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Chapter 1
C~OC "

London
1873

With a sigh of frustration, Rachel Bailey thrummed her
fingers on the polished banister, the diaphanous
froth of her emerald skirt whispering with her movement.
Perfumed currents of air mingled with cigar smoke drifting
from the ballroom below. She turned, her fan dangling from
one wrist, an empty dance card on the other.

She’d tried not to care that so many here found her an
intellectual oddity or had excluded her from their social
circles.

Especially tonight.

For Cinderella had nothing on Rachel, except perhaps the
eye of the handsome prince, or in this case the talented recipient
of one of the most prestigious awards in all of Great Britain. A
civil engineer could garner no higher honor than the Gold
Telford Award, an honor that she would never receive because
of her gender, but one that Ryan Donally most aptly deserved.

1



2 MELODY THOMAS

From the gilt-edged balcony of the Palace Hotel, overlooking
the ballroom, she watched him, his tall, dark form easily recog-
nizable among the colorful assemblage. Music floated high
above the spacious floor to resonate against the dome-shaped
roof, elaborately paneled in Venetian mirrors. All about her, the
ball was in full swing, the swirl of colors arcing across the pol-
ished floor like a rainbow.

Incredibly handsome, Ryan was suited to the petite blonde
he held a little too intimately in his arms, Lady Gwyneth Ab-
bott. His future wife, if one was to believe the rumor running
rampant among the crowd. She was a jewel of elegant archi-
tecture in vermilion silk and upswept blond hair wrapped in a
diamond tiara. The two conversed, his vital energy mesmer-
izing, his open smile reflecting an animated conversation that
drew more than Rachel’s attention.

Ever since they’d been children, Ryan had garnered atten-
tion wherever he went. He mastered crowds as easily as he
gathered accolades, his charisma a reflection of his Irish
good looks. Now, having amassed a fortune in the iron-ore
industry, Ryan himself had since become an international
conglomerate separate from his family—and separate from
her—a far reach from the uncouth boy who used to throw
spiders in her hair when they were children.

Theirs had always been an impossible relationship. He
was her curse.

And the very reason she had returned to England.

Drawing in her breath against her tightly laced corset,
Rachel knew she was naive to think she could walk back into
his life tonight after everything she’d done to him, and not
feel panic.

They had not spoken since Kathleen had died four years ago.

She had to find a way to speak with him. She needed to talk
to him.

“The woman in my brother’s arms is the Earl of Devon-
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shire’s niece,” a masculine voice murmured next to her ear
and startled her.

John Donally had managed a soundless approach and
caught her staring at Ryan. “And of whom are you speak-
ing?” Rachel plucked a fluted champagne glass off the tray
of a passing footman.

“You know of whom I'm speaking. I understand that she’s
the earl’s ward and that she’s sought after among the ron’s
bachelors. But she has eyes only for my brother. She’s quite
beautiful.”

And Ryan’s brother, with whom she usually managed an
excellent rapport, only jammed the knife a little deeper into
her heart. Rachel truly didn’t want to know that the girl was
flawless as a snowflake. Sipping champagne, she welcomed
the wet effervescence against her senses. “Did Lady Gwyneth
make him cut his hair?” she asked, for lack of anything chari-
table to say. She’d noticed Ryan’s trademark queue missing.

“I doubt it, colleen.” Johnny crossed his arms. “But you
can always inquire.”

“I would very much like to talk to him. He’s not been in
London for a week.”

“He’s been in Bristol. They returned last night.”

“They?”

Ryan’s older brother peered over the balcony, his dark
curly hair catching the light from the Venetian chandelier.
“He and Lady Gwyneth, and the girl’s sister,” Johnny said.
“He just purchased property there.”

“Can he really want to marry her, Johnny?”’

“What do I know about Ryan’s heart? Since Kathleen’s
death, he’s kept his emotions locked away so tightly none of
us have been able to make sense of anything he does.” Slip-
ping a hand into his pocket, Johnny turned. “He’s not the same
man he used to be. Don’t be lulled into thinking otherwise.”

“Does he ever speak of Kathleen?”
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Johnny folded his arms and leaned against the balustrade.
“Why have you come all the way from Ireland to be here to-
night, colleen?”

“Despite everything else he’s done these past four years,
Ryan still chairs Donally & Bailey Engineering.” She studied
the champagne bubbles in her glass, realizing they were per-
fectly formed spheres and, if she held them to the light, they
glittered. That such perfection could result from the nasty
by-product of massive chaos and organic upheaval was the
essence of true chemistry.

Rachel swiveled her glass in the light and blinked as
Johnny’s handsome face suddenly came into focus over the
crystalline rim. Realizing he might construe too much from
such unusual whimsy, she sipped. “You have to admit the
award is well deserved. He’s required reading at Edinburgh
and Gottingen.”

“And naturally, you’re filled with admiration for his tal-
ents.” Johnny plucked the glass from her fingertips and set it
on the table beside the richly gilt Corinthian column. “Me-
thinks you’ve imbibed enough, colleen.”

“Shouldn’t you be dancing with your wife?” She recap-
tured her glass, prepared to do battle for one more taste.
“What will she be thinking to see the two of us all alone up
here, cozy as lovebirds grappling over my champagne flute?”

His dark eyes filling with mischief, he deftly snatched the
glass from her hands and set it on the tray of a passing foot-
man. “She’ll be thinkin’ that we’ve known each other all of
our lives, Rachel.” Taking her elbow, he forced her gaze from
the glass of spirits disappearing down the back stairway that
led out to the hotel kitchens. “She told me to find you and
drag you onto the ballroom floor if need be. Neither of us
thinks you should be watching the world from up here. It’s
time to play for once.”

Swallowing a groan, Rachel allowed Johnny to lead her
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down the marble steps into the man-made rainbow of silks
and satins, where she immediately sank within the bright col-
ors. “You don’t need to hold my hand,” she whispered.
“Metaphorically speaking, of course.”

“I do if I intend to dance, literally speaking.” Johnny
placed his fingertips at her waist, then bent to look into her
face. ““You’re not thinkin’ you’ve forgotten how to waltz, are
ye?” he asked, stepping with her onto the floor, his move-
ments carefully precise.

There was nothing that put the starch into her spine like
the fear of failure. “I think that you’re treading hazardous wa-
ters. I could ruin your two perfectly good feet before the
clock strikes midnight.”

“But this does provide me the opportunity to hold a beau-
tiful woman in my arms. With my wife’s permission even.
How fortunate am 1?7~

Rachel let herself fall into the easy step of the waltz.
“You’ve blarney for blood, Johnny Donally,” she said. “But I
thank you for it just the same.”

She was grateful that, even after all the mistakes she’d
made with her life, anyone in the Donally family could still
be her friend. Yet they had remained staunchly so. Most of
them anyway.

Except Ryan.

Even as her throat tightened, her eyes remained dry. Life
had taught her the uselessness of tears and the dangers of
emotions that crept into the orderly world she’d created for
herself as one of only two female civil engineers in the
world. But the cracks had begun to form after Kathleen’s
death four years ago and widened when Rachel hit her
twenty-ninth birthday last month. She didn’t know what to
do with the impractical, feminine part inside that had sud-
denly reawakened.

She needed desperately to rectify her past with Ryan.
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Long ago, she’d watched as he married her best friend.
And Rachel knew if she left tonight without telling him any-
thing in her heart, she would never have another chance.

In a few months, he would be out of her life forever.

“Do you actually drink this stuff, Donally?”

Havana in hand, Ryan turned from the arched doorway
where he’d been standing for the last half hour watching the
ballroom. Lord Devonshire entered the billiard room from
the terrace, and Ryan regretted the demise of his solitude.

“The Engineering Society could have afforded a better
stock of champagne, don’t you agree?” Devonshire rebuked.

Ryan held up his tumbler. “Compared to stock Irish
whiskey, everything else is tame, my lord.” He tipped back
the glass and relished the burn down his throat before setting
down the glass to rack the pool balls. The billiard room had
emptied when the orchestra began to warm up again for the
last set.

Like every man present, his lordship wore a black formal
swallowtail coat, white cravat, and gloves. This was not the
kind of event men like Devonshire usually attended. Ryan’s
professional peers were commoners, but tonight the earl and
his family had come as his guests.

“You’re not dancing?” Devonshire stood in the archway,
looking out onto the ballroom floor.

“Your niece’s dance card is full.” Ryan took the cue stick
he’d leaned against the billiard table. “T had my requisite two
dances. Do you play billiards, my lord?”

Devonshire continued to watch the dancers with interest.
“No,” he said absently.

Ryan chalked a stick. Smoke curled from the ash tin in
which he’d stubbed out his cigar. He listened to strains of the
waltz. Laughter. His own disorganized thoughts.

He knew who had caught Devonshire’s attention. Ryan
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had been watching her for most of the night. Even when he’d
been dancing with Gwyneth, he’d glimpsed Rachel on the
balcony overlooking the ballroom. He’d returned from Bris-
tol yesterday to learn she’d been in London over a week.

“Miss Bailey’s presence tonight is curious. She is not the
kind of woman I’d expected to find dabbling in the engineer-
ing profession.”

Ryan fixed his gaze over the cue stick. “Why is that, ex-
actly?” He cued the white ball, sending balls scattering over
the table.

“A woman who looks like she does should have more ap-
preciation for the finer talents of her sex.” Chuckling into his
glass, Devonshire froze as he looked across the rim and into
Ryan’s gaze.

For a moment, the earl’s eyes flickered as something in
Ryan’s expression wiped the smirk from his face.

Ryan potted the orange ball into the left pocket. “Is there a
reason for this conversation?”

His lordship picked up the red ball. “You must be aware
that my niece wants an autumn wedding,” Devonshire said.
“Clearly, whatever it is that you talk about whenever you are
alone, she is agreeable to a future as your wife.”

“Clearly the size of my bank account makes her more tol-
erant of my inherent faults.”

Ryan continued to observe Devonshire’s darkening color
with calm interest. The man treated those he considered be-
neath him with contempt, which was every man present that
night. Yet, they both knew where they stood in their business
relationship. Devonshire needed his money. Their personal
relationship had yet to be defined.

“There you are, Uncle.” Devonshire’s younger apple-
cheeked ward stopped beneath the archway. Her face
flushed, she was breathless. “I have been looking everywhere
for you. They have started a new waltz.”
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“Beatrice,” Devonshire snapped. “Have you forgotten your
bloody manners?”

The girl’s blue eyes rounded on Ryan, blond ringlets fram-
ing her plump face. “Please allow me to steal my uncle away,
Mr. Donally.” She lowered her lashes and curtsied, her pale
blue skirts whispering with her movement. “Gwyneth put his
name on my dance card so that it would be filled. I was only
hoping that perhaps—"

“Where is your sister now?”” Devonshire looked out onto
the ballroom floor.

“She’s dancing, of course. Her card is always filled.”

Devonshire glanced down at her. “Consider that her card is
always filled because she doesn’t go flitting about like some
silly schoolgirl, Beatrice.”

Turning away, Ryan lifted up his jacket from the chair
where he’d laid it earlier.

“I’m sorry, Uncle,” he heard the girl murmur.

“Go to the withdrawing room and straighten your hair.”

“Yes, Uncle.”

Ryan kept his gaze focused on his sleeves as she fled the
room. Devonshire looked over his shoulder at him, a hint of
iron in his gaze. “We’ve an agreement, Donally.”

Adjusting his silver cuff links, Ryan regarded the elder
with a tight smile. “Your servant, as always, my lord.” A crisp
bow implied the opposite.

Watching Devonshire leave, Ryan walked to the arched
doorway and leaned a shoulder against the wall. One hand in
his pocket, he was conscious of a sour taste in his mouth that
the strings of a waltz and the gaiety on the dance floor could
not dispel. His entire life, he had gone horns to horns with
men like Devonshire, who thought they owned the world and
the people around them by virtue of their birth. In the pro-
cess, he’d made enemies. Let there be no mistake—Ryan
knew Devonshire was one.
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Ryan’s gaze came to an abrupt stop on the lone feminine
figure standing on the outskirts of Johnny’s crowd, and every
other thought in his mind fled.

Rachel Bailey had been his adolescent obsession.

His curse.

The only woman in the world who could beat him at cro-
quet, outscore him in arithmetic, and probably knew more
about him than any other being alive.

A glimmering wash of candlelight set her apart like some
ethereal Madonna, etching her profile in revealing shadows
and light. Devonshire knew not the woman he besmirched
with the insinuation that Rachel Bailey had returned to Lon-
don for some other purpose than seeing Donally & Bailey re-
ceive the award tonight. She lived and breathed D&B, toeing
the line between good and evil like one born to the task of
martyrdom. She’d been working out of their office in Dublin
for four years.

He had always had a way with women. The smart ones
avoided him, which proved that Rachel had always been
smarter than most. Yet, even as she’d chased after his oldest
brother for most of her youth, she had always managed to
cloud Ryan’s vision and ruin his judgment. Then somewhere
between the years he had given her her first openmouthed
kiss and graduated at the top of his class in Edinburgh, he’d
met Kathleen.

Silent, Ryan simply stood now, watching Rachel, until
some inherent resonance of his thoughts turned her head and,
for a dragging moment, he waited for her to see him through
the press of people. She was searching for someone, he real-
ized, as she looked out across the dance floor—and the rest-
lessness he’d felt all night returned.

Growing up, he’d known just where to place a spider in her
hair, or how to knot the strings of her pinafore to the barn
post so tight that she had to undress to escape. Old habits
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died hard, he realized. As he withdrew his gloves from his
pocket and absently began to apply them to his hands, he
thought about her hair, wondering if it still flowed to her
waist in a fiery wave of sin. He began to shoulder through the
crowd, only to find his way blocked as people stopped to con-
gratulate him for the reward he’d received. His eyes on
Rachel, he worked the crowd as efficiently as he did every-
thing else in his life.

The crystal chandelier hanging in the center of the ball-
room illuminated the throng of dancers. Rachel stood for
perhaps five seconds more, searching the faces before she
turned and attempted to squeeze her way through the crush.
Lady Gwyneth had yet to leave the dance floor. But Ryan was
nowhere to be seen.

She secured a new glass of champagne from a footman,
too hot to care that she had little in common with the people
in the room or that she disliked crowds immensely. Stopping
in front of a console table festooned with an enormous fuch-
sia arrangement, she paused to consider an austere rendition
of Queen Victoria staring down at her from the wall—and
wondered how the most powerful country in the world could
have a queen at its helm and be so completely archaic when it
came to a woman’s station in life.

“Your Majesty—" She raised the champagne flute to her
lips.

A gloved hand reached over her shoulder and slipped the
glass from her fingers. “Has anyone ever told you that you
drink too much?”” Ryan stood behind her, nearly scaring the
wits out of her, looking even better up close than he had
dancing.

“Practically your whole family.”

He set the glass on the table. His dark eyes faintly chal-
lenging, he merely held her gaze. “Can you still dance?”
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Her heart hammering, she watched his fingers curl around
her palm and deftly turn her into his arms before leading her
onto the dance floor. “Truly, Ryan,” she managed to quip, as
he swept her out onto the ballroom floor, “you can be quite
full of yourself at times.”

“Not anymore.” He grinned, a portrait of sheepish charm.
“I’'m a reformed man.”

“You’re half-right,” she scoffed, remembering that he was
the one who used to spy on her swimming naked in the pond
behind her house. “You’re a man.”

His gaze touched hers. There it was. That hint of friction
between them, a slow-growing heat that would eventually
spark. She’d just forgotten how hot. Nervously looking
around at the gilded ballroom and the thousand candles that
flickered like golden stars, she fell easily into step. “Tonight,
I’ll even let you lead.”

“Jaysus.” He laughed quietly, his eyes briefly marking her
lips before he looked at a spot over her head. “What are you
doing out of Ireland?”

“I am expanding the Rathdrum project,” she said.

He remained silent.

“I wrote to you a few months ago. Twice.”

“I’ve been out of the country, Rache.”

“Johnny told me tonight you were in Bristol this week.”

He lowered his gaze and looked at her. Her flush was
surely caused by the champagne she’d consumed. He didn’t
reply, and she added, “My room is in this hotel.” Her words
almost sounding like a blatant invitation to frolic, she cleared
her throat, wondering why it was so hard to say what she’d
come to tell him. “I mean, we can talk over lunch. In the din-
ing room, of course.”

“I don’t know, Rache. Venturing to London to see me.
Now inviting me to lunch, all in one week. I might get the
wrong idea and think you’re trying to seduce me.”
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As usual, he was behaving poorly. “Don’t flatter yourself.”
She lifted her chin. “My grandmother could seduce you.
You’re that easy.”

A startlingly white smile swept across his tanned face.
“How is Memaw these days?”

“She reads about you in the scandal sheets, Ryan.”

He didn’t seem too worried that he was a regular topic
these days in both the financial and scandal columns of every
newspaper in Great Britain. “Then I can only imagine what
Memaw says about me,” he mocked gravely.

Rachel could feel the heat of him against her body, the
wild scent of clover and sunshine that seemed to emanate
from the fibers on his shirt. Looking to a point level with her
eyes, she saw that he wore the Telford medallion on a ribbon
around his neck, tucked snugly between the fine lawn of his
white shirt and his waistcoat. She thought of thrusting her
hands into his clothes and retrieving that medal.

“Maybe if you’re nice, I'll let you take it out and play with
it.” He leaned nearer until his breath brushed hot over her ear.
“You always did like my toys better than yours.”

“At least there are some things about me you’ve not for-
gotten,” she said, miffed that he could read her mind with
such ease.

“Are you seeing anyone?” he asked after a moment. His
assessing gaze roamed over her. He arched a dark brow. “Are
you in love? Do you have a life outside D&B?”

“Of course, I do.” Her response burst out too quickly. All
he had to do was look at her to know that she was lying. “I
teach at a girls’ school outside Dublin,” she said as an after-
thought, then added, “And I fence.”

He peered down at her. “How long have you been fencing?”

“Three years. David is my instructor.”

A corner of his mouth lifted. “How is my illustrious
brother? Is he still a priest?”



A MATCH MADE IN SCANDAL 13

“Oh, please, Ryan. You don’t have that many siblings left
who still talk to you on a regular basis. Must you besmirch
him?”

“You’re all heart, Rache.” He laughed, sweeping her
through a turn and out the doors onto the terrace. “Some
things never change. At least I don’t have to worry that the
years in Ireland have turned you into a cream puff.”

They came to a stop.

Ryan had danced with her outside the glass doors before
slowing beneath the bough of an overhanging tree. Strains of
music continued to play into the night.

“Why the letters?”” he asked. His expression was so elo-
quent of his entire implacable personality, she thought he
sounded angry. “Why the renewed interest in my life? I
thought we’d said all there is to say to one another.”

“Why haven’t you come to Ireland? That ferry goes two
ways.” Heart pounding, she crushed her skirts in her palm.
She could retreat no farther in her life than she’d done for the
last four years. “I know you have every right to hate me.”

“Look at me,” he said.

A hand reached around and gently pulled her chin, turning
her. In the shadows, she heard the whisper of Ryan’s sleeve at
the same time her muddled senses registered that he slid some-
thing over her head. Warm bronze settled between her breasts.

“Take the medallion back to Dublin. You’ve earned it,
too.”

She shook her head. His hand folded over her smaller one.
“For once, just bloody accept something I want to give you.”

“Damn you, Ryan.” Her heart too complex, she could say
no more.

“Is that sentiment open to discussion?”” he asked, lowering
his hand.

He leaned against the stone wall at his hip, looking very
nice in black tails and trousers. Shadows and moonlight at his



14 MELODY THOMAS

back. His jacket pulled at his shoulders, his lounging pose al-
tering perceptibly as he turned his head and looked at her.

“No.” She laughed in maudlin disgust.

Rachel’s gaze encompassed his dark, fathomless eyes,
now focused on hers intently, and his mouth, which she’d
kissed long ago and suddenly yearned to do so again. He was
more handsome than any man had a right to be, and his touch
spoke to something so deeply buried that he must surely read
it in her eyes. He’d been married to her best friend. He’d
loved Kathleen. She’d loved Kathleen as the sister she’d
never had, and she suddenly felt traitorous to that loyalty. But
she was finished living the lie that had become her life.

“I said some things to you once that I regret. Things I
should never have said at Kathleen’s . . . at her funeral—"

“Don’t, Rachel.” Ryan left her gaping at his back. He
stopped at the edge of the terrace and, with his hands on his
hips, looked out across the goldfish pond.

His reaction was so incongruous in the midst of her tur-
moil that Rachel’s brain lagged behind her body’s response.
“You can’t just turn your back. This is important.”

He put his hand on his waist. As he turned, she glimpsed
the silver clasps of his suspenders where the jacket had
pulled away from his hip. “If it’s a confession of the past you
want to make, I forgive you for everything you think you ever
did.”

“You don’t even know what sins I’ve committed.”

“How bad could they be?”” He faced her directly. “You go
to Mass twice weekly. You haven’t murdered anyone. If you
don’t count your penchant for drinking, smoking, swearing,
and indulging in chocolate, you’re practically a candidate for
sainthood.”

“Sainthood? I accused you of killing my best friend.” She
swallowed, remembering all the wretched things she’d said
that day. Kathleen had died in childbirth, and Rachel had
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blamed Ryan. She’d been unkind and horribly selfish in her
grief.

Worse, she had done things with her own life that had
brought shame on her family. She was not who Ryan thought
she was.

“A few weeks ago, I turned twenty-nine. Did you know
that?” Rachel went to stand before him. “You asked why I
came to London.” She was aware of her own cascading emo-
tions, the constriction in her chest that seemed to grow as if
she had opened the floodgate, and it was no longer possible
to hold the waters back. “You see, I've spent so much of my
life working to achieve the kind of status that, frankly, you
and Johnny have. That my father had. On one level I needed
you to know that I was worthy of the position that I hold at
D&B in Dublin. As you’ve noted, I've committed myself to
this course to the exclusion of all else in my life. I made
choices. Heaven only knows my mistakes. [ want to see Mary
Elizabeth. I want to see you.”

Ryan merely continued to watch her, with hooded eyes
now wary.

She folded her hands around the medallion. The strange
sensation of having come to the end of the road brought with
it a familiar, disconcerting feeling of uncertainty. “This is
about making amends for our past,” and her entire life, she re-
alized. “T once said some horrible things to you. You didn’t
deserve my anger that day when you were already grieving.
You can say that you don’t remember, but I know you do. I
was wrong. Then I disappeared from your life, and we never
had a chance to talk . . . about anything.”

The moonlight only amplified the shadows behind her
mood as she gathered her composure. A box hedge and trel-
lis shielded them from the ballroom. Inside, the music ceased
to play. Soon the last dance would begin. Ryan should be in-
side. The crowd would be looking for him.
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Finally, his head shook. “You’ve been thinking about that
day all of these years?” A note of disbelief tinged the ques-
tion. He made her feel like a fool.

Maybe all they’d really ever shared was their love for Kath-
leen. Perhaps there was nothing in their past, and she’d lived
these years stagnant in some foolish long-ago memory when
he’d kissed her in the darkness beneath the elm tree. “Why are
you making this so difficult? You always do that to me!”

“Me?” He was arrogantly astounded.

“Yes, you. I'm trying my best to talk to you. To tell you . . .
things. Important things.”

“Important?” The silence became onerous. ““You waltz
back into my life again? For what? To clear your conscience
over an event that happened almost four years ago? Every-
thing you said that day to me was the truth.” His dark eyes
flickered with a raw emotion she had not seen in years.
“Kathleen died because of me. You don’t know how many
ways I killed her. So don’t bring up that day to me again.”

“I'm sorry.”

In the shadows of the hedge, his voice had gone quiet.
“You don’t know who I am. You never did. You’ve lived in
your own world, the musical troubadour flitting about with
dreams bigger than a man’s soul. You’ve been very good at
getting what you’ve wanted.”

“Stop.” Rachel hated the tears that welled. She hated that
he made her incapable of rational thought. He didn’t know
anything about the last few years. “Please . . .”

“Please . . . what, Rachel? You’re godmother to my
daughter. I haven’t kept you from seeing her. I don’t want to
hear your bloody confessions because you’re twenty-nine
years old and have now decided to return to England under
some assumption that you need to correct the past so that you
can sleep at night.”
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“You’re impossible, Ryan Donally! I don’t even know why
I’'m trying to talk to you.”

“Hell, Rache.” He flung out his arms. “There’s nothing
new about that.”

He wasn’t going to get off that easily. She could take some
of the blame for their estrangement, but not all. How could
she have been in love with him her entire life and he still be
so blind? “T came back to see you, Ryan,” she whispered.

She took his hands. Capable hands. They’d built bridges
and roads. They’d held her after her mother died. “That’s
what I’m trying to tell you. I tried writing you.”

She’d tried in so many ways these past months to tell him
what was in her heart.

“Jaysus, Rachel. What are you doing?” His voice was a
rough whisper.

She felt his tumult. The moonlight fell full upon him. She
sought his eyes to discern his thoughts, placated by nothing
she saw within those dark depths.

Then she did what her heart was telling her to do. What
she should have done long before now. Long before her
twenty-ninth birthday. Long before she looked into the mir-
ror and realized how much of her life she’d thrown away on
grief or pride.

She drew his mouth to her lips.

And kissed him.

The instinct to touch him was as natural to her as breath-
ing. She heard the husky timbre of her name on his lips, fuel-
ing hope that had died with the passing years. Her body
curved against the long length of his, and she felt every hard-
ened contour. She slid her hands up the warm flesh of his
neck to tangle in his hair. Then his hands framed her face,
and he tore his mouth away. “I can’t do this,” he rasped. “I
can’t.”
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The words jolted her senses. He followed her chin with his
hand and turned her face to his. “There can never be anything
between us.” His palm gentled. “Go home, Rachel.”

She stepped away from his hand. If she could stop herself
from reacting, she could accept his calm as some noble gesture
to spare her further humiliation. Instead, she felt only the bleak
reality of his rejection. There was no honor in her actions. She
should never have opened this wretched gate to the past.

Worst of all, Rachel resented that Ryan had more respect
for her than she had for herself. More self-control. A burst of
self-anger rescued her from shame. “She cannot possibly
love you, Ryan.”

For an awful moment, neither of them moved, and it
seemed as if her heart caught in her throat. For she had not
meant the words the cruel way they sounded. Inside, the mu-
sic had commenced, a resounding finale befitting the end of a
successful celebration. “Is that your ever-impressing opinion
of my character, Rache?” Droll amusement touched his
mouth, and, despising his blatant mockery of her feelings,
she gave him her back. “I believe it is,” he said, with a ghost
of a laugh.

He walked past her down the flower-bordered path.

She sank onto the stone bench, devastated more than she
could have imagined possible.

The medallion in her hands drew her gaze, and she traced
the Latin lettering, a rush of familiar feelings tumbling
through her mind. Truly, in her best imitation of a failure, she
could not have bungled this night more, she thought, wiping
the wretched tears from her cheek with one hand. She was
furious at him and his own lack of logic concerning his life,
convinced that he was stepping off a cliff and didn’t even
know it. He was a fool. But then who could ever tell Ryan
anything? Certainly not her. She couldn’t offer him anything.

Drawing in a deep ragged breath, she looked up.
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Her wet gaze stopped abruptly on a young blond-haired
man sitting on the stone wall. Her spine jolted her upright.
Wiping the heel of her hand across her cheek, she came to
her feet. He had not been there previously, but by his manner,
it was obvious he had witnessed the entire humiliating affair!

“Though I do prefer Covent Garden for its entertainment,
I’ve found tonight very interesting.” He folded his arms and
stretched his legs out in front of him. “You must be the noto-
rious business associate of that very same man who intends
to wed my cousin,” he said, coming to his feet. “The very
person I've wanted to find.”

He was neither exceptionally tall nor exceptionally broad
of shoulder. He was handsome, and his clothes were tailored,
as exclusive as the fat diamond stickpin in his cravat. “I
couldn’t help but overhear your conversation.”

“I’m sure that you could have if you’d tried a bit harder to
walk away.”

She stepped around him, only to have him block her way.
“Allow me to introduce myself.” He bowed, then handed her
his card. “I’'m Lord Gideon Montague Viscount Bathwick,
Lord Devonshire’s son, who is here as Ryan Donally’s guest.
My illustrious cousin . . . as you probably suspect . . . will be
occupied with her own plans for the night. So here I am left
to fend for myself among the other lost souls of the night,” he
said with casual deference, as if he had a right to impose him-
self or to imply that she was lost.

“You and I have something in common, Miss Bailey.”

“I seriously doubt we move in the same circles to have
anything in common.”

She was too humiliated by what he’d seen. Too angry.
Johnny appeared on the terrace from the direction of the ball-
room. He halted when he saw her, his gaze shifting to the
man blocking her path before joining them. “Bathwick . . .
my lord.”
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“Johnny Donally.” Lord Bathwick turned, clearly annoyed
by the interruption. “How old-world of you. Are you coming
to the rescue tonight?”’

“Are you all right?” Johnny stood beside her, a protective
hint of steel behind his query. But Rachel needed no one to
defend her. She only wanted to leave.

“Please, Johnny, me boy,” Bathwick mimicked Johnny’s
slight accent. “Some of us are still gentlemen and, despite
your brother’s conceit, there are some things left in Britain
that he does not own. I merely wanted words with this very
enchanting D&B board member.”

“You’ve had them. Now leave,” Johnny said.

Bathwick’s gaze homed in directly on Rachel as he passed.
“When you are ready to talk. Another time then, Miss Bailey.”

Rachel held on to Johnny’s arm to avert an open dispute,
but watching Bathwick leave, she could only wonder what
Ryan had done to make this man hate him.



Chapter 2
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“ Who is Lord Bathwick to Ryan?” Rachel asked

Johnny the next morning.

Having slept only a few hours last night, she’d arrived
early at D&B with an aching head. Strange that the sky could
be so blue, the day pleasantly warm—and so utterly discor-
dant with the world order of things. She reached her hand
across the desk and shut the blinds. She could still hear the
traffic on the street outside.

“I suggest you stay away from him, colleen,” Johnny said,
leaning with his palms on the drafting table as he continued
to pore over the plans she’d brought with her from Ireland.
He’d removed his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves, the
color’s starkness a contrast to his tanned forearms. “Lord
Bathwick is not a friend to Ryan.”

Rachel smoothed the corners of the plat and looked up to
gauge Johnny’s silence. “Reading the financial news in the
broadsheets of late, I've noticed that a lot of people seem to
feel that way about Ryan,” she prompted, refusing to be put off.

“Ryan went through a very public and ugly battle in his ac-

21
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quisition of Ore Industries a year ago. Devonshire and son,
Lord Bathwick, no longer own the company.”

Yet Devonshire had agreed to a betrothal between Ryan
and Lady Gwyneth, she thought, recognizing that Lord Bath-
wick had not seemed pleased about that last night.

Like everyone else in London, Rachel had read the be-
trothal announcement in that morning’s broadsheets—a ti-
tanic society event judging by the amount of space dedicated
to the bride’s pure blue pedigree. Ryan had stepped into a lit-
tle fiefdom, worthy of his own growing financial kingdom.
Last night, when she’d thrown herself at him and made such
a fool of herself—he’d known there could never be anything
between them.

“D&B is certainly a smaller firm compared to the world-
wide giant, Ore Industries,” she managed. “D&B must be of
little importance to Ryan, now.”

“Don’t count on it.” Johnny shook his head. “He still sits at
the head of this board.”

Johnny continued to lean both palms on the drafting table,
and she returned to the diagram they had been discussing
most of the morning. A flood had taken out the bridge near
Rathdrum two years ago. The Irish division of D&B had re-
ceived the contract to repair that bridge. Except that wasn’t
why she was there. “We have nearly finished,” she said. “But
the flooding will only be abated in the future with this levee.
I want to be the one to build it. Not as the person who sits in
the Dublin office and oversees the running of various depart-
ments, but as the project engineer for the job.”

Johnny slanted her a glance. “It isn’t done, colleen.”

“I refuse to be a figurehead in this company any longer,
Johnny.” She was in no mood for lectures on professional
protocol or anything remotely associated with the fact that
she was a woman in a man’s business. She’d spent years of
her life in the field and auditing classes to complete the nec-
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essary mathematics, physics, and engineering requirements
it took to become an engineer, and much more to understand
the internal machinations of the company she’d inherited
from her father. Rachel only knew that she’d staked her repu-
tation and her financial survival on this entire venture.

“Hundreds of people are depending on me to put food on
their table. I just need your approval to send it through the
committee for funding.”

“I don’t have the authority to approve this. You know it as
well as 1.”

“I don’t know any such thing, Johnny.”

“Ryan is the only one who can approve this as it stands. I
can tell you, he won’t.”

She steeled herself against the unexpected urge to argue
with him, for there was truth to Johnny’s statements about
women in the engineering profession, she reluctantly con-
ceded. She could put Allan Marrow’s name as the project
head and send the report through the committee as she’d
done on many occasions before. But she’d made many deci-
sions about her life before coming here, wanting to take a
stand on them all. Indeed, she was finished hiding behind the
wall of perpetual anonymity when it came both to her profi-
ciency as an engineer and her heart, believing that she and
Ryan not only shared a desire to see Donally & Bailey thrive
but something else as well. Something that had always been
present between them from the days they’d been children.

She’d set out for London with an elaborate dream, wishful
illusions to conquer the love of her life, never thinking that
Ryan didn’t feel even a miniscule drop of similar feelings for
her. She’d danced with him like some belated Cinderella—
only the slipper he held in his hand today did not belong to her.

“So be it then.” She rolled up the top diagram, careful not
to crease the fragile paper. She understood bargains made
with the devil. She’d been making them for years.
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“Will you tell me what happened last night?” Johnny
peered down at her.

Her braid fell forward over her shoulder. “I don’t know
what you mean.”

“When my brother takes me from a dance with my wife
and tells me to go out to the terrace and make sure that you
get to your hotel room for the night, it leaves me a little con-
cerned, colleen.”

Rachel’s spine stiffened. Leave it to Ryan to come up with
the worst possible rationale for her confession and think her
foxed.

A steam whistle sounded from outside.

Rachel tipped open the blinds and looked out the window
that fronted the drafting room. The D&B office sat off the
bank of the Thames. In another month, the London climate
would prevent the window from staying open, though the
stench coming off the Thames was far less, now that the em-
bankment had been completed.

The door in the outer office opened, and she heard the low
mumble of voices.

“The painters are here,” Johnny said, rolling up the rest of
the papers she’d scattered over the drafting table and handing
her the tubes. “You don’t want to be here when they begin
work.”

“Are you leaving?”

“I don’t work all the time.” Johnny took his jacket from the
stool next to hers. “Moira and the children are taking me to
Lords for the cricket match this afternoon. Have you seen Mary
Elizabeth yet?”” He shoved his arms into the jacket sleeves.

She had wanted very much to see Kathleen’s daughter, but
she had not pursued the quest. Children in general made her
uncomfortable, and that particular one scared her to death as
much as the thought of facing Ryan again after last night.

“Brace up, colleen. Ryan may not even be home,” Johnny
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said, lifting his satchel from the floor. “But you need to talk
to him about the project. Not me.”

She let go of an exhalation. “He probably wishes I’d just
go back to Dublin.”

Johnny turned. Wearing the dark coat, with his brown eyes
and hair the color of Ryan’s, he studied her briefly, as if un-
sure what to say. “The wedding will take place in October at
Devonshire’s estate,” he said quietly. “I should have told you
last night.”

Rachel said nothing more. For that was that—as Memaw
would say—the sound of her heart breaking as it crashed into
a thousand pieces against her ribs. She hated weakness, espe-
cially in herself. She hated feeling like a shrew, when she
went out of her way to be nice—at the very least not mean—
believing in her heart that what went around in this world
would come back around and smile on her with benevolence.
Fate was indeed keeping score, but not in the way that she’d
hoped.

Rachel remained on the stool, her skirts spread primly
over her legs, her leather half boots moving in agitation be-
neath the hem. Ryan might not be interested in her—he
might not even be able to abide her—but whether he willed it
or not, as the daughter of an original charter member, she sat
on the board of this company, and, for the first time in her
life, she felt qualified to share in company decisions. He
would have to accept her in that capacity at the very least. For
she was not folding up and going away.

“You are reckless this morning, Mr. Donally.”

“Indeed, Jacques.” Breathing hard, Ryan tested the grip of
his foil with a slice through the air, his eyes narrowed on the
fencing master through the mesh of his mask. “Let’s go at it
again.”

Two steps, he met the other man’s riposte, the click of their
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foils the only sound in the glass studio. He’d been working
out for over an hour. Tempered by his fickle mood, Ryan had
awakened early, something he rarely did, especially since
he’d returned to his country estate and not his London resi-
dence last night. He’d not fallen asleep until dawn.

Circling counterclockwise to his opponent, Ryan struck
the other’s weapon in a steady forward thrust. He had taken
up fencing last year, as a way to alleviate the restlessness that
seemed to be the driving force in his life. Jacques had come
to him at the recommendation of Lord Ravenspur, his sister’s
husband.

Ryan moved with the agility of a man who had not yet lost
his reflexes, countering with graceful steps. They went
around the floor twice more before the Frenchman nicked
him again, this time in the chest. “You are dead, Mr. Donally.
I’ve skewered your heart.”

Ryan snatched off the mask. “No, Jacques.” He tossed the
foil to one of his footmen standing at the glass doors. “That
untrustworthy organ was skewered sometime ago.” He re-
moved the protective leather vest and accepted a towel from
the other man’s outstretched hand. Even with the glass doors
opened to the cool air, sweat dampened his shirt and hair.
Looking out across the expanse of rolling green yard that
stretched to the woods, he drank from a pitcher of water a
servant brought him.

“I understand a betrothal between you and Lady Gwyneth
was announced this morning, sir,” Jacques said, joining him
by the window. “My congratulations. She is beautiful. I am
envious, oui?”’

Ryan slapped the towel around his neck, aware of an irrita-
tion he felt without quite knowing why. “Thank you, Jacques.”

“Da!” A little girl’s voice sounded from across the room.

His daughter’s nanny could barely restrain the squirming
three-year-old.
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“You know your way out, Jacques,” Ryan said. “I will see
you again next week.”

He walked across the vast room to greet his daughter. His
knee-high boots clicked on the polished floor. Miss Peabody
set down the wriggling ball of energy.

“I thought you would sleep the morning away.” He swung
his daughter into his arms, and, giggling, she flung her arms
around his neck.

“She should not be allowed to sleep so late,” Miss Peabody
said.

Holding his hand against his daughter’s baby-fine curls, he
pressed his mouth against her hair. She smelled like sweet
clover. “Has she eaten, yet?”

“No, sir. Boswell said you wished to take your meal with
her.”

“I wants to fish and ride my pony, Da.”

Ryan looked over her head at the gray-haired nanny. “Was
she coughing again last night?”’

“No, sir. I left the door open between our rooms to make
sure. It was my opinion that she should not have been al-
lowed to play so long outside yesterday, sir,” Miss Peabody
said pointedly to the elderly man who stood like a military
sentry at the door. “But Boswell seems to have a difference of
opinion on that matter.”

“Were you ill yesterday, poppet?”

“It hurted, Da.”

Ryan surveyed her face. “What hurted?”

Mary Elizabeth held up a finger, the single digit revealing
the sore where a splinter had been removed last week.

“Maybe I should throw that bad finger back where it came
from,” he said. “What do you think?”

“No.” She laughed, her favorite word of late.

“We’ll lunch outside.” He glanced at Boswell, sure that his
trusted valet of ten years would edify him with a list of com-
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plaints against Miss Peabody the moment they were alone.
“Pack her fishing pole,” he said, handing his daughter to him.
“I wish to have a word with Miss Peabody.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Donally. I’ll see that Amy dresses the tyke
for an outing.”

Mouth pursed, Miss Peabody remained behind. Ryan
watched his daughter disappear around the corner. Still
sleepy-eyed, she’d plopped a thumb in her rosebud mouth,
her blond curls bouncing with Boswell’s gait.

Ryan turned to the nanny he’d hired only two months ago
because he was told she was the most sought after in London.
“I was informed that Mary Elizabeth woke up last night cry-
ing. When I came home, her room was dark.”

“She’s almost four years old, sir—"

“I'don’t care if she’s forty. It’s not so much trouble to leave
a light in her room.”

The woman'’s chin lifted, but there was a noticeable set to her
jaw. “She rarely wakes in the night when you are not here, sir.”

Ryan didn’t believe his daughter had nightmares because
she wanted attention.

“Catering to her fears will only teach her to cry at night,”
Miss Peabody stated. “If you leave her alone, she will learn
quickly enough—"

“I pay you salary enough to see that you’re a nanny, not a
heartless taskmaster. I warned you once before she’s always
to have a light on in her room.”

“Mr. Donally,” his butler interrupted. Carrying a packet,
he stopped behind Peabody. “A courier from D&B arrived
and brought this. She told me that it is your mail.”

“She?” Ryan took the packet, turning it over in his hand.

“Yes, sir. She is in the salon awaiting you.”

Ryan wondered who the hell Johnny or Stewart would send
over on a Saturday? Women weren’t couriers. He thought of
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Mary Elizabeth waiting for him. “Pay her and send her on her
way.”

“I don’t think she’ll leave, sir.” His butler’s voice lowered
discreetly. “She’s not dressed like any courier. And she’s . . .
bossy.”

“Jaysus.” Ryan started to roll his eyes, aware that he was
going to have to go downstairs.

The harsh rustle of taffeta betrayed Miss Peabody’s inten-
tion to leave. Ryan turned, abruptly stopping her with a look.
“Is there anything else, sir?”” she asked.

“I don’t care who you are, Miss Peabody. If you want to
stay in this household, don’t question my authority again. Is
that clear?”

Her mouth sagged open to speak, but she only nodded, as
Ryan turned on his heel and left her standing alone in the cor-
ridor to contemplate her future as his employee.

Coming to a dead stop downstairs in the salon, Ryan
gripped the towel around his neck. Still in his shirtsleeves, he
was clothed improperly for guests. He did not expect to see
Rachel and, in any case, her own unchaperoned appearance
in his home made his lack of dress irrelevant.

She sat with her back straight on a blue-and-white-striped
settee. She had not yet heard his approach, and he moved into
the airy room. The crystal lamp on the table next to her
chimed a musical cadence to the air stirred by his movement
and, as her eyes fell on him standing in the doorway, she rose
to her feet in a subtle rustle of fabric.

A long moment passed as they considered each other in
silence.

“And after six days of hard work, he retires to the country
castle and rests.” She smiled nervously.

“I think the official day of rest is the seventh.”
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“Since when have you ever done anything the official
way?”

He cocked a brow. Now that they had gotten the initial
awkwardness out of the way, Ryan assessed her more thor-
oughly. His eyes slid down her body. The virginal severity of
her high-necked white blouse contrasted with her copper
hair; barely tamed in a braid that ran down her back and
touched her bottom. She looked primly spinsterish and free
from the nonsense frills and frippery that the women he
seemed to be acquainted with embraced in fashion. No one
would ever find Rachel Bailey wearing feathers or waxed
fruit. She’d always liked that about herself.

She thought herself sensible.

Sensible like the hen in the fox’s lair, forbidden to him all
his life. After last night, his first instinct was to tell her to go
away.

Yet he watched with a strange sort of possessive energy as
her hazel eyes went over his belongings. Artwork lined the
richly paneled walls to the high ceilings. “Everything is still as
beautiful as I remember.” She offered him a tentative smile.

He almost felt sorry for her—but not enough to put her out
of her misery.

“Why do I get the feeling that you’re following me around,
Rache?”

“You’ve already shown that you aren’t very good with
apologies,” she said, for lack of any articulate explanation to
describe why she had thrown herself into his arms last night
and kissed him. “T wish I could tell you that I was drunk. I
wish I had been drunk.”

“Because you did something spontaneous? Out of charac-
ter?”

“It was an accident. I don’t know why I kissed you. I
apologize, and I do hope that you will try to be some sort of
a gentleman and allow me to forget it ever happened. I
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promise, it won’t happen again. Ever. Unless, maybe, I've
overimbibed.”

Cocking a brow, he didn’t know if he should feel relieved
or insulted. He leisurely dropped his gaze to her mouth be-
fore leaning into the doorway, at once suspicious. He
couldn’t remember a moment in his life that she’d ever apol-
ogized to him for anything, and now he’d received two for-
mal apologies in as many days. He had to give her credit for
brass, though, showing up here today, all alone.

But Rachel never did anything without a reason. “I thought
you’d be on your way back to Ireland by now.”

She peered around him and up the stairs. “I hope I'm not
intruding.”

He took in the satchel she carried. “And I’ll wager your an-
nuity that you know well enough you’re disturbing me. How
did you get out here?”

“The train takes a half hour from London. Once at the sta-
tion, I hired someone from the livery to bring me. I actually
came for two reasons,” she forged onward.

“Couldn’t you have waited until Monday at the office?”

Her full mouth tilted at the corners. “Do you lop off the
head of trespassers then?”

“I’m partial to red hair. If you’re nice, I could spare you.”

“How nice?”

His gaze dipping to her lips, he considered telling her that
she asked a dangerous question. Then, looking away, he
wondered what the hell he was thinking?

The butler appeared and saved him from a response.
“Would the miss care for coffee or sherbet, Mr. Donally?”

“Have you eaten lunch?”” Ryan politely inquired. “You’ve
come a long way to visit me. The least I can do is feed you be-
fore I send you back.”

“Do make an exception today. Won’t you?” She sighed, all
pretense gone. “I really do need to talk to you.”
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He could have. He’d made exceptions before when people
had come here with demands on his time, but there was some-
thing about Rachel being in this house, close to him, playing
nice. If they talked business, they’d argue, and, as he stood
looking at her framed by the feminine walls in what used to be
Kathleen’s salon, as soft and pretty as any Monet subject, he
discovered that he didn’t want to spend this time arguing.

“What is your second reason for coming out here?” he
asked.

“I wish to see Mary Elizabeth.”

“You want to see my daughter?”

“Don’t sound so surprised. I'm not as indifferent as you
think I am, Ryan.” She turned the satchel and flipped open
the lid when he didn’t reply. Withdrawing a worn photograph
with frayed corners, she held it out to him.

It was a picture of Mary Elizabeth holding a rabbit. Ryan
moved into the room and slid it from her hand. The photo-
graph had been taken at a family gathering two years ago; he
couldn’t even remember the occasion. But he was surprised
Rachel carried a memento of that occasion.

“Who sent you this?”

“Brianna.” Rachel drew a tight breath and bent over the
satchel, sounding remarkably discombobulated for a woman
always so self-assured. “I have another.”

He watched her ruffie through her satchel. Miss Organiza-
tion was nervous as hell. His gaze touched the braid down
her back. The scent of spiced apples wafted off her as if
someone had dumped an apple pie on her head, and he sud-
denly wondered how any woman would want to smell like
something someone should eat. He was still looking at her,
trying to answer that question, when she glanced up and caught
him staring.

Her expression froze. Then narrowed guardedly, as if
she’d captured him committing some sin. His entire life, she
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always had a way of making him feel like a naughty altar boy
who had just peeked up someone’s dress.

“How are your skills at fishing?”” he asked.

“Now, that all depends on what I am fishing for?”

“Fish.” A slow smile tilted the corners of his mouth. “The
kind that devours helpless creatures wrapped around hooks
and dangled mercilessly in the water.”

“The way you devour your competition?”

A little girl’s voice sounded from up the stairs, and Ryan
turned. He jogged up the staircase. His daughter, her hand
grabbing each spindle in her careful descent, reached for
him, and was in his arms when he turned to look back down
at Rachel.

“Mary Elizabeth plans on catching dinner for tonight.
Don’t you, Mouse?”

“I likes to fish.” His daughter beamed. “And ride my
pony.”

Ryan watched Rachel’s eyes shift from his face to Mary
Elizabeth’s.

“This is what I do on Saturdays,” he said, descending the
stairs one foot at a time until he stood in front of her. “Meet
your goddaughter. Say hello, Mary Elizabeth.”

Mary Elizabeth plopped a thumb between her rosebud
lips. Ryan’s mouth touched her temple, but his eyes remained
on Rachel. “How old are you going to be soon, Mouse?”” he
asked his daughter, as he considered Rachel’s apprehension.

His daughter held up four digits. “This many.” She demon-
strated.

Rachel could not have been more nervous.

Children were a foreign element in her life. Like lacy
clothes and dainty bonnets.

And this particular child belonged to Ryan.

“She has your eyelashes,” Rachel breathed.

“My eyelashes?” he laughed.
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“I was always the first to admit you should have been born
agirl”

“Did you hear that, Mouse?”

Mary Elizabeth giggled and buried her face against his
shoulder.

“She’s . . . truly beautiful, Ryan.”

He was looking at her from over his daughter’s downy
head. “If you catch a fish, she’ll probably be impressed
enough to talk to you.”

“Lord.” Rachel laughed. “It’s been years since I've held a
rod in my hands.”

“Indeed?”

Heat spilled into her cheeks. Flustered but determined to
maintain the fragile peace they’d created, she merely smiled.
“But then my skills were never on your expert level, Ryan
Donally.”

“Then you do have skills?”

Ryan made no move, except to touch her with eyes that
looked to have the power to delve into her thoughts and know
her innermost secrets. Eyes that always had the power to
make her burn. “It’s been a long time since I’ve played . . . at
anything.”

“What do you say, Mouse?”” He turned a casually wicked
eye from her to his daughter. “Should we rescue her from her
life of toil?”

Rachel sighed. More likely, she needed to be rescued from
them, she realized.
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“ T here’s another one!” Mary Elizabeth squealed

from her place on the loamy bank, but whatever it
was she saw, shot up the stream when a rock splashed in the
water.

“Maybe you shouldn’t throw rocks at them,” Rachel sug-
gested.

“I wants the black one

Ryan leaned against a tree at the edge of the glade, a piece
of straw between his lips, and watched Rachel tread barefoot
in ankle-deep water, her copper skirts hiked to her knees and
tucked in at her waist. “I think that one is already swimming
for the ocean,” she said, dangling a hook and worm in the wa-
ter before casting the line beyond the rocks.

That afternoon, he’d almost felt sorry for Rachel when Mary
Elizabeth convinced her that all the big fish were hiding in the
middle of the stream—until she’d stripped off her shoes, stock-
ings, and her bloody petticoats, and waded into the stream.

Ryan admired tenacity.

To a point.
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A flash of leg showed beneath her skirts. Folding his arms,
he drew in a breath and looked up at the sky, needing to find
solace. Anything. She’d been inordinately cooperative and
nice all afternoon.

And he’d been watching her frolic with his daughter like
some bloody wood nymph. Rachel, who had always been the
prim and proper, Miss Holier-Than-Thou, the closet opera
singer, the girl who had thrown his toy soldiers into a hot kiln
and melted them all. She’d been obnoxious or pretty, depend-
ing on his mood or hers—but he could always count on her to
be nice when she wanted something from him. Like the time
she’d brought him crumpets and weaseled his favorite gold-
fish from him.

His gaze ranged across this secluded world he owned. A
river meandered peacefully through the parkland surround-
ing his estate. Two hundred acres of parkland surrounded his
Georgian manor house. Another ten thousand acres spilled
out over sheep and cow pastures. He owned three houses in
England, including the one he’d just purchased in Bristol. He
came home to this one because this was where he found his
peace. Apart from contracts and business.

Eight years ago, he took over the board of directors at
D&B. But the greatest extent of his wealth came from his in-
vestments in the iron-ore industry. He had always managed
to accomplish the impossible, including the unfriendly ac-
quisition of Ore Industries just a year ago, the most publi-
cized of his moves in the last few years. Few people knew
that Lord Devonshire had been his target. Devonshire, who
had sat at the head of that board like a bloody king, who
thought no one could touch him.

To stop his financial bleeding, Devonshire had negotiated
a betrothal between his ward, as high-society as one could
get and still breathe the air, and the Irishman who had taken
Ore Industries out from beneath him.
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Indeed, a betrothal with Lady Gwyneth Abbot offered
something far more valuable to his future than merely a wife.
Ryan wasn’t marrying Lady Gwyneth for love. He’d buried
that part of his soul with his wife almost four years ago.

At least he’d thought so until Rachel’s declaration last
night at the ball.

Except, he didn’t want her here.

He didn’t want to be ten years old again or sixteen or
twenty-two, when he would look at her and wonder what it
would feel like to shove his hands up her skirt. He didn’t
want to be that young again and bloody vulnerable, for he
had lived too long giving no quarter. He had relied too often
these past years on the fight in or out of the boardroom of his
life to settle differences. He was too old, and it was too late to
change now—even if he had wished to do so, which he
didn’t. He wanted Rachel to go back to Ireland.

“Mr. Donally.” One of his servants approached.

Ryan pushed off the tree to take the message she delivered,
then squinted looking toward the house. His solicitor stood
on the terrace. “Don’t go too far, Amy,” he said, tossing the
straw to the ground, “in case Miss Bailey should be in need
of help.”

“Yes, sir.” She dipped into a brief curtsy.

For once, Ryan was relieved to forsake pleasure for business.

Flashes of blue appeared above the sprawl of tree limbs as
a puff of wind carried the overhead cloud bank south. Rachel
watched a pair of robins dart between banks of honeysuckle
that seemed to be growing everywhere. Earlier a servant had
approached and given Ryan a message.

“I eated a worm once,” Mary Elizabeth said.

Rachel looked down at the little girl. They sat cross-legged
and barefoot on the comforter, a meal of chicken sitting be-
tween them. “What did you say?”
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“Fish eats worms. Birds eats worms.” She shrugged as if it
were perfectly natural to eat what birds and fish ate.

Rachel wondered what a sane adult might say to that.

“Was it any good?”

She squinched her face. “I likes custard better,” she con-
fided, and, on another melodramatic sigh, added, “Uncle
Christopher gots a dog. Cousin Richard and Daniel gots
three cats. But the cat eated Chrissy’s bird, so Uncle Johnny
buyed Chrissy another one. She’s this many.” Mary Eliza-
beth held up four fingers. “When I’m four I wants a puppy,
but Da says no puppies cause puppies make too much noise
and piddle on the floor.”

Mary Elizabeth wore a starched white pinafore over a pink
dress that had not fared well on the muddy bank. Rachel
helped her remove it. “I see.”

The subject moved quickly to guinea pigs, squirrels, mice,
and ponies, which she couldn’t ride yet because her da said
she was too small. While she talked on and on about pets,
Rachel studied her upturned face. Her emotions grabbed and
tightened.

She understood the solitude. Certainly, she understood the
loneliness.

Rachel had been an only child until Kathleen had come to
live at the house. Her only pet had been a goldfish that Ryan
had given her. She’d adored that silly fish as if it could really
talk to her. They’d spent many a night staring at each other
through the glass, and before the fish had died, she was sure it
knew every detail of her life.

“Are you my fairy godmother?”

“I am your godmother.”

Mary Elizabeth touched her braid. “It’s all right,” Rachel
said, when the little girl pulled her hand away from her hair
as if caught doing something wrong.

They both stared at each other.
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Rachel spied Ryan in the distance talking to a man. Behind
him, his monolithic stone house stood like an unerring trib-
ute to wealth and power against the bright colors of the fad-
ing day. A beacon of prosperity. His life was completely
separate from hers on so many levels that her humiliating
scene last night only made her feel all the more foolish.

Later, Mary Elizabeth fell asleep. For a long time, Rachel
stared down at the little girl, her hand tucked beneath her
cheek, wondering how one child could retain so much energy
and look so peaceful in repose. With an indrawn breath,
Rachel was thankful she could relax without fear that she’d
turn her head and lose Ryan’s daughter. She’d been worried
all afternoon that Mary Elizabeth would fall into the stream
or scrape her knee or hit her head.

The sun laid breezy, patchwork shadows over the ground.
Ryan had been gone nearly an hour, and, irritated by his ab-
sence, she stood and walked to the stream.

She dug her hand in the bait tin and retrieved another
worm, eyeing the plump brown body with disgust. Rachel
was adventurous, but not so much that she’d ever eat a worm.
After easing herself into the water, she carefully worked her
way over the rocks to where the stream was deeper. She’d re-
moved her stockings and petticoats the first time she’d
slipped and fallen that afternoon. She had never been a fish-
erman and had made a mistake taking lessons from a three-
year-old who could probably fish as well as she could fly.
Fish had scattered in the wake of Mary Elizabeth’s enthusi-
asm. But Rachel didn’t want to quit the day a failure, so be-
gan casting her line. She’d learned late in life to swim but had
never been entirely comfortable with heights and water,
which was strange since both components were such a big
part of her job, and she was normally quite fearless.

She would have to be to endure Ryan the way she did.
He’d been content to sit back and watch her all afternoon,
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floundering in unfamiliar territory with his daughter. Proba-
bly laughing, she thought. Then remembering how he’d held
his daughter that afternoon on the stairs, some of her ire de-
parted. She’d never imagined him a father.

There were two sides to Ryan Donally, she realized, reel-
ing in the line. The father part of him was in essence an echo
of the boy she’d grown up with. The other side of him was
the man she would have to deal with when she spoke to him
about her project. The man she’d faced last night at the ball.

A twig snapped.

A tall shadow fell over her. She turned and found herself
looking into Ryan’s eyes. He stood on the stream bank above
her. For a space of time, neither spoke.

“I didn’t mean to be gone so long,” he said.

Rather than be benevolent in the face of his abandonment,
Rachel decided to use it to her advantage. “I thought you
didn’t perform acts of business on the weekends.”

Ryan hunched on the balls of his feet in front of her and
rested one elbow on a knee. His boots creaked. “I have a din-
ner engagement tonight.” His mouth smiled. “My playtime is
over. And so is yours.”

“Mine?” She flushed at his blatant dismissal. “You have a
lot of nerve leaving—"

He set a finger against his lips. “How long has Mary Eliz-
abeth been asleep?”

“Thirty minutes.” Turning, she worked on reeling in the
line, her head bowed over the pole, her shoulders stiff.

Ryan’s gaze remained on her back.

He’d been watching her for the good part of the last ten
minutes, and his gaze lingered where her braid had unraveled
in a curly mass down her back. The light had turned her hair
into a disheveled sunburst around her shoulders, and she
looked wanton framed against the sky, out of place in his
thoughts.



A MATCH MADE IN SCANDAL 41

“Are there really fish in this stream big enough to eat?” he
heard her ask.

“I don’t know,” he said, peering at her standing in the wa-
ter. “I’ve never caught any.”

Water sloshed as she approached him on the bank. “Do
you mean to say I've been at this all afternoon, and there are
no fish to catch?”

“That’s one of your better qualities, Rache.” He smiled.
“You’re persistent.”

“Persistent?” A worm smacked him in the chest. In a flash,
she’d clearly forgotten she’d been having fun until five min-
utes ago. “Move out of my way.”

His brow cocked when it looked as if she might throw
something else at him.

“You are such an arrogant ass sometimes, Ryan.”

“Is that right?”

“You left me with a rambunctious three-year-old for an en-
tire hour. Something could have happened! What if she’d
fallen in the stream?”

“Rache?” With his forearms resting against his thighs, his
shoulders pulling at the fine lawn of his shirt, he leaned for-
ward. “Were you afraid?”

“Of course, I wasn’t afraid,” she scoffed. “But it’s freezing
in this water.” Holding the pole in one hand, she struggled to
get out of the stream. “I can no longer feel my toes.”

Ryan peered into the stream at her bare feet. Her skirt was
wet up to her knees, and somehow his eyes continued to slide
upward. She’d removed her waistcoat. He could see the swell
of her breasts beneath her damp blouse. A tiny bow on her
chemise flirted with his senses. She was dressed like a spin-
ster and still somehow managed to remind him of his favorite
vice. He raised his gaze and found her watching him with
narrowed eyes.

Hell, with a body like hers she ought to have more sense
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than to parade herself half-naked in front of him, he thought,
his lips curving into a slow smile that wasn’t nearly so polite
anymore. “It would be a shame to lose your toes,” he agreed,
without moving out of her way so she could climb out of the
stream.

“Get out of my way.”

“Or what?”

She threw a handful of grass and dirt at him. “Or you’ll
need a long, hot bath.”

He dodged another handful of dirt and caught her wrist.
Their eyes grabbed and held. If she had contemplated an-
other unorthodox use of the dirt in her hand, she clearly
thought better of it, for there was something in his gaze that
convinced her he was capable of retaliation. “Do you want to
tell me what is going on with you?” he demanded.

“At the moment, I don’t like you very much, Ryan Don-
ally.” She jerked away, and he fell forward, barely catching
himself to avoid tumbling into the water.

“Dammit, Rachel.” He came to his feet, brushing off his
hands. “I’m not really fond of you too much at the moment
either.”

“You invite me to fish in a stream that has no fish. Then
leave on business when you tell me you don’t do business on
Saturdays. Now you have a dinner engagement and your
playtime is over? I should offer you and Miss Snowflake my
heartiest congratulations.”

She ruined the moment by attempting to climb out of the
stream and slipping.

Hands on his hips, Ryan stood on the bank and watched
her struggle. The more things changed, the more they stayed
the same, he realized as he remembered one of Memaw’s
many pearls of wisdom picked up from some witty philoso-
pher she was fond of quoting. “Would you like some help?”
he politely inquired after she’d ruined her skirt.
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Her eyes nearly green behind a fringe of dark lashes, and
with an inherent suspicion of his motives bred from their
years of childhood war games, she straightened.

Smiling to himself, he knew there had been times in her
life when he’d been nice to her, and still things inevitably
went wrong, like when he was standing knee deep in the
pond behind her house inviting her to swim. She’d walked
into the water and stepped into a hole. She’d accused him of
nearly drowning her when he’d fished her out, but he was
damned if she didn’t learn to swim before the week ended.

That memory seized his thoughts. “I won’t drop you,
Rache,” he said.

She glared. “No thank you.”

“You’re ruining your skirt.”

“I can manage on my own.”

Ryan lowered his hand, but there was nothing indifferent
about the quiet tone in his voice as he lifted his daughter in
his arms. “Yes, I believe you can, Rache.”

Performance had always been elemental in the Bailey
household. Her father had been a domineering son of a bitch.
Rachel had learned early to put on her own shoes, to dress
herself, and never need anyone. Capability was her middle
name.

Indeed, she could manage to get herself out of the damn
stream.

Wrapping her hair into a bun, Rachel watched her clothes
taken away to be cleaned and pressed. Ruined, she was
sure, because of Ryan. Left only with her chemise and a
robe that nearly dragged to the floor, she departed her lofty
chambers.

It was a nuisance. A damned nuisance to have to discuss
business with him at all, much less without benefit of her
clothes. In a spasm of impatience, Rachel flicked at the pyra-
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mid of fruit that had been set on the table, especially when he
seemed quite ready for her to be on her way back to London.

She found him a few moments later, leaving the nursery.
He stopped in his tracks when he saw her. His eyes narrowed
as he noted her attire. Holding her satchel beneath one arm,
she snapped the belt tighter around her waist, daring him to
say something rude. Neither of them had ever been modest
around the other, and she didn’t know why her appearance
seemed so off-putting. The robe covered her completely. She
even wore slippers that covered her bare feet.

“Is she asleep?”” Rachel looked past him to the room he’d
just exited.

“She’s supping,” he said. “You’re welcome to say your
good-byes if you’re brave enough to venture in there all
alone.”

Folding her arms around her satchel, she observed him
coolly. “Truly even you weren’t born with the gift of father-
hood. If you can learn, so can 1.”

“Are you saying you want to learn to be her father?”

His tall calf-hugging boots gave him the advantage of an-
other inch of height, and she tilted back her head, refusing to
fall victim to his poor humor. “I’m saying that my ineptness
comes from inexperience.”

“You aren’t inept, Rache.” He strolled past, leaving her to
stare at his back.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Rachel followed his
long-legged stride.

A white shirt was tucked inside the black trousers he still
wore from that afternoon. “It means that you did all right to-
day, Rache. I was proud. Honestly . . .” He held up his hand,
their mutual signal denoting absolute truthfulness on threat
of death.

Rachel stared at his raised palm, wondering if he even re-
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alized the ease in which he’d slipped into their old habits.
Then, before she could say something nice, he said, “T’'ve
asked Boswell to bring up your clothes the moment they are
dry and pressed.”

“And if they aren’t reparable?”

His eyes slid over her, and she felt more of their cama-
raderie slide away with that gaze. “Then I hope you have a
cloak to hide the mud stains.” He turned to the looking glass
in the hallway and examined his face as if to determine
whether he might need a shave. “If you wear my robe out-
side, people will misconstrue what we’ve been doing today.”

“No doubt that is a common occurrence for you, Ryan.”

He scraped a hand across his jaw. “You read too much gos-
sip, Rache.”

“Are you saying all that gossip isn’t true?” she couldn’t re-
sist asking. “What about that Italian countess”—she wagged
her hand in an airy arc—"“last year while you were in
Venice?”

Ryan shifted his gaze from his reflection to look at her with
eyes the color of midnight. An amused concession touched
her in that glance and affected her so unexpectedly her stom-
ach fluttered. “Now, that was true.” His fingers plucking at the
buttons on his shirt, he strolled into the adjoining room.

She checked herself with an effort, aware that it was she
who was being nosy. She was the one who had fallen in the
mud. She was the one who had something important to dis-
cuss. Struggling to repair her composure, she followed him.
“We need to talk,” she said to the silence, as she realized he’d
entered the adjoining dressing room. She peered around her
at the masculine quarters, a private study. The ceiling was
high. Bottle green velvet curtains matched the upholstered
chairs. Bookcases lined the back wall behind the mahogany
desk. Potted plants in brass receivers thrived in all corners.
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Braving the next few moments, she withdrew her project
folder from her satchel. “Will you look at my proposal for the
levee project I brought with me from Ireland?”

He returned to the doorway with a towel in his hand. His
hair was damp. For a long time, he said nothing. “D&B has a
feasibility team for that, Rache.”

“I have a feasibility team,” she said with an emphasis on I.
“Besides, this job is in David’s parish,” she hedged. “I’m not
waiting months for some committee to reevaluate the report
my people have already done.”

“Did my brother put you up to this?”

“He didn’t put me up to anything. But it’s solely because
of him that D&B receives the support that we do.” She held
the project report in her hand, but Ryan didn’t take it. A
lock of hair fell over his forehead. “It’s a simple project,
Ryan.”

Despite his unwillingness, he took the report and thumbed
through the papers. The clock behind her ticked away the
seconds. She studied her silk sleeve. Pretended interest in the
carpet.

“Allan Marrow’s name isn’t on this report,” he finally said.
“Who is the senior engineer in charge of this project?”

“Tam.”

His mouth flattened, and he dropped the folder on the chair
beside the door. “So, you think by going directly through me
you can avoid the usual formalities in committee? For in-
stance, the fact that you are heading the project will be re-
vealed. You want this consideration by virtue . . . of what,
Rache? You need me for once, so now you’re here in London
playing nice? Is that what your performance was about last
night? Today—?”

“No.” Her stomach lurched sickeningly. “It’s not like that,
Ryan.”

“Then why don’t you explain it more clearly. Because I'm
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a little mystified. You’re not supposed to be heading projects.
Any projects. Your job in Ireland is to oversee the fiscal ac-
counting of that division. You are not supposed to be work-
ing in the field. That was our agreement when I gave you the
division.”

“If I can do the job—"

“Jaysus, Rachel.” Pulling his shirttail from his trousers, he
turned into the dressing room. ““You’ve been in this business
long enough to know the problems. Hell, you understood the
problems when you spent years auditing classes to become
something you knew could not sell in this industry. I may as
well hand the competition the key to our doors. The broad-
sheets will tear you to pieces, Rache.”

Gripping her satchel, she drew a deep breath. “Why?”

“Because the public loves a good scandal.”

“Ada Lovelace, Lord Byron’s daughter and an eventual
countess, was a famous mathematician. She once worked on
a calculating machine.”

“Does it work?” Ryan returned to the entryway. “I’d like to
own one.”

She ran her tongue over her lips. “Women are in every in-
dustry. Lady Somilier is a civil engineer who worked on a
water irrigation system in South Africa with her husband.”

His shirt hanging open, Ryan braced both palms high on
the doorframe. “Is that right?”

“Which brings me to my final point,” she said. “I've al-
lowed you to make business decisions for this company on
my behalf quite long enough. It’s time I take my official
place on the board. I want my proxy back from you.” She
lifted her chin, well primed to embark on this final crusade.
“It’s time I took on a bigger stake in the running of this busi-
ness. [ believe I do own a large percent of this company.”

He threw out his hands and turned. “Thank you for re-
minding me.”
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She padded irately into the dressing room, following him.
“I have just as much right to be part of the decision-making
process as you or Johnny. More so because my father was the
original founder of this company.”

“Really?” He balanced himself against the wall as he
thrust his foot into the bootjack “And all these years I thought
it had been a joint venture between your father and mine.” He
shoved the second boot into the jack. His shirt outlined his
shoulders. “How long will you remain in London acquaint-
ing yourself with this part of the company?”’

She glared at him as he sat and removed his socks. “Long
enough for you to approve my levee project with my name as
the lead engineer. A week? Two weeks? How long do you
want me here?”

His eyes narrowed. Rachel knew Ryan hadn’t made it to
the top of his form because he was soft. She knew the incred-
ible speed with which he could mobilize forces and have her
removed from her position in the company. Period. He knew
how to dismantle corporations. In the last eight years he’d
done it a hundred times to his competition or to those affili-
ates that did not make a profit. He would do it with her if he
learned how involved on the engineering side of the business
she secretly was. Or how much financial trouble the division
in Dublin had fallen into this past year.

“Are you trying to complicate my life on purpose?”’ His
voice sharpened with the accusation. “You’re twenty-nine
years old, with pangs of mortality knocking at your back
door, so you’ve decided to return to my doorstep and remind
me what a complete—"

“Don’t you dare insult me, Ryan Donally.”

“Let me tell you a little secret that I'm sure you don’t re-
member since you chose not to be around at the time.” He
threw his shirt on the floor. “But I've already seen twenty-
nine. Two years ago, in fact, and, trust me, you’ll survive this
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crisis.” He had the gall to laugh at her, but his eyes remained
sober. “Just like you always do.”

She did not want to dive into his mind any more than she’d
already tried to do since her arrival in London. “You are a
man who has done and always will do and say as you please.
You should have been born a king. At the very least, your
Napoleonic qualities make you an excellent dictator worthy
of a medal.”

“Thank you, Rache.” He bowed at the waist. “I believe that
I’ll take that as a compliment coming from your beautiful lips.”

“Get out!” she demanded.

Ryan’s eyes swept downward to where the robe molded it-
self against the curves of her bosom, his ire quickly sur-
mounted by amusement. “And where, madam, do you intend
that I should go?”

Rachel lowered her arm. And opened her jaw, ready to
crawl into the floorboards.

Except shock had frozen her. Her stunned gaze traveled
past his abdomen, up the width of chest and tanned column
of his throat. Reason fled to the back of her brain. Her gaze
reached the bow of his mouth and higher, to his eyes. The
shock was abrupt. They stared at each other beneath the
white heat of anger, their gazes locked, his eyes so dark they
were nearly black behind the thick fringe of his lashes.

Then he moved and she was suddenly pinned to the wall,
his hands on either side of her head as he looked down into
her face. And Rachel felt a jolt of arousal, a shock of crystal-
perfect awareness of him so pervasive she could not breathe.

“Now what do we do?” His expression slipped behind the
impervious mask of the carefree sinner Rachel knew so well
and hated.

“I haven’t spent the last few years working as hard as I
have simply to hide any longer because you find a woman on
the board inconvenient.” Her words came out breathless and
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heated. “I'm sure I will be seeing you again soon enough,
Ryan.”

“Tell me”—he leaned his nose toward her hair—"are you
sure that’s safe? All alone in the same room with you
smelling like something I want to eat?”

“Oh!” Her awareness of him, of his words slammed
against the hedonistic desire to scrape her palms over his
chest. “You are a bully, Ryan Donally.” She dipped beneath
his arm. “And you aren’t getting rid of me that easily. It’s
time that you learned to share.”

Ryan remained with his palms pressed against the wall and
listened to the hurried rustle of her robe. The door slammed.
Knocking his forehead against the wall three times, he swore
as he attempted to rein in one muscle in particular.

Only Rachel was capable of frustrating him to the point of
violence. Ryan folded his arms and, turning, leaned his back
against the wall. Only Rachel could make the scent of apples
and cinnamon synonymous with sin. Only Rachel could
arouse his temper to the point of desertion.

Ryan realized the monstrous incongruity of his sudden
surge of lust and anger—which at the moment felt the
same—after years of emotional self-control. The least he
could have been able to accomplish with his monumental
will and determination was last more than twenty-four hours
before he wanted to shove his tongue into Rachel’s mouth.

“Would you like a brandy, sir?” Boswell calmly inquired
from the doorway.

He peered at his trusted, nearsighted valet and frowned.
“See that Miss Bailey doesn’t get a notion to walk back to
London, until after she’s dressed.”

But the order was no more than an effort at self-
preservation. He would send her back naked if it meant get-
ting her out from beneath his roof tonight.
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“ Are you sure Mr. Donally knows I spent the night?”

Rachel asked, as Boswell set a coffee tray on the
table the next morning when she arrived downstairs for
breakfast.

“Yes, mum. He was informed when he returned home.”

“He is here?”

“He returned just before dawn, mum.” There was a cheer-
fulness in his voice that disconcerted her. “He was quite put
off by it all, mum.”

She was sure that her overnight presence in this household
violated every tenet of moral etiquette, but it wasn’t as if she
and Ryan were lovers, though she had seen him naked once a
long time ago. And he’d seen her in a worse state of dishabille
than the heavy robe she’d worn in his room last night. She’d
never been an outwardly prissy type anyway. She’d rarely
worn a real dress until she was well into her middle teen years.

“He doesn’t like me very much, Boswell.”

“Quite the opposite, Miss Bailey,” he reassured her. “I've
never seen him so angry.”

51
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Rachel flushed, and said, “And this is a positive sign?”’

“Mr. Donally doesn’t get angry, mum.”

Rachel laughed. Of course he got angry. He’d always been
hot-tempered around her. Shrugging aside Boswell’s logic,
Rachel stirred cream in her coffee and brought the cup to her
lips. Mary Elizabeth was on her morning constitutional with
Miss Peabody. They would be back in an hour. Rachel had
watched her briefly from her window that morning.

Taking a deep breath, she inhaled more than coffee aroma
and looked at the fresh spray of flowers adorning each end of
the polished table and three console tables between the glass
doors that looked outside. A massive sideboard sat against
the wall. “Why doesn’t Mr. Donally just stay at his house in
London?” Rachel asked.

“He usually does when he remains in the city for more
than a few nights, mum. But for now he has more privacy
here for himself and his daughter.”

Rachel idly flipped through the newspaper Boswell had
brought her. A courier had delivered it from the train station
earlier. Beyond the window, the early-morning sky was a
crisp, bright blue. At home, she was always up before dawn.
She had already been awake for three hours.

Last week, she had kissed Memaw good-bye and made her
way to London on the Holyhead ferry. She had not stepped
foot in England in four years. This morning, Boswell had
found her a pair of boy’s trousers, shirt, and boots. She sad-
dled one of Ryan’s fancy thoroughbreds and rode to the
chapel where Kathleen was buried.

Now she was eating in Ryan’s fine dining room on beauti-
ful china; yet, the glittering morning held nothing that spoke
of home or familiar things. She could not sit there forever
thinking useless thoughts, staring at the sky beyond the win-
dows, and wondering where Ryan had gone last night. Her
clothes had taken too long to dry. The last train to London
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had departed the station at seven, so she’d been left with no
choice but to spend the night. She wasn’t a complete stranger
there. She had visited Kathleen three times after she’d been
married and Ryan had been away. Boswell had put her into
the blue room where she’d stayed before.

“The newspapers aren’t always kind toward Mr. Donally,”
Rachel said, folding the broadsheet and shoving it away.

“No, mum.”

Not that he deserved kindness, she thought, having read
the financials on a daily basis for years. Ryan raided compa-
nies for profit. He would take them over, break them up, and
sell off their weaker assets. His contacts extended across the
Atlantic as well as the Continent. The London Times had
once accused D&B’s charismatic chairman of taking his cor-
porate genius and pillaging the less fortunate for profit. The
British Globe called him a vulture. Vanity Fair labeled him
one of the most eligible men in Great Britain.

But to her he was still just an arrogant Irish nincompoop.

Finally, she finished breakfast. Ryan was still asleep. An-
noyed that he could sleep so late when her entire future re-
mained uncertain, she paced in her room before again
leaving the chambers. She explored the house, opening doors
and looking inside the rooms. At the end of the corridor she
found a glass studio. Three pairs of French windows opened
from the studio to the terrace. A summer breeze filled the
room. Fencing gear lined the wall in braces and brackets. She
stepped into the room. David had taught her to fence years
ago, and she practiced regularly. But nothing she had in her
possession compared to the splendors she found in this room.

Rachel lifted a shiny foil from its brace on the wall. Felt
the steel in her hand and tested its weight. She stood in mo-
mentary riposte, foil extended. She feinted and lunged at
imaginary targets, slashing the air with each step backward
and forward. Sunlight glinted off the thin edge of steel, and
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she flicked at the protective knob at the end. There were other
ways to slay the dragon that was Ryan Donally, she decided,
as an idea popped into her head.

Smiling to herself, Rachel grabbed a second foil, walked
out of the room, down the long corridor, and stopped in front
of Ryan’s door. Holding her ear to the solid wood, she lis-
tened for noise. He didn’t sound awake. No one was moving
inside.

Rachel knocked. When she heard no response, she care-
fully opened the door. Sheer draperies billowed gently, and
Rachel could see the lake behind his house. Honeysuckle fil-
tered through the other essence Rachel breathed, leaving no
doubt in her mind the masculine inhabitant of these cham-
bers. She moved farther into the room.

A kneeling bronze Venus sat on one of the console tables
that flanked each side of the four-poster tester bed. Ryan lay
on his stomach, his head resting on one arm pillowed beneath
his cheek. His back was bare to the waist where the sheet had
twisted around his hips. His shoulders were wide. His mus-
cles were defined in corded delineations that crossed his up-
per arms and back, unmarked, save for the scar slashed
across one defined biceps—a wound he’d received when he
was younger, in a fight against the local village thugs who
made some comment about the Irish.

Even in sleep, Ryan’s body emanated strength, a contrast
to his peaceful repose. His lashes looked like smudges
against the flesh. His jaw and cheeks were dark with the be-
ginning of a beard. The last time she had seen Ryan in any
state of undress, he had been swimming with his brothers in
the pond behind his house. He had been fifteen. Gazing at
him now, she felt a rush of heat in her face. But she was in no
mood to drink him into her senses or her memory when he
was the complete cause of her misery.

“If you look any harder, Rache, I don’t think you’ll like
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what you find.” His eyes were open, and he was looking at
her from beneath the careless toss of his bangs. Not that she
blamed him for his anger. She had no business in his private
chambers.

He pushed himself up on one elbow, his dark hair di-
sheveled and in his eyes. As if he noticed her attire for the
first time, one brow shot up his forehead. His gaze dropped to
her mouth. “Have you been drinking?” he demanded.

“Truly, Ryan.” With only one look into those coffee-
colored eyes, he made her feel like a blushing virgin, a love-
struck ninny, and lush all rolled into one. When she was
neither a ninny or a virgin. “I’ve seen you undressed before.”

“That was a hell of a long time ago. And I was bloody
swimming in ice water.”

“What difference does that make?”

His amused gaze slid over her face and down her boy’s
shirt. “If I told you, you would only slap me.”

“Then tell me, won’t you?”

He flopped on his back and scraped a palm over his jaw.
He was laughing, she realized, gaping at him. He opened one
eye as if it hurt to look at her. She’d shocked him. She’d
never shocked him before, and she watched him, the two
fencing foils in her hand lowered to her side. The sheet barely
covered his lap, drawing her eyes downward to his hard belly.
He was so beautiful, unquestionably male—more potently
sexual than she was used to dealing with in those men who
surrounded her in her day-to-day life. More than she remem-
bered in him. The smattering of hair on his chest tapered to a
dark line down his abdomen to disappear beneath the covers
that covered the lean span of his hips. No part of him was
lacking.

He was looking at her hard when she finally raised her
gaze. Narrowing his eyes, he seemed to penetrate the very
fabric of her soul to scorch her heart, the sensation stunning
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her because it was not something she could control, and it
heightened the sense of danger he aroused in her, reminding
her of her own survival.

They had no future, not in the sense she’d thought she’d
wanted when she arrived in London. Ryan didn’t love her.
She suspected he could be every bit as ruthless with her
when it came to his personal and professional life as gossip
implied.

Yet, strangely Rachel understood Ryan’s drive to marry
above his station, had always understood him since they’d
been children. The Irish were not welcome into a society that
held to such staunch elite segregation of cultures and faith.
Ryan had battled the establishment his entire life.

In return for Ryan’s wealth, Lady Gwyneth would give his
daughter something that he, with all of his riches, could not,
she thought with the crystal-clear knowledge that she could
never offer Ryan what he so single-mindedly sought.

A true place in society.

No one would ever shun Mary Elizabeth or scorn her be-
cause she was the wrong religion or a descendant of Celtic
primitives. She would be welcomed to society and someone’s
home, never suffering the perfidy society inflicts on those
who live beyond the confines set by the elite. Everything that
Ryan worked for in his life was within his grasp.

Indeed, she and Ryan had both set about conquering the
world to the exclusion of all else. Today’s fight only lent
more importance to her own quest, especially now. For when
she left London this time, D&B would be all that she had left.

“Have you invaded my chambers to end your misery,
Rache? Or mine?” he finally asked, a warning surely aimed
at the look he’d glimpsed in her eyes. “I should warn you, the
blade is blunted.”

She waggled the end of one foil in front of his nose. It was
an effort not to smack him. “If I win, you send my report
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through the committee for funding, and my name goes on it
as chief engineer.”

“Is that right?”

“Are you afraid you might lose?”

“Hardly,” he scoffed, awake and fully aware of her pres-
ence. He raised his brows. “Can’t this wait?”

“This is important to me, Ryan.”

“Sleep is important to me.”

“It’s already well into the day. The sun has been up for
over three hours.”

“Jaysus.” He flung off the sheets.

Rachel retreated an alarmed step, expecting him to appear
naked beneath. He wasn’t. Not completely. He wore loose-
fitting silken pajamas that clung to his hips. Padding past her
across the chamber, he walked into the dressing room.
“When this is over, promise me you’ll leave London and go
back to Ireland, Rachel.”

“When I win you’ll accept me as an equal in this company.”

She could hear the splash of water, drawers opening and
slamming shut. She set her hand on the back of a high-
backed chair where his shirt lay discarded from last night.
The masculine trace of his familiar cologne tugged at her
senses—as well as something subtly more invasive. Expen-
sive French perfume.

“I can’t wait for this.” Ryan returned to the doorway wearing
black pants tucked into tall boots and finishing the last of the
buttons on his shirt. ““You must have faith in your instructor.”

“I have all the faith on my side. He’s a priest, Ryan,” she
said, tossing him a foil, which he snatched easily out of the
air. She would personally skewer him. “Bare feet and in the
grass. First strike wins.”

“Why bare feet?” Ryan asked when he and Rachel suited
up in their protective leather vests and mesh helms.
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Rachel stood in ankle-deep grass, her foil poised, her wild
hair restrained at the back of her neck with a thong. Miss
Pride and Prudent had always thrived beneath the unfortu-
nate notion that she could do anything better than he could.

“Because it makes us even,” she said behind the mask.
“You’re taller than I am.”

“I’m still taller.” Raising his foil, he stepped backward into
his stance.

“Yes, but I learned to fence barefoot in the grass, the first
time David stepped on my toes.” She bent in the en guarde
position, and he could see the flash of her white teeth behind
the mesh. “My advantage on the grass in exchange for your
height.”

“Not bad, Rache.”

They faced each other.

Eyes dazzling in the morning light, she smiled. “T hope
you have your nib and standish ready.”

Rachel lunged two steps, and he barely parried her attack.
Behind the mask, his eyes narrowed. This time when his gaze
held hers, there was something else in his eyes. It was a rare
occurrence when Ryan underestimated anyone.

“On your guard, Ryan.”

The click-click of foils marked the beginning of the con-
test, and Ryan countered her advance. He hadn’t considered
that she might actually know how to fence. Her timing was
impeccable and her steps close to the ground. Her body
moved like a dancer’s, all grace wearing pants. The leather
vest stretched across her breasts, drawing too much of his at-
tention. They went around the garden once. He parried her ri-
poste and stepped aside as she slashed her blade up against
his, whirled like a ballerina, and landed with the foil ex-
tended, ready to impale him through the heart.

They were both breathing hard.

The morning was already hot, and he could see a bead of
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sweat trickle down her collarbone. “Are we fencing or sword
fighting, Rache?”

“Does it matter?”” She tossed back her head. “Either way,
you’re going to lose the match.”

They walked a slow circle. No flowery scent dripped from
Rachel, he realized as he inhaled a trace of cinnamon off her
hair. “I wouldn’t want to end your hopes so quickly.”

“I’ve noticed that about you. You're all heart and soul.”

“Interesting that I look at you and think the same thing,” he
said, admiring the way her hips filled out her breeches. “Sin-
gle-minded and mercenary as well. And I don’t mean that as
a compliment.”

“What do you know about what it takes to survive, Ryan,”
she snapped, mounting a renewed attack. “It galls me that I
have no recourse but to come to you.”

He slapped down her foil. “At the ball, it didn’t seem to
gall you. Indeed, you appeared quite willing.”

“Consider my offer retracted.”

“I never considered it at all.”

“Damn you, Ryan Donally.” She slashed out at his foil.

“For someone who has been an intellectual snob her whole
life, you’re using a lot of profanity, Rache.” He sked.

It was one of his most prized attributes that he should be
able to goad her into losing her dignity. She struck with
force. Only this time he was prepared. He parried with a sin-
gle swift blow. So far, all he had done was tease her. Some
part of his mind remained impressed with her grit and will,
even as she tried to defeat him, her pride roaring around her
with all the vibrant colors of life that had always separated
her from him. She crossed over with her foil and might have
scored the victorious point had he not recognized the move.
When they broke apart this time, their lungs heaved with the
exertion.

Butterflies flitted over the neatly manicured flower beds.
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Behind his mask, Ryan’s attention moved lower down her
body. He was conscious of a growing burn of sexual aware-
ness between them, like a shot of whiskey running in his
veins that had not yet reached his head.

He had not had a mistress in nearly five months, and he
recognized that the heat from his bout of abstinence had
thrust him into territory he had no intention of traveling. Not
now. Not in the future. He had no time to be preoccupied and
no desire for the entanglement Rachel’s appearance back in
his life presented. Hell, he didn’t even want her there, but by
every indication, this match wasn’t going to end until she
dropped.

“You ask the impossible, Rache,” he said. ““You want pro-
fessional recognition in an industry that would never honor
you publicly as an engineer. I can’t toe the line and risk the
reputation of the company by putting you in charge of any
project.”

“Naturally, you would say that, Ryan. When you think I'm
going to beat you.”

“Hell, Rache, you couldn’t beat me on your best day. You
could try for the rest of your life, and you still wouldn’t come
close.”

“No wonder I hated you so much growing up!” She attacked.

“You’re a liar.” He lunged, and she evaded. “You hated me
so much you followed me everywhere. I'd look around, and
there’d you be, like a sticky shadow that clung to my every
movement. You couldn’t be one of the boys then. You can’t
be one now.”

“I did not follow you anywhere.”

“What is this fight really about, Rache?”

Their eyes remained locked, flaring with the collision be-
tween past and present.

“You’ve forgotten what it’s like to have to work for some-
thing, Ryan.”
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“Do not tell me that, Rachel.” She countered his riposte,
but Ryan was finished worrying about hurting her. He was
finished with this fight. “T have bloody worked for everything
in my life. I’ve been bullied and bloodied by people who
would as soon knock out my teeth as acknowledge my exis-
tence. Not anymore, Rache.”

“And I do not feel sorry for you in the least.” She leaped
atop a rock, and he followed her retreat. “You’re like this
huge forest fire, Ryan.” Her foil swung up, and she met his
lunge. “You suck up everything in your path with this enor-
mous energy that surrounds you. You dominate and absorb
without looking at what it is you just conquered. You sweep
into a room, and people notice. My entire life, I’ve never
been able to compete with that.”

“Compete, Rachel?” He slammed his foil across hers.
“When have you given me anything but your contempt?”” He
backed her into the garden. “When have I ever looked at you
and not seen another man in your eyes? Tell me, Rachel.”

“When was the last time you looked into my eyes?” She
tore off her mask. “When?” Her eyes held to his. She made
him look now. “There is no other man there, Ryan. If you had
just looked a little harder all those years ago.”

He tore off his mask, his eyes furious. Silence fell between
them, an awful pause. Rachel’s heart beat against her ribs.

“If I had looked harder? You were in love with my fooking
brother. There was never any us.” He advanced on her.
“Never any you and me. You made that clear.”

“You kissed me, Ryan.” Rachel surrendered no ground.
“Then you went off to Edinburgh, never once writing to me.”

It was shocking how childhood fantasies could catapult
one’s reason to the moon.

She knew all six of the Donallys, had grown up with Bri-
anna and Ryan, the two youngest. But Rachel had always had
a crush on Ryan’s oldest brother, Christopher. He’d been
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eleven years her senior, and she’d fallen quite madly in love
with him the first time he’d ridden into the yard of his house
wearing his military uniform. All the girls had. Some men
just naturally wore scarlet well.

To her, Ryan had always been the unruly Donally son who
taunted her, flaunted the rules in her face, daring her to fol-
low, who would sneak out at night and visit the vicar’s twin
daughters. When she and Kathleen weren’t spying on him,
they were shadowing him everywhere. Then Ryan had gone
off to school.

“You married my best friend!” Her blade shattered Ryan’s
near the handle.

For a moment, both were too stunned to move.

Then Rachel lunged with her foil to finish the fight. He
stepped aside, grabbed her wrist, and spun her against his
chest, wrapping a forearm beneath her breasts. Her heart
pounded. Spooned against him, she couldn’t attack him, but
before he could regain any momentum, she grabbed his
arms, bent, and sent him over her head. He landed squarely
on his back at her feet. The wind slammed out of him.

“Ryan!”

Staring up at the flawlessly blue sky, he remained unmov-
ing. She dropped the foil and fell on her knees beside him.
“Are you all right?”

“Jaysus,” he rasped out. “Where did you learn that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Next time bloody warn me.”

“So you can win?”’

The fight still was not over. They both saw her foil lying in
the grass at the same time. She dove for the hilt. He managed
to grab her ankle and reel her in beneath him. “Get off me!”

Straddling her squirming hips, he laughed. “It looks like
no one wins.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”” She bucked against him.
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His weight bore down upon her, one muscled thigh be-
tween her legs as he grabbed her flailing hands and pressed
them into the soft cushion of grass. She lay pinned by her
hair beneath her shoulders. Ryan had stilled, his heartbeat
thumping against her chest so hard she could feel it even be-
neath the leather vest she wore. The fight they waged now
had shifted—or maybe it had merely settled into what it had
always been between them. She didn’t know. His expression
had become dangerous and ablaze with tension. She swirled
in the dark, liquid splendor of it. Dizzy.

“Maybe I should scream,” she rasped.

“Maybe you should.” Their breaths, ragged and broken,
mingled and blended. “At this moment, I don’t know which
one of us needs to be rescued more.”

She became acutely aware of his body, aware of the thick-
ness of him between her legs. The heat of him, his smell, and
taste, everything amplified by the pillow of grass at her back.
His eyes touched her lips, then slowly returned to rake her
gaze. Energy as hot as lightning flared between them. She did
not think to shrink from the look in his eyes as she lay be-
neath him, barely daring to breathe.

He threaded his fingers into her hair, tilted her head back,
and slowly lowered his lips to hers. Haltingly at first.

A whisper. A taste.

Her hands came to rest on his shoulder, and paused, the
uncertainty of his actions overpowering. The musk of him
filled her senses with an earthy, pagan sensuality. There was
danger in surrender, yet he’d yielded a groan to her mouth.
Then his tongue dipped between her lips. Liquid heat roared
through her veins and brought an echoing sound to her throat.
He took still more and more of her mouth, the kiss no less
than a primal act of possession.

A long luxurious kiss that made her body throb with pent-
up longing and the memory of another hot kiss so long ago.
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His face abraded hers. She wrapped her arms around his
neck. Pleasure coiled and built in her belly and between her
legs where he lay. He slid his fingers into her hair, bracing
her face between his palms. He continued to kiss her deeply,
taking and giving air as she sought to breathe him into her
soul, helplessly affected by the husky timbre of her name on
his lips.

“Jaysus, Rachel . . .”

While she was still lost in the silky cloud of languor, he
had pulled away, opened his eyes, and looked down on her.
She felt his breath upon her lips. Her lashes raised. Storm
clouds were a safer refuge than what she saw in his eyes.
“What are we doing?”

Startled, she awakened. “Get off me.” She shoved against
his chest. “Please.”

With that, he pushed himself to his feet and braced his
palms on his knees as if pained by his ribs. A lock of damp
hair screened his eyes. He stared at her, started to say some-
thing, then looked up as his daughter hailed him from the di-
rection of the pagoda. “Mary Elizabeth is coming. I don’t
want her to get the impression we are trying to kill each
other,” he said as he bent and swept up the two foils, broken
hilt and all. “Your clothes should be ready when you return
inside. I’1l order the carriage.”

Watching him, she knew he was also aware that something
terribly momentous had just occurred. Something . . .

“Will you be departing for your London residence to-
night?” she asked, without looking at him.

She had received his itinerary from Stewart before leav-
ing D&B.

“I’m engaged tomorrow, Rache.”

His shadow blocked the sunlight. “Fox hunting, I suppose,
with your new friends?”
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“Nothing quite so invigorating. But then I’ve caught the
only fox worth chasing in England.”

Rachel knew he was referring to Lord Devonshire’s beau-
tiful niece. Looking away, she expected a cultured “cheerio”
to lighten the slight Irish brogue he’d worked so hard to rid
himself of through the years.

“I have meetings to attend Tuesday and Wednesday as
well.”

“Then I will attend them with you.”

“Would you believe me if I told you my business has noth-
ing to do with D&B?”

She wrapped her arms around her ribs. “Only if I trusted
you.”

He turned away.

Then on an oath, faced her again and offered his hand. She
didn’t understand her desire for him, didn’t understand her
wanton actions in the middle of his garden, where anyone
could see them. She raised her gaze past his outstretched
palm. He was contemplating her, his eyes no longer hooded,
finally retracting his hand when he realized that she wasn’t
going to accept his help.

“Suit yourself, Rache.”

He bowed with courtly gallantry, then left her sitting be-
side the petunias, her emotions still tangled and feeling like a
dismissed kitchen maid.



Chapter 5
~O0_~—

“M iss Bailey?” Light spilled onto the porch as the

door opened wider and a gray-haired man stepped
outside. “Whatever are you doing out in weather like this?”

Water poured from the eaves behind her and splattered
across the walkway. Rachel stood with her cloak clasped to
her, her black skirt visible beneath. The scent of lemon wax
emanated from the warmth inside the house. “I'm sorry to
bother you, Mr. Williams,” she said from within the hood of
her cloak. “But I must speak to you.”

He peered over his spectacles, a broadsheet tucked be-
neath his arm. Holding the door open, he stood aside.
“Would you care for coffee or tea?”

“No, that isn’t necessary.” She smiled a brief greeting to
the young maid standing in the corridor as she handed over
her dripping cloak. “I won’t be here long.” Her glance took in
the puddle on the waxed floor. “I apologize—"

“Nonsense, Miss Bailey. Please come inside and get warm.”

Mr. Williams closed the door; then she followed him into his
cluttered library. He had been her father’s solicitor and her man

66
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of affairs in London for ten years. He handled her business with
efficiency. She’d trusted him. She trusted that her questions,
concerns, and interactions would always stay between them.

“Won’t you sit?”” he asked.

Rachel sat in the proffered chair. The room smelled of musty
tomes and cigar smoke. It was a masculine room, similar to her
father’s study. Her skirts whispered with her movement.
Williams settled behind his desk and waited for her to speak.

Her hands tightened on her reticule. She had returned from
the country Sunday and spent most of her hours since at her
desk tabulating figures, deciding how much longer she could
float the project in Rathdrum before the contracts were paid.
She wasn’t going to ask Ryan for anything else. She had to
solve this problem herself, or her credibility as a leader would
be forever tainted. No one would ever believe her capable of
pulling together a job if she allowed the Rathdrum project to
fail. Ryan would close down the Irish division for good.

“Mr. Williams.” Clearing her throat, she forced her fingers
to relax and withdrew the sheet of paper she’d been working
on. Behind him, a wagtail clock ticked away the minutes un-
til noon. “I wish to sell off the last of my inheritance. It isn’t
much, but it will give me what I need.”

He contemplated her. His arm reached across the desk,
and he took the paper.

“I have an estate in Carlisle that will fetch a goodly sum. I
wish to sell the house and the land. I haven’t been there in
years, so it really doesn’t matter.” She slid another sheet of
paper across the desk. “These are the names of a few people
over the years who have contacted me about a possible sale.
Perhaps they are still interested.”

The last of her ties with England would finally be cut.

“But that is your childhood home, Miss Bailey. Your father
built that house.”

“My home is in Ireland now. That estate is the only valu-
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able asset I have left. It’s an unfortunate circumstance that I
need the money.”

“You have Donally & Bailey.”

She suddenly thought of Ryan. Mr. Shark of London
Town, wealthy industrialist and personality of the moment,
who wielded so much control over her life.

“I want to understand the business side of this partnership
I have with Ryan and Johnny. What would it take to buy up
controlling interest in D&B stock?” she asked.

“Unfortunately, a prohibitive cost, Miss Bailey.” Williams
sat back in his chair and folded his hands over his stomach.
“You neither have the capital nor the means.”

Folding her hands tightly in her lap, she looked away.
“How is it that Ryan does not own this company outright? He
has bought up most of his family’s shares.”

“All of that changed when he went public with Donally &
Bailey five years ago. Ryan put everything he owned back
into the company for working capital just to keep it afloat. He
could have personally retained the majority stock in the com-
pany, but he did not.”

Ryan did that? “I don’t understand,” she said after a mo-
ment, “but doesn’t the lack of a majority shareholder make a
company vulnerable to attack?”

“As set down by the company charter Ryan created, there
are two kinds of stock, Miss Bailey. Preferred company
stock, which is owned equally by you, Ryan, and John Don-
ally, and common stock, which is bought and sold on the
market. By charter rules, the two founding families together
will always own 51 percent of D&B. None of you can sell
your stock except to each other, and no common stock holder
can hold a board position without majority board consent. In
this case, since all of you own the same percentage, you each
possess one vote.”

“But common stock held by the public accounts for 49 per-
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cent of company shares. So, conceivably, once I obtain my
proxy back from Ryan, I could purchase enough common
stock to own a majority in the company. I could appoint who
I wanted to the board. Even set new policy.”

“Even if you possessed that capability, the instant you
tried, Mr. Donally would stop you. Unlike you, he does have
the means to buy common stock. He would never allow any-
one else to take control of the board of directors of this
company.”

Drawing in her breath, she disregarded the helplessness
she so disliked. But she had to find a way to keep her Irish di-
vision afloat. “I want you to obtain the list of shareholders.
Such a list is public. Am I correct?”

“Miss Bailey—"

“I only want the list, Mr. Williams.” Rachel rose to her feet
in a shush of airy skirts. “That is all.”

It wasn’t as if she had the power to do anything else at the
moment.

Mr. Williams stood. “Where would you have me to send
the information?”’

“I’m staying at the Palace Hotel.”

At least she would be for a few more days.

Ryan didn’t want her in London, and she didn’t particu-
larly want to be there either.

She had not seen him since he’d kissed her. Two days to be
exact. She knew he’d returned to London last night. His
house was less than a quarter mile from her hotel, and she’d
accidentally passed it during her evening constitutional be-
fore she realized where she was and turned around. Gaslights
snaked around the quiet street and had glowed in the mist,
leaving a shine on the damp brick walkway. But she’d seen
his carriage parked out front, cloaked by the shadows of huge
elms, and knew he was there.

“I thank you for seeing me today, Mr. Williams.”
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“I am, as always, your servant, Miss Bailey.” He walked
around the desk and opened the library door. “I was a good
friend of your father’s.” The clap of their steps on the wooden
floor filled the narrow hallway. “I would have had you here
during your stay had my wife still been alive.”

“How have you been doing since she passed on?”

“We were married thirty-two years.” A smile tipped the
corners of his mouth. “How does one do alone after that?”

Rachel didn’t know. She didn’t know about love, or hus-
bands, or even that much about fathers and daughters. Her fa-
ther had spent twelve years of his life mourning the son who
had died with his wife in birth, never thinking that Rachel
had lost her mother. Then she’d spent the remaining years of
his autocratic existence seeking validation from a man who
would rather find oblivion in a bottle than pride in his daugh-
ter. It was no wonder that Christopher Donally had become
her white knight, her paragon in scarlet—until she’d realized
that the only person capable of saving her life was herself.

Rachel stepped onto the porch. The rain had lessened to a
sprinkle. “My son is a full barrister now,” Williams said. “T’ll
be a grandfather again next month.”

“Congratulations.” She held out a gloved hand, and he
grasped it firmly. She was happy for him.

Hands sliding into his pockets, he glanced over her shoul-
der at the cab awaiting her return. The driver stood beside his
horse. “T will get back to you about the estate. Good-bye,
Miss Bailey.”

“Thank you.”

Good-byes always sounded so forever to her, and she
could not reciprocate in kind. Rachel returned to her hotel
later that afternoon, buried in the hood of her cloak as she
swept up the stairway to her second-floor room. Her steps
were quiet in the long corridor, her focus intent as she
reached the doorway of her room and let herself inside. Her
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maid, Elsie, had fallen asleep on the settee. Rachel leaned her
head back against the door.
Now, it was done. She had severed her ties to England.

Rachel closed her eyes and, with a sigh, rested her head
back against the porcelain tub. Champagne bottle in one hand
and a cigarette in the other, her arms rested on the smoothly
curved sides. Fragrant cinnamon-and-apple-scented steam
wafted from the water, and she let the ambiance of the mo-
ment capture her. Somewhere she heard knocking on one of
the doors in her suite. Unfortunately, she was more sober than
she realized, and she opened her eyes, purely maddened to
have absolutely no peace in her life.

“Tell whoever it is to go bugger himself, Elsie,” she yelled,
perturbed that anyone would disturb her privacy. “I’ve paid
for this room through the rest of the week. If I want to sing, I
will.”

Her voice was hardly that bad anyway. Taking a long sip
from the champagne bottle in her hand, she sank lower into
the tub. She was a woman on her own. Independent. She
didn’t need anyone else to make her complete. Bubbles
crackled around her ears. Tilting her chin, she inhaled from
the cigarette; then, flinching, she glared at the burning tip.
This newfangled fad was gawd-awful terrible, she thought as
she ground the thing out in the ash tin. She’d tried to enjoy to-
bacco but could see no appeal in what was the current rage
among enlightened women. She closed her eyes and, this
time, slid beneath the water.

“Miss Bailey.” Elsie was standing beside her tub when
Rachel came up for air. Twisting her hands, her young maid
lowered her voice. “A Mr. Donally is here to see you, mum.”

She couldn’t imagine what Johnny would be doing there.
He and Moira were attending the opera tonight. “A Mr. Ryan
Donally, mum,” Elsie whispered.
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“Ryan is here?” Rachel sat up. Water sluiced down her
breasts and over the rim of the tub. “At this time of night?”

“It’s only six o’clock, mum.”

“Lord.” Rachel set down the champagne bottle and strug-
gled to get out of the tub. Maybe she’d drunk more than she
thought. The world tilted ever so slightly off its axis. “Why is
he here?” Water sloshed over the floor as she stumbled from
the tub.

“I don’t know, mum”—her maid helped Rachel to hur-
riedly dry off and slide into her wrapper—"but he is very
nicely attired.”

Rachel bent over the tiny pearl buttons on her wrapper and
struggled to work each through a hole as Elsie applied a
comb to her hair to pick out the tangles. “Does he have any-
thing with him?” she asked. “Like a large packet of papers?”

“I didn’t notice, mum.”

Rachel moved in front of the glass and attempted to clear
it of steam. Her hand squeaked on the mirror. The bath had
flushed her face pink. Her hair fell in dripping tangles to her
waist. He’d seen her in a worse state.

“Never mind about my hair, Elsie. Where is he?”

“In your sitting room, mum.”

Rachel padded barefoot out of the tiled room into her
suite, tripped on the edge of a carpet, and hastily straight-
ened. She was too worried that he would tire of waiting and
leave. Then she wondered if he’d heard her tell him to go
bugger himself.

Ryan stood with his hands in his pockets in front of the
large window facing the street, the white lace curtains
opened to St. Paul’s distant dome. He had not removed his
overcoat, and his hat and satchel sat next to hers on the table
beside him. His coat was unbuttoned, to reveal a formal
jacket with tails and black waistcoat. As he turned and saw
her, she glimpsed a flash of silver buttons. He was dressed
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very much as he had been for the ball last week, and his very
masculine presence filled the small distance between them.
His eyes went over her.

He was remembering their kiss as she was.

“I’'m sorry about what happened this weekend between
us.” His voice came to her, oddly humble for a man who
practically owned the world. “I shouldn’t have kissed you. It
was . ..”

“Out of character?” She peered at him. “An accident?”

He shook his head and looked away. “That happened in
full view of my staft.”

Rachel rubbed her fingers against her temple. She didn’t
feel sorry for him, but her shoulders began to shake as an odd
mood struck her. Obviously inebriated, she decided, as she
couldn’t help laughing. She looked up when she sensed his
approach. “How many times have we apologized to each
other this week?” she asked, aware of the heat of him.

“I believe you hold the winning number,” he magnani-
mously conceded.

Rachel leaned back against the doorjamb. She still dis-
liked him immensely. “And I believe it is a sign that we have
unfinished business between us,” she challenged. “Why did
we never finish that kiss all those years ago?”

“Perhaps because you slapped me?”

“Or maybe I slapped you because you thought it was all a
joke?”

“Or maybe you were young, and your father would have
had me keelhauled.”

Sometimes Rachel disliked logic.

Drawing in her breath, she accepted that the truth didn’t
take away the reality that she was in love with him and that he
was to be married in October. Johnny had told her Lady
Gwyneth was the woman he wanted. What she felt for Ryan
and what he probably felt for her on a physical level might be
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electric; but they both knew it would proceed no further than
it had a few days ago.

She watched his gaze go over the white lace-and-lavender
sitting room that looked as if an overzealous demirep had
decorated it. “Nice room,” he said.

“This is the Palace Hotel bridal suite.” She hiccupped and,
suddenly perturbed at him for coming to visit without notice,
lifted her chin. “Surely you don’t think I would have accepted
this room on purpose? It was all Johnny could find for me.”

A black-gloved hand tipped her chin. “How much have
you had to drink?”

“None of your business.” She removed his hand from her
chin. “If I want to drink myself under the table, I will. With
or without your approval.”

“How much?” he asked Elsie, who was standing behind her.

Elsie dipped into a curtsy, her mobcap bobbing over blond
curls. “Perhaps a half bottle of champagne. She hasn’t eaten,
sir.”

“Excuse me”—Rachel waved a hand in front of his face—
“but I am in the room.”

Ryan stepped past her into her bedroom, as if he had been
there a hundred times. She could only stare, before her feet
leapt to follow him past her four-poster bed and canopy
drawn back to reveal disheveled covers. “Do you have any-
thing nice to wear tonight?”

He walked to her wardrobe and flung open the doors, his
gloved hands holding each edge. Rachel shut the doors and,
crossing her arms beneath her breasts, braced her back
against the panels. “What are you doing?”

“You’re going with Johnny and Moira to the opera.”

“Tam?”

He strode to the end of her bed, his coat batting at his
calves. “Every D&B and Ore Industries board member will
be there tonight. Do you want to be included or not?”
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Rachel stared at him in disbelief. Hands on his hips, he
brought his gaze back around to her. There was a frown in
those dark eyes. He was a bastard for not telling her about the
opera sooner, and knew it, too.

“Why didn’t you say anything before?”” she asked.

“I’m saying something now.”

He strode to her trunks and flung open the lid. Her ball
gown was suddenly in his hands, and she lifted her gaze as he
walked back to her. “Why?”” Her voice whispered.

“You’re on the board,” he said. “I’m not going to bloody
let you sit alone in your room again tonight getting drunk.
You’re going out this evening. I've already spoken to Johnny.
He will be here later to pick you up.”

“How do you know what I’ve been doing or not doing in
my room at night?” Rachel snatched her gown from him. He
had no right to come into her room like some Roman Caesar
and dictate to her.

Ryan reclaimed the shimmering gown and handed it to
Elsie. “See that this gets pressed. I've already warned the
staff that you may be down.” A glance at Rachel, and he
added, “She’ll need coffee, too. Turkish coffee. Black. Never
mind—" His dark eyes caught the light in her room as they
came to rest on her face and held her pinned with subtle hu-
mor. “T’ll see dinner brought up. You need to do her hair.”

“How do you want me to dress her hair, Mr. Donally?”

“Never you mind, Elsie Tompkins,” Rachel snapped. The
girl was positively young and quite as flaky as dishrag paper.
“It’s not that difficult. We’ll manage.”

“Yes, mum.” The dress clasped to her bosom, Elsie hurried
out of the room, leaving Ryan alone with her.

Neither moved.

Muted noises from the busy street two floors below pulled
somewhere at the back of her mind. She watched as he re-
turned to the adjoining salon. She heard the click of a metal
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clasp. He reappeared with the folders she’d left at his house.
Her levee project folders.

“Your project is sound, Rachel.” When she didn’t take the
folders, he dropped them on the bed. “I've never questioned
your talent or dedication. You’re an excellent engineer. If you
were a man, you could find a place for yourself in any firm in
the world.”

“But if you put my name on the report, D&B will never be
hired for another job in Ireland,” she continued for him. “You
have to consider our stockholders.”

“That is my job, Rachel. You should have known better
than to ask special consideration when you knew I could give
you none. My decision would be no different for Johnny if he
did something that was not for the good of the company.”
Ryan jammed his hands into his pockets. “We can agree
about the unfairness of it all until we turn blue, or you can ac-
cept your position at D&B as is and get dressed to attend the
opera with Johnny.”

Rachel stared down at her arms folded against her breasts,
aware that her long hair had dripped water on the floor and
she was naked beneath the thin wrapper.

He’d come there when he needn’t have come at all. And
found a seat at the opera when there was none to be had.
She’d inquired. It seemed wrong to throw away tonight on an
emotional broadside that would only leave her listing in
deeper water. She was twenty-nine years old, after all. She
could manage her life—and her heart.

“Everyone I know has already seen that gown on me.”

“You don’t know that many people, Rache.” His voice was
filled with gentle humor. “Do you have anything else suitable
to wear then?”

She shook her head. “It’s not that I don’t wish to drape my-
self in lavish gowns. I just don’t socialize on the grand scale
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you do.” The top of her head barely reached his shoulder, and
she raised her gaze. “I didn’t even know you liked opera.”

One corner of his mouth lifted. “I find the required spon-
sorship of such functions a necessary part of my life.”

“You’ve become too pragmatic, Ryan. Where do your pas-
sions lie?”

“Fencing?” he said. “I’ve discovered I have a passion for
the sword.”

Rachel almost rolled her eyes. But he’d softened her mood.

“I’ll see that dinner is brought up here,” he said, turning
away, and she leaned her head tiredly against the armoire at
her back.

He returned a moment later, satchel in hand, to the door-
way between her bedroom and sitting room, an elegant por-
trait in black—hair, eyes, and clothes—against the frilly
white lace and lavender behind him.

“Do you even know what bugger means?” he said in that su-
perior way that annoyed her. Rachel had no idea how wanton
she looked at that moment, the vibrant red of her hair in the
same brandy-colored sunset that brushed her cheeks to a glow.

“Make sure you eat something, Rache.” Beneath the quiet
of his words, an order again. “And be on your best behavior
tonight.”

He settled his hat on his head, one corner of his mouth tilt-
ing slightly.

Ryan let himself out of her room before he did something he
would regret, like attempting to dress her—or God forbid kiss
her again or take her to bed, the demon in his mind taunted. He
strode down the long hallway, almost running to escape.

“Ryan?” He heard Rachel’s voice, and turned just before
he reached the stairs.

She stood in her doorway, shadowed by sultry lace and dusk,
her girlish pink wrapper not as thick as she probably thought it
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was. He could see her legs limned against the thin cloth, and far
more as his gaze climbed over the gentle swell of her hips. A
hasty glance behind him told him that they were alone.

“Thank you for talking to me,” she said.

Before his tongue could catch up to his mind, she shut the
door. Leaving the hallway filled with the scent of her pres-
ence and reminding him all over again that an adolescent ob-
session was more dangerous to him now that it ever had been
years ago.

He should have kept his hands off her this weekend. He
probably shouldn’t even have come to the hotel, if the height-
ened state of his body was any proof of his folly.

He had left a meeting at Whitehall earlier in the day and
returned to his office at Ore Industries. For some reason
when he sat down at his desk, he’d pulled out Rachel’s proj-
ect files. She had left them outside his dressing room the
night they’d argued. Her grand, unexpected entry back into
his life had caught him cold. He was not prepared to see her
as a civil engineer, which he discovered he now did. He was
not prepared to feel anything for her—not any part of her—
yet, he had kissed her.

Ryan never did anything impulsively. Spontaneity was
dangerous—and still he’d found a way to get her a seat at the
opera, even if it was his seat in his personal box he was giv-
ing her. Johnny would see to her welfare and, in all good con-
science, Ryan couldn’t exclude her. But neither was he going
to sit with her. Or trust himself to be near her, inhaling her
like she was dessert. He only knew he was due for a diet.

Ryan stopped a hotel maid and ordered dinner and coffee
brought up to Rachel’s room. Noise from the lobby filtered
up the staircase. He peered over the banister, did a mental
survey of the boisterous crowd below, and descended the
stairs into the busy lobby, where the famous Four Seasons
plaster figures peered from each corner of the foyer. This ho-
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tel was not far from Covent Garden and was always crowded
on show nights. Only an exclusive invitation could get one
inside the restaurant tonight. Such invitations were issued
only to the largest sponsors of the arts.

His height easily distinguishable, Ryan reached the lobby
and paused as he glimpsed Lady Gwyneth standing near the
entrance to the restaurant. He glanced at the large dome clock
on the wall above her head and considered that he was sup-
posed to meet her in a half hour at Cassavas for dinner. She
stood as if holding court over her admirers. Three of those men
sat on boards of international banking firms; another owned a
shipping business, and the fourth sat on the board of a South
African diamond mine. None was older than thirty-five, and
all probably represented more accumulated wealth among
them than the economic output of Ireland last year.

They were Ryan’s peers.

He suddenly caught himself studying the tableau like an
architect examining a design he knows to be flawed. It was a
world that had always fascinated him. One that surrounded
him. Tonight it all suddenly seemed lackluster.

Gwyneth looked up and glimpsed him standing near the
stairs. Her rich skirts flowering over her legs like a tinseled
garden of flame, she stood among her minions, chatting gaily.
A pearl-encrusted tiara folded into her hair and matched her
smile as she touched the man beside her and pointed. Ryan
recognized Lord Bathwick. The others in the group turned.

His satchel tucked beneath his arm, Ryan squeezed his
way through the crush, pausing here and there to greet a busi-
ness associate or acquaintance as he made his way to the
crowd of men surrounding his betrothed.

“Ryan—" Her generous blue eyes smiled at his approach.
“I told you he would come here if I sent him a note. Did I
not?” she said to the others.

The men surrounding her departed in deference to his ar-
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rival. His manner easy, his hand appeared dark against her
willowy waist. “What are you doing here, Gwyneth?”

“Hey, old chap.” Marquart slapped him on the back. “We
missed you at Lords on Saturday. If you leave your lady be-
trothed unattended, do not get vexed when she decides to pay
mind to others.”

“I believe you only missed him for part of the occasion,”
Lord Bathwick replied to Marquart. “He was merely fashion-
ably late.” His gaze touched the stairway, then the satchel be-
neath Ryan’s arm. “Are you here on business or pleasure,
Donally?”

“Maybe we should all ask that question.” Lord Marquart
laughed. “It seems your meeting with the Commons Select
Committee adjourned early today.”

“Or mayhaps they changed the meeting venue to some-
place cozier,” Bathwick replied, the grin on his mouth reach-
ing no higher than the corners of his lips, the animosity
between them nothing new. “I am told this is a favorite meet-
ing place for those fellow countrymen unhindered by the
moral decay of our society.”

“Is your father allowing you to stand in his stead tonight?”
Ryan asked.

“I am not here as a member of Ore Industries if that is
bothering you, Donally.”

“Truly, Ryan, you could be a little nicer”” Gwyneth
wrapped her arms around his and leaned against him. “Do
let’s not be jealous.” Her breathy whisper touched his ear. “I
refuse to remain at home with a new gown and bored out of
my wits awaiting your arrival. Gideon is merely entertaining
me before the opera tonight. I wanted a spot of sherbet.” She
regarded the crowded doorway to the restaurant. “And we
cannot get inside tonight.” Her mouth pouted. “The reception
is by invitation only, and not one of us has an invitation.”
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“It’s what her ladyship wanted,” Marquart replied. “We
met them outside.”

“I am wearing a new gown, Ryan.” Gwyneth turned in a cir-
cle, then executed a flawless curtsy that had every man strain-
ing to glimpse the swell of flesh above her décolletage. “I
wore it for you, and I’'m angry that you have said nothing.”

“I believe that it is the most beautiful gown in all of Lon-
don,” Lord Marquart deferred.

“Only because of the woman inside the gown,” Sir Boris
replied.

“At least I am not ignored by everyone.”

Ryan’s mouth quirked faintly. Clearly, in her element,
Gwyneth turned to flirt with his new head of accounting at
Ore Industries. She put her considerable skills to work in her
attempt to capture the attention of every man present, but
should have exercised more prudence in public. Ryan didn’t
like possessive women and despised the notion that anyone
owned any part of him. He disliked in equal proportion find-
ing himself distracted and, tonight, having arrived in a singu-
larly unpleasant state of mind already, he had no desire to
play the jealous suitor.

He reached into his jacket and pulled out an engraved invi-
tation. “Enjoy yourself, my lady,” he said, presenting the gift
to Gwyneth.

His gaze touched Lord Bathwick’s. And, as Ryan made his
way out the front door of the hotel, walking away from a
night of entertainment with one of the most beautiful women
in England, he found himself caught by an indifference he
didn’t entirely understand.

The next hour Rachel was fully occupied with combing the
tangles from her hair. Elsie had returned with her dress a few
minutes ago, and it now lay pressed and on the bed. Her door
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into the adjoining salon was shut, and Rachel looked through
the strands of her hair, frustrated that her maid had vanished.

“Elsie?” Rachel stretched around the vanity.

She set down the ivory comb. She’d dressed in her stock-
ings and underclothes. She wore her stays beneath the pink
robe loosely belted at the waist. She was going to be late if
Elsie did not get in here and help her with her hair.

Rachel left the bedroom. None of the lamps in the room
had been lit. The bathing room connected to this suite, but the
door was closed.

She walked into the salon. “Elsie?”

“I believe she is not here, Miss Bailey.”

The masculine voice jolted her around. Her hand against her
heart, she searched the shadows. A man stood against the wall,
as faintly familiar as he was arrogant. He was tall, with graying
hair at his temples and dressed as Ryan had been that evening.

“What have you done with my maid?”

“I believe she found it prudent to wait outside. Don’t
worry, Miss Bailey,” he said, stepping into the shaft of light
that angled from her bedroom, and she recognized Lord Dev-
onshire from the Telford Ball. “If I wanted to rape you, I
wouldn’t do it within hearing distance of the lobby.” His
brown eyes, set too deeply in his face, did not camouflage the
look that entered his gaze when his eyes slid over her. “I
knew you looked familiar when I saw you at the Telford
Ball,” he said, nonplussed by her alarm or the threat that she
might scream anyway. “You’ve a very titillating past.”

Her heart racing, she knew there was no possible answer
to that, and forced herself to hold his gaze. He held up the
champagne she’d been drinking earlier and sloshed some
into a glass. “This is better than what the Engineering Soci-
ety served. I compliment you on your taste.” His eyes went
over her body again, and she closed the robe more tightly.
“Sit down, Miss Bailey. I only wish to talk. For now.”
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“Why would you possibly want to talk to me?”

“I’m very particular about my new soon-to-be relatives as
I am about losing what belongs to me.” His feet made little
sound on the carpet as he walked nearer. “One might even ar-
gue that I have a bias against poverty.”

Rachel moved around the small desk at her back, only be-
cause it put up a barrier that separated her from him. Her gaze
fell on the packet someone had leaned against the crystal
lamp. “That envelope contains two tickets back to Ireland.”

He appraised her over the rim of his glass. “Quite frankly,
I couldn’t care less about what you’ve done in your past or
with whom. It’s Donally who interests me.”

Her alarm escalating, she felt her grip on the desk tighten.

“You mean it’s his money that interests you.”

“A bigger fortune than you could possibly know.” He sat in
the leather chair facing the desk and propped his leg over the
other. “Should I go to the scandal sheets with what I know
about you, it would be obvious to everyone how you received
the authorization to take an exclusive engineering exam. The
fact that you scored the second highest in a classful of men
would be irrelevant under the circumstances. How do I know
this? you are asking yourself. I'm on the university board of
trustees in Edinburgh. I actually knew your father when he
was a physics professor there. I knew who you were when
you audited classes there.”

Rachel forced herself to breathe. She felt faint.

“And why you were quietly removed from the university.”

“Why are you doing this, Lord Devonshire? I've done
nothing to you. Why would you come here and threaten me.
That is what you are doing, isn’t it?”

“Before you harp on my cruelty to you, let me tell you
what I am offering Mr. Donally compared to what he will
lose with you.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” she whispered.
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“Don’t take me for a fool, Miss Bailey.” He set down the
glass and stood. “I don’t play games. I certainly won’t with
you. At least not verbal ones.” Pressing his palms on the desk,
he leaned toward her. “Half the people downstairs saw Don-
ally leaving this hotel earlier. Some of us were even present
when he danced you out onto the hotel terrace at the ball, and
rumors abound that the two of you have known each other a
long while. Now he’s not attending the opera tonight, and it is
widely speculated that he has given his seat to you. My niece
came home in tears tonight and has locked herself in her
room. But that is neither here nor there. Men take mistresses
all the time.” He waved his arm in casual dismissal. “Tiffs
happen. He won’t leave everything that I offer to him. Cer-
tainly not if I should tell him the truth about you.”

Rachel looked from his hard fingers pressed against the
desk to his equally hard face and managed with considerable
difficulty not to smash a fist into his face or retreat.

Devonshire pushed off the desk. A flicker of something
like admiration showed briefly in his eyes. “Donally and I
make excellent bedfellows as it were, more alike than you
know, Miss Bailey. We both will do exactly what it takes to
get what we want. I’ve nominated him for his orders. Other
than military heroes, such honors are typically awarded for
services rendered to society, irony indeed for someone who’s
been denied entrance to the very echelon of society that he’s
served.” He strolled to the door. “He will not make a fool of
me. I hope I am making myself clear.”

Rachel did not move from her place behind the desk. Her
mouth was dry. He was threatening Ryan, and she could do
nothing. Tears burned behind her lids.

“Scandal has brought down kingdoms. Think what it can
do to both of you.”



Chapter 6
~O0_~—

“ T here has never been a more opportune moment to
acquire any company. They’re primed to be ac-
quired. . ..”

The conversation droned in the background of Ryan’s
thoughts, behind the storm outside the window, and the one in-
side him. He stood with his hands clasped at his back as he
watched the rain beat on the glass. Eight stories on the street
below the Ore Industries boardroom, a solid sea of black um-
brellas bobbed in and out of the traffic stopped on the street.
Even from this elevation, he could hear the sound of horses
and carriage wheels meeting the pavement, a bobby’s whistle.

Rachel did not attend the opera. She had not shown up at
D&B for three days. Ryan had finally gone to the hotel only
to learn that she’d checked out. He knew only that she’d re-
turned to Ireland.

Behind him sat the eight-man board he’d put into place
since his conquest of Ore Industries became final eleven
months ago. Men that he had personally handpicked to help
manage this corporation. “It shouldn’t be difficult to close

85
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the deal in Paris,” a voice replied, and he recognized Sir
Boris was speaking. “They aren’t willing, but they’ve weak-
ened enough financially that they will not be able to put up
much of a fight. Valmonts, with all its lucrative connections,
is as good as ours.”

“Who did the initial analysis?”” Ryan asked without turning.

“I did.” Sir Boris leaned forward.

Ryan met his gaze in the glass. A strange-looking man
with protruding brown eyes that never quite focused on a per-
son, he was the best financial asset Ryan had ever hired.
Those eyes never missed a bloody thing. “Valmonts used to
build the finest locomotives on the Continent until the price
of iron outpaced their profits. We will make a huge profit sell-
ing off its assets and taking over all contracts.”

“See that the man in charge of the team is current on inter-
national law,” Ryan said, finally turning to the younger man
who sat scrawling notes to his left. “Put the team together,
Brendan.”

The younger man’s face lifted. This was the first assignment
he’d received since Ryan had brought him over from D&B.

“And for God’s sake don’t make a hash of it,” Ryan said. “I
don’t want a repeat of what happened in Spain last month.”

Ryan turned to face the room. Banked on two sides by ex-
pansive glass, the office allowed gray light to flood the room.
Johnny sat apart from the group at one end of the table. He’d
been invited to take part in the meeting, something Ryan had
not known until he’d walked through the door that morning.
Cigar smoke was thick in the air. Devonshire, the only mem-
ber present who sat in the House of Lords, lounged to the left
of Ryan’s seat at the head of the table. Devonshire owned the
foundry that had given Ore Industries its start. Ryan kept him
under his thumb for personal reasons.

“The preliminary papers have been drawn up to begin ac-
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quisition of D&B,” Ryan’s financial advisor said, as they
moved to what was obviously the main topic of the after-
noon, the reason Johnny had been summoned.

Ryan walked to the end of the long conference table and
scraped up the file, flipping it open. “This is not an issue on
the agenda today.”

“You were given a briefing yesterday, sir.”

Then the briefing sat in a folder in his satchel, a satchel
that Rachel now had.

Ryan had accidentally taken hers when he’d left her hotel
room the other night. In the approaching darkness, her satchel,
with its monogrammed RB, had looked like his, with RD.

His gaze lifted to Devonshire. “Is this your doing?”

“D&B is essential to our expansion,” Sir Boris answered
for Devonshire.

This was nothing Ryan did not know.

Devonshire watched him with interest. “Acquiring D&B is
a matter of economics. We need its assets. The acquisition
will make Ore Industries the biggest iron ore supplier and
construction firm in the world.”

Except Ryan knew the mechanics of a merger as well as an
acquisition. Hell, he dismembered companies every year.
Ripped their internal guts out. Took what he could to make a
profit and sold off the rest.

Yet, knowing that this moment was inevitable didn’t make
it any easier to accept.

Everyone present knew that D&B could become a part of
Ore Industries, or, as a competitor, the entire company would
go down. Ryan couldn’t have it both ways. He had known that
from the beginning, when he’d pursued Ore Industries a year
ago.

“Think, Donally.” Devonshire tapped his cigar in the tray
at his elbow. “When this is finished, you will no longer have
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the stigma of the firm’s Irish label with which to contend.
There will be no more Donally & Bailey. That will also be a
positive to consider as we continue to expand overseas.”

Ryan dropped the folder on the table. Getting rid of the
Irish label was essential in a competitive overseas market,
but hearing the statement from someone else made it all
seem sordid.

“Choose whom you want to bring from D&B,” Devon-
shire said, looking down the long table at Johnny as he spoke.
“There is a place for you at Ore Industries, Mr. Donally.”

“And for most of your staff,” Sir Boris said.

Ryan leaned both palms on the shiny surface of the table
and took in the group of men gathered, men whom he had ap-
pointed to their positions because they weren’t afraid to act.
Softness was not a character trait found in any one of them.

“My brother isn’t the only member of the D&B board of
directors,” Ryan finally said into the silence, reading
Johnny’s mood with unerring accuracy.

“Miss Bailey will be treated as any other stockholder.” Sir
Boris sucked on a pipe, his blue eyes magnified behind his
spectacles. “Her shares will be absorbed, and she will receive
dividends accordingly.”

“It’s convenient that you have planned this little coup
when Miss Bailey is no longer in London,” Johnny said to the
men present.

“I’'m sure that Miss Bailey is savvy enough at her job,”
Devonshire said. “She heads your Dublin division. But if the
extent of her misconduct should become public knowledge,
you understand the ramifications.”

Ryan shifted his gaze. The information took a moment
longer to register. “What are you talking about?”’

“I’ve done my own inquiries on the elusive R. Bailey,”
Devonshire said. “It’s rumored that she has more than a pro-
fessional relationship with your junior engineer, Allan Mar-
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row, and that she is the brains behind the company in Dublin.
Last year, D&B was awarded the contract to rebuild the
bridge over the Avonmore River near Rathdrum. The project
was delayed. Now Dublin will not honor the contracts until
the project is completed. Our guess is someone learned she
has put herself in charge of said project because someone
made a mistake. That fact would come out should she fight
the council in a public forum. Whoever is refusing to pay the
monies owed is probably counting on pocketing the money
himself, knowing she could not take it to court.”

Ryan met Johnny’s stare across the long length of the
table. “Is this the kind of blather she has had to deal with over
there?” Except Ryan knew there was more.

Had she not run into financing trouble, she probably would
have begun building the levee project on her own as well, he
realized.

“You and I need to talk privately,” Johnny said.

“As you can see, Miss Bailey is a liability.” Sir Boris slid a
brown packet toward him. “She will need to be removed, or
the Irish division becomes a fiscal liability to us all. Pending
government payment of the contracts, you can bring in work-
ers from Liverpool and Wales. Cheaper wages will help us
make a profit—"

“Rachel will never let you replace her people,” Johnny
said.

“If Miss Bailey isn’t cooperative, we have ways to force
the issue.” Devonshire relaxed as he surveyed Ryan over his
cigar. “A leak here and there about Miss Bailey—"

“The meeting is over.” Ryan’s dark gaze swept each man
present. If he wrapped his hands around any throat, it would
be Devonshire’s.

He looked at the satchel at his elbow, thinking of his own
and wondering what else might be in there. He had unread
folders inside. As the meeting concluded, and those around
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the table stood, Ryan said, “A moment, your lordship.” With-
out looking up from the papers in his hands, he stopped De-
vonshire. “Wait for me in my office, Johnny,” he told his
brother. He didn’t care how overbearing the command. “I’ll
need to talk to you.”

Devonshire ground out the cigar in the ash tin and waited
with his legs outstretched beneath the rosewood table. He
was watching Ryan as if he couldn’t discern whether he was
furious or simply distracted by the folder sitting next to his
fingertips. “The decision about acquiring D&B is a long time
in coming,” Devonshire said. “With the pending deal in
France making financial headlines, it’s time to act.”

“Exactly what would you leak to the scandal sheets that
would possibly profit any of us, Devonshire?”

His lordship shoved away from the table and rose. “Your
concern about her was quite noted the other night when you
were seen leaving her hotel in full view of most of London.
Maybe you should consider how she could damage you in-
stead. Miss Bailey is not what you think she is.” Devonshire
walked to the door, an austere figure in black. “We’re expect-
ing important guests tonight for dinner,” he said. “If they like
you, there could be talk of a political future ahead of you.”

“Don’t overrate your importance in my life, Devonshire.”
Ryan’s indolent facade was carefully back in place, and he
waited for the man to turn. “You’re here only because I allow
it to be so.”

Something ugly went over the man’s face before he raised
a polite brow. Then, dismissing himself, Devonshire opened
the door and left it swinging on his way out.

Ryan shut the door to his office.

Johnny stood with his back to the rosewood desk as he
looked out the window. Dark rivulets slithered down the
glass as the rain picked up streaks of coal dust that layered
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the city’s rooftops. “Her train left for Liverpool three days
ago.” Without turning, Johnny held up a missive. “She said
her grandmother hadn’t been in the best of health, and had
decided to return to Ireland.”

Ryan walked to his brother and took the note. Unlike his
bold scrawl, Rachel possessed meticulous penmanship, with
prissy g’s and m’s that an excessively orderly person who
rose every day at the crack of dawn would write. A complete
contrast to the decadent taste of spiced apples that lingered in
his senses.

His fingers crushed the missive.

“Rachel hasn’t any family other than her grandmother,”
Johnny said.

“I’m aware of her plight.” He tossed the missive into the
refuse container.

Johnny’s dark eyes settled on Ryan. “Are you going to al-
low Ore Industries to acquire D&B?”

“I am Ore Industries, Johnny. We have spoken on this mat-
ter before. Ore Industries and D&B cannot coexist in the
same environment.”

One was the past. The other the future. Ryan always
looked to tomorrow. He always had. This was no different.
Johnny knew that.

Yet, as Ryan stared outside at the distant dome of St.
Paul’s and a city bound by its history, he set his hands on the
waistband of his trousers, suddenly caught by the past. “Tell
me how involved Rachel is in production.”

“She took over the Rathdrum project after the chief engi-
neer made a costly mistake in his assessment on the soil sam-
pling. The train tracks had to be moved farther inland. The
error cost D&B six months while Rachel completed the re-
assessment herself.”

“And the levee?”

“The levee is in the final phase. Maybe she was tired of
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working behind Marrow. I suspect she has been bolstering
him up for two years. She surrounds herself with competent
foremen. I doubt Marrow has ever functioned in any capac-
ity without her.”

Hell, Ryan scoffed to himself. Rachel just has that effect
on men.

By Ryan’s estimation, she had left the day after she was
supposed to attend the opera. That reeked of running away to
him, especially after he thought they had reached an under-
standing of sorts. But then he had told her he wouldn’t grant
her special privileges concerning her levee project. Still, the
part of him, which didn’t feel angry as hell with her, worried.

“Jaysus,” Ryan said, his tone acerbic. “The Dublin divi-
sion has been nothing but a nightmare of charity work since
its inception.” A hand on one hip, he exhaled before reining
in his temper. “I should have known why she came back
here.”

“Do you honestly believe Rachel came back to London be-
cause of that project?”

“Do you think I did something to send her fleeing from
England?”

“Didn’t you?”

His tall form unyielding, Ryan walked past his brother to
gather what he needed off the desk. “She is a big girl,
Johnny.” He stifled the impulse to tell his brother to go to
hell.

His entire life his family surrounded Rachel as if she was
God’s gift to sainthood and perfection. He was sick to death
of dealing with the same rehashed arguments, of looking
through perfect fences as if he somehow corrupted every-
thing he touched. “Our whole damn family has filled her
head full of dreams she thinks are attainable.

“She wasn’t content with quietly managing the Dublin di-
vision. All of you have set her up to fall. Not me. And hell,
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Johnny, it’s a bloody long way to fall. You know what I have
to do.” He lifted his coat from the back of the chair where
he’d laid it earlier.

Johnny sat against the desk. “Are you going to Ireland?”

“For the moment?” Ryan adjusted the collar on his coat.
“I’'m going home to my daughter. Her birthday is in four
days, and I'll be damned if she will spend it alone again this
year.”

It certainly hadn’t taken Rachel very long to forget his
daughter either. On his way out, Ryan ordered his secretary
to cancel his dinner engagement for that night.

“Miss Rachel! Miss Rachel!” Little Kyra Blakely called
from the street as David lifted Rachel out of the cart he’d rid-
den in to fetch her at the docks.

She turned as another little girl flung herself against
Rachel’s skirts. “Did you bring back licorice?”” Cynthia’s fa-
vorite. Her blue eyes peeked out from behind raven curls.

A half dozen children playing ball in the yard across the
narrow spit of green ran to where Rachel had lifted the little
girl into her arms. She always brought home gumdrops or
licorice when she’d been away for more than a few days. For-
tunately, David made a detour past the candy store on the
way home from the docks.

Rachel lived on Dublin’s southern fringes, in a picturesque
hamlet that rested at the juncture of Old Military Road near
Glencree. She spent her free time with her grandmother, liv-
ing outside Dublin proper because it allowed her, for the
most part, to live in anonymity. The fact that she was the
granddaughter of a former village elder gave her a certain ac-
ceptance she might not have had otherwise for a single
woman who seemed eccentric in her ways. At twenty-nine
and an obvious spinster, she was allowed more freedom than
the younger girls. Though she’d received marriage proposals
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from almost every bachelor or widower from Enniskerry to
Glencree at one time or another, most people recognized she
would never marry. Her last proposal had come from the
kindly constable in need of a wife who could be a good
mother to his nine children. The little girl she held in her
arms was his youngest. No one understood what Rachel did
for a living.

Frankly, no one understood her. No one really knew her
either.

Yet the village children seemed to adore her for some rea-
son. Perhaps because they venerated David and trusted that if
he respected and loved Rachel, then she must be worthy of
their affection as well. Or maybe because she had trained
them well with gumdrops, for they all came running as if she
were Saint Nicholas in skirts. And suddenly she was thinking
about Mary Elizabeth, about cats and dogs, and eating
worms. Her thoughts jerked to a stop as though the child’s
name was a yawning crevice in her heart for more reasons
than anyone could ever know.

“Come, little one.” David lifted Cynthia from Rachel’s
arms so Rachel could procure the anticipated treasure from
the back of the cart. Removing a red tin, she flipped off the
lid and doled out one to each child, finally slipping a gum-
drop beneath David’s tongue.

“And one for you, Father Donally.”

“Ah, Rachel me love. You know the path to my heart,
you do.”

David was as full of Irish blarney as they came. Surrounded
by laughter and noise, Rachel smiled into his darkly handsome
face, cradled by a moment’s return of strength and peace.
David, with his starched white collar and black attire, was fa-
miliar, his presence imbuing her with a sense of emotional
safety, a barrier that separated her from the last few weeks.
Carefree and dashing, with a roguish tilt to his mouth, he
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looked perfectly at ease in the company of children. A dimple
creased one side of his mouth as he smiled at the little girl in
his arms, his teeth a slash of white against his darker features.

“Now, off with ye,” he said to the child. “Miss Rachel has
come home to see Memaw. What did I tell you all about mak-
ing too much noise around her window?”

“Nonsense!” a huffy female voice called from the upstairs
window behind Rachel. “If I get so old as to complain about
a child’s laughter, then you can put me in me grave, David
Donally. Now quit your playing paddy fingers with my
granddaughter so I can see her.”

Rachel shaded her eyes against the afternoon sunlight.
“Memaw, you are supposed to be in bed.”

“I’ll bring in your trunks,” David said, a lingering smile on
his lips. “Be sure and tell her how beautiful she looks.”

“I heard that wicked blarney,” Rachel’s grandmother
sniffed. “I stubbed my toe, and this man makes me into a
convalescent just so he can keep me home.”

“You injure my heart, Memaw.” David laid a forlorn palm
across his chest. “You’ll get me in trouble with such outra-
geous accusations.”

“Balderdash! I’ll not be havin’ ye reading your rites over
me yet. Go away and leave me to some peace.”

“A stubbed toe?” Rachel eyed David suspiciously. “You
told me she hurt herself.”

“A stubbed toe can be serious, colleen. You’d not have had
me take any chances? She would have jumped in the cart her-
self and gone to pick you up. The doctor still thinks she
should not be out of bed since her spell last month.”

“Has she gotten worse?”” Rachel grabbed a handful of her
skirts and hurried through the door Elsie held open for her
and up the stairs to her grandmother’s room.

Memaw sat in a fat chair with her foot wrapped and
propped on an ottoman. It was her favorite place in the entire
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house to sit. She’d settled her robust frame among the plush
yellow pillows and had set about knitting. In the mornings,
sunlight flowed through the windows like an amber breeze.
The scent of freshly watered flower beds pooled in the room
and mixed with the laughter of children outside the window.

She was a tall woman, several inches taller than Rachel’s
grandfather had been. Her hair, once a deep, vibrant auburn,
had faded to a recalcitrant ginger and straggled from her cap
in curly waves as lively as the expression that greeted Rachel
upon her arrival.

“Memaw,” Rachel dropped to her knees beside her grand-
mother’s chair. “What have you done? This was more than a
stubbed toe.”

“Absolutely nothing.” She sniffed. “I stepped into a puddle
of water. It’s that madman of a priest who wrapped my ankle
and insisted that I stay off my foot.” Bright periwinkle blue
eyes looked out at Rachel from behind the multitudinous
wrinkles that crinkled when she smiled. “David plots to keep
me bedridden. You have returned earlier than expected,’
Memaw said, over the sound of her knitting needles.

They continued to talk over trivial matters, the warm
weather, flowers blooming in the garden outside, the ball
she’d attended in London. Her grandmother fished for infor-
mation Rachel wasn’t ready to give. What must Ryan think
of her running away? Perhaps he was thinking it for the best.
She and Ryan could return to managing each other through
special courier and keep their contact restricted to business.

Her life had been a series of avoidable and bad mistakes.
She wanted only to forget the foolish side of her that had
reared itself so unmercifully these last weeks and return to
her world of numbers, plats, and diagrams.

She would not think of Ryan Donally ever again. He must
know the kind of man Devonshire was. Ryan was not blind
and stupid.
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Besides, she had her own problems with which to contend.

“Are you truly all right, Memaw?” Rachel finally asked,
bringing the corner of the blanket to her cheek. Her grand-
mother always knitted from the softest wool. When Rachel
was a little girl, she’d carried a woolen blanket this very same
blue until she was five.

Until Ryan had called her a baby and dropped it into the
hog pen.

Oh, how she’d hated him for weeks after that!

And just that fast, her composure fled. Her throat tightened.
She felt the horrible swell of tears behind her eyes. The men-
ace of failure. “Come here, child,” Memaw’s soft voice pene-
trated her heavy thoughts. “Come sit beside me for a moment.”

Rachel looked up to see that Memaw had set aside the
knitting. Her blue eyes softened as she patted her lap.

“Oh, Memaw . . .” Rachel dropped to her knees beside her
grandmother and let the soft leathery hands cradle her head.
“I don’t want to cry. I feel so foolish and childish.”

“He’s marrying someone else, I know.” Memaw’s quiet
whisper reached around Rachel’s heart and held. “We tried
to warn you before you left for London. But your going had
purpose. Everything happens for a reason, Butterfly.”

The sound of her childhood name brought a bout of deter-
mination. “How did you know?”” Rachel sat back on her heels
to regard her grandmother. “How did you know how I felt
about him?”

“Don’t you be forgetting I was there when he wed Kath-
leen.” The blue eyes regarded Rachel with serious attention.
“I think most of us knew then how ye felt.”

“Oh heavens.” Rachel buried her face in her hands. Put
baldly, her sentiment seemed so melodramatic and made her
into a pathetic spectacle. She shook her head, half-laughing
and half-weeping, her long braid falling forward over one
shoulder.
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In truth, Rachel no longer knew how she felt. Physically
attracted yes. Who wouldn’t be to perfection? Mentally,
Ryan stimulated her interest in worldly things, and she was in
awe of his professional ability. She’d followed his career for
years. His papers had been the mainstay of her education.
But she and Ryan didn’t exist on the same emotional plane.
He didn’t care about the same things that she did.

He’d always been dictatorial, quick-tempered, and care-
less of moral convention. Yet he also made generous grants
to the university he’d attended. He gave to poorhouses and
orphanages. She’d lost the ability to understand him. For
how could a man who loved his daughter with such great af-
fection coexist with the same person who pillaged compa-
nies and destroyed people’s lives? Nor did he respect her as
a professional, or he wouldn’t have tucked her away in Ire-
land with that pathetic upstart Allan Marrow to head the en-
gineering division when she was so much smarter than any
ten men. He had never come to Ireland to see what she’d
done.

With newfound resolution, Rachel sat back on her calves.
“I'm a big girl, Memaw.” She wiped at her cheeks, under-
standing how foolishly she was behaving. “We should be
talking about you.”

“Nonsense.” Memaw lowered her voice, her palm gently
cupping Rachel’s cheek. “When that tyrant isn’t here, I get
along just fine.”

Rachel laughed. “T"m glad that you only stubbed your toe.”
She smiled, her heart filled with love for this old woman,
who was more beloved than her own parents ever were.
“Now that I know you’re all right.” She took Memaw’s hands.
“I do need to check on the progress in Rathdrum. I’1l have to
leave in a few days.”

“You let that rascal Marrow attend to Rathdrum,” Memaw
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said adamantly. “There are bandits and scallywags along that
road.”

David leaned in the doorway, his arms folded over his
chest. He looked as if he’d been standing there a long while.
“Then David will need me to protect him,” she said, a smile
on her lips. She and her grandmother went through this argu-
ment every time Rachel took the road to her project site.

“Pious man that I am,” he said.

“Balderdash.” Memaw sniffed. “Pious, indeed. The devil’s
own, I think you are, encouraging her the way that you do.”

“I have to go, Memaw. You know that.” Climbing to her
feet, Rachel brushed her skirts. The silly flow of tears was
gone. She walked to the door, but David stopped her. He
stroked his thumb over her cheek to grab the remnant of
moisture as if to tell her that Ryan was not worth the tears.
“Leave it to you to force me up the mountain and throw me
off the cliff with no pretentious words of condolences,” she
said.

“That is what I do best.” His teeth flashed white. “I put your
trunks and other belongings in your chambers. Go clean up.”

The evening was cold and gray as Rachel found her away
among the row of lonely moss-covered gravestones, most of
which sat outside the consecrated grounds of the local
church. The low mist lay thicker beneath the boughs of two
huge oaks, a peaceful area reserved for those unblessed
souls, though why heaven couldn’t be big enough for all
souls, Rachel could never understand.

There were raindrops, like a spangle of stars, on her mid-
night blue sleeves, and the chilly air had whipped up the
color in her cheeks. She had wrapped a shawl around her hair
and shoulders and clutched it tightly beneath her chin, aware
as a distant church bell rang for the evening service. She had
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not come to this place in a long time, though she sometimes
attended services here, especially since this old church was
between Glencree and Dublin.

Despite her rigidity, there was a moment when she felt the
poignant grief that any child should be condemned to die at
all. Certainly never her own infant daughter.

Rachel used to be a great believer in providence. If a per-
son was good, didn’t step over the line, followed rules, and
worked hard, she would achieve her dreams. Rachel’s jour-
ney had cost her dearly.

At Edinburgh, she was one of two women allowed to audit
classes. Her father had once been a physics professor there.
When she’d left London to begin a new life, she’d attracted
the attentions of a university administrator who was also her
engineering professor. She’d run from Ryan directly into an-
other man’s arms, wanting desperately to be loved. Two
years into their relationship, he married someone else.

Someone respectable with noble feminine attributes. Men
didn’t marry their mistresses, after all. Rachel didn’t know
how much Lord Devonshire knew—or the official reason
given to the university for her departure from Edinburgh. She
had gone to live in a dormitory for wayward girls just outside
Dublin.

Closing her eyes, she inhaled the scent of the damp earth.
It rooted at her feet and touched her senses with plaguing
memories.

She had been jealous that Ryan’s child could be loved by
so many when hers had died unloved except by her. She had
said terrible things to Ryan at Kathleen’s funeral. Her eyes
shut, the memory of her own grief suddenly vivid. Despite
Kathleen’s frail health, she’d wanted to give Ryan a child so
badly that she’d gambled away her life. In her mind, Ryan
had allowed it to happen. And if Ryan was guilty of blaming
himself for Kathleen’s death, Rachel had been guiltier of
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adding to that blame, so deep had been her anguish, losing
her baby and Kathleen all within weeks of one another.
Rachel had walked away from the most important person in
her life—as she had always walked away.

A twig snapped. David stood in the shadows beneath the
heavily foliaged trees, his dark eyes unreadable in the twi-
light. “T thought I would find you here,” he said.

“Don’t let anyone ever tell you that absolute power doesn’t
corrupt,” Rachel said, thinking of the man she’d thought
loved her all those years ago marrying his wealthy, flawless
debutante, then thinking about Ryan. “Because it does.”

“Tell me about your heart, colleen.”

Darkness was falling over the small cemetery, and Rachel
looked up at the sky. Her heart lay in pieces. “I know now I
cannot ever be with Ryan,” she said. “I’m not a suitable wife
for obvious reasons. But for just one moment . .. Truly, I
don’t know what happened to get me up and pulling myself
to London the way I did,” she managed with self-effacing hu-
mor, turning as she once again let her gaze fall on the small
grave at her feet. “Do you think she went to heaven? Despite
my own sins?”

David walked to her side. She could see his black shoes in
her peripheral vision. His height, like Ryan’s, dominated his
presence and hers. “Yes, colleen. She is there.”

David took her back to Memaw’s cottage in the donkey
cart, though she could have returned faster on foot. Supper
was nearly ready when he opened the back door and escorted
her into the warm kitchen. “I’ll see you at the table in ten
minutes,” he said.

Leaning on her toes, she kissed his cheek and knew that
he’d remained in the doorway watching as she walked to-
ward the stairs. A glance over her shoulder told her that the
smile on his handsome face a moment before had changed to
a troubled frown. She didn’t like him to worry about her. “I
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am not some delicate piece of porcelain that needs careful
handling,” she said from the stairway. But David, Memaw,
and even Johnny all seemed to conspire in some way to fret
over her.

“It is my responsibility to worry, Rachel.”

Rachel hurried up the stairs. She’d often wondered why
David Donally had taken the cloth. Nine years ago, he’d re-
turned from a stint with the Foreign Service, retired his guns,
and left England forever. He’d never spoken of his past. Or
about that gold band he wore on his right hand. Nor hinted at
the events that had led him to this path. Yet Rachel had seen
him fight. He was as lethal with a sword as he was with his
hands. David might not be what he seemed, but he was a
good man with people, and the parish loved him. If it was the
past he was running from, then they’d both found their sanc-
tuary in a small part of Ireland. He’d looked to God to cure
his ills and perhaps his conscience.

She looked to her job.

With that thought in mind, she threw open her trunks,
found her satchel, and, removing it, laid it inside another
trunk she’d take with her tomorrow. All of the paperwork, the
topography maps, drawings, everything on Rathdrum she
needed was inside. But for now, all she wanted was to visit
Memaw and David, to make them quit mourning as if they
were at her wake and not her homecoming.



Chapter 7
~OC -~

Aweek after Mary Elizabeth’s birthday, Ryan stood at
the iron gates of the Dublin D&B office fronting the
Grand Canal. A fluffy green canopy of leafy branches fil-
tered the midafternoon sunlight and laid a dappled carpet
over the brick walk. Even though summer had officially ar-
rived weeks ago, a chill breeze pulled at Ryan’s long coat. He
looked up and down the lonely street bereft of most of the
traffic that plagued the next block. His gaze stopped on a
spotted dog that sat on the corner of the street and thumped
its tail lethargically.

“Hey, boy.” Ryan held out a gloved hand.

The dog waggled up to him. Absently patting the hound’s
head, he opened the gate and walked through a landscaped
garden before climbing the steps to the door. A bell tinkled
upon his entry.

“Mr. Donally.” The girl sitting at the desk came to her feet,
spilling a jar of ink. “We . . . none of us were expectin’ ye, sir.
Mr. Marrow is in a meeting. I'll tell him that you are here.”

She was pretty, with bright green eyes and reddish hair

103
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confined in a bun. A book on the principles of physics sat on
her desk. “Is Miss Bailey’s office upstairs?”” he asked.

“Yes, sir. On the second floor. But she isn’t here.”

Ryan took the stairs. “Send Marrow to me.” His voice
matched his brisk manner.

People stationed at various desks lifted their heads as he
passed, their whispers following him down the corridor. He
carried Rachel’s satchel. Her nameplate on the first door
drew his attention, and he stepped inside. The office was
small. A well-ordered desk sat in front of a large sunny win-
dow. Textbooks filled the rosewood-and-gold-filigree book-
cases that backed the west wall. Plants flourished in the
sunlight and added life to the stark simplicity of the décor
and the orderliness that surrounded him.

Ryan walked to the window to peer over the colorful build-
ings that skirted the narrow street below.

Her scent permeated the room. It was in the leather furni-
ture, the simple yellow drapery that framed the windows, the
carpet runner on the floor. The Telford medal he’d given her
in London hung from a silver chalice that the Architectural
Society had awarded him a year ago. Photos lined the wall,
perfectly centered. He recognized most as having come from
the D&B office in London. But there was more, and he moved
his gaze over photographs of half-finished bridges and ornate
buildings, all featuring a lone feminine figure in skirts, stand-
ing proudly among men carrying shovels and picks.

A spark of pride momentarily overrode every other
thought. She’d shed new light, not only on her capabilities as
a leader. Rachel was a fighter.

And even without the torture of swimming through veiled
mists of libido-inducing spice, she was like a kinetic force, a
vortex of moving energy channeling his focus. She had be-
come a permanent fixture in his thoughts and a tack in his
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foot. He’d felt every step that had taken him closer to her in
Ireland with a sense of anticipation.

Ryan returned his attention to the plate-glass window and
watched a carriage rattle past on the street below. Watched
like an irritated supplicant standing before the altar of his
transgressions. He didn’t like what he’d come to Ireland to do.

He wanted to find her and make sure she was all right.
Then he wanted to shake her until her teeth rattled. That was
his problem. He didn’t know what to do with her, hadn’t
known since the second he’d seen her at the ball. Except he
didn’t want to look at her and feel his pulse quicken. He was
thirty-one years old, for chrissakes, not some bloody green
kid who didn’t know what to do with a woman.

“Mr. Donally,” aman’s voice rasped as if he’d been running.

Ryan turned to see Allan Marrow standing in the doorway
of the office, his hands filled with papers. With wavy brown
hair and a height equal to his six feet, Marrow looked older
than Ryan remembered. His eyes went over him, and he was
suddenly wondering if he had ever put his hands on Rachel.
“We were not expecting you,” Marrow said. “Miss Bailey
isn’t here. She left three days ago for Rathdrum.”

“Did my brother go with her?”” Ryan asked.

“Yes, sir. Father Donally took her.”

Ryan withdrew a packet from inside his coat and moved to
the desk. “The contracts have been paid.” He dropped the en-
velope. “This is a receipt for a bank draft deposited today in
the Bank of Ireland.”

“I don’t understand, sir. We were told—"

“You wouldn’t. You haven’t been in this business long
enough.”

Ryan had gone first thing upon his arrival to the authori-
ties at public works, where he promptly set the matter
straight about the Rathdrum project. The past three days, he
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had put his own men in contact with the necessary officials
in Wicklow County. The monies for the project had already
been paid and were in Dublin, held illegally by a council
member. Ryan left no doubt in any stunned official’s mind
that he would personally bring charges against everyone on
the council if all funds, as stipulated by the original con-
tracts, were not released. Two hours later Ryan carried a
draft out of the offices.

“Tomorrow two of my corporate accounting officers will
arrive to audit your books.” Flipping open the lock on
Rachel’s satchel, he withdrew the order to allow the audit. I
expect they’ll be given every courtesy.”

“Is there a discrepancy, sir?”

“I hope not.” Closing the satchel with a click, Ryan re-
garded the younger man.

Devonshire’s words about this man and Rachel pulled at
him. Evidently, the explosion of emotions carried over into
his voice, for the man paled when he spoke. “I’ll give you an
hour to get home and pack your personal belongings,” Ryan
said. “I’'ve hired a carriage to take us to Rathdrum. And
Marrow . . .”

“Yes, sir.”

“How is Mrs. Bailey feeling?” He slid the satchel off the
desk. “T understand that she had a fall.”

The cab driver who had dropped him off at the gates told
him as much.

“I believe she is as ornery as ever.”” Marrow suddenly
cleared his throat. “Of course, I mean that in a polite way, sir.”

Ryan managed to hide a grin. “I know how you mean it,
Marrow.” Memaw had taken his head off more than once. But
then he’d been brash in his youth. “Do you need a ride to your
quarters to pack?”

“Yes, sir. If you want me to be ready in an hour.”
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“See that the bank receipt is given to accounts.” Ryan
strode past Marrow, the satchel at his side. “T’ll be outside.”

Ryan walked past his official photograph, mounted on the
wall in the corridor, and down the stairway. He was suddenly
thinking of his older brother with a stab of irritation and
didn’t want his antagonism toward David’s relationship with
Rachel to color his judgment. She was closer to his entire
family than he was.

Yet, unexpectedly, he discovered he held little true ani-
mosity, only a clumsy sense of the inevitable and, worse—a
vague hint of remorse.

What he had to say to Rachel he could say to them both.

Ryan didn’t leave Dublin at once, and, as he stood on the
front porch of Memaw’s house, surprised he’d been able to
find it after so many years, he discovered he was as nervous
as a recalcitrant schoolboy. His coat collar pulled up against
the chill, one hand buried in his pocket, he stood half in the
shadows of an ivy-laced trellis. Kathleen had visited there
twice before Mary Elizabeth had been born. He had not been
with her.

There was a familiarity in the surroundings that did not ex-
ist in the houses he owned in England. He had stayed beneath
this roof often as a child on the occasions that he’d left
Carlisle, where he’d grown up. His father’s parents were
buried somewhere here in this land of saints and scholars be-
tween Dublin and Kenmore. His mother had been English
and disinherited by her family when she’d married his father,
an Irishman.

No one answered the summons on the door, and Ryan
stepped off the porch and looked up at the window above the
door. Memaw’s wrinkled face was framed in the glass, her
pale orange hair visible in the shadows. Ryan didn’t know



108 MELODY THOMAS

what to expect from the woman who had been so close to him
after his own mother had died. He’d always found a strange
sort of refuge here, away from his father.

“Ryan Donally?” Memaw shoved open the window and
yelled down at him. “What are you doing here, young
man?”’

“Hoping an ornery old lady has a few hours to spare,” he
said, behind a grin.

“I’m not so old that I cannot hear all the commotion you’re
making on my door. Step into the light and let me see you.
My eyes are good, but they’re not young.”

Ryan stepped out from beneath the shade. “You’re still
looking like a spry seventy-year-old, Memaw. You haven’t
aged a day since I saw you last.”

She cackled in glee. “And how long ago was that? Tell me
about your daughter. Rachel said she is the image of her
beautiful mother.”

“That she is,” Ryan agreed, noting the people leaning out
windows up and down the block.

He heard his name whispered among the villagers as if
they knew who he was. He was surprised when some waved
and smiled. Most were simple people who lived simple lives.
This was not an unfamiliar world to him, only a world he had
left years ago.

“Well, are ye goin’ to be standin’ out on my walkway all
day?” Memaw smacked her hand on the sill. “Come inside
and let me see how much you’ve grown.”

Any other woman, and Ryan might have been amused by
that.

“And bring Marrow in with you.” Memaw returned to the
window. “He’1l be wantin’ to sup. We’ve got his favorite stew
cooking.”

Ryan turned to assess the young engineer he’d left waiting
in the carriage, only to see that Marrow had already heard the
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words. He hurried past Ryan through the door—as if he’d
been there a hundred times before.

“Miss Bailey,” the project foreman called from his seat
atop a wagon. The older man had reined in the horse on the
ledge that overlooked the gulley where she had been making
inspections most of the afternoon. Six burly men in red
woolen shirts sat behind him. All nodded politely. “Will ye
be needin’ a ride into the village?” he asked.

Slogging her way up the rocky incline, Rachel reached the
grassy plateau and shaded her eyes with her hands as she
looked into the craggy, bearded face of her foreman. She
held a tool belt in her hand. Her working uniform consisted
of heavy boots and trousers, a shirtwaist and long-sleeved
coat. Most of the men who worked for her were used to see-
ing her on the site and no longer gawked at her strange attire.
They all thought her perpetually strange as it was. “I have
work to finish, Mr. O’Roarke.”

“The work will be here tomorrow, Miss Bailey.”

“We already discussed this an hour ago.”

He pushed his sleeves up his thick forearms. “But most
everyone has gone into the village.”

Rachel dusted off her hands. “No doubt, you have been
well coached by Father Donally to keep an eye on me.” They
all knew better than to tell her what she could or couldn’t do.
“I don’t expect any of you to stay here tonight. Go enjoy
yourselves.”

She’d been up at daybreak to walk the work site, and was
exhausted. “Mr. O’Roarke,” Rachel called, as he turned to
slap the reins. “Tomorrow, please check on the supplies I or-
dered before leaving Dublin. They should be here.”

Rachel walked along the riverbank and took the wooded
path that led to her work tent. The sky was clear, the forest
warm in the dying light of the day. She was not supposed to
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be at the base camp after dark, and most of the men who
worked for her were protective enough of her welfare to see
her escorted into town. After all, she paid their wages—she
would continue to do so until she’d depleted her funding. The
Rathdrum annual fair had changed her plans. There were no
rooms to let within miles of the town.

Rachel swiped the back of her dusty hand across her fore-
head and dipped beneath the canvas doorway of the tent.
Wooden chairs and tables were spread around the living area.
She and Elsie each had a cot. Her cook slept in another shel-
ter out back. Rachel welcomed the solitude at the Rathdrum
site, the sense of independence and authority that followed
her around. Her presence had even ceased to scandalize the
village elders. Especially in the weeks since she’d con-
tributed a substantial donation to the local poorhouse, the
parish, and built the main street that now went through town,
if only so she could drive a wagon to the D&B building.

Removing the old beater hat from her head, she tossed it
on the table beside her satchel. She’d wrapped her hair be-
neath the thick-rimmed helmet and now shook it free of the
tight bun, before rummaging in the small dresser for the bot-
tle of aged whiskey that she kept hidden from David.

“Are you planning on skipping the entire festivities to-
night?” David’s cultured Irish voice said from behind her.

“Mother Mary and Joseph, you scared the daylights out of
me, David Donally.” Her heart pounded her ribs. “I thought
you returned to your parish this morning.”

Wearing his black priestly garb, David stooped his tall
frame beneath the entrance and stepped inside the tent. His
white collar lay against the tanned column of his throat.
“Why aren’t you dressed?”

“Truly, Father,” she mocked with a deliberate, flirty smile,
“I’m not undressed.”

David had the grace to look embarrassed. “A lamentable
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bit of poor wording. Do you have something”—a lazy white
grin worked its way across his mouth—*“more festive for the
occasion in town?”’

“Ilike my attire.” She sat at the table and lit the lamp, before
blowing out the match. “Go away, David. I have work to do.”

“The town residents will expect to see you there tonight.
Your men will expect to see you there. You have to make an
appearance.”

As expected, David took everyone’s side but hers. Men al-
ways stuck together, she realized. He wasn’t going to let her
stay at the camp alone.

Rachel jiggled the latch on the satchel, turning the case up-
right and into the light, curious as to the difficulty. On closer
inspection, she noted the initial, RD, on the gold clasp rather
than RB. The sight made her pause. She hadn’t noted the odd-
ity of the latch when she’d packed her satchel before leaving
Dublin. She hadn’t used the satchel at all since she’d gone to
Mr. Williams’s office and asked about her inheritance.

Pressing the clasp, she finally worked it off the catch. A
vague trail of clover and aged leather rolled over her senses.
Alarmed, Rachel pulled out a handful of folders and felt her
stomach tighten. The notes were definitely Ryan’s bold
scrawl. He’d always scribed his R’s with daunting flourish,
nearly arrogant in perfection. She slid the papers from their
encasement, realizing that somehow Ryan must have picked
up her satchel by mistake when he’d left her hotel room the
night of the opera. And she had taken his satchel filled with
contracts, agenda notes, and reports.

David stood behind her. His sleeve brushed her shoulder,
and she caught the pleasant scent of soap on his skin as he
lifted a sheet of paper to the light. It was Ryan’s itinerary for
the week, every line filled to overflowing.

“My brother is a popular man.” He peered down at her. “Is
this what you want with your life?”
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“Yes.” She snatched back the paper. “I want to be busy.”

Rachel shoved everything back into the satchel as if she’d
violated consecrated ground by laying her hands all over
Ryan’s things. He would want this satchel back as soon as
possible. “I wanted to prove I could be as professional as
Marrow or any other man at D&B. Do you think I was wrong
for asking Ryan?” she asked without turning.

“What does my answer matter? You are already doing Al-
lan Marrow’s work.”

“I have too many secrets as it is, David.” Rachel sighed and
dropped into the chair. “Mr. Marrow has a meeting with the
political powers that be in Dublin tomorrow morning. If they
don’t pay our contracts, we will have to close the project.”

Rachel shoved the last folder inside the satchel and scraped
her knuckle across something sharp. She pulled out the inju-
rious object. The D&B logo emblazoned a solid gold money
clip with a single red ruby at its center. Her jaw dropped open.
She thumbed through the thick stack of currency notes. “Who
carries a thousand pounds? Ryan must be completely mad.”

“Aye.” David lifted the clip from her hands. “But the good
Lord appreciates his generosity.”

“That’s thievery.” Rachel gasped. “The money isn’t mine.”

“If my brother wishes to complain about his generous do-
nation, he’s welcome to do so in confession.” David strode to
the tent opening and threw back the canvas edge. “It would
do his soul good to meditate over his sins. Especially since he
decided to convert to the Anglican Church three years ago.”

“Where are you going?”

The last rays of the sun spilled around his tall dark form.
“Outside to wait for you.” He raised a brow that matched his
lively deep indigo eyes. “Unless you wish for me to go
through your trunks and find something for you to wear.”

No doubt he would, too.

Elsie appeared from the private area of the tent separated
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by a canvas divider. Two short blond braids curved around
the shells of her ears. “I took the liberty of laying something
out for ye, mum.”

Frowning, Rachel neither protested nor cooperated ex-
actly. She latched the clasp on Ryan’s satchel. “I can’t go,
David.”

“Yes, you can.”

“David . . .” She twisted around in the spindle chair.

“Pack up Elsie as well. I'll be outside waiting.”

“Oh, yes, sir,” Elsie squeaked dreamily, her cornflower
blue eyes wide on David as if he were Saint Jude himself. “I
shall love to go.”

Glaring at David, Rachel swore that he and Ryan were ex-
actly alike.

Ryan descended from the carriage and brushed at his
sleeves, stretching his legs as his gaze sought the distant vil-
lage rooftops. Marrow climbed down behind him, and they
both eyed the throng of carts lining both sides of the narrow
road. The faint sound of fiddlers and pipes hinted at a festival
in progress.

“The crowd is here for the annual fair,” Marrow said from
beside him. He and Marrow had spoken little on the trip from
Dublin, and Ryan turned as if he’d forgotten the man was
with him. “Quite a pack it is, too,” the man added, when Ryan
did not reply. “I had forgotten that it would be here this time
of year.”

Ryan observed the distant village with a faintly ironic eye
as he considered his lack of timing and considerable bad
luck of late. Turning, he flipped two coins to his driver.
“We’ll need a place to sleep for the night,” he said. “Go
back down the road and secure a room. I don’t care what it
costs.”

He had no idea where Rachel or David might be. He
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couldn’t reach the base construction camp until he found an-
other way around the town.

Already he was looking for her.

Somewhere a bonfire colored the darkening sky a shim-
mering orange. A cold breeze whipped through the canopy of
trees overhead. Ryan’s clothes were damp. The rain had
fallen ceaselessly since leaving Memaw’s early this morning.

He’d ended up spending the previous night at the cottage,
ensconced in Rachel’s bed amid a canopy of lavender and
lace. Who would have guessed that Rachel had such a ro-
mantic side to her life?

“When was the last time you were in Ireland, sir?”” Marrow
asked, as they walked some distance without speaking.

A drunken couple bumped Ryan’s shoulder. “Ten years,”
he said. “Just before Miss Bailey’s grandfather passed away.”

“You are somewhat renowned here,” Marrow said. “Your
name is anyway.”

“Why is that?”

“Donally & Bailey feeds a lot of people here.”

Narrowly avoiding a pair of overloaded hay carts in his
path, he smothered a curse as he stepped in a pile of ques-
tionable substance. Like a fool, he was garbed in a charcoal
black coat and black trousers as he moved among the wag-
ons, carts, and carriages toward the outskirts of the crowded
village. A full moon sat like a bright chalky eye on the moun-
tainous horizon, an ethereal orb against a velvety backdrop.
It was a night made for mythical gnomes and fairies if not for
the bloodsucking mosquitoes that swarmed around him in
droves.

By the time Ryan reached the village he was in the foulest
mood and regretted not removing his coat or changing his
clothes to something more auspicious, certainly less con-
spicuous. His shoes alone cost more than most people there
made in a year. The music had grown louder, the crowd
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thicker, the din in his head a buzzing annoyance that boded ill
for the object of his hunt.

A buxom woman sashayed up to him carrying a tray laden
with cream tarts, a bold smile, and overstated femininity am-
plified by her low-cut blouse. Leaving Marrow to handle her
bold advances, Ryan shouldered through a group of men and
followed the booth-lined street that spilled into the open
field. The smell of roasting boar mixed with taffy and high
meadow grass.

Troubadours roamed the crowded lanes singing of love
lost. A roistering party of gamblers threw dice off the path.
Beyond the street, thatch-roofed cottages rose up white in the
night. Ryan followed the music, and it was there, amid the
honeysuckle and thyme, that Marrow caught up to him. A
younger crowd had gathered around the bonfire to watch a
spirited rigadoon led in time by a quartet of fiddlers and
lutes. For a moment, as his gaze scanned the people for a fa-
miliar face, Ryan bent to wipe his shoes on a rock. A man
spat a long stream of tobacco juice across his path, grinning
brashly when Ryan turned his head. Two front teeth were

missing.

“Sir . . > Marrow said above the noise, pointing, and drag-
ging Ryan’s gaze from the apple-faced varlet. “I see Miss
Bailey.”

Ryan followed the direction of Marrow’s hand. The crowd
had parted just enough for him to glimpse the high-stepping
dancers near the bonfire. Impatient, he still didn’t see Rachel,
didn’t expect to see her dancing, and started to turn away
when everything inside him paused on a breath. He slowly
straightened.

Rachel was among the circle of dancers.

Except she didn’t look like Rachel at all.

Not the Rachel he knew.

The weighty mass of her hair, no longer bound by bun or
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braid, fell in fiery waves past her waist. A simple blue muslin
skirt flowed around her hips and legs, with her saucy steps re-
vealing a pair of slim ankles and calves. But there was noth-
ing simple about the way she danced.

Without conscious thought, Ryan moved past Marrow, his
feet carrying him through the crowd until he stood at the edge
of the brightly lit circle of dancers. The fiddlers picked up
their pace. More couples squeezed past him as they rushed to
join the circle. People clapped their hands to the jaunty ca-
dence. Rosy flags of color flushed Rachel’s cheeks.

While growing up, she’d always been so staid and bloody
virginal to him, never this lustful, pagan woman he was
watching dance in abandon. She wore a long-sleeved blouse,
her breasts straining the soft fabric, the hot flames of the fire
highlighting the crests and exploring the sensual curves of
her body. Glowing with carnal radiance, she resembled a
flame-haired Gypsy, a nimble forest sprite, her wide carmine
mouth set in a smile for the man who had looped his arm
around hers. Ryan’s gaze went to the man.

“Does Miss Bailey know you are coming?”” Marrow asked,
over the festive din.

She would know soon enough, he thought, his mood dark-
ening to the strength of a thundercloud.

She would know as soon as he grabbed her by the shoul-
ders and shook her until her teeth rattled. Rachel, who was
not so starchy as he’d always framed her to be in his mind,
with her spinster clothes and tightly bound hair. He was be-
ginning to realize he didn’t know her at all. She was no spin-
ster, to be sure!

Until that moment, he’d been worried about her. Worried
about the hastiness of her departure. About her grandmother.
Why she would leave London the way she had. He’d been
worried about her life and her future.
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She was quite content, he realized. What a calculating lit-
tle opportunist she had been while with him in London.

She’d lied to him about the Rathdrum project. Lied by
omission. Violated his trust by not following protocol. She
lied about her reasons for coming to London, departing just
as quickly when he’d told her he wasn’t going to approve her
levee project.

Ryan tightened his jaw as if that alone could contain the
sense of betrayal he felt as he watched her laugh, as carefree
as a woodland elf.

And she no longer had the barrier of his regret or con-
science to protect her. Watching her, Ryan could feel the
flames hot on his clothes, feel his chest tighten, as his eyes,
glittering with the heat of the fire, followed Rachel around the
glen.

Slowly, he became aware that his was not the only interest
tracking her movements. Someone else was also watching,
he thought as he felt the tug of his gaze, and looked across the
flames of the roaring bonfire directly into David’s eyes.

So much like his. Dark pools of black and unerringly in-
timidating.

His brother had been watching him.

For some time, it seemed, judging from the expression
pulling David’s brows low. No greeting met Ryan’s gaze. No
welcoming sentiment. Only rampant censure as if he’d just
gotten his knuckles slapped like a disobedient altar boy.

His self-control rapidly deteriorating, Ryan smiled faintly,
acknowledging in that one arrogant gesture that he wasn’t
going to apologize for what was clearly in his thoughts as he
watched Rachel dance. She thought she was safe in Ireland.

No way in hell was she safe from him.

Let David read that in his eyes.

As he watched, his brother began working his way through
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the crowd. But Ryan had already stepped out among the
dancers.

The music played to Rachel’s soul. The scent of peat,
geraniums, and parched earth mixed with the laughter to cre-
ate a magical sense of well-being. She was glad David had
forced her to come, and, breathless, she laughed into her
partner’s face as he swung her in a circle to the final chords
of the jig. He was one of many she’d danced with, and didn’t
even know his name, only that most of the people there had
come from as far as twenty miles to laugh and to drink. He
thanked her as a young girl pulled him away for another
dance. More couples rushed to join the circle of dancers.

“May I have this dance, Miss Bailey?”” Allan Marrow bent
over Rachel’s hand.

Her breath coming in gasps, too shocked to note that he
had taken her hand, Rachel stared in disbelief. “Allan?” She
was hot and flushed, her nape damp beneath her hair. “You
are supposed to be in Dublin—"

“The Rathdrum contracts have been paid.”

The fiddlers struck up another lively gig. “I don’t under-
stand,” she said, when he took her hands. “How?”

They turned directly into Ryan.

Rachel’s world quit spinning.

Dizziness pulled at her equilibrium, and she thought she
might faint from the heat. “Ryan...” Her voice was too
breathless.

She couldn’t imagine why he was in Ireland.

He looked into her flushed features, handed his coat and
jacket to Marrow, and pulled her into the throng of dancers.
The shadowy rasp of a beard darkened his jaw.

“Dance with me,” he said, in that sensual drawl that might
have made her heart beat faster if his eyes hadn’t told her
other things.
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Rachel didn’t feel well. His presence, his energy raged
hotter than the bonfire. “You're . . . here.”

“A conclusion you’ve deduced without spectacles? I'm
proud of you, Rache.”

“What are you doing here?”

His eyes dark on hers, he said, “T believe that you invited
me.”

The stinging set-down caused her confidence to waver. His
body hot against hers, one hand on her waist, he danced with
her to the end of the long circle, then without breaking stride,
led her through the crowd. Rachel felt the wildest sensation
of fear.

“Where are you staying?”” he asked, over the din of music.

“At the base camp.”

Ryan stopped with her at the edge of the crowd. “How
far?” His hand on her arm remained uncompromising.

“Follow the river.” She pointed to the forest behind him.
“Less than a mile. Ryan—"

“Don’t,” he said flatly. “When we talk, it won’t be with my
brother hovering over you.”

Confused by his actions but not the manner of his tone,
Rachel allowed him to pull her through the heavy throng of
drunken revelers, past a row of vendors hawking their wares,
and into the thinning light that surrounded the woods. He was
escaping David.

“Elsie is with me, as well as my cook.” She walked in dou-
ble time to keep up with him, lest he drag her. “I need to find
them.”

“I’m sure David will see to them.”

She stumbled over her skirts, but Ryan’s grip on her upper
arm kept her from falling. “I have your satchel,” she said, in
light of his terrible mood. “I would have sent it back—"

“You are in a lot of trouble, Rache.”

A burst of panic filled her.
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A jester wearing bells on his floppy hat bounced behind
them until, finally ignored, he turned away to annoy another
couple. More than one woman had the nerve to watch Ryan
as he passed the booths. Her spine snapping straight, Rachel
resented the open attention paid to him or that he seemed
used to the notice. He appeared out of place, with rich gar-
ments that stamped him as indelibly wealthy, his height, and
a face handsome enough to turn any woman’s head. A dark
wing of hair lay carelessly across his forehead, his square
jaw set with purpose as he marched her like some recalcitrant
child toward the path leading into the woods.

Rachel tripped again, nearly losing a slipper this time, but
when she stumbled this time, Ryan lifted her into his arms.
All without breaking pace. She hit the wall of his chest,
catching her arms around his neck. No man had ever carried
her. Her body jolted with a heady primitive sensuality that
melted lower in the juncture between her thighs. She felt
ridiculous and shivery at once, pressed so intimately against
him, her legs dangling over his arms like those of some
damsel in distress.

She didn’t like the feeling. “Put me down, Ryan.”

“No.”

“I mean it, Ryan. Put me down.” She struggled in earnest
as he carried her into the trees. “You are behaving likea . . . a
barbarian.”

With that declaration, he threw her over his shoulder. “I
swear I’m going to make you pay for this!” She beat his back
with her fists. “What is wrong with you?”’

“Why don’t you tell me? Maybe you can even explain why
it is T had to find out everything from someone else.”

The sound of the rushing river grew louder and sur-
rounded her with noise. A vision of Ryan throwing her into
the water made her scream. Her struggles grew more frantic.
He knew that she’d been financing the Rathdrum project out
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of her own pocket, she thought in panic, or Lord Devonshire
had told him the truth about her—or he’d found out that she’d
been hiding behind Allan Marrow for two years.

Then Ryan stopped. She felt the flex of his arm against her
upper thighs, and she straightened, ready to pummel him.
Her breathing harsh in her chest, her palms pressed against
his shoulders, she looked down at him, her hair framing his
face in a scented bath of spiced apple and cinnamon. She
pulled her gaze from his lips to find his eyes dark on hers, a
whisper of heat in their depths, his mouth so close they
shared the same air.

Caught like a bird in the jaws of a wolf, she was unable to
look from his eyes.

They remained frozen by the silence.

Closing her eyes, she let herself experience the sensation
of his touch.

“What do you want, Rachel?”

She wanted to breathe again. She wanted his tongue in her
mouth. She wanted just once more to feel his arms around
her. To feel cherished by him. Even if it wasn’t real. Even if it
could go no further than tonight.

She had wanted this forever.

She lowered her mouth and kissed him.

Kissed him as she’d tried to do in London. Only this time
he didn’t pull away.

Parting her lips, he kissed her back with the same shaky
urgency that stormed her senses. Her palms slid over the
wondrous tug and pull of hardened muscles on his shoulders
before her hands climbed into his hair. His skin smelled
faintly of smoke and sweet-scented soap. His arm around her
thighs loosened. She felt herself sliding down every hard-
ened inch of him until her feet dangled in the air.

“Jaysus, Rachel . . .” Ryan’s voice seduced another groan
from her throat.
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He felt good pressed against her body, and she met the
plunder of his tongue, aware of his powerful arousal. And
hers. The rasp of his face against her tender skin.

Even as he walked her into the thick trunk of a tree, and
she felt his hands go to her waist and her feet touch the
ground, she could not get close enough. Climb high enough
against him. Yet still the kiss went on and on, possessively
claiming her will, climbing the hills and descending the val-
leys of their past, destroying barriers that seemed to crumble
beneath the onslaught of her emotions.

Once long ago he’d shown her what this would feel like.
She didn’t know if he remembered.

Then his mouth moved to the long column of her neck, and
she heard herself groan his name. Ryan knew how to kiss. He
was hard against her. Her head fell back as his mouth played
havoc with the pulse beating wildly at her throat. Her eyes
sliding open, she stared at the canopy of leaves overhead, lost
to the stroke of his hand as he slid his palm up her leg beneath
her skirt. She moved again to claim his mouth.

Yet, it was Ryan who pulled away, if only a little distance,
enough to slow the flames. He mouthed the tiny hollow on
her throat. “Are you and Allan Marrow lovers?”

She choked, taken at once by a fit of coughing. “Are you in-
sane?” she rasped. “He’s . . . he’s younger than I am, Ryan.”

A low moan escaped her when his hand cupped her breast.
“More likely he’s just smitten and easily manipulated.”

Her heart thundered with uncertainty, for she was back to
remembering the probable reason he’d come to Ireland. If
the contracts had been paid, then he’d been the one to see it
done. He would know that she’d failed as a manager and a
leader, and that she couldn’t do anything on her own. “May I
please explain—?”

“Explain what, Rache?” He slid his fingers to the nape of
her neck, until he cupped each side of her face with his hands.
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They stood alone in a wooded copse. The top two buttons
on his white shirt were open at his throat. He wore a waist-
coat threaded with moonlight in the half darkness of the
trees. “Explain why you really came to London?”

She did not fail to notice the implacable warning in his de-
ceptively calm reply and took an involuntary step backward
into the tree. She could see a watch fob in his vest pocket.
Then she realized he was silent. Waiting for her to speak.

For all that she had to say, nothing came out of her mouth.

“How long have you been hiding behind Marrow and do-
ing the work at D&B?” Ryan finally asked, no anger, no fury
in his voice. Only a question behind the words.

She felt her eyes close as his mouth whispered kisses over
hers. “You never wanted to know the truth, Ryan, as if that
would absolve you from making a decision about me.”

His silence told her she had guessed the truth of his reaction.

“Except the levee project was my own, Ryan,” she said,
motionless as he looked down into her face. “I wanted you to
recognize me for something that I did.”

“Enough to kiss me in London?”

Rachel wet her lips but as he watched her, her chin came
up with new resolve. “That was . . . personal.”

“How personal?”

She regarded his expression, defined by the shadows that
shaped his mouth, and oddly vulnerable, and wanted to kiss
him again. “Extremely personal.”

He pulled back, and his eyes caught the moonlight.

“None of it was a lie, Ryan,” she whispered. “I swear.”

The tree at her back, she could go nowhere. A gust of wind
flapped her skirts against his legs. One hand bracing the tree,
he held his head down as if that act could restrain him from
touching her. “If 1 kiss you again, I won’t stop again.” His
voice was no louder than a whispered caress. A promise. “It
won’t stop with only a kiss, Rachel.”
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Drawing the cool air into her shaky lungs, she did no more
than breathe as she cast her gaze away from Ryan’s com-
pelling profile. A muscle bunched in his cheek.

The distant music had ceased as the bonfire burned itself
out, leaving the sky a velvety morass of stars. “What do we
do, Rache?” he asked her. “We dance around the other. We
sway to the cadence of our own personal rhythm. We always
have. Do we keep dancing until one of us goes insane? Or do
we just do it.”

Rachel’s jaw eased open. “Do it? It?”

“I want it. You want it. You make me hard just smelling
you.” He pressed his nose into her hair. “I’ll never be able to
eat apple pie again without imagining my mouth all over you.
No apple will pass my lips without me thinking of having
wanton sex with you. I want to see you naked. Touch you.
Taste you.” He pulled back to look into her face, his mouth so
close she could taste his breath on her lips. “Do we continue
the same old dance, Rache?” He slid his fingers into her hair,
his eyes on her parted lips. “Or do we sin?”’

They stood together in the scented fragrance of the woods,
not quite touching, yet so attuned to the other, Rachel could
almost hear his heartbeat. “Are you mad, Ryan?”

“Completely.” His voice had taken on an edge. “And I'm
not even drunk.”

“You should be,” David said from behind him. “Because
when you wake up in the morning you’re going to have one
big headache to contend with.”

Paralyzed with shock, Rachel remained where she was be-
tween Ryan and the tree as she listened to David’s footsteps
in the leaves. “If you two aren’t really, really careful, you are
going to find yourselves married,” he said, like a priest.

A domineering one at that, and Rachel stepped around
Ryan. David’s dark eyes fell first on her disheveled state,
then moved to Ryan, who had yet to turn around she noted as
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he still leaned with his palm against the tree as if in pain.
“Ryan no longer belongs to the Catholic Church,” she said
bluntly, in no mood for intimidation. “You can’t marry us,
David. Nothing happened.”

“Yet,” Ryan said, throwing his arms akimbo as if it were
her fault that he had carried her off into the woods. “Nothing
has happened, yet.” He returned her stare.

Truly, she stood between two of the most domineering
men in all the empire.

Then Ryan walked away and left her standing with David,
who looked as benevolent and compassionate as a bolt of
lightning.



Chapter 8
~O0_~—

Ryan’s nose itched. Somewhere in the farthest recesses
of his brain, he sensed that he wasn’t in bed alone and
that he was suffering God’s worst headache. A warm body
curled next to his back.

With the sunrise, Ryan’s senses continued to awaken.

He could hear panting, feel the lick of a wet tongue against
his neck, the awful scent of dog breath. He groaned on an
oath and turned his head. The hound beside him leapt to its
feet, wagging its long tail as if Ryan had been asleep for a
century rather than a few measly hours. He objected to dogs
in general. Mornings in particular.

He lay on his coat atop a thick cushion of straw. He could
still scent Rachel on his shirt. Taste her on his lips. His eyes
focused on the heavy timbers of the ceiling. A white mass of
spiderwebs competed with bird nests on the drooping cross-
beams that stretched across the breadth of the roof. A dozen
species of noisy finches fluttered about the eaves, sweeping
in and out of the hole in the drooping roof.

Until this morning, he thought he was sleeping in an aban-
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doned barn. Ryan turned on his side to pet the ugly hound,
his hand freezing as his gaze caught movement in the corner
of the stall.

David sat on an empty molasses barrel, his elbows resting
on his knees. Ryan groaned as much from the tormenting
ache in every muscle in his body as from the sight of a black-
garbed priest looking at him with wrath flickering in his eyes.
A fat chicken landed on the stall door in a flutter of wings,
shedding feathers over Ryan’s bed.

“Congratulations,” David said, on a note tainted with
amusement. “You found the only private quarters to be had
within ten miles.”

Ryan sat up and pulled his leg against his chest. His face
itched with the start of a beard. “Good morning to you, too.”

“I’m asking you to stay away from Rachel.”

Succinct as always. Ryan shouldn’t have been surprised.
He had no intention of staying away from Rachel. “That’s
difficult to do considering the business we both share.”

“You know in what way I mean. Rachel is more vulnerable
than you think.”

“Vulnerable?” he scoffed in disgust. “Like a slab of steel.”

“Steel, for all of its strength, can fracture.” David met
Ryan’s gaze, silently defying him to challenge the statement.
“Before you accuse her of treachery, know that she used her en-
tire inheritance to float this project and pay the laborers. She is
the only reason twelve hundred people have not lost their jobs.
She sold her estate in Carlisle to finish this project. Rachel is
very popular among the locals, and her crew is protective.”

Bracing an elbow across his knee, Ryan observed his
brother in the dusty, hazy light of the barn. “How the hell did
you find me anyway?”’

“A lot of folk saw you leave with her last night and did not
take kindly to any threat ye might be posing. They worry for
her. So, I kept an eye on you.” His gaze surveyed Ryan’s
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sleeping quarters, and one corner of his mouth dimpled.
“Did you have a restful night?”

At least he’d been able to sleep prone, which was more
than Marrow had probably accomplished in the carriage.
Ryan picked straw off his sleeve. “Is she happy living in Ire-
land? Hiding her passions behind books and other people’s
lives? Who are her friends?”

“Rachel has many gifts. She is generous in spirit and
beloved by those who know her. Perhaps that is all she needs
to be happy.”

Reformed sinners made pious god-awful saints. Normally,
Ryan didn’t care for David’s sanctimonious half-truths and
propaganda. His brother had walked a wide swath of road
when he was younger. But David’s protective tone pulled at
Ryan’s conscience—and something else. There were entire
years from Rachel’s life that Ryan knew nothing about. She
had practically disappeared after his wedding to Kathleen.
Ryan would find letters every so often that she’d written to
Kathleen.

“It isn’t my intent to hurt her,” Ryan said, dropping his
gaze to the straw in his hand before resuming his posture and
dusted off his hands. His impatience, the power he’d re-
strained for her sake, gave Ryan’s voice a hard edge. His rea-
sons for being in Rathdrum were far too complicated to
launch into explanations now.

“Last night . . . if you want to know what happened, let
Rachel tell you.”

David scoffed. “Rachel fakes confession. She wouldn’t tell
me anything if I buried her in sand up to her neck at low tide.”
“Rachel lies during confession?” Ryan was incredulous.

“Not at all. She just doesn’t confess to anything.” David
unfurled his long frame. “You aren’t far from my place of
residence. Glenealy happens to be my diocese. Do you want
to wash and shave?”
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“Is that an invitation?”

“You smell like a hound. Besides”—David remained in
the doorway of the stall—"“you’ve earned the right, since it’s
your donation that just increased our building fund. I can
spare the water and some breakfast for you and your men.”

Ryan raised a dark brow. “Indeed.” Obviously, David had
absconded with the money Ryan had had in his satchel.

Marrow sat sleepy-eyed on the step of the carriage and
came to his feet when Ryan walked out of the barn five min-
utes later, shrugging into his coat. “Sir.”” A thatch of blond hair
stood straight on end. “Father Donally told us to follow him.”

Adjusting his collar, Ryan turned to look over his shoulder
as David climbed into a black buggy.

“Sir,” Marrow said beneath his breath, “he asked why I
was here with you.”

Ryan turned his attention on Marrow. “What did you tell
him?”

“That I’'m here to take over Miss Bailey’s duties.”

Ryan stared at the sky, wondering why he’d felt it so
bloody necessary to come to Ireland and handle this matter
with Rachel when a dozen accomplished Ore Industries solic-
itors could have completed the task. Even if he hadn’t begun
to chafe under the moral bit of his quandary, the approaching
clouds added an edge to his mood. He did not suffer dilem-
mas. Not when they applied to business decisions.

“She won’t like your decision, sir,” Marrow contributed
further.

Ryan directed the force of his tone at the young engineer,
for it seemed annoyingly obvious he was smitten with
Rachel. But pity the poor fool who could not control her.

She would leave heel prints on his back.

Ryan reached around Marrow for his personal effects be-
neath the seat. “Follow us in this carriage. I'll go with my
brother.”
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“Mum”—Elsie pushed aside the tent divider—‘he is
here.”

Rachel’s head was bent over the last of her buttons on her
shirtwaist. “Who is here?”” She yanked her jacket off the cot
and shrugged into the sleeves.

The color rose high in Elsie’s pretty cheeks. “Mr. Donally,
mum,” she whispered energetically. “He is here with Mr.
Marrow. They have gone to the work site.”

Marrow again. Rachel frowned. She had overslept for the
first time in years.

She watched as a flustered Elsie hurried to straighten the
tent as if Ryan would be coming inside her private quarters.
“Elsie, please see to breakfast.” Rachel’s impatience with the
flighty girl was evident in her voice. “We’ll eat outside.”

Rachel checked herself briefly in the glass before leaving
the tent, aware that a pebble had somehow gotten into her
boot. She’d had a wretched night’s sleep. Freckles were
clearly visible on her nose after she’d spent all day yester-
day in the sun. Though why she should care at all she didn’t
know.

A dreary sky threw a canopy of gray over the treetops. The
closer Rachel got to the river, the louder the sound of rushing
water and the slower her steps until she reached the ledge. A
mist rose from the forest floor behind her. Ryan stood bal-
anced between two girders stretched over the river, looking
at something near the bank below as he spoke to her foreman.
Marrow stood beside them.

Ryan appeared much as he did last night when he’d taken
her in his arms and kissed her in the moonlight. Dressed in
dark trousers and a white shirt now plastered to his body
from the river spray, he looked as if he could be a fixture to
the steel-and-granite construction site. Clearly, he was a man
straddling the banks of two opposing worlds, knowing both
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intimately. A crane was swinging its heavy load over the
riverbed, the sound of the steam engines too loud to hear any-
thing else. Then, as if sensing her presence, Ryan lifted his
head and saw her standing on the ridge.

Her heart thumped against her ribs. She’d thought after
he’d walked away from her last night that she’d mastered her
emotions. She was wrong.

Rachel couldn’t be within a hundred feet of him without
experiencing some bodily reaction that sent her brain into a
spin. Doing it had suddenly become a choice in her mind.
Restless, she wriggled her foot in her boot, aware that the
stone was bruising her insole. She dropped to untie the laces,
so did not see Ryan’s frown, only felt the slide of his gaze
down her body. Her hands not entirely steady, she noted that
her thick braid fell over one shoulder. She realized she’d for-
gotten her work hat.

Rachel yanked on the knot. “Damn,” she muttered, when
she discerned that she would need fingernails to loosen the
laces.

The work crew was moving down the river. Turning back
into the woods, Rachel let them go on without her. Embar-
rassed and furious with herself, she finally dropped upon a
fallen tree stump and bent over her knee.

How was she possibly going to manage the rest of the day
when she couldn’t even dress herself?

A pair of dark shoes materialized in front of her.

Rachel’s hands froze. Hands on her laces, she raised her
head.

Ryan loomed tall against the gray sky. His gaze drifted
down her attire, his eyes graphic with displeasure. Surely, he
didn’t expect her to climb around on crossbeams and scaf-
folding in petticoats?

He held a hat out to her. “Put it on before you go to the con-
struction site,” he said.
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He was giving her his hat. “Don’t worry,” he said, reading
her silence with amusement, “I’ll borrow another.”

She rejected the notion that he protect or coddle her, that
any act of chivalry on his part only made her feel inept if not
outright suspicious. “You don’t have to do that. I can get my
own hat.”

“I’m not being nice. I'm being your boss. It’s an order.”

Rachel snatched the pithlike helmet from his hand, her fin-
gers brushing his, and set the hat behind her.

“What is wrong with your boot?” he asked.

“I have a pebble inside. It’s nothing.”

“Let me see.”

“Absolutely not. I can do this myself.”

“Jaysus, Rachel.” He straddled the tree trunk. “I’m not go-
ing to bite you. I'm not even going to kiss you. Just give me
your foot.”

His fingernails were smooth and buffed, in better shape
than hers. “I don’t want the laces cut,” she warned him,
knowing she would appear spineless if she refused his aide.
“The lace is only knotted. If you can’t untie it, I’ll go back to
the tent.”

“Let me see.”

Rachel brought her leg around and plopped her foot be-
tween his legs, causing him a moment’s startled hesitation.
She lifted her chin. A perceptible flicker darkened his eyes.
He wrapped his hand around her slim ankle and slid it nearer
to his pelvis.

Rachel swallowed hard as she tried to look somewhere
else, a formidable task as he worked his long fingers over the
laces with surprising proficiency. Her lashes drifted down-
ward to his tanned, competent hands, dark against the white
cuff of his shirt. Those hands had touched her intimately last
night and made her feel needful things inside.

Looking at Ryan’s dark head bent over her leg, she forced
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herself to think of something other than his words to her last
night. “Have you ever had a rock inside your boot?” she
asked offhandedly.

If he thought her foot between his thighs the least evoca-
tive, he said nothing. “Many times when [ used to visit sites.”
He politely attended the laces. “They can be a nuisance.”

He smelled different today, more tame.

“I imagine it’s been a long time. Climbing around a con-
struction site like a common laborer. And in your churchgo-
ing attire, t0o.”

He ignored her. “You’ve been in Glenealy with David.” She
leaned nearer to inhale the clean scent of him. Her braid whis-
pered across his forearm. Ryan had used David’s shaving soap.
She raised her lashes to see his wary eyes narrowed on hers.
“Don’t worry,” she whispered against his cheek. “You won’t
find the ladies protesting the scent of his shaving soap on you.”

He removed a knife and cut the laces.

“Dammit Ryan!” She stared in disbelief. “I told you—"

“I hope you have another lace,” he said without apology,
easing her boot off her foot and dumping out the guilty stone.
“I would hate to see you don satin slippers with that outfit.”

“Thank you very much, but I’'m really quite recovered.”

He held her ankle captured.

The temperature escalated between them. “Nonsense,” he
said politely, his hand a solid vise around her ankle. “You
look flushed. My services are the least I can provide for all
the endearing hospitality I’'ve found among my Irish kinfolk.”

She felt the first drops of rain. Suddenly, she wondered
where he had gone last night after leaving the fair—or if he
had slept alone. “Did you not find your quarters cozy last
night?”

“I did.” He leaned nearer and leered, no longer interested
in appeasement. “And I didn’t sleep alone in case you were
wondering.”
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She tried to yank her foot away. Her palms fell back on the
rough bark of the tree as she caught herself. “I wasn’t won-
dering any such thing.”

His hands warm on her calf, he caressed a thumb across
her knee, rolling his palms beneath her legs and sliding her
across the rough bark until her foot was again between his
thighs. “Don’t you want the sordid details? I thought you
liked it when I talked naughty.”

“Not as much as you like talking naughty.” She opened her
mouth and tasted the rain, feeling decidedly naughty.

“Does it bother you that I might have had company in
bed?”

Taking issue with his smugness, she returned her gaze to
his dark enigmatic one. His hair, troubled from the mist, lay
across his brow. He grinned. “If I were to compare the way
that you both kiss, you slobber less.”

“I do not slobber . . .”

Then something in the glow of his black-brown eyes
caught her retort and stilled any further rebuttal. That mis-
chievous twinkle told her she had missed some vital clue to
the joke. “I take it the lady in question was not human.”

His scent surrounded her. Even through David’s shaving
soap, she knew Ryan’s unique scent. Would know it any-
where. “Frankly, [ had a dismal night’s sleep, sharing my pal-
let of straw with a bloodhound.” He slid the boot back over
her foot, leaving his hands to linger where they shouldn’t.
“Atleast I wasn’t cold.”

“Straw?” Rachel laughed before she slapped her hands
over her mouth to smother the impulsive outburst. Her eyes on
Ryan’s, he watched her with a hint of amusement behind his
languid expression, the perfection of his broad shoulders con-
strained by his shirt. “T know it must have been terribly dread-
ful for you.” Her words sparkled with mirth. “I shouldn’t
laugh.” She laughed harder.
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“Please, don’t control yourself on my account.”

Another drop of rain disturbed a fern that pressed against
the fallen log where they sat. She was delighted that his night
had been as miserable as hers. “Have you eaten breakfast
yet?”

“David took pity on me. He found me this morning.”

The misty light of the surrounding forest had painted his
face in dappled shadows. “I'm glad.” Her hand lifted and
brushed the hair from his brow before she could catch the ac-
tion and stop herself.

A hush fell around them.

The tender gesture had been her downfall. His fingers gen-
tly wrapped around her wrist, the action freezing her gaze on
his. Her treacherous senses had finally cornered her. “I'm
glad that you slept alone,” she quietly admitted, the words
strange and out of place since he was preparing to marry an-
other woman.

The scenario, familiar in too many ways, dampened her
smile and forced reality back into the equation of the mo-
ment. “Considering your future with Snow White.”

“A business arrangement, Rachel,” the casual words didn’t
even break his verbal stride. “Nothing more.”

She wanted to throw rocks and shatter his mercenary atti-
tude. Ryan had literally embarked upon emotional castra-
tion. He had no emotions. Only a ruthless sense of purpose
and retribution against a society he too often despised. He
was as conflicted as she was. “How can you marry without
love?” Her voice was barely a whisper, an accusation. “After
knowing a real marriage?”

“How can you ask me that? Never having known marriage
at all? Other than your childhood fantasy about my brother,
have you ever been in love? Or do you stand the high ground
on romantic principle alone, thinking a physical relationship
is more than what it is?”
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A surly objection to his comment formed. His grip tight-
ened on her wrist, and suddenly she was watching him turn
her hand over in his larger palm, examining the lines and
crevices with the stroke of his thumb. She had callused,
work-hardened hands. Her fingers curled inward. She was
ashamed by the ugliness he must see.

The act, out of place in her character, brought Ryan’s gaze
from her hand to her eyes. No condemnation, only assessing.
“Have you ever been with a man, Rache?”” Constraint in his
tone and something else made her face hot. “Have you ever
lain in a man’s arms?”

Rain pattered on the leaves overhead, falling like pebbles
on the ground. A heavy bough protected them from the rain,
but not from her heart, or from the sins of her past.

Heat rising into her scalp, she dropped her gaze to his
hand, too shaken to look up. He had removed Kathleen’s
wedding band almost before the funeral had been over. Even
then, he was running away from his life. From his memories.

Looking away, Rachel would tell him no more than her ac-
tions had already revealed. She didn’t care what he thought
of her, whether he considered her a whore or not. She owed
him nothing. Certainly no explanation of her past.

“When, Rachel?” Ryan’s restlessness was subtly territo-
rial and lifted her chin.

He tilted her face. She tried to remain composed when his
touch aroused her. He refused to allow her to turn away.
“When I went away to the university. After you married. I
met him while you were still on your honeymoon.”

Ryan’s presence made her want things she would never
have. The very conflict inside her threatening her autonomy,
the balance of power between them, and all she had worked
to achieve. “Is Allan Marrow here to take over this project?”

For once, she caught Ryan off guard. Either because he
was not prepared to answer—or didn’t want to answer.
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He dropped his hand from her chin.

And whatever camaraderie had briefly blossomed be-
tween them vanished in the face of war. “I knew it,” Rachel
whispered between her teeth. “You are doing exactly what I
predicted that you’d do.”

“The problem is more complicated than you know.”

“It always is, Ryan.” Bending over her knee, Rachel strug-
gled to lace her boot as an unexpected desolation swept over
her. He would never grant her fair equity in their partnership.
“You’re permanently removing me from this division, aren’t
you?”

Ryan caught her arm as she stood, pulling her around to
face him. His eyes on hers were no longer compromising.
“Listen to me—"

“Let go of my arm.” She couldn’t bear to be near him. “I
mean it!”

Ryan released her and stepped back, as if by doing so he
divorced himself from her.

“Rachel.” He stopped her from turning away.

“I’ve been fighting years to keep this division afloat.”

The rain had strengthened and fell in sheets outside the
shelter of the trees, dripping on her face and hands, soaking
Ryan’s shirt against his shoulders. “When this project is
completed, there will be no more Donally & Bailey left in
Ireland.”

The statement sent an icy rush down her spine, the impli-
cation far-reaching. He was killing her Irish division. With it,
he would kill her future and take the jobs of hundreds of peo-
ple. “You can’t.” Rachel glared at his handsome face through
arelentless sheen of tears. “I won’t allow it. I won’t.”

She hated him.

Hated that he’d come to Ireland and, with his magical
touch, fixed her financial ills only to take away her division.
She hated that she could still be in love with him after every-
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thing he was doing. But more than anything, she despised
that he looked at her stomping around the glade with sympa-
thy. As if he were innocent of his part in ruining her life. She
knew now why he had come to Rathdrum. Not for her.

“I only have one thing to tell you, Mr. Ryan Donally.
This—" she balled up her fist and would have hit him in the
jaw had he not jerked his head sideways. “Traitor!”

“Jaysus, Rachel.” He grabbed her wrist and spun her
around against his chest, nearly lifting her off the ground in
her fury.

“Let me go.” He was suffocating her. “Or I swear I'll
scream. They’ll throw you in the river for all that I'll stop
them. You can’t do this to me!”

“Scream all you want. Bring your men down on me,
Rachel.” His mouth touched her ear. “But it won’t change the
facts. This division has been losing money for years.”

His body warm against her back, she shook her head back
and forth, frightened by the awful intensity of her emotions,
hating the tremor that slid over her body. “You’re a bastard.
No wonder so many people hate and despise you and write
terrible things about you. How could I ever have thought you
decent? You’ve never been decent.”

Her words had been cruel and struck him, as she’d wanted
them to strike. To the core of his being, but once voiced, she
wished only to take them back.

Ryan’s hand moved over her stomach. “I don’t know,
Rache.” Spooned as she was against him, she could not evade
the heat of his enveloping body. “How could you have ever
thought me remotely decent? What did I ever do to give you
that bloody idea?”

“I’'m sorry.” She was barely able to breathe. “I should not
have said—"

“Too late.” He touched his mouth to her hair. “Words are
like bullets. Once out, you cannot take them back. Or maybe
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you’re just bloody lying to yourself. Like you lied to me in
London.”

Rachel felt the fight leave her body. “I didn’t lie.”

“And that, too, is a bloody lie!”” His Irish brogue thickened
with the suppressed violence in his voice. “I don’t even know
myself when I'm around ye, Rachel. I never have. So spare
me your self-righteous resentment. I’ve not the want to listen.
Nor the desire to play the villain. No more, Rachel. No more.
I’'m finished.”

He dropped his arms. She stumbled forward before turn-
ing, stunned.

“My accountants are going over your books in Dublin as
we speak. You’ll be reimbursed every shilling you’ve person-
ally invested in this project.”

And just that fast, a shudder caught in her lungs and tight-
ened her throat. “Don’t take me off this job, Ryan.”

“It should never have gone this far. But I understand why
you did what ye did.”

“How can you?”

“Because I would have done the same.” He took a step to-
ward her. “Have done the same on more occasions than you
know.”

But how could he truly understand when what he wanted
to take was everything she had? His wealth protected him.
His status shielded him from irrelevance. He had a daughter
that he loved. A sterling future on the horizon.

Rain dripped from the branches above her. She heard
voices near the river.

“As soon as I finish the site inspection, I'm returning to
Dublin,” he said. “T will arrange for my solicitors to meet
yours. You will listen to my offer.”

Her jaw opened in disbelief. ““You want to buy me out of
the company?”

“I’'m asking you to take my offer. You will never lack for
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anything, Rachel.” Ryan stepped out from beneath the sweep
of branches and stood in front of her. “And if you’re thinking
about going to David or Johnny, don’t. Marrow works for me.
As do O’Roarke and O’Reiley. They will not let you back on
the site without me.”

Rachel crossed her arms against the chill. She hated her
helplessness and the endangered feeling it gave her. He
walked past her and out of the glade. “You’ll need to inspect
the west crossbeam beneath the railroad trestle,” she called,
and when he turned, added, “I found a problem yesterday.”

He nodded.

He didn’t tell her he would have found the problem any-
way. His ease was an illusion, she realized, as she watched
him stroll from the glade. Surely, he would not take this divi-
sion from her.

“Mum,” Elsie said as Rachel entered the tent a half hour
later, Rachel’s hat clutched in her hands. “I was bringing this
to you.”

“Thank you.” Rachel took the proffered object and walked
into her private quarters.

She stopped. Two worn trunks sat piled atop the other at the
end of her bed. A man’s frayed woolen coat lay atop her cot.
“Mr. Donally ordered Mr. Marrow to be moved in here, mum.”

Her jaw tight, she dropped her hat on a chair, reminding
herself again that Marrow’s post there was not his fault.

“Mr. Donally said that we would not be sleeping here to-
night,” Elsie said. “Someone will be taking us to Glenealy.
Father Donally has given us a cottage.”

“At least you’ll be warmer tonight.” Rachel dropped on
her cot.

“Is there anything wrong?” Elsie asked, from where she
remained in the doorway.

Rachel scraped a forearm across her brow. After leaving
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the glade, she’d returned to the bridge to find Marrow, only to
learn that he had gone on ahead to the second site. Had Ryan
gone there as well? “We’re leaving for Dublin as soon as I’'m
finished here.” She thought of all the loose ends she needed
to tie before leaving.

“But mum . . .” Else dipped. “All right, mum.”

Rachel flinched as she slid to the floor, her back bracing
the cot, her knees against her chest.

For just a moment, she laid her cheek against her knees
and forced herself to take slow breaths. It wouldn’t do to al-
low anyone to see her like this, she thought miserably, lean-
ing on her elbow to pull out the small leather chest beneath
her bed.

She couldn’t manage one single portion of her life. Last
night she’d considered doing things with Ryan that would
send her to confession every day for the rest of her life.

Today she’d tried to punch him with her fist.

She found the scissors needed to repair the lace on her
boot. Her vision blurred and watered with the frustrating
task.

The Dublin division of D&B was a money-losing venture.
Maybe Ryan had a right to discharge her from this job. And
maybe he’d always done exactly as he damn well pleased
without concern or apology to anyone. She needed to get
back to Dublin to prepare her solicitors for the upcoming
confrontation. She needed to know her legal options. Talk to
Johnny.

Rachel needed to think. Yet, the last thing she wanted was to
be alone with her thoughts. She had no doubt that she possessed
the will and stamina to fight, but at the moment, she wanted
something else more personal. Something nearer to her heart.

Closer to her soul.

Something the saner part of her intellect told her she
would be better off forgetting.
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But Rachel didn’t want to forget. There would be time
enough in the years to come to forget to oblivion’s content.

“Damn you, Ryan Donally.”

Then she damned herself for traveling to London in the
first place and awakening needs she had put to bed years ago.
She was also frightened because of his connection to Lord
Devonshire.

“You want that I should throw his fancy lordship in the
river, Miss Bailey?” The voice came from the entrance that
separated her private quarters from the main section of the
tent.

Bent over one knee, she smiled. Ralph Blakely, longtime
Glenealy resident, teamster, and David’s answer to British
toll collectors, stood in his blue denim overalls observing her
on the floor. His shiny gold tooth flashed.

Blakely and his loyal twin, if anything, were protective of
her. “You’d probably end up in the river yourself.” Rachel fi-
nally repaired the lace on her shoe and tossed the scissors
back in the trunk. “Do not mistake Mr. Donally for being
soft. If you know what is good for you, hide when he is
around.”

“The supply wagons are outside.” He handed her a slip of
paper as she strode past.

Rachel walked with him outside and greeted the other
teamster who had driven the load from Rathdrum. He pulled
off his hat and nervously crushed it in his big hands. “Mum.”
He nodded as Rachel approached, her thick braid swinging
against her backside.

“Did the authorities take out too much in toll?”” she asked.

“No, mum.” Blakely snapped smartly, always proud of his
cleverness when outwitting British authorities. “They’d have
to find us first.”

Pleased that this particular Irish criminal was loyal to
David, Rachel lifted the tarp on the first wagon and looked
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beneath. “We brought two wagons here and took one through
Glenealy to the second work site,” Blakely said.

Dwarfed beside him and his companion, Rachel inspected
the invoice. Flipping through the pages, she studied the rows
of expenditures, using more mental energy than she’d spent
on anything all day. She welcomed the distraction.

“Everyone is talking about last night,” Blakely commented.

“What about last night?” She lifted her gaze from the
columns.

Blakely shoved his hands into his baggy pockets. “My sis-
ter wants to know if Mr. Donally hisself will be back in town
for the festivities tonight. She’s decided a bit of handfasting
should be in order.”

Pressing her lips together in an unsuccessful attempt not to
laugh, Rachel flipped a page. Twice Ryan’s bulk, and strong
as an ox, Blakely’s sister was a force with which to contend
when impassioned by a cause. She’d already outlived two
husbands. “T’1l be sure and tell Mr. Donally that he has an ad-
mirer.” Lifting the tarp on the second wagon, she grinned to
herself. Handfasting Ryan to Blakely’s sister might be better
than throwing him in the river.

It would certainly be more just.

“Father Donally let one of the cottages behind the church
to his brother,” Blakely said, offhandedly.

Rachel’s mind quit tabulating sums. She had not inquired
where Ryan had found a place to stay tonight. “The cottages?”

The same group she and Elsie were staying in tonight?

“Is it true?” Blakely’s red hair looked brighter as he
stepped into the sunlight. “Did Mr. Donally remove you from
the project?”

“He did.”

“What will happen to us?”

“Nothing. You will not lose your jobs. You can tell every-
one that.” Rachel dropped her gaze back to the papers in her
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hands. “Mr. Marrow will need all the help he can get. I trust
you all to be respectful of him.”

She intended to find Marrow and speak to him before she
left. He would be expecting instruction.

“If you insist, Miss Bailey.” Blakely sounded disappointed
as he followed her around the second wagon.

“I do insist,” Rachel said, without looking up.

“You should not be going back to Dublin alone,” he said
from behind her. “Do you want that I should take you, Miss
Bailey?”

Rachel stopped working. “You can’t,” she said gently, then
stopped his protestation. “Mr. Marrow needs you. And Father
Donally would not know what to do without you.”

“Father Donally does need us.” He shuffled his big feet in
the wet grass before looking up at the blue sky. “Perhaps it
will stay dry for your trip back.”

Her gaze followed his. The blue hurt her eyes. “One can
only hope,” she said, overwhelmed by the need to taste the
rain again.



Chapter 9
~OC -~

T he lamp on the altar glowed beyond the darkness of the
pulpit’s gloom. Ryan’s steps sounded loud and empty
on the stone floor as he moved down the side aisle toward the
rectory. He carried his coat. Burning candles layered the air
with a hint of pungent smoke. Familiar smells to someone
who had been an altar boy most of his youth. Ryan eased
open the rectory door and stepped inside the room.

David sat at the desk, reading in the dull light of a lamp.
He lifted his head from behind the papers and looked over his
spectacles, which he removed at once. “Ryan . . .” He set the
reading glasses in a drawer. “I wasn’t expecting to see you.”

Ryan’s amused gaze moved from his brother to pass over
the sparse stone interior and low-beamed ceiling before he
shut the door. Ryan knew the hour was late. “Do I need an
appointment?”

“Normally, you do.” David stood. “Is the cottage comfort-
able?”

Ryan had moved into the cottage three days ago. He’d
been poring over papers and notes from the project when

145
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he’d heard Rachel arrive in the neighboring cottage. He’d
stood at the window, a glass in hand, watching Her Highness
direct the masses to do her bidding as they moved her trunks
inside. Rachel had seen him and shut her curtains directly.
She’d had no idea how thin her bedroom draperies were. And
Ryan wasn’t gentleman enough to turn away. He’d stood at
that window every night since.

“There is nothing wrong with my accommodations,” he
said, turning from David’s probing gaze. ‘I wanted to say
good-bye in case I don’t see you tomorrow. As soon as my
driver is finished making repairs on the carriage axle, I'll be
returning to Dublin.”

“For some reason, I expected you to stay longer.”

Ryan felt awkward. As if he wanted to say more but didn’t
know how. David reached for a decanter of whiskey and
poured a shot. “Would you like a glass?”

Ryan accepted the tumbler. David poured himself a glass,
watching as Ryan found a chair. “Will Rachel be returning
with you?” David asked.

“I’m sure she won’t be returning anywhere with me.”

David didn’t reply. After a moment, he re-capped the
flask, and said, “Did you know I used to drink a bottle of this
stuff a day?”

“Are you content here?” The query was out of his charac-
ter, and Ryan surprised himself by letting the question slip
his guard.

“Aye.” David tipped back the glass of whiskey. “As much
as any man can be at peace. This is a nice place to live. And I
find that I can at least do some good.”

Ryan had been twenty-two when David returned to En-
gland nine years ago. Returning from whatever job he did for
the government. He had walked away from the family and his
entire life. Ryan no longer even knew him. But then, that was
as much his fault as David’s.
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Bending forward, Ryan braced his elbows on his knees and
studied the liquid in his glass. “What happened to Rachel af-
ter she left England?” He raised his gaze to find David’s
hooded. “What happened to her at Edinburgh?”

David leaned back in the chair and steepled his fingers
against his chin. “What do you mean?”

His brother knew damn well what he meant. “Tell me
about the man with whom she had an affair.”

David sat forward with his forearms on the desk, his hands
cupping the empty glass, and said nothing.

“Why didn’t he marry her?” Ryan asked, managing to re-
strain the uneven rise of his temperament.

“That’s a question you’ll have to ask her.”

“I’m asking you.”

“And I’ll not be answering in her stead.”

“Does everyone else in the family know?”’

“How is the family?” David changed the subject, his tone
considerably more conciliatory than Ryan’s mood.

“Your trust is sitting in the Bank of England,” Ryan said,
letting his gaze go over the simple surroundings. “Chris put it
there a few years ago.”

“Unlike some, money means nothing to me.”

He looked at the ring David wore on his right hand. “It
might one day when you quit punishing yourself for what-
ever sins in the past you committed and understand what you
really want.”

“Now that’s a change.” David laughed, coming to his feet
in a swish of black robes and staid pragmatism. “The sinner
lecturing the saint.”

Ryan rose. “The last I'd heard you had to be dead to be a
saint.”

David walked around the desk. “Have you found what you
are looking for, Ryan?”

“Yes, [ have.”
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“Have ye now?” David leaned a hip against the desk and
folded his arms. “And what has all of your wealth bought for
ye? Do you sleep well at night? Do you enjoy the taste of the
air that ye breathe, the feel of the sunlight on your flesh? Or
are you still searching for your pot of gold, Ryan? Your rea-
son for living?”

Ryan felt his jaw clench, but his eyes showed nothing of
his mood. “My reason for living is waiting for me at home in
London. She turned four last week.”

“That is a lot of burden for a little girl to carry alone.”

“She won’t be alone much longer.”

“Yes, we’ve all heard about your society wedding. Con-
gratulations. It only took raiding a major corporation to pur-
chase your blue-blooded bride. Very good, Donally. The
family is proud of you as always.”

“Jaysus.” Ryan rolled his eyes in disgust. “Do I need your
bloody approval? For once in my life, why doesn’t someone
just congratulate me and mean the sentiment? Is my life not
my own?”’

“The scandal sheets worship you. You live the kind of ex-
istence everyone wants to have but hates you for having.
You're Irish in a British world. Here, you’re a traitor to your
kind. So, who are you really, Ryan Donally, but a man still
searching for an identity?”’

“I didn’t come here to be lectured.” Ryan set the glass on
the desk and reached for his coat. “Frankly, my life is no
one’s business. I made that bloody clear years ago.”

“So every member of the family has told me. Numerous
times.”

“You talk so freely about me. Why are you really here? In
this place? In the middle of nowhere? Preaching the gospel?”

“Life changes a man.”

“A memorable statement if ever there was one. I’ll engrave
it into your tombstone.” Ryan swept a black-gloved hand
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through the air. “Life changed David Francis Donally into a
hypocrite if there ever was one. Ask yourself if you’ve found
what you’re looking for before you judge my actions.”

“Are you in love with her?”

Ryan paused, struck by the enormity of his first response.
There were parts of his heart so private his thoughts stood
known only to God Almighty Himself. “My feelings for
Rachel are irrelevant.”

David’s expression remained unchanged. “I wasn’t speak-
ing of Rachel.”

Settling his hat on his head, Ryan glared at David, feeling
as if his brother had just tricked him into revealing some-
thing he shouldn’t have.

“You’re bloody in love with her.” David laughed.

“Hell, she tried to slug me in the jaw. Why wouldn’t she be
on my mind?”

“The two of you got in a fight?”” David’s voice was mildly
curious. “Really? Rachel is one of the most restrained people
I know.”

Ryan laughed at the absurdity of David’s observation.
“She has the temper of a she-cat.” She was her most danger-
ous when she purred.

“Who won?”

Ryan didn’t answer. He had thought of her every night
since she’d appeared in London.

He had thought of her when he stared into the fire and
burned in bed alone. He had thought of her with a sourness that
fed his mood and dulled his senses until he’d slaked his lust
with his own hands. And still she came to him in his dreams.

Ryan didn’t want to pick a quarrel with David. One did not
row with a priest, and Ryan had already said too much. He re-
turned to the cottage to find his driver waiting for him on the
walkway, only to learn that the carriage axle would not be re-
paired by morning for lack of adequate parts.
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Ryan stripped off his coat and, snatching the bottle of
whiskey off the sideboard, decided to finish what he’d started
the night before. On the mantel, the ticking clock intensified
his irritation, tapping into his head like a hammer. Disgusted
with the continued tenor of his thoughts, his mood black as sin,
he sat on the soft leather chair and stared at the dying fire.

Rachel’s image lured him like a Lorelei and flooded his
mind. His burning need for her consumed the whiskey’s po-
tency and kept him sober. He remained in a frustrated tem-
per, unable to dispel his mood or the rush of lust that settled
between his thighs.

Ryan imagined her hands touching him. He imagined more.

He imagined her hating him forever when she learned of
his ultimate purpose there. Normally, whimsy played no part
in his mood, but tonight he had a touch of conscience only
because he was trying to protect her interests the only way he
knew how. The business had changed since it had been a
family-owned operation. But there were parts of the old he
missed. The simplicity of developing one company rather
than managing a corporation and, though he’d kept D&B in-
dependent, he knew he no longer could. Not even for Rachel.

Leaning his head against the back of the settee, he raised
the bottle to his lips and drank, loathing his infernal preoccu-
pation with her. Assuredly, he was mentally deranged.

Rachel leaned against the narrow casement, staring across
the yard that separated her cottage from Ryan’s. She had
been in her bed, buttressed against the pillows, her paper-
board propped against her knees, when voices outside had
sent a jolt racing across her senses. The lamp beside the bed
hissed in the late-night darkness.

Sliding her feet into her slippers, she’d grabbed her wrap-
per and hurried to the window, where she eased back the thin
drapery.
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Ryan stood briefly on the walkway leading to the cottage,
talking to his driver, the chalky moonlight shimmering over
his hair, making it black. Whatever was said made Ryan an-
gry. When he entered the cottage, she’d heard the door slam
even from where she stood.

Earlier that afternoon she had caught a glimpse of him in
town with Allan Marrow. In the fading sunlight, Ryan had ap-
peared weary and impatient before he’d looked up to see her
coming out of the D&B office. Saying something to Marrow,
he’d walked away in the direction of a waiting buggy. He’d
been avoiding her these past days as much as she’d been at-
tempting to avoid him. Rachel wondered if the effort was as
difficult for him.

She had made a few purchases yesterday, necessities that
would tide her over for the trip back to Dublin tomorrow.
Later, Blakely had brought her to the cottage with her trunks
and her books and papers.

Despite her talk with Mr. Marrow, he clearly did not relish
the idea of her leaving him in Rathdrum alone. He was an
Englishman, after all, in Ireland, and half feared for his life.
She knew that Marrow was really only worried about his per-
formance. Until now, she had always been there for him. A
part of her wanted to feel smug and irreplaceable. Instead,
she felt only worry for the people who worked for her.

Why wasn’t that reason enough to despise Ryan for taking
her off the job?

The light across the yard went out as she watched and, for
a moment, she thought she saw a shadowed movement in the
window facing hers. Moonlight filtered through the trees,
laying a soft visible path across the ground between the two
cottages. Her legs were unsteady. Closing her eyes, her mind
wandering in reckless defiance to the night that Ryan had
kissed her, she leaned her forehead against the glass to cool
her face before she turned back into the room.



152 MELODY THOMAS

What was happening to her?

“May I speak with you, mum?” Elsie stood in the doorway,
silhouetted by the light behind her, and Rachel nearly jumped.

“Yes . . . of course.” She covered her heated face with her
hands. Had Elsie seen her staring at Ryan’s cottage? “What
do you need?”

Elsie took a step into the interior of the chambers. “I’m not
so blind or naive as you think. You should know, considerin’
where ye met me. I’ve not been the proper lady’s maid.
You’ve been patient with me while I've been learning the
books.”

“You’re not with me to be a lady’s maid forever, Elsie.”

“And for that, I am grateful to ye for helping me with my
studies.” She raised a palm to her heart and suddenly looked
younger than her eighteen years. “It is because I love ye . . .
like you were me own mum. My own sister,” she primly cor-
rected with a blush, “that I wish for you to have what is in this
box.” Elsie shifted nervously before revealing a small
wooden box the size of her palm. “God curse me to be sure,
but I am glad to get this out of my keeping.”

Rachel took the box, confused. “What is this about?”

“Sometimes when a woman’s birthing is too much for her
or if she has had many children . . . the midwives would se-
cretly give her these. They are illegal,” Elsie whispered. “But
I was told that they work.”

Elsie dipped out of Rachel’s small chamber. Rachel turned
up the lamp. She held the box in the light and removed the
lid. Inside were four sponges with strings attached. She had
heard of this form of contraception, and knew that such de-
vices came from the Mediterranean. She lifted a sponge and
held it to the light for further examination. Even as enlight-
ened as she was about most things, she felt the crawl of heat
into her face.

How had Elsie known?
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Rachel shut the lid of the box and lay back on her cot with
an audible groan.

Rachel’s shoes were damp from running across the wet
grass as she stepped into the church to find David. She’d tied
her hair back with a yellow ribbon. She’d dressed in her most
demure dress, but even so, the peacock blue bodice clung to
her chest. Breathing in the calming scent of incense and
beeswax, she crossed herself with holy water from the font
and proceeded toward the rectory.

The door opened, and David stopped when he saw her.

“I need to make a confession,” she blurted.

“Now?” He acted surprised, as if she’d never made a con-
fession in her life. “Do you think we can do this tomorrow?”’

Rachel’s mouth opened. “I hope you don’t treat all of
your parishioners like this, David. This is hard enough to do
as it is.”

“Have you committed some grievous wrong?”’

“Yes!”

His chest seemed to rise and fall with a narrow-eyed exha-
lation. He finally agreed to hear her confession. Rachel fol-
lowed him to the booth and waited until the window slid up
between them.

She’d not been to confession since leaving London. Even
before then, she had managed to hide most of her sins from
David. She hated people knowing her weaknesses. Now, she
didn’t know where to begin.

“Rachel . . .” David’s disembodied voice came from the
other side of the mesh screen. “It’s late, and I wish to retire to
my bed.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “Forgive me, Father, for [ am
about to sin.”

“About to sin?” David leaned forward, and she glimpsed
his face through the screen.
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“I am going completely mad,” she said to those probing
eyes. “I swear I feel as if I'm going to lose control of myself.”

“Trust me, you’re not the only one,” she thought she heard
him say. Then he drew away, and she wasn’t sure he’d said
anything at all.

“You know more about me than anyone, David.” Rachel
drew in a shaky breath. “These last weeks have been the
hardest in my life. I swear I am either going to have carnal re-
lations with Ryan or kill him. I cannot decide.”

The window slammed down, startling her. The booth
shifted.

A moment later, her cubicle door was thrown wide. David
stood like some fierce Jehovah, with his hand gripping the
latch. “Out!”

“I ... absolutely will not.” Rachel pressed back against
the wall, insulted. “Not until I confess.”

“When did you last see my errant brother?”

“Yesterday. In the village. He didn’t even talk to me. If
we’d done anything at all, I would be confessing my sins. Not
my intent to sin.”

“Are you in love with him, colleen?”

Her voice paused if only for a breath, but David recognized
the hesitation for what it was. She only knew that no other man
made her feel as alive as Ryan had when he’d kissed her. Both
times. No other man had ever made her laugh or cry with the
same intensity. No other man had ever made her want to buy
pretty bonnets and clothes or want a family.

“I may suffer some physical infatuation,” she admitted.
“But who doesn’t. You know what Ryan is like?”

David cocked a brow. “Frankly, I have no idea.”

The strength of her emotions caught her. “He’s charming—"

“Aye,” David scoffed, “when he chooses to be.”

“Generous . . .”

“When he wants something.”



A MATCH MADE IN SCANDAL 155

Rachel frowned. Ryan was one of the most generous peo-
ple she’d ever known. “He’s beautiful,” she said with squared
shoulders. “He’s like the sunlight on fields of clover. He
warms me, David.”

“He sounds a lot like you, colleen,” David said quietly.

David’s face had blurred behind her tears. “If I was truly in
love, I would not have lost my temper a few days ago. I tried
to hit him, David.”

“You lost your temper because he is taking you out of
Rathdrum, colleen.”

“Yes,” she said emphatically, regaining some of her equi-
librium and purpose. He understood the dichotomy of her
turmoil completely. “He wants to buy me out of D&B.”

“And you’ve put as much blood and sweat into building
D&B as any of the Donallys.”

“As a matter of fact, if I saw Ryan, I’d probably shoot him.”

Maybe she’d shoot him. Or maybe she’d make love to him.
To her, either choice held the same element of catastrophe. “I
need you to stop me from doing something I'll regret for-
ever,” she whispered. “I’m desperate. How could you allow
us both to stay here? This is your fault.”

“Is it now?”

Rachel stubbornly refused to apologize. “Yes.”

David folded his arms, his eyes as black in color as his
sleeves. “So you’re wantin’ me to save you from eternal
damnation, are you?”’

“Maybe a small miracle.” Rachel fidgeted with the lace on
her bodice. “In the form of a lightning bolt on his cottage,
perhaps?”

David stood aside, inviting Rachel to step out of the con-
fessional. “Follow me.” The command seemed furtive with
purpose, his robe swishing around his calves as he turned to-
ward the rectory, expecting her to follow him.

Coming slowly to her feet, Rachel didn’t like the set of
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his shoulders or the dark expression in his usually warm
eyes.
“Now,” he called over his shoulder.

“Get your bloody hands off me.” Ryan threw back his
shoulders to dislodge the grip of the behemoth who had prac-
tically dragged him to the rectory against his will. His gaze
shot to Rachel, surprised and concerned to see her standing
with her hands clutched in front of her, her attention fixed on
the floor, looking more like an erotic porcelain doll with her
wild curly hair framing her face, rather than the capable,
self-possessed woman he knew her to be. His eyes narrowed
on the other man standing close behind her. With his bright
red hair and worn overalls, he looked like a twin to the bas-
tard who had dragged him there.

“What the hell is going on?” Abruptly, as if sensing his
baffled attention, Rachel snapped her gaze up like a chas-
tened schoolgirl. Candlelight caught in her dark auburn hair,
and the urge to rip the man’s hands off her overwhelmed
him. “Are you all right?” he asked, his black gaze briefly
touching on the bloke who had his hand on her arm.

“You’re getting married,” David said, with a casual blunt-
ness that alerted Ryan more than any angry intonation and
forced his gaze from Rachel’s.

“Naturally.” Ryan cocked a brow. He wished now he
hadn’t drunk so damn much. “And who is my fortunate bride
this special day?”

David smiled like a wolf. “T’1l allow you to pick from the
women in this room.”

Ryan had forgotten that grin, but recognized the danger
of its presence. David used to smile like that before he
kicked Ryan’s ass or dunked him in the horse trough. Nearly
five years Ryan’s senior, David never let him forget it. “Your
sarcasm stinks like bilge, David,” he quietly warned. “You
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can’t marry me to anyone. This is not amusing.”

“Do I look amused, baby brother? I warned ye both I
would do this if you couldn’t resolve the state of affairs be-
tween the two of you.”

“Do what? Hell, I haven’t done anything.”

“I am going to handfast you to Rachel. An ancient Irish
wedding tradition that does not require the blessing of either
church. You may have decided that you are no longer
Catholic. But you are Irish, despite what you want to believe.
These vows will do for now.”

Rachel struggled with the man’s grip on her arm. “You
cannot do this, David.”

“Not only can I do this; I intend to do it now. I am ex-
tremely weary and wish to retire to my chambers.” David
nodded to the man holding Rachel. “I’'m finished with the
problem the two of you pose. You can work out the details of
this arrangement later.”

Mentally circling for some way out, Ryan was torn be-
tween laughing at his brother and murdering him. “This is in-
sane. You cannot coerce either of us to do this.”

“I know a merchant captain in Dublin looking for able
crew members. To make matters clearer, in case you still
doubt my intentions, if you don’t extend your hand, I will
have you shanghaied to San Francisco. These men are here
because I can trust them to see the job done correctly. We
might not see you again for a year.”

White-hot anger set in. Ryan pressed a finger and thumb
against the bridge of his nose, fighting a fierce headache that
was suddenly beginning to form. “Dammit, David.” He
lunged forward, only to have his arms caught by the behe-
moth standing behind him. His brother would do it, too. “You
call yourself a priest? I'll have you arrested.”

“Aye,” David said, the twinkle in his eyes betraying the sage
tone of his voice, “’twould be within your official right to do
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so. Kidnapping is illegal. Even between family members. But
you’ll still not be acting on the threat before a year is passed.”

“It won’t be a year for me,” Rachel said, in a strangled
whisper. “I won’t do this.”

For thirty seconds, Ryan had forgotten Rachel standing
behind him. He whirled on her now, suspicious that she was
somehow the cause of all of this. Wasn’t she always the cause
of every great disaster that hit him? “What did you tell him,
Rachel?”

“Me?”

“Why else would he be doing this?”

“You two either put your hands together now or say good-
bye for a long time. Right hands. The knot needs to be tied
correctly.”

Silence roared through the cavernous hall, bouncing off
the stone wall and floor like hurled boulders of defiance.

Ryan finally shrugged off the meaty hands attached to his
shoulders. “Do it, Rachel.”

“I will not.” Her green-brown eyes flashed. She’d bathed
earlier, he realized. That special scent wafted all around her.
He could be in a dark room with a hundred women and still
know her. “This is ludicrous,” she said. “David isn’t going to
send you anywhere.”

“Would it make a difference to you if he did?”

“Yes.” Her eyes fever-bright in the candlelight held to his.
“I would not wish anyone sent off to San Francisco.”

“Then you would at least miss me?”

“David won’t do this, Ryan.”

They both shifted their gazes to the aforementioned sub-
ject. “You’re bluffing,” Rachel whispered. “Aren’t you?”

David’s expression told her that not only would he ship
Ryan off; he was definitely considering doing the same to her.
“He can’t marry us legally,” Ryan finally said, holding out his
hand if only to end this farce. “He is full of hot air as always.”
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“Put your hand atop his, colleen,” David said, then added
when she refused. “Touching him shouldn’t be difficult con-
sidering what you told me less than an hour ago.”

With a sardonic lift of his brows, Ryan shifted his gaze to
Rachel’s horrified face.

“Rachel . . .” David warned.

“All right! I will!” She set her hand atop his.

Her pale fingers trembled. Outside, rain beat against the
stained glass of the church, and Ryan cursed himself for
coming to Ireland. He cursed his stupidity a thousand times,
half-listening as David spoke words over them before bind-
ing a blue cord over their wrists and tying the knot. The heat
of Rachel’s palm seeped into his skin, touching him in all the
wrong places. Slowly, as his senses grew attuned to her, he
became more aware of her standing diminutive beside him,
to the faint blur of her blue skirt, which caught in his vision.
She barely reached his chin. Despite his detachment, too
many emotions at that moment rose out of the shadows to
capture him. An odd sensation of reality lent volatility to the
possessive instinct kicking him in the gut.

She was beautiful. Everything about her was soft and shiny,
from the way the candlelight pulled the red-gold of the sunset
from her hair to the liquid intensity of her eyes as she turned to
look up at him and spoke the vows David asked her to say. With
her cheeks flushed pink, her eyes bright, her fury eclipsed by
distress, she might have been a Spartan waiting for death in the
pass of Thermopylae for all the tragedy in her eyes.

In the end, the handfasting ceremony might have ended
calmly if Ryan hadn’t been drinking earlier. Or if the man
behind him hadn’t drawn a pistol on him in the first place and
forced him here. David had always been a bully—a bloody
tyrant.

Ryan’s mood descended rapidly and, when David leaned
over to untie his hand from Rachel’s, Ryan hit him with his
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left hand. His brother went sprawling against the desk, send-
ing books and papers scattering over the floor; then came
back with considerable more force behind his fist.

Still tied to Ryan’s hand, Rachel had grabbed his arm in an
attempt to keep them separated, without realizing she was
leaving him defenseless. David’s fist smashed Ryan beneath
the jaw. His head hit the pillar that supported the heavy-
timbered ceiling, and he went down as if hit by a pole axe.

“Enough!” Rachel commanded. “This is your fault, David
Donally!” she turned amid her billowing skirts, testing
Ryan’s scalp until her hands felt the lump.

Ryan remained unconscious.

“You’ve hurt him, David. How could you be such a brute?”

“You asked me to save you from damnation.” His teeth
showed pink as he withdrew a handkerchief from his pocket
and dabbed his lip, unrepentant, as he studied his brother’s
fallen form. “The two of you have one year and a day to de-
cide your future.”

“Handfasting isn’t legal.” The thought of having Ryan in
complete control of her life, even for a year, was obscene.
“It’s . . . pagan.”

“Ah, but the custom is practiced widely all over the British
Isles. And my boys will confess to your willingness to be
here.” David raised his gaze. “Won’t you?”

Rachel glared at each of them until Ralph Blakeley finally
shrugged, as unrepentant as David had been. “It’s for the
best, Miss Bailey. Father Donally says so.”

“When my brother wakes up, he can decide what he wants
to do with a wife and an affianced.” His voice remained with-
out humor. “Perhaps you can all share the same house. Be-
come friends.”

“I’ll never forgive you for this, David Donally,” she called
after him, as he and his two Fenian bodyguards left the room.
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“And you can be sure I won’t be coming to you anymore for
confession! Ever!”

The door slammed.

“That should worry him into his grave,” Ryan muttered,
from his place in her lap.

His eyes remained closed, and she saw him flinch when he
moved his head. “Are you all right?” She touched his cheek.
Then worked to untie the knot binding their hands. “Can you
move?”’

“If you don’t count my double vision and jarred brain, I'm
perfectly cheery.” He tested his jaw. “Am I still in Ireland?”

“Yes, unfortunately.” Rachel pulled at the knots on the
rope. “I’m sorry that David did this to you.”

His eyes suddenly narrowed on hers, and her heart leaped
into her throat. “What the hell did you tell him anyway?”

“Nothing,” she answered too hastily, thankful when the
ribbed cord fell to the ground between them.

“Nothing?” Ryan sat up and draped his elbow across his
knee as if to get his bearings. “Nothing? Like your affair was
nothing?”

“My affair?”

She struggled to climb to her feet, but Ryan clasped her an-
kle. “Yes, your affair.” In one furious movement, he slid her
across the stone floor beneath him, dragging up her skirts. He
imprisoned her flanks with his thigh. “That little piece of
nothing in your past that no one wants to talk about.”

“Don’t talk about me as if you have such a pristine history.”

“You don’t know me, Rachel. And if everything you think
you know you gleaned from the newspapers, you know very
little about me at all.”

For the first time in her life, Rachel didn’t care if Ryan was
right and she was wrong. She felt responsible for everything.
For ruining his plans for his daughter. His future. She didn’t
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know what to tell him. She’d never felt more like a coward
than she did at that moment. “What are we going to do?”

“Don’t look so tragic, Rachel.” He cupped his hand over
her chin and looked into her eyes as if to discern the cause for
her concern. “David doesn’t have the power he thinks he
does. We’re not married.”

“Then everything is as it was between us?”

“There has never been anything between us, Rachel.” His
gaze touched her lips, and the touch sent a physical current
through her veins. “Maybe if there had been, we could have
saved ourselves the agony of today,” he said.

“Agony?” She laughed. “Meaning I would have found you
boring by now and would feel free to continue on with my
life?”

“We could always find out.” The corner of his mouth
crooked, reminiscent of that naughty-boy grin that had al-
ways made her melt. “Just how boring things would have
been between us.”

Rachel ran her tongue over her lips, raising her gaze from
his lips to embrace his eyes. He was always so sure of him-
self, of his influence over people. The heat from his body
seeped through her clothes. “Or you could just leave Ireland
as you found it"—her voice was breathless soft—"“and go
back to London.”

“Even if I wasn’t lying on top of you in my brother’s rec-
tory, I still could not do that.”

A shiver hampered her ability to navigate her words. She
braced her small fists on his shoulders. They were hard and
sculpted beneath her palms. “I don’t want an affair with you,
Ryan.”

“What do you want?”

He’d pulled back to look at her, and she found herself ac-
quiescing to the intimate tone in his voice, the probe of his
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eyes. She was vain enough to think she could control the sit-
uation. “Are there rules to this sort of thing?”

“Not for what I want to do with you, Rachel.”

She groaned. The sound forming deep in her chest. Just
thinking about his hands on her body sent a frisson across her
nerve endings. An exotic fog began to cloud her judgment.

“One time wouldn’t officially be considered an affair,” he
whispered against the corner of her mouth.

“Itisn’t?”

“Not even close.” His words were husky and dangerous.
“One night. No business. No past. No future. Only you and
me, Rachel.”

She did have a way to prevent conception in her pocket,
yet nothing was ever one hundred percent. But the power of
Ryan’s body, his words, and the promise of more set her
heart racing. He’d still not kissed her.

She wanted him to kiss her.

“Ryan.” Her voice was a whisper against his.

“Tell me what you want.” His lips grazed the soft curve of
her ear. “Tell me.”

“I don’t know.”

“You do, Rachel.”

Would one night be enough?

“No business.” Her eyes slid closed. “No past. No future,”
she said, ready to quench the burn. “Then everything will be
as it was?”

“I swear.” His lips touching hers, she tasted her own rest-
less energy. “Everything will be as it was, Rachel.”

And opening her mouth to his, Rachel sank into the carnal
promise of that one crushing kiss.



Chapter 10
~SC "

Ryan thought about retracting his oath the moment he
shut the cottage door behind Rachel. Normally ori-
ented toward decisive action, he attributed his accelerated
heartbeat to the fact that they’d just traipsed a hundred yards
through a path in the misty woods. Silently, watching her sur-
vey the room, he leaned with his back against the door and let
his gaze dwell on the picture Rachel made as she stopped and
looked into the bedroom. Firelight traced her profile with
inviting strokes of light and shadow. Her awareness of him
never more visible as she turned to take in the simple fur-
nishing, the papers he had spread over the table, his coat and
jacket lying on the settee. Finally, she raised her gaze to his.

The air between them turned electric.

She looked wanton in silhouette, her hair unfettered and
free flowing past her waist. He suddenly felt irresolute and
knew he had methodically plundered her defenses to the very
loss of his own.

“When did you last have your courses?”

“Pardon?”

164
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“Do you want to take a chance that anything we might do
will lead to a child?”

“You needn’t worry about that.”

“Pardon me for caring, Rachel, but yes the hell I do.”

His gaze held her pinned to the floor, his dark eyes pene-
trating. But one corner of his mouth lifted. It seemed even
progressive women of means were embarrassed to talk about
the subject even with the man to whom she wanted to have
sexual congress.

“What I meant to say is that I have something . .. that
should assure . ..” Nervous but determined, she faced him
directly. “T have something that will aid against conception.”

“Indeed.” When he made no move into the room, she
looked away.

“Elsie knew a midwife. Despite Elsie’s age, she is far more
experienced in dealing with these matters . . .”

“You and Elsie spoke on this subject?”

“Not on purpose.” Flustered, she lifted her chin. “You think
that I'm knowledgeable about such worldly things; I am not.
But neither am I naive enough not to understand the far-
reaching ramifications of what can happen between a man and
awoman.” She moved against the back of a chair, and when he
still did not reply, she lifted a brow. “Am I supposed to apolo-
gize that I should have left the cottage tonight prepared?”’

The oblique statement settled the matter of any doubt in
his mind. If he might be unsure of his own intentions toward
her, he was no longer unsure of hers toward him.

His gaze holding hers, equally direct, Ryan reached be-
hind him and twisted the key in the lock. “No apology is
necessary.”

He removed the key and set it on the table beside the door.
His body was tense and aroused. A fire glowed in the hearth,
all that remained of the blaze that had burned earlier in the
evening. He laid peat atop the embers.
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“Do you want anything to drink?” he asked.

“Not tonight.” Rachel’s hands slid into the folds of her
skirts. “I want to know when I wake up tomorrow that this
was real.”

The words she spoke held him captive and, with an effort,
he pulled his eyes from hers. He braced a hand on the mantel,
fingers gripping the edge, and waited for the flame to catch
and burn. A strange flutter pulled at his stomach, and with
something akin to disbelief, he realized he was nervous, like
a green lad in the throes of his first sexual encounter. The
confidence that had become so much a part of him through
the years had fled and left him raw and wanting, unable to
comprehend the emotions that stirred in the passing currents
of air much like the hot embers in the fireplace.

He looked over his shoulder. Rachel had not moved and
seemed to be suffering the same hesitation that pulled at
him. Yet the fire was there between them, simmering like
the flames in the hearth, slowly consuming the air they
breathed. He felt the heat go over him. The warmth infusing
his veins.

There was no going back for him. He did not play the re-
gret game, so did not question the actions that led him to this
cottage. His adolescent obsession had become a palpable
force in his mind.

She was beautiful. More beautiful than the verdant Irish
hills she so loved. More beautiful than the ocean and the sky.

He had never understood himself when he was around her,
but he understood now.

He’d once imagined this moment.

He’d wondered what she would feel like to his touch. Taste
like to his lips. He wanted to know all of her.

As if the years had not passed by them. As if the journey
they’d traveled had been the same. He could not change what
had come before, but tonight she would be his.
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They gradually migrated to the center of the room, and
Rachel stepped into his arms as if she had always belonged
against him. As if her thoughts lay parallel with his.

“Why are we doing this?”” she whispered.

“When I find the answer, I'll let you know.” Ryan laid his
cheek against her fragrant hair, her feminine softness fitting
the hardened planes of his body.

“I’m nervous.”

“Will Elsie miss you?” he breathed against her temple.

She kissed his chest above his heart. “No.”

Their feet moved to music only they heard in the silence of
the night. A night that was not so silent at all and filled with
the resonating rhythm of promise.

Chastely, he bent and kissed her lips. Tasting. Testing.
Challenging.

Then he angled his mouth and took a little more.

Their breaths mingled.

“Stay with me.” There was a husky tenor to his voice, a
strange desperation. “Stay with me until dawn.”

She looked up into his shadowed eyes. “T will.”

Spreading his fingers across her narrow waist and back, he
smiled into her hair. He’d already hardened to a libidinous
length, but knowing he had all night, was in no hurry to take
her. For consume her he would. His body ached.

He molded his hand to her ribs and traced the ribbing of
her bodice to claim her breast. She groaned softly in her
throat and closed the faint distance between their lips.

“You fit perfectly in my hand,” he whispered into her
mouth. “Do you know that?” He splayed his fingers across
her stomach and slid his hand over her mons, claiming her
through her skirts. “And here.”

The kiss began to smolder, and what had been controlled
and restrained changed into something more.

Something more powerful. More profound.
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Heat pooled inside him.

He slid his palms up the curve of her back and cupped her
jaw, holding her face between his hands, and the world nar-
rowed to a pinpoint of auburn light. He fisted his hands in the
thickness of her hair, pulling her head back to expose the
curve of her throat to his assault. He began to lose the iron
guard that kept his emotions bound close and private. She
raked her fingers through his hair, avoiding the lump at the
back of his head. Thrown off-balance, Ryan couldn’t prevent
himself from enveloping her with his arms, from taking a
step forward as if to climb inside her, to swallow her. They
came up against the wall or a door, he wasn’t sure anymore
where he was. The kiss turned primal.

His hands closed around the fabric of her skirt, and he
yearned to rip off her clothes. Even as he no longer fought to
hold back the scorching need that rose within him, he
gripped her bottom, lifting her off the floor until she was
pressed flush against his body. She raised her legs to wrap
them around his hips. Her searing heat burned through his
clothing until the cadence of his movement drove him hard
between her thighs. Propelling him toward orgasm even as he
remained fully dressed.

He tore his mouth from hers with a gasp.

Her chest rose and fell with her own heated exertion. Her
lips were swollen and wet from his kiss, her eyes wide.

“We’re going too fast.” He pressed his forehead against
hers, holding himself steady between her legs. “I’'m in seri-
ous jeopardy of disgracing myself.”

Her long slender fingers had worked the buttons on his
shirt, and it hung open to his waist. “We should slow down,”
she amiably agreed, and tongued his nipple, sending scions
of pleasure racing through his flesh.

“Slowing down would be wise.” Gripping her hips, Ryan
moved his hands up her calves and over the warm globes of
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her bottom. He moved her body against the hard length of
him. “You feel so bloody good.”

Rachel’s head fell back. “Perhaps . . . you are right.” Her
back braced the wall. “We should slow down. I cannot . . .
breathe.”

Wearing her corset, she was seriously in danger of pass-
ing out.

He lowered her feet to the floor and turned her around.
Bracing both hands on the wall, she drew in breath around her.

“Relax, Rachel. When you pass out it will be beneath me.”

She choked on a laugh. His words were offhand as he di-
vested her of her dress. Her thoughts were not. All that existed
in this room stood behind her, swallowing her in his enor-
mous shadow. She could not speak as he turned her around to
face him. His dark head bent; he unfastened her corset with
hands that seemed steadier than hers. A nervous pang flut-
tered through her stomach. “What are you thinking?” she
asked him, when he stood back and gazed down at her.

His eyes raised to fix on her face. She touched his hair, nearly
velvety black in the dancing firelight. “You have soft hair.”

“Do 17" His tone was deceptively mild.

“Beautiful hair.” She strove to sound dignified.

He filled his hands with her breasts. With the corset gone
and wearing only her chemise, she felt the contact like a jolt
of electricity against her flesh, a relentless wave pouring
through her veins. She closed her eyes, enmeshed in the sen-
sual contact. His mouth moved over hers. “I’m thinking that
I’ve never seen you naked, Rachel.”

He pulled her chemise over her head, and suddenly she
was standing before him only in her pantalets. Not that she
was resisting, but she was nervous, a fact he seemed to grasp.
His hand cupped her cheek. “Are you sure you don’t want
anything to drink? This is going to be a long night.”

She closed her hand over the sponge she’d pulled from her
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pocket when her skirt had dropped to a puddle at her feet. “I
need privacy,” she blurted out.

“Rachel . . . we’re getting naked together. There is no such
word as privacy.”

“Merely a momentary retreat.” She stepped over her clothes
and walked through the nearest door if only to breathe past the
suffocating constriction that seemed to tighten her chest.
Rachel had never been more nervous in her entire life. Not
even before she’d taken her final civil engineering exams.

Halting, she stopped when she came up against the iron
bedstead, and spun to see Ryan braced with his arms against
the doorframe, watching her.

His eyes dark as jet, his shirt hung open, no longer tucked
in his waistband. A deepening shadow hazed his jaw and
matched the wildness surrounding him.

The restraint she’d sensed in him when they’d arrived at
the cottage had been replaced by something far more com-
pelling. Rachel couldn’t read his expression but felt his
awareness of her. She shivered, every sense attuned to his
blatant sensuality.

He stepped into the room, increasing the spiraling tension
a thousandfold. If he raised his arms, he would easily touch
the ceiling. “Truly, Ryan .. .”

“Rachel—" He caught her wrist, gently but insistently
turning her hand palm up.

Rachel inhaled the warm scent of him. She glimpsed the
shadow of hair in his armpits. It occurred to her that she was
far more undressed than he was. That fact penetrated her
whirling mind as she opened her fist, struggling to draw
breath before she lifted her gaze. “It’s a sponge,” she felt ob-
ligated to say.

“I can see that.”

She caught only the briefest glimpse of his eyes as he bent
his head and kissed her. “I even have an idea where it goes.”
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She met his eyes boldly, found breath enough to breathe, and
lingered in his arms. “T suppose you’ve seen these before?”

His hand shifted to her face, long-fingered and solid
against her jaw. “Lie down.”

She backed away a step, dismayed that he would seek to
perform such an intimate task. But she shouldn’t have been.
Her body thrummed with the desire to experience what she
saw in his eyes, the blatantly erotic appraisal that laid waste
to her senses. “You cannot do what you are thinking . . .”

His smile turned sinful and, slowly, without even touching
her, he continued to stalk her backward, removing his shirt,
balling it in his hand as he tossed it aside with his shoes.
“And you cannot possibly understand how much I want to
touch you,” he said, as she sat abruptly on the bed, her wide
gaze sliding over his chest. “Did you think to put this sponge
in all by yourself?” he asked.

He was solidly built. Magnificent, with ridged muscles and
black, coarse hair that trailed down his abdomen to disappear
in the waistband of his trousers. His body bore the strength of
a man comfortable with danger. She felt diminutive.

She felt feminine and alive.

On fire.

“T used to dream of this.” He leaned over her and caught
himself against his palms above her. “Tused to dream of what
you would feel like, look like, all naked and flushed with de-
sire on my bed. What you would taste like.”

His mouth suckled and teased her breasts, drawing each
nipple between his lips. She groaned and thrashed, grabbing
his head between her palms. Braced above her, he moved
down her body. His lips hot against her stomach, his tongue
circled her navel.

“Ryan—"

She felt strange. Wonderfully feverish, as if the hot flush
rushing over her was not caused by anticipation.
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“Trust me, Rachel.”

There were those three little controlling words she hated.

Before she caught her breath and regained her senses enough
to exert some control over this matter, he moved lower over her
abdomen, taking her pantalets with him, leaving her body ex-
posed, the most intimate part of her vulnerable to his gaze.

“You are so beautiful.” He surrendered the word like a
caress.

His broad shoulders gleamed with moisture, his jaw
rasped against her tender flesh. A sudden burst of shyness
made her want to clamp her thighs together. She had not been
able to breathe when he’d touched her with his eyes. Now he
touched her in ways she’d never imagined. His fingers en-
tered the cleft between her legs, igniting her body, until she
was on fire, half-mad with passion. No longer possessing any
control, she let her legs fall open, granting him more access,
until his mouth replaced his fingers, and the shock nearly
drove her upright. She grabbed fistfuls of his hair.

He laved her, tortured her, did things that were so deli-
ciously wicked, her head fell back, and her hands closed on
his skull, encouraging and welcoming him.

She couldn’t breathe.

Her body tightened with passion. Tightened even more
with something devastatingly elusive.

“Not yet, Rachel.” She could hear the grin in his voice.

“You are such a bastard,” she uttered, boneless and frustrated
by the ease of his domination. Her knees remained opened.

“Call me what you will.” She felt him part her and slide the
sponge inside her until it rested against her cervix. “But when
you come, I’ll be the one looking in your eyes.”

Rachel struggled to her elbows and caught herself on her
hair. He was standing above her, his deft fingers working the
buttons on his trousers before he slid them off.

Hesitantly, she dragged her gaze over every glorious
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length of him to touch the fire in his eyes, and the intimacy of
the moment slid into her thoughts.

This was Ryan.

Her Ryan.

Shrouded in more than mystery, yet so familiar. The bane
of her childhood, her dream lover, her hero in more ways
than she had ever remembered. She marveled at his feral
naked grace, unable to recall a time when he had not been
part of her existence.

“I want to touch you—" She caught both hands around the
width and length of him.

Ryan’s grip manacled her wrists almost at once and drew
her hands from him. “Not yet.” He pressed her into the mat-
tress, kissing her thoroughly, diverting her. “I swear [ haven’t
the control to withstand it, Rache.”

She felt the heat of his skin, tasted herself on his mouth.
He moved between her legs, his voice a hoarse whisper. “Tell
me that you are sure.”

“Yes.” Her heart pounded against her ribs. Her vision
blurred. She needed to know that he felt the same rush of
madness in his blood. The same vulnerability. “And you?”

“Jaysus, Rachel.” His whisper touched her lips. “I have
wanted you always.”

Then he entered her, pressing deeper until she’d opened to
take him all the way inside her. She was tight, and he was big.
He was larger than she imagined. Though she’d held the full
length of him in her hand, she had not imagined the feel of
him inside her. Her body arched into his hips, joining his pas-
sion to hers, filling her completely.

She heard the deep primal groan that might have come
from her or Ryan. She didn’t know for sure. The muscles in
his back were hard beneath her gliding palms.

“Rachel . ..”

Opening her eyes, she looked into his face, inches from
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hers, their breath ragged, their mouths so close they touched.
So many shadows played in his eyes. “Don’t . . . stop,” she
cried out, feeling the rising tension climb, wanting him with
her when she peaked.

She clawed her fingers in his hair and pulled his mouth to
hers, opening him to her hunger. Her tongue moved in tan-
dem with him, equally driven by the welling need fusing
their bodies. He increased the rhythm of their lovemaking.
Then he pulled back as if to watch her face, to see into her
eyes. Her lungs grabbed on to his name, her gaze trapped in
his, she opened her mouth on a scream, but the sound re-
mained locked in her throat, coalesced inside her, sweeping
over, until she was arching high against him, crying out,
mindless. But he had not seen her. Eyes closing, his mouth
came crushing down on hers, swallowing her cries where
physical and emotional desires melded and imploded.

Together.

Where there was only Ryan.

Lost in his own climax, his British facade broken, he
gripped her hips in his palms, and swore like a real Irishman.
The heat of him poured hot inside her. He lost himself in the
lips that plundered his, before he collapsed on his elbows,
weak as she.

“I never knew . ..” she murmured against Ryan’s throat,
closing her eyes to exhaustion. “I never knew it could be like
this.”

It had never been like this for Ryan.

Conscious of the primitive need to take her again, he
rolled her on top of him, desiring only to see her in the moon-
light, her full breasts a silken invitation for his hands.

She made him swear and do things he’d never said or done
around a woman.

They made love twice more that night, once on the floor in
front of the fireplace, and again after they’d eaten a small
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meal in the kitchen, all with the same fierce mating that had
driven them earlier.

It was long after midnight when Rachel turned in his arms
and, smiling gently, closed her eyes. “I’ve never had such a
memorable evening, Ryan.”

The pads of his fingertips combed damp hair from her
face, unprepared for the compliment or the playful tilt of her
mouth. No one had ever thanked him for much of anything
before. “I’'m glad you were pleased.”

She purred and nuzzled like a cat against his hand.

Ryan soon discovered that sleep eluded him.

It was the chaos of his emotions that rocked him. The fire in
the other room had long since died from neglect. He disliked
the darkness. He had never been comfortable with the dark-
ness, for it equated to solitude, and he thought of his daughter’s
fear of the dark, wondering if he had not somehow imprinted
his own fear of it there himself, with his insistence that a light
remain on in her room. But tonight there was no light sur-
rounding him. And tonight he no longer felt alone.

Moonlight angled across the bed, revealing Rachel’s hand
resting lightly on the pillow where he lay on his side watch-
ing her.

She had asked why they were compelled to do this.

When I find the answer, I'll let you know, he’d told her.

He knew the answer.

It lay between them like the moon-forced tide, impossible
to contain or control, washing over them both. But like the
tide, the undercurrent threatened to pull them out to sea.

Ryan only knew that he did not know how to navigate the
waters he found himself swimming and still keep his head
above water. For tonight had been a lie. While he attempted
to gauge the more perceptible nuances between lust and
whatever else he was feeling, he did know that one night with
Rachel was not nearly enough.



Chapter 11
~O0_~—

“ I don’t imagine that I should mention that men don’t
like women to tell them what to do in bed,” Ryan
said, against her ear.

Smiling to herself, Rachel lay as if drugged on top of
Ryan, her thighs wrapped snugly against his hips, her damp
body glued to his. “T don’t imagine that you’ll mention that
fact at all.” She sighed against his chest. A downy white pil-
low cradled Ryan’s head, pale against the darkness of his hair
and the heavy shadow that had formed on his jaw. “Do you
think anyone will miss us this morning?”

He turned with her onto her back. “How are you feeling?”

Contentment was too tame an emotion for what she felt
when he pulled back to look down at her. “Ravished.”

They both smiled at the same time, concurrently. How
many times had she awakened last night to find him curled
against her? His arm draped around her. To find that she was
as eager to feel the pleasures of his body as he was to offer.
The morning light defined his nearly black eyes under thick
lashes as he continued to gaze down at her. “Why didn’t you
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marry him?” Ryan asked. “The man before me.”

Rachel held his unwavering gaze. Perhaps had he at-
tempted to force the issue, she would have been able to turn
away, a silently bald declaration of her reluctance to dredge
up the past. She could never tell Ryan the truth. Not all of it
anyway.

“He married someone else.”

A small silence fell between them, and she felt him men-
tally step back from the topic. There was caution needed
when walking on glass, and he recognized it, too.

“Do you still dress up in feathers and play opera diva in
front of your mirror?”

She looked at him, appalled that he would know that about
her.

“You’d be surprised what I remember about you,” he said,
as if reading her mind.

“Tell me,” she said. “What do you remember?”

“That you jumped your first hurdle on horseback when you
were ten on a horse that was too big for you. You wept when
that ridiculous goldfish I gave you died.”

“I had that fish for a year.”

“Your favorite flower is honeysuckle—"

“How do you know that?”

“You wore them at your first communion. While other girls
wore wreaths of lilies, you wore honeysuckle cultivated from
your father’s orangery. You were a lot of trouble even then.
Independent thinking was never encouraged by the nuns.”

Rachel looked into his dark fathomless eyes, struck anew
by him.

“You like Emily Bronté and Sir Isaac Newton’s Laws of
Motion equally. You liked men in scarlet uniforms, too.”

She disliked that he’d brought up any reference to his
brother and told him so.

“Forgive me for ruining the moment.”
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She didn’t know if he was sorry or not. Maybe he had only
wanted to get a response out of her. He brushed his lips
against hers.

She came back for a second taste until only their breathing
filled the awakening silence of the flowering dawn. Then his
hand cupped her chin, and he kissed her deeply, delving his
tongue inside her mouth. He consumed her with the same
meticulous resolve he’d used to claim her memories. And
blissful seconds later, the hard length of his erection pressed
against her hip, and then his hand was between her thighs,
touching her swollen softness intimately, her state of arousal
obvious.

Her eyes opened to his. Only inches apart, their breaths
ragged, he spread her legs wider. He moved three fingers
within her body. The slickness of her body eased the pas-
sage, then something much bigger and harder breached the
passageway.

“Take me deep, Rachel.” His voice was husky.

She wanted more.

She wanted this complete possession. She wanted to lose
control.

His fingers sinking into her hair, Ryan rode her, their rasp-
ing bodies the only sound in the room, the rigid muscles of
his arms taking each powerful stroke of his body until she
helplessly closed her eyes, her perfectly guarded control lost.

The direct undisguised well of emotion held her within its
palm and rocked her against the reality that he was not truly
hers.

He drank her keening cry, taking her as a conqueror. In
this arena as well as all others. It wasn’t fair that he had the
ability to disrupt her hard-won peace of mind.

For a long time afterward, weak in the turbulence of her
climax—and his—she didn’t move, as if she had the power
to fight against the sure surrender to the dawn. When at last
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their eyes locked, she knew that they both lay in the same
tenuous place. He pulled her into his arms, cradling her head
against his shoulder and, for just that moment, she let her
heart go free.

It was the wrong thing to do.

“When we awaken, you and I need to talk about our agree-
ment,” he whispered, draping his arm over her waist. “I'm
not letting you go.”

Her eyes opened. She didn’t want him to change their
agreement. She didn’t want to be his mistress or have some
torrid, ugly affair that would ruin her memories of last night.
She wasn’t going to love him and watch him marry someone
else.

Rachel listened to the growing noise of bird chatter in the
trees outside. Listened as Ryan’s breathing evened and
slowed. After a while, she turned her head and chanced a
glance at him. Bright early-morning sunlight spilled through
the slatted window.

His hair brushed his nape, and, smoothing the lock from
his forehead, Rachel remembered not too long ago when he
wore his dark hair longer, the perfect image of a pirate, in his
wilder, reckless days when defying conformity had been his
measure of an erstwhile challenge. She had only to breathe to
touch that flesh-and-blood memory now devoid of clothing.

Her impossible yearnings had begun to clash with her will.

Whatever the answer to her turmoil, she understood that
their passionate interlude had to be over.

Restless to leave before he awakened, Rachel eased from
beneath his arm. Her clothes lay all over the floor, testimony
to the passion spent last night, and added a visual to the scent
of sated lust on the sheets and between her legs. That Ryan
now slept like the dead gave her a rare sense of triumph, es-
pecially since she could barely move.

She flinched as she eased her chemise over her head. Mus-
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cles she never imagined existed ached. Rachel gathered up
her clothes and laid more peat on the fire to warm the room.
When she straightened, she came face-to-face with his
satchel. She had returned it to him earlier that week. It lay
open beside a half-empty bottle of whiskey and a plate of
cheese. Ore Industries papers were strewn over the table.
Caught by the sudden find, Rachel bent over to read. She
couldn’t tell if the papers had fallen out when the satchel
tipped or if someone had thrown them against the table.

Curious, she thumbed through the loose sheaf of papers,
slowing.

Her mind blank with shock, unable to comprehend what
she was reading and why, her hand lifted the top sheet, con-
firming what her eyes were telling her.

Icy cold rushed over her skin.

Dated two weeks ago, the statement of intent had been
written to Ryan. Ore Industries was acquiring Donally &
Bailey.

Ryan wasn’t just dismantling the Irish division, but the en-
tire company—to dismember, dissect, and murder.

He had not offered to buy her shares out of some noblesse
oblige or loyalty to her. He wanted her out to eliminate the
obvious problem she posed. The Irish division was only the
first of the collateral damage D&B would incur with such an
acquisition. Her hands shaking, she flipped through each pa-
per, shock rendering her incapable of thought.

Fury shimmered and grew.

She dropped the papers on the table, her first instinct to
shake Ryan awake and demand an explanation. Or to smash
the clock over his head.

But fury had faded to fear. Shock to dizziness.

Had Ryan told her this in the glade beside the river?
Rachel fumbled with her dress as she desperately tried to re-
construct the scene in her mind. Tried to remember what he’d



A MATCH MADE IN SCANDAL 181

said. Had she misconstrued his statements when he told her
she would listen to his terms? No, her mind cried out adamant
that she had misconstrued nothing.

Nor was this the first time a man had taken her for a fool,
she thought, stepping into her shoes. She’d worn no stock-
ings last night and wasn’t going to return to the bedroom to
retrieve her drawers. Her hands shook.

For one night, she’d allowed herself to forget.

Ryan had whispered tangible words in her ear, palpable in
their possessiveness, which had made her heart race and her
senses swim. She’d moved with him and been a part of him.
She’d stepped out of time and into something that had been
truly beautiful.

An inescapable passion made worse by the realization that
not everything between them had been a lie.

Ryan stood in the salon of the cottage reading the papers
Rachel had thrown all over the floor, a frown deepening his
thoughts. He swore. Someone was knocking on the door, he
realized as he looked up, aware that he’d been hearing the
pounding for some time. He shoved the papers into his
satchel.

Ryan flung open the door. David stood on the doorstep.
“Somehow I didn’t expect to see you still abed.”

“Surprise, surprise.” Ryan surveyed his brother grimly.
“My valet took the day off.”

He wore no shirt. Without suspenders, his trousers hung
low on his hips. In a dark mood, he glanced around his
brother’s tall form, didn’t see David’s Fenian henchmen, so
decided the call was probably social—though Ryan doubted
harmless.

“Would you care to come inside?”” Turning in invitation,
Ryan strode back to the wooden sink where he’d been wash-
ing earlier before he’d seen the papers strewn all over the
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floor in the salon. His travel clothes lay out on the table,
brushed and ready to wear. “I’d offer you tea and crumpets,
but my other servants are also on holiday.”

David walked to the bedroom door and peered inside.
“You had a restless night, I see.”

Aware that his brother was prowling, Ryan swished the ra-
zor in the bowl of water and scraped an edge of bristles from
beneath his chin.

“I just saw Rachel off to the train depot,” David said, his
footfall drawing nearer.

“Did you?” Ryan scraped soap from his face with careful
strokes, wondering what Rachel might have told David con-
cerning their relationship, knowing she probably despised
him this morning.

“I had an emergency to attend or would have returned to
see you sooner. As it is, circumstances have arisen, and I will
not be around for a while after today.”

That sounded cryptic enough that Ryan paused in his shav-
ing. He remembered that David had been bothered by some-
thing yesterday afternoon when Ryan had seen him in the
rectory. Some letter perhaps. “I hope everything is all right.”

“One cannot predict the needs of others,” David replied,
cordial but distant.

“That must be difficult for you.” Ryan’s blunt gaze
touched his brother’s in the glass. “To be so omnipotent yet
not clairvoyant.”

“How is your chin?”

Ryan washed the last spots of soap from his face. After
dabbing his jaw with the towel around his neck, he looked at
himself in the glass. His damp hair lay in strands. A bruise
was visible where David had hit him. The knot on his head
hurt more, but Ryan hadn’t really noted the soreness until
then. Not while Rachel had been in his arms, and he’d had his
mind and his body occupied.
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One solitary night had slipped into a provocative, bliss-
filled morning. Even by his standards. They had spent their
time together the very model of lovers, secluded in the cot-
tage past dawn, unmolested by the outside world, unmoved
by obligations, but not unaware that a dozen people were
probably looking for them. He’d missed his appointments
with the project manager and Marrow. He’d put aside the fact
that he should have been in Dublin today and needed to be
back in London by midweek. Ryan hadn’t awakened until ten
in the morning.

He’d awakened alone.

Tossing the towel into the sink, he turned to face his
brother. He didn’t need David to review his indiscretions or
to judge Rachel’s. Nor did Ryan want to be reminded of her
reasons for racing back to Dublin before him. In fact, when
he put his mind to the task, there was only one topic that re-
motely interested him.

“Do you want to tell me what you thought you were doing
last night?”

“Protecting two people I happen to care about very much.”
The white clerical collar pulled against his tanned throat, but
David looked far removed from humble as he leaned his
backside against the settee. “Rachel isn’t speaking to me.”

“Imagine that.”

Joining Ryan in the small alcove that served as the kitchen,
David withdrew a folded sheaf of paper from inside his
jacket. “I took the liberty of detailing the laws on handfasting
for your solicitors to digest and mourn.” He carelessly
dropped the paper on the table, where it slid across an air cur-
rent onto the floor at Ryan’s feet.

His jaw tight, Ryan picked it up, skimmed the contents,
and raised his gaze. His mood was surprisingly level, consid-
ering the fact that it was all chicanery. “Rachel read this?”

“Her reaction was more succinct than yours. She laughed,
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then ripped it up and threw it in my face. I won’t even tell you
what she said about you.”

David’s dark eyes bore a hint of amusement. Hell, he was
enjoying this. “She needn’t have bothered.” Ryan dropped
the sheaf on the table in flagrant disdain. “English law won’t
recognize this.”

“You weren’t married in England. You were married in
Ireland. Handfasting is permitted under the ancient Brehon
law here and falls under the jurisdiction of common not
canon law,” David added. “But for the legal naysayer, I de-
cided this morning after leaving Rachel to go one step fur-
ther”” He gave Ryan the special license secured from a
magistrate. “Civil ceremonies are legal.”

Ryan suddenly felt as if he were watching himself fall out
a very high window only to be stopped by the pavement. The
door opened, and Ryan looked up. “Are you bloody telling
me Rachel is my legal wife?”

David settled his hat on his head. “She does not yet know
just how completely. I’ll leave it to you to explain.”

If David had wanted to punish him for whatever sin he’d
committed by leaving the Church, Ryan was positive the
joke couldn’t get worse. “This is laughable if not outright
criminal.”

“I’ll be bidding you a fare thee well. It’s been entertain-
ing.” His brother stepped out of the cottage and shut the door.

“I'm getting married in ten weeks!” Ryan shouted. He
yelled something else a lot worse, caring little whether his ar-
rogant ass of a brother heard him or not.

Scraping a hand through his hair, Ryan looked around him,
impotent with incredulity, then padded barefoot across the
floor and flung open the door. He wasn’t going to let David
ruin his entire life. “Where did you say you took Rachel?”

David turned in the grass. He’d reached the trees and
shaded his eyes against the sun. “The train depot.”
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“I thought the floods wiped out the tracks around Rath-
drum.”

“She didn’t leave from Rathdrum.”

“You mean there’s another train depot not far from here?”

“About an hour. Nearer to the coast.”

“Bloody hell.” Ryan’s fist gripped the door latch. He’d
been told in Dublin that there was no through train to Rath-
drum until the repairs to the bridge were finished. To think he
could have saved himself the torture of traveling over a
rough water-bound macadam toll road better suited for vic-
tims weaned on the Inquisition. “How long ago did she
leave?”

“The train was due into the depot at noon.” David pulled
out his watch fob and flipped open the lid. “That means it
should get to there around three.”

A long whistle screeched through the outdoor station, jerk-
ing Rachel out of her nap and nearly causing heart failure.
Elsie occupied the window seat facing hers. By the look of the
pages read in the book since they’d sat down, Rachel had not
been asleep for long. People continued to loll in the aisles,
shoving belongings on the upper rack above the crowded
seats. Someone had brought chickens inside the coach car.
Now conscious of the noise, the unpleasant smells, and her
own unfamiliar emotions, all gathering in her head, her vacant
composure cracked.

Rachel pulled her watch fob out of her skirt pocket. Brush-
ing a feather from her emerald velvet traveling costume, she
was tempted to go outside on the platform and shout at the
conductor to get the train moving. “We are already three and
a half hours late, for God’s sake!”” She snapped her fob shut.

Rachel needed to get to Dublin.

Needed to get in touch with her London solicitor and seek
legal counsel before she confronted Ryan again.
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And Lord in heaven, how did one go back to yesterday af-
ter an experience like last night?

“Pardon, mum?” Elsie shut the book in her lap. “Are you
well?”

Rachel flicked a sideways glance at poor Elsie, who
looked anxious, especially after Rachel’s blasphemous ver-
bal encounter with David that afternoon. She softened her
expression. “I wanted to thank you . . . for what you did for
me last night.”

“Oh, mum.” Elsie folded her hands over the book. “If only
1 did do you a favor.”

“Elsie”—Rachel gently squeezed the girl’s wrist—"you
did do me a favor.”

Pressing her pretty lips together in a tight line, Elsie drew
nearer until her mouth touched Rachel’s ear. “I forgot to tell
you something important.”

“About what?”

“I forgot to tell you that you’re supposed to soak the . ..
you know . . . what I gave you in lemon juice first.”

“Lemon juice?” she rasped.

“I’m sorry, mum.”

The very idea sounded as shocking as the intimate image
of Ryan performing the detailed task of insertion, taking her
easily to heights of sybaritic bliss with his tongue. He’d
known how to touch her. Known things about her body that
she’d never imagined. What would he have said if she’d
tasted like lemonade?

She turned her face toward the large window.

Her cycle was always timely as clockwork, and she was
sure her flow would start soon. Yet, as much as she sought to
escape Ryan and the devastating effect he had on her, she had
to force herself to consider the very real possibility that she
might actually be his wife.

Another long whistle sounded from the engine up ahead.
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The train wheels squealed, then jerked forward, the sudden
momentum sending items crashing from the shelf above
everyone’s heads. Elsie jumped out of her seat with a terri-
fied shriek. Passengers sprang into action. Rachel caught
Elsie’s carpetbag, filled with books, before it hit the floor.

Her arms outstretched, she stood on the balls of her feet as
she tried to readjust the items on the shelf. She was wearing
full travel regalia including a bustle and jacket that restricted
her reach. “Elsie . . . help me, please.”

A pair of gloved hands came over her shoulders and took
the bag from her grasp, easily inserting it onto the shelf
above her head. “Ryan!”

The train lurched again in an explosion of steam and
cranking wheels, throwing her backward against him.
“Rachel . . .” he said against her hair.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, beneath her breath.

Shaded by a hat worn low over his forehead, the steel in
that gaze didn’t escape her any more than the familiar warm
scent of him flooding over her to bring the night rushing back
in an inescapable flush. “We need to talk.” His urbane tone
did nothing to soothe her. “I think you know why.”

He released her, and she whirled to face him, wobbling
with the train’s movements. “We’ve nothing more to say to
each other, Ryan Donally.”

“I’ll move, mum.” Elsie jumped out of her seat and col-
lided with Rachel. “It will be no trouble for me to find an-
other seat.”

Catching her balance on her faux husband, Rachel pulled
Elsie to the seat next to hers. “You’re not going anywhere
alone on this train.” Not with the scurvy men she’d seen
board earlier. “Sit next to me on the aisle. And don’t listen.”

“Yes, mum.”

Without a word, Ryan removed his hat and sided past her
toward the window seat facing hers. His height obliged her to
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lift her chin, his size impinging on her space before they both
sat across from the other. Tugging off his gloves with his
teeth, he removed each one, something in the manner of his
movements revealing a barely contained violence.

That fast, her levity faded. David had told her she and
Ryan were truly married, which she didn’t for one moment
believe. She had thought last night would have ended her ob-
session with Ryan, but it had only sharpened her desire and
made her dislike him even more for his deception.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

“Why did you leave this morning without talking to me?”

They’d both spoken at the same moment.

Rachel was aware of an ink stain on her sleeve and folded
her hand over the ugly mark. Today everything was supposed
to have gone back to the way it was between them, and the
fact that it hadn’t alarmed her as much as her cowardice.

“We had an agreement for one night. You aren’t supposed
to be here.”

The train grumbled over the tracks, the sound of the en-
gine vibrating the walls of the coach. “Don’t you think cur-
rent circumstances trump all other agreements?” His words
were spoken softly, his tone inflexible, yet she glimpsed a
perceptible softening in his gaze as he read the panic in hers.

“What circumstances?” She glared with stormy eyes. “Or
maybe you’re incapable of honoring agreements that entail
no profit.”

His eyes grew equally stormy. “I forgot how well you
know me, Rache.”

Recognizing that it would be imperative for her to remain
unemotional, Rachel folded her hands in her lap. He had al-
ways guarded his family dignity with an iron fist and would
want to keep everything as circumspect as possible.

She forced her gaze out the window. The tracks had begun
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to dip, and already the trees were thinning as the train neared
the coast.

Secretly, she wanted to thrive on Ryan’s dilemma. If her
own dilemma were not worse. “I release you of any respon-
sibility that you think you might owe this unforeseen oc-
casion,” she quietly said. “I don’t recognize any marriage
between us.”

“Thank you, High Justice Bailey.” Ryan leaned forward
and braced his elbows on his knees. “But I doubt very much
you have that kind of judicial power.”

“You don’t understand. David did what he did because of
me.” Disgusted by her maudlin yearnings, Rachel blurted
everything out. “I went to him and told him . . . I told him
that I was either going to kill you or sleep with you. Maybe
both,” she said in addendum, finding that her bottom was al-
ready sore on the hard seats. Or maybe she was too hot in the
airless car. “I asked him to help me. I thought he would do
something pious, like pray over my soul. Not handfast me to
you.”

She looked at the bow of Ryan’s mouth, remembered the
warmth and taste of him last night. She remembered other
things, too. The soothing strength of his arms. The dark inten-
sity of his eyes when he’d watched her release beneath him.

“I believe that we both agree this is not legal,” Rachel said
in a level tone.

“Hell”—scraping a palm over his jaw, he looked at her—
“nothing is ever simple between us. Is it?”

And all at once, her defenses fled. “No one need know
what happened between us last night, Ryan.”

Casually, he edged his palm beneath her fingers. “A lot
happened,” he said after a long moment. “I’m just not sure
what exactly.”

“At least we are of the same mind.” She did not attempt to
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pull her hand from his larger one. Her surrender, fleeting as it
was, raised Ryan’s head.

He pierced her with those sultry eyes. Turning her hand
over in his, he traced a thumb across the veins in her wrist.
Skeins of warmth arced up her arm to play havoc with her
lungs. “That is a first, I think,” he said. “That we share a like
mind on something. Even if you believe you hate me at this
moment.”

Her eyes shot to his.

“You read what was inside my satchel this morning.”

Rachel slid her hands from his. “Yes.”

“I didn’t tell you everything because I didn’t want you to
be hurt more than you already would be, Rachel. You can be-
lieve that or not, but it’s the truth.”

She folded her hands tightly in her lap to keep from striking
him, realizing now that she didn’t know if his reasons for be-
ing on the train were personal or professional. “Then I should
be grateful. Your conquests are not usually so fortunate.”

Ryan sat back in the seat.

In the ensuing silence, she stared out the window at the un-
tamed Irish shoreline, unable to speak another word. The
land possessed a feral beauty, breathless in its natural ele-
ment, changed through time only by forces greater than
man’s will. She had felt the same raw forces last night in
Ryan’s arms. Forces now restrained by the civil veneer he
wore like a cloak around his life.

Rachel was conscious of his knees pressed against hers, of
Elsie sitting next to her trying to look uninterested in both
Ryan and the conversation. Mostly she was conscious of a
sense of disappointment, amplified by an awful loss that
grew and grew.

“I am not your enemy, Rachel.”

“Then what are you?”” She leaped to her feet. She had the
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feeling that if she tried to hit him now, he wouldn’t stop her.
“Because you sure as blazes aren’t my friend.”

Rachel pushed past Elsie and stumbled into the aisle. Her
movement drew the startled attention of other passengers as
she grabbed the seats and wobbled like a drunk against the
train’s movement down the passageway.

She threw open the door. The wind and noise sucked a sob
from her lungs. She stepped outside onto the metal grate. Be-
low her feet, she could see the tracks whipping past. Rachel
stepped forward and clutched the web railing.

Behind her, the door grated open and slammed shut. Her
gaze remained focused on a flock of distant seagulls coasting
with white-spread wings over the thinning treetops. She
could see the coast through the trees. “You came to Ireland to
buy me out of the company so you would have no opposition
to the merger,” she said without turning, her voice raised over
the noise.

“That was my intent, yes.” His coat flapped against her legs,
but he made no effort to touch her as she finally faced him.

“You built Donally & Bailey! You worked hard. I know
how hard you worked because I watched you. I watched you
fight the status quo. I watched you take jobs no one else
would. Plan projects no one else could. D&B wouldn’t be
what it is today without your dedication.” Sounding almost
admiring of him, and recognizing the interest sparking in his
cool eyes, Rachel reined in her passion. “Where is that man,
Ryan?”

He placed his hands next to hers on the rail and trapped her
between his arms and his body. “Look closely, Rachel,” he
said. “I am that man. I haven’t changed. Only your percep-
tion of me has changed.”

Rachel didn’t believe him. She remembered a day not so
many years ago when he had rolled up his sleeves and walked
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the city’s lower sewer grid in the heat of summer to trace the
source of a problem. He’d never cared about society or the
aristocracy or the manner of men the institution bred. Now,
he had become the very thing he’d always despised. Her peo-
ple would lose their jobs. Where was the man who used to
care about those who worked for him?

“Need I ask Johnny his opinion on the acquisition? Or is
he as powerless as 1?”

Ryan straightened. “He knows what has to be done.”

The wind pushed at her skirts. “Is that the universal excuse
men use to justify inexcusable behavior? It has to be done
because ... ?”

“Ore Industries will put D&B out of business in less than a
year. Taking my offer before the acquisition will benefit you,
Rache.”

She folded her arms. “If money were everything to me, then
being pillaged by you would be more pleasant to endure.”

Ryan’s expression went dark. “You looked to be enduring
just fine last night. In fact your endurance of my pillaging
was endless.”

“You’re heartless,” she whispered, when he slid his finger
beneath her chin and tilted her face. “And knowing what I
know today, I despise you.”

Their eyes met. How could he ever have believed that after
last night anything could go back to being as it was between
them? “Certainly, your affection, no matter how candid, has
always been refreshingly honest, Rachel.”

“You mock me, Ryan.”

“You mock yourself,” he said, the true tenor of his actions
locked in his gaze. “I pay my mistresses well, but I don’t give
them international corporations.”

Rachel itched to slap his face. “You’re not giving me any-
thing!”

“My offer is a good one. I put it in your satchel. Packed in
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the baggage car with my valise.” He stepped away from her.
“I suggest that when you get to Dublin you take the time to
read it carefully and accept the terms.”

“Thank you.” She tightened her arms over her torso. “For
making my options patent. This is all so perfectly civil.”

“There is no reason why it shouldn’t be.”

He was gallingly arrogant to think taking her to bed was
within the bounds of normal negotiation, even for his ruth-
less tactics.

Indeed, she had not forgotten the truth about Ryan Donally.

He was a speculator who had made his fortune gambling.
He gambled on stocks and commodities. On trade and com-
merce, and the buying and selling of people’s futures. In his
desire to crush those he despised, he’d destroyed human
livelihoods. His character had suited his goals and made ty-
coons of those who had followed him, paupers of those who
got in his way.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Rachel.”

Except he already had.

He reached for the door. “T’ll move to another car until we
get to Dublin.”

Then he would return to London and begin the process of
dismantling her entire life piece by piece until Donally &
Bailey was as insignificant to him as she. ““You know that you
and I would never have worked,” she called. “I am certain if
we were ever to live as husband and wife, we’d strangle each
other faster than I could spell blushing bride.”

He’d opened the door, tall in the doorframe, his dark coat
more than a cloak against the chill. It framed him with a cool
detachment that set him apart from everyone else on the
train. Especially her.

“Then it’s fortunate for both of us we will never live as
husband and wife. Take my offer, Rachel.” His voice was
soft. “It’s the only one you’re going to receive.”



Chapter 12
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“Rachel, are you still awake, dear?” Looking like
Medusa with rags in her orange hair, Memaw
stuck her head into Rachel’s room. “I saw the light beneath
your door.”

“I’m not sleeping.” Rachel stopped in the midst of folding
a pair of stockings. Trunks lay open over her bedroom floor.
Papers on her bed were scattered in disarray. She’d long
since released her hair from its braid, and it fell over her
shoulders. “But you should be.”

“I brought you something hot.” Memaw hobbled toward
her with a cup in her hand. “You did not eat your supper.”

As long as Rachel could remember, whenever she’d been
upset, Memaw always brought her a cup of thick hot chocolate.

Her gaze fell on her satchel atop her counterpane, and she
turned away. She and Elsie had arrived home late last night
from the Dublin train terminal. One of Memaw’s grooms had
been at the station to pick them up upon their arrival. At least
David had wired Memaw to let her know that she would be
arriving.

194
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She had not seen Ryan since he’d returned her satchel and
changed seats on the train. That morning, she attended
church, served punch at the afternoon parish social. Did nor-
mal things as if she weren’t dying inside. Pieces of Ryan’s
business proposal lay scattered over the floor like huge white
flakes of dandruff. Sometime before tomorrow, she would
have to decide how she was going to rescue the rest of her
life.

“I wish that you would consider going with me to Lon-
don,” she said.

“Nonsense.” Memaw eased her frame into a chair beside
Rachel’s canopied bed. “I would only be in the way.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“This is my home. It’s yours as well, Butterfly.”

“I wish you wouldn’t call me that.” Rachel scraped the hair
from her face and immediately regretted the bite of her
words. “It’s just that I’'m not a little girl, Memaw.”

“Are ye so afraid of a wee bit of softness, Rachel?”

Softness was a luxury she could ill afford, especially now.
But Memaw was familiar enough with Rachel’s character to
know that no matter how much pressure she’d ever been un-
der, she’d never snapped at Memaw.

“He’s thirty-one years old Memaw,” Rachel whispered.
“He’s well educated, respected,” she added, for heaven only
knew the power he wielded over people’s lives.

“He controls an international firm that employs thousands
worldwide. He’s about to be awarded a knighthood. He’s one
of the wealthiest men in England. How do I fight that?”

Her gaze fell on the floor. The London Times still lay
where she’d tossed it earlier. His acquisition of Valmonts was
yesterday’s business news. Their paths were clearly marked.
Futures staked. Both nonnegotiable with the softer side of
life. “Taking apart D&B is merely business to him. Just like
everything else since Kathleen’s passing. Except for his
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daughter, Ryan no longer seems to hold an emotional con-
nection to anything.”

“Balderdash, girl.” Memaw waggled her cane at Rachel. “I
should take you over my knee.”

Rachel looked at Memaw as if she’d gone mad. “Me?”

“He came to Ireland to see you, didn’t he? And what did
you do about it? Were ye pleasant? Sweet-natured?”

“He didn’t come to see me.”

“Ryan Donally could have sent a dozen men in his stead,
dear. A man like that doesn’t drop his business for a week
without a reason.”

Rachel rejected any idea except the obvious. He needed
her cooperation to help make his next business acquisition go
forward with as little trouble as possible. Ryan might be ca-
pable of passion, but she did not believe him capable of
more, and she wanted nothing to do with him. “Truly,
Memaw. Your bedside manner is appalling.” She bent and
snatched up the broadsheet. “Maybe you should grab your
spectacles. His betrothal is even mentioned in the business
column.”

“Pah! Since when does society have anything over a Bailey?
You’ve the blood of a queen running through your veins.”

A famous pirate queen, Rachel laughed, having heard the
old story about Grace O’Malley a hundred times. Rachel’s
strained emotions veered from laughter to near tears. She
didn’t think her pirate pedigree would count for much in the
court of public opinion. But Memaw was proud of that line-
age, so Rachel said nothing.

Finally, she set the mug of chocolate on her bedside table,
and smoothed the lace doily. Not a thing was out of place. In-
deed, she organized her entire life down to the color of stock-
ings she would wear on any given day. Ryan was nothing but
chaos in her life.

But Memaw seemed to want to champion him.
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Her grandmother and David had grown close since his re-
turn to Ireland years ago, but Rachel suspected Ryan had al-
ways been her favorite Donally. Probably because deep
inside, past the hard-nosed bluster of his boyhood, he’d been
so needy for affection. Memaw had never liked Ryan’s father.
He’d been on a project in Wales when his youngest son had
walked across the stage, first in his class in Edinburgh. But
her grandparents had been there. So had she. And Kathleen.

Rachel had been completely blind not to recognize that
Ryan had once been in love with her.

She thought of her own feelings for him, and attempted to
box up her reasons for sleeping with him into a tidy summa-
tion attributed to lust. The full realization of what they had
done together had not truly set in until he’d left her on the
train, and she’d arrived at the station in Dublin, walked out-
side beneath a perfect sky, filled with perfect stars, and real-
ized how truly imperfect her life had become.

She had not slept with Ryan because of lust.

“Are you going to be working late, dear?” Memaw was
standing at the door. Rachel hadn’t even heard her rise.

Staring distractedly at the papers she’d laid out earlier on
the bed, Rachel set her hands on her waist. “I’ve been work-
ing late every night for the past eight years. That’s why [ have
what I have.”

“No, Butterfly.” Memaw gave her a reproachful smile. “Ye
have what you have because you’ve fought for every inch for
your triumph.”

“Have you ever been ashamed of me, Memaw?” she
asked.

“You can look me in the eye and dare ask me that?”
Memaw’s tone took her to task. “You rolled over and played
dead once before. If ye do it again, ye deserve your fate, girl.”

Frowning, Rachel watched Memaw wobble out of the room.
Later that night as Rachel blew out the lamp and lay down in
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the moonlight-scented sheets, she stared at the inside of her
canopy. She didn’t want to be afraid of Lord Devonshire.

But Memaw had been right. She had run away from her
life once before. She had done so to protect herself. She had
done so because she was in love with her best friend’s hus-
band. She had filled that void with an education few women
could only dream of achieving. And had attained indepen-
dence at a cost greater than anyone could imagine. Now
when it came time to fight, Rachel had capitulated to Ryan
too easily.

The absolute realization of that fact struck her like a comet
crashing down from the stars.

Walking away from her entire life was not an option.

Rolling onto her stomach, Rachel propped her chin on her
hand and stared out the window. White lace curtains fluttered
in the honeysuckle breeze. She was reminded of Ryan’s
memory of her first communion.

She’d worn honeysuckle in her hair that day because her
grandfather had given her those tiny yellow flowers, and
she’d wanted to honor him. Ryan was correct about one
thing. She’d been punished severely for her disobedience.

But some things in life were worth the fight.

D&B had grown from the cellar of her father’s house
thirty years ago. It was as much her legacy as it was Ryan’s to
grow.

Maybe she only wanted Ryan to realize that Donally could
coexist with Bailey. That D&B could coexist with Ore Indus-
tries. That it would be possible to go into the future without
destroying the past.

Maybe it was time that she finally took a stand.

Women might never get the public vote, but they could
own majority shares in international corporations and vote
policy with their percentage.

How else did one beat a tycoon industrialist with well-laid
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plans for his perfect future? But soundly and at his own
game.

At least her actions guaranteed that he would not forget
her too soon.

“Sir?” A knock sounded on Ryan’s sitting-room door.

Snapping the cuff link closed on his sleeve, he glanced up,
expecting the hotel porter. A fire warmed the outer chambers
where he’d found lodging, awaiting his packet out of Dublin
on Monday. There had been nothing leaving the city on Sun-
day. He’d spent two nights in the best lodging money could
buy, and still hadn’t managed to get more than a few hours
rest. He wasn’t in a patient mood.

“The chambermaid let me in, sir,” his solicitor hastily ex-
plained his presence. “I didn’t know if you would still be here.”

Ryan stripped his jacket from the wooden rack beside him
and slid his arms into the sleeves. “I won’t be here much
longer.” He shrugged into the coat, turning to the glass to
check his necktie, then walked out of the dressing room to
the bedroom. A half-empty breakfast platter and coffeepot
remained on the trundle cart.

Ryan poured himself coffee and, bringing the cup to his
lips, regarded Smythe over the rim. “Why do I get the feeling
I’m not going to like what you have to say?”

“You were correct,” Smythe said. “Miss Bailey appeared
at the office this morning.”

Despite the fact that he knew she would, Ryan experienced
a twinge of foreboding. His solicitors were supposed to meet
hers this afternoon. Smythe shouldn’t be here.

“She is a spitfire, if I can say so myself, sir. Must be the red
hair.” He chuckled, and Ryan continued to listen patiently.
“Her employees admire her. Frankly, I've never met—"

“Smythe—" Ryan finished the last of the coffee and set
down the cup with a clink. A glance at the clock on the wall
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told him that he needed to leave for the docks. “Is there a
point to this?”

“She seemed to know I would be at the office, and gave me
this—” Smythe set the envelope on the cart next to Ryan’s
cup. “She told me to thank you for the generous offer for
Donally & Bailey stock. After reading your proposal, she
was flattered that you would pay so much above market
price, and that any woman . . . she emphasized woman, sir,
would be faint with adulation over such generosity. She con-
sidered the offer above reproach and was honored, consider-
ing everything the broadsheets had written about you, that
you had . . . a conscience. Her words, sir.”

“No doubt she holds me in the highest regard,” Ryan said,
turning to face the window, his hands folded behind his back.

Smythe heard the veiled dry humor in his voice. “But she
said you could take both your offer”—he cleared his throat—
“and your person, and go to blazes. Only she didn’t use
blazes exactly, sir.”

“Did she actually swear at you?”

“Not exactly at me, sir. She said that it would snow in hell
before she ever sold you one share of D&B stock. She was so
pleasant in her discourse, one could forget it was you she was
talking about.”

His well-honed composure blunted, Ryan stared out the
window overlooking one of the numerous canals that snaked
through Dublin, fighting the urge to laugh outright. She was a
fool.

A knock sounded on the door, and a porter stuck his head
inside. He wore a green uniform and round pillbox hat. ““Your
coach is here, Mr. Donally.”

“Take my valise. I'll be there in a moment,” Ryan said,
then to Smythe, “Continue,” he instructed.

“As you ordered, I offered reimbursement for the personal
funds that she spent while at her job here.”
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“Don’t tell me that she turned that part of the offer down,
too?”

“No, sir. Just the opposite. She politely reminded me that
you owed her interest.” He set his satchel on the table and
withdrew a folder. “Her accounting was more precise than
mine on certain matters, considering we have not yet had
time to go over every expenditure she made the last few
years.”

Ryan took the folder and flipped through the pages, im-
pressed by Rachel’s thoroughness in the short time since her
return from Glenealy. No doubt, the arithmetic was correct.
Rachel had the ability to add multiple columns of numbers as
well as solve equations in her head that would leave most
men gasping in reverence. Calculating interest would be ele-
mentary to her in comparison.

“She also gave me an accounting of her education costs,
which she now considers a reimbursable expense.” Smythe
handed Ryan yet another folder of papers. “And miscella-
neous fees”—another folder was added to the pair in his
hands—*that include various bribes, transportation costs,
and professional books. She told me not everything could be
recovered, but that was the price of stupidity.”

Ryan dropped the folders on the table, wondering what the
hell that was supposed to mean. “Anything else?”

“I paid her, sir,” his loyal solicitor said.

“Everything?”

“You told me to cooperate. And she presented her case well.”

Leave it to Rachel to outtrump the trumpeter and abscond
with more money than the Irish division of D&B was proba-
bly even worth. Admittedly, he was impressed with her little
mercenary heart—which gave way to a greater worry that
begged to ask the question why she didn’t take the offer.
There would only be one reason for that. She was going to
make a bid for control—and with his own bloody money.
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“Impossible,” he said. “Bloody impossible circumstances.”

He had gone to Rathdrum last week with the intent of tak-
ing Rachel out of the playing field and had managed to lose
the first battle as easily as Smythe had lost his.

Ryan flicked open the lock on his satchel to add Rachel’s
folders. His satchel smelled like her, and he resisted bringing
it to his face. He peered at the cloudy sky outside from be-
neath the low brim of his hat. Her complete disregard for her
future overwhelmed any diplomatic inclination he felt to set-
tle the political issues between them. He now accepted that
this buyout would come at a price. Perhaps as penance for
two decades of idiocy when it came to his utter frustration to
make some logical peace between the paradox of his emo-
tions when it came to her.

She should have taken his offer for her shares in the com-
pany when she’d had the chance.

And he should never have slept with her.

Yet, for one night in Glenealy, when Ryan had looked at
the woman he’d once loved with his entire soul, he’d won-
dered what his future might have held if she’d fought half as
hard for him as she’d ever fought for Donally & Bailey.

Ryan only knew he would not be losing any more battles.

Little did Rachel truly comprehend her circumstances—or
her advantage if she figured out the truth. In the meantime, he
had wired his solicitors in London to research handfasting
laws and attempt to untangle the knot David had tied around
his life.

“Finish your work here in Dublin.” Carrying his coat over
his arm, Ryan walked to the door, his hard-soled shoes mark-
ing his steps on the planked floor. “These quarters will be
paid for until the end of the week.”

Smythe glanced at the chambers. “Are you sure?”’

“Try not to think of this as a vacation,” Ryan said.

& * &
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The weather couldn’t have been more portentous of her
future, Rachel thought as she sat on the Holyhead-bound
packet, grateful that she’d made the ferry. Surrounded for the
last few hours by her work, she raised her gaze from the table
where she sat jotting down notes. The ferry was huge, with its
double-decker tiers and windows on all sides. She estimated
three hundred people on board. Once she was in Wales, the
train would take her to London. She felt clever to have pur-
chased the last two tickets out of Dublin for the day.

Attempting to return her focus to her work, she looked
around the crowded salon before wisely capping the ink bot-
tle lest it spill. Wind buffeted the ship, seeping through the
glass behind Rachel, and she drew her cloak higher onto her
shoulders.

Only the truly hardy people remained topside on deck as
the storm proceeded to get worse. Whitecaps dotted the iron
gray sea that blended into the horizon.

“It be colder than a wart on a bugger’s ass.” Elsie slid into
the empty seat across from Rachel, bringing with her a chill
breeze. Wrapped in a warm woolen cloak, she shivered.
“Pardon, mum. I am colder than a wart—"

“You’re soaked.” Rachel leaned across the table to test
Elsie’s sleeve. “Where are your gloves?”

Elsie pulled a pair of woolen mittens from her pockets.
“Wet, mum. It started to rain.”

“Didn’t you think you should have come inside earlier?” She
reached for her reticule and withdrew her fur-lined gloves. “T’ll
not have you catch your death. Put these on until you warm.”

“But what about you? Memaw told me I was to take care of
you. If you were to come down with a chill . . .”

“I won’t. Besides, we’ll be in Holyhead in another hour.”

“Will Memaw be all right without us, mum?” Elsie asked
after a few moments. “Father David will check up on her,
will he not?”
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“God forbid,” Rachel said under her breath.

She was in the process of returning to her notes when
across the salon, the door flew open and the very flesh-and-
muscle image of her thoughts blew in out of the cold. Frigid
gusts whipped at his heavy coat as he turned to shut the door,
his height setting him off from the crush of people surround-
ing him.

Almost as swiftly, Rachel dropped her astonished gaze to
her papers. What was Ryan doing on the ferry?

“Move to your left, Elsie,” Rachel whispered, pulling her
hood over her head. “I fear the people milling about are dis-
tracting me from my work.”

“Yes, mum.”

All of her senses heightened, Rachel leaned to the right of
Elsie’s shifting body to better glimpse Ryan walking across
the stateroom toward a bench that faced the picture window.
Somewhere in her whirling thoughts, the realization that she
could not be more cursed traipsed across her mind.

Rachel dropped her gaze to her papers. She hadn’t ex-
pected that Ryan might still be in Ireland. Then he’d probably
spoken to his solicitor. He would know what she was plan-
ning to do with all of his money.

She reread the letter she’d been composing to Johnny,
frustrated when she’d discovered she’d lost the thread of her
thoughts. Frustrated that in spite of the precautions with
which she’d sought to fortify herself for the long road ahead,
she had not been prepared for her reaction to Ryan. She
couldn’t believe that he was on board. That he had been on
board for the last two hours without her knowing. He must
have been sitting on the upper deck the entire time.

Rachel peered around Elsie. His back to her, his arms
stretched across the back of the bench, Ryan had discarded
his satchel and valise next to him on the bench. In front of
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him, rain rivulets trailed down the grimy window and ob-
scured most of his view.

With unapproachable invisibly stamped across every
hardened inch of him, his vulnerability was oddly striking in
contrast. He appeared like some carved granite four de force
as Rachel wondered what he was thinking, staring out at the
cold empty sea.

No longer wondering at the beating of her heart, she
looked away. She knew that she wanted him enough not to
pretend that she didn’t, which only made her quest to defeat
him harder.

But not impossible.

An hour later, the ferry arrived at Holyhead. Rachel dis-
embarked in the crowd behind Ryan, never losing sight of
him as he hailed a hansom to take him to the railway termi-
nal. She stood a dozen people behind him at the telegraph of-
fice in the station. Not once did he turn.

Not once did he look over the crowd or seem to care that
he drew attention wherever he went. He was beautiful and
could make something as mundane as reading last evening’s
broadsheet tantalizing to watch. She saw him again just after
dawn as the train pulled into a depot an hour outside London.
He’d been sitting in the first-class coach, two cars down from
where she and Elsie had encamped for the night. She’d
opened her eyes realizing the train had stopped when the
conductor walked down the long aisle outside her compart-
ment announcing the station.

Ryan stood on the ramp nearly in front of her window, a
shadow marring his jaw, his valise in one hand as he settled
his hat on his head, looking as if he hadn’t slept. Yielding to
an immature sense of justice, she felt her mouth tilt, when
suddenly he turned his head and looked directly at her in the
window.
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Startling her out of her sleepy complacency.

As if he’d known exactly where she’d been sitting on the
train.

She felt the kick of her pulse. The telltale heat in her veins.
She’d glimpsed the same intensity in his eyes when he’d
made love to her, when his warm skin pressed against hers,
and she’d kissed him with an urgency she had not been able
to control.

“Where will you be staying?” The glass muffled his words.

A furtive glance at the other occupants around her reas-
sured Rachel no one was paying attention. “Go away.” She
mouthed the words.

He put his hand to his ear.

“Go away.” She mouthed the words more forcefully.

Without taking his eyes off hers, he moved to the window,
his arrogance hardly surprising, considering he probably
knew she was in London to put a halt to his precious Ore In-
dustries raid on D&B.

She lowered the window and leaned outside. “You’re the
last person I would tell where I'm going, Ryan Donally.” She
attempted to keep her voice low.

For a moment, he merely studied her in exasperation.
“You are the most stubborn, infuriating woman I have ever
known in my entire life, Rachel.”

“And you are the most infuriating, stubborn man.”

“You have no idea what you’re doing.”

“I intend to talk to Johnny.”

She knew exactly what she was doing and hoped Mr.
Williams had the list of major stockholders in the company
ready for her. She would fight him.

Ryan took a step nearer. He smelled salty and hot. Of sun-
shine and coffee.

“Go back to Ireland, Rachel. I meant what I said earlier.”

Nearly eye level with him, she refused retreat. Faint em-
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bers of heat, remnants of Glenealy, burned between them.
She knew he felt it, too. “Why did you wait so long to shut me
down?” Her voice quieter now, she challenged him to an-
swer. “You’ve had ample opportunity in the past.”

The train gears released, shooting a plume of steam onto
the platform. “Why don’t you tell me your theory? Seeing
that you’ve thought this completely out to the bloody end.”

“Instinct,” she said succinctly, feeling safer than she
should with the glass between them. “Deep inside, you don’t
really want to destroy me . . . any more than you do D&B.”

With a crank of screeching metal, the heavy wheels began
to move. “Is that right?” Noting the flush on her pale skin, his
amused gaze lifted to her lips and again to her eyes. “This is
no game, Rachel.” He walked beside the window, but the
train began to pick up speed. “And there are no rules.”

“Trust me. I never liked rules.” He was making the worst
mistake of his life, and she wouldn’t let him do it.

Blowing him a kiss, Rachel slammed the window shut.
She saw his mouth move. Then with a purely masculine ges-
ture that only Ryan would dare execute in full view of a hun-
dred people, he gave her a brief magnanimous salute. Out of
the station, sunlight poured through the grimy window. Ryan
remained on the platform, a lone figure in black, and she shut
the shades, forcing herself to breathe deeply.

Rachel had lived in a man’s world long enough to recog-
nize danger when it opened its teeth and threatened to eat her
alive—and, not for the first time since disembarking from Ire-
land did she appreciate that Ryan made a formidable enemy.

“He looked royally sore, mum,” Elsie said.

Ignoring the disapproving stares of the elderly couple sit-
ting in the cabin, Rachel dusted off her traveling dress and
pretended indifference. Now all she had to do was find a
place to stay. For all of her independence, she had never lived
alone—certainly not in a place like London.
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Johnny wasn’t in residence. She’d learned from Stewart
that he’d gone to Scotland to inspect three D&B sites. Moira
and the children had gone with him, as if they expected to be
there a while. A coincidence that did not escape her. Rachel
disliked the idea of asking anyone else in Ryan’s family for
help. But she’d once been close to his sister, Brianna. They’d
kept in contact, so it wasn’t completely unheard of that she
should find herself on the Duchess of Ravenspur’s doorstep
that evening after a fruitless search for a place to stay.

Standing outside the Bank of London that morning, she’d
not realized the task ahead. Johnny had procured the rooms
at the Palace Hotel during her last stay. Alone and single,
she’d been unable to find suitable quarters for herself and
Elsie, and she refused to stay any night at all in a place where
she’d need to brace a chair against the door.

A butler answered her knock, and, after introducing her-
self, she stepped into the entryway before he could send her
on her way.

A long moment later, a tall man appeared in the foyer. He
wore a snowy white shirt open at the neck and black trousers.
He was carrying a sleeping infant, its dark downy head rest-
ing on his shoulder.

Rachel had never met a duke before. She had asked to see
Brianna and had not expected her husband. “May I help
you . . . Miss Bailey?” he asked, her card in his hand.

Her gaze went to the tiny child in his arms. “I see that 'm
interrupting.”

“I’ve just returned from the ministry. Late meeting,” he
said, then when she didn’t reply added, “My wife took our
oldest and four of his cousins to the menagerie exhibit. She is
staying with her brother, Sir Christopher, tonight, and won’t
be back until tomorrow.”

Now, what would she do? “She sounds busy.”
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“Fortunately, so was 1.”

“I see.” His glib humor made her smile. He looked as if he
could be fearsome when setting someone to task. Yet, as she
met his gaze beneath the high chandelier in the foyer, she
thought only that there was a sparkle of deviltry in his gray
eyes.

“You’re the woman Ryan went to see in Ireland,” he said,
with subtle interest.

His obvious knowledge of Ryan’s whereabouts this past
week worried her. “And here I am, newly arrived in London,
quite desperate to find someplace more civil to stay than
what is currently offered. I swear I’m not penniless, and I do
not intend to stay longer than it takes to find a house.”

“Are you alone?”

“My maid is outside waiting in the hansom.”

His gaze shifted to the man standing behind her. “See that
the driver is paid and the girl brought inside,” he told the but-
ler before giving her his full attention. ““You’re exhausted, so
I’1l spare you the lecture on your lack of common sense for
not coming here earlier, Miss Bailey.”

“Thank you, Your Grace.”

She appreciated the reprieve, and was glad that she’d fi-
nally found a haven among friends.



Chapter 13
~SC "

“ T he bloody zoo?”” Ryan crushed the missive in his

hand, and glared at the young man who was un-
fortunate enough to carry the second message to him about
his daughter’s current whereabouts.

“She will return from Epping day after tomorrow, sir.”

He’d arrived home yesterday to discover that Brianna had
actually made a visit to this house and taken Mary Elizabeth
back with her to London. After tearing into his staff, Ryan
had managed to calm down. What was he going to do? Ride
the wind to Lord Ravenspur’s residence and snatch his
daughter from his own sister?

Ryan instructed a servant to feed the unfortunate courier
before the man trekked back to London. Carrying a towel, he
returned to his dressing room. He’d finished dressing and
was pulling the suspenders over his shoulders when Boswell
entered.

“Lady Gwyneth and Lord Devonshire will be here in half
an hour, sir.” He joined Ryan. “Dinner will be served at eight.”

Ryan slipped his arms into the sleeves of a jacket and,

210
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looking in the glass, carefully readjusted his cravat.

“Contact Stewart in the morning at D&B. I want to know
which site my brother went to in Scotland. I also have a stack
of mail that needs to go out tomorrow. And I’m expecting Sir
Boris in the afternoon.”

His financial officer was in high dudgeon about Ryan’s trip
to Ireland and Johnny’s inconvenient exodus on the eve of
what would have been an announcement of a merger be-
tween Ore Industries and D&B.

“Anything else, sir?”” Boswell inquired.

“Do you know anything about handfasting laws?” he
asked arbitrarily, unaware of the direction of his thoughts.

Boswell’s eyebrows rose considerably. “Are you planning
an elopement, sir?”

“Nothing as romantic as that.”

“Will this be a late night, sir?” Boswell asked after a
moment.

“Just dinner.”

“I imagine your new popularity will be the routine?”’

Ryan’s faintly bemused glance touched Boswell’s in the
glass. “That depends on whether I'm viewed as a social
bounder or an accepted consequence of the spread of social
democracy.”

“Indeed, sir,” his servant countered. ‘I believe that your sis-
ter’s husband chairs that particular committee in Parliament.”

Recognizing dissent when he heard it, Ryan kept his ex-
pression neutral. “Are you making a joke, Boswell?”

“I most certainly am not, sir.” The older man cleared his
throat. “I am merely making a facetious comment that there
is no such thing as democracy, social or otherwise, sir.”

Ryan walked out of the dressing room into his chambers.

“Permission to speak freely, sir.” Boswell followed.

Ryan poured himself a snifter of brandy. “Obviously
you’ve no aversion to speaking your mind,” he said without
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looking up. “You’ve been doing it for years. Hell, you let my
sister take my daughter to London. If I were going to rage at
you, I would have already done so.”

“As you know, Lord Ravenspur’s house is not far from
your London home,” Boswell said, ignoring his tirade and
getting back to the topic at hand.

“I know where my sister lives.”

“I have visited her home on some occasions when you are
in residence,” Boswell said, reminding Ryan that Boswell
and Brianna’s elderly lady’s maid were cousins. “I’d heard
that just last month the Duchess of Bedford publicly cut Lady
Ravenspur at the Green Lilly ball. If it weren’t for the power-
ful committee Lord Ravenspur chairs in Parliament, she
would have no friends among the fon.”

“I’ve no doubt of that, Boswell. Brianna is a suffragist, au-
thor of scandalous books, and champion of education re-
form.” Abductor of small children. His younger sister could
alienate anyone with the bat of an eyelash, and proudly so.
He knew that she had not had an easy time with her new life
since marrying a duke. “She just doesn’t have friends in
Lady Bedford’s circle. I doubt I will either.”

“I was out of line, sir. You are free to make your own
choices about your future.”

Boswell’s attempt at humbleness failed. “No doubt you
knew that when you spoke.”

Clearly miffed, Boswell turned away. “Ring if you need
me, sir.”

After Boswell left, Ryan poured another drink, mentally
consigning his valet to the night, his mood precarious at
best. He was not unaware of what Boswell had been trying to
tell him.

Yet, even as a part of him recognized his own hypocrisy,
Ryan had accepted the necessity of allying himself to the
genteel powerful. He’d known from the moment he’d inked



A MATCH MADE IN SCANDAL 213

the contracts that his future engagement to Lord Devon-
shire’s niece would be of import to both London’s business
sector, which had been worried about the rift in Ore Indus-
tries, and to an upper-class society that, with the exception of
a few, shunned his entire family.

Only now, he realized he was in danger of losing everything.

Ryan wore formal black dinner attire, his jacket buttoned
at his waist. Walking outside onto the terrace, he could have
been a shadow but for the slip of white beneath his sleeve.
The sunset had turned the sky a dark indigo. With the excep-
tion of his housekeeper and valet, Ryan rarely saw any of the
fifty-two servants and thirty groundskeepers he employed.
Yet everything was always in perfect order. He looked over
the sloping yard toward the rolling river and the distant
pagoda where he had lunched with Rachel weeks ago. Far-
away lights cast a dull halo against the horizon, and he
thought about her somewhere in London.

He had not known she would be on the ferry from Ireland.

He had not discovered her presence until they’d docked,
and he’d seen Elsie standing at the window. It had taken him a
little longer to find her buried in the hood of her cloak, hiding
from him at the back table in the salon. Watching her, holding
her profile with his gaze, he’d realized one vital element at
that moment. She was aware of his presence as much as he
was aware of hers. He’d felt her gaze when he’d hailed the cab
to take him to the rail depot and felt her presence behind him
at the telegraph office. He’d been aware of everything about
her, which was why he sat two cars from her on the train, as if
distance had the power to separate her from his thoughts.
She’d been asleep when he’d made his rounds down the aisle
after midnight and looked into her compartment. When, for
just a moment, he’d considered setting his hands firmly on
her stubborn shoulders and shaking her awake for the pure
shock value of seeing those beautiful hazel eyes open on him.
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Though Ryan needed more answers to understand what
David may have done to his life, and how to extricate himself
from a complicated position—for now the options were all
his. He smiled to himself, for Rachel had no idea the power
he held in his hands.

“Sir,” Boswell interrupted his thoughts from the doorway,
“your guests have arrived.”

Lord Bathwick’s home rested in central Mayfair the
second-to-last house among a row of twenty. An elderly but-
ler with bushy eyebrows showed Rachel into the drawing
room. Feeling rudely dismissed by him, she ignored his de-
parture as she turned her attention to the room. The place
smelled of brandy, cigars, and fading roses, as forlorn as any
room when a party is over, and the guests have all gone
home. She walked to the window and looked out over a small
enclosed yard.

Two days ago, she had gone to Mr. Williams’s house. He
had given her the list they had talked about weeks ago of ma-
jor common stockholders in the company.

Viscount Bathwick held shares, she thought, remembering
the man who had approached her at the Telford ball. Lord
Bathwick owned 17 percent of the common stock in the
company.

She couldn’t believe it.

“The Devonshire family owns the foundry that supplies
steel to many construction firms, including D&B,” Mr.
Williams had told her. “Unfortunately, he has proven himself
an adversary. Eight months ago he spurred rumors about pro-
duction delays at D&B, and the stock fell 12 percent, which
was how he accumulated the shares in the company that he
has.”

Rachel considered the practice highly unethical even as
Mr. Williams laughed and explained that Ryan had been
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guilty of using the procedure himself. “I’m sure Lord Bath-
wick considered it justice.”

Turning over the calling card in her hand, Rachel thought
about justice.

Lord Bathwick had given her this card the night of the
Telford ball.

“Miss Bailey.” Lord Bathwick’s voice pulled her away
from the window. “IT apologize that I missed your call yester-
day.” He swept into the room and bent over her gloved hand.
“Might I hope that your persistence is an omen fraught with
good fortune and pleasure?”

Rachel resented the implication of that look. Dressed con-
servatively in bone taffeta, there was nothing about her that
implied she was there for anything but a business dialogue.
“This call is many things, my lord, but pleasurable isn’t one.”

“She has a sting to her tongue. And no sense of humor.” He
was amused. Dressed in a bright red waistcoat beneath a
chocolate velvet jacket that accentuated his deep blue eyes,
he looked very dapper as he stepped back. “Your maid is sit-
ting in the foyer. Would you like to summon her? I wouldn’t
want anyone to get the wrong impression about your visit.
Not that one lone lady’s maid could hold back the tide of gos-
sip. These are bachelor quarters, after all.”

Coming directly to the point, Rachel lifted her chin. “I
wish to buy your shares in D&B.”

He laughed. “Even if you said please, you couldn’t afford
my price. Would you care for something to drink?”” He strode
to a cabinet and withdrew a crystal decanter. “You look as if
you could use one more than 1.”

Seeing Lord Bathwick in the fading daylight of the draw-
ing room, Rachel realized his fawn-colored hair and tanned
complexion bespoke a man who spent a great deal of time
out of doors. That surprised her, for his nonchalant splendor
clearly created a contradiction of personalities. He wanted
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her to think him a popinjay, when the calluses on his palm
implied something else entirely. What kind of aristocrat had
calluses on his hands?

After sloshing liquid into two glasses, he capped the de-
canter and returned with her drink. “If one is going covertly
to plot the downfall of Ryan Donally, one should be expedi-
ently drunk. Capital stuff this is, too.”

His words alarmed her. “I'm not here to plot anyone’s
downfall.” Rachel accepted the glass only because she didn’t
wish to waste time arguing over trivialities.

“But of course you are.” He peered at her over his glass.
“The only question I ask is why you have waited so long?”

“You knew that night at the Telford ball what Mr. Donally
had planned for D&B.”

“My father sits on the Ore Industries board.” Bathwick
studied the glass. “His dwindling empire and all that’s left of
my great-grandfather’s legacy. A company Donally took
from us because Father is a conceited fool.”

“Because he underestimated Mr. Donally?”

“You don’t know. Do you? The sordid family history, as it
were.”

“I don’t know you at all, much less your history.”

He contemplated her more thoroughly before finishing off
his glass. “You’re a contradiction, Miss Bailey. A very beautiful
one at that, but a contradiction nonetheless.” Bathwick set down
the glass. “On the one hand, you want D&B. On the other, you
want to do this as cleanly as possible. What are your motives for
fighting this merger when selling could make you wealthy?”

Rachel decided that he deserved an honest answer. “T have
an interest in the Irish division. Mr. Donally has forgotten the
people who have worked for him and who have made this
company what it is.”

“Donally is a businessman. If he has forgotten anything,
none of us have ever seen it.”
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Rachel realized his animosity stretched way past any ri-
valry he and Ryan might have in the corporate world. “Why
do you hate Ryan so much?”

“Hate?” The question seemed to startle him. “My dear
girl, you’re asking me that question when I'm sober.” Peering
at her, he folded his arms and leaned against the back of the
settee. “Do you think Ore Industries was just some company
Donally decided to take over one day?” The jackanapes in
him had disappeared behind a sober face.

“Honestly, I don’t know why he does half what he does,
my lord.”

“As you probably know, Ore Industries has always been
D&B’s biggest supplier of supplies and steel. The two com-
panies rather grew up together in the marketplace.”

Rachel knew that they had.

“Then once upon a time, Donally met Gwyneth at Ore In-
dustries, when he was leaving a meeting with my father. My
father turned down his request to court her, which in itself
would have been within his rights considering Donally’s lack
of pedigree. But then Father decided to take Donally to task.
In the tradition of big British business interests, Father de-
cided to raise prices charged on goods. Donally refused to
pay the exorbitant prices and took his business elsewhere,
severing the contracts. Then, adding insult to injury, Father
used his political connections to ban Donally from Regents
and Cassavas, and a half dozen other exclusive clubs. D&B
lost a summer’s worth of contracts and failed to meet their
deadline on two major contracts because Ore Industries de-
layed delivery of materials. One doesn’t insult a man like
Donally and expect nothing to happen.

“When the ashes settled, only Donally was left standing.
My father holds the position he does now because he offered
up Gwyneth to avoid complete annihilation.” Pausing, Bath-
wick regarded Rachel’s frown. “So, if you must know where
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my real hatred lies, look no further than his esteemed lord-
ship, the Earl of Devonshire.”

Rachel dropped her gaze to the brandy in her hand. She
had not known any of this.

“Donally’s newest acquisition would have one day been
mine. That night of the ball, I had come to you about the pos-
sibility of our own business arrangement. Naturally, we blue-
bloods don’t worry ourselves over something as trifling as
money, but neither do I like the possibility of finding myself
an impoverished lord. There are principles to avenge.”

She set the glass on the table beside her. “Because you lost
Lady Gwyneth to him? Or the means to your wealth?”’

“Donally doesn’t love Gwyneth.” He pushed away from
the settee and strolled back to the brandy decanter. “He’s
paying my father more than most people see in twenty life-
times for the privilege of marrying into this family. My moti-
vations for taking D&B from Donally may not be as
honorable as yours, but they still put us on the same side.”

Rachel laid her hands atop the chair. Did they?

The cool brightness of the morning suddenly seemed too
hot against her back. “If you want your Irish division back,
then we go into this as partners, Miss Bailey.” Bathwick
smiled, but his eyes remained observant. “I want a position
on the board. It’s the only chance you’ll have of changing
company policy.”

“What about your father?” she whispered.

“May he rot. Unless you want to put in a good word for him.”

She shook her head. She was remembering his threat. Then
she felt her courage return and a lot more. “Even with your
shares, I won’t have enough to block the acquisition,” she said,
coming to a decision, for this fight was all that she had left.

That and her grandmother.

“But I have income sitting in the Bank of England to make
up the difference.”
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“To a partnership then.” He raised the glass. “If it happens.”

“What do you mean?” She would have preferred his confi-
dence.

“You have been in London over a week?”” Bathwick asked.
“Donally must know your intentions. So, why hasn’t he al-
ready purchased the shares to stop you?”

Dropping the stack of folders on the desk, Rachel coughed
at the explosion of dust. Mr. Williams stood in front of the
window in her office. Behind her, Stewart helped carry in an
armload of files.

“I’m a board member of this company.” She dusted off her
hands. “One would naturally think it should be a simple pro-
cess to find out what this company is worth. Don’t you agree?”’

“I will be at my desk, mum,” Stewart said, bowing out of
the room and leaving Mr. Williams to her.

“Johnny could be in Scotland for a month.” She removed her
gloves and set them on her satchel. “D&B has a team of engi-
neers who do nothing but inspect sites. No doubt he elected to
head that team for the express purpose of fleeing London.”

“I understand that Mr. Donally is none too content with his
brother’s absence either.”

She walked to the window and looked out over the park-
way that paralleled the embankment. She’d taken Ryan’s old
office at Donally & Bailey. If only temporarily.

“Why do you look as if I am suffering from a terminal ill-
ness, and you are trying your best to be cheerful?”” She turned
to confront Mr. Williams, who remained quiet. “Obviously,
I’m not going to like what you are about to tell me. What did
you find out?”

“Handfasting is similar to what used to take place in the
Scottish border town of Gretna Green at the turn of the cen-
tury,” he said. “Marriage by declaration, another name for
handfasting, still remains valid in much of the British Isles.”
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“But the British courts could not possibly recognize the
tradition,” she said, waiting for him to confirm this fact for
her. Ryan had as much implied that to her.

“In your case, untying the knot will be more difficult than
it was tying the knot.”

Rachel pinched the bridge of her nose. “Why, dare I ask?”

“When Father Donally registered the marriage, it then be-
came a civil union. You are legally bound to Mr. Donally,
whether you accept that possibility or not.”

Rachel brought her fist to her chest and forced herself to
breathe.

“Miss Bailey.” Mr. Williams was at her side. “Are you all
right?”

“No, I’'m not all right!” How else did one react to this kind
of shock, she thought, except to have heart failure and die.

Returning to the door, she peered into the hallway. “This is
utterly insane.” But it explained Ryan’s lack of action against
her. She shut the door and closed the transom. “He’s known
all along.”

Had probably known since he’d left Ireland.

“Perhaps,” Williams said. “But it doesn’t change the facts.”

Rachel walked to the window. Not a cloud marred the sky.
“I could own a hundred percent of D&B, and it will make no
difference. Ryan will have control of it all.”

This is what came from lust and an overzealous priest
thrown together beneath one roof. If she ever spoke to David
again in this lifetime, it would be too damn soon.

“What am I supposed to do?”

“That is between you and Mr. Donally. You need to talk to
him.”

“Then he’s finally back in London?”

“Since this morning,” Mr. Williams said. “He attended
the Regatta yesterday. He does seem to be the man of the
moment.”
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Rachel folded her arms and pretended that she didn’t care
what Ryan did with his time—or with whom. It went to the
core of her pride that she remain impassive. Behind her, Mr.
Williams approached.

“It would be unethical for me to counsel you to do anything
illegal, but if you think about your problem from a business
standpoint . . . Mr. Donally may not want this information
known, and may choose to try to settle this matter as quietly
as possible.”

Otherwise, in layman’s terms, blackmail went both ways.

Ryan would have to acknowledge her as his wife if he
were to claim control of her shares. He would lose far more
than she.

“I wish to begin buying company stock, Mr. Williams.”

She and Lord Bathwick had just become official partners.

“I telled you she was pretty.”

Reaching for the last fragment of sleep, Rachel settled into
her pillow. Somewhere above the hiss and shush of confer-
ring whispers, wind chimes sang with the ebb and flow of the
evening breeze that moved over her.

“Wake her,” a little girl rasped.

“You wake her.”

Rachel’s eyes fluttered open.

Mary Elizabeth stood beside the bed, her blue gaze pa-
tiently intent on Rachel’s face. Beside her stood a younger
male version of Lord Ravenspur, his mouth covered in a
sticky cinnamon glom of what once had been an apple pastry.

A glance at the clock on her bedside table told Rachel it
was seven in the evening. She passed her gaze over the deli-
cate floral chintz looped against the half-tester canopy and
held in place by blue, tasseled cords. For a moment, she tried
to remember where she was. She’d returned from D&B and
promptly fell into bed exhausted.
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“I gots a puppy,” Mary Elizabeth proclaimed, while the
creature in her arms wagged its nub of a tail.

Rachel rose on her elbow. The significance of Mary Eliza-
beth’s presence suddenly alerted her. That Ryan had brought
her to London surprised her. “Is your father here?”

The girl shook her head. “I rided the train with Miss
Peapoo and Aunt Brea. Will Da let me keep my puppy?”

Amused that Ryan would rather suffer thumbscrews than
be associated with such a caricature of a dog, Rachel did not
have to pretend interest. “Let me see.”

As she studied the dog with its wrinkled face, Rachel
sensed that the girl was studying her. Clearing her throat,
Rachel assumed the pose of a serious student as she looked at
the puppy. “What is your puppy’s name?”

“Button,” the young Ravenspur heir burst out. Brianna’s
son stood a few inches shorter than his cousin.

“He gots a broke tail. Do you want to see?”

Rachel pulled back her covers and sat on the edge of the
bed. Her hair, uncombed and wild, fell around her shoulders
to her waist. She’d removed her slippers and stockings.
“That’s not broken,” Rachel said, as Mary Elizabeth set the
puppy down on the bed for display. “Someone chopped it off.”

Rachel’s gaze shifted back to the little girl’s horrified face.
“Many puppies have their tails bobbed,” she rushed to say. “I
predict that your father will let you keep the dog.”

Mary Elizabeth squeezed the puppy to her chest. “T want
him.”

Ryan was disagreeable and difficult about everything in
life, but when it came to his daughter, he was as soft as a
bunny rabbit, and she told his daughter so. “With big fluffy
ears,” Rachel added. “And a handsome tail, when he’s not an
ogre with pointy teeth.”

Mary Elizabeth laughed. Brianna’s son whispered some-
thing in her ear.
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“Do you like cats?” his bolder cousin relayed the question.

“Yes.”

The girl turned triumphantly to the little boy, and whis-
pered, “I telled you she was nice.” In a big-sister fashion, she
wrapped her arm around her cousin’s shoulders. “Robert is
almost three.”

“Free.” The dark-haired imp proudly held up five fingers.

“I’m older,” she sagely announced. “I had a birthday, and
now I’m four.”

“There you two are.” A gray-haired woman bustled into
the room. “Off with the two of ye now.” She shooed the chil-
dren away with a playful wave of her hands. “Your father is
looking for ye, Lord Robert,” she said. “And you, young lady.
Your father is expecting you home now. He’s come to London
just to fetch ye back.”

“Thank you, Gracie.” Brianna entered as the two children
left, screaming in excitement.

Rachel met her halfway, and they fell into each other’s
arms. Brianna wore a bright cobalt blue dress and jacket that
matched her laughing eyes. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here to greet
you when you arrived. I’ve been with the family out of town.”
She untied the bow beneath her chin and removed the wide
straw hat shaking her long hair loose. “Michael said that you
had tried to find a hotel. Don’t ever do that again, Rachel.”

“Your husband has been very gracious to me.”

“Don’t count on finding a decent house or flat anytime
soon. A place to live in London is difficult to find anytime of
the year. Impossible until the Season is over.”

“You’re very kind to let me stay here.”

Brianna smiled a cheeky grin as a dinner tray arrived. She
plucked off a crust of bread. “Most people start out feeling
that way, but they soon change their minds when they realize
how persistent and annoying I can be.” Plucky, unpreten-
tious, the young Duchess of Ravenspur had changed little in
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character from the youthful sprite of her past. “Johnny told
everyone about the acquisition before he left,” Brianna said,
slathering jam on the bread. “I’m sorry.”

Unfortunately, that didn’t change the facts, Rachel thought
as she turned away to open the glass doors.

“Ryan went to Ireland,” Brianna said offhandedly. “That
was very unusual for him. Did he get to see David?”

“Why?”

Brianna’s perfect brows arched. “David has been looking
to take revenge on Ryan since our brother converted to the
Anglican Church. The whole family was just curious . . . if
they resolved their differences.”

“You know David.” Rachel sat. “He can be persuasive when
he sets his mind to something. Did you hear from him?”

“Just the usual.” Brianna licked the jam from her fingers.
“You know David.”

Bloody right, she knew that scallywag pirate. Rachel
stirred the preserves and tried to look uninterested.

“Feel free to fatten yourself.” Brianna gave Rachel another
kiss. “T went through the entire strawberry jam stores when I
was pregnant with my second. One would think James should
have inherited a sweeter disposition.”

“You have two beautiful sons.”

“Alas, I've kept Ryan cooling his heels long enough.” Bri-
anna sighed. “I need to see Mary Elizabeth and Miss Peabody
off safely before he comes storming to this house. He’s in Lon-
don, in case you didn’t know. Shall I give him your regards?”

No doubt his social calender was already full.

“Ask him how he enjoys long betrothals.”

6‘Da ! "

Ryan lifted his gaze from behind a stack of papers on his
desk. Blond curls bouncing, his daughter stood momentarily
in the doorway. He’d barely set his pen down and stood before
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she bounded into his arms. All pinafore and ruffles, Mary Eliz-
abeth smelled of apple pastry. “I was beginning to think you’d
forgotten about me,” he said into her baby-soft hair.

His sister stood in the doorway.

“Aunt Brea taked me to the zoo, Da. I saw a tiger.”

He kissed her forehead, drawing back to look at the
squirming bundle in her arms. “What is this?”

“Miss Peapoo won’t let me keep him until I asked you,”
Mary Elizabeth said seriously. “He’s a puppy.”

“I can see that.”

“Aunt Brea gived me a birthday party. Uncle Johnny was
there and Uncle Michael, Chrissy and Megan and Rebecca
and Robert”—she drew in a deep gulp of air—"“and baby
James, too. He stinked.” She held her nose, her opinion of her
newest cousin obvious. “But Uncle Michael gots me soldiers
for my birthday! Lots of soldiers and cannons. Baby James
tried to eat one. He cried when Aunt Brea took it away. And
Uncle Colin, he gots me a saddle for my pony. And Uncle
Christopher and Aunt Lexie gots me a puppy!”

“You’ve been busy, Mouse.” Ryan lifted his gaze to Brianna.

“Christopher thought she might enjoy the puppy.” Brianna
smiled. “It’s a very rare Shar Pei. We all agreed it would
make a great addition to your household.”

“I saw my fairy godmother.” His daughter smiled up at
him. “She said you would let me keep the puppy.”

“Your fairy godmother?”

“She’s pretty. I like her.”

“Did she have a magic wand?”

“No, but she gots red hair. Uncle Johnny said leprechauns
have red hair.”

Ryan pulled back to look down at her. “Your godmother?”
He looked at Brianna. “Rachel is staying with you?”

“It took her a day before she finally ended up on our
doorstep.”
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“Robert waked her up.” Mary Elizabeth said. “She was
asleep.”

“Is she all right?”” Ryan asked his sister.

“She’s fine.”

“Do you like my dog, Da?”

With a wrinkled face and barely bigger than a rookery rat,
dog was a term he’d use loosely to describe the strange crea-
ture in her arms. He’d never seen anything so ugly.

Miss Peabody tilted her chin. “Unfortunately, I found the
creature in her bed this morning.”

Mary Elizabeth’s blue eyes narrowed mutinously. “He is
afraid of the dark, Da. I has to sleep with him. Or he’ll cry.”

“Mary . ..”

“The mutt should be housed out back,” Miss Peabody
replied.

“He is not a mutt! He’s the best puppy ever! I named him
Button "cause he gots a broked tail, and his nose is black like
baby James’s kitten.”

The logic of a four-year-old lost on him, he listened as she
chatted about the merits of a dog, and how she’d always
wanted one—Ilike she’d wanted a pony, kittens, rabbits and,
last year, a parrot.

“I want him, Da.”

“Well, I see matters are under control,” Brianna an-
nounced with a flourish. “I shall go then.”

“Brea,” Ryan stopped her. “You were supposed to have
had her back to me four days ago.”

Mary Elizabeth pulled back to study her father’s face. “Are
you going to send Aunt Brea to the corner?”

“Now there’s a thought.”

His sister looked at Mary Elizabeth and smiled. “We had a
wonderful time. She knows how to climb trees, Ryan.”

Mary Elizabeth laughed and told him about the trees. Ryan
was not impressed, and his eyes told his sister that they
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would talk later. “Oh, by the way,” she said, as she applied
her gloves to her hands. “Rachel hopes you enjoy long be-
trothals. I was under the impression that you would be mar-
ried in October,” Brianna said airily. “I wonder why she
wanted me to tell you that?”

Ryan’s gaze narrowed on her back, shifting to Miss
Peabody when he realized she was still in the room.

“Do you like my dog, Da?”

Still carrying Mary Elizabeth, he walked outside onto the
terrace and sat with her on the chair. “Let me see that thing.”

“May I keep him?”

His daughter held the dog up for his inspection. As it
wagged its stubby tail, completely unaware of its mortal
shortcomings, Ryan took one look into Mary Elizabeth’s
hopeful, blue eyes, his one true triumph in life, and was
aware of an enormous shift inside him.

“Please, Da,” she pleaded. “Please.”

“Shall I take the young miss?”” Miss Peabody said from the
doorway.

“No, that’s not necessary. I'll bring her inside.”

His daughter smiled. “My fairy godmother said you would
let me keep the puppy.”

“She did, did she?”

“She said you were a bunny rabbit and gots a handsome
tail when you’re not an ogre.”

“I think I’ve read you one too many fairy tales.”

“What is that star, Da?” Mary Elizabeth pointed to the
flashiest, biggest star south of the moon.

“That is a very important star.”” Ryan sat with his feet
propped on the stone balustrade overlooking his yard. His
London estate backed against a park. He could hear a car-
riage on the other side of the trees. But for London, the night
was peaceful. “In the olden days, seafarers used that one to
help guide them over the oceans home.”
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A scented breeze moved over the terrace, wiping away the
day’s warmth. “Is that how you came home?” Her sleepy
voice asked.

“No, Mouse.” He smiled into her hair. “I took the train.”

Mary Elizabeth nestled her head on his shoulder just below
his chin. “Uncle Christopher says that you maked the train.”

He tightened his arm around his daughter. “Not quite.
Donally & Bailey helped lay the tracks the trains move upon.
But I always wanted to build trains,” he said.

“Aunt Brea said I could make things, too, when I growed up.”

Ryan frowned slightly. “Did she?”

“I had fun. Aunt Brea said that I can come back and visit.
Can 177

“If she can stand your talking.” He smiled.

She snuggled deeper into his chest. “I love you, Da.”

Ryan looked down at his daughter’s upturned face, the
power of that love nearly terrifying him. He was unfamiliar
with the protectiveness that followed wherever she went. Fa-
miliar only with the purpose her life gave his. A purpose that
suddenly seemed cloudy and surreal. A purpose he no longer
entirely understood.

“I love you, too, Mary,” he whispered.

But she was already asleep when he pressed a kiss against
her forehead. The puppy lifted its head, wagging its stub of tail.

Ryan frowned. “What are you so happy about?”



Chapter 14
~O0_~—

“Good afternoon, Mr. Donally, sir.” The uniformed
attendant proudly held open the door as Ryan en-
tered Ore Industries headquarters. A burst of wind and rain
followed in his wake. “Welcome back, sir.”

Carrying his satchel, Ryan continued past others into the
marble-and-granite-encased lobby. He’d been out of the of-
fice three weeks, and people acted as if it were three years.
The bellman cheerfully rolled open the lift door and stood
aside as Ryan entered.

“It is good to see you back, sir” A jolt preceded the
screech of cogs and wheels that set the lift in motion.

Ryan shifted his gaze to the back of the younger man’s
head as he spoke. No fewer than seventy-two people had thus
far welcomed him back to London since his return. His pri-
vate secretary had already accepted calling cards from two
dozen visitors to his London estate only yesterday. He’d truly
not anticipated this manner of frenzy since his betrothal an-
nouncement had made it to the broadsheets weeks ago.

229
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“Your floor, sir.” The lift jolted to a stop and, with a dis-
tracted nod, Ryan swept past the younger man.

“Mr. Donally—" His secretary shoved to her feet.

“Mrs. Stone.” Ryan continued through the well-appointed
reception area without noticing the magnificent Louis XIV
décor, his shoes sinking into the luxurious carpet, muffling
his footsteps. Mrs. Stone edged around the waist-high wall
separating her paneled alcove from the anteroom, her heavy
black skirts swishing in her hurried gait to reach Ryan’s of-
fice door before him.

“Has my brother wired me yet from Scotland?”

Behind him, a staff meeting was breaking up, and he stopped
to retrieve a handful of missives from two of his company offi-
cers. “Welcome back.” Sir Boris fell into step beside Ryan.

Ryan threw open the door before he saw that Mrs. Stone
had followed him. Impatient, he turned.

“If I may speak to you privately, sir,” she said, pointedly
ignoring Sir Boris.

Normally, Ryan wouldn’t have agreed. Not when he owed
every hour of his day to someone. Nodding to Boris to wait
outside, Ryan motioned his secretary into the office and
walked to the window to open the wooden blinds. “Speak,
Mrs. Stone.” He set his satchel and coat on the desk. “You
have three minutes.”

“I wish to take off two weeks,” she said bluntly. “My niece
is . .. indisposed. She has two small children. I was hoping
that perhaps you would give me time to attend to her. I would
even accept a week.”

With his problems at D&B and the Paris acquisition in full
negotiation status, Ryan needed her here. “Mrs. Stone—"

“My sister passed away ten years ago,” she rushed to say.
“Her daughter is my only family, sir. She lives in Manchester.
It has been a long time since I’ve seen her. Or I would not
have asked.”
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Ryan had never paid much attention to Mrs. Stone before,
any more than he’d paid heed to any number of the people who
worked for him. Strangely, it seemed as if he were noticing the
smallest details in his life of late. His gaze passed over the salt-
and-pepper-colored bun secured at her nape. She wore a black
skirt and white blouse buttoned to her neck. He’d never seen
her wearing anything different. Not in the four years since
she’d talked him into hiring her to replace her husband after
his passing. She knew the job, worked long hours, kept his per-
sonal books, and never faltered when he’d needed her to stay
late. Nor had she in all those years asked for a day off work.
For some reason, Mrs. Stone reminded him of Rachel. Perhaps
it was the prideful way she carried herself.

He sat behind his desk. The thought of Rachel having to
kowtow to any man the same way he was making Mrs. Stone
do with him made him frown. “Two weeks?”

“Yes, sir. I'll not be a day longer—"

“Don’t concern yourself, Mrs. Stone. Obviously, this is of
importance. When will you be leaving?”’

Her blue eyes brightened behind her spectacles. “This
weekend. Oh, thank you, sir.”

Ryan didn’t know where the hell he’d find a secretary.
“Mrs. Stone”—he stopped her retreat. “The train fare to
Manchester is not inexpensive.”

“I plan on taking the mail coach, sir.”

Ryan removed a key from beneath his desk and slid open a
drawer. “Take the train. It’s faster.” Hell, D&B had laid the
tracks. “I want you back as soon as possible.”

Mrs. Stone’s hands wrapped around the money he offered.
“I don’t know what to say, Mr. Donally.”

“Thank you will suffice. Your family is fortunate to have
you.”

“Bless you, Mr. Donally. I am the lucky one, sir.”

Pulling out a pair of folders from his satchel, Ryan realized
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her words about her family were not lost on him. He thought
of the yapping puppy his oldest brother had given Mary Eliz-
abeth, and Brea’s determination since Kathleen’s death to see
that his daughter was made part of her own family, despite his
own arrogance and lack of cooperation. Johnny’s loyalty had
never wavered.

Then again there was David who, in his infinite wisdom to
wed him to Rachel, had reminded Ryan that the man with the
biggest stick held the ultimate power.

“Mrs. Stone . . .” he called as she opened the door. “I need
my afternoon schedule. It’s not on my desk.”

“It is beneath the calendar.” Her chin lifted at the implica-
tion that she’d forgotten such an important function of her
job. Then proceeded to name off his itinerary, ending with a
meeting Johnny had rescheduled with the head of public
works—and the possible acquisition of three plump govern-
ment contracts to expand Ore Industries’ balance sheets.

Ryan sank back in the leather chair and, linking his fin-
gers behind his head, observed her with a casual smile.
“Thank you, Mrs. Stone. If you say anything else, I may re-
alize how valuable you really are and decide not to let you go
to Manchester.”

She peered over her spectacles. “Then you won’t mind my
telling you that a writer from Vanity Fair was just here. I took
the liberty of informing him that you were unavailable. In-
definitely. I didn’t think that you would want to grant him a
meeting after the last piece he’d written about you, and told
him so in no uncertain terms.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Stone.” Amusement tinged Ryan’s voice.
“Tell Sir Boris that I need the second quarter financial report I
ordered on D&B delivered to my desk.”

“I believe it is on your desk, sir.”

“It?” The report in question would fill more than one
folder.
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“A folder, sir. I put it on your desk.”
Having had his fill of suspicious-looking folders, Ryan
found and reluctantly opened this one.

You are such a bastard, Ryan Donally. I will not allow
you to pillage D&B. Will return these papers after 1
have completed my analysis.

Love, R.

Written in her precise hand. A bouquet of forget-me-nots
finished the sentence.

P.S., she added at the bottom, Negotiation comes in many
forms.

She’d taken extra care to detail the flowers in purple.

“A love note, sir?” Sir Boris said from the doorway.

Ryan slowly looked up. “What is the status on D&B stock?”

As Sir Boris sifted through his papers, Ryan felt the kick
of his pulse. The telltale heat in his veins that came when he
recognized a hunt for what it was.

“D&B stock has risen 5 percent this past week, sir.”

Ryan shut the folder. She was buying up stock and running
the price higher.

He wondered if he possessed the willpower not to stran-
gle her.

Negotiation comes in many forms.

So did blackmail, he considered.

“I need you to secure a list of major stockholders,” he said,
suspecting who might be behind Rachel’s actions.

“Atonce.”

He directed his gaze toward the window across the room.
It had stopped raining. Rachel would not be at D&B this time
of the day. He knew where she took her meals and when she
left the building. He knew she went back to Ravenspur’s in



234 MELODY THOMAS

the evenings and remained there. Absently rubbing his fin-
gers, he watched a pair of mismatched pigeons bobbing
about the granite ledge outside the window.

“Where are we on the French deal?” he asked after a mo-
ment.

“Brendan sent a missive back from Paris two days ago.
Valmonts’ board is balking. But then that was to be antici-
pated. They’ll go with Ore Industries’ offer because no one
else is going to bail them out of their financial predicament.
They want to speak with you.”

“Tell Brendan that they’ll accept the deal. The terms are
not negotiable.”

“I already told him, sir. They will close the deal with you.”

Ryan stopped the man at the door. “You did the initial as-
sessment on that company,” he said, shrugging into his coat.
“They are bankrupt. What are they fighting so hard to keep?”

“Does it matter, sir?” The question clearly baffled Sir
Boris. “We are not in the business of saving companies.”

“No, I imagine we are not,” Ryan said, with such ambiva-
lence that Sir Boris didn’t recognize Ryan’s mood.

“Are you going somewhere, sir?”

Just some of his own business to attend to. “Cover my
meeting at four. I’ll be back in the office tomorrow.”

Booths of sweetmeat-sellers, toymakers, and hucksters
surrounded the fairground. Rachel tented a hand over her
eyes and watched a raucous puppet show entertain a group of
sticky-faced children. Every afternoon, she took a hansom to
the outskirts of London to eat at a quaint inn where her father
used to bring her as a girl. The family she once knew no
longer lived there, but the inn still served the best shepherd’s
pie and ale she’d ever tasted.

There was plenty to entertain the idlers: jugglers, acrobats,
fire-eaters, and fortune-tellers. She avoided the latter as she
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stopped in front of a stall selling lady’s hats. Beautiful, styl-
ish hats with fans of many designs to match. Rachel was not
a collector of such feminine accoutrements, but her gaze kept
going back to the frilly hat with a dainty brim and yellow os-
trich feather that would lie just so over the cheek.

“It is of fine quality, oui?” the bald vendor asked.

“It is very beautiful,” Rachel agreed.

“You have been eyeing this hat many days now.” He
smiled slyly, holding it out to her for further examination. A
chilly wind gust caught her skirt, tugged, then slowly ebbed.
“I will give it to you for a good price.”

But she would not purchase it. They had this discussion
every time she passed the booth, she thought as she moved
down the aisle. To own something she’d never use seemed
frivolous.

Finding an abandoned bench, Rachel opened her reticule
and carefully unwrapped a piece of bread left over from her
lunch. She tossed the crumbs over the grounds. Pigeons
bobbed at her feet and fluttered around the tree branches be-
hind her. She was aware, as the temperature wavered on the
chilly side, that it looked like the morning’s cloudburst was
about to be joined by another. She wore no cloak.

Neither did she have a companion with her and knew she
could never dally long near the riverfront before men began to
call out to her. But she carried a reticule filled with rocks and a
sturdy parasol. She didn’t want to return to D&B just yet.

Dusting off her hands, she looked out at the ships on the
river—and directly into Ryan’s eyes. Wearing a long coat, he
was leaning against the stone break-wall on the other side of
the walkway, his gloved palms braced behind him as he
watched her, the force of his presence filling the air like the
thunderclouds gathering above her.

Yet, her heart did a flip-flop. She had not seen him since
the train depot.
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“You possess a remarkable ability to find peace in the
most unremarkable places,” he said, as if he’d been watching
her a long time. “What exactly about this location do you find
appealing?”

“Simplicity?” she said, calmly challenging him to argue
the quiet charm of the secluded spot. “How did you find me?”

“Stewart told me where you spend your afternoons. Once
here, all one need do is follow the trail of men in your wake.
You glow.”

She glanced down at her apple green jacket trimmed in
black cording that she considered extremely conservative in
cut, and saw nothing wrong with her clothes. “IT’ve seen you
with women dressed in far less than I’'m wearing.” Brushing
a gloved hand over each sleeve, she lifted her chin. “Who
was that countess?” She rolled her eyes at the photograph
taken at the Ascot races only last summer. The woman had
fairly spilled out of her bodice. “I won’t even go into Lady
Gwyneth. You’re too easily seduced, Ryan.”

The tension that lay between them was tangible.

Clearly, he knew that she was purchasing company stock.
Maybe even that she’d visited Lord Bathwick.

His eyes also told her that she was his wife.

Before he cloaked the Irish predator behind a bland ex-
pression and smiled. “My carriage is waiting for us. You and
I need to talk.”

A flurry of sensations streaked through her. Fear. Panic.
Lust.

And rebellion against all those emotions. She stood. “You
knew we were irrevocably wed when we left Ireland,” she ac-
cused him.

“David told me what he had done. But I had to make sure
myself.”

“You could have told me.”

Neither of them expanded on what they were going to do
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about undoing their vows. “Aren’t you worried that someone
might spill the news that you’re wed? See us together?” She
spread her arms and turned in a circle. “Ruin all of your
plans?”

“But then if everything became public, that someone would
no longer be a major shareholder in her precious D&B.” He
crossed one ankle over the other, his eyes amused as they
swept her. “Ahhh, the dilemma with which we’re both faced.”

“Which one of us would lose the most, do you suppose?”’

She knew she was an amateur playing a dangerous game.
But she wasn’t so weak-willed she’d fold and give him
everything.

“I know what’s important to your little mercenary heart,
Rache.” Raindrops plopped on the ground. “To play this dirty
game of blackmail, you’ll have to be willing to lose every-
thing. Are you?”

Wishing to wipe that confident smirk off his handsome
face, she folded her arms. When next she peered in his direc-
tion, his eyes were still on her, and dark. Hooded like a hawk’s.
He raised a brow at her. “Ooops. It looks as if blackmail is out.”

He looked at her lips, lower to her breasts, until she felt the
subtle shift of his eyes back to hers. He could touch her any-
where, and her senses responded. She took an unconscious
step backward. “I imagine that we have much to discuss,” she
said.

He stood. “I imagine so.”

Some age-old instinct warned her to keep her tongue to
herself, and the temptation to know more of his thoughts
abetted that instinct. She was willing to indulge him in some
form of negotiation, but on her own terms, standing in the of-
fice at D&B.

They needed to decide how they were going to dissolve
their vows. At least in that quarter they were united.

Weren’t they?
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Raindrops fell faster and pebbled on the bench.

“Why didn’t you buy that hat in the booth?” he asked.

Caught as much by the strange tenor in his voice, she took
another step backward, embarrassed that he would have seen
her fawning over something so useless. “How long have you
been watching me?”

He followed her retreat. “Long enough to know that you
spend a lot of time alone.”

When she realized she was retreating from him, she stopped
abruptly. “I don’t need anyone to make my life content.”

“Your work is your only lover then?” His urbane tone
mocked her.

“Yes.”

He knew that she’d lied. He’d been her lover.

She put aside the fact that he was her husband.

And that every fiber in her being hummed with awareness
of him.

The wind billowed beneath her skirts, but she did not take
notice of the chill or the rhythm of rain against the leaves.
He’d set his palm against the tree that was suddenly at her
back. “Someone will see us, Ryan.”

Recognizing the primal force of his thoughts aimed at her,
she knew he was going to kiss her. Worse, she knew she
would let him. She raised a hand to his chest. Felt the thump
of his heart against her palm. “Damn you, Ryan.”

“Aye, damn me as you will, Rache.” His fingertips came
alongside her cheek and, exerting only the slightest pressure,
he tilted her head to meet his gaze. “I have no doubt that my
unfortunate trip to Ireland will cost us both, one way or the
other.”

Rachel’s gaze held Ryan’s, stormy dark in the rain.

It always seemed to be her fate to appear in front of him at
a disadvantage. Rachel was conscious of an entirely irra-
tional feeling of annoyance. Somehow, she summarized in an
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equally irrational response, that everything happening to her
was his fault—including her craving for him. How could she
maintain control over her life, if she could not even control
her carnal desires?

He turned as if he were looking for someone. A man stood
discreetly just at the edge of the trees, facing another direc-
tion. “I’ve had the carriage brought to Whiteside Street. It
borders this walkway. It’s closer than traipsing to the mews.”

She watched as he walked toward the man, obviously
someone in his employ by the way the man’s spine snapped
upright at Ryan’s approach. Panic infused the uncertainty
riding her heartbeat, and this time she could not pull it back
or rein it under control. Realizing that she was no longer safe
from herself or the hazardous affair of her feelings whenever
he was about, she was suddenly prepared to flee. The rain be-
gan to fall in buckets. Then she felt him at her back, and he
pulled her beneath his coat.

They took the dirt path back toward the aisle of tents that
backed against the walkway. Vendors were lowering their
tent flaps, mothers gathering children. Rachel gripped her
reticule as Ryan hurried her into a run. She saw that he car-
ried her parasol, the tensile strength of his hand at odds with
the feminine accoutrement.

“You may take me to D&B,” she managed over her breath
when they reached the carriage.

He bent and hoisted her into the carriage. “Get in.”

Her slippers were ruined. He climbed in behind her and
shut the door. Curtains covered the windows. Cold seeped
through her soaked clothes to her drawers.

The carriage jolted forward. She sat on one side shivering
and Ryan on the other. Her hair was disheveled beneath the hat
she wore. He laid his long coat over her, enveloping her with his
earthy scent. Almost reluctantly, Rachel lifted her gaze to his.

“Are you going to blame me for the rain, too, Rache?”
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“Not at all.” She clenched her jaw in a smile to keep her
teeth from chattering. ““You’ve enough delusions of grandeur,
Ryan.”

“Thank you for reminding me that I am merely human.”

He hunched forward, rubbing his hands together for
warmth. From her corner, Rachel watched him shift to find
warmth and surrendered to the inevitable. “Why do m-men
give their coats to women, and freeze?” she asked, burrowing
beneath the wool.

“Isn’t that what gentlemen are required to do?”

“The implication being that w-women are frail and help-
less?”

“Or witless for leaving without a cloak in the first place.”
Ryan leaned forward. “Are we going to have an honest-to-
God argument over this, Rachel?”

Her lips curved into a frown, but she couldn’t argue with
logic. “Only if you expect me t-to take your coat while you
freeze.” Reluctantly, she lifted the edge of the coat. “Can we
call a truce? At least until we get warm?”’

Ryan shifted seats and joined her beneath the coat, where
he brought it up to her chin. He laid his arm across the back
of the seat. They sat in silence.

“We can have a truce longer if you choose,” he said.

She pulled back, unconvinced of the possibility. Her head
pressed into the crook of his arm. “W-what are your terms?”
Her teeth chattered.

“Quit purchasing stock.” He tempered his concession with
a subtle move of his body, encompassing more of her against
him. “Both companies have too much at stake to drain re-
sources in a public confrontation neither of us wants. We
wait until Johnny returns.”

She didn’t want a public confrontation either. They had
enough that was private between them to occupy her time.
“What if I can get Johnny to take the company?”
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“He won’t do it. He likes the creative end of the business
too much to give up his independence.”

“But what if he does?”

“I’ll wager the company he won’t.”

His confidence miffed her. “Why is Johnny in Scotland?”
she asked after a moment.

“Why do you think? He’s inspecting sites.”

She rested her head against his shoulder. “So this has noth-
ing to do with the fact that your entire family seems to be in
collusion to throw us together?”

He gently nudged her face. “Did you get that feeling as
well?”

“Will you allow me access to the company records, Ryan?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No.” Locked to a sense of contentedness by his cama-
raderie, she burrowed against him. “Why is it you’re always
so warm?”

“I’m a male. One of those nonhelpless creatures.”

“Truly, Ryan”—she smiled against his shoulder—"you
are conceited.”

“I thought I was an ogre.”

She closed her eyes sleepily. “Did you keep the dog?”

“What do you think?”

“I think that you’re a lot softer than you let on, Ryan.”

His mouth a fraction from her hair, silence hung in the
moist air between them like a living, breathing thing. Every-
thing about him was hard beneath his clothes. She started to
retract her palm from his chest when his fingers wrapped
around her wrist. “How soft do you really think I am?”’

Determined not to let him bully her, she left her hand on
the cool metal clip of his suspenders. She should have known
that Ryan was incapable of playing the gentleman for long.
“You have the morals of a tomcat.”

“So do you.” His mouth brushed her lips, and she slid her
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hand lower, touching him where she had no business explor-
ing. “Were you really going to blackmail me?”” His voice was
husky.

“I’m perfectly capable of a fit of adolescence between us.
I’ve proven that my entire life.” Along with the nervous flut-
ter in her voice, her parted lips joined her rebuttal. Or maybe
her mouth never left his. “But when it comes to carnal expe-
diency, you 're the one capable of tyranny.”

“You like power as much as I do. Besides”—he leaned
around her and shut the crack in the curtain—*"this isn’t busi-
ness. It’s personal.”

Pressed against the crook of his arm, she could not escape
the masculine warmth that pinned her against the seat. Her
gaze rose to meet his, nearly black in the shadows. “Why
aren’t you visiting Snow White this afternoon?” she con-
fronted him, her voice a breathy rasp.

“You tell me. Since you’re so interested in my affairs.”

Her arms relaxed of their own accord, doing battle with
that traitorous vein of lust and something worse. Jealousy. “Is
it an affair?”

His heavy-lidded gaze no longer held amusement. “Mar-
ried men have affairs all the time. But usually not with their
own wives.”

She didn’t want to be his wife.

And Ryan didn’t want to be her husband.

But he felt the touch of her lips against his. His blood
pounded in his ears and pooled in the most sensitive region be-
tween his legs. His senses erupted beneath the heat of her
mouth. He opened her mouth and took her in a full, deep kiss.
Luxurious and alluring, the fluid exploration of his tongue,
drawing a groan from his chest. He deepened the kiss a little
more and stoked the embers between them. Part of his mind
realized she was letting him stir fires that he’d wished to re-
main cold. His hand left the line of her jaw to move to her
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breast. Her fingers speared his hair, and everything became an
intangible reality, a communion of mutual desires. Slowly, he
drew away.

“Jaysus, Rachel . . .”

Their breaths hot and mingling, she regarded him, unable
to hide her confusion. Neither one of them were in charge.
He could feel a tug-of-war inside her. A vague flash of uncer-
tainty that preceded retreat, yet the image was fleeting, as she
pulled him back to her mouth for another kiss.

Her lips were warm and soft and moist, her breath steamy,
his body a hard contrast to her softer curves. Her arms tight-
ened around his neck, and he deepened the thrust of his tongue,
sinking with her into a hot sleepy abyss of sensual bliss. With a
groan, she surrendered her back to the cushion of the seat.

His kiss became relentless in its demand, the token armor of
her jacket rendered inadequate as he unfastened the buttons.
Her nipples grew taut. He could feel her heart thudding against
his palm. His hand wandered over her breasts and her waist,
paying deliberate detail to every curve and hollow as he fol-
lowed the arch of her hip and pulled her upright into his lap. He
was so sure in his actions. So sure in the knowledge of her body.

Sure that he shouldn’t be doing this.

It should always be like this between them. “I’m insane to
be here wanting to do this with you.” His lips touched her
brow, her throat, the fragrant lobe of her ear. Her mouth.
“You taste like ale, Rachel Bailey.” His rasp penetrated the
haze surrounding them both.

“Very heady ale it was,” she said.

Pulling away, he looked into her flushed face. She gave
him a coy smile, daring him to comment. She wasn’t going to
apologize for drinking a glass of ale with her meal. She
wasn’t going to apologize for anything.

His gaze lowered to the pale mounds of her breasts spilling
over her lacy corset.
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He dipped his head to suckle and taste her. He made his
mouth a brand against her flesh. He drew each nipple into his
mouth, his tongue moving over the crest of each breast, and
he listened to the sound of her throaty moans. Slipping his
other hand beneath her sodden skirts, he took more. She
moved against his fingers.

“Do you like my touch?” He breathed in her scent, traced
the outline of her cleft with his finger, and felt her body re-
spond. He wanted her to say the words.

“Yes.” She lowered her body toward his probe. “It’s . . .
nice.”

The thought refocused his mind. “Nice is another word
for polite.” His other hand worked his trousers to free his
erection.

With a sigh, she moved against him.
polite.”

Her knees hugged his hips. His finger razed her, spreading
her. With a helpless cry, she dropped her head back against her
shoulders. He steadied her, moving one hand against her nape,
waiting for her to regain a moment of equilibrium. He opened
his palm around her bottom and shifted her upward, pulling
her higher onto his lap. Then he shifted slightly, and with one
sure movement penetrated her. She closed around him.

Ryan didn’t have time to think. Even if he could have
thought at all. She opened her mouth to cry out, and he caught
her lips in a melding kiss. A part of his mind recognized that he
must have planned it this way. That she’d never had a chance.

That if he were honorable, he’d never have allowed this to
go so far. The rasp of their breathing filled the interior of the
carriage.

Somewhere outside he heard raised voices.

The carriage stopped and rocked in traffic. Slowly opening
her eyes, she saw his gaze on her face. Self-consciously, she
looked down at herself wantonly displayed for his eyes, her

113

1...don’t want



A MATCH MADE IN SCANDAL 245

pale thighs spread wide over his, her skirts hiked to her hips,
hiding what was beneath. But not the sensation. Heat flushed
her cheeks. Her mouth looked swollen and ravished. Her vul-
nerability clashed with the possessiveness he felt for her. He
leaned around her and pulled the curtain aside, but by then the
carriage had jolted forward, bringing her to full awareness.

“Ryan—"

He was seduced by that single whispered utterance. By her
absolute possession of his body. He slid the tip of his finger
against her lip. “Shhh.”

She tasted herself in that touch.

She tried to catch her breath. He could not.

The ends of her hair fell over her shoulders as she leaned
forward and caught her hands against his arms, their corded
mass hard beneath her clenched grip. His breath shuddered
over an incoherent oath. Then he was thrusting inside her, his
hands solid on her bottom, flagrantly carnal as he slid her
against his sensitized flesh.

He ravished her mouth. She let him plunder her body. Or
was she plundering his? His hands tightened on her waist, his
hold on her restricting her movement, controlling her pace.
She resisted, her every muscle moving sensuously to the
melody and rhythm of his pulse. His head fell back against
the squabs. He opened his eyes.

Their gazes met and held. Hazel green to black. Past to
present. No farther, as neither had a wish to go anywhere but
where they currently were. Then she was pressing her lips
against his, drawing him deeper inside her body.

With a sound that was her name, he splayed his fingers into
her wet hair, dislodging the pins from what remained of her
coif. Her silly hat dropped unnoticed to the floor. Her mouth
took his voice, his breath. Desire throbbed and seared. She
seized what he surrendered. His hand gripped her scalp, and
he suckled her racing pulse, her breasts, supporting her with
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his arm, before he was crushing her against him. He tried to
halt his flight, but it was too late, for she was taking him with
her into the fire.

She consumed all of him. A novelty that left him gravely
exploring his own tenderized flesh as he lost himself to her in
a shuddering orgasm.

When he opened his eyes, Rachel lay slumped against
him, her every inhalation imprinting itself against his chest.
He didn’t know how long he sat listening to the return of re-
ality: the carriage jostling over the street, the clip-clop of
horses—and her weepy voice whispering against his ear. “I
didn’t have my sponge.”

For the first time in his life, Ryan witnessed her collapse
into tears.

What the hell?

“There is no sense worrying, Rache. We’ll know soon
enough.”

She drew back, her direct regard watery and accusing.
“I’'m sorry.” But her tone blamed him for her current state.
She swiped the back of her hand across both cheeks, the
movement contracting her muscles around him still deep in-
side her. “I’m not used to this . . . this manner of dominance.”

Which meant that he had the power to make her come.
“That’s understandable.” He could almost laugh at his own pro-
found lack of logic—if he wasn’t gritting his teeth, and nearly
drunk on the arousing effect she was still having on his body. “I
must be crazy to want you like this,” he muttered hoarsely.

“This shouldn’t have happened twice. Never. Not in a hun-
dred million years.” She pressed her lips against his temple
and sniffled. Her body’s movement continued to send jolting
shocks through him. “We don’t even like each other. To make
ababy...”

He leaned his cheek against the cushion of her hair. “I
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imagine we like each other a little.”

“We just don’t want to be married to the other—for sound
reasons. We would drive each other to murder before a year
was completed.” She turned her mouth to the lobe of his ear.
“Wouldn’t we?”

“A child . . . would certainly complicate . . . matters.”

He caught her hard against him, thinking through that
senseless haze that surrounded his growing erection, that he
might have been insulted by the tragedy of Rachel’s teary
declaration had he not already realized the implication to
himself. They were adults. Such things were handled dis-
creetly, though thank Providence, he’d never experienced the
problem. But Rachel was different.

Indeed, theirs was an interesting, if not unstable, predica-
ment, to say the least, and the paradox of his emotions when
it came to his feelings for her suddenly reeled his thoughts
into focus.

How in God’s name could someone who was so wrong for
him on almost every level of his life feel so bloody perfect on
this one?

His fists, filled with the wet fabric of her skirts, settled on
her round, smooth buttocks. “Jaysus . . .” He pressed his face
into her damp shoulder, the evidence of his desire now hot and
hard inside her. “Just . . . keep moving,” he finally surrendered
the words, closing his eyes, half-stunned by the warm mouth
opening over his because her kiss cut him to his soul.



Chapter 15
~O0_~—

T he sound of voices outside the carriage opened Rachel’s
eyes. She was lying cradled in Ryan’s arms, with the
coat wrapped around them. Despite warmth emanating from
him, she was shivering. “You fell asleep,” he answered the
question in her eyes.

In the shadows, she couldn’t read his expression. Didn’t
know his thoughts. But she felt his arms loosen, and she sat
up. Her entire muscular structure ached as she bent to peer
outside. The carriage had pulled onto a brick drive.

“Where are we?” she asked without looking at him.

“At my London residence.” He adjusted his coat around
her shoulders, covering her dishabille. “The least I can do is
mend the damages to you before we talk.”

She pushed his hand away. “I can do this, Ryan.”

He caught her wrist. “You’re like ice, Rachel.” Her hands
trembled and, for a moment as she looked into his hooded
eyes, they softened. “Let me help you.”

“Where is Mary Elizabeth?” she asked.

“With my sister.” He opened the door and climbed outside.

248
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Rain continued to fall in a drizzle. Rachel leaned into the door-
way and reluctantly peered up at his house. Ryan lifted her easily
from the carriage. He hurried her through the rain and up the
steps. The front door opened as if by unseen hands, and he swept
her into the entryway. He ordered a bath, sending the household
into a flurry of activity. Without breaking stride, he walked her up
a long staircase into an equally long corridor.

She stumbled on her dampened skirts and felt his hand
tighten on her arm. A magnificent pair of Rembrandts hung
on the wall. He was watching her take in the elaborate ceiling
friezes, the beautiful fresco, and huge Venetian glass chande-
lier hanging in the tall foyer. “It catches the eye,” she felt ob-
ligated to say.

“Money can buy anything, Rachel.”

Had he bought her? Her cooperation? Her silence?

She looked at his stern profile, caught by the realization
that everything surrounding him had its purpose. No doubt if
something didn’t meet his standards or expectations, it
would find no place in his life.

Shivering from whatever it was that pervaded her bones,
Rachel listened as he spoke to his valet and ordered tea. He
left her alone in his private chambers. His bedroom was no
less impressive than everything else she saw in his house.
Royal blue velvet draperies adorned the long windows, and a
matching canopy dressed the massive bed. No one seemed to
question her presence.

“Let’s get ye out of these wet things, mum.”

She let a young maid undo the row of jet-black buttons on
her jacket that Ryan had meticulously restored in the carriage.
He’d repaired her garments and his, as if he had sexual con-
gress with women in his carriage all the time—as if he hadn’t
taken her world and turned it wrong side out, upside down.

She could hear his voice coming from the connecting room
as she slid out of her soaked clothes and stockings. Her corset
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and drawers followed, but for lack of anything else to wear, she
kept her chemise. “We’ll dry these at once, mum.” The girl
bobbed a curtsy. “They’ll be good as new in no time.”

Wrapping her arms around her torso, Rachel waited be-
side the window, shivering as the bathtub was filled. She’d
wanted to rally together reasons for disliking Ryan, but the
substance behind her emotions had dissolved. Still, anger
was preferable to the confusion she felt. How could she have
allowed this to happen at all?

A girl’s shriek sounded from the next room, followed by a
crash.

Rachel ran toward the connecting door. Quiet weeping
drew her into the other room. Ryan sat on his haunches, a
shattered teapot lying at his feet.

“Stop!” He held out his hand like a bobby halting traffic in
the Piccadilly.

In dismay, Rachel looked down at her bare feet. She was
standing among shards of porcelain and spilled cream.

“I didn’t see ye there, sir—"

“It is all right,” he was telling the distraught girl. “Just
clean this up. Have Mildred bring another pot.”

Ryan shifted his dark eyes back to her and paused. Begin-
ning somewhere around her toes, his gaze ascended, taking
its time, she thought, as he came to his feet. He was no longer
wearing his jacket or waistcoat. She felt as naked and hot as
she had when she’d sat astride him in the carriage, and the
rest of the world receded in his eyes.

“Don’t move,” Ryan ordered her in a voice that brooked
no disobedience.

Ordered as if he sensed her will to flee him.

He approached. “You’re a lot of trouble, Rachel,” he said,
and lifted her.

With a gasp, she caught her arms around his neck. His
heavy shoes crushed the glass like so many eggshells.
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“Put me down.” She wriggled, but his corded arms were
like a vise around her. “Everyone will see.”

“Everyone has already seen everything.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Stand in front of the mirror. Then answer your own ques-
tion.” He sat her abruptly on a chair. He walked to a cabinet.
She listened as he poured something into a glass.

A moment later, he returned with whiskey. “Drink this. It
will help with the chill, until I can get you more tea.”

She looked into the bottom of the glass.

“Just drink it, Rachel.”

She did as he asked, gasped, and choked on whiskey
that was potent even for her. He took the glass from her
hand and set it on the bedside table. She thought she
glimpsed amusement in his eyes. “Did you step on any
glass?” he asked.

She’d started to say no, until Ryan knelt before her, and
she decided she liked having him on his knees in front of her.
“I’m not sure.”

He wrapped his hands around one ankle and turned her
foot toward him. “Where?” His thumbs caressed the arch.

Her fingers tightened their grip on the chair. “Nearer to the
heel, maybe.”

Absorbing the sensuous glide of his fingers, she wriggled
her toes to maintain stamina, but she was slowly sinking back
into the chair. “Higher . . . lower.”

“Here?” he asked, none too gently.

She closed her eyes. His flesh on her flesh mixed with
whiskey for a potent rush of heat through her veins. “And the
toes.”

He raised his gaze. Rachel released her death grip on the
chair.

“Why don’t you hop around on both feet to make sure?”
His smile was flat, and she realized he was annoyed with her.
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“Though I wouldn’t want you to impale yourself on shards of
porcelain.”

She wanted to impale herself on something else entirely,
and it must have shown in her eyes, for his gaze grew danger-
ous. She felt desperately hungry and thirsty. Hot and cold.
His very presence consumed her and panicked her. “Heaven
forbid that I should ever know how to flirt,” she said offhand-
edly, mortified by her behavior.

“Heaven help any man should you learn to flirt.” He came
to his feet. “I like you better honest.”

She rose. They stood less than a foot apart, so close she
could smell the heat from his body. “I’ve sent someone to
bring back Elsie,” he said, his voice taking on a discordant
note. “She’ll be here shortly to help you dress and get you
safely from here.” He slipped a finger beneath her chin. “I
have work to do tonight. Lots of work, just so you can have
unimpeded access to all the D&B records your heart desires.
I’ll have a team of bookkeepers and accountants make copies
of everything tomorrow. Will that be enough for now?”

The concession left her momentarily speechless.

“What else do you want, Rache?”

She wanted to understand him.

“I want an honest conversation with you for once.”

Swearing softly, he leaned against the bedpost. “Maybe
that’s what we’ve been having all along, and neither of us has
figured that out yet.”

Rachel didn’t know what he meant by that, but she did un-
derstand the rift between them went deep. “Do you have a
heart and soul, Ryan? Something . . . or someone that you
would fight for to the exclusion of all else?”

“My daughter.” He stared at the ceiling, drew in a breath, and
met her gaze. “Do you understand the importance of that?”

She could not bear the pressure of his gaze. He intended to
honor the contracts he’d signed with Devonshire. He’d never
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lied to her about that. Suddenly, the last thing she wanted was
for him to see that today had softened her any more than it
had him.

“T understand.”

“I’'m glad you do. Because I sure as hell don’t. A tempo-
rary business truce doesn’t nearly encompass the issues sur-
rounding us.”

“No, it doesn’t. And if I were a man, we would not have
even made that truce.”

“If you were a man . . . I would not have taken you from
the Rathdrum project. Hell, if you were a man, I’d let some-
one shoot me for what we just did in the carriage.” He shook
his head. “I’ve put the reputation of this company at risk all
because I've allowed my head to get muddled with lust and
friendship and a hundred other things I can’t interpret. Or
maybe I can, and I’'m only just now beginning to understand
them myself.”

She’d been so accustomed to looking after herself for so
long, of having to remain strong for other people, that she felt
caught by his tenderness. Restrained by his kindness. Clearly,
he knew how to home in on her vulnerability. By asking her to
agree to any truce, he could not be asking her to aid and abet her
demise more, or that of Donally & Bailey, she thought, think-
ing of all her workers and her agreement with Lord Bathwick.

“My fight isn’t over a desire to chair the board,” she said.
“Even if the public could accept a chairman with bosoms, I
have no experience—"

Ryan suddenly laughed. “You never cease to astound me.”

“You can hardly deny that what is beneath my clothes is
more important to everyone than what is between my ears.”

Resting an elbow on his forearm, he scraped a palm over
his jaw, finally fixing his gaze on hers. To her disbelief, his
eyes were laughing. After a moment, realizing the humor in
her comment, she laughed, too.
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Ryan sensed the tension leaving her body.

“I’ve seen your work, Rachel. You have nothing of which
to be ashamed.”

And looking at her, Ryan recognized all that she’d over-
come to get to her place. He understood her passion and her
loyalty toward the people who worked for her. He understood
it more than she knew.

Then as carefully as if she was made of spun glass, he
touched her cheek. “For the record, I like what is between
your ears equally as much as I like what is beneath your
clothes.” His thumb touched her mouth. “I’'m especially fond
of what is between your ears.”

To her obvious horror, his teasing statement made her
smile if only briefly. “That still doesn’t make us on the same
side,” she pointed out.

Her statement was fact. He might be supportive, but he
was not remotely close to seeing the future her way. Yet, for
the few seconds they stood facing each other, the walls crum-
bling between them, he truly wondered what a future with
her would hold.

Then he was no longer wondering.

His gaze found the fullness of her mouth, the mask of her
displeasure no longer evident, her unbound hair a cascade of
inviting warmth, and he knew a certain disturbing reluctance
that she held the power to captivate him continuously in
every way. A striking realization from a man who felt only a
jarring foreboding at the direction of his thoughts.

He made no move to touch her and dropped his hand. He
looked out the window, a perplexed thinness to his lips as he
focused on the pewter skies that seemed to become the storm
brewing inside him.

“Today wasn’t supposed to have happened,” she whispered.

“You’re right.” He turned, forcing her chin up. One step
more, and he violated the invisible barrier separating them.
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“Today shouldn’t have happened. But it did. And therein lies
the crux of the problem.”

The backs of her knees caught the chair, and she sat abruptly.
“There is no crux.” Her voice was husky as he braced his palms
on the armrests and leaned over her. “I won’t fight a dissolution
to this marriage.” Her head pressed against the chair back.
“You can have your solicitor draw up the necessary papers.”

“Don’t we need to think about this, Rachel?” he asked.

Her eyes liquid bright in the dim light held his. “A real mar-
riage between us would be a disaster,” her voice whispered.

“I’m asking you to consider a future with me.”

She was so stunned by the implication beyond his declara-
tion that all she could do was stare.

“We can both agree to disagree about the future of Donally
& Bailey,” he said. “We can also agree that if I stay married
to you, my life will be altered immeasurably,” he managed,
with a barely exhaled abortive laugh as he sank to one knee
in front of her. He was already considering what it would
take to break the contracts he’d signed with Devonshire. “But
we have to agree to agree that there is something between us
worth exploring. Something that has always been there.”

“We can’t just divorce ourselves from who we are.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t try.”

She turned her face away, or tried to, but he caught her
chin, and wondered at her fear. No whisper of cooling air of-
fered solace or refuge from emotions that hand-tied him to a
disadvantage—that pumped through his body and filled his
veins with fire and made him territorial, as if his possessive-
ness gave him some prerogative to his temper.

“Tell me you don’t bloody feel something, Rache.”

She held her palms against him. “Please, move away.”

“Or you’ll punch me?” He stood and looked down into her
face. “Maybe you’d rather kiss me instead. If I weren’t in the
mood to play the gentleman, I'd show you just what it is you
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really want to do with me. Or maybe you’ll just miss me if I
walk away.”

“I hate it when you turn into a tyrant, Ryan. I really do.”

“You just hate it when I"m right.”

“I can’t, Ryan.”

Looking into her eyes, he knew her feelings had to be in-
separable from his. Yet, she wasn’t going to allow herself to
trust him. Perhaps she understood him better than he did
himself, he acknowledged.

Even if what they shared on the erotic level was nothing
short of staggering—one didn’t base an entire future on the
quality of a climax. Either he was acting impulsively, which
he seemed to want to do around her, or deliberately, which
was a known character trait—one that had made him hated
by many. He no longer knew.

This fight was as much about them as it was about D&B.
Hell, he’d give her the damn company if he thought it wouldn’t
be a foolish act blindly awash in noble sacrifice, but he knew
their differences went deep down to the core of who they were.

Where he’d never found satisfaction to remain in one
place, she’d never veered from her roots, never pretended to
be anything but what she was. Never asked for more than she
could deliver. Rachel didn’t fit among the gilded, teardrop
chandeliers and Heppelwhite armchairs he collected. She
didn’t attend soirées or wear beaded gowns and diamond
tiaras. Lady Gwyneth fit into his vision of the future. Not she.

So why was he willing to throw away so bloody much for a
woman who had been historically disposed, nay eager, to
foist him off on other women her entire life.

The thought stumped him. He turned in the doorway of his
bedroom and met the startled hazel of her gaze, half-veiled by
a thick fringe of black lashes. She stood beside his bed. He let
his gaze slide over her. The pale lamp glow at her back picked
the warm hues from her red-gold hair. A pink flush had stolen
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over her cheeks. She was a conflicting blend of virtue and sin,
her self-assurance a sham, her allure far deeper than physical
beauty.

He was in love with her.

More deeply in love than he’d ever thought capable.

Men had laid sieges to cities and fought epic battles for
that kind of love. He was no less motivated, but far more
practical.

He wanted only to lay siege to what was in her heart.

For he saw in that raw glimpse, before she closed her eyes
and looked away, that she loved him, too.

Ryan stood in the doorway overlooking the gardens sur-
rounding the London Royal Yacht Club. The atmosphere was
sizzling. Cassavas catered to an international clientele, a Eu-
ropean consortium that included sheiks, princes, and an oc-
casional American or British tycoon who had made his
fortune on speculation—where old money continued to ig-
nore the nouveaux rich. But if a man could pay the price, he
could pass through the gilded doors reserved for the elite,
dine on caviar, and wallow in his own self-importance.

Many looked up from their meals as Ryan passed. Dressed
in black swallowtail coat and trousers as was befitting the for-
mal dress required, he turned briefly to thank the attendant
who had directed him to the gazebo, where he could see the
shadow of a man inside. With his long legs outstretched in
front of him, Lord Bathwick was holding an expensive Bor-
deaux in one hand and a cheroot in the other. The scent of to-
bacco drifted on the faint breeze and mingled with the river
smell, which wasn’t pleasant in the summer heat. A flash of
lightning disturbed the distant sky.

“I’ll announce myself,” Ryan said.

Bathwick turned his head at Ryan’s approach, his eyes
widening in wary surprise before he adeptly screened his sur-
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prise behind a bland gaze. “Donally.” He didn’t move from
his comfortable pose.

“Where is your father?”

“I am not his keeper, Donally.” Bathwick sipped from his
glass before setting it on the table. “But have you tried at his
London home? He is known to be there on occasion.”

Ryan felt the corners of his mouth tilt. He didn’t bother
taking a seat. He didn’t plan to be there long. Bathwick had
been a bone in his craw for years, even before Ryan acquired
Ore Industries. They ran in many of the same social circles.
There had never been any affection lost between them. Six
months ago, Bathwick had been responsible for spreading
rumors that sent D&B shares plunging, with a substantial
loss that D&B did not have to sustain. In the process, Bath-
wick had gained a foothold into the door of his company, one
that Ryan did not intend to allow him to keep.

He withdrew a bank draft and slid it beneath the small
lamp sitting in the center of the table. “Twenty-two thousand
pounds,” he said. “More than your shares are worth. Go pur-
chase yourself a nice country estate and retire away from the
influence of your father.”

The false smile faded from Bathwick’s eyes. Whatever
he’d been expecting from Ryan, receiving a bank draft
clearly wasn’t one. “Those are arrogant words for someone
who doesn’t know what I want.”

“I know that revenge tastes sweet no matter which slice of
the pie you eat. But I won’t let you use Rachel to get to me.”

Bathwick scraped his thumbs over the corners of the check.
The breeze had picked up with the approach of the storm, and
banners that rimmed the terrace flapped on their standards.
“Did Rachel”—Bathwick emphasized Ryan’s inadvertent use
of her name—*‘send you over here to dispense with me?”’

Ryan leaned both palms on the table. “She didn’t have to.
Your name came up on a list handed over to me today. Miss
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Bailey is not part of the problem between your family and
mine. Don’t put her between something she doesn’t under-
stand.”

“Or maybe you only want to halt her quest to take control
of your company. She has the power to do that.”

“Don’t believe it, Bathwick.”

“Then why haven’t you stopped her? Maybe you don’t be-
lieve she has the stomach for a fight. Or are you concerned
she may actually grow to like me?” Amused Bathwick sat
back in his chair. “Would that be a problem, Donally?”

The breeze had picked up with the approach of another
storm and banners that rimmed the terrace flapped on their
standards. He wasn’t there as a businessman but as a husband.
Bathwick didn’t know that. “Take that draft to my personal
banker at the Bank of London with the proper papers signing
over your shares of D&B, and he will give you the funds.
You’ll surrender your interest in all of my holdings. If you are
intelligent, you will persuade your father to do the same.”

Bathwick peered at Ryan more directly. “I’m assuming
this is the first salvo at something bigger aimed against my
father. Something more direct. And not related to business.”

“Good night, my lord.” Ryan turned to leave.

“I hope you have a bigger arsenal than this.” Bathwick
called after him.

One foot still on the stairs, Ryan turned. A wind gust
whipped the bushes, then faded. Lord Bathwick descended
the stairs. “War with Father is an ugly thing.”

He bid Ryan good evening, his coat flapping in the wind,
and no amount of acquired social polish could hide the look
behind Ryan’s lengthening silence as he watched his lordship
stroll away. Though Ryan had made his living in the corpo-
rate trenches and had not gained his reputation for nothing,
when it came to the truth of the matter, he would pay what-
ever price it took to free himself of Devonshire.



260 MELODY THOMAS
ES %k ES

“Purchase the hat, Miss Bailey.”

Rachel stood on the busy Bond Street walkway so en-
grossed in her perusal of the beautiful items in the window
that she’d failed to note Lord Bathwick’s approach. Her star-
tled gaze snapped to his eyes reflected in the glass before she
turned to face him.

“You’ve been staring at it for half an hour.”

“I said I would meet you at St. Anthony’s tomorrow.”

“I’'m not Catholic.” He shrugged. “One would only think
our meeting clandestine.”

“Of course, a meeting on a busy street is a much better
place to conduct business.”

Rocking back on his heels, he tipped his hat at two women
as they bustled past. “What better place to make a clandestine
meeting less obvious?” he asked with humor. “It is only my
good fortune that [ saw you leaving Hyde Park, left my cab,
and followed.” Turning to give his full attention to the object
in the window, he said, “In my humble opinion, you should
purchase the hat, Miss Bailey. You obviously want it.”

Feeling a blush heat her cheeks, Rachel turned, embar-
rassed that he should always be catching her doing some-
thing that appeared desperate. They both surveyed the item
in question. Unlike the bonnet she’d eyed at the fair, this one
was a wide-brimmed French affair with red ribbons and a
festoon of cheerful feathers. Nothing that represented practi-
cal. Maybe just once, she wanted pretty.

It had been over a week since Ryan had made love to her in
the carriage. Eight days since she’d seen him. Eight measly
days, and she’d vanquished her principles to the romantic
mirage hovering over her. She had begun to miss him.

For too many years, she had followed his life through the
scandal sheets, making these past weeks surreal. Like the way
she felt about the frilly, feminine hat she gawked at today and in
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the booth at the fair, knowing that purchasing either one would
be the same as admitting her life was a failure, that what she’d
worked so hard to achieve was not what she really wanted. She
didn’t know why the hat was the unseemly metaphor, but it was.

She was afraid of wanting more. Afraid of sacrificing her
soul for her heart.

She was afraid of Lord Devonshire.

“That is a lot of thought going into a hat, Miss Bailey. Per-
haps, being the practical sort, you are asking yourself where
you would wear something so extravagant.”

“I’'m not without a social agenda,” she lied, not pleased
with his observation, even though she’d said the same thing
to Ryan at the fairgrounds. With the exception of Brianna’s
company and her morning whist games, Rachel had no social
life in London.

“Let me guess. For lack of anything else to do yesterday,
you joined Lady Ravenspur’s whist club. You played with
dowagers, spinsters, and other progressive thinkers. Today
you’ve spent shopping though you’ve only purchased”—he
lifted the lid of a red-painted box that she carried—*“a doll.”

Rachel pulled the box against her chest. “She’s a gift.”

“For Lord Ravenspur’s two sons, no doubt.”

“No doubt,” she said behind a smile, eyeing him more
thoroughly since his approach. He wore a dark blue frock
coat, white morning waistcoat, and black trousers, looking
quite dapper, as if he always appeared ready for public con-
sumption. “How do you know what I’ve been doing?”

“I saw Ravenspur, yesterday. It was his wife’s whist day.”
Looking at the box, he added, “The rest was an educated
guess.” He held out his arm. “The day is young, so count me
your social agenda for the rest of the afternoon. We can do
whatever you wish.”

She looked up at the blue sky, felt the summer breeze on
her face, and smiled. “I wouldn’t mind finding something of
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an exhausting physical nature to do,” she said, thinking she
would enjoy a bout of horseback riding. Anything to help her
sleep at night.

Bathwick threw back his head and laughed. When his blue
eyes again met hers, they had warmed considerably from that
last time she’d seen him at his Mayfair home, and they’d
struck their bargain. She liked him. She liked that he had cal-
lused hands and an easy smile that she suspected was not as
easy as he pretended, that despite his debonair, aristocratic
front, he seemed to be as much an outcast as she was.

“You are not the stick in the mud as you enjoy letting on,
Miss Bailey.” Lord Bathwick observed her pleasantly
through an eyepiece. “Your problem is that you are a woman
in a man’s world. A place where you can never compete—
except as a woman. You would be amazed how cooperative a
man can be in the right frame of mind.”

“Are you, in your polite way, trying to tell me that I should
take advantage of my charms—in a way that men will over-
lookmy ...?”

“Brains?”

“Faults.”

They continued to walk. “Have you considered that men
are a perverse breed intent on their own pleasures? A woman
who is smarter than they are is no pleasure.”

“A man who is not as smart as I am needs to attend better
to his studies.” She smiled. “I care little for his pleasure.”

“I’ve offended you,” he said.

“Not at all.” Only because he spoke the truth. Men looked
at a woman from the chin down. She’d learned out of neces-
sity not to be the wrong kind of target, which certainly made
the array of feminine feelings Ryan had awakened in her un-
familiar. Ryan, whom she hadn’t spoken to in days but
dreamed about at nights, who made her feel as if she were
seventeen again and alive.
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“We have veered from the topic at hand,” he said. “You
wanted to see me at St. Anthony’s for a reason, I presume.”

“I hope I was not inconvenient in asking to see you.” She
did her best to remain calm. But under the circumstances,
Lord Bathwick had to understand her position. “Some things
have changed since our last meeting. Until John Donally re-
turns and we can sit down and talk, Mr. Donally and I have
agreed upon a truce.”

The humor left his face. “Of course he’d ask you to do that.”

“Itisn’t like that. This is a business—"

“As is ours.” The walkway grew crowded, and he lowered
his voice. “As such, we have agreed upon a course of action.
One, by the way, of which Donally is already aware.”

Her gaze widened on his, and she saw that he’d been wait-
ing for that reaction. “Just a thought for you to consider,” he
offered with no solace. “This is what Donally and I do, Miss
Bailey. If you have personal feelings that will interfere with
the agreement we made, allow me to finish buying up D&B
stock for you.”

Their eyes remained locked. “Have you considered that we
need John Donally?”

“If he won’t head the company, as the former heir to Ore
Industries I am more than familiar with the business. Unlike
my aristocratic brethren, I am not averse to managing my
own source of revenue.”

The doll grew heavier in her arms.

Under the circumstances, she could not allow him to invest
more than he already had, when a partnership with her now
meant nothing in the wake of Ryan’s legal claim on her. “You
may withdraw from our agreement, my lord,” she said,
knowing she had to wait for Johnny. “I will understand.”

Lord Bathwick murmured something and looked away but
not before she glimpsed a frown beneath his usual urbane ex-
pression. “Your stubbornness will be my undoing.”
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Some of the tension evaporated. “How did Ryan find out
about our partnership?”

He leaned both hands on the silver head of his walking stick
and considered her. “Donally and I have a history. Even if he
did not see the list of major stockholders in the company, he
knew you couldn’t make a bid for the company alone. He came
to see me at Cassavas a few days ago and tried to buy me out.”

“He wouldn’t dare!”

“Ah, but he did. So, you see? If this entire issue didn’t in-
trigue me so much, I might find it more profitable to opt out.
You’ll learn your error soon enough.”

Ryan knew about her partnership with Bathwick and he
had not come to see her.

Realizing that Bathwick had just said something profound,
her mind suddenly stopped and lingered worriedly on the
scenario of his words. “What does that mean?”

“Have you ever wondered how Donally found out about
your Rathdrum project?”

Rachel swallowed her uneasiness. She’d assumed that
Johnny had told him.

“It’s Ore Industries’ policy when confronting a hostile tar-
get to do an investigation on that target. By every account,
my father considered you hostile before Donally went to Ire-
land. Why, Miss Bailey? Not that it matters to me.” Lord
Bathwick brushed aside his concern with an airy wave of his
gloved hand. “But it might to Donally.

“You see, he is the only man who has ever beaten my fa-
ther. Soundly. In the public arena. My father hates him, but
he needs him—rather like a leech needs blood to survive, and
has proven himself capable of using any means at his dis-
posal to keep people in check.”

Lord Bathwick bent over her hand. “Welcome to my
world, Miss Bailey.”



Chapter 16
~OC "

The hansom pulled up to the curb of Ore Industries an
hour after Rachel left Lord Bathwick. She dug into her
reticule to pay the driver, frustrated because, for all of her
composure, her hands shook. Grabbing hold of her hat in the
gust, she let her gaze travel up the side of one of the tallest
buildings in London. The door attendant and lift operator
were present, which meant someone was still in the building
at this late-afternoon hour.

Rachel had never been to the Ore Industries building.

No secretary greeted her entry on the eighth floor. The
closed blinds covering the paladin windows impeded the
light, but as she stood alone in the anteroom, Rachel heard the
low rumble of voices from one of the offices and knew Ryan
was there. A door was ajar. Recognizing his voice, she felt a
keen awareness of him, and relief, unsettling in its novelty.

His presence carried security.

Standing in the anteroom, she could see three men sitting
around his desk. If she moved to the left, she could see Ryan.
He was leaning back in his chair, one ankle drawn casually
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over his knee, his fingers threaded behind his head. He wore
no jacket, and his white sleeves were turned up to his elbows
as if he had been at the drafting board.

Remaining in the shadows, Rachel found a chair that al-
lowed her an unimpeded view of Ryan. Because of the un-
usual summer heat that week, she had removed her jacket
before she’d left D&B. She wore a shirtwaist over a white
blouse and brown skirt, but even with less clothing, her skin
was damp beneath her corset.

Ryan’s voice pulled her gaze. He was speaking about the
currently stalled negotiations ongoing in France. Valmonts
was once a prestigious engineering firm, with roots into the
past that went deeper than D&B’s. She had never taken part
in meetings on this level, and despite her discomfiture with
their ongoing topic, she observed him with professional in-
terest. In his office, high above London, fitting his station,
Ryan existed for the negotiation.

Pale daylight streamed into the room, complimenting the
white of his teeth as he grinned at something someone said
that made the group laugh. Then he leaned forward—his
shoulders contained by the pristine cloth of his shirt and
folded his hands on his desk. As she watched him speak, it hit
her with the flutter of her heart that this man was really her
husband.

Hers.

People listened to him. She listened. He discussed contracts
and projects on the same level that he entertained notable fig-
ureheads. She knew how he could lead an international corpo-
ration. Why the financials followed him.

There, in his element, he ruled from the clouds as she lived
with her feet firmly planted on the earth, among the greenery
and mists of Ireland.

Remembering Lord Devonshire’s threat about scandal
toppling kingdoms, Rachel feared her presence in his life
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would hurt Ryan. She had no idea the extent of Devonshire’s
knowledge of her personal history. How much of her past did
he really know? It no longer mattered. She had come there
today to tell Ryan the truth.

With a mental groan, Rachel leaned her elbow on the chair
rest. Ryan must have seen the movement, for he turned his
head and saw her.

She froze.

“If you will excuse me for a moment,” she heard him say
as he stood.

Rachel came to her feet when he entered the anteroom.
Nothing in Ryan’s gaze told her anything, except that he was
surprised to see her. Indeed, he’d made an offer to her and man-
aged to vanish from her sight completely for an entire week.

She apologized for interrupting him. “May I speak with
you?”

“This isn’t a good time,” he said, his stance businesslike,
but there was a glimmer in his eyes that warmed her every-
where as he took her elbow and pulled her farther into the
shadows. “As you can see, I'm in a meeting.”

“Mr. Stewart didn’t tell me that this meeting was on your
itinerary,” she said, aware that what he did here did not be-
long in the realm of her jurisdiction with D&B.

“You only talked to one of my secretaries. I have three.
Welcome to Ore Industries.”

Feeling caged by the lack of light, she shifted her mind
abruptly to look around the room. For a moment, neither
spoke. She stood beside him, an inch from her past, seeking
some place other than his face to rest her gaze. “I had heard
that you paid a visit to Lord Bathwick . . .” Her voice faded as
it occurred to her that this wasn’t exactly the topic with
which she wanted to begin.

At least that was one secret she didn’t have to keep from
Ryan.
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“He didn’t wait long before coming to you,” Ryan said, his
unconcern and total lack of alarm making her frown. “How
close do you think you two are?

“We’re business partners.” She tightened her arms over
her torso and peered up at him curiously. “He’s in love with
Lady Gwyneth.”

“Quaint.”

“I think he wants to fight you for both her and the company.”

“I don’t need to fight anyone for Gwyneth.” Dark lashes
framed the sharp edge of ice in his eyes. “And I will never let
him take anything that belongs to me. I suggest you stay
away from him, Rachel.”

“You and I agreed not to purchase stock. I'm perfectly
within my rights to wage battle on the rest of the business
front as I see fit. Especially since I know you would do the
same thing I'm doing in my place.”

Ryan noted the warning in her eyes. “All is fair in love and
war, is that your creed?” he challenged as if he considered
her outburst amusing, if not fraught with gullibility.

Then she realized that her alliance with Bathwick did not
threaten him, that he merely deemed it an inconvenience.
“Clearly, Lord Bathwick is no different than you are in mat-
ters of business. You are both bloodthirsty. I feel as if I should
be wearing a necklace of garlic.”

“Is this what you came here to discuss?”

Noting that the men in the office had grown quiet, she
looked around Ryan’s shoulder. Without turning, he seemed
to note the same thing. “I have to get back.”

She grabbed his sleeve. “I just have one question,” she
said, when his eyes came back around to hers, and she sud-
denly floundered in her purpose.

She lowered her voice. “Why haven’t you tried to see me?”

“I believe you made it clear where I stood in your life.”
One side of his mouth suddenly slid into a grin. “I thought I
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would leave you to contemplate your future with me. Do you
miss me yet?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I see,” she said, recognizing his
conceit for what it was, “you thought by ignoring me, I'd
want to see you?”

The fact that she was standing in his office answered her
question for him.

His eyes touched her lips, and it occurred to her there was
nothing indifferent or businesslike about him when it came to
her presence. “To use your cliché, ‘all is fair in love and war.’
You want to make war. I am only interested in making love.”

Unwillingly flustered by his outrageous reply, she opened
her mouth, torn between shock and ire. “You’re an ass,
Ryan.”

“Thank you, Rache.” Bent slightly, he touched his lips to
her hair. “My opinion of your charm is only superseded by
that of your hat. Then again,” he drawled, “everything south
of that hat and north of your charm, reminds me of why I’'m
in love with you, too.”

Rachel stared in disbelief. Did he even realize what he’d
just said?

The noise in the office behind him grew louder as it
sounded like the meeting he’d left had adjourned itself with-
out him. “Mr. Donally?” A man from the office stood at the
door. “We’re nearly finished in here. Do you wish us to con-
clude without you?”

His hands still in his pockets, he turned. “I’ll be there in a
moment.”

Covering her cheeks with her cooler hands, Rachel hastily
sought to regain her composure. She was aware that she was
in his way.

A strange tender light came into his eyes as he caught her
staring at him. “Is there a particular reason you came by to-
day, Rachel?”
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Her gaze touched the doorway to his office, and she shook
her head. She could not tell him about Devonshire here. “It
can wait.”

“I have a business engagement to attend tonight,” he said,
then proceeded to tell her he was busy for the rest of the
week, which Rachel highly doubted under the circumstances
of his earlier admission. She refused to allow him to manipu-
late her into missing him. Nor did she believe that he was in
love with her, deciding his statement had surely been a figure
of speech.

“Will you be going to Paris?” she asked, wondering about
his other acquisition.

“If I did, would you come with me?”

Rachel looked into his eyes, started to tell him absolutely
not, when he took her chin into the warm palm of his hand
and bent over her mouth. “We could make love all night in
satin sheets.” His breath fluttered over her lips. ““You can dine
off silver and gold, bathe in chocolate. We could sin to our
hearts’ content.”

She blushed hotly, and he laughed. Then his mouth low-
ered, and he was kissing her.

A hot openmouthed hungry kiss that pinned her feet to the
floor. He tasted like rich coffee, and she went from uncertain
to willing in the time it took for her to breathe.

No one kissed like Ryan. Not in her entire life had any man
touched every one of her five senses as he could with only his
mouth. He could make her hot and buttery—but instead of
sinking against him in abject surrender, Rachel wedged her
palms between them. His heart pounded in his chest. Drag-
ging in a breath, she broke away.

“You haven’t yet earned the right to ask me to go with you
anywhere. I don’t officially consider myself your wife.”

“You are to me.” His smile turned wolfish, a contrast to his
temper when it came to managing everything about her.
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“Maybe I’ll unofficially give you a child, and in nine months
you’ll unofficially be a mother.”

He eased his fingers around her jaw and traced the contour
of her cheeks. Then recognizing her silence for the shock that
it was, he lowered his hand. “If you change your mind about
missing me, let me know, and I can do something about it.”

Breathing hard, Rachel watched him walk back to the of-
fice, his gait fluid, an attractive figure in black, and knew ex-
actly why he was so successful at high-level negotiations.
“You don’t play fair, Ryan,” she whispered.

“I never did,” he said over his shoulder. “You should know
that about me by now.”

Weary of dealing with accountants, bookkeepers, and her
own heart, Rachel welcomed Johnny’s telegram two days
later asking for files on the Forth project in Scotland. At least
his request gave her something to do in a company that ran
with the efficiency of a Swiss clock and didn’t seem to need
her at all.

Ryan kept himself busy. So could she.

But her resistance to him was a hollow victory, she consid-
ered, as she closed the ledger on her desk. Behind her, the
sun was beginning to set.

Stewart entered her office. He still wore an overcoat in the
summer heat and carried his hat, prepared to leave for the
day. “Are you sure you will be all right alone, mum?”

He liked to hover, and she tried to soften her censure. He
meant well. “You’re not obligated to arrive early every day
and stay late because I am here.”

Color crept up from his collar. “Perhaps not. But most of
us realize what you are trying to do for the company, Miss
Bailey.”

His words touched her. For she was not sure of anything
anymore.
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“Not that I would disparage Mr. Donally. He has treated
us—"

“You don’t need to defend what you feel to me, Mr. Stewart.”

Rachel didn’t know what else to say. She understood the
sentiment. She also knew that if Ryan dismantled D&B, she
would never be sure that he would not do the same to her
someday if he decided that she’d served her purpose in his
life.

Not that she could serve any purpose in his life.

Truly, she could not be more conflicted. “Go home, Mr.
Stewart.” She smiled. “T will see the doors locked when I
leave.”

“I have not yet found all of the records for the Scotland
sites that Mr. Donally requested,” he said. “They’re gone.
Someone else has been in the vault.”

The one thing she had learned about D&B’s longtime se-
nior secretary was that he was territorial about his space.
“Couldn’t the files just be misfiled? The storage cabinets
were moved when the basement was painted in June. Perhaps
something got out of order in your system.”

He looked doubtful. “Maybe there is a chance—"

“You do not have to search now.” Rachel sensed he was
about to spend the rest of the weekend looking for lost files.
“Tend to it Monday, Mr. Stewart.”

“Mr. Donally requested my services on Monday. His sec-
retary is out of the office—"

“Did he consider that you are needed here?”

“The arrangement is only for a few hours during the day
until his return from Paris.”

Ryan was going to Paris?

“Evidently, something has gone wrong with a business
deal he is conducting, and he will be traveling there to close
negotiations.” Stewart replied to her expression. “I presume
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that is why he stayed in town rather than retire to the country
as he always does on the weekend. He is leaving tonight.”

“I see.” Rachel folded her hands on the desk.

She wondered where Lady Gwyneth was, then remem-
bered Brianna had told her yesterday at breakfast that her
ladyship was visiting friends in Brighton.

When she looked up from her desk, Stewart had gone.

With the office silent about her, the clock on the shelf ticked
away the minutes. The room was hot. Restless, Rachel walked
the empty corridor to the back stairwell that led into the base-
ment. She shoved open the door, welcoming the cooler air.

The walls were built from an old medieval rock structure
and served as a firebreak between the irreplaceable records
and the main building. She felt a draft at her feet and knew a
ventilation system circulated the air to help keep mildew at
bay. Ryan had designed this portion of D&B after a fire de-
stroyed their Southwark office five years ago. Each floor ac-
cessed the stairwell through steel doors. The stones were cold
beneath her palm. She lit a sconce at the first-floor landing,
surprised to see the vault door ajar.

Once in the basement, she lit a second lamp and held it up
against the shadows. The room smelled faintly of turpentine.
Once every two years the basement had to be resealed and
painted. Wooden file cabinets filled the length of the room.
Every document, receipt, and bill of lading D&B ever cre-
ated or received was here. She disliked the dark, enclosed
space. It felt like a crypt, but she soon found the room less
distracting as she worked her way through the first row of file
cabinets, skimming the labels, looking for anything related
to the projects in Scotland, curious as to why they would be
missing. Certainly, project records were of no use to anyone
but D&B.

The vault door clicked shut.
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Bent over a bottom cabinet, she lifted her head. It had only
been a faint noise, a vibration in the air, but in the silence sur-
rounding her, the sound was immediately recognizable. She
couldn’t see the other end of the room in the shadows.

“Is anyone there?”

Silence.

After a moment, she walked around a long row of cabi-
nets. She reached for the door—hesitated—then set her hand
on the knob. Locked.

She jiggled the knob. The key wasn’t in place.

She didn’t remember seeing a key.

Telling herself she wouldn’t panic, she calmly returned a
moment later with the lantern. She told herself again not to
panic as she set the light down and searched on her hands and
knees for a key that might have jostled loose from the lock.
Damn Ryan and his fireproof contraptions. She attempted to
shove a cabinet away from the wall.

How could the bloody door shut of its own accord?

Already feeling as if she couldn’t breathe, she knew she
was panicking. Rachel slapped her hand against the door,
more worried about being trapped in the basement for the
weekend than she was about the possibility of any intruder.

Only through enormous self-control did she finally slow
her breathing so she wouldn’t pass out. Her reticule was up-
stairs. The lamp in her office burned. The night watchman
would notice that she hadn’t left when he did his rounds, she
thought—pulling her watch from inside her vest pocket and
looking at the time—in four hours. When she didn’t return
home, Brianna and Lord Ravenspur would know—except
they were attending an opera tonight. Ryan was leaving for
Paris. Rachel held the lamp up to examine the oil, mentally
counting the hours before it went dark.

Monday morning was a long way away.



Chapter 17
~O0_~—

Rachel lifted her head from her knees. Her legs drawn
to her chest, she’d been sitting in the darkness. The
lantern had sputtered out hours ago. A door slammed in the
stairwell. The sound of descending footsteps brought her
groggily to her feet.

A key jiggled in the door. The lock clicked.

Then Ryan was suddenly standing in the doorway. Backlit
from the light in the stairwell, he stepped into the room and,
at once, everything that had been dank and frightening no
longer felt that way. She swallowed a sob and flung herself
into his arms.

“Should I even ask . . . 7" He left the question in the air.

“What kind of awful place did you build?” His collar muf-
fled her voice. He smelled heady and spicy. His arms closed
around her, and she remained against his chest. “I thought I
was going to be here all night. What are you doing here?” she
finally asked.

“The watchman found your reticule,” he said against her

275



276 MELODY THOMAS

hair. “He heard your pounding but couldn’t find the key.
Stewart wasn’t home. So, he found me.”

Holding her, he was so matter-of-fact. So utterly calm in the
face of her panic, that she felt foolish to have burst into tears.
Collecting herself, she stepped away from him, half-expecting
recriminations for her stupidity. He didn’t berate her.

“The door tends to close of its own accord.” He held up a
large key. “Stewart stores this in his desk. You’re supposed to
keep the key with you when you’re down here.” He turned
and palmed the ledge above the door. Rachel watched as he
revealed another key—as if she could have found the bloody
thing in the rafters. “For emergencies, but Stewart is sup-
posed to sign people into this room.”

“I didn’t know this room needed a key.” No one had told
her about the protocol. “The door was ajar when I came
down.”

“It shouldn’t have been,” he said, an undercurrent beneath
his composure she hadn’t detected before. “Rachel?” His
tone lifted her gaze. “What are you doing here?”

“I was trying to find the Forth project records. Johnny re-
quested them.”

“And you had nothing else to do tonight?”” She heard the
frown in his voice.

Rachel looked at his clothes and realized he’d probably
been pulled away from dinner. He should not look so good,
she thought resentfully, aware that he didn’t seem to be suf-
fering the same trepidation as she was over their personal
life.

“It isn’t often I get to rescue you, Rache.” His grin hinted
of self-mockery. “Your self-confidence robs me of my rea-
son to exist in your life.”

Rachel dragged in her breath to speak. Movement on the
stairwell above her drew his gaze. “The downstairs rooms are
clear, sir,” the watchman said from the landing.
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Ryan took her elbow and climbed with her up the stairs.
She glanced at his profile. “Then there was an intruder?”

“You’re never to be here alone again. Do you understand?”

“I found a window open,” the watchman said, when they
reached the top of the stairs. “At least the bloke didn’t steal or
destroy nothing.”

“How long did it take you to find Miss Bailey, McKinney?”

“Ryan”—she caught his arm to her—*it isn’t his fault.”

“No?” Four other men wearing blue uniforms were stand-
ing in the anteroom. “It’s his bloody job to watch you while
you’re here. It’s his only job.” His hand went to her waist.
“Get your things, Rache. My carriage will take you back to
Ravenspur’s.”

Rachel looked at the men standing in the room as if about
to face a firing squad. Then she reluctantly turned away, lis-
tening as Ryan ordered the men to go through the rest of the
building. Outside, the moon was a pale disk over the Thames.
She extinguished the lamp on her desk and gathered up her
personal belongings. Ryan walked through the upstairs of-
fices. Shutting each door as he checked the rooms. Sliding
her arms into her jacket, she felt his movements in the next
room.

Gravitating toward the security of Ryan’s presence, she
walked to the doorway of the adjoining office and stopped.
No lamp lit the interior of the room. He was standing at the
window, his hands clasped behind him, looking out across
the river. The moonlight touched his close-cropped hair and
lashes that were thick on a face quintessentially male—as
distant as the stars—and she now recognized that his earlier
restraint had been something barely contained and volatile.

“I hope I haven’t delayed your departure for France.”

“You scared the hell out of me tonight, Rachel,” he said,
his back still to her.

The words made her lungs catch on a breath. She’d been
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perfectly adept at bravery in the face of his calm. When she
didn’t respond, he turned to face her.

His gaze traveled from the top of her square-shaped hat,
down her throat, over the most passé garment he’d probably
ever seen on a woman. It was licorice color, with a mustard
stripe on the cuff of her sleeves and hem of her skirt. She
suddenly felt ugly.

But he said nothing and, when he raised his gaze, she de-
cided that she must truly be in love with him. How else did
one explain this hot, ungovernable urge to have him? To be-
lieve that he might want her, despite everything else she
knew stood in their way, despite wisdom and logic, and the
fact that she knew nothing about being a wife or mother to
anyone’s child.

Her presence would complicate his life. Ironically, his own
company policy had helped to mark her. Rachel blinked as a
pair of shiny black shoes appeared in her line of sight.
Blinked again when the owner of those shoes tilted her chin,
and she was suddenly looking into his face. “Are you all
right?” he asked.

A door shut down the hall, and she nearly jumped out of
her skin as a constable approached. His eyes greeted Ryan
importantly. “Everything is secure on this floor, sir,” he said,
like a military sergeant in training. “Is there anything else
you need?”

“Send my driver up after you make a sweep of the building
outside.”

After the men departed, Ryan returned his attention to her.
The room was dark around them. Warmly intimate. She mar-
shaled her thoughts, determined to dispel the panic overtak-
ing her. No one else was on the floor.

“Did you wish to say anything more?” he quietly asked,
his tone reminding her that she’d come to his office a few
days ago to tell him something important.
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She blinked away the moisture in her eyes and looked
down at his arm. “You don’t have a French opera singer on
the side, do you?”

He traced a knuckle across her cheek, and she felt a famil-
iar jolt. “No, Rachel.”

“Ryan . . .” She scraped a length of hair from her face and
tucked it behind her ear. “You and I need to talk. I don’t think
you are going to like what [—"

“Don’t.” His fingers went to her lips almost as if he recog-
nized her intent.

She gently grasped his wrist with both palms. “When we
were in Ireland . . . you asked me about the man I was with
before.”

“Do I need to know the truth?”

“Does Ore Industries’ policy involve investigating hostile
business rivals? Did Lord Devonshire initiate the process
against me before you went to Ireland?”

“Why would he do that?”

“But you do investigate business rivals?”

With an oath, he shoved his hands into his pockets and
leaned against the doorjamb, already on the defensive, sure
that whatever she had to say he wouldn’t like.

“I had a child, Ryan.”

Rachel took a step away from him to distance herself from
the look that came over his face. But the words were out, and
she did not wish to pull them back. He had a right to know the
kind of woman David had forced him to wed and who was
now his wife. “The man I was involved with was a university
administrator and professor where I audited my classes. I
met him at my admissions interview. He signed my accep-
tance into the program and later recommended me to take the
civil engineering exam.”

“Before or after you fooked him, Rachel?”

She blanched. He turned his head and stared at her with
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flat furious eyes. “If that wasn’t the way the scenario played
out, then why are we standing here having this bloody con-
versation?”

Hot, stinging pressure built behind her eyes. “It wasn’t like
that?” Was it? she asked herself, had asked herself a thou-
sand times in the years since. “We saw each other for two
years. He liked books and art. I believed . . .” Shaking her
head, she looked away, knowing it didn’t matter what she’d
believed about the relationship. “I was three months along
when I'd learned he wed a London debutante. . . . I took the
engineering exam behind my little curtained wall with my
chaperone present. Then left Scotland. I met Elsie at the
home David sent me to outside Dublin to have the baby. I
eventually became a teacher for the other girls who were
there.”

Ryan still said nothing. Rachel rushed onward. “Lord De-
vonshire was on the university board of trustees.” She toyed
with the cording that edged her sleeve. “He must have found
out about the affair. But I don’t think he knows anything else.
Will you at least say something?”” she finally asked.

“What happened to the child?”

She pressed her lips together. “I came down with typhus in
my eighth month. She lived for two weeks. She hadn’t even
been buried three months when Kathleen died. When I said
those things to you that day—"

“Christ.” Ryan bowed his head, rubbed his forehead with
his thumbs, and quietly swore. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s all there is to dredge up for your company’s files
and the reason why we can never be together.” She drew in a
breath, any further explanation skewed with the impossible
realization that her scarlet past could do irreparable damage
to his future. He would know this without her elaboration. “I
don’t want us to hurt each other. If we can keep our personal
life separated from our business—"
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“Technically, everything you own is mine, Rachel.”

“Technically, you’re betrothed. There is no agreement be-
tween us.” She stepped away, ready to leave the room, too ex-
posed to separate the truth from his sarcasm.

Ryan put his arm across her path, trapping her against the
doorframe. Her eyes were wet. The room was as silent as a
graveyard. “What am I supposed to say, Rache? Your timing
couldn’t be bloody worse.”

“Oh yes, you’re leaving for Paris.” She was incredulous.
“You’re pressed for time.”

“Pressed for time?” He, too, became incredulous. “Is that
what you think I feel at this moment? Trust me, what I feel
would probably get me hanged for murder. What would you
have me say to something like this, Mrs. Donally?”

The name slid off his lips and into her head like an incom-
ing locomotive, shattering every trite reason she’d built to
keep him at bay. She wanted him—and no sanctimonious
platitude she felt about his character or hers or anything else
could suppress that realization and what it meant to her life.
“I would ask if you believe what we have between us is still
worth exploring,” she said.

His eyes were on her face.

She could not read his thoughts. He glared at the ceiling,
his tall shadow black on the silver-washed floor. Moonlight
spilled into the room from the window.

“Are you pregnant?”’

“No,” she whispered with less certainty than she should
have felt. “Whatever you decide, it will not be because you
are forced to remain honorable.”

“Honorable?” Self-mockery evident, he shook his head.

Then he closed his eyes and leaned his head back against
the door. “Whatever character traits I possess, honor isn’t
one.” His eyes lost their abstraction and focused on her. “I
love you, Rachel,” he said in a whisper. “I’ve never believed
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those words meant anything. But I want them to mean some-
thing to you.”

“But...

“You want this to be confession time?” he asked in an un-
even voice. “You want to know about me? You were right
when you accused me of killing Kathleen.”

Watching him, she could only shake her head. “No, I
wasn’t—"

“I was an abysmal husband. She deserved more. She’d
been so eager, so needy, so bloody desperate to find meaning
in her life that she could not find through me.”

“You don’t need to tell me this.”

Ryan scraped his hands through his hair. “Don’t 17" His
eyes hardened on hers. “I thought I owed it to Kathleen’s
memory, never to fail our daughter. I swore that no one would
ever shun Mary Elizabeth because she was the wrong reli-
gion or had the wrong color of hair. She would be welcome in
any person’s home. These things were all important to me
until I looked across a ballroom floor and saw you standing
on a balcony drinking champagne with my brother. I don’t
know why you came back into my life. But nothing has been
the same since.”

Rachel wiped at her face with the heel of her hand. “Did
you love Kathleen?”

“I loved her. I thought I could love her forever. But I
couldn’t give her what she needed. Do you know what that
manner of failure does to a man?”

“I know what the feeling of failure does to anyone,” she
whispered.

“I’ve never told another soul what I've just told you.” He
leaned his palm against the doorjamb behind her head.

“It is only fair that I know your secrets as well,” she ac-
knowledged.
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“You scare the hell out of me, Rachel, because I don’t want
to hurt you either.”

She gazed into his face and couldn’t remember another
time in her life when she was so completely without thought.
Emotions moved through her. Vivid feelings. Light.

“Rachel?” His dark eyes held hers in a simple declaration
of tender passion that drained the tension from her muscles.
“I haven’t slept. I drink a hell of a lot these days. I lie awake
at night thinking of what it would be like to wake up to you
every morning.”

“I think about you, too.”

They both shared a moment of solidarity in that regard,
and Rachel, so naively new to every sensation cascading
through her, felt a rush of new desire spill over her senses. He
felt it, too—the incautious urge, the disquieting urgency to
do more than touch hands.

“Smythe has already drawn up the papers to dissolve my
betrothal contracts,” he said against her hair. “Everything is
more complicated than I first thought.”

“Are you concerned Lord Devonshire can hurt you?”

She felt his shrug and knew he wasn’t telling her every-
thing. “T’ve spent enough years in the churning waters of cor-
porate seas to know what happens when sharks smell blood.”
He touched a fingertip to her lips. “His fight is with me.”

His driver entered the front room and stopped when he
saw them. Ryan dropped his arms to his side and stepped
back. “T have to leave.” Resting his hand on her waist, he
brought her downstairs and gave instructions to the two night
watchmen.

“I won’t be out of the country long,” Ryan said, when he
delivered her to his carriage.

“Am I still invited to Paris?”

One hand braced on the door, he leaned inside the cab.
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“Have we settled everything between us then?” he asked.
Was he finally asking her to choose between him and D&B?
His hand wrapped around her nape and he took her mouth

in a full kiss. When he lifted his head, she was breathing fast.

Whatever they had between them, neither of them could

deny the passion that seemed to ebb and flow in their veins

like a force of nature.
His eyes on hers, he shut the door and stepped away from
the carriage.

“Mr. Smythe is downstairs, sir.” Boswell stood in the door-
way of Ryan’s private chambers. “He said that you sent for
him.”

“I did.” Ryan finished knotting his tie.

“I’ll see that our bags are loaded in the carriage, sir. I've
sent word to the station to have your car ready.”

“Thank you, Boswell. Send Smythe up here.”

He reached down and grabbed the stud to pin into the fine
cloth of his tie. The last train for the coast would be leaving in
an hour. He’d sent his daughter back to the country earlier, a
better place to be in this summer heat.

After Boswell left, Ryan removed a velvet case from the
drawer at his hip. He opened the lid and stared down at the
betrothal ring he’d purchased for Gwyneth. Eight small
pearls surrounded a single three-carat ruby that drew fire
from the room. His gaze lifted to alight on the black velvet
jewel case containing the only necklace he’d inherited from
his mother. A match to the ring.

He could give Rachel anything. Almost anything. He hes-
itated with uncertainty. He’d never outright given her a gift.
How did one court a wife who was neither swayed by his
charm nor unduly awed by the trimmings and superfluities
of his personal dominion? A woman who was a romantic at
heart, even if she didn’t want to admit that fact. Why was it
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so appallingly imperative that he impress her? Yet, it was.

He had thought of nothing but her, everything they had
both said to one another, since putting her in his carriage.

A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. Smythe
entered.

“I’ve brought Lord Devonshire’s response, sir,” he said,
looking at Ryan standing in the lamplight and, perhaps for
the first time in his life, completely uncertain. “His lordship
considers your offer beneath him. Not only on the matter of
the betrothal contracts but also on the matter of his business
with you. He will take nothing less than Ore Industries.”

The heat pressing down on him, Ryan looked out across
the terraced yard.

Despite Ryan’s bloodlust to commit a violent crime
against his lordship, he knew that he had only himself to
blame for his current situation. He had laid down the crite-
rion that forged the alliance from which Devonshire could
not wriggle, without considering the noose he’d put around
his own neck. He’d already apprised Lord Ravenspur of the
situation in case Devonshire would pay a call to Rachel.
Gwyneth was in Brighton, and had probably heard that he’d
been to see her uncle last week. At twenty, she now seemed
very young to him—and he disliked the mercenary part he’d
played in making her a pawn against her uncle.

“I’ll only be absent as long as it takes to seal this Paris
matter.” Any other business he had planned while in France,
he would cancel. “I’ll manage the details of the settlement to
Gwyneth myself and put everything in a trust.” But there was
a more important matter to which Ryan needed to attend. “I
want to know who authorized an investigation on Miss Bai-
ley’s activities and everyone involved. I want them dis-
charged. Devonshire is no longer to have access to company
archives. Is that clear?”

“I don’t understand.”
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“Call it internal housekeeping. Offer Devonshire my
terms one last time.” Only a fool out of his mind with greed
would turn down fifty thousand pounds when the average
workingman might make a hundred pounds a year. “Should
he choose to remain uncooperative, I’ve authorized Sir
Boris to initiate proceedings to have him removed from the
board at Ore Industries. We’ll give Devonshire ten days to
consider his future.” Unlike D&B, Ryan nearly owned Ore
Industries outright. His board was appointed.

“As your solicitor, I must caution you—"

“How long have you been married, Smythe?” Ryan
slipped into his jacket and shrugged it onto his shoulders.

Smythe’s British fagade faltered. “Is that pertinent to your
betrothal agreement, sir?”

“I am married, Smythe,” he said, having told his solicitor
very little of the events that had transpired in Ireland. “There
can be no betrothal agreement, hence no contracts with De-
vonshire. He’s fortunate I’m offering to pay him anything at
all.”

Smythe’s eyes went wide. ““You never joke, sir.”

Smiling to himself, Ryan closed the button on his jacket.
“Miss Bailey is my wife. And I will not allow her to become
fodder for the scandal sheets.”

“Fifteen years, sir. In September.” Smythe adjusted his
spectacles. “You asked how long I've been married.”

Ryan gave Smythe the velvet box containing the ruby ring.
“Happy anniversary,” he said. “Here is wishing you another
fifteen years.”

“Your Grace?” The Ravenspur butler bowed over Lord
Ravenspur, who sat at the end of the table finishing supper.

Brianna sat across from Rachel. Paying little heed to the
conversation, Rachel stirred sugar into her tea, not realizing
that it was her fourth spoonful.
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She listened to the hall clock chime the hour of nine and
stirred more sugar into her tea with each slow, rueful bong.
The last train to the coast would be pulling out of the station.
She set down her spoon and lifted the cup to her lips, only to
be yanked from her languor. The butler was standing beside
her, presenting her with a silver tray.

“You have a special delivery, Rachel,” Brianna encour-
aged. “Better to take the package than drink that tea, I think.”

A brightly decorated box sat artfully arranged on the
tray’s center. “For me?”

“It just arrived,” the butler informed her, all but tipping the
tray into her lap to get her to accept the package.

Nervously aware that both of their Graces were watching
her expectantly, Rachel plucked the package from the tray.
“Thank you.”

She stared at her name written on the card. At once, she
recognized Ryan’s bold script, and her heart began to race.

“Well?” Brianna prompted.

“It’s from Ryan,” Rachel said, aware that she was behav-
ing like a complete noodle over a silly card, but as her gaze
traced the R in Rachel with its flourish of curves and curls, it
dawned on her then; she’d never seen her Christian name
written in his hand.

Their entire professional lives, she and Ryan had carried
on their relationship separated by a buffer; everything always
filtered through secretaries and secondhand parties concern-
ing some contract. They’d never corresponded on a personal
level.

“Open it, Rachel.”

“Brianna,” Ravenspur said. “Maybe she wants privacy—"

Rachel tore the paper away and revealed a flat pearl case
with a sturdy gold hinge. She flipped the latch, opened the
lid, and stared in disbelief at the most beautiful, wonderful
gift anyone had ever given her.
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“What is it, Rachel?”

Tears filled her eyes. Finally, touching the beveled grooves
carved into the gold filigree design that lay atop the velvet,
she lifted her gaze and laughed. Proudly, she turned the box
to display its beautiful contents. “Drafting tools,” she an-
nounced. “Have you ever seen anything so perfect?”

Neither Brianna nor Lord Ravenspur replied. Both of
them were looking intently at the box. “I believe it is a com-
pass and divider set,” Lord Ravenspur confirmed to his wife.

BRITISH ROYAL SOCIETY OF ARCHITECTS and the year 1863
had been engraved into the pearlescent lid.

“Not just any compass and divider set,” Rachel said. Time
and use had smoothed the edges of the box, as it held her
heart. “These are part of his personal drafting tools.”

Inherently symbolic. A declaration of intent. Intrinsically
romantic. For a man who never shared his toys.



Chapter 18
~SC "

“ You look as if you want to jump.”

Rachel gasped. Her hand clutching the collar
of her pink wrapper, she turned from her place against the
colonnade, overlooking the Ravenspur gardens.

Lord and Lady Ravenspur were sitting at the stonework
table. His arm was stretched across the back of the chair, his
ankle resting on his knee. Brianna held a sleeping infant. The
scene was so intimate and personal that Rachel felt at once
the intruder.

“My apologies . . . I must have walked past you.”

“This is our favorite time of the day,” Brianna said, look-
ing like some elfin princess in a high-necked lavender dress-
ing gown. “Just as the sun rises over the trees.”

Rachel turned her head. As if on cue, sunlight glittered
through the branches and pierced the treetops. A cacophony
of birdsong began to fill the air. “They are a boisterous lot,”
Brianna said.

It had never seemed possible to Rachel that there could be
any comparison between London and her home in Ireland,

289
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but the sunrise dispelled that notion. For thirty minutes every
day, she loved them both equally.

It had been three days. Ryan would be in Paris by now.

Rachel turned and looked uneasily at Lord Ravenspur, try-
ing to assess his mood. His gray eyes, nearly blue in the
morning sunlight, remained hooded from her appraisal. “I
swear I only bite on occasion, Miss Bailey.” One corner of
his lips quirked. “This isn’t one.”

Accepting his mood as a positive sign, she approached the
table and placed her hands on the back of the chair. “I need to
talk.”

Lord Ravenspur sat forward. “Would you like for me to
leave?”

“No,” Rachel rushed to say. “You’re the one with whom I
need to speak, Your Grace.” She sat in the chair across from
him. “Without sounding impertinent, I wish to ask you about
something that is weighing on my mind. It’s . . . important.”

“I'm sure if it wasn’t important, you wouldn’t ask,” he
said.

“What can you tell me about Lord Devonshire and his son,
Lord Bathwick?”

His dark brows arched as he considered her request.

“I only ask . . . because you must know that Ryan has an
extensive business association with Lord Devonshire him-
self.” Among other things, she thought.

“Can you be more specific?” Lord Ravenspur.

“Are father and son estranged?”

“Since the death of Bathwick’s mother some years ago,
they’ve rarely been seen in public together. I do not know if
they are estranged.”

“What manner of man is Lord Bathwick?”

“Not typical,” Brianna interjected.

“Bathwick once tried to do something few of his peers
would consider,” Lord Ravenspur continued. “He actually
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wanted to learn about the family business. Just after his
mother passed away, he moved to Edinburgh to study mining
engineering. Later, considering the learning of a trade abom-
inable for a man of his son’s rank, his father threatened the
school’s funding and had Bathwick removed from classes. I
guess it’s all right to sit on a university board of trustees, but
another thing altogether to watch one’s son mingle with the
lower orders. Since then, Lord Bathwick has been a drunk
and a fop, anything to get in the old man’s craw.”

“You know much.”

His teeth were white behind his grin. “T know a great deal
about many people.”

Considering he worked in the intelligence branch of the
government, Rachel wasn’t surprised. Lord Ravenspur
leaned forward on his elbows. “May I ask why you want to
know?”

Rachel stood. “I would rather that you not know my rea-
sons for now.”

Lord Ravenspur came to his feet. He was tall, his stance
casual, but his gray eyes were hardened perceptively on hers.
“Devonshire is not a man with whom to trifle. If he has done
something . . .”

“Is he capable of hurting Ryan?”

“Lord Devonshire is a pompous ass,” Brianna readily vol-
unteered. The baby cooed, drawing her gaze. “A year ago, he
tried to ruin Ryan.”

Rachel’s fingers tightened on the back of the chair. “I have
just one more question, Your Grace.” This one she asked as
she exhaled in frustration. “Was Ryan sober when he signed
those contracts with Lord Devonshire?”

Lord Ravenspur cocked a questioning brow at his wife as
if to convey a similar riposte. “None of us believe so.” Bri-
anna agreed with a tug of her lips. “But he’s begun to change
these past weeks. Did you know that last month was the first
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time he ever allowed me to bring Mary Elizabeth to London?
Not that I asked, but I did not suffer his overprotective tem-
per. He still hasn’t returned to the Church, but we think it’s
only a matter of time. Months probably . .. maybe even
weeks.”

Rachel folded her hands atop the back of the chair. “What
would happen if a marriage did not take place between Lady
Gwyneth and Ryan?”

“That’s really a moot point. Don’t you agree, Miss Bai-
ley?” His Grace asked. “A marriage can’t take place.”

Appalled, Rachel looked between them both. “You know.”

“The entire family knows,” Brianna said. “Ryan told us
weeks ago.”

Rachel looked away. Her thoughts scattered into a hundred
directions. “Then this has been one entire conspiracy from
the beginning?”

“We have conspired to do nothing, Rachel,” Brianna
replied, the certainty in her voice and eyes rocking her.
“Ryan was thinking only of you when he told us.”

Tears rushed and brimmed in her eyes. She felt trapped as
if she was playing out a stage performance to an audience
who already knew the ending. But they didn’t know the end-
ing, because no one knew her past, or anything else about
her, for that matter.

“If you both will excuse me.” She stepped away from the
chair. “I should dress.”

Rachel crossed the length of the loggia and entered her
room, the breeze from her passing setting her drapes aflutter.
She pressed a fist to her stomach and, drawing in a deep
breath, sat on the bed.

Why could she not allow herself to be happy, she berated
herself.

A cat leapt on the bed and, recognizing Brianna’s spoiled
Persian, she pulled it nearer. The old adage, “absence makes
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the heart grow fonder” took on meaning this past week—for
she knew one way or the other, her life had irrevocably
changed. Her cheek caressing the cat, she focused on the doll
she’d set on the bedside table.

Four nights ago, the doll had been in the box tucked be-
neath her bed. Then it sat on the dresser. Last night she’d
moved it to its present location. She reached out to touch the
velvet dress—finally pulling it into bed with her, displacing
the cat.

“May I ask if you are in love with my brother?” Brianna
queried from the doorway of Rachel’s room.

“No.” Rachel pressed her nose into the doll’s blond hair.

“No you’re not in love, or no I can’t ask.”

“No.” She sat cross-legged on the bed and laid the doll in
the folds of her wrapper. She laughed. “You can’t ask unless
you have a few years to listen.”

Brianna sat next to her on the bed. Her dark unbound hair
flowed over her shoulders to her waist. “I do now.”

“I thought that you and your husband ride every morning.”

“He has an early meeting with the Foreign Secretary.”

“Your children are probably looking for you.”

“I’m sure they will when they awaken.”

“Your servants?”

“All problems go to the housekeeper or the butler. So you
see”’—she held out her hands palms out—"I’m all yours.”

Rachel fingered the soft ruffies on the doll’s dress. “What
would you do if you had things in your past that could ruin
someone’s life?”

“You’re asking me?”’ Brianna laughed. “My reputation got
me thrown out of England. But then I met Michael.” She
smiled. “Some things happen for the better.”

“Trust me,” Rachel whispered, feeling little vindicated by
Brianna’s words. “This is not for the better.”

“Does this have anything to do with Lord Bathwick?” Bri-
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anna asked, looking anything but contrite in her prying. “It’s
just that you’ve been seen together. Not that I listen to gossip,
but when it has to do with someone that I care about very
much, I’'m all ears.”

“Ryan and I have already spoken words over Lord Bath-
wick.”

Brianna moved to sit on the edge of the mattress, and
Rachel was suddenly laying her head against her shoulder. “I
have been a terrible thorn in Ryan’s side since I was a little
girl. He has forever been getting into trouble because of me.
Only now he has to think about his daughter. I don’t want to
hurt him, Brea.”

“Don’t you think you should let Ryan worry about that?”

“How can I when it’s my responsibility?”

“Ask yourself what you want, Rachel.”

“It’s not that simple. I know what I want.”

“Then make it simple.” Brianna fluffed the frilly dress on
the doll and set it directly in Rachel’s lap. “Johnny once told
me that a good engineer utilized his knowledge of science
and mathematics and appropriate experiences to find suitable
solutions to the problems at hand. I believe he was talking
about building a bridge at the time.”

Rachel smiled at the metaphor and, perhaps for the first
time in her life, her goals became clear as glass. “The only
question remaining then is what kind of engineer am I to
build a bridge that will withstand the course of time?”

Rachel drew rein at the high wrought-iron fence, her gaze
touching the carved pair of griffins facing each other across
two stone pillars. Smiling to herself, she thought how appro-
priate that she should be greeted by a mythical monster with
the body and hind legs of a lion and the head, wings, and
claws of an eagle. Tenting a hand over her eyes, she looked
past the trees toward the distant towers before spurring the
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horse she’d rented from a village livery into a canter down
the long tree-lined drive. As she passed from the grove of
beech trees, she glimpsed the huge stone house just below the
rise, and came to a stop. Until now, her calm had been labori-
ously contrived.

White stone architraves and columns framed large win-
dows. From the garden level to the attic high within the
gabled terraces and chimneys on the roof, the mullioned
glass caught the sunlight and bathed the house gold. The
horse did an impatient turn before Rachel continued down
the long, winding slope.

As she neared the front entrance of the house, a groom
came running toward her to take the horse. “Mum ... We
weren’t expecting guests. Mr. Donally isn’t in residence.”

Rachel accepted the groom’s aid to dismount. She was too
sore to land on her feet with any grace or stealth. She was ner-
vous, and it must have shown. She already felt minimized by
the house. By the entire sphere of emotions surrounding her.

“Thank you,” she managed. “But I'’ve come to see my
goddaughter.”

“Miss Bailey.” A uniformed footman appeared.

Rachel recognized him from her last visit. “Please see that
someone cools down the horse, Jeffers,” she ordered.

“At once.” The groom bowed to her at the waist.

Neither man commented that she’d come with no groom
of her own, and she didn’t indicate that she’d not been in-
vited. Mutual ignorance benefited them all.

“I will need to find Miss Peabody,” the footman said.
“Please follow me.”

Pulling aside the edge of her riding habit, Rachel followed
him up the stairs into the house. Every muscle in her body
ached. She’d left London early that afternoon and taken the
train out of the city. Holding the doll in her arms against her
own insecurities, she turned her head and glimpsed a paint-
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ing of a hunting dog. The complexity of her emotions exas-
perated her and, forcing her hands to loosen their grip, she
had just taken a deep breath when a child’s tortured scream
sent a knife of terror through Rachel chest.

“Good Lord.” The footman beside her blanched pale.

He and Rachel both hit the first flight of steps running. She
could hear someone trying to soothe Mary Elizabeth, but she
would have none of it, and her sobs grew more desperate.
Rachel came to an abrupt halt on the landing in front of a
sobbing four-year-old and three apron-wringing servants.
“He’s lost. He’s lost!” Mary Elizabeth’s tear-ridden sobs fell
over Rachel. “I can’t get him! He went into a hole.”

Rachel heard the words key, monsters, and something
about a Button that had fallen into a black hole. Standing
barefooted no taller than anyone’s thigh, Ryan’s daughter
wore a mismatched blue top and green skirt with a white
apron hanging untied at her waist. Mary Elizabeth took that
moment to look up and see her.

Something on Rachel’s face must have inspired the child
because she ran to Rachel as if she had the power to save the
entire world. “He’s lost!” Mary Elizabeth sobbed into her
skirts and every doubt, every insecurity Rachel had felt when
she’d stepped into this house vanished as Ryan’s daughter
clung to her.

Rachel crouched beside the child. “Who is lost?”

“Button.” Her small fists were clenched at her sides. “I
telled him not to go into the hole.” She wiped a hand across
her nose. “But he is bad dog. He piddled on the floor”—she
sniffed—"“and I taked him to hide him from Miss Peapoo,
and now he is lost.”

Completely befuddled, Rachel looked for guidance from
the others. “The dog went into the room Mr. Donally keeps
locked, mum,” Miss Peabody said. “In the attic.”

“Then unlock the door for grief’s sake.”
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“She is not supposed to be up there. We have been search-
ing everywhere for her.”

“What happened to your clothes?” Rachel asked, noting
the child’s state of disrepair and lack of knickers, worrying
what other disaster had befallen her.

“T wetted them.”

“I see. And how long have you been running free?”’

“Since I waked up from my nap and sneaked out the win-
dow. Miss Peapoo locked my door.” War drums hammered in
her gaze when it fell on the older woman running up to them,
who was obviously her governess. “I dressed all by myself. I
wanted to make tea for Button.”

“You locked her in her room?” Rachel asked the governess.

“The child needs discipline. And I will not tolerate her
poor behavior. She needs bars on her window.”

“Bars!”

Miss Peabody’s dark eyes snapped to hers. “T am in charge
of that child while Mr. Donally and Boswell are not here.”

Rachel took Mary Elizabeth’s hand. “Where is the key to
the room upstairs?” she asked the gathered servants.

“You cannot go up there,” Miss Peabody stepped in front
of her.

Rachel eyed the woman. They were the same height. But
Rachel had no doubt should it come to a fight who would
win. “Move out of my way,” Rachel warned.

“The key is in Mr. Donally’s private chambers, mum,” a
servant hastily said.

“But we cannot be goin’ into his private chambers, mum,”
another said.

Suspecting resistance from the troops, Mary Elizabeth
tilted her chin. Rachel admired the little tyrant’s spirit. Like
her father—knock him down and he’ll come back harder
than before. “Show me the key,” Rachel asked the girl.

Mary Elizabeth pulled her down the long corridor and into



298 MELODY THOMAS

Ryan’s chambers. The windows and glass doors were opened
to the lake, and a honeysuckle-scented breeze filled the mas-
culine chambers. The chambermaid bobbed and pointed to
the desk at the far end of the room. “In the desk, mum,” she
said.

Rachel walked past the four-poster tester bed next to the
small writing desk. “There.” Mary Elizabeth pointed excit-
edly over her hand. “The key! The key!”

Rachel grabbed the key and ran after Mary Elizabeth up
two flights of stairs to the attic above the servants’ quarters.
She could hear a dog yapping behind a locked door.

When she ducked through the door to the upper attic, her
jaw dropped open.

Tiny knickers were dangling on an old discarded lamp
near an open dormer window. And then Rachel noted the
ghastly disaster.

A maze of blankets draped an old table and bureau, held
precariously in place by lamps, books, and anything else in
the room that moved. Clearly, the girl needed fort-building
lessons. The slightest movement would send the whole struc-
ture crashing to the floor. As she carefully edged to the side
along the wall, she noticed that wasn’t even the worst of it.
Evidence that Mary Elizabeth had raided the bread pantry lay
in an incriminating trail across the length of the room to a
table set with teacups and surrounded by dolls.

Hers and Kathleen’s dolls. The sight stopped her.

Mary Elizabeth ran forward and dropped to her knees in
front of the hole, soothing the poor puppy that was too dumb
to come out the same hole it entered. “He’s in here.”

After Rachel opened the door and reunited the two, she
dismissed the servants, who had followed and stopped just
outside the door. As she was the child’s godmother, no one
argued her authority. But she was more than that to Ryan and
Kathleen’s daughter and, as her gaze dropped to Mary Eliza-
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beth’s upturned face, she knew in that moment that she’d
been given a gift: a precious, tender gift handed into her
heart for safekeeping. Her emotions grabbed and tightened,
and she turned to glimpse the shadows in the room where
Button had strayed.

A bedstead leaned against the far wall. Trunks lined the
floor beside an armoire and an enameled bath. Cobwebs
clung to the rafters. There was a sense of pain to the empti-
ness. Ryan had put everything in there with the intent of
never seeing any of it again. Mary Elizabeth leaned against
her, clearly afraid. “Miss Peapoo said that the monsters will
eat me if [ go in there.”

Rachel lifted the girl and perched her on her hip. Furious
that an adult could say that to any child. She wasn’t leaving
this child alone with that governess again. “When?”

Mary Elizabeth shrugged her narrow shoulders. “Be-
fore . .. when I was bad and went in there to see the pretty
dresses.”

“It’s just a room, Mary Elizabeth. There are no monsters in
there. I’1l take you in there one day, but right now we need to
respect your father’s wishes not to go inside.”

She shut the door and turned. Rachel knelt beside the dolls
around the table.

“Where did you get these?”

She pointed to the door that Rachel had just shut. Rachel
wondered how it was that Mary Elizabeth’s sudden bravery
could convey such a vivid unmistakable impression of lone-
liness. At least she’d never contended with a wicked gov-
erness. And Mary Elizabeth had a father who loved her.

“This doll’s name is Angela.” Rachel lifted the first doll.
She had played with all of them as a little girl. “And the oth-
ers are Marsha, Dyanne, Josey, and Betsy.”

Mary Elizabeth’s eyes brightened. “What’s her name?”
She pointed to the doll with the blond tresses, nearly identi-
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cal to the one she’d brought with her from London. Rachel
had left it on the stairway downstairs when she’d heard Mary
Elizabeth scream.

“That one is Victoria. Your mother and I used to play with
these.” Rachel gently lifted Victoria and turned up her skirt.
“This doll was her favorite. One day, I accidentally dropped
her off the roof of my house. We’d gone up there because
that was our favorite place to go where no one could find us.”
She’d smoked her first cigarette behind the chimney with
Kathleen. And drunk her first glass of real whiskey. They’d
talked about love and boys and dreams. Kathleen had wanted
nothing more than to be a wife and mother. Rachel had
wanted to be queen of the world.

“I had to fix Victoria’s leg before your mother would stop
crying,” she said, rubbing a finger along the broken hip joint.

“How did you fix it?”

“I took poor Marsha here”—she exchanged dolls—"and
traded legs. Your mother never even noticed.” Bracing her el-
bow across her thigh, her riding habit spilling over her feet,
she looked around the cavernous room. “I like this place. Do
you hide up here often?”

“Sometimes.” Burying her cheek against the puppy’s neck,
she cradled Button.

“Does that fort actually work?”” Rachel asked, tipping her
chin toward the structure.

Mary Elizabeth turned her head to look at the edifice in
question. She shook her head. “It’s broke.”

“Let us plug the hole to that other room, shall we?”” Rachel
stood. “Then I’ll show you how to build a fort that will stay
up for all eternity.”

But first, she was going downstairs to discharge Miss
Peapoo.



Chapter 19
~O0_~—

Paris in late August sweltered. His thumb idly tracing
the diamond design cut into the glass he held in one
hand, Ryan sat back in the chair with his legs outstretched,
ankles crossed, his eyes homed in on the men who sat on ei-
ther side of the rosewood table.

Brendan droned on about the ongoing contract and the
various assets the company had yet to put on the table. A
window spanned the wall in front of him, providing Ryan
with a clear view of the Parisian skyline, a mixture of old
style and new architecture that spoke eloquently of both
nostalgic grandeur and the direction of the future. Much like
the timeworn glass and brass décor of this room spoke of
this office.

His gaze touched the old Louis IV furniture and returned
again to the old man nearest him, attempting to sit tall as if
his life’s work were not being taken from him. Monsieur Val-
mont had once been in competition with Ryan’s father. He
looked like someone’s great-grandfather, with a head of gray
hair and a suit wrinkled with sweat. Looking away, Ryan
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knew he had been in Paris longer than anticipated, certainly
longer than he wanted.

He’d spent evenings poring over ledgers and paperwork
Brendan had given him, more annoyed by the bureaucratic
wall of nonsense leveled at him than he was by the spillage of
red ink and the work it would take to tear down this company.
Ryan felt an urgency to leave this room, this building, and
this entire city. If he walked out of this meeting, he would not
return. Either way, three thousand people were about to lose
their jobs. He didn’t know why he cared. But he did. Empty
coffers did not build inventory or pay debts. Any sane busi-
nessman knew that.

“Sir?” Brendan had just asked him a question.

A dossier sat in front of Ryan. Written in French it was a
very complex list of negotiable assets that he would merely
claim later and which they had already discussed yesterday.
He put his elbows on the table, raised his head, and met each
man’s gaze in turn. Frankly, he was glad they all sweltered.

“I believe you have had my proposal for some time,
messieurs. You argue over trivialities. I have already ten-
dered a stock offer to this company. If I leave, someone else
will sit in this chair, and I guarantee the offer will not be as
lucrative.”

“Perhaps it is not money that interests us, Monsieur Don-
ally.” The man who spoke was Valmont’s son. “Perhaps some
things are more valuable than money.”

Ryan tightened his jaw. Only someone with too much
money would voice that benign sentiment. Ryan never be-
lieved it for a moment. He couldn’t remember a time in his
life when he hadn’t been fighting for something—as if suc-
cess was the only embodiment of all that he was. Money rep-
resented success, his comfort, and his escape. He did not
trust a man who was not interested in wealth. But he re-
spected knowledge, and the elder Valmont was one of the pi-
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oneers of the steam engine that powered trains. D&B had
built thousands of miles of tracks which this man’s engines
traversed.

“Then tell me, Monsieur Valmont?” Ryan looked point-
edly at both father and sons. “What does interest you?”’

“Lord Devonshire won’t like what you’ve done, sir.”

Brendan sat across from Ryan in the carriage. The city
lights had begun to awaken with the Parisian night life, and
Ryan spoke without turning his gaze from the window. “You
work for me, Brendan.”

“It’s because you pay me to do a job that I speak, sir. We
are not in the charity business.”

Recalling that he’d once thought those very words about
Rachel, Ryan turned his head, his dark gaze cool; yet, he was
utterly relaxed as he waited for Brendan to say more. The
younger man removed his hat and sat forward, impressing
Ryan with his directness and prestigious Oxford training. “I
only meant that it was unlike you. You are unlike you. His
lordship will not be pleased to know that you have estab-
lished a partnership with Valmonts to build trains.”

“Locomotives,” Ryan clarified.

“Locomotives,” Brendan echoed, with less enthusiasm.

“A faster slimmer version of today’s archaic models. By
dissolving the weaker part of the business, we can take ad-
vantage of their strongest asset and the original purpose of
that company’s existence. More than that, it will benefit Ore
Industries, who would supply the steel and iron,” and D&B,
he realized, as they managed the labor that would lay tracks
on English and Irish soil. “I see nothing but a profitable
partnership.”

Brendan listened as if Ryan had lost his mind. “That is
what is important in the end,” he conceded, with a little more
enthusiasm than he’d displayed since Ryan’s arrival.
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Ryan grinned. Brendan had been correct in asserting that
today he had exhibited behavior unlike himself. But Ryan
liked the feeling.

The unexpected sense of accomplishment as if he were an
adolescent again and just discovering his father’s drafting
table: the rush that came with the realization that action
could give way to ingenuity.

He rested his elbow on a trio of frilly boxes all tied to-
gether with a red satin bow.

Earlier, when he and Brendan had arrived on the street af-
ter the meeting, Ryan had spotted a dress shop. Situated in
the middle of a white satin-draped window, was the fanciest
feathered emerald hat he’d ever seen. A pair of matching
slippers, gloves, and the gaudiest most colorful fan had
added to the charm. He thought of Rachel. His beautiful
closet opera singer, who’d never wanted her father to know
she played with dolls.

He thought about her life in the years she’d first left En-
gland. About the man who had abandoned her with child.
She’d learned to survive on her own. She’d learned never to
take anyone’s help for a reason.

Maybe with his impending Valmonts contracts, they could
reach a middle ground that would solve at least one of their
problems. Ryan truly wanted to see Rachel’s vision. He
wanted to touch her passion. It was that very passion inside
her he loved.

He knew now he would not ask her to give up D&B.

Later, after sending his packages to his room, he ate dinner
in a small quaint restaurant down the street from his hotel.
Devonshire would have received Ryan’s final offer by now.
He wanted only to get back to London and begin his life with
Rachel.

Dabbing the napkin to his lips, he lifted his gaze and hesi-
tated on an attractive woman he’d noted earlier at another
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table. She had thick dark hair piled high on her head and
painted lips, with a daringly cut gown. Ryan tipped back the
glass of wine and stood. He was tall and had to be cautious of
the hanging lamp.

“Did you enjoy the soufflé, monsieur?” The server bowed
over Ryan with his coat. He waited as Ryan shrugged into the
garment before handing him the note in his hand. “From the
mademoiselle, monsieur.”

“Give her my apologies.” Ryan refused the slip of paper.

He didn’t look at the woman as he made his way outside
the crowded room. Six months ago, he would have taken her
up on the offer evident in her brown eyes.

Now he thought only of Rachel.

Ryan walked the two blocks to his hotel. The night was hu-
mid and rank, with the stench of unwashed streets, but he
didn’t care. The moon was high in a flawless sky. He thought
of his purchase today. He’d had to squelch the desire to pur-
chase the entire boutique of finery and present Rachel with
every one of them. It was difficult, when he had the money to
buy her anything, to buy her only what had been in the dis-
play case.

Ryan swept into the marble-and-granite lobby. He took the
lift to his suites on the top floor. A single lamp lit the salon.
Removing his coat, he walked to the window and looked out
over the city. His hand worked loose the tie, and he tossed it
on the settee. He was unbuttoning his waistcoat when
Boswell suddenly appeared.

“Sir .. .” Ryan’s valet stopped behind him. “One of your
men brought over a missive delivered from your brother
earlier.”

Ryan met Boswell’s gaze directly in the glass before turn-
ing and accepting the folded note. “Johnny? Has he returned
from Scotland?”

“Mr. Brendan only said it needed your attention at once.



306 MELODY THOMAS

Also ...” Boswell cleared his throat and Ryan wondered
what had gotten into the older man. “You have a guest.”

The note forgotten, he looked past Boswell toward his pri-
vate chambers, in no mood for banal dialogue with his valet.
Ryan’s gaze fell on the opened boxes, where the hat and slip-
pers should have been.

“It is Lady Gwyneth, sir,” Boswell said. “She’s asleep.”

Shoving the note in his pocket, Ryan walked past his valet
through his dressing room into his private chambers. A mas-
sive four-poster bed with swags of crimson velvet dominated
the room.

Lady Gwyneth was sitting in a chair beside the bed. Her
blond hair crumpled and falling over one shoulder, she was
fully dressed in some sort of pale pink traveling garment.
Her sister lay asleep on the bed. A maid was asleep in another
chair.

Gwyneth’s eyes were wide and liquid bright in the dark.
“Please don’t tell me to go.” She held Rachel’s fancy Parisian
hat in her hands. “I know I shouldn’t be here. It’s terribly im-
proper. I even opened your gift. It’s truly the most beautiful
hat I've ever seen.”

“Jaysus, my lady,” he whispered. “Did you all come here
alone?”

She looked too vulnerable for him to let loose his temper.
“Just my maid and my sister.” Gwyneth burst into tears and
flew into his arms. “T had to see you.”

The hat he had purchased for Rachel in one of her hands, she
stood on her toes and pressed her lips against his. “IT had to.”

Finally, he was able to edge her away. His hands continued
to hold hers captured against her waist. “Gwyneth . . .

“I heard that your solicitors have been to see my uncle.
That the visit was about me.” She stubbornly swiped at her
tears with the heel of her palm. “I couldn’t bear to think that
I had done something to make you angry.”
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“Did your uncle ask you to come here, my lady?”

Gwyneth’s eyes widened. “Why would you assume that?
Despite what the two of you think, I agreed to this betrothal
because of you. Not because of him.” She lowered her lashes.
“I see I have made you angry.”

Ryan saw the flush on her cheeks. ““You have not made me
angry. Except by coming here. How did you find me?”

“I come to Paris all the time. This hotel is where we stay.”
She brushed at the feathers on the hat. “I would have found
my own rooms had the hotel not been full. Boswell was most
kind.” She stepped backward and, holding the hat, smiled
tentatively. “I have ruined your surprise. But I couldn’t resist
opening the boxes.”

“We need to talk, Gwyneth.”

“Then it’s true,” she whispered. “You do intend to break
the contracts. That’s why I came here. I saw the gifts ... I
thought I might be wrong—"

“Don’t you think we should discuss this in the other
room?”

Ryan stood aside to let her pass. He followed her through
the dressing room and sat down beside her on the settee in the
salon. She folded her hands around the hat, clearly aware of
his dispositional frame of mind as he shoved his fingers
through his hair.

“You can’t break the contracts,” she blurted out in a Joan
of Arc sort of melodrama that made him flinch. “I’m in love
with you, Mr. Donally.”

“No, you’re not, my lady.” Ryan forced himself to turn his
head and look at her. “I thought you were in Brighton. Or was
it Bath?”

She chatted about her trip, and all the things she and her
sister had done, while he’d been coming to grips with the
mistakes in his life. “We traveled there to attend the function
at the Royal Pavilion, with half the people from London
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present. I thought that you would be there. Or your sister and
her husband. Despite the fact that the Duchess of Bedford
publicly cut Lady Ravenspur at the Green Lilly ball. . . . am
happy to call her my friend and would have lent her my
fullest support.”

Ryan doubted very much that Brianna needed anyone’s
support, but Gwyneth had a good heart. “Have you consid-
ered that the same people who are so eager to snub my sister
will treat me any differently? Or you, if we were to marry?”

“You are one of the richest men in all of England.” Her
voice grew stubborn. “No woman could possibly snub you.
No man would dare.”

Ryan laughed at her Byronic notion of reality. Most would
gladly see him ruined. Her uncle the foremost on the list. “I
think that you are very young, my lady.”

“I am twenty, Mr. Donally.”

“I am thirty-one. You don’t want to marry me.” His voice
was soft and not unkind. “I don’t even like to attend balls.”

“But you dance so well,” she protested.

“So do a lot of other more eligible men.”

“But we’ve enjoyed our moments together.” She leaned
against him. Ryan felt no guilt. Their relationship had always
been patently platonic. If Rachel hadn’t appeared in his life
when she had, things probably would have been different, he
realized. “I would enjoy being your wife,” she said, and
blushed, before looking away.

“Gwyneth . . .” He took one of her hands in his. “I've of-
fered a very substantial settlement to you.”

“It won’t matter.” Her eyes were wet in the lamplight. She
drew in a breath. “Anything you settle on me, he will only keep
in the end, and it will not be nearly enough for his satisfaction.”

“I’m aware of that and have taken steps to keep the settle-
ment from his hands.”
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“You don’t understand. He truly hates you. He has never
forgiven you—"

“Are you afraid of him?”

She lowered her gaze to the hat. She’d already crushed one
of the feathers from her kneading, and attempted to smooth
the damage. Ryan tilted her chin and asked a second time.
“Are you afraid of him, Gwyneth?”

“Seven days from now, I will reach my majority,” she said,
“and will no longer be under my uncle’s control in accor-
dance with my parents’ will. I will then be able to keep my
own money.” The thought never having crossed her mind, she
widened her eyes. “And he’ll have no control, will he?”

“No. We’ll only need to find someplace for you to go until
then.”

The possibilities suddenly became endless for her. “I can
break the betrothal without recrimination. Quietly, of course.
And he could not go after you.”

“I’ve already put the house in Bristol in your name,” he
said, and for the next few minutes they discussed terms, and
she became less and less bothered that she had been in love
with him ten minutes ago.

“I would rather have a man who does nothing but pay at-
tendance on me.” She smiled. “I will be rich, won’t I?”

“Very.”

She looked down at her hands. “This hat was never meant
for me, was it?”

Ryan considered telling her the truth. But something in the
wobbly tenor of her voice forbade him to embarrass her. Or
maybe he wanted only to protect Rachel. To keep her name
as far away from him as he could until this was over.

“Do you like it?” He took it from her and set it on her head.

Her blue eyes held his. “T like it very much.”

Boswell appeared in the doorway with one of his bags.
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Gwyneth looked up at him as he stood to greet his valet. “We
have run you from your room,” she said.

“It would appear that you have, my lady.”

“Where will you sleep?”

Ryan looked out across the city landscape, positive that he
was not going to enjoy anyplace that Boswell might have
found on short notice. “As long as it isn’t a pallet of straw,
any clean bed at the moment would be acceptable,” he said.
“I’ll be back in the morning for the rest of my clothes. Be
ready to leave by noon.”

He would be home in four days—feeling free for the first
time in his entire life.



Chapter 20
~SC "

‘ ‘S uck it in, Rachel.”

Glaring at Ryan’s youngest sibling, Rachel gasped
as Elsie yanked one final time with what Rachel was sure bor-
dered on amusement. With both hands braced on the tall bed-
post, she pulled in her breath. Her breasts swelled over the
corset rim. “Is it possible that this thing might be too tight?”

From her place on the settee, her yellow morning gown
spilling gracefully around her, Brianna popped a bonbon in
her mouth. “Can you still breathe?”

“Barely.” Rachel rasped out.

“Then it’s perfect.”

“Shouldn’t I at least be comfortable?”

She looked at the clock on the back wall. Ryan’s train was
due into the station in an hour. She was afraid she would pass
out on the way to the station.

Elsie tied the bustle pad around Rachel’s waist. The frothy
silk morning dress floated over Rachel’s head before she
could take a breath. Another young maid helped Rachel step
into a pair of silk-lined ivory shoes with brass toes. Three
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days ago, she and Mary Elizabeth had returned to London,
and Rachel had asked Brianna to take her shopping. She had
purchased two new gowns, one that had been discarded by an
unhappy patron, but a gown that Rachel found to be the most
beautiful dress she’d ever seen.

Elsie finished buttoning the row of tiny pearls up her back,
then helped her slide into the jacket with leg-of-mutton
sleeves. Black cording accented on the collar and sleeves
matched the mesh containing her wealth of hair. Catching
sight of Brianna’s awed expression, Rachel turned in a rustle
of peridot silk and soft white lace and looked at herself in the
mirror. Today, she felt like something out of a Cinderella
fairy tale, slippers and all.

“Elsie, make sure that Mary Elizabeth is ready. We’ll need
to leave soon.”

“You’re beautiful,” Brianna said later, as she and Rachel
climbed into the carriage. Elsie and Mary Elizabeth were al-
ready inside waiting. “Ryan won’t even recognize you.”

Had she changed so much in the two weeks of Ryan’s ab-
sence? She wanted to laugh at the notion, as if a pretty dress
could change who she was on the inside. She felt beautiful in
her dress, but she didn’t feel like herself. The carriage jolted
forward.

While Brianna and Mary Elizabeth talked about Button’s
latest escapade in the fountain, Rachel stared anxiously out
the window at the traffic, a shudder of longing pulling at her
thoughts.

That morning, she’d sat at the table and opened the broad-
sheet to a story written about Ryan’s trip to Paris. Instead of
reading about lords and ladies sweeping through the final days
of summer, she’d gone directly to the financials to find any
news about investors’ reactions to his trip to Paris. No one
knew the details of the deal that had been reached, but Ore In-
dustries stock was up, and the man with the Midas touch was
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touted to be on the verge of striking gold for his minions
again.

The column went on to talk about his betrothal, his possi-
ble award of a knighthood, but she scarcely registered any-
thing else. In the last few years, she’d grown accustomed to
reading about Ryan; he’d long ago lost the freedom that came
with anonymity. He was, after all, the sweeping embodiment
of a dashing antihero, a commoner who dared encroach upon
the ranks of society. The broadsheet columnists loved to
write about him. They equally loved to hate him.

Turning away from the window, Rachel looked at Mary
Elizabeth, sitting like a lady beside her. “I likes trains,” she
said, as could be attested to by her excitement when they
reached the station thirty minutes later.

The Southern Railway terminal bustled. Rachel glanced
up at the train indicator. The hollow noise of the station
bounced off the four-story-high glass-and-steel ceiling.

“There is Dover,” Brianna said. “The train arrived ten min-
utes ago.”

Rachel took Mary Elizabeth from Elsie as they descended
into the underground passageway that led to the correct plat-
form. Mary Elizabeth had never been in a tunnel so asked
questions about everything from the tiles on the walls to the
way the tunnel smelled. People bumped her.

“Would you like me to carry her?” Brianna offered, but
Rachel declined.

This was the first time she would be greeting Ryan as his
wife. The little girl in her arms gave her something of an
emotional buffer. “Are we late?”” Mary Elizabeth asked.

There was no train on the near side of the terminal ramp.
Rachel stood on the crowded ramp and looked up and down
the walkway, then across the open station.

Ryan stood in the doorway of a railcar two ramps away. A
hundred people and four sets of train tracks separated them.
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His height separated him. He wore black traveling clothes
and carried a woolen coat over his am as he turned back to
the doorway. Rachel would have to retrace her steps down
into the tunnel along the passageway to reach him. Then as
she watched, Ryan held out his hand. An emerald green hat,
bursting with festive feathers appeared first in the portal way.
As Rachel stared, Lady Gwyneth descended onto the plat-
form. The woman was smiling up at something Ryan said, a
shared bit of laughter followed. He edged a hand beneath
Lady Gwyneth’s elbow only to stop as two people ap-
proached, one carrying a pad of paper.

Rachel tried to breathe. Her tightly cinched ribs would not
expand. She managed to keep her chin high and shoulders
back. Mary Elizabeth remained snug against her, the little
girl’s arms wrapped around her neck as she continued anx-
iously scanning the crowd for her da. She prayed that Bri-
anna had not yet seen her brother, but knew she was too late
in turning away when she felt Ryan’s sister stiffen.

Rachel wanted to flee before Mary Elizabeth saw her father,
but it was as if she was powerless to do anything but watch.

Finally, she turned and stopped when her gaze collided
with Brianna’s. She didn’t know what was worse. Having
Lord Bathwick witness her humiliation at the ball or now.

“Da!” Mary Elizabeth began to wriggle. “I see Da!” Both
of her small palms went around Rachel’s cheeks. “You gots
to hurry,” she said, as if Rachel was dense. “He’s leaving.”

Rachel handed the girl to Brianna. “I’m sorry,” she mouthed
the words, knowing if she spoke the sentiment aloud, she
would only burst into tears. “Aunt Brea will take you to him,
Mary Elizabeth.” To Brianna she said, “You better hurry.”

“You ask the bloody impossible, Rachel.” Johnny dropped
in the chair at the end of the rosewood table in the D&B con-
ference room.
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Still wearing his crumpled traveling suit, the shadow of a
beard darkened his jaw, following a night of little sleep; he
had just arrived late that afternoon after a tedious journey
from Scotland.

“You’ve been in charge of the northern division since its
conception, Johnny. You know this company.”

“Does Ryan have any idea that you are leaving?” Johnny
asked.

“All I'm doing is returning to my people in Ireland. I only
want to be confident that they will have a job next year.”

“Ryan hasn’t abandoned us, Rachel.” His voice was quiet.

Rachel sat across from him, her hands folded in front of
her. Four days had passed since she’d seen Ryan at the South-
ern Railway station. Brianna had not been able to catch him
before he’d boarded a train bound for Bristol. She knew that
he had a house there that he’d bought for Lady Gwyneth.

Drawing in a deep breath, Rachel looked at Johnny. She
wanted him to take responsibility for the company. She’d
always prided herself on her ability to persevere. But she
had not been feeling well lately and found a need to go
home to Memaw. Strange that Ireland had become the em-
bodiment of all that she considered home, especially since
she had grown up with the Donallys in the North Country
around Carlisle.

Johnny shifted his gaze from her and suddenly homed in
on the elegantly attired man sitting at the end of the table.
“Lord Bathwick,” he acknowledged. “So, you think I'm qual-
ified to step into Ryan’s shoes?”

“What I think isn’t important.” He leaned an elbow on the
table. “Miss Bailey wants me to give you my proxy.”

Rachel returned her attention to the task of gathering up
the papers in front of her.

“Maybe we should talk about this alone, colleen,” Johnny
said.
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“Don’t my shares pratically make me family?”” Bathwick
asked.

“Not when I consider how you got those shares, my lord.”

“Surely I am no different from your own brother,” Bath-
wick scoffed.

“Except he is my own brother, and you are not.”

Bathwick’s blue eyes moved to Rachel, and she felt the mo-
mentary softening beneath his bland gaze. He had visited her
yesterday at Brianna’s home, taken one look at her red-
rimmed eyes, and taken her to the vaudeville theater on
Gloucester Street. “I should go.” He stood and brushed off his
trousers with his gloves. “You two obviously need to talk.”

Rachel lifted her gaze to check the clock on the wall.

Ryan was leaning against the doorjamb, one ankle crossed
over the other. “Surprise. Surprise,” he drawled, his voice
more conciliatory than his eyes. “I see I'm late for my own
hanging.” His gaze touched the transom above the door.
“Though no one else on the floor has missed the pleasure.”

His cravat was loose. His unshaven face darkened his eyes.
Exhaustion battled the proprietary expression in his eyes as he
took Lord Bathwick into his gaze. He looked as if he’d been
traveling all night to get back to London. “Tell him, Rache.” He
said the words slowly, social amenities aside. ‘““Tell his lordship
why his proxy will make no difference in the end.”

She clamped down her jaw. “I won’t.”

“Tell him.”

Rachel pressed both palms on the table and glared at her
husband. He remained leaning against the doorjamb, one an-
kle crossed over the other, his casual stance an ominous com-
panion to his gaze. She bristled. On what grounds did he have
to engage in such draconian behavior? None!

And there was something else inside her as well, aided and
abetted by her anger. She possessed a need to throw some-
thing at his head.
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She twisted around to face Lord Bathwick, apology in her
eyes.

“I think I understand the problem, Miss Bailey,” Lord
Bathwick said, then corrected himself. “Or should I rephrase,
Mrs. Donally.”

“Do not call me by that name.”

“Deny it all you will,” Ryan said, and she wondered if
they were about to indulge everyone within hearing distance
with a very public row, “but I have our marriage certificate.
It’s registered in Wicklow County, Ireland. David was very
thorough.”

Lord Bathwick stood at one end of the conference table
and replaced his hat on his head, his eyes on Ryan. “My
guess, since all of London knows you and Lady Gwyneth
were in Paris together and she did return alive, I'm assuming
that you’ve reached an accord without my father’s approval.”

“Lest he extrapolate the wrong conclusion from Lady
Gwyneth’s absence, let me assure you both she is nowhere
she doesn’t wish to be. If she holds any affection for you, she
will tell you her whereabouts.”

“Frankly, I wouldn’t trust me either.” Lord Bathwick eyed
Ryan with expressionless eyes, then turned to Rachel. “My
condolences on your nuptials.”

Ryan took a threatening step forward. Rachel stood between
both men, but it was Johnny who stepped in front of Ryan.
“Maybe you should leave, my lord,” Johnny wisely suggested.

“Stay away from my wife,” Ryan warned, as if he had a
right to say anything at all after cavorting all over France and
England with his former betrothed.

“You are hot-tempered, Ryan Donally,” Rachel shot back
until Johnny turned to face her and, with a keen warning in his
dark eyes, silenced her outburst. “No one owns me, Johnny.”
Her voice was quietly determined and aimed at Ryan. “No

Lt}

one.
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Johnny glanced between them. “Did something happen
that I should know about?”’

“Nothing happened.” Ryan’s eyes moved to her. “I mean
that, Rachel.”

The sound of a bobby’s whistle outside mixed with the
traffic on the street. The heat in the room struck her. There
had been no wind or clouds for several days, and she could
feel sweat trickling between her shoulder blades.

“I will take my leave then.” Bathwick bowed at the waist.

Rachel’s gaze followed his departure before swinging
back around to Ryan. “How could you—?"

“How could I not? What do you think you’re doing—7?”’

“Maybe you two might want to know why I returned to
London.” Johnny interrupted. He slid a fistful of papers into
the center of the table. “We have a potential problem.”

Heart racing, her argument with Ryan momentarily on
hold, she scraped up the papers. “A structural integrity issue
has surfaced at the Forth site,” Johnny said.

“Brittle fracturing?” Rachel’s voice was unsteady as she
handed the report to Ryan.

“The kind of problem that sends bridges crashing into the
ground. I've put a temporary halt to any further construction
at both sites.”

“Which bridge span?”” Ryan asked Johnny.

“The north span. Erected five months ago,” Johnny said.
“Had we not found the problem, we would have been faced
with a disaster. As it is, we need those records I’ve been ask-
ing for to trace the foundry where the steel came from. We
need to know if any of the other sites are affected.”

“We’ve been on that for two weeks, Johnny,” Rachel said.

“The recent renovations have caused some problems.” Ryan
returned the paper to Johnny. “Dispatch teams to begin inspec-
tions at the major bridge sites we’ve completed in the last year,”
he said. “I don’t trust local governments to do the job.”
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“Neither do I,” Rachel agreed, having had her fill of bu-
reaucracy in the past.

“I’ve already done that.” Johnny’s face remained expres-
sionless, but his posture betrayed the tension evident in his
shoulders. “What else can I do?”

“Go home and sleep,” Ryan said. “Tomorrow I’ll have
Stewart bring up a list of the foundries that supply our steel.
Not one has alerted us to a problem, and I'm curious to know
why. On Monday, we’ll put more people to the task of finding
the records.”

Johnny turned to look at her, but Ryan had already moved
to the door and awaited his brother’s departure. Clearly, he
felt the topic was finished. “What all of us want to know”—
Johnny asked her—*is how did David marry the two of you at
all?”

Rachel spared an involuntary glance over his shoulder at
Ryan. “He smashed your brother in the jaw and threatened to
shanghai Ryan to San Francisco.”

“David did that to Ryan?” Johnny’s eyes widened in barely
contained amusement. “This is too preposterous not to be
true. He always could best his baby brother in a fight.”

“Very amusing, Johnny,” Ryan said.

Rachel thought Johnny might strangle for lack of holding
back his laughter. “So did David catch you with your hands
in the cookie jar, brother?”

More like he caught her hands in the jar, Rachel groaned.
Eyeing her brother-in-law, she realized some things never
changed. Ryan could be a hundred years old and still be
treated like a guilty twelve-year-old by his family. “You
could, of course, try to congratulate him,” Rachel pointed out,
annoyed. “Or me.”

Johnny leaned over and kissed her full on the lips. When
he finished, he pulled away, a mischievous sparkle in his
black-brown eyes. “Don’t tell Moira. But I always wanted to
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do that.” He chuckled. “Congratulations, colleen.”

Ryan’s dark eyes had narrowed perceptibly by the time
Johnny turned, nodded, and strolled out the door, his sense of
humor fully restored for the day.

After the door closed, Rachel felt the force and heat of
Ryan’s gaze as he locked his eyes with hers. They no longer
stood beneath the guise of a truce.

“You could have told him the truth,” Rachel said. “That I
was the one caught with my hand in the cookie jar.”

“And ruin his fun? When I’m already in enough trouble
with you?”

Rachel walked to the window. If she left this office, he
would catch her, which would only add more indignity to her
already beleaguered stance.

“What did you do with Miss Peabody?” he asked after a
moment.

“She was a witch. I discharged her.” Rachel kept her chin
high beneath the weight of his gaze. “I know that you think
she was the best, but money doesn’t always buy the best,
Ryan. Elsie can stay with Mary Elizabeth until you find an-
other suitable nanny.”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, he shook his head. “I don’t
know why I'm not angry, considering that my daughter looked
like something dredged up from the Thames when I arrived at
Brea’s house looking for you. She was playing in the mud.”

Knowing his sensibilities had been shocked lent some
measure of recompense to her mood. Ryan had always been
highbrow to the core.

His back against the door, he crossed his arms over his
chest. “Ireturned as soon as I received Brianna’s wire. It was
handed to me upon my arrival in Bristol.”

Rachel folded her arms. “Thank goodness for the telegraph.”

“I didn’t invite Gwyneth to Paris.”

“Fine.” She faced him. “Then you only shared your private
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rail car with her all the way back from Dover, then proceeded
to Bristol.”

“With five other people,” he pointed out.

Trying to conceal her reaction to that statement, she
shifted uneasily.

“We’ve reached an accord, Rachel. No matter what you
think of her or of me at this moment, I still have a duty to pro-
tect her. I owe her that much. Nothing happened. She’s at the
house in Bristol.”

“Hiding?”

“Apparently she is afraid of what her uncle will do to her
when he discovers that she has broken our engagement. He
should be receiving the news tomorrow.”

For a moment, she could only stare. “She is doing that for
you?”

“She is doing this because I am making her very wealthy.”

Despite herself, Rachel understood Ryan’s position. Re-
alizing what he was sacrificing for her, she dropped her
gaze to her hands. “Now that you aren’t marrying Lady
Gwyneth, will you lose your nomination for a knighthood,
as well?”

“Whether I ever receive the orders or not will no longer
have anything to do with a marriage to Lady Gwyneth.”

“I’'m sorry,” Rachel whispered.

“For what?”

“For always making your life so difficult.”

“We’re Irish, Rache. We make ‘difficult’ an art form.”

She regarded him standing against the oaken door, star-
tlingly handsome. Still not ready to concede to him full vic-
tory over her heart, she angled her chin, and asked, “Did your
deal with Valmonts close to your satisfaction? Have you suc-
cessfully annexed another territory into your kingdom?”

The growth of stubble darkening his jaw brought a preda-
tory glint into his eyes as she once again set him on their orig-
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inal tack, for he had suddenly gone all dark and dangerous on
her. “Something like that.” No longer coolly taciturn, he
pushed off the door and shrugged out of his jacket. “My busi-
ness in Paris was quite satisfactory.”

“Just once, I would like to be in your shoes, Ryan.”

“No, you wouldn’t.”

The unexpected vulnerability in those words held her
gaze to his. “At least you are considered important. That is
something.”

“Only because people are afraid of me or want some-
thing.” He tugged at the knot on his tie.

Wary of his approach, Rachel stepped away from the win-
dow, and they faced each other across the conference table.
“What are you doing, Ryan?”

His gaze traveled from her head to her toes. “I’m listening
to you explain why you and Johnny were in here today talk-
ing about deposing me.”

“That should be obvious.”

Slowing in front of the window, he reached up and pulled
the cord for the blinds. They cascaded to the sill, sending the
office into a nocturnal twilight.

“So, what should we do about this difference of opinion
between us?” His fingers working the buttons on his gray
waistcoat, he again commenced pursuing her.

Her eyes, on the breadth of his shoulders, lifted to his face.
“Competition is a fact of life.” Rachel collided with a potted
fig before she switched direction. “Don’t you agree?”

“Yes.” He shed his waistcoat.

“Great Britain is in the midst of the biggest construction
boom in history,” she continued, alarmed that at this rate, he
would be undressed before she made another round of the
room. “Ore Industries and D&B can actually complement
each other if we manage to rearrange our resources. We pool
our talent, yet our identities remain intact . ..” She paused
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abruptly when the door came up against her back. “We can
work together.”

He pressed both of his palms against the door, trapping her
between his arms. “Would that make you happy, Rachel?”

Her breath caught in her lungs. The entire course of his be-
havior was at odds with everything she’d expected from him,
and she was no longer sure that they were talking about D&B
or Ore Industries. “Finding a solution to this problem would
make me happy.”

“Do you really want a partnership with Lord Bathwick?”

Rachel shook her head, unable to stop her gaze from mist-
ing, and it seemed that her whole world had been reduced to
this moment. “I want a partnership with you.”

He didn’t speak at first. Then . . . “All right.”

Her brows shot up. “All right?”

Amusement settled in his eyes. “I’'m a pussycat, Rachel,”
he said, more interested in the flush on her cheeks than his
concession. “Scratch my ears, and I purr.”

Rachel stared at him speechless.

“Did you want to negotiate more?” he asked.

“No.”

He reached above his head and shut the transom. It
slammed closed. “Good.”

His lips covered hers.

No simple kiss devoured her, but one filled with hunger
and passion and a thousand other promises. His heat infused
her and bonded to the length of her body. He eased his hands
from the door and traced the contour of her cheeks, finally
holding her to his plunder. And plunder he did. Her emotions
converging into one feeble push and pull of her heart, Rachel
raised her palms to his chest.

She broke away. Their breaths hot and mingling. Why had
he capitulated so easily to her? “Do you have a fever?”

She felt his mouth curve into a smile. “Probably.”
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He pulled back and his eyes narrowed. “Did you really be-
lieve that I could have an affair with Lady Gwyneth after all
the work it has taken me to get you to this point?”’

“I had never felt the way I did when I saw the two of you
together,” she said. “I never want to feel that helpless again.
I’'m in love with you, and I'm terribly jealous of any other
woman with whom you’ve ever spent time. I didn’t think I
would ever feel the way I do about you.” Like she wanted to
crawl inside his soul and stay forever.

“Thank you, Rache. Your words are poetry to my ears.”

She held her palms against him. “When did you decide
there would be no merger?” she whispered.

His lips caressed hers, lingering to taste and suckle. “In
Paris.”

“You did?”

He lowered his gaze from her eyes to the bow of her lip,
and there was intensity in his eyes. “I did. But you put forth a
compelling argument,” he breathed against her mouth.

“Idid?”

“You did.” He reached behind her and locked the door.
“And my only regret is that it has taken me so long to reach
this point with you.”

As soon as his lips touched hers, the world tilted, stopped
spinning, and Rachel swayed. She moaned deep in her throat,
all of his temperament and allure coalescing her desire in a
hot pool between her thighs. Suffering the final departure of
her will, she stretched her arms over his shoulders, her loss
of objectivity resembling that of inebriation. Everything was
becoming a blur.

Then she felt his hands shift, as if he were remembering
where his palms had been headed when she’d broken away.
His fingers eased down her spine, over her bottom, and back
up the curvature of her waist, working the long row of but-
tons on her jacket. His palms were suddenly past her jacket
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and waistcoat and flat against her breasts. She closed her
eyes. And simply merged with him as she breathed him deep
into her lungs and became aware of her arms looped around
his neck. Time slowed.

She wanted to stop it forever and ever. “Oh, Ryan”—her
head drifted to the side when his mouth trailed down her
throat—*"this is not behaving with discretion.”

Someone had to be the voice of reason.

Ryan pushed her jacket from her shoulders. His voice was
hot and breathy against her ear. “T already sent everyone home.
Except the night watchman, of course.” Unhampered by any
moral scruples, he encircled his hands around her waist. She’d
never felt quite so petite, so feminine the way she did when his
fingers enclosed her. “You should definitely refrain from
screaming.” He lifted her easily, swung her around, and sat her
on the shiny, rosewood conference table behind him.

This was their office, after all, she told herself.

Their conference table.

His mouth returned to her lips. To the wet fullness of her
lips. The kiss was hotter and, in an instant, everything in her
world changed. His hands moved to her knees, and he
pushed her legs apart. He slid his palms up her calves,
traced the stockings on her legs to her thighs. Even higher,
above the cinched garters, his thumbs stroked the split in
her drawers. They stroked her and touched the damp apex
of her thighs.

Her reaction was instantaneous. She grabbed his hands
through her skirt and held them. “Ryan—" She was breath-
ing hard.

So was he.

Their eyes held.

“What?” his voice rasped, when she didn’t say anything.

Tears filled her eyes. She wanted to ask about Devonshire.
But then he took her face in his hands and traced his thumbs
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over the delicate bones in her cheeks, and everything faded in
the desire she saw in his eyes.

“You’re not going to cry again?”” He pressed his lips to her
cheeks, her nose, and the space between her brows. “I’m apt
to begin feeling inadequate. The only time you weep is when
we make love.”

She gave him a watery laugh. “I’m not crying.” Her gaze
briefly touched the transom; then her trembling fingers went
to her waistcoat. “But maybe we should hurry.”

“I don’t want to hurry.” He stepped between her legs and
replaced her hands with his. “This is one conference this
week I intend to take slow and enjoy.”

But Rachel paid little heed as he removed her shirtwaist
and blouse. She was soon lost to the scratch of his beard as he
suckled her breasts. Her palms slid beneath his shirt and
stripped him of the garment, sending it to the floor along with
her skirt. Her tongue discovered the sculpted heat of his
flesh. He tasted salty and sensual, and she soon relished her
own unhurried find. Dark hair lightly covered his chest and
angled downward into a 'V, disappearing beneath the waist of
his trousers. Her lips tracing the corded delineations across
his ribs, she dipped her hands beneath his waistband. A rasp
of breath rewarded her study.

He tightened his hands in her hair. He was hot and pulsed
with life in her palm. She stroked, caressed, and finally un-
fastened his trousers completely and freed him into her
hands. Her finger encircled the milky bead that pearled at the
tip of his sex, and she lapped it up with her tongue, her mouth
needful, her body drugged with her own desire. His body
coiled and tensed. Held by her need as she took him into her
mouth and gave herself up to the wonder of discovery.

A low, anguished groan escaped his throat. “Jaysus,
Rachel.” He clasped her wrists.

Slowly raising her gaze, she looked up at him from beneath
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lowered lids, her mouth wet from her explorations. His breath
came in pants that made his chest rise and fall. A dark lock of
hair fell over his forehead. Wrapping her legs around his
thighs, she guided him inside her wet warmth, felt the
swelling pressure of his probing entrance, the thrill of him
filling her.

With an oath, he followed her down to the table and caught
himself on his palms above her. His eyes opened. Raw, hot
lust shone down at her, and they shared a charged moment,
an intimate flash of helpless wonder. A declaration.

He pushed deeper, shattering the thin emotional barrier of
her doubts. His tongue, hot and strong, thrust into her mouth.

Then his kiss consumed her. And she forgot to think at all
because he was deep inside her, moving against her, already
spurring her toward orgasm. Her hands traveled over his back.
Corded, hot skin. She sobbed against the violent crest of her
own climax. Cried out against his shoulder. Until he buried his
hands in her hair and, with a final, possessive plunge of his
hips, surged against her, filling more than her senses.

Her eyes opened, and when he finally raised himself and
looked down at her, she smiled up at him wonderingly. For he
was beautiful, and she braced her palms against his jaws,
pulling him down to her lips, wanting only to tell him she
wanted more.

Ryan was also thinking along those same lines that night
after he’d brought her to his London residence, carried her
over the threshold and up the winding staircase. What they’d
begun and finished in the office, they started all over again on
his stairway.

Ryan pressed her against the wall. His hands gripped her
overjacket sleeves and pulled it off her, dropping it at her feet.
Lips locked, she groaned and shoved her hands beneath his
waistcoat, sending it the way of his jacket and cravat. They
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were breathing hard, and he was already stripping her out of
her blouse. Her hair fell over her shoulders. Their mouths
fused.

For a brief moment of lucidity, he recalled that Mary Eliz-
abeth was still at Brianna’s. Boswell had best keep the ser-
vants away. He dragged his lips from Rachel’s, lifted her
again into his arms, and carried her into his bedroom, where
he fell with her to the bed. Landing on top of her half-dressed
as he was, he caught himself above her and met her gaze,
knowing she felt this gripping need inside her as well. Know-
ing and welcoming the sweet madness for what it was. For if
he had lost control of the situation, so had she. Equality took
no prisoners tonight.

The Y of his black suspenders lay over his shirt, and she
shoved them off his shoulders, letting her fingers linger on
his back. “Do you think people will wonder where we are?”

“God, I hope so,” he said against her mouth.

He kissed her.

She kissed him back.

He had her trapped between him and the mattress. His
breath came heavily against her mouth, her throat, and her
breasts. They explored each other. Unfettered by time or in-
terruption. He grabbed a handful of her chemise and stripped
it over her head, savoring every inch of her body. She was
wet beneath his hand. How much of that was him, he didn’t
know and, beyond the throbbing, sybaritic lethargy of his
own groan as he released himself from his trousers, he didn’t
care. The blunt head of his erection pressed between her
thighs. And only then did he feel the completeness he sought.

He held her still before he came too quickly.

Her legs wrapped around his hips, she opened her eyes.

“Wait,” he murmured.

“I’ve never been in your bed.” Her neck arched, she looked
around her at the yards and yards of sapphire velvet canopy
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that draped the bed. “You have always had such beautiful
things surrounding you.”

“Have 1?7 Still wearing his trousers, he laid buried inside
her, distracted, and did not understand what she saw that he
didn’t. Or perhaps that he took for granted. For there had
never been a clear distinction separating who he was from
what he had built.

“Here 1 was excited over one new dress.” The whisper
feathered his lips.

“I can buy you more than one dress, Rachel.” He laughed
shortly. “T wouldn’t think any less of you if you took my
money.”

“And I am not some prize you can mount among your
other collections, Ryan.”

Breathing the words against his lips, she pulled his mouth
down to hers, and he forgot to question the tenor of those
words. Forgot everything but his ache to possess her.

His palms slid to her hips, then reverently to the flesh of
her bottom. He moved, setting the rhythm. The very air be-
tween them crackled, but he made love to her that night in his
bed, slow and easy, his gaze locked on hers, the urgency be-
tween them more controlled than in the office—but in the
end, no less explosive.

Later, before he took his sweetly sated wife back to Bri-
anna’s house in his carriage, he told her that he wanted to
marry her in a church before he made their vows public. He
wanted that legitimacy, but deep inside he knew he wanted
more. She’d been shocked when he said he didn’t care which
church, and even considered attending confession and seek-
ing atonement, so a priest would bless them.

Something was changing inside him, and he wasn’t en-
tirely sure he liked the transformation. At least he’d always
known where he’d stood with God and the devil. There was
no arguing where he’d spend eternity. He could make unpop-
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ular and sometimes ruthless decisions in his life with no
guilt. Kathleen had always warned him that he was too wild
for his own good. Too ambitious. Too cynical. For a while in
the beginning, he had wanted to change for her but could not.

He’d been faithful to Kathleen, but he hadn’t been faithful
to her memory. He’d been with more women than he could
count. Beautiful women. Worldly women. Aristocracy or ac-
tresses. Most he never saw again. Most he never wanted to
see again. He had never lost himself in a woman’s body.
Never shut his eyes and felt the freedom that came with the
loss of his control. Or tasted the possessiveness he felt when
he made love to Rachel. When he looked into her eyes and
watched her come, knowing that he had done that to her.

And knowing that it was not enough.

He wondered if she would ever allow him to give her more
than what she could buy or do for herself, and he felt robbed
by her lack of appreciation for everything that he could offer
her. No one except his daughter had ever wanted him just for
himself. He was not used to the novelty. It left him feeling
strangely exposed. Vulnerable. Searching for an identity be-
neath the trappings of his life.

Ryan, who rarely pulled himself out of bed before noon,
was still standing at the window when the sun began to rise,
and he watched the day awaken with an amber brilliance that
overtook the shadows. There was beauty all around him in
places he’d not looked in a long time. He touched the velvet
curtains at his side, then turned into his room. He loved his
daughter. He’d loved her mother. He’d always believed his
heart rationed love like bread crumbs. And that he was not
capable of feeling more than he had. Until now, he’d never
known his heart had lied. For as his gaze fell on the bed, he
thought of Rachel and knew that he had loved her his entire
life.



Chapter 21
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“ I t stinks like baby James.” Mary Elizabeth held her
nose as Rachel lifted her out of the landau in front
of the D&B office building the next morning.

“It stinks,” her cousin Robert enthusiastically echoed from
Elsie’s arms.

“That’s because the weather has been hot, and we’ve not
had much rain,” Rachel said, without launching into the rea-
sons why London could stink so fiercely in summers. She
looked up at the darkening sky looming over the red brick
building in front of her. “But I think we are about to find re-
lief.”

“I wants to go to the park,” Mary Elizabeth announced.
“Robert gots bread to feed the baby ducks and baby fishes.”

Rachel smiled. “We’re only taking a detour,” she prom-
ised her.

“What is a ‘tour’?”

Rachel put her back to the heavy door and pushed it open.
“It means I am taking the long way from Aunt Brea’s house
to the park.”
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“Can Robert come on the ‘tour,” too?” she asked, as the
boy looked at her, his cherubic expression hopeful.

“I believe we are already here.”

Rachel had slept late that morning. She never slept late. She
still felt tired and sore in the most indecent of places. Ryan had
been by the house earlier and eaten breakfast with his sister.
When Rachel had finally made it downstairs around noon,
Brianna was already out on her social calls—and she was left
entertaining the children after she sent Robert’s nanny up-
stairs to nurse her sniffles. Rachel had been about to venture to
the park when she’d received a message from Stewart.

Once inside the building, she greeted the weekend watch-
man, a wiry former constable with a missing front tooth and
eight children to feed. “How are Lara and your children to-
day, Mr. McKinney?” she asked, shifting Mary Elizabeth on
her hip, so she could sign the register.

“We enjoyed the fruit pies ye sent us last week, Miss Bailey.”

Her gaze skimmed the list and noted Stewart was already
upstairs. Johnny wasn’t here yet. Upstairs, Rachel greeted
Stewart, who was at his desk working over a pile of papers.
“I’ll only be a moment,” she said, taking Elsie and the chil-
dren to the drafting room in the back. “This is the drafting
room,” she clarified to the threesome.

She set out paper and charcoal, arranging the sticks in or-
der of size and density. She set out wooden triangles,
squares, and rectangles, explaining each piece as she went
along. “All ready now.” She handed the children a straight
edge. Both looked at her as if she’d grown warts on her nose.
“Can you draw a castle?”” Rachel asked.

“’Course,” Mary Elizabeth scoffed. Her younger cousin
wasn’t nearly so confident. “T’1l show you.” She patted young
Lord Robert on the back in big-sister fashion as Elsie set him
beside her on the stool.

Rachel paused briefly in the doorway. Watching the two
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children, she felt as if she was looking at a rainbow that had
materialized out of a stormy sky. It was as if she had breathed
those colors into her lungs, and the entire world seemed a
brighter place to be.

Outside, the clouds had darkened over the Thames, and a
low grumble vibrated the walls and the floor. The ugly sky
had no place in her mood.

“I’ll see that she keeps the charcoal to this paper, mum,”
Elsie reassured her, misinterpreting Rachel’s reason for re-
maining in the room. “They will be fine.”

“Thank you, Elsie.”

Stewart was waiting for her when she returned to the front.
“I thought you might be interested in seeing what I’d found,
mum. Unless you want to wait—"

“I’m not that patient, Mr. Stewart.” Presenting him with a
smile, she held out her palm, and he gave her a sheet of paper.

“Mr. Donally asked me for the list of foundries that supply
our steel. I could only guess earlier. It has taken me most of
the morning to make sure this is accurate.”

The room darkened as clouds gathered across the sky. She
held the paper to the lamp and read the list, not quite under-
standing what it was that excited Stewart.

“D&B has had three break-ins, maybe more that we don’t
know about,” he said, his voice excitable. “Nothing of value
ever seems to be missing.”

“Yet, entire files on our northern sites have disappeared.”
Her gaze returned to the list of foundries.

“Six foundries supply our steel at any given project. This
one”’—Stewart pointed to the third name from the bottom—
“is a subsidiary of Ore Industries in Wales. Lord Devon-
shire’s domain. The family owns that foundry, mum.”

Her gaze paused as her mouth went dry. “Ryan must al-
ready know about this.”

“I believe that is why he asked for this list, mum. But you
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see, he stopped all orders from that foundry in May, so I went
back through our accounting records. Records not stored in
the vaults, at least not until I move them down at the end of
the year. Do you know where the last shipment from Wales
went?”

“The Forth site in Scotland,” Rachel answered.

“Exactly.”

“When brittle fracturing problems are not discovered in
time, people die,” she said, appalled that even his lordship
might knowingly hide information of that magnitude.
“Someone at the foundry must have discovered the problem.
And chose to say nothing.”

The implication sent a chill down her spine.

Ryan would ultimately be held accountable if people died.
They all would as board members. Maybe even prosecuted.
It had happened before to companies accused of negligence
where structures had failed and people died.

Stewart retrieved the list. “An accident of any magnitude
would be like a tsunami rolling down the chain, crushing
every firm involved,” Stewart said, having already grasped
the implication. “Which would explain Lord Devonshire’s
pressing interest for a merger with D&B. Our failure would
percolate directly into Ore Industries’ shares.”

“In the process, Devonshire could then make a grab for
both companies. Donally and Bailey would never survive.”

“Except in this case Lord Bathwick owns a large portion
of D&B, mum,” Stewart said. “Mr. Donally already believes
they have a foothold.”

But that made no sense. Did it? Lord Bathwick wanted to
stop the merger. She would not believe it of him. “Where did
Ryan go when he left here?”

“He went to Ore Industries, mum. He believes that if files
have been tampered with here, then they have there as well.
The good news, if there can be any under the circumstances,
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is that it looks like we found the second site where the steel
went. That’s what I wanted to tell all of you.”

Rachel wanted to go to Ryan. That someone could hate
him so much frightened her to the core of her being. “Are you
all right, mum?”

“I left my satchel here yesterday,” she said, pulling her
composure around her and finding a reason to remain and
await Johnny. She would finish her correspondence.

Rachel walked down the corridor and into her office, at-
tempting to stave off her uncertainty as she forced herself to
think. Ryan must have already suspected Devonshire’s in-
volvement, or he wouldn’t have been so specific in his re-
quests. Her office was dark. Outside, the rain had started to
pebble against the window and roof.

She glimpsed her satchel lying beside the desk where
she’d left it yesterday and started forward. But as she moved
into the room, the door slammed shut behind her.

Rachel swung around and nearly fell over her skirts. Her
heart struck her chest, for she had been thinking about the
thunder in the sky.

Lord Devonshire stood with his back against the door. Her
heart went still. Reeking of spirits, he took in her gasp, rec-
ognized her shock, and clicked the key in the lock. “Is that
Donally’s daughter in the other room?”

Her breathing stopped. She would die before she allowed
this man near that little girl. Her gaze swung to the second
door that opened to the conference room, but Devonshire
stepped into her line of sight before she could think of break-
ing for the other door. Aware of the danger, she took a step
backward. “Get out of my way.”

“Or what? I doubt you’ll scream and chance bringing
Donally’s daughter in here.” He advanced on her. “And I'll
have any man who touches me arrested if he lays a finger to
this suit. Indeed let them try.”
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Rachel stepped around the edge of the desk. “What is it
you want?”

“Donally’s head on a platter? Ore Industries? My niece’s
whereabouts? The possibilities are endless. Depending on
how much he wishes to protect you.” His height forced her
chin up. Her heart hammered against her ribs.

“He was clever to get Gwyneth to break the contracts.” He
poked a finger in her shoulder. “Clever to hide her from me.
But not so clever that I don’t know his vulnerability. Did you
know he killed two major mergers at a total cost of a hundred
thousand pounds to my coffers? But of course you must. You
put him up to it.”

Rachel had no idea that Ryan had given up that much. Her
thighs came up against the edge of the desk. “Now that
bloody Irisher removed me from the board of Ore Indus-
tries.” His voice seemed to draw venom from a new surge of
energy. “From my own corporation! As if he has the right to
take what belongs to me.”

Her fingers probed the desk for a weapon. 