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        Dear Reader,
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        “ In England, they say that it is more likely for lions to lie down with wolves than it is for Carrows and Martins to come to an accord. The two ancient houses have been at each others' throats since the Renaissance, and though the cause of the quarrel has been lost to time, the enmity certainly hasn’t.”

        .

        - HART AND ARROW SERIES -

        Part Series 01 :

        Marrowly Grange

        ><><><><><><><><><><><><

        .

      

      
        The Marquess' Angel

        .

        ><><><><><><><><><><><><

      

    

  


  
    
      "Thomas. Take me as your mistress."

      

      "What?"

      "I mean it. You want me, don't you? If you make me your mistress, Tristan won't be able to marry me off to anyone. He'll cast me out as a fallen woman, and..."

      "Blythe, are you listening to yourself? Are you mad? You're a Carrow, the cousin of the Duke of Parrington. You cannot think that you should be my mistress. You've listened to the tales of all of the women you have helped, and somehow, you still think this is an acceptable idea? Society would turn its back on you. You'll never be able to hold your head up in public."

      "Do you think I care about any of that? Do you think I would rather have my pride than my freedom? Why won't you agree to this, Thomas? Your reputation would be intact. And I want you. And you want me. Beyond that, what else matters?"

      Thomas was struck silent by that. …
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      London,

      

      1795

      

      Somewhere in the foggy night, the clock struck three. Blythe clung tighter to the umbrella she carried rolled up in her hands. Her cousin Ned had given it to her years ago, brought back from some campaign on the Continent. It was large and elegant, if a little unwieldy for a young girl because of the hefty stone handle.

      

      In her gray dress and shabby brown shawl, Blythe blended into the shadows. Her brown hair and brown eyes made her unremarkable among the people who were still sporadically walking along the streets, carousers who were still on a tear, and tired women only now coming home from whatever work they could find. No one looked at her, and she returned the favor, keeping her eyes on the hired coach in front of the tall, narrow boarding house.

      If I am unlucky, he may be here until dawn. Oh, blazes, they may not hold my place until then...

      As if in response to her uneasy thoughts, a tall man in rough clothes, his face covered by a hat pulled low over his eyes, came down the stairs. Blythe tried to see if there was any way to recognize him, but he stepped quickly in the carriage and was whisked away. As much as she would have liked the man's identity, she breathed a sigh of relief when the coach pulled down the street.

      She pulled her own hat a little lower and dashed across the street. Most reputable boarding houses had policies regarding when visitors could be in and out, but this was not that type of place. She went up the stairs to the top floor, took a deep breath, and knocked gently on the door.

      "Honey? Honey, are you there? It's me."

      The door creaked open, revealing a bright blue eye and a face streaked with tears. When Honey saw that it was Blythe, she pulled her into the room rapidly.

      The room was lit with a single candle, but Blythe could see the rumpled bed, the shabby wallpaper, and the strangely sad pictures pinned up of roses, fat babies, and Society women.

      "Are you ready? Have you packed a bag? Here, I can help you get dressed," Blythe told her.

      "I don't know, Miss..."

      "I told you, just call me Blythe. There's no need to stand on ceremony. Honey, where are your things?"

      "They're in the closet, but Miss Blythe, he threatened me again."

      At that moment, Blythe would have traded every meager cent of her living to have Honey's so-called protector in front of her. No need for a judge or a constable, she would simply wring the man's neck herself.

      "What did he say?"

      Honey swallowed hard. Blythe could see dark bruises on the younger girl's shoulders, inky and insulting on her fair skin.

      "He said he would cut me if I tried to leave him, Miss Blythe. He said he could do it, and no one would care on account of I was a... a..."

      Blythe knew that time was of the essence, but she couldn't stop herself from pulling Honey into a hard hug. Blythe was twenty-two, and Honey was barely seventeen. When she was seventeen, she'd still been in the schoolroom, being taught to write beautifully, play the pianoforte, and properly address her betters. The idea of some man threatening the younger girl was enough to make her see red, and the terrible part was that she was right. As far as the world was concerned, Honey was a fallen woman, and whatever she got, she likely had coming.

      "I would care," Blythe said fiercely. "My friends that I am taking you to will care. So will everyone worth a good tinker's damn."

      Honey giggled. It was a wet sound, but Blythe thanked God for some sign of life from the sad girl.

      "I didn't think you were the swearing sort, Miss Blythe."

      "I am when the situation calls for it. Believe me, Honey. I know there is a risk, but my friends are very good. I promise, if you leave this place, we will do everything we can to protect you. If you stay here, it will be more of the same, and when it changes, it will get worse and not better."

      Honey drew a shaky breath, but she nodded. London was beautiful, bright, the jewel of the world, but for those at the bottom, it was a shining hell. Honey’s hands were ice-cold when she grasped Blythe's, but her grip was steady.

      "Yes. I'll leave with you, Miss Blythe."

      Blythe grinned, but there was no time to hesitate. Honey's protector, who she only knew as John, sent men to watch her sometimes, to make sure she was being 'good.' The best time to move Honey, to help her escape, was when John was freshly gone.

      Honey's only dress was a mauve monstrosity John had bought her, barely covering her shoulders or her arms. Blythe winced at the idea of trying to get her through the worst part of the London stews in something that revealing.

      "Here, take this." She wrapped her brown shawl around Honey's shoulders. It helped a little, and she wasn't very cold without it. "All right, have you got your bag, can you carry it? Then we're away."

      Honey and Blythe came down the stairs and out into the London night. Blythe shivered a little, but the cold would drop away once they were walking.

      "You've done this before, Miss Blythe?"

      "A few times, Honey. Don't worry, my friends are much more experienced with this kind of thing than I am."

      They ducked into doorways twice to avoid packs of reeling drunks, but the third set, a pair of men wearing naval whites, surprised them.

      "Oh, what pretty girls," one said, seizing hold of Honey's wrist.

      "Come with us, show us the sights. We're only back in London for another day or so," the other said cheerfully.

      "Oh, I'm sorry, we can't..." stuttered Honey. She had been in London for less than eight hours before John had found her, and Blythe could see she still had the sweet country manners that bad men looked for.

      "We're expected elsewhere," Blythe said coldly, summoning up all the martial reserve she had learned from growing up in the Carrow household. "Let us pass."

      Sometimes it worked, and the men might let her go by with just a muttered curse. Tonight was not her lucky night, apparently. The sailors scowled.

      "That one ain't got any tits anyway, but this one looks warmer, don't she?" said the one holding Honey’s arm.

      Honey went silent with terror as the men started to pull her away from Blythe's side, and all of the anger that Blythe had been holding back about Honey's situation exploded.

      "You let her go this instant!' she shouted, and that was all the warning she gave before she waded in between the men, swinging her umbrella by the cloth end. The length of hardwood coupled with the stone weight at the end was a formidable weapon, and she cracked the wrist of the man holding Honey's arm, making him let go with a yowl of pain.

      The second man turned toward her, and good God, he had a knife in his hand, but Blythe was running too hot to let fear into her mind. Instead, she swept the parasol low and somehow landed a perfect shot right between the sailor's legs, making him fall to the ground with a gurgling scream.

      "Come on!" she yelled.

      One of the sailors was still on his feet, but she had gotten in two lucky blows. She didn't want to test her luck for a third, so she grabbed Honey by the wrist and started running.

      They ran for three blocks, until they could tell they weren't being pursued, and then they ducked into the deep alcove between two butchers shops. The smell of blood and offal made Blythe's stomach turn, but she needed to breathe and calm her heart down from its fast beat.

      "They always said that hitting a man there would make him angry enough to kill me," Honey panted, eyes wide.

      "If it was a man who told you that, now you know why. My cousin Ned taught me that. God love him. Tristan told him that was an inappropriate thing to teach a fourteen-year-old girl, but damned if it hasn't been handy more often than Ned ever thought it would be. Remember, if you have to do that yourself, hit as hard as you can. If you have to, grab him there, close your hand hard, and pull with all your strength."

      Between gasps for breath, Honey was watching her as if she were some kind of monster, or perhaps a miracle.

      "Are you sure you're a lady, Miss Blythe? Because, begging your pardon, I have never met a lady who talked like you."

      Blythe supposed she should have been insulted, but instead, she grinned. "I am, in fact, a very good lady most of the time, Honey. And really, Blythe is fine. Now if you've got your breath back, we need to keep going. My friends are waiting for us, and if we do not get there soon, they will worry."

      As they walked, Blythe felt that old strangeness settling over her. Back at the house off of Grosvenor Square, she would never be allowed to run or swear or fight. Here, in the dark streets less than five miles away, she had to do all of those things. Honey had come from the country after her parents died, to look for a living wage, and she had found a far darker world than Blythe had ever traversed. How many worlds could one city contain? Who was lucky enough to only live in comfort in one, ignoring the plight of the rest?

      Blythe handed her umbrella to Honey, taking the bag from the girl when Honey looked as if she were flagging.

      "We're not so very far away now," Blythe said. "They're good people. They'll give you food and a bed, and they'll talk with you and figure out what you want to do next."

      "I just don't want to see John ever again."

      "And you won't. They'll keep you safe. Just another few turns, and we'll be there..."

      Blythe was just beginning to hope that they would make it to her friends without further incident when a young man, his jacket carelessly hanging off his shoulder and his hat utterly missing, came out of one of the brightly lit buildings to one side of the walk. He looked as if he were just beginning to think of how he would find his way home when three large men came out of the shadows, two laying hold of him, and the third hissing something about demons.

      

      Oh, for the love of all that is good. This night has gone on long enough already. Blythe stepped forward.
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      "And six, and six, and six again, the pot goes to Demon Tom."

      

      Thomas Martin, the Marquess of Amory, leaned forward in his chair and swept the purse containing the winnings into his pocket.

      "Well done, eh, lads?" he said with a wink. The other men at his table looked less than pleased. Two of them looked philosophical about their losses, but the third glared at him with murder in his eyes.

      "Check the dice," he said loudly. "No one gets that lucky, not three times in a row. Check the damned dice. The bastard loaded his own on the table."

      "Careful, my friend," said Thomas, a smile still on his face. "Those are dueling words, and I'm even luckier there than I am at the tables."

      The house dealer started to say something soothing, but the angry man slammed his fist down on the felt-covered table.

      "I want to see the dice!"

      The dealer handed the small carved dice over, and with a scowl, the man tossed the dice twice. The second time, they rolled up two twos and a one, and Thomas laughed.

      "Unlucky even when trying to make a point. Here, my friend, let me buy you a drink. Surely, you can't be unlucky when you are trying some Madeira sack, right?"

      The man's temper, already frayed, seemed to snap with a nearly audible sound. He thrust the table aside, standing up and reaching for Thomas, who stood up to meet him. As the man threw the first hard punch toward Thomas’ face, Thomas simply side-stepped, grabbing the man's arm and pulling in the direction he was going anyway.

      The man went sprawling, but he gathered his feet underneath him before he hit the ground. He was ready to turn around and try again when a heavy hand fell on his shoulder.

      "Come on, don't take on like that," said Thomas’ long-suffering best friend, Robert Gordon, the Earl of Dellfield, reasonably. "Don't give him an excuse. I've always got to be his second in duels. Tom's a good shot, and when he misses, those shots go fatal rather than wide, if you get me."

      The man may or may not have been convinced about Thomas’ prowess with pistols, but he clearly didn't like two against one odds. He snarled something foul and stalked off toward the bar, where the bartender would have to deal with him.

      Thomas grinned at his dark-haired friend, clapping him on the shoulder. "Good old Robert. Did my father send you to look after me?"

      "If your father knew you were anywhere close to Seven Dials, he would send me to shoot you. What the hell are you doing here?"

      "Having some fun, getting some of the wickedness out of my spirit before my Aunt Matilda decides it’s time to trot me past the Society girls at Almack's again. Come on, you're not going to kick about me standing you a drink, are you?"

      Robert shook his head. "I'm afraid not, Tom. Look, I came to see the sights and to throw a few dice, but I've been listening a bit. You ought to get out of here."

      Thomas bridled a little at that. "Why in the world should I?"

      "Because you have won rather a lot of money, rather fast. Your damned reputation sops up some of it, but there are plenty of people who don't like losing money, and plenty more who wouldn't mind having that cash fall into their own pockets."

      A dangerous glint came into Thomas’ eye. "Well, if they think they can take it from me, they're welcome to try."

      At twenty-nine, Thomas was tall and strong and nearly demonically fast with both pistol and rapier. With honey-blond hair and clear gray eyes, the Duke of Southerly's heir might look like an angel, but his quick temper and famous luck had well-earned him the name of Demon Tom in the London stews.

      "As I said, I came to throw some dice and have a drink. I did not come to get into a brawl or to stand up at godawful o'clock in the morning at one of your duels. Please, as a favor to me."

      Thomas grinned, shrugging. "All right, my friend. I'll get the house master to fetch a hack for me, and I'll head out.”

      "Good, thank you. And be careful, please. The fog's coming up out there. Who knows what's going to come out of it?"

      Thomas was sorry to see his night at the tables come to an end prematurely, but he hadn't any intention of going home. There were other gambling hells to visit, ones that took his reputation less seriously, and there were wrestling bouts going on even farther south. No reason for the night to end yet.

      Walking out into the chilly night air, Thomas was only slightly surprised when he was grabbed. With a man grabbing either arm, and the third getting ready to strike him a great blow to the head, Thomas went limp, disrupting the balance of those holding him. The moment their grips loosened, Thomas twisted hard, sending one blundering into the man getting ready to hit him.

      He had one arm free, and that was enough to drive a hard punch into the face of the one who was still holding him, dropping him to the ground. This wouldn't have been a terrible time to return to the gambling club, or even to run, but Thomas had never liked running from a fight.

      "Come on, if you're coming," he said. Not giving either of the men in front of him time to answer, he stepped into the fray.

      One man ran off immediately, but the second tried to grapple Thomas and get him on the ground. Thomas managed to swing him hard into the iron fence, knocking the wind out of him and leaving him on the pavement.

      He was just thinking that this night wasn't going to be so much of a waste after all when he heard a thud from behind him.

      Thomas turned around just in time to see the first man he had struck tumbling down to the ground like a poleaxed steer, a thin knife clattering from his hand.

      Standing behind the man was a slender girl in a missionary's gray dress, a heavy bag in her hands, and a vicious expression on her face. Behind her was a beautiful blonde girl wrapped in an unbecoming brown shawl, who looked as if she were getting ready to cry.

      "Go right inside, and have them call you a hack," she said imperiously. "And perhaps have them call for the constables, if they'll come out to this neighborhood."

      "They won't," Thomas said with a shrug. "And unfortunately, I think that these men are the hack the house called for. I may have been a little too pleased with my winnings."

      "So, you haven't the sense to win graciously?" asked the young missionary with an irritated expression. "Well, perhaps you've learned better for next time. Honey, come on. We're going."

      "What are you two doing on the streets this time of night? Do you need an escort?" Thomas asked curiously. The missionary might have kept going, but the blonde girl paused, looking at him shyly.

      "Miss Blythe's helping me get to a safe place, sir. She says, well..."

      "Honey, we do not need to talk to him," interrupted the missionary.

      "Maybe not," Thomas said, "but I hope you know where you are going."

      "Of course I do!"

      "Then you know how bad it might be for two young unaccompanied women to walk through these streets. So, even if a man is walking alongside them without necessarily being with them, it can save them from some trouble, can't it?"

      The missionary—Miss Blythe?—stiffened a little. "If you will excuse me, sir, I hardly think you are the man to be standing next to if we want to avoid trouble."

      "That little scuffle? Just a part of an evening's fun."

      "Miss Blythe, perhaps it wouldn't be so bad? And we wouldn't have to hide in the alleys and could just walk." Honey looked hopeful enough to melt the hardest of hearts, and it was clear that Blythe didn't have one of those.

      "All right, but at the first sign of trouble from you..." Blythe shook her heavy bag at him.

      Thomas restrained a smile. Though perhaps, really, he ought not be too sanguine about it. He had seen her club a full-grown man to the ground, as slender as she was. "Of course. Well, I am Thomas, and what can I call you?"

      "I'm Honey Wilkins, sir, and this is Blythe Dennings."

      "A pleasure, Miss Wilkins, Miss Dennings. Shall we continue?"

      Thomas wasn't wrong about the neighborhood. It was a nasty one, and he wondered all over again what two women were doing walking alone so late. Miss Dennings didn't look like she was going to give him an answer, and Miss Wilkins looked so tired he couldn't bring himself to ask, so he simply followed along. His presence did turn off some people in the alleys, and both women relaxed a little as they walked.

      After a half hour or so, Miss Dennings turned off the main thoroughfare to walk down a twisting alley. The only light came from a few lanterns hung here and there, and Thomas was beginning to get nervous about where they were actually headed when she stopped and rapped on a door.

      "Who is it?"

      "It's Blythe. I have Honey with me, and... a dissolute brawler as well."

      Thomas raised an eyebrow at that, but they were all three ushered into a plain room lit with cheap and flickering lights that nonetheless showed him a plain but meticulously tidy sitting room.

      "You have come," said a grave grandfatherly man in plain clothes. "My child, we were so worried. And this is Honey?"

      Honey stepped forward, looking suddenly very young and frightened. Without hesitation, the man took her hand and squeezed it warmly.

      "We will do everything we can to help you, Honey. Here, my wife and daughter will feed you, and, after you rest, we can talk about what you want."

      Honey shot a worried look at Blythe.

      Blythe nodded encouragingly at her and handed her a slip of paper. "The Abeggs will take good care of you, Honey, but if you need anything, you can contact me at the address there. It is a box I check every week."

      Honey hugged Blythe tightly, and when Blythe's face softened, Thomas felt something in his chest tighten. Honey was by far the more beautiful of the two, but Blythe, with her gamine features, had a strange elfin beauty of her own, all unexpected.

      "Thank you, Blythe. Thank you so much."

      "You're so welcome, Honey. And Mr. Abegg, thank you as well."

      "Of course, Blythe. It is the duty of the Society of Friends to alleviate what suffering it can."

      Thomas blinked. "You're Quakers!"

      Blythe shot him a withering look. "I am not so lucky as to be a Quaker, and thus, I have no compunctions about bloodying your nose if you are going to be terrible about it."

      "Stop thinking the worst of me."

      "I met you in a street brawl. I'm justified."

      Before Thomas could think of a rejoinder for that, she turned to Mr. Abegg.

      "I should go before I am missed," she said. "Again, thank you. I wouldn't have known where to turn if you hadn't offered up space and help."

      "We will always help where we can. Walk safely, Blythe."

      Blythe went out the door before Thomas could stop her. He started after her, then stopped and turned back to Mr. Abegg. "Here," he said, digging in his jacket. "Take this. For Honey."

      He handed over his winnings from the night as the Quaker patriarch blinked at him, and then he was out the door. For a moment, he thought he had lost Blythe, but then he saw her small form heading up the alley, and he hurried after her.

      "Are you going far?"

      "Is that what you consider an appropriate thing to say to a woman on her own at night?"

      "Maybe not, but you don't strike me as any kind of appropriate woman."

      She glared up at him. "I have to say, I do not think much of your ideas of womanhood."

      Thomas had to grin at that. She was small, but there was a spirit to her that seemed ten times as large as she really was. "You're not afraid at all, are you?"

      "Of course, I am. I am afraid that you are going to keep at me all night, and I will not be able to make it home before dawn."

      "Well, then, we should keep walking, shouldn't we?"

      She hesitated. "You're... offering to walk me home?"

      "I would have offered, but then we started talking about womanhood. Perhaps we can talk and walk? I wouldn't mind getting back to my own bed."

      She fidgeted with her large umbrella, and he wondered suddenly if the woman who had waded into a mugging with her bag flying might be shy. "And it's just... walking? You don't mean anything else?"

      "On my honor," he said. "I may not need to take it as seriously as you, but I know these streets can be dangerous."

      "They can be."

      "Here, take my arm, and we'll fly right through them."

      

      Thomas wondered why, when he could win hundreds of pounds on a single throw of the dice and beat three opponents in a brawl at once, it felt like such a victory when plain little Blythe took his arm.
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      The London street dulled to a more serene quiet as Blythe and her new companion left the stews behind them. They were in the neighborhood owned by the tradesmen now, and they stood out in a different kind of way. She was a woman alone with a man not her husband, long after it was past a time for decent women to be in bed. Blythe reminded herself that she had gotten away with far worse in the past.

      

      "Have you a name?" she asked her companion suddenly.

      "One I'm willing to share with you? Of course. You may call me Thomas."

      "Those men who set upon you, they called you something else."

      "Demon Tom, yes. I don't mind it as much as I probably should. It carries some weight in the parts of town where I go."

      Still arm in arm with him, Blythe gave Thomas a shrewd look. "Hm. But not where you're from or where you live, does it?"

      "And what would you know about that, Blythe?"

      She should stop him from calling her Blythe. She was related to the Carrows, after all, and if she had learned one thing from being raised by that clan, it was that no one was allowed to take liberties. The Quakers called her Blythe because they had no other name for her. Before her parents died, of course, they had as well. So did Ned and Tristan, but Ned was away being heroic somewhere in Spain, and Tristan...

      Well, Tristan had changed since his father died and he had been invested with the title of Duke of Parrington, no longer the heir but the possessor of the vast wealth and privilege of the title.

      At the bottom of it, she simply liked the way he said her name.

      "Well, it's not so very hard to figure out, is it? I mean, your clothes are well-cut, and you are well-groomed. You take shocking liberties with people of all kinds, and you know no fear at all. I would not be surprised if you told me you were the son of a peer."

      "Well, that is a very good eye you have on you, Blythe. May I return the favor?"

      Blythe stiffened a little. If she still had possession of her arm, she would have walked faster. She called it her missionary's stride: her back utterly straight, her shoulders back, and her mouth pinched shut. In most circumstances, it was more than enough to get her through some of the worst situations. She did even better if she brought her prayer book along, clutching it tightly against her chest like some kind of shield.

      She had none of that right now, and the entire night had left her feeling a little raw, more than a little exposed. "I hardly think it is appropriate for you to... to look at me and to inspect me as if I were some prize mare at Tattersall's."

      "Is it not? Wasn't that what you were doing with me?" Thomas sounded supremely amused by the entire situation, and he showed no interest in dropping either the conversation or her arm.

      "No! I was merely observing. I was certainly not inspecting you in any way, shape, or form."

      "Yes, you were."

      She glared at him. "Do you really make a habit out of contradicting ladies when they speak? Is this why you get set upon in the streets by thugs?"

      Thomas laughed softly, and Blythe firmly pushed down the warm feeling that rose in her over it. She did not like the way he laughed or his smile. That was ridiculous.

      "Well, there's one thing. You're a lady. Or perhaps a lady's companion. I haven't quite decided."

      "You haven't? And what's led you to these conclusions?"

      "Well, I've found that the only people who really refer to ladies and their dignity are, well, ladies themselves or the people who are charged with defending their honor. You are not a self-righteous and protective older brother, so you are either a lady yourself, or a lady's companion."

      Blythe shut her mouth and did her best not to look at Thomas. If she could just pretend that he was not next to her, she might be able to get home without revealing herself further.

      "I still can't decide between lady or lady's companion. You certainly have the cool pride down pat, but then there is the way you are dressed."

      "There's absolutely nothing wrong with the way I am dressed."

      "Not a single thing! With your hat secured to your head like a ship at dock, every single hair scraped back from your face, and your dress the same color as a month of rainy Sundays, you look the perfect little missionary, the good woman come to minister to the poor and tell them they ought not be so poor."

      She had to bite back a laugh. It was convenient to dress in her drabs for a number of reasons, both at home and on the streets of London, but in most cases, she had nothing to say to the actual missionaries and ladies doing good works in London. Thomas was right; too often their help was listening to their own voices and earnestly scolding people for things they could not change.

      "And there's the rub," Thomas continued. "You look the part, but no good missionary, especially one who is well-born as I suspect you are, would be in the stews at four in the morning doing anything, let alone soiling her hands with a ruined girl."

      Oh, that is enough! Blythe jerked her arm from Thomas, spinning to glare at him. "Don't you dare say a single word about Honey! She's a poor country girl who got tricked a bare eight hours after she set foot in London, and life has been quite hard enough for her without you deciding you get to call her things like..." Blythe trailed off as Thomas gazed at her, a satisfied expression on his face. "I walked right into that, didn't I?"

      "If it makes you feel any better, all sorts of people from all walks of life do. No one really anticipates being baited."

      Blythe sighed. When he offered her his arm again, she took it, and they started walking. The sky was beginning to lighten.

      "And I suppose that tells you where I went to school and who my teacher was or some nonsense like that."

      "No, but it does tell me that you're a good person with a good heart and a quick mind. Honey looked terrified, and you got her to people who could help her. That's not nothing."

      "It's little enough."

      "No one else was doing it. So, you're well-born, you do what good you can, and here we get to the strange conundrum. You have no problem wading into fights. Where in the world did you pick up that propensity? You could have been seriously hurt."

      She gave him a level look. "Are you saying that I shouldn't have done that? Because if I hadn't, you'd probably still be out cold, or worse, back in the stews."

      "I'm not saying that at all. Did I say thank you for that?"

      "As a matter of fact, you did not."

      "I will. So, you look like a missionary, you talk like a lady, you have a Robin Hood's heart, and you fight like a soldier."

      "Have you satisfied yourself yet?"

      That startled another laugh out of Thomas. Something warm and oddly sensual about it made the color rise to her pale cheeks. She wondered a little uneasily what that meant, that she felt this warmth around this particular man.

      "Not by a long shot. You are a mystery, love," he said with a laugh.

      "Don't call me that!"

      "What should I call you instead? Do you have a title? Are you a lady or something far above my station?"

      "No... just Blythe will do."

      "Such a bright name for such a dour thing," he teased.

      She shot him a look. "You can hardly think that line was original. Shall I call you my lord, then?"

      "God, no, don't do that. Most people who call me 'my lord' are servants, or they want something from me. Unless... you want something from me?" He sounded oddly hopeful.

      She shook her head. "Once you get me home, we are quits, and I have to ask that we be strangers after that. The chances are very low, but if we happen to meet again in proper company, I need you not to know me."

      "A lady with secrets, more and more intriguing. Well, I suppose I can hardly complain. I've had my own secrets and helped ladies hide some delicious ones. It will be hard to look at you and not know you, though, Blythe."

      "You've spent your whole life not knowing me," Blythe said matter-of-factly. "I hardly think it will be such a chore to return to that."

      "You've never met yourself, so you could hardly say. I don't quite know why, but I can tell you honestly that the thought of not knowing you after tonight troubles me."

      They were drawing closer to the house off of Grosvenor Square. There was a bare breath of light in the air, and in less than half an hour, she guessed that the servants would be up and about, doing their day's work. That meant she needed to get back inside, and quickly.

      "Stop being such a romantic sponge," she said sharply. "We have known each other for only a few hours."

      "Very eventful hours, you have to say."

      "Eventful for you, perhaps. For me, this was just a night that ran long."

      "Sharp-tongued, Blythe. You'll never catch a husband like that. Or is that the problem? You have a husband, and all of this must be kept from him?"

      "Do they call you a demon for your brawling or your damned tongue?" she hissed, walking a little faster. "No, I am not married, and not likely to be, so for God's sake, let it drop!"

      Without thinking, she led him down the narrow alley toward the house. The front was all white stone and gleaming windows, but around the back, where the servants went, it was significantly darker with more cover. In a moment of panic, she realized that she should have told him to leave off blocks ago.

      "You need to go," she hissed, turning to him. "Go back to whatever... whatever place you come from. I need to get back inside."

      "And in bed before anyone notices you were out of it. All right. But tell me I can see you again."

      Blythe's heart leaped up in her chest. She should have been irritated by the impossible request. She should have been furious that he was keeping her. Instead, there was something very powerful in her that did not want to leave this where it lay. "Don't be so ridiculous. When in the world would I ever see you again?"

      "It doesn't matter. We could go rescue children who have fallen in the Thames, or perhaps you'd like to come to the tables with me. I could teach you to gamble, and you could teach me how to best handle a lady's bag in a confrontation with a stranger."

      Somehow, despite how ludicrous and impossible Thomas’ proposal was, a part of Blythe was tempted, sorely tempted. She was always alone when she did what she did. She had never had someone to watch her back, to help her, before. It was impossible. No one knew her, really. Thomas didn't know her either, but something in his eyes told her he wanted to.

      "You know that's impossible."

      "I really don't. Tell me what you are, Blythe, and I'll make it possible. Do you need a position? Do you need references or to give some disapproving relative the slip? I can arrange it all; we could have some good times."

      He stepped a little closer to her, crowding her slightly against the brick wall. Blythe usually hated being crowded, but something about the way Thomas did it was oddly delicious. He was in her space, and she could smell a hint of his sandalwood cologne, along with the sharp scent of the gin he had been drinking.

      "Step back, please," she made herself say. "We have nothing to do with one another."

      He did as she asked, a crooked grin on his face. "You didn't say that you don't want to. You said I was ridiculous, which is true; you said that it was impossible, which I don't believe; and you say we have nothing to do with each other, which is only true if we both agree it is. Say you don't want to Blythe, and I'll be on my way."

      It would have been the easiest thing in the world to send him on his way. Thomas had a strange sort of honor in him. She understood that instinctively. He might push and pry and continue long past when a sane man had quit, but the moment she said she didn't want him, he'd be gone.

      So, why couldn't she say it?

      Thomas watched her with a steady gaze. Absently, she thought that his eyes were the purest gray she had ever seen.

      "Tell me what you want, Blythe."

      The words sent a shiver through her that she could not altogether hide. When was the last time anyone had asked her what she wanted, truly asked her, and not simply assumed she would go where they said?

      Thomas’ hand came up to cup her cheek, curving against her face. The skin-to-skin touch made her tremble, and she jerked away.

      "What are you thinking?" she demanded sharply.

      "Lots of things. If you ask nicely, I might even tell you about some of them..."

      "Oh, you are utterly impossible!"

      "Not an answer to my question."

      She shook her head. She couldn't agree to what he wanted. But she couldn't bring herself to disagree, either. Instead, Blythe pushed past him, shaking her head. She would go inside, go to bed, and then her life would resume, taking the path it always had.

      Thomas caught her wrist as she went past, turning her around and kissing her palm. "Think about it," he said with a wink that sent a shiver down her spine.

      

      Neither of them was expecting him to turn around right into a fist.
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      The blow caught Thomas square on the cheek, nearly turning him around and dropping him to the ground. It would have, if he hadn't caught the brick wall that Blythe had been standing against with one hand. She yelped, dodging out of the way, and even before he had entirely figured out what was happening or who had decided to hit him, Thomas was putting his body between Blythe and his attacker.

      

      If he’d had time to think about it, he supposed he would have guessed that someone had followed them from the stews, though stalking them all the way to Grosvenor Square was an unlikely thing for the common footpad. Then Thomas recognized his attacker, and along with that recognition came a wave of irritation and disgust.

      "What the hell are you doing with Blythe, Amory?" bit out Tristan Carrow, the newly made Duke of Parrington.

      Thomas laughed. "What is it to you, your grace? Have you resorted to taking lovers from the good sisters? Have I poached on your territory?"

      "You're Thomas Martin? That's you?" Blythe murmured, right before Parrington snarled and reared back to hit him again.

      Of course, there was nothing that said Thomas had to be there when Parrington struck him, and almost lazily, he slipped around the taller man's reach.

      "Slow, Parrington," he murmured almost in the other man's ear. "Very slow. You got the first one in because I was literally looking the other way. Do you actually think you can do better when I'm standing and facing you?"

      "You'd better hope I can't," growled Parrington.

      Thomas didn't take his eyes off Parrington to see if Blythe was still there. As much as he might have liked to see Parrington laid out by that heavy umbrella the girl carried, the smart thing for her to do was to get away, especially if Parrington was her lover or her employer or some damned thing. Thomas found the idea of Parrington making any claim to a girl as brave and bold and bright as Blythe incredibly irritating, and it lent some viciousness to the way he rounded on the duke now.

      Parrington took another shot at him, and Thomas was tired of simply dodging. They went at it with none of the niceties of the formal boxing rings and, given the fact that those niceties were mostly against kicking your opponent when he was already down, it wasn't long before they were both bruised and bleeding, Thomas from a split lip and Parrington from a scrape earned when Thomas pushed him against the brick wall.

      They might have kept on going at it if a woman in a starched white apron hadn't come out of one of the rear entrances of the houses nearby.

      "What in the devil's name is going on there? Scoundrels, leave off that brawling when decent people are trying to get their day started!"

      Thomas and Parrington broke off with a start, turning toward the woman who had the authoritarian bearing and discipline of a great manor house's cook.

      Her scowl turned to a look of dismay when she saw Parrington. "Your grace! Forgive me!"

      She disappeared back into the house, and a glance up and down the alley told Thomas that Blythe was gone as well. Parrington looked slightly abashed to have been caught scrapping like a schoolboy.

      Thomas gave him a wary look. "If you want to start again, we might leave off scandalizing your neighbors by setting up a session at the boxing rings."

      Parrington, cold bastard that he was, gave Thomas a look that managed to be both disgusted and superior. "I've had quite enough of wasting my time with you. What the hell were you doing with my cousin?"

      "Your... cousin?"

      The pieces clicked into place, and Thomas wasn't sure what picture he was meant to be looking at. It wasn't really a secret that the wealthy Carrows had a cousin who stayed with them, some kind of poor relation who was so pious she could barely stand to be seen in the light of the wicked world. That poor relation couldn't have been the spirited fighter Thomas had met just a few hours ago, but that seemed to be precisely the case.

      "Yes, Blythe. Damn you, what the hell were you doing with her?"

      Thomas stood back from Parrington in case the man decided to have another go at him. He knew with an acute certainty that anything he said or didn't say could be held against Blythe, and he hated the idea of her subject to the likes of Tristan Carrow.

      "I suppose I was having a bit of a rough night," he said at last. "The hack I hired got sick of me and dumped me off somewhere close to here, and I wandered into this alley. I yelled enough that that drab little thing came out to see what was the matter and—"

      "And you decided that you wanted to smear yourself all over her. Trust a Martin to turn a simple meeting into something sordid. My God."

      "Trust a Carrow to think the worst of everyone," retorted Thomas. "Your cousin's fine, Parrington. Wouldn't give me the time of day, and I'm not so much of a monster that I chase after girls fresh from the dame school."

      "I don't think the worst of everyone, just of Martins. It was a hard-won lesson. Now get out of here, Amory. I wouldn't like to disgrace myself and my family further by giving you the beating you deserve."

      Thomas was about to say that he'd like to see Parrington try it, and then he shrugged. The Duke of Parrington was already in a foul mood, and there was a chance he might take it out on poor Blythe.

      "Good morning to you, then," Thomas said, his voice only a little sarcastic. "You couldn't pay me to stay."

      As he turned and walked down the alley toward the main thoroughfare, Thomas had to shake his head. To think that spirited little do-gooder, Blythe, was associated with the damned Carrows. The idea of a girl with that kind of pluck living with a pack of ancestrally stuck-up prigs riled him up in a way that he couldn't quite explain, and he tried to put the thought of his head.

      

      The Martin townhouse on Park Lane was elegant, gracious, and above all, used to dealing with Thomas when he wandered in at all hours. His father, the Duke of Southerly, kept house in the country and did not come to Town so frequently, and that left the townhouse mostly to Thomas. The butler met him with a soft greeting and promised to send his valet up directly.

      Despite the late night he felt he was still having, Thomas didn't feel any urge to sleep. Instead, he washed and cleaned his wounds, traded his rumpled clothing for fresh, and prowled the house, letting it slowly wake up around him.

      A light melody playing on the pianoforte in the drawing-room captured his attention, and with a slight smile, he opened the door to see his sister, Georgiana Martin, at the bench, her back straight and her face composed. She was more at peace when playing the pianoforte than she was at any other time, but then they were Martins. They would never be known for peace or quiet.

      Thomas leaned against the doorway and listened to the music. He didn't recognize it, but he thought there was something wistful about it, even melancholy. When the song ended, he tilted his head at his sister.

      "A trifle heavy for you, little sister. If I closed my eyes, I would have thought it was Tabi playing and not you."

      "Tabi's not had much time for playing lately. She's always running down old volumes of history and genealogy at the bookseller's. Father sent her to Leeds this week with some pocket money to get more books and also, perhaps, so she will stop telling him about the illustrious doings of our ancestors. I suppose the Martin reputation for the feminine arts must fall to me, then."

      Thomas grinned. "If our reputation depends on the two of us, then God help us."

      "So Father says, although he certainly had his own rakehell moments when he was young... Why, Thomas, what in the world happened to your face?"

      Thomas started to say that it was nothing, but then Georgiana was on him, turning his face left and right in the sunshine coming through the window. She was almost as tall as he was, with his blond hair and clear gray eyes, and in many ways, she was his match in all things. Hell, as quick as she was, she might have given Parrington a run for his money as well.

      "Whatever are you smiling about? Father won't like to hear that you've been brawling again."

      "Well, Father's unlikely to hear about it from the party I was brawling with. It was Tristan Carrow."

      Even his father, the dignified and very proper Duke of Southerly, could never resist cracking a joke at a Carrow's expense. There was a saying in the north of England that it was more likely for lions and wolves to mate than it was for the Carrows and Martins to get along. Their days of bloodshed and violent hatred were long past but far from forgotten.

      Georgiana made an expression of disgust and dismay. "Tristan Carrow? What a waste of good effort. I hope you did worse to him than he did to you."

      "Never fear, I gave a good accounting of myself. It was ridiculous. He thought I was molesting his cousin, Blythe something."

      "The missionary? Thomas, I usually trust you to have better taste than that."

      "She's not..." Thomas didn't keep much from his sister. They were close and had been ever since their mother died, but there was something about this that made him still his tongue. "Yes, the missionary. Do you know of her?"

      "Only what most of London knows. She's a pious little poor relation from the north, sent to live with the main Carrow clan after her parents died. Too prim and proper to go to balls or to promenade, and if she could get away with it, she'd probably run off to join the Quakers."

      Thomas thought of the Abegg family that he had met just a few hours ago. Just like it was hard to see the Blythe he had met as a staid and stuffy Carrow, it was also hard to see her fitting in with the pious Quakers as well.

      "Well, it's not like the poor girl is going to have much of a social life with Tristan Carrow keeping her locked up," Thomas said. "The man's like the worst parts of a Cromwell preacher and a prison guard mixed."

      Georgiana turned to him, faintly appalled. "You don't suppose he's going to marry her, do you? The poor relation, the would-be Quaker?"

      Thomas felt something in him roar up at that. "No!" Then, when Georgiana gave him a strange look, "No. That... doesn't seem to be something Parrington would do. I figure he'll wait until he's fifty and then find someone who he tolerates and who will tolerate him as well."

      Georgiana shook her head, nibbling on a knuckle absently. Thomas was surprised; it was a habit she had mostly given up as she grew, shunning it along with toys and fairy tales for scandalous fashions, daring horseback stunts, and even his old fencing saber. He pulled her hand from her mouth gently, making her look up, startled.

      "Don't waste your time thinking about Parrington. He didn't hurt me so very much."

      "Good. I would run him through."

      "Fierce little sister. Anyway, what are you even doing in London? I thought that you were going to stay at Harcourt with Father for a few weeks?"

      Georgiana shrugged, and Thomas knew that something had happened at Harcourt again. Georgiana and their father the duke were too alike sometimes to really get along, and after a lifetime of shouting, threatened punishments and exiles, and threatened runaways, some distance was the best for the two of them when things grew complicated.

      "I felt the need for some London air," she said lightly. "I have heard that my favorite modiste is back from Paris anyway, and I mean to stop by and see if she brought any interesting ideas back from the Continent."

      "Good. Give yourself and Father some time to cool down," Thomas advised.

      "I'll take your advice, if you'll take mine?"

      "All right, what is it?"

      "Stay away from Tristan Carrow and the rest of his damned family."

      Thomas laughed at that, looking at his sister with curiosity. "I'm not going to slink around in fear of my life from any damned Carrow, let alone their biggest bully dog."

      "You hear all sorts of things from the ladies' circles I travel in, Thomas, and there's plenty to say about the Carrows right now. That Tristan's gone strange and savage since he was invested with the title of duke, that Edward, the son in the army is doing terrible things in Spain. Just... perhaps come with me. It has been such a long time since we stepped out together."

      Thomas sighed. "To every single crush and play you get invited to this season?"

      "Of course. After all, if I get you married to some simpering Society miss, Father will almost certainly give me a bit of a longer leash."

      Thomas had his own ideas of what a good time looked like, and it didn't involve any of the well-heeled addresses his sister favored.

      

      Still, it might not be such a terrible thing to step back into proper Society for a while. He could use the distraction, and even as he thought it, his mind flashed back to dark eyes in a pale face, and a spirited expression that made his heart beat a little faster.
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      By the time the summons came, Blythe had composed herself. She had long since refused the services of a maid, telling the housekeeper with all the earnestness she could manage that such a thing was only vanity and acquired helplessness. She could do up her gowns on her own, she insisted, and now she did so, trading her soiled gray gown for another in the same shade. Her closet was full of them.

      

      Blythe cursed as she did up the row of tiny jet buttons along the front of the gown. Her hands were still shaking, and when she closed her eyes, she could still imagine Thomas staggering under Tristan's blow and the way he had rounded on her cousin.

      Every instinct in her head—the ones that taught her to conceal her true self and her true nature from the world—told her to run. A proper young girl, especially one with aspirations toward missioning in far-off lands, abhorred violence and would faint if she saw so much as a punch thrown, let alone land.

      For the first time in recent memory, however, her instincts failed, and instead, when she saw Tristan and Thomas squaring off, she nearly leaped into the fray herself. She was torn between a desire to protect Tristan, with whom she had grown up, and a similarly strong desire to defend Thomas... for some reason.

      Then logic had asserted itself, and Blythe remembered that Tristan had always been able to look after himself, and from what she had seen of Thomas, so could he.

      As she pinned her hair back up into its usually severe bun, she found herself still reeling from the revelation of Thomas’ identity. Of course, she had heard of Thomas Martin, Marquess of Amory. Most of London had. He was reputed to be a rake, a careless wild son with a fortune to spend and not much discretion over where he spent it or who he spent it with.

      She supposed if she had to picture the Thomas Martin she had heard of, she would picture someone whose chin was held up by the stiff points of his overly-fashionable collar, someone spoiled and vain.

      The Thomas Blythe she had met could be termed spoiled; she’d said herself that she wouldn't be surprised if he was the son of a peer. It would never have occurred to her to think that he was a Martin relation, let alone the Duke of Southerly's heir.

      Blythe jumped when there was a gentle knock on the door. "Hello?"

      "Miss Blythe, his grace, the duke, would like to speak with you. He's in the library."

      "Of course. Please let him know that I will be there directly."

      Blythe took a last look in the mirror. The girl who looked back at her had an appropriately solemn look on her face, completely strict and sober. It was an excellent mask, she decided as she stepped back. Now to hope that Tristan wouldn't see through it as easily as Thomas had seemed to.

      

      When Blythe rapped gently on the library door, something rattled to the floor, followed by a muffled swear.

      "Come in."

      The library had once been the sanctuary of Gregory Carrow, the former Duke of Parrington, and Tristan and Ned's father. Tristan had taken it over as a matter of course, but it occurred to Blythe that her cousin didn't look so very comfortable with the library's dark-paneled walls and high thin windows.

      "You sent for... Oh, Tristan, look at your face!"

      She came over to pick up the small tin box of bandages and ointment he had dropped, gathering them up with quick, birdlike motions. When she looked up at him, she noticed with some discomfort that he was watching her carefully.

      "You should be more careful," she said, her voice soft. "You're bleeding."

      The scrape across his right cheek was still oozing a little blood, and Blythe focused on it rather than on Tristan's inquisitive look.

      "Here, let me tend to that. You shouldn't just leave it open, it will get infected."

      She reminded herself to play the part, to be simple Blythe who was too good for her own good. Despite the act, there was genuine care when she cleaned Tristan's scrape with some witch hazel water and dressed it with a greasy ointment. When she reached for the bandage, Tristan waved her away.

      "Blythe, for God's sake, leave off. I'm not going to go about town bandaged up as if that Martin puppy seriously injured me."

      Blythe shrugged, setting down the bandages and closing the box neatly. "It will heal better if you cover it."

      Tristan shrugged impatiently. He wasn't a man who cared much about his looks, though Blythe supposed he was handsome enough. He had the black hair and nearly black eyes that seemed to show up so regularly through the Carrow line. Ned had it, too, and Blythe, a distant second cousin, received the far plainer coloration with brown. She’d had cause to envy her male cousins' good looks before, but overall, she found her own plain looks much more suitable for her own adventures.

      "Blythe, are you all right?"

      The question, so quiet and honest, surprised Blythe. It also made her wary. She loved her cousin Tristan like she would love a brother, but one reason why she had been able to get away with as much as she had was because he was predictable. Carrows tended to be. They were honorable and honest, but they also liked their order and routine. Once they decided a thing, it was done. Tristan's question made her uneasy, and she resolved to be careful.

      "I am not the one who got punched."

      "Believe me, if that rakehell of a Martin puppy had harmed you in any way, I would have had him brought in by constables after I beat the hell out of him."

      "Tristan!"

      "It's true. Blythe, you must remember that the Martins are... well, perhaps what I should say is that at the beginning and end of it, they are careless people. People always have something to say about the feud between us, but even if that wasn't there, we wouldn't get on with them. Their carelessness hurts the people around them, and the only reason that it doesn't hurt them is because they are rich enough to get away with it."

      "Tristan, why are you speaking as if I'm going to have anything to do with the Martins? I didn't even know that... that man was one."

      She barely stopped herself from saying Thomas’ name. She must be far more tired than she thought. She wondered grimly what Thomas had told her cousin about why they were together. She had her own story ready—that she had stayed the night at the house of a very proper lady of the ton after discussing charitable efforts in the stews—but she had no idea how well it would mesh with whatever Thomas had come up with.

      "Because you have a terribly big heart, and it doesn't deserve to be more mangled than it already is. Amory told me that you came down when you heard him bellowing in confusion over where his hired hack had dropped him."

      "Oh, that. Well, I suppose he sounded upset, and I wanted to help."

      Tristan gave her a stern look. "The next time you hear idiot drunks in the back alley, please leave it to the house staff. You are far from equipped to deal with that sort of thing."

      Not for the first time, Blythe wondered what kind of apoplexy Tristan would have if he knew half of the things she was doing in London. If she was lucky, however, he would never know, and she would be allowed to keep on doing what she liked.

      "But that wasn't all I wanted to know," he continued. "I wanted to know if you were well, truly. Since my father died last year, I have not had the chance to talk much with you, and I think I mostly hear from Ned through your telling me about the letters you share. I have been working hard to be a diligent duke, but it has hardly left me with the time to be a good cousin and guardian to you."

      Blythe wanted to scream, just a little. Tristan took everything so very seriously, and that included the guardianship over her that he had inherited just like he had inherited the lands and titles associated with the Parrington estate.

      Instead of screaming, she endeavored to look suitably dutiful as she sat with her hands folded on the chair across from the desk.

      "It has been hard since your father has died, and of course, I miss you as well." That, at least was not a lie. "But I comfort myself with my prayer book and my good works. I fill my days, you know."

      A flicker of something she couldn't quite read crossed Tristan's face. Blythe managed to keep her face still from long-practice. She had quite fooled his father, but she’d long suspected that Tristan was far more clever and perceptive than his father had been.

      "Yes, and I am glad that you are comforted. But I also want to speak to you about your future."

      A faint alarm went off in her mind. "My future?"

      "Yes. I have long felt that it was… inappropriate to have you simply living here with no recourse or resources of your own."

      "Tristan, I am very content with what God has provided for—"

      The old duke might have listened to her talk about the will of the Lord and then dismissed her in bemusement. Tristan, far more direct, cut her off. "Well, this is less about God, I'm afraid, than practicalities. Blythe, you are twenty-two years old, and by all rights, you should be married."

      "Tristan, please. When my parents died, they only left a little bit of money for my upkeep. Clearly, that was God's way of setting me on a different path, one bound for service and for—"

      "I beg your pardon, Blythe, but that was a matter of your family eking out what livelihood they could from that farm up north. Listen to me. I feel as if my father did you a disservice. You deserve better than simply staying in this house as a poor relation. I don't need a lady's companion and neither Ned nor I want you to have to work as a companion or as a governess."

      "Well, the missionary work—"

      "Out of the question," Tristan said, shaking his head. "Not without a husband, at the very least."

      Blythe could feel her temper start to fray, and she grabbed on to it with both hands. Carrows might be known for their honor and their honesty, but they could also be famous for their damned stubbornness.

      "Tristan..."

      "I'm settling some money on you. An appropriate amount, I think, and well enough for you to find a husband, even have a modest season if you wish."

      "Tristan, I do not want a season!"

      "I thought you might not. There are several acquaintances I have in mind, perhaps introductions can be made. They are fine men, and I know you will make someone a good wife."

      Blythe deliberately relaxed her jaw, because otherwise, Tristan would certainly hear the way she ground her teeth. She supposed that, at this point, a pious little missionary would decide to accede to the rule of the head of her family, perhaps even be grateful to be plucked from penury and assured of a comfortable life with a husband and children.

      All that Blythe knew was that the idea of a conventional life, bound to home and hearth, sounded like poison, and that her plans for escaping just such a life were vanishing before her eyes.

      "Tristan," she said, endeavoring to keep her voice soft and pliant. "That is not what I want. I have a plan. That is, I know that God's plan for me involves going abroad, ministering to the sick and the hopeless in other lands."

      "There are plenty of sick and hopeless in London if you want to minister to others, Blythe. Believe me. This will be for the best. I think a husband and your own household to run will settle you admirably. In a few years, you'll forget about this missioning nonsense."

      For a moment, Blythe fought against a picture of climbing over Tristan's desk, grabbing his hair, and shouting in his face until he understood her. She could feel her dreams of India, China, and the South Seas crumbling to ashes through her fingers.

      "It's not nonsense—"

      Before she could go further, however, there was a brisk knock on the door.

      Tristan looked up with irritation. "What is it?"

      "Your Grace, it is Mr. Sederick, your solicitor. He says it is urgent."

      Blythe blinked. It wasn't even breakfast time yet.

      Tristan seemed to have the same thought. "We will finish this later," he said to Blythe. "Send him in, please, Benton."

      Blythe knew that by conventional courtesy, she was meant to leave when Tristan's solicitor appeared to speak with him about business. However, years of teaching herself to be mousy and small and unnoticed had lent her a certain kind of very valuable parlor camouflage. If she sat very still and stayed very quiet, there was always a good chance that the people in the room would forget that she was there at all. It was useful for all sorts of things, and something rang in her head, telling her to use it now.

      Mr. Sederick was a plump and kind-faced man with a jaw thick with unfashionable whiskers. The sweetness of his face belied one of the cleverest minds in London, so when he appeared looking as flustered as a baby duck, Blythe could tell that something was afoot.

      "Sederick, what brings you here so early?"

      "Good morning, your grace. I am here very early because I was roused even earlier, just a little past dawn, by a solicitor from a firm in Glasgow. It turns out that your father owned property in Scotland that no one at my firm ever knew about."

      Tristan frowned. "Unknown property in Scotland? Some grazing land or perhaps some tenant farms?"

      Mr. Sederick smiled a little wildly. "An entire manor with a great deal of working land. The property is called Gallowglass, and it provides an income somewhere in the neighborhood of nine thousand pounds a year."

      Even as skilled as she was in the art of being unobserved, Blythe gasped. An estate that valuable was enough to put the owner on level standing with some of the richest peers in the land. Why in the world had the former duke kept it hidden?

      Tristan looked hard at Mr. Sederick. "For some reason, you're not telling me this as if it were good news."

      "Not so much bad news, your grace, as strange news. The firm in Scotland has only recently been apprised of the fact that your father passed on. When they did, they sent a communication to me that only arrived this morning. Gallowglass is not an entailed property. It belonged solely to your father, and by law, he was allowed to dispose of it as he wished." He cleared his throat. "The former duke bequeathed the property to Miss Blythe Carrow Dennings, to be held in trust by you until she marries."

      Blythe felt as if all of the air had been sucked out of the room. Tristan turned to her in shock, and despite all the time she had spent learning to school her own expressions, she simply stared back at him.

      "Well, not so much a poor relation now, are you?" he asked.

      In the span of one morning, she had gone from being the Duke of Parrington's humble little charity case to being one of the richest heiresses in London.

      

      Blythe could feel her life spinning out of control, and she knew that her own plans were quickly slipping from her grasp.
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      Three Weeks Later

      

      With Georgiana on his arm, Thomas felt as if he held a beautiful cat the entire world wanted to pet and coo over. Everyone wanted a moment of his sister's time, whether to marvel over her dress, her beauty, or her wit, and she shone under the attention. He escorted her around the floor at Almack's, keeping a genial smile on his face and trying to prevent the boredom from becoming visible in his eyes.

      

      "Dear God, how in the world do you stand this without going utterly insane?" he murmured to Georgiana.

      She smiled at him sweetly. "By remembering that most of the people here aren't worth a button, but that some are quite splendid. I suppose you would be happier if there was a faro table in the center of things with a scarred one-eyed dealer overseeing it all."

      "I think it would be a slightly more entertaining evening than watching you subtly make fun of Lady Wilmot right to her face without her ever noticing."

      "Oh, she noticed," said Georgiana with a small smile of satisfaction. "She just doesn't think she has the power to object, poor cow."

      Thomas’ shudder was only half pretended. "You are making the stews look warm and welcoming."

      "The stews where you like to game are more honest than this place, I think," said Georgiana quietly. "At the very least, the stabbings are less metaphorical."

      Thomas started to ask her what she meant by that when the majordomo announced his grace, the Duke of Parrington, accompanying Miss Blythe Dennings.

      "Oh, the little heiress," Georgiana said with a bit of interest.

      Thomas was so swamped with feelings about seeing Blythe again that he barely heard her words at first. "Who? What little heiress?"

      "Oh, do you not keep up with anything, brother? It's all the ton has been talking about for well on a week now. Blythe Dennings, the Carrows' charity case, was settled with some fantastic property up in the north.”

      “Don't call her a charity case,” Thomas said without thinking. When his sister looked at him curiously, he cleared his throat. “It shows poorly to pick on their relatives when the Carrows themselves are such easy targets.”

      Georgiana gave him a quizzical look. Thomas had never before cared who she taunted or cut. “Keep my claws sharp for better targets? If you like, Thomas, though she is going to have to get used to far worse.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because the property was settled on her by the late Duke of Parrington, George Carrow. Apparently, he kept the entire place a secret from his own heir and his own solicitor, and the ones managing it only came forward after his death.”

      “So, he thought well of the girl and wanted to see her set up. Hardly a cause for scandal.”

      “When the property produces in excess of nine thousand pounds a year, one imagines that he did a little better than think well of her. I was at Lady Maybury's salon a few days ago, and the rumors range from her being the late duke's secret lover to her being his bastard daughter, and those were just two of the ones I heard.”

      “Keep them to yourself. Having feathers in your mouth doesn't become you, Georgiana,” said Thomas shortly. His sister looked at him in surprise, and he wondered if there was even a trace of hurt in her gaze.

      “Thomas, really. It's just gossip.”

      He was saved from having to respond by a Society matron's approach. She wanted to talk to Georgiana and subtly ascertain whether Thomas was there looking for a wife or simply to escort her. His sister fended her off with an expertly noncommittal answer, and Thomas was thankful that she dropped the matter of Blythe Dennings as they continued to make their rounds.

      He had almost convinced himself that they were two different people—the brave girl he had met in one of the worst parts of London and the Carrow cousin. When he thought about it, he had heard little of her, and everything he could remember spoke of a sanctimonious young lady who pinched her lips as tight as a miser's purse and saw dancing and fun as some kind of invitation to the devil.

      Surely, there had been some kind of mistake, some case of mistaken identity. Thomas resolved to put the entire matter out of his mind, because family history and experience had taught him that Martins tangling with Carrows or vice-versa invariably led to trouble. The most recent generation of both families had largely given each other a wide berth, a tradition Thomas was more than happy to keep up.

      Of course, it was easier said than done when he and Georgiana came around a corner and found Blythe Dennings clinging to Tristan Carrow's arm as if he had hung the moon.

      Thomas felt as if the entire room fell away. There was cotton muffling the chatter of the assembly hall, and he could barely feel Georgiana's hand on his arm.

      There was no doubt at all that Blythe Dennings, the erstwhile poor little heiress, was the same Blythe who had saved him from having his head staved in on the doorstep of one of London's more notorious gambling hells.

      Instead of gray and brown, Blythe was dressed in a fashionable gown of blue and cream, her hair curled expertly in the Greek style. She looked like a fashion plate in miniature. With the current fashion being for statuesque blondes like Georgiana, small and slender Blythe, with her dark looks, seemed fey and entrancing in the crowded halls of Almack's.

      “Oh, well, she cleans up well,” said Georgiana in tones of genuine surprise.

      Tristan Carrow was talking to an older gentleman, but Blythe flinched a little. She had obviously heard Georgiana's assessment, and Thomas was only grateful that it had not been worse.

      The wise thing, the smart thing, perhaps even the kindest thing to do would be to turn around and venture for company elsewhere in the hall. With the Season just getting its start, the hall was lively with socialites, debutantes, and young lords looking to make a good match. There was plenty of company to be had, and some of it had to be at least a little entertaining.

      “Georgiana, can you introduce us to Parrington and Blythe?”

      Georgiana looked annoyed, and Thomas thought with some amusement that whether Blythe was a la mode or not, she recognized another beauty and did not necessarily like it. “Is this truly the beehive you want to stick your hand in this evening?”

      “Well, they say to live dangerously while you can.”

      “Oh, I'm not going to say that the Carrows are dangerous. More like deadly dull and wrapped up tight with fustian and nonsense maybe, but not dangerous.”

      Georgiana lifted her chin and led Thomas toward Blythe and the Duke of Parrington. Briefly, Thomas thought it was a bit of a shame that Georgiana had been born a first daughter rather than a second son. If they had sent her against the French, they'd have won the war in a matter of weeks.

      “Your grace!” said Georgiana, her voice as bright and brittle as glass. “I do not believe that I have had the pleasure of seeing you at Almack's for quite some time. I was beginning to fear that you'd caused some scandal and won the ire of the patronesses.”

      For a moment, Thomas thought that the duke was actually going to give Georgiana the cut direct, ignoring her entirely and turning away. That would have been a slight past bearing, and though Thomas did not want to get ejected from the social hub that was Almack's Assembly Rooms, he also wasn't going to let Parrington get away with insulting his sister.

      “Lady Georgiana. No, I have not been caught in any sort of scandal that would necessitate my being barred from the door. I imagine that as they continue to let you and your brother attend, I'm still quite safe.”

      Thomas bristled, but Georgiana laughed. When she was a young girl, Georgiana had learned to fence while Thomas was taking lessons. Eventually, their father had put an end to that, and it seemed as if she’d transferred all that quickness and viciousness to her tongue.

      “Why, imagine you having any imagination at all. I'm afraid I cannot imagine that myself. But I can at least imagine a world where we are civil enough to make introductions for each other, can't you? I'm not sure you've properly met my brother, Thomas Martin, Marquess of Amory. Thomas, this is Tristan Carrow, his grace the Duke of Parrington.”

      Thomas smiled thinly, extending his hand to Tristan. Tristan didn't bother even trying to smile as he shook Thomas’ hand. Thomas noted that the scrape Tristan had suffered from their fight was almost completely healed over. His own lip no longer ached as abominably as it had before.

      “We've not had the pleasure of being formally introduced before this. Lady Georgiana, Lord Amory, this is my cousin, Miss Blythe Dennings.”

      Thomas finally allowed himself to look at Blythe, and when he looked into her eyes, he felt a tugging deep inside him. She wasn't hanging on to Parrington as if he were her lover, she was hanging on to him because, otherwise, she might have drowned. She was beautiful in her gown, perhaps the most beautiful young woman in the entire hall, but for some reason, she looked utterly miserable, and not all the silk and muslin in London could hide it.

      “I'm pleased to formally make your acquaintance, Miss Blythe. It feels long overdue.”

      Blythe seemed to gather up all of her strength before nodding to him, offering her hand first to Georgiana, who clasped it lightly and then let it go, and then to Thomas. He took her hand gently, wondering why he had never quite understood how small she was. She’d seemed as fierce as a feral cat when they were walking together in London, and now she seemed shrunken. It was wrong.

      Thomas lifted her hand, bowing over it. Yes, it was all wrong... and that was because she was faking everything. The faltering looks, the flinches from Georgiana's casual barbs, all of it.

      “Miss Blythe, the dancing looks to start in just a few moments. Will you honor me with a dance, perhaps Parson Hollis? It'll be halfway through the set.”

      Blythe stood as straight as she could, and Thomas remembered what his sister had said about lips pressed as tight as a miser's purse. She looked as if she would rain down pious brimstone on him for even suggesting it. She might have even refused if Parrington hadn't spoken.

      “My cousin is not familiar with the dances at Almack's,” he said. “She will be sitting out for this evening, at least until we can find her a dancing instructor.”

      “As a matter of fact, Tristan, I know a few dances. I do not hold with dancing as a rule; I find it vulgar and unseemly, but if I must be here, I might as well show off the fact that I am no country bumpkin. Lord Amory, I reluctantly consent to dance Parson Hollis with you.”

      Georgiana stared at Blythe, and Thomas could tell that she hadn't seen through Blythe's act. Why would she? Blythe was apparently as skilled as his own sharp sister at social interactions, just in a different way. Where Georgiana drew people in with her beauty and charm and left them bleeding on the floor, Blythe wore spines like a hedgehog's and stopped them from coming close.

      “I am pleased to have your reluctant consent,” Thomas said cheerfully. “I will come and find you when it is announced.”

      Georgiana looked slightly stunned by the sheer rudeness of the Carrow clan as they walked away. “My God, how did they ever manage to get in the door?”

      “Wealth and blood as blue as ours, I would think,” said Thomas, still thinking of Blythe. Her eyes had flashed with something when he'd asked her to dance. Perhaps she would even tell him what that was.

      “And why on earth did you ask her to dance? She looks like she would just as soon choke you with her prayer book as look at you.”

      “I suppose I just like trouble.”

      

      That, at least, was true. After all his years at high Society gambling tables and in the worst neighborhoods that London had to offer, Thomas was good at detecting when trouble was on its way. Whether she was a street cat or a prim missionary, Blythe Dennings was pure trouble, and he couldn't wait to dance with her.
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      “Remember that you are allowed to change your mind about that dance. The patronesses might tell you it isn't the done thing, but he's a Martin, and therefore does not matter. If you don't want to dance with him, you shouldn't have to.”

      

      Blythe kept her disapproving missionary's frown on her face, but she thought she might bite Tristan if he brought up the matter one more time. “Tristan, please. Last time I checked, we were actually not still in the medieval era, and I may consent to a dance without your permission.”

      “But why him?”

      “All of God's creatures have a purpose. Perhaps I will find his when we dance. Remember, as it is said in Luke 12:6. Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies?”

      Tristan scowled, but he didn't question her. Apparently, her trick of slipping random Bible verses into her speech was still working well. Most people either didn't want to admit they didn't understand them and agreed with her, or they tried to puzzle them out. Whichever one Tristan was doing, he at least let her alone as the dancing started. He probably should have been trying to find a partner himself, given his status as one of the most eligible bachelors in the room, but he was drawn into a conversation on Whig politics off to the side.

      “Your guardian is a bit of a bear, isn't he?”

      Blythe jumped a little and looked up into the handsome face of a man she didn't know. He was handsome enough, she supposed, but it was beyond the pale for a gentleman to simply sidle up to a lady at Almack's without virtue of an introduction.

      She adopted a prim look. “I shouldn't like to speak ill of anyone, my lord. If you'll excuse me...”

      “Oh, I'm sorry. I suppose I did not make as good an impression as I thought.”

      “Sir?”

      “Gerald Forth, Lord Cottering. We were introduced at Lady Melville's crush just a few weeks ago.”

      She supposed she shouldn't be surprised that she was beginning to forget names and faces with the sheer amount of socializing she’d had to do. “I'm sorry, I simply do not recall.”

      “That's fine, I can see that you're a young lady with a great deal going on.” Lord Cottering spoke with a kindness she had not expected. “If you'll grant me the favor of one short dance, I promise I won't even ask you to make conversation.”

      That forced a small laugh from her that she hadn't expected at all, and she agreed, though only for Marchese, a dance that was short and therefore over quickly. Lord Cottering seemed amusing, and at least Tristan would see that she wasn't being entirely uncooperative.

      Blythe's short responses and prim expression kept her mostly alone after that, by then the majordomo announced Parson Hollis, and Thomas was walking toward her with that irrepressible grin on his face. Despite her long expertise at maintaining her dour front, she couldn't stop a smile from crossing her lips before she dismissed it as well.

      Parson Hollis was one of the older dances that was still danced in London. It was a slow and simple processional, couples together making their way up and down the hall in time to the stately music. It was antiquated in some ways, and Blythe suspected that it mostly kept its place on the roster due to the fact that it gave the couples a chance to chat with something close to privacy when they were together on the dance floor.

      Thomas greeted her with all due decorum, and when he offered her his arm, she took it, allowing him to lead her out onto the dance floor. As the musicians began the soft strains leading up to the movement, he glanced at her.

      “So, how shall we play this out? Would you like me to leer at you and give you a reason to slap me and run off in tears, or would you like me to act so besotted with you that it makes every man in this room curious about what it is that drew my interest?”

      Blythe stifled a disbelieving laugh at his words. The music started, and they began the slow pace that started the dance. “What in the world are you talking about, Thomas?”

      “I'm talking about what your angle is, young lady. The miss I met in the stews less than a month ago had a plan for every eventuality. It didn't escape my notice that you turned down every other dance you were offered, but for some reason, you said yes to me.”

      “As a matter of fact, I did agree to dance with someone, but my goodness. 'For some reason?' Do you think so little of yourself that you cannot imagine a reason why I might want to dance with you?”

      “Well, I definitely thought about it, and getting offended so you could leave or enhance your air of mystery certainly seemed to be the most likely. That's what I thought. I suppose I hoped something different.”

      “Oh? And what did you hope?”

      “That you simply wanted to dance with me.”

      Blythe was grateful that the dance required the ladies to stand still while the men walked forward four paces. It gave her time to gather her thoughts a little bit, though she was hardly better when he returned and offered her his arm again.

      “You are certainly not a bad dancer. You're at least as good a dancer as you are a brawler, anyway.”

      “High praise indeed. I am grateful for the compliment.”

      “So, I suppose I should ask you the same question. Why did you ask me to dance? It certainly wasn't to curry favor with Tristan. I'm pretty sure the only way you could win his favor is by leaping into an active volcano.”

      “No, though I will say that the sour look your cousin gave me was fairly amusing. I wanted to know what in the world was going on. Who are you, Blythe?”

      They were at Almack's, the gathering place of the ton's stars and luminaries. As a matter of course, everyone was hungry for the least little bit of gossip or scandal they could use to better their situations and batter down their rivals. It was risky in the extreme to call Thomas by his given name and to allow him to do the same for her. All the same, it was an intimacy that sent a shiver down her spine, making her reluctant in the extreme to tell him to stop.

      “I'm just Blythe Dennings,” she hedged. “I'm the Duke of Parrington's second cousin. I do good works, or at least, I do the best I can. I like to sit at home and knit, and there are several prayer groups that I attend throughout the week.”

      “I see. And do any of those prayer groups really exist?”

      “At least one does. Thomas, please. We can't talk about such things here.”

      “So, tell me when we can discuss them. Set a time and a place where we can meet.”

      She nearly burst out laughing, but instead, stuffed it back with a frown. “Are you serious? Do you want me to make some... some sort of assignation with you?”

      “Why not? You've shown that you are quite adept at getting out of the house without Parrington's notice. I mean, I can't imagine it's hard, given how your cousin takes his nose out of the air long enough to say hello.”

      “Don't talk about Tristan like that,” Blythe said with a frown. “He doesn't deserve it.”

      “Well, I may still be irritated about our fight. My lip broke open a few times in the weeks after. I'm glad his face is still marked up.”

      “Honestly, you're like children,” Blythe said.

      “Blythe, the dance is almost over. Tell me when I can meet you?”

      “And I ask you again, why would I?”

      “Because I met a contradictory young lady in the stews three weeks ago, and then I met her again among the gleaming London elite. I want to know what in the world you are doing.”

      “Just for your curiosity's sake? I'm not sure I care to satisfy your curiosity, really.”

      “And also, because I think you want to be seen.”

      Blythe nearly missed a step. “What are you talking about?”

      “It didn't escape my notice that you were all alone the night we met. I thought at first that you and Honey were a pair, and then it turned out that even the Quaker family you left her with doesn't really help you in whatever it is you do. You get waifs to them, but then you go your own way, don't you? Who really sees you, Blythe?”

      No one.

      The answer rang in her head like a bell, and for a moment, she was horrified to feel a thick lump come up her throat. She wondered wildly for a moment what it would do to her reputation if she simply started weeping like a ninny in front of the crush at Almack's.

      “And you want to see me?” she asked as they faced each other for the final bow.

      “More than anything, I think,” he replied, and then there was no time left. Tristan would never allow Thomas to get close to the house, and they didn't really have any social circles in common. She could tell him yes now, or simply let him slip away.

      With an ache in her heart that she didn't understand, Blythe made a decision. “Three nights from now. Two in the morning, meet me at Seven Dials.”

      Thomas didn't give her an answer. Instead, he offered her his arm and escorted her back to the sidelines where Tristan was waiting for her.

      “Thank you for the dance,” he said softly, and then he was gone. In his place was Lord Cottering, smiling and taking her hand, but even as they took their places for Marchese, she couldn't help looking for Thomas in the crowd.

      

      Blythe was getting damned tired of being summoned, she decided. She was still feeling bleary and tired from being in fancy clothes and scrutinized by what felt like all of Society from the night before when the maid appeared telling her that Tristan wanted to see her.

      The house is not that big. Surely, it would not strain him to come and just... see me.

      She reminded herself that no matter how they had grown up together, Tristan was now the duke, and she was just his father's charity case. Only that wasn't really true anymore, was it? Thinking about her inheritance gave Blythe a headache. She would go hours without thinking about it, but then suddenly, it would pop up in front of her again, reminding her that no matter what she wanted, everything was different now.

      She glared balefully at the colorful wardrobe that Tristan had ordered for her, everything she would need to take the city by storm in her first season. They were beautiful clothes, and even if she sighed a little at how she looked in silk, the fact of their existence made her want to take some scissors to them. Blythe pushed back to the drab gray dresses she favored, pulling one on and heading to the library, where Tristan waited for her.

      It occurred to her upon entering that Tristan was in far worse shape than she was. He was dressed in fresh clothes, and he was as closely shaved as ever, but despite all that, there was something frayed about the way he looked. When she looked a little closer, she could see dark circles under his eyes and a hard set to his jaw.

      Becoming the duke had changed him, she thought with a pang, and she wondered if she would ever be really at ease with her cousin again.

      “Good morning, Tristan,” she said.

      He looked up at her. “Blythe. Come here and have a seat. We need to talk.”

      I don't suppose it's going to be about how you are going to give up this attempt to parade me in front of London Society and let me live my life, is it?

      Instead of saying any of that, she nodded briefly and came to sit at one of the chairs close to his desk, her hands folded in her lap. She expected him to say something about Thomas, but he surprised her.

      “I have not asked you this before, because I assumed that you were as clueless as I was, but it occurs to me that perhaps you know more than you ever mentioned to me.”

      “Tristan?”

      “Why did my father leave you Gallowglass?”

      “Tristan, believe me, if I knew, I would tell you. As it is, I have no idea.”

      He gave her a long look, and she was startled by how cool it was. Tristan had a reputation for a certain amount of viciousness in the ton. He had always been more serious than Ned, and he'd never been one for making friends or sport. However, he had always been like a brother to her, and to have him looking at her like that sent a strange chill down her spine.

      “I don't know what you expect me to say,” Blythe said softly. “You know as much as I do. You said yourself that you thought your father did not do well by me. Maybe at the end, he thought the same thing.”

      “There was no telling what went on in my father's head. He was an older man when Ned and I were born, and we were never close. Toward the end, it seemed as if he grew even more secretive and difficult to know. Did you know him any better?”

      Blythe stiffened at the tone in Tristan's voice. It made a low heat creep into her face, and she hoped that he wasn't implying what she thought he was implying. “I should have,” she said at last. “He was... bad-tempered toward the end. I wanted to help him, but I was so often put off by his moods. I should have tried harder. That's something that I will continue to regret, I think.”

      She had never noticed before how dark and cold Tristan's gaze could be. It felt as if he were watching her, waiting for her to reveal some kind of stain or evil in front of his very eyes.

      “If you have something to say, Tristan, please, just say it.”

      She braced herself to hear Tristan call her a seductress who had taken advantage of his father, but finally, in the end, he was the one who looked away. He didn't apologize or tell her he was wrong to think that of her. Instead, he tapped one finger on the desk. “You danced with Amory last night.”

      It was hard to fit Thomas into the world of the ton when she had first met him on the front steps of a terrible gambling hell. “You mean Thomas Martin. Well, yes.”

      “Blythe, is there something going on between the two of you?”

      This was more like the Tristan she knew, but at the moment, she was too riled to appreciate it.

      She drew inward, pulling up that terribly prim facade that served her so very well. “You have seen our interactions. There's nothing else to say. I tried to help him a few weeks ago, when you two had that altercation in the alley. Then, last night, he asked me to dance, and I accepted.”

      “Why him? Out of all of the people who asked you to dance, why did you accept his offer?”

      “I was not going to dance at all,” Blythe said frostily. “You were the one who dragged me to Almack's last night. I would have been just as happy at home.”

      Tristan slammed his hand down on the desk, making her jump. For a moment, the facade that she wore shifted, and she could feel the very real fear and shock on her face. She had never been afraid of Tristan before. However, it felt as if the Tristan that she knew was long gone, and the stranger who glared her from across his desk didn't care about her in the least. “I told you before. Stay the hell away from the Martins.”

      She took a deep breath. “Tristan. I do not know why you are acting like this. No matter what you have implied or what you are suggesting, I have not done anything that would shame the Carrow name. I have done nothing that I am ashamed about, and I am certainly not so weak-willed that simply being in close proximity to a Martin is going to make me act in some unsuitable way.”

      “You don't understand.”

      “Explain it to me, please! You have been acting strange lately, ever since the day when we found out about Gallowglass. Do you want the property? Would you like me to sign it over to you? I will if you will simply leave me alone to live my life the way you are allowed to live yours!”

      Tristan looked stricken by her words. He pulled back as if she had slapped him. “No. That's... that's not what this is about. God, Blythe.”

      “Then whenever you figure out what it is really about, you should come to tell me. Because I want to know, Tristan. I really do.”

      Without a single look back, she stood up from the chair and started to walk away. To her shock, Tristan was out from behind the desk, wrapping his fingers around her wrist and drawing her to a stop.

      Blythe's startled cry shocked them both. He hadn't hurt her, but she had never imagined that Tristan would lay hands on her at all. He dropped her wrist as if it were hot, and Blythe had had enough. If she didn't get out of the room, she was going to hit him, and then what would happen?

      Instead, she took to her heels, running out of the library and not stopping until she gained the safety of her own room. She bolted the door behind her, and by then, she was shaking hard enough that she ended up on the floor, teeth chattering and knees too wobbly to support her.

      When she calmed down, Blythe realized she might have ruined everything. A good girl wouldn't scream at the master of the house like a fishwife, and she shouldn't have defied Tristan at all. She should have sweetly gone along with whatever he said and found her own way around it later on. Instead, she had gotten carried away by her own emotions, and now who knew what might happen? Tristan might just marry her to a shepherd in Dumfries simply to be rid of her.

      There was no use crying over spilled milk though. She hoped the situation was not beyond salvaging. Tomorrow, maybe the day after, she would go to Tristan and apologize. She would show him that she was still his sweet biddable cousin and that nothing had changed at all. She could tell him that the shock of learning about the inheritance had left her feeling as unsettled as he had felt when he'd become the Duke of Parrington.

      Tristan was reasonable. He would understand. Blythe forcibly pushed aside the thought that the old Tristan would have understood. She had no idea what the new Tristan might think or do, what he might think was good enough.

      Blythe shook her head and suddenly wondered what Thomas would make of this. Would he care about the fact that Tristan seemed to be slowly changing into a monster, or would he simply dismiss it as Carrow nonsense?

      

      Abruptly, Blythe wanted to see Thomas more than anything. She could still remember how close they had stood in the alley just three weeks ago, and last night, the warmth of his body as they had danced. The need to be close to him, to touch him, was as strong as hunger or thirst, and if she had been feeling more herself, she might have been shocked. However, sitting at the base of her bolted door, unsure what the future might hold, all she wanted was Thomas.
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      Seven Dials was notorious in London. Thomas heard it referred to as a neighborhood out of hell thrust up into the city, a place where the constables feared to go and where all manner of lawlessness occurred.

      

      Thomas had been exploring its dark alleys, gambling hells, and cat houses since he was sixteen. It was a dangerous place, and it was true that there were plenty of ways for an unwary person to get themselves in trouble, but overall, it didn't bother him. Mostly, he had found the people to be poor and desperate, but also eager to leave him alone if he would return that favor.

      Of course, at two in the morning, waiting in the sheltered doorway close to the seven sundials that gave the area its name, Thomas felt an unaccustomed pang of fear, not for himself, but for Blythe. It was a little strange to feel something so strongly for a woman he’d had fewer than a dozen conversations with, but there it was.

      What do I do if she doesn't show up? I can't very well go to her house to find out if she was laid up with a cold. And Christ, what would happen if she were attacked or even kidnapped? She would just disappear into the stews, and no one would ever know what had happened to her. Hell, before she gained that inheritance, no one would care, either. Now she'd be the missing heiress, some terrible curiosity for the papers or a cautionary moral tale...

      He was so worried that he almost missed her at first. Suddenly, there was a small figure next to his elbow, so anonymously dressed in gray that she blended in with the cold winter fog.

      "If you can't stay any more alert than that, you should never leave the paths of Vauxhall." Blythe's tone was light, almost playful.

      Thomas jumped before composing himself and turning to her with a scowl. "You're late. I was afraid that someone had popped you in a sack and spirited you away to France as stolen goods."

      "You're wrong. I'm not late at all; I just heard the clocks chime. But you're here. I didn't think you would come."

      Thomas might have replied that there was no way in the world he was going to leave her to wander around Seven Dials on her own, but somehow, he didn't want to confess how very worried he had been. It sounded like something a Carrow would say.

      "Well, I suppose when I told you I wanted to meet again, it was your right to set the terms."

      "Like a duel? That seems rather adversarial."

      "You're a Martin, and my father was the former Duke of Parrington's first cousin. I think being adversaries runs in our veins. But if we're going to talk, we should start walking. There is a fair amount I want to accomplish before I need to be back at home."

      Thomas offered her his arm again, and she took it easily. Something about walking arm in arm with Blythe Dennings just felt right, even if it was happening in one of London's most notorious slums.

      "So, I don't know if you know this, but I do have something of a reputation for scandalous meetings with ladies living in repressive situations."

      She shot him an amused look. "You mean seductions and trysts carried out at the better hotels?"

      "Well, yes, but I wasn't going to be so blunt."

      "Then let me be the first to tell you that when people talk about your exploits, they are far blunter than that."

      "I will endeavor to take that in a flattering way. But what I am saying is that if we wanted to meet, it didn't have to be in the Dials. There are plenty of luxurious hotels in the better part of town that promise utter discretion."

      To Thomas’ surprise, she tugged her arm away from him, looking up at him with shock.

      "Thomas, did you sincerely think that I asked you out here to... to start an affair with you?"

      "Well... not immediately. I suppose I guessed. Or hoped, maybe."

      When he thought about it, however, Thomas wondered. He had liked Blythe almost immediately upon laying eyes on her, even if she wasn't really the type of woman he sought out. She was attractive in her gamine way, and once she was out of that plain gray gown and dressed up, there were few women in the ton who could compare to her. Yes, he wanted to sleep with her, but if he were honest with himself, that hadn't been the first thing on his mind when she’d told him she would see him again.

      The first thing he had thought was, Thank God, I have missed you so.

      Blythe, of course, knew none of this, and her look of shock changed to one of stubbornness. "No. I am not letting you seduce me."

      A pair of passing women in bright glad rags stumbled by, arm in arm. One of them reached out to slap Blythe on the shoulder companionably in passing. "That's right, love, you make him work for that! Posh bastard like him, he can afford to put some effort in."

      Thomas choked back a laugh because if he had actually expected anything out of the evening, it wasn't Blythe receiving love advice from a passing prostitute. "All right."

      She looked at him suspiciously. "That's it? All right?"

      "Are you disappointed?"

      "No, but maybe I am a little suspicious. If you didn't come all the way out tonight to seduce me, then why did you come?"

      Thomas gave her a look of exaggerated patience. "Well, I was rather hoping you would tell me. After all, you're the one who told me to come out here. If it were up to me, we'd be at a good hotel right now."

      "Oh! Um, I suppose I did." For the first time, Blythe looked flustered.

      It occurred to Thomas that for all of her strength and determination he had witnessed, she wasn't really comfortable with people, as if she had spent long stretches of time alone. "So?"

      "In all fairness, you put me on the spot. We were at Almack's, and I may not have been at my best."

      "So, you decided that we would go for a pleasant stroll in the most dangerous part of the city? Blythe, I say this with the utmost respect possible, but are you sure you're related to the Carrows? That sounds a great deal like Martin thinking."

      "I love being a Carrow, so stop that at once. And I thought, well, maybe I could use your help."

      Thomas looked around. The buildings around him that weren't actually crumbling were stained by soot, grime, blood from the butchers close by, and things even less pleasant. A pair of drunks passed a blue bottle back and forth between them, curled up under a pile of old newsprint for warmth.

      "What on earth do you need help with here?"

      To Thomas’ surprise, Blythe's face took on a stern look. She probably was a Carrow after all.

      "Just about everyone around us could use some help or other. Are you going to help me, or are you just going to make fun of me?"

      "I'm certainly going to help you, but if you somehow make us members of a thieving gang, I'll be rather irritated."

      She ignored his little joke, offering him her hand, and they started walking down the street again. "So, Honey isn't the first girl I've gotten to safety with the Quakers," she said. "I helped another woman last year, and she's doing well now, living up north and married to a good man, but she's never stopped missing the daughter she lost in London."

      "You think her daughter is working in one of the cat houses?"

      "God, I hope not. They were separated when the girl was seven. She'd be ten now."

      Thomas supposed he had imagined fights of the kind that mothers and daughters had, recriminations and slammed doors. This was obviously something different. "How the hell did she lose her daughter at the age of seven?"

      "Don't take that tone about Sandra, Thomas. She was in a terrible place, and it was not her fault. The man she was with... didn't like that she had a daughter, I suppose. She woke up one day, and Rose was gone. Her man had Rose taken away, and Sandra couldn't do anything about it. The constables wouldn't listen to a fallen woman, and they think the poor down here sell their babies for gin anyway."

      "Dear God."

      "Yes. Sandra couldn't do anything while she was living with that awful man, and then she was escaping and making a life for herself in the north. She's doing well now, but she's never forgotten her daughter."

      "And how do you come into this, exactly?"

      "Well, I was the one who helped her connect with the Quakers, and much like you saw with Honey, I guided her there. It's not much, but it gave her the courage to leave, knowing that another woman would be with her. She's written to me like clockwork ever since she got settled, and she's told me a great deal about her daughter."

      "And Parrington allows you to receive letters from a formerly fallen woman?"

      "Tristan may believe that the letters are from the treasurer of a woman's league up north, but that's neither here nor there. But to finish, Rose has a distinctive birthmark on her face, dark red and covering her right cheek from chin to eye. Just a week ago, someone who was staying with the Abeggs mentioned seeing a girl like that in Seven Dials, in a workshop."

      "And, of course, you are going to go investigate. In the middle of the night. In one of the worst neighborhoods London has to offer. And you were going to go alone."

      Blythe offered him a slight smile. "Are you sure you're not a Carrow? That sounds like something Tristan might say."

      Thomas scowled because she wasn't wrong. He supposed that the risks that he took, and even the risks that Georgiana took, were different than this. They were out for fun, novelty, or notoriety, to be talked about and admired. Most of the time, they did not take risks that might simply result in them being knifed and disappeared on a quiet foggy night.

      "Anyway, the place we're going wouldn't talk to me if I showed up in my good-works guise. I decided that it was best to take a more direct approach."

      "Well, I can't say that the cause isn’t just. Lead on."

      They walked for another twenty minutes, and Thomas realized that Blythe was leading him away from the main thoroughfare, from the gin shops and cat houses that gave Seven Dials what custom it received. Now they were in the narrow residential buildings where people slept ten to a room and where fires from impromptu hearths were a common risk. The streets were dim, lit only by the occasional link boy making his way about and the light spilling from the quiet public houses, and Blythe kept to the shadows. Finally, she pointed at a shabby store that looked nearly identical to the others. A shingle hung over the narrow door, a shirt with patches painted on it.

      "That's where the Abeggs told me that Rose might be being held. We need to get in there to see."

      "And how are we going to do that?"

      "Well, since you're here, you're going to keep watch on the very off chance that a constable somehow got lost and felt like arresting someone much smaller than him."

      "And what are you doing?"

      Blythe cast a quick look up and down the street and reached up her skirt. With just a quick tug, she freed a slender pry bar that had been dangling from a string around her waist and showed it to Thomas with a slight grin.

      "Oh, my God, you're actually a criminal. I have fallen in with a housebreaker."

      "Don't lose your nerve now, Thomas, or I'll start to think that the Martin reputation for wildness is all talk about parties and fashion. Are you going to help me or not?"

      Thomas could say no, that this was insane, and see about getting a rented hack back to his home. Hell, he could have dragged Blythe along with him and prevented her from doing whatever insane thing she was going to do in the next hour. He found that he couldn't do any of that.

      

      "Of course I am."
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      It was strange, Blythe decided, having someone along when she ventured out at night. Having Thomas by her side as she walked through the city streets granted her a kind of invisibility she had never had before. When she was usually out, she did her best to be no more remarkable than a mouse scurrying along the edge of the sidewalk. When she was with Thomas, she had the invisibility of a claimed woman. It rankled, but it was also damned convenient.

      

      Whatever else might be said about the Martin heir, she had to admit that he was game. For a moment, she'd thought he was going to tell her she was insane and leave her to it, but then, even in the dim light, she saw a glint that seemed very familiar to her in his eye.

      When the quiet street was completely empty, they crossed to the left of the clothes reseller shop that was their target. There was barely enough space for Blythe to walk between that shop and its neighbor, and for one hairy moment, she thought Thomas wouldn't be able to squeeze through at all.

      Once in the back, she struck a match so she could see better. The light was small, brief, and hopefully innocuous enough that it wouldn't draw any attention.

      "So, what are you thinking?" Thomas looked up and down the alleyway between the rows of houses and shops. It was open at both ends and only wide enough for a dog cart to get through, but it would serve if they needed to leave quickly.

      "Do you know ‘Daisy I'm a Lady’?"

      "The... music hall tone?"

      "Yes. If you see someone suspicious coming or you see any sign that someone in the rooms above is moving about, whistle the first few bars. I think I can fit in through that window there, and I'll be able to look around. The walls in this part of town are thin, and I'll be able to hear you if something goes wrong."

      "That song is terrible, and I will want to know why you know it when this is all over. But that's it. You want me to play lookout while you go into the house of people who might be actual kidnappers?"

      "Don't I take you to the best places? You said you were in."

      "I am. Dammit, be careful."

      "Of course."

      As she went after the small window that was just about at eye height to her with the pry bar, Thomas slouched against the wall, head down and arms crossed over his chest. As long as someone didn't get too close and see how fine his clothes were, they could easily mistake him for a drunk taking a moment before stumbling the rest of the way home.

      The window popped open with ease, and Blythe reckoned she could squirm through without too much risk of getting stuck. She pulled herself through the window, stifling a cry when she felt Thomas grab her by the legs, offering both support and a stop in case she fell.

      A tall table sat directly under the window, and she crawled onto it quietly, slipping silently to the floor before it could break underneath her. She lit another match to see her surroundings before blowing it out nearly immediately. Her memory was good enough that she could start to feel her way through the narrow rooms, and before she had gone five feet, she heard a soft murmur of children's voices.

      Somewhere above, there was a creaking sound as if of feet on rickety floorboards, but when she listened, she could not hear Thomas whistling.

      I might have been too confident with Thomas. He seems to think I've done this before.

      She hadn't, but she moved slowly and smoothly through the house, always toward the sound of those voices. She wondered why children were up so very late, but then, close to a room that seemed to be filled from wall to wall with old rags and clothing, a sliver of light shone from a cracked door.

      Blythe hesitated just beyond the light, wondering how she should approach it, when she heard a soft voice from within.

      "And they flew off on the prince's horse, to a kingdom under the sea. The princess kissed the prince, for to make him... him live forever?"

      "Immortal, I think."

      "Yes, to make him immortal like she was. And they lived happily from their time to ours. And if they are not dead, they live still."

      Fairy tales?

      "That was a good one, Stasia. Will you tell another?"

      "No, I am tired now, but did you finish your work?"

      Work? It was hours before dawn. Why in the world were they doing work?

      Taking the risk, Blythe crept a little closer, pressing her eye to the slender opening of the door.

      The room was wide but low, and at the center of it was a table piled high with fabric, some made into clothes, others just loose cloth. Around the table sat four girls, their needles flashing as they talked. It was like a scene out of a fairy tale in some ways, the girls sewing away into the night.

      Then she saw the chains around the girl's ankles, and Blythe couldn't help but gasp.

      The girls stilled instantly, their faces turning toward the door. As they did, Blythe could see that one of the girls, gaunt and blonde, did have a dark red birthmark on her face.

      "Who is there?" asked the girl who had been telling the story. Her accent made the question come out thick and clumsy. "We are good. We are working."

      Blythe took a deep breath and opened the door quietly, closing it after her. "I'm a friend of Rose's mother," she said, nodding at the girl with the birthmark. "I'm here to help you."

      The girls looked at her with fear and doubt, but hope as well. Good. Sometimes when she had to help people out of dangerous situations, the most difficult part was helping them escape their own overwhelming fear. This time, she didn't think she would have to do much of that.

      "My mother sent you?" asked Rose.

      "She did. She has missed you a great deal, Rose."

      "They... they told me she didn't want me anymore. That she sold me."

      Blythe felt her heart ache for the girl and also a rising fury at the man who had done this to them. "That's not true at all. Your mother is safe and living up north. She wants you, Rose, believe me."

      She glanced at the other girls. "There are people who will help you as well, even if we cannot find your families or return you to them. But first, you must help me. Tell me, do you know where the key to your chains are kept?"

      The girls looked at her dubiously, and she could imagine they had tried to escape before. Every attempt must have been punished to make them this nervous, and she tamped her rage for a better time.

      Stasia, the foreign girl, spoke first. "There is a peg on the stairwell going to the bedrooms. The key hangs there. I saw it when they first bring me here."

      "Thank you. And how do I get there? Tell me as precisely as you can."

      She listened carefully to their instructions. The house was not so very difficult to maneuver, but it was cluttered, and some of that clutter would make an almighty racket if it was dropped.

      "All right. I'm going to get that key. Stay as you are but be ready to run as soon as I get you all loose. If there's anything you cannot live without, grab it, yes?"

      The girls nodded, and Blythe felt a sense of fierce affection for them as she went back into the darkness. Her nerves were strained to the shattering point, but she moved slowly and steadily. She felt in front of her with each foot before she took a step. Progress was agonizingly slow, but it was still silent, and soon enough, she was crossing the shabby parlor toward the stairs.

      She risked lighting a match so she could see where she was going, and for a moment, her heart nearly stopped when she saw a man's shadow thrown large against the wall. She stopped the automatic shout from passing her lips, however, and a second look told her that it was only a dresser's dummy.

      More importantly, Blythe could see the key hanging from its peg on a bit of twine, and she could also see that the way toward it was clear. She shook the match out and walked a little more quickly toward the key.

      She breathed with relief when she felt it cold in her fingers, and then she started to make her way back. She was just maneuvering her way around a table full of leather scraps when she heard it, the opening bars of "Daisy I'm a Lady," and soon after that, she heard the heavy tread of feet on the floor above.

      

      No time to figure out where those feet were going; no time to find a good hiding place. She walked quickly back to the room, and the whole time, her entire body was telling her to run, run, run...
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      Every second that Blythe was gone seemed to drag like an hour. Thomas forced himself to stop thinking about what terrible things might be happening to her and instead concentrated on his job: keeping watch. Things were going well until he saw a pair of drunks, real ones, reeling down the alley.

      

      Thomas pulled himself a little closer to the wall, willing them to pass by, and for a little while, he thought they were going to do just that. He had just started to relax when one drunk drained the blue glass bottle he'd been sucking on, drew back with his arm, and sent it sailing up to shatter against the very building that Thomas was leaning against and Blythe was creeping around in.

      Thomas swore, and as he stepped into the alley to look, one of the windows above lit up.

      For a terrible moment, he thought his throat was too dry to whistle, and then he forced out the first few bars of the ridiculous song Blythe had indicated.

      Was that it? Did she sincerely expect him to just whistle and hope it all came out for the best? If that's what Blythe genuinely expected from him, she was going to learn better. He had to get whoever was coming down the stairs focused on something else besides the tiny woman exploring the house. Fortunately, he was a Martin, and making a scene was something of his specialty.

      The second run through the back of the alley was far less careful than the first one. Thomas banged his wrist hard against a bit of protruding stone, and when his sleeve caught on something and he kept running, a big chunk of his sleeve stayed behind. He caught his breath when he hit the thoroughfare again but then spun right around toward the door. He practically fell on it, pounding on the splintery wood with his fists and shouting in a slurred voice for the proprietor to open up.

      For a moment, he thought nothing was going to happen and he'd have to break in a window, but then he heard a heavy step on the other side of the door.

      The door cracked open, and someone thrust a lantern into Thomas’ face. "What the hell do you want?"

      "Clothes, my good man! I was told this was just the spot to go, or at least, that's what they told me a few streets back before they kicked me out. Can you believe it? Kicked out? Me?"

      Thomas figured that the only thing that kept the man from slamming the door in his face was hearing Thomas’ expensive accent and seeing the gleam of Thomas’ good boots.

      "You're... looking for clothes here? Right now?"

      "Well, when else would I be looking for them? I need some good clothes for an event Lady Sefton is throwing this week, and I have no interest in looking like less than the best, so let me in."

      Not waiting for an answer, Thomas pushed his way into the house, startling the man so badly that he didn't stop him. The room was shabby with a pervasive smell of mild rot, but Thomas didn't let that stop him as he started to reel around the room, slurring and knocking into the tables and chairs.

      "Ha, so sorry, my good man, I suppose I got a little half-seas over at the last place, or maybe one of the places before that..."

      The man tried to make Thomas sit in a chair, but Thomas fell out of the chair and then was up in a heartbeat, inspecting the dummy, exclaiming over how dark everything was, and he'd better not see the same design on Lord Castlereagh at the opera next week.

      He was too big for the man to wrestle to a stop, too rich for the man to want to kick him out, and too loud for the man to get a word in edgewise.

      Thomas kept at it for what felt like a small eternity until he heard it.

      From somewhere outside the house, he heard the sharp clear whistle of “Parson Hollis,” the staid processional that he and Blythe had danced just a few days before.

      Still slurring, still reeling, Thomas shoved a handful of shillings at the man, letting half that handful drop to the floor. "Oh, just put it toward the suit you are making me. Mother will be ever so cross if I don't make it home for breakfast..."

      Once he was out on the street, he reeled his way toward another few whistled bars of “Parson Hollis,” staving off the instinct to run. When he made it to the end of the street, Blythe's small face peeked around the corner of a public-house and he went to join her.

      "Are you all right? What's happening? Are you hurt, did you find..." Thomas’ voice trailed off as he stared in shock.

      Blythe looked hale and hearty, thank the gods, but he hadn't been expecting the four girls behind her. They seemed to range in age from ten to sixteen. The tallest one held the two youngest close to her body, while the fourth girl, a dark red birthmark on her face, stood with her shoulders squared and a rock in each hand, as if she was ready to batter him to the ground the moment he offered her or her friends harm. The fear on their faces made his heart wrench.

      "Well, I can see that you've been busy."

      Blythe grinned. "So have you. Come on. We need to find a hack to hire so we can get these girls someplace safe."

      

      In the end, it took less time than Thomas had feared. Constables wouldn't go down into the Dials, but coachmen could not afford to be so picky. The public houses had standing agreements with the hacks, and in less than twenty minutes, all six of them were loaded into a coach that smelled rather unfortunately of old pork and turnips. However, there were stiff baize curtains to draw over the small windows, and though it was dark, everyone breathed a sigh of relief to be safely out of sight.

      Thomas decided to wait until he was alone with Blythe for the story. In the darkness, he could hear more than one girl sniffle, and he wondered what they had gone through.

      "The people we're taking you to are very good," Blythe assured the girls. "They'll take care of you, feed you, and make sure that you find some kind of safe harbor."

      "We have heard that before," said the oldest girl. Thomas was surprised to hear a trace of a Russian accent in her voice. "That is what they tell me when I come here as maid. Then, I am locked in chains, and I never see the light."

      Chains? A hot rill of anger ran down Thomas’ spine.

      "I know you have. And if you want to leave, if you have people you can get back to, I will do everything I can to get you there," Blythe told her.

      The girl's head dropped. "There is no one."

      Blythe reached over to squeeze the Russian girl's hand. "Believe me, this is not the first time I've heard that. My friends are Quakers, and they will help you. I don't know what form that help might take for each of you specifically, but you need never be locked up in a cellar and chained again."

      The girl with the birthmark, Rose, reached for the Russian girl's other hand. "Maybe we can all go live with my ma. Miss, you said she was safe and living well?"

      "I did, though I don't know much. She's in service in a house up north, but she says the people she's with are very kind. Perhaps something might be worked out; we shall explore all the options."

      The Abeggs were not ready for them this time, but there was only a second of surprise before the girls were ushered inside and the lady of the house, a woman as gray and kind as her husband, led them to the kitchen to give them some food.

      "And how is Honey?"

      Thomas turned around to find Blythe speaking quietly with Mr. Abegg.

      "Frightened and angry many days. She is learning the extent of what was taken from her, and she has some very dark moments. She is strong, however, and I believe she will come through the storm to a harbor."

      "Please let her know she can write me, and I will always respond, Mr. Abegg. Thank you for taking in these girls."

      Back out on the street, Blythe took Thomas’ hand as if they had been doing it for years.

      "Feels like we've been here before," Thomas commented.

      She smiled. "Well, why tamper with a perfect situation? Are you going to walk me all the way home since you sent away the hack?"

      "We've hours before dawn yet. I was thinking we could get some food. I don't know about you but housebreaking and the liberation of slaves always leaves me feeling fair famished.”

      "Where in the world are we going to get food at this hour?"

      Thomas grinned.

      

      The Glass Palace had the sort of reputation as a place where London gentlemen took their country friends when said friends wanted to see some excitement without danger. Thomas had outgrown the place years ago, and he'd never come back at all if they didn't have one of the best roast beef sandwiches he'd ever eaten.

      In a small private room at the back of the gambling hell, Thomas and Blythe sat at a table that was barely bigger than a large atlas, the remnants of two large sandwiches between them. Thomas was impressed by how much Blythe had managed to put away before she gave up.

      "It's so good, I just want another bite. But I'm afraid if I do, something inside me will pop."

      "That's normal. Give it a few minutes, and maybe your belly will settle down enough for you to have a little more."

      "It's just so good. Why do they have food this good here, where only the gentlemen can get at it? I've never had anything this good at a ladies' luncheon."

      "I'm sure I couldn't tell you, Blythe."

      Thomas leaned back in his chair. Blythe’s hair was too fiercely pinned in place to dare come down, but tendrils escaped to frame her pretty face. Her gray dress was rumpled, and an unlikely smudge of mustard high on her cheek made her utterly adorable. She looked as if she were being held up by the power of the Glass Palace's roast beef sandwich alone. She looked beautiful.

      "You're staring."

      "I am."

      "I feel as if I should tell you to stop it."

      "But you're not going to?"

      "I'm too tired to do anything besides hope I can have more of this sandwich. And I still have to think about getting home before it gets light out."

      "This place keeps hacks in business. There will be one outside when we need it. We have plenty of time."

      "Time to do what?"

      "What in the hell are you doing, Blythe?"

      She looked at him out of the corner of her eye, without turning her head. "I suppose you're speaking more of the housebreaking and less of the wanting to eat more sandwich."

      "Well, if it were actually housebreaking, I would understand it. Maybe not condone it, though depending on who it was from, I might. But you're coming down to the London stews to... what? Help those who can't help themselves? Free every single abused woman from shackles?"

      "Would it be so bad if I were? These women are in need, Thomas. Some of them might actually be dead if I wasn't—"

      "You're not doing this out of the goodness of your heart."

      Blythe shrugged. "It would be a better story if I was, wouldn't it? Missionary by day, the avenger of hurt women by night. I seem to have fallen into the business of helping those who can't help themselves, but that is not why I started."

      "So, why did you start?"

      "I assumed being a Martin, you might have guessed."

      "Not yet, anyway."

      "I was bored. I was so, so bored. When I was a little girl, all I wanted to do was have adventures. I played at pirates and explorers and big game hunters with the other children, and then they... just stopped. They were happy to do what their parents had done before them and to never go beyond the confines of the village. I couldn't stand that."

      "So, you became a missionary?"

      "Not exactly. I've never felt a calling or wanted to spread the word of God to the savage places of the world. I figure those places have gotten along just fine without me, so why change a good thing?"

      "Wise."

      "But the old missionary lady who lived in our village, she had been to the most amazing places. She never married or had a family, but she went to Peru, Shanghai, and Australia. She had shelves full of these beautiful and strange things she had brought back from her travels, and every month, it seemed, she would receive a pack of letters from the most exotic lands."

      "Sounds like she led a full life.”

      "It was more than that, although I think just about anyone would be lucky enough to have as many wonderful experiences as she had. She often said that if arthritis hadn't gotten into her hip and her feet, she would be seeing the world still."

      "And that's what you want?"

      "Yes. From the time I was young, what I wanted most was to have an adventure. It was true when my parents were alive, and it was true even after I moved in with the Carrows after they died. Well-brought-up young women do not have adventures."

      "That must have been a letdown for you."

      Despite her exhaustion and full belly, Blythe lifted her chin and gave him a rather severe look.

      "It was a letdown until I figured out how I could do it myself. I could be a missionary, and then no one would stop me. They might not be happy about letting a girl explore her world, but when she puts on drab clothing and says very earnestly that she is doing it for piety's sake, they stop asking so much."

      "So, you came up with a disguise that let you have the life you wanted. And no one has ever caught you."

      She hesitated. "Not until you showed up."

      A world of meaning laced that comment, and Thomas couldn't stop himself from reaching over and taking her hand. For a moment, it seemed as if she would surely pull away, but then she squeezed his fingers gently.

      “Blythe.”

      “Yes, Thomas?”

      “I'm afraid I am going to have to kiss you now.”

      She looked startled, but she maintained that deep composure she always had. “I see. I am not going to stop you.”

      Thomas laughed at her primness and leaned in. He wrapped his fingers around the back of her neck, which felt warmer than usual, as if she were fevered, and her eyes fluttered closed as he came close. God, he had never felt like this before, and the need to kiss her laced through him like a poison.

      She was still at first as he kissed her, but when she parted her lips and her little tongue came out to brush against his, Thomas felt his body shudder with a burning, shattering need for her. Somehow, he tugged her into his lap, wrapping his arms around her waist as they kissed and kissed.

      She must have felt the way his body responded to her. She gasped a little, shifting, which only made things worse, but she didn't pull away. Thomas was intoxicated by her closeness, by how warm and sweet and lovely she was. She tasted like heaven and roast beef, and he grinned into the kiss.

      “God, you're beautiful, Blythe.”

      His words seemed to break the spell, and she pulled away from him. For a moment, she looked like a woman who might not say no if he urged her on, but then she shook out her skirts and pulled on her missionary look again, albeit she was a rather rumpled missionary.

      “Thank you. But I think we'd better leave things there, don't you?”

      

      Thomas sighed. “You're probably right. I just don't agree with you at all.”
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      In the hack Thomas hired to send her home, Blythe couldn't calm her mind from the events of the past few hours. She thought of the girls and what they had endured and of Rose finally being reunited with her mother.

      

      More and more, however, her thoughts were overlaid with what she was feeling for Thomas and what a disaster that was proving to be. She had always understood that if she was going to get the life she craved, she had to make sure men stayed out of it. Missionary wives were still subservient to their husbands, and a husband, in general, could end her adventures with a single word.

      Even worse, Thomas was a Martin, and she knew what that meant. The ancestral feud between the Martins and the Carrows was the stuff of legend, with roots extending so far into the past that no one was quite sure what had really happened. The feud was no longer actually bloody, which was a good thing, but she had Carrow blood running in her veins, and she shivered to think of what Tristan or even kind Ned would think about what she was doing. If they had seen the last part of the evening, they might have called him out.

      But... perhaps Thomas wouldn't be so bad?

      She couldn't stop the tide of warm sensations she got whenever she thought about him. Certainly, this past evening's expedition would have been an outright disaster if he hadn't been there.

      Blythe had been dead certain she was going to get caught when she heard the noise of someone rising from their bed above. She would be caught and exposed, possibly even arrested, and the girls would have been moved to a hiding place until the coast was clear. Then they would have been in an even worse situation with even less chance of escape, if Thomas hadn't stepped in.

      As the hack rumbled through the still-dark streets, it occurred to Blythe that what Thomas had done with the man keeping the girls was in some ways very similar to what she had been doing for years. He played a part, he distracted, and he made sure to get what he wanted, no matter what someone else thought of him.

      Was it a Martin trait, she wondered, or was it something unique to Thomas?

      He's like me. A slight blush came to her cheeks. She pushed the thought away hard, because not only was that thinking silly, it was downright dangerous. Thomas could do what he liked because he was the son of a peer—wealthy, independent, loved, and tolerated by a Society that might tut at his fun but, in general, saw him as someone to admire and emulate. What she had, she had only because she was determined and willing to risk it all rather than live a dull life where she could predict every moment from the birth of her first child to her death. Thomas had acted for less than a quarter of an hour. She had to keep up this act every moment someone could see her.

      No, it was ridiculous to think of Thomas Martin being anything to her at all. Now that he understood her, they probably weren't going to see each other again, and she had to be all right with it. It had been amazing having a partner for this evening, but it had been a limited engagement at best.

      The hack dropped her off at the mouth of the alley that ran behind the houses off Grosvenor Square. It was still dark, but she could hear the servants beginning to move and start their day's work. Blythe was so tired she could almost fall over, and the worst part was that at eleven, she had a brunch to take with a ladies' aid society. Perhaps, if she went inside and went right to sleep, she might look a little less dead for the meeting...

      Blythe had stolen one of the spare keys for the servants' entrance years ago. She'd used it since she came to live in London without anyone being the wiser. That was why, when she saw Tristan waiting for her at the still-empty kitchen table, her breath caught in her throat.

      "What the hell have you been doing?" Tristan growled.

      

      Seated in Tristan’s library again, Blythe did her best to keep her eyes downcast and her shoulders hunched, apparently humble. Tristan had dragged her into the library after she'd tried to stutter out an explanation, and then he had locked the door behind them.

      Her mind raced, wondering how he had caught her out, what he was going to do, and most importantly, how she should play this off.

      "Tristan, I know how this must look..."

      "Do you? Do you know what it looks like when I realize you are not sleeping in your bed the way I assumed you were? Do you know what it feels like to realize that someone you have lived with since you were thirteen has been playing you for a fool?"

      Blythe flinched, looking down at the floor. She might have thought many things about Tristan, but he was no fool, and underneath Tristan's anger was a thread of real hurt and confusion in his voice.

      She almost told him the truth. He was her cousin, and she had grown up with him. Years ago, when they'd been visiting relatives in the country, he had saved her from drowning. He'd always been there for her, him and Ned both. They'd comforted her and loved her like a sister when she’d had no comfort in the world after her parents died.

      For a single moment, Blythe thought he might understand what she was going through, why she did the things she did.

      "What in the hell were you doing in Seven Dials?"

      Blythe's jaw dropped open, and she stared at him. Something dark and remorseless lit her cousin's eyes, and if she did not know him so well, she would have been afraid. Hell, perhaps she should be afraid, because this Tristan bore very little resemblance to the boy she had grown up with.

      "How did you know I was in Seven Dials?"

      Belatedly, it occurred to her that perhaps she should have lied, but she had a feeling that Tristan would have been even more enraged if he'd caught her lying.

      "I didn't like that you were so defenseless when Amory showed up in our alley, so I had Eckerts keep an eye on you when you were out of the house."

      "The... the groom? You had one of the grooms watching me when I was out and about?"

      "I thought I was protecting you, and apparently, it was warranted! One of the carriage horses needed to be watched for colic last night, and he saw you leave through the back. He followed you, and he only returned when he realized you were heading into Seven Dials. Blythe, a grown man was too afraid to venture into that neighborhood, and yet you entered as if it were home. That's what he told me." Tristan paused. "Is it true?"

      Blythe was still reeling from the fact that her cousin had had her followed as if she was a straying woman in a cheap novel. "You had the groom follow me? Tristan, why would you?"

      "Apparently, it was necessary! Otherwise, I would never have found out that my cousin, my ward, is going into the worst slums London has to offer."

      "It doesn't matter! You can't just hire a man to watch my every movement!"

      "If I hadn't, you'd still be running off to the slums whenever you liked. This isn't the first time you've done this, is it?"

      Blythe looked at him, shocked, and he read his answer in her suddenly fearful face.

      "Dear God. Blythe, what have you done?"

      She started to say something about charity and good works. She was so shaken, however, that it sounded even more like a lie than it was.

      Tristan shook his head in disgust. "Your pious little missionary act. You had us all fooled, didn't you? Me, Ned, my father. You were making fools of us all."

      "Tristan, it's not like that."

      "All those ladies’ aid meetings, all of those nights out doing good works. Do I even want to know what you were doing? Were you meeting a lover? Christ, were you stealing?"

      "Of course not! Tristan, don't you dare say these things about me!"

      "When I catch you sneaking out to the slums and not returning until close to dawn, I will damn well say what I want! Blythe, I don't care what you've done or what you've gotten away with in the past. This is over. By God, you will behave, or I swear I will lock you in your room and throw away the key."

      Blythe's first instinct was to stand up and rail at him. She wanted to scream at him and to shout, to make him see what it was like to live in a world as restricted as hers, where the only adventure to be had was running out to buy ribbons. Instead, she let the tears that had been gathering in a hot lump behind her eyes spill.

      Tristan stared at her as she started crying. They weren't crocodile tears, really. She was exhausted, she felt as if she were being flayed alive by Tristan's words, and she felt as if the sword that had been hanging over her head for years was finally crashing down on her.

      "Blythe..."

      She could sense him standing in front of her. She thought for a moment that everything was going to be all right, that perhaps now, finally, they could talk, and she could explain what she had been doing and why. Perhaps she could tell him about some of the work she had been doing, maybe he would even help her with getting those girls into homes.

      Her hopes, fragile as shards of glass, were crushed entirely when he turned.

      "For the love of God, stop your sniveling. Go to your room. You're not leaving until I'm with you. Whatever you were doing, Blythe, it's over."

      He might as well have slapped her. Blythe knew once and for all that the cousin she had loved and grown up with was gone, and this implacable and unforgiving man was left in his place.

      She stood and walked out the door with as much dignity as she could. Back in her own room, Blythe undressed and climbed into bed, but even with the exhaustion closing over her, she couldn't sleep. Instead, she rolled over on her stomach, burying her face in the pillow.

      

      She had no idea what was going to happen next. None at all.
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      As it turned out, what happened next were parties. Blythe felt there was something cosmically unfair about the fact that she wasn't allowed out of the house without her cousin playing watchdog, but she also couldn't avoid the galas and balls ramping up into full swing as the London Season got underway.

      

      Things remained chilly between her and Tristan, to the point where they passed the coach rides to and from the parties in silence, and even when they were at the events themselves, they tended to stay away from each other. After Tristan kept introducing her to marriage prospect after marriage prospect, Blythe started to slip away as soon as she could, spending her time off to the sidelines and waiting to leave.

      More than once, she wondered if there was something she could do that would end her prospects once and for all. Unfortunately, things she could do in that regard were all so extreme that it would probably have disastrous consequences for the entire Carrow family, and even if she and Tristan were barely on speaking terms anymore, there were other relatives who might be terribly impacted by any scandal she might become involved in.

      For the moment, she bided her time, she tried to avoid making Tristan angrier than he was, and when she could, she feigned illness to get out of going to the events Tristan picked out as appropriate. It rankled, being a full-grown woman who had to play sick, as if she were a girl getting out of her lessons, but at this point, she was taking whatever kind of reprieve she could.

      One night, some two weeks after that disastrous meeting with Tristan, Blythe pleaded a fearsome headache and stayed home from the Galways' crush. Since her life had shrunk down to the balls and the house off Grosvenor Square, she had learned to take a certain kind of joy in simply wearing her old gray dresses and leaving the silk gowns in the closet.

      Blythe had the insane urge to go find Thomas. Of course, there had been no way to communicate with him after they had returned from Seven Dials. At most, she had glimpsed him at the crushes, but Tristan was alarmingly good at keeping clear of Thomas and his sister.

      Blythe sat down at her desk, and after a moment, she started to write.

      I wanted to say thank you for everything you did when we saw each other last. I don't know if I really thanked you at all in the heat of the moment, and now, I am unable to do it in person...

      She crossed out the passage in irritation, and tried again, and then again. In the end, Blythe gave up, because everything that came out sounded utterly ridiculous or pompous.

      I suppose the price for doing the unconventional thing is that there is no template to use.

      She crumpled the paper up in a ball and dropped it into the ash bin, and then she heard an unfamiliar step in the hallway.

      When she had still lived with her parents in the north, they had taken her to a talk by a big game hunter who'd stalked his prey on three different continents. It was likely too frightening a presentation for even as adventurous a girl as she had been, but she could still remember the way he had described being in the jungle and hearing the tread of a tiger when he'd only brought ammunition enough for small roe deer.

      “There is a moment separating what came before and what came after. What came before was that I was the master of the jungle, self-important with my knowledge and firepower. What came after... well, it was the knowledge that suddenly, there was something much more powerful than me nearby, and it saw me as prey.”

      The words had always stuck with her, but now, she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt what it felt like. A few moments before, she had been angry with Tristan, missing Thomas, and wondering exactly what life in a cage would be like. With the sound of that footfall in the hall, everything had changed and, suddenly, she felt as if she were in imminent danger.

      If she was someone else, if she was really a good pious girl who never wandered around Seven Dials after dark, she might have told herself that it was nothing. Perhaps it was a maid or a footman, hurrying after some forgotten chore before the eagle-eyed housekeeper noticed.

      She didn't question the sudden nearly queasy feeling in her stomach. She was dressed in her nightgown, she was barefoot, and suddenly, she felt as if she would throw herself out the window if there hadn't been a three-story drop.

      Walking as quietly and as quickly as she could, Blythe crossed the room and slid under the bed. The space was narrow enough that anyone much bigger than she was wouldn't have been able to squeeze their way in, but right now, she was grateful for the closeness. The bed was low enough that someone might not think it was possible for a person to squeeze underneath. At least, she hoped that's what they might believe.

      She could hear the clock on her mantle ticking away, the loudest sound in the room as she tried to breathe more quietly.

      Blythe was just beginning to think she was going slightly mad from the confinement when she heard the unmistakable sound of her doorknob turning. There was no knock of a servant announcing herself. Instead, there was a subtle turn, as if someone was checking for resistance before opening it all the way. She might have missed it herself if she hadn't been breathing so lightly.

      To her shock, the door opened and closed, and now there was a man in her room, treading softly on the carpet in dull black shoes. From underneath the bed, she could see the shoes were of a cheap variety and much worn, and the trousers the man wore were of the same quality. A heaviness to his step suggested a very large man, and she shivered as he paced from her door to her desk.

      Blythe froze with fear. In her mad dash to slide under the bed, she had left her candle lit and her quill laid to one side. Someone who was gone would not have left things like that. Someone wouldn't leave things like that unless they were still somewhere very close by.

      The man stood at her desk for a moment, and Blythe imagined him inspecting the candle, perhaps even touching the tip of her quill. Then he started to circle the room, opening her wardrobe and rifling through the dresses as if looking for someone hiding inside. She could see his feet pacing back and forth as he inspected the room.

      Blythe had no idea what she was going to do if he found her. Every plan that flashed through her head seemed more ridiculous and more unlikely than the next. She held her breath as the blanket draping over the edge of the bed twitched.

      Please, please, please...

      "Miss Blythe, are you in there?"

      Agnes, the young upstairs maid, cut through the tension like a knife. Blythe almost felt dizzy at how normal Agnes sounded, as if it were just a normal night. Of course, except for the intruder in her bedroom, it was just a normal night.

      The man dropped the blanket immediately, and stepping impressively lightly, he went to stand in the darkened shadow behind the door, right between the wall and the wardrobe.

      "Miss? Do you mind if I come in?"

      To Blythe's horror, the door cracked open, and from the doorway, she could imagine Agnes looking around.

      Agnes, stay out, stay out, please...

      Of course, the maid couldn't hear her fiercely thought pleas, and because it was just a normal might, Agnes came in, tutting a little at the burning candle and the ink left out. From where Blythe lay on the floor, she could see Agnes’ shoes, and beyond, in shadow and half-hidden by the wardrobe, the shoes of the man who had entered the house as well.

      What could she do if Agnes saw the man, if the man attacked Agnes? Should she explode from under the bed and, together, she and Agnes could subdue the intruder? She knew at once that they couldn't. Blythe herself was small, and Agnes not older than fourteen. At least one of them would likely get seriously hurt, and in the end, the intruder might get away after all.

      After what felt like forever, but which in reality was probably closer to a few minutes, Agnes found Blythe's desk to be tidy enough. She blew out the candle, leaving the coals in the hearth as the only source of illumination, and left.

      Blythe wanted to heave a sigh of relief, but she didn't dare. The intruder seemed to wait a terribly long time before he too started to move. Apparently unnerved by almost being caught, he didn't return to the bed, but instead, made his way to the door. When it shut behind him and the footsteps moved away, Blythe could finally breathe again. The first breath she took was more like a sob, and for several moments, she simply lay under the bed, shaking.

      Who in the world was that? What was he doing in my room?

      By the time she had her emotions under control, Blythe realized with some dismay that it was too late to raise the alarm after him. He was probably long gone, and that meant he was out there somewhere, with access to the house and some kind of intention toward Blythe that she couldn't understand.

      She crawled out from under the bed, dusty and her heart still pounding like a drum. Hurriedly, she went to the door to lock it, but that didn't help. The man had probably only been in her room for a matter of minutes, but there was something in her brain that insisted he was still there, that she wasn't safe yet.

      Tristan, I have to tell Tristan about this...

      Somewhere in the back of her head, she knew she was behaving irrationally. The smart thing to do was to wait in her room with the door locked, or better yet, to run and tell the servants what was going on so they could secure the house.

      

      Instead, the only thing that seemed to reduce the way she was shivering was to take off her nightgown, put on her stays and then one of her gray dresses, and then throw her wrap over all of it. Her hair was still in a long braid down her back, and she didn't even take the time to pin it up before she dashed out of the room.
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      For the first time, venturing into the streets of London on her own didn't feel like an adventure. It felt terrifying, and even in the confines of the hired hack, Blythe had to curl her hands into fists to stop herself from shaking.

      

      Stop being such a little coward. You've been in much worse situations than this. You weren't hurt. Everything is fine.

      Still, she couldn't get away from the skin-crawling feeling of having someone in her private space, a space that no one had ever come into unwelcome. The driver of the hack had given her a strange look when he'd helped her in. He knew the address he was picking her up from and the one where she was going were expensive ones, and she imagined that in her drabs, she hardly looked like a Society girl out for a night on the town. There was one hairy moment when she thought the majordomo would deny her entry entirely, but then he recognized her, looking over her outfit with ill-disguised shock.

      "It has been a rather terrible night," she said, trying to smile. "Perhaps I should not be announced?"

      He agreed and tactfully suggested that she go to one of the smaller drawing rooms to compose herself, but she shook her head. She was still buoyed up by the need to find Tristan and tell him what had happened. In a way, it was the pattern of a lifetime. He had always been protective of her, and she knew he would know what to do.

      She weaved her way through the crowd, ignoring the looks she was getting and searching out her cousin. It shouldn't have been so difficult. Tristan was a tall man and handsome as well. He had a title and one of the greatest fortunes in London, and he should have been in one of the knots of people who congregated around the edge of the dancers. Instead, every time she thought she saw him, it turned out she was mistaken, and she started to feel a little desperate.

      Just as she was afraid that she had somehow gotten the wrong party, or that he had left while she was arriving, she saw him at the rear of the party, close to the musicians' balcony.

      "Tristan!"

      Blythe was so overwrought that Tristan's name came out much louder than she thought it would. Several heads turned as she started to make her way to him. To her relief, he heard her as well and started to walk toward her.

      Blythe thought she was going to collapse in relief when he reached her, but then two things happened at once. The first was that Tristan absolutely reeked of champagne, and the second was feeling his iron-hard hand clamping over her elbow.

      "You told me that you had a headache."

      She stared at him because, in her current state, she could barely remember the fib she had told him to get out of coming to this very event.

      Tristan looked her up and down in confusion. "Why are you dressed like that? What do you mean to do by coming here?"

      "Tristan, I—"

      "Unbelievable," he growled, shaking his head. "Are you seriously so deranged that you are trying to defy me and destroy your chances of making a match here? Is that your plan?"

      Blythe was unable to stop the words from popping past her lips. "Is it working?"

      For a moment, she genuinely thought that Tristan was going to slap her. Instead, he looked at her grimly, shaking his head. "We are going to speak about this when we are back at the house. Right now, we are leaving."

      He turned for the door, apparently prepared to drag her off, but then a rotund man in formal dress clapped him on the shoulder. "Parrington! It's about time I've found you. Trust that Martin girl to make a scene, eh? But now that I've found you, I must have a few words with you about steel in the New World. Hope you'll excuse me, miss, this is dashed important talk. I'll only keep him for a short amount of time."

      "Oh, it's fine," Blythe said even as Tristan shot her a look.

      "Wait for me at the front of the house," he said. "I'll be back as soon as I can."

      Tristan was swept away by the man with the steel questions, and honestly, Blythe could not tell if she was upset or grateful. She was surprised by Tristan's temper and lack of concern. It was hard to give up the habit of a lifetime of love and familiarity, but she grimly thought she had better learn to do it soon.

      Abruptly, Blythe realized that she was alone in the middle of the gala and that everyone was looking at her. Some of them kept it subtler than others, but there were at least a few Society women who were outright staring at her and speaking to their friends, their eyes still trained on her undressed hair, her gray gown, and her rather tattered brown wrap. She looked like a pigeon among the peacocks, and Blythe wanted to fall through a hole in the floor.

      This is ridiculous. None of this matters a whit. You've stood up to bullymen, you've walked through Seven Dials past midnight... you cannot be afraid and upset by this!

      However, could and should were two very different things. Head and shoulders drooping, Blythe started for the front of the house. She wasn't looking where she was going, and almost as if the evening was designed to be utterly humiliating, she ran flat into Lord Cottering.

      He halted her with a hand on her elbow. “Miss Dennings, are you all right? You look like a cat dunked in water.”

      “No, it's fine, it's fine.”

      She thought he would let her go, but instead, he reached into his pocket for a handkerchief.

      “Here, it's scented with oil of lavender, and it'll steady your nerves. Some fresh air should help. If you step this way, we can head out to the garden for just a moment...”

      Blythe tried to tell Lord Cottering that Tristan was expecting her, but that only made her feel worse rather than better. She was dreadfully certain she was going to simply break down into sobs and soil his handkerchief beyond repair when a bright voice cut through the chatter.

      "Oh, my goodness, Miss Blythe, there you are! I've been looking everywhere for you."

      Blythe's head shot up because that was a voice she only recognized a little, and yet it was greeting her with all the warmth of the sun.

      Lord Cottering's hand tightened on her elbow for a moment, and then loosened. She wryly thought that he must be as aware of the Martin-Carrow feud as was everyone else in the room, and she smiled at him wryly to let him know that Georgiana was, if not a friend, at least not a foe.

      "Oh, darling, I am so sorry, I did not expect you to take our bet so very seriously." There was surely no woman there as beautiful as Georgiana Martin, dressed in a blue gown that matched her eyes and with a stunning set of sapphires around her throat. She shone like gold, and for some reason, she was dropping an arm around Blythe's shoulders as if they had been friends from the schoolroom.

      "Lady Georgiana?"

      "Oh, Miss Dennings, surely you may call me Georgiana now, after all we have been through. And I'm so, so sorry, I did not expect you to be so very honest." Georgiana winked at the room around them as if letting all of them in on a fabulous joke. "Miss Dennings came to see me a few days ago, and she wanted me to give to the charity that she is supporting. Which one was it again, darling?"

      It took Blythe a moment to realize that Georgiana was expecting an answer. "Oh, uh, that must have been the Ladies’ Coalition for Increased Child Welfare."

      "That's exactly right! And I am afraid that as out of sorts as I was, I would only give her the donation if she came to a ball dressed as a little dish scrubber, and well. You see."

      "Goodness, Georgiana, to be so out of sorts that you won't give to charity," said a disapproving matron.

      Georgiana shrugged gaily. "I was probably going to give her the money no matter what she did. It does sound like a good cause, doesn't it, Lady Reid? But now I certainly will, and I must remember to keep a rein on my tongue in the future."

      It was a good thing that all eyes were on Georgiana then, because Blythe was staring at her as well. Georgiana might get a little censure for taking advantage of the gullibility of a missionary girl, but she had neatly absorbed all of the snickers and cattiness directed at Blythe. Standing under Georgiana's arm, Blythe felt as if a cloak had dropped over her, shielding her from hurtful eyes and scathing comments.

      Georgiana was so good at social distractions and fast talk that Blythe barely noticed she was being led away until they'd crossed into the hall running adjacent to the ballroom. At some point, they had shaken Lord Cottering entirely, even if she still had his handkerchief. Two servants carrying trays laden with food walked by quickly.

      Blythe looked around. "Where are we going?"

      "I grew up with Christina, Lady Gorsing's daughter. Christina is living like a queen in Barbados now, but I still know my way around the Gorsing's London home. Ah, here we are."

      Georgiana opened a door to reveal a small drawing room, far homier and more inviting than the Gorsing's ballroom. Blythe entered with relief, and Georgiana closed the door after them.

      "Why did you do that for me? I mean, I am grateful, but you don't know me at all."

      Blythe sat down on the green velvet chaise. Instead of taking a seat opposite her, Georgiana stayed standing and paced a little, going to poke at the banked coals in the drawing room hearth.

      "I suppose I thought it might balance the scales a bit. I started the evening drenching a Carrow in champagne; I might as well end trying to help another one."

      "I'm a Dennings, not really a Carrow, but... wait, were you the reason why Tristan stunk to high heaven of champagne?"

      Georgiana shot her a rueful look. "I'm afraid that was me."

      "Goodness, no wonder he looked so murderous. Well, I'm sure he deserved it."

      Georgiana cocked an elegant dark eyebrow at her. "Vicious little thing, aren't you? Are you sure you're a Carrow and not a Martin?"

      "Believe me, the observation has been made. And... thank you. For what you did in there."

      "As I said, I thought I should balance the scales before I get struck down by lightning, and I've never liked it when Society turns on a dime and devours someone."

      Blythe shuddered. "That's a grim way of looking at it."

      "Practical, though, I know that I am on top now, and I am even mean enough to enjoy it, but I know that is the fate waiting every woman who steps too far out of line."

      Georgiana was right, but Blythe hated her calm acceptance of it. This was why she had wanted to get away, to have adventures in a world where none of this mattered, where you couldn't destroy your life by wearing the wrong kind of dress.

      "I should get back to the front of the house. Tristan is expecting me to be there when he is done with his talk.”

      "What his grace the Duke of Parrington expects and does not expect is of no concern to me," Georgiana said with a toss of her head. "I happen to think that you are very interesting, and I wanted to make sure you were all right. You looked like you were on the verge of tears a few times out there. If I were you, I would not leave until those tears are well under control.”

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, Blythe was shocked that a lady like Georgiana ever had to worry about tears in public places, but it was good advice. She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. She was almost feeling herself again when Georgiana took her hands.

      "Poor dear."

      For some reason, that little bit of sympathy in what had honestly been a terrible night made something inside her crack. Tears welled up in her eyes and started to fall. In shock and horror, Blythe's hands went up to her eyes to scrub the tears away. Then Georgiana was sitting next to Blythe, wrapping her arms around her.

      Blythe started to cry in earnest, burying her face in Georgiana's neck. The woman was a near-stranger, and Blythe couldn't help soaking her shoulder with tears.

      "I thought I saw you come in... Blythe!"

      For a moment, she was afraid that it was Tristan. Somewhere in the back of her head, Blythe still thought her cousin was going to swoop in and make everything all right, as opposed to whatever he was doing now. At the same time, she had been burned so often and harshly by Tristan lately that she actually flinched.

      Then Blythe realized that it wasn't Tristan at all. Instead, it was Thomas, and a new kind of warmth swept through her. Without thinking of propriety or where they were, she pushed off the chaise and launched herself at Thomas, who folded her in his arms as if he were made to do it.

      "Oh, poor little angel. Georgiana, what have you been doing?"

      "Don't look at me. I got her out of the ballroom before the fine ladies of London Society turned her into a pincushion with their barbs."

      Blythe knew she was behaving abominably. She had to go meet Tristan, to tell him about the man who had invaded their home. However, the idea of going to meet her cousin now felt like pouring salt over fresh wounds. She couldn't stand it, not when Thomas was there and guiding her back to the chaise.

      "I heard that there was some kind of commotion going on between you and Parrington, Georgiana. Are you all right?"

      "I am fine, of course. I always am. We should probably look after this little Carrow instead of worrying about what high and mighty Tristan is doing."

      "I'm not really a Carrow." Blythe's voice was muffled, her face still buried in Thomas’ formal jacket. She didn't think she'd be moving away until she absolutely had to.

      "No, not much of a Carrow at all." Thomas’ voice was soft and comforting. "Will you tell me and Georgiana what happened, angel? It must have been something bad for you to come in like this."

      Blythe hesitated. She needed to tell this to Tristan, whose house it was, who was her guardian, and who, after all, had a right to know. The temptation to talk about what had happened to two such comforting people, however, overwhelmed her.

      "I was in my room, and I heard a step I didn't recognize..."

      Quickly, she outlined what had happened, and by the time she'd finished, Georgiana looked alarmed and Thomas grim.

      "Georgiana, do you think it would be appropriate for you to keep Blythe at our residence tonight? I can make it known that I'll be keeping rooms at the White Hart Inn, all very civil and dignified."

      Georgiana frowned at him. "What are you thinking, Thomas?"

      "Nothing much, but I'll admit that this all sounds terrible, and I don't want Blythe to be alone tonight."

      Blythe lifted her head from his jacket at last, looking between the two Martins. "Don't I get a say in this?"

      Georgiana chuckled. "Good for you, darling. Martins like their way best, and we can get a little carried away when we're occupied."

      "Of course, you have a say, Blythe. But... do you really want to go home tonight?"

      Blythe shivered. She thought of sleeping on the bed she had hidden under just a few short hours ago. She thought of lying awake beneath the covers, hoping she didn't hear a strange step in the hall, or of hearing every small sound in the night and thinking it was someone trying to get in.

      "No. Not really."

      "Good. Then you and Georgiana are going to be best friends who are looking to spend some time together. Perhaps you have plans to go shopping together in the morning."

      Georgiana looked at Thomas, a curious expression in her beautiful blue eyes. "Soon, brother, I will want some questions answered."

      

      "And you know I will do my best to answer them. For now, let's just get Blythe home."
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      Thomas didn't really calm down until Georgiana appeared in the study, a silk wrap over her nightdress.

      

      "The poor thing must have been exhausted. She fell asleep as soon as she laid down on the guest bed, before I could even leave. Thomas, what's going on? What are you doing with a Carrow?"

      "She's less Carrow than some. And you can't look at her and not see that she needs help."

      Georgiana tilted her head to one side, and Thomas didn't meet her eyes. His sister had always seen too much for his liking, and he knew he was behaving strangely.

      "You are many things, Thomas, some bad, but many good. I would not have said that being helpful was one of your virtues."

      "Maybe I'm turning over a new leaf. Maybe Blythe is rubbing off on me."

      He wondered if Georgiana believed him. His sister was known for her beauty and her cutting tongue, but no one seemed to understand that she had a mind like a steel trap behind her bright blue eyes.

      "All right, Thomas. But I'm just going to remind you that I have placed Blythe in the room next to my own. If you get it in your head to come bothering her, I will not hesitate to raise the hue and cry."

      "Now who's being helpful?"

      "It's very easy to want to protect Blythe, isn't it? I suppose I can't blame you. Good night, Thomas."

      It took Thomas several hours before he finally went to bed. He hated the idea of Blythe being afraid, and having her under his roof, safe with himself and his formidable sister to keep watch, made him feel much better. The idea of a stranger coming into her room made his stomach turn over with fear, and underneath it all was a growing protectiveness for the girl he had met just a few short weeks ago.

      Seeing her at the Gorsing crush was like a draught of cold water after a long dry summer day. He hadn't known how much he'd wanted to see her again after their escapade in Seven Dials. However, there was really no way to write to a woman to see if she wanted someone else on her adventures. He would have come up with something eventually, but then this had happened.

      Thomas passed a fleeting thought to Georgiana's mild threat, that she would know if he tried to sneak into Blythe's room. Sneaking was one thing, but what if he was invited? Somehow, in the short time since they had seen each other last, he'd forgotten how sweet her mouth looked and how wonderful she felt in his arms.

      

      The next morning, Thomas was startled at breakfast by Blythe, dressed again in gray and wearing a rather shy look on her face. She paused in the entrance to the breakfast nook that the family used when there were no guests in attendance.

      He smiled at her. "Come in. If I know anything about Georgiana, she'll be abed until afternoon. No reason for us to deny ourselves, and there's plenty to share."

      Blythe came to take a seat next to him. Thomas felt a strange sort of contentment fall over him at having her so very close.

      "The maid sent me this way when I was up. Thomas, I have to thank you and your sister for last night—"

      "Think nothing of it. You looked terrified out of your wits."

      Blythe blushed a little, not looking up until Thomas buttered a bit of toast for her and set it on her plate. She looked at the toast as if it were the strangest thing she had ever seen.

      Thomas chuckled. "It's just breakfast, Blythe. It's not going to hurt you."

      For a moment, Blythe looked like she was going to cry. "I'm such a fool!"

      "Where's that coming from? You went through something frightening. It's all right if you're feeling a little unbalanced. Would an egg be more comforting than the toast?"

      She laughed a little at his words and nibbled on the toast. To Thomas, it looked as if she were discarding one thing she wanted to say after another.

      When Thomas spoke, his voice was as gentle as he knew how to make it. "You don't have to hide anything from me. I already know about your career as the avenger of London's downtrodden."

      She rewarded him with a brief smile. It felt to Thomas as if the sun had come out.

      "I'm a fool because I realized who must have been in my room last night."

      Thomas stared. "You have?"

      "Yes. I think it was one of the grooms. Tristan asked him to keep an eye on me."

      Thomas felt a hot rage rising up inside him. "Why in the world would Parrington have a damned groom keep an eye on you?"

      "Because, well... I mean, things have changed."

      Blythe's awkward protection of Tristan Carrow made Thomas even angrier.

      "Because you have money now."

      "I think so. Tristan's been so different lately, and the money's only a part of that. If I could give it to him and just have him go back to being himself, I would, but the terms of the inheritance are very clear. The money is meant to be held in trust for me until I marry, when it will become part of my dowry."

      "And Parrington probably doesn't like the idea of the estate passing out of his family, even if he never knew about it."

      "Don't be terrible. Tristan's a good man, and no matter what my condition has been, he has always treated me like a sister."

      Thomas looked at Blythe, and his heart ached. It was too easy to imagine her as a friendless young girl, and the Carrows the only safe port in the storm after her parents died.

      When he spoke, he kept his voice as gentle as he could. "But he's not treating you like a sister now. Look, Blythe. if I tried to treat Georgiana the way he treated you, forcing you to events you don't want to go to, having you followed, she would be screaming the house down. He cannot treat you like this."

      Blythe gave him a small and rather desolate smile. "Most of the world is very different from the one you and your sister live in. Up until very recently, I have been Tristan's charity case, and he is still my guardian. I'm afraid he can treat me how he likes."

      She looked so small and sad that Thomas reached out to cup her cheek with one hand. It was perhaps a mistake, though not one he was willing to regret. A bolt of lightning shot between them the moment his skin touched hers, and he heard her gasp of breath at the sensation.

      Blythe was so unlike the beauties of the ton, but there was something utterly breathtaking about her when she looked up at him with those dark eyes. Without breaking their gaze, he ran his thumb over the pink fullness of her lower lip. He could only think about how soft her lips were, and then her little pink tongue came out to lap kitten-like at his digit.

      "Blythe, you have no idea what you are doing to me."

      She considered it. A pink flush spread over her cheeks, but she didn't look away. "I might."

      Thomas shivered at her words, and he took her hand, drawing her over to sit in his lap. The servants wouldn't come in without announcing themselves, and for once, they were not in the streets of Seven Dials or in front of the entire goddamn ton.

      Thomas was overtaken by the closeness of her body, how he could feel her warmth through her old and drab clothing. She felt as light as a little bird on his lap, and when he cupped his hand over the back of her neck, he wondered at the delicate bones of her spine.

      "Blythe, if you're going to stop me, you should do so now."

      "I'm not sure I can."

      Something in him wrenched at the almost painful honesty of her reply. When his lips met hers, he would be hard-pressed to say whether she had leaned in or he had. Then nothing else mattered except the wild beauty of kissing her, of feeling her soft mouth on his and the way her hands clutched onto his shirt for balance, for support, or perhaps simply to be closer to him.

      Kissing her blew the top of his mind, and almost subconsciously, he gathered her a little closer to his body. Thomas had kissed many women, and he wasn't sure that anyone had ever felt as good as Blythe did just then. His body responded to her closeness, and he wanted nothing more than to take her up to bed to explore her full response.

      She made a tiny whimpering sound when he slid his tongue along first her lower lip and then between them. Her mouth was a perfect velvety heaven, and Thomas knew he could kiss this girl until the sky fell in and it would simply not be enough. Never be enough.

      "We shouldn't do this." Her whisper was a small and shaky thing, but Thomas could feel her hands tighten n his shirt, as if afraid someone might pull her away.

      "If you truly think that, then you should get up."

      She shook her head, either refusing to think of it or refusing to get up. It didn't matter either way, however, because at this point, Thomas wasn't sure he could ever let her go.

      "Well, this is a perfect thing to see when I was just expecting some eggs."

      The servants had to announce themselves before entering the breakfast nook, but his sister had no such qualms. Thomas jumped, and Blythe might have tumbled out of his lap entirely if he hadn't caught her.

      "Georgiana, I didn't expect you to be up for hours yet."

      Georgiana grinned. "Obviously. I couldn't sleep, so I thought I would come down and get some breakfast. Imagine my surprise at catching my brother, the rake, with a missionary."

      Blythe stuttered something garbled, and Thomas flinched a little when he saw a red blush rise up on her fair cheeks. It was shame and not pleasure, and for some reason, beyond the immediate and obvious, that stung.

      "Leave off, Georgiana. Tease me if you wish but be gentle with Blythe."

      "By all means. You're used to my teasing, and she is not. Blythe, I was actually looking for you. Our cousin Tabi left some clothes here when she was in town last, and while my things haven't a prayer of fitting you, hers might. Shall we go see? It's really not the thing to be seen walking around like a little dish scrubber, no matter how many donations you get because of it."

      Blythe looked at Thomas, who nodded. "Go. After you get some decent clothes, perhaps I can take us all out for some coffee, and we can talk about what comes next."

      For a moment, it looked as if Blythe would very much like to ignore Georgiana's presence and kiss Thomas goodbye, but she nodded, squaring her shoulders a little. "That is very generous of you, Georgiana, thank you."

      The two left, and Thomas thought with some amusement that there was probably no unlikelier pair in London. No one would think that the prim little missionary girl Blythe pretended to be would tolerate Georgiana's wildness, and no one would ever dream that Georgiana Carrow would keep her claws sheathed around an innocent like Blythe.

      Georgiana sees what I do. She can tell how spirited Blythe is, and how lovely.

      Thomas’ thoughts were interrupted by the appearance of a very harried young footman at the door. "What's wrong? Most emergencies that require my presence don't occur so early in the day."

      "I beg your pardon, my lord, but Wilkins sent me to get you right away. He's having some trouble with a guest.”

      Thomas rose grimly to his feet. "I can imagine who that is. I'm coming."

      

      Tristan Carrow's very presence at the Martin townhouse felt like an insult. At least, the very moment that Thomas saw the other man there, he felt a trickle of rage go through him. He resolved to be civil, however, as it was his house and he was raised with manners, but all thoughts of civility went out of his head when Tristan turned to him.

      "What the hell have you done to Blythe?"

      "And a very good morning to you, too, Parrington. I am pleased to see that you could get the smell of champagne out of your hair so very easily."

      For a moment, Thomas thought that Tristan was going to try to punch him right then and there. He didn't particularly like the idea of brawling in his own damned parlor, but when the other combatant was Tristan Carrow, he might have been willing to make an exception. At the last moment, Tristan seemed to pull himself back, instead content to glare at Thomas.

      "I spent an hour looking for her at the Gorsing's crush, and when I couldn't find her, I thought she might have gone home ahead of me. She wasn't there, nor was she at the houses of any of the women with whom she stays the night after doing her charitable work."

      Thomas wondered how Tristan would feel if he knew those other women probably had no idea what he was talking about. The idea of knowing something about Blythe that Tristan didn't made Thomas feel oddly smug and superior, but once again, that wasn't hard when he was dealing with a Carrow.

      "I've been searching for her all night and all morning, and it wasn't until I rousted Lady Gorsing out of bed that she remembered that she had seen my ward leave with your damned sister, of all people."

      "I assure you, Parrington, my sister is not so very unpopular that you must work your way through Blythe's list of friends before you get down to Georgiana."

      "You are to call her Miss Dennings. Why the hell are you using her first name? How long has this been going on?"

      Thomas crossed his arm over his chest, but he couldn't quite lose the small smirk in his voice. "How long has what been going on? If you mean your behaving like an ass, I should say for some, what, twenty-five, thirty years?"

      It looked as if Tristan held himself back from striking Thomas down only with some difficulty. At this point, Thomas would have welcomed it. It would at the least be an excuse to get Tristan on the dueling field.

      "You and your sister are the worst dregs that the Thames has ever thrown up," Tristan snapped. "You have Blythe here. Send for her. I am taking her home this minute."

      Thomas studied him for a minute. "No."

      Tristan goggled at him for a moment. "She is my ward, and you have absolutely no right to keep her here against her will!"

      "Oh, do you think she's being kept here against her will? Are you really so bullheaded that you cannot imagine her being unhappy with being kept like a virtual prisoner in her own home and having men spy on her?"

      Tristan jerked as if he had not expected Thomas to know those things. "What I am doing, I am doing for her own good. Now call her, or I will have the constables come in and arrest you and your sister for kidnapping."

      "Go right ahead," Thomas said. "When they get here, we'll find out how they feel about terrorizing young heiresses and scaring them so badly they run out into the streets."

      "You are an insufferable arse. Call her."

      When Thomas refused again, Tristan crossed the floor in two long strides, fisting his hand in Thomas’ fresh cravat and jerking him forward. Thomas saw the grab coming, but he didn't stop him. If Tristan took the first swing, Thomas would be entirely justified in beating the man as he so richly deserved.

      "Tristan, no!"

      The cry coming from the door had an anguished note to it that tore Thomas in two with the twin urges to comfort Blythe in her pain and simultaneously to destroy whoever had caused it. It also had the effect of making Tristan drop his hold on Thomas’ clothing, turning toward the door.

      Tabi was taller than Blythe, but her left-behind clothes fit Blythe rather well. In the back of Thomas’ mind, he wondered if Blythe would get along with strange little Tabi, and if she would get along with his father as well. Then he snapped to the present situation where Tristan was striding toward Blythe like the very wrath of God.

      With a growl, he grabbed Tristan's arm, yanking him back. There would have been a fight, and to hell with who threw the first punch, but then Blythe was there, her hand on Thomas’ arm.

      "Please. Just stop. Tristan, I'm so sorry..."

      "Damned right you should be sorry. I thought you were lying dead somewhere, Blythe."

      Blythe winced, and Thomas ached to simply pound Tristan into the ground.

      "I'm sorry. I was just so confused and upset, and I didn't know—"

      "It doesn't matter. You are coming home with me this minute."

      "You don't have to, Blythe."

      All three of them turned to the doorway, where Georgiana stood, her arms crossed over her chest and her eyes like chips of glacial ice. She spoke to Blythe, but her gaze never left Tristan Carrow.

      "Georgiana, I need to go home."

      "If you say the word, my brother and I will give you sanctuary. If you are afraid, if you are being abused at the hands of Tristan Carrow, you don't have to go with him."

      Thomas bore no love for the Carrow clan, but he wasn't sure he had ever sounded as venomous as Georgiana did at this moment.

      Blythe shook her head. "Thank you so much for your hospitality and your kindness, Georgiana. I need to go home though. I cannot stay away forever."

      She didn't look at Thomas at all, no matter how he tried to catch her gaze. He had the feeling she was almost afraid to look at him.

      Instead, she turned to Tristan. "I'm sorry, Tristan. I'm ready to go home."

      After the two left, the silence in the parlor was deafening.

      Georgiana broke it first, shaking her head with a grim look on her face. "I am going to spend some time in the main hall practicing fencing drills. It is that or I shall go and skewer Tristan Carrow straight through the place where his heart ought to be."

      Thomas looked at his sister shrewdly. "You seem very angry about Parrington."

      "Why aren't you? He just walked out of here with poor Blythe, and who knows what the hell he's going to do to her."

      "If she had asked to stay, I would have moved heaven and earth to keep her here. I can't take that choice away from her. There's been too much of that going on lately."

      Georgiana's gaze still had that angry heat to it, but there was a soft and surprising sadness that stole into it as well. "Such is the way for women everywhere. I'm off to practice with my saber. Don't come looking for me unless you're prepared to defend yourself."

      

      Georgiana left, and Thomas was left on his own. He wouldn't take Blythe's choice away from her. However, there was no harm in offering her an alternative, was there?
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      "Do I need to shackle you to keep you here?"

      

      "Tristan!"

      "It's an honest question. Just when I think things are settling, that you have decided to play by the rules, I find that you faked your illness, you're running wild through the city, and you run away with the Martins."

      "I had my reasons! I was frightened!"

      Tristan shook his head, and Blythe felt a deep well of rage open up inside her. She paced in his library while Tristan watched her coldly from the desk. She was through feeling like a supplicant, and now all she wanted to do was to shout until he understood her.

      "Blythe, ever since we've received news of the inheritance, you've been running wild. You cannot keep doing this."

      She spun toward him, eyes wild. "I've been acting differently? Tristan, you're the one who's turned into an absolute tyrant! I can't talk with you anymore; we've been at loggerheads ever since."

      "You've been defiant and stubborn, and you have decided, of all things, to start taking refuge with the Martins. Of all the people in London, why them?"

      Blythe stuttered to a halt. She wanted to explain to Tristan how kind they had been to her, how they had helped her while all he had done was berate her. She knew he would never understand. Instead, she turned and stalked toward the door.

      "Blythe, this isn't over."

      "Yes, it is. We have nothing else to say to each other right now. We keep going around in circles. I will not continue to go to your damned galas and balls every night while you dangle me in front of the bachelors of the ton. That is the end of that."

      "Then you are not leaving this house. I swear to God, Blythe, do not push me on this matter. If I catch you out of bounds again, I swear I will take stronger action."

      Blythe looked at him bitterly. "I'm sure you will. All you seem able to do lately is act the tyrant. Why not take it further?"

      He had nothing to say to that, and so she returned to her bedroom. A small part of her hoped that Tristan would come around and see how terrible he was being, but the rest of her was coldly certain that was not going to happen. If this was going to be her life now, she needed to figure out what she could do to preserve herself.

      Blythe lasted for almost five days. Five days of being cooped up in the house made her feel as if the walls were closing in on her, and on top of that, it felt as if there were eyes everywhere.

      Tristan's damned spies, she thought angrily. He wasn't content with using groomsmen to keep an eye on her or to rifle through her things. Now she could tell that the maids and the footmen were watching her as well, and so she spent even more time shut up in her bedroom. The situation felt like a powder keg, and Blythe had no idea when it was going to blow until she received a letter on Wednesday morning.

      Blythe supposed it was a comfort that Tristan had never bothered to check her mail. She received plenty of correspondence from women doing good works in the city, after all. However, she could tell right away that the ragged brown envelope didn't come from one of the well-heeled women who occasionally called on her for help with their pet projects. When she opened it and started reading, she felt her stomach lurch with fear.

      ...don't know what to do... can't sleep, and I can't eat... some days are so dark... I've run away from the Abeggs...

      Every word Honey wrote clawed at Blythe with an abyssal kind of darkness that made her shudder. The plea for help was jagged and tore at her. If she ignored it, she would never be able to forgive herself.

      Thinking swiftly, she wrote a letter, sealed it, and stuffed it in an envelope for the Abeggs.

      She had summoned a messenger and was waiting for his arrival when Tristan came upon her in the foyer. She stiffened. They had not spoken in days, but the man she saw now was less like the tyrant she had been battling than the cousin she grew up with. Something tired in his stance told her he was sick of fighting as well.

      Tristan gestured toward the letter in her hand. "What's that?"

      "A message to one of the people who coordinates with me on the crusade to end hunger in the city. They are having a fundraiser in a few weeks, and I'd forgotten to let them know I cannot help."

      The lie rolled off of her tongue easily, the way it always had, but this time, Tristan simply studied her. There was nothing angry in his gaze for once, nothing furious or domineering. Blythe held his gaze while the damning letter sat burning in her hand.

      "I'm tired of fighting with you."

      Blythe blinked. She had not expected this. "Are you? I'm exhausted of it."

      "Yes, you must be. I'm sorry for the last few weeks, Blythe. It seems as if everything is moving quickly now. Everything is changing."

      "I've not changed at all."

      Tristan laughed a little, and it startled Blythe. When was the last time she had heard him laugh? "I think you've not looked in a mirror for a while, cousin. You've changed more than you know. You change, and all I can do is to try to think of ways to keep you safe."

      "You don't have to do that."

      "Of course, I do. It's my responsibility. The moment I became the Duke of Parrington, it was my responsibility."

      Blythe swallowed hard. There was something strange in Tristan's tone.

      Tristan shrugged. "It's no matter. I simply saw you and thought how much I wished things were as they had been."

      When I was lying to you regularly and you never noticed, you mean? But that was unfair. She had never lied to Tristan to trick him, only because there were so many things she wanted more than to be a diligent little woman in the drawing room.

      "I hope, Blythe, that we are still friends?"

      "We are." Maybe they could be again someday.

      "Good. I'm glad."

      Blythe felt a twinge of guilt when she handed the letter off to the messenger. There were things in the world that were more important than her cousin's feelings, however, and she knew that to the very core of her.

      Thomas, don't let me down.

      

      That night, the clock in the main hall struck two, and moving as quietly as she could, Blythe stole through the darkened halls of the Carrow residence. She had always been careful, but now she was utterly paranoid, freezing with every slight noise she heard.

      She could no longer use the servants’ entrance, so she had had to get creative. In the ladies' drawing room, a place Tristan had no reason to go, she had left the window open, covering it with an old book to block the draft and closing the drape. Now she opened the drapes and set the book aside, revealing a window that was just open enough for her to sneak out. She was pleased to come up with the idea so that she would not be heard fighting with it, and she easily made her way to the rear alley. When she saw the hack with black drapes drawn over the windows, she grinned and walked faster. When she whistled the first bars of “Parson Hollis,” they were whistled back to her and the door opened for her to step inside.

      "You've a fine sense for the dramatic, angel."

      "I'm not being dramatic, I'm just trying to make sure that I don't get caught. And why are you calling me angel?"

      Even in the darkness of the coach, she could tell that Thomas was grinning at her.

      "Aren't you one? Maybe you're a little dirty since you fell down to earth, and certainly, you can't keep your halo polished if you keep wanting to run down to Seven Dials, but I stand by the statement. You do great good, you are willing to fight with the devil himself, and you wouldn't let heaven and earth stand in your way if you wanted to do something."

      "None of your sweet talk; we're on serious business tonight."

      It was true. Honey was in serious danger of doing something terrible. Blythe was worried about the young girl, but there was also something in her that reveled at being out and about again, doing what needed to be done.

      "Are you doing all right? Georgiana tells me that the gossip mill's running wild about you, that Tristan has you under house arrest and is refusing all of your would-be suitors."

      "Thank God he is. I think he finally understands that much about things; I would make a surpassingly poor wife. The house arrest part... well, that's a little extreme."

      She wasn't sure why she wanted to defend Tristan to Thomas. Perhaps it was the talk they had had earlier. Of course, it hadn't stopped her from going out and doing exactly as she pleased, so maybe she wasn't much better than a hypocrite regarding the situation.

      In the darkness, Thomas reached out and touched her hand. That shock ran through her again. Skin to skin, there was something powerful there. She wondered suddenly if all of the sermons she'd listened to, all of the things she read in her cover as the good missionary girl was right, that carnality was, in fact, the root of people's banishment from paradise. She had never understood it before, but when she kissed Thomas, well, perhaps she might be willing to turn her back from a perfect garden for more of him.

      "I'm glad you sent for me."

      "I was afraid you'd be irritated when you saw that I wanted to drag you to Seven Dials again. It's hardly the most fashionable place to take a man of the town like you."

      Thomas chuckled a little at her teasing. Impulsively, she reached out toward the sound, and her fingers encountered the strong line of his jaw. He was clean-shaven, as was the style of the young men of the ton, but she could feel just the barest bit of spiky growth there, rough and sharp against her palm. Fascinated, she ran her hand against it, and Thomas made a sound that was shockingly like a purr.

      "It feels good."

      "You feel good when you pet me like that."

      When she laid her palm along his jaw, he turned his head to kiss her hand. She could still remember how good his lips had felt on hers. She knew that she should pull back before things got out of hand, but instead, she lingered, letting him kiss her palm, her fingertips, the sharp bones of her wrist.

      Thomas’ voice was a rumble in the dark. "Do you have any idea how delicious you are? How good you taste to me?"

      The words popped out of her mouth before she could stop them. "I imagine as good as you do to me."

      Thomas pulled her across the coach toward him, letting her body sprawl over his. It was so dark there was no need for shame or prying eyes.

      When Blythe's lips finally found Thomas’, it was as if she had come home. She kissed him as fiercely as he kissed her, wrapping her arms around his neck because if he pulled away, she would surely perish.

      There was no telling how far she might have gone if Thomas hadn't pushed her back.

      "Dammit, that's not what I wanted to do."

      Blythe had to catch her breath. "Was it not?"

      Thomas’ laugh was bright. "Damn you, but you are the most tempting thing since Eve. No. There's something I want to say to you. To offer you."

      Blythe felt something in her shiver, and it made her pull back from him. She couldn't have gone as far as she had, accomplished what she had, if she was afraid of her own desires and her yearning from freedom, but nowhere in any of that was anyone like Thomas. He overwhelmed her, like standing too close to the sun, like flying through the air without any way of getting down.

      “What is it?”

      In response, she felt him press a key into her hand and close her fingers around it. It was heavy and cool with a ribbon strung through the filigree at the head.

      “This is a key to a flat on 29 Brook Street. The designation is on a tag on the key. I purchased the flat a few days ago, and I want you to have it.”

      Blythe felt that she would have given anything for some light so she could see Thomas’ face just then. “You're just... giving me a flat. Thomas, what does this mean?”

      She was a little afraid of what it might mean. This was something that men did for their mistresses, for fallen women. It bore an uncomfortable similarity to the story of some of the women she had helped.

      “It means... I suppose it means I'm a fool. I wanted you to have a place of your own. A place where you could get away if you couldn't reach me or Georgiana. A place of refuge.”

      “And you bought me a flat?”

      “It's still in the process of being finalized, but yes. I paid for it, and in a few weeks, it will be entirely in your name.”

      “Mine...” The idea staggered her.

      “Yes. Perhaps, sometime, I could come visit you there. On your say-so, of course. I didn't purchase you this flat to set you up there, Blythe.”

      She didn't know what to say. She had always been a poor relation among rich relatives, and even after finding out about her inheritance from the former Duke of Parrington, very little had changed. It might be a long time before she ever saw Gallowglass, for all that she owned it. She might never do so.

      A flat in London was something else. She closed her hand so tightly over the key that it dented her palm. Blythe threw herself into Tristan's arms. She tried to say thank you, but her throat felt thick with tears. Somehow, she instinctively knew this wasn't charity. This was something else, and even as she tried to tell him what it meant to her, he was holding her tight, warm and solid and there.

      

      “I know, Blythe. I know.”
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      Thomas had been in some terrible neighborhoods during his long career of carousing, but most of them had had an edge of excitement adding to the danger. There were no gaily-painted buildings offering exotic girls here or shills dragging curious passers-by into brightly-lit gambling hells. Instead, there was an air of desperate poverty in the neighborhood they came to, a place that was dangerous simply because people were desperate.

      

      I'm glad Blythe isn't here by herself. For a moment, he could sympathize with Tristan Carrow, not a lot, but a little. If he had Blythe in his charge and he knew that she was doing things like this unaccompanied, he'd probably be pulling his hair out.

      Blythe looked around, and he could tell that she liked the neighborhood as little as he did. She stood as upright as a soldier, however, as she walked up the rickety steps to a narrow wooden house. When she knocked on the door, a tired-looking girl dressed in clothes that were surely too flimsy for even staying indoors answered.

      “What? We still don't have the rent, and we won't 'til Thursday. That answer ain't changed at all.”

      “We are not here for the rent. We are here to see Honey.”

      The girl looked them up and down with hard and appraising eyes before shrugging. This wasn't her problem, the shrug seemed to say. For the first time, Thomas wondered if the women who were so bright and playful and engaging with him at the gambling hells came back to places like these, places where there were fist-sized holes in the flimsy walls, and the floors were broken to show the struts beneath.

      “Honey's inside, but I don't got to let you in.”

      Instead of arguing with her, Blythe nodded, reaching into her reticule for a small amount of money.

      The girl took it and stepped aside. “Up the stairs, down the hall, third door on the right.”

      Thomas and Blythe followed her instructions, and Thomas looked at Blythe curiously as they walked down the hall. “None of this seems to shock you.”

      Blythe shrugged, looking more tired than anything else. “Why should it? More people live like this in London than live like me or you, Thomas.”

      Blythe knocked on the indicated door gently, and just when Thomas was beginning to fear the worst, the door cracked open and a bright eye peeped out.

      “Blythe!”

      In a flurry of motion, Honey was in Blythe's arms, and Blythe was hugging her tightly. Thomas remembered Honey as a silent and frightened presence on the first night he had met Blythe. Now he could see how painfully thin she was, the fearful look in her eyes, the way she clung to Blythe and watched him with a wary glance.

      Thomas thought Blythe would drag the girl out by her ear, but instead, they went into her room, so small that Thomas could span it with both arms spread out. He took the only chair, and Blythe and Honey sat down on the patched straw-stuffed mattress on the floor.

      “Now, darling, you must tell me why you ran away from the Abeggs.”

      Thomas thought with some darkness that the other Society women he knew would dismiss poor Honey as a slattern, someone so used to her wicked ways and so degraded that she could see no other way. Hell, if someone had simply told him about Honey, and if he hadn't seen for himself how lost and afraid she was, he might have believed them.

      “Miss Blythe, the Abeggs were so good to me, and so kind, and so patient as well. They never minded how often I busted their dishes or left spots on the washing or anything like that. I never knew how to do such things at home, not the way they do them.”

      “Yes, you came to London to be a seamstress, didn't you?”

      “I did. I never did those chores before; until she died, it was just me and my mam stitching away. And they were so patient with me, and I got it into my head that I didn't deserve folks so nice, not when I was failing at every little task they gave me, and then I started to think, well, what if they were suffering because of me, and how some other, better girl could be in my place. John always told me that I were a right idiot who had no use in the world save what use he could put me to, and—”

      Thomas winced as he listened to Honey's explanation, and he wished he could find the man who had put her in such a bad way in the first place. There was something broken in the girl, something gone, and even among kind and understanding people, she continued to hurt herself even without her abuser there.

      “Honey, whatever John said was wrong.” Blythe's voice was as stern as a schoolteacher's, but underneath it, Thomas could hear something wavering as well. Suddenly, Thomas could see how very deeply she cared for Honey, how deeply she needed to make sure the other girl was all right.

      “He was a fine gentleman—”

      “He was a terrible monster who not only did terrible things, but he also lied to you. No one is born knowing how to wash clothes, iron linens, or wash plates. The Abeggs are Quakers, and though they have no use for you to fancy up their garments with embroidery, they are not so cruel that they will turn you out.”

      “I tried to show Mrs. Abegg how grateful I was by putting a few little flowers on the cuffs of her garments. She looked like she was going to cry, and then she told me all sweetly and sadly that I would have to pick them out.”

      “It was a mistake that anyone might have made, I promise you, Honey. It is only the way of their people that they must have everything so plain. The Abeggs care about you, and they are very worried. Perhaps you are not suited to the work they might have you train for, but if you come back home, they will take you back and be so relieved that you are safe. I promise you, they are not better off without you. I can guarantee you that, and when you see them next, you can ask them yourself.”

      “But I'm so much trouble!”

      “Never. I promise you that. After all, everything worth doing in life is trouble. Please, Honey. I can't force you to come back if you are not willing, but I will ask you, sincerely and honestly, to think about what you are doing. They want to help you, and I want to help you. Surely, that means you can be helped?”

      Thomas saw the despair in the girl's eyes. She looked like a starving child set in front of a table laden with everything she had ever wanted, but for some reason, some terrible reason, she did not think she deserved to reach for a treat. The idea that Blythe might fail, and that they might have to leave Honey in this terrible place, made something in him seize up.

      He cleared his throat. “You said that you knew how to sew?”

      Both Blythe and Honey looked up at him curiously.

      “I do, my lord. I can do plain stitching and fancy, and I can make clothes whole-cloth, just simple things, though.”

      “So, you can do embellishments, decorations, things like that?”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “And do you think you can dress a lady? Getting her clothes on, helping her take them off without damaging them?”

      “Yes, my lord. But why would you ask me this?”

      “My sister, Georgiana, has more clothes than a dog has ticks. She could use a girl to look after them, to repair them and decorate them to her specifications, and also to dress her.”

      Honey looked at him dubiously. “But, my lord, doesn't she already have people to take care of that for her?”

      “Yes, but she's never been all that keen on them. She just let her last girl go. Perhaps with you, she can get what she is looking for, and of course, I know you will continue to be welcome to return to the Abeggs if you find the placement does not suit you.”

      For a terrible moment, he thought she was going to refuse and send them away. Instead, she answered in the most wistful tone he had ever heard. “I always did want to stitch clothes for the peerage. It was my dream—”

      “It's good to have dreams, whether they come true or not.” Thomas realized Blythe was looking at him as she said those words, and his heart thumped hard. He hated the idea of Blythe having a dream she could never see come true.

      “And I would be working for your sister, and not you, my lord?”

      “Yes. Georgiana and I live together, but believe me, you never have to see me at all if you'd rather not.”

      Blythe smiled. “Lord Amory is a good man, I promise you.”

      Honey nodded slowly, and Thomas could almost see her take a fresh grasp on a life outside of this tiny and wretched room. “Yes, my lord. I will come work for your sister. Thank you very much for giving me a chance.”

      “You're welcome, Honey, and if anyone deserves a chance, it is you. Don't worry, my sister is very kind.”

      They gathered up Honey's few meager belongings, and soon enough, they were on the trek back to the Abeggs. Both Mr. and Mrs. Abegg were there to greet them, and the way they welcomed the girl back with open arms went, Thomas suspected, a long way toward easing some of her worst fears.

      “I'll be in touch in a few more days with my sister. I think you two will get along very well.”

      The moment he and Blythe were alone in the carriage again, Blythe’s small hand snuck into his, her fingers wrapping around his tightly.

      “Blythe?”

      “Thank you. I was beginning to worry that I would never convince her that it was all right to come back. All right to let go of whatever guilt that terrible man left her with. I didn't expect you to help the way you did.”

      “Honestly, I didn't either. But when I saw her there... God, but it would take the devil himself to be so hard-hearted toward Honey.”

      “Then there are many devils in London indeed, but I am glad you are not one of them.”

      Blythe sighed and curled up against Thomas’ side. He wondered what in the world the future could look like for them, how many times they could do this before life intervened. He chuckled.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I was just thinking about how many things have changed since I've met you. I don't think I've been back to the gambling hells once since you have started running me madcap through London.”

      “Instead, you're mucking around in some of the worst places London has to offer and you are playing a distraction for me while I break into a second-hand clothes seller's shop. This is obviously so much better.”

      

      Thomas laughed with her because it felt good to do so, to feel her soft laugh through her whole body as she was cuddled up next to him. He didn't bother telling her that yes, yes, it was.
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      Blythe had barely gotten three hours of sleep when there was a knock on her door and a nervous maid telling her that Tristan wanted to see her. She almost growled at the poor girl before stalking back to brush out her hair and to wash her face at the basin. Unbidden, the maid entered to pull out a gown from her wardrobe.

      

      “Damn him, he could just come and knock instead of sending for me like a servant.”

      The maid flinched at her vitriol.

      She shook her head. “I'm sorry, Mavis. I'm only tired.”

      The maid hesitated, apparently aware that silence was the far safer course, but then she said, “I think he wants to know where you went last night, Miss Dennings.”

      Blythe froze, turning toward the girl. “You know that I left the house last night?”

      “All the servants know. We've known about your leaving the house at nights for a while.”

      Blythe blinked. “So, you kept my secret all this time? Why would you do that?”

      It wasn't that she thought she was all that well-liked. She was kind to the servants. She was never too demanding, and she was never abusive. More to the point, if the master of the house thought the servants were doing anything that even helped someone break his rules, he might let the entire staff go. It was something that happened often enough in the ton. No one on the staff, from the butler to the lowliest pot scrubber, could afford to be sent out without a reference.

      “Because you helped Dickey's sister all those years ago, Miss Dennings. He said we had to keep your secret, that you must have been doing something important.”

      Dickey was one of the footmen, a popular young man who, she now remembered, had a sister who had gotten pregnant. The father of the child proved intractable to the entire situation, and so Blythe had arranged for the girl to go north to deliver the child. She went to Leeds as a young widow with a little child and a glowing reference from Blythe.

      “I'm surprised Dickey still remembers me well for that.”

      The maid smiled. “It was more than we below stairs ever expected one of the quality to do.”

      Blythe smiled at her faintly. “Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

      As she made the familiar trek to the library, she wondered when something in her had changed. She had started acting the missionary to go have adventures, but somewhere along the way, she had gotten involved with the people of London, with the Abeggs, with their friends, with other men and women in London who saw the pain all around them and found themselves desperate to do something to fix it, or to at least alleviate it.

      She wasn't the girl she had been before, and there was a wonder to it. Everything was changing so fast, and to have this one piece change as well, the part that had always been something of a guiding star for her, that was alarming and pleasurable at once. Blythe felt somehow as if she were becoming more herself, and she thought back with a smile to what Thomas had said last night. She might have changed him, but she was changing herself as well.

      Tristan was behind the desk, a spread of papers in front of him. When she entered, he glanced up with a grim look in his eyes. “Shall I even bother to ask where you were last night?”

      Blythe felt an inexplicable moment of freedom fall over her. There was no longer a need for lies. As far as she could tell, the worst had already happened, and now she had to survive it. However, survival or not, she had never really been all that good at holding her tongue.

      Blythe lifted her chin. “Does it matter?”

      “I suppose not. You are going to do precisely as you please, and it is all I can do to stop you.”

      I would like to see you try, Blythe thought darkly, but it would be pushing Tristan too far to hear her say it. Instead, she stayed silent, her chin lifted up defiantly, and Tristan shook his head. The disgust in his gaze was hard to bear, but she was going to give up mourning her cousin if it killed her.

      She thought he would lecture her or tell her there was another ball she was going to be required to attend, but the next words out of his mouth shocked her. “I have an offer for your hand. It is from a Gerald Forth, Lord Cottering.”

      Blythe stared at him. “Lord Cottering? I've only met him a few times.”

      “I suppose that is why he is so eager to seek your hand.”

      “Tristan!”

      “Do not expect me to be civil and kind when you insist on running all over the whole of creation at night! What is your relation to Lord Cottering?”

      “Tristan, I have none! I have only met this man a few times, and each time, we barely exchanged twenty words. You cannot believe that I will willingly engage myself to some stranger.”

      Tristan shot her a sardonic look. “Why not? From a cursory look, Lord Cottering is well-off, belongs to the right clubs, and has been looking for a wife to adorn his estate for some time. He's young but not too young, and he's popular. I fail to see a reason why you would say no.”

      Blythe wanted to tug her own hair out in frustration. “You cannot be serious. I don't know him. You cannot simply marry me off like this as if it were the Middle Ages! This is barbaric!”

      “It's nothing of the sort. May I remind you that when my father died, I became your guardian. That gives me certain rights and privileges, and I find myself damned tired of looking out for your best interests when you refuse to do the same.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Tristan slammed his hand against the desk, standing to his full height and glaring at her.

      “I'm talking about the fact that you do not give a damn about your reputation and that you are close to leaving it in shambles. I'm talking about the fact that you run roughshod over all of London, and with a single slip of the tongue, you could destroy any chance you have of a decent home and a decent husband. Do you know what the hell happens to women who run around in the night without protection?”

      “I know better than you do,” Blythe snarled.

      To her surprise, Tristan pulled back, eyes wide. “Blythe...?”

      “What?”

      “Did someone hurt you while you were out?”

      Blythe blinked. That was not the response she had been expecting. Tristan came around the desk toward her, and he approached her with a kind of caution, almost as if she were some kind of animal he was afraid he might startle off.

      The tentativeness of his motion stilled the fuming rage she had become almost accustomed to. He reached out to touch her shoulder before pulling back. "Blythe... if something has happened to you, if someone has hurt you in any way, I need to know."

      Blythe shook him off, standing and pacing away. She didn't know if she could stand his sympathy and misplaced worry any more than she could stand his rage.

      "No. Nothing has happened to me. If you stopped and asked me, you might realize that I am far more competent than you might fear. I'm fine. I always have been." A thought occurred to her, and she turned to glare at Tristan. "Are you asking because you do not want to sell Lord Cottering a bill of used goods? Are you worried about the family reputation again, Lord Parrington?"

      Tristan returned her glare with a stony expression, the sympathy and concern draining from it like water. "I think I liked you better years ago, when you were still happy and quiet. No. I wanted to make sure you were safe, but as you say that you are and that nothing terrible has happened to you, I see no reason to prevent your marriage to Lord Cottering. I think you two will make a fine match, so long as you remember your place and your temper."

      "No! Tristan, I utterly refuse! I will not marry the man!"

      "You don't have a say in the matter! You will marry him, before God and country, and that will be the end of it."

      She knew with a chilling certainty that he could enforce this terrible edict. It was well within his power to force her hand. She had known girls who had gone through this same ordeal.

      She opened her mouth to argue, and then she shook her head. "No, I will not waste more of my breath on you."

      Blythe heard Tristan call her name, once almost softly, and then again more angrily, but she was already running toward her room.

      

      If Tristan thought she was running back to her room to sulk, all the better. Let him think she was a foolish girl without a plan or without resources. She refused to be his prisoner, and soon enough, he would realize that for himself.
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      I've never quite understood how tedious women who are not Blythe are.

      

      The Sallings’ dinner party was a bright and lively affair, a small gathering with good food, good drink, and fair company. As the dinner went on, however, Thomas concluded it was largely designed as a way for the eldest Salling daughter to land herself a man, and that he was the fish for whom she had set his hook. She was a pretty girl, tall and blond with a vivid glint in her eyes. Before, Thomas would have enjoyed her company immensely, but now, he wondered if there was something empty about it, something that made him feel a little as though he were talking to a wooden puppet rather than a girl.

      "Of course, philanthropic pursuits are extremely important. I've spent some time working with the poor in the lower part of the city, and the things that I have seen... just terrible!"

      Thomas shot her a sardonic look. "Is that entirely appropriate for a young girl such as yourself, to be so involved with the lower class of people?"

      Doubtless somewhere in the city, wherever Blythe was, her palm was itching to smack him for saying such a thing.

      Miss Sallings only frowned a little before batting her eyes at him. "Well, that is truly for my husband to say whenever we are wed." She put a little stress on the last word, as if she wanted to make sure he remarked upon it. "I certainly hope the man I marry will be amenable to keeping my good works up to some extent, but if he would rather I stay uptown, I will, of course, do so."

      "So, if your husband says you may, you will, and if he says you can't, you won't."

      The look she gave him was as charming and bright as all the other ones had been, but there was a certain doubt in them now. She was off-script and had no idea what he wanted to hear. "Why, I'm not a doormat, but if my husband tells me a thing, surely it is something that I must be inclined to obey, mustn't I?"

      Thomas knew he was being unfair. There was no reason to hold this chit to some impossible standard Blythe had set. Blythe set impossible standards just by being herself, and Miss Sallings was certainly not going to meet them.

      "I suppose you are right, Miss Sallings. Thank you for that insightful commentary."

      The dinner party continued, and Thomas contented himself with concentrating solely on the man seated on his other side, a rather confused older gentleman who nonetheless had some excellent stories about his time in the Americas.

      I do believe Blythe has changed me more than either of us could ever guess. This would have been at the very least enjoyable just a few months ago. Now it was terrible, and all he could think of was seeing her, being with her.

      Georgiana wasn't even at the party to make it bearable, and when dinner was over, Thomas committed the minor faux pas of pleading fatigue and skipping drinks in the library with the other gentlemen. Miss Sallings looked after him a little like an abandoned puppy, but he couldn't be too sorry to be away and in the coach on his own again.

      Just as they were drawing up to the house, however, he heard the coachman swear, and almost immediately after, a little knock on the door. Curious, Thomas looked out to see a young boy in ragged clothes being hauled up and away by the coachman.

      "I'm sorry, my lord, he must have come out of the bushes. Little brat must have wanted to reach in and make off with something from the coach."

      "I didn't! I was only trying to deliver a message."

      Thomas frowned. "James, let him down. A message?"

      "Yes, sir. A lady gave me a coin to give you a little scrap of paper, and she said you would give me another once you got it."

      "Bold lady, to make so free with my purse." Thomas said it with a grin, however, because he knew exactly who might do something like that. "Let's have it."

      The boy handed over a grubby piece of paper folded so many times he at first thought it was a pebble. When he opened it up, Thomas grinned.

      The piece of paper was written with two words, Parson Hollis, and underneath it was a detailed drawing of a key, the self-same key he had given to Blythe. The message was clear, and Thomas shoved it in his pocket. He pulled out a shilling for the boy, who waited with a hungry look in his eyes, and then paused.

      "What's your name?"

      The young boy blinked. He couldn't have been much older than eight, and he was running around the streets of London close to midnight. "My name, my lord? It's Christopher."

      "Very well, Christopher, I am going to give you this shilling because it was promised to you. Then I am going to have James here take you into the servants' kitchen, where they will give you a decent meal, and after that, if you agree to be good and honest and hardworking, we shall see about getting you a job. You will get the meal and the shilling regardless, but what do you think of the job?"

      The boy's face broke into a grin that rivaled the sun. "I would say yes, sir! I been looking for work for weeks now, and everyone else says that I'm too small and scrawny."

      "You'll fill out. James, did you get all that?"

      The coachman looked a little disgruntled over the turn of events, but he nodded. "Yes, my lord. Perhaps we could use him in the stables to muck out the stalls and tend to the tack. And if he can't handle that, I'll feed him to the bays."

      Thomas grinned. "Good enough for me, but best feed him up a bit so they'll have something to chew on. I'll let you look after the horses, and I'll take the dapple gray out tonight."

      In less than a quarter hour, the dapple-gray, a fine, bright mare who looked on her midnight outing with curiosity and pleasure, was bridled and saddled, and Thomas was astride her, cantering down the quiet street. As he rode, he whistled the first few bars of “Parson Hollis.” Funny, he had always thought it a rather insipid tune, but now he was beginning to love it.

      

      The flat he had purchased for Blythe was in a quiet neighborhood not all that far from his own townhouse. There was a flower market nearby, and to Thomas’ surprise, it was still open. He gigged his horse up to a woman carrying two enormous baskets full of velvety purple blooms.

      "Closing late or opening early?"

      "Neither, my lord. We do not close at all. Plenty of the quality like to buy blooms when they go out visiting, and that can happen at all hours. If we're not selling, we're arranging and ordering and making sure everyone gets what they like."

      Thomas shook his head at the industry of the flower sellers, and after a moment of consideration, he purchased a large bouquet of fragrant deep purple blossoms. Blythe would likely say they were foolish and frivolous, but perhaps she would smile when she said it.

      When he knocked on the door of the flat, there was a moment of silence and then a soft rustle from the other side. Then the door opened, and everything in Thomas simply felt better, safer, happier, when he saw that it was indeed Blythe inside.

      She stepped back to let him in, and she stared at the purple flowers he pressed into her arms.

      "Why, Thomas, what is this?"

      Thomas grinned. "A present. I figured that whatever madness you were going to drag me off on tonight, we might as well start with something lovely. Do you like them?"

      Instead of calling him a fool, she smiled a little, burying her face in the blooms. For a moment, Thomas simply wanted to capture her like that, a small tendril of dark hair straying over her pale brow, a gorgeous hint of a blush on her cheeks. "I do. They're gorgeous. But I'm not sure I have anywhere to put them..."

      In the end, they found an old canister for flour nestled at the back of the small kitchen in the flat. The flowers looked surprisingly sweet in their impromptu vase, and Blythe looked at them for a long moment with an expression Thomas could not read.

      "Blythe?"

      "I'm afraid I have no adventure to take you on tonight, Thomas."

      "What, no orphans in need of rescue, no women who need to be brought out of Seven Dials?"

      "None at all."

      Thomas tilted his head at her briefly. "No mission at all? That's not much like you, angel."

      "Trust me, Thomas, I did not bring you here for no reason. Come with me."

      Bemused, he allowed her to lead him into the small sitting room at the front of the flat, where the hearth was lit and a delicate candelabra burned away on a small table. The light from the candelabra gave everything a rather romantic air, and Thomas was further confused when she indicated he should sit on the comfortable wing chair close to the hearth.

      "Blythe, what is it?"

      Instead of answering him, she stepped closer and, placing both of her hands on his shoulders, she leaned in. For a moment, he thrilled at having her so very close to him, and then he felt a shock run through him when her soft lips met his.

      A better man would have pushed her back and demanded to know what the hell was going on. A better man would not have kissed her without knowing what was going on in her mind, why she had brought him here at midnight, what was happening.

      Thomas liked to think he was a good man, but when it came to this one strange and passionate girl, that estimation had no choice but to drop. From the first moment her lips touched his, all he wanted was more. He wrapped one arm around her narrow waist, bringing her to sit on his lap. That still wasn't close enough, and his other arm came up to drag her closer to him.

      Instead of pushing him away, Blythe clung to him, and even that tiny motion was enough to make him moan into her mouth. When his tongue swept between her lips, they parted for him willingly, and now he could taste her. There was something so delicious about being able to feast on her lips, to make a meal of all of her.

      Thomas held her steady with one arm along her back, but the other roved her body, stroking down her waist and her hip, shaping her dress against her strong legs. When he reached up one hand to cup a small breast through the fabric of her dress, she whimpered a little, breaking the kiss to rest her forehead against his.

      "Blythe, are you all right?"

      "Of course, I am. Don't... don't stop..."

      Something in her voice, some catch, some hesitation, made him pause. "What is it?"

      "Don't you want me? Don't you want this, Thomas?"

      "That feels like some kind of trap, angel. Of course, I do. I want you like I want water on a hot day. The question is, what do you want?"

      "I want this."

      This time, her voice broke a little, and the desire kindling between them received a dash of cold water. He took several breaths to steady himself and then pulled her back a little. She was still sitting in his lap, but he touched her chin, making her look up so he could clearly see her face.

      "Blythe... what's the matter? You send me a message telling me to meet you here, and you act so very strangely, and now you say one thing and your body is telling me another."

      Most of the time, Blythe was brimming over with passion, with the need to be up and doing. Now Thomas saw something icy and controlled in her gaze, something that shook him to the core. He had never seen her look more like a Carrow than she did right now.

      He brought his hand up to cup her cheek, making her look him in the eye. "Angel, what's happened? What's going on?"

      "Tristan has decided that it is time for me to marry."

      A surge of pure rage lanced through him. If Tristan Carrow had been standing before him just then, there was a good chance Thomas would have struck the man down. There was no sense to it, no rationale, no mercy at all. The idea of another man even contemplating taking Blythe made his veins fill with ice. "To who?"

      "To some man I've met perhaps twice. A Lord Cottering. It does not matter. I will not marry him. It means the end of everything I want, everything I've ever dreamed of. I don't care about the damned inheritance. Tristan can have it, so long as he leaves me alone. I have run away." She looked up at him, and there was the passion he was used to, but it burned with an icy flame. "Thomas. Take me as your mistress."

      "What?"

      "I mean it. You want me, don't you? If you make me your mistress, Tristan won't be able to marry me off to anyone. He'll cast me out as a fallen woman, and..."

      "Blythe, are you listening to yourself? Are you mad? You're a Carrow, the cousin of the Duke of Parrington. You cannot think that you should be my mistress. You've listened to the tales of all of the women you have helped, and somehow, you still think this is an acceptable idea? Society would turn its back on you. You'll never be able to hold your head up in public."

      "Do you think I care about any of that? Do you think I would rather have my pride than my freedom? Why won't you agree to this, Thomas? Your reputation would be intact. And I want you. And you want me. Beyond that, what else matters?"

      Thomas was struck silent by that. "Say it again."

      "Say what?"

      "That you want me."

      "Of course, I want you. I want you so much I do not know what to do with myself at times. I do want you, Thomas. I would never do this with someone I didn't want the way I want you." She looked at him carefully. "You weren't sure?"

      Thomas laughed, and even in his own ears, it sounded a little shaky. "This is what comes of associating with wild little angels, I think. You're so unbound by conventionality that I am never sure what to expect from you."

      Blythe smiled, a tiny thing, but it felt more real, somehow, than the kisses they had exchanged just a few minutes ago. "I was led to believe that being spontaneous and exciting were things you liked, Thomas.”

      “I love them.”

      Then, unbidden in his mind, I love you.

      The crux of the matter, the very heart of it, made him go still, but Blythe didn't seem to notice.

      “Until it becomes inconvenient or until it gets too strange?”

      “No.” Thomas recovered, his mind still spinning, but growing surer of the sentiment by the moment. “I do love those things in you, and I certainly will say it is more pleasant to kiss you than it is to sneak around the bad parts of London with you. But there's something else here. Do you actually want to be my mistress, Blythe?”

      She got a stubborn look in her eyes that he was beginning to know quite well, and God, but she was beautiful. Her beauty went down to the very heart of her, something lovely and sweet and perfect, and he wasn't sure if he could bear it.

      “I know that you want me.”

      “This isn't about what I want, Blythe. Look. I know you've been introduced to the worst of what men can do in the work that you've done. But surely, you know that I'm not like that. I don't want your sufferance or for you to offer yourself up to me as a means to an end.”

      “That sounds like a marriage to me.”

      “It does, doesn't it? When I'm with a woman, I want her there, wanting me for the very things that I want her for. There may have been exchanges of another sort as well, but the passion must be there. Otherwise, there's no point.”

      Blythe bit her lip, and it took Thomas a fair amount of willpower to stop himself from leaning in and biting it for her. “I was led to believe that in... carnal matters, the man's pleasure was overwhelming.”

      Thomas started to explain, and then decided that a demonstration would be far more effective.

      “Blythe, will you close your eyes, please?”

      She gave him a suspicious look, but obligingly she did as he asked. Gently, he cupped the back of her neck with his hand, holding her still as he brushed his lips across the corner of her mouth, her chin, her cheek.

      “What are you—?”

      “Shush. Just feel.”

      He could feel the way her body pressed against his, and when her tongue licked out to wet her lips, he nuzzled her mouth gently. This kiss wasn't an assault or a battle for dominance. Instead, it was an exploration, a meeting almost more intimate than anything they had done until this point. Thomas felt the way her breath moved when she sighed, and when she might have deepened the kiss, he drew back, teasing her response out all over again.

      It wasn't until Blythe whimpered a little, deep in her throat and with a kind of heartfelt need he knew so well, that he allowed the kiss to grow. Now he tasted the sweetness of her and the true heat of desire as she clung to him, moving restlessly against him in a way that was utterly maddening. It took every ounce of his willpower to pull back from her, and when he did, her eyes were wide and dark.

      “Tell me how much of that you tolerated.”

      “None. It was all very, very wanted. But surely, you can tell that I feel that for you.”

      “And still I need more. My father has always said that I'm greedy.”

      She started to ask what more he could have needed, but he shook his head. “You've had a long day, and though mine was less exciting by far, so have I. We need time and space before we discuss this more.”

      Blythe made an unhappy face. “I don't like things being up in the air.”

      “It won't be for very long. Look. I'll stay here with you tonight. In the morning, I want to make a call to my solicitor, and there are things I need to go over, but then I'll come back to have an early dinner with you. We can talk more then. Is that agreeable?”

      It obviously wasn't, but Blythe nodded reluctantly. “It's funny, but I wasn't even paying attention to how tired I was until you mentioned it. Gracious, I feel as if I could fall asleep right here.”

      Thomas grinned. “Maybe at some point, I'll spend the night as your mattress. As it is, let's make up the bed for you, and I'll bed down out here.”

      The chaise where Thomas made his bed that night was too short for his long frame, and a draft came in from under the door as well. He fought the temptation to crawl into bed with Blythe and won, just barely, but sometime close to dawn, he got up and watched her sleep from the door. She curled on her side, her dark hair an inky shadow on the pillow, and she looked so perfect, he felt as if his heart would burst.

      I love her. I'm going to marry her.

      A Martin marrying a Carrow. His father would have a fit, Tristan would likely try to call him out, and they would set the ton on its ear. His solicitor would iron things out regarding her inheritance, but at the end of it, it didn't matter if it all went to Tristan, or the Crown, or to hell for all Thomas cared. He'd take her as a pauper just as he would take her as an heiress; it didn't matter.

      

      What mattered was giving her time to get the nerves of the day out of her body and making sure that when he asked her to marry him, she would smile and give him the joyous and willing yes he now knew he needed more than life itself.
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      When Blythe awoke, she was aware of a feeling of utter strangeness and confusion. At first, she had no idea where she was, but then the events of the past day came rushing back to her.

      

      It's finally happened. I have gone utterly off the rails.

      The thought did not frighten her as much as she might have thought it would. She frowned, remembering the events of the day before, particularly Thomas’ refusal of her proposal.

      I have to admit. I did not think he was going to refuse me.

      She wondered why that didn't sting more. Blythe supposed it was because she had never thought her own womanly charms were so very irresistible. A pang of jealousy hit her at the idea of Thomas having been with women with whom he had shared a certain kind of passion, but she told herself she had to be reasonable about it.

      Blythe remembered that she had left Thomas sleeping on the chaise, and after dressing herself, combing out her hair and braiding it, and splashing some water on her face, she ventured out into the living room to find him. Instead of finding Thomas, she found a small loaf of bread, some cheese wrapped up in waxed paper, and an apple on the table. A rumble in her belly reminded her she hadn't eaten since early last night, and she was halfway through the cheese before she noticed the note.

      I decided to run out early to see if I could get some things done. You were sleeping so soundly, and you seemed so tired that I didn't want to wake you. Have a good breakfast, and if you get hungry, I opened an account for you at the bakery around the corner. I should be back in time for lunch, and hopefully, it won't even be too late.

      Something underneath was crossed out in dark ink, and Blythe shrugged. She wondered what in the world needed to be censored so closely, but she didn't think it mattered too much. At some point, Thomas would return and, together, they would figure out what she needed to do next.

      She was startled when a soft knock at the door revealed a young girl with cleaning supplies in a bag and a hopeful look on her face.

      “Hello, miss. The gent who owns this place hired me to do the cleaning and to fetch for you as you need, and today's my first day...”

      Blythe would have sent the girl away, but there was such a hopeful air to her that she let her in. When the girl suggested that Blythe bathe while she cleaned the small flat, Blythe gave in. The girl heated kettle after kettle of steaming water, pouring it into the ceramic tub in its own dedicated room. When Blythe stepped into the steaming water, she took a deep breath and sunk all the way down. It felt like it had been forever since she had been in the bath without anything occupying her mind. It felt so good to simply sit in the hot water that her eyes started to drift shut.

      I wonder what Thomas would think if he could see me now.

      The thought woke her up, making her sit bolt upright before she sank back into the steaming water. Blythe could feel a heat on her face that had nothing to do with the heat of the water.

      What a strange thing to think. He already said that he didn't want me to be his mistress.

      Still, she couldn't get her mind off of Thomas opening the door and walking through the clouds of steam. Would he be smiling that smirk that she could only privately admit sent butterflies through her belly? Would he watch her with that deep hunger she could feel in him sometimes?

      She closed her eyes as if to close herself off from those thoughts, but they persisted. Why was it so easy to imagine him kneeling by the tub, tangling his fingers in her damp hair and pulling her in for that kiss? When he touched her like this, there would be no clothing in his way, nothing to stop them from going further and further.

      I really am ridiculous.

      She picked up the rough cloth hanging conveniently from the hook nearby and started scrubbing. It was satisfying to get her skin pink and glowing, and then she could scrub out her long hair as well. A thin robe of muslin hung off of the door, and she dressed herself in it while she combed out her hair again. The girl peeped in to ask if there was anything else, and when Blythe dismissed her, telling her she had done good work, she grinned as bright as the sun.

      “My mam's been sick, and she was so relieved I could get a job in the neighborhood.”

      Blythe wondered if Thomas had known what a good turn he had done this girl. She hoped he did.

      After the bath, Blythe felt a delicious lethargy in her limbs. She supposed that living a double life as she had been doing was tiring. Perhaps it wouldn't be so bad to lie down for a nap. Just as she was pulling back the covers, there was a knock at the door, louder than the maid's and firmer.

      Oh, Thomas is back.

      With a grin, she stepped barefoot back through the flat. She opened the door with a word of greeting on her lips, and then she realized it wasn't Thomas at all.

      It was Tristan.

      

      Tristan, at the very least, gave her the time to get dressed. She did up the buttons on her gray dress, her teeth almost chattering with nerves. She couldn't get Tristan's expression out of her mind. He had been shocked to see her naked except for a robe and with her hair around her shoulders and down her back, and then a look of disgust and pity came over his face.

      Blythe moved slowly, putting off the time she would have to return to Tristan. He stalked the front room of the tiny flat, and she imagined it through his eyes. To her, it was beautifully cozy and sweet. To the girls she had worked with, the ones who slept four and five to a room, it was beyond luxurious that it should all belong to one person. To Tristan, raised in opulent splendor his entire life, it was beyond shabby and disgraceful.

      She scraped her hair back from her face, braiding it up and pinning it so tightly it made her temples ache. When she glanced at herself in the bronze mirror, she looked every inch the missionary most of the world thought her to be, but Tristan was no longer fooled. She wondered briefly why she bothered, and then she knew as she walked back into the front room. With her hair pulled back until it hurt, her gray dress unforgiving in its unfashionable angles, and her shoulders back, it all felt like armor, a way of keeping what she didn't want taken away. When she looked into Tristan's face, she knew that it was not going to be enough.

      He sat down on the chaise where Thomas had settled the night before and gestured for her to take the chair across from it. It was so civil, nearly friendly, that she almost missed the dangerous note in his voice when he spoke.

      “You cannot marry Lord Cottering after you have been ruined.”

      “Good.”

      The word popped out before she could stop it. A wave of rage swept over Tristan's face, and then it was quenched by something almost soul-destroying and weary. She felt a pang of sympathy for Tristan, and then she abruptly decided that he could stop this at any time. He was the one with the power here, not her, and he could stop whenever he wished.

      “I will not have Lord Cottering shouting your disgrace to the world when he figures out the truth. On top of that, I would not want to give the man a woman who belongs to another.”

      Blythe bit her tongue on the fury of belonging to any man, but this was hardly the time to push Tristan more than he was already pushed. There was a kind of energy to him in this place that she didn't like, that put her teeth on edge. Just like Tristan had lost the ability to predict her, she had lost the ability to predict him. If the girls she had helped agreed on one thing, it was that men were at their most dangerous when they could not be predicted.

      “The constables are waiting on the street outside.”

      “Are you going to have me arrested?”

      “No. I will have Thomas Martin arrested.”

      Tristan's quiet words struck her through the heart. She half-rose from her seat, unable to sit still, but Tristan's hand cut through the air.

      “No. Sit down. By God, you are going to listen to me at least this once.”

      With a storm on her face, Blythe did as he said, and for one brief moment, she wondered if that surge of anger had actually killed all the love she once bore for her cousin.

      “There are constables on the street. At the moment, they can still be called off, if I wish to do so. One of two things are going to happen. I know that Amory left earlier today, and that at some point, he will return. When he returns, the constables will arrest him for corruption and assault. Of you.”

      “Thomas has done no such—”

      “It won't matter. It will be the word of a duke against him. Oh, I doubt that anything terrible will happen to him. There will be an inquest and an investigation. He may have to pay a fine. But I also know his father is fed up with his antics, and that this could mean his disinheritance. Amory has many cousins, and the title could pass on to them just as easily.”

      “Thomas’ father wouldn't do that.”

      “Martins are vicious. Of course he might. But I suppose that is something you will have to bet on.”

      “What is the other thing that might happen?”

      “I call off the constables. I tell them there has been a mistake, and that you were staying with a friend of yours, and that I missed the note you left, like the good and pious girl everyone knows you to be. Together, we wait for Thomas to return, and you make it very clear you will no longer have anything to do with him. You do it in such a way that leaves no doubt, and then you and I leave here.”

      Blythe could feel tears threatening, but she held them back viciously. She would not cry in front of Tristan. She would not give him that satisfaction. “How did you come to find me here?”

      He smiled at her coldly. “Did you think I stopped having you followed? The only reason I waited this long to confront you was because I needed Amory out of the way.”

      “Monster.”

      “I'm sure you see it that way. Maybe in a few years’ time, when we have put this all behind us, you will think differently. Make your choice, Blythe. I am in no mood to wait.”

      “You know what it is already. You must.”

      

      “I do.”
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      Thomas whistled as he handed his mare's reins to the hostler. It was only a short walk back to Blythe's flat, and as he covered the distance, he wondered if he had ever seen the world look so bright. It was one of those perfect winter days in London, the pale sunlight amazingly clear and the air as crisp as a white ribbon. In the pocket of his greatcoat, Thomas could feel the flat wooden box he had brought from home.

      

      She deserves better. She deserves rubies and emeralds, diamonds that shine as bright her eyes.

      However, whatever Blythe deserved, he thought that none would please her so well as the gems that lay in the box he had on his person. Inside, instead of valuable gems or even gold or silver, was a brass necklace, dim and tarnished but shaped with consummate skill. The largest bead on it was the size of Thomas’ own thumbnail, and the smallest barely bigger than a kernel of corn, but each was carved with graceful beasts that swam or ran or danced across the surface.

      It was a relic of the past, brought back from some epic journey by a long-forgotten Martin. It came from some distant port of call, and perhaps Blythe would be interested in wearing it and coming with him as they both figured out where it came from. Oh, and, of course, marrying him as well.

      Thomas’ grin widened as he walked. He had known Blythe for some short while now, but he had a feeling that there would always be some new element of surprise waiting for him, some fresh facet to Blythe that he could never predict. However, one thing would stay the same. She would always crave adventure, and he wanted to be the one to give it to her.

      He bounded up the stairs to Blythe's flat two at a time and knocked twice on the door.

      Instead of Blythe opening it, however, Tristan Carrow did.

      Thomas reared back, ready to strike the man if Tristan lashed out, but Tristan only stood back with something like grave courtesy, allowing Thomas into the flat. Thomas entered automatically, and with relief, he saw Blythe standing by the cold hearth. She stood as straight as a poker, and her face was pale but composed.

      "Blythe, are you all right? Did he hurt you?"

      When he reached for her, she took a step back, looking at him with an almost mystified, confused disgust. Thomas drew up short, because whoever this woman was, she was not the one who had moved like water in his arms the night before.

      No, stop thinking that. Of course it is Blythe. Of course it's her. She's an expert at playing roles. That's all this is, a role.

      "Why, of course, I am not hurt, Thomas. Tristan is here, why would he ever hurt me?"

      When Thomas looked at her, mute with confusion, she shook her head.

      "I'm sorry for all the fuss and the confusion. It has been a difficult few weeks at home for Tristan and me, but I have finally come to my senses."

      "What does that mean, Blythe?"

      Her face was as still as a statue's. "It means that we are done, Lord Amory. I am leaving now, to try to salvage what is left of my reputation and to return home to the family that cares for me."

      "Don't you dare call me that, Blythe—"

      "And you must no longer call me Blythe. I am Miss Dennings to those who are not of my family."

      "Family! We are a damn sight more than family! You cannot mean this. Carrow, he was the one who tricked you, or he's blackmailing you, or—" Thomas spun on Tristan, who to his fury, looked utterly bored with the situation. For the first time, Thomas thought he could see the resemblance between them, something of cold indifference and disdain. "You. You're doing this to her.

      Tristan's voice was an irritated drawl. "I don't know what your family is like, Amory, but Carrows are made of sterner stuff. I gave her a choice, and this is her choice."

      Blythe nodded. "This is my choice, Thomas. I am leaving. I am not doing this anymore with you."

      "Blythe, please don't do this. I don't care what's happening with your inheritance. I'd take you with or without it."

      A flash of disgust crossed her face, making him take a startled step back. "You are not taking me anywhere, Lord Amory. I am done with running around London like some kind of would-be hellion. I suppose I must leave such things for you. I am going home, and no matter what you think of the situation, I will no longer be contacting you."

      The pain that tore through Thomas’ heart was so great he almost looked down to see if there was a dagger protruding from his chest. The events that unfolded before him were ludicrous, absurd. He could have better imagined a circus tromping through Almack's than he could what was happening now.

      Enraged by pain and heartbreak, he turned to the one person who could have caused all of this. He turned to Tristan. "You. You're the one who has done this."

      "If you like, Amory." Tristan's tone was indolent, and he didn't spare Thomas more than a glance. "It is time to go home, cousin."

      "No!" Thomas lunged at Tristan, ready to pound the man into the ground if it would only make things right. He would have thought that nothing in the world could stop him, but, of course, there was.

      Blythe stood between him and Tristan, her face set like a stone. "Please, don't."

      He might have been able to take it if she was as upset as he was. He wanted, needed to see the passion in her eyes and to know that it was not some kind of trick. He refused to believe that everything they had experienced together was false, but when he looked into her eyes now, he couldn't tell. It was enough to drive a man mad. She sounded as if she was asking a recalcitrant child to stop banging on the furniture.

      Thomas stepped back from Tristan and from Blythe. "Don't do this."

      "There's nothing left for us to say, Lord Amory. My cousin and I are leaving now."

      And that was all. There was nothing else, and in a few moments, Thomas was alone in the flat with an ancient necklace in his pocket and a heart that felt as if it had been carefully studded with glass shards. He felt like a ghost of someone who had once felt things, some kind of living remnant of a better time.

      Thomas wanted to rail at the world for this terrible thing, to shout and to scream. He felt beyond that, however. Instead, all that mattered was getting to the next moment, and the one after that. One foot in front of another until he had put this tragedy behind him, but then Thomas thought of Blythe's brilliant brown eyes and knew it would never, ever truly be behind him at all.

      

      For most of the ride back to the house on Grosvenor Street, Tristan was silent, and Blythe was grateful. If she just sat as straight as she could, if she stared at nothing and allowed her eyes to see nothing, her hands to feel nothing, she wouldn't fly into a million pieces.

      When Tristan reached out a hand to touch her shoulder, she stared at him as if he were some foreign traveler come from an ancient and mythical land. He was a curiosity, a stranger, and nothing could touch her in the place where she now lived.

      "You are doing the right thing."

      "I am doing something. How it will turn out, and what it will mean, I have no clue."

      To her surprise, Tristan eased an arm over her shoulders, hugging her lightly as the coach bounced along the roughly paved road. When she was a young child, her parents had hugged and kissed her every day. Then they died, and she came to live in London with the Carrows, who did not touch each other very much, if at all. Hugs from Tristan, especially, were rare things, moments where he stepped out from his mantle as the heir of the Duke of Parrington and comforted her or congratulated her. There was a time when she would have hugged him back without reserve. Now, being this close to him sickened her. She moved away, wondering in that same distant part of her mind if Tristan would be angry.

      Instead, he only nodded as if her anger were justified, sitting back and watching her.

      Blythe had thought she would never think of the future again after what she had done to Thomas, but now she found she was curious. "What shall happen to me now? To the convent, perhaps, or will you banish me to some distant place where my mischief may do your reputation no harm?"

      Tristan looked angry for a moment, and then he shrugged. "I would like to continue taking you into Society. You are still an heiress, after all, and you might yet make yourself a good match."

      "If I keep my mouth shut. If I do exactly as you tell me to do."

      "Cousin, I have learned only a few things as I have lived on this Earth, but one of them is that marriage and romance are deadly tangles. You might as well listen to me. I have your best interests at heart."

      She wanted to fight with him, to rail at him and to scream, but maybe, in a way, he was right. None of the fighting and arguing they had done had done a single bit of good. She had always thought she would go down fighting, but as it was, she felt as if there was nothing left to fight for at all. Perhaps she would tomorrow, but today, there was just nothing left of her.

      Of course, now that he had won, Tristan was the soul of courtesy. He handed her down from the coach as if he were her bridegroom and not her cousin, and when she murmured that she wanted to go up to her bedroom to rest, he kissed her gently on the forehead.

      "This will be better all around. Trust me."

      I haven't much choice. Then she winced. She’d had a choice. She had made it, and she hoped that somewhere, someday, Thomas would understand.

      

      Thomas thought he was being normal enough when he finally returned home, splashed some cold water on his face, and sat down to a quiet dinner with Georgiana. He at least thought he could trust her to keep up a stream of inconsequential chatter that would distract him from his problems and allow him to ease back into the world.

      However, they had barely started the soup when she put down her spoon and looked at him. "What's wrong?"

      "Why does anything need to be wrong?"

      Georgiana gave him an impatient look. As reckless as she was, and as many times as he had gotten her out of trouble, sometimes it was damned difficult to remember that she was the younger sibling. "You look as if you died sometime this afternoon and your corpse never figured it out, so you came to dinner anyway."

      "God, that's horrid, Georgiana." However horrid it was, the laugh he uttered was hollow, and after all, there was something apt about how she said it. It really had felt as if something had died in him. At the very least, he felt half-alive now at best. "Well, I suppose I might as well be dead. I thought that asking a Carrow to marry me was a good idea."

      He was slightly gratified when Georgiana, something of a scandal connoisseur, gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. "Blythe Dennings?"

      "Well, it certainly wasn't Tristan."

      Georgiana shuddered. "I should think you would have more taste and intelligence than that. But why in the name of God would you do that? What could possibly have possessed you?"

      He smiled a little, and with a shrug, told her the whole story. For all of her wildling reputation, Georgiana could keep her mouth shut, especially when it related to the family. Whatever happened to Blythe next, Georgiana wouldn't harm her.

      Georgiana listened intently as he spoke, and when he finished, Thomas shrugged. "And that's that. I suppose she remembered exactly who and what she was and wanted to go home."

      Georgiana's blue eyes were troubled. "I suppose. Or perhaps Tristan bullied her into it somehow. I would not put it past him."

      "You wouldn't say that if you knew Blythe well. She has more spirit than anyone else I have ever met. She wouldn't let anyone bully her like that, let alone Tristan."

      Georgiana looked as if she wanted to say more than that, but instead, she shook her head. Standing up, she came behind Thomas’ chair and draped her arms around his shoulders. "It'll be all right, Thomas. It truly will."

      

      "I hope to God you're right. If it gets any worse, I'm not sure that I could stand it.”
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      One Month Later

      

      The only reason Blythe had agreed to come to the Portings' crush was because Tristan had promised her she would not need to see anyone, be polite to anyone, or dance with anyone.

      

      "I simply do not think it is a good idea for you to stay at home in your room all the time, no matter what has happened. I have been keeping careful ears out, and there is no hint or whisper of your disgrace."

      "For God's sake Tristan, stop calling it that! If you agree to stop calling it my disgrace or my ruin, I will go."

      Instead of getting stuffy about it, Tristan grinned a little. For a moment, she wondered if it had been a ploy of his all along, to needle her until she agreed to leave the house. It seemed far too devious for her straightforward cousin, but she was getting to a point where she would not put anything past him.

      "Good. I know the last few weeks have been hard on you for a number of reasons, but I do not want you to suffer confinement."

      As she allowed the two maids to dress and curl her hair and dress her in a gown of green silk trimmed with delicate gold ribbons, Blythe reflected that a part of her was looking forward to leaving her room, no matter how ridiculous the circumstances.

      Well, I do believe that I have found the secret. If you want to make women eager about parties and fashions and the latest gossip, you simply confine them until they are almost painfully grateful for any other stimulation.

      The thought startled a laugh out of her.

      The maid who was adjusting one of the tiny bows around her hem looked up, startled.

      "Miss Dennings?"

      "Don't mind me. I'm just being foolish."

      Blythe couldn't deny, however, that at least some of her mental idle was on purpose. If she allowed herself to fall too deeply into thought, she would think about Thomas, and if she did that... well.

      When she was a young girl, she had overheard her parents discussing a terrible thing. Two boys a town over had been playing in a grain house, and one fell through the upper opening and into the grains below. He had been unable to make his way to the side of the grain house and had sunk into the grain, disappearing without a sound. The other boy had gone in after him and also died.

      Blythe had had nightmares about it for weeks, the idea of being in a place where she couldn't climb out, struggling against a surface that simply gave way under your best efforts, and slowly, slowly, feeling your strength go as the darkness took you.

      If she thought about Thomas too long, she felt as if she were suffocating, and she simply did not want to go under for the last time.

      "There, Miss, don't you look lovely? Come see yourself!"

      The two girls overruled Blythe's protests and tugged her over to the antique mirror in the corner of the room. The girl who looked back at her was a stranger—gorgeous, rich, and aloof. It was her. It wasn't her. It was, she decided finally, her as she might have been if she'd never run into Seven Dials, never met the Abeggs, never saved Honey and Rose, never met Thomas.

      She hated it.

      Blythe wanted to tear the gown off and lock herself in her room. But then it would be another night in the four walls of her own bedroom, slowly feeling another day pass by, looking forward to another day of exactly the same thing, and she could not stand that, either.

      "All right, I think I'm ready.

      

      Blythe and Tristan arrived late to the Portings' ball, and she was grateful they were immediately subsumed into the heavy crush of people already there. The event was well underway, and everyone had their own agendas and their own plans, few of which involved her.

      There were a few young men who tried to charm her, but she clung to Tristan like a cockleburr while giving them her habitual stern look. At some point, sipping her cool lemonade behind a pillar, she heard one young man say to another, "She's lovely to look at, and, of course, she's richer than most everyone here, but, my God, she could freeze the leaves off the trees."

      The man's admonition made her smile a little. So, she was at least having the effect that she wanted to have, and if she must have a life of quiet exile, at least she would not be beholden to a husband to do so.

      Blythe was almost beginning to forget some of her normal worries when a hard hand clamped around her upper arm.

      "Please, Miss Dennings, I must insist on this next dance with you."

      The man who was tugging her along was turned away, and for a surprisingly frightening few moments, she had no idea who was demanding her company. Then, as they assembled for the first movement of the dance, she realized it was Lord Cottering, who had asked for her hand and who Tristan had turned down.

      "Lord Cottering, I was not expecting to dance. It is not really an activity that I enjoy, you see."

      "Well, perhaps I can convince you otherwise. It can be quite an invigorating experience."

      He smiled at her, and she wondered if she were in another place, she might find it charming. As it was, it only made her shrug as they trod the first measure.

      "I have never been over-fond, I am afraid."

      "Well, that may only be because you have never found the right partner. And, may I say, you never will if you persist in turning them away."

      "Lord Cottering, you must realize how inadvisable it is to discuss anything of that nature while we are dancing—"

      "Why did you turn down my proposal?"

      Blythe almost lost her step. Something sharp and broken filled that last statement, as if his words were made of shattered glass. Could the man really have fallen in love with her?

      "I am very sorry, but I hardly know you. I do not think that we would suit, my lord."

      "But we could grow to care for one another, don't you think? It is only a lack of knowing that prevents a lack of loving."

      "I was under the impression that the knowing should come before the loving."

      The next section of the dance called for them to lean in, miming a kiss to the right cheek and then to the left. It made this particular dance very popular among the ton, but Blythe had never cared for it.

      As they leaned in close, Lord Cottering's head turned a little, and her eyes widened as she felt his lips brush against her cheek.

      "Or perhaps the loving can come before all, if one is just a little adventurous."

      Blythe had two choices. She could shove him away and storm off the floor, leaving in an explosion of gossip and shock, or she could put up with this disgrace and hope that it did not happen again. Neither seemed very attractive to her, so she opted for a third way.

      "I am afraid that I am not a very adventurous young lady, Lord Cottering."

      As he started to make a response, Blythe deliberately stepped out of the pattern, setting her on a collision course with Lord Cottering. When he tried to correct it, she pressed against him, stumbling and then landed with her foot squarely over his. She was not a large woman, but her foot came down with all her weight on it, and Lord Cottering uttered a high sharp cry that sounded to Blythe something like the whine of a dog.

      "Why did you do that? I was just making a suggestion. Surely, you did not take me seriously."

      "Of course not, my lord. I know that a man such as yourself would never do anything to offend the sensibilities of an innocent young lady."

      She said the words calmly and coolly, and if Lord Cottering wanted to disagree with her, he kept it to himself. They finished the dance and if his bow to her was shorter than strictly polite, and if he did not escort her back to the sidelines as was customary, no one took much notice of it, as Thomas and Georgiana Martin had arrived.

      Blythe felt as frozen as a statue as the majordomo announced the pair, and all of the time that she had spent not thinking about Thomas proved to be utterly useless. Just because she hadn't been thinking of him didn't mean that his name wasn't written in her heart, that she couldn't feel his lips moving across hers.

      God, why didn't you just take me as your mistress that night? We could have left, gone somewhere, anywhere, and I wouldn't be here feeling as if I was going to burst into tears in front of the better part of London Society.

      It was strange seeing him like this, from across the room and without him being aware that he was being watched. She could see how genuinely handsome he was and what a brilliant matched pair he was with his sister. They were both blonds with flashing bright eyes and ready smiles, Thomas with a lazy sardonic grace, and Georgiana with an exuberant vivacity that charmed everyone who saw her. There was a reason Martins were sometimes called angels with a streak of the devil in them. Even as Blythe watched, Georgiana and Thomas made conquests left and right. Everyone wanted to be close to them, be seen with them, talk with them, and gain their favor.

      When one lovely girl, a Parr and related to the Marquess of Billingsley, came boldly up to Thomas and said something quietly to him, he looked at her with an amused smile and nodded. Blythe watched, a low agony underneath her heart, as he took his leave of Georgiana and let the girl lead him to meet a gaggle of her friends.

      Take your damned hands off him.

      The words popped into Blythe's mind, laced with fury and grief, and she shook her head. She could not allow this to get out. Passion had led her on a grand adventure, but Thomas was a closed door. He had to be if she was going to keep him safe from Tristan's accusation.

      

      Very well. If Thomas was so very popular, and if he was going to be the center of everyone's eye, it would make him all the easier to avoid.
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      Thomas had barely been at the Portings' crush for forty-five minutes when a tall man hailed him down with a grin.

      

      "Thomas, there you are. I've not seen you at the tables in a dog's age."

      Thomas grinned automatically at Robert Gordon, Earl of Dellfield, but there was a feeling of distance there as well. There had been a time when they saw each other at least two or three times a week, sometimes just in passing at the same tables, other times they would drink until dawn together.

      "Well, I do prefer to play at winning tables, Robert. How're you keeping yourself?"

      Robert shrugged. "Well enough, though I will say that more than once over the last few weeks, I've been asked where Demon Tom got off to. I've been telling them that you finally got carried off to hell where you belong."

      Hearing about his old life in the hells, his name, the voice of the friend who had caroused with him, made Thomas feel strange, almost sick. It felt long ago and far away, and when he looked back at the man he had been before Blythe stepped into that fateful fight, he found someone he did not like very much.

      "Back to Hell, well, I suppose that is right enough. I've had my fill of the tables for a while, and I'm afraid it might be a while before I return."

      Robert whistled, low and long, and looked at Thomas a little more closely. Thomas endeavored not to squirm under the man's regard, but Robert had always had a knack for seeing more than he was meant to see. It made him formidable at the gambling tables, but it also made him one of the few people in the world Thomas could not easily fob off with a quick smile and a quip.

      Thomas knew he probably couldn't fool Robert in the long run, but the last place he wanted to have a deep heart-to-heart was in the damned ballroom of the Portings' ball. "So, what have you been up to besides gambling yourself into ruin and playing chess with old spinster ladies?"

      Robert's grin was fond. "Miss Welton is quite well, so far as I can discern from her letters. She roundly beat me at chess again with some gambit I've never heard of. I think she's writing to a chess master in Istanbul, truth be told."

      "My god, your spinster is cheating on you!"

      "She might be at that. I can't complain. I've made no claim on her or her three cats or her collection of strange quilts."

      "You have the strangest friendships, Robert."

      "I do, and tonight, the strangest thing I've seen is a man who should be in his element and at the top of the world looking like he might like to go and find out if they are serving some arsenic among the refreshments."

      Thomas managed to keep the grin on his face, but he took Robert by the arm and pulled him a little out of the crush and into the shelter underneath the musicians' mezzanine. "For the love of all that's holy, Robert, can't you keep your damned tongue inside your head?"

      "I merely commented that you didn't look like you were having a good time. You're not, are you?"

      Thomas turned so that he was facing Robert, away from the rest of the hall. He dragged one hand down his face and shook his head. "Goddamn it all to Hell. I thought at least I was putting up a good show of things."

      Robert shrugged. "You are. I'm fairly sure that you managed to charm at least a few debutantes and maiden aunts just by smiling at them, and I heard someone talking rather wistfully of wishing they could be on your arm this evening. But you don't care about any of that, do you?"

      "I should. I should be having a fine time, and I know it. The Portings have been throwing a fine ball. Good music, good food, good company, everything that Georgiana promised me and more."

      "I see, is Georgiana behind your presence here tonight?"

      "She kindly requested my presence, yes."

      "And by that, I assume you mean she dragged you out to see if she could lift your spirits."

      "I believe her exact words were something along the lines of, 'If I have to look at your sad face for one more evening, I shall tear it off you.'"

      "Well, that's our Georgie. Sweet to the very bone, that girl. But obviously, it's not working."

      "No, and I think that if one more debutante bats her eyes at me and asks me what I think about the music, the food, or the atmosphere, I shall be forced to dump her into the punch bowl."

      "Ah, there's the family resemblance. Well, does Georgie have a friend you trust to get her home?"

      "Georgie has nothing but friends here, and anyone who isn't is too afraid to deny her anything."

      "Well, let's find the little saint and tell her we're leaving. We have a reputation as rakes to keep up, after all, and we can't do it at a place like this, no matter how good the music and the food is."

      Thomas made a face. "I don't know if I'm going to be any better at a gambling hell."

      "Well, we can tell everyone we're going gambling. We can actually go back to my townhouse where, if you're going to insist on being melancholy, you can at least do it with some decent brandy."

      "You are a true friend, Robert, and I will fight Miss Welton for your honor. Come on, I think I saw Georgiana making her way through a clump of admirers somewhere in this direction."

      Thomas had a sinking suspicion that even good alcohol with a friend who wanted nothing from him wasn't going to make him feel better, which was unfortunate, but either way, Robert wouldn't mind if he drank himself into a stupor tonight. Thomas had never been a very heavy drinker, but having one night where he didn't pace and think about Blythe sounded damned appealing.

      He followed Robert through the crowd, fending off the people who wanted a moment of his time with a wave. They were almost back to where he had last seen his sister when he stopped dead in his tracks.

      Robert noticed and stopped as well, following his gaze. "Damned beautiful, isn't she? Could hardly believe that it's the same person as that pinch-faced chit who used to run around rattling a donation box for the poor and the hungry. Heard she got an inheritance up north, nothing to sneeze at either."

      Thomas felt a moment of vertigo. Standing by the sidelines, politely fending off a man who seemed desperate to tell her something, Blythe looked like any other girl of the ton, if a very beautiful one. Robert saw a lovely heiress, but Thomas saw so much more. He saw and felt and remembered, and before he could stop himself, he was crossing the space between them.

      He approached her from behind; she couldn't see him, but the young fop who likely thought he was courting her did. Thomas gave him a dark expression that had worked to fend off cutthroats in the slums, and the young man took to his heels with barely a goodbye.

      Blythe turned to see what had scared the man off, and when she looked up at Thomas, their eyes locked. "Oh, it's you."

      "It is. Come dance with me."

      He took her hand before she could answer and drew her on the dance floor. He knew that there were people watching, and not all of them were as benign as Robert, but he didn't care.

      The moment Thomas touched Blythe, something in him finally relaxed. This was home. This was his. Then he remembered how Blythe had walked away from him and those sweet emotions swept away like leaves in a gale.

      "Thomas, you cannot—"

      "Oh, so it's Thomas now? I thought I was Lord Amory."

      They took their places with the other dancers, and somehow, unbelievably, the song that started to play was “Parson Hollis.”

      As they proceeded side by side, Blythe broke with form and turned her head slightly, so she could watch him. "It should be Lord Amory. I should not have made that mistake."

      "What about the mistake of leaving me, Blythe?"

      "That wasn't a mistake. That was something that needed to be done."

      "We are speaking as privately and closely as we can here. Tristan is nowhere in sight. Speak honestly with me."

      "What makes you think I am not? What we were doing was madness. It was not something that could continue."

      "And the adventures that you wanted?"

      "Perhaps I have grown up and grown out of them."

      Thomas didn't bother to hide a snort of laughter. "And perhaps the devil himself will come up from a chasm in the floor and challenge me to a game of Faro. Don't make me laugh, Blythe. The woman I have come to know these last few weeks would not be so easily dissuaded from the goals she set for herself."

      She gave him a cold look, but Thomas wondered if there was a pure and fiery heart burning underneath the steel. Blythe ran as hot as he did, and the idea of her being so cold was impossible.

      "Then perhaps you do not know me as well as you thought you did. Are you so very arrogant that you think you know everything?"

      "Arrogance is very much a Martin trait, angel. I'm not going to apologize for being right."

      "My God, you truly are insufferable. Well, I may not bear the name, but I do bear the blood. Have you forgotten then, that I am a Carrow, and we're known for our determination and our steadfastness?"

      "Your stubbornness and your pigheadedness, more like. I can tell you're lying, by the way."

      Her look would have frosted a summer day. "I beg your pardon."

      Thomas grinned. "I can tell you're lying. They don't call me Demon Tom down in the stews for no reason, you know. I won my first pot when I was just fourteen, and believe me, angel, I know how to tell when someone's lying. And you don't believe a single thing that you are telling me."

      "How—"

      "You have certain tells. When you're lying, you hold your breath, you fidget with your skirts, and you look to the right. You don't believe a single word you said, and I can tell."

      A rosy red blush crept up Blythe's cheeks, and if she were any less skilled a dissembler, she might have halted in the dance right then and there. "You cannot know that! I don't do any of those things, and you mustn't tell Tristan that—" She halted abruptly, and they danced the next measure in silence. "You made all of that up, didn't you?"

      "Of course, I did. Don't be embarrassed, you caught on quickly, though. Most people never do and instead do ludicrous things to stop themselves from flapping their hands or looking right."

      "I see."

      "So, I was right. And just what can I not tell dear Tristan?"

      Thomas was shocked to see Blythe's eyes grow brilliant with unshed tears. He could tell in his gut that this was no ploy at all, and he walked alongside her as she gazed up at the ceiling, trying to keep the tears from spilling.

      "Please. Please, just stop. Does it matter why we cannot continue any longer? I cannot answer these questions. I cannot sleep, I cannot eat, and I just want to stop feeling like this."

      "Then let me help you. Please, Blythe. Let me help you. Whatever has happened, whatever Tristan has threatened you with, it does not need to follow you. I won't let it. I may not be a duke, but I will be someday. I refuse to allow you to slip away. Not when I know you feel the same way that I do.”

      “Are you so very sure of that?”

      Thomas didn't need to hesitate. “I would stake my life on it, angel. Life and heart and soul.”

      For a single moment, he thought he had won. Blythe looked as if she were going to simply spill everything that was inside her, give him what they both wanted.

      “No. No, I cannot. I will not.”

      The dance ended, and Thomas took her behind a pillar into a spot of relative privacy. He thought he was going to argue with her further, but she surprised him again. She threw her arms around him, and he couldn't resist her. Her lips met his in a hard kiss that was full of need, regret, and longing, all so powerful it could have brought him to his knees. He held her to him as hard as he could, as long as he dared, desperate to have as much of her as he could, even here, even while she was taking his damned heart out of his lungs. She tasted of pure sweetness and need, and his heart craved her as much as his body did.

      Abruptly, she tore herself away from him. Somehow, they had not been noticed. She looked at him with wide tormented eyes.

      “Blythe.”

      “I can't, Thomas.”

      

      Then, damn her quickness, she was gone, twisting through the crowd and lost to sight as if she had never danced in his arms.
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      Blythe felt as if the air was burning in her lungs, as if her heart was being rent in two. If she had looked at Thomas for another single moment, she might have simply fainted. It was too much to be borne, so she simply ran. She was small enough to slip through the crowd like a minnow, and though she heard him call her name, it was quickly lost to the crush.

      

      I should not have come here tonight. What in the world was I thinking?

      The crowd seemed to push in on her, crowding her from all sides, and right then, she thought that she would have been happier to be in the worst part of London than here in this place, surrounded by the glittering elite.

      Someone knocked into her from behind, almost tumbling her into another gentleman, and when he stopped to right her, it was just too much. Blythe tore herself away from the helping hands that wanted to steady her and dashed for the side of the room. She had thought she was approaching the front doors, but instead, she found herself at the glassed doors that led into the gardens at the side of the house.

      The gardens were, of course, closed for the cold season, but her desperate fingers unlatched the doors and she was able to slip out.

      The first breath of frigid cold air made her gasp with the chill. Instead of her warm gray dress, she wore silk, and though it was beautiful, the wind cut through it like a knife. Blythe knew she wouldn't be able to bear the cold for very long, but for now, she took deep grateful breaths, making herself concentrate on breathing, simply breathing.

      I love him, I love him, I love him.

      The words ran through her head like some kind of mocking chant, and now that she had disgraced herself so utterly, there was nothing else she could do but realize how very true they were. She loved Thomas Martin, loved him for his heart, his sweetness, his devilish smile, for his kindness and his daring.

      Blythe had always thought the cost of falling in love with a man would have been to give up her calling for adventure, but now that she had actually fallen in love, she could see how wrong that was. Thomas was who she loved, and he was the adventure, and she ached for him the way she had once ached for tropical skies and emerald jungles. Somewhere behind her was Thomas, and a sense of dread came over her. Her sense of control when it came to Thomas was perfectly flawed. If she returned to him, if she saw him, there was a chance she would simply throw herself into his arms and beg him to take her away. She couldn't risk Tristan's wrath or Thomas’ arrest, so she kept walking. It felt like that was all she could do.

      She walked blindly through the garden, feeling a kind of kinship with the desolate landscape. The beds, which should contain a riotous spill of color, were barren, and the shrubs were naked, revealing reaching scrabbling branches. Behind her, as if from a deep remove, she could hear the sounds of the Portings' ball.

      Maybe it's like the old fairy tale. I have wandered away from the world I knew, and now I am in an enchanted forest. If I am kind to the right witch, or if I can bribe the right woodland animal, I can win my heart's desire.

      She knew that indulging in foolish fantasies would only make returning to reality worse. If she were sane, if she were thinking clearly, she would return indoors and plead a headache to Tristan. He would take her back to the house, and then, even if she couldn't have Thomas, she would at least be out of this terrible crush.

      She took a deep breath, because returning to the crowd felt like diving back into piranha-infested waters, but she had to do it sooner or later. Her teeth were already chattering in the cold, and she wrapped her arms around herself as she made her way back.

      To Blythe's surprise, the doors that would allow her to return to the ball were locked, and no matter how hard she waved, no one would come and let her in. The dancing had started again, drawing all eyes, and she shivered.

      If I stay out here too long, I won't have to worry about my heart at all because it will be turned quite to ice.

      She cast around the immediate area, looking for a solution, and found it in the small gate toward the rear of the garden. In most houses, the garden opened directly to the rear entry, where the servants went with the garden refuse. Even if she had to deal with the indignity of being the lady crawling through the servants' quarters, it was better than staying and freezing.

      She strode toward the small gate, chilled to the bone, and thinking wistfully of the roaring fires that were doubtless kept in the kitchen.

      Did I ever have any dealings with a servant of the Portings? Perhaps they would be inclined to let me sit for a while in the kitchen. That sounds like heaven right now.

      Blythe's thoughts of warmth consumed her, but she had been walking the darker streets of London far too long to completely let her guard down. Some sixth sense, a trickle of sensation down her spine, a feeling that set her teeth on edge, made her look right as she passed through the gate. To her shock, a large man hid in the shadows there. Her body reacted faster than her mind. Instead of standing still as a statue, she took two fast steps back into the shelter of the garden. As she did so, another man who had been hiding to the left of the gate brought his arm crashing down, something heavy in it that missed her by a hair.

      That was a sap! It was meant to knock me unconscious or worse!

      For a moment, Blythe thought terror had frozen her after all, but then with a soft cry, she spun on her heel and started to run. She cursed the delicate heels that sank into the cold soil and the skirts that seemed to be gaining a dozen pounds with every step. Blythe hiked her skirts up in her arms, running for all she was worth, and behind her, she heard the thud of heavy feet as her pursuers came after her.

      I just need to get back to the doors to the ballroom. Someone will see me, or I can break down a window. I cannot let them catch me.

      She was breathing so hard steam rose up around her, nearly blinding her, but she could still see the glowing doors of the party. This time, it really did feel like another world, one of civilization and safety. Blythe knew keenly that she was in the dark forest, and if she faltered, she would stay there.

      She was so close. Her foot reached the brick steps to the door, she lunged forward to reach for the handle, and then there were hands on her, looping around her belly, grabbing her by the hair, pulling her back into the dark.

      “Christ, she almost got away.”

      “Come on, drag her back, we don't want anyone seeing her.”

      The words filled Blythe with dread, and she fought as hard as she could. She sent her fists flying out as hard as she could, and when she could feel one of her assailant's feet close by, she tried to drive the heel of her shoe directly into it.

      For one brief moment, she thought she was going to be able to win herself free, that she had gotten them both to release their hold on her and she could resume her struggle for the door. Instead, Blythe cried out as she felt herself lifted entirely off the ground. One man bear-hugged her and pinned her arms to her side and the other stepped forward to stuff a rag into her mouth. She screamed but found it muffled, and she had to stop or risk choking on the rag.

      “His lordship said she were a fighter, but I never expected that. She fights like a cat from the stews.”

      “Shut up, we got to get her in the carriage before someone notices.”

      Her blood ran cold. Wherever they were taking her, she knew that her chances for escape were going to dip to non-existent if she could not escape them before they got her in the carriage. Instead of fighting, Blythe went limp. She sagged in their arms, making them curse. For a few steps, they held her more tightly, but then, as she had hoped, they loosened their grips when they thought she was in a dead swoon.

      She didn't attack. Instead, she wrenched herself away from the hands that gripped her so tight, and in one blessed movement, her hands were free, and her feet were on the ground. The men shouted, but she was dashing back for the light, spitting out the rag they had used to gag her, this time sure she would make it.

      Blythe was struck from behind so hard she went sprawling. One of the men had tried to tackle her, but she still fought to move forward, even if she had to do it on her hands and knees.

      “Help! Help, someone please help me!”

      In some distant corner of her mind, Blythe was shocked by how very small and weak her voice sounded. It would never penetrate the locked doors to the ball, the doors she could now so clearly understand had been purposefully locked against her.

      In a pitifully short amount of time, the men had scooped her up, and this time, it seemed as if they were done struggling with her.

      “Damn it, get the chloroform out, we might as well keep her still until we get back to his lordship's house.”

      

      She smelled something astringent and foul as the thug not holding her uncorked a bottle, using it to soak the rag she had spit out. She struggled to turn her head away, but the man holding her brutally moved her face toward it. Even from a distance away, the fumes made her dizzy, and her mind scrambled for something, anything, to keep from losing consciousness.
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      Thomas lost sight of Blythe almost immediately as she slipped through the crowd, and his greater bulk and lesser speed prevented him from diving after her. He couldn't help but try, however, but then he found himself at the edge of the room again.

      

      Robert came up to him with a worried look on his face. “I found Georgiana. She said she could make her own way home. What in the devil happened to you?”

      Thomas offered him a crooked smile. “I suppose I got distracted.”

      Robert raised an eyebrow at that. “And who was it that distracted you?”

      Thomas shook his head. “That's something I am sure you are going to hear about as we drink ourselves into a stupor.”

      “Then you're ready to leave?”

      Thomas opened his mouth to say yes. It was, he knew, the far wiser thing to do. If he stayed, he was going to find himself at the center of a scene of one sort or another. He was a Martin, and no stranger to scandal, but it would either involve upsetting Blythe or actually brawling with Tristan Carrow, and he didn't want to do either. He should have been ready to leave with Robert and to try to find some kind of comfort at the bottom of a bottle.

      “Let me just walk around the room once more. There's someone I want to say goodbye to.”

      Robert's skeptical look told Thomas what he thought of that, but he followed Thomas through the crush, weaving between scornful dandies and hopeful Society girls with equal aplomb.

      What are you even looking to do? If you see her again, do you think you'll say anything that will convince her to see your point of view? Do you think you are just going to make her understand what is between you?

      Thomas supposed he hoped just that. Every time he thought he caught a glimpse of Blythe's small form, however, it turned out he was mistaken, and he was beginning to wonder if she had evaded him entirely and returned home. Then he saw Tristan having it out with what looked like some political types, and his frown deepened. She wouldn't have left without her cousin.

      “Sorry, this might take a little longer than I thought. You're welcome to leave if you want to.”

      “No, I think I'll stay. You look like you need the help.”

      Thomas’ grin felt ghastly even to him. “Well, I see it's become that obvious. Thank you. Keep an eye out for Miss Blythe Dennings.”

      Robert's eyebrows shot up. “The new heiress. You really do have some trouble.”

      “Like you wouldn't believe.”

      They strategically searched the hall, and just as Thomas was ready to give up, he happened to glance out the glass doors to the garden. He caught a flash of green and gold silk that gleamed in the light from the ballroom, and then to his horror, he saw Blythe's pale face for a single instant before she was dragged into the dark.

      With a maddened curse, he was at the door, and if the latch had given him more than a moment of delay, he would have gone through the glass. In the back of his mind, he noted that the gardens, no matter how barren, would usually be left open for guests who needed air. Indeed, it was a matter of safety given the tight conditions of the ballroom. That they had been locked made the hair on the back of his neck rise up.

      When he was clear of the ballroom, there was one terrible moment where he couldn't see anything at all. Then, remembering a trick his father had taught him, he closed one eye and then the other in rapid succession. His eyes acclimatized to the darkness more quickly, and when he blinked them clear, he saw two large men framed in the gate to the servants' entry, one holding Blythe while the second one thrust a white cloth at her face.

      Thomas didn't bother to pause to see more. Instead, with a shout, he roared toward the two men who were holding the woman he loved. With a strength borne of fury, he dragged the man holding the rag aside and spun around to strike down the man who held Blythe. The moment he got close enough, Thomas could tell that the area reeked of chloroform, and the sick fear in his belly turned to anger.

      “Blythe! Blythe, run back to the house!”

      Of course, she didn't. As he squared off against the man who had held Blythe, she scooped up a broken brick paver and hurled it with alarming accuracy toward the man who was sneaking up on Thomas from behind. “I'm not leaving you!”

      This was a terrible time for her to be brave, but Thomas couldn't tell her that because a man was taking a swing at him. Thomas shouted for help again even as he dodged the man's first hay-maker blow. He tried to keep his body between that of his two opponents and Blythe. The man she had thrown the paver at looked particularly ghastly, his face covered in blood.

      “We're going to need that little girl, gov. You go back to the party and pretend you never saw this, yes?”

      “I'll see you hanged. Don't lay a hand on her.”

      It looked as if the men were going to attack him at once, and then, like a miracle, they all heard the sound of feet on the path. Thundering toward them was Robert, and he carried what looked like a long-poled gardening rake in his hands. When he reached them, he didn't pause. Instead, he swung it high, and if the bloodied thug hadn't moved back, he might have split the man's head in two.

      This was apparently too much for the two thugs. They took to their heels.

      Robert glanced at Thomas. “Well?”

      “Follow them if you can. I want to know who wanted to kidnap Blythe. Blythe? Blythe, are you all right?”

      Thomas was shocked when Blythe turned to him with wild eyes, dropping her second rock to the ground with her teeth chattering.

      Shock. She's had a terrible fright and now her body is rebelling.

      Robert was past them and chasing the assailants, and that meant it was safe to bring poor Blythe to a place where she could recover safely. Thomas took off his jacket and dropped it over her shoulders. Distantly, he thought of how oddly gamine-like she looked in such an over-large garment, and then he simply concentrated on getting her to safety.

      They were closer to the servants' entrance than they were to the gates of the party, and right now, Thomas was only concentrating on getting Blythe to warmth rather than any kind of social propriety. The kitchen was a madhouse of steam and food being prepared for the small meal at midnight, and Thomas managed to buttonhole a harried young maid who directed them through the kitchen to the house itself.

      “Come along, love, just a little farther and then you can sit down and be warm for a spell, won't that be nice?”

      He managed to get a soft watery giggle out of her as he guided her down the halls to the drawing room the maid had told them was available and unlocked. “You sound like you're talking to a child who has had a long day.”

      “Well, I would never compare you to a child, but you really do seem as if you've had a long day.”

      “It feels as if they've all been long lately. Dreadfully, dreadfully long.”

      The room was as dim and cozy as promised, and by the light of the banked hearth, Thomas lit a set of candlesticks sitting on the table. Then all that was left to do was to settle a still shaking Blythe into one of the chaises close to the fire.

      When Blythe was seated on the chaise, she did not let go of his hand. Acting on instinct alone, Thomas came to sit close to her and tuck her underneath his arm, cradling her close. For a long moment, they were silent together, and then the shudders running through her body went on longer and longer until she was sobbing outright.

      “Oh, poor little angel, don't be afraid. I'm here. It's over. Nothing bad is going to happen to you, I swear.”

      “I barely know what happened to me! One moment, I was looking for a way back into the house, and the next, I was running for my life from a pair of thugs!”

      “Do you know them? Do you think they came chasing you out of Seven Dials?”

      Even as he said it, Thomas knew how foolish it was. Thugs from Seven Dials would stand out like sore thumbs in this London neighborhood.

      “They spoke of someone they called his lordship. Someone was paying them to do what they did, but I have no idea why.”

      Thomas stirred uneasily, holding Blythe a little tighter, as if simply by holding her he could protect her. “There are plenty of underworld low-lives that affect grand titles and who give themselves airs. Do you think it might actually have been a peer who had you assaulted?”

      “I don't know. I have no clue. It's hard to think right now, and I am so very cold.”

      Thomas bit down on his tongue, telling himself not to ask questions she couldn't answer. The more important thing by far was to simply be with her and make sure she was safe and comforted. Her small hand tangled in the fabric of his waistcoat, and his hand came up to cover it. She was still chilly to the touch, but slowly and gradually, she started to warm up.

      It may have been moments, it might have been hours, but finally, she looked up at him with a wry smile. “I'm sorry. I was quite a sniveling little rag all over your chest.”

      “I think that if two men try to abduct you from a goddamn ball that you have the right to snivel for a bit if you want to. Think nothing of it.”

      “Oh, I think I'm going to be thinking of it quite a lot. Who in the world wants to kidnap me? Who were those men?”

      “My friend Robert went after them. I have no idea if he'll find anything, but it'll be a start. Right now, though, all I care about is you being safe.”

      “I'm always safe when I'm with you.”

      Her tone was light but then she looked up at him. In the candlelight, her eyes were dark and velvety, and Thomas couldn't resist. He leaned forward, and when his lips brushed hers, a shock like summer lightning cut through him. The pleasure of kissing her again, tasting her, was so sharp it almost hurt. Instead of drawing away, however, she clung to him harder, deepening the kiss with something like desperation.

      “You feel it, too, don't you?”

      Blythe raised her eyes to look at him for a moment. “Of course, I do. With every fiber of my being. With every breath and every heartbeat.”

      Her words sent a shudder of recognition through him. That was how strongly he felt her as well. They were so close, so intertwined that it felt as if being parted from her would tear something essential out of him, away from him.

      “Don't leave me again. Don't, angel, I can't take it.”

      Instead of answering him, she kissed him again, her soft lips against his, and he knew she couldn't say yes. Thomas felt the desire that always slept between them rising up again, coiling inside him and then forcing him to capture her in his arms. She felt so good, so amazing; he could lose himself in her and never think of being found.

      Somewhere in the back of his mind, Thomas was aware of the door opening and then a deep growl, a nearly bestial sound. His head snapped up, and he just barely registered Tristan Carrow crossing the room toward them before Blythe was out of his arms and standing between the two of them.

      “Tristan, please, this isn't what it—”

      “Don't lie to me, Blythe. Take off his jacket. We are going home.”

      “Don't speak to her like that. She doesn't deserve your scorn. Just for the love of God, listen to us for once, Parrington.”

      Tristan gave him a look of deep disgust. “Stay out of my family matters. Blythe is protecting you with everything she has; the least you can do is be grateful.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Tristan, please. Please take me home.”

      Both men turned to Blythe. She was shaking where she stood, and even in the dim light, Thomas could see how pale she was. She looked as if she was keeping herself together through sheer will, and right then, all he wanted to do was to wrap her in cotton and keep her away from the ravages of the world.

      Tristan glanced at Thomas. “Keep your damn distance, Amory. You've done enough damage.”

      

      As Tristan guided Blythe away, Thomas thought he had never seen her look smaller or more defeated. Tristan said he had done enough damage. Perhaps the damned man was right. All he knew was that he could not stand to see Blythe look like that.
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      Blythe's brain was mired in mud and ice. Everything that people said to her came from some faraway place. She could not bear for Tristan and Thomas to fight, and the only thing she could do to keep it from happening was to walk away with Tristan. Even in her chilled state, she could feel the pain of leaving with Tristan. The whole way out of the room, she knew that Thomas’ eyes were on her, and that somewhere silently inside him, he was begging her to come back.

      

      She also knew that Tristan seeing the two of them practically in each other’s arms was not going to make her cousin more merciful. Leaving with him seemed like the only choice.

      He was silent in the coach heading toward their home.

      Blythe was the one who broke the silence. “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      “You cannot be pleased by the current state of things between us. I want to know what kind of storm is brewing over me.”

      Tristan's laugh was bitter. “You sound very brave when you speak like that. It's almost as if you are championing some cause you know to be right.”

      “Thomas Martin is—”

      “Thomas Martin is a Martin, and at the end of the day, that is all you need to know about him!”

      Tristan's voice was so loud and hard that Blythe winced. She wanted to tell him about the men who had tried to abduct her and how Thomas had come and rescued her. Then she wondered if her cousin would even care, or if he would see it as one more sign of her degeneracy.

      “Tristan—”

      “No. Stop. I know what your defenses are going to be and believe me when I say I don't want to hear them. The Martins are rotten to the core, brother and sister both.”

      “You are so very cruel when you speak of them. I do not believe that you speak of anyone else that way.”

      Instead of dismissing her comment, Tristan was still for a long moment. “I must seem terribly cruel to you.”

      “You do, sometimes. I also know that that is not truly you. I have known you for many years, Tristan, and I do not want to think that the boy I knew has become a cruel man.”

      “I have, unfortunately. From experience, I will tell you here and now that the Martins are poison. If you will not stay away, or perhaps if you cannot stay away, believe me, I can understand that.”

      Blythe eyed him, though, in the darkness, there was precious little to see. Something in his tone tugged at her mind. “What do you mean? How do you understand so well?”

      “There are many reasons why Carrows and Martins do not mix, Blythe. Some of those reasons are ancient, and some are much more recent. But that's neither here nor there. There are more important things for us to speak of.”

      “More important?”

      “Yes. Tonight, we are staying at the Grosvenor Street house. Tomorrow, we are leaving. And before you get any bright ideas about fleeing, I am stationing a maid to watch your door until the moment we are back in the coach.”

      “Leaving? But where in the world are we going?”

      “Away. Away from the London madness. My duties in Parliament are fulfilled for the time being, and it is time I tended to matters closer to home.”

      Blythe swallowed hard. When she spoke, she could hear the hollowness in her own voice.

      “What do you mean, matters closer to home? What are you doing?”

      “I don't want to talk about this right now. You have had a long and overwrought night.”

      “Don't condescend to me as if I were some delicate child! If we are playing the game with you as the family patriarch and me as the erring female supplicant, you must at least tell me what is going on.”

      There was a long pause where she thought Tristan was just going to ignore her. When he spoke, there was something dead in his voice, something that made her skin crawl. “Very well. If you must know this minute, I have decided that we are to be married. This solves many problems, not in the least of which is your ruin. We are leaving London while I procure the special license to do that.”

      “You can't be serious! We're cousins!”

      “Second cousins. It is perfectly legal; I only need the license to do it swiftly.”

      “Tristan, do not do this to me, to yourself. We would make each other miserable.”

      Tristan looked away, running all ten fingers through his hair. “We're making each other miserable now. You won't stay at home; you won't be married. At the end of the day, Blythe, I am your guardian. I am responsible for you as if you were my daughter.”

      “Who you're going to marry?”

      “Bad analogy. But the fact remains that I am responsible for you, and this has become the only acceptable way to continue.”

      “The only acceptable way for you to take the Gallowglass property, you mean. Is that what this has all been about? Are you so very piqued that your father wanted to see to it that I wasn't a pauper?”

      Tristan rocked back as if she had slapped him. For a moment, she felt guilty about saying such a thing, but she steeled herself against it. She refused to feel sorry for Tristan. After all, he was the author of her current misery.

      “That's not true.”

      “Isn't it? You've been strange with me ever since this all started. You were content to let me be until my damned inheritance came into play, and then you refused to stop.”

      “Everything changed when my father died. If you remember, I was looking into settling an amount on you, so you could be decently wed.”

      “A small amount. Not an heiress’ portion. And then everything changed.”

      “Yes! Of course, everything changes! Everything always changes. That's the way of the world, and all we can do is to stay with it, to make sure that we do not get ground up when it goes by.”

      Blythe stared at Tristan. There was something almost mad in the way he spoke, and a certain desperation in his eyes that made her shut her mouth. She had no idea what drove him like this, what devil sat on his shoulder.

      Could my cousin be the one who is behind all of this? The man who entered my room, the two who tried to kidnap me?

      A shiver ran along her spine. Tristan seemed to take her silence for obedience, because he lapsed into silence, leaning back against the velvet seats. He looked like a man torn by demons, and despite what she was beginning to suspect, Blythe could not resist a distant pang of sympathy for him.

      I can't believe he ordered those things. But he is desperate now, and he seems on the brink of madness. I cannot take anything for granted.

      At that moment, she missed Thomas more than she'd ever thought possible. It was tinged with the great love she felt for him, but more than that, there was simply the fact that she and Thomas were better when they were together. Together, they could solve this. They had emerged triumphant from enough scrapes that she barely knew how she had gotten by without him before, and now that she had to, she didn't like it.

      I should think that being with him made me weaker, but I'm not sure I would have gotten this far without him. I miss him. God, I miss him so.

      

      As promised, Tristan stationed a young girl at Blythe's door, one of the maids who had helped her dress. When Blythe looked at her dubiously, the girl curtsied.

      “Miss Dennings, his grace, the duke, told me to tell you that if I allowed you to leave before he came to fetch you in the morning, I and my sister in the kitchens would be dismissed without a reference.”

      Blythe stared at the girl, her blood boiling. “Surely, he wouldn't do that! That's monstrous!”

      The girl shrugged, a miserable look on her face. “All I know is that he looked well and serious enough, Miss Dennings.”

      “I'm sure he did. Thank you for telling me that. Do not worry. I will not do anything that gets you and your sister dismissed, I swear.”

      The girl looked comforted, but Blythe retired to her room in a simmering rage.

      How dare he. How dare Tristan use other people against me, people who cannot stand against him, the very people who depend on him for their livelihood!

      Of course, in many ways, what Tristan had done was ingenious. He had found the one barrier she wouldn't cross. The idea of the maid and her sister being cast out without references was horrifying. Without a reference, they might never find positions in a proper household again. She had helped far too many girls who had been cast out in similar situations to hope the world would be at all kind to them.

      God, doesn't Tristan know what he's threatening?

      She had to admit that perhaps he didn't. Tristan was of the aristocracy, and his life was as different from those of the two maids he had so callously threatened as night was from day. Of course, somehow, Thomas had learned that the people who cooked his food and swept his streets were people, and she warmed at the thought of him. She remembered his rescuing her at the tailor's, and how he had been so kind to Honey.

      Blythe looked up at the ceiling, taking several deep breaths until she was sure she wouldn't cry. She couldn't afford to think of Thomas like this. After all, when she finally managed to get some sleep, she would probably dream about him, as she had so often over the past month.

      She paced for hours, trying to find a way out of her situation, to escape, to flee London or at the very least to get some kind of word to Thomas, but in the end, she knew Tristan had finally found the best way to snare her. She refused to put the jobs of the women Tristan employed at risk, and so she was stuck.

      In defeat, Blythe undressed and slept restlessly in her bed, and as she had guessed, she dreamed of Thomas. Somewhere in a thick mist, he was calling her name, and she knew she had to get to him, but she was mired to her knees in cold mud. With every shout, Thomas’ voice grew fainter, and no matter how she shouted, he never seemed to hear her.

      A brisk knock at the door woke Blythe, and she realized she had kicked the blankets down to her legs, where they tangled her terribly. By the time she had untangled herself, the knocking had grown more insistent, and she nearly stumbled as she made her way to the door.

      On the other side were two maids, one of them the girl who had stood guard all night. Her relief when Blythe appeared was palpable, and Blythe felt another hopeless stab of rage at Thomas.

      “Well, here I am. What is to be done with me?”

      “His grace has asked us to prepare you for a long journey. We'll get you packed and dressed in no time, Miss Dennings.”

      Blythe was sure they would. As the two maids set about laying out her clothes and packing her bag, her belly dropped to somewhere in the vicinity of her shoes and stayed there.

      

      Thomas. Oh, Thomas, I wish you were here...
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      After Tristan and Blythe left the Portings, Thomas was so overcome by a blind rage that he nearly went after them. It was Georgiana who caught sight of him, and, dismissing her near-permanent crowd of admirers, herded him back to a quiet corner to calm him down.

      

      “Seriously, Father's already irritated enough with you for the gambling and roistering you do. Do you need to make things worse by trying to get into a boxing match with Tristan Carrow?”

      “I don't want to box the damned man. I want to challenge him.”

      “Brother, no. Things are surely not that bad.”

      “No, they're worse. He has some... some kind of blackmail that he's using on Blythe. He's forcing her to do as he says.”

      “Custom and fortune are enough that a man does not need to blackmail a woman.”

      “No! That may be true for most, but it's not true for Blythe. If it was the fortune, she would tell him to go hang, and well, you know by now how she feels about custom. No. Blythe's in danger, and that danger might be her damned cousin.”

      “He's not going to murder her in her bed. Whatever Tristan Carrow is going to do, he's going to do it legally, openly, and in as pompous a manner as possible. He doesn't have a murderous bone in his body.”

      Thomas eyed his sister. When she spoke of the eldest Carrow brother, there was always something especially venomous in her voice. “Is there a reason you are so very convinced of this?”

      “It's hardly less than public knowledge what a prig the Duke of Parrington is. He's not a murderer, and I would stake my life on Blythe being safe at least for the night. Come. You are overwrought. We need to get you home.”

      Thomas acquiesced, but when he saw Robert on the front doorstep, his heart jumped again. Robert was coming to the side of the coach even as they disembarked, and the look on his face was grim.

      “Any news, Robert?”

      “Some, but we ought not talk about it on the street.”

      “Right. Come on, we'll go to my study.”

      Before they entered the study, he turned to Georgiana, hesitating for a moment. “This does not necessarily concern you. It's a strange and bloody business.”

      Georgiana's eyes flashed blue murder. “If it concerns my flesh and blood, it concerns me. Let me in.”

      Thomas gave way without an argument. Georgiana had a good head on her shoulders, and God alone knew how tired he was of dealing with this all on his own. Quickly, he and Robert filled Georgiana in on the situation, and then Thomas turned to Robert.

      “Were you able to chase the men down?”

      “I did. I lost one, but I caught the other somewhere around the theater. I slammed him against the wall, demanding to know who he was working for and what the hell they wanted with Blythe Dennings. He babbled that it was a lord who had paid them to drag her out of there, that they were lucky she had gone out into the garden. He didn't know the name of the lord, only that he spoke with an upper-class accent and that he was disgusted by the filth of where he had to go to hire those men.”

      “God, some lord hired thugs to kidnap Blythe.” Thomas shook his head.

      “Yes, and unfortunately, while I was digesting the news, the man made a strenuous effort and twisted away. I was left holding a particularly filthy sleeve, and he disappeared into the crowd of theater-goers. I'm sorry, Amory, I've let you down.”

      “No, no, you've done more than enough.”

      Thomas’ head was spinning, and he had to shake it a bit to try to clear it.

      “Tristan Carrow. Could he be the one behind this? He's already had no problem with having her followed, and I wouldn't put this past him either.”

      Georgiana was already shaking her head. “This is underhanded. Carrows haven't the wit to do anything but move in straight lines.”

      “I don't want to underestimate him. Blythe looked... I can't describe it. She looked genuinely afraid when she stepped to Parrington's side. I've never seen her look like that before, and I've seen her in actual fights.”

      Georgiana gave him a long look. “What does she look like when she's scared for other people? Something like that?”

      “You think he's using someone else to blackmail her?”

      Georgiana shook her head as if utterly confused at how Thomas could be so very slow. “I think she's trying to protect you, brother. The way you describe Miss Dennings, she seems impervious to most threats that Tristan can make against her, yes? She doesn't care about having her allowance docked because she doesn't need money for what she does. She doesn't care about not going out, because she can always sneak out. You're what's left that she cares about.”

      Thomas sat in silence, feeling as if the sky had gone white with shock. He was the tool Tristan was using to break her spirit? She was suffering because of him? If Tristan Carrow were standing in front of him right now, he would have cheerfully shot the man.

      Robert whistled. “She must care for you a great deal.”

      “She does. I know she does.”

      Thomas could barely believe what a fool he had been. He had seen how she suffered the day she left the flat he had bought for her. He could remember how she looked at the ball. He had thought Tristan had some terrible hold on her, and now he could tell that the hold was only love, a great and terrible love that bound them together and would not release either of them.

      “I have to go to her.”

      Thomas stood from his chair, ready to go down to the stables, wake the grooms, and demand a horse so he could go and storm the Carrow residence. Before he could quite make it to the door, Robert had caught him up and pushed him back into the chair. He stared up at Robert in bafflement.

      “What you are doing?”

      “He is stopping you from making a terrible error,” Georgiana's voice was strict as a schoolteacher's. “If you go rampaging over to Grosvenor Street like some kind of barbarian, don't you realize that will only give Tristan even more fuel to add to the fire? You certainly won't be making him calmer, I'll tell you that for nothing. Carrows find their strength in conventionality and tradition, and believe me, they are unassailable under that fortress. Nothing touches them. That's why you need to sit the hell down and not go charging over there.”

      Despite how very much Thomas wanted to argue against it, or to simply break Robert's grasp and race for Blythe, he had to admit his sister was right. If he went raving over to the Carrow residence, he could get himself arrested, and then what would happen to Blythe?

      He nodded. “All right. You have my word. I will not run over to howl at Blythe's window.”

      “Good. Blythe isn't going anywhere, and fortunately, neither are we. We have time to plan, to think, and to figure out what needs to be done. Have you even thought about what your goal in all of this is?”

      “To marry Blythe. To be with her no matter what the cost.”

      Robert grinned. “A Carrow and a Martin. All right, this is turning into quite an escapade.”

      Georgiana looked more troubled. “Are you certain? The feud hasn't been bloody for quite some time, but the way you and Tristan go at each other, that might change.”

      Thomas shook his head decisively. “She is the only thing I want, the only thing in the world worth fighting for to me. If I get her free of Parrington's clutches, I swear I will let her make her own choice, but if she says she wants to be with me, I'll gladly let Father disinherit me before I allow anything to stop me.”

      Georgiana looked at him, and her eyes were soft. “I do believe you mean it.”

      “I do.”

      “All right then. Thomas must have his way. We should all get some sleep. Robert, if you wish to stay, a room can be made up for you, but otherwise, we can get one of the coachmen to get you home. We can discuss battle plans in the morning to rescue your poor benighted love.”

      

      When Thomas woke the next morning, he was startled to find himself cheerful and bright. Things did not look so hopeless after all. He dressed quickly and met Georgiana in the breakfast room, where she was frowning at the Society pages.

      “Good grief, sister, I would think you of all people would know that those things are half lies and half vicious rumors.”

      “You'd better hope that that's all they are.”

      A peculiar terseness in her voice made Thomas still. “What's the matter?”

      “According to the gossip pages, it looks as if the Duke of Parrington has suddenly retreated to the country. The Duke has apparently decided he wants to take some country air while Parliament is momentarily deadlocked, but it is unusual.”

      “What? Parrington's left the city? Did he take Blythe with him?”

      Georgiana's face was grim. “I can't imagine he left her behind. He wouldn't trust her alone in the house after she's escaped it so many times.”

      “What the hell is he doing kidnapping her like that?”

      “He's doing whatever he can to control her. That's what families may do with unruly daughters. They send them away to places where they can no longer do any harm, and the world never hears from them again.”

      Even in his distress, Thomas paused to look at his sister. There was something deeply bitter in her voice, something he had never before heard from the girl who was the toast of London's ballrooms.

      “Georgiana... has Father ever...?”

      “Father and I have an accord.” Her voice was sharp, and there was some old pain there Thomas had never guessed at. He had always known Georgiana had secrets, but now he wondered if they were darker than he had ever guessed at.

      “When I am Duke, you will never do anything that you do not wish to do.”

      

      Georgiana's smile was bright. “I already don't do anything I do not wish to do. Right now, though, we have better things to do than to talk about whatever problems I am having. We need to find Blythe, and then we need to figure out what in the world you are going to do.”
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      One Week Later

      

      Blythe was going to start climbing the walls if things did not change, and fast. Every day at Marrowly Grange was the same. She rose in the morning, she ate, she was allowed to go riding if she had a groom with her, and she could walk as far as she wanted because the moors stretched out in every direction. There was nowhere she could walk to, no end to the purplish gray winter sky above her.

      

      I hate this place. If I never see it again, it would be too soon.

      The first day, she had tried to walk toward Westbury, the small town the map said was the closest to Marrowly Grange. She walked and walked and walked until her feet were blistered and the sun was beginning to reach down to the horizon. Just when she was wondering if she would have to spend the night on the moors, Tristan had appeared, his face impassive. He was riding his dapple-gray gelding and leading a saddled mare for her. She glared him.

      Tristan only nodded toward the mare. “Get on. I'll lead us back. I asked Cook to have some hot food waiting for you.”

      Blythe supposed it was a kind of mercy that he said no more than that. Every now and then, she turned around and remembered all over again that they were going to be married. A surge of disgust and fury always followed the realization. He was right, there was no legal bar to it, but they had grown up as siblings. Tristan didn't look upon her as a lover any more than she could see him as such. The fact that he was willing to pursue this insane cause made her wonder what madness was simmering beneath his cool surface, what he refused to let her see.

      God, being married to him would be so cold. I would never feel warm again.

      She pushed the thought away viciously whenever it occurred. Admitting that there was a future where she was married to Tristan, where she would have to survive being his wife from day to day, was a kind of defeat.

      Instead, Blythe allowed herself to think of Thomas. She had done all she could to keep her thoughts from him but that proved impossible. Somewhere on the ride to Marrowly Grange, the Carrow family's most remote estate, she'd simply loosened her grip on the gate that kept her thoughts of Thomas out. She could so easily imagine his smile, his touch, the way he felt when he wrapped his arms around her. Sometimes, she concentrated on her memories of him so powerfully that it was as if she could conjure him from the thin cold air.

      This is what widows do, she thought disconsolately. They weave memories of the one they loved, and they tell themselves it is nearly as good as when they were still here to touch.

      Blythe thought wryly that her imagination was growing morbid, but that was hard to avoid in the bleak moors. Marrowly Grange had once been a beautiful house. She could see the remnants of it here and there, in the gaily-painted trim that still peeked beyond the edges of the plain whitewash, in the exuberant carvings that adorned the newel posts and the cornices. At some point in the Carrow family's past, someone had gone through great lengths to erase the joy of the place, however, and it settled in her soul a kind of bone-chilling malaise.

      Blythe knew that Tristan was waiting for the special permission from the Crown to come. Once he had it, they could be married almost immediately. There would be no need to read the bans, to have a proper wedding. Blythe thought at first that it was because he thought her a fallen woman and undeserving of such niceties, but he'd been shocked when she'd brought it up the second night.

      “Of course not. I am simply coming to know you, cousin. If I give you an opportunity to leave, you will. And this time, I might not get you back.”

      Blythe glared at him. “And what's going to stop me from leaving once we're married?”

      “The fact that you will have responsibilities as the wife of the Duke of Parrington. There is a great deal of good you can do with the power of that title and the Carrow wealth. I do not think your good deeds were a sham. You genuinely wanted to do good in the world, and I am betting on the fact that after you get over your childish pique that you remember that. You have an opportunity to do some good, and it is one that will sit unused if you do not use it. I am banking on the fact that you will not turn your back on that.”

      “You have a great deal of faith in me.”

      “I do.”

      The worst part was that Tristan had the right of it. If she became the wife of the Duke of Parrington, Tristan would not be able to marry again while she lived, not unless he sought a divorce, and she knew he would not do that. It was the most insidious of traps because it would not even be a bad life. It might be a strained one, with her and Tristan at odds on a regular basis, but it would be one where she could do some good.

      The only way to prevent it, then, was to avoid marrying him in the first place, but her cousin had taken pains to make sure that was well-nigh impossible. The horses were kept under strict watch, and wherever Blythe went in the house, she could feel the eyes of the servants. She needed to leave, but they didn't know her here. They had no reason to help her, none at all, and she could feel the world closing in on her. Every day that passed made it more and more likely that Tristan would receive the special license soon, and then her fate would be sealed. He could simply summon the vicar from Westbury, and then it would be done.

      She was returning home from a walk in late afternoon, her brain feeling like porridge and still no solution to her problem. The winter was finally beginning to break, and there was a breath of warmth in the air, which made her feel at least a little better. She started to the front door, but then she stopped stock still, staring at the coach in the drive. It wasn't Tristan's coach, nor was it any vehicle that was kept on the Grange. Instead, it could only belong to a stranger, and in that, Blythe felt a wild hope.

      I don't need to get far. I only need make it to Westbury, or perhaps to Collinsville, which is farther from London but at least away from here.

      Her mind filled with the 101 things that were needed to travel, let alone to travel alone as a lady, but she knew in an instant she could not gain them. That would mean returning to the house and risking discovery. No, she had to leave, and she had to leave now.

      She made her way to the coach, circling the matched team of bays and discovering the coachman wasn't in attendance. He had probably sneaked off to the kitchen to beg a bite to eat, and his negligence was certainly going to work in her favor. It was the work of a moment to unbolt the coach's door, and opening it as little as she could, she slid inside. It was like all the other coaches she had ever been in; there was a hollow space underneath the padded bench. The space was usually used for extra baggage, but it was empty today. Closing the door behind her, Blythe sat on the floor of the coach and wiggled her way underneath the bench and behind the flat slats that supported it. The curved sides of the coach itself left her precious room to maneuver. If she were a bigger woman, she would not have been able to manage it at all. Instead, with just a bit of wiggling and one slightly torn hem, she was able to tuck herself under the bench seat, curling up so that every part of her was confined.

      From where Blythe now sat, she could not see above the opposite seat, and with the evening gloom coming on, she ought to be at least marginally shielded by the deep shadows.

      Whenever the coach stops for the night, I can sneak out. I have a little money on me, perhaps we'll stop at a Royal mail coach station and someone will extend me some credit on my vast fortune.

      She knew very well how she looked. Even if her clothes were of a fine quality, ladies of quality, and especially heiresses as she was meant to be, did not travel alone.

      Well, I have certainly taken bigger risks. I just need to get back to London. Thomas and Georgiana will hide me. Perhaps I can hire a lawyer who can sever Tristan's guardianship over me. Surely, there must be a way to do that?

      Blythe knew better than to count her chickens before they were hatched, but she couldn't help thinking of Thomas and how soon she might be back in his arms. Then she heard the coachman call to his horses, tending their tack harness in preparation of their departure. There was a murmur of male voices, and then the door of the coach opened. In the dimness of the coach, she saw a pair of shining black boots and fashionably cut buckskin breeches, and the presumed owner of the coach settled into the seat across from her.

      Blythe held her breath, willing the man to fall asleep or to stare out the window, anything but notice the young woman who hidden under the opposite bench. The coach started to bump its way down the road, and Blythe's eyes widened. Was it possible that this was going to work?

      She felt as if with every bump in the road, every surreptitious breath she took, she was going to give herself away. Then half an hour became one hour, and one hour became two, and slowly, Blythe began to believe she might get away with it. The owner of the coach stirred from time to time, but it seemed as if he was largely dozing or simply resting.

      Just stay like that for the rest of the ride. I'll sneak out at the first stop, and no one will be any the wiser.

      If it had worked like that, she might have been back in London in a single day, but close to full dark, the man suddenly yawned mightily, stretching out his legs as far as they would go. That meant extending them into the compartment underneath the opposite bench, precisely where Blythe was hiding, and he ended up giving Blythe a sharp kick to the shin. She bit down hard on the cry, but it did not escape the man that he had managed to kick something where properly there should only have been space.

      “What the devil—?”

      Blythe yelped as she was unceremoniously dragged out from under the bench seat, and then she found to her shock that she was looking into the face of Gerald Forth, Lord Cottering. The last time she had seen him had been at the Portings' ball, and she had certainly not expected to see him again.

      “Why, Miss Dennings!”

      She blinked at his tone of complete happiness. “Lord Cottering. I am sorry to say I find myself in need of a rescue.”

      He nodded. “Well, perhaps despite us getting off to a rocky start, you will let me be your rescuer. Where to, Madame?”

      She smiled with relief. “London. I assume you were going there anyway. What were you doing at Marrowly Grange?”

      To her surprise, Lord Cottering looked down ruefully. “I'm afraid I acted a little rashly. A friend of a friend told me you and the Duke of Parrington were keeping house in Westbury, and I thought I would come to press my case to gain your hand in marriage.”

      “My lord, I am very sorry, but I do not make any promises. I will not marry anyone, and—”

      To her surprise, he held up his hand, nodding in understanding. “I will not deny you this. Love does not insist upon its own way. Perhaps if I do you a good turn, you will look upon me kindly in the future.”

      “Of course.” Despite how comforting those words were meant to be, Blythe wondered at the rill of discomfort that ran up her spine. There was something about Lord Cottering's willing response that sat oddly with her, but she dismissed it. If he would only get her to London, she would think well of him indeed.

      “Thank you very much for your aid, Lord Cottering.”

      “Please, call me Gerald, and I shall call you Blythe.”

      

      “Of course,” she said again, and she took the seat opposite him. She could do this until they got to London. It would be fine. Lord Cottering smiled at her, and tentatively, she smiled back.
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      “Just another few miles to Marrowly Grange, my lord.”

      

      Thomas nodded at the coachman and then turned his focus to Georgiana, who sat stolidly ignoring him as she looked over Honey's shoulder at a design the younger girl was drawing on a scrap of paper. The bouncing of the coach made her slow, but from where Thomas sat, he could see a lovely floral design blooming out from under her pencil.

      “So, are you ready to tell me yet how you know about this place?”

      “I know many things,” was his sister's only answer.

      They had spent most of the week racing north close to Yorkshire. That was where the actual duchy of Parrington and the Parrington estate itself lay. The newspapers had supposed that was where Tristan Carrow and his ward had gone, and Georgiana and Thomas made the same supposition. Of course, the papers had far less at stake than Thomas did, and as it turned out, they were entirely wrong. Thomas had arrived at Parrington ready to do physical battle if need be to rescue Blythe, and he had been met by a frigidly polite butler who had told him in no uncertain terms that the duke was not in residence.

      For just a few mad moments, Thomas had come close to calling the man a liar and demanding he produce the duke and his ward, but Georgiana had stepped in, pouring endless oil over troubled waters and largely became responsible for Thomas not being held by the magistrates as a lunatic.

      They had been in the coach for only a few hours after leaving Parrington when Georgiana stirred, waking Honey who was sleeping next to her on the coach, and breaking Thomas out of his gnawing anxiety over Blythe.

      “What is it?”

      “We were at the wrong place. We should have been at Marrowly Grange.”

      To Thomas’ shock, she'd rapped hard on the roof of the coach, and when the coachman pulled the team to a stop, she leaned out the window. “Turn east and south, as soon as you can. We need to get to Westbury, near Helmsley. That's where they'll be.”

      “What the hell are you doing, Georgiana?”

      She glared at him. “I am getting you to Tristan and Blythe. I believe that was the entire point of this exercise.”

      “But how do you know where they are? What the hell is Marrowly Grange? I've never heard of it.”

      Georgiana paused, and Thomas could tell that she was still deciding what she was going to tell him. “Marrowly Grange is an old property on the moors. Its disposition has always been on the complicated side. It belongs to a Carrow cousin these days, an old man who lives in Canada of all places. It's a place that Carrows and Martins have quarreled over in the past, which I find wonderfully apt on today of all days.”

      “Georgiana, why do you know all of this?”

      “The important thing is that I do.”

      That was all she would say, and though Thomas had tried several gambits to get her to talk, she evaded, snapped, or simply ignored him. He finally quit because it seemed to distress Honey when they argued.

      Honey's position with Georgiana was at least one thing he could be proud of. The slender girl had bloomed like a flower under Georgiana's direction, and Georgiana was delighted to find in Honey a natural eye for beauty and design. She was Georgiana's sole lady's maid at the moment.

      Georgiana had insisted on bringing her along. “At the very least, it may be a comfort to Blythe to see another familiar face, won't it?”

      Thomas had to agree, but now as the coach lumbered up the long road to the mysterious Marrowly Grange, all thoughts of anything but Blythe flew out of his mind.

      Blythe, I'm coming for you. I will not let Tristan harm you.

      As they turned into the estate's drive, a man on horseback galloped past them. Thomas thought nothing of it until they gained the door, and a knock revealed a butler with a slightly crazed look in his eye.

      “The duke is in the study ready to hear any reports. Vickerly will escort you.”

      A smartly-dressed but no less harried footman appeared to lead them, and bemused, Thomas, Georgiana, and Honey followed him to the study. On the way there, they passed the young man they had seen riding past the cart. He had a sorrowful look on his face and a guinea in his hand, and Thomas wondered all over again what the hell was going on.

      The footman opened the door for them and standing behind his desk, his hands braced on the edge as if he were a man at the end of his rope, was Tristan Carrow.

      “Well?” he asked without looking up.

      “Well, why don't you start with what the hell is going on here and finish with where you put poor Blythe.”

      Thomas supposed he was angling to get some sort of reaction out of Tristan, but he was not expecting what he got. With a roar, the Duke of Parrington leaped over his desk—that was actually quite impressive, said a small voice in the back of Thomas’ head—and charged at him.

      Thomas barely managed to dodge Tristan's charge, leaning back from a blow that looked as if it wanted to take off his head.

      Tristan's growl was nearly bestial. “You! What the hell have you done with her? I know it was you, stinking dog of a Martin!”

      “Keep your tongue inside your head unless you want me to break your teeth.” Thomas had had enough, and right then and there, he was more than pleased to beat Tristan to a pulp until he got his answers. He would have done just that, but Georgiana stepped between them as casually as if she were crossing the parlor at home.

      To Thomas’ surprise, instead of brushing her aside or simply going through her, Tristan came to a complete stop, and for a moment, the rage dropped from the duke's face entirely. “Georgiana, what are you doing here?”

      “I'm here to help my brother get some answers. Now, will you two please, please for the love of Heaven, stop and talk to one another? There is obviously something going on, and no one has all the pieces right now.”

      “I have everything I need to know. Last night, Blythe disappeared from Marrowly Grange. I have sent riders to all the places to the south, but damn it, nothing's come back yet. I have riders going east and west, but that will be slower. She may actually make it to a ship before we can find her.”

      Thomas could see the fear and exhaustion on Tristan's face. It was almost enough to make him pity the man if Tristan hadn't put him and Blythe through hell.

      “She ran away? But there's nothing out there.”

      Tristan shrugged. “It's Blythe. She has the most disconcerting habit of making her own way no matter what I try to do.”

      Thomas could at least agree with that. “I'm willing to forget the feud for a little while until we get her back... Why, Honey, what's the matter?”

      Through all of this, Honey had pressed herself against the far wall, as far away from the men fighting as she could get. Now, though, she was staring at a wool coat that had been tossed carelessly over one of the chairs close by.

      Now, Honey approached the coat and lifted it with shaking hands. She looked at something underneath the collar, and with a sharp cry, she dropped it. She backed away from the coat as if it were some kind of cursed thing, moving so quickly she almost tripped over the rug behind her.

      In a flash, Georgiana was by her side, throwing her arms around the smaller girl. “Why, my love, whatever is the matter?”

      “It's his coat! It's his coat, it's John's coat!”

      Thomas stared. “You must be mistaken.”

      “No! I am not. Look at the collar. There's a little embroidery there on the patch. I did that...”

      Thomas picked up the coat, and sure enough, there were small patches sewn in to help reinforce the shoulder seams. On one of them was a small feather design, now recognizable to Thomas as Honey's work. “John... the man who abused you?”

      Honey nodded jerkily. “He was here; he was really here.”

      Tristan scowled. “That coat belongs to Lord Cottering. If he hurt you, he shall be brought up on charges.”

      Thomas was shaking his head, feeling a deep well of panic open up inside him. “No, no, this is bad. Blythe was the one who took Honey from him. She helped Honey escape from him. What the hell was he doing here?”

      “He came to press his suit for Blythe's hand even after I told him no. He was... You're not saying that Blythe went off with him? She barely knows the man.”

      “I know her well enough to know she'd be furious with you and looking for any way out. I know she doesn't know Lord Cottering is Honey's John. And if Lord Cottering is the vengeful type, she might have walked right into his arms.”

      The sudden panic in Tristan's face made Thomas feel a little better. He nodded grimly.

      

      “All right then, your grace, it's time for you to decide. Do you love your cousin well enough to work with the Martins to get her back?”
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      Blythe knew she should be comforted by Lord Cottering's solicitous invitations to rest her head on his rolled-up jacket or to feel free to stretch out on the bench, but for some reason, she could not quite see her way to doing so. Instead, she sat upright on the bench opposite his, smiling politely at his attempts to be kind to her.

      

      “Truly, my lord, I am quite well, and when I have returned to London, I will be better yet.”

      “Please, Blythe. I feel as if we know each other quite well already, and I would be grateful if you were to call me Gerald.”

      It seemed like such a little thing, but something about the request made Blythe bridle at the thought. “I'm sure I couldn't. It is a great honor to be familiar with a peer, and I am afraid it is not an honor that I have quite earned.”

      “But you could. Believe me, I have long craved an avenue to get to know you better, and though I know your fleeing of Marrowly Grange to be tragic, I am so glad to be able to help you.”

      She smiled at him and let him think what he liked of that smile. There was something about Lord Cottering she liked less and less in close quarters. She reminded herself that she only needed to last until London, or barring that, if she were truly uncomfortable, she could depart his company at the first stop they made to rest the horses at the inn.

      The coach moved briskly along the packed dirt road, and it wasn't until they pulled into the village where they were supposed to be resting the team that her feeling of unease bloomed into something resembling panic.

      “I'm afraid we will need to stay here for the night. We can proceed to London in the morning. I shall check us into the inn as brother and sister, and that should quell any wagging tongues about our reputation.”

      He winked at her, and Blythe nodded uneasily. He was entirely right about her reputation, but still, she could not calm herself. She had encountered strange and dangerous situations in London, but she knew that on the moors and the quiet towns scattered throughout them, she was completely out of her element.

      Well, I shall keep my cards close to my chest, and I will simply stay alert. He has not actually done anything wrong yet.

      The girl who waited the tables and tapped the kegs at the inn also seemed to serve as the chambermaid, and she led Blythe up to the room set aside for her. The room was cozy with the fire already banked and a quilt thrown on the bed, but Blythe could not shake a feeling of distress.

      “Is everything all right, Mrs. Worthington?”

      “I... I beg your pardon?”

      “I said, is everything all right? Your husband said you were of a delicate disposition, and that you might be feeling poorly. I can have Cook make you up a hot bowl of broth and some toasted bread. That usually sets me to rights.”

      Blythe's brain was working furiously. Husband and wife, not brother and sister. It could be something Lord Cottering made up for sheer expedience, but the idea of it sat poorly with her. She came to a fast decision. “Perhaps I am not feeling well after all. Would you please escort me to the garde-robe?”

      As it turned out, there was only a drafty outhouse for those matters, but Blythe's sensibilities were robust enough to deal with the shoddy building with only a shudder.

      “Are you all right, Mrs. Worthington?”

      “Oh, just fine. Do you know, I was asleep on the coach all this way, and I really am not sure how far south we have come. How far are we from London?”

      The girl gave her a look, and then to Blythe's surprise, she winked at her. “Oh, and now you are not going to pretend you were heading north all the time? You are two days from London by Royal Mail coach, but what you are truly asking is how far you are from the border. That'll be another four days.”

      “The border... what... oh, my god. Gretna Green.”

      Blythe's blood froze in her veins. They hadn't been going south toward London at all. They were going north to Gretna Green, across the border into Scotland where a marriage could be made instantly legal with none of the niceties of king or church. She didn't need to know what Lord Cottering's plans were to know she wanted no part of them.

      The inn girl looked at her mystified.

      Blythe seized her hands. “The man who is here with me, I do not know him. He has lied about us being husband and wife—”

      “Well, everyone knew that.”

      “He has brought me here against my will. I have no interest in going to Gretna Green with him. I cannot stay in that room with—”

      “Ah, there you are, my beloved.”

      In the dim open area behind the inn, Lord Cottering had quickly appeared behind them. Blythe realized this was the first time she had seen him without his civilizing disguise, and in the flickering light from the inn, there was something monstrous about him.

      “Keep your distance.”

      “That's no way for a wife to talk, present or future. If you keep it up, Blythe, I will be forced to discipline you.”

      Blythe snarled at him. “Don't come any closer. Reputation or not, I shall not spend another moment with you.”

      “Oh, but you will, you little bitch. I had hoped to keep you stupid until we crossed the border, but this is almost better. You sound afraid, and that's what you should be. “

      To Blythe's shock, the inn girl stepped between them. “Here now. Clear out. We won't have with no kidnappings here. This is a good place.”

      Lord Cottering moved so fast that he was almost a blur. He struck the girl on the side of the head, and she dropped like a rock. “Mouthy little whore. Now, Blythe...”

      Blythe knew that she could not stay and help the girl, not if she were Lord Cottering's prisoner, and she refused to allow Cottering to use the helpless girl against her as blackmail. That meant, much as it rankled, that she had to run, and she darted into the deeper night beyond the courtyard. The shadows around the inn and lapping up to the edge of the unknown town were deep and dark, and soon she was into the thick grass of the moor.

      She heard Cottering's feet hit the ground as he ran after her, and she pushed herself hard, tearing into the night and knowing there was no one in the world she could depend on for help.

      

      The moon had risen, and Blythe could not decide if that was a mark in her favor or against it. She had escaped Cottering's first lunge for her, making her escape onto the moors, but she had no idea how long she could stay hidden, curled in the tall grass. The moon was coming up, giving the moors an eerie silvery gleam, and if she were doing anything besides being hunted by a madman, she would have been enthralled.

      Instead, every cracking branch was his step, and every rustle in the grass was his approach. Blythe forced her breath slow and steady, and if she could have slowed her heartbeat, she would have. It thundered in her chest, calling him, she was sure, right to her position.

      He had shouted after her at first, calling her names, trying saccharine promises of truce that she didn't believe for a moment, and finally dissolving into furious rants.

      “You were the one who took Honey from me. You had no right to do that, Blythe, you must know that. She was just a whore, and she belonged to me. What kind of life can you give her after what she did?”

      As bait went, it was very nearly effective. She wanted to scream at him that Honey was her own person, free and more than capable of making her way in the world, but that would have been suicide. She held her tongue, and after some small eternity, Cottering fell silent too. Now she couldn't tell if he was close by or far away, if he had given up the hunt for her or if he was walking through the grass so softly she couldn't hear him.

      When she was a girl, Tristan and Ned's father had taken them hunting at the actual Parrington estate and been more than a little disappointed when she showed no aptitude for it. She could still remember his words as he lectured the boys at the dinner table.

      “Every creature on God's earth has its method for survival. The fox knows a thousand tricks to evade those who would hunt it. A rabbit only knows one. If you are going to be a great hunter, you must know which tricks your prey will use for which situation.”

      Blythe had always been a fighter, but now she reminded herself that her best trick was hiding. If she could stay still until she was certain that Cottering had given up, she could circle back to the village, try to find some help, and make her way to London. All she had to do was stay hidden.

      A loud scream rent the air. It sent chills up her spine, and her mind flashed back to a terrible night in Seven Dials, where a drunk woman had cut herself on a long piece of glass. The scream came again, piercing and with a feminine sound to it.

      The bastard. Somehow, he's brought that poor maid out here. He's torturing her!

      She scrabbled briefly in the dirt in front of her, but when the scream came again, Blythe could not stand to be still. She sprang up, ready to throw herself at Cottering. Less than a dozen yards away, the man himself, alone and standing like a stone ogre in the bright moonlight, grinned at her.

      “A fox, bitch. They scream like women, don't they?”

      

      He rushed her, and Blythe's breath caught in her chest.
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      Thomas’ horse, a fine bay gelding from Tristan's own stable, tossed his head as Thomas drew him up. He reached down to stroke the horse's lathered neck, letting the horse fall back into a brisk trot.

      

      Tristan drew his horse up to Thomas’, frowning at him. “We will run the horses into the ground if we are not careful.”

      Thomas instinctively growled at Tristan. “If you are concerned about cost—”

      “I am concerned about running the only horses as fast as these two in the entire county down to their knees and then not being able to continue.”

      Thomas shook his head, chagrined as his own snappishness. “I'm sorry. But we cannot slow down. Every moment, they are pulling farther away.”

      Once they had realized Blythe was with Cottering, it had been distressingly easy to discern his motive.

      “He won't take her to London, where she has friends, and he won't take her to sea either, because what could he want on foreign shores?” Georgiana's voice was grave and level, like a doctor delivering a fatal diagnosis. “He is going north, to the border. To Gretna Green.”

      Tristan and Thomas had looked at her appalled.

      Honey had nodded, her face set into grim lines. “He wants control. That's what he always wants. He pulls you away from anyone who could help you, and then he forces you along his way. He could control me because I was all alone in London with no friends. But someone like Blythe, I suppose that will take a marriage.”

      Thomas waited impatiently as Tristan sent messages to London and to the major ports, but then they were on the road leading north to Scotland. They were silent as they rode, and it occurred to Thomas in a rueful way that it had taken an actual kidnapping and forced marriage plot before they could be the least bit pleasant to each other.

      The first stop they had made, in the village of Westbury, confirmed their fears. An innkeeper had seen the coach going by shortly before sunset. From the look on Tristan's face, Thomas could see he was describing Cottering's coach, though the crest on the side had been covered with a plain board.

      “The bastard's trying to cover his tracks, but he's not doing it well.”

      Thomas shrugged, guiding his gelding back onto the road. “If there's one thing I want to make sure he does not do well, it is kidnap innocent women.”

      Night had fallen, giving the road a sense of gloom and despair. The moors stretched out on either side of them, and Thomas realized they couldn't continue at a gallop. They had to wait until at least moonrise to regain any speed, otherwise, they risked snapping the horses' legs in the rutted road.

      When guiding the gelding along at a full gallop, Thomas didn't have to think about what Blythe might have been going through, whether she was scared or hurt. Now that his and Tristan's pace had slowed, it was all he could think about.

      “You genuinely care about her, don't you?”

      Thomas stifled the urge to snap his teeth at Tristan like an angry wolf. “Of course I do. I've loved her from the moment I met her, and I cannot tell you how terrible it is that you are the first person I have told it to.”

      “I assumed you must have told her when you made her your mistress.”

      Thomas barked a harsh laugh. “Dear God, Blythe might be on her way to being married to a true monster, and you will not let things go. Damned Carrow pride. For your information, Parrington, she was never my mistress. She was only at that flat because she was running away from you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you look at her, and you've never seen her! You lived for years with that gleaming flame at your damned dinner table, and you never saw her for who she was. You saw what you wanted to see, a prim missionary and not an adventurer, someone who wants to bring only good into the world. You ignored it, and when you could no longer ignore it, you tried to kill it.”

      Tristan's tone was stiff. “I was going to marry her.”

      Thomas was silent for a moment. “I will not allow that.”

      “What are you implying?”

      “What I am saying, Parrington, is that you will not marry her. You'll crush her. I don't care if you have me arrested, tried for kidnapping, or any other nonsense. If I have to, I will put her on a Martin ship racing for the South Seas to keep her out of a wedding you.”

      “Because you want her?”

      “Because she deserves better than someone who is going to douse that light.”

      Tristan did not respond, and after some time, the moon rose, and they could regain some of their speed. The small village rose up out of the moors in front of them, and at first glance, Thomas could see that there was something wrong.

      They pulled up at the inn, and Thomas halted a pot boy hurrying by. “What's all this, lad?”

      “Mairi got smashed in the head by some gentry mort in the rear courtyard. They say he chased his woman out into the moors, and now no one knows what to do.”

      “Thomas, look.”

      Thomas turned to see the coach with the obscured crest—Cottering's vehicle. Thomas felt his heart leap. They were close, so close, and he would have given all the breath in his body and all the wealth in his title to have Blythe in his arms.

      “Are the villagers going out to search?”

      At the boy's uncomprehending look, Tristan scowled and then turned to Thomas.

      “I'm going to get a search party organized. You—”

      Thomas nodded even as he dismounted. “I'm going to go searching for her.”

      Instead of arguing with him, Tristan nodded. “Godspeed. If you find her before we do, tell her I'm sorry.”

      

      The moors were disastrously rough in the winter. The frozen earth and wire-hard grass made it treacherous for the slender-legged thoroughbreds the peerage preferred. Thomas tethered his horse to the inn and tried to think.

      She had been here. She had been here just a few hours ago, if the people were to be believed. He fought back the panic that sank into his thoughts, telling him that she was dead, that she was hurt and afraid.

      Blythe would fight, and that meant he had to as well. From the courtyard where the maid had been clubbed down, Thomas started to walk. The moon was fair risen, bathing everything in an eerie silvery night, and everywhere he could hear the sounds of nature that were so absent in the city.

      If we get out of this, I'm taking you far away from England. I'll take you anywhere you want to go. We'll see the world, and I'll give you whatever you want...

      The minutes crawled by, and soon enough, Thomas lost all sense of time. He could have been searching for Blythe for hours or moments. He might have always been searching for her. Suddenly, a woman's scream rent the air, and before he could even quite register it, Thomas was dashing toward the sound. It sent chills up his spine, and he ran as hard as he could. Once his foot caught on a hard tussock of grass, but he righted himself, dashing for that horrible noise. It was her. It had to be.

      He came around the bend of a narrow hill, and in the moonlight, he saw Blythe struggling with a man who had her by one arm. The man was laughing like some kind of monster out of a fairy tale, but Blythe was utterly silent, pulling as hard as she could to get away.

      Thomas felt a murderous rage rise up in him, a hellish anger that roared at the idea of anyone touching his Blythe.

      He raced across the grass toward them, reaching inside his jacket, but then Blythe suddenly threw herself back toward her assailant, giving in to the force he was exerting and disturbing his balance. As Cottering stumbled, Blythe's free hand came up and she smashed a fist-sized rock as hard as she could across his face. Cottering let her go with a howl, and Blythe dashed toward Thomas, drawing herself up short when she saw him.

      “Thomas?”

      “Did you think you could really leave me behind, angel?”

      He pulled Blythe behind him, and as Cottering lumbered up to a steadier standing position, Thomas pointed one of Tristan's borrowed pistols at the man's chest.

      “I have every reason in the world to shoot you. Your best bet now is to start giving me reasons to avoid it. Walk this way. We're going back to town.”

      Cottering spat at him. “Demon Tom.”

      

      As they walked back toward town, Thomas keeping the pistol squarely on Cottering's slumped back and Blythe walking so close her hand brushed his, Thomas wondered about the title. He didn't feel as if it were him anymore. Something had changed, and he felt his heart unfold like a letter from someone who loved him.
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      Blythe decided she was going to be forever embarrassed by the fact that she fell into an exhausted faint as soon as Cottering was clapped into irons. It was the only set the town had, and usually only used on the unruly drunks. Once Cottering was secure, Thomas turned to her with such love in his eyes she knew there was no use hiding it any longer. She could feel the love she felt for him gleaming like the setting moon, and she couldn't imagine marrying Tristan or a life as Lady Parrington. All that mattered was Thomas, and there was nothing, no pretended rejection, no missionary's guise, that could shield her.

      

      “Blythe...”

      That was when the world wobbled, blackness edged around her vision, and she had a sensation of falling from a very high place.

      When Blythe stirred, she realized two things. She was in a warm bed, and there was an equally warm body next to hers.

      My God, I've slept with Thomas.

      Then she woke a little farther and realized that the body in bed with her was far too small to be Thomas’. When she opened her eyes, she saw a familiar face and a fall of blond hair, and she spoke before she could stop herself. “Honey?”

      The girl woke up with a start, and she grinned at Blythe. “They said you would wake in the morning, that there was nothing wrong with you that sleep couldn't cure!”

      “Honey, what in the world are you doing here?”

      “I came with Lord Amory and Lady Georgiana, Miss. They came looking for you, and along the way, they found John as well.”

      Blythe listened with fascination as Honey described recognizing her abuser's coat, and how as Tristan and Thomas had ridden north, she and Georgiana had followed in a two-wheeled chaise, risking treacherous spills to join them as quickly as possible.

      “And when you collapsed, miss, Lord Amory carried you in here and sent for a doctor. He and Lord Parrington had to make sure that John was secure, and Lady Georgiana and I made sure you were comfortable here.”

      Honey squawked with surprise as Blythe folded her into a tight hug.

      “Oh, you clever, clever strong girl. Thank you so much. You saved me.”

      Honey hugged her back, just as hard. “I would do it a million times over, miss. Also, Lord Parrington and Lord Amory insisted that I be allowed to kick John as hard as I liked. So, that was worth it, too.”

      Blythe's eyes widened. “Tristan insisted? I could see Thomas doing that, but—”

      “Oh, Tristan has a bloody streak when push comes to shove. I think all those manners he affects hide it most of the time, but it's definitely there.”

      Blythe looked up in surprise to see Georgiana curled in a chair by the fire. Even with her hair plaited from sleep and her body wrapped in a worn quilt, there was something glamorously beautiful about her.

      “Georgiana, thank you as well.”

      “I've never liked bullies, and fortunately, between Tristan and Thomas, Cottering will actually be forced to pay for his crimes. There are plenty who never do, and I am pleased that he is to be an exception.”

      Blythe looked at Georgiana thoughtfully. “You know Tristan a great deal better than you are letting on, don't you?”

      Georgiana shrugged, a sinuous motion that struck Blythe as both dismissive and oddly sad. “Make of it what you will. I've never had much use for Carrows, but it seems as if I must make an exception for you. We should go down and fetch you some water and some food. The doctor will want to see you as well. Honey, come on, come help.”

      “Yes, Lady Georgiana.”

      Honey shot Blythe a sweet smile on her way out, and Blythe grinned. She knew there were still many challenging days ahead for Honey, but getting some revenge on her abuser, even if it could not begin to pay him back for what he had taken from her, was healing.

      When someone rapped on the door, Blythe expected it to be Honey and Georgiana again, but instead, it was Tristan. He carried a tray with a covered bowl as well as an ewer of fresh water, and as he set them down, Blythe sat up straight, pulling her blankets around her as if they were a shield.

      She had no idea what to expect from her cousin, but it was certainly not for him to sit down on her bed the way he once had when she was a child newly come to London or for him to say what he said next. “Blythe... I am so, so sorry.”

      “Tristan?”

      “I was blind, and it seems as if I have been blind for years to who you were and what you needed.”

      “If you were blind, it was because I made you so.”

      “You felt you needed to be, and you should never need that around your family. I...” Tristan's voice broke for a moment, and when he spoke again, it was with a viciously leashed and disciplined quality that made her wince. “When my father died, I felt as if a weight had been settled on my shoulders. I knew what the responsibilities of being duke were. I knew how I had to act and how to behave and how to make sure the people who depended on me, from tenant farmer to my fellows in the House of Lords, were taken care of. Still, I was not ready for how it would prey upon me.”

      “It is a terrible thing, sometimes, to care so much.”

      Tristan looked at her, first surprised, and then wry. “Yes, I suppose you would know. I talked with Amory last night. Neither of us got much sleep. We didn't want to drink, and I refused to play cards with him, so we talked. He told me a little about what you've done together, about Rose and Honey and all the people you've helped before that. I had no idea.”

      Blythe looked down. She hadn't done it all for praise. To have Tristan talk about it made her feel strange, as if she were one of those fine ladies who took in girls from the workhouse and then showed them off to her friends. “And now that you do?”

      “And now... I think it would be the height of foolishness for me to try to direct you. I thought you were a naive and innocent girl who had no idea what the world was like. Now I can see that you certainly do, and any decisions I could make for you would be less good than the ones you make for yourself.”

      Blythe blinked. “Have I simply worn you down so far that you can no longer fight me?”

      “No, I'm admitting defeat to your wiser judgment. Right now, Amory is dealing with the magistrate and letting him know what he saw Cottering try to do. He told me... about a man who broke into our house, and the two who tried to kidnap you. Did you think I had done that, Blythe?”

      “I... I don't know. I was afraid you had.”

      Tristan winced but nodded. “I am afraid I did not give you much reason to doubt I had done that. I am sorry. There is nothing I can do to make it up to you besides promise to be better, to do better in the future.”

      “Tristan, I never meant to shame you or to destroy your reputation or that of the title.”

      “You know, this morning, after nearly losing you, I find I do not care about any of that. But as I was saying, soon Amory will come up here, and I have a dreadful feeling he is going to ask you a question.”

      Blythe stilled. “A question?”

      “Yes. And I feel the least I can do for you is to let you answer it exactly as you will and to know that no matter what you say or what you decide, it will be the right choice for you.”

      Blythe felt a knot of tears in her throat, and she had to swallow it back before she could answer. “Thank you for trusting me. You really do not like the Martins, do you?”

      Tristan's gaze shuttered briefly, and she remembered Georgiana's earlier strange sadness. “There are many reasons to keep away from the Martins. Maybe Amory will prove himself to be an exception yet.”

      “Such faint praise, Tristan.”

      “I'm afraid it is all I can muster at this time. I hope you will make the choice that will make you happy, and that someday, you will forgive me for my part in what has happened.” His hand hovered over hers almost as if he were afraid to touch her.

      With a slight smile, Blythe grabbed his hand and squeezed it tight. “It will be well. I promise.”

      “I am glad one of us has such a great amount of faith in such things.”

      He left her to eat her breakfast, groats cooked in a warm chicken broth, and to her own surprise, Blythe found that she was hungry. As she ate, she thought about the last few weeks and everything that had happened to her. So much had occurred, and she felt like a different person... no, not like a different person. Perhaps she had become more herself. Grown up a bit, learned more about who she was.

      She drank some of the cold water and poured the rest into the bowl on the small washstand. When she splashed some water on her face and used the rough cloth hanging nearby to scrub herself down a little, she felt better. Removing the grime from being on the road with Cottering was a pleasure in itself, and just as she pulled her shift back over her head, the door opened.

      “Thomas! Didn't you ever learn to knock?”

      “What the hell are you doing out of bed? You were wounded! Get back under those covers!”

      “Honey and Georgiana said it was just exhaustion and that the doctor agreed.” With a sigh, she went back to bed and gave Thomas a patient look as he tucked her back in. She noticed he wouldn't meet her gaze as he did so.

      “Thomas, what's wrong? Did Cottering get away or did they dismiss him?”

      “What? No, God, no. The magistrate is having him held until transport can be arranged. He's due to be tried in London as a peer, but between Tristan and I, we can be damned sure that he will be tried. The bastard isn't going to walk away from this, believe me. You have nothing to be afraid of.”

      Blythe shot him an irritated look. “Did you truly think that I was afraid?”

      “Well, I was afraid, at least.”

      “You were?”

      Thomas sighed, and pulling up a stool, he came to sit by her bedside. She minded being tucked in like a child a little less when he took her hand.

      “Ever since I found out that you left London, I was terrified. I didn't know what Tristan was doing; we didn't know who was threatening you. I think whenever you're out of my sight, I'm a little frightened.”

      “Surely, you know that I can take care of myself.”

      “Of course, you can. I just want you to know that I want to take care of you as well.” Thomas paused, looking down at their entwined hands. “Parrington stopped me as I started to come up here.”

      “I see. What did he say?”

      “All he said was, 'You'd better be worth it to her.' And, well, Parrington's as rude as a boar in a rut, but he's not wrong. I want to be worth... well, you, Blythe. I need to be.”

      She reached out to lay her hand against his cheek. There was a gleam of stubble there, and he purred when she rubbed her hand across his jaw. She supposed Georgiana might suggest some kind of strategy, have the perfect bon mot for the moment, but she realized she did not need it.

      “I love you, Thomas. I have loved you almost since we met, I think. It's not a matter of worth. What matters is how we feel about each other. At least, that is how I feel about you.”

      She couldn't help the tone of vulnerability in her voice, something that crept in despite her bold declaration. Then, as Thomas swept her into his arm, holding her close and giving her a deep kiss that she could feel from the roots of her hair to the tips of her toes, she realized she did not need to be brave at all, not with this man.

      “I love you. God, I love you. Say the word, and I will carry you away as soon as you are well enough. If Parrington won't bless the union, then we'll go somewhere else, see the sights you've always wanted to see. Only marry me, Blythe, and I will spend the rest of my life making you happy and helping you to create the world you want to see.”

      “Yes, yes, of course, I will marry you. I love you, Thomas, and I cannot believe how good that feels to say.”

      Somehow, he ended up stretched on the bed next to her, on top of the covers while she was beneath them. He lay next to her, her head pillowed over his arm, their foreheads touching.

      “I do not think you need to worry about Tristan. He apologized for his part in the last few weeks. He said he trusts me to make the choices that I need to make.”

      “I see. And what do you need, angel?”

      

      She smiled, because she had known the answer to that for quite some time now. “You. I only need you, Thomas.”
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      One Year Later

      

      The Dolphin cut through the azure waters of the Mediterranean Sea like a knife, rising and falling with the steady rhythm of a heartbeat. Blythe could still remember her first few nights on board the gorgeous clipper ship, green and ill. Now she walked the shining decks with a sailor's rolling stride, and her favorite perch was on the railing, just behind the figurehead.

      

      “You know it frightens the living daylights out of me when you sit there. What can I give you to come down?”

      Blythe glanced back at Thomas with a wide smile. She was tempted to stand up on the rail as she had learned to do just to see the look on his face, but she thought she might save the revelation of that little trick for later. “Well, what have you got?”

      Thomas was leaner and browner than he had been when he was spending every night in the gambling hells of London. He had taken to sailing even faster than she had. Though the Dolphin was one of the fastest cargo ships in the growing fleet he was assembling with his father's blessing, it had really been a gift for both of them, their home away from home as they explored the Mediterranean waters and the Near East.

      Now he crossed his arms over his broad chest, watching her with a bright twinkle in his eye.

      “Would you get down if I offered you a dozen kisses?”

      “I am not interested. You would give those to me anyway, wouldn't you?”

      “I suppose I would. Let's see. When we were last in port at Mersin, we picked up some mail. I have a letter from Honey and another one from Robert.”

      “You do? What do they say?”

      “That Honey is well, and that Georgiana is keeping her busy as ever, and that I was wrong, that tailor journeyman who came courting her was honest after all. He just proposed marriage to her.”

      “Ha, you were wrong, and remember, I was right! I knew he was a good man just from the way she described him. And Robert?”

      “Of all things, he's going to meet his chess-playing partner.”

      Blythe blinked. “The old woman who lives in Westchester?”

      “Yes. Something about tiring of London. Reading between the lines, he's slept with another married woman and now is looking for less trouble in the country.”

      “That sounds like Robert. But you have lost your bargaining chip. Now I know what is in the letter.”

      “Absolutely shocking how bad I am at reading a room and negotiating. How in the world will I convince my darling reckless wife to come down?”

      Blythe considered, and then grinned at him over her shoulder. “You've not tried saying please yet.”

      “I have not?”

      “No. You went right to bribing me as if I were some kind of potentate or dictator.”

      “Ah, well. Please, will you get down off your perch and stop giving me visions of you tumbling to your death in the ocean below?”

      “I suppose so. Since you asked so nicely.”

      Thomas only waited for her to swing her legs back over the deck before he grabbed her up in his arms and pulled her close. As he kissed her, she noted with pleasure that he smelled of salt and the juniper water that all of the sailing men shaved with, of the coarse fiber of the ropes and the smoke of the cook fire. Some might say that he had smelled better wearing the colognes that were sold everywhere in London, but she wouldn't be one of them. Then his kiss deepened, and she leaned into it, giving in to his passion in a way that only hinted at what occurred during the nights they spent together.

      Before she was quite done, he pulled back from her, grinning and reaching forward to run a gentle thumb over her lower lip. “Quite red. No need for paint at all.”

      “Never even tried to wear it. I suppose I could come to you whenever I wanted a little bit of color on my lips.”

      “That's certainly a service that will be a delight to provide. I wanted to let you know that I've spoken with the captain. He says we shall make landfall in Antalya in just two days, three at the outside.”

      Blythe blinked. “That's far earlier than we thought.”

      “Is that a problem? The hospital in Antalya will be happy to get the medicine from Toulouse no matter when we bring it.”

      There was an outbreak of a certain childhood sickness in the Turkish city and aid had come from Toulouse. England might still be at war with France, but neither she nor Thomas had found it particularly unpatriotic to transport aid from one city to another that was ailing.

      In some ways, her life with Thomas was not far off from what she had imagined it would be when she was a young girl. She had dreamed of adventure, and she’d certainly found it. The only difference was that she did not have to do it alone.

      Over the past year, she had seen more of the world than she’d ever imagined, and from what Thomas had hinted at, in the next few years to come, they might see more of it yet. She craved the stone pyramids of South America, the great honeycomb buildings of Africa, and the wonder of the Yellow River in Asia. A part of her, she soon realized, would never be altogether content with staying at home. However, all of her needed Thomas, and she reached for his hand, looking out over the sea.

      Thomas picked up on her quiet mood immediately. He stepped closer, turning her so she had to face him. “What is it, angel?”

      “I was thinking. Perhaps after Antalya, it is time to return home to London. At least for a while.”

      Thomas looked at her with curiosity. “Are you tired of travel?”

      “Yes. No. Not really. But between some of the things that Georgiana has written to me and one rather terse and unsettling letter from Tristan, I have a feeling the two of them might need some help sooner or later.”

      “Your cousin doesn't need help from anyone. What in the world has Georgiana been writing to you that she hasn't been writing to me?”

      “There are some things a woman would rather not tell her brother, I suppose.”

      “Fair enough. So, you want to see our families?”

      “No, not just that. It is only that... well. When our child is born, I want the first land that he or she sees to be home.”

      She took Thomas’ hand and guided it to her belly, which was just now beginning to rise softly.

      Thomas’ eyes widened, and he held her with a new reverence bordering on awe. “You're sure?”

      “I think I am. We can consult with a midwife in Antalya, but I am mostly sure. You are not disappointed by returning home?”

      “Angel, you could not have told me anything that would please me more.”

      Blythe smiled sweetly, sniffling back unexplained tears. “Not even, 'I will stop sitting by the figurehead?'”

      

      “Ha, I know better than to ask for the impossible, and I know what happens when you are denied the adventure you crave. The world will keep while we return to England. After all, being with you is all the adventure and thrill that I have ever needed.”
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      London,

      

      1795

      

      Robert Gordon, Earl of Dellfield, woke from a sweet dream into a very unpleasant reality. He sat up in a bed that still bore the traces of his lover's perfume, startled out of a dead sleep by a pounding at the door. The woman who slept by his side—blonde, curvaceous and sweet as honey—leaped out of bed in a display of prowess that he watched with interest, grabbing up a flimsy negligee as she went.

      

      She gave him a look. “You should go. Right now.”

      “Are you serious? You told me that he was going to be in Spain all month.”

      “Apparently, I was wrong. You need to go. I can explain most things away, but I cannot explain what you are doing in my bedroom at two in the morning.”

      Robert shook his head, mock-saddened. “And here I thought you were so clever.”

      The woman risked a look over her shoulder, and then she leaned across the bed to give him a long kiss. Robert relished the kiss, but then he heaved himself out of bed, dressing with the speed of someone who had been in far too many similar situations in the past.

      “Are you going to be all right?”

      “Of course, I will. As long as you get going.”

      Robert stifled his laughter, shrugging on his jacket and stomping into his Hessians before looking around.

      “Well, it's far too theatrical to be borne, but I suppose the window it is.”

      He opened the window, breathing in the summer air for a moment before stepping out on the ledge. There was a handy rose trellis that looked sturdy enough for his needs, and he glanced back at the woman who watched him from the room, already impatient for him to be gone. What was her name anyway? Lissa? Margot?

      “It was a memorable night. Will I see you again?”

      She gave him a look that was at once regretful and impatient. “No. You will not. Now get going.”

      Almost before he'd gotten a proper grip on the trellis, the window snapped closed behind him with a final sound, and with a shrug, Robert started his three-story climb down to the ground. Once he was safely on terra firma, he glanced up at the window, now lit up. He saw two figures embracing, doubtless a loyal wife welcoming her husband home, and he grinned, throwing a wry salute up to the woman inside. He'd always liked a woman who knew what she wanted and then got it.

      At his own place, however, the ashes of Robert's adventure cooled to something he wasn't sure he liked, leaving him restless and pacing in his fine townhouse on Park Lane. The blonde had given him a wonderful time, and he liked to think he had given her the same, but now that it was over, he felt himself growing restless again, morose and tired of the hubbub of London at the end of the Season.

      London was the greatest and finest city in the world, of that, Robert had no doubt, but its charms were beginning to pale for him. In his study, he flipped through the mail that had gathered there. Some were things related to his accounts, which he set aside. Others were hopeful invitations from a wide variety of Society matrons looking to make a match between the eligible earl and their daughters, granddaughters, and nieces. Those he pushed directly into the ashcan next to the hearth.

      One final letter made him smile. It was in the same kind of pale blue envelope that he had been receiving for almost six years, and he knew he would recognize the slanting old-fashioned writing when he opened it.

      Greetings, my lord earl, and I hope all is well with you!

      I believe I have you finally. If you would be so kind as to move my queen to king's rook 5, you will discover that I have you in checkmate.

      It has been a fine game, my friend, and I have my revenge for my last defeat...

      Robert walked over to the fine mahogany and ivory chessboard that had been set up ever since he took residence at Park Lane, moving the white queen as the letter indicated. He sat for several long minutes, but finally, he had to concede that the letter writer, one Miss L. Welton, was entirely correct.

      Robert chuckled to himself. “You crafty old witch.”

      He had been playing chess with the woman he privately called the Chess Witch of Westchester for years, and though he occasionally made a grand showing, she beat him more often than not. Their early games, started before his father died, had been nearly humiliating routs, and the only reason he had kept on at all was because the old woman was so very encouraging in her letters.

      Robert paused for a moment, balancing not the letter but the envelope in his hand. The address was carefully printed in the upper corner, and it was nearly time to rusticate in the country anyway. Perhaps they could play a few games in person, and perhaps there were pretty girls in Westchester.

      

      He came abruptly to his decision. He was done with London for a while. He would go shopping for some gifts, and then have the house closed up. He grinned at how delighted his chess partner would be at having some excitement to liven up her twilight days and started making his arrangements.
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      Baling House, Westchester

      

      “Lacey, my dear, if you will not go out to meet Lord Exter, I will have every book removed from your room and given away.”

      

      Lacey Welton frowned at her mother in dismay. From her mountain of pillows, Lady Welton only stared at her with an implacable determination.

      “Mother, you cannot be serious!”

      “Oh, but I am, my girl. I have had enough of your nonsense. You will go put on a proper frock, and you will be as charming as you can with Lord Exter. I am growing old and sick, and I will not allow my title to revert to the Crown. I will see you married.”

      Constance Welton's eyes were like chips of flint, and finally, the way she knew she always would, Lacey lowered her gaze.

      “Yes, Mother.”

      In her own room, the curvaceous blonde was far more spirited. As she allowed the maid to do up the buttons of her new pale green silk gown, she swore at her father for dying, at her mother for being so very pig-headed about her title, at Lord Exter just for being there, and at herself for putting up with it.

      Her murmurings only lasted as long as it took to meet Davis Windley, Lord Exter, in the drawing room. She offered him a weak smile and her hand, which he took with a kind of ardent interest that made her feel strange.

      “My dear Miss Lacey. Every day, you grow more beautiful.”

      Lacey waved inanely at his words. “Oh. Um. Thank you. I was told, that is, you said you were interested in a walk? Mrs. Naylor here said she would chaperon us, if you don't mind.”

      “Not at all! Come, let us partake of the countryside.”

      Mrs. Naylor was her mother's companion, a prim and proper iron poker of a woman who never gave anything away at all. She walked decorously beside Lacey, but unfortunately, she could not take Davis’ arm for her.

      The three of them walked out along the north garden path, down among the willow trees that dipped over the creek that crossed the property. It was a gorgeous summer day, and Lacey was just beginning to relax when Mrs. Naylor made a show of patting her embroidered muslin bag.

      “Oh, my goodness, Lord Exter, Miss Lacey. I have forgotten my embroidery. I meant to bring it. I shall fetch it now.”

      “Mrs. Naylor!” Lacey started after her chaperon, who was already walking with brisk steps back to the house. Before she could go very far, however, Davis’ grip on her arm tightened.

      “Oh, there's nothing to be worried about, is there? She will return soon enough. It occurs to me that the best thing we can do is to sit and wait for her, don't you think?”

      Lacey did not think that at all, but she smiled a puny little smile at him and followed.

      She knew in her heart that her mother was right. The title of Countess of Baling was one that her mother had inherited, rather than being granted through marriage. It was as much a part of Constance Welton as her iron-gray hair and her sparkling dark eyes. It could, however, only be passed on to a male heir or a married female heir, as per the terms of her entail, and Constance had only grown more worried about the lineage with every passing month.

      Which was why Lacey was allowing herself to be settled on a mossy bank protected by the overhanging fronds of the willow tree. She supposed it was meant to be a rather idyllic spot, but there was something off-putting to it about her.

      Davis came to sit next to her, and it struck her all over again that he was a handsome man. He was blonder than she was and pale but broad through the shoulder and possessed of impeccable manners. Her mother was enthralled when he came to call. Lacey wasn't sure why she herself wasn't.

      “It's a very beautiful day, isn't it, Miss Lacey?”

      “It is, at that, my lord. Thank you for inviting me on this walk with you.”

      “It is very much my pleasure. Being with you here at Baling House is one of the greatest honors that I could ever in all my life imagine.”

      Then perhaps your life has been rather sheltered?

      She was trying to find a gentle rejoinder that would not once again lead to her great beauty, but to her surprise, Davis took her hand in his.

      “Seeing you like this has awakened something in me that I would normally keep leashed.”

      “Er, well, perhaps you ought to keep it... leashed... then?”

      Before she could even rightfully figure out what he was saying, he kissed her hand. This was no dry peck for custom's sake. Instead, it was a wet kiss that made her feel rather as if a goat had licked her hand, and then he kept doing it.

      Davis kissed his way up her hand, leaving what felt like a trail of drool, and Lacey felt as if she wanted to crawl out of her skin just to get away. Where in the world was Mrs. Naylor?

      “My lord, please, I understand the compliment you would pay me, but please, this is not—”

      “I want you like the sun wants the moon, like the leaf wants the tree. Here, simply relax, and allow me to do what we both want.”

      “My lord, we absolutely do not both want... oh, my God.”

      His free hand came to rest on her wide hip, sending a shiver of utter revulsion through her, and Lacey sprang to her feet.

      “I am going home!”

      “Surely, there is no need. Mrs. Naylor is returning soon, and there are so few of these sweet moments available to us.”

      She wasn't sure what she could say next, but then he reached for her again, and her course was decided. Lacey had never reckoned herself a particularly strong girl, but panic and disgust lent her strength. With one mighty push, she sent Davis into the stream, and as he yowled for help, she dashed not toward Baling House but, instead, to the road.

      Lacey was so panicked by the incident that she almost ran face first into the chest of a blood bay mare on the road. The mare shied away from her with a snort, and she realized that the man atop the mare was applauding her with a wide grin on his face.

      “Well done, lass! I've not seen such a neat bit of farce since I was last on Drury Lane.”

      She looked up at him wildly. The stranger was lean and athletic with dark brown hair and sparkling blue eyes. He lounged in the saddle as if he were born to sit on a horse, and he was handsome, almost blindingly so. She took that all in at a glance, but there was something inside her that said something else. It said safe. It said help me.

      She had been silent long enough that the stranger was starting to look worried.

      “Lass, are you all right? Are you hurt?”

      “Please. Get me out of here.”

      Lacey reached her hand up to him, realizing even as she did so that she had no idea what might happen if he refused or if he accepted.

      Without a moment of thought, however, he pulled her up behind him on the mare's broad back, settling her behind his saddle and pulling her arms around his waist.

      “Where to?”

      “Anywhere. Away from here. Please.”

      

      He didn't wait for another word. With a nudge of his heel, the blood bay mare sprang forward into a brisk trot, and they left Davis, her mother, and Baling House behind.
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      Well, I suppose I did leave London for a taste of something different. This is very different.

      

      Robert's trip into the rolling farms west of London had been so far uneventful. The people were kind, his money went a long way, and the air was better. That said, it was dull compared to London, and he had started to wonder if he had made a mistake. Then a blond-haired, violet-eyed girl had dispatched her would-be suitor with the verve of a gorgon and then dashed right into his path.

      “Please, get me out of here,” she had said, and something in those remarkable eyes had locked in his heart and his mind. He couldn't have denied her if he wanted to, and he simply did not want to, not when she was so very beautiful. Underneath the fine cotton lawn of her pale dress, her hips rolled like the hills around him, and she clung to him with a desperate need that made him feel fiercely protective.

      Without further direction, he rode toward the town of Westchester. She was, he decided, likely a town girl, ready to be home after dealing with the scoundrel she'd pushed into the water.

      They were almost to the town gates when she stirred a little behind him.

      “Oh! I'm so sorry, I hadn't realized. I live in quite the opposite direction. Back the way we came. I’m so sorry. If you let me off here, I'll be happy to find my own way back...”

      “Nonsense. My fault for not asking. Where am I taking you?”

      He could almost feel the smile on her face, and it made him smile in return.

      “Well, if you're sure, back along the road, and south, please.”

      “Perfect, that was where I was going anyway.”

      They rode in silence for a while, Robert simply enjoying the feel of her arms around his waist, and something occurred to him.

      “You need not feel too poorly about dumping that man in the water, you know.”

      “I was actually doing just that, as a matter of course. He has been interested in my hand for some little while recently.”

      “Men like that, ones who don't hear the word no, they don't deserve any regard at all.”

      She stirred behind him, and he could feel her thinking over his words.

      “Believe me when I say that was not what I was taught. But I like it. I wish it were true.”

      

      “Well, if he had continued, I would have been down there making sure he didn't. As it was, you simply took care of things before I could.”

      “Yes, and soon my name will likely be all over the county as a virago. As if my mother doesn't have enough to frustrate her.”

      “Do you frustrate your mother very often?”

      “As many times as there are minutes in the day. But I am telling tales out of school. What brings you to Westchester?”

      “As a matter of fact, a lady does.”

      “Oh?”

      Robert grinned. “You needn't prick up your ears thinking that you are going to hear some interesting gossip. It is a lady of no account, though I suppose she is quite dear to me.”

      “How, then, can a lady be of no account yet dear to you?”

      “She's someone I have known for years now, and she is as much a regular occurrence in my life as the sunrise. Kind but a bit of a virago, I suppose.”

      “And what makes her a virago?”

      Robert wondered if there was something sharp in her soft voice, but he doubted it. The blonde girl who rode behind him reminded him of a violet cream candy, all round and sweet. “The typical things that make a woman a virago, I suppose. She will crow about her victory, and she will be smug sometimes. She is certainly not shy about her skills.”

      “I see. Are you?”

      “Shy about my skills? Certainly not. Why should I be?”

      “Aren't you worried about being called a virago, then?”

      Robert glanced back her, amused. “You sound offended. I was not speaking of you.”

      “You may as well have been, sir. When a man speaks so, it is hard for a woman nearby not to assume he has spread his net to include her in his unkind definition.”

      “Well, you are not a virago at all, all pushing of scoundrels into streams aside. You're quite lovely, all soft and pale and sweet.”

      “Please, I believe I have had enough of treacly compliments for a while, but it does not soothe, sir, when you brand one woman a virago for things you do yourself and then praise another for her looks alone.”

      “I do not know you well enough to praise your other accomplishments, I'm afraid.”

      “You could ask me, if you liked, rather than simply dropping treacle on me out of an empty blue sky.”

      Robert wanted to laugh at the offended little thing sitting on his horse. He knew after a moment of thought that she was likely wearing out her nerves after her encounter by the stream, and if what she needed was to claw at him for a little while, he didn't mind.

      “All right, skilled and clever miss. What should I praise you for?”

      “For my ability to read four languages, perhaps, or for the three cats I have raised from a bottle when their mother died in the storm. For my ability to play the pianoforte, or perhaps my skill at chess.”

      Robert wondered if he had run into another one of Miss Welton's opponents. They were heading back toward where the innkeeper said that Baling House was, after all. A niece or a granddaughter, perhaps?

      “So, I should congratulate you on your languages and not your skill at pushing people into streams?”

      Robert was rewarded with a stifled giggle at that.

      “No, please don't. I believe it would get confusing and rather embarrassing That does not sound like a reputation that I would want to nurture.”

      “All right then. Why don't you tell me more about how well you play chess? Did a grandmother or perhaps a great-aunt teach you?”

      “Chess? No, I learned from my father before he died.”

      “That's a coincidence, I learned from my father as well. He was part of a far-flung network of gentlemen who played chess via post for years. He included me in the game of it, and even after he died, I never stopped.”

      For some reason, the girl’s grip on his waist tightened and then loosened, enough so that he glanced back to make sure that she had not fallen off.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I am. It's only that my father did the same for me when I was only a girl. He said I had some small talent for it, and then introduced me into the game to some of his companions.”

      As Baling House loomed in front of them, Robert turned slightly in the saddle to give the girl behind him a narrow look. She was young, he guessed, not older than twenty-three or twenty-four.

      “Are you—”

      “Robert Gordon?”

      He blinked to hear his name on her lips, and there was one shivering moment where he had to think about how very much he liked it.

      “Miss. L Welton?”

      At the horrified look on her face, it was obviously her, and Robert reined his mare in, so he could turn to look at her more thoroughly.

      “You're Miss L Welton?”

      “Do you make it a habit of calling people you don't know viragos? I won those matches fair and square!”

      “And you were always so smug when you did so!”

      “As if you weren't smug when you won!”

      “It's different, I'm—”

      “I swear to high heaven that if you say it is different because you are a man, I shall scream. I have already had a very long day with men!”

      Robert started to laugh. “You? You're the one with three broken cats and a quilt collection?”

      “The three Nods are not broken! They were abandoned, and I nursed them along. It's not their fault they're not like regular cats! And what's wrong with my quilt collection? The first one was—”

      “From your great-great-grandmother and includes a piece of cloth from a thrown-out shift of Queen Elizabeth, I know. We've discussed it.”

      “I didn't know that I was discussing it with a... a...”

      “I promise you I never made a pretense of what I was, Miss Welton.”

      “I didn't know you were like this! I thought you were like Mr. Faraday or Sir Cavafy!”

      “Old?”

      “Yes!”

      Her cry echoed off the trees, and Robert remembered that she had been having a difficult time of it before he pulled her up on his horse.

      He reached down to cover her hand with his, squeezing gently.

      “It's all right. No harm done. I'm sorry I called you a virago—”

      “You should be.”

      “There's no need to be upset, all right? I came out to meet you, you know. I thought we'd been playing chess so very long together that I would like to meet you before... well...”

      “Before I died, Lord Dellfield?”

      “Er. Yes. And here you are, the picture of health. Please, call me Robert. It seems strange for you to call me Lord after everything we have been through together.”

      Her breath hitched, and for a moment, Robert was sure that something he said had pushed her past bearing. He was braced for tears, but he was not braced for laughter.

      “Oh, my goodness, this is ridiculous. How in the world did this even happen?”

      Robert chuckled as he urged his horse forward again. “Through assumptions, I suppose. You were kind to me the first time you roundly beat me, and I've always had a soft spot for you. I even brought you gifts.”

      “Gifts befitting a woman of my age?”

      “A nightcap, a prepared jar of mustard you might use as a plaster if you have lung issues, some squares of pretty fabric, yes.”

      “Oh, my goodness.”

      She was still laughing as they came up to Baling House, a stately manor nestled as naturally in the hills as a pendant rested on a woman's throat. Then, as they drew closer, Miss Welton stopped laughing at all, and Robert saw why.

      

      On the front steps was a stern woman wrapped in a long shawl, and by her side stood a still slightly soggy young man with a look of fury on his face.
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      Lacey wasn't sure how many shocks she had left to deal with. She'd already had to recover from Davis’ ridiculous behavior and how Robert had turned out to be the man whose waist she was now clinging to. She supposed she had always thought of Lord Dellfield as a rather avuncular man, bluff and good-natured, perhaps a bit hot-headed and impulsive but quite her favorite opponent to play in distance chess.

      

      She had not been expecting... this.

      Now as they rode toward the house and the lowering thundercloud of her mother's disapproval, Lacey wondered if she should just tell her rescuer to keep riding, but then, of course, he pulled to halt right in front of the very unwelcoming welcoming party on the step. He dismounted first, lending her a hand in a very gentlemanly fashion to help her down. She was barely on the ground before her mother stepped forward.

      “Mother—”

      “Just what in the world do you think you are doing, Lacey? Poor Lord Exter has told me all about what you did, you impetuous child!”

      “Mrs. Naylor was meant to be with us, but she went back, and—”

      “Don't you dare malign Mrs. Naylor for this. She was acting appropriately. It was you who...”

      As her mother continued to rail at her, Lacey's mind flashed to one inescapable conclusion. Her mother had planned her encounter with Davis, who was trying to smooth his anger behind some semblance of calm and failing. There was something dark in his gaze, something possessive, and she shook it off. No, right now, she had to concentrate on the fact that her mother had set all of this up.

      She knew it was true in a flash, like she knew when Robert had made a fatal error that would allow her to take the game. Her mother had put her in that horrible situation, and now there was no one to get her out of it except herself and her wits.

      “Mother!” Lacey interrupted sharply.

      “What in the world is it, you dratted child?”

      “Mother, please. I do not wish to quarrel in front of my fiancé.”

      Her mother and Davis turned to Robert so very quickly that Lacey was surprised their necks didn't snap. She turned to him as well, slightly apart from them and tried frantically to meet his eyes. He looked fascinated, as if this was the finest thing he had seen off Drury Lane, but he sobered slightly when they locked gazes.

      Please. Please help me.

      In the back of her mind, she realized this was the second time she had begged him for his help in as many hours, but again, Robert responded as if he were an angel sent from above to protect her personally.

      “Yes. Lacey and I are engaged. We are deeply in love.”

      Davis scowled, stepping forward. “What does this all mean, Miss Welton? Why have I been led to believe that you would accept my suit if this man was already engaged to you?”

      Because you were a terrible pest who would not go away, and you tricked yourself?

      “Because... because I didn't realize for a long time that Lord Dellfield, that is, Robert, was in love with me. I had no idea.”

      Her cheeks burned with the daring of telling such a bald-faced lie right out in front of her home, but once she had started, Lacey had no choice but to continue. “We've written to each other for so long. I thought it was all games to him, but it turned out to be something much deeper.”

      Robert cleared his throat, and for a moment, she thought he was going to expose her for the liar that she truly was.

      “I didn't even know when we started to fall in love. There was something so sweet about how gracious she was after she lost a match, how very fascinated she was with everything I was doing in London. I fell in love, and I came to ask her in person, finally, if she will be my bride.”

      “This is most irregular.” Constance stared at Robert, regarding him as if he were some kind of mythical animal. Lacey supposed she didn't blame her mother. As far as she knew, her daughter's main hobbies were distance games of chess, caring for animals, and roaming the hills around Baling House. She couldn't have expected this fine-looking Londoner to figure into any of this.

      

      Robert stepped forward, and Lacey was stunned by the sheer amount of charm he could bring to bear. He looked every inch the contrite nobleman as he swept low and bowed to her mother as humbly as if she were a queen. Even as Davis fumed, he never took his gaze from Constance's.

      “I must beg your forgiveness. Passion lit by post is passion still, and I have acted rashly. I wanted to come, to announce myself properly and begin a real courtship, but when I saw Lacey, I could not resist. Please, let me beg your pardon, as I am, after all, the Earl of Dellfield and should act it. Let us begin again.”

      Lacey could almost hear her mother's mind clattering like an abacus. A title, good clothes, and good manners might go a long way toward resolving her mother's fury with her.

      “Well, I suppose we can at least start from a place of friendship. We shall put you up here at Baling House, and we shall see what comes.”

      Davis looked as if he had been stung, and he turned to Constance in shock.

      “But what about—”

      “And, of course, Lord Exter, you shall stay as well. There is nothing decided, after all, nothing concrete.”

      It was a long way from saying that she would give away all of Lacey's books if she didn't obey, and Lacey breathed a soft sigh of relief.

      “Now come in, Cook has prepared luncheon for all of us, and I must see if we can find an extra place for Lord Dellfield.”

      

      As they moved into the house, Lacey felt something in her relax for the first time in what felt like a long time. She was safe for now. Then, as she looked at Robert's broad back, she wondered how long this feeling could last.
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      After luncheon, which proved to be surprisingly good if unsurprisingly awkward, Robert chose to take his ease in the library, recovering from the meal and turning over what in the world had happened. He had no interest in sharing the drawing room with the sullen Davis. The more time he spent with the young man, the more he felt that Lacey should have held him in the stream and not just dunked him.

      

      He was moving through the library, inspecting a rather good collection of the classics, when he heard a rattle by the window. He found himself unsurprised when he saw that Lacey herself was throwing small pebbles at the glass.

      He opened the window and stared down at her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “There's a side door through the arbor, just two doors down on the right if you turn left out of the library. Come meet me there!”

      She turned and darted away, and Robert grinned. He had little idea what was happening, and even fewer thoughts about what role he was playing here, but he knew that it certainly wasn't boring.

      He followed her directions easily enough, stepping from the arbor into the rear gardens. He was just wondering where in the world he should go next when Lacey darted out of the bushes, grabbed his hand, and dragged him deeper into the foliage.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You'll see.”

      She tugged him to an overgrown pergola in a distant part of the garden. The pergola was half-collapsed, and the vines were taking it back slowly. Still, there was a bench inside where one could sit, and Robert noticed how very hidden they were from the house. Lacey gathered her pale green skirts around her and sat down, and Robert did the same. He suddenly couldn't remember the last time he had been in such a private place with a woman he wasn't having an affair with.

      Once she had gotten him to this private place, however, Lacey seemed slightly at a loss. Her slender hands tangled in her lap, and she looked as if she couldn't meet his eyes. Suddenly, he could easily imagine her poring over a chessboard at night, going over every move she could make, every move he could make, reaching out to play their game over the weeks and months and years.

      “It's all right.” Robert's voice was gentle when he spoke. “Take your time.”

      “Well, first, I think I have now given you every reason you need to call me a virago.”

      “Miss Welton, I think that they haven't come up with a term for whatever it is you are yet.”

      She flashed him a smile, and he wanted to laugh at himself for simply assuming she was some aged matriarch. “Miss Welton may be appropriate, but not if we're engaged, yes?”

      “All right, then. Lacey. And it was a good thing your mother shouted it so loudly, because I didn't know it. Why in the world don't you sign your name with your post? You've been Miss L. Welton for years.”

      “Oh. Because my father thought it sounded more distinguished when I started to play. He never liked my name. He thought Lacey was rather ugly.”

      “I think you're beautiful.”

      The words popped out before he could stop them, and Lacey looked at him with an expression of utter befuddlement on her face. Had no one ever suggested she was beautiful before? There was a faint blush on her cheeks, but she shook her head and ignored it.

      “I understand that I have put you in a rather difficult spot, and for that, I apologize.”

      “I was hoping you might have a plan as well as an apology. As it is, this is one hell of a muddle, and only bound to get worse if people start asking me about you.”

      “I do!”

      She looked up brightly and leaned in closer to him.

      “What I need you to do is to stay at Baling House and be my fiancé for just a week or so. Just until Davis gets tired of waiting around and leaves.”

      Robert frowned. “I suppose Davis is the man who benefited so well from that dunking you gave him.”

      “He is, and he's horrid. Or, well, maybe I'm being cruel. He's attentive and pays me all sorts of extravagant compliments and things like that, but the problem is, he refuses to stop. He's set on marrying me for some reason...”

      “Your house? Your title? Your good looks?”

      This time, the look that she shot him was one of frank exasperation.

      “Don't be like Davis. I do not have much experience with them, but I am beginning to think that I do not really like compliments.”

      “That would make you different from most women in London.”

      “That sounds precisely right. But as I was saying. I don't want to marry Davis. I know that I will have to marry eventually. I am not so heartless as to let my mother's title pass to another. But she is far healthier than she lets on, and if I must wed, I'd rather it not be him. Is that so very difficult to understand?”

      “No, it's easy to understand, but now I must ask, what am I getting out of the deal?”

      Lacey lifted her chin, assuming an air of genteel nobility and honor. “You get the pleasure and privilege of helping out an old friend that you care about very much.”

      That would probably be enough, but for some reason, Robert couldn't resist playing with her just a little. “Surely, you're not serious?”

      She shrugged, not offended in the least. “Well, I suppose it was worth a try. What do you want? I can teach you the Turkish feint move. It would have saved more than a few matches for you.”

      “You'll teach me that anyway when you're ready to stop ending games with it. What else have you got?”

      “I could give you a lovely antique quilt. I wasn't fibbing when I said I had a connection.”

      “That'll hardly be a thing I want in London. I was thinking of something a little earthier.”

      “Beg pardon?”

      Robert slid his arm over her shoulders, leaning toward her slowly. If she wanted to get away from him, she had plenty of opportunities to do so, but instead, she watched him with large eyes.

      “Robert, I don't know about this—”

      “Shush. Let's see what you think of my fee.”

      Somewhere in the back of his mind, Robert realized that he had wanted to kiss her ever since he pulled her up on the horse with him. He captured her lips like a conqueror took a city, claiming her, tasting her mouth thoroughly. For a moment, she was stiff in his arms, but then, like magic, she simply melted against him. She felt perfect next to him, and when she parted her lips timidly, he laughed just a little.

      Before she could become too offended by his humor, he swept his tongue between her lips, making her gasp against him. Instead of biting him or shoving him away, however, her small hands clung to his jacket even harder, and she tilted her head back, tasting him even as he was tasting her. From somewhere deep inside Robert, a deep and echoing call came. He didn't want to lose this, wanted more and more, and he felt as if nothing in the world might stop him.

      “Lacey! Lacey, where in the world are you?”

      The worried shout of Countess Baling made them both pull apart, Lacey with a panicked gaze, and Robert with a reluctance he couldn't explain to himself. Lacey started to go off toward her mother's voice, but Robert took her by the hand.

      “Is my price agreeable to you?”

      For a moment, he thought she would deny it, put up more of a fuss, bargain with him. However, she smiled at him, and the sweetness of it her expression made something inside him melt. “More than, my lord.”

      “It's Robert, not 'my lord.' You should get back to your mother.”

      “I should. I will see you at dinner.”

      

      As Lacey disappeared toward the house, Robert relaxed on the bench, staring up at the bright blue sky. He wasn't sure what in the world he was getting involved in, but he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that it was not going to be boring. Not in the least.
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      In retrospect, Lacey had to admit that riding had been a mistake. She clung to the back of the horse that had been saddled for her, one hand holding onto the reins and the other helplessly grasping onto the edge of the saddle.

      

      For all that most well-born ladies spent at least some of their time on a horse, Lacey had really only been on horseback a handful of times. She'd always favored more bookish pursuits, and for the first time, she regretted it.

      The only reason she had broken her lifelong rule of traveling everywhere on foot or by carriage was that breakfast had been unbearable. Her mother was still regarding Robert as if he might transform into a snake at any moment, and Davis couldn't seem to stop himself from vainly trying to get her attention with poetry or literature references. When Robert had suggested a ride, she had jumped at the chance.

      “Just to the edge of the property, mind,” Constance had said, a warning in her voice. “Heaven only knows what would be said if they caught you riding with a strange gentleman on the main roads.”

      “They'd say 'lucky gentleman,'” Robert supplied cheerfully.

      Lacey coughed on her bite of toast.

      Constance glared, and Davis looked as if his heart was breaking, but it didn't matter, because now they were out under the bright blue summer sky. Everything would be amazing if she could just get over her fear of dashing her brains out on the ground.

      Robert pulled his mount up next to her, slowing from a canter to match her tolerant horse's walk. “Is everything all right, Lacey?”

      “Do you mean with the plan, or do you mean, for example, in the grand scheme of things?”

      “Er, I meant with your horse. You look a little pale.”

      Lacey was mounted sidesaddle, using the popular two-horned riding saddle that was these days considered a requirement for riding by young ladies of quality. One knee tucked under the bottom curved horn that jutted from the side of the saddle while the other knee looped over the top, and no matter how tightly she squeezed her legs, she never felt as safe on her horse as she thought she was supposed to.

      “I'm fine, just ever so slightly terrified.”

      “And here I thought you were meant to be a brawling country lass who could ride horses and wrestle pigs.”

      “At least if I were wrestling pigs, I would be closer to the ground. And please. Do you think I could be that good at chess without spending so much time indoors reading and researching?”

      “That made more sense when you were an old woman. But are you all right? You're moving at a snail's pace and you do look a little ill.”

      “I'm as fine as I can be, and far finer than I would be if we returned to the house. Shall we keep going? There's a stream that cuts across the edge of the property ahead.”

      No matter how sore she was getting from being on the saddle, Lacey dreaded the idea of returning to the house more. Still, she felt a certain kind of relief when they came to the small stream she had mentioned, protected from the greater world by a small but thick stand of poplar trees.

      When Lacey went to dismount, however, she found that her legs had grown ridiculously stiff after the time she had spent riding. She groaned when she untwisted her leg from the saddle and sat with both her legs dangling over her horse's side.

      “Do you need some help?” he asked,

      a teasing note in his voice.

      She nearly told him no, but then common sense won out over pride.

      “I would very much like that,” she said with all the dignity she could muster.

      After tethering his own mount, he came to stand next to hers.

      “Hand me the reins, and just slide off the saddle. I won't let you fall, I promise.”

      She did as he said, and with a deep breath, she slid right off the saddle and into his arms. They stood there for a long moment, feeling the warmth from each other's bodies, utterly still. Lacey was certain she could hear her heart beat a fast rhythm in her chest.

      With a short laugh, Robert stepped away.

      “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to—”

      He cursed when she pitched forward with a cry, and she would have taken a very nasty fall indeed if he hadn't stepped forward again to catch her.

      “Dear God, what happened to you?”

      “I can't help it if I'm not an athlete! The ride took a lot out of me.”

      She hung on to him until her muscles had warmed up enough to allow her to walk, even if she had to take small steps. Robert went to tether her mount next to his own, and Lacey made her way to the mossy bank with small and tentative steps. It took some doing, but she finally managed to lower herself to a sitting position on the bank with a sigh of relief.

      “You are just a mess, aren't you?”

      She turned her head to see Robert settling down next to her. It occurred to her again how very handsome he was, how he looked nothing like what she expected him to.

      “Maybe. But I am not your mess, so I suppose you can cope.”

      She had meant it in a joking way, but there was a quality to Robert's stillness that made her look up. Whatever she had sensed, however, if anything, he covered up quickly with a smile.

      “No, I suppose you are not. A man taking you as his own would also be liable for the care of your broken cats, too. One of them found their way into my bedroom this morning and woke me up by climbing on my chest and purring fit to wake the devil.”

      “My cats would be a credit to whatever household is lucky enough to have them. Which one was it?”

      “The one that leaked a bucket of drool on my bedclothes before I noticed?”

      “Oh, that's the biggest Nod. That makes sense; he always greets the guests like that.”

      “Well, that's utterly charming.”

      “You needn't be so critical, my lord. He can only show affection in the ways that he knows how.”

      “Robert.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Not my lord. Robert. If we're going to pretend to be together, that seems natural, yes?”

      Lacey bit her lip. She didn't know why it felt so intimate calling Robert by his first name. Calling him 'my lord' kept a barrier between them, but he was right. It didn't feel very romantic.

      “All right. Robert then. I suppose we should take advantage of the solitude to figure out a few other things about our romance.”

      Robert lifted a sardonic eyebrow at her. “I already know about your quilt collection and your identical cats with the same name. That already feels more intimate than most of the London couples I know.”

      “Well, that's unfortunate. I just think that if we're going to be affianced, even if it is a fib, we should know more about each other.”

      Robert rolled his eyes at her, but he nodded. “Go ahead. Ask me what you want, and I'll do the same.”

      “All right. What's your favorite color?”

      It was the first thing that had popped into her mind, but from the look Robert gave her, she could tell he was unimpressed.

      “I'm a grown adult with no favorite color to speak of. Is that the depth of our relationship?”

      “All right, fine. Who do you trust most in the world?”

      He stared at her, and it struck her all at once how very personal that question was. She blushed a little, realizing that even if it was true, she didn't want to hear about past lovers or other people who might have been important to him.

      “Never mind, that was silly.”

      “No, it's a good question.”

      It was so good that Robert sat in deep thought for several minutes. As he did so, he rubbed her hand gently, making the skin tingle a little. When he stopped, she was instantly sorry he did and then wondered why she was so sorry.

      Robert's voice was flat when he finally answered her. “It's you.”

      “You're not serious.”

      “I was as surprised to realize it as you are to hear it, believe me. But it really is you.”

      “I think you are going to need to explain that one.”

      “Well, my parents are long dead, and though I have friends I care about a great deal, they are all... hm, shall we say, a little self-involved? A good friend of mine, Thomas Martin, recently went through some highly dangerous nonsense with an heiress, and his sister, who is delightful, also happens to be famous for running roughshod over the entirety of London.”

      “So, I am most trustworthy because... I am boring?”

      “No! I didn't mean it like that. But nearly every week for the better part of a decade, I could look forward to getting a letter from you. I'm not fool enough to think that there was nothing else going on in your life, but somehow, you made the time to write to me. You told me what was going on in your life, and I told you about mine. There's a kind of consistency there that, yes, does make me trust you.”

      His answer was so heartfelt that Lacey was momentarily struck dumb. She blushed a little, squeezing his hand tight, and finally, she nodded.

      “I am glad that I have your trust, my lord, and I shall endeavor to be worthy of it.”

      Robert smiled gamely. “I can't imagine a world where you are not. Now tell me why you decided to agree to my suit. I assume that I am the one who asked you to be my bride and not the other way around.”

      “Well, there are many reasons why I would want to marry you.” Lacey kept her voice as dry and academic as she could to hide the little tremor that shook it.

      “Let's hear some of them, then.”

      “Well, you are obviously very trustworthy and consistent yourself, fine traits to find in a husband. And, of course, you are kind. That comes through in your letters. And with your estates, I will obviously be well-taken care of and, of course, you are a man of excellent breeding.”

      Was that disappointment she saw in Robert's eyes? “Well, of course. Those are good reasons for us to wed.”

      A tiny part of her whispered for her to let it be. It would be better if they stuck to the bare minimum of their charade. The more details that went into their lies, the more likely it was that they would fail to remember something at a vital juncture. Somehow, though, it was too hard to let that look of disappointment stand.

      “You are also very funny. Your letters made me laugh so often, and after my father died, sometimes I would read them over and over again, just so I would not have to think about what else was going on around me.”

      Robert's expression softened immensely.

      “Truly?”

      “And, of course, you know that you are handsome.”

      His grin turned downright devilish, and Lacey felt that heat rise between them again.

      “Am I?”

      “Don't be vain. Of course, you are. And kind, and sweet, and many other good things.”

      “I think I would like very much to hear about those good things.”

      Robert leaned a little closer, and Lacey was very aware that she should stop him. She had never paid much attention when the vicar spoke about temptation, but now she realized that Robert was temptation made flesh. However, all she could do was lean in toward his kiss, already wanting more.

      Their lips had barely touched, however, when Robert moved and knocked her leg, making her yelp in surprise and pain.

      Robert drew back immediately, frowning down at her.

      “What's the matter?”

      “Nothing!”

      “That sounded like pain. Let me see.”

      In a matter of moments, Robert was on his knees in front of her, and she gasped as he pulled up her dress.

      “Don't worry, pretty, I'm not going to harm you. Good God, Lacey, look at you.”

      He sat back on his heels, and when she looked down to see what had shocked him so badly, she winced. There were dark bruises on her legs where the tack had dug into her pale flesh, and they showed up as boldly as if they had been painted on.

      “I bruise very easily, I'm afraid.”

      “You look as if you were dragged behind a panicked horse.”

      “I am sure it is not that bad.”

      “Here, maybe we can do something to help it heal up.”

      Before she could stop him, Robert was up and rummaging in his saddlebag, coming back with a small cake of what looked like tallow. When he warmed it between his hands, a pleasantly strong herbal smell rose from it.

      “Half of the gentlemen in London carry this concoction when they go hunting. If you take a fall, it can help make sure that you're not limping at the dinner party after the hunt.”

      Kneeling in front of her again, Robert smoothed the slightly greasy substance over her bruises, his fingers firm but stopping short of bringing her pain. She supposed this was exactly the sort of temptation and ruin they so often preached about, but though there was a thread of sensuality in every touch that passed between her and Robert, this felt more like care, a kind of sweetness that awoke a deep tugging in her heart.

      “There,” Robert said finally. “That should help. Does it feel all right?”

      “It tingles a little. Perhaps it is a little warm?”

      “Good. That means it’s working.”

      Robert seemed to realize that her skirt was hiked up to her thighs and he had his hands on her calf at the exact same moment that she did. However, instead of lowering her dress, he leaned his head forward, and she shivered when he lay a soft kiss on her knee. Lacey had never thought her knee was a profoundly sensitive part of her before, but his lips, soft and warm, with just a trace of stubble as he brushed his chin across her skin, made her shiver.

      Without thinking of what she was doing, she reached out to touch his dark hair. The strands were crisp and cool and sleek in her fingers, and when she rubbed his scalp with her fingertips, he purred and nuzzled her thigh.

      “You feel so good, Lacey.”

      There was no telling how far they might have gone if they both hadn't heard the beat of hooves approaching. When Davis appeared at the edge of the grove, Robert was as his horse, putting away the ointment, and Lacey was endeavoring to look as innocent as she could with her skirts demurely tucked around her.

      “Your lady mother wishes to let you know that supper is at eight.”

      “Thank you, Lord Exter. We will attend her at eight sharp.”

      “Davis. I have told you before, it is Davis.”

      When Robert reminded her to call him by his first name, it sent a warm feeling through her. When Davis did it, it immediately made her bristle.

      She fought down the reaction and merely smiled politely at him.

      “Of course. We should ride back to the house anyway. It'll be late before we know it.”

      

      Lacey wasn't sure why, but she was distinctly grateful when Robert kept his horse between hers and Davis’ mounts on the ride back to Baling House.
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      Robert was beginning to wonder if Davis’ obsession with Lacey was something that indicated something deeply strange in the man himself. He had been happy to engage in this scheme with Lacey from the beginning, especially given how hungry he was for her touch and even her smile, but within two weeks, he was similarly dedicated to simply keeping Davis away from her.

      

      The damnable man popped up at all sorts of inopportune moments, and though Robert was beginning to think he was never going to be sorry for a chance to keep Lacey close to him, he hated to see the look of increasing fear and desperation whenever he appeared.

      “Dear God, even my mother is beginning to think he is starting to wear out his welcome,” Lacey said to him in during a stolen moment in the solar. “I am so sorry about this.”

      “Why in the world would you be sorry about this? You can't imagine that anything that man does is your fault.”

      Lacey shot him a slightly wry grin. “I told you I would only keep you so long as it took Lord Exter to leave. This is taking a rather long time.”

      Robert realized that he at some point, he had stopped counting the days until he could go back to London. He had thought that being in the country so very long would be stultifying, especially when it did not involve the round of hunts, soirees, and dances that always accompanied the ton's move to the countryside. Instead of being bored, Robert found himself oddly content with Lacey, whether they were playing chess, avoiding Lord Exter, or preventing her mother from finding out the truth of their bargain.

      There was a kind of ease with Lacey that he had never experienced anywhere else in his life, and instead of being eager to leave, he found himself more and more irritable about the idea.

      When Constance, Lacey's mother, brought up the idea of the Winsteads' ball, Robert's ears pricked up and a silent sigh of relief went through him.

      “The Winsteads are a fine old family in this region of the world. The family boasts two eligible daughters who are very popular.”

      Robert felt a stab of irritation when he saw Lacey droop a little at the breakfast table. Why in the world would someone as lovely and fascinating as Lacey ever droop at the idea of being compared to others?

      “A ball sounds like just the thing to break up the monotony a little bit,” he agreed. “Perhaps I could see about the loan of some formal wear, as I did not come out prepared.”

      In the end, Lacey took him into the east wing of Baling House and, with the help of a very young and very eager maid, wrestled out some carefully packed men's clothing. It was not nearly as dire a proposition as Robert thought it would be, and though to his trained London eye, the clothes were a touch older, the garments would fit him quite well after some minor alterations.

      Robert glanced at Lacey when the maid scuttled away to deliver the clothing to the seamstress, and he was surprised to see a pensive look on her face. He crossed the floor to come stand close to her, and he lifted her face with the touch of his finger to her chin.

      “Bright girl, what's the matter?”

      She smiled at the nickname, shaking her head. “I'm only being foolish. The clothes were my father's, and I suppose it is a bit of a shock seeing you wear them.”

      Robert frowned. “Does it bother you overmuch? I can still ride to the village and see whether they have something ready-made that might suit my needs.”

      “No... it's a shock, but it's a good one. You don't look anything like my father. I would never mistake the two of you, but having you in his clothes is something of a comfort, perhaps? I do not know how to say it.”

      “Lacey, you know that I would never want to make you uncomfortable or upset. If you say the word, I will change it.”

      She smiled at him, then a sweet expression that melted something in him that had been frozen for so long.

      “You look good. I wouldn't want you to change. I only wish there was a way to get out of the ball entirely.”

      Robert frowned.

      “Are you not sure what you want to wear? Or do you feel your jewels are too dull for the event?”

      Those were the reasons he had always heard given by women who attended balls with him. Usually, it was a veiled request for some kind of expensive present, but if he were honest, that hardly seemed like something that Lacey would do.

      She smiled wryly. “As a matter of fact, my gems and my clothes are very much up to the task of sparkling uselessly on my person. No. I'm just not very skilled at balls. I have all the grace of a wet cat, I'm afraid.”

      Robert smiled, taking her hand and bringing it up to his lips for a kiss. “Now that I cannot believe.”

      “Believe it, it's true. I'm rather hopeless at parties. Why do you think I grew so skilled at chess?”

      “If you can master chess the way that you have, I have nothing but confidence that you will be able to master the intricacies of attending a ball.”

      Lacey laughed and changed the subject, but Robert was struck with a strange feeling that she was downplaying her own charms. He brushed the feeling aside for the moment, but it stayed with him well into the evening. Finally, he gave up sleep and went to walk in the moonlit gardens.

      During the day, Baling House was welcoming and lovely, gracious in every respect. In the night, however, there was something menacing about the place, as if the life of the house was all in the people who ran or walked through it. He found it suited his morose mood, however, as he wandered the halls and then made his way outside. The moon was up and full, giving the gardens a lovely kind of glow, and he felt soothed as he walked among the paved brick paths.

      It would be better if Lacey were with me. The temptation to throw some pebbles at the window he guessed to be hers and see if she would come out and wander in the night with him was strong, but he decided to let her sleep. Despite the peaceful respite of the garden, Robert's thoughts still tended dark.

      What would have happened if it was someone else on the road?

      His mind kept coming back to the question over and over again, and sometimes, when Lacey apologized for keeping him or carefully reiterated that it was only a sham that they were engaged in, the question rang like a bell.

      Would she have engaged in this farce with just anyone? Lacey wasn't a fickle woman, but she was proving to be far more wild and tempestuous than her letters had ever hinted at. If someone else had offered her a rescue, scooped her up from the road, would she have been so eager to claim them as her faux fiancé? Would she have kissed them as easily and as sweetly as she kissed him?

      Robert knew that those questions were unworthy. In the end, he knew it was his duty as a gentleman to see it all through and help her. He only wished he could untangle his heart from the tenacious chains looped around it.

      He was just preparing to return indoors when he realized he was not alone in the garden. There was another figure there as well, one that stood so still he guessed at first that it was a statue. Then he realized with a start that it was Davis, who stared up at the building in an attitude of despair. With a feeling like ice water dripped down his spine, Robert realized that Davis was staring at the wing where Lacey slept.

      The first thing that Robert felt was a burst of protective rage, but he reined himself in.

      My emotions are getting the better of me. I've never been this tied in knots over a chit of a girl before.

      Still, he approached the other man. After all, there was no harm in passing a moment, even if that moment was terribly late by country hours, after all.

      Davis jumped when Robert hailed him, but he recovered quickly enough. There was, Robert decided, something melancholy about the man. In the moonlight, his pale hair glinted silver, and he looked a little like a ghost.

      “It's late to be out.”

      Davis shrugged. “I could say the same for you. What keeps you from your bed this evening?”

      It was Robert's turn to shrug. “Restlessness, I suppose. What are you looking at?”

      Instead of denying it, Davis smiled wryly. “I assume you can guess. My thoughts are full of Miss Lacey at the moment, and when they are, I find that I can come here and comfort myself by watching her window.”

      “How very Romeo of you.” Robert wondered briefly if the man truly was in love with Lacey after all. Would Lacey be more interested if Davis wasn't so damn pathetic or if he simply reined himself in a little?

      “I know it's foolish of me, but I cannot seem to help myself. She occupies my thoughts day and night. The best I can do lately seems to be to avoid irritating her as best I can.”

      Robert wondered how in the world he had gotten into this position, but he was possessed of a faint urge to help Davis. “Look, it may be for the best if you simply leave. She's a determined woman, which I'm sure you know well.”

      A shadow fluttered over Davis’ face, there and gone, and Robert blinked, wondering if it was a trick of the moonlight, if it had even been there at all.

      “That I cannot do. At least... I cannot do it yet. At the moment, all I can do is wait and watch and hope. It is what lovers do, after all, isn't it?”

      “I suppose so.” Robert shook off the slight feeling of unease that nibbled at the back of his mind. “But either way, our beds are calling us. Shall we call it a night, Lord Exter?”

      Robert put a little force into his tone, and after a reluctant moment, Davis nodded, bidding him a good night. Harmless or not, something about the man watching Lacey's window in the night bothered Robert.

      Jealousy, plain and simple. You're losing your head over all of this.

      He was already more involved with Lacey than he should be for this scheme. If he wasn't careful, he was going to be left like Davis, mooning over Lacey in the evening while she did her level best to avoid being alone with him.

      Would she object though?

      It was difficult to imagine her kissing Davis the way she kissed him, but then again, that was the price that he’d exacted. It had seemed like a bit of fun when he'd come up with it. Now it felt like a heavy weight hung around his neck, holding him back.

      Robert remembered what Lacey had said about jewels and gowns. Perhaps it wouldn't be such a bad idea to start treating her a little more like the women he knew in London. She deserved fine things, and the thought of giving them to her delighted him in a way he hadn't expected.

      

      Before he finally fell into bed, he dashed off a quick letter to a firm he’d had some business with in London, and when he fell asleep, he thought of what Lacey would do when she was presented with something beautiful.
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      “Miss Lacey, please hang on to the post a little more tightly. You are bouncing around like a jackrabbit!”

      

      “Well, I cannot help it if you are pulling me about like a doll!”

      Lacey had only been getting dressed for the last hour or so, but it felt like an eternity. The worst part was that they were doing it in her bedroom, where there was a stack of interesting correspondence waiting for her. Her eyes kept straying to it wistfully as the girls first scrubbed her from head to toe and then set themselves with a nearly savage energy against her skin and her hair.

      Tell the truth and shame the devil, though, the most interesting thing I usually wait for in the mail is here with me.

      She would be lying to herself if she tried to deny how much she had looked forward to Robert's missives. He'd always been her favorite correspondent, even when she thought he was an older man with a good sense of humor. Then he had appeared like a knight from a fairy tale to rescue her from Davis’ ridiculous attentions, and everything had changed.

      She hadn't expected to ever meet Robert, and she hadn't expected to find him so very handsome when she did. And then, of course, she had never in a million years thought she would involve him in a scheme like this one. That he had gone along with it told her that he was a man of superior character as well as good looks, and every day that went by, it felt as if a knife twisted a little more firmly in her heart.

      Recently, Lacey had felt as if she were walking a very narrow path with a precipice on either side. On one side, things continued as they were, tense and strange and, sometimes, incandescently wonderful. On the other side, she got what she ostensibly wanted. Davis left in defeat, never to darken her door with his ridiculous compliments or poetry again, and then there would be absolutely no reason for Robert to stay with her at all.

      When Davis left, Robert would, too, probably with a tip of his hat and a shake of his head, marveling at the complexities of life in the country. Perhaps they would go back to writing to each other, starting up another chess match as they had so often in the past. She would ask about London, and she would tell him about the slow rhythm of the country, the small things that kept her occupied and that filled her dreams.

      Would he think of her often? No, she decided, he likely wouldn't think of her at all, beyond to chuckle a little about what he had done one holiday in the country.

      The thought made her heart feel as if someone had taken it in both hands and wrung it hard, but what in the world could she do about it? Sometimes, Lacey wished that she had never made this desperate ploy for freedom from Davis. Then she remembered Robert's lips on hers, his touch, his smile, and she knew that no matter what came after, she would never regret this. She couldn't.

      The maids finally declared themselves done, and they led her to the tall mirror in the corner. They didn't get many chances to dress her for an event, and they had gone all out. The dress she wore was of thin lavender silk, as fragile as a daydream and shimmering like a distant star. The spencer they'd chosen to go over it was a deeper violet, nearly a perfect match with her eyes, and trimming the edges of the gown and the hem of the spencer were tiny delicate ribbon roses. It rather cunningly created the effect of a spring garden, and despite her low spirits, Lacey smiled a little to see it. Her hair was piled up in the Grecian style, with two pretty ringlets hanging over her ears, and as long as she kept her mouth shut, she would do quite well.

      “Thank you both so very much. You did a wonderful job.”

      When she glanced at the clock, she decided that she might still have a quarter of an hour to read in the library. Her mother would likely use up every spare moment to dress herself to her exacting standards, and there was no reason to stand around looking lovely for no one at all in her room.

      Lacey had scarcely left her room when she saw Robert approaching with a grin on his face. He was dressed in her father's formal wear, but that association faded as she realized how very handsome he looked. The jacket had been altered to fit his athletic form like a glove, and the stark black of the jacket and the blazing white of the shirt underneath gave him a rather sterner air than he usually sported. However, there was a wide grin on his face when he approached her, and Lacey felt herself smiling in return.

      “I'm not sure it's entirely appropriate for you to come into the family wing, my lord.”

      “It's Robert, and we're engaged. I feel like I have certain privileges to take advantage of.”

      Her blood stirred a little when he mentioned taking advantage, and she could feel her cheeks color a little. “Really?”

      “Really. Here. Something to get us off on the right foot for the evening.”

      She blinked as he offered her a flat wooden box. It was heavy in her hands, and she looked up at him uncertainly.

      “For me?”

      “Of course, for you.”

      A beat passed.

      “It's appropriate to open gifts when you receive them, Lacey.”

      “Oh! I'm sorry. I've been dressing for what feels like hours, and my mind has only just caught up with me.”

      She felt a strange sort of trepidation as she opened the box, and when she realized what was inside, she gasped.

      A set of earrings and a necklace glinted in the soft light of the hallway. At the center of the necklace was a sapphire the size of her thumbnail, gleaming in a frame of diamonds. Two smaller sapphires served for the earrings, and the color, a deep oceanic blue, was perfectly matched, each to each. The set was stunning in its beauty, and Lacey felt a sinking deep in her heart.

      “Robert, what are these for?”

      “I assumed that when I handed you a box and told you to open it that you would understand that it was a gift. If you think I was just taunting you, I should probably take the time to be nicer overall.”

      She looked up into his face, and he was so handsome that she could barely stand it. Inside her heart, something dark and greedy rose up, wanting this in truth and not just as a game. Robert seemed to be enjoying the game aspect of it, treating the country girl like a London heiress.

      She backed away from him, the jewelry box still in her hand.

      “You can't be serious. This is too much. I certainly can't accept it.”

      “Of course, you can. I had it sent from London especially for you. It's a good gift, don't you think, for a girl from her betrothed?”

      “But we're—”

      The secret nearly spilled out of her in a shout, and Lacey forced herself to take a deep breath.

      “I can't accept this.”

      “Of course, you can. The jeweler told me that all of London is mad for sapphires this season, and I don't see why Westchester would be any different.”

      “No, you don't understand. This is a precious gift. You shouldn't just be... be handing it out as if it were candy?”

      Robert shrugged. “Why not? It will look beautiful on you.”

      Finally, Lacey thought she understood. She was well-off, and when her mother died, she would be titled. However, that was nothing compared to the wealth that Robert commanded. She looked down at the jewelry in her hands, something so precious and rare. To Robert, he might as well have bought her candy, and now he couldn't understand why she was making such a fuss.

      “Robert...”

      “Take them.” He sounded monumentally indifferent. “They'll suit you, and if you don't care for them, I'll do better next time. It's all one to me.”

      Lacey felt a pang in her chest at how little he cared, how a gift that would have been a courtship gesture from another man was only a joke to him. She wanted to throw the box at him, but that wasn't fair of her, was it? She was the one who had come up with this damned plan, and he was simply a part of it, doing his job and doing it well.

      “It's lovely,” she said woodenly. “Please, will you help me put it on?”

      “Of course.”

      Carefully, Robert helped her thread the earrings into her ears, and then he took out the necklace.

      “Turn around, please.”

      Lacey wondered if she heard something strange in his tone, at once tender and wistful Then she felt the chill of the necklace around her throat, making her gasp and forget all about foolish dreams. Robert fastened the necklace with a deft touch, but when she went to turn around, he wrapped his arms around her instead, his lips nuzzling her neck from behind.

      “Are you well?”

      “Quite well, my lord.”

      He chuckled, and there was a slightly sad sound to it. “Will you never stop calling me that?”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him she shouldn't, not when their arrangement was so very temporary. Instead, she whispered his name, and he pulled her closer to his body.

      “God, you have no idea how very sweet you are, do you? You are just pure loveliness.”

      He brushed his lips across the tender skin of her nape, making her sigh with pleasure. She had never realized how very good it would feel just to be so close with a man, to feel his strong arms around her body, and to feel the rise and fall of his chest against her back.

      God, say something. Say something or you will lose your mind and start to think that this is real.

      When she finally found her voice, there was something tremulous about it, but she took care to keep her tone happy and bright. “We do make a very good semblance of a betrothed couple, do we not, my lord?”

      For a moment, Robert was so still she thought he hadn’t heard her. Then he stepped back from her, letting her turn around. He was smiling, but there was a chill in his eyes that made her shiver. She wanted to take it back and to tell him exactly what was in her heart, but then he spoke and her words died on her lips.

      “We most certainly do, Miss Lacey. Shall I escort you down to the foyer where we can await your mother?”

      Lacey was momentarily shocked. She had never heard Robert speak so formally, and she knew he had never spoken so very formally to her.

      “I. Well. Yes, please.”

      He offered her his arm with all due courtesy, and she took it with a certain amount of caution. She told herself she was just being foolish. There was no reason to feel as if she had lost something.

      

      None at all.
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      Robert hadn't expected Lacey's rejection to sting quite so badly. He had been rejected before, by both noblewomen and inn girls, and he'd never let it worry him for more than a moment. When Lacey turned back to him with that bright smile and told him what a very convincing false couple they made, however, that all changed.

      

      He'd immediately felt cold, and then a raging tide of anger had spilled over him. He wanted to shake her, to make her see what was truly between them, what could be between them if she only opened her damned eyes.

      In a flash, though, he realized that was the worst thing he could have done. It would have made him no better than Davis, and while he could accept many things from Lacey, he wasn't sure he could accept her pity or her contempt.

      It'll be fine. I have time. As long as Davis is here making an ass of himself, I have a reason to stay at Baling House. I can talk with Lacey. I can convince her that we might have something wonderful together.

      Constance Welton appeared in the foyer, tastefully dressed in blue silk trimmed in cream, and she looked around with a slight frown.

      “I had thought Lord Exter would be here ahead of me.”

      

      “I am sorry, Lady Baling. I seem doomed to disappoint.”

      Robert turned toward the voice on the stair and raised his eyebrows. Davis looked a fright, hair stuck up as if he'd been running his fingers through it, and he was in his shirtsleeves, certainly not dressed for a ball.

      Constance frowned. “You have not been a disappointment, Lord Exter.”

      “Ah, but I have. I have pressed my suit when it was not wanted, and I have made a pest of myself.”

      Oh, no. Really? Now?

      Davis came down the stairs and offered Robert a short bow. “I spoke with Lord Dellfield last night, and he helped me see the light. I need to leave. Tonight.”

      He shook his head, forestalling any protest. “The ball seems to have been a godsend. I will pack my things and depart with no need for a long or irritating farewell. Thank you very much for your courtesy, Lady Baling. Miss Welton. Lord Dellfield.”

      He turned before any of them could say anything, striding back up the stairs with the gait of a determined man.

      Constance frowned after him, shaking her head. “Well, that was a surprise. I suppose there is no arguing with him. Lacey, for goodness' sake, don't look so upset. You were practically driving the man from the door this entire time.”

      Even as he took her arm and led her to the waiting carriage, Robert couldn't help but notice Lacey's shocked expression. Surely, she hadn't developed some feelings for Davis? The thought made him want to growl, but instead, he handed her and her mother into the carriage like a gentleman should before joining them.

      The ride to the Winsteads was quiet, every person in the carriage deep in thought. Robert, who had never really had a mind for military matters, was going over his options, coming up with desperate plan after desperate plan to stay at Baling House after Davis departed, but time and again, he kept coming up short. There seemed to be nothing that would allow him to stay next to Lacey without being tantamount to begging her to keep him, and that, Robert's pride would not allow him to do.

      When they alighted from the carriage at the Winsteads' manor a short time later, Robert still didn't know what to do. He helped first Constance down from the carriage, and then Lacey, but as she descended the last step, Lacey stumbled, as far as he could tell, over nothing.

      “Oof, Mother, could you go ahead? I just need to retie my slipper. My lord, if you would stay for a moment and lend me your arm?”

      Constance gave them both a suspicious look, but since they were engaged, there was nothing much to be said about it. She swept up to the lit house before them, leaving Robert and Lacey alone on the now empty drive, as the carriage driver guided the horses away.

      “I take it your slipper doesn't need to be tied.”

      “They don't even have laces. I just wanted to...”

      She trailed off, looking down.

      “For God's sake, Lacey, don't beat around the bush.” Robert’s nerves were frayed and he spoke more harshly than he’d intended.

      She straightened as if he had jammed a steel rod down her back, raising her eyes to meet his. Even in the dim light from the lamp posts, her violet eyes shone. A man could drown in them if he was unwary.

      “I wanted to say thank you. For everything you've done for me. I know that it didn't come without a cost, and that I have likely delayed you from many things that you wanted to do.”

      Robert did his best not to flinch. “Perfectly my pleasure, I am sure.”

      “And, of course, now that Davis is leaving, I will no longer trouble you for your services as my fiancé. Truly, Robert, I have been a pest and a bother, but I know that—”

      “I should think you ought to go back to calling me by my title, don't you think?”

      The moment the words were out of his mouth, he regretted them. They were spoken hastily out of a desperate need to hurt her, to make sure that she was as hurt as he was by what was happening. A part of him shouted at him to stop this, to simply pull her into the darkness and talk with her until they figured out exactly what it was between them. What happened when there were no rules, no strictures, no silly game that would keep them apart and together at the same time?

      Robert was proud, however, and the words would not come. Lacey looked at him for a long time, and he couldn't say what she was thinking.

      My God, she should have played cards and not chess. She could make a killing at the tables.

      At last, as if she had come to some kind of inward understanding, she nodded.

      “You are very right, Lord Dellfield. I am grateful for your aid over the last little while, and I hope that if I can ever do you any service that you let me know at once.”

      She dropped into a perfect curtsy, her eyes lowered and as perfect a demure young lady as might be hoped for. Robert had to close his eyes against the urge to shake her because he knew that wasn't her. Automatically, he offered her his arm, and with a calm grace that he admired even as it infuriated him, he led her into the ball.

      

      Three hours later, Robert wanted nothing more than to climb out the window, find a horse, and ride it all the way to London, where things made sense. The Winsteads put on an excellent ball, with fine musicians and plenty of punch to keep the proceedings merry, but Robert felt a dark tide of depression tugging at his elbow no matter how good the company.

      He had been relieved when Constance had claimed her daughter, saying it had been ages since she was properly out in company. He had decided then and there to make himself scarce for at least a little while, but unfortunately, as the new man in the area, he was a figure of constant fascination.

      Robert had been attending balls and galas since he was a teenager. He could smile, laugh, and make polite conversation while keeping his own thoughts private. About an hour into that, however, and he didn't even know why he bothered.

      Well, as far as I am concerned, I am a free agent. I may do as I like, speak to who I like, and enjoy myself, same as everyone else present.

      If Robert were honest, the punch might have had something to do with his decision. The rum in it was sweet and strong, and it wasn't long before he realized how utterly delightful the women of Westchester really were. He chatted with one girl and then another, promised a third and a fourth a dance, and was just looking into getting more punch when he saw a familiar face in the crowd.

      “Tabitha?”

      Tabitha Kingsley peered at him through her unfashionable glasses, blinking a few times. She looked startled that she had been noticed, confused that it had happened, and just a little like she was planning on running away from the whole mess.

      “My lord?”

      “You may not remember me, but your cousin Thomas introduced us at the Parrs’ crush last year.”

      Behind her thick glasses, her gray eyes cleared up, and she smiled at him. With her auburn hair and slender figure, Tabitha, called Tabi by friends and family alike, was quite the beauty.

      “If only she would take off those dratted glasses,” her cousin Georgiana often sighed. “I swear she would have all of London at her feet in a matter of months.”

      “Well, she would also have to develop an interest in people who haven't been dead for four hundred years, and she'd have to want to go to parties instead of libraries, and she'd have to actually come to London instead of staying in the country with Father. And, of course, she'd have to want it, and I've never heard her say that she does.” Thomas Martin had grinned as he said it, however, and his fondness for his odd cousin was evident in his words.

      When Robert had met Tabi last year, he had been amused by her eccentric ways, startled at her beauty, and inclined to be fond of her if only for Thomas and Georgiana's sake. They were his only real friends in London, and it was easy to look on Tabi with a brotherly affection.

      “Oh, Robert!' she said with a smile. “It is Robert, isn't it? I'm afraid that I have forgotten the rest.”

      “Robert Gordon, Earl of Dellfield, and a few other less important titles, but feel free to stick with Robert, it's much easier. Are you here all on your lonesome, Tabi?”

      She shook head. “No, I'm here with Gwendolyn Larkin. Uncle Peter sent me to Westchester to find a monograph that we couldn't find at home in Devon or in London. I'm staying with the Larkins while I make up a clean copy for our own use.”

      Robert grinned. “Well, that's a shame that Lord Southerly sent you all this way for some moldy old document.”

      Tabi blinked at him owlishly, frowning a little. “Well, it's not a shame at all. I'm having a very fine time, and the pamphlet Uncle Peter sent me to copy is just fascinating, full of some of the most interesting details about life in the 1600s...”

      Robert nodded, holding up a hand to forestall her. “My mistake, it sounds fascinating. But since we're both here and at loose ends, would you care to dance?”

      Tabi looked at him gravely and nodded. “I would not mind, and I think that dancing with someone I know will be far superior to dancing with someone I don't.”

      As they waited for the next dance to begin, Robert thought all over again that Tabi was an odd bird. Just a few months ago, Thomas Martin had gotten married to a hellion heiress disguised as a prim missionary. He wondered if Tabi were hiding anything similar under her earnest historian's exterior, but surely, Thomas or Georgiana would have figured it out by now. In a family renowned for its wild ways and dangerous tastes, Tabi seemed to be the odd one out, sweet as sugar, smart as a whip, and quiet as a mouse.

      As they started the processional side by side, however, Tabi turned to glance at him.

      “What is it, Tabi?”

      “Who are you looking at?”

      “You, of course. You look positively stunning in that dress.”

      Her eyes were grave. “Look to your left.”

      He did so, and she said, “Now tell me what color my dress is.”

      “Lavender.”

      “It's blue.”

      He turned back to her with a wry glance, and yes, her dress was, in fact, a pale blue.

      “Were you trying to make a point, Tabi?”

      “I was mostly curious.”

      “About?”

      “About who you keep looking at over my shoulder.”

      Robert realized at once what he was doing, and he winced. “I'm sorry, Tabi. I didn't even realize what I was doing.”

      She tilted her head, gazing at him thoughtfully. It occurred to her that while she might not have any of the famous Martin recklessness, she likely had all their wit and intelligence.

      “What's wrong? Thomas has told me a great deal about you, and he never mentioned that you were inclined to melancholy.”

      For one mad moment, he wanted to tell Tabi all about it. He wanted to start with how he had been bored out of his mind in London and how he'd come to Westchester looking for something different. He had certainly found it in Lacey, but now it felt as if his reward for seeking the strange and exciting was going to be a broken heart.

      Then he realized how utterly insane that would be and shook his head. “I'm fine, I promise. Just a little distracted.”

      At her skeptical look, he sighed. “If it's still on my mind, I'll tell you when I see you at Christmas for the Martin family celebration, how's that?”

      Tabi nodded, satisfied. “It might be a little quiet this year. Thomas is likely still going to be traveling with his new wife, and Georgiana—”

      Before she could tell him what was going on with Georgiana, the dance ended, and she dropped into a deep and very creditable curtsy. At Robert's surprised look, she smiled at him.

      “I know what my cousins say about me, but I'm not altogether without graces and skills.”

      “They would never say such a thing about you, I swear,” Robert said, escorting her to the sideline. Tabi introduced him to Gwendolyn Larkin, the eldest daughter of the family she was staying with as she did her work, and the Larkin girl, a lissome beauty with striking black eyes, looked at him in a frank and curious way.

      Robert returned her smile, but when he realized there was something empty in it, he begged their pardon and took his leave.

      Even as he crossed the ballroom, Robert knew that the thing that was missing was Lacey. Gwendolyn Larkin was one of the most beautiful girls at the ball, and whenever she made it to London, she would likely be the ton's new darling, but she wasn't Lacey. Apparently, that meant there was something lacking in her, and Robert felt that same anger rise up in him.

      

      The Winsteads' ballroom was blessed with tall French doors that opened onto their expansive gardens. Tonight, the gardens were lit with lanterns strung up in the trees, giving the garden a rather fairytale feeling. Ignoring the beauty, knowing only that he needed to get his head clear, Robert stalked into the darkness.
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      My goodness, I don't think I've gone to hide during a ball since I was fourteen.

      

      The thought that she had resorted to the same coping mechanisms that she had used as a teenager was not a pleasing one, and Lacey put it out of her head. If only she could put Robert out of her head as easily.

      The problem was that as soon as she squashed down one memory, another came up to take its place, and no matter what she did, she couldn't free herself of the knowledge that their time together was truly over.

      Don't be such a silly goose. This is exactly what you wanted. You have absolutely no right to ask him for more.

      Of course, it hadn't felt like that when she looked across the Winsteads' gala and saw Robert paired in the dance. Lacey had never thought of herself as a particularly jealous person, but at that moment, it was as if acid poured through her veins. She couldn't stop staring at Robert's lean form squiring the girl—a delicate beauty with stunning auburn hair—around the dance floor.

      If she were going to be an utterly fair human being, she would wish him well and understand that she had no hold on him at all. Instead, her nerve broke entirely, and she ended up in the garden, taking in great lungfuls of air as she tried to exorcise the vision of Robert looking down in adoration at that auburn-haired girl.

      The Winsteads' garden was lovely in the daytime, and at night, it took on a kind dark glamour. Most people kept to the parts lit by the lamps close to the house, but recklessly, Lacey pressed into the darker areas of the garden, where the lights were fewer and the way narrower. She came to rest in a small garden nook containing a sundial, and for a little while, she simply sat on the bench nearby, thinking of nothing, trying not to feel anything at all.

      Then footsteps sounded on the gravel path, and when she looked up, she felt her heart beat faster, like a bird fluttering furious wings in her ribcage. Robert looked at her, his face expressionless, and then he crossed the narrow space to come close to her.

      “What are you—?”

      She gasped as he pulled her into his arms, his eyes as dark as the night around them, and something cruel in the twist of his mouth.

      “Seeing as you've had your satisfaction from me, I feel it is only fair that I take mine from you.”

      Before Lacey could say anything, Robert's hand came back to cup the back of her neck, and he pulled her in for a deep kiss. Despite the circumstances, she couldn't help but go soft in his embrace, her hands going from warding him off to pulling him closer, her head tilting back to drink in more of this man who touched her like no one else ever had.

      I need him, I love him, I need him

      The words echoed in her head, and it was like realizing something she had known for a long time. She had no idea when she had fallen in love with Robert, but the fact that she had was as immutable and real as granite. She clung to him, and when he finally broke the kiss, she uttered a soft cry of dismay.

      The sardonic look he gave her chilled her blood. “If that is what you are offering, I should have asked for more when we made this bargain. As it is, I am well-satisfied. I'll be leaving for London in the morning.”

      “Robert!”

      “What is it, Miss Welton? Do you have further work for me? If you do, I warn you that my price has gone up.”

      Robert stepped back from her and she felt cold and then hot as his eyes traveled over her from head to toe. When she had been in his arms before, she had felt as if she was flying. This was like being slapped with a handful of mud.

      “Robert, stop this at once. Don't you dare make out that this was... was some kind of game.”

      “Oh, but it was, Miss Welton, and you have won. May your victory be everything you dreamed it was.”

      Lacey felt her heart crack open, and she couldn't stand it anymore. She stepped around him and ran for the house, but she didn't stop there. Instead, she hurriedly told Lady Winstead she was ill and that her mother should proceed home at her own pace. The lady protested, telling her she could stay and sleep in one of the guest rooms, but Lacey shook her head.

      “No, Lady Winstead, I feel if I don't get back to my own bed, I shall surely die. If I could just trouble you for the loan of a barouche...”

      

      The light barouche was faster by far than the carriage she had arrived in, and she ached for home. As she left the lights of the Winstead gala, she wondered how in the world she was going to face the morning.
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      Lacey felt a great swell of relief when the familiar shape of Baling House came into view. It was dark, the servants likely all abed by now, and she told the Winsteads’ coachman that she would be fine at the drive.

      

      Someday, I will marry and this and Mother's title will all be mine.

      The thought had never interested her much, but now it took on a positively bleak cast, because whoever she married, it wouldn't be Robert, and that left her feeling as if her heart had gone out of her. She flinched from the memory of his cruelty in the garden, wondering how they had gone from such sweetness a few days ago to this.

      She touched the necklace he had given her, smiling ruefully because it was better than crying. It was beautiful, but she would put it and the earrings away. It was more practical than simply dumping them in the stream behind the house, at any rate.

      She navigated the halls of Baling House with the ease of lifelong practice, using the moonlight coming through the tall windows to light her way instead of a candle. She was almost to her room when a loud thumping sound startled her.

      What in the world can that be? Everyone is meant to be asleep right now

      Lacey tried to tell herself that it was just a servant stirring or perhaps some animal outside the window, but she couldn't let it go. Instead, she made her way to the library, where it seemed the sound had originated.

      Some instinct prevented her from calling out to see what was going on. Instead, she cracked the door open and stayed in the hall to see what was the matter.

      For a moment, she didn't understand what she was seeing. It was Davis, stripped to his shirt sleeves, and he seemed to be building a great and roaring fire in the hearth. At least, he was bringing armloads of wood to the hearth... no, not to the hearth, next to the hearth, and he was dropping the wood on the library carpet.

      He's… Oh, god… He's building a path straight from the fire to the books!

      She must have made some noise because Davis looked up from his work, letting the wood fall in a scatter around him. In some distant part of her mind, she thought that Mrs. Elinsby, the housekeeper, would be displeased with the mess of bark and dirt, and then she realized what danger they were in.

      “Oh. Miss Welton. I didn't imagine you'd be back so soon.”

      Despite the bizarre circumstances, Davis was as polite as ever, and somehow that was more chilling.

      Lacey swallowed hard.

      “I was ill. But, Lord Exter, what are you doing? Is... is this because I rejected your suit?”

      He shrugged as if she had asked him his opinion on something utterly inconsequential. “Yes and no, I suppose. It would have been easier if you were willing to fall for my charms, but my talents have never lain in that direction. Not like our father's.”

      Lacey stared at him. “Our... father?”

      He smiled at her bitterly. “Oh, yes. The previous Lord Baling was a rake of the highest order, and I'm the product of one of his exploits.”

      “And... he turned you away?”

      Davis’ face momentarily warped to something utterly furious and deranged, but then he smiled again, the same obsequious man she had known.

      Dear God, I let him touch me...

      “Left my mother with a pension and me with nothing, I'm afraid, and so I came to see if I could claim my inheritance for myself.”

      “But I'm your sister!”

      “You need never have known, at least not until we were married, and I could arrange a suitably appropriate fate for you.”

      Lacey stared at him. “Then... this was all for revenge?”

      He had started toward her when they began talking. All that mattered was she got him away from the fire, from the tinderbox of the library. She had to keep him talking.

      “Revenge, wealth, satisfaction. I want it all, and you were the little bitch who thought she could deny me.”

      Step by step, she lured him out of the library, keeping herself as calm as she could.

      “I might have taken your suit a little better if you were a little kinder about it.”

      “Kindness means nothing in this world, little sister. Force means more.”

      On those words, Davis lunged at her, and she would have been caught if she hadn't been ready. Instead, he managed to tear a bow off her dress as she turned to run, kicking off her slippers as she did so. She could hear him running after her, and she knew he was likely faster than she was. She couldn't beat him over a long distance, but she was fast enough to beat him to the drawing room close by.

      Davis was close enough that she couldn't close the door in his face, but she didn't intend to barricade herself against him. Instead, Lacey lunged for the bell pull, which would ring a sonorous bell in the servants' quarters. She grabbed the bell and gave it several hard tugs, knowing it was making a clamor where the servants slept.

      Please, please let it be enough.

      Davis’ hands closed over her shoulders, dragging her back from the cord, and she screamed, ready to strike him with all the strength she had. Instead, he folded his hand over her mouth and started dragging her back to the library, where the fire raged on.

      

      “You're done, little sister. And so am I.”
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      Robert had it in his head to leave for London that night. Anything he had, including his horse, could be sent for, and he could spend the night in an inn on the road. However, that smacked of cowardice to him; at the very least, it sounded like what Davis was doing, and the thought rankled.

      

      I need to see Lacey one more time. I can't let it end like this with us.

      He didn't know quite what he was going to say, nor did he really know what he expected from her, but to have his last view of her be what he had seen in the garden hurt too much. He needed to get back to Baling House, and Tabi provided the solution.

      “Gwendolyn is thick with the Winstead girls. She can get you a horse if you need one.”

      It was against propriety, but no one was looking, so he pulled her in for a hug.

      “Thank you, Tabi. I'll pay you back if I can.”

      He set out toward Baling House on the back of a splendid chestnut mare, and as he rode, he thought of what he could say, what he could do that would make Lacey understand why they deserved more than a farce of an engagement. Finally, he had to shake his head.

      In situations like this, I suppose only the truth will do.

      He was determined to make his case, to be utterly unstoppable when he did, but he hadn't reckoned on fire.

      Robert arrived to find Baling House in chaos. The servants were on the front lawn, frantically organizing a bucket brigade, and the entire scene was lit up with an unearthly orange light.

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      A chorus of voices answered him with various degrees of coherency, but he was scanning the faces frantically, failing to find the one he needed to know was safe.

      “She rang the bell,” shouted one of the maids, her face dark with soot. “She woke us up!”

      “Dammit!”

      The fire was belching out of just two windows. As Robert prepared to run into the house, he heard something else.

      “It's that damned Davis; he's the one that did all this! He never left at all, and for all I know, he's in there still.”

      Despite the warmth radiating from the house, Robert felt his blood run cold. He had to get to Lacey. He prayed it wasn't already too late.

      He ran into the house, and he stifled the urge to shout for her. If Davis had her, it might drive him utterly mad. Instead, he ran for the flames, knowing that if she were anywhere in the house, she would be safer.

      The library door was open, and when he looked in, Robert saw the books, antique and leather bound, were going up in flames, which belched into the night outside. Worse than all of that was Davis, standing in the flames as if he was immune to their heat, and behind, stretched out on the floor, was Lacey.

      Robert couldn't stop a cry from escaping his lips.

      Davis turned to him, a look of sheer mania on his face.

      “Ah, the erstwhile bridegroom! Come to join your bride?”

      “Let me have her! I won't stop whatever the hell you are trying to do here, just let me have her!” Robert had to shout to make himself heard over the roar of the fire.

      “You may come to get her if you like,”

      Davis said mildly, but there was an iron poker in his hand and a devilish grin on his face.

      Robert realized that whatever else happened, Davis had absolutely no interest in getting out of the inferno. For a split second, he considered trying to reason with the man, but all he could see was Lacey, helpless and terribly close to the flames.

      All he had to rely on was his strength and his desperate speed. He feinted left, just barely dodging the swing of Davis’ poker, and he lunged at the man, trying to grab him and thrust him aside. Davis wasn't going to go down easily, however, and he twisted, still between Robert and Lacey. He was quick enough to deal Robert a stunningly hard blow on the shoulder, sending a roaring pain through his arm.

      “Damn you!” Robert cried.

      “I am already damned. Now I just need company on my voyage down.”

      Robert made a second desperate rush toward him, only to be driven back by the iron poker thrust into his face. He knew he wasn't thinking straight. He was too terrified by how vulnerable Lacey was, how very close the flames were coming.

      Davis was a little slow on Robert's third feint, and finally, he wrestled the crazed man's poker up over his head. He knew he was stronger than Davis, and he was ready to thrust the man away, toward the flames or out the window. Then, as he lunged forward, one foot slipped underneath him, and to Robert's horror, he went down on one knee.

      Davis rose up over him.

      “This game is mine, then.”

      Then Lacey was rising like the wrath of God behind Davis, and in her hands was an enormous leather-bound book. She brought the book down squarely over Davis’ head, connecting with a solid thump, and the man folded to the floor.

      She gave the man a hard kick and turned to Robert.

      “Let's get out of here.”

      Robert took her hand and led her through the library, which was hellishly hot. They made it out just as a rafter came down, and Lacey flinched.

      She didn't speak until they were safe on the lawn, and then she turned stricken eyes on the library.

      “It was so hard to wait, to pretend to faint and then to wait until he wasn't looking. Oh, my god. My home, Robert, I...”

      She turned to him, and to his shock, she threw herself into his arms. It could have been for comfort alone, but there was something more to it, he knew.

      “I love you, please, don't leave. Please. Please.”

      “God, Lacey, I could never leave you. I love you.”

      

      In the middle of all that chaos, Robert knew he would never let Lacey go, and she would never leave him. It was as if all the trouble between them and all of the misunderstanding had been burned completely away, leaving only their two hearts, beating together the way it was meant to be.
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      Lacey woke in her bedroom at the Winsteads' manor, still sore, lungs still a little raw from her time in the smoke. She was recovering every day, but it might be a full week or more before she was back to her old self.

      

      “You were more than a little lucky, young lady,” the doctor had said. “If you had stayed in there much longer, the damage might have been permanent.”

      Or I might not have gotten out at all.

      She, her mother, and Robert were staying with the Winsteads for the moment. All things considered, the damage was minimal, and though the books were a loss, the house would be habitable again before winter. Constance, in fine form, had apologized to her daughter for the travesty that Lord Exter had turned out to be while at the same time congratulating herself for making it possible for Lacey to find herself such a fine man as Robert. Lacey had only smiled, too tired to fight, and too sensitive to her mother's wounded pride to pursue it.

      As the maids dressed her for the day, a footman arrived with a message. It was brief and to the point.

      Will you come walking with me before breakfast?

      -R

      “Tell him I will, thank you.”

      It would be the perfect opportunity to speak with him. They hadn't spoken, really spoken, since that awful night, and in the meantime, she had thought about it a great deal. What was said in the shadow of fire, she decided, could not be binding, not if they wanted to be utterly open and honest with each other.

      As the household woke up for breakfast, Lacey tucked a wrapped package under her arm and slipped out into the garden. She found Robert at the same sundial where they'd had their disastrous conversation before the fire. It still made her heart hurt, seeing how handsome he was. He had been allowed to give up the sling yesterday, and now he was flexing his arm absently, rubbing his shoulder.

      “Lacey. I was hoping you would come—”

      She held up a hand. “Please. There has been so very much going on lately. May I speak first?”

      He frowned and nodded.

      She clutched the package close to her chest for a moment and then handed it to him.

      “Open it.”

      He did and found inside a leather-bound volume that, despite all her best efforts, still smelled faintly of smoke.

      “Is this—?”

      “Yes, the same volume I struck Lord Exter with. But it's more than that.”

      Robert's eyes widened as he saw the title, Al-Hazaad's Strategy of the Chessboard.

      “That's where I learned most of my skills with chess. He's amazing. It's all my secrets, and if you can't beat me after reading that, then you might as well find a new game to play.”

      “I didn't bring you out here to talk about chess, Lacey.”

      “I didn't think so, but I'm claiming the right of past victory. I won our last chess game, so I play white this time, and that means I go first.”

      Robert nodded, mystified.

      She took a deep breath.

      “Robert, I love you. I have for a while now, and there's no beginning to it and no ending at all. All that I can think of is you, and when you rescued me, it was like I was being given a chance to make things right. I don't know how you feel, whether you might feel something similar for me, or whether you just want to get back to London after all this insanity. But I love you, and I suppose the book is my way of saying… Well. It's your move.”

      Instead of speaking, Robert took her hand and pulled her to him. She saw the kiss coming, but the first touch of their lips, reverent, grateful, and perfect, was still a beautiful surprise.

      “Robert?”

      “Here.”

      He pressed something into her hand, and she blinked with surprise. It was a chessman carved from ivory, a small queen perfect down to the detail of dress and the imperious expression on her face. She was the conqueror, the strongest piece on the board, and Lacey raised her eyes to Robert.

      “You said it's my move, and here it is. Queen to you, and you have conquered me utterly. Lacey, I love you, and as mad as things have been, I refuse to retreat or to leave you. Pick the game, and I'll play it. Marry me, and we'll play every night if you like. Come with me to London, or tell me, and I'll build us a house in Westchester, whatever you like. Only say you love me again, and I'll be yours forever.”

      Lacey's eyes filled with tears, and she threw herself into Robert's arms.

      “I love you. I love you so, Robert.”

      

      She clung to him, love and happiness mingling with the relief that they were both safe and together and that there were a lifetime of games for them to play together.
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      “You cannot stall forever, Lacey.”

      

      “I am not stalling, dear, I'm consulting.”

      Lacey ran her hand absently over the rise of her belly, never taking her eyes off the board. Playing with Robert in the room, even if he was inclined to tease her about how long she took to make a move, was a decided improvement over playing by post.

      From across the board, Robert leaned back in his chair, watching her with a kind of pleased contentment.

      “I think your consultant is a little young to be offering you any good advice.”

      “Well, our son or daughter is getting an early start, that's all. And...”

      She paused, feeling a fluttering kick against her hand just as an idea popped into her head. “Ah, there it is.”

      Ceremoniously, she moved her knight, taking Robert's queen. “Now, you may squirm a bit, but I think that's going to be check in eight moves. Maybe less, certainly not more.”

      Robert scowled, looking down at the board. She could almost see his lightning-quick mind playing through his next possible moves and coming to the same realization. Finally, he took his king and lay it down on the board between them.

      “Damn it to perdition, you're right.”

      Lacey laughed and took his hand as he offered it, going to sit on his lap by the fire.

      “When our child's born, it is only fair that you let them advise me for at least a year.”

      Lacey grinned as Robert rested his hand on the curve of her belly and kissed her neck lovingly.

      

      “Well, of course, Robert. I wouldn't want to be unfair in any game we play.”
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