. Mrs. Chaney was in the parlor…I wasn’t quite sure what to do with him.”
Max’s pulse accelerated at the thought of his sister, so hermit-like in her choice of life, closeted with a man. “Who, Deery?” He struggled from the caped cloak.
“Sir Peregrine Hawkesbury, sir.” Deery took both Max’s and Kitty’s outer garments. “I can only hope I did right?”
Max relaxed. “You did, Deery. Thank you.” He turned to Kitty. “Come on. I’d like you to meet Perry.”
She followed him as he strode the length of the hall and opened the parlor door.
“So Max said to him…by all means, sir. Perhaps you can bring it back to life…I hear your caresses are magical.”
This was followed by a peal of laughter from Grace, the likes of which Max could barely remember hearing. “Perry. Stop telling my sister disgraceful stories.” He walked in and crossed the room shaking hands with his friend.
“Oh, Max. So funny.” Grace hiccupped. “I haven’t laughed so much in an age.”
“I told you that you should get out of the house more, my girl,” grinned Max, noting the veil was in place, but her eyes were sparkling with delight.
Kitty cleared her throat.
“Forgive me…Perry, this is Miss Kitty Ridlington. Kitty, this is my oldest friend, Sir Peregrine Hawkesbury.”
One full eyebrow rose over dark eyes that surveyed Kitty from head to foot. “So this is the scandalous Miss Ridlington.” He bowed. “May I say it is an honor to make your acquaintance?”
Kitty dropped a polite curtsey. “You may indeed, sir.” She twinkled at him. “And thank you for not fainting or immediately quitting the room at my presence. I am aware you have every right to give me the cut direct.”
“Nonsense.” Sir Peregrine glanced at Max. “I have it on the best authority that you are far above that sort of Society silliness.”
Kitty grinned. “I would guess Max is more above it than I am, but thank you all the same.”
Sitting opposite his sister on the sofa, Max crossed his legs and stared at his friend. “So, other than warming your backside at my fire and making Grace laugh, what has encouraged you to exchange your hearth for mine?”
“I was bored,” he sighed. “Thus your recent visit intrigued me.”
“Do you find yourself often bored, sir?” Grace tipped her head to one side as she asked the question.
“Sometimes, Mrs. Chaney. When the woes of our world weigh heavily on my shoulders.” His head hung with weariness.
“Bravo. Sir Peregrine Hawkesbury delivered a perfect performance last night on the boards of Drury Lane,” drawled Max, his lips curving into a grin. “I find myself beset with drama these days. Could we just have a conversation, straightforward, with no digressions into Hamlet?”
“I was going more for Lear, but I do take your point.” Perry waved a hand. “You asked about a variety of topics, Max, but the entire matter of the sabotaged spokes caught at my attention.” 
Crossing the room, he picked up a neatly tied roll of papers, and held it up. “This, ladies and gentleman, is the culmination of some quite ingenious digging around.”
“Or what our government likes to call intelligence gathering?” Max’s eyebrows rose with the question.
“If you don’t mind using the words government and intelligence in the same sentence, then yes. Same thing.” He replaced the papers. “I looked into the carriage business. Quite fascinating. Barker’s, of course, is the cream of the crop, followed closely by Rowley, Marshall and Cook. Both organizations have sterling reputations, a solid background of years of carriages, and are bowling along quite nicely, if you’ll pardon the obscure pun.”
“We will,” promised Kitty, leaning forward with eager attention. “Do go on.”
“Then there are the newcomers, two companies new to the business, both of whom have designs that are not dissimilar. This might result from the fact that the men who run the actual workshops apprenticed together.”
“Aha. You’re speaking of Whetstone and Frank, and Kanehall?”
“Yes.”
“We just came from Whetstone and Frank,” said Kitty. “It seems we’re travelling the same roads on different vehicles, Sir Peregrine.” She glanced at Max. “If that makes sense.”
He nodded. “Indeed. Perry, did you happen to learn of anyone named Singleton?”
Perry gave a slight smile. “Interesting you should mention that name. I learned it is the company holding the financial resources for Whetstone and Frank.”
“So there isn’t an actual person named Singleton?”
“Not to my knowledge. I traced the company to a reputable bank with a record of well-known investors, so it all looks legitimate.”
“But we don’t know who is behind the funding then,” said Kitty thoughtfully.
“How about Kanehall?” Max looked at his friend. “Anything there?”
“Now that’s where it gets much more than just interesting.” Perry glanced around the room. “The financial setup is superficially the same as Whetstone, but this time I was able to trace the business to an actual person. Louis DuQuesne.”
“Really?” Max’s eyes widened. “Of course. DuQuesne. Kanehall. Similar pronunciation, different spelling.”
“This is a familiar name?” Grace glanced at Max and then at Perry. “Do you know this man?”
“I know the name,” said Max.
“I met him once,” added Perry. “And there’s a story there.”
“A dubious one, if he’s the DuQuesne I’m thinking of.” Max shifted in his seat.
“It is.” Perry stuck his thumbs in his waistcoat pockets. “Here goes. Many years ago, fortunes were being made—and lost—during the early Napoleonic invasions…Egypt and so on. If you knew the right investment to make at the right time? You won. Louis DuQuesne was rumored to have done just that, although his windfall came from a surprising source…the French.”
“Oh my goodness.” Kitty looked puzzled. “How on earth did that happen?”
“Well I cannot speak to the exact details, but at the time it was believed Mr. Duquesne leaned of Napoleon’s plan to take Egypt before the fleet set sail. He invested heavily in armaments. French armaments. There were agents crossing the channel all the time who could easily have accomplished that for a small fee.”
“But the British won that battle, Sir Peregrine.” Grace shook her head. “Wouldn’t that have meant a loss for DuQuesne?”
“If you put money into the production of weapons, Mrs. Chaney, what happens to them after they are installed doesn’t really matter.”
“I see.” She shrugged. “I suppose one could applaud him for taking money from our enemy…”
“One could, and he did. But there was still that taint of association with the French. It lingered. He never really found his way into Society, although he probably could have bought St. James’s and had guineas left over for a nice little country estate. He lurked on the fringes of both Society and some of the less pleasant parts of London. His reputation was not one of gentlemanly affection for his fellow man. Rumor has it he shot a rival to prevent him from purchasing a certain piece of land.”
“Oh dear,” said Grace. “Not a nice man, by the sound of things.”
“Reputation notwithstanding,” Kitty squared her shoulders. “We should speak with him.”
“Sadly, that is impossible,” said Perry. “He died three years ago.”
“So who is behind Kanehall Carriages now? Who took over from DuQuesne upon his death?” Max stared at Perry.
“A certain Mr. Dancey Miller-James.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
“Thank you for your gracious company, Mrs. Chaney. May I hope there will be a next time and that I might persuade you to play for me?” Perry took Grace’s hand and dropped a light kiss on it, making her blush.
“You are too kind, Sir Peregrine,” she responded. “But I would enjoy talking with you again, should you happen to find yourself in the vicinity.”
“You may be sure I shall. Good evening, Ma’am. Miss Ridlington.”
“I’ll see him out,” said Max over his shoulder.
The two gentlemen left the room, and Grace and Kitty stared at each other. 
“That was quite a revelation,” said Grace.
“Indeed,” said Kitty. “And I’m still at a loss as to how to connect Miller-James with any of this. Other than his stealing Max’s carriage and damn near killing my sister, what was his involvement? And if he was the perpetrator…no that is completely silly. He wouldn’t risk a damaged carriage to take Hecate off for her seduction. Even he couldn’t be that daft.”
“He might have been, but I doubt it.” Max came back into the room. “We now have an excellent lead to follow, don’t you think?”
Both ladies nodded.
“It’s an odd connection I could never have anticipated,” observed Kitty. “That our investigations have brought us back around to the victim of the accident…”
“Most curious,” agreed Grace, rising from her chair and stepping around the tea table. Perry had stayed for dinner and the four of them had debated the problem, laughed, argued and generally enjoyed a rewarding evening. “But my mind grows tired of trying to find a rational explanation for any of it. Perhaps in the morning…”
“Of course.” Max gave her a hug as she passed.
“Goodnight, Grace. Sleep well.” Kitty sank back into her corner of the sofa. The room was warm, she’d enjoyed a brandy after dinner, rather than share tea with Grace, and the heat from the fire and the liquor united to render her bonelessly relaxed.
“Will there be anything else, sir?” Deery stood at the door. “If not, I’ll remove the tray.”
Max shook his head. “Nothing else, Deery, thank you.”
“Very good.” He swiftly retrieved cups and saucers and turned to leave. “Good evening, sir. Miss.”
The door closed softly, closing Max and Kitty into their own world.
“An interesting day, wouldn’t you agree?” Max loosened his cravat and eased his arms out of his jacket, sighing with relief and shaking out his sleeves.
“I would. Without doubt. Confusing, frustrating and surprising are also words I might use.” Following Max’s example, Kitty daringly kicked off her shoes, wiggling her toes with pleasure on the soft carpet.
“Yes, all of that,” sighed Max, stripping off his waistcoat, tossing his cravat on a side table and undoing his shirt.
Kitty watched him, eager for a glimpse of his skin. She wondered why it was so appealing, then there it was and all questions disappeared from her mind as she simply devoured him with her eyes.
He turned, saw her watching him, and tugged his shirt free of his breeches, letting it fall off his shoulders to the floor. “Lie on the sofa, Kitty. On your stomach.” 
His voice was firm, and she found herself immediately obeying. Turning her head on the cushion, she saw him lean down to the hearth and pick up the poker. Her heart stopped for a moment or two. “Wha-what are you going to do with that?” She was annoyed to find her voice shaking.
He lifted an eyebrow. “I’m going to poke the fire.”
“Oh.” Feeling quite stupid, she turned her head the other way to hide her blushes. What she’d actually thought he might do…well, she wasn’t sure. But Max was nothing if not unpredictable.
Sure enough, she heard the sounds of the fire being stirred, followed by the thunk of logs being added.
“Now.” He was next to the sofa. “I want you to pull your skirts up for me.”
Kitty’s cheeks heated once again, but obedient to his command, she reached behind her and gathered handfuls of her gown, easing them up and away from her legs.
“Higher.”
It wasn’t easy, since there were petticoats to be dealt with as well. But she managed. “How is this?”
“You know what I want to see, Kitty. Show me.”
Biting her lip, she closed her eyes and slowly drew up the gathers of material until she felt air brushing her naked buttocks.
“Much better.”
A ringing slap surprised her and she jumped on a little yelp.
“Beautiful.” He caressed the spot with gentle touches. “Did I hurt you?”
She shook her head. “Not really. You surprised me though.”
“Your arse is perfect, Kitty. Firm, round and so white. Except where my hand struck. There it’s turning red and the contrast is exquisite.”
“Oh.” What else was there to say?
“One more, I think.”
She had little time to brace herself before his hand fell on the other cheek with much the same result. Even though she was expecting something along those lines, the actual contact still made her jump. Now she was heating up, her backside fiery warm, the blood rushing to the sin and nerve endings, and contributing to her arousal…the one that had begun as soon as she bared her bottom to his gaze.
Max moved closer, kneeling perhaps. She didn’t want to turn her head to see, since at this moment she was busy exploring the sensations he’d created. But she could feel him lean over her legs and then the whisper of his breath on one of her buttocks.
A searing lash of heat…his tongue ran across the heated portion of her flesh, leaving an ice cold trail of moisture. It was amazing, exquisite and it made her moan.
“Mmm,” he murmured. “I like the way you taste.” His hands pushed her dress to her waist and then she felt him unfastening the laces between her shoulders. Now it was all loose and he pushed it further upwards. “Raise your head.”
She did so, and he pushed her dress all the way off, piling it beneath her face and trapping her arms next to her body. She couldn’t stop a shiver of excitement from rippling down her naked spine as his fingers stroked her, from the tops of her shoulders all the way down her leg to her heel and then back upward on the other side.
He cupped her buttocks, squeezing gently, making her moan with the wonderfully sensual touches. He pulled them apart slightly, introducing a whole new set of sensations. When he ran his finger down her cleft and touched the most sensitive of muscles, she squeaked. “Max…”
“Shhh.” He soothed her, stroking her back, touching her everywhere, helping her accept and adjust to his hands. “You will let me play with you, Kitty. Wherever and whenever I want.”
“Yes,” she breathed, knowing she was losing herself in the wondrous and erotic experience he created.
Her legs parted in a reflex move, inviting his fingers to wander and play between them. To find the liquids she knew were dappling her flesh, to tease and arouse those secret places and to take her to the pinnacle of physical pleasure.
“Soon, my dear. Be patient.”
She listened as he moved; her hearing acute and tuned to his motions. There…he was unfastening his breeches, and there went his boots. Soft noises of clothing hitting the floor and then he was back beside her, the heat from his naked body reaching all the way to her skin.
To her surprise, his arm slid beneath her hips and lifted her clean off the sofa, whereupon he slid a large bolster between her and the cushions. Not only was she bare and tangled in her clothing, but now her bottom was raised high. Good God. Her face was aflame as she imagined the picture she must be presenting.
The sofa dipped as he clambered between her thighs. “Now, Kitty. Now we can play.”
And play Max did.
He administered more smacks, some soft, some harder. The sensation of waiting, to learn what would come next…it drove all other thoughts from her mind. A slap to the top of her thigh made her grunt, but it was followed by Max’s hand finally delving deep between her legs and into the wet silky fire his punishment had elicited.
He smacked her again, his hands damp, and this time the sting of the blow was followed by the chill of his breath as he blew on the tender skin. She burned, inside and out. Her thoughts whirled without direction, as every ounce of her being focused on Max and what he was doing to her body.
He returned again and again to her swollen and sensitive folds, caressing, rubbing, stroking and sliding a finger between them into her darkness.
Her hips moved, her buttocks rose; she felt like an animal in heat, begging for satisfaction.
He touched all the right places, but not for long enough…she wanted to scream at him, to beg him to finish what he had begun. But her throat was clogged with desire and she did not have enough wits left to utter a coherent word.
Then he shifted once more and the deeper depression beneath her legs told her he was kneeling, pushing her thighs wide, making a place for himself between them.
He lifted her off the bolster. “Hands and knees, Kitty. Now.”
Weakly she struggled to obey, relieved that when she did so her damned gown fell away and she could free her arms. The warmth behind her let her know Max was there.
The touch of his cock against her wet flesh made her gasp, and when he rubbed the head through her slick honey and then back and up…up to that little ring of muscles…she had to claw on to the sofa cushions to keep from flying off. “God, Max…”
“Shhh. Relax. I will not take you here. This is just play, Kitty. Trust me.”
She breathed in, still shattered by the strange sensations he was producing with his actions. “I do trust you.”
He leaned over, his body arching, just touching her. “Good girl. I will never hurt you. I will always cherish the trust you have given me. You are mine, Kitty. Remember that. You belong to me.” On those words, Max found her entrance with his cock and pushed inside, slowly, easily sliding into her fire. 
He stretched her, in a wonderful way, filling her to completion. And he stopped for a moment, as if he too were surprised by the way their bodies fit together.
“Yes, Max,” she whispered, her voice rough “I belong to you.” She pushed back a little and clenched her inner muscles around him, barely realizing she had done so. “And you belong to me.”
 
*~~*~~*
 
He came on a muted roar of release, so deep into Kitty he swore he could feel her heart thundering through the tip of his cock. 
Yes, she belonged to him, and yes, his mind dimly accepted that he belonged to her. They were one, flying together through a mysterious and violent abyss of pleasure, only to collapse as it crashed back to earth, a tangled mess of limbs.
As he slithered off Kitty’s back and helped her tumble into his arms, his mind awoke even as his body sank into blissful lethargy. 
He was right. She was indeed his. 
The mere idea of anyone touching her, looking at her, baring her body…it made him want to clench his fists as a wave of possession swamped him, the likes of which he’d never experienced before.
She was his. Undeniably his. And he…yes, he was hers.
As she turned in his embrace and snuggled her head onto his shoulder, it brought home to him how well they fit. Their bodies and their minds fit in so many complex ways, it was as if someone had lit a branch of candles and illuminated the power of their interactions.
Kitty was intelligent, something she’d kept to herself. But then again, she was not nineteen and on the hunt for a husband. She had come to him with that Ridlington chin held high, flaunting convention, willingly surrendering her virginity to him without a murmur, and accepting his desires. She’d submitted with curiosity and then pleasure, meeting his sensual needs with her own.
She’d learned so quickly, and without hesitation or any kind of prevarication.
If he wanted to do something she was ready to obey. If he wanted to discuss something, her wits were sharp and set for a lively debate.
Lying beside her, in the light of the fire, mussed and tumbled as they were, Max wondered if the world had stopped turning for a little while. He would certainly have accepted that fact, had it been presented to him. Because the realization of what was happening between him and Kitty shook him to his core.
He would have been hard pressed to say whether either of them loved each other. He wasn’t sure he knew what that meant. He ‘loved’ his sister, but that was something inspired more by the years and the general expectation of family interactions. What he felt for Kitty was quite different. More intense, more visceral.
Did she love him? He would like to think so, and she was certainly capable of such affections, which she’d displayed for her sister. Would she have taken him to her bed and her body if she didn’t care deeply? He strongly doubted it.
He moved a little, knowing they’d be cold before long, since the fire wouldn’t last all night. 
It was time to take her to bed. So he rose, doing his best not to disturb her. Slipping into shirt and breeches, he grabbed a blanket from one of the side chairs, spread it over Kitty, then wrapped it all the way around as he picked her up from the couch. She was light in his arms, which he didn’t expect. Her personality was vibrant and one could easily overlook the delicate bones that made up that stubborn chin.
She murmured sleepily into his chest.
“Hush, sweetheart. I’m taking you to bed.”
“Mmm, good,” she sighed, reaching for his neck and laying her hand on his shoulder.
He smiled as he managed to open the door to his suite, kicking it closed behind him. It was warm, thank goodness, so he had Kitty tucked in beneath the covers before she even realized he’d put her down.
Blowing out the candles, he slipped in beside her, heaving a deep sigh of contentment as she closed the distance between them and curled into his chest with a soft purr.
Yes, this was right. This was the way every night should be.
It was some time before Max slept, but at last he surrendered to the lure of Morpheus, a smile of satisfaction on his face.
He had a plan.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
Kitty awoke to the sobering knowledge she was alone in the big bed. 
Stretching out her arm she felt cold linens…Max must have risen quite some time before. It was barely eight o’clock, but she couldn’t go back to sleep. There was no warm body to snuggle into.
That thought sent another in its wake. What would she do when there was no more Max? She had no illusions. He’d taken her as his mistress and it had been an outrageous maneuver that had become a marvellous experience for her. And for him as well, she hoped.
But all things must end—especially the tenure of mistresses.
It would be time to go home to Ridlington and perhaps reassess her life. She could not imagine continuing to reside in town and risk meeting Max at social occasions, or hearing about his latest mistress.
No, that would kill her—rip her heart right out of her chest and render her quite dead.
Unbidden, tears stung the backs of her eyes, but she pushed them away and swung her legs out over the bed. She refused to start the day by being maudlin and weepy. Two sentiments she’d abhorred in others, and ones she did not intend to indulge in herself.
Today was a new day, and there were new opportunities for inquiries about the carriage accident. If she could return to Ridlington with an adequate answer as to why Hecate was so badly injured, it would be a wonderful achievement.
Walking into the parlor and finding herself alone wasn’t quite so wonderful, but she remained hopeful, accepting tea from Deery.
“Mr. Max asked me to let you know he had some urgent matters to deal with early this morning, but that he hopes to be back no later than ten.”
“Very well,” she nodded. “Thank you. Is Mrs. Chaney about yet?”
“I have not seen her as of this moment, Miss Ridlington.” Deery placed a warm scone in front of her. “Cook thought you might fancy these this morning. It’s quite chilly outside.”
“Oooh, how lovely. Cook had the right of it.” She buttered a scone and liberally added blackberry preserve. “I hope Mr. Max wrapped up warmly.”
“He did indeed. I saw to it myself. Since he was riding, it was most important.” Deery nodded. 
“He didn’t take the coach?”
“No, he said it would be faster by horse.”
“Goodness, he must have been in a hurry,” remarked Kitty. “And early too.” 
“Indeed, Miss. Although Mr. Max is never averse to an early morning ride.”
Kitty’s mind whirled down completely disgraceful paths, but she hid her blush behind another mouthful of scone. “Please compliment Cook for me, Deery. And if she made the blackberry preserves as well…I think she deserves a nice bonus and I shall speak with Mr. Max about it as soon as he arrives home.” She smiled at the man.
Who, to her surprise, smiled back. “Thank you, Miss. Cook will be most pleased to know her efforts were appreciated.”
It was somewhat surprising, mused Kitty, finding herself completely alone at Mowbray House. Grace had not put in an appearance at the breakfast table, and thus Kitty had been reduced to her favorite corner of the library, and a book.
She wasn’t averse to a morning’s reading in front of a nice fire, but with the advances they’d made in their pursuit of the truth—well, she’d hoped for a slightly more active and interesting time of it.
However, it was barely half an hour later when she heard a slight hubbub in the hall, and could only hope it was Max returning. And that he might have some news or plans to alleviate her frustrated isolation.
Her prayers were answered.
“Kitty?” He spoke her name as he walked in to the library. “Here you are. Good.” He crossed the room, grabbed her by the shoulders and lifted her up, giving her a hard smacking kiss on the mouth.
“And good morning to you as well,” she said in surprise as he released her. 
“Right then. We have a lot to do this morning. So you should go and dress. Or change your hat. Or whatever women do before going into town.”
“We’re going into London?”
“Yes we are.” He was grinning at her, a look of restrained exuberance on his face.
“You have a plan.”
“I do indeed.” He fidgeted, and glanced at the clock. “Do hurry, sweetheart. Time and tide waits for none, as somebody once said.”
“It’s a proverb, I think,” she muttered as she picked up her shawl. 
“I have ordered the coach, since it’s bloody cold. Riding was out of the question.”
She was walking to the door. “That’s a sensible notion.”
“Yes. All right. I’ll meet you at the front door. No shilly-shallying, now…” He almost tripped over the carpet in his haste to open the door for her.
“Max, you’re acting rather unlike yourself this morning. Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”
He huffed out a large breath. “Of course I’m all right. I’m just impatient. There are things we must do today and I am anxious to get them done as soon as possible.”
“Very well,” she frowned. “I’ll be but a moment.”
“I’ll hold you to that,” he called after her as she hurried up the stairs.
Good God, he’s got a bee in his bonnet about something!
 
*~~*~~*
 
To say he was impatient was an understatement. Max felt as if he glowed around the edges. 
All his plans, every single stratagem, had worked so far. Yes, he’d had to rise well before dawn, write his notes, dress and ride to London, and then rouse his quarries from their own sound slumber.
However, when he had explained his plans, everyone had seemed to be encouraging and compliant; thus he could fetch Kitty and get them on their way with every reason to believe success was within reach.
The only stumbling block might be the woman herself. He prayed otherwise, but was prepared to do whatever it took, should that be necessary.
She was prompt, bless her. And correctly clad for morning calls in a pretty blue dress and dark blue spencer. Her bonnet matched and once again he patted himself silently on the back for his foresight. Although this particular part of the plan had been simple guesswork.
The coach made excellent time from Mowbray House to London and their first destination, and Max had no problem allowing Kitty to chat, or comment on general topics. All that was required of him was a brief response, something along the lines of “hmm” Or “indeed” and the silences were comfortable and companionable.
He did refuse her entreaties to tell her about his plan, simply telling her all would be revealed in good time and she must humour him and be patient.
It obviously irked her, but she obeyed, and he had to acknowledge that she was a woman of her word. However, when they reached the first destination, she leaned forward, looking out the window of the coach. “I don’t recognize this street, Max. Where are we?”
“Just a moment, Kitty…” He jumped down to the pavement as a servant in elegantly formal livery approached the door with papers in his hand.
“Mr. Seton-Mowbray?”
“Yes.”
“His Grace asked me to give you these, sir. He says they’re everything you need and as promised, Mr. George Granmont will be awaiting your arrival.”
“Very good. Thank his Grace for me, would you? I must make haste.”
“Of course, sir.” The servant touched his forelock and closed the coach door behind Max as he re-entered, clutching his papers, and sat beside Kitty once more. A tap on the roof and they were off again.
“I do not understand all this, Max. What have you there? That seal on one of those papers looks very formal…”
“Not much longer, Kitty, I promise.” He reached beneath his seat. “Here. I found these when I was out earlier this morning. I thought you might enjoy them.” He pulled out a small bunch of bluebells wrapped in pretty paper with a blue ribbon and offered them to her.
“Oh,” she whispered. “I do love bluebells. The scent…” she breathed in and closed her eyes. “Reminds me of the woods around Ridlington. I remember picking great armloads when I was little. Hecate and I…” She stopped on the words, and buried her nose in the flowers.
“She is well, Kitty. It will take her time, but she will fully recover. I truly believe that.” He touched her shoulder.
She nodded and raised her chin. “I believe it too. Just for a moment there…” She drifted a finger over the tiny blue flowers. “Thank you, Max. This is very kind of you.”
“Not at all,” he smiled, knowing they were getting closer and closer to the moment of decision.
“Isn’t it strange how the scent of something can bring back such vivid memories?”
“Not at all,” he replied. “For me, if I smell oranges I think of Christmas. They were a beloved treat on that day. I can remember the tang of the juice and how my Mama’s hands would have that rich fragrance after she had handled the peel.”
There was a clatter and a bump, and they both reached for the straps.
Once again Kitty leaned forward to look out of the window. The clouds had lifted and a weak sunbeam or two glistened from clean windows and shining gates. They were on the very outskirts of London. 
“We’re not on the road back to Mowbray House, are we,” she stated. “This looks quite different.”
“You’re correct. We have come a little more south…” He also leaned forward, looking out his side of the coach. “And I believe we have arrived at our destination. There will be people awaiting us, Kitty.”
He saw her frown as she stared across him to the beautiful little church, nestled amongst oaks that had probably waved their limbs at William the Conqueror.
“Max?”
He held out his hand. “Trust me?”
Uncertain for a few moments, during which he held his breath, she finally took it. “Of course.”
He tried to conceal his sigh of relief, turning to leave the coach and put down the steps so that Kitty could alight with ease. He held her hand until she was on the ground, then tucked it into his arm, noting she still held the bluebells. 
Perfect.
The door was open, and Max drew Kitty into the shadows of the church, inhaling the mixture of old wood, incense and reverence that seemed to characterize almost all churches he could recall. Not that he’d been in a lot, but there again…a scent brought back memories of hard pews, trying not to fidget and dozing through many endless sermons.
Today, however, was different. Several local citizens had seated themselves at the back of the church, no doubt drawn by curiosity at the one or two coaches that had stopped in front of their church this morning.
And in the front pew, Max saw his guests had arrived.
Grace and Perry sat together, Grace swathed in her usual veils, Perry looking quite smart in a new beaver hat, styled after the distinct Paris Beau with
its slightly conical top and accentuated curvy brim. He made a mental note to remind himself to ask Perry where he’d obtained it.
Then he heard Grace gasp and she came to a standstill beside him. “Max. What’s happening here?” Her eyes were wide.
“There is something we must do, Kitty, in order to pursue our investigations. We cannot continue the way we are.” He urged her forward down the aisle as he spoke. “I wouldn’t ask it if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.”
“But here? In a church?” She looked around. “And why are Grace and Perry here?”
A door opened to one side of the altar and a small gentleman stepped through. A cleric, obviously, by virtue of his ceremonial garb. He walked to his assigned position and smiled at them as they stood in the middle of the church. 
“Mr. Seton-Mowbray and Miss Ridlington? Please do come forward.” He beckoned. “You have something for me, I believe.”
Max urged a reluctant Kitty to the head of the aisle, and passed the papers to the reverend. “Vicar Granmont?”
“Indeed yes, sir. Give me a moment if you would?” He turned to one side, broke the seal on the largest paper and began to read.
“Max,” hissed Kitty. “What is going on? I insist you tell me.”
Turning to her, he took her hands in his, careful not to crush the bluebells. “All right. The clues we’re following are about to lead us into Society, Kitty. All the way. We need to find a certain woman, Dancey’s current mistress, and she will be attending a ball this evening. The thing is, so will a lot of other people from the highest levels of the Ton, including the Prince Regent.”
“So?” She frowned in puzzlement.
“We need to be there. But I cannot take you as my mistress. You know that.”
“Yes, but…”
He put a finger on her lips. “I can, of course, take you…as my wife.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
Kitty’s ears buzzed, and she barely managed to restrain the urge to slap her hand against her head and clear that odd ringing sound. She blinked and took a breath. “I could have sworn you said wife.”
He gave her a stern look. “I did. I used the word wife in connection with you. With us. As in you will be my wife.”
The scent of the bluebells hit her nose and for a moment it made her dizzy. “Ah.” She swallowed. “So this is where we get married? To each other?”
“Yes.”
“With Grace and Sir Peregrine as witnesses, I assume?”
“Yes.”
“And this is all because you can’t take a mistress to a ball where the Prince Regent is present.”
“Not this ball, no.”
“I see.” She shot a glance at Grace, who was smiling and nodding at her. Sir Peregrine raised his rather natty hat.
“Good. So shall we?” Max gestured toward the Vicar, who was patiently waiting for them to conclude their discussion. “Is everything in order, sir?”
“Indeed, Mr. Seton-Mowbray. The Bishop has authorized a special license, and since both you and Miss Ridlington are of age, I see no barriers to your happy union this morning.”
Kitty wondered if there was somewhere she could quietly vomit and then return to where she was standing. She was experiencing a sensation that was probably similar to seasickness, a feeling of lightheaded nausea.
She gulped down the worst of it. “I’m not quite sure what to say…”
Max took her hand in his. “Say yes. Let’s carry on with our investigations as husband and wife. It will make things so much easier. For both of us.”
“Are you asking, or telling?” Kitty knew her hand was cold and clammy, rather like the rest of her.
“I’m asking, of course,” smiled Max. “But I’m encouraging you to say yes. Right now. This minute. Everything else can be worked out later.”
She looked over at Grace once more, and got an approving nod in return. For some reason it calmed her nerves. She hadn’t regarded Max’s sister as a mindless nincompoop, although this whole morning might well have been conceived by one. So if Grace was in favor of this marriage, it couldn’t be too terrible a thing.
“Mistress to wife, Kitty. That would be a huge slap in the faces of every old biddy who has condemned the outrageous Miss Ridlington.” Max murmured the words.
“Yes, but I haven’t really had chance to be outrageous yet, have I? And as your wife…”
“You may be as outrageous as you please.” He grinned and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “And especially with me. I like outrageous, as you know.”
She blushed. “Well…”
“Good. It’s settled.” Max dragged her up the last step to face Vicar Granmont. “We may begin, now, sir, if you please.”
And so, with minimum fuss and bother, and an abbreviated service lacking such things as hymns and sermons, Kitty Ridlington became Kitty Seton-Mowbray, right down to a small gold ring on the third finger of her left hand. There was even a brief meeting of lips at the conclusion of the service, but it all seemed more like a dream to the woman pledging to love, honor and obey a man she suddenly felt she barely knew.
It wasn’t until they were joined in the vestry by Grace and Sir Peregrine, that reality caught up with the new bride.
“Oh God.” Her hand shook as she was given the quill to sign the marriage lines. “What have I done? Oh God…”
“Hush, sweetheart.” Max was there, sliding his arm around his waist. “I should not like my wife to faint within minutes of becoming mine.” He added a squeeze on the last word.
Mine.
In spite of her apprehension and the shocks of the morning, Kitty couldn’t miss the implications. She sighed and allowed herself to lean against her new husband. It comforted her and she found the earth no longer swayed beneath her feet.
Then Grace hurried up to her side. “Kitty, my love. I couldn’t be happier to have you for a sister.”
“You barely know me, Grace,” protested Kitty. “I might be an awful person who can’t even read. I might have false teeth, or some unspeakably awful habits. How do you know?”
“Because I know my brother. Max would not have married an illiterate toothless horror, no matter how dire the need.”
Kitty’s lips twitched. “I’m being silly.”
“Yes you are, but it’s your wedding day, and I forgive you.” Grace hugged her, hard, a squeeze that warmed away any chill lingering within her spine. “Here are your flowers. You left them on a pew.” Bluebells appeared in Kitty’s hand once more, and she breathed in the fragrance as if it was her first breath of air in a week.
“Congratulations,” said Sir Peregrine, coming to her side after shaking Max’s hand and slapping him on the shoulder. “You’ve snabbled a fine husband.”
She smiled ruefully. “There was no snabbling involved, Sir Peregrine. I will confess to a large amount of surprise at this entire morning, though…” She looked at him accusingly. “And you have been a part of it. I should be quite cross with you…”
“Why don’t you call me Perry, instead, my dear. I hope to be a constant visitor at Mowbray House. I foresee some lively evenings.”
“As do I.” Max’s arm circled Kitty’s waist once more, and brought quite dreadful things into her mind. And in church, of all places. 
She fought a blush. “I’m sure both Max and I would enjoy your presence—er—Perry…”
“Just the sort of thing a perfect wife would say,” enthused Max. “I predict you will be a sensation at the ball tonight.”
“Indeed,” said Grace.
“But of course,” added Sir Peregrine. “Now, if you’ll forgive my forwardness, I took the liberty of reserving a room in Monsieur Phillipe’s restaurant. An impromptu celebration of this momentous day? Consider it my gift to the happy couple.”
“Is it private?” asked Grace, her voice hesitant as her hand lifted to her veil.
“Perfectly, my dear.” He took that hand away from her face and rested it on his arm. “Allow me the privilege of escorting you. My carriage is big enough for all of us, but I’m sure Max and Kitty would prefer to share these first few moments alone.”
“You’re a hopeless romantic, Perry. I never knew.” Max snickered.
“Sssh,” said the older man. “Breathe a word of it and I’ll have your guts for garters.”
Max and Kitty followed Grace and Sir Peregrine out of the vestry, and the church, thanking Vicar Granmont as they departed. 
“You have completely stunned me,” said Kitty. “You could have explained it all first. Told me about the ball. Was this necessary, Max?”
He helped her into the coach, and sat across from her, reaching for both her hands and looking at the little ring. “I believe it was.” He sounded serious. “And I couldn’t risk you saying no.”
She wondered at his words. Taken at face value, they indicated a desire on his part to really marry her. Did he? Or was this all part and parcel of some trifling entertainment he’d created to further their investigations, something that could be set aside once they were done.
She couldn’t help the next words that came from her lips. “Do you really want me as your wife?”
His gaze met hers. “I wouldn’t have given you my grandmother’s ring if I didn’t.”
“Well then.” She was at a loss. 
“Do you mind having me as a husband, Kitty?”
Her heart thudded, but her innate honesty answered for her. “No, I don’t mind at all.”
“Good.” He gripped her hands and pulled her onto his lap. “I’m pleased, wife.” He grinned, and then kissed her, a long and deep kiss, rich with passion and calculated to send her head spinning.
Which it did, most effectively.
 
*~~*~~*
 
Max blessed Perry for his inspired notion of taking them all to lunch. 
First, it allowed them to celebrate the occasion with laughter, some champagne—neither Kitty nor Grace had tried it before—and added a note of fun to the day, since everyone’s humour seemed to be as sparkling as the liquid in their glasses.
Secondly, both Max and Perry noted the attention they received as they progressed to their reserved room. “I think a few pigeons just fluttered out,” murmured Perry as the gentlemen seated the ladies.
“Meow,” answered Max. “I rather enjoy being one the cats.”
“It’ll be all over town by tonight, of course,” Perry cautioned.
“I heard that,” Kitty glanced over her shoulder at Max. “Is that correct?”
Max sighed and nodded, taking the seat next to her. “Yes. There were several women in the restaurant I recognized as well-known busybodies. If you’d been looking, you’d have seen their eyes widen.” He grinned. “I’m surprised you didn’t notice the air being sucked out of the room. I think they all gasped at the same moment.”
She grinned. “Now I really am the scandalous Miss Ridlington.” She blinked. “No wait. I’m not.” She turned to Max. “Can I be the scandalous Mrs. Seton-Mowbray?”
Perry caught the thread of the conversation, since he and Grace were seated opposite and the table was of a comfortable size. “I believe that will be the correct form of address during interactions such as these. Without the scandalous, of course.” He leaned back and folded his hands across his chest. “However, when formally introduced, you will be the Right Honorable Mrs. Seton-Mowbray. You have married beneath you, my dear. Title-wise, that is. No offense, Max.”
“Good God. My wife outranks me.” Max placed his hand dramatically over his heart. “There goes my standing at the clubs.”
“Oh hush,” chuckled Grace. “Wives always outrank husbands. Just because this is validated by the peerage, doesn’t change the state of all the other marriages out there.” 
Kitty raised her chin as she flashed a quick smile at Grace. “Your sister is quite correct, Max. Women definitely outrank men in the state of marriage.”
“Oh really?” His tone was challenging. “How so?”
“Heirs, darling,” she drawled. “Have any of your fellow club members given birth to one?”
He blinked.
“I thought not.” Content, Kitty leaned back and Grace raised her glass.
“Hear hear.”
From then on, the meal degenerated into a lot of laughing, teasing, kindly insulting comments, all parties seeming to set aside their worries and questions for a couple of hours. 
Max wondered at it; four such disparate characters…his sister, usually so reserved and private, actually appearing in public and enjoying it. Then there was Perry, a brilliant man, who had gradually disappeared from Society, declaring himself jaded and tired of the absurdities he observed while in it.
And Kitty. She had worked so hard to gain entrée into the Ton, ignoring her Ridlington heritage and relying on her wit and her charm. And yet she’d craved the chance to become scandalous, notorious even, to shake up that self-satisfied world of traditions and expectations.
And then there was himself. He knew he’d found little but façades and pretenses within the Society he was supposed to be a part of; a discovery that had taken a while to sink in, but that had changed him, kept him aloof and mostly uninterested in those who swanned around him at endless, useless events.
“Enjoying yourself?” Kitty leaned into him briefly.
“Yes.” He looked at her. “If this is what married life is like, I believe it will suit me well.” He paused. “But I’ll reserve judgment until the morning.”
She blushed.
“So it will be the Chorley ball this evening, then?” Perry asked.
Max nodded. “I have it on good authority that our quarry is seeking solace for her loss by pursuing…” He leaned in, encouraging three other heads to lean toward him. “She’s…after Sir Robert Dunnover.”
“Good grief.” Kitty sat back with a shocked look on her face. “I know he’s as rich as Golden Ball, but he’s got to be well over sixty…?”
“At least,” added Perry. 
Grace delicately dabbed her lips with her napkin. “Perhaps he has a bad cough?”
There was silence for at least a count of ten seconds.
Then Perry snickered.
Max grinned and choked down a guffaw.
Kitty couldn’t hold her peal of laughter back.
And Grace? She just looked at each of them, gentle innocence writ large upon her face.
“Max, I believe I shall develop a tendre for your sister. I shall abduct her and keep her in a tower room so that I may visit her and enjoy her brilliant wit as often as I feel like it.” Perry glanced at Max.
“I might have something to say about that, sir.” Grace stared at him. “For example, is it a drafty tower room? Is there a good fireplace?” She ticked off items on her fingers. “It must have a large library next door, of course, and I would like a view of the ocean too.” She thought. “Um, high ceilings…a piano, which goes without saying…”
Perry shook his head. “You know, you’d think we mere males would learn when it comes to women.”
Max grinned. “No, we never will.” He grinned at Kitty. “Isn’t it wonderful?”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
The entire day seemed to have passed in some sort of strange fanciful dream. 
Or at least it seemed that way to Kitty as she joined Max in the carriage that night, ready to ride back into London once more. 
“You look beautiful,” he said as he settled her beside him. “The gown fits?”
Kitty shook her head in resignation. “You are a wizard, aren’t you? I arrive home, unexpectedly wed, to find a magnificent ball gown spread out on my bed.” She smiled. “I think my maid was about to have a spasm, it was so gorgeous. And yes, it fits. Is there any point to my asking how you did it?”
“No. I have elves, of course, and magical servants. All good wizards do.”
“Meaning you have a special relationship with some Bond street dressmakers.”
“Er, yes. That too,” he chuckled.
“Max. These…” She touched the necklace above her bodice. Sapphires, emeralds and diamonds winked in the meagre light from outside the carriage. Matching earbobs swung against her neck. “You didn’t have pet gnomes make these this afternoon, I’ll warrant.”
He brushed a finger against them, trailing it down over her skin to her cleavage. “My grandmother,” he said. “Did I mention she was a member of the Russian court?”
“No,” said Kitty, her voice weakening as that finger wandered beneath the fabric of her dress. “Max. Stop. I refuse to make my debut as your wife looking as if you’ve just taken your husbandly rights in a carriage.”
“Damn.” He muttered beneath his breath, moving his hand away. Then sighed. “All right. My grandmother was cousin to some distant member of the Romanov family. Close enough to share a little of the wealth and far enough away to stay out of the scandals. But of course, when it came to any court function, women were naked without their jewelry. I remember my mother telling me this was considered a paltry piece. Very small. Which gives you an idea of what kind of jewels the rest of them must have worn.”
“I can’t begin to imagine.” She touched them again. “They are so beautiful and match the gown so well. I’ll take good care of them, I promise.”
“They’re yours, now, Kitty. As is that ring. I believe that was the first thing my grandfather ever gave her. I know her wedding rings went to my aunt, and I have no idea what happened to them. Perhaps Grace has them. Who knows?” He shrugged. “But I was looking for a ring, and I found the necklace at the same time.”
“I see.” Kitty found her throat clogged with emotion as she realized the forethought Max had put into all this.
“At some point we’ll pull the whole bloody lot out and you can pick out what you like. Perhaps some of the older stuff can be reset.”
Dazed, she let that one pass. The mere idea of there being a “bloody lot” of jewels…well, her mind rebelled against the notion.
The best she could do was mutter a weak “all right” Which was quite acceptable, since to inquire into the nature of the lot would have been crass, in her opinion, betraying a rather common curiosity. Whereas ignoring it would have put her into the realms of those who turned up their noses at such fortunes. Neither fit Kitty. Besides, she was essentially female, which predisposed her to be curious about pretty and shiny things.
Luckily, the carriage slowed.
“Oh, we’re here…”
“Rather, we’re in the queue. I expect there are several streets clogged with traffic. The Chorleys have presence, you know.” He raised his head high in the air and regarded her down the length of his nose. “Presence, my deah. And lineage too.”
She laughed at his overdone representation of Lady Chorley’s frightfully silly accent. “They do indeed. I met Lady Chorley once. She is inches shorter than me but in spite of that, she looked down her nose at me in just that way. I still can’t quite say how she managed it, but she did.”
“So, think about it…since she’s so high in the instep, me arriving on her doorstep with my mistress-turned-wife will put her into a dreadful quandary.”
“How so?”
“It’s obvious.” He grinned unrepentantly. “She can turn to her superior position and toss us both out on the street, thus maintaining the high standards she so intensely embraces, or…” the grin turned into a chuckle, “…she can welcome us to her home, and thus become the first London hostess to boast the attendance of that scandalous couple, the Seton-Mowbrays. And on their wedding day, no less.”
“Ahh.” Kitty understood.
“If you were in her slippers this evening, would you want to stand on righteous indignation, or relish the parade of visitors through your door tomorrow morning, all chattering about how she scored the social coup of the season?”
“Good point.” She looked out the window. “We have to talk about all this, Max. We haven’t had time yet.”
“All what?”
She turned to him, his face a pale shadow. She wished she could see more of his expression. “Our wedding. This presentation of us as a couple to the Ton. The righteous indignation, as you so aptly put it, that will doubtless result from our appearance this evening.”
“What must we talk about? We know our goal tonight is to find Dorothea Weston and see if we can pick her brain for information about her dead lover.” He held out his hands, his lace cuffs shining white. “What else is there?”
She gritted her teeth. “Our marriage?”
“Yes?”
The carriage slowed even more. 
“Damn,” she muttered. “Never mind.” They came to a stop. “But this conversation is not over, Max. Just tabled for later.”
“Very well,” he said, as he stepped out of the coach. “Now come along, Mrs. Seton Mowbray. We’re about to make a splash in Society. Are you ready?”
“No.” She put her hand in his. “But I’ll do it anyway, since given the way today has gone, I don’t think there’s much left that can surprise me.”
 
*~~*~~*
 
“Mr. Max Seton-Mowbray and the Right Honorable Mrs. Seton-Mowbray.”
Was there a sudden hush in the crowded ballroom? Max hoped he hadn’t imagined it. The butler had glanced at the card given him, raised his eyebrows, and then nodded. Clearly he knew who Kitty was—or had been yesterday—because he announced her title correctly.
They proceeded down the stairs into the Chorley ballroom, a murmur of conversation rising like a wave around them. Knowing they were probably the cynosure of many eyes, Max kept Kitty’s hand tight in his own, making their relationship even more clear.
“Darlings. My goodness what a shock.” Lady Chorley awaited them at the bottom of the stairs, a tooth-filled smile on display. “This is such a huge surprise. Why only yesterday it seems we were shaking our heads over your naughtiness, Max. And now look at your lovely wife.”
Kitty curtseyed, a movement of grace and elegance that betrayed her good breeding. 
Lady Chorley’s smile grew even more wide. “How charming.”
“You’re so kind, my Lady.” Max bowed over her hand. “Where else could my wife and I celebrate our nuptials? After all, is not most of London present this evening?”
“Ha-ha,” tittered their hostess. “Indeed, indeed.” She turned to her husband. “Here are the Seton-Mowbrays, dear. Newly wedded, I understand. Do bid them welcome.”
“Of course,” said the older man, his eyes on Kitty’s bodice. “Lovely gel, quite lovely.”
“Thank you, sir.” Kitty dropped another curtsey, squeezing Max’s hand.
And so it was that the newlywed Seton-Mowbrays breezed into the Ton, heads high, looking for all the world as if it was the most normal thing imaginable. Max knew there would be comments in the morning papers—Grace would be thrilled, of course, devouring each and every word—and within half an hour gossip would be all over London this very night.
Max Seton-Mowbray had married his mistress, the scandalous Kitty Ridlington, within days of their very public wager and consequent arrangement.
He caught a few frowns and raised eyebrows as he and Kitty reached the ballroom floor, but since the orchestra chose that moment to strike up a waltz, he was certain that by the end of it, smiles would replace those shocked looks. After all, nobody wanted to appear critical of Lady Chorley’s guests by giving them the cut direct.
“Dance with me.” He pulled Kitty into the measures of the waltz, easily guiding her first uncertain moves. “You waltz, I know,” he said, looking down at her pale face.
“I do, yes,” she glanced at him. “But this is quite different, and you know it. I feel as if I have steel daggers drilling holes through my spine.”
“As do I.” He grinned. “Isn’t it fun?”
She laughed then, a bright sound that drew a few gazes. He’d hoped for that reaction and seeing her smile at him, whirling her in his arms to the delightful music…well, he was just about as happy as he’d ever been. Which was shocking, since he prided himself on his emotional restraint. It would seem his wife had ripped all that away. 
“Why are you looking like that?” She pinched his thumb. “Are you all right?”
“Yes, I think so. I’ve just discovered that I’m enjoying myself.”
Kitty shook her head. “I have married a strange man, it would seem.”
“Indeed.” 
They were quiet for a while, both in perfect step, her height a match for his. The waltz was made for those who could easily lead and follow, a sinuous and flowing series of moves that took two people and joined them together for a few blissful moments.
“I want you,” said Max.
“Oh.” Kitty looked around. “Here? There may well be a quiet corner…or a conservatory perhaps?” Her lips twitched. “We broke a tree once, we could demolish an aspidistra or two, I’m sure…”
He squeezed her waist. “You will pay for that, my dear. Wait until we get home.”
Her eyes lowered. “Yes, Master,” she whispered. Then she glanced up, all naughtiness and delight.
“If you keep looking at me like that, I shall forget the reason we’re here and strip you naked right in the middle of Lady Chorley’s ballroom.”
She tilted her head to one side and looked at him. “You probably would, too. So let’s to business, shall we? I think we’ll be the topic of more than enough gossip tomorrow without adding naked frolics into the mix.”
“Right.” Max looked around them. “Weston. Lady Dorothea Weston. Yellow hair, I believe. A bosom bow of Matilda Cornwell’s, and God knows that woman is everywhere. Aha.” He nodded. “Yes, there she is. I’ve found Matilda. Let’s start with her.”



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
“Ahh, my dear Matilda. As lovely as ever. You put the Incomparables to shame, as always.”
Mrs. Cornwell was everything Kitty expected from a notorious gossip. Pleasingly plump and well into middle age, she had launched three daughters successfully, and was now enjoying the chance to meddle in everyone else’s lives. And she was blushing like a debutante as Max elegantly saluted her hand.
“Why you charming devil, Max Seton-Mowbray. Now why was I not the first to hear of your marriage? So sudden too?”
Kitty wasn’t surprised to intercept a sharp glance directed at her midsection. After all, an unexpected wedding was often preceded by the news of an impending birth. Instinctively, she stood straighter, knowing the lines of her gown would betray her slim waist and total lack of any kind of upcoming happy event.
“When the heart is involved, dear Matilda, the results are often rapid and impetuous.” Max reached out for Kitty’s hand and drew her to his side. “Once seen, is she not unforgettable? Once kissed…well, she could not remain unwed.”
“Ohhh,” sighed Mrs. Cornwell, as did several other women leaning toward the little group in order to catch some of the conversation. “A true romance. How wonderful.”
“Indeed, Ma’am,” smiled Kitty. “Max swept me off my feet.” She moved a little closer to Matilda’s ear. “And I can’t wait for him to sweep me out of my slippers.”
Matilda’s gaze raked Max from head to foot. “Mmm. I can see why.”
Max cleared his throat. “I must ask…have you seen Lady Weston this evening? We’d like to offer her our sympathies on the loss of our mutual friend, Dancey Miller-James. Such a tragedy.”
Matilda looked suitably downcast. “Wasn’t it, though? So young to be cut down like that in his prime.” She frowned slightly, turning to Kitty. “Wasn’t it your sister who was with him in the coach? Such a sweet and charming gel…”
Kitty nodded. “It was, Ma’am. We have yet to learn the details of that sad evening. Hecate sustained some serious injuries to her leg, but I’m happy to say she is slowly recovering at home in Ridlington Chase. We’re not sure if she will remember what happened though.”
Matilda tsked her teeth and looked sad. “Do wish her well next time you see her.” She paused. “I suppose you’ll be visiting your brother the Baron, soon? He wasn’t at the wedding?”
Fully anticipating the prying questions, Kitty gave a serene smile. “Sadly, no, it was a most informal affair. But we were happy to have the company of Mrs. Grace Chaney, my husband’s sister, and Sir Peregrine Hawkesbury. They kindly supported us during the ceremony.” She slipped her arm through Max’s as he stood listening. “My family has known Max for some little time. And they know me, of course.” She managed a small, embarrassed smile. “Thus this marriage will come as no surprise to them, given Max’s affections and my impetuous nature.”
“Delightful, my dears.” She eagerly devoured Kitty’s words and doubtless would regurgitate them, with suitable embellishments, for quite some time to come. “Now, dear Dorothea was headed toward the dining room earlier, I believe. If you were wanting to speak with her, you might try there?”
They made the appropriate farewells and moved away, Kitty blowing a breath quietly through her lips.
“Agreed,” said Max. “She has a good heart, unlike some of her cronies, but yes, we’ll be the romantic wedding of the year by the time she’s done with us.”
“Do you mind?”
Max snorted. “I couldn’t care less about such things, Kitty. You know that.”
“Yes, I do. And it means nothing to me either.” She looked around at a room filled with people she didn’t know. “But one thing, Max, we should go to Ridlington soon. I don’t want my family thinking I’ve shut them out of my life…” She glanced up at him.
He nodded. “Yes. Very soon, love. That is on my list.”
“Thank you.” She breathed a little easier. “Oh look. Is that Lady Weston? Over by the bookcase. Yellow hair…” Although the word ‘yellow’ could best be applied loosely, realized Kitty. It was a great deal more brassy than one might expect of human hair.
“Yes, that’s her.” Max led them that way, into an area that was less well-populated.
Lady Weston was apparently concluding a disagreement with another lady, who spun on her heel and walked off with an angry expression her face.
“Stupid cat,” said Lady Weston under her breath. “Hullo Max.” She looked at Kitty. “This is the one you bedded and wedded, is it?” She smirked. “Supposed to do it t’other way around, you cad.” She nudged him with what looked like a sharp elbow.
Seeing a look of impending displeasure on her new husband’s face, Kitty stepped in. “I am indeed the one, Lady Weston. We’ve met once before I believe, and have a shared sadness today.” She managed to look suitably saddened. “The loss of Mr. Miller-James is a terribly tragedy. Both Max and I would like to extend our sincere sympathies.”
Lady Weston’s expression changed. “I miss him.” The words were hushed and spoken with what seemed to Kitty like a very real emotion. “He was…he was a special man.”
“So I’ve heard,” said Max. “I knew him, of course, clubs and so on. But I am sorry to say I did not know him as well as I should have.”
“Damned carriages,” she muttered. “Damned bloody carriages.”
Kitty made a snap decision. “Come, Ma’am, let’s sit over here for a bit. It’s quiet and you can compose yourself. Such times are hard, and keeping them private can be even harder.”
Grateful for the suggestion, Lady Weston willingly sat on a sofa in the corner of the room, well away from the circulating guests. The music had started once more, so the sound of their conversation would be lost against the background noise of the ball.
“He was interested in carriages, you know,” began Lady Weston.
“Was he? How fascinating…” Kitty encouraged, feeling Max’s hand warm on her shoulder.
“Yes,” nodded the other woman. “He’d inherited a business, believe it or not. A carriage business…” A small sob shook her.
Kitty rested a hand on Lady Weston’s arm. “Tell me. Was he a good businessman? It seems unusual for a gentleman of his standing to go into trade…”
“Oh he didn’t.” The comment was immediate. “He was the first to say he knew nothing about running the company. ‘Got a good manager, Dorothea,’ he used to say. ‘Man knows what he’s doing.’”
“Ahh, so that’s the secret,” smiled Kitty gently.
“Well that, and make sure your competition doesn’t get ahead,” Lady Weston added. “Dancey always made sure that didn’t happen. I’m not sure how, of course, but I do know it wasn’t long before the other company fell behind.”
“Goodness, I wonder how that happened?” Kitty managed an innocent blink.
“I don’t know.” She frowned. “Occasionally he’d go off with some people that certainly weren’t members of Society, if you know what I mean.”
“You think they might have been helping him, Dorothea?” Max leaned over the sofa.
“If they were, they were up to no good. I’m not seventeen, you know. Dancey never realized that.” She pursed her lips. “I’d never say anything, of course, but now he’s gone…well I would not be surprised to learn those men had done something to the other carriages.”
“Really. Oh, my.” Kitty slumped. “I’m sure Mr. Miller-James couldn’t have countenanced anything bad…”
Lady Weston shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t care much about any of it. But since he was killed…well, one wonders.” She turned to Max. “And in your carriage, too. Such a surprise. I can’t believe Dancey would do anything to one of his own and he was thrilled you’d bought one.”
“Oh…” Kitty was about to speak, but Max shook his head.
“He knew about my carriage?”
“Well it was the design, you see. He pointed it out one day. Said the lines were identical, and although he’d not seen that use of color, he could tell it was one of his company’s. He was so delighted.”
“I’m sure he was.” Max’s voice was expressionless. “So he never mentioned anything about the other carriage company experiencing accidents?”
The yellow hairdo shook as Lady Weston turned rapidly to frown at Max. “No. Nothing. What are you saying? What accidents?”
“Never mind, Lady Weston. Or may I call you Dorothea?” Kitty patted her hand. “We’re just hoping nobody else is hurt or worse. Losing a bright and wonderful man like your Dancey…well, I am sure you understand.”
Lady Weston’s eyes narrowed. “Your sister was with him, wasn’t she.” It was not a question.
“Yes, she was.”
“And she’s alive. My Dancey’s gone, but that bitch is still alive.” The sad woman vanished and an angry lover replaced her. “There’s something very wrong there. He didn’t care for her at all, you know. No matter what she says. He was mine. All mine. He promised me…”
“Of course, Dorothea, of course.” Max came around and sat beside her, taking her hand, soothing her, while Kitty made good her escape to a more distant chair. “Nobody could imagine otherwise. We believe Dancey was probably escorting Hecate either back to Lady Allington’s, or to another event that evening. No more than that…”
“Oh. Well then…” She subsided a little, burrowing in her reticule for her handkerchief. “Forgive me. I am overset.”
“Of course. We completely understand.” He picked up her hand and kissed it, a little longer than necessary. “I am astounded at your strength, dear lady. It is matched only by your beauty. How lucky Dancey was, and how lucky some other gentleman will be. I am convinced of it.”
She managed a weak smile through her tears. “You are very kind, Max.”
“We will leave you to compose yourself. I am sure we’ll meet again before long.”
“Thank you.” She nodded, a smile for him, and a less than affectionate tilt of the head for Kitty.
“That was puzzling,” murmured Kitty as she and Max walked back toward the dancing. “But it would seem the accidents were indeed done on purpose. And possibly at Miller-James’s bidding. What an awful man he was.”
“Yes. Perry said it best. Vermin.”
“Most apt.” Kitty’s breath left her as Max whisked her through a door and into what looked like a large closet. “Max…mmmpf….”
His lips were on hers, his arms around her, and he kissed the dickens out of her before she could catch a breath. “I have been aching to do that for quite some time. You were brilliant with that woman, my sweet. I really do have an amazing wife.” He grinned from ear to ear and then kissed her once more, forcefully, preventing her from doing more than moan as his tongue met hers.
Her arms went up around his neck as his hands bunched her skirts and raised them, allowing his fingers to seek and find her sex. Heat swept over her, followed by the sensual chills of her arousal. She thrust herself into his hand without even realizing it.
“God, Max. We’re in a cupboard, for heaven’s sake…” She moaned again as he found his way to the exact spot that always drove her wild. “Oh…sweet lord…”
He drove her up and over without pity, drawing her release from her as easily as he had kissed her, breathing in her cries and holding her upright. It might have been the excitement of the day, or the erotic nature of their location, but Kitty’s orgasm exploded rapidly and rocked her from her upswept hair to her elegant slippers. All from the touch of his hand.
She sagged against him, breathing hard, amazed at what they had just done. “God. Just…oh, hell.”
“Well that covers the religious portion of the evening.”
She poked him with her fingers. “If you’re going to make me feel foolish…”
“On the contrary, love. I want you thinking about this moment until we get home tonight. Because it was just the first course…”
She groaned and straightened her gown. “I might not survive to try dessert.”
“You will. I’ll make sure of it.”
 
*~~*~~*
 
He waited patiently outside the ladies’ withdrawing room, while Kitty tidied herself. 
He hoped he wasn’t smiling too much, but the thought of what they’d just done, and where, was amusing, to say the least. He was hard, of course. He was always hard around Kitty, but he could wait. Tonight was for them as a married couple.
Unfortunately, he sensed that Kitty would want to talk about their future as well, which—since he hadn’t got that far with his plan yet—was a bit vague. His mind turned to the matter of Dancey Miller-James. Why would he think that Max had one of his carriages? Were they that similar?
In truth, Max would have been hard pressed to identify the manufacturer of any particular carriage, but then again, it wasn’t his business. Nor was it Dancey’s, although the man liked to dabble in it, was as competitive as they come, and didn’t worry about things like morals or ethics when it came to business practices.
No, he had been convinced Max owned a Kanehall carriage. And that assumption suddenly led Max to an almost unthinkable notion. 
“Come on,” he said to Kitty as soon as she appeared in the hallway. “We have a stop to make.”
They were given their cloaks and handed into the coach before Kitty had chance to say more than “What?” but once they were seated and on their way, she let loose. “Max, you do realize we have just insulted the Chorleys. We left before dinner, too. A bit much, don’t you think?”
He waved her protest away. “The Chorleys, and by that I mean Lady Chorley, will be quite pleased with us, I have no doubt.”
She clutched his arm. “The Prince Regent…” Horrified, she stared at him. “If he arrived and we left…”
“I don’t believe he’s attending this evening.” Max looked uninterested.
“But…” Kitty struggled with her words. “But Max, you said…”
“We’re here.”
She looked out the window and saw a grand house lit up to the roof, with carriages everywhere. “And that would be where?”
“Back where it all began. Steenmere House, and the evening of the DuClos masquerade.”
Sure enough, Kitty recognized some of the statuary. “What on earth are we doing here?” The coach moved slowly, in stops and starts.
“I’m going to ask you to wait here for a minute or two, Kitty. There’s someone I’d like to find, and if I can do it quickly, so much the better. All right?” He glanced at her. “Trust me.”
“Of course.” Her answer was immediate.
“Good girl.” He dropped a quick kiss on her lips and then opened the door of the coach, waiting until it stopped once more. Then he jumped down, with a brief word to the driver.
Kitty leaned over and pulled the door shut, tugging a blanket around her and trying not to worry.
She was tired, she knew. Getting married unexpectedly, going to a ball, questioning a bereft lover and now getting a mystery ride in a coach…well it was all a bit wearing. Leaning back against the soft squabs, she closed her eyes for a few moments.
Not one for introspection, she found it hard to ask herself the important questions she knew she must answer. Was her marriage a fake? A convenience to get them into one of the biggest balls of the Season? But if so, why had Max gone to such trouble to set it all up? 
She looked back to the first time she’d met him. Cold, distant, eyes like icicles looking her over. He’d been oppressively superior, in her opinion, and had raised her hackles at their first encounter.
But was it her hackles, or might it have been something else? 
She’d become aware of him so quickly, knowing when he walked into a room, or was heading her way at a ball. Certainly he was tall, and that made him more noticeable, but what she experienced was on a different level. It was a certain sensation, inside her, that lit up when Max was around.
Maybe, just maybe, it was the awakening of desire.
Or maybe, again just maybe, it was the awakening of an even deeper passion. One she dared not name, lest it vanish. One she wasn’t even sure she believed in.
Looking ahead, she tried to imagine her life without Max. Going back to Ridlington, perhaps and doing…what? There was little there for her. Family of course, but they had their own lives to live now. Edmund and Rosaline with baby Hugh, Simon and Tabby setting up at the Vicarage, and Letitia at FitzArden Hall.
Getting together with them all was a joy. But living with them? She would be the odd penny. Hecate…well, she was well cared for. What lay ahead for her was anyone’s guess.
No, Kitty realized that if she had her preference, she would remain Mrs. Seton-Mowbray.
Forever.
Because, she admitted to herself, she could not imagine letting another man as close to her as Max had become. He’d broached her carefully created defenses, spanked her bottom and made her scream his name in her ecstasy. He’d insinuated himself into her life and become a part of it, even recreating her life for her so they would both fit nicely together.
He’d done an excellent job.
So excellent in fact, she was now afraid the impossible might have happened.
She’d fallen head over heels in love with Max Seton-Mowbray.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
It had taken him nearly an hour, but he’d found out what he wanted. He’d finally solved the mystery of what had happened to his carriage that fateful night.
He hoped Kitty was all right—he hadn’t expected to be gone that long. But she and the coach were surrounded by other coaches, and at this point, after the loss of Dancey Miller-James, many people had added a footmen or two to their retinue. He doubted there would be any risk, other than to her temper.
But even that was negated, since when he quietly opened the door, it was to find his new wife sound asleep.
He slid in beside her, tapped gently on the roof and took her in his arms as they swayed into motion. She stirred enough to snuggle into him, then sank back into sleep.
Oddly enough, he was quite happy with that. Yes, he had news, and yes he was looking forward to telling her what he had learned. But for now, the sensation of travelling back home to Mowbray House with his new wife in his arms…well it surpassed anything he had experienced up to now. He’d never expected anything like this. Never thought about having, or wanting, anything like this. His life had simply never included the matter of his own family, or producing an heir, or any of the other more customary goals. No, he had single-mindedly pursued his business interests, with the aim of enlarging them in a sensible and solid fashion, and spent his leisure time on the occasional trip into London, and more often a visit to one of the many dungeons catering to his particular sensual tastes.
He’d found he had to choose those carefully, since he disliked brutality or cruelty of any kind. He liked dominating a woman, but not abusing her. He liked controlling her body, and her mind, but not destroying her ability to think or act, or punishing her if she did so.
His preferences were not for the cane or the whip; nor did he want to see welts or blood. 
To him, those were best left to whoever would accept such treatment, and to those who had no compunction about delivering it.
In Kitty, the woman sleeping so soundly in his arms, he had found the best of everything. And she’d erupted into his life so recently, it seemed all but impossible…but there it was. And there she was.
He knew she would please him in bed, and his pleasure had been multiplied by her responses to his actions. And yet she was not of a submissive character at all. On the contrary, she would stand up for herself if necessary, without a second thought. She had spent so much of her life tucked away in the country, which might have explained her intelligence. All those years reading…she had acquired a brain that worked rapidly and efficiently. Debating and discussing matters with her would always be a delight.
She was, he decided, the only woman he could possibly have considered marrying. If he’d asked her yesterday evening, he knew she most likely would have said either a definitive no, or that it was too soon. Both of which would have been valid answers, and both of which he knew he could not have tolerated.
So now he had one last task ahead. To bind this woman to him so tightly she would never leave. To make sure she understood that she was his, and their marriage was real.
That, he decided, was what really mattered. Everything else was mere detail.
They rolled smoothly to a halt in front of Mowbray House, and Max gave Kitty a gentle shake. “Time to wake up, my dear. We’re home.”
She stirred, yawned, smiled sleepily at him and eased herself upright. “I am sorry. I fell asleep waiting for you.”
“I know. It’s all right.” He stepped down from the coach and turned back, putting his hands at her waist and swinging her bodily out and onto the ground. “Let’s go in. It’s late and I’m tired.”
She nodded. “Me too.”
Before she could say another word, he lifted her once more, this time in his arms, and carried her up the steps and into Mowbray House. Deery, who was waiting inside, looked alarmed. “Sir? Miss Ridlington?”
Max grinned. “You may welcome your new mistress, Deery. This is no longer Miss Ridlington. I’m proud to say she’s now Mrs. Seton-Mowbray.”
Deery, to give him credit, did not faint. He did look stunned for all of three seconds, and then a smile began to curve his lips, soon becoming a full-blown expression of joy. “Sir. Madam. I’m—I’ve no idea of what to say, except for congratulations. And best wishes. Oh my goodness. The staff will be thrilled indeed.” He looked at Kitty, sitting comfortably against Max’s chest, with her legs over his arms. “Welcome, Mrs. Max. Welcome home.”
“Thank you, Deery. I’m thrilled to be here.” She turned in his arms. “You can put me down, you know.”
“Yes, but I don’t want to.” He glanced at her. “I’m quite happy with the way things are.”
“Oh.” She thought about that. “Very well, then. Carry on.”
“I intend to.” He smirked. “Deery, if you would lock up? We will be retiring immediately and will not need anything else tonight. My wife’s maid can deal with all the arrangements in the morning.”
“Very good, sir.” Deery bowed.
Turning, Max eagerly headed for the stairs. Then he paused. “Oh, Deery? Would you make sure my sister joins us for breakfast, and send an invitation around to Sir Peregrine’s first thing. I’d like him here too if it’s not too early.”
“As you wish, sir.” Deery bowed again.
“Good night.”
“And to you, sir. Madam.”
Max was almost at the top of the stairs and barely heard his butler’s last words. He was too intent on his wife—and the way she was looking at him. 
 
 
*~~*~~*
 
Welcome home. 
Deery’s words rang in Kitty’s ears as her husband carried her upstairs and down the corridor to his rooms. She looked at him, his face so strong and determined, and yet—when he glanced down at her—an expression of something like hunger flickered in his eyes.
She felt desire sweep over her, followed by heat and a desperate need to touch him. To run her hands over his skin, to smell his fragrance, to learn every inch of him over and over again.
She licked her lips. “Hurry.”
He nearly tripped over the threshold to his bedchamber, and she laughed as he stumbled them both to the bed and dropped her on it with a grunt. “I am.”
She slid off the quilt and kicked her slippers off, reaching for the ties at her knees to release her stockings. He tore off his jacket and waistcoat, cursing when his cravat refused to unravel immediately.
Her stockings joined her slippers on the floor, next to Max’s boots. He threw his cravat on the bed and his shirt fell away in seconds. 
Kitty purred at the sight, went to him and turned her back, lifting the heavy curls of hair away from her neck. She jumped at the sensation of his teeth grazing her skin as his fingers went to work on her lacings. In moments her dress was a pile of shot silk on the carpet, and his hands were on her body, pulling away the delicate silk undergarments, leaving her naked and breathless.
“My necklace,” she said, keeping her back to him.
“Just a second…”
She heard noises and realized he’d shed his breeches. Then the clasp of her necklace loosened and she reached up to catch it in her hands.
“Wait.”
She froze at the command, shivering a little as she recognized the sound. “All right.”
“Leave the necklace where it is for a minute. Put your hands behind you.”
Doing as she was bid, Kitty jumped as she felt his cravat—linking her wrists as he firmly tied them in place. “Max?”
“Sssh.” He tested the bonds and apparently found them to his satisfaction. “Now. Turn around.”
She did, eagerly, although frustrated that she could not touch him. She pulled a little at the fabric binding her wrists.
“Not too tight?” he asked.
She shook her head. “No, but…”
He put a finger on her lips. “You promised to obey me, wife. Obey.”
Her head lowered in silent assent, and she waited for his command. It came quickly. 
“Onto the bed, please. Head on the pillow, lying on your back.” He helped her mount the tall bed, and made sure her hands were as comfortable as possible, given her position. “Good. Good girl.” He leaned over and kissed her, a long deep mingling of tongues and lips and breaths.  
Kitty’s heart swelled at the embrace, and she took a deep breath as he finally took off her necklace and held it up to the light. 
“This could have been made for you. My grandmother would be proud.”
A sting of unshed tears made her blink, and then she jumped as the diamonds touched her nipple. He was dragging the gems over her skin, each one a cool, unyielding, sharp-edged bite of arousal. The moan crept from her throat and she could not hold it back. But it seemed to please him as he played with her nipples and her jewels with equal pleasure.
Each caress sent shivers of sensation darting low in her body and eventually she could no longer keep still. The moisture was dampening her thighs and she ached with the emptiness between them.
“You are needy, my sweet.” 
She glared at him.
“Perhaps my fingers would ease your need.” He stroked downward, over her belly, to find the soft curls at the junction of her legs, letting the necklace slide away. “But that would leave your breasts untended. That will never do.”
His head lowered, his mouth opened, and he sucked, strongly, eliciting a cry of pleasure from her throat. At the same moment, he slid a finger inside her, moving it around, teasing honeyed liquid from her inner darkness.
It was sensual torture, and her hips responded by lifting from the bed toward him, an unmistakeable plea he was apparently going to ignore. At least for now.
He withdrew his hand and gave her swollen sex a tiny, sharp slap.
She gasped. “Ow…” Then subsided, breathing hard, as the area he’d punished heated and grew incredibly sensitive.
He suckled her again, hard, nibbling at the hard nipple as he delivered one more slap to her pussy. “Mmm.” His murmur resounded throughout her body, stoking the fire that was already burning, hot flames licking down her limbs as she moved restlessly against the onslaught of his desire.
He climbed up onto the quilt, pushing her legs wide. She parted them with alacrity, hoping that now he would put his own hard flesh inside her, rather than his fingers.
He paused, looking at her, sprawled helpless before him. “My wife.”
The words surprised her, since they were more of a whispered thought than a command.
She nodded. “Yes. I’m your wife.”
He reached for her hips as he knelt above her, pulling her forward, lifting her and finally thrusting his cock deep within her slick folds. “My wife.”
She struggled, her bound wrists an annoyance that was becoming a severe cause of distress. She wanted to touch him, to join with him on equal terms. This night of all nights should be filled with mutual pleasure.
He smiled as he saw her fighting to free herself. “Wait.” 
She eased, wondering what would come next. But instead of some new punishment, he leaned forward and lifted her into a sitting position, tucking her legs around him as he moved his to a more comfortable position. Kitty found herself sitting on her husband’s lap, his cock inside her, and their chests all but touching. His arms went around her and untied the cravat.
“Oh thank God,” she whispered, slinging her arms around his neck. “Better.” 
Catching on to this new position, she tightened her legs around him, working their bodies into an embrace that locked them together.
Thus joined, she stared into his eyes, knowing the fire would explode before too long. “I must tell you something.” She breathed the words into the inches of space between their lips. “I love you, husband.”
His arms tightened around her and he leaned his forehead against hers. “I love you too.”
Then he moved, as did she, and it was passion, whispered sighs of limbs moving faster and faster to a crescendo, and finally cries as both Max and Kitty let themselves go and clung to each other as the raging inferno claimed them.
They collapsed in a heap, caring not which leg ended where or whose hand was trapped beneath whose shoulder.
“Ouch.” Max groaned and shifted, reaching beneath him. “These are pretty, but I think they just stabbed my arse.” He extracted the necklace cautiously from the tangled linens.
“They weren’t designed to be treated so cavalierly, you know,” observed Kitty as she settled herself between the covers.
“Everything is designed to be treated cavalierly, if you know the right way to do it,” answered Max, with a tired grin. “Even wives.”
“Especially wives.” She cuddled close, knowing he’d turn her and pull her into his arms. 
They were quiet for a while, regaining their breath, and simply enjoying the calm after the storm.
“I meant what I said, Max.” She pulled his arm more tightly around her. “I can’t put my finger on the moment it happened, but today…there it was.”
“Yes,” he murmured. “That discovery hit me over the head with a brick today as well. We are well matched, love. Fate put us together, perhaps knowing we were already half-enamored of each other.”
“Possibly.” She sighed. “Shall you like having a wife?”
He chuckled. “I think so, yes. And I will try and make sure you like having a husband.”
She smiled into the pillow. “Just keep doing what you did tonight, and I will like it very much indeed.”
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
The next morning began a little behind schedule, due to some quite understandable occurrences between a couple so newly married. However, they managed to drag themselves to the parlor for breakfast only an hour later than usual. Something which, given their morning activities, might have been considered quite speedy.
“You two look like…” Grace hid a laugh in her napkin. “Well, let’s just say you look married.”
Perry, who was finishing off his toast, nodded. “Agreed. I was rather surprised to get your note this morning. I’d assumed, mistakenly it would seem, that you would both be recuperating from yesterday.”
“We were.” Max poured tea, and helped himself to eggs.
“Hmm. I’ve not heard it called that before.” Grace raised an amused eyebrow.
“Grace.” Kitty sat down. “I’m shocked.”
“Enough,” sighed Max, knowing this banter would continue unless he put a stop to it. “I wanted you both to be here, not because I can’t get enough of your witty comments, but because I have information I think you’ll find quite surprising.”
“Oh yes,” Grace sat up. “The ball. You were going to find Miller-James’s mistress, weren’t you?”
“We did,” said Kitty. “I’m not quite sure what to make of her, but I think she was genuinely distressed at his death.”
“We managed to get her talking,” added Max. “She confirmed Dancey owned the carriage company, but that he wasn’t a business man of much repute. He left most things to his managers.” He sipped tea. “However, she let on that he was extremely competitive about his company being the best, and so on. She commented on his association with some people who were not of the first stare. Did she know they were sabotaging other carriages? I’m not sure.”
“I think she had a strong suspicion, Max,” Kitty put in. “She might not be brilliant, but she’s not stupid either. And there was no surprise when you mentioned the accidents happening to Whetstone and Frank’s carriages.”
“So you think these other people were doing the actual sabotage?”
“Probably yes.” He stood and fetched more eggs, returning to the table and seating himself before continuing. “Dancey wouldn’t want his hands dirty, and I doubt anyone who took pride in what they made would deliberately then make it fail. So that eliminates the workers. Whether the manager knew or not, I have no idea. But I wouldn’t put it past Dancey to buy him off if he had to. The man had a goodly sized fortune and could have done so without a blink.”
“All well and good, Max,” said Perry, his expression serious. “But none of this helps us understand why Miller-James took your carriage. If he was behind these heinous acts, or had the remotest idea they were going on—which is pretty obvious that he did—surely he wouldn’t be stupid enough to actually use one himself?”
“I have the same question, Max. Something is wrong with the picture you’re painting.”
“You’re right, and I have to say that caused me no end of frustration.” Max looked at the three faces staring at him from around the table. “And I was unable to come up with an answer until I put two small pieces of this puzzle together.” He paused, simply because he couldn’t help himself. They were hanging on his every word and he was enjoying every minute of it.
“Max…” threatened Kitty.
He grinned. “All right. Remember we’re dealing with two carriage makers, newcomers, both of whom have excellent and similar designs.”
Perry sucked in air and sat back, but said nothing. Grace and Kitty both frowned.
“We detoured last night on the way home, back to the DuClos mansion, where all this began. It took me quite some time and more than a few shillings, but eventually I found a boy loitering who remembered my carriage, and the couple who took it. Your sister, Kitty. She is somewhat of an angelic presence, according to this lad, but his description was close enough. He remembers Hecate.”
“He saw them take the carriage?”
“More than that,” answered Max, his face sober. “This lad was finally persuaded to reveal what he was doing hanging around the carriages at that hour. It took several shillings for him to tell me the man had paid him to saw through a couple of spokes earlier in the evening.”
“Which man?” said Kitty, “Which man, Max?”
“None other than our own villain, Dancey Miller-James.”
Silence fell around the table as they digested this impossible statement.
“Wait…” Kitty held up a hand. “He paid a child to saw through the spokes of a carriage he knew he was going to ride in? That makes no sense…”
“Did he know it was your carriage, Max?” Grace was looking confused.
“I believe he did, Grace. I also believe, thanks to Lady Weston, that Dancey himself had made a huge mistake…”
“Oh,” cried Kitty. “He thought your carriage was a Kanehall. He told her so, didn’t he…she boasted of that last night.”
“Yes. Exactly.” Max smiled at her. “Dancey took his sabotage technique and applied it to my carriage. It was really quite clever.”
“But to what end?” Perry posed the question. “To make it look less like an attempt to undermine Whetstone and Frank?”
“Possibly,” answered Max. “But I think it far more likely Dancey was just looking for an excuse to leave the carriage. I’m willing to wager there’s a small inn or posting house a bit further on that road. A broken wheel would necessitate them putting up for the night.”
“Which is just what he wanted in order to get his hands on Hecate.” Kitty ground out her conclusion between clenched teeth. “Damn. I wish he were here right now. I’d kill him all over again.”
“He killed himself, in other words,” reasoned Grace.  “By sawing through a carriage that was already half-damaged, he created not just a minor inconvenience, but a major tragedy.”
“Yes. A broken spoke or two can be risky, without doubt. But a wheel with more than that, or two wheels or however many they sabotaged? It wouldn’t take much speed or too large a bump to topple the damn thing over.”
“Which is pretty much what happened, I suppose,” finished Perry. “This has all the attributes of a Shakespearean quote. ’Tis the sport to have the engineer hoist with his own petard.”
“Well put,” agreed Grace. “Well put indeed.”
“Miller-James was a greedy idiot with no thought for anything but his own pleasures.” Max looked at his wife. “He didn’t care one jot about Hecate or her safety. He wanted to take her, and that was the only thought on his tiny little mind that night.”
“And it’s only by the grace of God that he didn’t get to accomplish his loathsome goal.” Kitty sighed. “He has paid his price. Hecate is still paying hers.”
“Will you check on the inn, Max?” Perry glanced at him.
“It’s a loose end, so yes, you can be sure I’ll tie that one up.”
Silence fell for a few moments, and then Kitty pushed her teacup aside. “I’m relieved to know the truth about that night,” she announced. “For my sister’s sake as well as everyone else’s, especially Max. I’m relieved he wasn’t the target, of course. But I’d also like to see this sabotage stopped. Any idea how we can accomplish that?”
Perry gave a slow nod. “Leave it to me. I believe I know some ears who would like such information. There are those who gobble up tidbits of such things as they pertain to organizations in London that prey on the weak. Should any of them have links to Kanehall, they will be ferreted out and dealt with.”
“It’s in your hands then. I’ll back you up if need be, my friend.” Max rose and clapped him on the shoulder. “In the meantime, my wife and I will be leaving Mowbray House for a few days.”
“We will?” his wife blinked in surprise. “Where are we going?”
Max walked around the table and stood behind her, his hands on her shoulders. “You and I, my love, are going to pay a visit to Ridlington Chase.”
“Oh dear.” She glanced up and over her shoulder at him. “You’re not going to punch my brothers, are you?”
“Ask me when we get there.”
*~~*~~*
 
“You punched him?” Rosaline, Baroness Ridlington, stared at her husband in shock. “You actually punched your sister’s husband?”
“He did,” said Kitty.
“Left a mark too. If you look close you can still see a bit of the bruise.” Max touched the spot where Edmund’s punch had landed.
“Oh for heaven’s sake.” Edmund’s fierce eyebrows met in a terrifying frown aimed at his wife, who ignored it. “The man had compromised Kitty, and he wasn’t her husband at that point. I was defending her honor. The Ridlington honor.”
“You mean we still have some?” Letitia was smirking on the sofa next to her husband, Sir James FitzArden.
“You be quiet.” Edmund dismissed her comment. “Besides, your husband was there. He kicked him, if I remember rightly.”
“No, no, Edmund. I said I would kick him. But I didn’t want to mess up my boots.”
Rosaline swung on her heel and glared at the other member of the unholy trinity. “Simon…”
Tabitha Ridlington, wife to the beloved vicar himself, sighed dramatically. “He punched him too, Rosaline. Cut his knuckles on one of Mr. Seton-Mowbray’s buttons. I was seriously concerned. I mean he is a vicar, for God’s sake.”
“Well, this is utterly ridiculous.” Rosaline’s hands went to her hips, and Max grinned to see the brothers tremble. “The three of you should be ashamed of yourselves. Did you ever think to talk to Kitty first? To act like brothers instead of…well, I don’t know what…”
“Avenging knights?” ventured James. “I rather like the sound of that.”
“I think there may be a few missing links in your chain mail.” Letitia lifted a scornful eyebrow. “Kitty should have had the lot of you thrown out on your ears. I would have, quicker than the cat can lick it’s ear.”
“I was close to doing just that,” nodded Kitty. “But Max stopped me and told them about Hecate. All of a sudden they stopped viewing him as the enemy.”
Rosaline snorted. “Remember this, Edmund. Talk to anyone you’re angry with before you hit them, all right?”
“If I must.” Edmund sounded most aggrieved. “However, if it helps, I will again offer my thanks for your attentions to Hecate, Max.”
“When can I see her?”
Kitty asked the question for the second time in the hour since she and Max had arrived at Ridlington. It had been splendid to see her family again, and take a peek at a blissfully sleeping little Hugh. But she’d been advised to rest up a little before visiting Hecate, who would need to be awoken and told of her sister’s arrival.
“You can visit her a bit later, love,” said Edmund. “She seems to like us there around tea time, and Dal serves her biscuits. She has smiled once or twice.”
“But still not a word out of her?” worried Kitty.
Rosaline shook her head. “No. I’m afraid not. But she’s healing. She’s home, with us, and Dal—who I must say is the most amazingly caring person—so she is surrounded by all the things she loves. We know she will get better, it’s just taking a lot of time.”
“And her leg?” asked Max. 
“A bad break indeed.” Edmund frowned. “But our physician seems to think she will recover from that as well. Although she may need to learn to walk again. We won’t really know until she’s ready to get up and out of bed.”
There was silence for a moment in the room, and Kitty found herself leaning on her husband’s arm as he sat next to her on the sofa in the large parlor. He slipped his hand over hers for comfort.
“It was a terrible tragedy,” said James. “I cannot say I was disconcerted by the death of Miller-James, since what I knew of him was not complimentary. But his loss has affected many people, including his family, for whom I feel sorry.”
“That goes for all of us, I think. Besides being grateful Hecate is alive and with us here, we must remember that any death leaves a void in other lives.” Simon nodded.
“I had a brief note from Bishop Miller-James,” added Tabby. “He is naturally devastated, but took the time to express his blessings and warm wishes for Hecate’s speedy recovery.”
“A gentleman,” said Max. 
“Indeed,” agreed Edmund.
“Well then.” Rosaline looked around, and her eyes lit on Max. “Now that you’re part of the family, I’m going to call you Max, if you don’t mind. And you must call me Rosaline.”
Max dipped his head respectfully. “I would be honored, Rosaline. And thank you all for allowing me to wed Kitty.”
His wife snorted. “There was no allowing anything. We made our own decision, did we not?”
Edmund rolled his eyes. “Always doing things the difficult way, aren’t you, love?” 
He moved toward her with his hand out, but she stopped him with a look. “Ruffle my hair and I will remove your hand with a blunt butter knife and stick it down your throat.”
“You always hated that, didn’t you?” grinned her unrepentant brother.
“Children, please.” Rosaline’s tone stopped the incipient squabble. “Instead of returning to the age of twelve, I suggest we adjourn to our respective rooms and tidy ourselves. I would prefer we visit Hecate looking halfway decent, rather than like a group of raggle-taggles which has been fighting all afternoon.”
They rose, obedient to the lady of the house. Also acknowledging that she was quite capable of delivering a sharp slap to the ear if necessary. It took a firm hand to run the Ridlingtons, and Rosaline had proved herself up to the challenge.
“Come with me, Max. Let me take you to my bedroom.” The silence that followed Kitty’s comment was deafening.
She sighed. 
Letitia leaned over to Max. “Never mind, dear. You’ll soon get used to her.”
Max grinned back. “Do you think so? I rather hope not. Not for a long time, anyway.” He took Kitty’s hand and placed it on his arm. “Come along then, darling. Take me to your bedroom. I can’t wait…” 
The rest of the family joined in the laughter, which, thought Kitty to herself, was a rather good way to introduce her husband into the Ridlington clan. 
Her husband. It was still a novel and surprising word.
But then again, so was he.
 



EPILOGUE
 
 
Several weeks later, Ridlington Chase
 
 
Rosaline and Edmund walked into the dining room, and found James and Letitia there waiting for them. “Are Simon and Tabby here yet?” Rosaline moved to her chair as Edmund headed to the other end of the table.
The late afternoon sunlight danced off the bright spring green leaves outside the room, and it was looking as though this Easter weekend would be full of blue skies and fair weather.
“I believe I heard their carriage,” said James. “How about Max and Kitty?”
“Very soon, I should think.” Edmund offered. “I’ve asked Chidwell to hold off on serving dinner until they’ve arrived.”
“Wait…” James cocked his head at the sound of voices. “I believe that would be right about now.”
As if awaiting those words, Chidwell entered and held the door open. “The Vicar and Mrs. Ridlington, Mr. Max Seton-Mowbray and Mrs. Seton-Mowbray, sir.”
“Oh good God, Chidwell,” said Kitty. “It’s not as if you haven’t known me since I was in short skirts.”
“One must maintain the proprieties. You are wed now, and properly addressed as Mrs.”
“If you say so,” she sighed. 
“I do indeed.” 
“Should we perhaps sit?” Rosaline made the wry suggestion. “Or we could just stand and continue this witty badinage…”
“Hecate?” Simon glanced at Rosaline as he seated Tabitha.
Rosaline shook her head. “Not yet. But she went out into the gardens yesterday again. Dal carried her to the terrace for an hour or so.”
“Excellent,” smiled Simon, taking his own chair.
“How marvellous,” smiled Kitty. “Now…” she gestured with her hands. “I have news.”
“Ah,” smiled Simon. “Let us guess. You’re expecting.”
“What?” Kitty’s head whipped around to stare at her brother. “No…no of course not.”
“Not for lack of trying, you understand,” remarked Max to the table at large.
“That’s a given,” snickered Letitia.
“Oh for God’s sake. Can’t you people have an ordinary conversation for once?” Rosaline thumped her hand on the table. “Now everyone pipe down so Kitty may deliver her news.”
All eyes turned to Kitty.
“Richard’s back in London.”
“Ohhh…” Rosaline looked pleased as she smiled at her husband.
“And he’s married…”
 
To Be Continued in
Blackmailed by the Bride, Book 5 in the Six Pearls of Baron Ridlington Series
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THE LANDLOCKED BARON
Book 1 in the Six Pearls of Baron Ridlington Series
 
“I do beg your pardon.”
Everyone’s head turned. The slender blonde stepped forward. “Oh please don’t. We should be thanking you for your care of our brother.” She put down her glass and came forward. “I’m Letitia Ridlington.”
“Miss Ridlington.” The woman curtseyed. “I’m happy to say that your brother is doing well. He has a headache, which is to be expected. But he sustained no other injury than a nasty knock on the head and the doctor expects him to make a full recovery.”
“You managed to reach Dr. Fisher, then?” Simon inquired.
“I did, sir. He had planned to attend the funeral, but said a local woman was in the throes of childbirth. The arrival delayed him, and he could only stay for a few moments, before hurrying back to the mother and babe.”
“One life ends and another begins.” Hecate sipped her champagne. “I’m Hecate. The last Ridlington. I don’t believe we’ve met?”
“Forgive me.” The woman paused. “I should introduce myself. I am Rosaline Henry, currently employed as companion to Lady Fincham.”
“We owe you an enormous debt of gratitude, Miss Henry,” said Kitty. “You handled all the confusion so well and with such an air of command. Everyone obeyed you without question and what could have been a terrible disaster was utterly averted. I was astounded.”
Rosaline felt the color rise in her cheeks, but kept her voice level. “You are too kind.” She stepped a little further into the room. “To be accurate, I am Mrs. Henry. My husband passed away last year which circumstance forced me into the position I have now with Lady Fincham.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry.” Hecate moved to her side and touched her arm in sympathy.
“Thank you. But we must move on with our lives.” It was a practical and appropriate response, but Rosaline was moved, all the same.
“Our brother is doing well, you said, Mrs. Henry. That is good news indeed. Do you have medical skills?” Simon beckoned her to a chair and seated her, his voice kind.
“Not as such, sir. But I nursed my husband for several years. He sustained an injury during his service with Lord Nelson and our brave fleet. It left him unable to assume his duties, and quite unwell. It was that which claimed him after an extended period of pain. A sad time.” 
“One learns a lot from such an experience, Ma’am.” Simon’s eyes were gentle. “Your fortitude is to be commended.”
“I appreciate your words, Vicar.” She dipped her head. “I believe you have the Ridlington living? You minister to its flock?”
Simon nodded. “I do. And it is quite gratifying work. Although,” he paused, his hand to his chin, “I can’t say that I recall seeing the Finchams in church of a Sunday…” 
Noting his quiet grin, Rosaline smiled. “I’m afraid the Finchams aren’t of a religious turn, sir. I had suggested we attend services, but was overruled.”
“I hear that being overruled goes hand in hand with anything to do with Lady Fincham.” A younger man spoke, his voice full of laughter. “I’m Richard Ridlington, Mrs. Henry. And this is my twin, Kitty.” He waved his hand at his sister. “Now you’ve met us all. Not on the happiest of occasions…” he lifted his champagne glass, “but we are, in fact, celebrating our continued existence. And now, thanks to you, we can also celebrate our oldest brother’s recovery from what could have been a fatal injury.”
“Indeed, Mrs. Henry. We are truly in your debt.” 
Rosaline found a glass of champagne in her hand, placed there by Letitia Ridlington. 
“Please join us? To life and living and new opportunities…” She raised her glass as everyone echoed her sentiments.
Rosaline joined them, somewhat amazed at the concentration of diverse but equally powerful personalities all in one room. And all in one family.
The Ridlingtons were certainly a force to be reckoned with. She wondered if Edmund, the eldest brother and now the Baron, was equally dynamic. He would have to be if he was going to take this lot in hand. 
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       St. SIMON’S SIN
       Book 2 in the Six Pearls of Baron Ridlington Series
 
Simon became aware of the silence as the last of the carriages rolled away. The birds still sang, the ocean still provided a background of soft wave sounds, and the breeze ruffled the leaves in the trees and on the hedges that bordered either side of the lane.
“We should walk,” she said.
“Indeed.” Politely, he offered her his arm.
“I’m not decrepit, you know.” She lifted an eyebrow at his gesture.
“I wasn’t implying anything of the sort and you know it.” He sighed. “I was merely offering an arm. Must we always come to daggers drawn?”
She lifted her chin. “No. And I apologize. That was my fault.” She took his arm.
“Apology accepted.”
They began to follow the lane, strolling easily between the laurels and the wildflowers walling them in to their own private walk. 
“You didn’t stay that day for the Spring Fair,” said Simon. “You arrived, said hullo, and that was the last I saw of you, even when we heard the sad news.”
“I know.” She nodded, her gaze fixed on the way ahead. “I wasn’t sure I wanted to re-establish my acquaintance with the people I used to know here. I certainly didn’t want their sympathy. Too much like pity for my comfort.”
“But they’re people you grew up with, Tabby. They’re not strangers.”
“To you? No they’re not. But to me…” she paused as if looking for the right words. “To me, they represent my past. Something that is gone and can never be recaptured.”
Simon took his own time answering. “It must have been difficult when your papa passed away. My condolences on his death. I never had chance to express them. You were gone before the news came to Ridlington.” He lifted his hand and placed it over hers where it lay on his forearm.
“Then you know Papa died in London.” Her tone was calm. “He was there under his physician’s care. There was nothing anyone could do. I should have been there, I suppose, but I took a chance on coming down here. Of course, that was when he passed away.” She sighed. “The way of the world. Always doing the worst possible thing at the worst possible time.”
“So you vanished again, leaving us wondering if you had received a summons from some high ranking Government agency.”
He smiled as he gently referred to her previous adventures in Europe. Her task as an intelligence-gatherer, or as his sisters liked to refer to it—a spy—had intrigued them all last autumn.
She chuckled. “No. I’m hoping that phase of my life is over. I am retired from anything to do with the Government—of any nation.”
“I am glad to hear it.” Simon heaved an inner sigh of relief. “What are you going to do with the rest of your time, Lady Ellsmere?”
“The title is nominal, at best.” She sounded wry. “I can order an evening gown and have it delivered the next day. But I don’t have a residence to receive it.” A slight snort followed. “Stupid, isn’t it?”
Simon snugged her arm in a little closer to his body. “I know Worsley Hall has gone to some relative…a distant cousin?”
She nodded. “A man I had never heard of, let alone met. My home. Gone just like that with Papa’s death.”
“And that’s why you’re here now? To conclude those matters?”
“Mostly, yes.” 
They walked on in silence for a little while, Simon as busy with his thoughts as he imagined her to be with hers.
“What shall you do, Tabby?” He brought them to a halt and looked down at her. “Worsley is no longer yours. You are a widow, and apparently there’s no home for you with the Ellsmeres.”
She stared ahead, but he saw her throat move as she swallowed.
“Can I help? Can the Ridlingtons do anything? I know Edmund and Rosaline would…”
“No, stop.” She turned and disengaged her arm from his. “I have a mission already, Simon.”
“I thought you said no more Government business for you.”
“Not that kind of mission.” She blew a breath out from between her lips. “There’s no easy way to tell you this, so I’ll just come right out with it.”
“Very well.” He wondered at her tone. Her face was expressionless, quietly attractive in repose and giving nothing away.
“I have been asked by the Diocese to review and assess the finances of St. Simon’s church.”
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WORD OF A LADY
Book 3 in the Six Pearls of Baron Ridlington Series
 
He was a little younger than she’d anticipated. Perhaps in his early forties, which was no great age, but given that he was the name behind a prestigious London publishing company, she’d been prepared for someone with more of an elderly appearance.
“Miss Smith?” He rose as she entered the parlour.
“Indeed.” She dropped him a polite curtsey. “Thank you for the honour you do us, Mr. Lesley. Coming all this way from London is very much appreciated, and quite a surprise.”
They sat, he in a large chair by the fireplace, she in a smaller one next to the well-worn sofa. 
“After reading your…er…friend’s manuscript, I felt it incumbent upon me to visit in person. And to be honest, I have an acquaintance in the area, so it was a case of killing two birds with one happy stone.” He crossed his legs. “I suppose there is no chance of my meeting with Lady Corinth in person?”
“No sir, I’m afraid not.” Letitia kept her expression calm and her words simple. She was masquerading as the author’s friend and intended Mr. Lesley to completely accept her role. “Given the nature of the manuscript, I’m sure you can understand her desire to remain anonymous.”
“Indeed.” Lesley nodded. “Cytherean Tales has the potential to be a very popular volume, Miss Smith.”
Letitia’s heart jumped. “It does?”
“Yes.” He tapped his leather case which lay on the table next to him. “It is quite remarkable in its characterization and the heroines’ voices are strong and will easily attract and hold a reader’s attention.”
“Well,” Letitia cleared her throat. “I can assure you she will be very happy to hear that. Very happy indeed.”
“You realize however, that this is a very controversial volume?”
“I do.”
“You have read it yourself?” He raised an eyebrow. “I will admit to some surprise that a lady of your tender years has risked exposing herself to the material contained in this book.”
Letitia’s chin rose. “I believe Lady Corinth wrote much of the book with women in mind, Mr. Lesley.” She caught herself up. “At least that’s what she told me, several times, during its creation.”
“You astound me.” He shook his head. “I’m not sure that we will be able to market it as suitable for ladies.”
Unwilling to argue at this point, Letitia let that issue lie. “Do I take it then, that you are considering accepting Lady Corinth’s work, sir?”
“Indeed yes. I will be very happy to offer a publication contract to Lady Corinth. On most generous terms, I might add.”
Since she couldn’t stand up, shout, dance, whoop or do any of the things she would like to have done, she just smiled.
“There is one proviso…” He reached for his bag and withdrew the manuscript.
Her heart dropped to her boots. Here it comes. Nothing is ever that simple.
“I have made a copy and taken the liberty of marking up some areas that need greater clarification. I’ve also had a copy made of the document with the suggestions. It never hurts to have an extra manuscript for safety.”
“Would not an editor be the one to make those suggestions, sir? I believe I’ve heard that that’s how these matters are handled?”
“We do have editors with whom we consult; several are well-respected in their fields. However, given this particular volume and the nature of the content, I felt it better to retain it in our own offices. I’m sure you can appreciate my point of view.”
She watched him. He was not embarrassed, just cautious.
“Therefore I have done what might be called a preliminary read, and made some editing suggestions. If Lady Corinth would be good enough to look them over, and perhaps attend to them, then we would be delighted to offer one of our highest tier contracts.”
He withdrew a document from his case and passed it to Letitia.
Her vision blurred for a few moments as she read the terms. The advance alone would be enough to fix a lot of the rotting floors at Ridlington Chase. And the consequent profits from sales and second and third editions? Her mind scrambled to grasp the significance of the numbers.
After a few minutes, she laid the document beside her on the couch. “You must be confident of success, Mr. Lesley, to offer such generous amounts. You’ve said yourself that this is controversial material. Are you that sure it will sell? Is there a market for works of such a nature?”
“I can understand your questions, Miss Smith. And since they must emanate from Lady Corinth herself…” He glanced at her with a questioning look.
“Yes, they do.”
“Then you may reassure her that yes, there is indeed a very active interest in such books. I think it fair to describe this as erotic, if you’ll forgive my blunt words. And such volumes have achieved very healthy sales numbers, while not necessarily finding their way into the most popularly visited sections of bookshops or libraries.”
“Ah,” exclaimed Letitia. “I see what you mean.” You’re going to make a fortune selling my book under the counter.
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