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CATCH ME IF YOU CAN

"What brings every young woman from the countryémdon?" she said.
"Adventure."

"Adventure?" His lips curled. "Most women come dgrithe season to
find a husband."

"That is an adventure to most women, Your Grace."
"But you seem much more interesting than most wohtensaid.

A tingle passed through her. "I am sorry to say wal likely be
disappointed in me, Your Grace."

"I'm sure that will not be the case." A sinful dlilit his eyes. She bowed
her head.

"I'm sure you will find some other lady to attend."”

"But there is no other lady’s interest | wishdatchso much as yours."
He pulled her slightly closer than was proper aisddy
brushed hers.

The inflection made her heart skiple was suspicious, but he didn‘t
know. He couldn‘t or else she would already be risgn. But a deuvil
inside caused her to say: "You longdoaseendlessly after something
you can never hope to catch, Your Grace."

He threw his head back and laughed, and his laugiiteated through
her body as she saw the mischief shining in his.eye
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Chapter 1

London, 1824

A sliver of moonlight broke through the dense ckudnd the cold
fingers of the night encompassed Stephen Chalntteesnew Duke of
Marston, as he watched the figure in the window.

But heat spread thought his body when the silhewstthed upward and
grasped an object in a graceful steady motion.

With energy and anticipation thrumming in his veitie passing minutes
felt like an eternity. From his position in the dbas, the figure’s act of
reaching upward was a lover's hand skimming a thgglzing a side,
gliding across a chest. And the motion of pulling @ject off a shelf
became a hand running down a neck, down a bréasiysng a hip.

He shifted uncomfortably, trying to ignore the wiéns body was
responding. It wouldn’t be much longer before tlapgrs in the house
across the street were secured; the thief's rapatdiad been well-
earned.

The silhouette lifted its shirt and tied what appédato be a sheaf of
papers around its waist. The body lines uninteaflgnrevealed more
than an added padding of paper.

The figure slid from view, and the light in the mavas extinguished. A
long leg stretched from the open window, and theeuder landed a
smoothly executed jump.

Stephen admired the graceful landing and held bgtipn. The figure
scanned the empty street, lowered the window, hed sprinted to the
east. Stephen motioned eastward to the man atdeisvsho nodded and
silently followed the retreating form.



It had been a stroke of genius and good luck td fire notorious thief
Hermes destination. With it came confirmation o thief's identity.

A satisfied smile eased across Stephen’s faceerRatiwasn't his strong
suit, but some tasks were definitely worth the wHi¢ had tracked the
thief's movements for too many years to carelesgbjil the hunt.

Years of tracking Hermes had finally come to a eloStephen had
thought he was out of luck when the thief had athyupetired and
disappeared from London the previous year. But sloimg had lured
Hermes back to the game with renewed vigor. Thef thias single-
handedly responsible for six robberies in the lasek alone. Seven,
counting tonight’s work.

Having stolen the papers, Hermes’ next step woeldhe modest brick
house near Mayfair. The thief's temporary home.

Stephen stepped into the street and walked théofesks to his carriage,
whistling. He would visit the unpretentious brickouse soon. An
introduction to Hermes was well past due.

His blood heated. It was time to toss a kink inlans.



Chapter 2

Stephen casually twirled a pen, splattering inklenpapers covering his
desk. “What did the informant say?”

Marcus Stewart, Baron Roth, leaned casually agéiesteather chair on
the opposite of Stephen’s desk. “The same as tigslmreman. He only
noticed that the papers had been switched becagiseas informed
earlier in the day that the spice ship was comin¢pie. Otherwise, the
ship would have been rerouted in the same manrtbeasgthers.”

“Any new information on the villains’ identities?”

“A few of the men of the docks recall a short mathva nervous twitch
and a floppy hat. Seems to corroborate the eatkscription of one of
men we are searching for. Still no recognizableafatharacteristics.”
“What about information on any of the others?”

“The thefts all point to Hermes. At least one otperson besides Mr
Floppy Hat has be involved. Probably the coordinaietween the thief
and the man in charge.”

“Hermes will be taken care of.”

“You know who the thief is?”

‘I do indeed.” Stephen dabbed at the splattereglét® with the ink
blotter.

“Well? Who is he?” Roth, usually a patient man,featvard in his chair.

Stephen smiled at his friend’s expression. He wasa hurry to satisfy
Roth’s curiosity. He examined the shape of his otkghe curves vaguely



reminiscent of the ones he had seen the night deftfou’ll know
tonight. | need to put some plans into action.”

“Get Hermes, and you have the others. Without linef there is no way
for them to get the papers or to sneak in andthisenecessary seals to
create the new documents. No one else is as good.”

“True. But we need to make sure that we get thersth
“What's wrong with the usual methods? Hell, Angedfowill be back
tonight. He'd probably love to help with the integation.” Roth smirked.

“Provided that his wife lets him.”

Stephen smiled briefly. “Yes, but I've decided tp $omething new with
this one.”

Roth gave him an unreadable expression. “Why?”

“I have my reasons.Not that those reasons are necessarily good ones,
Stephen thought darkly.

Roth leaned back and studied him. “Why the secfecy?
“Why the impatience?”

As planned, Roth took exception to his flippancyoti know damn well
why, Stephen.”

“Someone is wreaking havoc with the dock and shigprecords.
Flanagan is marshalling forces in St. Giles andlisty action in the stews.
Someone’s trying to kill me, et cetera, et cetefephen twirled the pen
again. A small flow of liquid jetted towards hisefind, landing just short
of the papers on the edge of desk.

Roth grimaced at having taken the bait, but pedistThat's a rather
blasé way to state the situation, even for you.”



“We don’t know if Flanagan has direct involvemenithvthe shipping
trouble. Shipping ventures aren't his style.”

“How much does it take for a criminal to developiaterest in another
aspect of the criminal underworld? This is youraad expertise. |
shouldn’t be the one quoting it.”

Stephen sighed and set the pen down, the exhdarétom identifying

one of Flanagan’s top thieves receding along witheémjoyment from
nettling Roth. “I know. But Flanagan is a thiefleart, not a murderer,
and with the dead longshoreman last week and thehaet the week
before, it just doesn’t fit. And his minions aret dcom the same cloth.
They belong in prison for their crimes, but | domelieve they are
treasonous. It’'s just not their style, Roth.”

“Hermes was one of Flanagan’s best andkmew he is involved in this.
Besides, illegal shipping and rerouting cargoesnfib the category of
theft.”

Stephen acknowledged Roth’s point. “Yes, and m&yjapagan has some
involvement. But my gut says there are new playarslved. Besides, |

believe we are searching for someone with greastige and position
than flunkies in the St. Giles gangs. Someone wdsdtcess to specific,
confidential information.”

Stephen began ticking off points on his fingers.e"Whow there are at
least three major players: Hermes, who is steatimg papers and
authenticating the fake ones with appropriate sehks person who is
serving the intermediary, and the man behind itlatleed to confirm a
few details this afternoon, then I will meet youTatylors’ party. That
way | can tell you and James everything at the same”

Stephen pulled one his fern hybrids over and pldckelead leaf. “We'll
uncover the plot in time to save the day and rbetvillains, just like we
did with the Cato Conspiracy, don’t worry.”



“Sometimes | worry aboutoy old friend.”

“No worries, Roth,” Stephen flashed a grin. “Thexniew weeks should
be quite exciting. Wait and see.”

Roth threw up a balled-up piece of paper at hisih8&phen grinned as
he caught it, but promptly grimaced as the actiggravated his sore
shoulder. The shoulder hadn’t fully healed in theary since he had
“fallen” into the Thames. He rotated his arm andtfee slight pop.

Roth watched him, concern etched in his eyes.|'{&ihing you?”
“Feeling better every day.”

“Discover anything new about your saviour?”

“I have the men following a few leads, but no, moghnew.”

His friend tapped a finger. “That is odd.”

“And frustrating. You don’t have to remind me.”

It had been a year, but Stephen could still feeldark grip of the Thames
before he had blacked out. Jumping off the bridhdenbarely conscious
had not been his smartest move, but in the enddtdave his life. As a
result of his involvement and investigation, justitad been served. The
treasonous members of England’s Foreign Officeldessh apprehended.
Everything had worked out satisfactorily, with tlesception of the
shoulder injury and not finding the faceless sawvitio had fished him

from the river. Both loose ends still bothered him.

He rotated his shoulder again. “Only one more ttagorral from the
Foreign Office investigation. Leonard Peters. Thiadd has been absent



from London since the incident, which is fortundbe him. A stone
would give him a good beating in a test of intedhge.”

“He works for Flanagan,” Roth pointed out.

Roth was relentless. He wasn’t going to dismissRlamagan connection
until he was satisfied.

“So did some of the other conspirators, but théynalintained they were
hired for an outside job. No connection to Flana8tephen cracked his
knuckles, an annoying habit taken from his fatbh&nd there was plenty
of incentive for them to implicate Flanagan.”

Roth nodded but looked unconvinced. “But most af foiks are loyal. |
think you should investigate Flanagan’s bunch.”

Stephen stroked his fingers down the curves oirtkgot. “I have. As a
matter of fact, investigating his gang is exactywh determined Hermes’
identity. Icarus’s too. Two of his favourite thies/é

Roth leaned forward, careful to avoid the ink-stdipapers. “Excellent.
Tell me who Icarus is then.”

“Tonight, old man, tonight,” he teased the man dwnlg years his senior.
“I do believe | dislike you these days, Chalmers.”
Stephen grinned. “I promise the Taylors’ party W#l interesting.”

Roth raised both brows in disbelief and rose. fidfthat hard to believe,
but I'll see you this evening.”

Stephen released the curved inkpot and leanedibduk chair. Tonight
would be interesting. The carefully structured imprompteeting this
afternoon would guarantee it.



A light-hearted feeling of anticipation and excitmh thrummed through
him. The chase was going to be even sweeter this. tHe felt it in his

skin. He would finish the game started years befdnen Hermes had
pilfered important government documents. While adteasonous affair,
and therefore not in Stephen’s usual line of wahle papers contained
secrets that has caused consternation among hesiagpand a lot of
official sweating. Stephen had retrieved the papairsthe thief had been
long gone—an indescribable shadow by witness ad¢coun

Since he had been needed on the Continent, Stephénassigned
numerous men to catch the thief. Hermes had slipip@adigh the fingers
of every runner and hired guard. Slipped througérgvime without a
trace.

But this time the thief was making mistakes, just every criminal
eventually did. Rather than confining activitiesth® general populace,
the thefts had once more crossed into governmexffairs. This time
Stephen was going to catch the thief himself artddetegate the work.

And it was a task he expected to enjoy thoroughihe thrill of the chase
pulsed through him again, forcing him to temper tbeling with cold
realism. The ending to these cases was alwaysathe.Prison and often
a death sentence. Justice was the cornerstone gifsikrsociety and
civilization. Societies that had laws without jesti crumbled—justice
always needed to be served.

Stephen fiddled with the tangled fronds of the femhis desk. Tangled
just like he planned, but maybe a little too twiste unravel.

He lifted the plant and walked to his conservatavkijstling. He needed
the right amount of twist to get the desired eff8ao little was boring;
too much created a mess. He needed the perfecticatiob.

He loved a challenge.

* % %



“Good afternoon, Miss Kendrick. The cabbages amiquéarly plump
this day. My son hauled ‘em in from the countryle#ris morning.”

Audrey Kendrick smiled at the stout grocer and erach the healthy
vegetables in his stall. A hearty cabbage soup dv@oimplement the
roast duck she planned for supper. “In that cabeliéve I'll take two.”

“How is Mr. Maddox? Is he feeling better?”

Audrey gritted her teeth but assumed a hopefulesgion. “Yes. He is no
longer bedridden. The doctor says he has madesaired recovery. He’s
well enough that we shall even be attending a gaitéhis evening.”

The grocer leaned forward. “Pardon my saying, nbss,I've never seen
that doctor around these parts before. Now, thel ghmctor around the
corner, that’'s who you should have looking in onryfather.”

Audrey loosened her knit fingers from her skirttiféa indeed. “Oh, Dr.
Smith has been very kind to us. Father took rightiim. | don’t think he
would be doing as well without the right doctor.”

The grocer smiled and bundled her purchases. “Wedn that's what
matters. Here you go, miss. Have a good day. Aud gour father our
regards.”

Audrey forced herself to smile back. She wouldetsirprised to find her
skin stretched permanently across her face fronstteened smiles and
false cheer. If she had to refer to that viciou$ gbat as her father one
more time, she was going to scream. The lies weneigg more difficult
to utter. Especially in the face of such peopleuty jolly vendors hailed
her, and motherly, cheerful women called out gnegsti They were too
damn nice here.

This pleasant little slice of London, on the outskiof Mayfair, was
almost comical in its contrast to her old territoéayfair was nothing



like the dregs of London, where one foul word cdiutd you with a knife
embedded in your ribs.

Absently, she rubbed her right side. She was nge®ig back. A voice in
her head mocked he¥ou're already back.

No. No, she was temporarily “assigned” to a fewksa®As long as she
and Faye survived this mess, there was enough monegsure they'd
have a life. A new life from London. If there waseolesson in the entire
experience had taught her, it was she and her sistddn’t remain in

England. The past would always haunt them.

Moving away from the vegetable stall and her datoughts, Audrey
stepped into the center of the market. The smellvafm bread and
delicious meat pies filled the air. The atmosphees festive. It was
another way that life in Mayfair was better. In tregs, women hawked
their wares to visiting merchants. Here, merchhaisked their wares to
women and servants eager to return with the be#teofiay’s meat and
produce.

“Fresh vegetables!”

“Tasty cutlets!”

“The finest potatoes in England!”

A street urchin breezed past and she felt a sbgigh. In a trice she had
shifted her packages and seized the boy’s armhitiree hand. The boy
looked at her in surprise, then panic.

“Not today, boyo.” She pulled him forcefully towahnim to keep him off-
balance, reached into his pocket and retrieved nheney pouch. He

regained his footing and scampered into the crowd.

She absently memorized his features. He was nea/bdl had promise;
he just needed a little practice. It was the samnalf new recruits.



Audrey continued down the lane of colourful stalktfing the cheerful
atmosphere temporarily soothe her. These rosy 9ofshumanity were
the only things that kept harsh reality away, amdodunately such
moments were becoming fewer and harder to come by.

A bright reflection drew her attention. The sumndey was cloudless,
and the rays easily caught the gleaming steelarsthll on the right.

The new smith was flipping knives. She sighed witf He might be an
apprentice, but the quality of his craft was evidéalance, tempered,
and sharp. His was the stall she most wanted tb Bist if Miss Audrey
Kendrick, fainthearted gentlewoman from the counstyolled in to toss
the blades, the grocer and half the other vendoesfriequented would
become suspicious.

No, she couldn’t afford to indulge her hobby. Buayle she could sneak
into the smith’s house. Of course, she would payHe merchandise. Her
honor demanded it in this instance. But she’d velieim a few of those
crafted beauties and—

A fresh forest scent assailed her, momentarilylonggher concentration.
An odd smell to find in London. “Oof.” Audrey fedts if she’d hit a pine
tree.

“The Fates are kind today.”

The tree had a smooth, deep voice. Audrey lookedtupe handsome
blond-haired man she had just crashed into, andefipeession in his
devilish green eyes caused her breath to lodgeririhnoat. One second.
Two seconds.

“I've been waiting all day for a beautiful womanfal into my arms. But
| am a reasonable man and will accept a collisisteiad.”



Dear Lord, he was here to arrest idove she shouted to her traitorous
limbs. But she was rooted in place, rendered spesxiand incapable of
flight.

“You looked a little shocked, miss. Are you hurt@idn’t mean to startle
you, but you so intent on watching the smith yodndi see me.” A
mischievous glint lit the familiar stranger’s fatelying his words.

Air whooshed from her lungs, and she stammered, IMo fine, thank
you. And you?” She nearly winced as the words spieah.

The lazy smile reached Stephen Chalmers’s eyan.ifterested.”

Audrey swallowed and again murmured something tleas intelligent.
But her mind was screaming danger. Did he know slfewas?

She watched in a trancelike state as he releasedirite twirled his
walking stick with casual grace. It had been a ltinge since she had
been this close to him, but his sheer presendeosglwhelmed her. Still
caused that breathless feeling, like she was bsirnged into her own
stomach.

“Good. Great. Good-bye.” She shuffled backward oleaed manner, her
purchases swaying precariously in her arms.

“Here, let me help you with those packages.”

Audrey snapped to attention, but he took advantdgleer momentary
brainlessness and smoothly relieved her of hersdgyirchases. His
fingers grazed her side, and she had to force li¢odereathe again.

He watched her frozen state in amusement. Undolybtdee was
accustomed to causing a flustered reaction in womderrey’s wits
returned at the though, and, feigning gratitudes sdached out for the
packages. “Very kind of you, sir, but not necesséty late, and | must
be on my way.”



He waved a dismissive hand, having no trouble ilarzang all of the
parcels in one arm and his walking stick in theeatin my own self-
interest, | can’t leave you to wander into someatge. Then our
encounter would be nothing special. | insist. WHeremiss?”

His green eyes were twinkling. Damn. She cast akggiance around. A
few of the vendors were smiling at her apparentttifioe” in attracting the
attentions of such a handsome, well-dressed magreTlvas no way to
extricate herself from this sham without causirsgene.

And what difference did it make if he accompanied thome? If he knew
her identity, he already knew where she lived. Kriee didn’t know who

she was, denying him might cause his suspiciongstéo The shock of
seeing him and touching him faded, and she feltfdh@liar rush of the
chase slither through her.

“'m on my way home.” She looked away from him agpdinted to the
small house at the end of the street.

She peeked her escort from beneath her bonnet.hBichever stop
grinning? He looked exceptionally pleased with $lieation and matched
her pace as they walked.

“Did you find everything you needed?” he asked.

She nodded and slipped into character. “It was \eenttul day at the
market.” Well it had started out normally enough....

He peeked into the top bag. “Onions and cabbagesffigFsomething
tasty, are you?”

“Actually, they make perfect replacements if a hdalls off a doll.
Especially if you imagine it to be someone in gautar and jab it with
sharp sticks.”



“Not good news for you,” Stephen said to the unoaspre vegetables in
bag. He looked back to her. “The smith has a wdntstall for sharp
implements.”

“All of those shiny objects. | couldn’t help but dazzled.”

He waved a hand, imitating a romantic young bu&ifly and dazzling.
A woman of your beauty should be swathed in glitggrgowns and
priceless jewels.”

Audrey nearly snorted.

A wicked look entered his eyes. “Yes, your legs ladaok lovely draped
in dark silk. And if you were scandalous enoughy gould don breeches
and strike a man dumb with longing.”

Audrey couldn’t restrain the blush that shot to tleeeks. She tipped her
chin up and walked faster, tilting her head togthie to prevent him from
seeing the effects of his words.

The comments seem pointed, but his face was thatsefiucer. He was a
rogue, and rogues made comments like that. It tide’an anything else.
Dear Lord, she hoped it didn’t mean anything else.

They reached the door, and he allowed her to tak@ackages inside.

He smiled broadly, swung his walking stick, angég his hat. “What a
pleasant afternoon it has become. Good day, misswould be my
greatest fortune to see you again soon. Perhap&ates will be kind
twice.”

Not waiting for a reply, he tipped his hat and ambbown the steps,
whistling.

Audrey’s heart raced at his parting shot. She dtatenis retreating back
and the tapping of his walking stick. There was ieked blade in that



stick. She knew the type. And a wicked man wielde@he knew that
type too.

She didn’'t know whether to follow him and hit him the alley or just
thank her lucky stars she was still free and stapd her doorway. She
decided on the latter as she watched Henry Trastatking toward the
house in his “Dr Smith” disguise. Later she woulgufe out what to do
about Stephen Chalmers and his merry little wimigtli

“Inside. Now.” Travers gritted through his straighhite teeth, grabbing
her elbow, and propelled her forward.

Audrey cocked a brow. If Travers thought he coultimidate her after
she had just come face-to-face with her number amhersary, he had
another thought coming, Travers stormed past heesiEammed the door.

“What the hell were you doing with Stephen bloodyaners?”

She shook herself free and called for her maid. $hken woman
appeared and took the packages.

“Well?” Travers demanded.

“I was bringing groceries home for supper.” Audremlked into the
overwhelming purple drawing room, Travers hot ontesels.

“What?”

She sat in one of the violet straight-backed chaasually resting her
elbows on the arms. Her nerves were frayed fromgiogninto the blond
Adonis on the street, but she didn’t want Traversde her consternation.
“He offered to assist me with my packages.”

“Why? Where did you meet? What did you tell him?”



“I told him about all of the papers | have stolerda&hanged recently and
that you are planning to assassinate the Exchéquer.

Travers looked on the verge of exploding; he haénén bothered to
removed his wig and fake spectacles. His normatiplemished skin
mottled in anger. “So help me, girl, | will havewavhipped if you don’t
tell me right now what passed between you.”

Audrey experienced a moment’s unease. Travers wagra in her side,
most definitely, but this unnatural anger was utisgt He was usually a
calm devil, measured and precise. Not a screedengpn.

“I bumped into him, literally, and being a gentlemahe took my
packages and insisted on accompanying me homeisratht

“What did he say to you?”
“He just chattered.”
“He said nothing? Didn’t say a word to you othearttsmall talk?”

She crossed her arms. “No. | have no explanatiowhait streak of bad
luck put me first in your path and now in his.”

Travers swore. “We’re going to have to adjust tlang and schedule.”
“Perfect. Release my sister and good luck with yew plan.”

He laughed unpleasantly and twenty years vanisiBedearemoved the
wig and glasses of his disguise. He trailed a firtgavn her arm, and she
jerked it away.

“I don’t think so, my dear.”

“Where is Faye?”



“She’s safe, for now.”

Audrey hated herself for the weakness, but she edatk the window,
putting the table between herself and the angeb&ihg devil. “She’s out
of Newgate?”

Travers absently played with his pocket watch. éfies were dark and
brooding, and she wondered how much longer sheld &b play his
game.

“I'm making arrangements for her release.”

As soon as her sister stepped foot from prison,rédydould relax. Faye
would easily be able to escape from a dozen oféfeas guards.

His eyes mocked her. “She’s in no danger . . .asfriing others. She’ll
make a delightful . . . guest.”

Audrey’s heart quickened. “What do you mean?”

Travers shrugged. “The last report said her comitvas poor. All the
more reason for you to successfully complete yasks and speed her
release.”

She couldn’t keep the anguish from her voice. “Wate you done to
her?”

He laughed and dropped his lean aristocratic franteethe chair she had
abandoned. “Nothing, my dear. The damage had alieeen done. Why,
you remember what it’s like.”

Cramped spaces, rats, moldy bread, and the smetittiig flesh? Yes,
she remembered who had incarcerated them withahisper of proof or
semblance of a trial. All under the table, all &ftective.



“If anything happens to my sister, I'll kill you.don’t care about your
connections or threats to do me harm.”

Travers looked unconcern, his patrician featuresamed. “We’ll see my
dear. So far I've managed to stay remarkably hgalthyour presence.
Now, do you have them?”

“YeS_”

Audrey strode from the room, head held high, amehkzd the stairs to
her bedroom. Once there she quickly retrieved thele from one of her
hiding places. She was afraid to linger too longvés might follow her.
Lately he made been making more overt gestures.gaigged at the
thought of him touching her and wiped a hand acroess clammy
forehead. He hadn’t tried anything other than lighiches designed to
torment and unnerve her, perhaps not yet readgstcher boundaries. For
all his vices and sins, she would never call hiapit, but one couldn’t be
too careful.

She returned to the study and dumped the bundksidap. “All the
papers are inside, along with another parchmefit avitopy of each seal.”

His eyes devoured the worn cloth as he carefullyrapped the bundle
with a gentleness that surprised her. “So they doeL have done well,
Audrey. With the proper incentive, | knew you wolddcceed, or I'd
never acquired you for these tasks. Your sistdriwé another day.”

She sat across from him, using the low center tabla barrier. “When
will | see my sister?”

“Tut, tut. Patience and trust, my sweet. | havetlagotask for you.”

Her fists clutched the arms of the carved chair dawkness seeped into
her soul. She had known this was how it would tatt, had know
Travers was the last person to keep his word, het ®uldn't resist
fighting. “Our deal was the papers for my sister.”



“But now there’s something else | want from youravers surveyed her.
“Besides your begging, of course. But that pleasuliecome in own due
time. Until then | shall only dream of the moment.”

Audrey fought the anger and the fear, instead, ikgeper features flat as
she always did when he insinuated something sexet@een them. If
only Faye were free. If only Audrey could scoff BEavers increasing
suggestive innuendos and ridicule his demands.nly ¢they had left
England last year. If only . . .

Travers crossed his ankles. “And there is the Caednsituation. How
very strange that you should sit before instealbcked in Newgate with
your sister. Why do you suppose that is? Chalmerddvput you there in
a heartbeat.”

“I have no idea, but it is dangerous to continugvasre.”

A flash of something, perhaps fear, passed thrdugleyes. “For Audrey
the adventurer? The notorious thief? | think ndndéw you won't let the
Duke of Marston interfere in my plans or in yoursie to have Faye
safely home.”

He practically spat Stephen’s title, and a sptiofeiwood broke from the
beneath one of his short nails. The brief flittéfear she had seen was
gone. His expression was hard and angry—somethaorg than his usual
bitterness. What was Chalmers to him?

Travers looked at his pocketwatch once more, a$ ffad somehow
betrayed him, before violently shoving it back ims hpocket and
withdrawing a paper. He shoved the paper acrostatile. “This is your
next task. And | have a little plan for Stephen @tes as well.”



Chapter 3

Stephen accepted the glass of champagne and citbkedTaylors’
ballroom floor. A few women tried to catch his eyeit he smiled and
worked his way through the crush, nodding to acgaaces but not
pausing to converse. As long as he smiled, theesadiould think they
could snare him later in the evening. He had besmguthe tactic for the
past two weeks, ever since gaining the title, anéas it had worked. He
kept moving.

There was only one woman he wanted to speak withetening. One
woman with long legs that made breeches look sinful

Roth was announced, and Stephen nodded to him tbheecrowd but
continued purposefully through the throng, seamgHor his prey. The
information he had received said he would not lsapointed.

Never had he looked so forward to interrogatingispsct and extracting
information than he did with this woman.

Two more guests were announced.

Music drifted through the room but Stephen was éwnigstening. The

vision that had just entered the ballroom blotted hoise. Wearing a
white-trimmed lavender gown she stood elegantiyt n@xa well-dressed
gentleman who looked slightly out of place. Longitelgloves covered

her hands and lower arms. Raven hair was pinndtetacrown, loose

strands escaping down to her shoulders. He cout#g@ther eyes clearly
from the distance, but he knew were silver-bluee Sippeared to
simpering, but her eyes were too quick, too assgdsibe submissive.

Those icy blue eyes took in the gilt coverings, hlerloom candlesticks,
the expensive paintings, and the bounty of silverd then her gaze
assessed each person she was introduced to iartieereanner. Stephen



would bet she could estimate the earnings and mgddof each person
within a few hundred pounds of his or her actuattino

Anticipation surged through him.

The pair moved into the room and chatted with vwaiguests who
approached them. The lady’'s eyes kept moving, stargly assessing,
weighing, and judging.

He wanted to push through the crowd, but insteath&ée a slow circuit
and watched her work. She knew how to handle Harsalballroom. Her
behaviour was correct, her manner changing betweblushing young
woman and a lofty maiden depending on the persiboduced.

Stephen switched his gaze to her companion, whmesgtall at ease In
the formal setting. His clothes were well tailorédt he fidgeted as if he
were desperate to remove his cravat. The womanedoal of the

attention, effectively deflecting any from the maher supposed
stepfather. Clever girl.

Stephen’s anticipation surged again as he walkedrts the couple. As
opponents, they were well matched. The board wagisehad moved his
pawn earlier in the day, and now it was time to langent his next
strategy.

“Stephen!”
Turning, he amended his earlier statement. There veo women with
whom he wanted to talk. He winked at the lovelynidle woman as he

made his bow. “Calliope. James. Good to see yok fmaiche season.”

“Your Grace,” Calliope’s voice held amusement, andlevilish smile
appeared as she curtsied, then gave him a warmaeebr

“This imp of yours grows more beautiful each dag$féphen remarked,
grasping James’s outstretched hand. “And sasér to



‘I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He laughed, b®mging a loving
glance on his wife. “"May | add my condolences yoewly acquired
title?”

“You know me only too well, James.”

Stephen continued to exchange pleasantries with Maequess and
Marchioness of Angelford at the edge of the dafaa fhis eyes tracking
his opponent as she made her way through the swarm.

“Roth said you would be here tonight. Have you d@er?” James said.
“Yes, he is lurking about.”

Calliope put her hand on Stephen’s arm. “We wiléd& speak later in
the evening. There are so many things we wishlitgda.”

She looked at her husband and a slight blush waheedheeks. Stephen
fought amusement and a slight twinge of envy atstiered glance. That
they loved each other was evident. That they wapph was even more
SO.

His parents had enjoyed such a relationship, ahd dould have gifted a
lucky star to any couple, it would be to the oné&amt of him.

“I'm sure you will both nauseate me with your blashand caresses, but
please don’'t make it too early in the night.”

James tried to cover a laugh, and Calliope rappeph®n lightly with her
fan. “Rogue.”

Stephen smiled and turned to locate the icy-eyechavo After a quick
search he spotted her near the refreshment tabliewAadmirers had
taken up court. He grimaced as he saw Henry Trawaldng a dashing
bow.



A fan tapped him on the arm. “Stephen? You jusbigd tow questions.
Which lovely lady holds your attention?”

Calliope was smiling, and James’s brows were rais@aquiry.
“Just thinking about fetching you some punch, mardst butterfly.”

Calliope laughed. Roth sauntered over their grgogeting all of them.

Audrey tried not to stare at the foursome across dtowd. Her new
admirers were beaming and asking for permissiafatace, permission to
recite a poem, permission to fetch lemonade. Shepaed the last offer
and wish she could give the rest permission tosceosusy street. She felt
suffocated in the mansion, surrounded by glittefoginjays. Of these
people she had no fear. The well-tailored and hameésfolk in the tight
group, however, were a different story.

“Hmmmm . . . | see you have located your next tatge

Audrey blanched as Travis whispered in her eartepting to recite
poetry.

“Please, sir, your declarations are outrageousg’ tstittered aloud. A
number of the men protested at his intrusion, bravé@rs held up a
helpless hand and turned on his charm.

“I do apologize, Miss Kendrick, but your beautyritoxicating.”

The men readily agreed, and Travers took the oppibytto whisper, “I
want the butterfly pin Chalmers gave to his oldarfta the Marchioness of
Angelford. Prove you are the best, Audrey, andll give you news of
your sister.”



Audrey’s heart leaped, and she gratefully accefitedylass of lemonade
an eager suitor offered. Travers smiled and watkedy, taking her inept
stepfather with him.

The musicians launched into a lively reel. “Woultliydo me the honour
of this dance, Miss Kendrick?” a young man withlgitrown hair asked.

She nodded and handed her half-finished lemonadantdher suitor.
They joined the dancers on the floor. Maintainingreper distance, they
traversed the floor with the others in tempo torthesic. Audrey scanned
the group on the edge of the dance floor. Her eyet Stephen
Chalmers’s, and heat and cold rushed through hedadgerous. What
was she doing here?

She stepped away, then met her partner, perforthengppropriate steps,
every step taking closer to her adversaries. Egtgp one closers to a
four-walled cell.

One of the men in the group was speaking to Chalnmrt the duke’s
attention was focussed on her. She felt herseleguoward him and
sensed her partner’s shock as she led him in treattidn.

She looked at her partner for the first time. “Okleg your pardon, sir.
It's a bit stuffy in here.”

The man nodded enthusiastically. “Indeed. Would kel to take some
air, Miss Kendrick?”

The dance ended. “No, thank you. | think | wiliinen to my stepfather.”

A brandy-smooth voice caressed her ear. “Miss Kiekdhow wonderful
to see you again.”

He addressed her dance partner. “I'll return Missndirick to her
stepfather.”



Her partner looked crestfallen, bowed awkwardlyd ateferred to the
duke before moving into the crowd.

Audrey faced Stephen Chalmers. “Good evening, Yerace. | don’t
believe we have been properly introduced.”

“I thought our introduction today quite proper.” Hirawled lazily,
examining her from head to toe. “And if you wishdo other than speak,
| have no objections.”

Heat uncurled within her. “You are a scoundrel.”
He smiled slowly. “And you are the perfect foil farscoundrel.” Another
set was forming on the floor. A waltz. “Would yoare to dance with

me?”

Lord help her, she put her hand on his arm andedalith him onto the
floor.

“You are from Cheshire, | hear?”

Audrey pulled herself into her role. “Yes, we ardyoin London for the
season.”

“How are things in Cheshire these days?”
“Quiet. Normal. Peaceful.”

“Sounds pleasant. Why did you decide to venturthéocity? London is
noisy and full of strange happenings and . . . erinThe pause was
nearly infinitesimal, and Audrey forced herselfpieetend it was absent.
She had to keep her wits together tonight.

“What brings every young woman from the country ltondon?
Adventure. Excitement.” She tipped her head bacdk feit burned. His
green eyes were smoldering, but she couldn’t reacinotion.



“Adventure? Most women come during the seasonnd & husband.”
His lips curved suggestively.

“l suppose that is an adventure to most women, Yarace.”
Too true. But you seem much more interesting thastiwomen.”

A tingle passed through her. “I am sorry to say \ikely to be
disappointed in me, Your Grace.”

“I'm sure that will not be the case, Miss Kendridkhave a feeling
London will particularly exciting this season.”

A sinful glint lit his eyes, and she bowed her hedidh sure it will be
when you find some other lady to attend.”

“But there is no other lady’s interest that | wihcatch so much as
yours, Audrey.” He pulled her slightly closer thaas proper, and his leg
brushed hers.

The inflection made her heart skip. He was suspgiidut he didn’t
know. He couldn’t, or she would already be in pnisBut a devil inside
caused her to say, “And too longdbaseendlessly after something you
can never hope to catch, Your Grace.”

He threw his head back and laughed. The reverbesatiibrated through
her. Other couples turned at the sound. He tuggedlbser still, and she
pinched his arm. He laughed again, returning themroper positions.
The music ended, and she saw the mischief shinieges.

“Come, | will introduce you to my friends.”

Panic caught her. In no way did she want to mez=twlo other men who
love to have her head on a platter.



“No, thank you, Your Grace. | must return to mypst&eher. Good
evening to you.”

She curtsied and tried to keep her pace calm asvaled toward her
stepfather, before changing directions and climbihg stairs to the
ladies’ retiring room.

She opened the door and was relieved to find tbenrempty. Walking
around the two chaises and multiple cushions tdaa#te mirror, Audrey
pressed a hand to her cheek and looked at hectiefie At least she
appeared composed.

Was Travers going to make her attend more of teegagements? She
didn’'t know how many more she could handle. She wadsack-alley
worker. Being so-exposed was a new and frightefeeging. And damn
if she didn’'t hate being frightened of anything amyone.

The door opened, and a lovely lady with honey-caduhair entered.
Audrey assessed the newcomer with a mixture of aysamd interest. A
gem-studded butterfly brooch was pinned to thesdoéthe Marchioness
of Angelford—Stephen’s ex-mistress, although sgcadt large had not
seemed to grasped that fact yet.

“Good evening,” the woman said, with a cheerfullemi

Audrey returned the greeting and praised the gawturie that had
prompted the lady to enter the room. If she coiftdhler brooch, she
could leave the damn ball. She pretended to arreagéair in the mirror
as she surreptitiously studied the ping. It seetaduk securely attached.

Why would her husband allow her to wear a gift framother man? It
went beyond all of Audrey’s reasoning abilities dreat knowledge of the
marquess.

“We haven't been introduced, but I'm Calliope.”



Audrey looked at her in surprise, then at the odsthe retiring room.
They were still the only ones present.

Covering her lapse, she said pleasantly. “My latly,a pleasure to meet
you. My name is Audrey Kendrick.”

The woman waved her hands. “Please call me Callidfer all, | saw
the way you and Stephen were dancing.”

What? What was the lady prattling on about?

“If that was any indication of the future, we witobably be seeing each
other frequently.”

What was thidady implying? If she thought she was going to joinnthe
in any tawdry activities, well she could take heetty little fan and stick

“You looked flushed. Are you feeling well?” Calliegpeered at her and
held out a towel.

“The house is a bit warm, is allThank goodness for tired excuses.

Calliope nodded. “I know, but one becomes accustbtmét. This is your
first season?”

“Yes, although | have attended a few balls.” Mostlgsked balls, which
made it relatively easy to relieve the owners @irtlpossessions. Since
she had been raised in a genteel home, she hagilsabean assigned to
the upper-class functions but until recently hadenattended as herself.
That she did now only underscored her danger.

“Would you like me to fetch you something to drihk?

She seemed genuinely nice, and Audrey had to sfopnen. What was
happening here? It was difficult not to like the man, even though



Audrey didn’t want to. She was married to one enegood friend to
another, and the ex-mistress of the most deadly anematter that
Calliope and Stephen had always acted a bit tderfrally toward each
other whenever she had seen them together.

“No, thank you. My father will worry if 'm gone tlong.” She couldn’t
snatch the pin while Calliope was looking at her.

“I'll return with you.” Calliope walked with her tahe door. “We shall
have to meet for tea sometime.”

Three ladies entered the room and collided withmthé®uring the
confusion Audrey took the opportunity to smoothéfieve Calliope of
her beautiful pin. Guilt kicked in, but she needdte pin. The
marchioness probably had thousands of brooches athdr pretty
trinkets.

They walked down the stairs while Calliope chatlegood-naturedly.
Audrey felt worse with every step. They reached hb&#om step, and
Audrey saw Stephen walking toward them.

“Wonderful to meet you, Lady Angelford,” she sa@ahd quickly slipped
in to the crowd, heading in the opposite directibor once she was
relieved to see Travers standing near. She suicejgly motioned to him
and wended through the crowd toward the door.

Stephen saw her rushing toward the exit decidddttber go. He wasn't
pleased with his decision, but he needed to considenext move. The
game pieces were ready.

Calliope whispered to Stephen, “I like her,” as glssed by to join her
husband. Something was different about Calliopet be couldn’t
pinpoint it. Perhaps it was the secretive smile.igt®red it, as there was
nothing to be gained from getting irritated witkefrds.



That Calliope liked Audrey made sense. They weth baconventional.
He frowned. No, Audrey was different. She was eural. All criminals
were cut from the same cloth. Damn. This assignmmeight prove
maddening.

Roth came to stand next to Stephen. He too was\obgeher retreating
form. “Lost your touch, Marston?”

Stephen scowled. “Don’t call me that.”

“Why? That’s your name now. Can’'t go around callyau Chalmers
anymore.”

“Bloody title.”

Roth’s smile turned slightly wicked. “Looks like ehgirl wasn’t
impressed.”

“Oh, | think | turned her head a bit too much.”

“Must be why she ran to the retiring room after dag with you and is
now making to leave the ball entirely.”

Stephen told Roth what he could with his suppas#ticn unflattering
terms.

Roth laughed. “You were right. Tonight is proving tbe vastly
entertaining.” He took a sip of his drink. “You shd have seen the two
of you on the floor. Set the tongues wagging, yml Beautiful girl. Who
is she?”

“Her name is Audrey Kendrick.”

“And?”



“And what?”

Roth shook his head but continued to smile. “Yoe i&r a foul mood.
And because of a girl running from you, no less.”

Stephen didn’t answer so Roth continued, “Since goo’'t want to talk
about the girl, how about finally telling me therdity of Hermes?”

“I'm debating whether | want to tell you anythingw, old man.”
“Sour grapesMarston sour grapes.”

Stephen held back a smile, suddenly in a much kappood. Oh, he’d
get his revenge all right.

“Hermes is here tonight.”

Roth looked around suddenly serious. “You're tegiskthere? You know,
| always thought he might be someone connecteddiety.” He studied
the crowd, and Stephen debated whether to let bifersall night. Roth
would assuredly make a very thorough search ofetftre ballroom.
Probably interrogate the populace while he wat at i

“Yes, here.”

Roth continued his study of the crowd. “Dammit, @iers, are you
going to tell me or not?”

Stephen smiled. Victory was so sweet. “Actually tinef washere.”
Roth frowned.

“Regrettably, Hermes fled from the ball, immedigtefter | danced with
her.”



Chapter 4

Audrey slid through the open window and landedrouched position on
the floor, listening. No creaks, no stirrings; aMlere abed. She
straightened and peered into the darkness. A raxe wf nerves swept
though her. Something was odd tonight, but shedrdupinpoint exactly

what.

Thin beads of moonlight streamed through the windahlewing for just
enough light to outline the bulky desk and portionthe floor. She
pushed her nerves aside and crept toward the desk.

The papers were supposed to be inside a secretacmgmt at the

bottom of the desk. Audrey crouched and skimmedfihgers along the

underside of the wood. Her fingers grazed a cl&sgpgustingly easy. It

must have been the multiple brushes with Chalnuefayt that had set her
teeth on edge.

This was a job for a green lad. If she was goingigk her neck while
being pressed into service, the least Travers cdaldvas come up with
something more challenging. She activated the nmsima A concealed
drawer popped open. She removed the stack of pagesed the door,
and reset the leaver.

Audrey tucked the papers under her shirt and ir@o breeches. She
would read them later, before giving them to Trav&he needed all the
ammunition she could accumulate to save Faye. Abthckmailing her
blackmailer was the only way to free her sisteg'dldlo it.

Audrey moved toward the window. There was no usedtiag. Only
striplings made the mistake of lingering at a sc&tee was halfway to
freedom when she stopped.



The air had changed. Her scalp prickled, and shidesharound to face
the other person in the room. So silent. How hagl reissed him? Why
had he waited to show himself? And why hadn’t hensied the alarm?

She lashed out with her right foot, but her blowswiaflected. A shaft of
moonlight settled in front of her, cut in twain Iher body. She was
silhouetted in the light, easy to see. Cursing nalya she dove and
somersaulted away from the desk. She grabbed aihe &hives from her
left sleeve and hurled it at the figure.

The knife was somehow blocked, and the steel ctattbarmlessly across
the floor. The sound was deafening in the otherwiknt house. Audrey
could hear the walls waking from their heavy sle&pe inhabitants

would be next.

She needed to incapacitate her assailant as gienthossible and get the
hell out of the house. She could discern a fairttirmy and though the

man was tall and broad-shouldered, he wasn't aylibefy. She might be

able to sustain his weight before he hit the fl&me grabbed a bust on
the edge of a side table and launched herseledighre.

Her aim was perfect, but at the last instant tha stapped to the side and
pulled her tightly against him. The bust droppedmstdessly on a padded
settee. The man’s ironclad grip sent alarm befiging in her head. He

was so quick, so steady. She jerked uselessly fewaseconds but was

unable to free herself. He was too strong.

If she was caught, all was lost. She couldn’t bagbs wouldn’'t be
caught. A dark cell and malicious smiles swirlecher mind. Panic gave
her strength.

She was off-balance and made a final effort to ewis legs. It worked.
The poorly executed manoeuvre sent the man toltlog, fout he never
loosened his grip, and she landed on top of him.



The thud echoed through the house. The stirringsiieAudrey tried to
break free, but the man’s grip was firm; he wouldalease her.

A door opened downstairs. Footsteps sounded ifotles.

Audrey squirmed and tried to kick her captor. ligd coiled around hers,
locking her in place. No mere toady, but a seasqrefessional. Her

panic neared hysteria. She was headed straigail tor worse, straight to

the hangman’s noose.

Footsteps sounded on the bottom of the stairs.

She tried to free one of the knives at her waigs kbld tightened.
Confusion joined the panicked emotions flittingaigh her brain. The
main wasn'’t trying to hurt her; he was restrainimgg. Toying with her. If
she didn’t know better, she’d say he was testing he

She pulled her head back to slam into his nosehbuénticipated the
move and rolled them over, pinning her beneath Aihe action rolled
them in the patch of moonlight streaming througé wWindow. Audrey
got a first look at her captor and froze.

Eyes that would be bright green in the daytime gmkdner with their
darkness. She caught a brief whiff of pine as tdwsteps continued their
ascent.

She would have known his identity earlier had h@rdmot gone into a
panic like a green girl on her first job. Trappédtkerything she had
worked for, gone. Her sister would be lost, andeghgas no redemption
for Audrey.

Footsteps crested the top step, and she couldptaspanicked breath.

His expression changed, although her panicked ramil the darkness
wouldn’t allow her to read his face. The footstepsised at the door, and



the telltale sound of the knob turning caused hheath to lodge. The door
rattled as the person on the other side tried ématp

Someone had locked the door. Stephen? The perstimearsther side of
the door retreated. Back down the steps, back s¢hesfoyer. Back to
find the key.

Stephen continued to stare at her, his warm bodgsed into hers. One
thigh lodged between her legs.

“What—" She licked her suddenly dry lips. “What @ going to do?”
He didn’t move, keeping her trapped beneath him,lips mere inches
from hers. His breath caressed her cheek. “I sugpsbould take you to
the magistrate.”

She refused to let the tears fall. “I suppose so.”

He swore and rolled off her. Reaching for the tibd& on the desk, he lit
a lamp. Audrey pushed herself into a sitting positand glanced at the
open window. She might be able to make it.

“You won't make it,” he said as he leaned agaihst desk and crossed
his ankles.

She crossed her legs, mimicking his relaxed postAreslight smile
appeared before he shook his head, and his faceumrasdable once
more.

“Who ordered you to steal the documents?”

“No one.”

“It's not too late to make that visit to the maggge.”

“No, it's not.”



He studied her and moved closer. “Aren’t you afrafdbeing sent to
prison?”

“I'm terrified of being sent to prison,” she saidigtly.

He arched a brow and stalked a circle around Mau‘look quite calm at
the possibility.”

She was quaking inside, but years of survivinghengtreets had been an
effective teacher for masking emotions and expoassi Sometimes it

made the difference between life and death. Such tva case at the
moment.

“Would you rather have tears, Your Grace?”

“No, but knowing you are sincere might not makenegret my choice to
let you go.”

Her heart thumped in her chest. “You are lettinggng
“No.”

Audrey kept control of her tears and pretendedkeorene her hands. She
had to stop thinking there was hope.

“Then what is your intention?”

“We'll discuss that later. | will call for you tommmw afternoon for a
drive in the park.”

Her head snapped up. “What?”

“A drive, in the park. Don't try to run, don'’t trip hide. | will find you.”
His tone turned hard.



Surely he had gone mad? “You trust me to wait tar yp my house?”

He looked irritated, but whether it was with her with himself, she

didn’t know. “Yes. | don't think you can run, or yavould have done so
already.”

Cold seeped into her bones. She had never beenfathibehind an

adversary in plotting. Then again, her fate haweené&elt so much of her
hands before.

She stared at him mutely. Footsteps echoed belo® more.

Stephen crossed his arms. “You have thirty sectmdscide.”

The footsteps ascended the stairs again. This tivaee would be no
stopping the person from entering the room.

“I will meet you for a drive in the park tomorrowshe said hurriedly.

He held her gaze, and her breath lodged in het.chies footsteps hit the
top step.

“Good. See you then.”

Audrey didn’t wait for more. She leaped to her femiced across the
floor, and dove through the open window. She landmeyhly in the
bushes and barely registered the raised voices &bave before she
sprinted down the street and allowed her tearalto f



Chapter 5

“Mr Maddox. How nice to see you.”

Stephen Chalmers entered the small town house piygrmpt a minute
later than the time his morning note had indicatdts smooth voice
wound up the stairs and through Audrey’s insides.

She waited at the top of the landing, out of sghChalmers, but with a
good view of Maddox. Maddox shuffled his feet angchenged

pleasantries. Best not to leave him alone with Qkas for too long. At

best he would make a fool of himself, at worstlb@se tongue would get
them a one-way trip to the hangman.

Audrey grimaced and ran back to her room. Havinghare information
with that poor excuse for a man went against evetyral instinct and
acquired skill she possessed.

She grabbed the ridiculous-looking reticule sittiog the dresser. The
woman Travers had hired to clothe her had procldintee gaudy
accessory the height of fashion. The height ofidityp more like.

Audrey hurried back to the landing, not wantingcémsider why she had
taken so long with her toilette, and was now cagythe absurd bag.
Dressing well for the execution or the executioner?

“Audrey isn’'t feeling all that well today. I'm nosure she’s up for
receiving visitors much less a drive in the paiér stepfather was doing
his own thinking again, which was not a good signnasty crimson

brightened his already ruddy cheeks.

“Nonsense,” she announce brightly, descending thiess “It's a lovely
warm day, and fresh air will do me wonders.” Shi leait her hand and
curtsied. “Your Grace.”



Stephen flashed a wicked smile and took her hamistbps. “It would be
any woman'’s fondest wish to look as beautiful as go now. Like a
perfect spring bloom.”

The only thing blooming was the warmth spreadingugh her body.
Unwanted heat stole into her cheeks. So he hadpddbghe hard cold
demeanour of the previous night and was back tgingathe charmer?
She could deal with that. “Shall we be off?”

Chalmers grinned, and Maddox looked overset. Wisd bad the two
men been talking about? At the moment she needduiny Chalmers
out before Maddox did anything stupid.

She again cursed Travers for saddling her with Madéie had claimed
it was to maintain appearances. Appearances? Sih@ lcave played her
part without her incompetent stepfather in the mim, Travers had done
it to keep Maddox in line. And also because Traversw she loathed
Maddox almost more than she loathed him.

Stephen said a cheerful farewell, and they left dted ruddy and sour-
looking, on the front-step. Audrey passed her véidrom one hand to
the other, trying not to think about where the laagrcarriage would take
her. She trusted this incarnation of Stephen Chalnbess than the
determined law enforcer she had met the previagist.ni

Stephen helped her into the curricle and diredtedhibrses into the lane.
“I thought we’d ride through the park and talkthat acceptable to you?”

“Yes.” Anywhere but prison was acceptable. She emaththe passing
scenery and tried to edge closer to the side ot#ngage seat. The seat
was not nearly enough to escape contact. She d¢eeldhe heat of his
body as if it were a magnet.

He chatted about innocuous events and shared agnstiries that had
her smiling unwillingly. She had no choice but tc@mpany him; if she
encourage him, perhaps he would let his intentstips



The park was nearly empty. A few artists sketclsed] several nannies
pushed strollers. Stephen threw the reins to ex tand assisted Audrey
from the carriage. The servant took the ribbons, ttwe vehicle rumbled

down the street.

“I thought we might walk through the garden, thertte lake.”

Knowing that Stephen was obsessed with plants atahi, she replied,
“Well if you had skipped the gardens and gone ghtato the lake, |
might have become suspicious. As it is, now | afntl@nking that the
only reason younvited me along, was to have an excuse to explore the
gardens.”

He smiled. “You are a good excuse. The best I'kkiha long time.”

“You haven't had me yet, Your Grace.”

“In one respect had you last night, Miss Kendrick.” He leaned toward
her, and his breath tickled her ear. “In anothepeet | look forward to
the pleasure of having you.”

“Don’t bet on it.”

“There are few bets | lose.”

She muttered under her breath, unwilling to be gdaohto a further
response.

They entered the gardens and were met with a poofusf colourful
flowers and intriguing fragrances. The plants waméully arranged and
presented, care being given to the placement &f ealour and variety.

Determined to play her part, Audrey pointed to afdhe leafy plants
near the entrance. “What is that plant called, Yerace?”



“That is an Adder’s Tongue.”
“You are fond of those.”

Stephen smiled. “Been poking through my town haesently, Audrey?
That explains the disappearance of my favouritd ahd trousers.”

Audrey’s face reddened. She had almost stolenraop&iousers from his
London house last year. It would serve him rightHer to mention why.

‘I don’t know I'd do with your clothes, but I'd havGrimmond count
your silver if | were you.”

A look of surprise crossed his features. “I supposfouldn’t shock me
that you know my butler's name. But if you knew hatall, you would
know he counts the pieces each week. The man hasnaatural
obsession with my property and propriety.”

“He does seem rather rigid, but isn’t that the waty all butlers?”

“Grimmond aspires to rigidity. Luckily, he has neddd a little colour.
Or disorder and mayhem as he calls it.”

A beautiful pink bush decorated one side of thén pand Audrey rubbed
the petals between her fingers, letting the blosgalnfrom the tips.
Stephen watched her touch the petals and shifted.

“That is a rhododendron.”

“It's beautiful.”

“Yes. But then everything in this garden is.”

He was watching her. Audrey’s breath caught in tshoraths under that

look. After their encounter last year he had baeronstant presence in
her thoughts. To have those bright green eyes slyddecused on her



was unnerving. That he couldn’t remember their anter was little
consolation to her overly active imagination. Hanad his head,
releasing her from his hypnotic stare.

“That blue explosion over there is bugleweed. Amelse colourful vines
are clematis. This is one of my favourite timeyeér.”

He launched into a discourse on the different typésplants and
flowering shrubs around them. She noticed he haaffanty for the more
prickly varieties. The lecture should have allowest to recover, but the
passion he found in the subject and study of atigg green enveloped
her. To have a tenth of that passion directed tdwar . . .

She stopped her wayward thoughts and gave hersedfrdal shake. Bud
Audrey. She couldn't allow herself to forget whoreally was and ignore
the actual situation. Stephen paused and lookdwratShe gave him a
half-hearted smile and promptly stumbled over ageed

Stephen caught her, pulling her back onto the paith into his arms.

Without thought she wrapped her arms around histwaisteady herself.

Their bodies tensed at the contact, and his arghgetied briefly before

he took her hand in his and tugged her along.

She almost stumbled again. Pull her hand awayhibhekeep it?

Her thoughts were flying in all directions as shed to make sense of the
moment. Meanwhile, Stephen was totally in contral whistling as

they continued down the garden path.

"What are you doing?"

He looked at her in amusement. "Walking with you to the lake. We have
reached the end of the gardens. Did you want tbecirack through?"

“No, no, continuing on to the lake is fine."

Dammit, he had known that wasn't what she meanty Wl stupid



things always come out of her mouth around himrreiter happened to
her around anyone else. This malady occurred aolyral Chalmers.

Chalmers would undoubtedly start some inane baotewindle her of
her secrets, or worse, start up his passionate gissertation and seduce
the words from her. Better to take matters intodwven hands. The direct
approach might work to her advantage and keeprber frouble.

"What do you want from me, Your Grace?"
"Call me Stephen," he said, with an amused smile.

She cocked an eyebrow. "Why did you invite me as tuting, Your
Grace?"

"Isn’t that what men are supposed to do? Ask atifehyoung lady to
the park?" Stephen plucked a yellow wildflower fréime side of the path
and offered it to her. "Bring her flowers?"

Audrey accepted the bloom in her free hand andddit in her fingers.
Smooth, handsome, charming and all too sure ofdif%Ve both know
you aren’t courting me."

"We do?"

He sounded so surprised that she dropped her tgrefitivated mask

and gave him a pointed look. His lips curved intdeaastatingly languid
smile, and he took the flower from her grasp antked it behind her

right ear. His fingers scalded the tip and lingeesdhe smoothed the
wayward tendrils that had escaped from her loatlesoomnet.

His expression became intense. He traced his ngeder her ear, down
her cheek, and sensuously along her jaw. He tigpdchin up and
started to lean forward, and, God help her, shéielpull and leaned into
him too.



Crash.

A rabbit came skittering into the path, a skinny fmt on its heels. Both
animals screeched to a halt and appeared stadlsée humans. They
abruptly turned and scampered in opposite direstidhe rabbit was safe
this time.

Audrey looked at Stephen. His body had gone ateheafirst sound. She
was reminded of the previous night, her body trdppeneath his. He had
looked like he might kiss her then.

And he had nearly kissed her again. Why?

She had been half-joking with the thought of hindwseng her for
information. But it didn't seem so far-fetched now.

She pulled away and clasped her hands togethewddea peer of the
realm. Handsome, wealthy, and intelligent. He cdwdde any woman in
London, and he knew it. And she knew better thdaltdor it.

He smiled, but on further inspection, she saw émsibn in his eyes. The
duke wasn't as carefree as he appeared.

"Shall we continue on to the lake?" His voice wightl and had she not
glimpsed the tension, she would never guess hiectd at all.

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. He batda hand, and she
placed hers lightly in his. Self-preservation h#ildveed her to survive to
the ripe age of twenty-two with only one unfortumatint in prison, and
even that hadn't been due to capture. Even if steeunlucky with cards,
she knew when to hold them.

She had to rid her mind of thoughts of last yead &@halmers's
vulnerability The thoughts that made her mind wydisregard the hard
and dangerous man that he really was. Laying Hersehtally and
emotionally bare to any man, especially Chalmejld/be sheer folly.



She could try to recover her faith in humanity aftke and Faye stepped
onto a distant shore.

Thankfully Chalmers kept silent. They walked inke tclearing, the lake
sparkling in the summer sun. Audrey lifted her faoethe sky and
allowed the rays to warm and calm her. A fencecs®d one end of the
lake, and they walked to it in silent agreement.

Leaning against the fence, Audrey turned to StepH8o Chalmers,
what's it going to be?" She deliberately used &t hame instead of his
title.

He lifted a brow. "Whatever do you mean, Audrey?"

She tugged her bonnet. She could still feel tha pahis fingers running
beneath it and down her face. "We both know wHhadigpening. Why
pretend ignorance?"

"l confess | haven't the faintest idea what is (eappg."”

She picked up a rock and tossed it into the lakedk one bounce and
sank into the blue depths. "I'm sure the game wasnted by you. You
are toying with me. Don't."

He bent down, picked up a stone, and droppedathet hand. It was the
perfect skipping stone. How irritating.

His easy smile returned. "No toying? That removal the fun of a
game. | suppose the next thing you'll want is fnot to play at all. And
that would truly disappoint me." His eyes were &ad lazy.

A hot swirl rushed through her, and she looked av&he sent the flat
stone skittering across the water. One, two, tHee, bounces. Satisfied,
she looked for another, avoiding his gaze. He hmie out for her
inspection.



Another perfectly shaped stone. Lord, he was irkesdaine grabbed it and
sent it flying. Five bounces. She wiped her handsher skirt before

thinking better of it. Oh, what the hell. One gashe didn't have to play
with Chalmers was the society game. The man knew avid what she
was.

She jumped onto the railing and swung her legs? &y did you bring
me here?"

He leaned against the fence, only inches to hdr 1&o enjoy the
beautiful weather with a beautiful woman?"

"Is that always your excuse?"

"Only when it's warm."

She continued to swing her legs. He continued doesat her in silence.
His eyes were like the bright emerald stones shie"lhiaerated” on her
first job, unnaturally green and disturbing. Shepéd her head back and
closed her eyes. Better to avoid looking into thlaseomless depths.
The sun felt wonderful against her upturned fatdwel wasn't going to
arrest her, she might as well enjoy the day. Maghe could avoid
looking

into his eyes for the rest of their visit.

"Why do you think | brought you here?"

She kept her eyes closed. "To get me to confessre horrible crime
and throw me into Newgate?"

"Have you committed any horrible crimes lately?"
"No, just boring, tedious ones."

"That doesn't sound like much fun. Perhaps you lsheetire and try



something else."”

His arm brushed her leg, and she nearly lost theath of the
conversation. "l hear pirating is quite exhilargtiim not sure about the
food, however. "

"A few weevils never hurt anyone."

She had to restrain a smile. She risked anotheceglade looked solemn,
but his eyes were twinkling. She sighed. It woutdnuch easier to have
him trying to drag her to Newgate. She didn't warjpke with this man.
"Chalmers, what do you want?"

"To discover what you're plotting."

She fought to control her emotions. "Why? Can'tcartinue to play that
lovely evasive game where you send some inept mahase me?"

"Hmm . . . | think my men would take offense atttilstatement.” He
strode a few feet away and picked up a stone. tiBssiyou know they
will eventually catch you."

She snorted. He tossed the stone. Six bounces. Damn

"And then where will you be, Miss Kendrick?" He wtad her last name.
"I'm not sure any of my men would be willing tonuhe other cheek and
escort you to the park."

"Which doesn't explain why you have. As to your ncatching me, we'll
wait to see if it happens.”

"Whenit happens.”

"We'll see." She tried to sound nonchalant, but wihs tense. He had
already caught her. Why he hadn't sent her to prgas the question.



The whole scheme was too high-profile, too risklye Sent a silent curse
in Travers's direction and uncurled her fingersftie railing.

She masked her inner turmoil with a deceptive cakan"Shall we go,
Chalmers? This has all been terribly exciting, bytou aren't going to
arrest me, | must get back to my stepfather.”

He walked back to her and circled her waist. A ofa@motions flicked in
his eyes as he paused before lifting her down tlemfence.

They walked in silence. She wondered what he wakittg. Her own
thoughts were muddled as she tried to assimilage niewly dropped
barriers. The bright bluebells swayed gently inwsm breeze, winking
at her as she walked by. She had just initiatdublienge to the cat.

As they exited the park, Stephen's servant brotightcurricle around.
Stephen assisted her into the vehicle, and shenexsthe role of being a
lady. It was almost as if the last few minutes wauea dream.

"Have you seen thBachelor's Torment&'

Audrey saw his grimace. "Are you tormented, Youac&?"

He smiled reluctantly. "Bedeviled. But | meant giay"

"I haven't been to the theater in a long time."

"Good. We'll attend this evening."

She turned to him. "Pardon me?"

"It has had a successful run for the last few weeks

"And?"



"And you are going to accompany me, simpleton.”

"Simpleton? Who is the simpleton here? | never $digo to the theater
with you."

"No, but your stepfather did."

So that’'s what they had been discussing. That axgadahe wild look in
Maddox’s eyes.

Stephen was waiting for her response. She coulgeeiShe didn’t have
to go to the theater with him. It would be stupfcher to accept, actually.
But that internal voice, the one that had founddisaking his face while
he was unconscious, the one that had caused heartanto him in the
gardens, urged her on.

"Very well."

Stephen clinked his glass on the library table.hdd let her go. Again.
He had let her go simply because of the look indyers. The look in her
soul.

He should have brought her in for questioning, tiEe of questioning
that usually made criminals stumble over themsetogsrovide answers
to anything and everything. It was a normal parthef justice system and
necessary for maintaining law and order.

He could have learned the identity of the man hehire rumors. Could
have learned the entire plot and ended it in oheeop.

He stared broodingly into the brandy snifter, th&ed and swallowed a
good portion of the expensive amber liquid. He ftableen able to take
her in for questioning. The look in her eyes habht'him. It wasn’t just
normal fear that he had glimpsed there, but a deegning cry of the



soul.
What or who had put it there?

He grimaced and slammed the glass back on the. téblgt nagging
guestion refused to be stilled. He had been multioger and over in his
mind since last night. He shouldn't care about Hammit. She was a
criminal, and that should be enough.

And by all that was holy, he was romancing her. ©had seemed like a
good idea this morning. If some previously unknoweakness for
women thieves had permeated his conscience, thgn neh use his
second-best skill to wheedle the information?

His plan had started so well. She had been befddole his attitude.
When he had eased in a bit more, she had willifglgwed, returning
his quips and matching the conversation. Everythiag seemed so easy.
And then it had all gone awry.

What had caused everything to go bloody wrong, &@ o idea. One
moment he was the seducer, the next he was drowwnihgr soft blue
eyes. Icy dammit, her eyes were ice-cold. How Iy turned that soft
blue?

Stephen tossed down the rest of the brandy. Andthewwere attending
the theater. He had asked her to the theater. $iecquldn't afford to be
distracted by romantic notions. It was just one enopportunity for a
knife thrust in his gut, wielded by a beautiful wamwith soft blue eyes
turned to ice.

Why had she promised to accompany him to the ti2&tet that she had
much choice, but it was just one more opporturotypé sent on a one-
way trip to prison by a handsome man with deeprgeses.



Her scalp on fire, Audrey slapped the hand of hardnaway. "Sarah,
that's enough. Fetch my dress."

Sarah frowned. "You should add some curl to youn, hass."

"Is that what your yanking is supposed to accorhf@lig will never curl
properly. How many times will you try to force it?"

Sarah sniffed and quickly coiled Audrey's uncoofreeahair into a

semblance of style, pinning it to her head. Sheolggd the pale blue
gown and forced Audrey into it. It was time to lseir maid down, maybe
with her arm pinned behind her back, and havetla talk. The girl had

been hired by Travers a week past, and her insaltituide was wearing
thin.

Only the manners' she learned from the tutor Flandwd hired stopped
her from teaching the girl a lesson now. "Sarahdgaen and inform Mr.
Maddox that I will be with him presently."”

As soon as Sarah's footsteps retreated, Audreyvena floorboard,
withdrew her specially made garters, and slippeginthn place. She
flipped one of her knives, testing its balance, siygped it in the leather-
and-lace sheath on her right leg. The hall clockned. She quickly
encased the others while cursing the short sleefethe dress. She
grabbed her favorite hairpin and slipped it inte doil on the back of her
head.

She checked her reflection in the cheval glass.v&iseready.

Audrey stepped heavily on every loose riser onwag down the steps,
causing irritating creaks. The noise annoyed Maddmo end.

"Girl, get in here."

Someday. Someday one of her knives was goinggdrsim her hand.



She entered the study. "Is something wrong, Madtox?

"Go back and change. I'll make your excuses. Tsawen't like it. He
won't like you going out at all." Maddox was starglibehind the desk
holding a letter opener. A note lay open on thé&des

She shrugged and moved forward. "Is that all yotelea care for—what
Travers likes?"

He glared at her and pulled the flat side of theeteopener across his
palm. "Remember your task."

"I know my task." She picked up the split missiVEravers will cope. At
this juncture, he doesn’t have much choice in tlatten.”

"No, | ain’t gonna allow it. Being with the duket@o risky.” Some of the
accent he had worked so hard to extinguish canwugh: Very upset
then. Audrey nearly shook her head in exasperation.

"You ain’t goin' with Chalmers."

She gave him a steely gaze and leaned forward. 'tDioink you can
suddenly act like a real father, Maddox. It doesvotk that way Besides,
you’re the one who instigated this farce.”

He assumed the pouty look that used to work so erelher mother and
whined. "Now Audrey you know what needs to be dddtep trying to
befriend the duke."”

"l am not trying to befriend the damn duke. How méimes do | have to
repeat that statement? What part of it do you ndetstand?"

His eyes narrowed. "Don’t sass me, girl. I'm sdilonger and larger. It's
not too late to take a strip

off you." He unconsciously fingered his right fonea The scar was a
lasting reminder of the final time he had everdri® whip her. Her



thirteenth birthday the day she had taken contrbko life.

Well, to a certain extent. She wasn’t exactly lyvia free-and-clear
existence at the moment.

There was a knock at the front door.

She lifted the message from Travers and tossedtita fire grate. In his
stupor, Maddox would have probably left it lyingband for one and all
to read.

"You're not going. I'll tell him so right now. "

Audrey didn’t respond; she waited several minuteen followed him
into the hall.

Chalmers was leaning nonchalantly against the dmgrhe straightened
and smiled when she entered. Maddox looked desdiateontrast to
Chalmers’s healthy, lightly tanned complexion arelvastating smile,
Maddox was sullen, his face blotchy and red.

"Good evening, Your Grace," she said.

Chalmers stepped forward and took her hand. "Misndfick, how
lovely to see you."

Maddox halted Audrey’s progress by grabbing her.d¥our Grace, |
cannot allow Audrey to travel without a chaperaa@l I'm afraid I'm too
ill to attend.”

"Not a problem, Maddox. The Marchioness of Angelfois
accompanying us. She is waiting in the carriage.”

An unholy spark lit Maddox’s eyes, but Chalmers shed further
conversation aside as he smoothly freed Audrey fiMaddox’s grasp
and tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. '@GGeeening, Maddox. |



hope your health improves.”

Although the mention of their female companion proed a mixed
reaction in her, Audrey smiled at Maddox’s suppedssage at being
outwitted. They stepped out the door, down the yeatkl to the carriage.

The carriage that held Lady Angelford.

Audrey held no love for the ton, but did Chalmesytfind it amusing to
parade his mistress around town? Wasn't the rude ybu produced an
heir and a spare before taking lovers? The Ang#dfdrad barely been
wed a year, and she was already traipsing aroutidsemeone other than
her husband?

With Chalmers's good looks and charm, he probaatlydtrail of women
scattered throughout England. One in every shiaehBvaiting with open
arms for him to return. Audrey felt the irratioraalger surge through her.
He could take his seductions and play false witlnesine else. She had
no intention of aiding him in his illicit liaison it his best friend's wife!

"| feel a megrim coming on, Your Grace. Perhapsryrver could drop
you and the marchioness off at the theater, thiemrevith me?"

"No." The blasé way he uttered it set her teetlede.
"In that case, | refuse to enter the carriage.”
llWhy?ll

"Listen here, Chalmers, I'm not going to act aseen for you and your
tart."

He gave a short burst of laughter before hidingeitind a cough. "I'm
sure James would be quite displeased to hear Ilesrefierred to as my
tart."



He opened the carriage door, and she peered inElie.interior was
empty

"l thought you said-"

"I lied. Shall we go?" There was a trace of laughehis voice. Once
again she was surprised by
this unpredictable man

She narrowed her eyes but was secretly relievelievied she didn’t have
to face the charming woman from whom she had stétefieved that she
wouldn’t have to be an accomplice in an illicitagbnship.

Her relief was short-lived. If Chalmers hadn't ied her as a screen, why
had he invited her? Her pent-up nerves and riglstemlignation changed
into awareness and anticipation.

Stephen was awaiting her answer. She nodded, ahdrted her up and
inside. Settling himself across from her, she wasck by how different
he looked from a year ago when they had been tegetha closed
carriage. Alive and healthy now, versus pale, uscmus, and near
death.

Stephen smiled. "Guess it is just you and me."

Her skin tingled. She was alone with him in a darkl luxurious ducal
carriage. Alone. And this time he was alert andgganus.

"And by the way, Calliope has never been my mistfes

Audrey was taken aback by the comment. "Maybe out, but she lived
in your house. | saw her with you, even disguisedle was."

"You saw me with Calliope? You were watching meaHtelightful.”
He winked and she almost kicked him. "In any cédseas an act.”



"Why would someone act as a courtesan?"

He shook his head and smiled. "You'll have to ask I$he may choose
to tell you. | think she likes

you."

"Uh, right.” She was just glad that Calliope wagn& mistress now.

Why did she care? That way led to a bad train ofigint. In fact, best to
not think of-

Chalmers switched sides so that he was seatedabgt.

"What are you doing?" She screeched.

"l hate riding backward, don’t you?"

"No. Here, let me ride on the other side.”

He rested his legs up on the other seat and crésseahkles. "No room."
He gave her a lazy grin and tilted his head shgtatvard her.

A tingle of awareness coursed through her whenob&ed at her like
that. It was as if she was the only woman in theldy@and it was hard to
think of much else. The faint moonlight highlighted blond hair and
wicked features. Why had he really sought her dutasn’t to pay court.
That thought was as much a farce as the one theya®ut to see on the

stage.

In her experience all men were duplicitous; StepBaalmers was just
craftier at hiding it.

He touched her hand. "Your skin is cold." He to@k hands between his
large warm ones, rubbing the tops with his thumbs.



Craftier at hiding behind ingratiating smiles amtgling caresses. And
what tingling caresses they were. His hands limje¢o® long on her
body, fingers stroking the underside of her arm a@hkdnming her
sensitive wrists. His thighs kept contact with hers

It was both a relief and a disappointment whenddeiage slowed to a
stop.

Stephen made no move to rise. Their eyes met, aagpected warmth
surged through her. "Why did you agree to coméédaheater tonight?”

"Pure folly."

He laughed deeply, and the carriage door openeéxtied and raised his
arm to help her down. "Good. The title of the gftece has folly in it.

Must be strange good fortune. Perhaps tomorrowt mighmight attend

Covent Garden and see what title to label the exehi

She took his hand and stepped onto the street.nétsure that is such a
good idea, Chalmers."

His hand squeezed hers and tugged her forward. &hdr"

She tucked her hand into his arm as they made Wy toward the
theater entrance.

"No, | retract that statement. | think it is an eblkent idea."”

She snorted. "Of course you would."

"Where is your sense of adventure, Audrey?"

She turned to him, a biting reply forming, when &aav the glint of
metal. Audrey shoved Stephen forward, following honthe pavement

and landing roughly on top of him. A shot echoeatigh the night, and
the crowd began screaming.



Chapter 6

Pandemonium erupted. Ladies screamed and ran feltesh Two

carriages careened, knocking over a flower stalle horses reared,
spooked by the noise. In one fluid motion Stephalied them out of
harm’s way and tugged Audrey to her feet.

"Come."

There was general chaos as people scattered diredtions, but Audrey
saw the burly figures steadily working their wayveod them. Stephen
must have seen them too because he pushed hee tsidd of the
building, blocking and protecting her.

Stephen already had a pistol in hand and was earwund the side of
the building. People continued running down theettrScreams echoed
from scared patrons and street dwellers alike. Aeroshot rang out and
wood splintered above them as Stephen wrenchdeehis back.

A determined look on his face, he grabbed her leanttisprinted toward
the nearest side street. She kept pace with hinosureed her soft slippers
all the same.

There was no need for him to keep holding her hantdshe didn’t fight
it, allowing him to keep the physical contact. Miarm hand felt good.
She hiked her skirt with her free hand as she pamed the dress layers
with her arm, and reached under to grab the nelanést Stephen looked
back and grinned.

He pulled her into a darkened doorway halfway dowea street and tried
the knob. It was locked. He fiddled with the latidr a few seconds
before it clicked open. Not bad. The man would maldecent thief. He
pulled her inside and locked the door.



Her immediate panic in the darkened room was dtlig logic. The room
was small but not overly cramped, and there wasmallswindow
overlooking the street. Stephen drew back the skhgletly. She peered
over his shoulder, watching a familiar face creaptghe window. What
the hell was he doing here? And had he seen hibeistreet?

"You know who they are." It was a statement, nquiastion.

She hesitated only a second before whispering, &Safthem."”

He leaned against the wall of the small room. "thlone of us are they
after?"

"Isn’t everyone after you?"
"Only your cronies. All my people are chasing you."

She shrugged although her body was tense. "I'mtheobne with people
shooting at me."

"No, but it could be arranged.”
"I'll keep that in mind, Your Graciousness."

The sound of the knob being jerked caused Steph@uilt back against
the wall and aim the pistol toward the door.

"Ye see anything?" a deep voice yelled down theyall

"Nah, damn blighters got away," said the voice loa ¢ther side of the
door.

"Who was the girl?"

"Some fancy tart. Let's go. Damn cold tonight, &#nd not freezing me
stones off looking in the dark. We'll finish this@ather night."



Audrey smirked. Fancy tart, was she? Good to knewidentity wasn’t
totally exposed.

Footsteps echoed down the alley and back to the stagets. Stephen
and Audrey maintained their silence for a few ma&suin case the men
returned.

Stephen leaned a shoulder against the door. "Famt¥ So you’re not
working with them?"

She shrugged. "If | wanted to kill you, you'd aldgabe dead.” Not that
she had ever killed anyone, but he didn’'t neechtmakthat detail.

He smiled. "You're no longer working for Flanagan?"

"What do you know about Flanagan?" Her voice hadentate to it than
she had intended, but he looked amused.

"He’s a crook. Names his people after mythologiadracters. Runs a
crime syndicate throughout England but keeps hapleeclose at hand.
And he is not as hard as he would have peoplevaelie

"If you only knew," she muttered. But he had ittig

"You no longer work for him, do you? Your trail wasld for a year.
Why return?"

She raised her chin, but didn’t reply.
"If you no longer work for Flanagan, for whom douyaork?"
"No one."

"Did you miss the adventure? Run out of money?"



She didn’t answer.

"No," he continued, "this entire escapade is nair\siyle. You wouldn’t
be so easy to catch."

She narrowed her eyes and stood motionless, butdwed to stand in
front of her and she tilted her head back to laut ihis shadow-lined
face. He spoke softly and ran a hand down her ch&¥ky are you
taking these risks, Audrey?"

His warm voice seeped into her soul, and she fdwendelf answering, "I
have to pay the price."”

"What type of price?" He stroked her cheek again.
Her voice cracked. "Not that kind."

"What then, money? What do you need?" He movececlasd continued
to stroke her cheek.

"Not your money." She moved away, angry with hérselallowing him
to befuddle her.

"l didn’t offer my money."

She chose not to respond and straightened her skirt

"Come, Audrey, let me help you." She blocked hiduséve, silvery
voice from her heart. She had heard that temptong $efore, from
others.

"The alley is empty. We should go, Your Grace."

She tried to pass him, but his arm shot out pinhiegto the wall. Solid
warmth trying to heat her perpetually cold skin.



"l could make you tell me," he murmured into heirhlais warm breath
tickling her neck.

She was saved from testing his theory when he geteaer and peered
through the window. Satisfied the alley was empgyheld the door open.
She slipped through and hastened back in the gireof the theater. She
stiffened as a tall man stepped into the end ofatleyway. She reached
for a knife, then recognized the handsome, broof®agures and well-

tailored clothes.

"Roth, how did you find us?" Stephen asked.

"| followed the mess."

Stephen smiled.

Roth spared her a glance that spoke measures. Heéhera to protect
Stephen. In those cold eyes she had seen herftetted and condemned.

Must be trying to have so many people concernedtajmur welfare.
Or comforting.

No, trying definitely. She didn’t want or need angdooking after her.
Roth led them to Stephen’s carriage, and they edteithout incident.
Roth sat opposite them staring out the window.

Stephen tucked a blanket around her legs. She emagtéd to throw it
off, but its welcome warmth enveloped her. Sheiteadh.

It was a silent trip back to her house. She avoldekling at the brooding
golden-eyed man who had joined them.

The carriage door opened, and she accepted Stgpassistance to the



front door. He leaned down, and her breath cauggtstroked her cheek,
sending fire into her belly. He exhaled, murmuremmsething that

sounded like "I must be mad," and then he kissed/Bght kiss, almost

a teasing caress.

He pulled his head back and stroked her cheek afjdithen you are
ready to let me help, you know where to find meoaight, Audrey."

The footman opened the door, then Stephen was-gone.

She stepped into the house feeling more on edgewhan they'd been
shot at an hour earlier.

Stephen leaned into the squabs as the carriagsl rdilythmically down
the street. His fingers still carried the feel ef kheek. Soft and smooth.

Something told him that she wouldn’t have stopprd fiom deepening
or lengthening the kiss. That piece of insight wiomhake the next
encounter all the more interesting.

"You're asking for a knife in your ribs." Roth wated him from across
the carriage.

Stephen smiled. "Perhaps.”

"You have responsibilities now, Stephen. It's naistj about you
anymore."

Stephen’s smile faded. "Don’t think I've forgotten Bloody title. |
would have wrung my cousins' necks myself if | kadwn they'd leave
me to this. At least | would have some pleasureobtite whole affair.”

Roth raised both brows. "Most people envy your tfrtate."



"Fools."

Roth snorted. "When the Duke of Marston finisheslifigg sorry for
himself, let me know. Meanwhile, I'm thirsty."

Stephen glared and tapped on the trap, instru¢hagdriver to head to
White’s.

As soon as they were seated at the club Roth '8&liel need to talk about
Audrey Kendrick. You're the one who discovered sfas Hermes and
that the wild thief Icarus was her sister. And ngw are toying with her,
or God forbid, courting her? Did your brain gettldfehind in the
Thames?"

"No, Roth, my brain is functioning very well. | kwothis girl. I've
studied her for weeks in order to prove my suspgio

"And?"

"And she’s hard as stone, but not rash. She’s ldwenpr, the plotter, the
mastermind. Not the fiery brash one. The otherwaeld probably take
my head first, ask questions later. This one? Shethodical. She
figures the angles before making her moves."

"Thenshe’ll take your head. Sounds like a mere diffeeendiming.”

Stephen chuckled. "Roth, you worry too much."

"And you, my friend, don't worry enough. You're toeavalier about the
consequences."

"What better way to find out more about why shbase than to insinuate
myself into her affairs?"

"What better way to end up in the Thames than sourate yourself into
her affairs? Listen, she looked lovely both tonightl at the Taylors', and



she has acted the perfect part of a lady." Rothelegorward. Acted.
She’s a hardened criminal. Possibly a killer."

Stephen swirled his brandy, watching the liquidt¢ba glass. "We don't
know that. All we know is that she was one of Fgards Olympians.
The only crimes attributed to Hermes are thefts."

"Very large thefts."

"Well, there you have it. Very large thefts is'all.

Roth stared into his wineglass. "Ever since yoemeined the identity of

Hermes you haven't behaved like yourself. The Dimids gone. Some
other kind of lust in its place."

Stephen grinned. "She is rather beautiful for aftiiho a month ago |
had pegged as pockmarked, bucktoothed, and male."

"Beauty only makes her more dangerous. She’s & tHedifferent than
any of the others. No different than the streegthiwenty years ago."

Stephen gripped his glass but said nothing.

Roth sighed. "I know | don’t want to hear this, ltat is your plan?”

"It's loose. She has a plan for me though."

"Lovely. " Roth shook his dark head.

Stephen had caught a fleeting glimpse of sometinimgr eyes before she
had been able to mask it. Audrey hadn’t lookedestarhen the men had
passed by their hiding place. She had looked tiedita

"She saved my life."

Roth narrowed his eyes. "Tonight?"



He nodded. "Pushed me out of the way of the initahd of gunfire.”
"Interesting. | wonder why? Better for her to leuydie."

"That’s the rub, isn’t it? Why'd she save me whae sould only gain by
having me out of the way?"

Roth leaned back. "Hmmm. And you don’t think it weaploy to earn
your trust?"

"Could be, but | doubt it. The action was too spoebus. But as | said,
she definitely has a plan." For good or ill, ittedi him just fine. Better to
be good, but he couldn’t count on her. Not yethpps not ever.

He ran a manicured finger along the rim of the gjl&$e wanted to trust
her. Needed to trust her. And that was odd. Thezeeview people he
trusted in life. And here he was, defying logidyeling against his own
mind, wanting to trust an admitted thief. A criminAut logic be damned.
There was just something about her that was familiaat made him feel
he had nothing to fear from her. There was an indbfe feeling of

rightness when she was by his side.

"I know I'm playing the part of the mother hen,lfor God’'s sake be
careful," Roth said.

Stephen finished his drink. "We've been hunting AaydKendrick for
years, albeit believing her to be a man named Herméo would have
thought the fleet-footed thief would be a woman®'d¢t the glass on the
table. "Crafty, deceptive, a trickster. | We makgoad match. The game
must be played."

"This isn’'t a game, Stephen.”

"Sure it is. Always has been."



"Games tend to end badly in our business."

"So they do. But life would be quite dull if eveytg went according to
plan.”

"According to someone else’s plan, maybe. But yavehalways wanted
things your way. All of us do. Just remember thatdéey Kendrick seems
to be cut from the same cloth."

"I will. In the meantime, | need you to track doWwaer sister. | don’t have
much information on her whereabouts--she disapdean®und the
sametime as Audrey. Whereas Audrey reappeared avésks ago, no
one fitting her sister's description seems to b@vecin the London
underground. Since they work together, it is oddm8&thing worth
checking into."

Roth nodded. "I will ask around tonight. Did yowcognize any of the
shooters tonight?"

"Yes. Leonard Peters, as amazing as that is. Seeimsve shown up to
finish the job he started last year."

"Interesting. Learn anything?"
"Audrey knows him."

"That makes sense; they both worked for Flanagammattime. I'll ask
around about dear old Leonard tonight as well. Whiis ornery
disposition and degenerate reputation, he shoulsk’too hard to track
down."

They set a meeting time for the next day and Stegi®de back to his
carriage. Roth was right. Stephen knew that everhi® own nature he
was behaving recklessly. He had never felt so tedesn any of the
others he had hunted, be they men or women. Whyed@d



He dismissed her beauty. He had been around tog beautiful women
to have the outer surface affect him. No, it was ltyers beneath that
were interesting. And he had just begun to peehthevay. He had just
skimmed the surface, perhaps two layers deep. Qessk humor,
intelligence, and irreverence. Superficial quaditieut he

had a delicious hint of what was to come.

He couldn’t stop himself from trying to touch antpese the layers any
more than he could stop himself from trying to patend to her illegal
activities. For some reason, he cared too muchotimdounts.

One of his men was waiting near his carriage amdi&e him a note.

Stephen scanned the note, and his mouth tightéfled. he getting his
wish, or was this a sign of things to come? In ease, there would not be
a peaceful ending to the night after all.

Maddox was waiting for her. He had probably beeekpe through the
window. She tried to brush past him, but he blodkedway.

"Travers expects you to meet him."

She gave her stepfather a withering look. "I remddictates. You left his
note open on the desk for anyone in the housebaigad."”

"l told you not to sass me, girl." He was havingrenttouble keeping his
cockney from springing up. Her mother hadn’t bebfe &0 see what
lurked beneath the carefully cultivated facade. 8ad married him in
grief and under false pretenses.

Audrey balled her fists and clenched her jaw shtlygt hurt. "And | told
you not to speak to me unless it was importanty@ohave something of
import to say?"

Maddox’s face reddened, and his large fists weznatied as well, but he



remained silent.
"Good, then get out of my way. | have to change."”

She stepped around him and walked steadily uptéies.sMaddox cursed
and slammed the study door. Gone to drown his rageome cheap
liquor. She hoped he choked on it.

She stripped her garments and pulled on her favatitrt, coat, and
trousers. Men's garb. Fitting, what with four diffet men trying to
dictate her life. Her only freedom came with domniheir clothes.

She finished dressing and slipped her knives itdogy She gripped the
steel covered by the fabric at her wrists. Tonigas like any other.

The door to the study remained closed as she walkstland onto the
street. Good. One man down, three to go.

Flanagan said he would leave her alone, that shiead\ earned her
freedom. But no one was ever truly freed from Olus\pShe would
always run into old acquaintances or someone lgpkinuse her. Now
that her identity was common knowledge, she wowlden find peace in
London. Only new borders would provide that for.#enerica.

She picked up her pace.

Travers needed to be dealt with and Faye freedyhieg hinged on the

plan she had set in motion. After completing thet ket of tasks, which
should

give her enough time to locate Faye, she would tdwe of Travers.

Perhaps with a nice large boulder tied to his &éeshe pushed him into
the river.

And then there was Chalmers. Where he was goirfg twas anyone’s
guess. Every preservation instinct told her toycaut Travers's orders



without involving Chalmers. If she wasn’t carefgshe would have an
even more dangerous enemy. His reach was longers@adger than
Travers’s. Although Travers aspired for more, he wtill a middleman,
whereas Chalmers had been at the top prior torga@idukedom. Now
the Duke of Marston was

nearly untouchable. And his calculated charm army lair hid the

formidable man beneath.

People passed her on the street, men and womemdetr various
pursuits. As she neared the more commercial aneayduses diminished
in size and grandeur.

She made her way to the Green Man Tavern, a pgface to meet. Not
in the fashionable district, but not far enough awa be in the dregs.
There were enough unsavory types to give the gdlacer, but the aura of
danger was designed more for the young buckslidecio spend a night
on the "wild side" of town.

There was considerable coin to be made taking dhamimen of the town
around the city on faux adventures. She had tkatian it herself for a
short time before quickly becoming bored. Fleeamgpcents offered no
sport, and she had always felt slightly dirty tHeors time she had
engaged in

it. The richer and tougher meat of the ton tastdiditely better and paid
more handsomely. ,

And besting Chalmers would taste the best.
She pushed the tavern door open and through thkesionocated Travers
in the back corner. She walked to him, skirting twen on the verge of a

brawl and around tavern gals carrying trays andaglyheir wares.

She sat next to Travers, choosing the lesser ofewils--sitting next to
him rather than exposing her back.

"So, what am | doing here?"



"I'm wounded, Audrey dear. Isn’'t my pleasant compesward enough?"
"No." She wasn’t going to play Travers’s games.oice in her head said
she was playing Chahners’s, but that was diffeddetwas different. He
was worth every move of the chessboard.

She pushed the thought aside and focused on Traierw what do you
want? "

"You, of course. But for tonight | will settle fosome shipping
documents. And a copy of the seal used."

"Where?"

"The documents are somewhere in the house of tihehauet I've had you
watching. He and his wife are out for the evenihg, servants as well.
You should have no trouble."

Audrey nearly said, "No trouble, just like the laste,” but she kept her
mouth shut. She hadn’t told Travers that Chalmed baptured her.
Something told her to keep that fact to herself.

"Well?" he said.

"Why do you want them?"

"To create my empire, of course."

His empire. Right. "The assistant to the Excheqoeaquers all. Going to
make Daddy proud, are you?"

Travers grabbed her arm tightly. "For as much lgeasl give you, you
are incredibly stupid in how you choose to use it."

Audrey pressed one of her knives into his side.d'Aou are incredibly



stupid to touch me. Release me. Now. "

Travers did so. He laughed unpleasantly. "l wilén&o break you of that
nasty habit, my sweet. | choose to let you carpgéhtiny blades around,
but someday I'm going to find all your secret hgliplaces and enjoy
removing each and every one of them."

She rubbed her arm, mentally washing his filth av&tye always felt the
need to bathe after being in his presence. Theheapoked at her. His
ambitions, each scheme bigger than the previous.chiong whom he
hurt.

It was her cardinal rule never to hurt innocenttényders. Darkness lay at
the end of that path. It also, more often than teat,to capture. Marks
were well researched because they were the taNgaisknew whom you
were up against at all times, and who in their feamimight avenge the
monetary loss. Bystanders were unknowns and mdsin ahnocent
besides. Audrey always made sure to target onlgetheho deserved it.
Those who reminded her of Maddox.

And Travers was no innocent. With him, no one wafe.sShe knew
someone else was pulling his strings, but that'didasen her dislike of
Travers's actions. The danger was so incrediblly.hige risks multiplied
with each new assignment.

She wanted to cry with the frustration of it. Iresleshe said, "You still
plan to go through with your shipping scheme?"

"Maddox talks too much."
"Then you shouldn’t have drawn him into this."
Travers narrowed his eyes but answered her quesias, we mean to

go through with it. And you’d better support meidtonly a matter of
time before things fall into place."



"We? Who else are you working with?"

She saw fear pass over his face before maskitighiat, my dear, is none
of your concern."”

"What will the Exchequer say if he finds out thauyve been tampering
with the shipping schedules and the cargo manifasts profiting from
the illegal merchandise you've been unloading? Hwld/ be highly
embarrassed and angered, and you would be goitigetecaffold faster
than I."

" And why would he find out? My plan is perfect. dif he finds out,
well, accidents are so common nowadays, somethiog should
remember."

"One thing makes sense. If you want to get to tipe the only way you
are going to accomplish it is by accident.”

Travers gripped his tankard. "I told you to holdiy¢ongue.”

"This is a dumb plan, Travers. | know you have debnd, due to your
unfailingly stupid desire to unseat everyone thad kwronged you, you
have

formed alliances with some vicious people, but go@ in way over your
head. All it takes is one mistake, one person &mtpthe seed of doubt,
and everything will fall to pieces around you."

"In that case, perhaps I'll be forced to eliminexeryone who knows the
plan.”

Audrey forced her muscles to relax, but her knigsswn hand if Travers
moved an inch.

Travers snarled. "Why so tense, Audrey? Worried yoar sharp tongue
has finally gotten you in over your head?"



"Go to hell."

"Ah, | believe we are already there. Let’'s enjoyshall we?" Travers
toasted her and took a drink. "My partnerships lih ‘vicious people,’
as you called them, are ingenious. | will be riglgwerful, and
untouchable. Mark my words, in five years will banfe Minister. And
then, my dearest Audreyouwill be begging for my favor.”

A young serving girl splashed a tankard down bef@ravers, her

bountiful breasts nearly popping from her dressslas pressed against
him. Travers threw her a coin and shifted his daaek to Audrey. The

serving girl brushed seductively against him, botited upon receiving

no encouragement. She grabbed the coin and flodnmedthe table.

Travers took a drink and smiled. "I only tell ydhese things because you
are now mine, Audrey Kendrick. | own you and yostes."

Audrey chose to ignore his words, as they only miaelethink violent
thoughts. She noticed the serving girls whispeangng themselves and
eyeing Travers. He only needed to crook a fingbe &idn’'t know why
they couldn’t see beneath his handsome, aristociaditures. She could
barely stomach looking at him; it was like seeingetulant monster
hiding behind an ill-fitting mask.

Travers was a second son of a viscount, with an regoquite large
enough to overcome his feelings of inadequacy. élewed with every
ounce of his being that his birthright had beerlestoAnd he made
everyone pay for the theft.

Attracting his attention was one more sin she ctéaydat Maddox’s feet.
Maddox, who always needed money and had arrivédmaon furious
that he could no longer claim guardianship overeFagd Audrey and
touch their amassed monies. So instead Maddoxigacetl out another
way to make money off them by selling their ideasitto Travers. Dear
Lord how she hated Maddox and Travers both.



She tamped down the feeling and forced a smile.himt believe her
cowed by his bizarre designs for power. "l underdtahe shipping
interests and the Exchequer plot, but what abaundich?"

"The watch is a personal item. It is mine."

"Somehow | doubt that."

His eyes narrowed. "It's mine, and you will gelbéck for me."

"So, does your partner know about this side prayégburs?"

Fear passed over his face. He waved his handgttgiract nonchalant.
"This is no concern of . . .of my partner ‘s."

For a second she had thought he might divulge ta@smame. Although
she wasn’t quite sure if she wanted to know. Sametiknowledge was
dangerous. "You still want me to steal it then?"

He gave her a look that said, "Of course.”

"Then release my sister from Newgate, or no deal.”

"There is no 'deal,’ don't you understand? | repgati are mine to do
with as | will. All will happen in good time." Higoice trailed off as his
dark eyes devoured her.

She again felt the need to bathe. "No. There isvap you will convince
me. And if you touch me, | will cut off whatever dyp parts make
contact.”

"Even dressed as a boy, you are breathtaking whegryamy sweet. But
do remember in which part of Newgate you were hdugeword from

me, and your sister will be hanging from a beantheyOld Bailey."

Every muscle in her body clenched. "You wouldn’t iloYou have to



know you would soon follow. "
"Perhaps. But | am willing to take the risk. Areupd
Audrey stood and said nothing. She didn’t trussbéto speak.

"Dr. Smith will be by in the morning. You'd bettéave the papers in
hand. Faye’s release in a few days depends ugon it.

She took a couple of even breaths. "You will redclasr then?"

"As long as you do as promised. I'm not a monskaidrey.” He opened
his eyes wide, but couldn’t quite wipe the smir&nfr his face. "If you
would only agree to my plans, everything else wayitddso much more
smoothly."

She turned to leave, but his parting words causeddpause. "Oh, and
Chalmers is being taken care of. He shouldn't botfw for a good
while."

She whipped around. "What are you planning?"

Travers lost his smile and narrowed his eyes aetige in her voice. She
realized her mistake immediately and tried to sooffldand. "I just want
to make sure his friends don’t rush in and retalagainst me."

Travers looked slightly mollified, although the ners of his eyes were
still crinkled in suspicion. "Just an unfortunateident. Nothing that he
won't survive. He will be ripe pickings when we dee use him. See you
in the morning, my sweet."

Audrey turned and maintained a normal pace thraightavern. She
pushed through the door and walked a block befereling down behind
a tree to catch her breath. She felt as if sherheed across the English
countryside. Stupid, stupid. She couldn’t care alithalmers. And what
was more, she couldn’t let Travers know she didp&¢n would become



another Faye, to be used against her. Except inasis she had a feeling
Stephen wouldn’t survive Travers’s wrath.

Faye. She had to get her out of Newgate. Bile nos®udrey’s throat at
the thought of entering the prison, but somehow s to manage it.
Travers was deceitful and unpredictable. She cduldait for his next
promise to release her sister and next threatrig har.

Audrey pushed herself to her feet and began walKiig merchant’s
house was just down the street. She would stealdafider the papers.
She had to allow time to find and release Faye.eTiofigure out how to
get out of this mess and away from Travers’s magines

Audrey increased her pace. She rapidly passed saus# celebratory
groups; none of the drunken revellers took notitaroundistinguished
boy on the street. A hack whistled as she apprahemeunremarkable
West End house. The hack disappeared down the, strekall was quiet.

Slipping around the side of the house, Audrey resdolver picklock and
opened the back door. Somewhere inside were thmpislgi documents
Travers needed in order to reroute the cargo.

Audrey walked into the main hall. Good thing therah@ant and his wife
were gone for the evening, because she had nowtlieee to find the
papers. She rifled through the drawing room quickbhe tried the
merchant’s office next. Not in the desk. Not on shelves. The only item
in the hidden desk compartment was a lightly brdideather-soft whip.
And the portly man had looked so stodgy. Some huraturned, and
Audrey smiled as she replaced the implement.

She made quick work of the rest of the first fl@ord headed for the
stairs. The master bedroom was the next most ligklge. She checked
the hallway

clock. Plenty of time. Still, she quickened hepste

Audrey opened the door to the master bedroom ayppst. A cold rush



of panic started in the center of her chest andagpoutward, freezing her
lungs and throat. Stephen Chalmers was lounging amair facing her
and reading from a sheaf of papers.

"Good evening, Audrey. | expected you sooner. "

How had she not seen the light?

"The heavy hallway rug blocks the light so wellntdg/ou think? | had to
experiment several times to make sure."”

She automatically looked at the Aubusson rug. & imdeed thick.

"But you went home." Her throat was dry and scrattier brain a second
slower than usual.

"And so did you."
"What are you doing here?"
"Reading. What are you doing here?"

Some spark returned. No one had jumped from theetlto arrest her.
"Looking for something to read, actually. What hyoe there?"

She couldn’t sense anyone else in the room. Shealtasvalked to the
window and peered through it. No one waiting fontan the street.

"A few boring shipping documents."

If it was just the two of them, she had a chanceekrape. A slim one,
but it was a chance nevertheless. She would gtil ugitive, but she’'d
be free. She would have another opportunity torégout a way to save
Faye and flee the country.

"Audrey, you look as if you're readying for a fight



Her muscles had tensed, and she was indeed reafdrirgne of her
hidden knives.

He sighed. "I'm not here to fight with you or arrgsu. | could have had
you the other night, and we both know it."

"Then why didn’t you?" Her heart beat a mad thumgher chest. Her
hand was only an inch from one of the short blades.

He shrugged and languidly stretched his long legwadrd, leaning back
in the chair. "l didn’t feel like it then, nor danbw. "

"But you hate criminals."”

His features tightened momentarily, but he regaimsdazy air. "If you'd
like me to catch you, | can." He scanned her slamg his gaze made her
heart thump in an entirely different rhythm. "It wd undoubtedly prove
exhilarating."

"Chalmers, if you’re not going to arrest me, thematvdo you want? And
why are you here?" She let her hand drop to her. Stie seemed to be
asking

those questions a lot lately, but no one seemedr®mwhat she wanted.

"I'm trying to answer that question myself."

He rose slowly and walked toward her. She stodidastine tucked a stray
lock of hair into her cap. "What do | want from ydudrey?"

She held her breath. A tight feeling inside echdoleel stroke of his
fingertips. The warmth of his hand urged her t@ $tehim. She stayed in
place.

"What's going on, Audrey? You've never been thisetess before.”



"I'm spending all my time these days dodging you."
"Yes, but dodging me by yourself. Where’s youresiat

A streak of alarm shot through her and the urgleadib manifested itself.
"l don't know what you're talking about, Chalmers."

He studied her and lightly drew a finger acrossdierek. For the second
time that night, she felt as if he could seducerherely with a caress.

"You'll tell me."

She closed her eyes, then he was gone. She hedabtiall on the stairs;
he made no effort at stealth.

Why had he let her go again? What did he know abeutsister? There
was no getting rid of Chalmers. He would just kespping up in

unlikely places. She had no choice now but to imedlim in her plan. At
least if he worked with her, she could somewhatrobhim.

She looked at the papers stacked where he’d leifh thn the chair. With

reluctance, she walked over, lifted them, and teadop document. They
were the papers she sought. She had known it asasoshe’d seen them
in his hands.

How had he known she would be here tonight?

What game were they playing?



Chapter 7

Stephen finished writing the note to his supemxplaining the papers he
had switched the night before. It had been a re@agt He had arrived

only minutes before Audrey, and it had taken alhisf acting abilities to

maintain a casual air.

His orders were to discover who was behind the gbadrcargo manifests,
schedules, and routes. Who it was that was allowiegal goods onto
the docks. Someone crafty enough to ask the riglestepns, and
someone with the right connections to gain accedbé information. It
had to be someone in an important position.

That person was using Audrey to gather and charfgemation. Stephen
was using Audrey to make sure she gathered thegnndoarmation.

Whoever had hired her wouldn't know the differeninethe switched

shipping papers. Stephen had painstakingly charigedinformation,

making sure all of the new information looked valid two weeks the
villain would be forced to show his face at the kibto inquire about one
detail. Or HER face, he amended. He would neveinagaderestimate or
overlook women as suspects.

In two weeks this mess would be over--for bettefioomvorse.

"Your Grace, Lady Stinson and Lady Appling are hersee you. | seated
them in the parlor.”

Stephen sighed and stood up. "Grimmond, we aresalstop calling me
‘Your Grace.""

The butler raised a brow as Stephen walked towand 'h will bring tea
to the parlor, Your Grace."



Stephen tweaked the butler 's coat, skewing ih#ligrom its impeccable
position. "Thank you, Grimmond."

A martial light appeared in Grimmond’s eye, but kxed rap of a cane in
an adjoining room produced a smug expression ofabesand seemed to
forestall his usual retort.

"Have a good meeting with Lady Stinson, Your Grabe, said, the smug
look still evident.

Stephen sighed again as Grimmond walked from thenro a stately
manner. He knew why the two ladies had come. Hentrag well get it
over with.

The ladies were silent as he entered the libraaglyLStinson’s hawkish
gaze was piercing, but he gave her his best smiermdded to Lady

Appling.
"How lovely of you two ladies to stop by."

"Marston, we're here to talk about matters of intance." Lady Stinson
rapped her cane.

Stephen reined in the grimace over hearing hie. tile wondered if he
would ever grow accustomed to it.

"And what serious matters would you like to discuesar ladies?"

"Your predecessor promised seasons for his thresit®y Meg, Mary,
and Margaret. | want to know your intentions."

Stephen raised a brow. "I have no desire to maryyad my cousins, no
matter the distance of the connection."

Lady Appling pressed in front of Lady Stinson, teshes fluttering on
colorless cheeks. "Well, you'll have to marry ewelty, and you can’t do



better than my sweet Margaret."

Lady Stinson sent her sister a scathing glancerapped her cane on her
left foot, causing Lady Appling to recoil to therner of the settee. "Or
my Meg or Mary." She turned back to Stephen.

"The point is, what are your intentions as to hargrthe gentlemen’s
agreement between the seventh duke and our fa@ilies

"l will, of course, honor it, Lady Stinson. | see reason to change the
arrangement as long as | don’t have to attend igimgs."

Lady Stinson looked down her nose, a quite impves&at as her nose
was somewhat prominent. "Your levity in this matemisplaced, Your
Grace. | want to be reassured that the girls walveh their promised
seasons."

"They will."

Some of the tension ebbed from Lady Stinson’s steyal "Excellent.
You were always a good sort--should have been tgenis after your
parents died. We wouldn’t have shuffled you arothedcountryside.”
Stephen stiffened but continued to smile.

"Looks like you are finally over your wanderingbptigh, and may | say
I’'m glad. Good to see you take the reins and gteefamily in the correct
direction. Too many poor decisions in this famigcently.” She levelled
her gaze at him. "I'm expecting you to avoid thethg'

"Your vote of confidence warms my heart, Lady Sim$§

"Good. We will leave you now, Your Grace. Thank youreceiving us."

Lady Appling recovered her composure and smiledbimaagly as she
trailed behind Lady Stinson.



He had seen Lady Stinson’s free hand knotted insket. She hadn't
been sure he would honor the promise. He took femsé; pride was the
only thing holding Lady Stinson together. Her husbdad lost their
wealth at the tables, and Stephen had always adithieclady’s pluck.

Not, he shuddered, that he would want her as a enatHaw. He had
spent a small amount of time in her presence dimsgshuffling,” as she
called it, although never in her household. Luckieyhad ended up with a
distant cousin of his father's, the late Viscouanfizld. The viscount had
been a much-needed mentor, and Stephen had beesiii¢nds with
his oldest son, Brandon. Running wild with Brandwer the estates had
saved his sanity. The memories brought a smilesddalce. He needed to
pay Brandon a visit soon.

Lady Stinson would never have afforded him thedose allowed in the
other houses. He had never spent time in her holdsehs his other
relatives had been afraid that Lord Stinson woulldrdhis inheritance, a
well-founded concern.

Lord Stinson wouldn’t be able to touch the monegp&en would give to
the girls for their seasons. He would talk to Logdwe Marston solicitor,
about setting up an account manager to commundtegetly with Lady
Stinson.

Stephen glanced at the clock. Another hour untigdro arrived. He
rubbed his hands together and headed for the catsey. An hour to be
Stephen Chalmers and not the Duke of Marston.

Audrey wiped a hand across her dusty cheek, theeexent from a job
well done still humming in her veins. She threw temls on the rug and
placed the bundle on the bed. She unwrapped tlie tdoexamine the
papers within.



The beautiful impressions of the seals and signgsrwere stamped on
each page. Each stamp a verification by its owmdoltow through with
the directions on the page. Obtaining papers amdb sgas usually a
mindless task. Only Travers's separate assignmenas \proving
troublesome.

It was the one item she might be able to bargath wnce Travers told
her its location. Travers had talked about it mo&ce heavily laden with
desperation.

She sighed heavily. Travers would never let themagad it was time she
reconciled herself to that fact. It was time to@xe a new plan.

She chewed her bottom lip as she carefully stowedapers in the floor
hollow she had created. Chalmers had offered hip. Heerhaps she
should have Flanagan stage an attack on her arehlafgp Chalmers’s
protective instincts?

She needed to talk to Flanagan in any case--mghteadl see if he had
any useful information before formulating a plam.shving Chalmers the
night before, she had tossed her lot in with his.

Saved him yet again. She seemed to be forming &dait!

She washed, dressed, and made her way to St. Bikeses where people
like her belonged, not in wealthy Mayfair housé&e IStephen Chalmers's.

Someday maybe she could forget her past, someday @le was on a
new shore with a new identity and a new outlooKife But not today
Not as she made her way through the winding andtédistreets. Not
when she knew which ways led to dead ends andlppdbie ultimate
dead end. Not when she knew exactly the pathskéo ta

She marched right into Flanagan’s "office," haviimytrouble getting past
his security.



"l want you to stop the attacks on Chalmers."

She paused. "Or Marston, or whatever people alieglim these days."
"Nice to see you too, Hermes, my dear."

She grinned and sat. "Fine. It’s nice to see you,gld goat.”

The deep wrinkles around his eyes creased, butidrét gmile. It was
about as close as he came, though, which was agigd’l see you are
in fine fettle. Wasn't sure what to expect withthké rumors circulating."”

"What have you heard?"

Flanagan waved her question away. "Why do you waatto stop the
attacks? Chalmers has it coming, even if it's notnoy orders. S'’truth,
the orders didn’t come from me. There are lotsuvhblings about big
rewards for taking out Chalmers. A couple of merehaplit from our
ranks to do so. They itch to deal with Chalmeragéiford, and Roth.
Damn if those three don’t cause all our troubleg’ give her a knowing
glance. "And | would retain my best people if Chatmmwere out of the
picture.”

She winced. Flanagan always saw more than she avishenow. But it's
damn stupid of the men who attack them now. Laat ydter the attack
on

Chalmers at the river, half of the blighters whatipgpated were captured
or killed."

"S’truth, all but one. Leonard.” Flanagan spat.
"l need you to use your influence to stop the &gdc
"Was wondering when you’d work up the mettle to edmere and ask for

my help. Demanding is more your style, but thattetvmade you such an
asset.”



She took her pride in hand. "I need your help, &tgm."

"Why does it matter to you? Wouldn't it be betteibe rid of him?"

"I need him."

Flanagan surveyed her for a few seconds, all thievpulling his long
mustache. "You and Icarus left Olympus, so theyan't be free. This
Travers bloke probably already knows about us ihéncontacted you."
He gave the mustache another tug, and his eyesett@a his near smile.
"You wouldn’t be in this bind if'n you hadn't left.

She continued to look at him, not twitching a masikl response. She
wasn’t surprised he knew about Travers or the sttnaFlanagan was
nothing if not an information hound and hoarder.

"You're a hard one, Hermes. Always have been, adwayl be. But you
know the rules. What's in it for us? | have to leethe boys down
somehow. And just so you know, | can only settle dmes under my
influence.”

"One hundred pounds.”

"Five hundred and not a crown less."

"Three hundred and not a pence more."

"Deal. Now you want to tell me about Icarus?"

Audrey moved in her chair. "She’s in Newgate."

"Heard the rumors. Didn’t want to believe it mysdlhis Travers bloke is
the cause?"

"Yes. He put me in there long enough to get a tastknow that nothing



would stop me from freeing Faye. The bastard reearthe papers-he’s
blackmailing at least two of the guards, paying teffi others, possibly
more."

| Flanagan pulled his mustache. "A dangerous man."

"He is using some of the men from O’Leary’s ringetognized a few of
the thugs."

"O’Leary’s gone missing."

"l doubt he will be found. Keep your back to thelliWelanagan. Someone
dangerous is behind Travers. Whoever it is will ;makplay at the first
opportunity.”

"l can handle things. If'n he tries, he’ll be foddier the mudlarks.”

Audrey nodded, but worry still gripped her. Worpr the bear of a man
in front of her. "See that you do."

"So what you planning to do about Icarus?"

She leaned back "Travers says he will releasenhefew days."

He eyed her. "But you don't believe him. What algmihg in to get her?"
Ice swept her insides. "That's my plan.”

Flanagan nodded. "Saw your stepfather in your cehteise."

Her lips tightened. "He’s not the problem. Merelfjyato be swatted."”
"Don’t underestimate the devil, Hermes. Never arsthéng to do."

"Don’t give undue credit." She waved a hand.



"You always were a smart one. But don't overloalsthunder your nose,
or you'll get a pistol in your belly. Johnny madhat mistake."”

Audrey stood. "I'll have the money to you soon."
"I know you're good for it. Luck, Hermes. You knadkae way out."

She walked past the two guards, who stepped dutrofvay, still holding
their heads in their hands. She didn’t know themy veell. Flanagan had
been actively recruiting, and many of the facesewaw. She watched an
older man cuff a boy who was practicing his pickgimg skills. The
boy turned in her direction, and she recognized &sthe boy who had
picked her pocket in the market.

"Even a dullard’ll feel that. Now try again.”
The boy’s face was eager as he tried again ancon@smore cuffed.

She wondered what Flanagan was doing for initiatidrese days. She
and Faye had received the dubious honor of rai@iadgton House. One
pair of George’s trousers, a handkerchief, a sixifla wax seal, a piece
of poetry written by the King. They had been giwelist of items and had
not been allowed out of the mansion until everyghom the list had been
collected.

They had searched nearly every room in the houdeghfrom guards
and guests and running from room to room, collgcttams, waiting to
be caught. It had been a nightmare. She couldrstilember the wide-
eyed look of her then-nine-year old sister--a sénvild shock tempered
by youthful excitement.

Those first few years with Flanagan would have begoruciatingly
difficult even without a little sister to worry abb Faye, her only link to
her parents, her only responsibility in a worldpgd upside down. Her
one true friend, her one true weakness.



Audrey maneuvered through the streets, eager Ye ki@ section of town
that held too many bad memories. The boy tried twove times to pick
the

man’s pocket before she finally turned a corner #mely disappeared
from view. Even in defeat the boy's face had begnwith eager
determination.

She shook her head. It was a strange feeling t@isether’'s excitement
over becoming a criminal. She remembered the fean fher first time

picking a pocket. Seeing the hangman’s noose. §qmople she knew
hanging from it. Seeing them dead in the streegirfgeJohnny, her friend
and partner, dead on the floor, blood trailing frdws mouth, death
overtaking his once bright eyes.

Audrey quickened her step. Those images no longented her waking
moments, but she sometimes woke in a cold sweatietl of a braided
rope chafing her neck.

The ugly scar on her side was a vivid reminder béatone could expect
on the streets. Yet excitement always lit the famfethose starting off in
the business. Moving up the ranks kept a body fetictothed. And there
was prestige and honor in being a member of cegangs. Flanagan’s
was one of the best. His gang provided an oppdxtdion those with little
to carve a life for themselves.

She had been born to a wonderful, caring familjnwiteans. And then
she had been forced to the bottom of the cesspabireade to scrape her
way back up. It had been a living hell.

Sure, there had been moments of fun, of jobs ifegarell, riches
collected or nabobs given a well-deserved fleecifigere had been
exhilaration the first time she knew without a dbthmat she was one of
the best. She had celebrated, then Flanagan heetl dwdr, reminding her
it was only a job, and the next one would probdbdyve her dead.

There were moments of camaraderie among the ditfegroups,



Flanagan’s, O’Leary’s, and the other rings. Buvdis an artificial feeling,

superficial and tenuous. Every day was a new angélea new threat, a
new death. Death was part of the game. Part dlifthdnescapable. The
friend you hugged while dancing and drinking ales\itte same soul you
laid to rest a week later.

Never get too close. Never make friends, only adstaNever get
personally involved. Those were the rules, and these implacable. She
had learned them the hard way.

She was stuck with Faye. Her sister was the onsopein her life she
couldn’t keep out. She would keep Faye safe an@émiet another in. It
was as simple as that.

She continued south, lost in thought. She couldp k€aalmers out.
Emptiness lay beneath that charming facade--the® mo depth. If she
could just convince herself of that . . .

Audrey looked up, and Newgate Prison wobbled invigon. She could
smell the unwashed bodies, the decaying odor dfitspgong dead.
Whether it was real or dredged from memory, shermadlea. The rats,
the confined cell, the greasy hands. She retchethenstreet, but felt
nothing, as if she was detached from her own body.

People passed by, no one offered a helping harel jlist stared straight
ahead. Good. She wouldn't have helped them, eittearhand shook as
she wiped it across her mouth.

Dear Lord, she would have to go back in there rtd fraye. She had to
see if her sister was still alive.

She forced herself to walk past the prison, evamgtlinside her urging
her to run.

Johnny would have whipped the gang into a frenajling for them to
charge into the prison and rescue Faye. He wowe had no plan, no



organization. Yet he had always managed to convpeeple of his
outrageous ideas, until Flanagan unfailingly hadufh him in the noggin
to silence him.

Johnny had been able to charm all with his briglgteg eyes full of
mischief and . . .

Audrey stopped. Johnny’s eyes hadn’t been greegy'dtbeen . . . they'd
been .. .brown?

It didn’t matter—her friend was gone. She grabbdahnagppost and shook
the image of Stephen’s eyes from her mind.

She walked toward Mayfair. Travers had said he g@sg to remove

Chalmers from the situation. But how was he gomgld it? And could

she use Chalmers in the meantime without Traveosvkig? She needed
to put her rapidly developing plan into action.

Stephen’s lazy grin appeared in her mind. Nevertgetclose. Never
make friends, only contacts. Never get personaiplved.

Johnny hadn’t followed the other rule of the gaiMever trust anyone.
Audrey moved toward her target.

She wouldn’t forget.



Chapter 8

" What do you mean there’s no money, and the estabankrupt, Mr.
Logan?"

The lanky man shifted his spectacles. "The fundsggane, Your Grace."

Stephen leaned forward in his chair. "Cousin Vewas wealthy. | never
saw any sign of excess."

"The seventh Duke of Marston implemented a totalesggn and
redecoration of the various estates. He incurreg lagge expenses and
did not spend his money wisely."

Stephen tapped an impatient finger. He vaguely nelpeeed Vernon
talking about redecorating the primary seat. "l idohave heard if
Vernon were having trouble."

Logan shook his head. "Not to speak ill of the ddmd the seventh duke
was not very good with figures. | doubt he evenlytrtealized the
extravagance of his expenditures, and he was rtgvio be guided. |
attempted to speak with him about it many times aab always
rebuffed. There is also one large gaming debtgmhme."

"Who holds the marker?"

"The Earl of Bessington."

"And the redecoration was done mainly to Marstom&"

"Yes. Although, a number of the other propertiesrevapdated and
renovated as well." He listed five.

"How much did he spend?"



"Two hundred thousand pounds.”
"The estate should be able to handle that."
"Not if a number of crucial investments failed asliwUnfortunately . . ."

Stephen gave an ironic laugh. "Well, at least thains no money needs
to be spent on the lands. We'll just have to lifféte year’s income."

"Well, you see, that is also a problem. While thsidences have been
maintained, the tenants' properties have not. Mdrthe buildings need
repair and updating. The tenants have become aabogut their
conditions and lazy in their output.”

Stephen gripped his pen. Damn Vernon. Spending ynonetrappings
and not his people. "How much is needed for thisiog year?"

The solicitor listed exorbitant figures for all thfe entailed estates. By the
end of the recitation, Stephen was in a state aflsh

"l can’t believe it is that bad. There are at |e¢asi properties, Fieldstone
and Pimont’s Park, that should be producing enaughey on their own
to pay for the rest."

"Yes, but they have been poorly managed. The defksed my guidance
and insisted that his own men run both estatesk labdhe figures here."
The solicitor pointed to two unbelievable deficits.

Stephen digested the information. The dukedom weesly devoid of
funds. Which also meant there was no money foctisins' debuts.

"This is unbelievable."

"I didn’'t believe it either, Your Grace. | dismiskethe stewards
immediately upon the discovery."



"Why was | not informed about this before?"

"The duke kept the books in his office. Didn't trasyone, He was a very
secretive man. It has taken nearly this entire tilmcate the books and
understand his notations."

Stephen frowned. Vernon hadn’'t been secretive. &tk leen indulged,

yes. The excesses sounded like Vernona€'to a pd&ot. secrecy?

Overspending?

"That doesn’t sound like Vernon."

"Had you seen him recently, Your Grace?"

Stephen shook his head. "No, in the past few yieaase frequently been
out of the country."

The solicitor nodded. "He changed, Your Grace. Sbimg caused him to
be secretive and wary. Please ask your aunts arsyafi here in town."

"l confess | haven't moved into Marston House yet."

"It's only two weeks now since you’'ve assumed title.tAnd there are
many matters requiring your time."

But only one matter that truly interested him. Astie would probably
steal everything else he had.

"How many years have you served the family Mr. Lidgja
"Going on thirty, Your Grace."

"Vernon passed on three months ago, then Thomaangeduke. Did
Thomas know about the monetary situation?"



"Most of it, Your Grace."

Stephen sighed. Suddenly the accidents that hawh this cousins' lives
looked more suspicious. Had the weight of the deleen too much for
Thomas? "How much do we need for operating costsyear?"

Logan named an outrageous sum, and Stephen noidtdg.t"Am | to
understand there is no way the estate can genmratea quarter of that
amount?"

"Yes, Your Grace."

"How long before we earn the necessary income?"

"With good management, maybe five years."

"Five years is too long."

"Yes, Your Grace."

"Any suggestions?"

Logan hesitated. "Just the normal, Your Gracel®gllunentailed
properties, borrowing the funds, or raising momme."

"I'd rather raise the income,” Stephen said dryly.
"Speculation, trade, marriage, all the usual optiexist.”

"Lovely." Stephen sighed again. "That’s all for &yd Logan. | need to
digest my impending trip to debtors' prison or Aaka."

Logan hesitated. "Will Your Grace be visiting anfytbe estates in the
near future?"

Stephen shook his head. "l won’t be able to leawedon for an extended



period for at least a month. Too many matters Ime@d my attention.

And since the money problems have been kept qwretheedn’t worry

about the creditors knocking yet. I'll send somedsi to the tenants in the
most desperate need, then figure out what to dthéorest."

Logan nodded, and Stephen could have sworn a Ibodief crossed the
man’s face. "Why do you ask?"

"If it is permissible to you, Your Grace, I'd like personally undertake an
audit of the entire dukedom. Possibly see if theranything we can

improve or if there are errors in the books. I'mtgembarrassed by the
situation really."” And he looked it.

"Proceed with the audit. It will be a relief to leasomeone look into the
task until I'm free."

Logan nodded. "Thank you, Your Grace. | will do best.”
He turned to leave, clutching the books in his arms

"Mr. Logan, leave the books here tonight. I'd likeglance over them
quickly.”

The man turned. "I'll need them to conduct the atdi

"You can pick them up in the morning. | will leatreem with Grimmond
if ’'m not available."

Logan bowed and shuffled from the room. An odd miaut, Stephen
would withhold judgment until he talked with hinfew more times. Still,
something was strange, and Stephen wanted a ¢ttadeat the books all
the same.

His mind whirled. The estate was in debt. ExtremmbtdWhat was to be
done?



Stephen rested his chin On top of his hands anedstat the closed
ledgers. First the responsibility, now the indebtss. Three weeks ago
he had been free and rich. Well, rich by most stest&l Now he was
yoked and poor. His own liquid assets wouldn't covelf of the
operating cost of the entailed estates for the peat. He had put most of
his available money into land. The land wouldn'y jdf his investment
for another few years.

He had also invested in a few shipping venturesthmy were still at sea,
and no one knew when they would return. None weheduled to return
for the next few months, and with the problems filagued the shipping
community, if any managed to return, it could berenthan a year.

He rubbed his chin on the back of his knuckles.hdd just promised
Lady Stinson that all three cousins would be giseasons. The cost of
one season was outrageous. The cost of three vedis,thvee times the
outrage.

He could finance their seasons using his own sayibgt that still didn’t
solve the estate and long-term financial problems.

Damn this whole title business. He shook his head sat back. He
needed a diversion, something to take his mind away

He withdrew a piece of paper, and started a listptions. Roth would be
pleased with his industry, no matter the slight keog Stephen was
making of his situation.

Number one, sell all unentailed properties. Henestied a figure and

made a column to the right, filling it in. He maaé¢hird column with the

anticipated date of payoff. He could probably fedl properties at a loss
within the next few months. He entered that tatéd ithe column.

Number two, wait for shipping ventures. At halftbé possible monetary
reward the estimated cost was generous, but heedniteanyway. One
needed a bright hope somewhere. Since he was bptigistic, he gave



it six months.

Number three, use his own funds. He knew that amand entered it.
Date equal to the present.

Number four. He chewed on the top of the pen. Dadréally have to
write it? Did he really want to list it as an optid Stephen sighed for the
third time.

Number four, marry an heiress. Estimated amountyrglocovers
operating cost, income enough to keep estates. diggmated date,
anytime.

He winced. Even seeing it on a ludicrous list, tirad hurt.

He continued the numbered list with other optiake taking up a trade
and becoming a merchant, but the estimated dates faein the future.
To complete the rapidly degenerating catalog, héeddbegging and
running to the Continent. Heck, even running to #mericas. Or
jumping off a bridge. They were all options, ancg drad to be thorough
before making an informed decision. He was feetingt more sarcastic
than usual.

Stephen smirked at the last option. He had livedudph his last leap off a
bridge, so that might not be a solution after Although one couldn’t
always count on having a rescuer.

Roth’s voice irritatingly echoed in his mind. Respibility. He looked at
the list and began to cross off possibilities unélwas left with the first
four. The first three combined might give him enbughe fourth
definitely would.

He looked at the massive ledgers sitting on hisk descking him.
Conspiracies screamed through his mind. But waBlireg to convince
himself that he wasn’t in trouble by falling back ¢he old habit of
looking for villainy everywhere? Or were things ligsbad? He hadn’t



seen his stuffy cousin in a long time—but Vernomldo’t have ruined
the estates that badly, could he?

He would talk to Bessington first and settle thengey debt. That, at
least, was a tangible thing. Then he’d figure betrest.

The window jiggled. Stephen turned in surprise asdr&y Kendrick
hoisted herself up and over the sill with ease.

"What the hell are you doing?"

She stood and brushed her trousers. Trousers Itig © her in all the
right places. What was she doing crawling throughwindow in those
things?

"I'm here to see you."

"What's wrong with the front door?"

Her brows puckered. "I didn't feel like using itnd I'm not dressed
properly.”

"Keeping in practice for this evening’s activitiés?

She gave him a dark look. "Listen, Chalmers, | doave time to chitchat
with you. | came to offer-"

There was a knock at the door. Audrey dove undedésk.

Grimmond entered. "Your Grace, the Earl of Bessings here to see
you."

Stephen tried to hide his surprise for the secand tn the same number
of minutes. "Send him in, Grirnmond."” Grimmond l&ftget the earl.

Audrey squeaked. "Send him away, you lunatic. ltcgtay under here."



"Then you should have come the proper way."
"Chalrners, | swear I’'m going to--"

Stephen saw the list of options and shoved it utfteidesk and into her
mouth as the visitor entered.

"What a pleasure it is to see you, Lord Bessingt&tephen said as he
reached across the desk to shake hands with thegdished-looking
earl. "l was just pondering a visit to you myself."

"Ah, yes. Probably about the same matter."”

Stephen motioned for Bessington to be seated. Auakat his toes with
her fist.

He hid the jerk of his body behind a cough. "I wast informed that my
late cousin, the seventh duke, had an unfortunatedt the tables with
you."

"He did indeed."

"Do you happen to have the marker?"

"l do, but that is not what | was hoping to disctaday."”

"Splendid. But all the same, why don’t | take tharker from you now
and get it settled.”

Bessington fished the marker from his pocket anddid it to him.
Stephen looked at it and raised his brows.

"Fifteen hundred pounds? Is that all? | was ledbalieve it was
significantly higher."



Bessington shook his head. "No."

Relief cascaded through his body. Perhaps all gibts figures were off.
He was going to have a bloody fun time burninglisisof options in the
fire grate as soon as Bessington was off.

"The thing is, Your Grace." Bessington hesitatedbdught a few of
Vernon'’s outstanding debts."

At the look on Bessington’s face the list was ome@e dry and whole in
Stephen's brain.

"l see."

Bessington shifted. "Your cousin and | had an ustdeding. He was
about to propose to my daughter, Clarissa. Thingsewoing to change,
Vernon promised me. | hold the strings to Clarissatome. And then
the riding accident happened.”

Dread coiled in Stephen’s gut. He knew exactly whéis conversation
was heading.

Bessington pushed on. "Clarissa’s dowry and incaree substantial.”
Bessington named the figure, and the coils of dkeexdted. "She's a good
girl. Not yet had a season, the next one woulddsdirst. Can’'t deny her
the first few balls, but an early marriage in theason would be
encouraged. In exchange, upon signing the betradloglments ['ll
advance you the sum necessary to keep the estzdeé @itil the wedding.
And after the wedding I will consider the debtsaiel’

Lord, he didn’'t know whether he was hot or cold. fdeght both sweat
and chills.

"That is a very generous offer, Bessington. Let timek it over." He
wanted to add that the offer was very close toKofeml, but he knew
better than to antagonize someone before he weyg teaestroy him.



Bessington nodded. "Going to have a lot of offersG@larissa, but | know
she will like you much more than she did Vernon atidhe other swains
as well. You have a good lineage and a distingdiditee. We will be
making a very good match."

Stephen nodded mechanically, already planning itse it of research
into Bessington’s affairs. "Yes, that would be tfue

Stephen forced some small talk, then Bessington washis way.
Bessington could be acting as a noble, aristocprent. Everything he
had said was true. The match would be flawlesshatkseen the chit. She
was a lovely girl. Everyone would exclaim it wag tmatch of the year.
Everyone but Stephen.

Today hadn’t much put him in the mood to be amen#bblackmail. His
intuition was saying that something didn’t ringdrwand he was going to
discover what.

Sharp teeth bit into his leg.

"Ouch!"

"He’s gone, let me out!"

He moved his chair back as Audrey pushed her wayrom under the
desk. His list was crumpled in her hand.

"Here let me have that back." He tried to snatcfram her, but she
scooted around the desk.

"Interesting reading, Chalmers. Sounds like youdnseme blunt. And
quickly too."

He frowned. "Give me the list, Audrey."



"So what’s it going to be?" She scanned the optiddsmping off a
bridge? Why is it crossed off? Sounds like a gooe t® me."

He growled and moved toward her, she darted tamther side, keeping
the desk between them. "Uh-uh, Chalmers, | dorirtkthive’'re done just
yet."

Audrey looked down again, number four on the kestping toward her.
She had overheard the entire conversation with iBgesm. A
conversation she’d rather not think about.

"Well, along with your first three options, beingéd for some side work
could provide you with enough to cover the costgair failing lands."

Stephen shook his head and leaned into the desk¢a@lidn’t read his
expression. "No, | fear you will see me leg-shagkle some whey-faced
debutante.”

The thought bothered her more than a little.

"Why did you come through the window?"

"Are you really going to marry an heiress to savanjands?"

He shrugged. "It's the way of things among the ®ut, it's not my first
choice as you can see." He motioned toward the distl she looked

down.

Next thing she knew it was out of her hands andwsespun and trapped
against the desk. Damn but he moved quickly.

"Chalmers, let me up." His legs were inside of Isershat she was nearly
straddling him. The heat from their joined bodiestswarmth shooting
straight to her face.



"Why did you sneak through the window?"
"l told you, | felt like it."

He leaned forward and pressed her farther into didek. "Not good
enough.”

"I considered your offer of help."” Audrey was ngditeathless.

"Good. We can get to that in a minute. Why’'d youmeothrough the
window?"

He moved his hips, and she felt the lower portibher body catch fire.
But his words registered through the haze. "Yoa'tenacious piece of—
He slipped his hand into her trousers, and sheeghispoutrage and from

the tremors that shot through her body.

He stepped back with her papers in his hands. ldedraoved them from
her waistband, that rotten bas—

"What's this?"

"Dammit, Chalmers, give that back."

"Fair is fair, Audrey. Now you’ll have to earn it."
"You are a rat bas-"

"Did anyone ever tell you what a foul mouth you &éawReally, a lady
shouldn’t speak thus." His mouth twisted into a/lamile.

She fisted her hands and glared at him. "What Wwasdffer you were
going to tell me about before we were interrupted?"



"l have a mission to undertake."

"And what? You came to turn yourself in first?"

"No, | need your help."

"My help?" He quirked a brow, but the lazy smileneened.
"You did offer it yesterday. Twice in fact.”

"Yes, but I don’t plan on taking up any illegal tads to do so.”

"No illegal activities. It doesn't even involve aleg." She crossed her
heart.

He looked doubtful.
"Well, not really,"” she said defensively.
His delicious mouth turned up. "Let’s hear it."

"l need access to a certain place." She pausetraistied a piece of lint
from her trousers. "l need you to give me access."

"So you can steal something?"

"No, so | carrecoversomething that was stolen from me."

Stephen observed her. "The mission documents drere?"

She nodded, and he shuffled through the pages. Weeg still warm
from her skin. His fingers tingled at the contact.

There was a map located in the middle of the stabk.aged parchment



had lines and symbols a drawn in dark ink. It wasiap of Newgate
Prison. Stephen felt a stirring of interest.

A determined smile appeared upon her face. "l paly you extremely
well, with both money and information."

"That's very generous of you. It seems quite adayosir nature. What
are you looking for and where?"

"I'll tell you when you need to know."

He looked at the map again. A scan of the resthefgdapers showed
detailed accounts of twelve men. He didn’t recogramy of the names.

"Not illegal, you say? Looks like you are tryingltceak someone out of
prison.”

She gave him a tight smile and pointed to his'l3t you want the job or
not? You aren’t going to get the information othisey and based on
these, you could sure use the extra money "

Stephen considered her. She was wound as tightshashad been the
two nights he had caught her. Why was she expdsngelf to him now?
He could have her arrested on pure suspicion aadrséw it.

"You can consider me a tentative participant. ided to know the full
details and full amount you will be paying me befor make my
decision.”

She looked relieved.

"However, you have to promise to forgo any illegattivities while
working with me."

"Deal. If you uphold your end of the bargain, tlyau never need see me
again, Your Grace. | will disappear and never dankeur door again."



An unidentified flash ran through him. "You arevesy?"
"Yes, when this is done | will bother you no longer

He felt that nothing could be further from the kruand he did the only
thing he could think—he began a campaign.

Audrey breathed deeply. He had agreed. The teptptaivt was something
she would worry about later.

He advanced toward her, rolling his sleeves, a tddkair falling into his
face. So male, so alive, all glistening and golddmere was such a deep
hammering in her chest, she thought her heart nbght its way right
out.

"What are you doing, Chalmers?"
"Sealing our deal.”

A flurry of half-formed thoughts flew through herdmn. "Uh, right." She
thrust a hand toward him.

He grabbed her cold hand and pulled her toward Hisnlips swept hers,
and the half-formed thoughts scattered completetieuhis warmth.

He deepened the kiss, and she leaned into his\Wett would it be like
to be loved by this man? To be in his arms eveghtf?i A taste of it,
that’s all she craved. Just a taste, like a forbndsveet.

She found her back against the wall and wonderegtevehe had found
the strength to move. He pressed into her, andastsesucked into the
swirling heat he promised. His hands were in har, lteasing. The
forbidden delights. The oh-so-easy pleasure.



But he broke the kiss with a groan and laid his@n top of her head.

"I'm not sure if this deal will be tormenting orrfeastic, but it will not be
boring."

He pulled away, his bare forearms brushing agdiasiheck and making
her shiver.

"When do we begin?" he asked.

She pushed upright and retrieved her papers wisthaking hand. He
raised a brow, but didn’t take them back.

"Soon. Perhaps tomorrow. | need to gather a fewemueces of
information. Will you be ready?" She was pleaseting her voice steady
and strong.

"Yes. It might help if you shared everything witkerthough. | can be of
more help than as just a key turner."

He reached over and tucked a dislodged piece ofiti@ her cap. She
couldn’t think well this near to him, she neededy&d away. She scooted
to the window.

"I will talk to you later, Your Grace." And with #t she disappeared
through the window.

Stephen watched her disappear, then jotted downahees listed in her
packet along with all of the details he had read. wbuld make some
inquiries and see what was going on. He smiled. I&tkcome to him,
just as he had hoped she would.

At least from this angle things were looking up.



Chapter 9

Audrey entered her rented house and put a shaland to her forehead.
He had agreed. He had agreed, but at what cosligmet yet know.

"Audrey, my dear, is that you?"

She closed her eyes and clenched her fists. Retpasr fingers one by
one and inhaling deeply, she straightened and watktéfly into the
drawing room. Travers and Maddox were loungindha¢hairs.

She glared at Travers. "What are you doing here?"

"Why, is that any way to talk to your benefactor&vel a cup of tea with
us." Travers motioned her over. Maddox’s tea mustehbeen at the
bottom of the bottle of whiskey he was tipping.

"No, thank you. | need to change my clothing arayéeagain.”

"No hurry, dear. There has been a slight changenight’'s plans. | need
you to attend Liddendock’s costume party. Theresamme papers there
that you need to retrieve."

"What papers?"

"St. John’s."

She gritted her teeth. She had hoped the St. &shknviould come later.
The viscount made her nervous. "Why tonight?"

"Because he is meeting with his contact and planspend the night at
Liddendock’s. The papers will be in his room."

"I need the particulars. Who is St. John meetind amen does the



meeting take place? What if | get there too late?"

"Don’t bore me with such trifles, my dear. Those #nings for you to
worry about.”

She smiled, baring her teeth. "Fine. Then give menwitation."

"I've placed it in your room. Interesting decorafichoices, although a bit
sparse for my taste." He smirked, and she couldjimeahim pawing
through her things.

"Stay out of my room, Travers."
She walked from the room, and his soft laugh foddver.

Audrey perched on her bed and looked around hen lzsently. Travers
was correct. Her room reflected a spartan existeBbe displayed very
few personal possessions. A woman on the run caud@nencumbered
with material objects. She heard the front doomsénd felt a spasm of
relief. Enough thinking about the cretin’'s obseiwas; she needed to
concentrate on the bigger picture. Travers andr@éa were tools to get
her sister back.

There was a knock at the front door. Audrey waited,no one answered.
The knock sounded again. She trudged down the stegpsopened the
door

A liveried man stood on the steps and handed heota. "For Miss
Audrey Kendrick, from the Duke of Marston."

Audrey looked over her shoulder, but no one seetodit around. She
took the note and thanked the man’s timing. If lagl lappeared while
Travers was in residence, Travers would have sedtthe note. Who
knew what he would have done then.

She read the note. Chalmers was inviting her torapany him to



Liddendock’s party. She chewed her lip, fingereel tiote, and pondered
her alternatives. Attending the affair with Chalsyarould complicate her
plans. But how could she gracefully decline, thppear at the gathering
on her own? She knew he would identify her, and tauld create a
greater problem since she was supposed to be vgorkith him now.
What was his motive? The timing of his request dnavers’s dictum
seemed too coincidental. |

She looked at the servant, who was awaiting heporese. "Tell His
Grace that | will be prepared at the specified time

The servant nodded and took his leave. Audrey weatdhm leave and
retreated to her room to sort through her jumbhedights and plans.

She sprawled on her bed and mentally played sa@mantil her maid
entered the room to help her dress.

Audrey had many costumes from which to choose. lmgpkhrough her
wardrobe she pulled out a white chiffon and decitedattend as the
Goddess Diana. She draped the gown over one shandetied a gold
filigree cord at her waist. A quiver with arrowsnapleted the outfit. The
quiver contained a secret compartment designedfsadly to conceal
anything she might "pick up." Her maid styled herhin a partial
upsweep; a white ribbon trailed through the desilga,ends of her hair
dripping down her back. She tilted her head toside. No loose-flowing
curls, but it was a classic Greek style all the esaamd for once the maid
was agreeable. Their private talk had improvedjites attitude.

After the maid left, Audrey lifted her skirts anttapped her knives in
place. It was a damn nuisance to be without slee8ég heard the
footman open the door, lifted her gloves, gold magkver of arrows,
and bow, and headed downstairs.

Stephen was dressed as a flamboyant highwaymam,anfiowing cape,
jaunty hat, and wicked mask. There was an appratyialashing air
about him. He smiled when he looked at her. "Thatiess? How



appropriate.”
He slid a hand down her arm and clasped her hand.
"You look ravishing. Or ravishable. Which would yprefer?"

Her heart beat a different rhythm when he was regat,his words caused
the odd staccato to intensify.

"I think I'll go with ravishing for the moment.”

"Well, in that case, | reserve the right to chaggar mind." A flurry of
thrilled bumps raced up her arm as he lifted herdheo his arm and
trailed his fingers over her knuckles.

She thanked the skies that no one was there tovabsiher her reaction
or their departure together. Maddox must have tdkerself off to some
gaming hell, and Travers had not returned. Thenfi@ot and the maid
would probably make a full report to Travers, bbe svould deal with
that later.

She peered at Stephen. He was such a hard maadtiocmnstantly hiding
behind his winks and grins. Her thoughts were tstteet. Just a few
more days, and she would never see him again.

He whispered in her ear, "Liddendock’s partiesaabé racy."

The warmth of his breath caused a shiver. "I knBwt the partygoers
will be much more interested in their own purstiitsn in me."

"Nobody likes a person who doesn’t participate.”

She frowned. "Well, I'm not going to participatetimeir sordid affairs, so
we’ll just have to be unobtrusive.”

"The Duke of Marston, unobtrusive? Never."



"Come now. No one even has to know it's you."
She sensed his smile and wanted to throttle him.

Of course they would know it was him. The ton wasmainless when it
came to social intrigue. Only when it came to etreng worthwhile.

"Wonderful. | suppose that means I'm your strunfpethe night.”
"What a lovely offer. | accept.”

“That wasn't an offer!" She lowered her voice. #dhgone high. "That
wasn’t an offer, and you know it."

"I think it was an excellent offer. And I've alreadccepted.”

She fingered the fabric concealing the steel indaaters. "I'll take you
apart piece by piece."

"Sounds delicious."

Fortunately, the carriage pulled up to Liddendodden house before
she had a chance to respond. The carriage dooedp8tephen took her
hand and helped her navigate the drive. A numbeguists were
enjoying the warm night and frolicking outdoors.lusty buccaneer was
chasing a scantily clad Cleopatra, and a gaudy rHele Troy was

accepting a thousand launched offers to join her tfee night. A

highwayman, a beggar, and a bard were activelygatya the bidding
and fondling.

Standing at the entrance, laughing heartily at @hetcs of his guests,
stood Lord Liddendock. When Stephen and Audrey @ggred, his
attention shifted. "Ah, Marston, welcome. And whe this lovely
creature?"



His appreciative eyes focused on the low-cut expafser bodice.

Stephen raised her wrist and kissed the insidefeatnered caress. She
shivered and a tingling began in the pit of hentoh.

"Diana, this is our host, Lord Liddendock."

Liddendock reached out, kissed the back of her h#meh trailed his
tongue upward to her wrist. As if an adder hadcstrshe snatched her
hand back. Liddendock frowned momentarily, and Aydried to cover
her distaste with a smile, but it was a grimadeest.

Stephen pulled her close to his side. "She’s nesuth pleasures.”

Liddendock brightened. "Ah! Maybe you will be indsted in some of the
later entertainment in that case."

Stephen smiled blandly. "Perhaps."”

Audrey fumed until they were beyond Liddendock’sifireg. "That dirty
old sot," she growled.

Stephen burst out laughing as he escorted herein$@hreful, my dear.
Our host may not appreciate your honesty."

The room was overcrowded. There were people evamavhStephen
snatched two glasses of champagne and steered ttheard a man

dressed as Robin Hood. Audrey looked at the insapid giggling Maid

Marian standing to his side. There was no way sag going to waste a
moment’s conversation on that woman.

Audrey spotted St. John across the room. He wasobrmaany men
dressed as a pirate. St. John had a streak of #ik@ugh his dark hair,
which made him easy to recognize. She surveyedass®ciates and
blanched when she met the eyes of a very soberefi@aVravers was
appropriately dressed as a demon, and althoughaechatting with St.



John, he was staring directly at her. She sippedHtempagne and turned
away. There was no need for the footman or the noaspread the tale of
her escort after all. The sooner she could gep#pers the better.

Robin Hood was waving his hands, agitated aboutetioimg, and
Stephen was trying to calm him down. Taking adwgataof his
momentary distraction, Audrey ran a hand down Siefgharm and
excused herself. He shot her a warning glanceAhdtey slipped away
and followed a maid balancing a tray of champadued. As the maid
stepped into the hall, Audrey intercepted her.

"Pardon me. | was wondering if you could help m#wai problem."

The maid balanced the tray and took her measurdrtefuslipped a coin
from her pocket and clasped the maid’s hand.

The maid smiled and put the coin in her own pocRké&that can | do for
you?"

"The man with the silver streak in his hair, Lord $hn, do you know
which room is his?"

The maid nodded. "Lucky for you | do. Top of thais, turn right, and
it's the fifth door on the left."

"Wonderful. Thank you." Audrey turned, but the maiat a hand on her
arm. Audrey flinched at the contact but smiled febji

"Other ladies have asked after his room. Lots ofgetition for that one."
Audrey thanked her again and returned to the kmaticoSt. John was a
notorious womanizer. The better for her--his penthar debauchery

would keep him occupied downstairs.

When she returned, Stephen lifted her hand anedkigsagain. He had a
mischievous look, and she frowned at him. He didsiase her hand, but



led her to a gaming room.

"l figured you could win me some money while we hege."

"Why are we here?"

"Some polite socializing. Establishing a partngrsitihat sort of dastardly
political maneuvering. Hopefully it won't tarnishoyr reputation too

much."

She purposely trod on his toes, but her soft-seleaks did no damage.
He wanted to see her play, did he? Well, he’d bé&iman unpleasant

surprise.

They were welcomed at the hazard table, and Steghea Audrey the
dice.

She threw the dice. Lost. Threw them again. Lo$terAhree more rolls
Stephen grabbed the cubes from her. He rolled tblack winners and
recouped the money she had lost.

"It's time to move on. You are a terrible hazardygr."

"You never asked me if | was good."

"Well, 1 give you points for consistency. Are yobla to roll anything
other than a two or three?"

She grinned, and couldn’t explain why she suddésityhappy. Her luck
at the tables had always been a sore spot. "l tiavaevorst luck with
dice."

"Are you any better at cards?"

"Not much," she said cheerfully. He laughed, armgpark of light burst
inside. Her lack of gaming skills had been the bainéneir ring. She was



a dismal gambler. She had no luck with cards oe,dand the others had
forever been disappointed in her. Unbidden mematiesgnished the ray
of light, but a spark remained.

Stephen brushed a soft kiss on her cheek. "I wigimew what dark
thoughts flash through your mind."

Before she could say anything, his hand graspedcbler one. "Let's
socialize."

He led her into the hallway. A few couples werettetad about, and
Travers and St. John stood talking near the libdogr. Two women
drunkenly danced, spinning each other in the midtitbe hall.

Stephen caught one of the women as she careeioeinmt

The woman grabbed his shirt and suggestively shicddif up Stephen’s
front as she regained her footing. "Welcome tolmll." She ran a hand
through his blond hair and twirled a lock in hemgers. "l think I've
found a more surefooted dancing partner. And onth &il the right
equipment.”

Stephen disentangled himself and set her to St’'daide. The woman
pouted but clutched St. John’s waist.

St. John smiled at Stephen and greeted him. Thegaapd to be friends.
Travers gave a tight nod. He turned to Audrey.dh’d believe I've had
the pleasure of meeting your lovely companion.”

Stephen paid Travers’s show of temper little aibenand Travers’s eyes
narrowed even farther. Stephen introduced her asdiand Travers's
hand slithered over hers. He gave her hand a pasniueeze, and she
schooled her features so as not to flinch. "Suchrtaous goddess to
appear among such debauchery. One would think yamuldixseek more
tranquil places."



She summoned a smile. It hurt. "Sometimes one dvdsaverse hell in
order to reach heaven."

Stephen was not smiling. Travers released her haddurned, ignoring
her completely for the rest of the conversationisTgave Audrey a
chance to survey the hall. She'd have no better tinsteal into St. John’s
room. Travers’s thinly veiled hint implied that euld keep them both
occupied.

Audrey excused herself to the ladies' retiring aed stepped down the
hall, made a few turns, then casually walked upsthas.

She tried to still her racing heart. This was atireujob. She had a
perfectly secure place in her quiver to stash theeps. Stephen would
never know.

A gaggle of women dressed as various Greek godsiegs&ed past her
as she cleared the top step. Her luck was holdfirgnyone asked about a
Greek goddess, they would say they had seen heemtting the stairs
from the retiring room.

Audrey followed the maid’s directions and turneghti The fifth door on
the left was locked. She removed one of the arragdtend pulled out
her picklock key.

The lock was not a challenge, and she had it ogew aeconds later. She
entered and closed the door behind her, relocking give her precious
time in case someone tried to enter. Papers wackexd neatly on the
dressing table. If her luck held, she’'d be back m&tairs before being
missed.

She sifted through the papers until she found thesoTravers had
demanded. Something about smuggling activities om®@all. She took
the outer covering off of the quiver and rolled gepers inside. Snapping
the cover back on, she slipped it around her sleosildnd walked toward
the door.



She froze as she watched the knob turn beneatlingars. The only
good place to hide was inside the wardrobe. Thie, ddvsed wardrobe.

She didn’t have time to consider her decision dat® her fear when the
door opened. Flattening herself against the wdlirzkthe door, she held
her breath and prayed. Maybe the person would |&&fere she was
discovered. If not, she would have to incapacitageintruder or feign an
interest in a liaison.

A man stepped into the room and closed the doodré\is breath let out
in a whoosh when she saw him.

Stephen stood in front of her, his arms crosserkdlly wanted to believe
you."

"l can explain.”
He shook his head. "What is Travers to you?"
"Nothing, I just met him."

"l don't think so, Audrey." He lifted her hand, alobked at her wrist,
where one of Travers’s fingers had strayed. Hige faas angry. "A man
you barely know doesn’t leave marks when he touches.” He

smoothed a gentle finger over the bruise. "The msistant to the
Exchequer and | are going to have a few words befoe evening is
through.”

"No, Stephen." She snatched her hand away. Sheavast healer. If he
had only waited a few more minutes, the angry redksiwould have
disappeared. "You are mistaken."

"l don't think so, Audrey,” he repeated, and stelpgeser, sliding a hand
into the back of her hair and pulling her clos&khy are you here in St.
John’s room? What message passed between you amdr3? Are you



robbing St. John under his orders?"

"No." In all respects Stephen was getting too cl&e stepped back, and
his warm hand fell away. "I got lost on the waythe retiring room. The
ladies must have meant the fifth room down theHeaft."

"Audrey." His voice was soft. "What did you take?"

"Take?" She sputtered indignantly. "l got lost—"

"You're telling me that you accidentally ended apSt. John's room after
conveniently seeing that he and | were occupiedf?alsyour story?"

"Yes, it was an accident, and no, there was nov&aiently’ about it. "

"You asked for my help, but | wonder if this isalt some elaborate ploy
in your grand theft scheme."

"No! How can you say that? I'm here because youtedvme here
tonight, not the other way around.”

"You dishonored our agreement. You agreed to stopr yillegal
activities."

"Yes, as soon as our plan is set into motion. Bbasn’t yet begun.” Her
voice rose marginally.

"So now you are arguing semantics? You know damil what |
thought. Why should I trust you now?"

"My word is good."
"You haven't proven that to me yet."

"Damn it, this plan was put in motion long before agreement.”



Stephen latched on to the statement. "What wasoiion®? What are you
doing?"

"Nothing!"

"For once, can’t you be honest with me? Even whanare caught, you
continue to lie."

Audrey was horrified to feel tears prick the bac¢ker eyes. "I—, |—, |
can't."

His eyes softened a bit, and he stepped forward. [dbk in his eyes
further pricked her tears, and | she felt hergelpging forward too.

Loud voices travelled down the hall and stoppetigusside of the door.
"Hurry."

Stephen grabbed her, opened the wardrobe, and theevinside. The
tears instantly transformed into panic. "Stephen wait-"

He flung himself inside and pulled the doors clogesd as the door to the
room opened.

She was trapped. The walls were too close, toe@clos
"No, no, | can’t breathe," she gasped.

Why wouldn’t anyone help her? Couldn’t anyone hiear scream? No
one to help you, no one to ever help . . .

Audrey was making confusing sounds. Her voice wa®llp a squeak.
But with two people standing outside their hidingge Stephen couldn’t
take the chance of their being discovered.



He reached out a hand in warning as she contirauetutter incoherently
She was cold and trembling. Stephen had the feéhagif he could see
her eyes, they'd be glazed over. He gathered her his arms. She
shivered and whispered "breathe" against his skouldime stood still.
He lost track of what was happening outside thedvedre until she
relaxed against him.

"Oh, that feels wonderful," a female voice sighed.

Stephen nearly groaned. St. John had taken naoinitnenging one of the
willing women to his room. He just hoped they weueck.

The noises from the bed amplified as the womani@ipltold St. John
what she wanted him to do. No docile miss there.

Audrey’s arms twined around his neck, and she ptes®rself against
him. His body reacted from the contact. Nothingelikome good old-
fashioned torment to cap the day He massaged lok; baaking low,

soothing noises. There was no way the boisteroupleovas going to
hear them even if he and Audrey started chattingibthe weather.

"Yes! St. John, more!" The four-poster bed was lboug and slamming
as it connected with the wall.

A cramp formed in Stephen’s neck from bending overdrey's mouth
pressed against the hollow at the base of his thaoa the cramp moved
south. Her lips trailed the pulse at the side sfrieck, then up and under
his chin. Every part of his body and brain was tetaHe was already
hunched over in the small space, and he only hddwer his head an
inch to claim her lips.

His lips descended to meet hers. The first lighs lklazed into an inferno
as their mouths fused. The smooth texture of hes &nd her eager
movements were driving him crazy. He lifted his ¢&to her nape and
tried to be gentle. He wanted to devour her.



"Oh, yes, oh, more."

The voice was a cry inside his head and outsidevtirelrobe. Audrey's
hands moved down his shirt and his moved down kek.bThe cries
became incessant. Each word was punctuated wiblirace of the bed off
the wall.

"My gads! Oh! This . . .is...the..." Themvan sang a little note. It
broke through the haze of sex that was descenging &tephen, and he
buried his face in Audrey’s hair to stifle the urgecontinue. Her hair
smelled of jasmine. He had to again remind himsetfto take her in the
wardrobe while another couple lay just outside.

The rustle of skirts and laughter penetrated tlemse that had descended.
"Again?" A voice twittered.

Stephen felt like banging his head against the.dderwilled St. John to
leave. It was probably a waste of mental energy hleuwvas going to go
mad if he had to stay in the wardrobe with Audresoét curves molded
against him. To his surprise, the viscount saidetbing in a voice too
low for him to hear, but the woman twittered agand Stephen heard
their footsteps leaving the room.

Stephen sent up a silent prayer of thanks.
Seconds after he heard the room door close hetit@tyaopened the
wardrobe. The room was empty. He stepped out aed dwudrey after

him.

Her eyes were wary, but there was something elses.tifSomething
positive.

She smoothed her hands down her costume and pisomeé fallen
tendrils of hair. When she spoke, her words werectkd to his shoes.



"Thank you."

He lifted her chin and stroked her cheek. "Welk tater."

She nodded, and they headed for the door. No omseinwtghe hall. He
relocked the door, took her hand, and they descktige staircase to
rejoin the party.

Travers was standing at the bottom of the stais,nierely inclined his
head and walked away. Stephen clenched his fistvéigd deal with that
ego-driven bastard just as he had in the past.

But first he had to figure out what was going on.



Chapter 10

Audrey checked herself. Her panic had subsidedthmitvild emotional
remnants remained. Ever since being thrown into rétainfested prison,
she had troubles with dark, confined spaces.

Chalmers had calmed her down. Helped her get thrdlg blind terror.
She owed him, yet when the time came, she woultbtzed to betray
him. Audrey looked at the marble floor tiles. Ne\xad she abhorred her
life more.

"Audrey?"

She looked up. "Yes?"

"I'm going to get you a glass of champagne.”

Anguish flowed through her at his kindness. "Thgai."

Stephen walked toward the refreshment area, andefushw Travers
watching her from the veranda. She walked towand Might as well get
part of this mad mess over with. She made a displahowing him her
quiver as she removed the papers.

He turned and shoved them into his jacket.

She was feeling maudlin and sarcastic. "No 'Gody fudrey? ‘Nice
work getting those documents'? Or, 'How are yoigtdnAudrey dear?' "

Travers turned and yanked her closer. He grippedmnist in the same
spot he had previously marked. "What are you duaiitly him?"

Audrey tried to pull away without creating a sceAefew couples were
sauntering along the terrace and into the gardéts.a long story, you
ass. Now let me go."



Travers narrowed his eyes. "You had better be twame. I'm the only
thing standing between you and a dank cell. Chamal never help
you."

He looked over her head and dropped her wrist. éydollowed his
gaze.

Stephen was moving swiftly and purposefully towtdrem. He shoved a
man out of his way. Fury painted his features.

Travers gave a mocking little bow, but anger sekfhem him. "This is
your fault. Stay away from him or your sister wiluffer the
consequences.”" He slipped into the garden hedges.

"Where is he? Is he in the garden?" Stephen mad®t@ past her, and
Audrey had to put a restraining hand on his foredfilm eyes connected
with hers, and she felt a rush. He really was gdtke her rescuer.

She snatched her hand back, scorched. "He’s giowasInothing."”

"Nothing, eh?" His eyes scanned the bushes beébuening to hers. His
voice was edged with steel. "What is Henry Travergou?"

She wanted to sa% monster, a jailer and a cruel-hearted bastabait
instead said, "A garden pest, nothing more."

"You have a past with him."
"No. We are only recently acquainted. But to cut lwould be rude.”
Stephen’s eyes narrowed. "Since when have you edregt being rude?”

Audrey shrugged, still feeling tense. "Wearing avgomakes me feel
nicer."



He stepped back and looked her up and down. "M& too
"Wearing a gown makes you feel nicer?"
"Only if you are in it too."

She fanned her suddenly warm cheeks. There wasngoth be done
about Travers at the moment. Her secrets were alimgvat an alarming
rate. "Would you care to go inside?"

Stephen scanned the dark foliage one last tima,dffered his arm.

The action had become a bit rowdier inside. Thenates were feeling
the effects of the free-flowing spirits. A knighirthed toward Audrey as
one armored kneecap tangled in the other. Stepluekgu her out of the
way, and the knight went crashing to the parquoetrfl

The knight grabbed the hem of her dress and awkyprdled himself to
his knees. Audrey tried to snatch the material frosnhands, but the man
swayed and lifted the hem from the floor, attengptio peer beneath. A
startled gasp escaped her as she whacked him ondvsered head. He
thumped to the floor.

Stephen chuckled and pulled her through the croviaé. onlookers lost
interest in the drama and left the knight pronehanfloor.

Stephen was still laughing when they reached ia loor. "You looked
so outraged. And at a debauched party, no less."

"He was trying to peer up my dress!"
“I'm sure he will have sweet dreams of it."

His eyes were still warm as they glanced over hethat familiar way.
She suddenly felt emboldened.



Audrey lightly tapped him on the arm. "Sweet dreayos! think?"
Surprise shone briefly in his eyes before he maleser. "Definitely."
"How can you be sure when the theory hasn’t bested@" Dear Lord.
She was flirting with him. The rush of emotions otlee past hour must
have muddled her mind.

He considered her. He started to respond, wherebidiock interrupted.
"Off so soon, Marston?"

"Afraid so."

Liddendock gave her a waggle of his thin brows.

"She must be something special to take you awagasty. Looking
forward to better making your acquaintance, madBerhaps another

day?"

Audrey leaned into Stephen, and he put an arm drcwer waist.
"Mmmmm, perhaps."

Liddendock leered. "Capital. Night then."

Stephen and Audrey escaped through the front dodrvwaaited for the
carriage to be brought round.

As soon as it arrived Stephen helped her insidedréyu checked the
window shade to make sure it was still cracked apbit.

"How long have you been scared?"
The muscles in her back tightened. "I'm not scdred.

"Is it dark spaces or cramped spaces?"



She pressed her lips together, but there was ngirdert. "Small, dark
spaces."

"And yet you still find the nerve to crawl abouthet people’s rooms.
Rooms you're unfamiliar with. Rooms usually darki airless."

"Don’t patronize me, Chalmers. | do what | must.”

“I'm not patronizing you, Audrey. I'm amazed is. dllve known fierce
men who won’t do what you do after experiencingreetin the hold or a
cell.”

She jerked her head. "This is a childhood ailment."

Her eyes had adjusted to the dark and she coultiiseshake his head.
"No. If it were a childhood problem, you would hagigher overcome it
or you would not put yourself in situations thatulcause it to occur.”
"Maybe | enjoy discomfort.”

"Maybe. And maybe you are desperate."

Audrey snorted. "I'm desperate, all right. Desperfr this carriage to
stop so | can vacate it."

"When did it happen?"

"I became desperate about two minutes past.”

He ignored her comment. "Did you get accidentadlgked in? You can't
have been in jail, | would have heard of it. Andsthard to imagine

someone keeping you locked up."

Bitterness swept through her. You couldn’t hearualsbmething if a
false name was used. "Yeah, | was accidentallyelddkside a storage



shed."

Silence met her statement.

She yanked the shade all the way down. She wasiddiio feel weepy.
Stephen’s voice was soft. "Where did they hold you?

"Oh, stuff it, Chalmers.” She leaned her head ajdime back of the
cushion. His understanding tone was giving her adaehe and
prompting waterworks in her eyes.

"Tell me, Audrey."
The soothing voice of temptation.
"Newgate."

"Oh, Audrey." He sighed. "Why do you do it? Why dou break the
law?"

Emotion boiled in her. Hatred for Travers, loathiog Maddox, anger at
Flanagan, irritation at Faye, resentment of Stephéat do you mean,
‘why'? I'm a thief. It's what | do. What | was tnaed to do. It's all well
and good that you can raise yourself on your mpedlestal, but some of
us have to worry about where the next meal will edrom and where we
will sleep.”

Stephen’s voice lost some of its nectar. "Come ntou don’t expect me
to fall for that old song? You probably have moreney stashed away
than | do. | have it on good authority that youatelen enough to be quite
wealthy."

Her lips tightened, and her face went white. "Yavd all the answers,
Chalmers, don’t you? Why bother asking any quesfbn



"So, you're telling me that you can’t do anythirge®"

"What's it to you, anyway? Take your power andetéind go play with
your friends in Parliament. Go make up rules far tést of us, while you
remain above them all.”

"So you've lumped us all together in the same pot@alled us stew?"
Her eyes narrowed, but she held silent.

"I'll tell you what my problem is. When | was eleveny parents were
killed by street thugs. They were left to die ir thutter. Murdered for
fifteen pounds. And the villains ran free, escapimg the maze of the
Seven Dials." His tone was conversational, buealsidge lay beneath.
"That's a good story, Chalmers." Pride and bittesnieeld her straight. "I
suppose you hunted them down and punished thety pste you were
old enough.”

"Yes, | did." His voice was soft again, but cold.

"Thus began Stephen Chalmers’s great vendetta sigtia rogues of
society. The wretches in the gutter. The beggathestreet.”

He didn’t answer.
"And what type of stew are we?"
He turned to the window, tugging the shade up. 'twaakers."

"Ah, so the woman who steals a loaf of bread tal feer hungry son,
should she be thrown into Newgate?"

He shook his head, but didn’t turn back. "What dlibe baker she has
stolen the bread from? What about his family? Oylmahe is wealthy?
Does that make it better? Easier? | would givetherbread myself. But



stealing is against the law, and laws are in pfacea reason, Audrey.
Society is a pact between its members."

"Well I didn’t sign up for this society. Where wasy say?" Her face was
hot. Her palms hurt from her nails digging intorthe

He pushed away from the window and looked at heaftong moment,
then sighed and reached forward to tuck a stramdiofoehind her ear.

"Yes, where is your say? Would you value it eveyoifi had it? It's hard
being responsible, so much easier to be a mendgéngy along."

She didn’t pull away. She wanted to lean closererEthrough all the
anger, all the pain, she desperately wanted todkeer. "Only if you are
a valued member."

"Yes."

He pulled her onto his seat, and she didn’t prof&s¢ was running across
a ragged rooftop, and if he were to let go, shelevsurely fall. As long
as he held on she was safe.

He smoothed her hair. "I'm sorry you were in prison

A tear slipped from her eye. She was thankful hddiot see it. "Thank
you."

He lifted her chin and kissed her. Gently this timelike the frenzy of
the kiss in the wardrobe. His lips softly pullingrb. Coaxing them open.
Something blossomed inside her chest. Like shed@at across London,
but without the associated pain.

His hand was gentle on her neck. Skimming and stgothe area where
her neck met her hair. Her whole body relaxed agdirs. Stephen could
wash away the pain. He could keep her warm. Always.



She broke contact and rested her head againstdigder. He rubbed her
arm, as if understanding her need for withdrawas. &ttion only made
her feel more alone.

She needed some perspective. There would be nyalh®t with this
man. She needed him to save Faye. She could kohersding him for
more. The plan was straightforward. In the end sheld have no
relationship with Stephen other than one of cahtmse.

Their path was clear as day. She needed to getdaast out of the soft,
comforting clouds that were muddling it.

The carriage pulled into the drive and in frontho§ house. Stephen
offered his arm, and they walked into the houstelitgood to be back on
sturdy ground.

"Would you care for a drink?"

"Yes, that would be nice."

They walked into the library and Stephen pouredhdbyafor himself and
Madeira for her. She sat on the comfortable couct sipped the
flavorful wine.

"Audrey, maybe we should talk."

She fiddled with her glass. "What do you want tk &oout?"

"How did you become a thief? You are gently breauly words and
actions speak for themselves."

"Good actors can fake breeding very well."

"Yes, but | don’t think you are faking it. When distress your speech is
impeccable, with no signs of a street accent."



She hesitated and watched the liquid swirl in Hasgas she twisted it.
"My mother and father were gently born."

"What happened to your parents?"

She pushed away from the couch and walked to timelow, drawing
back the heavy velvet curtain.

He persisted. "Maddox is your stepfather.”

Audrey grimaced and let the shade fall. "My fatheccumbed to a fever.
My mother married Maddox, but died soon afterward."

"How long between their deaths?"

"Not even two years."

"How old were you when your mother passed?”
"Ten."

"Where did you live?"

Audrey felt restless. She walked to the desk. "dleteek after burying
her, Maddox moved us to London."

"And?"

"And what?"

"Maddox left you, didn’t he?"
"No, he didn't leave us."

"How did you end up with Flanagan?"



Audrey stared into the liquid in her glass agdimlidn’t matter if he knew
how she had grown up--at the end of their partmgrshe would be an
ocean away. But it was still a hard admission. Bidaght us."

Silence greeted her statement.

She restlessly twisted the glass again and watelsethe edges of the
liquid clung to the sides before slithering badoithe pool.

"Your stepfather sold you?" There was no shockedtatement. Stephen
had to know it happened all the time.

"Yes. He would never have just left us. There wdadcho money in it."
"He sold you to a criminal and left?"

"Flanagan was better than the alternative." Sheengipered the woman
with the heavily rouged lips and aged eyes thatdbtepfather had also
approached. And the terrified feelings she had ptech when she had
looked the girls over. Thank the Lord Flanagan badght them. But oh
how she yearned for the innocence of the girl sieeavas. The girl who
hadn’t understood any of it.

Stephen lightly touched her hand, and she wasisatpto find him at her
side. His eyes were angry, but not at her. His magder behalf was . . .
nice.

"Where is your sister?" he asked in a soft tone.
"She’s still in Newgate." The admission wasn’'t asenching as she
expected. Something had changed, Instead of jedimg his help, she

now wantedhis help.

"You want to free her. " It was a statement. "Tisawvhy you have a map
of the prison and the names of the guards.”



"Yes." She knew that showing him the guards' narmad been a
calculated risk. It was a sure bet he could listriffor her right now.

He straightened. "I had my suspicions. | checkedrdgistry and didn't
see your sister listed.”

"We weren't being held under our given names." bherness clutched
at her.

"Who put you in there? Travers? | wouldn’t haveulot the lackwit had
the skills or connections.”

Audrey looked at him sharply. Stephen’s off-hanthoments revealed a
great deal about why Travers hated him. To be smidsed was galling.

"No, it doesn't matter who put us there. | will giyou all the information
you need after we rescue my sister."

"Someone went to a lot of trouble to coerce yowparation. Sounds like
someone we need to worry about.”

She was struck by the use of "we" in his stateni®&xell, then you know
it is obviously not Travers."

Stephen picked up a pen and twirled it. "I suppgbseuld be." He shook
his head. "We grew up together. He is a distansicolAfter my parents
died | was shuffled between relatives. | lived witis family, the
Canfields, for a few years. A number of their pmigs border the
Marston holdings, land separated by the familyha past, before his
branch of the family was given a title as well. Hewas always a nasty
kid, trailing behind his brother, Brandon, tattliegd getting everyone
else into trouble. Never could keep up with alusfthough, as hard as he
tried. And he was such a malicious child that ne wanted him to."

Warning bells sounded in her head. They grew upethmg? Distant
cousins? Dear Lord. She put Travers’s reactiorts éontext and realized



her extreme danger. Travers would move quickly rafieeing them
together tonight.

"You look like you could use some air. Come inte tonservatory, and
we’ll discuss your plan.”

She nearly gasped for breath as he opened a debos at the end of the
library. Cousins? Focusing on the doors and nothenbuzzing in her
head, she followed him from the room.

Extending back through two sets of open windows thasmost amazing
space she had ever seen. Audrey drifted, momentawiestruck, into
Stephen’s private sanctuary. Small gas lamps ditsgpace. The shadows
of the night lent a magical air. Something abow tbom calmed and
allowed her to tamp her panic.

She was overwhelmed by the variety of color andlistdere in the midst
of a city teeming with waste and grime was an oa$iparadise. The
room was part conservatory, part study.

"Do you like my refuge?"
"It's magnificent. | haven't seen anything moreuiéal."

The room was a marvel of brick and glass, bealyifybholstered sofas,
and a profusion of flowering plants. Although granidwas lush and
relaxing. Lolling hydrangeas lay across the Italmarble floor, and an
abundance of variegated flowering clematis andesisstvines framed the
windows and doorways. Baskets and planters of gergnpetunia,

lobelia, fuchsias, and impatiens were placed dytthioughout the room.
She remembered the names from their park visit.

"I added it after my uncle passed on. My uncle gnmother's side, no
relation to the Marston side of the family."”

Strange-looking tools dotted the workspace. Sheenebered their walk



through the park gardens and his explanations @wlifferent species. He
already looked more relaxed as he walked throughrdbm, in the midst
of his passion.

She needed a break from thinking about Travers Medgate. She
pointed at the sofa in the corner. "That's an amliking settee."”

"I commissioned it from a German furniture makerowdesigns settees
and sofas for comfort."

She noticed the blankets at the side. Did he dieeg? She continued her
examination. A small spiral staircase was tucked the corner. Stairs to
his room?

"So what do you do with all of these plants?"

He smiled. "Study them. Grow them. Write about them

"Write about them? What, in a diary?"

"No, | contribute to th&otanical Registet

Audrey had vaguely heard of the magazine. She tlaernbeen too
interested in foliage except as a place to hidewHbng have you been
doing that?"

"Since its inception.” When she continued to stdrkim, brow raised, he
added, "Seven years. Ridgeway pulled me over from Botanical
Magazine"

"Isn’t that a form of treason within your commurity

He laughed. "No, thRegisterhas full support."

"So is that what makes the difference?" she murthtite question, but
saw him tense.



He seemed to fight with himself, then shruggedingther comment go.
She was vaguely disappointed.

"We are trying to form a Botanical Society in Lomddrying to convince
George to have it in Regent’s Park."

"Perhaps in thirty or forty years when they finatlgmplete the blasted
thing. You're going to be waiting a long time, Ginairs." She touched a
leaf. "Although the park does have promise."

"Regent’s Park isn't open to the public."

She shrugged. "Guess you are right.”

He shook his head. "No walls keep you out. So, wdeegou plan to go to
Newgate? How do you plan to gain entrance?"

Audrey tried to keep Travers’s reaction to her kieg her sister out of
prison from her mind. "You can get us in."

He nodded. "Yes, but | can't just stroll back outtrmyour sister in tow. "

"No, but my first goal is to locate her and asdésssituation. If there is
any way to bribe the guards, that would be the pkst. | have profiles
on most of them. Their vices, bad habits, and adety secrets. I'll use
those if I have to."

Stephen touched a large leaf on one of the pldhthought you said
there was going to be nothing illegal?"

"My sister was locked in there on wrongful chargelse isn't even listed
under her real name. Nothing about her imprisonrhastbeen legal.”

"Although you both have stolen enough to be in@h&rhundred times
over."



Audrey pressed her lips together. "But not thisetive left the business
last year."

He surveyed her. "So tomorrow we take a tour of {kee, locate your
sister, and plan from there."

A hot current of fear ran through her. "Yes, torarrwould be best.
Early morning. I'll give you money, and if we cartibe anyone, then
you will keep it as part of your fee."

His eyes narrowed, but he nodded. She had thendgeslhe had just
insulted him, but that was the least of her wormesv. Travers and
Newgate. She had to avoid Travers tonight and somdike through the
visit to Newgate in the morning.

"We will have to leave early in the morning."

She worried her lip, still thinking about the oth@oblems. She nodded
absently to his statement.

"Might be best if you stayed here."

He walked to the door and called for one of thdrfean. A man appeared
at the door, and Stephen told him to have the s&veeady a guest
chamber.

She looked up. Staying here would be the best mplicavers could even
now be prowling through her house. "I need differefothes for
tomorrow. | can't go like this."

He looked at her costume and a smile lifted his. lij\re you sure? | bet
we could bring your sister out easily using yowasstraction."

He closed the door and walked toward her. Or sthtkevard her, it was
hard to tell.



"I suppose we could alter your garment.” He tradefinger through the
shoulder strap and followed the flow of the mated@avn her side, lightly

brushing her breasts. "But it might take all niglite traced the sash with
his fingertips, then ran his fingers up her arm.

Her heart urged him to continue, while her braireamed to stop.
“I'm not sure there is enough material.”

"Oh, there is plenty of material to keep us bus$ie'reached into her hair
and loosened the pins. Tendrils fell down her baskeach pin was
removed. The slow pace of the movements made eadh of hair a
wicked sensation. He slowly pulled the ribbon frower hair, the satin
whispering against her skin.

His lips lightly caressed her neck, soft as thendaad been. "You should
never rush a masterpiece."

He didn’t stop touching her, just the barest ofctoas with his lips, his
fingers feathering her skin. She started to tounh but he stepped away,
looking down at her. His lids lowered, his eyesning beneath. "Advice
| should follow. "

He touched the strap of her gown once more. "Youbmarow one of the
maid's dresses. I'm sure Grimmond will find it odten | ask, but a day
barely goes by when he doesn’t find a request freodd."

She bit her lip and moved away from him, wantinghim@y more than to
bury her head against his chest. "I will see yothenmorning then. Good
night, Stephen."

"Good night, Audrey." He ran her satin ribbon thgbthis fingers. She
could feel his eyes on her as she left, but notlmmge was said. She
walked as slowly as she could manage to her room.



Remember the mission. Remember the rules. Rem#melgin, Audrey.

But nothing could help the ache that had starteldeinheart. She tugged
the edge of her costume; it had started to chafe th@n her skin.



Chapter 11

Morning light seeped through the shades as Audighved Stephen dip
the nib of a quill into an ornate inkstand. An assent of steel and gold
pen points was splayed across the table. FlasHegbfeflected from the
mother-of-pearl onto the walls as he twirled tha,das brow creased in
thought. He had said the series of notes woulchbe secondary plan if
something went wrong.

Feeling uncomfortable from studying him for so lprghe wandered
around his library. If a man’s wealth was measurgdhe quantity of his
books, Stephen was extraordinarily blessed. Twg loahogany-paneled
walls were filled floor to ceiling with shelves t#ather-bound volumes.
A fireplace dominated the exterior wall, and hugadews on each side
bathed the room with light. It was grand, yet beeaaf the wide variety
of trailing plants and hanging baskets, unpretastiand relaxing.

She touched a book by Voltaire that she hadn'tgatl. She skimmed her
fingers across others on the shelf and sighed.oBsgss so many books .
.. And he was supposed to be in debt.

It was all unreal. Considering the previous nigl#scapade, she had
awakened remarkably refreshed. Stephen’s housekdeweked then

entered, arms laden with durable garments. Audifenged into the

dowdiest brown serge that was cut in the most tiaefiag lines. The

dress hung from her slight frame. The serviceahlengnts made her feel
invisible and comfortable in the morning light. ldeMore real.

She touched another volume and turned to find &epratching her. An
imperceptible smile curved his lips. He looked doand picked up the
list, as if not wishing to be caught staring. Sloeind the thought
comforting. She was not alone in her confusion.

"Are we ready to leave?"



He nodded. "Yes. Cook packed several berry scamressf to eat on the
way. Gather your belongings and let’s be off."

She tied the unremarkable bonnet in place. Onegthinbe said for
servants' garb, it was practical. Not quite as aostable as her custom
outfits, but more serviceable than dressing asla [a

Stephen walked to the door, but Audrey found het rfeoted to the floor.
She grimaced and awkwardly pushed forward. If h&ced her struggle,
he was gracious enough not to mention it.

They entered his carriage and headed east. Heasltosatarted churning,
and her legs felt weak. Perhaps she should eattsmmeln her current
condition, she doubted she would have enough ertergyit the carriage
and stand on her own feet.

She dug a scone from her pocket and chewed oreit.tioat was dry
and coarse. Swallowing proved difficult. She figathanaged to force the
pastry down, but her legs, at odds with her thrizdt,watery. What was
wrong with her?

Stephen was assessing her agitation. "It's nefugsnot to pay them any
attention."

She drew herself up in the seat. "I don’t get nesyoYour Grace.
Cautious, yes, but not nervous."

"So you say. Forgive me if | don’'t believe you.id#t not a sign of
weakness to admit anxiety."

"Dammit, I'm not nervous."
"So you say."

"Chalmers, so help me--"



"Are you certain you will remember the way once ngahside?"

Audrey sat back and closed her eyes to visualieeptssage. Her legs
still felt buttery. "Yes. We were housed next togé facing the noose.
It's just a short walk from there to . . Memoriesned ugly, and she
gripped the homespun skirt.

He reached across and kneaded the muscles in tler"tethat why she
isn’t under the Matron’s guard?”

"Yes, we weren't held in the women's quarters. TWaese too nice for Tr-
... for our purposes.”

"That's going to make our task more difficult. Orpyison staff and the
Ordinary are allowed there. And neither of us isigdo pass for a guard
or the chaplain. I will have to work around thabuyjust need to identify
the cell.”

She cleared her throat. "l can do that."

"Good." He continued to rub her shoulder bladed tim¢ carriage pulled
up in front of the cold, imposing structure.

Audrey took a deep breath and securely graspedh&téphand. Stepping
onto the cobblestones confirmed that her legs \geneg to buckle. She
stumbled, and Stephen supported her until she fbenéboting.

He didn't look at her as they walked toward Delgddoor. She was glad
he was with her. His reassuring presence and uadeiag was a
blessing, but for their plan to succeed, she nesdgdll herself together
and concentrate on the task at hand.

She couldn’t rely on him for everything. It was esal that she play her
part. Luckily her part was best played as a meeepy-eyed maid.



She averted her eyes from the scaffold and coratedtron placing one
foot in front of the other. She looked at the stevadl construction and
focused on the colors and grit, and not the immgpdacade. Stephen
exchanged a few words with the guards, and theg wemitted.

Audrey paid little attention to what he was sayihigr normally perfect
memory saw only flashes of faces and flares ottligkatures wobbled in
her view, and she stumbled into Stephen’s backradean encouraging
hand down her arm. It was so quick that it lookikd he was gesturing.
But it allowed her time to still her racing heandaregain her bearings.

The prison interior was much the same as she rem@ubA dark, dank

place with neither light nor heat. A familiar faealked past and as a
matter of course, she ducked her head. She douwiiedwould be

recognized. She barely resembled the girl who eh bmprisoned here.
The thought didn’t stop her knees from knocking.

From a distance, cries of pain were audible. Esmgt around her was
growing dim. For once her fear was too strong fomstisement. She felt
an instinctive urge to flee. She looked up intop§tn’s face and saw his
lips move. He gently shook her, and the rest of Ib@wame brighter.

"Diana, we are going to be admitted. We have vigtlg time, however.
Are you ready?"

Something in his voice caused her to snap back) bo¢ntally and
physically. She straightened. Faye was somewhéogvpbeaiting for her.
"Yes, Your Grace. | am ready."”

He nodded, and the man to whom Stephen had bedngtgdocketed
some coins. Stephen must have bribed him. In demghe too was
breaking the law. Why was he doing this for her?

They walked down the hall, and she hurried to kegpTime was short,
that she understood. Stephen had mentioned thdioped to arrive
during the guards' shift change, hence their eariyal.



They walked for what felt like forever down intoetlpelly of the cold

beast. She shut out the sights and smells andddous Stephen’s back.
People wailed and called out, but she ignored tbe@s. She couldn’t
afford to let them in and break the fragile gri $tad on her panic. The
panic was throbbing beneath a layer so thin sheefadry step she took
would shatter it.

"Up ahead is where ye will find the unforgivablé® have ten minutes
before the change of guards.” The henchman shuffiedhs soon as he
was out of sight Stephen touched her hand.

"Quickly, Audrey. Which way?"

She allowed her senses to open. The shock reetdzhble and he gripped
her hand.

"Audrey, | can't lose you now. Remember our roleeheYou aren’t
nervous, remember?"

She looked into his eyes and nodded. "l remember."

Holding tightly to her lifeline, she looked aroundalls, bars, hands
gripping bars. That was familiar. Wailing, dirt agldp buckets, urine and
body odor. That was familiar too.

"l need another minute."

He nodded, but she noticed the tension etchectindimers of his eyes.

She looked at the floor and the walls. The pitcdet and grime. The
stones insetin . . .

"Down that corridor," she said.

She walked to the right, and Stephen maintainedplaee. She didn't



release his hand. Direction started to return, simel made a few more
turns before coming to a very familiar area.

She ran to the bars of a cell, nearly dragging&epn her frenzy.
"Faye! Where are you?"

She poked her head between two bars, strainingetoT$hen between two
more, not finding a familiar face in the grime.

"Faye?"

"She’s not here."

Audrey looked toward the voice. A bedraggled mathvong, matted
hair was shackled in the corner. Tension and pam&atened to choke

her. “Where is she?" Audrey croaked.

"She’s been gone for several days now. Men camet@uid her away.
She was drugged something fierce."

Yes, she would have had to be for anyone to trahdp feisty sister
without losing a limb in the process.

"Do you know where they took her?"

The man shrugged. The other prisoners were bam@yng them any
attention. "No. Do you got any food?"

She started to shake her head before she remembereather scone.
Fishing it from her pocket, she tossed it to thenrmathe corner. The
other prisoners perked up and looked at the smdllobfood like
ravenous beasts. Tears pricked at her eyes. Shamieened that feeling
very well.

Stephen tugged her hand. "We need to go."



"What if she is in another part of the prison?"
He squeezed her hand. "Do you believe that?"
She looked at her feet. "No. She’s gone."

"I'm sorry, Audrey." He said it softly. She noddeahd he tugged her
toward the exit.

Leaving Newgate proved faster, but it was as muatere-wracking
experience for her as entering. Faye was goneefRaatid terror vied for
prominence. At least Faye had been released andtlspant the last few
days in those evil cells. But if Faye had been bduthere, they could
have freed her.

Travers could have her stashed anywhere. And wiybrze. She could be
in a much worse situation for all Audrey knew.

Travers had lied. That wasn't a shock in and @fitbut if he had lied
about Newgate, it was a possibility that Faye waewén alive. No,
Audrey wouldn't even consider that possibility.

Stephen lifted her into the carriage and pulled drehis lap. Her entire
body was shaking as the carriage began moving.

It didn't seem fair. She and Faye had quit last.yBaey had stopped their
illegal activities, tried to reform and lead a duige. But they seemed
destined never to find it.

Stephen rubbed her back, but she felt empty inSte. felt powerless.
Her normal defenses were falling apart around Rething would ever

work out, nothing was the truth. She despised tbemized feeling that

was coiling around her, but her protective walld keken one too many
assaults.



"Where do you suppose they've taken your sister?"
"I don’t know." Her answer was hollow.
"Who has her?"

"Travers has her somewhere.” It just didn’t mateymore if he knew.
None of it mattered.

"Telling me helps more than you realize.”
She stared at the door panel. "That’s good."

He gave her a shake. "l know you're upset, but snapf it. You won’t
help your sister this way. Be happy that she ignthere."

Audrey bit her lip and looked at him. "I am happyedsn’t in Newgate. |
just don’t have another plan now that she’s notettie

"Well, | told you last night that Travers’s famihas properties bordering
mine."

Audrey focused on his mouth and some feeling caaec& mto her limbs.
"You did. | just didn’t think about it other tharing concerned you knew
each other."

"We’'re going to have a long talk about dear Henrgvers on the way to
the country tomorrow."

She studied his face, only a few inches from h&k8y are you helping
me?"

"Because."

"That’s not an answer."



"I'm helping you because | want to." He lookedtated.

"And you think you know where Faye could be heldi&r world had
somersaulted. The shock was still interrupting gbimg in her brain.
Everything had turned upside down. Stephen had lsoméaken charge,
and she felt as if she were flopping in the breeziess.

"No, not for certain, but Travers has a number @ipprties. He owns
places in remote areas that he could easily stomesne without
attracting undo attention. One is in Buckinghanmeshiery near here,
about a day’s ride. Fieldstone Manor, one of theatlestates is next
door." She saw him grimace. "Actually, this tripllvéierve dual purposes
for me."

"To determine what is wrong with your lands?"

"Yes, | have only been to the estate a few timad, those were many
years ago. | don’t know what I'll find when | aray

"l can definitely be of assistance.” Color was neitog to her cheeks. She
was regaining her spirit.

He raised a brow.

"I've been to Fieldstone a few times. To your propenot Travers’s. |
had never met him before this year. But | know yestate well."

He gave a short laugh. "How’s that for a partngrshim helping to find
your criminal sister, and you are helping me ineeynimy estate using the
knowledge of your criminal past.”

She studied him. "Sounds like a fair trade to me."
He returned her gaze as the carriage stopped.s‘bepe it turns out well

for both of us." He moved to the door. "It's impant that | meet with a
few of my people before we leave. You are welcomstay in my town



house if you need."

“No. No, | need to make my own plans.” She moveuhtd the door. "I
will return in the morning."

She knew he wanted to say something more. Butlib#tysat in silence.

As the carriage slowed, Stephen nodded to herilllsee you at dawn
tomorrow."

Audrey turned and nearly ran from the carriage.

Stephen watched her go, then returned to his tawusdn He didn’t know
what to say to her anymore. She reminded him offdsrite plants--
hardy and invincible one moment, delicate and walble the next. She
was all of those things, but somewhere in betweas the real Audrey
and he desperately wanted to find her.

He sent a scheduling note to Logan. He plannedftom the solicitor in
person that he would be traveling to Fieldstoneaiwow to inspect the
properties. Stephen had considered not telling hodput gauging the
man’s reaction to his announcement would speak nvetu Stephen
would ascertain if his suspicions were true.

He prowled through the library and absently exauhithe volumes on the
shelf as Audrey had done. He had never been fotohdiving, and now
it was thrust upon him. In the past, he prefercecetmain a gentleman on
the fringe of society, able to come and leave aslé&sed and responsible
only to himself.

He walked to the window. He was perplexed. Now iu&’'td know what

he wanted. Of course, he didn’t want to be in d8oit to be alone no
longer held the joy that it once had. He had beeaddly changing over
the past year. James and Calliope’s happy martiagemade an impact



on him. They reminded him of the happiness his rgareshared, an
aberration among the ton.

But his parents' love hadn’'t been enough to sudteem on earth. He
smiled at the foolish thoughts of a young boy, leatotions rarely
followed a logical path. It was becoming more a#ilt to hide behind the
facade.

A couple strolled down the street, a young boy ginidat their sides. He
didn’t want a typical ton marriage, and if his siggms proved true, then
he didn’t care what anyone said, a ton marriagenivass only choice.

Logan cursed for the second time in his fifty-fiyears as he stumbled
down Stephen Chalmers’s steps after their meefingg new duke was
too perceptive by far. Things were spinning wildlyt of control.

Thirty years of doing his best for the Dukes of Btan and it boiled
down to dirty secrets and blackmail. He headed dw Btreet. It might
not be too late to salvage things.

But he needed to make sure he was covered firsh $tiaking hands, he
jotted a note and handed it to a young boy on traer. We have a
problem. . .

"What's this all about?" Maddox grumbled as he siido the tavern
bench.

Travers rolled the bottom of his glass in a cimtethe table. "We have a
problem."

"Yeah?" Maddox grabbed the serving girl and orddredto bring him
ale. He turned back. "What problem?"



Travers grimaced at the man’s lack of finesse. Waren't for Audrey, he
wouldn’t put up with the fool across the table. [dbks like your dear
step-daughter has betrayed us. She was with the Dukvarston last
night.”

"Yeah, so what? Sounds like your problem, not miine.

"No, Maddox, all of my problems are now your prob&” Maddox
snorted and Travers smiled unpleasantly. "I would®€ so quick to
dismiss the issue. | know for a fact the Hendriathers are looking for a
man who owes them a considerable amount of money."

Maddox's laughter ceased, and his face blanchexels examined his
perfect nails. "Nasty business they are in. Did knaw that the bodies of
the last men who crossed the brothers weren't iileshfor weeks? They
had to find all of the pieces first."

Sweat dotted Maddox’s forehead. "These men, um, avbdhey looking
for?"

"Seems that the man they are looking for gave a fedtme and address.
Good thinking, but not brilliant. All it takes is @escription of the man
and a few hints." |

The serving girl appeared, and Maddox snatchediniing from her hand.
"So what do you want from me?" His hand shook dedlashed onto the
table.

Travers moved his pristine sleeve out of the waywhat depths had he
sunk to be conversing with this buffoon? He smodthis cuff. A foolish
guestion; he had always done what needed to be tlomant you to talk
to your stepdaughter.”

"She ain’t gonna listen. Damn girl has a wickedgio®m and a more
wicked reach with those knives. You talk to hertygeem to rein her in



proper.” He fingered his arm and took another drink

"And then what would | need you for?"

Maddox paused and lowered his mug. He finally seetoeunderstand.
"Fine. I'll get her to see reason." He moved hiswdtiers as if gearing up
for a fight.

"I don’t want you to beat her. Use . . . incentiv€su can even use her
sister Faye as an enticement.”

"Don’t know nothing about Faye."
"She’s all tied up. A pig in a poke." Travers srdikg his own joke.

Maddox looked confused, but that was neither urlusaa unexpected.
"What?"

"Nothing. Listen, | want you to--"
"Sir, a message for you."

Travers looked at the boy who had run to theirgable took the note,
and the boy hopped on one foot waiting for a reply

He read the note, gripping it more tightly as hadreach line. He didn’t
usually shoot the messenger, but by God he was dempted. The boy
seemed to sense his irritation and scooted baew aniches.

He turned to the boy. "Get me paper, pen, and wax."

The boy ran to the bar, and Travers traced a fuirothe tabletop with
his finger. He had to stay focused—he couldn’t legerything now. His
partner would kill him.

The boy returned, and Travers grabbed the writimgpléments and



scratched out a few line§ather the new recruits and meet me in an
hour. He sealed the wax with his ring and flipped an¢o the boy, who
snatched it and the note and ran off.

Maddox raised his brow inquiringly, but on seeinige twrathful
expression on Travers’s face, said nothing. Trag#mstched his tight
fingers, then curled them. Stretch, curl, stretchl.

When he felt calm enough to speak he said, "Whatyca tell me about
Audrey’s dealings with Chalmers?"

Maddox snorted. "The bloke has been damn nearioguner. Came by
the other day to take her to the park, then thaténe'

"What?" Travers’s rage built. "Why didn’t you tefie?"

Maddox shrugged. "You didn’'t ask, did you? Besidesn’'t your damn
slave."

Travers reached across the table and grabbed Mdxidire lapels lifting
him off his stool. He had to restrain himself fralamming his fist into
the man’s noseCap the anger for noyhe said to himself-unnel it later

"Well, you are now my slave. | want accurate nighetports from you
and those worthless servants | hired."

Maddox avoided his eyes. Ah, so he had thought tnddrvget in trouble
if he told. That explained things better. He couse Maddox’s fear to his
advantage.

"Yeah, whatever." Maddox slugged down his drink, Davers could see
the panic building in the man’s body.

Good, he could forget about Maddox for a moment@nttentrate on the
more pressing problem. Travers jerked his kneengbdawn, a bad habit
when he was in a rage. His toes absorbed the sAdclnd of fear laced



through his anger. By now Chalmers had to know ab@uinvolvement.

He had been surprised to hear that he was pac&igg to the country,
but the note made everything clear. And that wamyeieous. Audrey was
going to be very, very sorry that she had crossed He was done being
patient with her.

"The two of them went to Newgate to free Faye todayd Chalmers is
leaving for a trip to the country in the morning-tavers gripped his
tankard tightly. "She has thrown her lot in withalthers, has she? We'll
see what Chalmers has to say when she is arresteaiudrdering his
solicitor."

He laughed and began to focus his anger and fé&aas, "poor little
Audrey is about to be thrown into prison for refaisttime. And she’s
going to be begging me to save her. "

Maddox looked at him as if he had lost his mindadtight you needed
her to complete your tasks, or plans, or whatewvsnjou’re doing."

"Oh, she will complete the tasks." He would makeaie of it. "If she
doesn’'t—"

Another messenger appeared at their table and tamde a note. The
boy took off without awaiting a reply as Traverseopd the note. It was
Audrey’s handwriting.

You will have your long-lost item soon.

He laughed, a bit of euphoria lacing through trgerand fear. The power
of it was exhilarating. "She will complete her taskdeed."

He laughed again, but the pitch was abnormally .hidé cleared his
throat. "Clever girl. She will complete them betteow than she could
have before. And Chalmers is going to be very sbergot involved with
her. Very sorry. | could not have asked for more."



But Audrey still needed to be punished for her bwmsdination at
Newgate. Having her spend a little more time irsqmi would curb her
independence before he graciously made it up tafternwvard.

There was no need to inform his partner about tresst developments.
It was time for him to take charge. The fear lefbhAudrey would steal

back what rightfully belonged to him, then he wopid everything on

her if need be.

Oh, how good this plan was starting to feel. Madtimked at him as if
he had lost his mind. Travers decided against stpate latest bit of
information. Having Maddox work on Audrey would & amusing
interlude while he waited for the finale to expladeChalmers’s face.

Chalmers was the interloper who had taken evergtbfrhis. Just like his
own brother had, the two of them thick as thiewways the ones who
had everything and everyone's attention. His mo#imer father had had
no room left for anyone else. How he despised taémHow he would

show them all.



Chapter 12

It was late when Audrey returned to her town ho@®e had avoided it
for most of the day. Walking around town, visitiRtanagan, and talking
to some of the street informants had neither skettkr nerves nor helped
her solve any of her problems. Flanagan had pesgdeching for Faye,
which made her feel marginally better. If she catldind her, he
probably would.

That Flanagan was assisting her was not as surpras she would have
found it a week ago. Some crazy happenstance wesngaher to have
more faith in people, and she couldn’t quell thgeuto trust. That in itself
was dangerous.

Ever since she had learned about the relationshiywden Travers and
Chalmers, something had felt out of place. Theemcinformation she
had unearthed earlier had been both interesting denahting. If her
suspicions were confirmed, then life would be gegttmore complicated
soon.

Meanwhile, Maddox was out for the evening. Was pbdy gaming again
and getting them in deeper trouble. Audrey wagvelil he was gone. She
pulled out a case to pack for the journey. Herngdhabit and a few
dresses should be sufficient for a few days. SlieStaphen wouldn’t be
gone long, and traveling gear was the most imptrtan

Light feet padded down the hall, and her maid ogdehe door. She took
one look at the case and narrowed her eyes. "Argoivey somewhere?"

"No, we'renot,"” she stressed. "But I'm leaving for a few slay
"Master Travers won'’t be taking well to your leayih

"No? Well, I'm sure he will recover."



The girl gave her a sour look and left, no doubfpem a note to her
master.

Audrey finished packing and realized how hungrywhs. One dry scone
was all she had eaten today. She foraged througtkitbhen, finding

cooked meat, bread, and cheese. As she ate, sighthabout the plans
for the next few days. She was juggling many loasés. If any of them
came crashing down, she was going to be in graatdble.

The front door slammed, and a voice bellowed henenas she finished
her last bite. She wanted to avoid Maddox if apalisible so she cleaned
up and gingerly opened the door.

Maddox stood belligerently in the foyer, blockingrhpath. "The maid
said you're going to the country tomorrow. WhatXdgverything you
need is here in London."

Audrey tapped her toe in irritation. "No, | havarsothings to take care
of in the country."

"Travers is not going to like it. He's already iffinabout you and that
duke fellow."

"Travers is perpetually piqued. He'll recover.”

"Not this time, he won't. Never seen the man sorargfore. Got
something against that duke. You’'d better mind geliy gal. And if you
can’t mind yourself, well, then, I'm to do it foowy."

She narrowed her eyes. "l heard you are in troagin. Been gambling
with other people’s money? You should watch who gmark, you never
were any good at staying away from the big boyseta And when you
play with the big boys, you're bound to lose."

Maddox looked angry, but his eyes were wild. Theyused on her with a
wheedling smile. "You'll give me the notes to pdern back. I'm in



charge of this operation after all. | need sometila keep it running.”
"I'm not giving you a pence, you weasel."

"Why are you such a grouchy wench? One would tigmKd have gotten
over yourself by now. That thief fellow didn’t cufbu enough.”

Her nails dug into her palms. She had avoided ¢bisversation since
setting eyes on her stepfather again. Anger sh@a=i her carefully
constructed dispassion.

"Our 'schoolmaster' cuffed us plenty. Isn’t thatawvtyou told all our

family friends? That Faye and | were at school? Aod was that trip to

Italy that you took while we were athoo? Did you manage to pay off
the men who were after you then?"

"Audrey, | was just trying to keep the two of yoafes | came back for
you, didn't I?"

"Yes, three years later you returned. Interesteth@énmoney we could
make you again. | never did ask whether you intdrideuse us as your
personal thieves, or if you'd planned to sell useoagain to the highest
bidder." She was breathing hard. "Which was it Bih out.

"It's not like life was rough for you. Damn, gigpu’d think | was some
two-bit pimp. I didn’t sell you to the madam, di#l Il sold you to a fellow
that would keep both of you in line."

"You're not supposed to sell people!" She shriel&te had held it all in
for so long. "You left us in hell."

He shrugged. "l was sold as a child. | turned ast fine. That's the way
of things. And you're free now, so quit complainihg

"It shouldn’t be the way of things, you ass. What the hell is wrenth
you? Didyoulike being sold?"



"That’'s what happens to children on the street.”

"We weren’t on the street.” She ground each wofad'we had money
and friends. Two things you know nothing about."”

He shrugged, and she felt like throttling him. Hedhvagered all their
money, and when he had sold them it had effectigatythem off from
any friends. Buyers didn’t just let their acquisits run off to find a new
family.

"What did you intend, Maddox, when you came baakdhyears later?
We were no longer children. What were you goinddavith us?"

All traces of pleasantness disappeared from his.élleey were dark and
a bit wild again. "l hadn’t quite decided that. Webhhave had to see how
much you were worth."

Cold rage settled in her gut. Audrey drew a lomgydr down her right
forearm. "Too bad you never had the chance.”

Maddox unwittingly grabbed his scarred arm. "Yotcli It's time |
taught you a lesson.” He lunged toward her. Shmpstéaside and put her
foot in his path. He tripped headfirst into the kcase, fell to the floor,
and was still.

Her hands were shaking as she walked over to make Ilse was
breathing. He was. She couldn’t stay in the hounskveait for Maddox to

recover—she might do him more harm, and she haahipeal her mother
on her deathbed to protect their family. And evieough Audrey didn’t

consider Maddox part of the family her mother hald for that reason
alone Audrey wouldn’t harm him. She looked at hisgnepled form. Well,

she wouldn’t harm him any more than necessary.

Audrey walked to her room. Protect him? No, that pathe promise had
been completely negated the day he had sold thehetstreets. So what



if he had been sold as a child. As if that somehmade it acceptable. He
had made a choice and had chosen greed over 8gbtknew that no
matter what position she found herself in, she doukver make the
choice he had. Once she found Faye, Maddox woulseb@manently out
of their lives.

Her hands shook as she placed the last of her itemer case. She was
ready to juggle the biggest and most dangerouseofirten in her life.



Chapter 13

Stephen gently stroked her long supple limbs anelssad her burgeoning
buds. "Gorgeous."

He sank his hands deeper into her mass of cuds: &hd steady.
He arched her back and pushed in deeper.
"Almost there," he whispered.

He was so close. Sweat was beading on his foreh8hd. was a
handful—young, beautiful, willful, if a bit clingy.

The fit was tight, and he made cooing noises aiust in a few inches,
making small circles to allow more.

So close now. Just a bit more . . .
"Your Grace?" Grimmond called from the other sifi¢he door.

"Please, not now, Grimmond," he snapped. He hatlhisl butler he did
not wish to be disturbed.

"You said to let you know if Miss Kendrick arrive8he is waiting in the
library."

Desire to see Audrey warred with his need to finidé looked down. He
had been wooing this one for the last few days. & just started
showing signs of acceptance, and he almost had her.
He sighed. He needed to see Audrey. This could wait

He patted the soil around her roots and sprinklatemon top. Hopefully
she would stay strong for a few hours. Who knewylmeaAudrey was



waiting to shoot him, and the meeting would take iminutes. In any
event his blood was already heating in anticipation

Roth was concerned Stephen would get a knife it#o&. Even St. John,
who was the most carefree individual in the servi said something
before Liddendock’s party when they had been gpttip the papers
Audrey had stolen. His friends weren’'t mad to thgtk In fact, Stephen
acknowledged he was the mad one to go along with dbheme. He
simply couldn’t resist. He wanted the truth. He dexk to know what
Audrey and Travers were up to.

And he wanted to unlock Audrey’s secrets. He neéddigure her out.

There was a vital link missing in the shipping plét key piece of
information was unaccounted for, and it tickled #due of his brain but
wouldn’t coalesce.

He washed his hands and strode to the library.dring in the doorway,
he watched her stroke the spines of several bétk$elt the caress down
to his toes.

"Chalmers, your butler said you were busy. If yoishy | can return
tomorrow."

She never turned around. He had made no sound waking toward
the library, yet she had known. He found himselflisgp "First, to what
do | owe the honor Of this late-night visit?"

She turned, but didn’t smile. It was as if she weymg to determine if he
were joking or not. Her solemn expression tuggeldistheart. Someone
had hurt her deeply. She looked more weary tharhablehis morning. It
was as if she had more problems than just the ledntirat had already
been dropped on her head.

She visibly scanned him. "Been working in the backly Chalmers?"



He leaned against the doorframe. "Conservatory"

She nodded. She was clutching her reticule raityety.

He kept his tone light. "Would you like some tea?"

She cleared her throat. "I would love some."

Stephen nodded and rang for Grimmond.

"Yes, Your Grace?" Grimmond appeared in the door

"Tea, please.”

"Of course, Your Grace. And | put Miss Kendrickagdin her room."
Her bag? Her room? "Thank you, Grimmond."

Audrey fidgeted. "I brought my case. | thought #sier to stay here
tonight so that we could leave early in the mording

Stephen was tortured by curiosity. She was obwoinstrouble. But then
again, since meeting him she was always in troutéll you tell me
what happened?"

She hesitated, then sat in one of the armchairss teally nothing. Just
old wounds | thought had healed."

"Can | help?"
She touched her brow. "No, but thank you for asking
"Did you bring your maid?"

"No, | don’t want her. She reports to Travers, amkce we won't be
making social calls, | can attend myself." Her eogrew frigid, and her



eyes narrowed. "Afraid you’ll have to marry me iéware seen together
without a chaperone, Chalmers? Don’'t make me lauglon’t get in the
way of your heiress hunting."”

Grimmond brought in the tea tray, placing it befbes, thus interrupting
Stephen’s growing irritation caused by her words.

"That’s not what | meant."

She sighed and leaned back in the chair. "I kndm. testy, and |
apologize."

His irritation vanished, and he was left speechlssker apology.
She seemed to interpret his thoughts and laughgekciingly. "I'm not
totally devoid of manners, you know. | just don'sually choose to

employ them. May | serve you?"

He nodded and watched in fascination as Audrey qubtiiea into the
fragile china cups and passed his to him as iié¢omanner born.

They drank the tea in silence. Stephen hoped slidwelax.
"l have no problem with your staying here."”
A bit of the tension left her shoulders. "Thank you

"Come, let’s go to bed."

Let's go to bedAudrey’s heart leaped into motion. "What?"
"We need to rise early tomorrow. "

"Yes, but . . ." But what?



He waited patiently for her to continue. She floeretl for a response.

He took pity on her. "You go up. | need to finisbnmge things in the
conservatory. I'll see you in the morning."”

Audrey exhaled loudly, not realizing she had beefdihg her breath.
Grimmond was waiting outside and escorted her & rtom she had
occupied the previous night.

Her case was inside, and she removed her nighédottlow was perhaps
her only time to search Stephen’s chambers. Hedeasstairs, and his
servants wouldn’t be in this wing of the house.

She walked down the hall to his room and openedidloe. She wondered
momentarily why he had left it unlocked with a fhlike her around, but
perhaps he assumed she’d just pick it open anyway.

She poked through his dressers and wardrobe, fa@weral secret
compartments that contained nothing unusual. She amaa mission to
satisfy her curiosity, and since she didn’t knowatvhe would say if he
walked in, she finished her search quickly andrregd everything to its
place.

She felt momentarily guilty about rifling througlrethhost's room, but
changed into her nightclothes and slipped undectivers. She couldn’t
bring herself to turn off the light. Now that sheasvfinally alone, she
couldn’t stop reflecting on their trip to Newgatehe had kept herself
busy all day to avoid remembering. She had surveméring the prison
again and felt stronger for the experience. Bultrigow she didn’t feel
like being alone in the dark.

The clock struck half past, and she continued aoesat the ceiling. She
assumed the servants had retired since no footkappassed her door.
So why hadn’t Stephen returned to his bedchambbatWas he doing in



the conservatory? Some type of mad work on songtirieen, no doubt.
She whipped off her covers, slipped on a wrap,gratibed the oil lamp.

Padding silently down the hall, stairs and foyére $ried to jump from
rug to rug to avoid the cold floors. Finally arng at her destination, the
same place where he had nearly seduced her lddt slge pushed open
the heavy door.

"Stephen?”

The interior was dark, and she held her lamp atoftng to see farther
back. She wound around the plant stands and towterdoack of the
sweet-smelling room. A form was lying under the e@svon the strange-
looking sofa. She approached as silently as passibtl held the lamp
over him. He looked relaxed, his golden featurasepe The top of his
bare chest was visible, and his arms were restingm of the covers. The
light from her lamp danced on his hair like sunshifhe world was
never dark around him. She fidgeted, then turnededwe. His hand
closed around her wrist before she even realizéthdamoved.

"What is it, Audrey?"

She turned and saw him regarding her. Had he krslwenwas there the
whole time? It occurred to her that he might hahaught she was trying
to murder him. She held out the hand not holdirglémp to show him it
was empty.

"I was restless and couldn’t sleep. | was just vesimdjy why you were
still awake."

It sounded lame even to her ears, but she hadaly rdhought through
why she was seeking him out. She had just beemgtap at the ceiling
and decided to come.

She rushed into speech before he could respondy "% you sleeping
down here?" She shivered.



"I sometimes stay here if one of the plants is pdirssy."

She looked at the darkened workbench. There werteva leafy
silhouettes, but nothing she could identify. "Oh."

"Do you need something? | can ring the staff."

"No, no." She shook her head and shivered. Thefkmd seeped into her
toes. "l was just having trouble sleeping.” Heritbrsupplied the rest of
the sentencesleeping alone in that dark rognalthough she refrained
from saying it aloud.

She met his eyes for a long second, and he shiftealhis side and lifted
the cover. It took but a second more for her totpatlamp on the floor
and scoot under the covers he had already warnmedbl®w out the lamp
and promptly fell asleep with her feet tucked rextis.



Chapter 14

Audrey woke slowly, feeling refreshed and readyackle the day. She
had spent a dreamless night, the first one in g tone. Light filtered in

through the windows, and she snuggled back intavdren body holding

her.

It took a moment for reality to sink in fully. Theewas a warm, pulsing
body cocooned next to hers. She rolled to her righérk green
smoldering eyes met hers.

"Good morning." His voice was husky, but his eyesravunreadable.
"Did you sleep well?"

She glanced away unaccountably embarrassed. Shaftexcll, been the
one to seek him out in the night.

"Uh, good morning." Her mind registered the sucdihservatory a pair of
trousers tossed across a chair, and the soundseo$drvants moving
through the house. She wanted to pull the covees loer head and expire
on the spot. She was in her nightclothes and wagygo have to get out
of bed and walk across the entire house to reactrdeling case.

She moved her leg a bit. His legs were bare. Thereivho would rise

first and retrieve her clothing? Having often watkeith men who forgot

she was a woman, she was no longer embarrassediat) @ half-naked

man. But the thought of seeing Stephen in suclta stade her stomach
do little leaps.

She shifted to allow him to rise, but brought hiérsecloser contact. He
put a restraining hand on her arm. "Please stopingaaround. Unless
you wish to sorely strain my last ounce of resériis voice was tense.



"Oh." She froze, then scooted out from under theersy grabbing the
blanket as cover and removing the choice of wholavoigse first. Well,
actually on further inspection, he had risen fixsst not in . . .

She blushed furiously. "I-I-I am just going to netio my room. I'm sure
you want to get up . . . | mean leave soon."

He gave her a sardonic look, and she turned tddgovoice interrupted
her flight. "You can use the circular staircasgati’d like. It comes out
next to my room. I’'m sure you can find your wayytmur chambers from
there." He pointed to the staircase in the corner.

She ran for it, trying not to look back down at Hyimg on the sofa. At
the top of the steps she peeked into the hall. Nowas present and she
ran into her room. She was appalled to see the tinveas nearly noon.
She couldn’t remember the last time she had slegt Ibng. Changing
took little time, and she found herself with nothito do but fret.

She answered a knock at her door, and a maid anedwreakfast. She
followed her and saw a footman enter and retri@rechse.

Stephen wasn’t in the dining room and Audrey pumadood on her plate
and pushed it around. She was becoming too relentStephen’s
generosity, first in Newgate, then again last ni@ite needed to stop the
progress of dependence.

She forced herself to eat everything she had heapduker plate. She’d
need the energy and refused to let her emotionsridgegood sense
again. At least for now. She had the feeling thet émotions, usually
reined in, might be her downfall. It would be anuming notion if it
weren't so discomfiting. She was known as icy.ny af Flanagan’s men
could see her now, they would laugh.

Stephen walked into the room, whistling, and seridself. "We will
leave in fifteen minutes, unless you have anythétge you need to
retrieve?"



There was nothing she could retrieve at the mon'isiat. 'm ready."”

She found herself alone with him in the carriagactly fifteen minutes
later.

"We'll stop at Bailey’s Inn for dinner."”

"That’s fine." She pretended interest in the scgrer they left the city.
"Why didn’t you wake me earlier? | can’t believslépt that long."

He gave her another unreadable glance. "You nees#dand it was no
problem to wait the extra few hours. | sent wordaththat we will arrive
late."

"Then we won't be able to search tonight."

"Searching tonight wasn’t on the agenda.” .

She narrowed her eyes, hoping for a fight. “Whagenda? If we hadn’t
slept so late, we would have been ready to looigtdr

He leaned back and looked out the window. "Ourimgtattacked or
killed is not going to help your sister."

"But at night we would have had the element of ssep’

He gave her a barely passing glance, as if she mateng more than a
pest. His disregard irritated her more than if hd Bhown anger.

"Does your nerve challenge you, Chalmers?"
He continued to look at the passing countryside ktuebells and

wildflowers swaying in the breeze. She again fiet tnease of swirling
emotions. She latched on to her anger as somethmgould control.



"I wouldn’t have thought it of you. You seemed suzhcommanding
individual at one time."

He turned to her. "Audrey, | don’t know what youpleoto accomplish
with this tirade. Would arguing cure whatever gibs?"

She knew she was behaving irrationally, but herkleac went up
immediately at his charge. "Forget it, Chalmers."

"You only call me Chalmers when you are irritated.”

"Better than being called Your Grace. | only cauythat when | dislike
you."

A smile nearly touched his lips. "I do hate that."

She left the ambiguous comment alone. Conflictedtems swirled
through her. She looked at her hands. His smilene@drher, and although
his presence drew her in, she didn’t want it. Rejyon people had never
been a good option for her in the past, and she’tdichow why that
would change now. It wasn't that she didn’t wantdty on people. It was
just too rife with danger.

She was annoyed at how cowardly that made her feel.

"l saw you examining my books. Voltaire and | Swilto you like their
work?"

She peeked at him, but he seemed interested, sbp@king fun. She
nodded. "Yes. | love satire."

"You and Calliope would get on famously. Which authdo you like
best?"

She frowned at the mention of the other woman, dmgwered his
guestion, which started a serious dialogue abouiresareligious



intolerance, and the role of literature. The intamgye was invigorating. It
had been a long time since she had been able koatal argue with
someone who shared her interests. Interests thagjdmle parents had
loved.

The afternoon passed quickly thanks to their liveynversation. And as
the carriage pulled in front of the country inn wdnéhey were to stop for
dinner, she felt herself drowning in the spell la& lzast. It had started a
year ago, and the past few days were tighteninge¢haround her.

Audrey watched Stephen speak with the innkeepee. ifhkeeper kept
bowing. In fact he looked like he might fall over.

Ironic how one level of society was so like anotHevery stratum of
humanity established a hierarchy. She was accustdmegetting what
she wanted in the London underground, just as $tep¥as in English
society. His domain was just larger, with more eg$@nd power. She'd
had to slave to get hers, while his had come wageend birth.

Stephen turned and walked back to the carriagenni@®i will be ready
soon. We are being given chambers to wash and rest.

Her stomach did a little flip. "Together?"
"Unfortunately, no." He winked, and her stomach aldther flip.

The inn’s mistress cooed over Audrey and how tiskd must be,
beckoning her to follow. The woman chattered thigremvay.

"His Grace honors us with his presence. And yosrsvall, my lady. |
understand you are His Grace’s cousin and travetirsge a sick relative
in the country? We've had a bout of fever in theads . . ."

The woman continued on until she opened the door.



Audrey sank onto the bed and stretched her legsoent later her case
was delivered.

The bed was soft and inviting. A short nap souraiethe.

* % %

A soft tickle worked its way from her nose to har.eShe batted it away
but it returned a scant second later. She ballést and swung. A solid
object blocked her path.

"Next time I'll know better."

Audrey opened an eye to see Stephen rubbing his Bhfeather in his
other hand. She jerked upright.

"What are you doing in here?"

"Dinner is getting cold, cousin. | came in to slegou were ready to eat.”
She was still fully dressed, but seeing him ondtlge of her bed made
her feel slightly exposed. He had watched her steespmorning as well.
She pushed him off the bed.

He slid from the bed gracefully, not landing on fl@or in a lump as
she’'d intended.

He was still rubbing his chin, but the sparkle is &éyes was present. "See
you downstairs, cousin."

Audrey dragged herself from the bed, checked tmatdbor was locked,
washed, and quickly redressed. All she needed araSHalmers to open
the door while she was naked. He'd probably jusariesed.

And then she’d have to kill him and ruin everything



A maid met her outside the door and led her todineng area. It was a
small, intimately set room. Stephen must have edlet. Or more
probably the inn owner had kicked anyone else biit 0

"Audrey, you’re frowning."

"That's because I'm stuck here with you, Chalmers."

"Then you should be smiling. All of the ladies wigtey were stuck with
me in a cozy setting like this."

"Then the world must be in a sad state of affairs.”

"Ah, just like you then."

"No."

He grinned.

"I meant, yes, | am in a sad state of affairs."

He nodded, a serious look on his face.

The innkeeper bustled in with their meal, fawnivgrothem both.

Audrey quirked a brow. "Yes, my good man, if yowlcbso kindly bring
us your best brandy as well?"

The innkeeper assured her he had a fine labeladlaibnd hurried out.
"You like brandy?" Stephen asked.
"No, the stuff is vile. But you like it."

He showed no surprise that she knew, he just noddedi should try
one of my favorites. You might change your mind."



She shook her head. "Even the stuff you store ur gabinet is terrible."
Stephen laughed so hard that the innkeeper's wijgp@d her head
around the corner to see if there was anything amife innkeeper
brought the brandy and left them alone once again.

"Is there anything at any of my properties that yave not snooped
through?"

She shrugged, but the question burned her. Ye® tadinitely was.

"Eat, then we will drive the rest of the way. A femore hours is all we
have left."

Audrey ate her remaining asparagus and slicedehk v

"Tomorrow you can show me around the estate," &teghid.

"Very funny."

Stephen put his fork down. "Actually, it has bearce my childhood that
| visited. My parents preferred to remain closehtone, in Shropshire.
And after their deaths . . . well, | was shippeduad to various family
members. When | came of age my work kept me in bandhen |
wasn’t serving abroad.”

"Ah, yes. The infamous spy."

"That’s supposed to be secret, you know."

Audrey shrugged and cut another piece of meat. dHarkeep secrets
these days, Chalmers."

"Yes, Audrey, | do agree." He gave her a direckloo



Audrey put down her fork, no longer hungry Stepteok a sip of brandy
and continued to look at her. She felt stripped@f remaining secrets.
What did he know?

She picked the fork back up and moved the meamndrber plate. "What
are your intentions, now that you’re the duke?"

Stephen grimaced. "Take my seat in Parliament, yvabout my lands,
bully the common folk. The regular tasks of the itigh"

Audrey couldn’t resist a smile.

Stephen flexed his shoulder, rolling it back andho

"What's wrong with your shoulder? Old and decrghieady?"
He smiled, then made a face. "An old wound fron yasr."

"Did you accidentally shoot yourself? And here bught you seemed
rather graceful for a bumbling lord."

He ignored her baiting and rolled his shoulder mgéiook a tumble into
the Thames."

Her heart sped up, but she covered any outwardioadry playing with
her fork. "Ah, | stand by the bumbling, in that eds

"Well, it was either that or be beaten to deatthdught a swim a good
alternative in that instance."

"How was your swim?" She could have kicked herfmifasking. Why
had she just said that?

He looked cheerful. "Don’t know. | promptly blackedt. No idea how |
survived. Someone fished me from death’s door atdd to my
wounds."



An image of wet, blond hair clinging to his foredeand the chill of his
body next to hers came unbidden to her mind. Thegamof not having
dry trousers in his size came next. She loweredhead to cover her
reaction to the second memory.

The innkeeper appeared with an assortment of dartslessert. She
snatched a lemon tart, thankful for the interruptibler mind was still

focused on her memories as she devoured the dessert

"l agree."

Audrey looked at him, startled.

"Your reaction to the dessert showed on your face."”

Audrey put the tart down slowly. Her reaction hadmen solely to the
dessert, not that he had any idea where her middMaadered. Stephen
was wheedling past her defenses. She had to pot sleeindly back in

place.

"They are satisfactory. Eat yours, and let's gau ¥eem to like tarts well
enough.”

He lost his smile. "l allowed you to defame Calkgjhe other day in your
ignorance, but no more. Curb your tongue."

"And if | don’t?"
"Then | will make you curb it."
"Chalmers, you have an active imagination.”

His eyes narrowed, and her blood heated at theedang intentions
lurking there.



"Am | to understand that you don’t think | can ke@u quiet?”
"You are quick at times, Chalmers."

Stephen leaned back and popped the rest of thim tait mouth, chewing
slowly. The look in his eyes was still present, boer, and her blood
boiled. Memories pressed against the backs ofyes. e

She tried to calm herself down. "Quick, but deéfytnot up to the
challenge. Why, I'll bet that—"

Said quickness was demonstrated as he leaned thrgrgvped her waist,
and yanked her forward. She landed facedown inap lo@ his lap. He
trailed a finger down her shoulder blade and cuitviechand around her
hip. Her breath caught, and her mind went blankr bieasts were
pressed against his thighs. Thighs that she hadlsee before.

A deep beat began just below his hand, at her ceH& skimmed a
finger just above her backside and up her spins.fidgers worked into
the hair at the nape of her neck. He pressed c¢lasdrshe could feel the
warm air tickling her skin.

His lips caressed the back of her neck, his fingraited a path down her
spine, around her thighs, and up toward the ceoiténe frantic heat he
had produced. His fingers neared and--

He thrust her back into her chair. She knew hertmdwng open, but
shock had muddled her wits.

He popped another tart in his mouth, chewed sloay said, "Ah, you
know a dessert is good when the silence literabbyates the air."

Fury poured through her, and she grabbed the lonféhe table. The
innkeeper walked into the room.

"Was the fare satisfactory Your Grace?"



Stephen rose, and Audrey removed her hand frorirtifie. She listened,
fuming, as Stephen thanked the man and refusedffieis of lodging for
the night. She thought of him reaching for her,rewehis delirious state.
Of the things he had unknowingly revealed aboubbidy and the way he
thought.

She’d get even with him. She’d get even before tieaghed his estate.

Stephen was only slightly worried. Audrey had bléd after his earlier
stunt. But she had recovered quickly. They hadrntakethe carriage and
sat in silence for the past few hours. Until tightiwaned she engrossed
herself in her book. They were almost to the estate

Audrey spoke for the first time since leaving then.i "How much
farther?"

"Half an hour, maybe less."
She nodded, lapsed back into silence, and closeeyies.

He had been studying her for the past few hourst fn the fading
daylight, then in the evening shadows. The waylashes brushed her
cheeks still caused an odd flutter--the same fiutiat had been present
while he watched her sleep last night and befoneeti He really ought
to pay heed to the warnings. He was definitelykimg with his--

Her eyes popped open, and she looked at him. d teéank you again
for the way you have come to my rescue. Pleasaviome for any bad
behavior. It's just that I'm not used to workinghvimy enemy."

She put a hand on his knee, and the warning betshtad sounded when
she began the speech turned into blaring screams.



She ran her tongue slowly across her lips. His bedped in reaction.
She leaned forward, which put pressure on her heaugsing it to move
slightly upward. His body happily moved as well.

"Stephen, do you think maybe we can set aside ifferehces? Just for a
few days? And really work together?"

She arched toward him and her hand continued ssnasHis breathing
increased, but he said nothing. Warnings bells wieiging in his brain,
and other lewd thoughts were shouting from an elgtidifferent part of
his anatomy.

She slid onto his side of the carriage, her hand m@aw stroking the
upper portion of his thigh.

"I remember what you said about sealing our desti¢’ whispered, her
breath hot against his ear.

The soft whoosh of air was driving him crazy as sbetinued, "I think
maybe we should seal this one too, don’'t you?"

Stephen moved to grab her, but the coach stoppedstee slid to her own
seat, her hand trailing provocatively across hps la

An eager footman opened the door a scant secoerd 'T#telcome home,
Your Grace."

The footman assisted Audrey as she exited theagarriand Stephen
resisted the urge to plant his feet on her backamiepush.

"Your Grace?" ,
The footman was waiting for him to exit.

"Just a moment. | need to straighten some things shifted during our
travel."



"We can clear it up for you, Your Grace."

"Nonsense." It took all of Stephen’s efforts notsimap at the helpful
servant. "There are just a few things here thatl hede adjusted.”

Stephen took a few deep breaths and adjusteddttsrgyy. If she thought
she’d won, she was vastly mistaken.

He exited the carriage and was slightly mollifiedsee her hurrying into
the house.

Footmen, maids, stable lads, housekeepers, and atatked the front
entrance. Greeting the staff took nearly an houne Toutler was
explaining everything in a dry, formal manner. Gmond would
probably like him. Stephen vaguely wondered whain@rond was going
to do with all of the duplicate staff between tharston households and
his own. Stephen had tasked Grimmond with restavndgr, but it might
be quite entertaining to watch these two spar.

The cook asked if they were hungry The housekeaglerd if there were
any special requests. Finally, the butler, lordesiaivn, steered him around
the other servants, explaining that His Grace Isaate business to attend
and would surely rather meet the rest of the staffie morning when he
was fresh and relaxed.

Oh, he’'d attend to business all right.

"Your cousin, Miss Kendrick, is in the Blue Roomr fthe night. If
another room would be more suitable, we can chérfge her." A room
with bars and locks would be most adequate, bulidh@t think the butler
would understand.

As they passed the Blue Room, the only closed dotire hall, the butler
pointed it out.



Stephen hoped she’d have a nice night and pleasaams. She'd need
them.

They reached the master suite, and Stephen dightissdutler. His valet
was waiting to assist him. After cleaning up frohe tride, Stephen
dismissed him as well. Prowling around the roomfdwend no urge to
sleep, and realized he and Audrey hadn’t discussdplans for the next
day. What if she went off on her own tonight?

He carried on a running conversation with himdei.wasn’t going to go
to her tonight. It would be a show of defeat. Batdouldn'’t let her escape
either. He would set a watch on the room. Satisivétl his decision, he
strode to the door and opened it. Audrey stoodhenather side in her
nightclothes, her hand poised to knock.

Stephen cocked a brow. "Yes?"

"Um, | realized we hadn’t discussed our plans." &uked him over,
from top to bottom; a fine rose tinted her cheeks.

He leaned his bare shoulder against the doorfrardesbBpped his hands
in his pockets, not willing to give her the uppant in any way.

"So you came here to discuss our plans? Why caulde’discuss them
tomorrow." He watched her squirm and found himsatjoying her
discomfort, especially after her stunt in the caye.

"We can search tonight.”

"NO_"

"Why not? " Her brows drew together in irritation.

"Because it’s not safe. | don’t know the lay of thed well enough, and
neither do you."



"l know enough."

"Yes, we both know you know better than | how maigces of silver |
own, but this is different. Besides, we are tifdd.sensible."

Perhaps he should have left the sensible commé&nsioé looked even
more irritated.

"1 don’t have time to bandy sensitivities with yathalmers; what | want
to know is—"

Footsteps were rounding the corner, so he did émsilsle thing and
pulled her into the room and shut the door.

"Wha—" she sputtered.

The door started to open, and he pushed Audreystgsi closing it tight
again. The action pushed his hips against hers.

The person on the other side seemed to hesitatur"®race? | haven't
properly put your clothes away."

"That isn’t necessary. I've taken care of everyghimeed."
"Is there anything else you require tonight, sir?"
"No, thank you, | will see you in the morning."

His valet again hesitated. "Very well, Your Grac&@he man finally
retreated.

"Well, uh, | suppose that was necessary.”" Audre@n’tiseem to know
what to do stuffed against the door. He saw therdaol her cheeks and
the deepened blue of her eyes.

"Mmmmm." He didn’t move.



"Um, | think | will go back to my room now."

"No, | don't think so. You went to all the trouble come to mine, and
now here you are."”

He stepped a hair closer, putting his right legetween hers.

She looked into his eyes. "Well, do you want tacdss our plans?” Her
voice was a bit high.

"Yes, after that deal you promised me earlier."
"l didn’t promise you a deal, | was merely—"

He didn't let her finish. Instead he crushed herhim, kissing her
thoroughly. She was immobile for only a few secohdfore shivers of
desire raced though her, and her hands beganathiaiexploration up his
chest, around his neck, and into his hair.

Audrey pushed her body into Stephen’s even as $teeduher against the
door. He was devouring her with kisses, and sheleevin the assault. A
voice in her head intruded momentarily, remindirey that he wasn’t
hers. But for a short time he could be. For tonlghtould be hers.

She ran her fingers through his sunshine hair awt @ gentle tug. He
responded by covering her mouth and increasinglépeh and pressure
of the kiss. Spirals of ecstasy coursed through $erthis is what it was
to be consumed. She nearly melted down the doarfikters continued
a path down his naked back. Strong muscles movedatbe her hands,
and he responded by running his hands down herddroand over her
breast. Her body leaped to his touch, and the kodicher dress was
suddenly too tight. Her breath came in short gasps.

The comfort of his arms, the strength he exuded atagdds with the
dangerous feelings that his touch provoked. Andgtteedy creature that



she was, she wanted it all for as long as she coale it. This was a
gorgeous oasis in a deserted wasteland.

She arched against him, molding her lower bodyiso He moved his
hands from her breasts to her rack and deftly teri@sl the buttons. He
stepped between her legs and feathered kisses tiovwaer neck. She
arched into him again, this time pressing herselflirect contact. He
missed a button in response. Finally, the unfastemnghtdress slipped
downward, his lips following its path. Her breathught as the gown
reached the tips of her breasts. He pulled thedawer so slowly back
and forth across her nipples, and she moaned diamd the erotic

sensation.

Her reaction fueled the urgency in him. He lifteer lagainst the door,
pulling her into his mouth. His free hand moved dower other breast,
her side, and to her thigh. He bunched the fakpiganrd. The hem of her
nightdress started its ascent. His mouth begadoieward exploration,
moving gloriously from one breast to the other. Hegped downward to
where she was pressed against him, their hips mgckihythmically
together. The material along the side of her leg fivally freed.

He shifted a bit, putting one leg outside of hard giving free rein to his
hand.

She reached down toward him, but he blocked hemgit and pushed her
more firmly against the door, taking her mouthyfuh his. She threaded
her hands through his hair and pulled him closestirig him, needing to
devour him. This was exactly what she wanted anede@. To be

enveloped in his embrace and made to feel likevskethe only one on
earth that mattered to him.

His clever fingers reached their goal, and she egsuto his mouth as he
lightly stroked her. His kisses continued, and Ilsensitive nipples
brushed against his rough chest in a rhythm thatlyégnited her. She
stilled as one of his fingers slipped inside herlevhis thumb continued
its exploration without.



He had taken control, and she could only move thghflow. One stroke,
two strokes, two fingers, three strokes. In and Bletr body clenched and
coiled around his fingers before exploding in alioml fragments.

When her breathing returned to normal, Audrey sadahe tight grip on
his neck, and the back of her head hit the dodn withud. But it didn’t
hurt. She didn’t think anything could.

The draperies across the room could have ignitedi she wouldn’t have
been surprised. She searched his face. Stephesdsm@iid his expression
made her suddenly lazy heart speed up again.

She reached for the front flap of his trousers,Hautntercepted her hand
and lightly laid his forehead against hers.

"No, love, not tonight."

Not tonight? He had just made her feel like the nsessuous and alive
woman in the world, which was not an easy featdadalsomeone who
had lately felt half-dead inside, and he didn’t tvanexpect anything in
return? Why? That tiny warning bell started agaomewhere in her
brain.

"I can see your discomfort. | céeelit,” she said.

He didn’'t answer, but tugged her toward the bed. dd#ed up her
nightdress and redid the buttons while her mind wakenial. She wanted
him. She knew he wanted her. His body was hardready. The tension
was written all over his face. But he wasn’t goitaggo any further
tonight--she knew it, knew by the set of his feasurShe could seduce
him, not that she had ever seduced anyone befotestee had been
around the streets long enough to know how it waseedAnd she knew
he would capitulate eventually. There was somethietyveen them that
pulsed through the air.



The question was why wasn't he initiating the sédn® He had made it
perfectly clear in the last few days that he wartted

Tonight, something in their relationship had chahdehe chewed on her
lip as he refastened the last button on her nigimgaHad she done
something wrong?

He picked her up, placed her under the covers, ssnudfed the light.
Joining her there a few seconds later, he pulledabainst him. Audrey
fretted for a few minutes before the eventual thigleep and the haven of
safety she always found in his arms pulled her unde

Stephen listened to her even breathing and expkitetireath. He stared
into the darkness. His body throbbed and achechgBtiis close to her

without release was sheer torture. But he desetvéter confused face

flashed in his mind. He couldn’t explain to her wigyhad chosen to deny
himself, deny them both, the pleasure.

Something about taking her against the door forfitisetime had pulled

some sense into him. He wanted her so badly, eagr, that something
in his mind had set off alarm bells to quit and tee their physical

relationship further. If they made love, it was of@ him. By doing so it

would give her too much power over him. There wdogdno separation
between the mission and the girl. There was banejynow. That she was
going to betray him before this was over seemedlitaigle. He wasn't

sure how he would bear her betrayal if he allowedtb worm herself

any closer into his heart. And he knew she wasadirepushing the

barrier. It worried him more than he cared to admit



Chapter 15

Audrey woke in Stephen’s arms for the second tmasi many days. She
was nestled against him, and it felt good. Shetedtéo look at him. He
was asleep, the light caressing his face.

Conflicting emotions surged through her. Stepheaastlnight. Her body
tingled in remembrance. But he was a distractiencduldn’t afford. Her
mind returned to the painful realization that Faes still missing.

She touched his rough cheek. He stirred but didp&n his eyes. "Is it
time to rise?"

She looked to the window. "Yes, I'd say it's arowight. Past time to be
up and searching."

He opened a bloodshot eye. Now that he had his eyes, he looked
tired and a bit haggard.

"You look terrible."
"You look terrific."

She blushed and slipped from the bed, desire tairewuddled safely
under the covers nearly overriding the need to taeeday. She didn't
look

back as she walked to the door. She needed tacus-f&he looked into
the hall and crossed the distance to her room.pa find it empty she
was

slightly embarrassed to find a maid waiting for.hEnhe young woman
hopped up and immediately helped her change.

The maid said nothing about Audrey’'s appearancéherfact that she
hadn’t slept in her own bed. She simply helpeddiange into a riding



habit and pinned her hair while maintaining a peaschatter about the
estate.

Audrey thanked her and the girl bowed and left. Baol she couldn’t
steal the girl. She was a three hundred percenowvement over the maid
in Travers’s employ.

Audrey strapped her knives into place and checlezdhppearance in the
cheval glass. She made sure no conspicuous buigesd the weaponry
beneath. Excellent.

Stephen was seated at the dining table when sivedirHe greeted her
politely and continued to eat and read the pap®e.I®Iped herself to the
breakfast buffet. She had planned on stuffing dewiew mouthfuls of

food, not wanting to waste time, but he seemed sdraeinvested in the
paper.

She peeked over, trying to read the headlines. &feldd her a section
without looking up. Audrey relaxed and started negdthe paper,
grimacing when she realized they were the gossigegaShooting
Stephen an evil look, she read the first few srtgpe

.. . VSJ fought another duel in the dawn of thedtday of the month.
Word has it that his opponent CF has fled to that@ent in disgrace . . .

... the M of A has been seen with numerous persbless-than-genteel
description. One can only guess that her dear hadlieas not broken her
of

her poor associations . . .

... LW has reappeared in town after the E ofg&thering and has been
seen frequently in the vicinity of the B of R. Darespeculate as to why?

. .. whatever are we to do with the handsome neaf ®? He is causing
a riot in the streets. Rumor has it that he is sharg for a woman of



means. All over town women are stabbing their hondbaand young
ladies are holding up stagecoaches to try and ereshi interest . . .

Audrey couldn’t decide whether to smile or frownthe last entry It
looked like Stephen's secret was out. The ladieghefton would be
breaking down his door when he returned to town.

"Anything interesting?"

She dropped the paper on the table. "Not partiyutar

He smiled, and her heart jumped. She smiled back.

A quiet cough and clearing of the throat alertelemt to another’s
presence. They turned to the room entrance.

"Your Grace, a messenger has arrived from Lond@eéoyou.”

"Send him to the study."”

Stephen turned to her, "If I'm not back by the tigwai finish breakfast,
feel free to wander to the stables or browse throtige house.” He
winked and rose. "You can reacquaint yourself whhrooms."

Before Audrey could respond, a boy walked pastrtbeam. His eyes
widened when he looked at her. Not a good sign. ¢t picked up
speed.

"Great." She forced a smile, and the boy skittqrast.

Stephen walked from the room and followed the kmyhe study. She
pushed her plate forward, no longer hungry. Chevangher lower lip,

she grabbed the gossip section and scurried after.t

The door to the study was closed, and she pauseodnt) casting a quick
glance around the hall. There was no one in sight.



She knelt on the ground, spreading the sheetsdisadered fashion. It
was a feeble excuse at best, but it was going\e t@ado in a pinch. She
leaned toward the closed door while maintainingabteof collecting the
fallen papers.

The voices were muted but still audible.

"He says that you have to return forthwith to thg.®on't tip off the girl
but use extreme caution."

"Did he tell you anything else?"

"The girl murdered your solicitor, Mr. Logan. Theatth and Bow Street
runners are presently looking for the girl."

Audrey’s heart hammered in her chest. No. She eefts be locked away
again for a crime she didn’t commit.

The boy continued, "There are reports that the wostale documents
and books from the man before doing him in."

"How was Logan killed?"
"Stabbed, Your Grace."
Should she run or stay?

A servant rounded the corner, and Audrey sweptptygers into a pile.
She forced a smile and walked down the hall.

So what was the worst that could happen? He calildes. He could jail
her. He could take her back to the city. He couldwhat? Not care? Not
be upset? Because she meant nothing to him? Sheased her pace.
This was a game to him, after all. A game for theeld aristocrat.



She stumbled, but caught herself. Her breath camenshort gasps. She
didn’t care. This was a game to her too.

She headed for the stables, unsure what to doosngmgreeted her, and
she followed him inside. She selected a spiritedemdhe mare, a
beautiful rich brown horse with friendly eyes, naddher from inside her
cell. Audrey shook her head. Stall, not cell.

There was nowhere for her to run. She was as geadwght—a fly in a

web. If Stephen chose to arrest her, she’d nevé&erhar escape in time.
His lands and woods stretched for miles. She wadulkelren make it to

Travers’s lands before Stephen could hunt her dévenwould overtake

her, bind her, and cart her to prison. No one wauldstion a duke. No
one would care.

She patted the mare’s nose and stared blankleatét door.

"Audrey?"

Stephen stood at the next stall, absently playiith the stallion’s reins.
Audrey straightened her shoulders and stared back.

"Have you decided where you want to begin?"

Her heart started beating again. It was a game. iPl&ke a game. Her
options were limited. If Chalmers wanted to plagut, she would too.

"Yes."
The reins flipped left to right. "Shall we begin?"
She nodded.

"l told the grooms to make the saddle astride. Woulu rather have a
sidesaddle?"



"It doesn’t matter. | have ridden both ways. | gnavin the country."

The horses were led out, and Stephen helped hentmdhbey trotted
toward a wooded path, a groom on horseback leabdengay.

The landscape turned into a deep valley, and shwmlkes dotted the
countryside. It was a gorgeous pastoral scene.éyuldad grown up in
the country and appreciated the setting, eveneflsd become a rabid
city dweller.

Stephen asked the groom several questions aboututireng of the
estate, and Audrey could see his mind working. @$iate looked very
prosperous. There was no way this property coulieh biebt.

Stephen was a perfect gentleman and included héreirconversation
with the groom. The cool morning turned into a btignidday as they
broke from the countryside into the village.

As they meandered down the street, the villageasedt at them in
unabashed curiosity. Small children ventured ckosstare, and Audrey
saw puffed cheeks and healthy glows. These peoplke w excellent
health. No starving here. And yet they were suppdsde in dire need of
help.

And she was supposed to have killed the solicitde? eyes narrowed.
This was all too convenient.

There was a small inn in town. Probably not evenreoms large, but
they made their way there.

"They used to have excellent stews," Stephen cedfeis he helped her
dismount. His hands were warm on her waist. Hertlgged up and his
lingers seemed to linger before releasing her.

The groom excused himself and left them to the eepler, who busied
himself with making the two of them comfortable.



"I confess | have been thinking of nothing as mashyour lovely stew
since stepping foot in the county,” Stephen tolditimkeeper after he was
seated.

The innkeeper beamed. "I'll be back with two botvls.

A rich beef stew sounded superb after her meagskbast, but Audrey
didn’t know if she could dredge up an appetite when stomach was
coiled in knots.

Stephen gave her an unreadable look. "What dolyald bf the estate?”

She thought it looked very nice, but she was naearldo finding Faye
after the inspection. Of course she hadn’t complhirShe had no idea
where she stood at the moment, but good senseaprad the ground
shaky.

"l think the estate looks healthy and prosperous.”

"l do too. It looks well run and in need of litttepair. I'll need to look
over the books."

"Oh?"

"I have copies of some of the accounts, but thelédlgers are with my
solicitor. I'll retrieve them from him when | retuto London."

Audrey felt a faint line of perspiration dot herdbead. She had to get
herself under control. He was watching her closélyn sure you will
have everything under control in no time."

The innkeeper arrived with their food, saving her the moment.
Stephen started eating, and she stared at her owin ldight as well eat,
one never knew when it would be the last meal.



The stew was indeed good, and she ended up usirgdsd to wipe the

bowl clean. She thought a faint bit of amusemeos$sed his face, but the
unreadable mask was back in place. She found héatahg him at that

moment. She had become accustomed to his jokingnenamly to have

it rudely pulled from beneath through no fault ef lown.

"Let’s ride some more. We can discuss our planthemway."

He thanked the innkeeper and sent the groom abehé manor. Stephen
boosted her onto her horse, and she froze as ha llghtly caressed her
backside.

She didn't know what his game was, but if she cosilolvive this
experience and get him back to London, she coudpesinto the streets.
The country was a wide trap, but the city was lenain, and she knew
all its twists and turns.

If necessary, she could always fall back on heemtian. She would
loathe herself if she had to resort to it, but bkoices were slipping
away. Last night she had felt a ray of hope. Toddyad dimmed and
withered away as usual.

Even the sun slipped behind the clouds to reflecinmood.

"There are numerous buildings to investigate onvansis property.
Which direction do you want to search first?"

"I don’t know," she snapped.

Stephen looked at her askance. He had been tryidgtérmine if she had
heard the message and attempting at the samedirfigute out how to
ask. The case was becoming more and more complérgtmore twists
and turns than St. John's affairs.

"Feeling snippy?"



"None of your business. I'll take care of my ownlgems, thank you."

Irritation spread through him. "I know why you'rgjped. You overheard
my conversation with the messenger. "

She looked at him sharply. "No."
"How much did you overhear?"
"l don’t know to what you are referring.”

He couldn’t remember being this irritated with aman before. Usually
women were so pliable. So happy. So docile.

"Come off it, Audrey. | know you were there. Legjst it out in the open.”
"Why?"

"Because then we can discuss why someone is méis® claims about
you being a murderer."”

There was a wary look in her eyes as she examimeddn what seemed
like hours. She slowly nodded. He had the distingiression that she
would rather have answered no to whatever he said.

Was there ever a woman so contrary? His mothenbadr been like this.
She had been a been thoughtful, caring woman. Nwicly stubborn,
ungrateful one. At least that is how it had appgdoehave been in his
young mind.

Had his parents ever fought like this? It was uigvable that their sunny
relationship had ever had any stumbling blocks. B\vé¢n in the end.

They had died in each other 's arms, somethingvent the street thieves
could steal.



Stephen shook off the dark thoughts and staredheatstreet thief. He
shook his head, no, at Audrey. "Rumor has it th@t ynurdered my
solicitor. The funny thing is you somehow carriad the dastardly deed
two nights ago while | slept, managed to tiptoekbato my bed while |

slept. Furthermore, you magically disposed of ththe body. Witnesses
saw you kill him, but no one seems to know whatpesed afterward."”

A look of relief crossed her features. "Oh, tharddG

"You thought | believed it?"

"Why wouldn’t you, considering my checkered past?"

Why hadn’t he? He had automatically sought an raditere explanation
as soon as he had heard the first words from tresenger, never once
feeling the messengers words were the truth.

"Because it didn't make sense,” he said smoothierAhe had asked
some targeted questions, it hadn’t, that was ffhie.accusation had been
carefully crafted. Only his desire to believe indk&y had prompted him
to press the messenger and reveal the discrepancies

"So what do | do about the allegations?"

I, not we. Their relationship had quickly regresséoth is concerned
you will do me in."

"And what do you believe?"

"l told you | didn't believe the tale. Should | heorried about my
health?"

Audrey gave him a dark look. "I don't make it a gree to kill my
partners in crime."

"Then whom do you make it a practice to kill?"



"Irritating men. Be grateful you're my partner.”
He smiled. "I am grateful."

Color stained her cheeks, and she moved her mararfd. "We should
really be searching."”

He nudged his horse into a trot. "You've made amgnof Travers, you
know."

She nodded brusquely "Yes, | figured he was bethiied We now have
something else in common, Your Grace."

The title stung, but he knew she was right aboatv@rs. The man had
hated him for years, even decades. And he knew Waaters desired.
All the pieces were falling in place, and it wouldbe long before

Travers was brought down. But first he had to lecamdrey’s sister. He
was too nervous to put Audrey to the test if th&nd find her sister; he

knew he would end the loser.

Audrey glanced at Stephen riding next to her. Hinhaelieved the lies.
Or was this a more elaborate ploy? She quashedddative thoughts.
She had to believe him.

A weight lifted from her shoulders. They were stith closer to finding
her sister, but at least they were back on eveangto

"Let’'s be methodical and head south first." Steptemered ahead.

The mare was more spirited than she looked, andisbe off with only
the slightest urging. They soared over an opereyallhe wind on her
face, the ground flying beneath, Audrey had foeyothow much she
enjoyed riding. There was never an opportunitynedity



A few empty dwellings and barns occupied the scuthgortion of
Travers’s property, but there were no tracks anthing suspicious
around them. They rode to the eastern portion d@ld@ined Stephen’s
property, the portion closest to the manor, andimbthe area. The sun
was starting to set when they finally found whatytkvere looking for.

"Stop." Stephen motioned to her, and she saw tral dmarst of smoke
ahead.

They dismounted and tied their horses. Stephen vedhdis gun, and
they crept forward. A small cottage was nestlethentrees, and a man sat
on the edge of the front porch trying to light eefin a pit. Tendrils of
smoke haphazardly rose from his efforts. Audreyldsee forms moving
inside, but could not determine the number or gerafethe people
within.

Audrey recognized the man as an elder from thessi®ho sometimes
worked with Flanagan.

Another man, this one a stranger, exited the hoi@er guests are all
settled, boss. Are we supposed to just wait now?"

Had Flanagan sent someone? Or were these men wdikirsomeone
else? And who were the guests? She wanted dearhurst into the
clearing and shake the answers out of them.

"The little Kendrick filly will stay put. Don’t wory about her, she’s well
taken care of. "

The elder shook his head. "You don’t know her. "
Cold rage descended. They had Faye. She movedrthrvat Stephen

grabbed her. She balked and nearly pulled awaythmit eyes met, her
eyes glaring, his entreating, and after a few tesesends she stilled.



She dropped her hand. "You heard them. They havsisbtgr. I'm going
in with or without you."

"Not now. You don’t know how many others are insiddey don't
appear to be in any hurry We'll come back latehwéinforcements."

"No."

"Yes. I'll call the constable and set up men toakafThese men will still
be here in the morning."

She read the look on his face. "Fine." Her broWiedi and she smoothed
her hair. It would be better for her to return @lamder cover of darkness
anyway She could even walk the distance.

His eyebrows rose.

She answered his look. "You make a good point, lahcather have my
sister in one piece."

He didn't look convinced--she’d have to do a bgtibrat dinner, or he'd
never let her out of his sight.

"We are working together." She shrugged. "So, theans | have to wait
for you."

"Sometimes | wonder if our definitions of certairongs in the English
language might have different connotations." Helad an eyebrow, but
held out a hand to her.

They led their horses back to the south and exitedwoods into the
valley. They ended up farther away from the mabat, with the tracks
leading the wrong way They mounted and trotted bad¢ke house.

A movement to her right alerted her. She turnedatavthe woods, but no
one was there. Her senses went on alert. It wasama@nimal, she was



sure of it. It might be a villager or even a poadmet there was someone
in the wood. She edged closer to Stephen. If ittwmre of Flanagan’s
men, she would need to protect Stephen.

Stephen made no comment, but he kept trying toeghét to the side. It
was damn hard work protecting him when he keptipmthimself in
harm’s way.

But they reached the manor without incident.

After she retrieved Faye she'd find out who waschetg them. And
which one of them they were watching.

Stephen spoke with the butler, and Audrey meandetedthe library,
tension still thrumming though her. Volumes toweredm floor to
ceiling. She loved books. They were at the same t@m escape, safe
haven, and hope for the future. She had books obwa, tattered and
well used, but nothing like what Stephen and thevipus dukes
possessed.

She put her hand on the back of a Rousseau artddstar pull it out.
Someone coughed and she snatched her hand back.

Stephen stood in the doorway, lounging as usual.
"l wasn't going to take it."
"l never said you were. Did you want to borrow stimrey to read?”

"Maybe later." She absently walked to the windowarkhess had
descended upon the country.

"Why do you assume that | think you are stealing?"

"That's what | do, right?"



"And you automatically assumed | would find you luithis morning
with no facts to back any of the allegations."

"I'm a criminal. You hate us."

Although he appeared outwardly at ease, she felttense. "l don’t hate
you."

She shrugged.

"You don’t trust me," he said.
"Why should I trust you?"

"Have | given you reason not to?"

She jerked a bit. "You don't trust anyone, Chalmkeksaow you. So why
would you ask it of me?"

"l trusted in you this morning."

"No, you used logic and reason to sort througHidse"

He shook his head and leaned back against the thwetr,same inner
stillness at odds with his posture. "No, | knew weeren’t guilty before
applying logic and reason."

She remained silent, unsure how to respond.

His eyes were penetrating. "Dinner will be servedrs I'll see you
there." He pivoted on his heel and left.

An uncomfortable feeling spread through her, arel\ghlked away from
the window. He was being nothing but kind and hélpf/nfortunately,

this wasn’'t a simple lark. She had tried pretendtngas, but it hadn’t
been a game for a long time now. She needed tehdrdr heart if she



was going to make it to the end and save Faye. plae had never
included saving Audrey.

Audrey moved listlessly upstairs to change herhaohgf, then dragged
herself to the immense dining room. Chandelieramied across the
expanse, creating an intimate mood at odds witle®sings.

Dinner was excellent, but she barely did it justiéeephen was consumed
with his own thoughts as well, and there was litttnversation. She
didn’t know how to break the silence and wasn’tresare she wanted to.
As long as he was preoccupied she could developoher strategy
however depressing the thought of their lost intiyna

After dessert and an uncomfortable silence, shedst8tephen rose as
well.

"The constable will take care of everything tomarrb

She shrugged, not feeling what the motion indicaiée constable would
just as well come to arrest her on the morrow. éF®Bood evening."

She felt him watching her as she walked slowly fribra dining room.
She shut the door to her room, then locked it foodg measure. She
couldn’t forget her mission.

She stripped to her shift and tucked herself utiercovers. They were
warm, bless the maid. A nap would restore her gnieefpre she returned
to the cabin. Time for Stephen to go to bed, tioretlie servants to go to
bed, and time for the bastards who had her sisté&etome drunk and
lazy.

Revenge would be sweet. Right now the men in thedsowere the
perfect scapegoat for her pentup feelings--theus®ad ones for Stephen,
the terrified ones for her sister, and the vengedhat she craved against
Travers.



Audrey napped lightly and woke when she heard db&dll approach her
door. There was an infinitesimal pause before tt@ytinued down the
hall to the master suite. She stared at the ceildmghour later she was
still staring at the same spot. By now he shouléddleep. She tossed the
covers and stepped on the plush oriental rug.

It took a few minutes to find her coat and trouseéks soon as her
weapons were in place, she cracked open the dabpeered into the
hall. The corridor was clear.

She made her way down the steps, slipped into itkhdn and through
the back door. A half-moon provided enough lightllitaminate her way.
She trotted to the east. Once inside the woodsteipped onto a trail and
increased her pace. Years of running from the lawecher speed. She
spotted the large oak tree she had mentally madegliler and turned
from the path. Slowing, she picked her way throtlgh forest, trying to
avoid stepping on anything that crinkled or rustleghe wasn’t
accustomed to the terrain and found it much mofgcudit to traverse
than it had been in the daylight.

Finally, the thatched cottage came into view. Thresn sat around the
fire. She skirted to the A back and sent up a prayeen she saw the
partially open door. She snuck inside and stayedttothe ground. The
idiots had left lamps glowing throughout the plaBbe poked her head
into the first bedroom. Empty. Second one. Emptygofind from outside
caused her to crouch lower on the floor, knifeamdh Silence.

She moved to the final room. Empty. She twitched hand and

straightened. Walking into the living area she cedi that no one had
been held here, now or in the recent past. Angérflustration whipped

through her, and she sidled up to a curtained wingeeking through.

The three men were still drinking and smoking acbuhe fire. The

stranger she had seen earlier was smoking, a nthrhisiback to her was
staring toward the trees, and the older man wasirlgaagainst a log
drinking from a huge jug.



She opened the door. "What the hell are you thatsedoing here?"

The older man dropped the jug, spilling ale on ks'By the devil,
Hermes, what are you thinking of, sneaking up ohkesthat?"

She walked over and tapped her foot on the log.y"@fle you here?"
The man who had been staring at the trees whippmthd and stepped
forward. She grimaced in recognition. "Flanagad te8 to keep an eye on

you so you'd not weasel out on paying up."

Audrey frowned and continued tapping. "Flanagad gau two had split
from the ranks."

The older man grunted. "He needed help. Too maogrspin the kettle,
SO you might say."

They occasionally hired men from other rings orejpehdents to do
simple tasks when they had many irons in the finet why would
Flanagan send anyone after her?

"l told him I'd ante up. And why would he send y8eefy? Trying to get
you out of his hair?"

The man who had been studying the trees glaredné8ay I’'m going to
tear off a chunk of yours. We'll see how fine yook then."

"Awww, Beefy, it sounds like you missed me."
"Call me that one more time, and I'm going to—"
"Leonard, cut it out,” the older man said, pickimghis jug.

Leonard's hands curled into fists.



Audrey turned to the jug man. "Chalmers knows Bé&eBhe smiled
falsely at the large man who was tightly gripping hands, "Oh, excuse
me, | mean, Chalmers knows Leonard."

She returned her attention to the jug man. "If wo@ going to be here,
you should have at least left him behind. Was dhgoa in the forest
today

watching us?"

Leonard smirked. "Chalmers ain’t going to recognime. We're just
keeping an eye on the two of you. Chalmers ca®tta® feet in front of
his face."”

She pulled her foot down from the log and rolled éges. "Right, and
that's why he escaped from you on the bridge kst ggainst the odds of
twenty to one."

Leonard smirked, but it didn’t touch his eyes. "k pretty cozy with
the bloke, Hermes. Always knew you were after thecy pieces." He
spat. "Too good for the likes of us, weren’t you?"

"Too good for you, most definitely."

The third man, the stranger, snickered. Leonard edovorward
menacingly, but the jug man put a hand on his"legave her alone."

Jug man resumed drinking and leaned back agaiadogh "This is just a
friendly follow along. As long as you're straighttivus, we won’t bother
you or interfere in your plans, Hermes."

Audrey frowned but nodded. It was not an uncomm@cttce, but she
had never been taxed with followers before. "F¥ee that you don’t."

She checked Leonard’s position before turning temkko the trio. He
was too far away to reach her without warning, &lu¢ kept her eyes
strained as far back as possible as she walked wethhead forward.



What a mess. Her least favorite thug and two edkitrawits to boot. She’d
be lucky to get out of this without Stephen findthgm.

While keeping an eye on Leonard was a very wiseanivalso precluded
her from seeing the person who stood directly in fegh. She nearly

collided with him, but a slight movement jerked la¢tention forward at
the last minute.

"Plotting with the enemy, my dear?"



Chapter 16

The jug crashed for a second time, and Stephenhea@tthe three men
scramble. The man smoking showed the quickestxesleand dove
behind the log. The man with the ale fell forwarefdye following the

man behind the log.

And the dumb lug who had been threatening Audrein’tidisappoint
him as he lumbered forward, his fists clenched. @i, was going to feel
good. Audrey put herself between them. Stephengul$ler aside and
ducked as Leonard swung. Stephen used Leonardisfdrmomentum
to pull him into a flip. The thug hit the groundrta

"I'm sorry to say that | do not have a bat, Leondne been looking for
you." Stephen waited for him to rise. Better to dndicked him while
down, but he had some penta€’up aggression to spliogv | see why
they bring you in for the jobs where the persoraligady bruised and
beaten. Not much of a fighter, are you?"

Leonard rushed him again, and Stephen flipped mta a cluster of
plants. He prayed they were poison ivy.

The other two men came out of their hiding plages\s trained.

Audrey stepped in front of Stephen. "We are goiagkbto the house.
You three are welcome to stay here."

The man who had been drinking stopped moving, Ima $moker
continued forward. Stephen was prepared to pusheuaut of the way.
But the drinker stopped the smoker and noddedetimth

Audrey turned and pushed Stephen into the woodmadrel was trying to
rise and was begging for a few more lumps. Audrestninave divined
Stephen’s intent because she pushed him harder.



He allowed it only because now that Leonard wasodutiding he'd be

easy to find. But he had threatened Audrey. StepHgs tightened, and
he turned around, the smoker nervously raised Umisagain and glanced
to the drinker.

Audrey sighed and grabbed Stephen’s hand. The rgestias so
unexpected that he allowed her to pull him the odsthe way to the
house. It was a silent journey. He had overheagchibn say they would
stick around to shadow Audrey. Leonard could wait.

She went in through the kitchen door, and he fadldwbehind, not
releasing her hand. She led him to the library.

"You followed me. Did you know | was going all atg?i'

She poured a glass of brandy, handed it to him,samcn the sofa. He
swirled the liquid, feeling no desire to dull henses.

"Yes."
"Why didn’t you stop me?"
"l had to know if | could trust you."

She leaned back against the sofa. "And do you?"qUestion was light,
but he saw the tense line of her jaw.

"I might." He continued to swirl his brandy. "Omiight not."
He had to know if the suspicions that had formeddiat were correct.
There were so many questions vying in his brairt treadidn’'t know

which to ask first.

He issued a statement instead. "You were with tifigans that trapped
me on the bridge a year ago."



She folded her hands and looked him straight iretee "No."
"l overheard you talking. You witnessed my jump."
"Yes, but | was not with the ruffians, as you ¢aém."

Stephen put the glass on the rosewood table anddeagainst the hearth
across from the sofa.

"Then what were you doing there?"
"| followed Leonard and a few of the others."

"Asking you questions is like catching fish withrédands. Why did you
follow them?"

"I heard they were going after you. | wanted to iséar myself."

"Curiosity was all?"

She didn’t blink. "Yes. | had observed you befdrat not closely. Of
course, you hadn’'t pegged me as Hermes yet, ssngsak you chased me
in the shadows | was safe."

Stephen's blood warmed. She was so confident irabiities. So sure
that she would have continued undetected. So stitigere were you
standing?"

"l beg your pardon?"

"Where were you standing when they attacked me?"

One foot shifted, but the rest of her stayed $$ile continued to look him
straight in the eye. "l don’t see why that is oy amportance."



"You weren't on the bridge, | would have seen you."

"Then | wasn’t on the bridge."

"You were on the bank, admit it."

A spark of defiance lit her eyes, breaking her calkpression. It only
Zﬁctﬁzcre]g?d in heating him further. "Why bother ggkme the question at

"l want to know."

She tapped her left heel against the floor twides, | was on the bank. |
could see most of what was going on and still renvaidetected.”

"So you saw what happened after | jumped in theemvat
"You fell quite ungracefully into the sour pits tbie river. "
"And then?"

"Well, that pretty well frustrated the men who werging to beat the
information out of you on the bridge."

"Who pulled me out of the water?"

She didn’t move, but he could almost feel her bthse. "The show was
over, | left. 1 don’t know how you managed to pydurself from the
river."

Stephen moved until he was standing over her,ngtaat the top of her
head. She tilted her head back. Her brows drewtliegeand she rose and
put her hands on her hips. "You aren’t going tamidate me, Chalmers."

He wanted her to call him Stephen. He wasn't trymgntimidate her; he
was just having an unsure moment of how to procg8ad.was so strong,



and yet there was a fragile quality about her as@ small push would be
the one to send her over the edge.

"Audrey, you pulled me out. And you nursed me. Thaty you seemed
so familiar. | remember you. It's like something @fia dream, but it was
you. It finally makes sense."

She crossed her arms. "You've taken leave of yenses. Why would |
have saved you? You were nothing but a pain in reg.a

She was gazing at him with wide eyes just as sdehmother day when
he had taken the documents from her trousers. Andight went on.

"And that explains why you came through my winddw bdther day. The
footmen who saw you drop me off at my town houseewe the front

hall talking with Grimmond. You couldn’t take théhance that they
would recognize you."

"That’'s absurd."
He gave her a soft smile. "No, no it's not absarthe least.”

She sat back down and looked at her hands. "Yowswaek a tenacious
man. | was afraid you would remember. That's wtgok you back to the
town house inhabited by Lady Angelford. | couldnk keeping you

with me any longer. | knew you were going to regaomsciousness at
any moment."

"Why did you save me? Your cohorts obviously didmint me alive.”

She waved a hand. "They were hired by outside melo tan extra job. It
wasn’'t on Flanagan’s orders."

"I know. The men who organized it were instructedyather information
concerning the death of Calliope’s father. Theyehbeen taken care of.
But that doesn’t answer the question of why yoledawe."



She shrugged. "I admire a good move as well asdReperson. It didn’t
seem fair that after escaping from them, you’'d dréw@m your injuries."”

His thoughts were jumbled. "I've been searchingmigrrescuer. You."
"Why?"

He didn't know why, he just had had to find hers Hiroat was dry, so he
cleared it. "l was curious, that's all."

"Well, you found me." Audrey frowned. "I've beewitig to discover who
ratted me out. Care to enlighten me?"

Stephen shook his head. "No one ratted you out.fabnen knew you
were a girl. 1 sent men all over the city trying dgg up information.
Imagine my surprise when clues concerning you amgr \sister kept
popping up. | merely connected them and starteldvihg you as the
thief Hermes, rather than my savior."

Audrey looked disgruntled. "So my saving you ledytas knowing my
identity?"

"Yes." He paused. "Thank you."

"Ah, well, if I had known at the time that your estigation would bring
you down on my head might not have been so accoratmgg’

"You obviously did not learn from your mistake. Yeaved me again at
the theater.”" He smiled. "Besides, if you hadniteshme, | wouldn’t have
had the pleasure of knowing you."

There was a naked moment of emotion on her fadéktlat would have
caused her pain, and lightning shot down his spihe. urge to grab her
and never let her go was strong, but he sat netkxetonstead and leaned
back. Every rational part of | his mind said hewddo’t give in to this



crazy obsession with her. Yet every other part dirigien on. There was
something very important about the moment.

"Where should we go from here, Audrey?"

She looked over at him and leaned the side of dad lon the back of the
sofa so that she faced his side. "Where can w8tgphen?"

"l honestly don’t know. All | do know is that I'veever wanted anything
so badly as to take you upstairs with me."

He looked both determined and resigned. Panic anideenent warred
within her. She put up a last front.

"Out of gratitude?"
Stephen grimaced but didn't move. "Definitely not."

He was so honest. All of the men in her life hadrbanything but. Her
normal defenses were failing under his steady stadeopen air. Trusting
him would only open her to further pain. She knéwAind something
about the steady acknowledgment of spending thiet nagether instead
of falling into it in a fit of passion made the @&on harder than it had
been the night before.

Yet, there was tonight. One night to be free, wothink about the past,
not to worry about the future. He wasn't promisamything, and neither
was she.

"l want you to take me upstairs."

His eyes were gentle as he held out his hand. @keit and the warmth

caressed her. He rose from the sofa and lifteddeer feet. They walked

hand in hand down the hall and up the stairs. E&gh brought her closer
to his room, and each step caused the flurrieseinstomach to increase
and the weight of her burden to lift.



He opened the door and stood aside, allowing leechioice. She walked
in and breathed in the pine scent. Sometime duhiegevening he had
taken time to transport a few plants into the rodimey were sitting in
pots around the floor. He reached down and pushedto the side.
Nothing to bar the way to the bed. The covers vedready pulled back
but not rumpled. He had probably not even undredsedbed that
evening.

She walked forward and sat on the edge, watchingds he lit candles
on both sides of the bed.

She shivered, and he turned to her. "Would you tiileeto light a fire in
the grate?"

Suddenly shy, she shook her head. "No, | am firenk you."

He knelt before her. Taking one calf in his hare plegan rubbing it. Up,
down, circle, up, down, circle. The heat slowlyrtgd to spread as he
worked his way up to her thigh. A tightened feelingher chest caused
her breath to catch as he switched his attentidheother leg, massaging
it as well. By the time his hands reached her thigh breathing was
coming in short gasps. He lifted her onto the hedefully laying her
down. He removed her boots pausing at the sighepoankles.

Laughing softly he removed the straps that kept kwiwes in place and
tossed them to the floor. She looked over the eddke bed as the steel
disappeared into the shadows.

He pushed her back onto the pillows and ran a fimgeher stockinged
right calf and placed her feet under the covershBands moved up her
legs to her waistband. He slid her trousers dowwlgl She barely felt
the cool air this time as his hands lingered ondkan and he tucked his
finger under her garter straps, where two resenieek were strapped.
The garters were for dresses, but they were haranse in case she was



captured. His fingers caressed the garters, theduhem and slipped
them off as well. Two more pieces of steel hitflber.

He tucked her legs underneath the covers. She eddohn him, unsure
whether to undress him as well or allow his exglorato continue.

She reached for him, but he simply caught her fzamttucked it beneath
the pillow as he drew his fingers up and over heghs, her hips to her
stomach, pushing her shirt up and leaving a tfdileat in their wake. Her
shirt was undone, and he lifted her back from e &nd removed it.

Two solid thunks resounded from the shirt hitting floor. He looked at
the trousers, which were still on the bed. Littlevies were tucked into
various sheaths. He placed the pants on the flostead of dropping
them. He chuckled and whispered into her hair, simg about carrying
a small arsenal. His breath caught in her left aad, her head fell back.
He kissed the side of her neck, and his lips wailewn and to her chest.

His right hand started at her ankle and trailesvslaipward on the inside
of her leg. His lips continued their descent ansl Hfand its ascent. Heat
collided from both directions as he pulled a nippl® his mouth. Her
hips lifted involuntarily as his fingers reacheckithtarget and wrapped
around her. Dear Lord, she didn't think she couldnd it. A faint
warning caused her to tighten her thighs.

This man would not be a part of her future. He doubt be. Stephen
seemed to sense her indecision, and his hand stoggmotion, resting
on top as his head lifted and rested against ek. ne

Tragedy and romance; Shakespeare would be prous n@ht. Just one
night to keep the darkness at bay.

Audrey reached up and unbuttoned his shirt. Shedhleian catch his
breath. She looked at his face, thrown into shadod flame by the
surrounding candlelight. Touching his face, sheaught her mouth to his
and kissed him with everything inside of her. Haumeed the kiss, and



she felt him giving her a piece of himself. Shesged it, and her fingers
moved to his shirt, pushing it off, then running hands over the muscles
underneath.

His warm hands roamed, making promises. Even ps dn hers made
whispered promises that she knew could not keefaorrow. But they
were hers for the night, and she gripped him ambeed his promising
lips down her body and replaced his hands with tlesmshe arched
against the bed. Waves of pleasure washed oveahershe bit her lip as
her head moved back of its own will.

Those whispering lips moved up her body, and shblgrd them to hers
as he slid inside. She shuddered as he pushedheartmbdy accepted him
completely. It was so right, so complete a feeling.

The light flickered over his features as he beganing above and inside
her. She leaned her head back and stared intydss mmesmerized by the
look there, the promise in their depths. The longjee stared into his
eyes, the more the sensations intensified untilevadter wave of pleasure
crashed through her, and she buried her face dadasshoulder, crying

out in tandem with him.

Stephen drew the covers around her. Audrey hadvesed since her
clothes had come off, but she seemed to be petjyetodd, and he didn’t
want her to be uncomfortable.

She had long since fallen asleep, but Stephen tdidimk it would take

much to wake her. In her line of work it wasn’t aog idea to sleep
heavily. He frowned. He had chosen his line of wétk had lain many a
night waiting for the enemy to sneak up and snurf.h

But she hadn’t chosen her life. It had been forgedn her, and she had
succeeded in leaving it once, before being dradpge#. She curled into a
ball, not even trusting him in her sleep. What wasgoing to do with
her?



One night with her had done nothing to satisfydbsession. If anything,
it had increased it, just as he had known it wodd. many facets, so
many fascinating angles--she was a puzzle waitirgetsolved.

More than that, she was challenging--demanding faomthright. He

thought about the pile of clothes on the floor. Aman with a damn
arsenal of weapons strapped about her at all tirfNes. a blushing

debutante. Not a schemer hiding in the shadows.dgude honest, not
quite noble, but with a set of guiding principlésitt she abided by. And
although he knew the important ones, he wanteadooviall of them.

If he were logical, he should walk away now andandgok back. He was
walking on the edge of a precipice. He knew it,Rkriew it, and James
knew it. Hell, even James’s bodyguard had mumbledavithin his
hearing. But Stephen couldn’t turn his back onrtiwest intriguing woman
he

had ever encountered.

"Nooooo!"

Audrey thrashed wildly at the covers holding hedem Stephen reached
out and brushed her hair. "Shhhh, it's just a niginé."

She pushed his hand away and struck out. Stepheeditio the side; her
fist missed his chin by inches. He continued muingyrtrying to soothe

her back into dreamless sleep. He stroked a fidgen her back, and she
curled toward him.

Newgate. Travers had put her there, and Stephendatl to make the
man pay for that and much more before this was.over

The game would continue, only now there was a lotenat stake.



Travers approached the two men around the fireh Begn jumped, and
one even grabbed his gun.

"Dammit, Hermes, I'm going to let Leonard at youyibu do that one
more--" The man stopped as he recognized the kigitee man twitched
nervously "Begging your pardon, sir, | didn’t knolmat was you."
Travers fisted both hands. "Had a late-night visitid you?"

"Well, er, yeah, she stopped by for a chat.”

"Where’s Leonard?"

The man twitched again and took a drink. "Followleeim back."
"Them?"

"Yeah, the duke fella followed her here. They tefiether."

"Really?" Travers relaxed his fists.

The man said nothing.

Leonard crashed into the clearing. "Damn girlwa}s knew she had it in
for the high fly--" He stopped midsentence, justtlas other man had
done. Travers would have smirked if he hadn’t keeangry.

"You were saying, Leonard?"

Leonard spat. He didn’t quite have the brains efdther man. "Saw them
going upstairs together."”

"And you think that means what?"

He smirked and walked toward the fire. "If you hsekn them, you'd
know what | meant."



Unfortunately for Leonard, he walked right past hifmavers landed a
punch. It didn’t relieve his rage. He started @anlelown to throw another,
but the third man shifted his gun nervously andé&sbtwitchier than the
first. Travers straightene&unnel the rage, funnel the paiSo Chalmers
planned to continue taking everything that was his?

A fifth man entered the clearing, his dark clothimgrroring his
expression. "Plans have changed. Tomorrow you fuoillow them.
Somewhere along the pike before they get to Londevant you to
attack."

Leonard glared at the stranger and rubbed his"jawgt who are you?"

Travers felt the jolt of fear that always accompanhim in the man’s
presence.

The man scoffed at Leonard as if he were a smalesgcuttling from his
path. "You will do as you are told."

Something about his voice or demeanor alerted Lrelbttascoot back a
step. Leonard looked at Travers, who said nothiingere was nothing he
could say to gainsay the man who had reachedduws si

Leonard seemed to feel this was a good coursetminaas well, for he
simply asked, "Where?"

"I don’t care where. Pick a spot, just don’t le¢rin reach London.” The
man tapped a finger on the back of his knuckled! the duke, but spare
the girl. Bring her to me."

Fear pulsed through Travers, but there was notmengould do.

Leonard smiled.



Chapter 17

A clinking sound jarred her awake. She opened kes ¢0 see Stephen
grimacing as he closed a large trunk.

"Sorry about that, | was trying to close the darimg without waking
you."

She raised her brows. "Trying to pack, then diteh 8tephen?"

He chuckled. "And then spend all my time dodgingi®d don’t think
so."

His gaze focused on her leg, thrown out from unier covers. "Of
course, it depends on the manner of the dodging."

She lazily drew her leg up so that the sheet gappddexposed a smooth,
bare hip. "And what manner of dodging would yourierested in?"

A seductive smile spread over his face as he smathteward her. Her
body tingled and responded as he trailed a fintmrgaher toes and up
her leg, creating tremors of desire before disappgdeneath the sheet
to find the mysteries underneath.

Much later he kissed her with such burning swesatrirat she thought
she would burst from it. Even after a wild nighthiis arms, his gentleness
touched her soul, creating within her a deep sehg®ace. She sat up
and admired his broad back, his long, tapered t@nsd his tight bottom

as he walked from the bed, unembarrassed by higynud

"l found a copy of the estate accounts dating lmékw months. Logan
must not have known about them." He sat back ohdwés. "The estate is
perfectly healthy. Just as we both suspected, 'thamthing wrong with



it. Makes it all the more curious why Logan woulyd was penniless
and use this property as proof, then end up muddere

She propped herself on one elbow. "It does giveaaise to wonder."

He looked at her. "We need to return to town amérclour name. Then
we will find your sister."

Her fingers knotted in the sheet. He really wouddphher find Faye. He
really would be her knight in shining armor.

"Audrey?" Stephen returned to the edge of the betlgazed at her in
concern.

She forced a smile and waved a hand. "Oh, | jugé ls@mething in my
eye. Let me get dressed so we can be off."

He looked doubtful, but moved from the bed to ket bp.

She struggled into her trousers and shirt. Dammmaéaee her wish for so
much more. She had to stop herself from runninghasexited the room.

Again the maid said nothing about her sleepingveisee and helped her
change into a traveling dress dotted with tiny rafpearls. The feel of
the smooth cool pearls was reassuring. Audrey odukeklp but run her

fingers down the iridescent seeds.

They were packed and loaded in the carriage a tewshater. As long as

they weren’t waylaid by highwaymen they would beefi She smirked.

Bandits would be most surprised if they attemptedb this carriage. In

an earlier inspection, she discovered a cache aperes. The man came
prepared.

Stephen spread out estate papers on the seat andaking notes. Even
though the ducal coach was top-notch, the macadamipad left



something to be desired, and an occasional swea pimctuated the air
from his side. He finally gave up and put the paavay.

"Are you enjoying this extra responsibility?" shsked.

He grimaced but then regained his carefree aiydif had asked me that
a week ago, | would have sneered at you. But orst adapt as one must.
Now that I'm not going to have to hie off to somefareign shore to
escape the creditors, this may be just the thimeed."

Envy swept through her. She had never met suchaamad individual.

So together, so everything that she desired. Aoperable to put
everything into perspective, sooner rather thaarlat

"Good for you, Chalmers."

He smiled. "You're calling me Chalmers again."

"l told you, Chalmers is your irritating side."

"Well, Audrey is both your irritating and your lungus side.

Unfortunately for you, since you won’t have accesshe same type of

key emotional information."”

She grinned. Whatever else could be said for Ste@talmers, she truly
liked him.

More than liked. That thought brought dark unbiddleoughts that she
shoved aside. She was determined to make theird&stogether fun.
Today it would be just the two of them--no baggapel no betrayals.
Tomorrow would come

soon enough.

She nudged him with her foot. "Tell me more abbig luminous side."

A devilish glint caught his eye.



The air was fresh and warm. Billowing clouds formetkresting shapes
through the windows.

"There’s a hare being chased by a bear."

"And over there"—he reached across her, pointing-k8and after a
fox."

They talked about everything from the weather teirtichildhoods.
Childhoods untarnished by death and disillusionméntdrey came to
life under his questions, talking about amusingcanthat she and her
sister had pulled. Pranks on the servants and stsntgth the local lads.

"I'd never seen my mother angrier than we she foloth@hallenged one
of the local boys to a race across the pond.” Thes a smile on her
face. "Good thing she never found out that we digtwaent through with
it later.”

"Who won?"
She feigned affront. "Well, | did, of course."

It was the perfect ride. The perfect conversatiath we perfect partner.
Stephen was willing to overlook the sad expressiat appeared in her
eyes before she had started the banter. But halgtasmined to erase it
permanently.

He watched the way she moved her hands as shel.tdtegant and

refined. She tried so hard to be jaded and flipplaumt the lacy garters he
had stripped from her were more feminine than resogsPractical? Yes:
they were still able to sheathe her knives, but ¢nebroidery was

delicate, the lacing fine. She was unsuccessfutrymg to hide her

femininity underneath all of those layers.



How hard it must be for her always to present gofacade and be in
control. Never being able to laugh or weep. Stepkealled how drained
he felt after his parents died, but good friendd good fortune had
helped him endure. Who did Audrey and her sisteeha lean on? No,
Audrey’s life had been cutthroat since she was $we had been playing
a much different game since then. And being ferhatin’t been an asset,
which was probably why she usually eschewed tlppings of one.

But he had seen her touch the tiny pearls on hessdand the delicate
baubles in her hair. She liked them. And God howwvaated her to be
able to like them without guilt.

They dined on an enjoyable lunch with pleasant eosation at the
Wayfarers Inn. It was still early as they decidedpush on toward
London.

Within a mile of London the first shot rang out.



Chapter 18

The horses raced down the road out of controlw#fre lucky, we’ll
make it in one piece," Stephen yelled over theedidold on."

No more were the words expressed than the coach hitge rut and a
wheel cracked.

Stephen pulled Audrey into his arms as the carrigpged, and they went
tumbling into the side of the vehicle, now the flodhe horses had
broken free. She could hear their retreating hoagethey scampered into
the distance. Or was it their pursuers' hoovesZ8tkin’'t be sure.

Another shot punctuated the air, and somethingntgred against the side
of the coach. She gasped as her lungs finallytedlaShe had hit the
ground hard.

She pushed off Stephen and grabbed one of the rifléhe sideboard.
Stephen was already moving as well, and he hadcharghand and was
firing through the window at the top of their space

"We have to leave the coach.”

She nodded and tucked a pistol into a hidden pookwetr dress.

A rifle barrel caught her eye, and she grabbed.oaded. A shot was
fired, and she lifted her hand and blindly returfiesl

Stephen peeked through the trap. "I'm going to fim®ugh the top and
draw their attention. You climb through the traglaaon for those trees."
He pointed to several large clusters a few yardsyaw

He barely gave her a chance to get situated behergtarted firing. He
had lined pistols up on the floor and was reacliorga new one as she



pushed through the trap. She fell ungracefullyh® dirt and scrambled
on all fours to the boulders, carrying the rifle hand. Shots rang out
behind her, but they were focused on the carriageStephen.

He pushed through the trap and she saw a movemeheidark. She
tracked it, took aim and fired. A cry met her eansg she pulled the pistol
from her pocket.

Stephen dove behind a neighboring rock.

"I think there are three remaining. They can’'t havany shots left," he
said.

“No, but they could have reinforcements."

"We can shoot, run, or meet them. You decide. Wilait be, my lady?"
A fierce look flashed in his eyes, and Audrey telpitter deep inside her
chest. A warm glow spread through her. And thetream of pebbles hit

her as a shot fired into the rock above.

They returned fire until the night was silent. $beked at her last pistol.
One more shot and nowhere to run.

"Well, well, well, looks like we need to flush tiare, boys," a voice said
from around the boulders.

Audrey looked at Stephen in confusion. Leonard?
"Flanagan will have your head, Leonard,” she shthute
"Not for following orders, he won’t. Now be a gogull and come out.”

"Flanagan wouldn’t do that. Who are you working fgwu little worm?"



"Don't like being betrayed, eh, Audrey? Too bad you. Come on out.
Oh, and bring your lover with you."

Flanagan wouldn’'t do this to her. She bit her lllgou’'re dreaming,
Leonard.”

"Aw now, Audrey. All my dreams are of you, you kndivat."

She watched Stephen edge around the other side afdk. "Don’t make
me vomit, Beefy."

"No, we don’t want that." He sounded angry. Godldle're all going to
have a nice little taste of you. See if you tastesweet as your sister.”
Rage and anguish whipped through Audrey. Travedshea sister. More
importantly Travers’s men had her sister.

"What are you doing? This is not the plan," hisgetdlvoice of one of the
assailants.

Leonard continued, "Brewster over here says youtasie just like her.
My guess is you'll much more tart. | always likegamd bite."

Stephen quickly reappeared, his eyes wide as wdrisedbay toward her.
"Audrey?" he said urgently. "Don’t listen to hime’s trying to force a
reaction to get you out in the open."

Stephen tried to reach for her across the distance.

"Sweet little Faye. Don’t you worry though, Audreshe was only an
appetizer, | consider you the main course.”

Stephen guessed her intent and dove toward he Hautwas already
running around the boulder and firing. The firstrmducked and she
threw gun to the side, sparing no thought to hirslreswhipped a knife at
the man on the right and launched into a dive. Aspot sounded, and the



man taking aim at her collapsed. Her dive brougntface to barrel with
Leonard's gun. He smirked as he cocked it agaarstonehead.

His eyes lifted from her for a moment, and Audresatd footsteps
behind. Stephen. But he had already used his lal#¢tlio save her.
Leonard lifted the gun to take aim. She stabbed imnthe leg and
knocked the gun from his hand. He fell to the gabuBhe hit him. Then
she hit him again. And again. From a distance skarch someone
screaming in rage and pain, unaware that the socarde from her own
throat.

Strong arms pulled her upright. Darkness was alligd her. Warm arms
pulled her close and she stepped away from Le@ardne body and
buried her face against Stephen’s chest, hystesadad escaping.

Stephen made soothing noises and stroked her Mfdie three
unconscious men on the ground were lucky to besaliheir wounds,
although not fatal, were bad enough to put them a@utommission.
Leonard was unconscious, the other two men weretisgpaway from
him, one holding his side and the other holdingéus

Stephen repositioned Audrey in his arms and slak lzgainst a boulder.
Voices from the woods were audible. Townsfolk aretvants were
quickly approaching. The gunfire must have surdgrted everyone in
the London outskirts. Stephen looked at the facésLeonard’s

companions. They were the two men from the previogist.

Audrey knew they were working for Travers. He hadrsit in her eyes.
It was the only way she could have possibly knohat Leonard wasn’t
bluffing. Now was not the time to press for details

He picked her up and headed to one of the horfielsyld eonard’s men.

He set Audrey on top of one horse and took thesreinanother. His

coach driver was nursing a shoulder wound and \appeared to be a
broken leg. Stephen rummaged through the carriadeave him a pistol
and a bottle of spirits. He would send his men dackim.



The villains would have to be left behind. Steplightened his lips. He
would find them. He knew their faces.

He mounted the horse and took Audrey’s reins. Sba/ed no movement
to ride herself, simply staring straight ahead.

He rubbed a hand over his forehead. Could he owerdahe darkness in
Audrey? Should he even try? He looked over at laed a fierce
protectiveness overtook him. The answer was yes.

He rode toward the city pulling her horse behind.tblok out-of-the-way
paths to Mayfair and used a back path to his tosmst. Two servant
boys were sitting on the rear wall. They jumpedatiention when they
saw him and grabbed the reins as he dismounted.

Stephen touched Audrey’s hand. "You know he waglyHe wanted you
to come out, and you did."

Her eyes focused on him for a minute before she g§an her hand.

Stephen’s eyes were calming, but Audrey’s pain eadent. She needed
her sister. Needed to see that she was safe. $tdiftee her from her
horse. He was giving orders to the boys.

"Unsaddle and stable the horses. Tell the groomisNturphy is injured
on the London Road. Do so quietly and quickly, tfiad yourselves an
extra dessert."

The boys scrambled off, eager to please their mastelrey leaned back
resting her head against his shoulder and allowadtt carry her to the
door. The shrubbery lining the house bounced irvieaw as he continued
to carry her.



Stephen rounded the corner and as quick as lightstepped back and
deposited her in the bushes. An outraged cry lodigdter throat as she
saw him make a silencing motion with his hand drehtstride forward.
"Good evening, Your Grace. | am Barney Tyler, Bawe& runner.”

Audrey recoiled into the prickly bush and barelyiced the pain.

"Good evening, Mr. Tyler. Please forgive my sadestd dress, it's been
quite a trying evening."

"Indeed. We received word that a murderess wasppded and in your
custody."

Audrey’s breath lodged in her chest.
"Yes, Mr. Tyler, that was the case."
"Was?"

"The hellion escaped. I've been chasing her the feas hours. Damn
woman almost shot me."

The runner’s voice was grim. "As soon as we find e will make sure
she pays for that.”

"That is an encouraging thought, Mr. Tyler. She baderal men helping
her."

"Gary, go have a look ‘round back. We’'ll search theperty, Your
Grace."

A darted glance around the area showed nowhelilgefaio run except the
way they had come.



"Excellent. | chased her just outside of the narihmutskirts of London,
and disabled a few of the men. They may still besing their wounds
there. | was unable to linger."

He wasn’t going to turn her in. Footsteps roundexdorner, and Audrey
pulled her hair around her face, blessing her ttaoks. The faint outline
of a man passed her hiding place and continuedtih@aarkness toward
the stables.

"Quite understandable. Sounds like you did a fote your Grace. Shall
we talk inside?"

"Yes, the night is getting chilly. | feel sorry fanyone having to stay
outside, but we do as we must."

Damn him for telling her to stay outside. She sthitio feel the branches
poking into her ribs, back and bottom, but she diaw@ move. Two more
men walked past, speaking in hushed tones.

She was stuck here, probably for a long duratitve &ooted against the
house, wincing as the thorns tore through her gatrsnand into her skin.

She pulled her knees up close, crossed her armgporand laid her head
down. She would be able to hear anyone approacBimg palmed a knife

just in case.

Leonard. Just one more name to add to her lisivfeen this was over.
She shuddered. What he had said about Faye.. aswhat she had
been dreading? One of the many things that had lkeptup at night,
unable to sleep? Leonard had put voice to the feaking it more urgent
than ever to finish this quickly and free Faye.

She remembered the looks of the prison guards. glizeds had been
receptive to taking in two pretty female prisonerspecially after they
had a look at Faye, with her wild red hair and sheolored eyes. They
had been most receptive. No court, no jury justight to that dark little
cell in that horrible-smelling prison.



All because of Travers. Leonard was working forvera.

| know you will taste as sweehudrey flinched. Dear Lord, she hoped
they were only trying to rile her. But she couldngk it. She had to get
her sister now. And there was only one option |&tephen might
continue to help her, but he would want to do ihis fashion, and right
now everything seemed to be moving too slowly. Sbeld no longer
afford the time.

Her last task was waiting inside. Within the housas her final
bargaining chip with Travers, the one that woulchdpther one step closer
to Faye. By the end of this, Faye would be safel what about Audrey?

Audrey peeked up from her crossed arms and watitteechen scout the
area. Somewhere out there Stephen was runningergece for her,
helping her. But tomorrow might be a different gtor

As for Audrey? Well, Audrey would survive.



Chapter 19

"Audrey?"

Stephen looked into the murky shadows along theestgall. She had
been left alone in the dark for over an hour. Narralhad been sounded,
so either she had run or she was still ensconcatierthorny bushes.
Hopefully her fear of dark, close places did ndeex to foliage.

"They are gone, Audrey. Let me help you inside fiow.

Fear that she had truly left trickled through hi8he wanted to hurt
Leonard for what he had said. She could have gack to try. One girl
alone with three large men.

Even knowing she could take care of herself didstop the fear. Things
had a nasty way of changing on you if you lockdd the emotion.

A slight movement caught his eye, and he saw a fgleam of skin.
Walking closer, he could see her leaning up agdivesthouse, watching
him.

"I'm truly sorry about tossing you in there."

"No problem, Chalmers. Rather here than being tbsde prison."

He extended a hand, and she grasped it. The ¢érahands seeped into
his.

"There's a fire blazing in the study."

She nodded but said nothing. She walked stifflp ithte house, and he
could see the pale gleam to her skin and the wleakyin her eyes. Still



thinking about her sister. Stephen gritted hishtelebpefully Roth would
find Faye soon.

He nodded at Grimmond as they entered the studgk Gad heated tea
and warmed some biscuits, and they were arrangea toay in front of
the fireplace. Audrey collapsed onto the setteepl8tn poured the tea
and handed her a cup. She took it and absently datetlve top.

"Audrey?"

She continued to blow on her tea and stare intgithis. "Why didn’t you
turn me over to the runner?"

"Should | have?"
She gave him an enigmatic look. "No. What did yauHim?"

"l only repeated what | said outside, expoundinghow wily and clever
you were."

She briefly smiled and sipped the tea. "Thank youwnbt turning me in."
"You're welcome."

She peered at him over the rim of her cup. "I dag@tly understand why
though. | know you view me as something of an gdatitexamine, but |
nearly killed Beef—, Leonard, tonight."

"l know."

"Your parents were murdered.”

"Yes."

"Everyone else thinks I killed your solicitor. Whydn't you turn me in?"



The stirring of something akin to panic rearedlitdde didn’t want to
answer that yet. "l haven't finished examining yetP"

"l need to speak with Maddox to see if he knowslaing."
Stephen switched paths readily "What are you gtordp?"

"Just talk. The man has a tendency to reveal mbam the should.
Sometimes he is not very bright.”

"That showed when he sold you to Flanagan."

She shook her head. "It could have been worsev Maddox speaking to
Madame Devieve, not knowing at the time what bussnthe woman
conducted. Better Flanagan with his skewed mor#tan working for a
woman like that.”

Stephen went cold. Madame Devieve’s establishmastwell-known for
the young faces employed there. They had been cessitl in closing
the house down. Too many government insiders witbtake in the
business had always foiled the attempts.

Stephen tabled the dark thought. "Why did he hawell you at all?"

She shrugged. "Gaming debts. The man has worsehackl do when it
comes to the roll of the dice or the turn of a cafidhe corners of her lips
lifted slightly.

"What about your mother? Did he have gaming debitdewhe was
married to her?"

Audrey looked into her cup. "She passed away befloesfound out what
kind of a man she had married. Both of my parergsevgoft-spoken and
scholarly.” She gulped the hot tea. "They'd be ashif they could see
me now."



He rubbed the back of her neck, and even moreisungly, she let him.
"What was life like after you joined Flanagan?"

"Hard, but Flanagan’s not that bad." Her mouthtegled as she followed
his train of thought. "No, Flanagan is not parttlok. He’s tough, yes.
Demanding, definitely. But he has rules. His sttagg external, not from
a decaying soul. He isn't rotten like Maddox, nat Bke Travers."

"Ah, so what should we do about the illustrious Viravers?"

Her neck muscles tightened beneath his hand. I'idedl with him."

She put the cup down and stood.

He put a hand on her wrist. "If you trusted me @foto help you find
your sister, why won’t you trust me with the otterden you have been
carrying around for the past few hours?"

She looked into his eyes. "But | don’t trust youna@ners. Our deal was
Newgate and finding my sister. | offered you infatiron and money and
in your reduced circumstances you accepted the.'bffe

"I don’t want your money and never did."

"But you would then have to marry a useless yoang bf quality. "
There was something in her eyes that made his beattmore quickly.
"But I'd eventually have to marry a young lady oflity, useless or not,
wouldn’t I?"

She tensed, and he felt the reaction to his tdesc&red.

"l don’t care whom you marry Chalmers. Better alese lady who will
ignore your plants and other strange hobbies."

He gripped her shoulders. "What if | don’t wanttarry a useless lady?"



She took a deep breath and stared at him. "Would sgl across the
ocean to be free?"

He rubbed a section of her hair between two fingdrisat sounds divine,
but alas, no. The title is a burden, but it is myden, and bear it | will."

She leaned into him. "Why?"
"Because others count on me now."

There was something naked in her gaze, but shedoalvay. He wanted
to pull her back, but his senses told him to prdeggh caution.

She was going to leave England. Sail across thenoaed out of his life.
She was in profile, looking at her dirty fingersaiDirt smudged her face.
Her dress was tattered; some of the pearls had beped off in the
confusion. He touched the small pearl necklace et rreck. It had
somehow survived.

He wondered if it was hers and if she owned anyefjswHe ran a finger
down the beads. She was staring at him strangelyitanade his blood
warm. He reached up and slipped a hand into theahdhe nape of her
smooth neck. Her skin beckoned his hands to linger.

"Still intact?" Her voice was slightly breathless.

"Beautiful." But he wasn't looking at the necklace.

She stared at him for a moment, then touched lois. f&You make me
want things | can’'t have."

He touched his forehead to hers. "What about daihi?"

She nibbled her lower lip. "Yes, that would be de:l'



He walked to the door and as usual Grimmond wagay just within
sight. He ordered two hot baths, both to be brotmhis room.

Audrey stepped into Stephen’s room as the footraemed the last empty
bucket out, closing the door behind. Stephen grhbpe hand and slowly
pulled her toward him and into his arms.

She rested her head on his chest as he ran herdidggwn her spine. It
gave her chills and warmed her at the same time.

He tipped her chin up and kissed her. Warmth racdter toes. She was
safe here. For any night with him, she was safe.

Pulling her closer, his warm lips moved over hegaia and again.
Warmth, then heat, then a blazing fire whipped ugtoher. She kissed
him back with all the passion he had incited. Fisggrazed through her
hair and down to the buttons on the back of hesdrele simmered the
heat in their kiss and tugged her lips gently betwis.

It was like being wrapped in a moonlit forest.
Stepping away he hooked a finger in the top of umetone gown and
pulled. She shivered, not from cold, as his finged the edges of the

gown inched downward, exposing her upper bodysahze.

He pushed the gown the rest of the way, and itqubalt her feet in a
whisper of silk and promised passion.

He removed the rest of her clothes until she stoladl in only her garters
and stockings. And then those too were gone. Hgpsteback to admire
his handiwork.

"Beautiful."



And under his hot gaze, she felt it. Emboldened, tkpped forward and
undid the buttons on his shirt, pushing it back amdr his arms. Her
breasts rubbed against his chest as she tuggesthithelown and threw it
behind him.

Threading her fingers through the hair sprinkleéravis chest, she gave
him a leisurely kiss before sliding down his chexstl hooking her fingers
into the top of his trousers. She undid them antleguthem down,
allowing her body to slither down his. She hearsl Inieath catch, and
smiled as she slithered back up.

She took his hand and led him to his tub. There avdstiful sparkle in
his eyes, as if to saglp with me what you will.

And so she did. She pushed him into the tub amekkaver to grab the

fresh, cedar-scented soap. Rubbing it across kst @md back, she let her
breasts dip into the water, then touch him as ehehred over and around
him. Working her hands into a massaging motion, ghered his chest

as she rained kisses along the side and back ofduk. She felt the

shiver go through him and smiled into his hair.

She motioned for him to rise, and he cocked anreyelbut did so. She
dragged the soap down the hard planes of his stonteovn his thigh,
and around his left leg. He really was magnificértd for now, he was
hers.

Running the soap back up and around his back, esdreetl toward him
and heard his breath catch. She ran her handssabmbar of soap, put it
down, and touched him with her hands. He gave adowan as she
moved her slippery hands up, down, and aroundelmigth. He shuddered
and sank into the water. Feeling victorious, shdesinthen lost it as he
rose and swept her up.

"Stephen!”



He ignored her cry and plopped her into her own tuughing, she
watched as he lifted the soap, a wicked look irelyes

Her laughter died as soon as he touched her. Her&t his hands and
rubbed them over her chest in long, slow swirlartstg at her neck and
working down to her breasts. His hand caressedigler breast, and he
lightly ran fingers up and around the tip. Her hemdpped to the cool
edge of the tub, and she watched him through lmisegheavy as he
washed both breasts, then replaced his hands sithduth.

The cool edge of the tub provided some relief asbloely automatically
arched in response to his tongue. Delicious haa@aspthrough her body,
and she gripped the edge of the tub with both hamdeek some relief.
Her body was on fire, and his swirling tongue emiéa her more.

He pulled back and lifted her so that she was stgndReaching for the
soap, he again lathered his hands. He drew hisshalodg her stomach,
pausing for the briefest moment at her scar, themeth around her hips
and down her thighs in continuous circular motidfsr body called out
for him to stop circling and go straight to theatbat needed him most,
but he kept circling and grazing.

He washed her off and lathered his hands one iast. tHer heart
qguickened, and she stepped toward him. She saaniiie as he reached
for her. And then his hands were on and around G&ver fingers
pretending to clean and massage instead of inflateestood and nuzzled
the side of her neck as one of those clever finglgpped inside her. Her
legs started to give out, and he pulled her backndiato the water, then
lifted her out and onto the bed.

Wet limbs tangled together, and she nearly cameonmdrom the

intensity of his gaze. He ran a hand over her ahaf were made of the
finest porcelain, and she pulled him to her unabldear the emotion
pounding between them. Entering in one swift stroke whispered

something unintelligible into her ear. She grasped to her and took
him over the edge with her as she caught the mgturil her hand.



They stayed locked together for a long time, Stapsteoking her hair,
Audrey stroking his back.

"How did you get the scar on your side?" Stephé&edcsildly.

Audrey’s heart quickened from its languid beat. ‘tWdoyou believe |
tumbled down some stairs and hit a fireplace pdker?

He rolled them on their sides, and continued tokstrher hair, not
answering.

"You had a nightmare the other night."

She shook her head and picked at the corner opilew. "Sometimes
that happens.” She thought of Stephen’s blondrhatted with blood and
shuddered.

"How did you get the scar, Audrey?"

She sighed and shook her head. "I had a partnes. die ran with
Flanagan a long time ago." It seemed centuries/gather world.

"What happened to him?

"He was very dashing. Women were always tryingute Ihim into dark
corners. One finally succeeded." Her mouth tighderie arrived just in
time to receive a knife in the side before she st Reprisal for a job
he had done in St. Giles against a rival. The nva$ another pretty face
that hated him and sent his doxy to get rid ofdbmpetition.

"I told Johnny never to trust a pretty face. B thard to say that to
someone as pretty as Johnny was."

"Did you love him?"



She cocked her head, considering the question.

"He was like the big brother | never had. He waggbr than life. He had
a real talent for acting and pulled off a lot oé tlarger jobs that involved
higher society. Therefore, we worked together a Bt he started to
believe he was invincible." She | gave him a panstare. "Not unlike
you."

"You think that | believe I'm invincible?"

"Aren’t you?"

"No, Audrey. | can be hurt as easily as the next.ha

"Ah, but | don’t believe you, Your Grace. You anmeeoof those people to
whom everything comes easily Charmed and charmibige’ looked into

his eyes. "I hate you for it, you know."

"Yes, Audrey, | know." His voice was soft and | tentinued to stroke
her back, not breaking eye contact.

Right before they fell asleep in each other ‘s arsie had the distinct
impression he had just peered into her soul.



Chapter 20

Audrey woke to the sweet smell of lilies. She opkher eyes and saw
vases of flowers winking at her. Stephen sat oneithge of the bed. "I
need to go out. Feel free to use the library orttang else you might
find. But don't go outside.

Stay out of the gardens even. They are still logpkor you."

He kissed her and left.

An hour later she was meandering through the cwagawy, poking
plants and smelling the flowers, when a servantcked on the
doorframe.

"Miss, a note arrived for you."

She opened the paper. It was from Travers tellieg to meet him
immediately at the Green Man. The writing was nedlégible, and it
alarmed her. Travers’s usual handwriting was ovadgt. She tapped a
finger against the edge. Stephen had told herat#ave, but she hadn’t
actually agreed to his dictate.

Twenty minutes later she was dressed as a sermdniioeing through
the back, carrying a bag of money from her case. I& left her case,
hoping to make it back before Stephen and thusdaaay unpleasantness.
A twinge of guilt assailed her, but she pushedide Her sister was still
in danger. Freeing her was still the number oneripyi

Travers wasn't sitting in his usual spot. Insteadaas up near the front,
nervously watching the door. The relief on his faees evident when he
spotted her.

"Do you have it?"



He latched on to her wrist. She tried to free Herbat some sort of terror
had given him added strength. "No. | don't."

His grip tightened. "You must get it."
"I don’t know if | can do--"

"I'll kill her! I'll do it! Bring me that pocket wgch, or I'll do it!" Travers
was shaking violently. No one seemed to be payitigntion to his
raving. The tavern was mostly empty; only a feweldigures were
scattered throughout.

Travers ran a hand through his hair and she tookaradge of his
inattention and freed her wrist, scooting a fewt f@@ay from him. He
seemed to be hanging on by a thread. "What is gy

"He’ll kill us all. But I'll make sure he kills hefirst, with you watching."
He pointed at her, hysteria driving his actions.w#es breathing heavily
and gave a mad laugh. "It's no use."

This Travers truly frightened her. "What do you m2&Vhat happened?"
"He isn't pleased. Marston has been sniffing arouasking questions,
confiding in friends. Too many people know. Youridsee his eyes." He
nearly whispered. "They were mad. He wanted Mardtdked, and
Leonard blew the job."

Audrey didn’t think Travers had any right to talkcait wild eyes and
madness at the moment.

"Who? One of the Hendrix brothers?"

He reached out and grabbed her wrist again. "No,fgol. The Hendrix
brothers are nothing."”



Fear pulsed through her, leaving her dizzy. Who adjotten mixed up
with? The Hendrix brothers were nothing?

"Oh, God, Travers. What have you done?"
He pushed her arm away. "Nothing. Just go get thtelw'
"Let me ask Marston. He can help you."

Travers’s eyes were dead. "No. If you tell him, iysister diesHe knows
where she is. He'll do it if Marston finds out. Heill us all if Marston
finds out.”

"Let me get Faye. We'll help you. We'll leave Marstout of this."

"No. He found out about the watch. Nearly killed wieen he found out |
was using you to get it. Now he wants the watcinasrance. You have
to get it for me."

Audrey wanted to again ask who he was, but Tralwadsshut down. She
left him slumped in the corner, staring at the ¢aldhaking, she hailed a
hack and headed back to Mayfair.

Too upset to follow her normal procedures, she neae/ the man in the
corner who slipped from the tavern.

She made her way to Flanagan’s. It was a long vaaill, she needed to
stay alert. Her fragile relationship with Stepheasvabout to crack. She
was going to renege on their agreement and beimyjust as she had
feared from the start.

She could tell him . . . but Travers’s warningsrsed in her head. He
hadn’t been faking it--Travers was frightened, #nak terrified her. No,
she was going to have to do this one last thing lok that she could
somehow make it up to Stephen. Maybe by rottingrison.



By the end of the walk she was sweaty, tired, arsgrable. She entered
Flanagan’s lair without problem, dumped the monag bn his desk, and
plopped into a chair.

Flanagan’s brow rose, but he merely spilled theteris of the bag onto
his desk. "Leonard’s fled the country again, buk fa that you killed
him."

Audrey slouched in the opposite seat. "To be hgrlealmost did. He
followed me from the city. Said he was under orderscollect your
money."

Flanagan tested a coin between his teeth and picednother. "I

wouldn’t send minions after you, Hermes. You migkta right pain in

the arse, but you've always honored a deal." Heeplathrough the rest of
the coins and notes, then pushed them aside. |lKeidtdon’t need to test
the rest of these or ask for an accounting.”

"Leonard and three others attacked us last nigkhelv then he wasn’t
working for you."

"Nope. And | don't believe you killed that solicitéella neither.”

Audrey grimaced. "Thank you for that vote of coefide. Am | to take it
from your comment that others believe | did?"

He nodded. "Many believe it."

"Well, the Duke of Marston doesn’t. And he can Joutor my
whereabouts that night."

Flanagan looked speculative. "But will he? You'reingy to be on the
wrong side of him this | time tomorrow, ain’'t ya?"

She stiffened. "It's no matter."



"Wouldn’t say that. You're in deep, girl. But themgight be some good
news for ye."

Audrey’s skin tingled. “You located Faye?"

"Not yet, but the boys are closing in. By the eridche week, | should
think."

Her shoulders drooped. The end of the week wakateo

"Go home and get some rest, you look terrible."gdesed. "Or would
you rather stay here?" His too-perceptive eyeshedrhers.

"No, | need to take care of some loose ends. Butthanks." This was
new territory for her. Flanagan was a good man,heubad never been
overly demonstrative.

He sat back and studied her. "I'll be glad to see yail away, Hermes."
"What?" How had he known?

"Of course, it won't be the same here in Londonhaitt you. But you
were slipping away. | could see it in your eyes.\Wdo you think | let
you leave Olympus?"

"I left because | wanted to."

"Aye, but | didn’t have to release you. From thesale it wouldn’t look
to be in my best interests even."

She knew where the conversation was going, whesedgin't want to
tread, but it was as if Mesmer sat before her. fiwby did you do it?"

"You know why. A few more jobs, and you were gotogend up like the
bird that shot Johnny. Cold inside."



"What's to say | wouldn't still turn that way?"
He ran a coin through his fingers. "Only you, Augrenly you."

The last time he had called her Audrey had beemvieetold her it was
no longer her name—that Audrey was dead, and oalynds remained.

Audrey had been born again, but a yawning chasmsuthdefore her.
The bridge that had been tentatively constructetieniast few days with
Stephen was about to be broken.

She put a hand on his shoulder. "Thank you, Flamaghsee you again
soon."

"Expect so, expect so. Happy hunting." He looketklia his coins with a
jerking motion. Emotion clogged her throat. Oh,,ytesse long years ago
when she had been deposited in the back alley—hingld have been
so much worse. Maddox had done her a favor, thaighd never tell

him so. Audrey turned and walked through the dblorgesture would be
welcome. No gesture was needed.

She looked at the sky, the sun was sinking--it grasving late. Stephen
would return to his town house soon, and she netalgét there before
he did.

Retracing her steps through the back of the ydred,lseathed a sigh of
relief to see the conservatory in darkness. Sherrae it.

She stepped toward the door and an arm reachexhdwgrabbed her. .



Chapter 21

"Dammit, Audrey," Stephen was still saying twentinates later as she
was toweling off from her bath. He had been tigbpéd after seizing her
at the door, but he had ordered her a hot bathfaftg seeing her.

If she weren't still feeling so miserable, she wbhave kissed him for it.

"I asked you to remain here, and you left. You kngwi're a marked
woman with the runners after you."

"Stephen, it's you someone is trying to kill. Howrd you accuse me of
taking risks when you always put yourself in jeayat

He seemed oddly intent. "One can't live a life ¢aif."
"Exactly! That is my point."

Something flared in his eyes, and it made her nesvéle got that look
when he was about to declare checkmate. "Audrey ddvgou want?"

"What do you mean?"

"What do you want from life? What will you do aftgou find your
sister?"

"I don’t know." She felt tired. "I suppose I'll wakup again the next day
and go to sleep at night.”

"And?"

"And that’s it. | try not to think too far ahead.yMnotto is to live each
day fully because you may not have another to esipees."



"Sounds like you are afraid to live."

Irritation surged within her. "I can read your feared know what you are
thinking. But it's not easy on the streets. Peogie all the time,
Chalmers. It doesn’'t pay to stare at the stars igndre the horse
droppings in your path.”

"If you don’t have dreams, you’re an empty shell."

She gripped her towel so hard that her hands tAmtempty shell is still
a live shell.”

"It depends on your definition of alive."
"Life is betrayal."
"Or maybe you betray life."

She launched herself at him. He caught her, wraplpisiarms around her
chest. She made a few primal sounds and struggledlt free. He spun
her around and stroked her hair.

Agonizing sobs poured forth. He picked her up aadied her to the
large armchair against the wall. Sitting down, Inadted her in his lap.
She gripped the back of his hair as if grabbindeéirie.

As if sensing in herself that soothing noises wénghat she needed, she
grabbed his face and kissed him hard. The nexinfi@wates were a flurry
of towels, hands, and lips.

Not bothering to move from the chair or waste epe@@ng anything that
required time away from touching and kissing, thegde love like there
would be no tomorrow. It was wild, passionate, atightly desperate.
The actions of two people holding on until the eshekperately hoping for
more and trying to extend the present.



It was sad, joyful, exhilarating, and heartbreaking

They finally dragged themselves into bed and layvered, clinging to
each other, not willing to relinquish the night.

She rested her head in the crook of his shoulderstkbked her back until
her breathing became even. She had told him tleatlstested him for his
charmed life. But the only thing she hated him@s making her fall in
love with him.

Stephen smoothed Audrey’s hair and gazed at hepisig features. The
recurrent question was ever-present. What was ey do do with her?
He closed his eyes, and soon his breathing wagessas Audrey’s.

Audrey waited for Stephen to fall asleep. She ha&gnkd sleeping so
many times she considered herself a pro. This sheehad truly earned
the title.

She looked at his handsome profile, relaxed inpsleerd, he was good-
looking. And thoughtful. And caring. And stable. Heas the most
wonderfully grounded man, but with a verve for Itfeat would always
keep him from being stuffy. Dear God, why had shiéeh in love with

this man?

Audrey slipped from his embrace, regretting mom@ntever her chosen
path. There was no room for a man in her life. Ainthere ever were
room, a woman like her didn’t deserve a perfect ht@nStephen.

She slipped into the closet and gazed at the buteside was the secret
compartment she had never found. The compartmenat@pened while
she had been undressing for her bath. She biighefhat he had trusted
her enough to open the compartment while she was @v the same
house, no less in the next room over . . .



She swallowed and buffered her resolve. Kneelihg,tarned a series of
knobs, exposing the bounty beneath. It was an ingensystem. The
lever was completely invisible until triggered. Atite innocuous-looking
bureau already contained a very easy-to-find hiddempartment,

making the one underneath that much more devilish.

She opened the box and was startled to see thesddezp within. Her
white satin ribbon from the costume ball was on. fbpe last time she
had seen it, he’d been caressing it with his fiagex sad pensive
expression on his face. A miniature of a smilingriol woman was next to
the ribbon. Her features proclaimed her a closatioel. His mother no
doubt. A heavy signet ring was alongside. His fa#?e

Audrey could scarcely breathe. He had placed ldoni inside the box
with his most private and treasured possessions.

Remorse clogged her throat as she moved the tlasige. She had to
think clearly, rationally--like Hermes, master thi8ome documents and
items occupied the next layer, and she shifted thgmvell.

A dull glint caught her eye. A pocket watch.

She picked it up and examined the watch that Teager desperately
desired. Opening it she traced a set of initiald what appeared to be a
family motto. It had to be a gift from Travers’star or brother. It looked
like a family heirloom, which would explain Travearditterness.

This was the one item that she knew would buy tsterss freedom.

The item that would lead to Audrey’s damnation.

Audrey reassembled the contents on top, pausing twe ribbon,

miniature, and ring. She added a letter she hatlenrearlier and locked
everything in place.



Stephen would know it was she who had taken thehydiut perhaps he
wouldn’t check for a day or two. Just enough tiroe lier to save Faye
and, she hoped, make amends.

She dressed in her shirt and trousers, pocketedvéteh, and stepped
back to the bed. Stephen was sound asleep, brgatbeply.

The last few days with him had been beautiful ararmy like the

summer. Their frenzied passion and the soft, whexpeiords in the dark
had been a glorious autumn. And now the inevitabiger. Barren trees,
frost, and cold nights. She had been walking dowmtewr 's path for so
long. The reprieve with Stephen would forever bekéal in her heart, a
memory.

The clogged feeling threatened to overcome her, shhedturned away.
She abandoned her traveling case and slipped thrthey door, silent
tears streaming down her face. Despair and regregled. She’d be fine.
Faye would be saved and could make a new life inedgn, while

Audrey accepted the responsibility for her actidhsvas time for her to
pay the price.

She stepped back onto the streets.

Stephen waited until he knew she had left the ho®®e moved
noiselessly, but something inside him signaled #e had slipped out
the front door.

He wiped a hand across his face and sat uprigleth&d taken the watch.
He had known she would after one of his men haalyeel the overheard
conversation with Travers in the tavern. Stephen deiberately shown
her where the hiding place was.

And he had hoped she wouldn’t steal it. Had knola would, but had
desperately wanted to be proven wrong. The gameowes more afoot.



Unless he accompanied her, she would be followesbas as she left the
house.

He activated the secret compartments and openetiakeHe slid the
ribbon through his fingers. The ribbon would remairthe box. A piece
of parchment with her handwriting caught his eyd ha moved into the
light to read it.

He felt a stab of pain, then of resolve. The clveag back on.



Chapter 22

It took nearly an hour to walk to her house. Sheswered it an early
penance. One last breath of free air and spaceote rner legs before it
was snatched away.

She was in a miserable state by the time she rdableebrick house. All
she wanted to do was clean up and sleep. But agpgiteached the house
she noticed something was peculiar. She checkestitbet. She had made
sure no one was following, but there could eas#yrten watching for her
return.

The shades were drawn in all of the downstairs @aived She walked past
the house and around the corner. It took extra tondart through the
small backyards and around the gardens and febaesaution was time
well spent.

Scooting around the back of her house, she pestedhe drawing room
window. The shade was partially cracked. She cualglely make out a
shape in a chair. Maddox. A fist connected withjas, forcing his head
to jerk back. Audrey pulled to the side.

Maddox’s troubles had finally caught up with himrheSchewed her lip,
trying to decide what to do. He was the bane of n@stence—always
creeping in at the wrong moment, always ruining tear she had going.
How much easier life would be without him. It ditdtéke long to make
her choice.

Audrey crept through the back door and down thénagl The servants
had probably bolted at the first sign of troublbeS$ulled out the small
pistol that Stephen had given her the night beftiraias unloaded, but
only she knew that. Peeking around the corner stive sne man
pummeling Maddox. Blood dripped down his face. Lud&r him the



attack had only just begun. Lucky for her they patidown their pistols
while tying Maddox to the chair.

One man was the talker, the other the muscle. "tamit got the money,
do you, Maddox? Marty here don'’t like it when theneo money to pay
the vouchers. Don’t you know who you're messing /it

If the muscle was Marty Hendrix, that made the yigme Stan. Taking
aim at Stan she stepped around the corner, fargéntoube out of reach
of Marty the muscle.

"l assume you are the Hendrix brothers?"

Stan squinted at her and eyed his gun on the tablieo the hell is this,
Maddox? Honey put that little gun down before yet lgurt."

She kept the gun steady "How much does he owe you?"

He took her measure. "A thousand pounds and anfitteehundred for
our troubles. "

"That's some pretty steep trouble. "

The man opened his hands in appeal but was regahdinwith interest,
smelling opportunity. "The streets are hard, love."

Audrey grimaced, thinking about how she had usetl $ame logic with
Stephen. "Not fifteen hundred pounds hard."

Marty inched toward her. She pulled out a knifehwher free hand. She
had never liked guns much. Unreliable weapons, ynead more deadly
if the shot went well. Knives were much more eéid. You could
immobilize a person without doing any lasting damag

She took the handle between her thumb and indgeifiand pointed the
blade to the ground. Her voice lowered. "I don’sawith these."



Marty stopped, while Stan sized her up.

"Always the women that cause the most trouble. Wiatyou want,
love?"

"l want you to leave the slimy piece of filth iretichair alone.”
"Fifteen hundred and he’s yours."
"I'll give you twelve, and that’s final. I'm not ia negotiating mood."

Stan opened his arms. "And I'm feeling generousayodVhere's the
money?"

"Upstairs, and that puts us into a bit of a negiotes dilemma.”

Stan smirked. "Tell you what, love. Me and Martyllviake the slimy
welsher out on the stoop. You can lock the doorrandupstairs. You
have the upper hand here, but don't do us falsmyse he won't be
escaping. We'll do the exchange in the doorway lamaff. If you don't
come to the door with the money, we’ll just take cwitual friend with
us. Deal?"

"Deal." Marty untied Maddox and heaved him towdrd tloor. As soon
as the three were out on the stoop, she lockeddbe and ran upstairs.
Throwing open her secret compartment, she countédhe appropriate
notes and hurried downstairs.

She opened the door. Stan was singing a vulgakidgnditty. She
shoved the money into his hands and grabbed Maddmifar, dragging
him inside. Dangerous situations always gave heredna boost of
strength.

Stan counted the notes and tipped his hat. "Plea$ning business with
you, love. Look forward to the next time."



"There won't be a next time."

She shut the door and turned to her stepfather, wdm® bleeding and
defiant. He would never change. She wondered ifwauld be true for
her as well. She seemed to be going in that doecti

Maddox wiped the blood dribbling down his jaw. Th&tgod staring at
one another.

She sighed and spoke first. "Travers’s scheme asitaio crash down on
our heads. | will give you sufficient funds if yagree to leave England
permanently.”

He regarded her for a moment and wiped his facghigu”l ain’t gonna
change, and | ain’t gonna apologize. But I'll talaur deal.”

"Good. Pack your things now. "

He didn't move, but continued to wipe a hand acrbss face while
regarding her.

"I look like hell, so do you," she said in defense.

"I know where your sister is."

Audrey looked at him, stunned.

"She’s in a farm warehouse just outside of townardeTravers describe
her as a pig in a poke. Damn fool forgot that he imentioned the farm

before."

"Why are you telling me now?"



He shrugged. "I did love your mother. Best | coaig/way. Didn’t know
what to do with you two. Didn’t marry for you. | ahld have probably
taken you two with me." He nodded. "Yes, you wdudde been useful.”

He gave her the direction and turned to mount tiiess

It wasn’t the apology of her dreams, and if in faethad taken them, it
would have probably been even more of a hell, baotething inside her
lightened. She gave him the money and watched bawel, his things
already packed and readied for flight.

Audrey sat on her bedroom floor and sorted thraiaghitems within her

secret compartment Her fingers caressed the bytigri. Travers had

laughed at her when she had tried to give it to. ldfaimed it had been a
test to see if she could pull it off and, more imgntly, if she would do

it. She had, and how she had hated him even mtaehaf had told her to
keep it as a memory of a job gone well.

Her fingers closed around the exquisite pin. Shekdd at her small,
cheap clock. She had time. No matter how badly&ged to charge to
Faye’s rescue, she couldn’t risk approaching theela@use in the day.

If Maddox were correct, she knew Faye’s locatiohe Thought brought
exhilaration and pain. Stealing Stephen’s piece been unnecessary.
Who would have thought Maddox would help? When s all over,
she hoped Stephen would understand.

Tears choked her, and she tilted her head stateahfiow. Hope was all
she had. Stephen had nurtured that during thefpastiays. Redemption
still hovered within her reach. She would make amserEven if he
rejected her explanation, it was the right thing, BShe amended. It was
the only thing to do.

She changed into a day dress but kept her knivptage. She was going
to offer herself to Calliope’s justice. If the ladgught to punish her, she
would have to put justice on hold in order to s&aye. And then she



would return for her sentencing. Audrey packedremressary belongings
in a bag. The other things were replaceable. Shile® risk returning to
the house in case Travers or Stephen stopped lijndda hack, she gave
the driver the swanky Mayfair address.

Hopefully she could meet the marchioness alonewarly thought, but
if the marquess were in residence, she wouldiittinue. She gave the
haughty butler her card and waited in the foyere fmagnificent ceiling
depicting the heavens caused her to stare.

"Please follow me." The butler led her into a rodmwn the hall. A
pleasant space filled with light and color. The chawness was arranging
flowers in a large vase.

"Good afternoon, Audrey. I'm delighted you've cdlleTea please,
Templeton."

The butler bowed and exited the room.

"There is no need for tea, Lady Angelford, | am @ynhere to return
something that belongs to you."

"Please call me Calliope. Now then, what is it yeant to return?"

Audrey withdrew the beautiful blue pin and heldut to her on her palm.
"| stole this from you the night we met."

Calliope took the pin and looked at her thoughyfillexpected as much
when | noticed it missing later. Why do you nowretit?"

"Because it was taken under the wrong circumstahces

The edges of Calliope’s mouth lifted. "Thank youw feturning it. | like
your honesty"



"No offense, Calliope, but did you hear me say thatole that from
you?"

"Yes, yes you did." She tapped a finger on top.|I'lfu continue to
steal?"

"No. | am happy to leave it behind. To leave itibdhas a career, that
is—I would do almost anything for someone | loved."

"Yes," Calliope said simply. "l sense that passiogou.”
Calliope picked up two stems from a stack on thetand handed her
one. "Would you care to help me with the display®aWwill be here

soon."

Audrey looked at the stem in bewilderment. She 'ti@now the first
thing about floral design. Or any useful houseltsiitls for that matter.

"Did you know how to create floral arrangementsobefmarrying the
marquess?"

Calliope looked at her. "Yes, although it was npgaasion of mine."
"I don’t know the first thing to do." She surprisdetrself with the
admission. She hated not knowing how to do somgttand hated even

more admitting her weaknesses to someone else.

"Well, 1 don’t know how to pick a lock. Perhaps wan help each other.
It has always been a skill I've wished to learn.”

She twirled the stem and looked at Calliope. "Yae #e oddest
courtesan I've ever met."

Calliope laughed. "I'm a caricaturist. Acting ascaurtesan was just a
ploy to cover the fact. | thought Stephen wouldéhtold you."



"He would never divulge a secret if he cared deémiyhat person.”
Calliope stopped and looked at her. "No, he woujdshe said quietly.

Uncomfortable under her regard, Audrey followed Pays example and
placed the stem into the arrangement. "A caricsttuyiou spoof the ton?"
She paused. "But however did you do it?"

"Do what?"
"Marry a peer knowing society’s expectations armhgards."

Calliope chose a long, bluish-purple flower andesaed its blossoms
before placing it in the arrangement. "I won’t had say it's easy. A
marguess marrying a commoner, even a commoneranpidrtially noble

lineage, is not acceptable to many in society "

Calliope shrugged. "People say things. | can Heamtwhisper at parties,
then smile to my face. Being observant does havdigadvantage." She
smiled. "But, it really doesn’t matter. If you low®meone, and want to
share your lives, you find a way to make it workouYignore the

naysayers. You ignore the gossips. You live lifgy@s please. And if you
truly love someone, it's enough. The other thingsdme immaterial."”

Longing rushed through Audrey. A deep yearning avehthat type of
relationship with Stephen. "But I'm a thief. | hav® claims to the
nobility. Even had my parents lived, | most likelypuld not have had a
season."

"Stephen doesn’t seem to care. Why do you?"
"Stephen should care. He's a duke. He has a redgidgsto his title.

Besides, it's a moot point. Stephen wouldn’t have mow even if he
wasn’t a duke." She bowed her head, aching inside.



Calliope covered her hand. "I feel your pain, Aydiut, you have to
make your own choices. And so does Stephen."

A noise in the hall caused Calliope to look up. dftvould be James. He
is home earlier than | thought." She looked at Aydi'Would you want
to stay for tea with James here? | will understdngbu prefer not to.
Perhaps you would be more comfortable in a few ddier things get
worked out?"

"If they get worked out,” Audrey muttered, and ledifor an escape. The
marchioness was giving her an out. She would déal ker reparations
to the lady later.

Calliope put a hand on her arm and guided herreaadoor. "Oh, don’t
underestimate Stephen’s resolve. Things will wark bave no fear. "

Audrey scooted through the kitchens, surprisingiitehen staff on her
way. Calliope had given her new hope. If she gadugh this right and
tight, maybe, just maybe, she would have foundva fnend. And if she
were really lucky, maybe the man of her dreams.

He was tired of playing games. All he wanted novs wafind Audrey’s
sister, bundle Audrey up, and take her back tocthentry, where they
could sort things out.

With that in mind, Stephen walked into Bessingtostisdy pushing past
the sputtering butler. The earl looked stunned, toeithid it quickly.
"Marston, to what do | owe the honor?"

Bessington motioned for the outraged butler todeand Stephen walked
to the desk, tapping his walking stick as he did.

"I've come to let you know what I've decided."



"Good. | can have all of the papers drawn up withenday"
"Excellent.”
Bessington looked relieved.

"Perhaps you can include the part about being bladkd. Simply for
the sake of thoroughness."

Bessington’s jaw dropped. "Pardon me?"

"When you write up the papers about the fake mairicen Vernon and
collaborating in illegal shipping activities."

"Now see here, Marston-"
Stephen leaned across the desk. "No, Bessingt@ngdime is over. "
The earl went white. "I don’t know what you arektafy about."

"Did you know we engaged the same solicitor, Begsim?" Stephen
asked it as if it were a question of no importance.

Bessington fingered his cravat. "Yes, | did, adjual

"And?"

"He had been with me for years."

Stephen tapped him on the chest with the end ofdne. "Perhaps if you
tell me where he is, | will choose to drop the istigation into your

affairs."

Bessington sputtered, and his forehead dampenedwds murdered.”



"Then dig him up, | want to see the body. What did dear solicitor
Logan tell you about Vemon?"

"Nothing."

"Come now, Bessington. He had to tell you somethiRgrhaps if
Clarissa married Vernon and produced an heir, dorwmate accident
might befall Vernon, allowing you control of botktates?"

Bessington flinched. "Never. He introduced the idéa match between
Clarissa and Vernon. But that was it. | was sugariwhen he introduced
the notion of a match between you and Clarissa."

"Why? Because he hadn't allowed a match betweemisSéa and the
eighth duke, Thomas?"

Surprise flashed across Bessington's face. "Yesctx' The top of
Bessington's forehead was beaded with moisturelabbed at it with his
kerchief.

"He pushed strenuously for the match with Vernowak shocked when
he refused with Thomas."

"Such a forthright solicitor! Why didn’t you repladim?"
The earl’'s face turned ashen. "I couldn’t.”

"Why is that? You are an earl, he is merely a maaffairs. Doesn’t
sound like the balance of power that most have thighr solicitors."

"l couldn’t."

Stephen tapped his fingers on his walking sticke felund out about that
nasty little affair at the brothel, didn’'t he?" Beggton fell back in his
chair. His white face registered the truth of Stph accusation.
"Resorted to a bit of blackmail?"



Stephen leaned forward. "You have five minutesetbrhe everything. |
won't resort to blackmail, so tedious really. | @a/much more effective
solution in mind if you’re not forthcoming."

Bessington didn’t need to be asked twice. He haghdl been broken.
He tripped over himself to explain. Logan had bddackmailing

Bessington and had set him up in the shipping seh@msecure his
cooperation. For his part, Bessington had thoupbt match between
Vernon and Clarissa, then Stephen and Clarissaldvimuperfect. Either
would have been the match of the season, and Hiagi€larissa would
be happy. He adamantly denied knowledge of or algyin planning any
murders. His eyes didn’t quite meet Stephen’s thouigen he said it.

Bessington was colorless and shaking by the timewhe finished.
Stephen decided to leave one of his men with tHeseahat he didn't try
anything silly like committing suicide.

Stephen returned to his house to find Roth waitorghim. "Excellent
timing as usual. What did you find?"

"Faye Kendrick is being held in a building aboutherur outside of town.
There were other men watching the place. I'd gtlesg were Flanagan’s
men. | decided not to delay my return. The girtlesng fine. They have
her drugged and trussed, but from what | could seeharm has been
done. The number of men guarding her tripled, decided to come back
for reinforcements."

Stephen raised a brow. "Getting soft, Roth?"

"Yes, and cautious. If I don't watch out, | mightl fall the way to your
level."

Stephen smiled, but his mind was already plannirgsaue. "Audrey will
be there. My guess is that she is supposed to egehsomething for her
sister.”



Roth raised a brow. "Do you know the nature of wslag¢ is trying to
exchange?"

"A pocket watch."
Roth stilled, and Stephen nodded in answer to thepaken question.
"Yes, it is what you think it is. | let her stediet pocket watch that

Brandon'’s father gave me."

Roth gave him a cryptic look, but simply said, "ldayou contacted
James?"

"Yes, he should be here anytime now."

"What are you going to do with the Kendrick sistevben this is
through?"

"I don’t know. It depends on Audrey’s answers." $f@ok his head. "She
doesn’t trust me."

"But you trust her. " It was a statement.

"It's hard to maintain trust when it's one-sideditB do trust her in some
weird manner. | knew she was going to take theepibee known it since

| realized Travers was involved in this busineske Wwatch has both
monetary and sentimental value."

"Why didn’t you arrest him before?"

"Not enough hard evidence. In addition, he madeatisr against Audrey
and her sister. Retribution if anything happenetito. | thought it easier
to let him muddle his way around and bury himself."

"And you didn’t want to scare off the bigger fish."



"No." Stephen’s voice was soft. "l didn't want to that, but maybe |
should have."

"Well, | took care of Travers’s men, so there viadd no worry from that
guarter. Not unless we put her in Newgate ourselsth raised a brow.

"That is still up in the air,” Stephen bluffed.

James walked through the door. "We ready?"

Stephen pushed up from the desk. "Yes, let's go."

But James didn't move, almost as if he were figh#in internal battle.
"What is it?"

James exhaled, and he and Roth exchanged a gfadoe't know that |
want to clutter your perspective, but fair is faiss Kendrick returned
the pin that she stole from Calliope the nighthaf Taylors' ball.”

Stephen tensed. "When?"

"Today not more than an hour ago. Calliope didlltrhe about the visit
until the girl was safely out of the neighborhood."

Stephen absently played with a pen on his deskll;Webe damned.”
"Join the crowd," Roth muttered.
"What are you going to do about her?" James asked.

Stephen didn't answer.



Chapter 23

Audrey dismounted and led the horse she had boddveen Flanagan
into a copse of trees. She tied the mare to a gnealland set out on foot
for the last mile trek through the woods. She wasskd in trousers, and
this time carried two loaded pistols. One was $tegbunder her trousers
on the inside of her left ankle and the other inright pocket.

A decrepit farmhouse sat at the edge of the prgparbarn nearby. The
house was unlit, but light peeked through the poplhced boards in the
barn walls. Audrey crept to the side and peereoutiin one of the holes.
Faye was trussed against one corner. Two guardsdawearby and two
others were playing cards. The sight of her siktiexd her spirits. She
appeared to be knocked out or sleeping.

Audrey crept around the structure. There were doarboth sides. Two
escape routes.

She walked to the horses and made shooing motighsher free hand.
They nickered. She did it again, and one of thed®whinnied.

She ran behind a nearby tree. A guard exited tie Wwi@h a gun in his

hand. He approached the makeshift paddock, and agatked by, she
whacked him with a heavy stick. He slumped to theugd. She tucked
his gun in her waistband and dashed behind a tosercto the barn. She
wasn't strong enough to lift the fallen man.

A second guard called from the open door. "Fred?"

Fred’s friend wasn't too smart as he too walkedrdtve same path and
helpfully turned his back. He joined the unconssiéued in the dirt.

Audrey ran to the barn door. There would be nodtlipportunity. She
dove into the building and fired at the guard nsaher. She caught him
in the leg, and he dropped his gun as he screaiftesl.fourth guard



turned to fire. Before Audrey could react a str&acked the guard into
the wall and began pounding the daylights out efrttan.

"Faye!"
Faye looked up from the damage she was inflictawgn with her hands
tied, and leaned unsteadily against the wall. "Wbak you so bloody
long?"

"Excuse me?"

"Dear Lord, sis, | would have been out of here riysmight if you
hadn't finally decided to show."

Audrey freed Faye from her bonds and they huggaddly. Faye limped
over to the other side of the bed in the cornerfAmdrey was surprised to
see a man on the floor, his hands tied. He had beepletely obscured
from view. "Lucky for me they brought this one ifhey only gave me
half a dosage by accident."

Faye was fumbling with the man's knots, and Audteshed to help. She
put her gun down and untied the ropes. The maad ldled to the side.

"What are we supposed to do with him? And who 8'he
"Edward Logan, the Duke of Marston’s solicitor."”

Audrey sat back on her heels. "Well, well. They’tam it on me after
all.”

"Well, well, pin what? No, on second thought tele ater. We can’t
linger."

A new voice responded. "l agree. Lingering is umwis



Audrey whipped around to see Travers standing e dborway. She
grabbed for the gun.

"Please don’t do that, my dear. It will only makengs messy. " Travers
looked nervous. He kept switching his gaze betwhem.

Audrey removed her hand from the gun. "Fine. | hatat you want. The
watch for Faye, then we’ll be on our way. "

He walked to a spot where he could see Logan’s bmaly seemed
satisfied by what he saw. He was gaining confidehicenust commend
you on the masterful job of stealing the watch."”

"Let’s go, Faye." "

"Yes, Faye will be able to leave. You however avang to stay. | have a
new job, but this time it's for your sister. A lét gambling hell to
infiltrate. | hear she has uncommon luck at théeab

Audrey didn’t look at Faye, but she could feel tersing. Audrey placed
a restraining hand on her arm. "Fine. Faye, yol go.

Travers narrowed his eyes. "First, where is theckt

"Faye goes free before | give it to you."

"Show me you have it first."

Audrey reached into her pocket. A cold steel bladé the heavy weight
of gold pressed into her hand. The blade knickedkia as she palmed it

sloppily. She used her thumb to secure the piedemn

"Put it on the table, then step back." His greegisedevoured the watch
as if it were his salvation.

"Faye, leave."



"I'm not leaving you h--"
Audrey pierced her with a look. "Now."

A defiant expression came over her face, but shkeddoward the door.
Two steps from it Travers grabbed her and put the arrel to her
throat.

"I'm not going to ask again. Put the piece on ti@d, then move away."
Audrey gripped the piece tightly but put it on ttable. Having been
caught

unprepared, all of her bargaining chips had becosetess.

He motioned to one of the battered guards to kedrie Audrey moved
the knife into a throwing position and bided hendi

Travers crowed when he examined the treasure. thgetopes from my
saddle," he said to the guard.

Faye had an opportunity to escape from Traversid, Hout she was
watching the doorway to her left as the guard gieaped. One of the
guards Audrey had felled must have awakened forsister to be so
distracted. Audrey inwardly cursed. There were twaos trained on her
already she didn’t need four.

Travers chuckled again. "Well done, well done.fd'tavait to see if your
sister manages half as well as you did. How | wisbuld see the look on
Chalmers’s face when he discovers the watch myefagave him is
missing and realizes it was you who betrayed hihatTvatch is a family
heirloom—and my father never went anywhere withibuShould have
been mine. My blasted father didn’t even give itntg brother. No, he
gave it to Chalmers to replace the heirloom that vgtolen from
Chalmers’s father when he was robbed and murdered."”



Audrey’s heart dropped. It had been in his persopaipartment, so she
shouldn't be surprised at its sentimental valud, dhe knew Stephen
would never forgive her now.

Travers continued to crow. "Oh yes, | wish | coskk the look on his
face."

"You can see it now if you'd like."

Audrey jerked her attention to the door to see I&tapcasually leaning
against the jamb, pistol in hand. Roth slippeddaesand was removing
the pistol from the remaining guard’s hand, while bwn was shoved
against the man's neck.

Travers stiffened, and his pistol dug deeply intayd’s chin as he
positioned her in front of him. Audrey nearly stepreathing.

"Surprise. Surprise. Your contacts really are sop@halmers. Not that
someone like you would do with less than bHest eh?" He sneered at
Stephen. "Come to steal my watch again, Chalmeis&opointed in our
little Audrey?"

Travers turned so that Faye remained a shieldomt fof him. His back
was to an empty wall.

Audrey coiled herself to move. Travers was keepivegn all in view, but
he knew he had lost, and that made him extremehgetaus. Travers
wasn’t going down without a fight, and Audrey knthat he was going to
take Faye or Stephen with him.

Stephen caught her eye. "It would have made thsogsnuch easier if
Audrey had fully trusted me, no matter what yowe#ttened her with. But
she’s done nothing that can’t be rectified."”



He was asking her to trust him now. She lookechatharrel lodged in
Faye’s chin, then back to Stephen. He was askingdh&ust him with
Faye’s life.

Audrey nodded and saw some of the tension aroumcyes relax. He
regained a negligent air and waved his pistol adoima deceptively
carefree manner. "How about we make a deal, Travéosl give me the
watch and all of the papers and information thatiky went to such
trouble to gather, and I will leave you with thdiks?"

"l know you, you bloody saint. You won'’t let me &khe girls or get
away. Damn sense of justice." Travers inclined tesd in Audrey’s
direction. "You should join forces with me and ta&et your lover,
Audrey dear. He'll just throw you to the hangmaskAim.”

Stephen waved his pistol. "Quite possible.”

Roth had the guard in front of him and was inchfogvard toward
Travers. Travers saw the motion and yanked Fayewsad. Audrey saw
the glint in her eye. Oh, dear.

Stephen must have seen it too because he was mésivwgrd and
shouting. "Get down."

She followed his command without question.

Four things happened in quick succession. Fayelatb&ravers’'s hand
away and elbowed him in the throat. Roth pulledgbard back so as not
to interfere. Stephen reached Travers and wretikedun from his hand,
and the Marquess of Angelford appeared and madsk quork of tying
his hands.

Audrey ran to Faye, who was staring wide-eyed atthniee dangerous-
looking men. Faye whispered from the side of heutimo'To tell you the
truth, I'm not sure we aren’t in worse trouble ndw.



Before Audrey could explain the situation, Fayé feiward. "Oh thank
you, gentlemen. My poor sister and | were kidnappgdthese awful
monsters. You saved us." Audrey tried to stop bet,Faye was already
dabbing at fake tears and grasping Lord Roth’svglee

Faye gave Roth a watery smile and thanked him edabked toward the
door. "Thank you again. Come sis, we must be offermthese wonderful
saviors take care of these villains. Mum is propddaside herself." Faye
sent a tearful glance her way, but kept backingugh the door. Roth’s
eyebrows lost none of their height, and he looKetbat amused.

Faye sent her a meaningful glance meant to humaloag, but Audrey
was rooted in place. Stephen was squatting withamss resting on his
knees. He was staring at her.

Faye had reached the door. She peered out, setitearsmile Roth’s
way, and walked determinedly to Audrey, clasping dren and dragging
her forward. "My sister seems to be having a sp&l.worries, she will
be fine."

They hadn't gone but a few steps when Stepheneddas throat. "Roth,
take Icarus outside."

Faye stumbled at the name, and Audrey automaticaighed to steady
her. "I'll explain later. Go with Lord Roth."

Faye looked stunned, and Roth seemed to find ryfdhat now Faye was
on the other end of being dragged through the door.

Moments later Audrey and Stephen were alone. "Hiovyaou find us?"
"All along Roth was searching for Faye."

She nodded mechanically Of course he had been.sBt@dn’t have
expected anything less.



Audrey extended her hands in front of her. "I siggpgou mean to arrest
me, Your Grace."

"For which crime would I arrest you?"
"| stole from you and betrayed you in so doing."

Stephen didn't move. "I would have given the poakatch to you had
you but asked," he said softly.

Yes, he would have given it to her. He was the mia@ she really could
trust. She had given him all of herself last nigihie surest sign she
trusted him. But she hadn’t trusted herself. And/ soirely neither would

he.

"l know." Her voice broke.

He shoved his hands in his pockets. "I could haaid something. |

wanted you to turn to me on your own, but it was @arly | rushed your
fences in every way. "

"No, I just wasn’t willing to let you have that mupower over me."

"I know, but I lusted for it."

"Travers told me that his partner would kill Fayé confided in you. He
was terrified of his partner, and that frightenegl'm

He shook his head in a distracted manner. "l shbaic told you what |
knew. We could have taken down Travers and Logas dgo."

Audrey’s heart stopped. She felt the terrified séins wash through her.
"Oh Lord, Stephen, what did you say?"

"He said you could have taken me down days agax, dirl. Surely you
aren’t deaf?"



Stephen’s head whipped up to stare at the man rigpldiudrey’s
discarded pistol. "What rock did you crawl out frommder?"

Logan laughed unpleasantly. "I've been here theeetitne, enjoying the
show. Travers showed an uncommon amount of nend@agping me
this afternoon.”

He sent a sardonic look in Audrey’s direction.Hink he actually might

feel something for you. | told him you all had te.dn a gloriously tragic

manner, of course," he said flippantly. "But Traveold feet. Oh, he was
ready to use you for his own ends, yes, but kill3®o, he refused to do
so. | misjudged him."

Logan shrugged and moved forward.

Audrey was in such shock she had forgotten she stihsholding her
knife. She worked it forward in her palm. "Did Teas throw us in prison
on your orders?"

He sniffed. "Nlo, Travers was already setting uis petty shipping

schemes when | approached him. Of course, he tdght on to my

plans. | had all the contacts he needed, and tiesifit to carry the plans
through. He would have gotten nowhere without mée Tshipping

scheme was amusing, but | just did it to further oayn ends. And if

Travers really did end up in a powerful positickeliExchequer or Prime
Minister, all the better for me in the future. Teay was willing to go

along with everything for a bit of power. And heitguhates Chalmers,"
he said cheerfully, turning to Stephen. "So | usgdconnections at the
docks to hire some thugs who wanted a bit of regemg you anyway.
You have no trouble making enemies. | picked a feen that already
had a past with Audrey here, just in case | neeedise her as a
scapegoat.”



He shrugged. "l just used everyone who might wawvemnge on you.
Made the whole thing much easier. Alas, no one ccald the job
properly. So it falls back on me."

Stephen looked bored. "All of this for a few exp@unds, Logan?"
"No, you fool. | did it all for the dukedom."
"The dukedom was doing fine by itself "

"Vernon was ruining the dukedom,” he shrieked.wtuld have really
been in the ruinous state | showed you had he dtayeontrol. He was a
stupid man, but | underestimated him. He caughtcome; he started
hiding the books, hiring other men. Somehow he ggpeshat | was
skimming from the top."

The quality of his voice changed. "Mind you. It wast enough to be
comfortable. | deserved it after all those yearsitowving to the idiots
who were always in power."

"You murdered Vernon."

"Of course | did. He deserved it."

Audrey’s mouth dropped open, but Stephen didn'trseseirprised. He
must have already known.

"And Thomas?"

Logan spat. "No, Thomas was a gem. Idiot boy, piabhomas was
perfect. | could rule through him. He made the @srfduke, keeping
everything in order and letting me make all theislens. But he had to
go and get killed in that riding accident. | shoblalve crippled him, so
he’d be bedridden.”

"You're horrible,” Audrey breathed.



He shot her a nasty look. "All good leaders seemiliie to those that
don’t understand them or stand against them."

If only they could stall him, surely Roth or Angaifli would appear
around the corner at any moment? Stephen contittuémbk bored, but
she could feel the tension wafting from him. N fiiends were on their
way back to London. They had left Audrey and Stepdlene to talk. No
one was returning.

Stephen stepped away from her, drawing Logan’sitie

Logan turned to him. "And then you came along. WMoest sort. A free-
flying, carefree gallivant who could care less afibe title.”

Audrey gripped her knife. "That’s not true, and yaow it."
"Perhaps, but he would actively manage the estatda overly generous
with the tenants, thus cutting into my profits.avg him a chance to stay

his execution,” Logan said.

"By marrying Clarissa?" Stephen asked as he indbesard, trying to
keep Logan’s attention away from Audrey.

"Yes. | control Bessington. It would have been gerii

"And then after producing an heir, | would have laasmall accident?"
"Oh, most definitely” Logan said with relish.

Audrey pulled her knife into position. "It surprssene how poorly you
underestimate your foes. Did you really think Staplvouldn’t discover

what you were doing?"

Logan snarled at her. "Look at you defending hirou’Ye just a two-bit
thief and probably a whore as well."



Stephen launched himself at Logan. Everything sdetmde happening
in a speed so slow that Audrey could hear the scodp.ogan's finger
pad over the trigger as he pulled it back. But Aydwas already Iin
motion, throwing her knife in a practiced line.

"Argh!"

Stephen grabbed Logan and slammed his arm agamswall, causing
the gun to fall to the floor. But Logan wasn't payiany attention to
Stephen or the gun. All of his attention was focusa the knife blade
embedded in his hand. Blood spurted from the woand, he screamed
again.

Faye came tearing back inside, Roth and Angelfmtddn her heels.
Conversation erupted from everyone at once.

There were ten minutes of explanations and distgdinooks before the
others left with Logan. Stephen peered under tliedmel announced that
he and Audrey were finally alone.

He put his hands on her shoulders, and she leat@dim.

"So what happens now?"

"Logan goes to prison. They won’t be kind with Bisntence since he
murdered a peer of the realm.”

"Travers?"

Stephen sighed. "l don’t know what to do about €rav Maybe we
should foist him on the Americans or Australians."

He said it jokingly, but she flinched. She had bgxsnning to foist
herself on the Americans, but it was going to haittear him say it.



"What about me?"

"l suppose that depends on you, Audrey."

"You talk in riddles again, Stephen." .

"What would you like to do?"

Her insides coiled. "l suppose the best thing wduddfor you to send
Faye and me to the Americas as well. You would havéurther worry
of the two of us pillaging the countryside."

He pulled back from her and ran a hand throughhhis in an agitated
manner. "Is that what you desire? To leave forstadi shore? Is there

nothing for you here?"

A strange clenching began in her stomach. "You ktlogve isn’'t. That
there never can be. | will never be able to escapeast here.”

"No, Audrey, | don’t know that at all."

"You would tire of me quickly. You would want me ¢bange."

"Not change, bend, adapt to new circumstances dalleages. Be
willing to take a partner." He sighed. "Audrey, ndw life hasn’t been
easy for you. But we can work through that.”

Hope bloomed, and she tried to tamp it down. "We?ta

He smiled his rogue’s smile. "Life is unfailinglynkl to me; so as long as
you stick by me, we'll do all right."

"You deserve someone better."

"I deserve someone | love, and that’s you."



The bonds around her heart cracked, and she quit&tyto reconstruct
them. "You mistake infatuation, Stephen."

"Do you love me?"
Her brain was scattered. "It doesn’'t matter. Yauaduke. I'm a soon-to-
be-re-retired thief. You need to marry for moneyl gmestige and all of
those things. Oh, | suppose you weren't offeringrrage.” She bit her lip
in embarrassment.

"Do you remember what you wrote on the parchmentlgét for me last
night?"

"l said | would not run.”

"But aren’t you running now?" He lifted her chindaleaned his forehead
against hers. "Didn’t | once tell you that the ghcplants were my
favorites? Or how much | love ferns, with their l@pito survive no
matter the condition?"

She nodded, and he kissed her.

"Will you marry me, Audrey Kendrick? | swear ouelwill not be dull.”

"I'm scared, Stephen.”

"I know. As | said, we’ll work through it." He re=d his chin on top of
her head.

She cleared her mind and took a deep breath. [b\doyou.” She peeked
up at him. "I had even admired your very fine asdast year while
tending you."

Stephen laughed and kissed her forehead. "Letlsaghk to town. | have a
fancy to admire your very fine assets as well."



She stopped him and placed a hand on his chestill"Imarry you,
Stephen Chalmers. And in so doing place both rhgs®l my sister into
your care."

He smiled at her gently. "And | will take every eaf the trust you place
in me."

He slipped his hand into her trousers and she daste withdrew it just
as quickly. A heavy weight remained, and she redlize had just given
her the pocket watch.

He lightly touched her cheek, and tears spranghetceeyes. And when he
took her in his arms the darkness vanished coniplete



