
        
            
                
            
        

    
TOUCHED BY FIRE

 

I told you so.

Prologue

London, 1796

 

All of London had turned out for the day. Forty thousand, the papers had said. The great stone wall of Old Bailey loomed high above the city like a mighty gray fortress. People sang and whistled, clapped and cheered as they waited outside Debtors’ Door, jostling their way to a better view. The trees were full of spectators, the poor wretches who couldn’t afford better. Ladies and dandies paid the highly extravagant sum of ten pounds to occupy the windows across the walk.

 

The vendors, summoned by the smell of a spare shilling, had come to hawk their wares. Pie men moved through the crowds with practiced ease, the smell of gingerbread and tarts wafting in their wake. Musicians played their fiddles, crooning their tuneful ballads. Often-times the crowd would join in, particularly when the chorus unfolded.

 

Yes, the people of London loved a good hanging, and the long-awaited demise of Black Jack Cady promised to be one of the best.

 

The sixteenth Earl of Haverwood had appeared early and polished many a palm in order to ensure his prime location on the hill in front of the gallows. The young lad beside him stared in wonder, fascinated by the spectacle and the noise. A visit to the city was a rare thing indeed; on most days the earl had no patience for the lad’s dawdling nature.

 

The stomping and chanting grew louder and the earl pointed to the two men climbing the steps to the gallows. The taller of the two, Cady himself, smiled and waved to the crowd, blowing a kiss to whichever maiden was bold enough to catch his eye.

 

Without hesitation, the man stepped to the rope and made a fine show of testing its corded strength. The rabble whooped in delight at such bravado. The shorter man strode forward with purpose, anxious to have the business done. It was a miserable job, but it paid well, and on a day like today, the people approved of him, and he was the hero.

 

“Hats off!” The cries rippled through the stands and the crowd obeyed the order, eliminating any articles that might obstruct the view of such an event.

 

The earl swept his hat off his head and noted with pleasure the boy’s wide-eyed stare. He’d been waiting many years for this day. There would be no secrets. He leaned in close, to be heard over the din of the crowd. “It’s a shame we couldn’t get closer. I’d never seen such evil before in a man. As if he were the devil himself. Taking women without compunction. Slitting their throats and leaving them for dead.

 

“The way he watched your mother that night, tossing his knife between his hands like it was a toy. I should’ve stopped him, you know, but instead I stood there like a coward. The bastard laughed at me.” He stared off in the distance for a moment and then cleared his throat.

 

“If we were closer you could see his eyes. You should be able to see his eyes.” The earl laughed, and the boy looked up with a somber, brown gaze, studying the earl carefully, waiting.

 

The loop slipped around Cady’s neck, and the hangman tightened here and there, measuring the length. Too short and the death was slow by strangulation, too long and decapitation resulted.

 

“They were the strangest color. Not gold, not really brown—I’ll never forget the way he looked at Mary.” The earl spat on the ground, rubbing at the spittle with his boot. “Stripped her bare with his eyes, even before he laid a hand on her. Don’t know what saved her life; perhaps he knew that death would have been easier for her.”

 

The constable mounted the steps, his hands clasped behind his back. He nodded to the hangman, but spared no glance for the condemned.

 

“Never seen such evil in one man’s eyes . . . until now. You’re nearly nine, boy. Do you think you could hide it from me? I’ve been waiting to see how you would turn out. Watching you.”

 

The boy stood straight and silent, just like the hero from his books—the DragonSlayer. He had learned that sometimes it was wise to keep a quiet tongue when the earl was nearby.

 

“The way you look at the maids with lust in your eyes? I couldn’t stop it once before, but I’ll not stand for it in my own house. Do you think I’d let it happen again?”

 

The boy shook his head quickly, confused by the words and the hard gleam in his father’s eyes.

 

The hangman pulled the rope taught and the earl jerked the boy’s chin up. “You’re to watch this, boy. I want you to see what happens when an evil man slinks between a woman’s thighs.”

 

The constable at the edge of the platform raised his hand, a signal for the executioner.

 

“You see that man, that vile piece of poison smiling to the crowd?”

 

The hangman grasped the lever above him, sliding the bar, and the crowd quieted, waiting for the sound when the pin slipped free.

 

The earl rocked back on his heels. Finally, there was justice for his wife. “That’s your father.”

 

The pin dropped and the platform fell. The crowd roared in approval as the condemned man swung back and forth.

 

“You’ve got his eyes, got that rutting blackness festering inside you. You can’t hide it, though. I see it and so will everyone else.”

 

The boy locked his eyes straight ahead, watching the body swing like the tail of a clock. He blinked twice, making sure there were no tears. He mustn’t cry.

 

The earl was wrong and he would prove it.

 

He wasn’t evil. He was the DragonSlayer.

Chapter One

England, 1815

 

The old earl had been dead for long enough that his jeers no longer clamored in Colin’s head like a sullen bell. When ladies passed by, Colin no longer turned the other way, avoiding the old man’s sharp looks. No, Colin Wescott, the seventeenth Earl of Haverwood, had no reason to fear the old earl anymore.

 

Now he simply feared himself.

 

He grabbed the porcelain wyvern that guarded the mantel, studied the cold, smooth wings that would never fly, and with a muttered curse, threw the gilded dragon against the hard wooden floor. It was an empty gesture. The cracking sound of its destruction brought him no satisfaction; only the sad thought that perhaps the old man had been right.

 

Marriage, of all things. Colin had faced French dragoons with less fear. What the devil had the old buzzard been thinking?

 

He wanted to roar, wanted to rage, but the old earl had taught him too well. Instead, he bent down and gathered the broken pieces, praying for the soothing calm he wore so easily.

 

Brisk footsteps echoed against the marble floor of the foyer, and Colin scrambled up quickly, carrying the fragments in his clumsy hands. After stowing them safely inside his desk, he slammed the drawer shut. Later he would get rid of them; for now he only had to fool Giles.

 

The library door’s ancient hinges groaned and Colin drew a deep breath, ready to face the man’s all-too-clever eyes. With a last searching glance around the room, he stood with military precision, arms clasped behind him, once again the master of the manor.

 

Everything looked undisturbed. The tall, green walls stood timeless and silent, forever sworn to keep his secret. The butler swept into the room and inclined his head in a deferential manner that would deceive most. “I assume the solicitor has left?”

 

Colin picked up the iron poker that leaned against the heavy chimneypiece and began to stoke the fire, adjusting the logs as the last bits of his anger slipped away. The smell of burning pinewood filled the room. “Yes.”

 

“Bad news, sir?”

 

Damn. Colin had hoped the man, for once, had shown some decorum and had not been listening at the door, but of course where Giles was concerned, that seemed to be an impossibility. “The approach of my twenty-eighth birthday.”

 

“Ah, yes. Your father’s will. And what will you do, sir? Leave the orphans at St. George to the miserly stewardship of the Wyndham family or choose the other more dastardly alternative?”

 

“I’m going to have to do it, but of course you knew that, didn’t you?” The orphanage was the one piece of humanity that separated him from his father, and he would not let it go.

 

He gave the logs a final jab and watched the small blaze begin to take hold, casting twisted shadows on the shelves of old books, bathing the room in a stifling warmth. Colin stored the poker and took a deep breath.

 

“We had all hoped, sir.” Giles retrieved the bottle of port from the sideboard and then poured two glasses, handing one to Colin and taking one for himself.

 

Colin smiled at the familiar gesture they had shared for many years and raised his glass. “Marriage is a quite respectable state. Finding the right woman that is equal to the proper upholding of the family name will be a difficult task, but certainly not impossible.” He only needed to marry himself to a woman as lifeless as the tiny dragon he had destroyed. As long as he retained a suitable distance, a business arrangement only, the situation would be acceptable.

 

“A formidable challenge for a man as diligent as yourself.”

 

“Me?” With a laugh that was far from innocent, Colin corrected the mistake. “I want you to find someone.”

 

“I’m to be married, sir?” The impudent man tried to hide his smile, drinking deeply from the glass of port. The servant was only obtuse when it suited his needs.

 

“No, you’re to find me a wife.”

 

Giles raised a brow. “Have you considered the more acceptable methods of courtship, sir?”

 

Every night in his dreams, the silky voice in his head replied. Night after night, a wisp of dragon’s breath would bring her to him. So real, so alive that he could smell the soft fragrance of her skin, drink the honey that flavored her mouth. He could bury himself inside her, hear her sighs, hear her moans—hear her screams. He tasted the bitter flavor of blood inside his mouth, and shook his head.

 

“I will not subject myself to such nonsense.” He did not care about a wife, would not let his lust curl about him, squeezing tightly, turning him into the monster that his father had been.

 

“You are the romantic, sir. The ladies will fall all over themselves to hear your witty repartee.”

 

A log popped on the fire, sparks shooting to the floor. Colin watched the bits of orange flare then dim to black. “I have no patience for the lowering matrimonial games of London. I pay you well enough. Find me someone.”

 

“Do you want me to buy one for you at the market?” The servant stood motionless, a rotund, mouthy statue with an obstinate stare, only his trembling moustache a sign of his displeasure.

 

Colin coughed to hide his laugh. “That’s enough.”

 

“Of course, sir. Sorry.” Giles put down his glass, took a sheet of paper and a quill, and looked at him expectantly.

 

“What?”

 

“Pretty, sir?”

 

Colin sighed. Giles was in one of his moods. “No.” He sat in his armchair, comforted by the familiar creaking of leather.

 

“Ugly?”

 

Colin frowned, unhappy with the thought. He didn’t want to shackle himself to a woman who was repulsive, just someone who provided little temptation, someone who did not strain the bonds of his control. “No.”

 

The butler lifted his brows. “I’m assuming somewhere in between then. Perhaps plain?”

 

“Very good.”

 

“Mild temperament?”

 

Colin shook his head. “No.” He didn’t want a woman who would agree to his every whim, that would be tedious beyond belief.

 

“High spirited, then?”

 

“Not willful.”

 

“Of course not, sir. Young?”

 

“Not too young.”

 

“Mrs. Cummings has a grandmother who is recently widowed. She sounds ideal.”

 

“Giles . . .”

 

“Sorry, sir. My wit does seem to get me in trouble.”

 

After so many years in the old earl’s employ, Giles had more claim to Rosemont than Colin ever would. “It’s your tongue that will get you dismissed.”

 

“Of course, sir. Should she like children, sir?”

 

A difficult question. Colin swirled the wine in his glass, pondering his answer. He had sired no children, and never would. But there were the less fortunate that he would provide for. “Somewhat. Perhaps she could organize activities at St. George, but she shouldn’t want any of her own.”

 

“I believe Mrs. Cumming’s grandmother has passed her childbearing years. Perhaps you might want to reconsider?”

 

He really should dismiss the man. At least once, just for effect. Perhaps then the servant would behave. No, Colin could never fire the man who had raised him, and Giles would never behave. He took a long sip of wine, the sweet taste lingering in his mouth. “Just find me someone.”

 

“I will find you six women of plain face, high-spirited nature, and”—Giles checked his paper—“confused on the subject of children. You can choose your own soul mate. I won’t have you blaming me the rest of your life for your own mistakes.” The butler turned and marched off, not giving Colin a chance to reply.

 

Sarah Banks stared at the dazzling numbers in the ledger with some amazement. It appeared that her many years sitting at her father’s feet had provided her with a livelihood after all. With a satisfying thump, she closed the heavy book and grinned at the distinguished man seated in the dainty writing chair across from her.

 

All in all, it did seem rather fitting that the aristocrats who had scorned her late father were now lining her pockets. At the advanced age of three and twenty, she was left with one inescapable conclusion: Gaming establishments were quite profitable.

 

“Well done, François. Already Alycone’s is turning a fine profit. Just wait until the season starts. Father’s club will be all the thing.”

 

He gave a slight nod, a faint flush dusting the sharp angles and planes of his proud, handsome face. François Moreau, Comte de Sourdet, belonged amongst the finest of French aristocracy, and if not for his noble title and a bloodthirsty Robespierre, he would still be there.

 

“It is your family’s club, mademoiselle. Rightfully, the success is equally yours.” He gazed at her with affection, a far cry from the piercing look he wore to put even the most high-ranking man in his place. Most of the club’s high popularity was due to his arrogant ways, a sign that only the most elite would be eligible for membership at Alcyone’s.

 

Sarah spread her hands wide across the desk, her quick fingers never still. “Am I responsible for the culinary delights that the comtesse creates in the kitchen? Am I the one who imports only the finest delicacies from France? Am I the one who instructs the staff on remembering every patron’s personal tastes and requests? For shame, I am only a woman, simply handing you the tools to work your magic.”

 

He shot her a conspiratorial wink. “You make a wonderful partner, mademoiselle.”

 

Fine praise from a fine man. She was proud of what they had done with the club, but sadly enough, there was no one she could tell. “And that will remain our little secret. Now, tell me, how is your wife?”

 

François shrugged, but his eyes softened, a man still madly in love. “Every day, je suis un chien, je suis un cochon. Impossible. Do I bark like a dog? Do I snort like a pig? What is a man to do? There is not a woman alive to match my Juliette.” He shook his head, smiling. “And you, Sarah? You should find a husband so you can share my misery.”

 

“Marry?” She scoffed at the notion, settling her hands on the smooth, wooden chair arms. “The only offers for marriage that I receive are from the occasional fortune hunter who is willing to settle for my meager portions. They are such a bothersome lot.”

 

“Your father is responsible for the obstacles to an honorable marriage.”

 

She raised her eyebrows in a manner she had learned from him. No one was allowed to speak ill of her father, not even François. “You will not speak of him in such terms. Lest you forget, you owe him much.” Her father had provided employment for the comte and his wife when others were not so kind.

 

“He was my friend, yes, but I am not blind to his careless upbringing of his daughter.”

 

As a child she thought nothing strange in their carefree life. After some time, when she could understand the comments that people made, when she understood the looks of pity that were cast in her direction, it dawned on her exactly why she was so ostracized. Not every little girl spent her nights haunting gaming hells and learning how to win, no matter the price. However, she had adored her father; no one else had made her feel so sheltered and so loved. “Father did the best he could. I was all he had.”

 

He shrugged, a deceptively casual gesture. “I meant no offense, but he is responsible for your situation. You should be able to marry a man of your choosing, not some jackal who is after your fortune.”

 

“I may be quite on the shelf, François, but I am not so desperate for a man that I must purchase him with my money. Is there anything more demeaning than to realize that you are loved only for your wealth? I don’t think so. You have found your true love; perhaps I shall wait a little longer for mine.”

 

“When you find him, you will be appalled at what you will do for love.” He grinned, looking at her more like a daughter than a business partner. “I cannot wait to see the day when the unsinkable Sarah finds herself in over her head.”

 

Perhaps some day. There was a man who occupied her dreams, a mere figment she had invented in her mind. Handsome, dark, and mysterious, his eyes were like warm sherry that made her weak at the knees with the very thought. Gallant, brave, and most important of all, able to protect her from the razor-sharp tongues that had stung her for so long.

 

A discreet tapping at the door interrupted her moon-eyed dreaming, and Iris poked her head in, black curls escaping from under the white muslin cap. “Pardon, mum, sir.” She swept to the floor in a deep curtsy, a puddle of white skirts and lace, her nose pressed to the cold marble floor.

 

“Iris, do get up. I have told you a hundred, nay, a thousand times, there is no need to curtsy. A courteous head bob, a slight dipping of the knee, or even a mere smile would suffice. But no curtsy. One of these days, you’ll have fainted dead away, and I shall do nothing but step over you, assuming you have only prostrated yourself on the floor once again.”

 

“Sorry, mum.” Iris straightened, adjusting the mobcap. “But the old duchess was such a stickler about me behavior. Said she had no way of knowing if the floors was clean unless we was willing to stick our nose on them.”

 

“I’ll thank you to remember I’m not the duchess,” Sarah muttered, all too aware that her own position in the world was well established, a fact she was reminded of each time she ventured out. There certainly wasn’t much chance of anyone mistaking her for the eminently respectable duchess.

 

Iris moved toward the flower arrangement in the corner and began to adjust the blossoms. “And I say me prayers every night that I found a position in such a hospitable employ. It’s hard for a girl to find honest work in these sorry times, it is. Why, just the other day I was discussing that very thing with Bess in the kitchen. ‘Bess,’ I said, ‘the streets of London are no place for women with a genteel background—’ ”

 

“Iris?”

 

The maid removed a drooping daylily from the vase. “Yes, mum?”

 

“Was there something you needed?”

 

“Oh, yes. There’s a Mr. Edward Willoughby that’s come to call. He’s got blue eyes, he does. A very splendid shade of cornflower blue.” She shook the flower at Sarah, petals dropping on the carpet. “Now, don’t interrupt, mum. I know your feelings about eyes, always insisting on mud-colored—”

 

Sarah winced. “Sherry, Iris, not mud.” Her father had told her many times sherry was for courage.

 

“Brown, mum. I’m a plain speaker; me mother raised me not to mince words. As I was saying, I know you’ve got your heart set on a gentleman with”—she glanced over at François for assistance—“sherry-colored eyes, but I’ve seen countless gents through your door with blue eyes, green eyes, black eyes, gray eyes, brown eyes, and even that fine-looking Mr. Travis with those handsome gold eyes. But mum, I’ve yet to see a man with sherry-colored eyes.” She waggled a finger. “It’s not as if you’ve met this man you’ve got your heart set on, and who’s to say a man with green eyes is not every bit as good as a man with”—she furrowed her dark brows—“sherry-colored peepers?”

 

Sarah let out a large sigh and smiled weakly, leaning back in her chair. Sometimes Iris exhausted her. “Iris?”

 

“Yes, mum?”

 

“Mr. Willoughby is in all probability a fortune hunter.”

 

François sat forward, his black eyes earnest. “Sarah, how will you know unless you talk to him? Iris is absolutely correct.”

 

Iris beamed, sensing a new ally.

 

However, Sarah was not ready to abandon her guns yet. “Are you so certain that he’s not after my fortune? What sort of man comes calling on a woman who was ruined before she came of age?” After fourteen proposals, and all either from paupers or men not interested in the institution of marriage, she considered herself quite an expert on the subject.

 

“You are too hard on yourself,” he answered.

 

Sarah shot him a telling glance. “So you believe Mr. Willoughby is a fine and honorable man, merely here to enjoy my charming wit?” She picked up a quill pen and twisted it through her fingers. “Shall we see exactly what it is that Mr. Willoughby is up to?”

 

François pursed his lips and smiled with indulgence. “I suppose you would like to wager on this?”

 

“Most assuredly. How else to test the true spirit of our beliefs?”

 

“Can you determine the man’s motives in one afternoon?”

 

Sarah glanced at the frilled clock on the mantel, the two china dancers locked together for eternity. How sad to be envious of a timepiece. She rubbed her palms together, pushing aside the thoughts of romance, instead concentrating on winning a wager. “I believe I can ascertain the man’s intentions in less than ten minutes. And the stakes? Shall we make them high?”

 

“Do you have any other valuation, mademoiselle?”

 

“Very well, I shall temper my enthusiasm. A mere trifle. Your tickets to the theater this evening?”

 

François waved his hands in defeat. “By all means, go ahead.”

 

“Ten minutes?”

 

A challenge danced in his eyes, the daring glint reminding her of her father. “That is what you said. If you do not think—-”

 

“Oh, no.” Sarah rose and headed for the door, knowing just what to do. With an air of confidence that had been bred into the Banks family for generations, she pinched her nose and scrubbed her eyes. Lowering her head, she stumbled into the morning room.

 

Mr. Edward Willoughby was a gleaming young man with an attentive bearing and extraordinary white teeth. He inclined his head, advancing on her as if the goddess Aphrodite had suddenly manifested herself in mortal form in Sarah’s parlor. “Miss Banks?”

 

She sniffled and hiccuped, and eyed him from under her lashes. “Yes?”

 

“I am honored to make your acquaintance.” He bowed over her hand. “When your maid said you were at home, I thought perhaps”—he flashed his white grin in a disarming gesture that had undoubtedly been practiced many times—“you might honor me with your glorious presence.”

 

“You speak much too highly of me.” No one in polite society spoke highly of her. It just wasn’t done.

 

“Oh, mere words are poor supplicants beneath the golden pulpit of your beauty. I feel I must throw myself at your dainty feet, the flaming crown of your hair blinding in the morning sun. And your shoulders—a set of shoulders of such beauty that no artist could capture their fine aspect with a brush and paint.”

 

“Mr. Willoughby—”

 

He held up his hand. “No, I must continue now that I’ve begun. You must know the truth. You are an exquisite angel. The very stars cannot compete with your beauty. No other woman is so refined, so fragile, so very gentle of temperament.”

 

The remains of her chocolate and biscuits roiled in her stomach and it was only with substantial restraint that she did not roll her eyes. “Thank you . . .” She broke off with a sob and collapsed on his highly padded shoulder. “Oh, Mr. Willoughby, I don’t know what to do. You being a complete stranger and all, it’s not as if I can ask your help . . .”

 

He guided her to the sofa, patting her arm, making annoying clucking noises as if she were a horse he were encouraging to trot. “Miss Banks, pray, you would make me the happiest of men if only you would let me deliver you from your misery. To see your beautiful face, laughing eyes—”

 

“Yes.” She waved a hand, cutting him off. More platitudes, dear heavens. “Perhaps there is something you can do. It’s my father.”

 

“Your father?”

 

Forgive me, Father, but I know you’re laughing about this. “Yes, the late, dearly departed Oliver Banks. It seems that when he died . . .” She sobbed with great abandon.

 

“Yes?” He pulled her closer, his hand moving dangerously close to places where no man was allowed to roam. “There, there, Miss Banks. What about your father?”

 

“Oh . . . I don’t think I can go on.” She shifted slightly to avoid his omnipresent hands.

 

He scooted closer, resuming the irritating clucking sound. “There, there. No need to be afraid, tell me what has happened.”

 

The cheeky puppy, if he moved again, he would find himself without those persistent fingers. Pulling herself upright, she drew a deep breath and snorted. “His fortunes,” she sniffed, burying her head in her hands, “are gone.”

 

He sprang from the couch as if burned. “Gone?”

 

Curious, she peeked between her fingers, noting with satisfaction that the gleaming Mr. Willoughby no longer sparkled. The morning sun gleamed, the gilt picture frames gleamed, but Mr. Willoughby’s glow had gone missing. A gurgle of laughter escaped from her, which she quickly disguised as a wailing sob. “Gone.”

 

“But how?” The man sounded appalled.

 

She didn’t dare peek again. “One last bet. Just like Father. He had to bet just one . . . last . . .”—sniff—“time.”

 

The sound of his urgent pacing was like music to her ears. In only moments, the theater tickets would be hers.

 

“Forgive me for speaking so crassly, but didn’t he depart this earth several years ago?”

 

“Two years and seven months.” She looked up, her eyes burning with moisture, no longer feigned. Not a day passed that she didn’t wish her father were still alive to show her his latest sleight of hand, or simply to share a loud and rollicking game of cards. She wiped away her tears. “The solicitor was detained overseas, in India, and has just returned this very week. We have two months to transfer our belongings to the evil villain who won the bet. A Lord Something-ly or Something-wood, I don’t know. I fear I was so distressed that even now I cannot recall his name. The solicitor said the man would cast us out in the street, destined for the gaol.”

 

The man looked rather pale, and she hoped that François and Iris could overhear her in the adjoining room and appreciate her more theatrical talents.

 

Mr. Willoughby gulped and seemed intent on studying the patterns in her cream-colored wallpaper. “Miss Banks, I am so sorry. I had no conception that your straits were so dire. Let me consider what I can do. Perhaps I may speak to a few acquaintances on your behalf?”

 

She batted her eyelashes. “You would be willing to do such a thing?”

 

“I cannot make any promises.”

 

The weasel. “No, I’m sure you couldn’t.”

 

He cut a fine leg, bowing low, his hand pressed against his heart, even as he was bolting toward the door. “But I shall try my best.”

 

“Good day, Mr. Willoughby.” She turned away from him, and this time she did roll her eyes.

 

Sarah watched him beat a hasty retreat down the front walk and then skipped over and threw open the study doors. With a flourish worthy of Iris’s best efforts, she curtsied. “François, I believe you owe me tickets to the theater.”

 

“With pleasure, mademoiselle, but you must take Juliette with you tonight. She will have my head if she doesn’t attend. That was quite an exceptional performance, by the way. You should consider a career on the stage, Sarah.”

 

Sarah fixed Iris with a steady glare. “Iris?”

 

“Yes, mum?”

 

“Unless the gentleman has eyes the color of warm sherry, I’m permanently indisposed.” No longer would she waste her time with the bounders that came to call. They were interested in only her money. However, there was one man that deserved her heart and someday she would find him.

 

Iris flounced her skirts and swept to the floor once more. “Of course, mum. Sherry.”

 

London had never been easy for Colin to stomach. He preferred the space and solitude of Rosemont to the dreary skies and dirty streets of the city. A man could walk no more than ten paces without being assailed by street vendors and the noxious odors of burning coal. And here, in this delightfully cold city, lived all the women that Giles had chosen as suitable candidates for the next Lady Haverwood. Rubbing his eyes, he felt the telltale hammering in his head as he contemplated the prospect of marriage. There was always tomorrow, though. No reason he had to find a wife tonight.

 

He stalked up the stairs to his town house and slammed the great wooden door behind him.

 

“Giles!”

 

After a lengthy delay, the butler appeared and removed Colin’s greatcoat. “You bellowed, sir?”

 

“Did my books arrive today?” He had been waiting for his latest acquisition, An Enquiry Into Curious Encounters with Dragons, Beasts, and Monsters, and nothing sounded more appealing than a quiet evening with a study of western dragons and a warm glass of the finest French brandy. He knew all the dragons by heart. Every one. As a child, he had been fascinated by the tales of the dragon slayers: men who rescued fair damsels from all the vile creatures of the world. Now he was a man—a man who still believed in his childish dreams. He sighed.

 

“Yes, they’re unpacked and sitting on your desk. However, Mr. Mackenzie requested the pleasure of your company at the theater this evening.”

 

An evening with Mackenzie? Colin had only been in town for two days and he’d never been inclined for social outings. He looked at Giles with suspicion. “Now, how did he know I was in town?”

 

The servant whirled an innocent hand. “Gossip. Travels like the wind within the society circles. Should I reply with your refusal?”

 

“No. I think I shall attend.” He found himself actually looking forward to Stephen’s company, to reminisce about the years they served in the Peninsula together. Now that Napoleon was safely ensconced on Elba, and the war with the upstart colonists was over, there were no more battles to be won. His dragons could wait until tomorrow.

 

Giles stared with a slack jaw. “If I may speak frankly, you are in rare spirits today, sir. It is all rather overwhelming. Matrimony, the arts . . .” He sank into an overstuffed chair and wiped his brow. “I must sit down.”

 

From their box in the corner, Sarah had a fine view of the crowd below. It appeared as if most of London had chosen this night to attend, creating a hum of excitement that permeated the air.

 

The stage was a tribute to the matters of the heart, or perhaps the baser needs. Venus adorned the ceiling, her maids preparing her to meet her lover. The drop curtain portrayed Apollo dancing to the image of Cupid.

 

“Ah, how can one not love the theater?” The Comtesse de Sourdet spoke with the excitement of a child, clearly in her element. She was dressed in vibrant green, a wonderful contrast to her dark coloring. The first bloom of her youth long gone, but she still captured many an eye. There was an aura of strength and determination about her that kept her marriage with the comte passionate and volatile. The tirades between the two were quite legendary among the staff at Alcyone’s.

 

“One must first learn to ignore the sensation of being watched as if one were an exotic giraffe in the zoo,” Sarah replied, meeting the hawk-eyed gaze of a dowager below. The woman tossed her head and turned away.

 

The comtesse waved her hand lazily. “Rudeness comes easier than grace. Let them stare.”

 

Sarah sat up a little straighter and let her shawl droop a little lower on her shoulders. Juliette was right. “Well, hang them all. I don’t care.”

 

“Those are the words of your father, not you. You’ve become much too bitter. When the right man notices you, none of this will matter.”

 

“You’ve been speaking to your husband, haven’t you? ‘The right man.’” She couldn’t help but laugh at that. “I’ve seen only an abundance of the wrong man.”

 

“Then you need to look harder.” There was a steely rebuke in the woman’s velvety voice.

 

“Is that your very polite way of saying that I haven’t done enough to alter my situation?”

 

Juliette smiled, shrugged, and as the stage curtain began to rise, turned her attention to the beginning of the play.

 

Sarah’s thoughts, however, could not be so easily diverted. Was Juliette right? Sarah did try. Yet after so many failures perhaps she wasn’t quite so enthusiastic anymore. Although, she couldn’t spend her entire life cocooned away from the rest of the world. She stroked the skirt of her best blue silk, a dress meant to entice and enchant. Perhaps Juliette was right.

 

She scanned the audience below. A foppish dandy she recognized as Sir Nigel Landry let his oily glance linger long and improperly. Sarah had heard more than her share of his scandalous propositions and she arched an eyebrow as best she could, puckering her lips as if she had swallowed a lemon, and stared down her nose at the fluttering man. He grinned, his leer even more pronounced, and Sarah turned away, annoyed that her snub hadn’t discouraged the letch in the slightest. Sir Nigel owed Alcyone’s two thousand pounds, so perhaps it was time for François to call in the markers. She smiled, cheered with thoughts of her small revenge.

 

Over the years she had studied the haughty, dismissive looks in some detail. The arch of the brow was to convey unworthiness, the distending of the nose was designed to intimidate, and most important of all, the icy glare indicated the recipient did not belong. However, when it came to delivering set-downs that were designed to destroy dreams, she had not yet achieved the masterfully deft touch of the bon ton.

 

Sarah glanced at the comtesse to see if she noticed the exchange, but the woman was fascinated by the stage rather than the gossipmongers seated in the audience. Perched on the edge of her chair, her gloved hands clasped tightly together, Juliette was lost in the drama.

 

If only Sarah could be so lucky.

 

The curtain rustled behind her and she turned her head to see who had entered the small box.

 

A man.

 

Tall, and dressed in evening clothes, he appeared uncomfortable with his attire, rolling one broad shoulder under his black coat and pulling at the simple cravat about his neck. The warm brown of his hair glimmered under the bright glow of the candles.

 

He appeared as surprised by her presence as she was by his, and when he shook his head in a quiet apology, the golden candlelight caught his eyes for one still moment.

 

Oh, my. Sarah wilted in her seat. Sherry. The same rusty claret that marked the color of her dreams.

 

He stepped back behind the curtain, the material falling back into place.

 

A deafening roar began in her ears and a smithy pounded where her heart had once beaten. A sharp barb of regret shot through her. Couldn’t he have stayed a moment longer?

 

Had he only been a dream? A wish? She glanced at the crowds nearby. All were transfixed by the play before them. No one else had noticed. For so many years she had hoped and dreamed and prayed, and there he had stood. Alive. Real.

 

The velvet curtain was still now, as if he had never existed.

 

Gone.

 

Fortune had smiled on her tonight, and she could not ignore the lure. Was he real? She murmured a silly excuse to the comtesse and embarrassed herself by nearly running through the thick velvet curtain that enclosed the theater box.

 

She embarrassed herself even further by entering the narrow hallway and colliding with a man’s chest—broad and firm. It was an awkward moment, producing a heated flush that had nothing to do with her own clumsiness. No, it was the hard muscles that burned beneath her hand that caused her exquisite discomfort. The stranger showed no indication that her nearness was unwelcome. In fact, his hand moved to cover hers, which was still nestled quite indulgently against his chest.

 

“Please forgive me.” Her voice was husky to her own ears and she stared, trapped by his gaze. “Dear heavens.”

 

“I beg your pardon?”

 

Anything that resembled intelligent, witty conversation was completely out of the question. The man was breath-taking.

 

“I did not mean to intrude,” he continued.

 

Sherry. She had been right. His eyes were the color of sherry. Warm, liquid pools that caused her to sway forward alarmingly.

 

“I owe you an apology. I was supposed to meet someone here this evening. I believe there must have been some mistake.”

 

His deep voice sent shivers down her spine and she stared, fascinated by the rigid line of his jaw and scandalously tempted by the intriguing curve of his mouth. This had been no mistake. Only an unseen hand guiding her toward him. “Of course.”

 

The sound of nearby voices broke the spell, and he turned his head. She waited, holding her breath. Now that she had finally found him, this man who had haunted her thoughts, she did not want to see him go. With more piety than she’d ever felt, she prayed, willing him to stay.

 

After an eternity, he looked down at her, and she found herself drowning in the depths of his fine sherry eyes. He tugged at her hand, moving them toward the shadows and the dark shelter of the heavy curtains.

 

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, and she noticed with pleasure he still held her hand. His fingers were hard and roughened. Strong.

 

Sarah searched for something to say, her thoughts still caught by the feel of his touch. “The hallway is the only way to escape. Fresh air.” She nearly winced at the trite excuse, but it sounded much more proper than “Pardon me, but I’m sure you’re the man I’ve been dreaming of.”

 

“Your reputation will suffer.”

 

Obviously he didn’t know who she was. “Are you trying to protect me?” His attempts were misguided, but so gallant that she liked the real man even better than the one in her dreams. “Who are you?”

 

He shook his head, his eyes so very compelling. “A man you don’t want to know.”

 

She nearly laughed at the irony, and her whole being shook with nervousness. She wanted to know everything about him, wanted to laugh with joy. She had finally found him. “Are you a rake, then? Or perhaps a rogue?” He turned away, his face shadowed, and she stared, trying to ascertain if he were toying with her. Finally satisfied, she shook her head. “I wouldn’t believe it.”

 

“Nor would I.” He gave a bark of laughter, the sound dying awkwardly. Still he stood so close she could feel his warmth. “You make me forget what I am. You should return to your seat.”

 

She stood firm, wondering if he knew who she were after all. She could not move, did not want to leave his presence. Nothing else mattered. Tonight she would plead her case, wager a part of her that she’d never dared gamble with before. Her pride. “For just a moment, is it so wrong to pretend?” With the blanket of darkness and the hushed murmurs that seemed far away, it was so easy to pretend—to pretend she was just an ordinary girl who had lived an ordinary life. Pretense was all she had. If he knew who she was, there was no doubt that he would already be gone.

 

“I should go . . .” He said the words with what sounded to be disappointment.

 

Her heart fell. “To meet your friend,” she finished for him. His friend was no doubt eminently respectable, a diamond of the first water. She let go of his hand and kneaded the soft folds of her skirt, cursing the Fates that had put temptation in her grasp but then cruelly swiped it away. Her father had taught her how to cozen fate; surely if he just stayed a little longer she could think of something. But with her dream so close, so near, her mind could think of naught but him.

 

She heard his muttered oath, felt his hand brush her cheek, so marvelously gentle. “He’s most likely gone by now anyway.”

 

“I’m sure he is.” Dizzy with relief, she smiled. He was going to stay. He was going to stay.

 

“It is rather late.” His voice was husky and low, much stronger than the voice in her dreams. Much more alive.

 

“The weather is frightfully cold,” she sighed, moving closer, needing his warmth. Heat washed over her, and she felt the slow burn of her blood as it coursed through her veins.

 

“I wouldn’t know,” he whispered. He bent his head, so very close. So very real. She could see him, his skin darkened and rough. Closer. He smelled of soap and leather and something else, mysterious, dangerous, alluring. Daring the Fates, she moved even closer still, lest he slip out of her grasp. She could hear the painful throbbing of her own heart—or was it his? She no longer knew where she ended and he began.

 

Staring up into his eyes, she saw warmth, pain, and longing. For her. For the notorious Sarah Banks. There was no cold calculation or soiled leering, none at all. If she were a coward, or a proper young lady, she would have run. She should run. However, Sarah was never one to argue with fate and he was hers. Her lips parted, inviting.

 

Waiting.

 

Just when she thought she could feel the promise of his lips, just when she heard the hushed whisper of his breath, he raised his head and stepped back, putting a cursed distance between them.

 

The noises of the rest of the world intervened. A distant round of applause, the tuning of the orchestra, the buzz of nearby voices that slowly faded away.

 

She held her breath, hoping to see a welcoming smile, a kind word, any sign at all that he understood. Her fingers clutched the skirt of her gown, bunching, twisting, and all the while she watched his shadowed face, hoping and praying that he would.

 

Yet when he gazed at her again, his eyes were cold, aloof. A stranger stood in front of her and her flimsy dreams drifted apart, tenuous as the morning mist.

 

She’d risked so much for him; Sarah Banks threw herself at no man. Except this one time when she had actually hoped, had actually dared to believe that her dream did exist. Her eyes began to burn with unshed tears, and she lowered her head, ashamed.

 

Needing to salvage the remains of her pride, she moved away from him. He wasn’t who she thought he was. It was time for her to grow up. The man of her dreams didn’t exist.

 

“You should leave now. Go back to your seat,” he stated firmly, as if she were a disobedient child.

 

The cold words and his chilled tone caused the ice around her heart to freeze once more. So he knew who she was after all. Once again she wasn’t worthy. Not of a kiss, not of a smile. Nothing. Why had she thought he was any different from the others? She’d been a fool, and for that, she could blame him completely. Her smile was tight and forced, patently fraudulent. “Forgive me, sir. I seem to be quite clay-headed this evening. I believe I’ve made a mistake.” She turned before he could see her tears, and quickly walked away.

Chapter Two

 

An entry in the London newspapers never boded well for the Banks name. Sarah avoided the papers at all costs, and Iris was quite familiar with Sarah’s predilections. So when Iris bustled into the breakfast room and presented Sarah with a tray of tea, eggs, cold ham, and the morning newspaper, Sarah, whose spirits were already quite low to begin with, felt an ominous wellspring of fresh doom bubbling up inside her. Iris placed the tray on the table, directly in front of Sarah, and sank to the floor in a deep curtsy before Sarah could utter nary a word.

 

Sarah stared at the offending paper, fearing the worst, yet not wanting to imagine quite what the worst could be. “Iris!”

 

Iris clambered to her feet and dusted her hands, her plump cheeks dimpled in a cheeky grin. Surely, Sarah told herself, such good cheer meant that her earlier fears were unfounded.

 

“Morning, mum.”

 

Sarah was dying to know what news the paper held, yet feared actually touching and reading it, as if it carried some vile poison. She chose to point instead. “What is in the newspaper?”

 

“According to the delivery boy, there’s trouble afoot with Napoleon at Elba, the pig lady’s been spotted in Chelsea, and they say it will rain.”

 

Sarah glanced over the words on the front of the paper, breathing a heavy sigh of relief. The topics seemed innocuous enough. “Dear heavens, the poor woman, bandying her exploits in the press. A pig? Surely they’re exaggerating.” She looked up at Iris, noticing her knowing glance. The woman was positively gleeful—and smug. The cold fear returned. “What else?”

 

“There’s mention of Lord Something-wood stealing your fortune on the second page.”

 

“I won’t read it, the vultures.” Daring to touch the offending item, she inched the paper a safe distance away.

 

“There’s talk of a Lord Haverwood.”

 

“Who?”

 

Iris rolled her eyes. “Haverwood, mum. The seventeenth Earl of Haverwood.” At Sarah’s confused look, Iris sighed. “Something-wood. Haverwood. Your story to Lord Willoughby. It’s in the papers.”

 

Sarah began to laugh at all the gossips who actually believed her Banbury tale. It was so very rare, so liberating to know that she held the upper hand over society, even for only a moment. She did feel a twinge of pity for the real Haverwood, if indeed there was one, whose only misfortune in life was to be named after a product of her imagination, but Lord Haverwood would probably never feel the hurt that she had experienced. He was a noble—an aristocrat, and Sarah knew from past encounters that nobles had no feelings at all. “The poor man. However, the gossip will die a quick death when they realize the story is a sham.”

 

Iris cleared her throat. “Mum, there’s talk of whispering, in the theater, between you and this Lord Haverwood.”

 

“Whispering? Where did that come from? I didn’t—” Sarah clapped her hands over her face, as she recalled her impetuous conduct of last evening. A mistake she’d tried so desperately to forget, but she never would. Haverwood. Of all the names he could have been born with, why that particular one? She sank lower in her chair. “Oh, no.”

 

“Mum, if I may speak frankly, if you want the gossips to believe your innocence in this business, you need to practice a less telling expression, don’t you think?”

 

Could it really be the same man? She looked up at Iris, twirling her spoon in fingers that were not nearly as steady as they should be. “Iris, what do you know about this Lord Haverwood?”

 

“He appeared in town recently—he’s an earl, you know—and has a mountainous fortune, boodles and boodles of gold. He fought against the French for years, and Bess says that her cousin’s brother, who owns the bakery in Brompton, says the sister of the kitchen maid who works for the earl thinks that he looks right handsome.”

 

Handsome. Surely many of the men in London could be described as handsome. Surely it was a coincidence. “What does he look like?” Sarah was anxious to hear how the sister of the earl’s kitchen maid would describe him.

 

Iris leaned closer, beaming all the while. “Here’s the kicker, mum. He’s got the strangest colored eyes. First thing I asked, I did. Not amber, not brown. One might even, if one were so inclined, call them sherry colored.” Iris lifted her brows and nodded in a conspiratorial manner.

 

Completely at a loss for words, Sarah lowered her head and stared at her foolish reflection in the silver tray. Why did he have to be the one? It was a cruel joke, and she was so tired of it all. The cuts, the fops, and now this. All at Sarah’s expense.

 

“It’s fate, mum. Fortune is smiling on you today. You need to get dressed. Right away! The yellow walking dress shows up your hair so nicely.”

 

“Why do I need to get dressed, Iris?” Sarah asked, fearing the woman’s answer.

 

“Why, Lord Haverwood, of course. The man’s bound to come and call today. The account of last evening is in four papers. Four! He’s honor-bound to, at the very least, apologize. Why, mum, he’s ruined you!” Iris said the words as if ruination were some great feat that every young girl should aspire to.

 

Sarah considered the possibility of Lord Haverwood calling on her to offer an apology for last evening. Would he really? Probably not. But still she considered the possibility. She relished the thought and imagined her moment of victory when she could toss her head, and stare in those cursed sherry-colored eyes, and say with the greatest ennui, “La, sir. You overstate your consequence.”

 

A very pretty thought. And not very likely to occur at all. The man who coldly told her to leave last evening was not a man to spend his time bestowing apologies on a foolish ninny who breathlessly waited for his kiss.

 

She poured herself a cup of tea and took a long sip, savoring its sweetened taste. She wished the callous man the sorriest sort of retribution. He had killed her dreams, and that hurt far worse than the silly gossip in the paper. For so long she had dreamed of a man to protect her, and without her dreams, quite simply she had nothing left.

 

“Sir, the morning post has arrived.” Giles appeared, carrying a passel of newspapers and an assortment of letters.

 

Colin put aside his notes on the Carthaginian serpent and looked up at Giles. “News from St. George, I hope?” The new administrator was late in sending the monthly report, and Colin was becoming rather anxious. If he didn’t hear anything by the end of the month, he would visit the orphanage himself just to make sure everything was as it should be.

 

“No news but I assure you that all is well, sir. I contacted Mr. Twizzlerot several days ago and he expressed his apology for being late. You will have his report this week. He also sent his fervent wishes that you would forgive him. You should visit, sir. See the good you are doing with your own eyes.”

 

The wars had kept him away for almost ten years, but he had no excuses anymore. “Perhaps when I return to Rosemont.” He shook his head; he would never feel comfortable around children.

 

“You’ve become quite celebrated, sir.”

 

Colin sat perfectly still. It had finally happened. Someone had seen him for what he was, discovered who his father was. He looked at Giles, noted the man’s cheerful expression, and dismissed his own fears. Giles had many shortcomings, but a lack of loyalty to Colin was not one of them. “What do you mean?”

 

“Shall I read, sir?” After Colin’s quick nod of assent, Giles cleared his throat, donned his spectacles, and held the London Post in front of him.

 

Lord Something-w__d, Lord Something-w__d,

 

wherefore art thou, H_v_rw__d?

 

Deny her name, demand her lot,

 

A wager’s lien should ne’er be forgot.

 

The whispering behind dark curtains

 

Bespeaks your ruin, a fate most certain.

 

A man in your esteemed position,

 

Demands respect, not supposition.

 

And so we close, with one word of advice,

 

You play with the devil, you pay a high price.

 

Giles folded the paper away, removed his spectacles, and simply stared.

 

Colin closed his eyes for a moment, ran his hand through his hair, and swore.

 

“Well said, sir. May I enquire about the identity of your companion?”

 

He didn’t know her name and didn’t want to learn who she was—even though he could remember everything about her. The way her skin felt beneath his fingers, the way she smiled at him as if he were worthy. “No.”

 

“Very well. Since you appear unwilling to discuss this incident, I suppose I shall go away and forget all the legendary tales of Miss Sarah Banks and the roguish Lord Something-wood.” The man turned and marched toward the door.

 

Sarah. Her name was Sarah. He sighed, knowing he wasn’t strong enough to resist. “Giles!”

 

Giles stopped, turned, and quirked one brow. “Yes, sir.”

 

“Come back.”

 

Giles nodded respectfully. “As you wish, sir.”

 

The man stood in front of Colin’s desk, his hands clasped behind him, the very picture of quiet, reserved servitude. Colin glared. “What?”

 

“Sir?”

 

Colin stalked to the decanter in the corner and poured a deep glass of brandy. He swallowed, wiped his mouth, and then poured another glass. He didn’t want to hear this, didn’t need to hear this, but all the while every bit of his body proclaimed him a liar. “Get on with it.”

 

“According to your tailor, Monsieur Guillion, Miss Sarah Banks was seen in your company at the theater last evening. Whispering behind the curtains if the accounts are to be believed. Mr. Lyons-Scott, the barkeep at The Boar’s Head reported that apparently this Lord Something-wood, which it now appears is none other than the newly arrived Lord Haverwood, wagered with her father and won all of his holdings.” Giles rocked back on his heels.

 

A wager? Where in God’s name had the gossips garnered that nonsense from? “Is that all?”

 

“No, sir. Shall I continue?” The man’s moustache twitched, as if he were enjoying the drama.

 

Colin sank into his leather armchair and stared at the ceiling. “Go on.”

 

“I’ll paraphrase the four accounts; I know you’re a busy man. Mr. Banks struck a devil’s bargain with Lord Haverwood and bartered his lovely daughter to the black-hearted scoundrel—that’s you, sir—instead of his fortune. Last evening you were seen in the company of the lovely Miss Banks, although what exactly transpired is unknown to most, except for the parties involved, due to the blessed anonymity of the theater curtain that they chose to cavort behind.”

 

For a moment, Colin could only stare with open-mouthed amazement. The ticking of the clock, the wind whistling behind the panes, the silent refrain of Colin’s fears as he contemplated his mess. He should go to her. Apologize. An apology for what, though? Holding her hand? No, for his shameless thoughts. Imagining the feel of her pressed against him, being inside her. He’d never confess that to anyone. And after he apologized, then what would he do? What he had wanted to do from the moment he saw her. His mouth curled in disgust.

 

“Shall I get your coat, sir?”

 

Colin blinked and stared at Giles. “What?”

 

“I’m assuming that you will call on this young innocent immediately and convey your apologies. It is what a gentleman would do, sir.”

 

“I’m no gentleman, Giles. You know that.” He would do absolutely nothing. The gossip would wither away if he ignored the story.

 

“Sir—”

 

“No.” Colin cut him off before he could argue further. “I’m not going near Miss Banks. It’s for the best.” He changed the subject quickly, not wanting to think of Miss Banks any longer. His dreams last night had been much too vivid. “Did I receive anything else?”

 

“Invitations, for the most part.”

 

“Invitations?”

 

“Yes, sir. All arrived by messenger, just penned this morning. You’re now a very popular man, sir. It is the perfect time to strike. I have made a list of six suitable candidates for your wife. Should I add Miss Banks to the list?”

 

“No.” The word exploded like a shot.

 

“I see.”

 

Colin elected to guide the conversation to safer matters. “Who did you find for me to marry?”

 

“Miss Catherine Lambert, Miss—”

 

“Miss Lambert is a mild-mannered woman, not too fetching?”

 

“I believe she would satisfy your requirements, sir.”

 

“Then Miss Lambert will be fine.”

 

“Shouldn’t you meet the lady in question before you make your decision, sir? Perhaps you won’t suit.”

 

That’s exactly what he hoped for. He wanted a woman that would be safe with him. “It doesn’t matter.”

 

“Quite a slapdash method of matrimony, if I may say so, sir. Perhaps you might throw darts at the names instead. Or, you could pluck a name from your hat. The possibilities are endless.”

 

“Giles.”

 

“Sorry, sir. Shall I call the vicar, or do you just want to kidnap the woman and dash off to Gretna Green?”

 

“Find a party she’ll be attending and accept the invitation. It shouldn’t be difficult.”

 

Giles remained silent, his disapproval a tangible thing.

 

“Giles.”

 

“Of course, sir.”

 

“Was there anything else in the post?”

 

“There was one mysterious note, sir.

 

“What did it say?”

 

“I would not stoop to reading the post.” Giles looked horrified, but his moustache twitched suspiciously.

 

“Giles?”

 

“It didn’t say anything, sir. Just a picture.”

 

Odd. “A picture?”

 

“A small triangle with a star in the center.”

 

Etiénne. What the devil was he doing in London, of all places? Hadn’t anyone told the man the war was over, that he should be at home, in France? Etiénne often took the games of a spy one step too far, and surely this was no more than his idea of a prank. Colin stowed his quill and rubbed his eyes, wishing his mind was clearer. However, he was never one to take risks, and Etiénne wouldn’t really play such a joke. Knowing he had no choice but to answer the summons, Colin stood quickly. “Get my coat.”

 

“You’re going out, sir.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“To call on Miss Banks?”

 

Colin stared.

 

“I shall hold my tongue, sir. You have obviously chosen to ignore my dull-witted advice and go riding off to God only knows where in order to find some baseborn ruffian who cannot pen a literate sentence.” Giles went out the door, mumbling under his breath, and Colin only hoped the man wouldn’t forget to retrieve his coat.

 

Miss Sarah Banks’s town home was located in Grosvenor Square and was easy enough for Giles to find. The home looked quite tidy, with brown bricks and a small balcony that jutted out over the doorway. He appeared at her door precisely one hour after the young earl had departed on his mission to find the mystery missive writer. Today, Giles had a mission of his own. He knocked twice and the door was opened by a woman of dubious intellect, with dark curls that fell over her eyes in appalling disarray.

 

However, Giles was not dissuaded by such poor breeding, always believing it necessary to be courteous, and so he removed his cocked hat and nodded politely. “Good afternoon, madam. I am Mr. Timothy Giles, attendant to the Earl of Haverwood.”

 

“It certainly took him long enough.” The maid peered over his shoulder and then frowned.

 

“I have an urgent message for Miss Sarah Banks.”

 

She held out a grubby hand, as if she expected him to take it. “Well, why you standing there like a blind-eyed dubber? Hand it over.”

 

“I beg your pardon?”

 

“The message. Although I must say, I’d hoped the earl himself would appear.” She fisted her hands on her ample hips, bouncing in a manner reminiscent of a backhouse hen.

 

Giles sniffed. “I’m to deliver it personally.”

 

“Oh.” The wench rolled her eyes in a cheeky manner. “Ain’t we the hoity-toity one today.” She opened the door wider and stepped back, permitting him entrance. “Please, come inside. I’ll see if Miss Banks is receiving callers.”

 

Giles followed her to the parlor, where serene landscapes dotted the walls. He sat down on the tapestry settee, noting the light coating of dust on the cherry-wood arms. He took out his handkerchief and dabbed at the wood, polishing until the fine luster was exposed once more. Obviously Miss Banks’s help somewhat lacked in the proper dictates of household order.

 

After a few moments, a young woman appeared in the doorway, and Giles was pleased to note she was quite fetching, not at all plain-faced, and judging by the angry flare in her eyes, he suspected her temperament was far from mild. The earl had chosen well. She would be perfect for the plans he had in mind for the young earl.

 

Mr. Giles stood quickly and bowed. “Miss Banks?”

 

“Yes?” Sarah watched the earl’s man suspiciously. Obviously Haverwood had chosen to send his servant, rather than lowering himself to darken her stoop. The one gesture spoke volumes about the earl’s position and Sarah’s lack thereof. However, her curiosity about the earl overcame her common sense, and so she found herself eager to swallow the meager crumb the earl had tossed her way. “You had a message for me, Mr. Giles.”

 

“Would you sit down, please?” The man bobbed up and down nervously. “I fear this may take some time for me to explain in a properly compunctious manner.”

 

She tilted her head, wondering what the man was about. However, he did seem sincere, and so she sat in the armchair across from him. He sat down after her, his fingers smoothing the corners of his hat. “I don’t quite know where to begin.”

 

“Perhaps the beginning.”

 

His moustache twitched and he smiled. “Yes. Have you seen the papers today, Miss Banks?”

 

“Unfortunately, yes, I did.”

 

Mr. Giles winced. “The earl was quite unnerved by the accounts as well. He sends his most sincere apologies. He was devastated by the tawdry presumptions. Completely false, of course.” The man peered at her curiously.

 

Sarah sat even straighter, her hands grasping the wooden chair arms. A servant, no matter how lofty his employer, would not interrogate her. “Quite sporting of him to send his man to convey his regrets,” Sarah replied, her words dripping with sarcasm.

 

Thankfully, Mr. Giles did not mistake her tone. “The earl is a very busy man and was actually somewhat afraid that you might not look upon him in a welcoming manner after his reprehensible behavior.” The man looked down, studying his hat in some detail.

 

“Yes, I’m sure he was.” She smiled as if he were somewhat dim-witted. He must be if he thought she’d actually swallow such a far-fetched tale.

 

“Well, perhaps those weren’t the earl’s exact words, although—”

 

“Does the earl even know you’re here, Mr. Giles?” She meant to discover exactly what Lord Haverwood’s purpose might be. She might have been rather gullible concerning Lord Haverwood’s intentions last evening, but she was no longer the fool.

 

Mr. Giles puffed up, his cheeks flushed. “The earl is occupied with the many daily activities—”

 

“Mr. Giles, does the earl know you’re here?”

 

“In a day’s time, the earl will respond to thousands and thousands of urgent requests and may not—”

 

“Mr. Giles.”

 

The man knew when he was beaten. “No.”

 

“I think our business is at end.”

 

“Miss Banks, may I be frank with you?”

 

Sarah closed her eyes for a moment, trying to control her anger. The poor man was only a messenger. When she opened her eyes again, she had achieved some level of tranquility. “By all means.”

 

“The earl is in need of your assistance. Well, I am in need of your assistance.”

 

“I may regret asking this, but exactly what assistance are you looking for?”

 

“The earl has become, well, a target for the greedy, grasping women of London who have designs upon his wealth.” Mr. Giles raised one brow. “I’m sure you understand that there are women in the city who would do all in their power in order to garner such a fine matrimonial catch.”

 

Oh, she knew exactly where this conversation was leading. She was being warned away. Once again, she wasn’t good enough. The anger returned in red-hot waves, all semblance of tranquility now gone. She wanted no part of the earl, and when she spoke her voice quivered with rage. “Are you threatening me, Mr. Giles? I assure you I have no interest in your employer. None whatsoever.”

 

The man stared at her with horror. “Oh, you mistake my meaning. I was actually hoping that you would consider intervening between the earl and a rather avaricious young woman, Miss Catherine Lambert. She will stop at nothing to win him, and you are the earl’s last and only hope.”

 

Sarah looked at him in surprise. “Me?”

 

“Yes. I had completely dismissed the possibility that the earl would come to his senses, until I saw how his eyes softened so tenderly when he spoke your name this morning.”

 

It was plain that the man was dotty. Haverwood’s feelings had been painfully clear last evening. Even today, he didn’t deign to apologize, not even a simple note. He had nothing for her, not even what common courtesy demanded of a gentleman. Only his servant appeared to care. She snorted in quite an unladylike manner. “What exactly are you hoping that I might do? I assure you, the earl’s circles are far above what I could ever presume to see. I would never be invited to such discriminating functions.”

 

“Yes, I had considered that. But I believe that we can use the earl’s influence and the town’s penchant for tongue wagging to have the hostesses pounding at your door.”

 

“You are a very optimistic man.”

 

“I may not know you very well, Miss Banks, but I like you. The earl is a good man, and he doesn’t deserve to be pressed into marriage by a scheming Circe.”

 

Sarah disagreed. She thought it would be quite fitting if the heartless man were chained to some penny-scraping huntress for the rest of his aristocratic life. The scoundrel would be forced to live with the knowledge that he’d been wedded because of his wealth. It would be proof enough for her that there was some justice in the world. She just wished she could be there to see the earl earn his comeuppance. She smiled at the thought.

 

But why couldn’t she? Wasn’t Mr. Giles proposing that she dance attendance on the earl? But if she failed at the ill-conceived plan, if the earl saw Miss Lambert in a refined light, would Sarah be at fault? Of course not. Her fingers began to twitch. The idea that she could affect the Earl’s future in such a manner was preposterous to begin with. She stared at Giles and her smile grew.

 

She laid her hands primly in her lap. The Fates certainly seemed to be pressing her in that direction, and who was she to argue with them? “Mr. Giles, I’ve changed my mind. I would be more than happy to help.”

Chapter Three

 

It was half-past ten when Colin drove his cabriolet to see Mackenzie. He had no clue as to where to find Etiénne, and Stephen Mackenzie was a starting point at least.

 

The day was damp and gray, and he adjusted the collar of his greatcoat more to settle his nerves than to ward off the cold wind. The sound of the horses was soothing, the clatter of their hooves against the cobblestones a rhythmic constant in his precisely ordered life.

 

The notices in the paper had shaken him. Perhaps if he ignored them, the whole bloody nonsense would disappear. He needed it to go away; he needed her to go away.

 

She had been in his dreams last night, with her eyes sparkling like polished silver and copper hair so silken that it wrapped around his hand like a glove.

 

Last evening, he had left the theater immediately, ignoring the play and Mackenzie, determined to get home at once. To clear his head from the murky fog that made him forget who he was—what he was.

 

The remainder of the rather long night he spent quietly in his room. Trying—without success—to erase the vision that had occupied his dreams. He had attempted to sleep, tossing and turning restlessly, but she had been there, in his dreams, as if she were in his very bed. Small and sweet and extraordinarily giving. And while he lay there alone, his mind trapped by his desire, it was more than an innocent touch they shared. He had wanted so desperately to be gentle, yet when he felt her in his arms, when her soft thighs wrapped about him, he had driven into her without concern, and the echoes of her anguished screams had finally jerked him awake.

 

He scrubbed his face with the heel of his hand, wishing the dreams would stop. Just for once, couldn’t they stop?

 

He needed to think of other things. Anything else. There were more important things to consider. Keeping a firm hold on the charge of St. George. Securing a wife. And right now, he had to find one damnable Frenchman. Etiénne had always brought trouble with him of one kind or another, and Colin needed to find him in order to determine exactly what sort of trouble it was this time.

 

His nerves steadied, and his focus returned. A DragonSlayer must maintain control. These were difficult times for a man who needed to prove his own worth. For so many years, he had used the wars to prove himself, but now the wars were over and he felt lost.

 

However, if Napoleon did escape, Colin would be called back into service—one more chance to die a hero’s death. The old earl had often said Colin was destined for the gallows. Perhaps he would once again have the chance to prove the old man was wrong.

 

The wind shifted and a chill ran down his back. Was the old earl really so wrong? A woman’s kiss had always been nothing more than a test for Colin. He could taste a woman’s lips, stare into her eyes, and then walk away. Over and over he had proven himself, proven the old man wrong. Last evening he hadn’t dared to taste Sarah’s lips. He knew he wouldn’t stop there. It didn’t matter where they were, it didn’t matter what her name was. He wanted nothing more than to press her against the velvet of the curtain, see the velvet of her flesh, and bury himself inside her. It was frightening to discover the control he had prided himself on for so long was little more than a rope of sand.

 

Colin cracked the whip, urging his horses faster. He had lived his whole life knowing a dragon lived within him. Now he knew the dragon was awake.

 

Mackenzie was not at home, but with the aid of a few well-placed coins, Colin finally tracked him down at the reading room in Alcyone’s, a rather exclusive gambling club on St. James Street.

 

“Haverwood, where the devil did you go to last evening? Or need I ask?” Stephen grinned, settling the newspaper in his lap, and then gestured at the chair next to him. “You devil, you fooled us all. Sarah Banks? You are the lucky dog today, my friend.”

 

Colin had always thought of himself as a patient man; however, at the moment, his only thought was of punching his friend and causing him great pain, if only for the purpose of shutting him up. In deference to their friendship, and to the other gentlemen in the room who were watching him with curious eyes, he yanked at his own cravat instead. “Mackenzie, do be quiet. You’re making an ass of yourself.”

 

“You must be joking. I have to read about your escapades in the papers, and you want me to maintain my silence? Preposterous.”

 

“Mackenzie . . .” Colin sank into the chair, the worn leather creaking under his weight. The heavy smell of tobacco filled his nose, a sharp reminder that he was back in the world of polite society.

 

“Oh, all right. No need to bluster about.” Mackenzie moved the paper aside, grinning with lascivious purpose. “Sarah Banks, though? I can’t be quiet. Tell me, what is she like?”

 

Colin clenched his hands in his lap. This was not the place for a display of temper. He must remain calm. “What’s in the paper is a complete abomination. There’s nothing between the lady and myself. Rubbish. All of it.”

 

“What about the wager?”

 

“Mackenzie, how long have you known me?”

 

“Ten years.”

 

“Have you ever known me to bet on anything?”

 

“No.”

 

Colin stared, while he let the truth of the situation sink in for his friend. Finally Mackenzie tilted his head, his face confused. “I did have such high hopes for you, Haverwood, although I suppose I should have known otherwise. Why, though, would seven papers publish such a bald-faced lie?”

 

Perhaps because there was some grain of the truth there. However, now Colin only wanted to rectify the damage he’d done. It was the very least he could do. “I cannot even begin to imagine the reasons. I spoke to Miss Banks briefly last evening at the theater. I had no idea who she was, and I assure you, nothing improper transpired.”

 

“She must be beside herself wondering about the gossip. Have you been to call on her?”

 

Colin rubbed his eyes, erasing the image that flashed in his head. Himself, alone with her. “No.”

 

“Well, why the hell not?” Mackenzie laid aside the newspaper and stood. “We’ll go now, I’ll take you myself. Have always wanted to meet her.”

 

“I’ll do no such thing, and neither will you. Sit down.”

 

“Oh, all right. You are going to see her, though, aren’t you? It’s the right thing to do, Haverwood.”

 

If he were truly the DragonSlayer, he’d be able to do the right thing. “If I do, it will only make things worse.” He had seen what a man could do. He remembered the fear that never left his mother’s eyes, the way her tears never ceased.

 

“Then send her a note. And flowers. I hear she’s very fond of flowers.”

 

How many men had sent her flowers, he wondered, hating every one of them. Yet it was a traditional gesture of courtship. He should send Miss Lambert flowers. That was impersonal, safe. Perhaps he could have Giles take care of that. God, he hated the whole business. The old earl was probably enjoying his torment of Colin. St. George was the greatest bit of honor he had in his life. He would not let it go. His jaw tightened and he shook off his doubts. “There’s something I need to discuss with you. Something other than Miss Banks.”

 

Mackenzie leaned his head back, crossed one elegant leg over the other, and heaved a loud sigh. “But she is so very lovely.”

 

“Will you stop this?” Colin’s voice was sharper and louder than he intended. Heads turned and watched him carefully. He leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Have you seen D’Albon?”

 

“No. Is he here in London?” Stephen slapped his hand on his knee. “By heavens, I know the perfect spot for us to take him to. There’s a shabby gaming hell in the East End that Etiénne would adore.”

 

“Stephen, I don’t think he’s here for sport. He left me nothing more than a note with his mark.”

 

Mackenzie grew serious. “Have you talked to Scovell?”

 

Colin shook his head. “No. There isn’t anything to say yet.” Certainly there was nothing for the colonel to do.

 

“Yes, I suppose you’re right.” He shrugged. “When Etiénne is ready to appear, he will. You shouldn’t worry.”

 

“No.” He did worry, though. A discreet waiter appeared, bearing a cup of tea for Colin. He accepted it gratefully, taking a long swallow of the warm liquid.

 

“There’s a rumor that you’re angling for a wife. The book’s already got wagers in it about who the lucky lady will be,” Mackenzie said with a speculative gleam in his eye.

 

“It’s no rumor. A man comes of a certain age and he must take charge of his responsibilities. It’s what’s expected of him. I don’t know why men need to make such a spectacle out of an honorable institution.” Colin sank lower in his chair.

 

“Honor, responsibility.” Mackenzie laughed. “You don’t look happy about it, though. What about passion? Or are you going to find that in another’s bed?”

 

“Fidelity is one of the basic cornerstones in any marriage. Not all men require passion in their life. Too much can be a very dangerous thing.” His mother had just barely survived.

 

“But to live without it?”

 

“It can be done.”

 

“You’re a cold man, Haverwood.”

 

“No, merely able to control myself,” he replied. His fingers found the blade he carried within his coat. Cady’s knife. He had killed men for his country, many men, but he would kill himself before he would ever touch a woman as his father had. His father had destroyed his mother, but Colin was stronger than that. Lust, passion, desire, those things didn’t belong in his life. They never would.

 

Sarah looked at the neat columns of hearts, clubs, spades, and diamonds in front of her and cursed. Patience was a game she could play in her sleep, yet today all the cards looked the same and winning had not brought her the comfortable nepenthe that she so desperately needed. There had been no word from Haverwood. Not a note, not an apology. Only a dedicated servant who wanted to right a wrong. She’d been unwanted, undesired, and now she simply hurt.

 

She rose from her chair and stalked about the room, stopping every few moments to study the cards and flip over a new one. Black club, red diamond. Queen of spades, jack of hearts. If he married a scheming, conniving, hardhearted aristocrat, he deserved every minute of his misery. She cursed again and tapped her fingers on the table, wishing she’d never met him.

 

Wishing that he’d kissed her.

 

Damn.

 

As she matched the last two cards to their opposites, a knock sounded at the door and Iris poked her head in the room. “Mum, look at what just arrived!”

 

The maid swept to the floor, clutching an invitation in her hand.

 

“Get up, Iris!”

 

“Of course, mum. Just look!”

 

Sarah read the words printed on the fine paper three times, just in case she was mistaken. There was no mistake. She was holding an invitation to a ball. A ball given by the Duke of Westover. A ball. She reached behind her, searching for the firm anchor of a chair. Finally, she grasped the cold wood, and sank gratefully, before her knees gave way. Mr. Giles was quite the man of miracles. She looked at the name on the outside of the invitation and sighed with relief. Yes, there it was. Miss Sarah Banks. No mistake at all. Dear heavens.

 

“A ball, mum! It’s Saturday next. What will you be wearing? You’ve got some time to get a new dress if you choose. A fancy one and you’ll be all the crack.”

 

Iris was right—Sarah would need something to wear. She’d never been to a ball before. Oh, she’d attended the country dances that the comtesse and the comte had dragged her to, but nothing like this.

 

A dress. A beautiful dress. Of pink? No. White? She winced, thinking she’d look like a ghost with her head on fire. Green? Too reptilian. Silver? Ah, yes. She grinned at Iris. “Silver.”

 

Iris bounced approvingly. “Oh, mum! It will be perfect. Something that shines and sparkles, and matches your eyes. The earl will be down on one knee before the night is done.”

 

Haverwood would be there, she was sure. Finally, she would have a chance to show everyone exactly how much he didn’t mean to her. Tall and handsome in his formal attire. And when he looked at her, would he fall down on one knee? No, no, no. Thinking those dangerous thoughts had brought her one long night of tears. She would give up no more of her nights for him. He wasn’t worth it at all.

 

Would Miss Lambert be there, she wondered? Surely she would. Sarah hoped she was ugly and vicious, with bad teeth. Haverwood deserved nothing better. Her hands knotted in her skirts, unhappy with her jealous thoughts.

 

Jealousy, of all things. She was pouting like a spoiled child. Her father hadn’t raised her to be a simpering ninny; she was strong and resolute. She hardened her spine and looked at Iris, determined to go forward. She would shed no more tears for the man. “Send a message to the comtesse; she can be my chaperone. Oh, there’s much to do.”

 

She would go to the ball. And dance, and laugh, and smile so prettily, and watch as the earl fell right into Miss Lambert’s trap. He wasn’t pursued because he was good, or noble, or because he would protect the woman he loved. No. Instead, it would be a financial arrangement. How fitting. If the earl wanted to marry Miss Lambert, so be it. She’d sing the woman’s praises herself, if necessary.

 

The earl could have Miss Lambert. Have his wife. Have his life. The Fates had chosen a different path for the man. One without Sarah. She could accept that.

 

After all, she had no choice.

Chapter Four

 

The Duke of Westover’s ball was all that Colin dreaded wrapped up in one very pretty parcel. He pulled at his collar, the tight confines of the elaborate cravat killing him. He didn’t belong here. The ballroom was full of light and people, a crush of bodies that only made him nervous. A bead of sweat trickled beneath his jacket.

 

He scanned the stifling room, wishing to get the whole evening over and done with. Colin had asked the duke for an introduction to Miss Lambert, but to the best of his knowledge, she hadn’t arrived yet.

 

The grand marble staircase flowed down into the hall, the red-coated footmen standing like army captains at attention. Music came from the balcony above, waltzes and minuets mingling with blaring conversations and clinking glasses. At another time, perhaps he could appreciate the tolerable melodies. For now, his pulse was racing far ahead of the string quartet.

 

A delicate flute of champagne appeared in his hand, and he swallowed the golden liquid without hesitation, turning to search the dance floor casually.

 

At first he only heard the indistinct whispering of voices, an incessant murmuring that he tried to ignore, but then he heard the sound of her name. Sarah. The whispering became clearer and he heard his name as well. He fought against the panic that rose in his throat, telling himself that he had no reason to fear. No one knew who his father was. He turned and looked up at the staircase, and forgot all his fears, forgot the people gathered around him, simply forgot to breathe.

 

Her hair was piled on her head with twists and curls that made her look like a goddess of fire. The candlelight’s glow reflected on her ivory-pale skin, as smooth and lustrous as the finest pearls. Her silver-threaded gown flowed behind her as she made her way slowly down the stairs. There was an arrogance about her, a regal bearing that at any other time might have made him smile. She lifted her head, letting her eyes peruse the faces slowly, as if she were bored by the whole tableau before her.

 

For three heartbeats their eyes held, and he was trapped by her gray gaze, unable to move. Then, so easily that it pierced his heart, she looked away, finding someone else to favor with her attention.

 

The orchestra began to play and he blinked, noticing that those around him were staring at him as he stood there, slack-jawed and moon-eyed, no doubt confirming every lurid suspicion that whirled around the room. With calm deliberation, feigning a man who didn’t care at all, he took another glass of champagne, and turned his head, studying the marble pillars that supported the room. Fine workmanship, exquisite detailing, as solid and hard as his sex. He stepped further behind the pillar, lest anyone notice. Delightful.

 

In time, the whispering quieted, the prying eyes found other prey to watch, and Sarah disappeared into the crowd. Colin sipped his champagne slowly, and nodded politely at those who passed by. Sometimes he thought he spotted her, dancing with some rarefied dandy, but then she would disappear again.

 

Thankfully, the duke approached a short while later, a dignified statesman for whom Colin had the utmost respect. Colin managed a polite smile. “Good evening, Your Grace.”

 

“You’re still anxious for that introduction this evening?”

 

“Yes. Is Miss Lambert here?”

 

“On the other side of the room. It’s all been arranged. Come with me.” The man flashed Colin a knowing wink. “I’ve read the stories in the papers about you and Miss Banks. You’re holding up better than I would if I were in your boots.”

 

“It’s all an act, sir.”

 

“I thought as much. Come along, then. Miss Lambert is waiting.”

 

Sarah found a comfortable corner to observe the dance floor. Not quite isolated enough to be considered hiding, yet secluded enough that she did not draw attention to her sad, solitary state. She scanned the dancers for the comte and comtesse, but they were not to be found. She had seen the earl, made her triumphant entrance, and bravely conquered her urge to flee. But now, several hours later, her courage was slowly fading. She had never thought this night would be easy, but it was much worse than she had feared. Her stomach was tied in a multitude of knots, and if she had to drink one more glass of lemonade, she feared she would retch.

 

As of yet, she had not met Catherine Lambert, the wily Circe who coveted the earl’s money. And by the way her evening was going, it didn’t seem likely to Sarah that she ever would. No one, except for François and Juliette, had spoken to her all night. Indeed, as the night wore on, it was becoming more difficult to remember that at one point she had actually wanted to attend this ball. Her triumph, indeed. Sarah sighed. The way the ball guests had avoided her, it was as if she had the plague.

 

The comte and comtesse had done their best, but Sarah had insisted they dance rather than stand guard like a pair of sentries. And now she was once again feeling sorry for herself. And that, Sarah reminded herself, was simply not acceptable. She had given the gossips enough to keep them gathering wool for months—no need to let them know that they had managed to get under her skin. She picked up an empty glass and tried to look as though she were enjoyed herself.

 

A young girl wearing a white crepe frock appeared, looking quite fascinated with the dancing and noise, and Sarah watched out of the corner of her eye, as the girl sidled closer. Ah, a brave gawker who dared to study the undesirables through close contact. She admired the girl’s pluck, the same way a fox would admire the olfactory skills of the hounds that sought his blood.

 

“Hello.”

 

Sarah could hardly believe her ears. The girl was actually speaking to her, a rarity indeed. Sarah turned and responded politely. “Quite a crush this evening, don’t you think?”

 

The girl looked at her, her brown eyes wide and completely without guile. “It’s splendid!”

 

Dear heavens, thought Sarah, the girl was as innocent as she looked, and somewhat likeable. Although, she should have dressed in a more dashing manner. The girl’s lacy frills were more suited to a child in a schoolroom and the style clashed horribly with her sharp features. A pity, because with the proper hand, the girl could be quite stunning.

 

“Is this your first ball?” Sarah kept her voice deliberately unaffected, as if she had been to countless events, when in fact, it was Sarah’s first ball also. She completely understood the girl’s wide-eyed stare and, truth be told, if others hadn’t been watching, she might have gawked as well.

 

“I suppose it shows, doesn’t it? But it’s so grand. You’re Miss Banks, aren’t you?”

 

Ah, yes. The girl did have teeth and was prepared to use them. Sarah braced herself for the cutting remark, or the unfriendly stare, but none came. Instead, Sarah realized that the girl was looking at her with something akin to awe. Dear heavens, this was quite the new experience. Sarah found herself smiling. “Ah, my secret’s out. Do you think I should slink away into the darkness before they string me up from the balcony?”

 

The girl giggled, golden curls bobbing. “Oh, no. It makes for great fun. You must stay and tell me all about the earl. He looks quite brooding, don’t you think?”

 

Once again, Sarah’s defenses rose, and she felt the need to tread very carefully with the stranger. “I fear you have me at a disadvantage. I don’t believe we’ve met.”

 

The girl beamed. “Catherine Lambert.”

 

This schoolroom ingénue was the scheming huntress? Something seemed amiss. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, but you mustn’t believe everything that’s been written about me in the papers.”

 

“But what they printed about you and the earl . . . I assumed . . .” the girl trailed off, realizing that perhaps she might have taken a misstep.

 

Yes, Sarah understood how easy it was to be deceived. She twirled the crystal stem of her glass carefully between her fingers. “Pshaw. A great bit of fustian, that was all.”

 

“But you do know the man, don’t you? Or was that a clanker as well?”

 

Miss Lambert did seem determined to find out about the earl. Perhaps Mr. Giles had been correct. Sarah chose to ignore the girl’s question, and pose one of her own. “Do you know the earl?”

 

Catherine brought up her fan and whispered behind it. “Mother thinks I should marry him. He asked for an introduction to me, and I had to bring her the smelling salts.”

 

Ah, the mother. That explained much. Sarah studied the girl’s frock once more, noting the lack of jewels, a style that bespoke of a lack of funds as well. She searched her heart for the righteous vindication she had felt earlier, but it seemed to be missing.

 

“He’d be quite a catch for any young girl,” Sarah replied, wishing she didn’t sound quite so wistful, although it did lend an authentic touch to her performance.

 

“Would you marry him, then? A man you didn’t know?”

 

Sarah pondered the question briefly. The night they had met, she would have married him in an instant. She’d been so sure. And yet she’d been wrong. “If you study all those fairy tales, the princess never knows anything at all about the prince. He could be a frog for all she knows. You must trust your heart, Catherine.” She could lie so easily when the situation demanded it.

 

“It sounds all very romantic when you speak so. Did you like him? The earl?”

 

“Oh, yes. He’s quite personable. Made me laugh several times.”

 

“Really? He has a sense of humor?”

 

“Like a jester.” She looked up, noticed the ball’s host walking toward them, Haverwood at his side. Damn the man for making her heart ache. “You’ll see for yourself. He’s coming this way.” Sarah smiled blandly, not quite ready to face him again. “If you’ll pardon me for a moment . . .”

 

“You’re leaving?” The girl’s fan wobbled precariously. “You can’t leave me now. Please.”

 

The girl looked at her with such desperation that Sarah felt herself relenting. After all, she had come tonight to show them all that it didn’t matter, and so she would. “All right, then. But just for a moment.”

 

“Thank you.”

 

“Think nothing of it,” she responded, all the while clenching her fingers nervously. The duke appeared and looked quite kindly at Sarah, nodding his head, his eyes gentle. He made a polite host. “Miss Banks. I’m very pleased you decided to accept the invitation this evening.”

 

“Thank you.” Sarah smiled till her jaw ached, conscious of the way the earl’s eyes studied the wall behind her, as if she wasn’t there at all. Iris would be disappointed. Not only hadn’t he dropped to one knee, he hadn’t even noticed her.

 

The duke cleared his throat. “Miss Lambert, the earl asked for an introduction.”

 

Catherine curtsied quite prettily. “My lord.”

 

Haverwood bowed, looking as handsome as she had thought he would be. Not handsome in the manner of the other men—no, his appearance was not dashing or sophisticated. Yet those very differences commanded notice and drew her eyes. He stood apart from everyone else, looking uncomfortable with the trappings around him. His face was solemn, not very happy at all. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

 

Catherine giggled once more, and Sarah winced. Thankfully, Catherine smothered her outburst with her fan.

 

He turned to Sarah, and she swallowed, meeting his eyes, her heart thundering in her chest. “Miss Banks.” His gaze was impassive, his nod particularly polite.

 

She curtsied, being particularly polite herself. “My lord.”

 

He turned back to Catherine, and that was it. Sarah’s moment was over. She’d imagined and planned and practiced and prepared for everything, but nothing had happened at all. Her smile fell.

 

Haverwood held out a hand to Miss Lambert. “Would you care to join me on the floor?”

 

The girl’s eyes grew large, and her throat bobbed several times. She moistened her lips, while all of them watched her, waiting to see what she was about to say. Finally when Catherine spoke, her voice was a squeak. “Actually, perhaps you could dance with Miss Banks right now. We could have a go at the next set. Couldn’t we?”

 

There was a moment of stunned silence. The duke obviously had no conception what etiquette demanded of a proper host in such a ticklish situation. The earl’s polite smile dwindled away, letting Sarah know exactly what he thought. She felt her cheeks grow warm. Retreat seemed most advantageous. “If you will pardon me for just a moment, I believe a friend of mine is trying to get my attention.” Quickly she stepped away from the others.

 

But the earl allowed her no such escape, stopping her with a hand to her arm. At the feel of his touch, her feet refused to obey any command she gave them, and she simply stood there like a fool. The odds were decidedly against her, but still she wanted his touch, wanted to hear what he would say.

 

“Wait.” He spoke in that same quiet tone that he used the other night. As if no one else were there.

 

She trembled, hating her weakness. She could not stop herself from staring at his hand. He was so strong. “Yes?”

 

“Miss Banks, would you honor me with a dance?”

 

Sarah lowered her voice, pasting a polite smile on her face, daring to look up at him, to meet his gaze without faltering. Her father would be so proud of her. “I’ll be on my way, and no one will be the wiser. I’ll be fine. You don’t have to do this.”

 

“No,” he agreed, “I don’t—but I want to. Please?”

 

Why must he sound so sincere? Why was his gaze so compelling? She looked at his hand, still resting on her arm, imagined how it would feel to be in his arms, and knew she was about to disappoint her father. Giving in to her damnable weakness, she could only nod.

 

Colin had not missed the hurt in her eyes and it pained him that he was the one who caused it. A dance was an innocent gesture, a token of peace. While they were dancing, with thousands of eyes following his every move, she was safe from him. Yet even with the hungry serpents that surrounded them, he could not halt the lustful nature of his thoughts. By the time the evening was done, he would be quite an accomplished actor, for no one seemed to guess that all he wanted to do was to touch her and taste her kiss. He led her to the floor, hoping he could follow the steps to the quadrille. Damn. “Are you enjoying yourself?”

 

She looked up at him with surprise, and he wondered what she had thought he would say. “Yes. I never expected so much noise. It’s rather intimidating, isn’t it?” she asked as he bowed low to begin the dance.

 

“It can be,” he answered as he straightened, keeping his face blank to conceal his surprise. She hadn’t looked intimidated, the way she moved so calmly about the room, as if the stares didn’t upset her at all. Her composure left him both in awe and disconcerted. He admired the way she held herself separate from all the other silly-minded gossips; another part of him, however, ached to see her break free of the cool mask she hid behind.

 

They moved in silence, and he concentrated on the dance, moving forward, then back. Her hand was so small within his own, yet she grasped it tightly as if she wanted his touch.

 

“Horrid weather we’re having this winter.” She spoke with a cool politeness, releasing his hand, circling around him.

 

“Yes.” He searched his mind for something to say but her eyes captivated him and he couldn’t think at all. “The room is rather warm, isn’t it?” Scintillating conversation seemed completely beyond his mental abilities at the moment. As he noted the way her gaze watched him, closely, carefully, all emotion hidden, all the hurt gone, he realized that perhaps he was not the only one who was performing this evening.

 

“Dreadful.” She paused, then, as he took her hand and moved her down the line, asked, “Do you know the duke well?”

 

He tried not to stare at her pale skin, the curve of her shoulders, the way her breasts rose and fell beneath her gown. He imagined her bare skin, felt his body grow hard, and a hot flush covered his face. He should never have asked her to dance. He forgot her question. “What did you ask?”

 

“The duke? Do you know him well?”

 

“No, mainly by reputation.” He crossed, taking the hand of the opposite lady, nodding absently at the woman’s conversation until Sarah was returned to him once more.

 

This time Sarah avoided his eyes, staring at some intriguing spot on his chest. “You’re a very good dancer. Quite graceful.”

 

He felt clumsy and ungainly when he was near her, and he smiled, quite pleased she hadn’t noticed. “Thank you. I don’t often dance.”

 

She looked up, surprised. “Well, then, you should do it more often in the future. You must have had very good lessons when you were a boy.”

 

“One summer.” There was one year that he had tried to be what he thought the old earl would want, the dedicated young master. Dancing lessons, fencing, languages. Out of all of those, however, his language skills had served him the best over the years. Fencing had never been his forte and overall, he preferred his knife or a pistol to a sword. As for the dancing lessons, those he never finished. Whenever he had danced with a lady, he felt the sharp eyes of the earl boring into his back. If he held her too tightly, he was rebuked. If he held her too far away, he was ridiculed for his cowardice. It was easier to be the DragonSlayer than to accept he would never be the son the old earl had wanted.

 

Cross, recross, chaîné Anglaise, advance, retire, repeat the set. He started when he realized she was speaking.

 

“I always wanted to have lessons with a fine, prestigious instructor. Father danced with me when I was a child. I would stand on his toes and he would perform the steps, moving me about like a marionette. He always promised he would take me dancing, but he never did.” Her voice trailed off, and she turned away, but not before he saw the disappointment in her face. He would have loved to waltz with her, to hold her fully in his arms, to erase the coldness from her eyes.

 

A stoutly built ship of a woman reeled into Sarah, then turned to face her. “My apologies—” The frigate’s apology died away, however, when she realized who she had bumped into. With a glare at Sarah, she pinched her mouth shut and moved away, her disdain evident.

 

Colin halted, appalled, ready to explain to the ill-bred woman how polite society should treat Miss Banks. Yet Sarah just turned away, as if to continue with the dance.

 

Colin was not easily deterred. He stood fast, and Sarah pulled at his coat. “What are you doing?” she asked in a frantic whisper.

 

Did she not understand what had just happened? Colin wondered. “Her behavior is abominable. I’m about to tell her so.”

 

She stood, speechless, simply staring at him, and he wondered if he had done something wrong. Finally, she smiled, a quick grin that frightened him with its power, and when she spoke, all traces of the icy politeness were gone. “No. Let it pass. I would hate to spoil the evening before it has even begun.”

 

He pulled her aside, not about to let such a cut go without recompense. A DragonSlayer would never let such deeds go unpunished. “I won’t stand for it.”

 

She touched his hand, nothing more than a glove-covered finger brushing his palm. She started the steps of the dance once more. “Pity the poor woman. She will huff all night, but will never be able to dance with the handsomest man in the room.”

 

“Who?” He stared, confused, still reeling from her slight touch. “Oh. I see. Yes, well.” He almost tripped, but recovered quite nicely. “Whatever you wish.” He would deal with the unpleasant frigate later. In his own way.

 

The music stopped and he stood for a moment, wishing he could think of something more to say that would keep her at his side. Instead he smiled awkwardly and glanced toward the side of the room. Miss Lambert was watching him with nervous eyes.

 

Sarah followed the direction of his look. “Miss Lambert is quite charming.”

 

“Yes.” Catherine Lambert would be an excellent choice. When he looked at her, there was no lust, no fire, just the cool appreciation and respect that a man should hold for his wife. When he looked at her, he knew he could be married, he knew that he could hold fast to St. George.

 

They passed through the crowd, making their way to where Miss Lambert stood. “She’s been waiting all night for her dance. Marvelous young lady, so full of energy and enthusiasm.”

 

Currently, the young lady was watching him the way a lamb eyes a wolf. The apprehension in her eyes made him uncomfortable. “Is she afraid of me?”

 

Sarah’s response was quick and reassuring. “Oh, no. I think she’s somewhat in awe of you.”

 

Awe? “Why?”

 

Sarah rapped him with her fan. “If you were any other man, I would wonder if you were searching for praise. You’re not, are you?”

 

Praise? From Sarah’s lips? He felt such words would be a long time coming indeed. He shook his head.

 

She smiled as if she understood. “My lord, Miss Lambert is very young, and has a gentle heart. You can be rather overwhelming when you forget your smile.”

 

“Really?” Colin asked, frowning. He’d never had a woman remark on his smile before. Of course, he usually didn’t favor women with a smile either. The whole bloody business was too complicated.

 

“Yes.” She pointed up at his face. “Exactly so. If you are hoping to capture Miss Lambert’s heart, you must not be so forbidding.”

 

He corrected her quickly, without examining his reason why. “I said nothing about capturing her heart.”

 

She stopped for a moment, but then began walking again. “No, you didn’t. It seems I made a mistake once more. You don’t need my advice; the two of you will get along famously.”

 

They arrived in front of Miss Lambert, and Sarah fled before he could ask her what she meant.

 

Sarah found a secluded post on the upper balcony, a place to watch the dancers undisturbed. He was dancing with Catherine now. The poor girl alternated between bouts of fear and reverence, all completely transparent on her face. The earl seemed to inspire a myriad of emotions in everyone he met. Sarah felt entirely too raw to analyze her own emotional state. The short moments on the dance floor had been magic. He had wanted to protect her, to stand in front of her, and tell the world she deserved better. No one else had ever done that. She closed her eyes and smiled. The memory of that moment would feed her dreams for many long and lonely nights to come.

 

When she opened them again, she was still alone, nothing had changed. She jealously observed the couple below, knowing the spell was over. Sarah had her place in the world. The earl knew it, and so did she. Watching the goings-on of others from far, far away.

 

“You look thirsty, my dear. Champagne?”

 

Sarah turned, surprised at the intrusion. There stood a gracious, older woman with a pleasant face, holding a full glass in her hand. A bout of feathers adorned her head, yet it seemed sophisticated rather than silly. Her jewelry was simple and tasteful, something Sarah might have chosen herself. When she smiled, it was without malice, but her brown eyes held the strength of a mother protecting her young.

 

The resemblance to her daughter was quite apparent. Yet Sarah felt as if she was confronting the enemy and so she steeled herself, prepared to feel the woman’s talons.

 

“It’s a wonderful party, don’t you think?”

 

Sarah took a small sip of the drink. “Yes.”

 

“I was surprised to see you in attendance this evening.” The woman’s tone was so warm and welcoming, as if Sarah were a friend. It caused Sarah to distrust her all the more.

 

“Not as surprised as I was, I assure you.”

 

Mrs. Lambert tilted her head, her eyes curious. “You know who I am?”

 

Sarah was too tired to play games this evening. “Yes.”

 

“You know the earl has expressed an interest in my daughter?”

 

Such a cold term. Expressed an interest. As if the girl were a horse. Such impersonal terms chilled Sarah’s heart. “Yes. I’m sure you’re delighted.”

 

The woman looked at the dancers below, clearly searching for her daughter amid the couples. “And I’m sure you’re not.”

 

Sarah’s fingers tightened around the stem of the glass, but kept her voice calm and even-tempered when she replied. “Don’t assume too much, Mrs. Lambert.”

 

“Your reassurances go far to temper my assumptions, but I cannot miss the sadness when you watch them dance.”

 

Sarah raised her glass to Mrs. Lambert, answering honestly. “You mistake the cause of my poor spirits. The ball is nearly over. It’s time for me to go. This isn’t my world. I’ve realized tonight just how much I don’t belong. I won’t be back.” Sarah drained the last of the glass, took one final glance at the floor below, and prepared to leave.

 

“You’re a gracious loser, Miss Banks.” Mrs. Lambert chose her words well. Polite, never vulgar.

 

Sarah swallowed the denial that rose to her lips. There was no point in furthering the discussion. It was time to find François and Juliette and go home. She hadn’t come tonight to watch the earl receive his comeuppance. She hadn’t come tonight to smile and show the world it didn’t matter. She had only come to see him once more, to win his heart. Didn’t a Banks always win?

 

Not always.

 

No matter how it pained her, Mrs. Lambert was right.

 

Sarah had lost.

Chapter Five

 

Colin woke to the sound of Giles’s door slamming and every bloody songbird in London. The pounding in his head, the result of too much port and too little sleep, only increased as he dragged himself up into a sitting position and yanked on the bell cord that would summon Giles. After he had arrived home from the ball last night, he had tried to find oblivion from the thoughts in his head, but only found the bottom of the bottle instead.

 

“Good morning, sir.” Two more doors slammed before Giles breezed into the room with a cup of tea, putting the morning post on the dresser.

 

Colin took the tea and swallowed the hot liquid gratefully, feeling the ache in his head slowly subside. Then he put the cup aside, took the clothes Giles handed to him, and began to dress.

 

“Did you have a good evening, sir?”

 

“Grand.”

 

“Ah, a touch of sarcasm. It’s good to see you’re back to snuff, sir.”

 

Colin pulled on his breeches and glared. He plucked a white shirt from his closet and lowered it over his head.

 

“Did you enjoy your dance with Miss Banks?”

 

Colin stopped pulling at his sleeves and eyed Giles carefully. “How did you know I danced with Miss Banks?”

 

The ever-prepared man picked up the newspaper from the dresser. “Shall I read you the account?”

 

It was rather like choosing the method of one’s own execution. Colin shook his head. “No.”

 

Giles folded the newspaper and put it aside. “Ah, you’re leaving me alone with my imagination, visions of you holding her in your arms, perhaps a gentle touch, an accidental brushing—”

 

“Stop it, Giles.” Colin felt no need for Giles to review the evening. His remembrances had haunted him all night. He began to pull on his stockings. “If it weren’t for St. George, I would leave this miserable town immediately. Did you receive the report from Mr. Twizzlerot?”

 

“Yes, it’s on your desk. The poor foundlings. You mustn’t desert them. Sacrificing yourself for the greater good. Quite the hero, sir.”

 

“Button it, Giles.”

 

“As you wish, sir. I have outlined the menu for your dinner party. Shall I tell you?”

 

Colin stood patiently while Giles tied his cravat. Bloody things. “What dinner party?”

 

“The party to introduce you to the next countess of Haverwood. A splendid fête where you can meet them all and make your final decision.” Giles brushed a bit of dust from Colin’s lapel. “There.”

 

“Not in this household.”

 

Giles crossed his arms over his chest, a mutinous gleam in his eye. “There are expectations, sir. Even of you.”

 

“I’m not a host.”

 

Giles smiled. “No, but with proper training, we can turn you into an acceptable facsimile of one.”

 

Training? Giles expected him to transform into a damnable fop? Probably. “I shudder at the prospect.”

 

“We all do, sir, but somehow we shall persevere.”

 

Why were there so many rules? He had no patience for nonsensical precepts. Yet this was the world he had to live in now. “I have to do this, aye? Very well, make whatever arrangements you need to.”

 

“It’s already arranged, sir. The invitations are being delivered even as we speak.”

 

Why had he even thought otherwise? “Who did I invite, Giles?”

 

“Miss Elizabeth Cumberland-Smythe and her mother, Mrs. Eleanor Cumberland-Smythe; Mr. Stephen Mackenzie; Mr. and Mrs. Jasper Lambert, and their daughter, Catherine; Miss Jane Hammersley and her mother, Lady Murray; Sir Peter Harwood; Miss Anne Melbourne and her mother, Mrs. Augusta Melbourne; Mr. Samuel Lawson; Miss Sophia Whitcombe and her companion, as yet unnamed; Miss Charlotte Wardle and her mother, the Duchess of Morden; Mr. Richard Perry; and the ever-jovial Sir Jason Tarbuck.”

 

“That many? It seems far more than necessary. I only need one wife.”

 

“You’ll do fine, sir. Now, if you would be so kind, I need your approval on the menu.”

 

Giles needed his approval for nothing. They both knew that. Colin tugged on his boots, ready to leave. “Bloody hell, I don’t care what you serve.”

 

“Sir! If you knew how hard I worked to—”

 

“Yes, yes.” Colin surrendered. “What are you serving?”

 

Giles cleared his throat. “Dinner will be served promptly at nine. We’re having les filets de volaille à la maréchale, la fricassée de poulet à l’Italienne, la côte de boeuf aux oignons glacés, and for dessert, the pièce de résistance—”

 

“It sounds lovely, Giles. You’ve outdone yourself.”

 

The butler brushed his small moustache with a satisfied smile. “Thank you, sir. There is nothing like an elegant table to turn one’s attention to the matters of the heart.”

 

Matters of the heart. That was one area he did not want to consider, not now. Instead, he called for his carriage. Today he had a dragon to slay, and he was looking forward to the contest. Those were the rules that he understood best.

 

• • •

 

Owing to the ongoing disquisition in the newspapers regarding her financial affairs, Sarah was pleased to discover the fortune hunters had, at least for the moment, abandoned her door stoop. Obviously they believed the stoop, and all inside, were now the property of the earl, as if the man had swooped in to claim the winnings from his wager. Nothing could be further from the truth; in actuality, she was alone. She studied the books from Alcyone’s, played cards, but nothing would fill the emptiness inside her. She needed a purpose. Perhaps something charitable or philanthropic. No more mooning about a man with sherry-colored eyes. She was a woman now, no longer a child with foolish dreams, and she should act as a woman in command of her own destiny.

 

However, before she could map out her strategy, Iris flung open the doorway and swept to the floor. “My lady, an emissary from the earl of Haverwood, Mr. Giles, is here to see you.” She raised her head an inch, looked at Sarah, and winked.

 

Sarah’s heart tripped for just a moment, but then she realized there was no reason for rejoicing, no reason at all. She watched carefully as Mr. Giles strode into the room. “Thank you, Iris.” She pointed to the door. “That will be all.” She would make short work of the man and send him on his exacting way.

 

“Would you be needing tea, mum?”

 

“Iris. That will be all.”

 

Iris moved slowly toward the door, sighing extravagantly. “Yes, mum.” She tried one last time. “I’ll be right outside. Just call. It will only take me a moment to appear. Anything you need.”

 

Mr. Giles hmmphed in a disapproving manner, and Iris narrowed her eyes and emitted something that could have been a growl. Finally, she turned on her heel, her skirts swishing, and slammed the door behind her.

 

“Now then, Mr. Giles. What it it that you need?” Sarah elected to stand, wanting her intentions clear. This visit would be blessedly brief. She would play no more games. This was a game she could not win, and she only played to win.

 

“I came with an invitation from the earl.”

 

Sarah merely cocked an eyebrow.

 

“He’s having a dinner party.”

 

She tapped her foot, not believing it for a moment.

 

“Many guests will be there. Sixteen in all.” He smiled in a gratuitous manner. “Including yourself, and the companion of your choosing of course.”

 

Sarah spoke slowly. “Mr. Giles, I’m afraid I must decline the invitation. There is nothing I can do to help you. It would be cruel of me to mislead you.”

 

“Miss Banks, you should have heard the way he talked of you this morning. Singing and whistling. I’ve never seen him in such good spirits.”

 

Didn’t he realize that his impudent lies hurt her all the more? She needed to forget the earl, not to carry on as she was, receiving invitations to social functions that she had no business attending. “Mr. Giles, I’ve noticed your perceptions are slightly variated from my own.”

 

“I’ve known the earl all his life, Miss Banks. No one knows him as well as I do.”

 

She moved closer to the door. “That may be true. But it is time for you to abandon your ridiculous plan. If the earl chooses to marry Miss Lambert, that is his right.”

 

“You’d let him succumb to such a nefarious, shifty-eyed succubus?”

 

The thought was ridiculous. “Miss Lambert is none of those things.”

 

“She only wants to marry the earl for his money.”

 

Sarah smiled tightly, her short supply of patience gone. “Why do you think my intentions would be any more honorable?”

 

“I’m not a fool.”

 

Sarah opened the door and nodded politely. “Then with such insight into the human heart you can surely discern that I’m not one either. Our business is at end, sir. I wish you the best of luck.”

 

The little man dug in his heels. “But, Miss Banks—”

 

“No more, sir.” Sarah could take no more. “Iris!” The maid appeared instantly.

 

“Yes, mum?”

 

“Show Mr. Giles to the door.”

 

“Miss Banks, will you listen to me?”

 

Iris took the man’s arm and began to tug him into the foyer. “Now you heard the mistress. Are you going to move along here, or do we have to throw you out into the street?”

 

Mr. Giles pulled his arm away and dusted his sleeve. “You’ll do no such thing. I can see myself out.”

 

Iris folded her arms over her chest. “Good day to you, sir.”

 

Sarah closed the parlor door firmly behind the two; Iris had the situation firmly in hand. Mr. Giles wouldn’t return.

 

Iris watched the little toad mince his way toward the door, his back stiff as a poker.

 

The man turned, his hands on his hips. “Do you really think that it’s best that she abandon the earl so easily?”

 

He stared at her intently, as if he were interested in what she thought. What a bit of rubbish. “Miss Sarah knows her own mind well enough, she does.”

 

“He really is taken with her.”

 

“I’m sure he is. Why wouldn’t he be? Miss Sarah can turn any man’s head.”

 

“She’s taken with him as well. She looks miserable.”

 

Iris had heard Miss Sarah’s tears, watched as she played cards hour after hour. She knew well enough when a woman’s heart was broken and she knew just as well whose fault that was. “And he’s responsible,” spat out Iris, making not attempt to hide her contempt.

 

Mr. Giles’s eyes sharpened. “What happened? Did she tell you that?”

 

“No, but there’s no need for her to spill her heart. A woman knows these things.”

 

He sucked in his stomach and straightened, the superior little toad once more. “Then you know they should be together.”

 

“I know no such thing,” she snapped.

 

“He’s a good man. The very best.”

 

Iris tossed her head. “She deserves nothing less.”

 

“With only one small nudge, she could be happier than she’s ever been.”

 

Iris frowned, wishing the toad were right. Miss Sarah had been alone for so long. “Is he as handsome as they say?”

 

“In a forbidding, brooding, morose manner.”

 

Iris didn’t know what that last bit meant, but it sounded as if the earl was sad. “Are his eyes really the color of sherry?”

 

Mr. Giles snorted. “Sherry? I always considered them brown. Although rather a golden-brown color. I suppose with a bit of imagination, one could say they were sherry colored.”

 

“Really?” Iris perked up. “He’s not one of those natty toppers, is he? Miss Sarah can’t tolerate that.”

 

Mr. Giles’s moustache bobbed. “Oh, no. He’s, um, his own man. Follows his own dictates, no one else’s.”

 

Iris paused, considering the man’s words. Could the earl really make her mistress happy? More importantly, would he? Iris felt herself weakening. “She has been rather lonely after her father died.”

 

“The earl has been that way all his life. Snapping and bellowing and burying himself in his books. He needs something. He needs her.” The man’s blue eyes softened, and Iris realized how much he cared about his employer. “Please.”

 

She wrung her hands together. “I couldn’t betray the mistress.”

 

“But don’t you see that you wouldn’t be betraying her at all. You’d only be helping her follow her heart.”

 

And what could she say to that? “I don’t know what you expect of me. I’m just a maid, Mr. Giles.”

 

“Ah, Iris—may I call you, Iris?—you must never underestimate the power that lives belowstairs.”

 

So, the man thought she could do something to put a smile back on Miss Sarah’s face? It was a tempting idea. A very, very tempting idea. She made up her mind. “I still don’t like you, Mr. Giles, but I’d do anything for Miss Sarah. Come around to the kitchen. We can talk there without being disturbed.”

 

That afternoon Colin stood in Mrs. Stoutland’s overblown entrance hall—it had taken little effort to find where the frigate was docked. He fingered the gambling markers in his pocket while her butler announced him. Sarah might be willing to forgive the stupid woman so easily, but Colin would not let such a cut go unremarked.

 

The drawing room was ostentatious and overdone, exactly like its owner. Gold and gilt dripped from the walls and every corner was filled with small ornaments that served no purpose at all.

 

He looked up when Mrs. Stoutland toddled in and she gestured for him to be seated.

 

“Lord Haverwood.”

 

He nodded. “I believe we have a small matter to settle.” He saw her flicker of fear and smiled slowly.

 

“I’m not aware of any outstanding need for discussion.”

 

He pulled out the markers and shuffled them in front of her. “It seems your husband has been busy at the tables.”

 

“My husband is a fool.”

 

Her husband, Colin thought to himself, was an inordinate fool to have married such a razor-tongued dragon. “A very poor fool, as it were.”

 

Mrs. Stoutland blanched slightly at that remark but continued nonetheless. “What is it that you want, Lord Haverwood?”

 

Colin crumpled the markers in his hand. “Your behavior last evening was abominable. You will treat Miss Banks with the respect she deserves.”

 

“I have treated Miss Banks with the respect due her,” Mrs. Stoutland replied. “The very little respect due her.”

 

So the dragon chose to fight? Why was he not surprised? He blew out his breath slowly, fighting for control. “You forget who is holding the cards. I did not come to argue.”

 

She snorted and glared. “You have chosen your path, and now you must live with her legacy.”

 

“Her legacy is not at issue. I expect you to forget it as well.”

 

“Forget it? She’s a wench from a gaming hell. She had a father who was a chiseler, who wagered his daughter like she was a whore. Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Lord Haverwood?” Her voice spiraled in volume, and she ended his name with a roar.

 

A red haze clouded his sight and he fought a powerful urge to destroy. He stood and began to prowl about the room, yanking at his collar. “She is not a whore, nor is she responsible for her father’s sins. You’ll not speak of her in such a manner.”

 

“She has you fooled, hasn’t she?” The woman’s tone pitched low, wheedling. “I bet she’s beside herself at the thought of such a fine match. You should have taken her in a back alley; that’s where she belongs.”

 

Colin leaned low and snarled. “You will leave her alone.”

 

“If you choose to become her protector, then you’d best accustom yourself to living with her sins.”

 

He raised a hand, tempted. Moving closer still. “I have never had such a desire to strike a woman, but I have yet to meet a woman who deserves it more.”

 

“I will not allow such insolence in this house, no matter your rank . . .”

 

For so long he had lived in fear of his own rage. And now, as he watched the harridan in front of him, he clenched his fist, aching to erupt, knowing the fire that blazed inside him was a father’s legacy to his son.

 

“ . . . as is this folly you are pursuing . . .”

 

He slapped his palm on her filigreed table, sending empty teacups flying.

 

“Silence!”

 

The woman shrank from him, her piggy eyes glistening with fear.

 

He rubbed his head, struggling to regain his composure, and yet she remained undeterred.

 

“You are new to the ways of the city, Lord Haverwood, so it is quite understandable. You’re not the first gentleman to be overtaken by his lust and a clever woman who spreads her legs so easily.”

 

All thoughts of control were snatched away. He grabbed the crystal decanter that sat upon her table, his hand curling over the elaborate lines. Far beyond words, he smashed it against the mantelpiece, the glass shattering into shards.

 

“You double-poxed bitch,” he stormed. “Words like that will get you dead.”

 

He heard the sound of her whimper, felt the pull of the dragon’s realm.

 

Dear God.

 

He stared down at the ornate carpet, the pieces of scattered glass winking in the bright sunlight, beckoning, pulling him toward the man he pretended to be. As he viewed the remains of his destruction, he wondered what he would have done if she had not stopped. He tugged at his cravat, not willing to examine the question further.

 

With a quiet calm, he faced her again, the DragonSlayer once more. “You will not speak ill of her again.”

 

“Of course, Lord Haverwood. As you wish.” There was respect in her gaze, respect overlaid with fear.

 

He ran a finger over the remains of the crystal he held in his hand, eyeing the scarlet blood that emerged. His father’s blood. “I could ruin you, you know. You are lucky I don’t ask more.” He moved toward the door, the air stifling. “Good day, madam. Don’t make me return.”

 

• • •

 

Since the year her father had opened the club, Sarah had never graced the outer floor at Alcyone’s when the club was open, instead hiding in the kitchen, or paying bills in the offices upstairs. A true gentleman’s establishment was no place for a female to be seen. That had been her father’s rule, and she had accepted it. Dinner and drinks were served by men, to men. It was the way of things, and Sarah did not quibble.

 

When the club was closed, however, she would run her hands over the fine leather furniture, the green baize tables, searching for rips or stains, and sometimes simply savoring the feel of the power and energy that remained behind.

 

This morning, she had awakened, wanting to bury herself in her pillow and drown out the noise of the world with her sobs. Last evening had been a mistake. Now she needed the comfort Alcyone’s had always provided her. It was the place where she felt closest to her father. So, instead of subjecting the household to a great multitude of mournful wails, she got dressed and went to do her business at the club.

 

After taking care of the previous day’s accounts, she settled back in the small chair she used in the office and picked up the large, leather-bound volume that held the whims and caprices of the club members bets and idly flipped the pages. Pages of silly wagers, wagers of drinking contests, and lovesick conquests. Men were such fickle creatures.

 

With a disgruntled sigh, she closed the book with a thump and wandered through the empty rooms. A leather chair needed a new covering, a table was scratched far beyond repair. Her father had given her his club as her legacy, yet the familiar satisfaction she got from Alcyone’s winnings brought her no joy. Money was no comfort now. Finally, unable to concentrate, she departed for home.

 

When Sarah arrived, she was greeted by a house full of flowers. Daylilies, roses, bluebells. A burst of color and scents that would have cheered up even the most dour of persons.

 

“Iris!”

 

Iris burst into the room, the deep blue blossoms of a violet peeking from under her mobcap. “Oh, Miss Sarah, you’ve just missed him.”

 

Him. Surely not. Surely it was Mr. Giles that Iris was referring to. “Who?” Sarah asked the question quietly, her voice quite calm, in spite of her thundering heart.

 

“The earl.” Iris brandished his card like it was a royal summons.

 

Sarah refused to touch the card. She would not believe this. “He was here? You saw him? What did he want?”

 

“He asked you to dinner, mum.”

 

Oh, this was sounding very familiar. Sarah put her hands on her hips. “Iris. You’re in cahoots with that man!”

 

“What man?”

 

“Mr. Giles.”

 

Iris looked shocked. “Oh, no, mum. Not that peacock! How could you accuse me of such perfidery?”

 

Sarah scowled at the turncoat. “The word is ‘perfidy’ and I’ve been fooled by better than you, Iris.”

 

“He was here, mum. Ask the footmen if you don’t believe me. Or Bess. She saw him as well, she did. There were legions of his men here, delivering flowers, after flowers, after flowers. A whole procession, bearing blossoms by the baskets, on, and on, and on. I thought they’d never stop. You should have been here, mum.”

 

Iris did seem excited, her dark eyes alight with pleasure. “There are many flowers here.” Every sort she could ever imagine. No man had ever brought her flowers before. Yet flowers did not seem the sort of gesture that would appeal to the earl. No, she would not be gulled too hastily. “What did he say?”

 

“He looked quite anxious to see you, he did.”

 

It was time to test Iris’s veracity. “Ah, yes, I’m sure he spoke quite eloquently, and at some length, didn’t he?”

 

Iris chewed a nail, peering at Sarah from beneath her curls. “I don’t know if I’d say that. He looked quite forbidding, all that brooding and morosing.”

 

Brooding and morosing? Sarah nearly laughed. If Iris had switched sides, she had been well coached. Sarah tried again, not letting her hopes rise too quickly. “And I’m sure he was dressed in the highest step of fashion.”

 

Iris waved her hand in the air. “Oh, no, not one of those natty toppers at all. Very much his own man. Even bellowing at the servants.”

 

Sarah frowned and watched Iris very carefully. The woman was nervous, but fairly bouncing with eagerness as well. Something had happened, but what? Could it be? Really? “Iris, are you sure it was the earl?”

 

“Mum, how could you doubt me? Look at his card.” Iris stabbed her finger at the turned up corner, the engraved script, the name. His name. It certainly looked real, but it would have been easy enough for Mr. Giles to take one of his master’s cards and send it over with the flowers.

 

Sarah folded her arms across her chest, but her fingers trembled. “I shouldn’t believe you.”

 

“It’s your head that’s telling you not to believe me. It’s time that you followed your heart.”

 

“Did the earl tell you that?”

 

“I heard it from a very wise man. I believe you should listen.” Iris looked so earnest, so absolutely sincere.

 

Had she been wrong? Had the earl been here? In her home? She touched the chair, wondering if that’s where he sat. Would he like it, or would he think it was too missish? She sat in the chair—his chair—and pulled out a white lily, sniffing at the heavy fragrance. Flowers? Was it really true? She looked up at Iris, and oh, how badly she wanted to believe. She gathered a scarlet rose, the sweet-scented buds of honeysuckle, the soft pink of a geranium, and caressed them with a gentle hand. Had he given her flowers? Dear heavens. He had been here. He must have. By the time she looked up, she’d convinced herself that it was true. “Iris, sit down. Tell me everything he said.”

Chapter Six

 

“The Comtesse de Sourdet and Miss Sarah Banks.” Mr. Giles bowed low and announced them in a sonorous tone worthy of the regent himself. Sarah eyed him suspiciously, praying that he had not rooked her.

 

She took one nervous step inside. The dining room was smaller than what might be expected, taking into account the earl’s station. In consequence, the moderate gathering of people appeared quite large. And to Sarah, most fearsome.

 

Especially considering the way the conversation stopped, heads turned, and necks craned to achieve a better view. For long minutes the room stayed silent, and then, as connections were made and suppositions began to blossom, the whispering began in earnest.

 

Sarah raised her chin and looked about, searching anxiously for their host as if he were an anchor in the midst of a stormy sea. An anchor she needed most desperately.

 

And then she found him.

 

For a moment, she saw panic flash in his eyes, and then quite quickly it was extinguished. Panic. Out of all the things she hoped to see in his eyes, panic was the absolute worst. Her hands began to shake. She stared, he stared, and when he made no move toward her, no bit of greeting, no polite smile, she took an embarrassed step back toward the door, needing to get away from this place as quickly as possible.

 

Mr. Giles had played her for a fool. She had been gulled by a plethora of hothouse flowers and the romantic notion that the man standing one large chasm away from her was the one man who wanted to protect her.

 

“Miss Banks.” Haverwood’s voice carried loudly, commanding the attention of everyone in the room. “I’m so very glad you’re here.”

 

Sarah froze. She was accustomed to judging an opponent by the waver of their voice, a burst of delight or despair in their eyes when a card is dealt, a shaking hand, or a refusal to meet her gaze. There was no uncertainty in his voice, his eyes were now fathomless pools of sherry, meeting her gaze fully, dead-on, in the manner of a practiced cardplayer, and her will seemed to weaken immeasurably. Silence descended on the room until only the thundering of her heart echoed in her head.

 

It seemed like years, but the clock ticked only a moment and then Haverwood took a step toward her. One small step only, but for Sarah it was enough and she let go of her breath.

 

A gesture, a measure of his intent to play the host, and she, always strong willed in the face of adversity, nearly fainted, so absolute was her relief. She commanded her knees to cease their wobbling, and blessedly, they did.

 

The comtesse glanced toward the earl, approval in her eyes. The man had gained another ally.

 

The earl walked over to them and then nodded in greeting. “Forgive my poor manners. I can only plead that I’m new to the city and am quite unaccustomed to performing the role of gentleman.”

 

Sarah could only bob her head in reply, as once again the earl’s appearance had robbed her of her voice. As before, his attire was simple yet appealing, his broad shoulders enhanced exquisitely by the fitted confines of his coat. His tan hands and face contrasted sharply with the stark white of his shirt. His dark hair was worn shorter than most of the gentlemen in the room, the soft tips just brushing the top of his coat. Sarah had known he was handsome, but each time she saw him again, she was swept away by his presence, her sensibilities buffeted until she could not think at all.

 

“Comtesse, may I borrow your companion for a moment?”

 

Juliette looked at Sarah with a query in her eyes. Sarah looked up at Haverwood, searching for some answer, some reason to trust him. Any would do, any at all. He withstood her scrutiny, swallowing nervously and raising his hand as if to pull at his cravat.

 

“You are all right with this, oui?” asked the comtesse in a whisper.

 

“Oh, yes, right as a line, fit as a fiddle.” Sarah smiled brightly, taking the earl’s arm and letting him lead her away, her anxiety slowly beginning to subside, her nerves becoming accustomed to the pleasant disturbance that his touch caused. Now that she had made her decision to stay, she was determined to make the best of it.

 

He took her arm and even through her long, white gloves, she could feel his strength and was comforted by it. He was a man who made a woman feel safe and sheltered, and for Sarah, there was nothing she desired more.

 

As they made their way around the room, Sarah glanced about the enquiring faces of those that were in attendance. Yet with the earl by her side, there was none of the usual apprehension that she felt in such gatherings. The largest group was gathered in front of the fire, the gentleman leaning against the heavy mantelpiece, the ladies giggling at the appropriate moments. The ladies were a whitewash of pastels and pearls, a charming display of innocence and purity, leaving Sarah feeling garish and completely overdone in her dark rose-colored gown.

 

Mrs. Lambert was ensconced in the corner, Catherine close at hand. All the others in the room were strangers, but none seemed hostile, only curious. Introductions were made quickly, and Sarah found herself greeted by uncertain women and affable men. She nodded and smiled politely, the names passing by her in a fog, only aware of the way his arm brushed against her side with delicious frequency. He seemed earnest, and truth be told, somewhat baffled by his duties, but handled them quite admirably. And if he forgot a name, or was not as suave as some of the more polished gentlemen, she could only like him more.

 

“You’re looking very well this evening,” Haverwood said, speaking for her ears alone. She shivered, not at all cold.

 

“A compliment, my lord, or merely an expression of surprise?”

 

He led her to the sideboard and poured her a glass of wine from the crystal decanter. The reflection of the fire’s flames sparkled in the glass and he appeared to study them intently before replying. “A compliment, of course. What made you decide to attend this evening? I didn’t think you’d be here.”

 

Alarmed, she raised her head, and looked at him carefully. He seemed so calm and gracious, yet still she did not trust his purpose. She had yet to ascertain exactly why he had invited her. If he had invited her. Mr. Giles was still quite suspect. Cautiously, she answered as narrowly as possible. “What made you think that? Your methods of invitation were most persuasive.”

 

“I should not have been surprised, should I? I think I have underestimated your courage.” He cocked his head. “Which methods exactly were you most . . . persuaded by? I must remember them in the future.” A smile appeared quickly, nervously, and then was gone, a dimple flashing in his cheek.

 

It was so easy to smile back at a man from whom such gestures did not come often. In his presence, she could believe that everything would be all right. “I’d never seen so many flowers in all my life. They were quite beautiful. Thank you.”

 

He looked at her sharply. “So it was my flowers that swayed you?”

 

Sarah took a cautious sip of wine, the sweet taste burning in her throat. “No.”

 

“Then what?”

 

Still she wasn’t certain of why he was so intent on his questions. This was not an idle conversation. Had he not been at her house after all? “You can’t guess?”

 

“Miss Banks, I would never attempt to discern your reasons for anything. I’m sure I’d be proven wrong. I am very glad you’re here this evening, and it really doesn’t matter to me why you chose to appear.” Colin’s closed expression brooked no argument but since his answer was quite agreeable to her, Sarah searched for a new conversation topic.

 

So badly she wanted to start anew. To trust him. He seemed uncomfortable, almost as skittish as she felt herself. But she had never seen him at ease. Even here, in his home.

 

She studied their surroundings. This was where he lived. It was furnished in a simple manner, almost stark. If Sarah had not known it was his, she would have guessed. Tables and chairs were placed not for a decorative touch, but for their usefulness. In the far corner hung a large painting of a knight battling a dragon. The eyes of the beast were not the fierce, deadly ones that Sarah had seen so often. Instead, the dragon looked forlorn and alone, and somewhat sad. She sighed, feeling sorry for the beast. “You have a lovely home.”

 

“Thank you. I like it—although many have told me it looks much too bare. It suits me, however. I don’t spend much time in the city and as such have little need for anything elaborate here.”

 

She placed her glass on the sideboard; she would gulp the rest of the contents if he continued to look at her so. “You prefer the quiet of the country?” The house looked as if it were barely occupied.

 

“Infinitely.” There was such heartfelt relief in his voice, she laughed.

 

“I’ve never been to the country. It seems a wonderful way to escape.”

 

“Yes, it is.” He stared at the wounded dragon on the wall, his gaze sad as well. “But sometimes it’s very lonely.”

 

“Sometimes the city is lonely as well.”

 

A long look of understanding passed between them, and she realized that even though they lived in different places, occupied different circles, the need to belong burned as strongly in him as it did in her.

 

Something inside her that had been very cold turned warm and she sighed with pleasure. She didn’t want to think beyond this moment and she smiled up at him. “It was your visit.”

 

“My visit?” He looked at her, confused.

 

“Yes. You were curious why I decided to accept your invitation.”

 

“Oh, yes. You’ve decided to tell me after all?”

 

“When Mr. Giles appeared with the invitation, I was skeptical.”

 

He glanced toward the corner where Mr. Giles was hovering near the other guests, attending to their needs. “You don’t trust him, do you?”

 

She followed his look. “No.”

 

“I don’t always trust him myself. Quite wise of you, Miss Banks.”

 

She smiled at his approval. “Thank you.”

 

He lifted his glass. “You must continue your reasoning.”

 

“Oh, yes. When my maid informed me you had come to call, I first believed she was playing me for a mark. Iris knows better.”

 

“A charming woman, your maid. What made you believe her after all?”

 

“The accuracy of her description of you.”

 

“I don’t want to hear this, do I?” He smiled crookedly.

 

Her heart tripped and she felt it necessary to put him out of his misery. “Actually, she was quite complimentary of you—”

 

He perked up immeasurably. “Perhaps I do want to hear it.”

 

“—in a very truthful manner.”

 

“I was better off in ignorance, wasn’t I?”

 

Sarah laughed. “She said you were most succinct and not foppish at all. Quite your own man.”

 

He stared at Mr. Giles across the room and muttered something under his breath. “Very perceptive, your Iris. Her character-reading abilities are quite accurate. It’s almost uncanny.”

 

Her fingers drummed nervously on the sideboard. Gathering her courage, she asked the question that had bothered her since she held his card and invitation in her hands. “Lord Haverwood, why did you invite me?”

 

The earl met her eyes and shook his head slowly. “I couldn’t give you one good reason.”

 

As answers went, it was no answer at all and she sighed with frustration. However Sarah was not one to quit and so she stowed her anxious fingers behind her back, and stood her ground. “Are you trying to make a fool of me?”

 

He shook his head quickly and his steady gaze warmed her. “I would never do that. You must believe me. I’d much rather be a laughingstock myself than to have you hurt.”

 

“A noble sentiment from a man who has nothing to lose.”

 

“No, only the truth from a man accustomed to lowly expectations.”

 

She frowned, not understanding him. “You can’t be speaking of yourself.”

 

“You know nothing of me, Miss Banks. You really don’t want to know me.”

 

“Miss Banks? How lovely to see you.” Mrs. Lambert swooped upon them, an insistent hand on the earl’s arm. “Lord Haverwood, could I impart on you to assist Catherine? She is attempting to identify the artist who painted that lovely picture and can’t quite discern the signature.”

 

Sarah wanted to pummel the woman. What had he meant? Now she was only more confused.

 

The earl shot one last questioning look at Sarah, then went to attend to his guests, leaving her alone. With Mrs. Lambert.



 

“Mrs. Lambert,” Sarah said as pleasantly as she could through gritted teeth. “You’re looking very well this evening.”

 

“Miss Banks, you keep appearing.”

 

“Rather like a bad shilling?” Sarah asked tightly.

 

Mrs. Lambert fixed Sarah with a stare that was far from benign. “I’m not quite sure you’ve been truthful with me.”

 

“Regarding what?”

 

“Your situation with the earl.” At Sarah’s skeptical glance, she continued. “I’ve seen the way you look at him, the way he looks at you.”

 

The way he looked at her. The thought of a gentleman’s perusal had never caused her such decadent pleasures before. She cleared her throat and attempted a reproachful expression. “I’m sure the earl looks at me in the same manner as he looks at anyone else,” she replied primly, wanting to squash the gossip and at the same time wanting to hear more about how the earl looked at her.

 

Mrs. Lambert was in no mood to comply. “Don’t play me for an innocent.”

 

Sarah threw up her hands. “All right, then. How does the earl look at me, Mrs. Lambert?”

 

“I don’t want to see my daughter hurt. The earl is a fine match for her.”

 

“Of course. Congratulations. You must be very proud.”

 

“I ask you to consider Catherine’s reputation in this matter. If you choose to become the earl’s mistress after they’re married, that is your right, but I will not have her tarnished by your dealings with Haverwood.”

 

Mistress? Mrs. Lambert looked serious, and no properly bred woman would make a joke about such matters. “Mistress? Is that what you believe? Is that what everyone believes?” She shouldn’t have been surprised, after all, she was the first that laid the tale of the wager about. But now it was no longer fun, no longer a matter for amusement. It sickened her and she laid a protective hand against her stomach. Is that what the earl believed? What he wanted? She swallowed quickly, tasting the remains of the wine in the back of her throat. She had been so embroiled in the world as she wanted it that she had overlooked what surely must be the most obvious assumption. For once, she was glad her father was not alive to see her mistakes. She had thought she had the upper hand, she had thought she was making a fool of the ton. Instead, the ton had been making a fool of her.

 

“Surely you’re aware of the gossip surrounding the two of you?” Mrs. Lambert asked.

 

“Yes, but gossip is not fact. It’s labeled ‘gossip’ for a reason, Mrs. Lambert.” Sarah responded more sharply than she intended, but Mrs. Lambert was not deterred.

 

“You deny the stories.”

 

Sarah scoffed. “Of course I deny them. They’re ridiculous.”

 

“And yet here you are. Once again.” The woman’s voice was soft, reminding Sarah of what must look to be very foolish behavior.

 

Her temper flared dangerously. Damn Haverwood for taking away her sense. “Perhaps I should leave. Is that what you’re asking?”

 

“No. Merely asking you to practice some discretion.”

 

Discretion. The word fell upon her like ice water. Sarah looked about the room, noticed the curious eyes that watched them. Noticed that it was only Haverwood’s broad back that faced her. Perhaps it was time to leave. “I see the comtesse is looking for me. I’m sure you’ll pardon me.”

 

Sarah left the woman staring after her and made it to the safety of Juliette’s side.

 

“Ah, chérie, I see the light of fire in your eyes. The woman made you angry, non?”

 

“Anger is useless. She is a mother protecting her daughter, nothing else.” She should never have come tonight. Even if the earl had deemed to come down from his lofty world, why had she thought she belonged here? The man wanted her for a mistress. She should have guessed his intentions earlier. He was no different than any of the others. But the damage had already been done, he had touched her heart, and now she only wanted to cry.

 

Juliette was not blind. “You should smile and be less conspicuous. People will talk.”

 

“Yes.” She smiled tightly, blinking several times to clear her eyes. “They will. I suppose you would like to leave early this evening?”

 

The comtesse watched her with pity. “We shall go if that is what you wish.”

 

Sarah shook her head, determined to wring a triumph from this nightmare, determined that no one should see her lose. “No, I will not run. He still has not told me what he wants.” A small part of her still wanted to believe that his intentions were honorable. That he did feel something for her. Oh, God, please.

 

Mr. Giles stepped into the room and announced that dinner would be served in the dining room.

 

Contributing further to Sarah’s discomfort, the earl escorted Catherine into dinner, a very public display of his intentions. A sharp pain pierced her heart, and she watched the two jealously. She felt a hand on her arm, and Sarah found herself accompanied by the pleasant, yet not nearly as enthralling, Mr. Mackenzie.

 

The meal was quite good, the conversation lively and witty. Sarah watched out the corner of her eye as the young Miss Lambert handled herself with the earl quite well. Her mother had been giving her lessons in steadfastness, it seemed. The comtesse was seated at Sarah’s right, sampling the dishes before her with her usual enthusiasm for food. The comtesse adored cooking and Sarah knew that by Monday, Juliette would be successful at replicating many of them for Alcyone’s.

 

Plate after plate was laid before them and then taken away, so many times that Sarah lost count. Her appetite was never equal to the comtesse’s, and tonight, all the food tasted the same. She tried to respond to Mr. Mackenzie’s queries, but her thoughts kept wandering to the one man she had no business thinking about. She took her fork and twirled it through her fingers, trying without success to keep her thoughts otherwise occupied.

 

She had worn a new dress this evening, a Grecian concoction that she had made especially for his party. The earl hadn’t noticed her attire. Most times, he seemed to avoid looking in her direction. If he hadn’t leapt to her rescue earlier, she would have thought the invitation had been a sham. But why had he invited her? He had avoided an answer to that question, and that worried her. Did he want her for his mistress? If he did, why did he choose to include her in his very public gathering? That made no sense, even for the earl. She lifted a bite of filet to her mouth.

 

“Miss Banks, I’ve believe you’ve stolen my fork.” Mr. Mackenzie smiled gently, a touch of good humor in his tone.

 

The fork clattered to her plate and she felt a hot blush color her cheeks. Where was her usual competent bearing, her cool composure? She silently berated herself. “I’m so sorry. I’ve been woolgathering. Please forgive me. We should get you another one.” Gallantly, the kind man looked around and signaled to the waiter. She favored him with an extravagant smile, trying desperately to make up for her unladylike faux pas. “Now what were you saying?”

 

“I wanted to tell how much I’ve looked forward to meeting you. You’re lovelier than the rumors implied.”

 

Even though the words seemed practiced and glib, his smile seemed genuine, his demeanor likeable enough, and she found herself responding in kind. “Thank you, sir. I’m sure the rumors say nothing about my penchant for stealing silver. You’ll be happy to know I’ve heard no such rumors about you.”

 

“I didn’t offend you, did I?”

 

He didn’t look sorry at all. Why, the man was flirting with her. She smiled at him. “Not at all. You’re much too congenial.”

 

“You put all the other ladies to shame. You wear such a demure color as rose, but it doesn’t seem disagreeing with your bright coloring. On the contrary, it makes you shine.”

 

“Mr. Mackenzie, if I relay your words to anyone, they’ll think I’m either a vain creature, or an insulting one. You’ve put me in an awkward situation, and it seems I’ll have to keep your compliments to myself.”

 

Mr. Mackenzie laughed. “No wonder Haverwood is so taken with you.”

 

The words washed over her, as welcome as a handful of trumps, but as of yet, she did not know the price for playing at the earl’s table. Sarah knew which games she could afford, and which she could not. A winner knew when the stakes were too high and her virtue was a price she was not willing to pay. “Do you think he’s an honorable man?”

 

“He’s a good friend, Miss Banks, and the most honorable man I know. Sometimes it’s almost too painful to bear, being that I lack some of man’s more noble qualities.”

 

So Haverwood inspired loyalty in his friends. Points for the earl. “You’ve known him long?”

 

“We fought together during the wars.”

 

The waiter appeared with the next course, and Mr. Mackenzie turned his attention to the young lady opposite him. Sarah could smell the delicious aroma of the steaming apricot soufflé in front of her, but she could not bring herself to taste it. Her nerves were stretched as tightly as a well-fed leech and she permitted herself one short, covetous glance at the host.

 

It was not so hard to imagine him as a soldier. He didn’t seem to appreciate the evening’s more social entertainments at all. At the head of the table, the earl was quietly eating, listening to the conversation around him, nodding or laughing when appropriate, but not joining in unless specifically obligated.

 

Sarah sipped her glass of sherry, watching the handsome Sir Jason Tarbuck flirt with the most serene Miss Anne Melbourne. Their easy games were part of a world that Sarah had envied and yet had never belonged to. When she had first seen the earl, she had thought him a part of the glittering world of the ton, but now she reconsidered her earlier judgment. Where she had always longed to be a part of the highest circles, he held himself aloof from them. And because of that, he belonged no more than she.

 

Perhaps that is why she had been drawn to him in the theater. His loneliness, his aloofness. He maintained the same walls that she did.

 

After dinner, the table was cleared and the men retired for port, while the ladies adjourned to the drawing room. Sarah maintained a close distance to the comtesse, discussing what she hoped was the latest fashions with Miss Melbourne, and later arguing with Miss Cumberland-Smythe about the possibility of a return from Bonaparte.

 

Eventually, she exhausted all her known topics of interesting conversation and found herself quietly moping in the corner with the comtesse, who sighed in sympathy at the appropriate moments. This would never do. Sarah gulped another glass of sherry—for courage—and waited. When the earl returned, she would have her answers. Sarah, never patient on the calmest of days, could wait no longer.

Chapter Seven

 

Colin excused himself from the gentlemen in his study as soon as he was able; saying that he needed to fetch more brandy from the pantry. They were getting low on brandy, but Colin’s real intent was to track down his wayward butler. This time Giles had gone entirely too far. Colin had been so careful to maintain a detached appearance toward Sarah. And now this. Mackenzie had poked him in the ribs. Jason had raised his eyebrows approvingly more than once. Damn the man’s interference.

 

“Giles!”

 

“Yes, sir?”

 

“May I speak to you privately please?”

 

Giles followed him out into the kitchen. “Whatever you wish, sir.”

 

Colin slammed the heavy door behind them. “What I wish is that you would stop meddling in my life.”

 

“Are you referring to Miss Banks, sir?”

 

“Of course I’m referring to Miss Banks!” Colin bellowed at the man, and then just as quickly, lowered his voice. “How could you, Giles?”

 

“With cunning and skillful preparation, not to mention a charming way with the ladies.”

 

“I don’t find that humorous at all. Did you ever consider what your little scheme would do to her reputation?”

 

“Her reputation would be improved tremendously if you would but do the honorable thing.”

 

“No, Giles.” Not with her. Dear God, he could not even look at her anymore. He had heard her laughing with Mackenzie and wanted to kill the man—his friend. At dinner, he could pick out the tantalizing scent she wore, even amidst the heavy smells of the food. He could barely speak two words to anyone, lest he break down and confess his lust for her, like a madman in an asylum. She was destroying every bit of the man he had tried so hard to become.

 

“You’re afraid.”

 

Colin laughed harshly. “I’m terrified. I won’t have you ruining her life because you have some misguided notion that I must marry a woman of your choosing.”

 

Giles’s moustache twitched impatiently. “You chose her first, sir.”

 

“I did not choose her.”

 

“Sir, I understand your methods of courtship are somewhat understated, almost cryptic, but your intentions are completely obvious to those of us who know you well.”

 

Colin fisted his hands, working to control his anger, feeling the hot fire of the dragon licking at him. “I have no intentions toward Miss Banks.”

 

Giles quirked his brow. “You always deceived yourself so very easily.”

 

Colin closed his eyes and prayed, waiting for his temper to disperse. Arguing with the man was pointless. “We’re out of brandy, Giles. Make sure the decanters are filled.”

 

The butler clicked his heels obediently and bowed. “As you wish, sir.”

 

Colin watched the man go and then stalked out to the foyer, running a hand through his hair. Did everyone know what he was thinking? Was his need for her so apparent? He wished he could run and hide, but he had to marry a woman soon. His birthday was fast approaching, and the time for St. George was running out. In this, he would not fail.

 

“Brandy, mon ami?”

 

Colin whipped around, fists clenched at his side. He glared at the gray-haired waiter, and then noticed the devilish black eyes, the unabashed grin, and exhaled slowly.

 

Etiénne.

 

Considering the tortures the night had held for him already, he should not have been surprised. He glared. “Come with me.”

 

Etiénne followed as Colin made his way to the library. He slammed the door shut and then folded his arms across his chest. “What?”

 

“Ah, Haverwood, your company is always so agreeable.”

 

“Did you really find it necessary to hoodwink my butler in order to talk to me? Could we have not met in some ordinary fashion? A tavern? A shop?”

 

“I arrived this afternoon, and your Mr. Giles assumed I was sent here to work. Who am I to turn down such an offer from a man who is obviously in much need of assistance?”

 

“Why are you in London, Etiénne? And, please, no more games.”

 

The grin faded and the careless façade was lost in an instant. “Paris is talking about the return of Bonaparte.”

 

“Yes, there are murmurs in England as well. Is that what you have traveled across the Channel to say? You are missing the war far too much.”

 

“Non. Each day, the old guard meets in Paris, Haverwood. They are making plans.”

 

“Do you have anything more substantial than gossip?”

 

“This.”

 

Colin took the sheet of paper and read the letter. The dark brown stains obscured some of the words, but it would be enough. He looked up and met Etiénne’s impassive gaze. “Where did you get this from?”

 

Etiénne shrugged. “An unlucky French officer.”

 

Satisfied, Colin stowed it in his pocket. “I’ll ride out to see Scovell. Will you be staying in England?”

 

“For a few days, no more.” He poured two glasses of brandy, handing one to Colin, and raising his glass. “ Félicitations. I understand you are getting married. She is a beautiful woman, mon ami. Her hair is the color of fire, and already you are getting burned.” He laughed. “Women can be difficult, non?”

 

“Married? To Miss Banks? Who told you that?” He was afraid of the answer.

 

“Mr. Giles, of course.” He grinned. “He is very proud of you and wanted to make your dinner tonight a smashing success.”

 

His dinner. His guests. Damn. “I must return.”

 

“Of course, your woman is waiting.”

 

His woman? Only in his dreams. Over time, he had learned to ignore the old earl’s laughter, but he could not abide the thought of Sarah’s screams.

 

Sarah had rehearsed her words in her head and was silently reciting them for the seventh time when Catherine Lambert appeared at her side.

 

“Miss Banks!” The girl was attired in a white frock with layers of lace, resembling either Boucher’s portrait of Madame Pompadour or an over-iced sweetmeat. “So glad you’re here this evening. Don’t you think it’s all rather tedious? I so much more enjoy dancing than conversation.”

 

Sarah searched for the girl’s mother, but she was safely across the room. Immensely relieved, she gave Catherine an encouraging smile. “Miss Lambert, you appear in good spirits tonight. Your courage seems to be in greater supply this evening.”

 

“It’s actually the three glasses of sherry and the most-favored attentions of Mr. Lawson.” Catherine shot a worried glance in the direction of Mrs. Lambert. “Please don’t tell my mother.”

 

Sarah looked about in a furtive manner. “Your secret is quite safe with me. Mr. Lawson is very handsome.”

 

The young girl’s eyes turned dreamy. “Oh, yes, and he doesn’t frighten me at all. Not like the earl. Mother would rather chew nails than give up her aspirations for me, but I’m hopeful.”

 

Sarah admired the girl’s pluck and wished her well. “Your mother simply wants the best for you.” And that was the earl. Why was it so difficult for Sarah to accept the truth of the situation? Each time her head argued with the realities of their stations, her heart flailed angrily.

 

“Perhaps you could help me extricate myself,” Catherine said with excitement, sending her lace bobbing once more.

 

“I’m quite the wrong person to sway your mother.”

 

Catherine looked at her with the cunning of a young child. “No, but you could sway the earl.”

 

“I think not.” If she but could.

 

“He speaks quite highly of you.”

 

“I don’t need to hear this, Catherine.”

 

“Oh, but you must! Think what he has done by your invitation this evening.”

 

“He hasn’t done anything at all.” She had had such high hopes for this evening, after Iris had told her of his visit. Yet the evening was nearly over and she was not a bit ahead from where she had started. Publicly, the earl’s intentions clearly belonged with Miss Lambert. The earl’s private intentions were a mystery that Sarah intended to solve before the evening was done.

 

“Miss Banks, I may be young, but I’m not completely without wits.”

 

“Such bold words from a girl who just a few night ago was cowering with fear.”

 

Catherine blushed with pleasure. “Please, Miss Banks. Will you talk with him? He barely spoke to me at all at dinner. Mother kept kicking me under the table, reminding me to do my best to keep him entertained. Would you like to see my shins? Covered in bruises.”

 

Sarah sighed. “Miss Lambert—”

 

“Catherine. You must call me Catherine. And then I can call you Sarah! We’ll be friends, aye?”

 

Sarah sighed again, more loudly this time, as the girl seemed to ignore her earlier hint. “Catherine, I barely know the man.”

 

Catherine carried on, completely oblivious. “Yes, but after what he did to Mrs. Stoutland? Don’t you think that means something?”

 

Mrs. Stoutland? Who was that? “What did he do?”

 

“Bought up all her husband’s markers and appeared at her home, threatening murder if she insulted you again, like she did at Westover’s ball. The woman was terrified. Mother says her hair whitened immeasurably, just because the earl scared her so. And this is whom she wants me to marry? A man who can turn a woman’s hair white, just by raising his voice. I like my hair, Miss Banks. Please tell me you’ll help.”

 

Sarah reached behind her, searching for the support of a wall, a chair, anything would do at all. She found the comtesse’s arm and made do.

 

“He did all that?” For me. Dear heavens.

 

“Oh, yes, was stomping about the room like a bull in a rage. Broke her best crystal vase. They say that it had been in her family for generations. Mrs. Stoutland thought he was going to murder her.”

 

Sarah found her voice, the sound coming from far away. “Catherine, would you leave us, please? Let me think on it. If I can do something, I will.”

 

The girl left, and Sarah whirled around to face the comtesse. “Did you hear that?”

 

Juliette shook her head slowly. “I heard nothing more than gossip, chérie.”

 

Damn the woman for not believing. “But what if it’s true?”

 

“As true as your father’s wager with the earl? You forget that much of what is relayed is lies.”

 

Sarah felt her cheeks grow hot, with embarrassment and anger. “Why would anyone tell such tales?”

 

The comtesse patted Sarah on the hand, as if she were a disobedient puppy. “Perhaps they wanted to win a bet. I do not know what the man wants from you, or what enjoyment he is having at your expense, but I do not want to see you hurt. I had high hopes when he greeted you tonight, but after that he has ignored you to the point of rudeness. Your chances are not favorable, oui? There are others, more constant, who would welcome the opportunity to court you. You should not look so high for your prospects.”

 

Sarah nearly stamped her foot. Couldn’t the comtesse see? “But what if it’s true? He was protecting me, Juliette. Me.”

 

The comtesse shrugged and glanced away. “Perhaps the man wants you as his chère amie.”

 

There it was. That dark, niggling bit of doubt that had begun to follow her. Everyone was convinced the man wanted her for his mistress. Doubtless, some believed she already was. His mistress, though? To be in his company, his life, his arms. For a moment, she let the dangerous feelings burn through her. And just as quickly she rejected them. She would not be closeted away; she could be just as honorable and good as he. “I’m going to talk to him. If there’s a chance, I have to take it. Don’t you see?”

 

“You think you’re in love with the man,” the comtesse said with high-handed arrogance.

 

The tone stung, making Sarah feel as if she were a child. “Maybe I am.” She had loved the man in her dreams for six long years. No one else would ever do. And now she had found him.

 

“No, that is desire. Never confuse one with the other. Until you know a man’s heart, or know a man’s head, you cannot love him.”

 

“What do you know of love?” Sarah responded angrily, and she wanted to retract the words as soon as they were uttered. The comtesse was only telling her what she believed was true. “I’m sorry. That was thoughtless of me. But I must try. I can win, I know I can.”

 

Defeated, Juliette waved her hand. “Go, chérie. Play the fool. You need your answers, you want what you cannot have. Let me know when you have had enough of this folly. I’ll be ready to leave.”

 

Suddenly feeling very alone and very cold, Sarah crossed her arms, warming herself. “You really believe he wants me only for his mistress?”

 

“Non.” The comtesse shrugged. “Perhaps.” She tilted her head, and studied Sarah without judgment. “What would your answer be?”

 

“I’ll be no man’s paramour.” She watched as the doors were opened and the gentlemen entered the room. The earl appeared, so handsome that her heart broke. “Not even his.”

 

Colin entered the drawing room and followed the others toward the fireplace, pretending to listen to their senseless prattling. Sarah was watching him from across the room, twisting her hands. He bit his lip, trying to follow the conversation as Mackenzie regaled others with his tales from the war.

 

Slowly she made her way to his side. Each step she took, his anxiety increased. Why was she doing this? Couldn’t she see what he was?

 

“Lord Haverwood, may I speak to you, please?”

 

He forced a polite smile on his face, which he feared would appear like a pained grimace. “Of course.”

 

“Perhaps you can lead me to my coat? It’s far too late, and we need to leave.”

 

Colin sighed with relief, even while he wondered when he would see her again. “Of course.” He followed her to the foyer, watching the swing in her hips with the most dissolute lust raging in his heart.

 

“Lord Haverwood?” Without warning, she stopped, and he nearly ran into her.

 

“Yes?”

 

When she turned to face him, her gray eyes were pure steel. “May I ask you a rather indelicate question?”

 

He yanked at his cravat, feeling the noose tighten around him. She knew exactly what libertine thoughts were conspiring in the rotting blackness of his head. “Of course.”

 

“There has been talk—questions—about my presence this evening.” A light flush colored her cheeks, and he locked his hands behind his back. He needed them safely away from her.

 

“Has someone said something to you? Insulted you in some way? I could speak to them on your behalf if you’d like. I’ll not have a guest insulted.” Such a pretty speech; he almost sounded virtuous and brave.

 

She smiled at first, and then, like a wilted rose, her smile drooped precariously. “You assume the role of a protector very well.”

 

Colin looked at her, confused. “I don’t understand.”

 

Her eyes focused on him squarely, as if they missed nothing. “Lord Haverwood, I’m going to speak very frankly so there is no misunderstanding. I don’t know why I’m here. Your flowers, your invitation—perhaps I have misunderstood your intentions.”

 

His intentions? A pure wave of fear swept through him, and he found himself unable to meet her direct gaze any longer. His intentions toward her were the worst imaginable. His fingers wanted to rip at her clothes, find the smooth skin underneath, his sex wanted to drive inside her until he found satisfaction or sanity. “What are you saying?”

 

“Your guests seem to believe there is a certain—arrangement between us.”

 

He looked beyond her, noticed the elaborate wallpaper, wondered if it was new. “Arrangement?” Surprisingly enough, his voice sounded normal, calm. Inside him, the razor-sharp tail of a wyvern had just ripped his belly apart.

 

Sarah slapped her hand against the wall, blocking his gaze, and thoughts of the wyvern disappeared. “Are you so blind that you overlooked the knowing leers and the eternal tittering? I will not have my reputation damaged any further, my lord.”

 

He rubbed his eyes, his head pounding. “That was never my intent.”

 

“What exactly is your intent?” She stood before him, breathing fire, her eyes spitting flames. “In one instant, you barely speak to me, yet in another you act as if you want me for. . .” She stopped. The hall became eerily quiet, his breathing loud and labored in the silence.

 

He wanted to know, oddly enough. Wanted to know what she thought. “Want you for what?” he asked, almost a whisper, afraid of her answer, yet aching to know.

 

She shook her head angrily, a few tendrils of red hair escaping. Temptation warred within him. “Can you not see what they are saying? That you want me for your mistress? Is that it?”

 

Something lodged in his throat. He found himself unable to breathe. Finally, he swallowed, the exquisite notion bringing more images to his head than his dreams ever allowed. “My mistress? Dear God, no. Is that what you really believe?”

 

“I don’t know what to believe. You send me flowers, you invite me here and look at me as if . . .”

 

He gathered his courage, and his eyes locked with hers. He kept his voice flat, expressionless. “As if what?”

 

It took only a moment. Her feelings were transparent on her face, her eyes shocked, humiliated. “They’re wrong, aren’t they? I’m wrong, aren’t I?”

 

He made no move to touch her, every bit of him frozen with fear. “Wrong about what?”

 

Her face was suffused with color, and her mouth worked as she struggled with her words. “That’s not it, is it? You don’t want me, do you?”

 

You don’t want me, do you? Every inch of his sex, every thought in his head bespoke of the insanity that he felt when he was near her. If he didn’t know the dragon lived inside him, he would be on his knees begging her. And she thought he didn’t want her?

 

“I do,” he said instantly, and then just as quickly realized what he’d just uttered. “No.”

 

The color left her cheeks, the life left her eyes. “I’ll leave now.” She looked about the foyer. “I just need to find the comtesse.” She blinked quickly, one small tear sliding down her face, and she scrubbed it away furiously. “I’m sorry. Could you tell her that I’ll be waiting outside? Fresh air and all that.”

 

“Sarah . . .” He stopped. What in God’s name could he say to her now? Better that she should hate him. The wyvern ripped through his belly once more.

 

She walked quickly down the walk, her cloak forgotten. Colin felt like the worst sort of bastard. He had tried so hard to do the right thing, to be the DragonSlayer. To keep her safe. And yet when she had stood before him, crying, for God’s sake, he had wanted to comfort her. Pull her into his arms, arms that had killed countless men. Hold her against his cursed hulking body, wiping her tears away and all the while thinking of driving inside her until he went mad once more.

 

There was only one thing he could do.

 

“Giles!”

 

“Sir?” The man appeared, a broken glass in his hand.

 

“Get Miss Banks her cloak.”

 

Giles looked about the empty foyer. “Where is Miss Banks, sir? What have you done with her?”

 

Colin pointed to the front entrance, and Giles sniffed.

 

The butler disappeared and returned with her cloak in hand and gave it to Colin. “Here, sir. I don’t know why the young woman is standing outside in the cold, alone, but I’m sure you’re responsible.”

 

Colin handed it back. “Take this to her. I can’t speak with her, Giles. I’ll only make things worse.”

 

“That’s impossible, sir. I must go and lambaste the waiters. Lazy lot of them. All the best, sir.” The butler thrust the coat in Colin’s arms, and left.

 

Colin stared at the dark weave of her cloak, rubbed the woolen fabric with his careless hands, and heard Giles’s footsteps echo down the empty hallway.

 

He was alone now. All he needed to do was to give her the cloak, send the comtesse outside, and then return to his guests. Surely that was easy. He had done nothing right this evening and she would freeze outside if he didn’t go out there quickly.

 

What kind of gentleman was he? He was supposed to be a DragonSlayer, for God’s sake. He just needed to go forward, put the cloak on her shoulders—no, that would involve touching her and he did not feel comfortable with that idea. He would hand her the cloak. He didn’t need to look at her. He wouldn’t look at her, wouldn’t see the dragon’s gaze luring him into perdition. Why couldn’t he be normal?

 

He looked down at his feet, wondering why they were not moving. This would never do. She was freezing out there, braced against the iron fencework that surrounded the grounds, a slim figure barely visible in the dark fog.

 

He swallowed and wanted to run. No. He took one resolute step forward. There. That wasn’t so difficult. Now another. Yes. Just so. He smiled. Simple, actually.

 

Her carriage turned the corner and slowed as it approached the walk. She was partway in the street when the crack of a whip sounded in the fog. He looked sharply at her carriage, saw the cloaked figure spurring the horses, her vehicle speeding toward her.

 

The driver was a fool; his horses would never stop in time. Colin began to run, but then the man urged his horses faster, and Colin realized the man’s actions were deliberate.

 

Sarah stared at her driver for much too long, and then began to run back toward the safety of the house, away from the street, but her skirts hampered her progress and she fell. Colin called out to her, saw her frightened gaze, her face ghostly white in the dim moonlight.

 

He had to get to her. Quickly. The man’s whip cracked through the night air, and Colin heard the man’s voice. Heard him urge his horses faster. Sarah got to her knees, struggling to rise.

 

There was no time left. He reached out as far as he could and grabbed her arm, pulling her toward him with all his strength. She fell against his chest, and he heard her sharp intake of breath, and together they crashed to the ground, rolling in the muck and mire, the merciless wheels rolling past, the driver’s curses fading into the night.

Chapter Eight

 

Colin closed his eyes, rested his forehead on hers, and waited until his heart began to beat once more. “You aren’t hurt, are you?” His hands moved over her quickly, searching, but thankfully she seemed fine.

 

“No,” she answered, and he felt her breath, soft and gentle against his cheek. Oh, God. Sarah shifted beneath him and he bit back a groan.

 

She struggled to get up from the puddle of mire they had landed in, and his arms tightened instinctively, longing to maintain their position, her soft breasts against his chest, the warmth of her hips cradling his thigh. He had imagined this for so many nights and his dreams had never been so magnificent.

 

“Lord Haverwood,” she whispered, “get off me. I’d like to survive this evening with some small bit of my reputation preserved.” Her eyes focused pointedly on a spot somewhere above him.

 

His guests.

 

He bit his lip, hard, very hard, and raised his head. A knot of eyes peered at them curiously, a tight ring of ladies and gents staring at them in embarrassed silence.

 

Bloody hell.

 

After one long, draining breath, he rolled off her and rose, extending his hand. “I’m sorry about the mess.” She took his outstretched hand and climbed to her feet, brushing at her dress. Her eyes were wide, her face pale, bits of mud clinging to her auburn hair. If anything, he wanted her more.

 

The comtesse came to her, brushing her clothes, and Colin handed the woman Sarah’s cloak. Sarah grabbed the cursed object and wrapped it tightly around her, her chin tilted toward the sky. “Good evening, Lord Haverwood. The evening has been one that I won’t soon forget.”

 

She sniffed and turned, ready to depart.

 

And there was no carriage.

 

For a time, she stood stiff and straight, as if considering walking back to her home, but then her shoulders sagged and she turned back around, lost.

 

He could not have that; she did not wear defeat well. There was no mutinous sparkle in her eye. There was no spirited blush in her cheeks. “Giles, bring round the carriage.” He looked at her, wishing he could do more. “My man, Etiénne D’Albon, will drive you home.” The Frenchman made his way through the ring of onlookers and Colin took him aside. “Take her home, make sure she gets there safely. I’ll speak to you tomorrow after I’ve been to the Horse Guards.”

 

The Frenchman smiled his effervescent smile. “My pleasure.”

 

That smug smile was an invitation for trouble. Colin had seen it often enough. “Etiénne. Stay away from her.”

 

Etiénne clapped a dramatic hand over his heart. “Haverwood, you wound me. You think that I would seduce your woman.”

 

“She’s not my woman.”

 

Etiénne lifted his brows. “Then I can?”

 

“No!”

 

The smug smile returned. “Ah, it is good to see you confused, mon ami. Good night. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

 

“Just make sure she’s safe.”

 

The carriage arrived, Sarah and the comtesse climbed inside, and Etiénne seated himself next to the driver. They drove off, leaving a mud-shrouded Colin alone with his guests.

 

Goddamn.

 

No matter which way Sarah adjusted herself, the mud was cold, and she thought perhaps she smelled of something particularly foul. A fitting finale for a truly humiliating evening.

 

Juliette handed her a blanket, her eyes dark with pity.

 

“You don’t have to look at me so,” Sarah said, wrapping the coarse wool around her tightly, but the heavy cloth did nothing to ease her pain. If only her father were here. To wrap her in his arms, laugh with his booming voice until she could not help but laugh as well. To tell her what to do. To tell her how to win. “A Banks must always win, Sarah mine. There’s not a loser among us. Never has been, never will.”

 

“I’m sorry, chérie.”

 

The sad tone was Sarah’s undoing. As if she had lost, for God’s sake. She was a Banks and she must never forget that. “I don’t need your pity,” she replied, sounding quite snippy even to her own ears.

 

“He is no good for you. You deserve a fine man. One with courage and integrity. The earl, bah, he has none.”

 

The earl was not a coward. He might have many foibles, but he was certainly not that, and the possibility that her protector, her knight in shining armor was nothing more than an illusion caused her to bristle most unbecomingly. “He defended me to that barracuda at Westover’s ball. Considering the tale Catherine told, he has more courage than good sense. His reputation could have been severely damaged with such derring-do. All on my account.” A small sigh escaped from her, and a bit of warmth seeped through her bones into her heart.

 

“Even after this,” Juliette spread her hands wide, “you defend him? Do not believe the gossip. That man with such a pronounced code of honor left you alone to fend for yourself among those wolves. Courage? Non, non.”

 

For the nonce, Sarah forgot the moments when he denied her. Later she could remember that and dwell on it, determine what he was about. Now, smelling like a piggery and shaking with cold, she could bask in the knowledge that he had defended her, not once, but twice. “He is the bravest man I know,” she sniffed.

 

Juliette sighed. “You know few men, chérie.”

 

“You think I should forget him? Put him out of my mind? A man whom I have yearned for for years?”

 

“Yes,” Juliette answered bluntly.

 

“But he is my fate.” He wanted her. A dark thrill of pleasure shot through her.

 

“Fate? You sound like your father. The earl treated you as a common trollop this evening. If your eyes were not so filled with stars, you could see that he is no good.”

 

“I see things very well.”

 

“Yes, usually you do not overlook human failings, or character flaws, but tonight—I have never seen you act like such a naive young girl.”

 

Sarah felt the sting of truth, but pushed it away handily. “Why do you say that?”

 

“You cannot win this man, Sarah. Walk away.”

 

“I can win his heart, but it will take perseverance. He is a complex man, harder to discover his habitude or his vulnerabilities.” Already her spirits began to improve. If she could determine exactly what is was that he wanted from Miss Lambert, then of course she could succeed.

 

“This is no game. You will get hurt.”

 

Sarah laughed with ill humor. “Do you think I’m not hurt already? How can it hurt any worse?”

 

The comtesse looked to the heavens. “You will chase after him like a Petticoat Lane doxy? Where is your pride?”

 

Sarah flung a lank strand of hair out of her eyes. “My pride? I’m sitting here cold and covered with mud and something else I don’t even want to know about. Sixteen members of society saw me fall into a puddle, saw the earl escort Catherine Lambert to dinner, saw how he ignored me for most of the evening. Whatever pride I had before this evening has certainly gone missing.”

 

Juliette’s gaze sharpened. “You noticed more tonight than it seemed. Why have you not cursed the man and moved forward?”

 

And why could she not? Why couldn’t he be like the others? Why couldn’t she laugh and go on as if nothing had transpired between them? After all, nothing had transpired between them.

 

And yet something had . . .

 

He had protected her. Risked his life for her own. What man had ever done this for her before? Tears burned in her eyes. “I don’t know. I can’t just walk away, but I don’t like acting like a fool either. What if he is my fate? Is he the only one?”

 

“You will meet someone new.”

 

“Juliette, I’m three and twenty. Do you know what I fear even more than falling in mud or playing a fool?”

 

“What is that?”

 

“Being alone. Sitting in my room with a purple turban on my head and a fat pug in my lap, playing my cards for hours on end. And no one to talk to at all.” It sounded like a bloody miserable existence, and she wanted no part of it.

 

“You will always have us, chérie. You will not be alone.”

 

Sarah dashed the tears away with her hand. “Juliette, I hope you won’t take offense, but you and the comte are not as effective in easing my loneliness than if I had a husband of my own.” She pounded her hand on her knee. “I want to be with the earl. I do want to marry him. Who would not? I compare him to the rogues and the fortune mongers who have darkened my door before him, and I imagine what it would be like to be a part of his world, to have him smile at me, to be respectable.”

 

Juliette shook her head. “The man is not a prince. It is all make-believe, nothing more.”

 

The comtesse didn’t understand at all. Sarah sat up a bit straighter, the truth of her situation abundantly clear. She smiled sadly. “Then so be it. I have no pride left. I’ve few friends and am the current court jester for the ton. Clap a tasseled cap on my head and let me dance on their strings. That’s my real world, such as it is. Can you blame me for choosing make-believe?”

 

The comtesse clucked in sympathy. “I’m sorry, chérie. I fear you destined to be disappointed.”

 

Sarah thought she was destined to be disappointed as well, but then she had never feared disappointment—she saw it too often. “Perhaps after a good night’s rest, I’ll awaken a little wiser and can lock away all my foolish dreams, and realize that I must make the best of the world and my place in it. Or perhaps not.” She looked at the comtesse, the moon casting long shadows on the woman’s face, and she felt so weary. Outside, the carriage wheels clattered against the cobblestones, the nighttime rain beginning to fall upon the roof. The world went on, with or without her. As if she didn’t matter at all. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the seat, letting the rhythm of Haverwood’s carriage comfort her.

 

“I have to believe in something, Juliette. And now, as foolish as it may be, it’s the earl.”

 

The Horse Guards loomed high in the city, a cold structure, sparse and imposing, well suited for the government offices that were housed there. At the very top of the building, in a dusty corner forgotten by most, sat the Depot of Military Knowledge. The rooms were small, the furniture shabby, and the men who worked there gazed longingly at those who occupied the grander offices below.

 

There was nothing dashing or refined about the men who worked for Colonel Scovell. They were loners who did not care for the decorations of war. There were no grand parades for the exploring officers of Wellington’s army. No, it was an arrangement designed for men who lived in shadows. And Colin had lived in shadows all his life.

 

As he waited patiently for the colonel to appear, Colin gazed out the window, the heavy morning fog shrouding the courtyard below. He stared down into the flowing mist, watching the shifting shapes but seeing only the gray depths of Sarah’s eyes.

 

With his hand he traced the coarse wooden edge of the casement, thinking of the way her skin had felt beneath his rough fingers. As soft as eiderdown. He had never held such a fine delicacy in his arms before. The drawing rooms of London were a far cry from the mountains of Portugal, the sophisticated games of society much different from the simplicity of war, yet what he felt for her was primitive and uncaring. Quite simply, he wanted her with all the bloodthirsty lust that had ruled his father.

 

He would not be his father’s son.

 

If the old earl were alive today, he would be beside himself at the sight of Colin out mingling in society as if he belonged. He pulled at his cravat, wondering how soon he could run away. The old man had always wanted him to hide, afraid that one day someone would see the dragon that lurked inside him, would recognize the desperate glint in his brown eyes, or see the way his jaw resembled his father’s. Colin preferred to be alone. He was the very image of his father, and he knew it.

 

For St. George, he would be married to the compatible Miss Lambert and he would depart to Rosemont that very day, the very minute the vows were said. His wife could choose where she wanted to live. He didn’t care. Each time he saw Sarah, his hunger grew. And she was a perceptive woman who soon would see through his façade. She would see how badly he wanted her, how he imagined her lying beneath him, her soft breasts pressing into his chest . . .

 

The slam of a door startled him and he turned, embarrassed by his thoughts. Colonel Scovell strode into his office, the small man’s bearing perfect as always, and placed some papers on the weathered table that served as a desk. “Haverwood?”

 

“Sir?” He could still hear her soft sigh against his ear. It was the most seductive sound he’d ever heard.

 

“You asked to see me?”

 

For a moment Colin stared blankly, and then blinked, clearing the images in his mind. “Yes, yes, I saw D’Albon last evening. You have heard the rumors, I assume?” He retrieved the worn letter from his pocket. “This seems to confirm them.”

 

The man scanned the paper, his blue eyes somber. “Yes. The rumors have come from everywhere but Elba. Campbell’s reports still insist that Napoleon is forlorn and beaten and no longer a threat. Yet here and in France, already they are anticipating his return. Bloody frogs, why can’t they make up their minds?”

 

Colin cleared his throat. “Have you had word from Vienna?”

 

“Yes, Wellington is hunting at Schonbrunn and posing for paintings and doing his bloody best to achieve an equitable balance of power.”

 

“I have the utmost faith in the general’s abilities.”

 

“Yes, we can all hope.” He rocked back on his heels. “Where is D’Albon now?”

 

“He is staying in London for a fortnight. Then he will return to Paris.”

 

“Send him to Paris as soon as you can and let me know if he finds more information.” Scovell tilted his head, his eyes curious. “Can you trust him?”

 

Colin nodded, certain of Etiénne’s loyalty. “Yes. He has not betrayed us yet.”

 

The colonel waved a hand dismissingly. “A man who betrays his own country should never be trusted.”

 

Colin would trust Etiénne with his life, but he chose not to argue. “I believe the letter is accurate, sir. However, you may do what you wish with the information.”

 

“We wait, then. Wellington will be in England soon enough. If you hear anything else, tell me.” The man clasped his hands behind his back and stared out the window. “If we do go to war, will you return to intelligence?”

 

“It’s what I do best, sir.”

 

“When I was informed of your arrival today, I had assumed you would be resigning your commission. Men in your position should not be taking such risks. I understand you’re soon engaged. There are people who depend on you.”

 

“No, sir, I’ll go where my skills are most needed.” Only a coward would run from his battles.

 

Scovell turned and faced Colin, his expression filled with concern. “I heard the other news about you as well. A wager? Bad business, Haverwood. Gambling will cause nothing but trouble for you. I’ve seen more than one man lose his shirt on the roll of the dice. And then this morning’s edition told of your involvement with Miss Lambert.” He shook his head. “You should do the right thing by the young woman. Both of them.”

 

Colin started to correct the man, but then abandoned any notion of his own defense. Better to let the stories wither away on their own. “Of course, sir.”

 

The man shuffled his papers and flushed, his cheeks ruddy and round, an innocent look for a powerful man. “At the very least, make sure you provide for all the women in your life. You were lucky to return alive once. It is unlikely to happen again.”

 

“I do not believe in luck, sir. A man should study his enemy and learn to either outwit him or destroy him.” He accepted the risks. If he were to be killed in battle, he would die a good and noble man.

 

It seemed the best solution for them all.

 

On his way home, Colin took a circuitous path toward the confines of Newgate. It was a pilgrimage he made each time he visited London, and it was the primary reason he hated the bloody city.

 

He pulled at the reins and stopped his horse, staring up at the gray stone of Old Bailey. There were no crowds today, only a few ragged beggars that stood outside the heavy walls. Very few remembered Jack Cady these days. He was an old memory, a monster for children’s bedtime stories, little more.

 

When Colin looked at the confines of the prison, he could put away the foolish hopes of an eight-year-old boy. The old earl had never accepted him, no matter how he tried. He could invent as many stories as he pleased, but no matter how many dragons he slew, real or imagined, he still carried the vile blood of Black Jack Cady.

 

On most days, he could forget his parentage. Men would scrape and bow before him, women would eye him with interest, and suddenly he was the hero from his stories. The DragonSlayer. Invincible and strong, a good and honorable man. The son the old earl had wanted.

 

But the illusion never lasted. He would lose his temper, cursing like the commoner he was. Or perhaps he stared at a woman a little too long, and then closed his eyes, taken away by carnal thoughts. He was a man no less capable of violence than his father. How many men had he killed without thinking twice? More than most, and England thought he was a bloody hero.

 

Only with his contribution to St. George had he found something good within himself. The old earl had thought he could strip him of that as well, but the old earl was wrong. Once again, Colin would prove himself.

 

Finally, he could take no more of the cold wind, and he tipped his hat at the beggars and tossed a few coins their way. He would return to his town house for now, but as soon as the marriage to Miss Lambert was done, he would depart for the quiet solitude of Rosemont. He did not want to belong here—among the ton and the sanctimonious crowds who received enjoyment from a wicked man’s demise. Sarah belonged here. London was her home, but not his. It would never be his.

 

Alcyone’s was blessedly calm. Sarah secluded herself in the back room with a small wooden table and chair that she used as a place to do the accounts. She could hear the quiet humming of voices from the kitchen, punctuated by bursts of vehement French swearing when the comtesse yelled at François, scullery pans her favored accompaniment when necessary.

 

Other than at a gaming table, Alcyone’s was the place Sarah felt closest to her father. This was her legacy, unusual as it was, but for Sarah, it was also home. She had spent hours here watching the gentlemen play, hearing the howls of rage, the clinking of counters. The soothing voice of her father as another dandy found himself destitute. If Oliver Banks were alive today, he would understand her feelings. He would scoff at all the others and puff out his chest, proclaiming that of course she was destined to a countess. For some reason, when she could hear her father’s voice, such words did not seem ludicrous at all.

 

The countess of Haverwood.

 

She said it aloud, timidly at first, and then with growing conviction.

 

The countess of Haverwood.

 

Soon, it did not sound ludicrous at all. She stood up and waltzed about the room, introducing herself to the wall, the teacup, and anything else that would listen.

 

“Hello, I’m Sarah Wescott, the countess of Haverwood.” She curtsied to the taciturn chair, giggling at her own silliness. After last evening, she had wondered if she would wake up any wiser. Not surprisingly at all, she was just as foolish.

 

But wasn’t a gaming establishment the haven of fools? She picked up the betting book, stroking a hand across the brown leather, opening and closing it, hearing the crack of the spine. In this book, men’s wagers were written, trivial bits of stuff and nonsense penned in sprawling, and most times drunken, handwriting. This was the world she knew, where money and goods were exchanged more easily than honestly.

 

Mr. A. Bailey was willing to offer up his favorite waistcoat if Mr. R. Sumner could beat his time to Bookham. The earl of Derby promised to pay seven guineas if Lady Lucy C. spoke to P. Pufey before the fortnight was out. Mr. J. Perry wagered that he could shoot a rat at seventeen paces. Judging from the burgundy stains and the crooked lines, Mr. J. Perry would be lucky to hit the Thames at seventeen paces. As she scanned the pages, smiling to herself, feeling the best sort of camaraderie for those who asked for the moon, one name emerged. A name she coveted for her own.

 

G. Bennett wagers his white-stockinged mare that Haverwood will wed C. L. before the year is out.

 

C. L.? Someone would wager his best mare that Haverwood would choose a wife other than her? As if she were nothing more than a bit of flotsam on the sea, to be flicked away when unwanted. She slammed the book shut, wanting nothing more than to rip out the page. She paced back and forth, muttering furiously. Finally, she opened up the volume and ripped out the offensive page, scattering the bits of paper across the floor.

 

They should not have bet against her. Did everyone consider her a fool, an unworthy match for the most noble earl of Haverwood?

 

They had considered her father a fool as well. And each time they laughed, they would lose a hand of cards, and Oliver Banks pocketed a bit more gold. Now it was time the world saw her for who she really was. She would not hide any longer. They could sneer and turn up their noses like a foxhound at the death, and she would smile graciously, all the while charming the earl until he could no longer deny the feelings that vibrated between them. For she was Sarah Banks, and a Banks would never lose.

 

Etiénne was waiting for him at an inn off the main road to Rochester. It was a tiny place frequented only by weary travelers and wary men who had no desire to be noticed. Two battered mugs sat on the table, and with a heartfelt sigh, Colin picked up the tankard and gulped. The drink eased the dust from his throat and afterward he stared into the depths of the dark ale, the smooth metal cold against his hand. “Who knows you’re in England?”

 

The Frenchman leaned back against the wooden bench, looking to all the world like a black-haired, fair-skinned Irishman. “You, Mackenzie, and a lovely dancer who fancies me songs. You believe the accident was a warning?”

 

Colin took a long swallow, and then placed the tankard carefully on the table. “Either that or a very blind driver mistook Sarah for part of the road last evening. I won’t take chances with her safety.”

 

“Mais, non! You, it would not be such a surprise . . . But who could harm such a beautiful woman?”

 

“I don’t know.” Damn. It was much easier to protect himself than to protect her. “When are you leaving London?”

 

“I planned to leave tomorrow, but the little dancer . . . ” he shrugged, “she begs me to stay. I could not say no.”

 

“Good. I need you to stay with Sarah.” Colin remembered what Scovell had said, and for the first time deliberately disobeyed an order.

 

“What?”

 

“Follow her. Protect her. I don’t know what happened last evening, but I won’t have her hurt.”

 

The Frenchman sighed heavily. “Celine will be disappointed. But for your sparkling Sarah,” he grinned rakishly, “I will sacrifice.”

 

“I trust you, Etiénne,” he said with a smile on his face, but steel in his voice. “I trust her even more.”

 

“A man can dream.”

 

“No, you can’t.” He couldn’t fault his friend, though. Sarah did inspire a man to dream. Since he first laid eyes on her, he had done little else. When he caught Etiénne staring in amusement, he frowned and took a long drink of ale to clear his head. “Does anyone know you stole the letter?”

 

Etiénne sat in stubborn silence, eyeing a buxom serving girl across the room.

 

Colin sighed and continued with dogged determination. “Who?”

 

“You.” The Frenchman winked at the comely maiden, and she blew him a kiss.

 

“No one else?”

 

Etiénne turned his attention back to Colin, his dark eyes cold. “No one that’s alive.”

 

Then why the accident last evening? It made no sense. Perhaps it was nothing more than an accident after all. Or perhaps he had been the target, not her. “You know of no one who would want me dead?”

 

“No. Several times I thought of it myself, but after much deliberation, I thought . . . non.”

 

Colin smiled, surprised at how much he had missed Etiénne. “Funny thing, I thought of killing you more than once, as well.”

 

“When?”

 

“At Villa Franca.”

 

“Mais, non! I saved your life!”

 

“Yes, and you were exceedingly proud of that fact, weren’t you? Talked of nothing else for weeks. There’s nothing worse then being stuck in the sweltering heat of Spain with an arrogant Frenchman. It’s no wonder your country lost.”

 

“The French did not lose, only Napoleon.” Etiénne took a long drink of ale and then wiped his mouth. “Did you give the letter to Scovell?”

 

“He doesn’t believe you.”

 

“He’s a fool.”

 

Although he might agree, Colin kept his opinion to himself.

 

Etiénne eyed the wench once more. “So, you’re to be married.”

 

Colin pulled at his collar. “I have to decide something soon.”

 

“Why don’t you marry Sarah?”

 

And with a single name, Colin found himself diverted. He studied the table, idly tracing his finger along the gouges and carvings that marred the surface. “We wouldn’t suit.”

 

Etiénne shrugged. “She seems very taken with you.”

 

Yes, he had deceived her, hadn’t he? “She doesn’t know me.”

 

Etiénne chuckled. “You could marry her before she learns how difficult you can be.”

 

“Go find a woman of your own. Shouldn’t be difficult for you. The ladies come in droves when you spout that French nonsense.” Colin grimaced. He would never have such polish or finesse.

 

“Why do you have to marry now? Would it not be wise to wait until the war is done?”

 

Colin looked up. “It’s time.” He had a responsibility to the children of St. George. He might have failed the old earl, but he would not fail them.

 

Etiénne lifted his tankard in a mock salute. “À votre santé,” he toasted with a laugh. After taking a deep swallow, he eyed the serving girl once more. “Better you than me.”

 

Two days later, Colin arrived at Sarah’s stoop, cursing himself for being a miserable fraud and a coward as well. Giles had handed him a silk shawl earlier that morning, a grim look on his face.

 

“It belongs to Miss Banks. She asks that you return it.” The butler left before Colin could argue. Of course, he wasn’t certain he wanted to argue. You could see her again, touch her once more, the sly voice purred his head. He should see if she were all right, see that she had suffered no further harm.

 

And so, when the maid opened the door, and looked at him with sharp suspicion, his immediate thoughts were that the maid understood his immoral aspirations and did not approve. He glowered at her with all the arrogance he had learned from the old earl and simply said, “Haverwood,” as if the one word could make up for all the lurid fantasies that racked his brain.

 

Suddenly, it was as if spring had come early. Her face transformed with delight and Colin exhaled with heartfelt relief. “Come inside. No, wait. I must see ye for meself.”

 

She stared at his face for a damned eternity, her cap dropping low over her eyes, all the while Colin shifted uncomfortably. She tilted her head and chewed on her finger, and the warm afternoon sun beat down on his back. “Can you stay here for just a wee bit longer? The light’s much better outside.”

 

He could take no more. “Perhaps this is an inconvenient time. I’ll return tomorrow.” He turned to go.

 

“No, no. I’ll be back in a pig’s whisker, I will.”

 

She was quite possibly the oddest maid he’d ever seen, and his own household was a far cry from normal. She returned momentarily with a glass of wine and instead of offering it to him, she held it up to his face.

 

The maid frowned, closing one eye in an appraising manner, and then, with a satisfied exclamation, burst into a grin. “Perfect!”

 

Before he could question her strange ritual, her face fell. “Oh, I’m sorry, my lord, but the mistress is out. Perhaps you could wait?”

 

He had whistled all morning, eager to see Sarah once more, and now the disappointment was almost a tangible thing. As if God had known what was in his head. “Do you expect her back soon?”

 

“I don’t rightly know, sir. But I do know you should stay here. I think Miss Sarah would be right put out if I were to let you leave. Perhaps you’d care for a cup of tea or a glass of sherry?” She grinned and tugged at her cap.

 

Ignoring his own warnings, he asked for a cup of tea and smiled politely, following when she led him into a parlor. She swept to the floor in an extravagant show of servitude, skirts billowing beneath her, and he felt like a medieval lord greeting his vassals. When she departed, he was quite relieved.

 

He looked about the room, noting the fine quality of materials that made up the furnishings. There was no indication that Sarah Banks lacked for funds, no indication at all. Yet, Colin thought with not a small amount of humor, that considering the exaggerations that had plagued the newspapers recently, perhaps Sarah’s financial ruin was an exaggeration as well.

 

He certainly hoped so, although a small part of him wanted to help her, wanted to earn that starry-eyed look that made him feel as if he were the DragonSlayer.

 

The maid returned with a silver tray loaded with a teapot and cups, bobbing only slightly this time, too encumbered with her load to prostrate herself once again. She settled the tray on the small table in front of him—“Tea?”—and then held up the steaming pot.

 

He nodded, and after pouring his cup, she folded her arms across her chest and eyed him warily. “I hope you’re not going to make trouble for Miss Sarah.”

 

He merely stared at her in response, certainly not gauche enough to discuss his fears with a servant.

 

She sighed heavily, her plump bosom heaving. “Miss Sarah has been hurt enough in her time, she has. I’m just doing me duty, that’s all.”

 

“I have no intention of hurting Miss Banks. Ever.” He prayed to God that was a promise he could keep.

 

“She’s had her share of men sniffing round. Fortune hunters, the lot of them. Some of them much, much worse.” She shook her head as she poured herself a cup of tea and then glared down at him over the rim. “If I thought you ran with that pack of wolves, you never would’ve seen the inside of this house.”

 

Miss Banks clearly inspired great loyalty in her servants and he was touched by the maid’s protectiveness. “I assure you, I’m not after her fortune, or anything else,” he added hastily, lying to himself as well as her maid. He put his cup on the table and leaned forward. “You said Miss Banks had been hurt. What happened?”

 

Iris settled herself in a chair across from him and balanced her saucer on her knee. “Oh, she’s doing fine, she is.” She blew on the hot liquid. “Done right well for herself since her father died. People are still talking about the scandal, but she seems to have weathered the worst of it. On most days, she keeps her head low and away from trouble, but Miss Sarah can be a real scamp when she—”

 

“Scandal?” He interrupted her rambling. “That was so long ago, wasn’t it? I can’t even seem to recall . . .”

 

“Her father. Gambling, you know. I hired on after he died, but there were rumors that he didn’t always play square. Not that I believed a word of it. Miss Sarah is one of the most honorable ladies I know. Although I know better than to play a hand of cards with her.” She leaned in and whispered low. “She never loses.”

 

“She has no one to take care of her?”

 

“No one. The comte watches over her when she lets him, but Miss Sarah, she doesn’t take kindly to someone giving her orders.”

 

A door slammed, and she jumped to her feet. “That’ll be Miss Sarah. You wait. I’ll go and fetch her.”

 

Colin stood up and pulled at his cravat, standing straight and tall, her shawl clutched tightly in his fingers. He was the DragonSlayer. Of course he would never hurt Sarah, of course his intentions were honorable.

 

His body hardened in response.

 

Goddamn.

Chapter Nine

 

Sarah smoothed her skirts and pinched her cheeks and lifted her hand to the morning room door.

 

He was here.

 

Society was wrong. Juliette was wrong. She nearly laughed with the joy of it.

 

Slowly she opened the door, hoping he wouldn’t notice the way her heart pounded. Surely the entire city could hear the telltale thumping?

 

He stood quickly, handsome as always, bowing politely. She curtsied, low and graceful. Iris would be quite proud of her. “My lord.” The pitch in her voice was perfect, soothing and melodious, her best effort.

 

“Miss Banks.” When she rose, he thrust a silken scrap in her hand. “Your shawl.”

 

She stared at the mysterious object, confused. “’Tis not mine.”

 

“But your note—”

 

Suspicion reared its ugly head, chomping its teeth, turning her bright moment of smug infallibility just a shade darker. “What note?”

 

“The one I received this morning.”

 

She handed him back the shawl, her smug infallibility now completely destroyed. “I didn’t send you a note.”

 

His fingers smoothed the thin material. “I see.”

 

When she spoke, her voice quivered, not quite so soothing and melodious anymore. “I believe Mr. Giles is making mischief again.”

 

“I should go.” He turned on his heel.

 

Without thinking, her fingers reached out, clutched his arm. “Please stay.”

 

He stared at her hand in silence. His entire bearing so still and rigid that she feared she had offended him. At long last, he raised his head, met her eyes, and nodded.

 

The moment passed and with some remorse, she removed her hand.

 

“You’re feeling recovered?” he asked, as if he were concerned.

 

“Oh, yes. Right as a line, fit as a fiddle.” A nervous smile was the best she could manage. “Your yard is particularly foul smelling.”

 

“The gardener is trying out a new type of night soil. Rotten luck that the driver ran aground on the same day.”

 

“Yes, if he’d just waited one more day to drive so precariously, perhaps I wouldn’t have had to scrub and soak quite so much.”

 

The earl pulled at his cravat and laughed awkwardly. “Yes. Well. I’m glad to see you’re in higher spirits. I’m sorry about what happened.”

 

He did look truly sorry, and Sarah suspected he was referring to much more than her fall. Yet Sarah did not fancy lingering over his regrets. Instead, she was eager to discuss his other noble deed. “Did you go to see Mrs. Stoutland? Was that the truth?”

 

“Yes.”

 

The look in his eyes warmed her. “Why?”

 

“What she did was wrong.” He spoke like a schoolboy reciting a favored adage.

 

“You’ll make many enemies in this city with that sort of conduct. Do you go about threatening everyone that is rude?” Or is it just for me?

 

“No,” he answered, but his eyes gave nothing away.

 

“I see,” she answered, not seeing at all.

 

“I should go.”

 

“I understand you’re to be married. Congratulations.” She blurted out the words, wishing she could take them back immediately.

 

“Your good wishes are premature.”

 

She began to pray. “So once again, the gossips have cried wolf?” she asked carefully.

 

The earl looked at the wall. “I’m sorry.”

 

“I see.” She collapsed into the welcoming arms of a chair, completely unladylike, completely uncaring. Once again she had set herself up for her own defeat. “I’m making a fool out of myself, aren’t I? Juliette told me I was, and it seems she was right. I’ve abandoned my pride, my good sense, and my dignity for no cause at all, except perhaps my own stubborn nature. You’ve never encouraged me, never favored me in public, except for the one dance.” The sympathetic look in his eyes gave him away. “You never called here before today, did you? The flowers. That was a lie, wasn’t it?”

 

Slowly, he nodded, and she bit her lip. The sunlight dimmed, blurred by her tears.

 

“You should go.” Her voice wobbled precariously.

 

“I won’t leave you like this.”

 

“I won’t have your pity.” There, she sounded stronger now.

 

“Sarah, you don’t know what I am.”

 

Her laugh was an ugly thing, bitter and raw. “You mean to say that you have a flaw? More than one, my lord? Do you smoke in front of the ladies? Or do you go about introducing yourself to strange women? Or, dear heavens, perhaps you are already married? Have you a mad wife hidden away upstairs?”

 

He shook his head, staring at her from such a long way away. “I’m sorry.”

 

She dug her fingers into her skirts, feeling such pain, watching her fragile world break apart. “Why are you doing this? Is it really true? Am I unworthy? Perhaps I should apply to work in your kitchen. Is that where I belong? Scrubbing floors? I’m sure I’d be quite competent.”

 

“You deserve a better man than me.”

 

Fury rose inside her, white-hot and seething. “Trite words, my lord, and completely beneath you. Do not deign to tell me what I deserve. Because of you, I let myself twist in the wind, ignoring all aspects of sensibility. I was sure you felt something for me. Some spark, some piece of affection, some bit of tenderness.” She rose from her chair, and her gaze raked over him contemptuously. “Something other than your lust.”

 

He took a step back, as if she had slapped him. His face paled. “I wish I could be what you wanted.”

 

She saw panic in his eyes, and something else. Something soft and gentle. She pinched herself, looking carefully at him again. There were no stars in her eyes now to cloud her thinking; this was no dream. He was real. Very softly, she whispered, “Silly man, you already are.”

 

His eyes turned careful, wary. “No, you’re mistaken.”

 

For Sarah, his caution was far too late. He had already shown her his cards, and she pressed her advantage. “Then let us determine the extent of my errant judgment. You must prove it to me.”

 

He took another step back. “What?”

 

“A wager. Cards.”

 

“Cards?” His gaze sharpened. “What would we play for?”

 

She thought quickly, running sums in her head. “I own three quarters of Alcyone’s. It’s yours if I lose.”

 

“Alcyone’s? The club?”

 

“Yes.”

 

The earl grinned and began to laugh. “You’re not destitute at all, are you?”

 

“Did you think I was after your fortune?”

 

“No.” His eyes held hers. “And if I lose?”

 

She tilted her chin, her words quiet, shoring up her pride. “You’ll be my escort this evening.”

 

There was hesitation in his gaze, but he was coming about. She could see it. “It seems the stakes are somewhat slanted in my favor.”

 

“Then it should be easier for you to agree.”

 

He locked his hands behind his back. “Where would we go?”

 

“I don’t know. I really hadn’t planned this. Where would we go?”

 

He thought for a moment. “Astley’s.”

 

“Astley’s?” She looked at him in surprise.

 

“The riding emporium.”

 

Perhaps the day was a little brighter. Perhaps some bit of hope remained. “Then to Astley’s.” She picked up her deck of cards and began to shuffle. “One hand.”

 

“How can you have such faith in me?”

 

She rocked back on her heels, astounded by his question. At first she thought he was mocking her, but when she looked at him, his eyes were wide with disbelief. She picked her words carefully, needing for him to understand. “Lord Haverwood, faith, by its very existence, is not to be supported, or based on factual information. When we believe, we believe in what shouldn’t be. If we believed in what should be, that would not be faith, but common sense. Do you see the difference? What a person believes in, whether it be God, or cards, or even another, cannot be proven or disproven. It just is.”

 

He looked at her curiously. “You’ve given this great thought.”

 

She shuffled the cards absently and smiled at him. “My faith, my dreams, have kept me from being alone and being sad. Some think that what I believed in was silly, but silly or not, I won’t let anyone take it away from me.” She held out her hand. “Here.”

 

Silently he took the pack from her and dealt their cards. Her thumb slid over the bent edge, the feel of it familiar and comforting. She had been raised on this, the clinking chips and shuffling cards. If she closed her eyes, she could see her father sharing the baize with his cronies, securing her future with each bet he won. And her father always won.

 

The earl looked at his hand, and then gazed at her. His expression was somber, but his eyes were alive, burning her nerves to acrid cinder. Everyday functions—breathing, speaking—became difficult.

 

The honorable and respectable earl of Haverwood was about to be rooked by the notorious Sarah Banks.

 

Nervously, she swallowed. Had all her words been lies? With the cards sliding between her fingers, she had thought it would be easy. Manipulating fate once more.

 

Ah, but this was her chance. One evening, one short night to appear on his arm, laughing, showing the world that even the honorable earl of Haverwood considered her acceptable. That the two of them together, a couple, was not so far-fetched, or so ludicrous. She could hear her father, spurring her on. Oliver Banks would have gulled the earl and thought nothing of it.

 

But for Sarah, a single victory was not enough. Now, greedy girl that she was, she wanted more. And silly as it seemed, she really did believe.

 

Damn him. She wanted so badly to have just one night, and with a mere turn of the card it was in her grasp. Didn’t she deserve it?

 

Damn them all, every last one that had ever stared down their aristocratic noses at her.

 

Looking down at the meager three clearly visible on the card she clutched tightly within her fingers, she sighed. For a moment she fingered the lace at her wrist, temptation warring with conscience. But in the end she laid down the cursed card, covering it with one hand. She could not cheat him, and so she let her other card—the king she had tucked into her sleeve—fall to the floor.

Chapter Ten

 

Colin watched the card fall and marveled at her courage. To set him up, to bait him so cleverly, and then to let it slip through her fingers. He didn’t understand how others could be taken in, when her face so clearly gave her away. Winning was in her blood, and yet when she looked into the eyes of the dragon, she was able to walk away. The way she stared at him now, as if he were something to be treasured, stirred things within him far more dangerous than admiration.

 

“Sarah?”

 

“Yes?” The sadness in her eyes broke his heart, and he made up his mind.

 

“You dropped your card.”

 

She opened her mouth, and then closed it quickly. He saw the questions in her eyes, the worry that darkened them to the color of smoke.

 

He leaned down and picked it up, smiling gently at her. “Yes, there you have it. A king.” He laid it on the green face of the table and turned his own card over.

 

The seven of clubs.

 

“My lord?”

 

“I should go now.” He needed to leave quickly. Today was unwise; tonight would be an even bigger mistake. He looked at her, so beautiful he nearly forgot his name. Then he blinked, remembering who he was. But even that wasn’t enough. “I’ll come for you at seven.”

 

Astley’s Amphitheater was a circular arena packed four levels high with patrons—loud patrons, and the show was just beginning. The high ceiling provided relief from the elements, but raised the applause and cheers to a deafening pitch. Colin had obtained seats near the center of the arena, and now he watched the trick riders with a critical eye. He had come to see the reenactment of St. George slaying the dragon. It seemed particularly appropriate. St. George was a man of courage, and yet his own courage seemed to slink further away every time Sarah smiled at him.

 

He had made his plans, now he simply needed to proceed. He planned to marry Charlotte Lambert. No, the girl’s name was Catherine, wasn’t it? He desperately needed to convince Sarah to stay away from him before his own control was gone. Yet each time he gathered his resolve and readied himself to speak to her, Sarah would look at him, and his tongue swelled till it filled his mouth, and it seemed more likely that he would sprout wings and fly across the arena. When she gazed at him with those eyes, as if she believed in him—truly—he wanted so badly to believe in himself. Yet his hands would start to shake with need, his lust obliterating all other thoughts, and he was no more a man than his father.

 

Nothing but an animal.

 

He dreaded the thought of his marriage, but his birthday was less than two months away. As yet he had done little. And wasn’t that what the old earl had thought would happen? That Colin was too like his father to marry. The old earl was wrong. He would marry Miss Lambert, and then he would seclude himself away at Rosemont. It seemed a fine plan. And yet here he was, with Sarah at his side. Doing a good and noble deed, completely in control.

 

He lied to himself; told himself that the only reason he chose to accompany Sarah tonight was to make her dreams come true. Just for one evening. He liked the thought of being responsible for her pleasure. Yet he knew the true reason for his actions and it was not nearly so noble. He simply wanted to be near her. To watch her, to hear her laugh, and sometimes, when he lost himself in her eyes, to touch her.

 

As if she sensed his thoughts, she turned. “Is it what you expected?”

 

It took a moment for him to realize she was speaking of the performance. “I underestimated the size of the crowd. And the clowns are amusing.”

 

“Yes, I’ve seen you laughing several times.”

 

“And yourself? Are you all right?”

 

“Oh, yes, right as a line. I always survive.” When she smiled, he couldn’t help but smile back. “Why did you let me win?”

 

She did that so well, smile so serenely, yet glide forward with the wiles of an eastern dragon as she moved in on her quarry. He turned away, watching the performance once more. “Because I wanted to make amends. Because you believed in me.”

 

“And after tonight?” she asked.

 

For a moment he closed his eyes, letting her words wash over him. The sound of her voice alone was enough to set him afire. He could take her outside, pull up her skirts, and push inside her. He fisted his hands, digging his fingers into his palms until his resolution returned. The old earl’s laughter echoed mockingly and his desire flickered away. “The riders are very good, don’t you think? Beowulf would have me disembarked in a moment if I tried such trickery.”

 

“Who is Beowulf?”

 

“My horse.”

 

“Ah.” The crowd burst into applause, and she waited until the noise abated. “You fought in the Peninsula?”

 

“Yes.” He watched the magnificent horses galloping below, not daring to look at her.

 

“I read the papers this morning. If Napoleon escapes, would there be war again?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“And would you fight?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Even if you had obligations? Something to keep you in England?”

 

There was such distress in her voice. A piece of urgency that made him turn toward her, stare. Her eyes were more potent than the strongest drink. He was a fool to have come this evening. “Yes.”

 

“Are your feelings so cold that you care for nothing?”

 

He turned away, needing to hide. “We should be watching the performance, don’t you agree?” He heard her hiss of anger, and watched her through the corner of his eye, her fingers tapping impatiently. He should be watching the performance.

 

But of course he couldn’t.

 

The horsemanship was exemplary, the costumes spectacular, but he found his eyes drawn to her. After his ill behavior, she sat quietly, and every few moments, she would slowly lean forward, completely absorbed in the riders and horses.

 

She turned her head, found him watching her, and smiled. He racked his brain, searching for something clever to say, but before he could say anything, she had turned back to watch the show. He felt oddly disappointed.

 

A set of gymnasts appeared in the sawdust ring and twisted their bodies into fantastic shapes. It seemed rather painful to him. Although they were amusing and quite talented, when she laughed, he lost all interest in the clowns.

 

Her laughter was bright and cheerful and several heads turned to look in his direction. More fodder for the gossips. He closed his eyes for a moment, shutting out the curious looks. They did not see Cady’s son, only the daughter of Oliver Banks. How did she live with such attention? There was a determined tilt to her chin and sometimes she held her jaw a little tighter. He had seen the chill in her eyes when others looked in her direction. Yet her strength did not mar her beauty, only refined it. The curve of her lip fascinated him, the way the bottom lip dipped low, sometimes in a pout, sometimes in what he wanted so badly to believe was invitation.

 

Again she turned her head toward him, her eyes warmer. He blushed like a schoolboy caught cheating. He hadn’t come here to gaze at her like a moonstruck cow.

 

“What?” she asked, with a knowing smile.

 

“I’m sorry, you’re quite lovely.”

 

She studied him for a moment. “That sounds like a compliment, my lord.”

 

He nodded. “I think it was.”

 

“I see,” she said and turned to watch the riders in the ring below.

 

What did that mean? Had he erred? Shouldn’t he pay her compliments? Probably not if he were to remain distant and keep his baser attentions to himself. One evening. He had made a vow to himself. He would not hurt her.

 

Yet still he looked. Her hair appeared softer than usual. She had bound it up tightly, yet there, at her nape, three curls had escaped. Winding and twisting over the curve of her shoulder, threading their way down her back.

 

“Is the swordplay accurate?”

 

He imagined burying his lips in her hair, letting it spill over his arm like a river of fire. He blinked. “No, in a battle they would be killed.”

 

“Why did you fight?”

 

Because it was in his blood. “Many reasons. Loyalty, honor.”

 

“And courage?”

 

“Yes, that as well.”

 

“Surely there are times when a man must lay down his sword?”

 

A DragonSlayer’s sword was always at ready. “Perhaps,” he answered with a shrug.

 

She saw through his lie. “And the men who stay home, with their families? The farmers, the sailors, the merchants? What of them? Are they to be branded a coward or a traitor?”

 

“No, of course not.” They were good men who had no need to prove themselves. Gentle men, who were not bred to violence, but to peace instead. He was not one of them. His talents were not for farming, but for killing.

 

She continued on, confusing him even further. “Not every man is destined to be a soldier. Some must attend to their obligations at home. Greater obligations than the calling of their country.”

 

“What are you trying to say, Sarah? You don’t approve of the fact that I was a soldier?”

 

She tilted her head, her fingers tapping as she thought for a moment. “Sometimes the male ideology confuses me.”

 

He laughed. “I thought nothing confused you.”

 

“I understand cards and wagers, can calculate odds. Nothing has confused me until now.”

 

He heard the implied statement in her tone, saw the question in her eyes. He confused her, and for that he was grateful.

 

“You’ll understand in time I’m sure. You’re too wise a woman not to discover the truth.” He smiled with difficulty, knowing there was nothing he feared more, and then he turned away.

 

The master of the ring walked to the center and bowed low, his dark hair falling over his eyes. His booming voice carried throughout the stands. “Ladies and gentlemen, our show is nearly at end. But before you go, there is one more battle to see, the battle of good versus evil. May I present for your enjoyment, St. George and the dragon.”

 

The man disappeared into the shadows and the dragon appeared, a costumed rider with a heavy serpentine tail draped over the horse. The crowd hissed low and long. As if in answer to the judgment, flames erupted from the dragon’s mouth, and Colin wondered how they managed that trick. Its claws flashed of gold and tinsel, and the horse’s mane was braided with green and brown silk.

 

Then St. George himself appeared in shining armor on his white charger and the audience cheered with great delight at their hero. He shook his shield at the crowd, bowing and nodding to the ladies. His horse went down on one foreleg in front of a blushing maiden in the audience and many a female sighed with longing. Obliging the noble knight, the lady took a ribbon from her hair and presented it to the rider.

 

The dragon roared and turned on the hapless knight, and a hush fell over the crowd as the two prepared for battle. The dragon charged and missed, the knight just escaping the heated flames. Once again the dragon charged, and once again the knight evaded the fiery beast. Then the knight studied the audience, the ladies fair to swooning at the chivalrous gallant. The dragon roared and the knight lunged, his sword outstretched. The dragon used his lethal claws to parry the blow and the sound of ringing metal echoed through the large amphitheater. The light from the great chandelier overhead glinted on the knight’s armor, enveloping him in a glow almost ethereal. The dragon’s horse reared, its hooves striking the red cross of the knight’s shield. The knight’s horse stumbled and a collective gasp sounded from the audience.

 

The dragon moved in for the kill. And just as it seemed the knight’s fate was determined, he lifted his sword high, and drove it deep into the dragon’s neck. The dragon fell from his horse, rolling on the ground, its roars transforming into quiet, desperate gasps. The knight raised his sword to the crowd, blood dripping from the weapon, forming red pools on the sawdust ground.

 

The dragon was dead.

 

Applause burst from all levels of the theater, the stands shaking with exuberant approval at the destruction of the beast. Beside him, Sarah was silent, politely applauding, but not with such enthusiasm.

 

“You’re very quiet,” he said.

 

“It seems the odds are stacked against the dragon. He always loses, doesn’t he?”

 

The dragon was evil. Evil must always lose. “Yes.” He thought of making a joke at the dragon’s expense, but his stomach twisted, and he only nodded stupidly.

 

By springtime, he would be married. No matter what she believed, no matter how touching her faith, he was not a hero. Although he chose to pretend, it was nothing more than a performance. An act, just as impressive as the one they had just seen. If she could read his thoughts, his fantasies, she would not gaze at him with such trust.

 

He didn’t deserve it.

 

Eventually the crowd began to depart, the stands emptying as people made their way out. He helped her with her coat and kept a guiding hand at her back. One time his hand strayed, lingering for a moment at the nape of her neck. He felt her muscles tense at his touch. Quickly, he halted the offensive contact, remembering his promise to keep her safe. The sawdust ring below was splattered with the blood of the dragon. Evil must always lose. Carefully, he tucked his hands into his pockets. He dared not touch her again.

 

Sarah closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the soft cushions of the carriage. Her one night was coming to an end. Each time that she believed he was drawing closer to her, he would pull away. As if she frightened him. There was something frightening in her feelings for him, perhaps he felt them as well. Something raw and quite unrefined. But that seemed the sort of man that he was, and she was in awe of his power.

 

Such powerful magic that he stirred in her. She could do anything when she was near him. His presence had quelled the laughter and prevented the snubs. Tonight she had felt at peace, a sense of belonging and welcome that she had never known. It was as if her world of make-believe was becoming real.

 

Needing to test the extent of the illusion, she counted to three and then opened her eyes.

 

The first thing she saw was Colin, splendidly handsome and decidedly real. His eyes were nearly shut, his arms folded across his chest.

 

But he was watching her, and every bit of her tingled under his penetrating glance. She felt the magic weave its spell, curling around her with a warmth that was slowly beginning to burn. The steady rocking of the carriage should have been lulling, but she found herself on edge, waiting.

 

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

 

He raised his brow, surprised. “For what?”

 

“The evening. I’ve dreamed of such a night for some time. To be able to return their stares and feel nothing. My father would have enjoyed it.” She flashed him her most beguiling smile. “Was tonight so difficult for you?”

 

“Stop,” he said, his voice clipped with anger.

 

She shrugged. “It was merely a question, nothing more.”

 

The wheels rumbled through the dark night, the sound a welcome respite from the awkward silence.

 

Sarah watched as he untied the knot at his throat, pulling the linen free.

 

“You seem very. . . tense, my lord. Are you feeling well?”

 

“Wonderful,” he replied dryly.

 

Once more she’d crossed the line, once more he’d pushed her back. “I’m sorry.”

 

“Don’t you apologize. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

 

“It doesn’t seem that way, does it?” She stared out the window into the black night.

 

“I’m sorry, Sarah. Sometimes I forget you’re not as formidable as you want to appear.”

 

“No, I bleed just like everyone else. I’ve just learned to keep my scars hidden.”

 

“Sarah, if things were different—”

 

Damn the man for his pithy remarks. “What an excellent deduction, my lord. If things were different, then they wouldn’t be the same, now would they?”

 

“Sarah . . .”

 

She looked up at him and saw the tender way he was staring at her. Her heart lurched, and she found herself staring back. “My lord, you should be more careful. I might garner the impression that you’re not as eager to see the last of me as you have led me to believe. You never answered. Was it so difficult for you to withstand my company? Or did you find this evening as pleasurable as I?”

 

And tonight, wrapped in the magic, he didn’t look away.

 

She dared not move, dared not breathe, lest she disturb the gossamer threads that were drawing him to her.

 

“You were the most beautiful woman there.”

 

She outstretched her hand, a simple gesture that could convey a thousand different meanings. Her purpose was not well-defined, she only wanted his touch.

 

He reached out and grasped the tips of her gloved hand between his fingers. With excruciating slowness, he began to pull. The chilled air kissed each inch of skin as it was exposed, yet her flesh heated and throbbed. Silvery moonbeams shot through the small panes in the carriage, and in the dim light, his eyes glinted with some emotion that left her breathless with anticipation.

 

With each tug, he let the growing length of the empty glove fall helplessly atop his thigh. She caught her bottom lip between her teeth when the edge of the white silk rode over her wrist, her impatient skin craving the feel of his touch.

 

When she felt his hand close over her covered fingertips, she nearly moaned, so great was her relief. All beyond Colin faded away.

 

With his tug on her hand, her breath caught.

 

When he hauled her into his embrace, it disappeared completely.

 

Strong arms came round her, encircling her with him—his broad chest, his large hands. However, it was his kiss that laid waste to her heart.

 

His mouth was gentle, his lips touching hers almost timidly. It was a kiss of caution and uncertainty, a kiss waiting for her response.

 

Her hands slid up his chest, finally settling, clenching and unclenching over the breadth of his shoulders. His lips began to gently pull at her own, a slow seduction that heated her blood. Her head tilted back into the crook of his shoulder as she fell victim to the onslaught of desire that was weaving its way through her core. She opened her mouth and he deepened the kiss, his tongue slipping inside, possessive and bold.

 

He stirred against her, restless, his hands pulling her closer, their bodies merging together into one. There was no more gentleness or uncertainty in his movements, and she rejoiced at his boldness. She could have blamed her wanton behavior on champagne, but she knew it was the flavor of Colin that caused her mind to spin so easily.

 

His hand moved, sliding over her waist, and then higher still. She tensed, her heart pounding, and, as if he sensed her need, his fingers covered her breast, his thumb slipping beneath her bodice to find her nipple, tracing and circling the peak until she was frantic from the hard feel of his fingers.

 

“Colin.” She whispered his name, pleading, begging, wanting.

 

He eased her down into the soft cushions, his body covering hers, the gentle motion of the carriage causing their bodies to move together in the most delightful way.

 

And then she heard the shot.

 

Colin jerked upright, muttering a curse, and scrambled to the far corner of the carriage. He had drunk much too much this evening. Yes, the sly voice replied, that’s what you’d like to believe, isn’t it? You haven’t had a drop. He watched Sarah sit up, wrapping her arms tightly around herself. If he were a gentleman, he would help her. If he were a gentleman, he wouldn’t have pawed her in his carriage.

 

“Stand and deliver.”

 

A highwayman. Quickly, he reached under the seat, tucking his blade in his sleeve. He gave Sarah one last look and whispered, “Stay inside, don’t make a sound. Do you understand?”

 

She nodded and he opened the door, dropping to the ground. The small road was quiet and dark, empty except for the carriage, the one foolish knave with a pistol who stood alongside his ragged horse, and the old man driving the carriage—Etiénne. Colin glanced up over his shoulder, catching Etiénne’s eye.

 

“Aye, gov’ner. Pleasant evening, ain’t it? With the moon blazing so high, I had just a right mind to go and find me some gold.”

 

Without a moment’s hesitation, Colin threw a bag of coins the man’s way. He had no need for trouble this evening. The blackguard nudged the purse with his boot. “Very nice. But I’m thinking there’s more here. Why don’t you tell your lady friend to step outside as well?”

 

Colin stood still, watching the man closely, waiting for the precise moment to strike. “I’m alone. There’s no one else inside.”

 

“Now, gov’ner. Do you take me for a fool? Tell the lady to step down before I take it upon myself to shoot this doddering old bird who thinks he’s your driver.” The doddering old bird had dancing black eyes. Damn Etiénne, he was enjoying himself.

 

“Don’t kill him, I’m coming out.”

 

At the sound of Sarah’s calm voice, all his ideas of a simple contest of strength with the dragon disappeared. He had no doubts that between Etiénne and himself, they could overpower the man easily, but he would take no chances with her. He shot a warning glance to Etiénne, relieved when his friend gave a slight nod of understanding.

 

Sarah stepped down, pulling her cloak tighter and nodding politely at the knave. “Good evening. It’s rather chilly, isn’t it?”

 

“Well, well, well, ain’t you the hospitable one? I must tell you, gov’ner, you’ve a rare find, indeed.” The bastard took a step toward her, his grimy hand reaching to touch her hair.

 

Colin clenched his fist, sliding the knife free, feeling the cold steel of the blade against his fingers. A DragonSlayer lived and died by his sword. “If you touch her, I will kill you.”

 

The man grinned and waved his pistol. “Is that a threat, gov’ner? You’ve got me shaking in me boots.” He laughed and knocked his knees together.

 

Colin never made threats he couldn’t keep.

 

The dragon looked over at Sarah. “Such a pretty lady.” He pursed his lips and studied her closely. “Oh, I bet she kisses nicely, she does. Aye, gov’ner?”

 

Bile rose in his throat as he recognized the pure lust that burned on the man’s snub face.

 

For that, he would kill him.

 

The dragon reached for the clasp on her cloak. “And are you wearing any jewelry tonight, Miss Banks?”

 

At the mention of her name, the hairs on the back of his neck rose. This was not just an unlucky happenstance. Colin took a small step forward, but the man noticed the movement and gestured warningly with his weapon. A DragonSlayer must be patient, waiting for the moment when the dragon’s attention is elsewhere.

 

The bastard moved closer to Sarah and licked his lips, running a finger along the skin of her throat.

 

The one intimate gesture was more than Colin could stomach. With a flick of his wrist, he threw the blade, watching with cold satisfaction as it embedded itself in the man’s throat.

 

Breathing his last gurgling breath, the man fell to Sarah’s feet.

 

The DragonSlayer had won. The dragon was dead.

 

Colin blinked to clear his head. He turned to Sarah, brushing a wayward strand of hair out of her eyes. “Are you all right?”

 

“Yes, thank you.” She stared at the man on the ground, slipping her chilled hand into Colin’s. “He was rather a nasty little man, wasn’t he?”

 

“Yes. Much more than a highwayman.”

 

“What?” She gripped his hand tightly.

 

“He called you by your name. He knew who was in my carriage and was waiting for us. This was no accident.” All those years of slipperiness and darkness, the things he had done in order to hide himself. Were they now threatening to harm her? Dear God.

 

“And you protected me.” Her eyes softened. “Once again.”

 

“Yes.” He would protect her with his life if necessary.

 

She nodded in the direction of Etiénne. “And you saved your driver as well.”

 

She made him out to be quite the hero. He ran a hand through his hair.

 

“Merde! Save my life?” Etiénne scoffed at that notion and jumped to the ground. “I could have beaten the man with my fists alone. I have no need to swoosh the knife through the air like a pirate in a play.” He pulled off his cap in a showy gesture, and performed a sweeping bow. “Etiénne D’Albon, at your service, mademoiselle.” The Frenchman pulled off the gray wig, shaking his hair. Colin rolled his eyes.

 

Sarah put her hands on her hips. “Monsieur D’Albon? Lord Haverwood, why is your servant dressed as an old man?”

 

“Monsieur D’Albon is no servant, but a friend”—Colin dripped the words—“a friend who likes to play games.”

 

“Yes, a game you created, Haverwood,” Etiénne answered quickly, smiling confidently at Sarah. “You asked me to watch over her. I am.”

 

Damn. Colin had hoped to keep that bit of truth from her.

 

“Watch over me? My lord, you didn’t tell me this.”

 

“I didn’t want to alarm you without cause.” He smiled weakly.

 

“And do you believe there’s significant cause for alarm, now?” Her foot began to tap.

 

He stared at the dead man on the ground. “Yes.”

 

“And do I look alarmed?”

 

“No.” With a flush on her cheeks, and her eyes spitting fire, she actually looked quite desirable.

 

She bent her head, but he saw the smile playing at her lips. “Yes, well. In the future, perhaps you might consider warning me if there’s a situation that involves my well-being.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Very good, then,” she said, looking up at him with those clever eyes, and he wondered when she would see through his disguise. “Thank you.”

 

“For what?”

 

“For caring,” she said softly.

 

Caring? There was no place for caring in his world. He was not capable of such gentleness. Yet as he stared at her, small and fragile, he wanted to believe that he was.

 

“Other things occupying your mind, Haverwood? That I understand. However, while you happily amuse yourself, what would you suggest we do about the piece of vermin you so carelessly killed?”

 

He jerked his head up. Damn. Etiénne. He had forgotten the man.

 

“I suppose you could have done better?” Colin asked, irritated to be standing in the moonlight with Sarah, all alone except for the swaggering Frenchman and a dead highwayman.

 

“Mais, oui. I would not have been so foolish as to kill the man.”

 

“And why not? You think I’ll gamble with her life?” He shifted uncomfortably, frightened by his own words.

 

“No, but you just skewered the one man who might be able to tell you why she is in such trouble.”

 

He wasn’t thinking clearly at all. “You don’t have to be so bloody smug. If you hadn’t been so busy enjoying yourself, you would have done something earlier, and the man still might be alive.”

 

“Such as what?”

 

Colin lifted his hand to yank at his cravat, but then realized he’d already ripped the bloody thing off. “I certainly have no ideas. You’re the one who seems to know everything.”

 

“Now I know everything? In Talavera, I was the idiot with the hasty hand. I killed the sentry and for two days, you would not let me forget my mistake.”

 

“The situations are completely different—”

 

“Gentlemen, gentlemen, please.” They both turned and stared at Sarah, who was sitting on her heels next to the dead man, the pockets of his jacket turned out. She tudied the piece of paper in her hand and then began to read. “You need to go to the Dog and Duck Inn tomorrow night at eight and meet a Mr. Harper.”

 

Colin had the privilege of seeing Etiénne’s mouth gape open in astonishment and he couldn’t resist one last poke. “She has bested you, my friend.”

 

Etiénne raised his brows. “It appears I am not the only one.”

 

Colin leaned back into the stuffed leather chair and watched the ebbing flames that marked the end of the fire. The first stirrings of dawn were creeping through the heavy glass of the casements, ending another night when he could not face his dreams.

 

With a long sigh, he stared at the book in his lap, but considering he had studied the single page for all of four hours and had yet to comprehend one word, he abandoned the pretense and slammed the book shut.

 

The man would have killed her this evening. That was a frightening truth he could not ignore. He would protect her though. He could. He must.

 

And who would protect her from him?

 

Tonight, he had tried so hard to be gentle, to restrain himself and act the part of a gentleman. To test his mettle, see if he could be worthy of her. Yet when he felt her soft skin, the weight of her breast in his hand, his mind had turned.

 

He’d dared not sleep because he knew what he would see. The nightmares came more frequently now. Not a night passed that she didn’t come to him in his bed, creamy skin, soft lips, hair like fire.

 

She would stare at him, like she did tonight, as if he were the DragonSlayer. He would taste her lips, stroke her skin, but when he lifted her skirts, when he had her pinned helplessly beneath him, her soft lips would part in a scream, her gray eyes would dilate with fright, and as he drove inside her, the DragonSlayer was no more.

 

Only the dragon remained.

 

He would not see her again. He had the crimes of his father to atone for. The only way he could live with himself is by securing St. George. He would purge the vile blood from his body. And in due time, after he had put her from his mind, exorcised the lust from his flesh, only the DragonSlayer would survive. And Colin Wescott, the cursed son of Black Jack Cady would be no more.

Chapter Eleven

 

The Dog and Duck was a shabby flash house near the docks where intrigue was as much a part of the interior as the scarred and tattered ne’er-do-wells that frequented the place. Pulling the brim of his peasant hat low, Colin entered the smoky one-room pub in search of a man he did not know.

 

A beggared stove sat near the back of the room, and most patrons were huddled nearby, listening to the quivering voice of the singer. She sang with no music to accompany her, a sweet lullaby that seemed out of place among the filth. She was a mere child herself, with lank, blond hair, dressed in little more than rags. Yet the dragons surrounding her seemed not to care.

 

Colin seated himself away from the others, near the door, where the room was cold and dark. Slowly, he regarded the swarthy faces, looking for a man whose eyes watched the door. But the noise from the crowd grew louder and boisterous, and he found his gaze returning to the young singer.

 

On occasion, one of the sots would move closer, eager to claim his prize. Each time, she situated herself closer to the stove, her face growing pink from the heat.

 

Colin watched as the dragons moved closer to the girl and he ran a slow finger over the blade of his knife. He glanced toward the innkeeper, hoping for some show of concern for the girl’s well-being, but the man’s gaze held naught but greed.

 

There would be no assistance from that quarter.

 

A DragonSlayer must be prepared to stand alone.

 

The cursed innkeeper nodded to the girl, and the song changed, a bawdy refrain that earned whistling and stamping from the crowd. Her innocent voice rang and echoed in his head. He took a long measure of gin, the cheap jackey burning his throat, but the spirits did nothing to ease the loathsome shuddering in his mind.

 

For a moment he sat alone in the shadows, watching the girl, trying to remember the man he came to find. His head began to ache, and the circle of men around her closed in, the noise increasing.

 

He placed his single blade on the table and studied his weapon, cursing himself for leaving his pistol behind. He counted seven heads surrounding the girl. Although most were drunk and bleary-eyed, three gave him cause for concern. Dragons with cold eyes and hands that were capable of murder.

 

In the end he had no choice. The worst sort of DragonSlayer was the man afraid to die.

 

He picked up his blade and stood, ready to do right.

 

He was halfway across the room when a particularly vile worm tried to pull the child into his lap, and Colin sprang forward, overturning a chair. The swilling miscreant forgot the girl and turned to face Colin.

 

The innkeeper stepped between the two men and held out a hand, waiting for the highest bidder. Curious eyes watched the scene before them, and Colin hunched his shoulders and pitched his hat low, pressing a guinea into the greedy man’s hand. “I want the girl.”

 

The man looked down at the single gold coin and his nose twitched as if seduced by the smell of a fat profit. “The mot only cost thrums for the night. You’ll be wanting something more, aye?”

 

Colin’s stomach turned. “I’ll take her with me.” As if unaware of the transaction, the singer resumed her music, appeasing her audience. He looked over the now-quiet crowd, hoping for a few short minutes.

 

The innkeeper stroked his chin and named a sum. Colin counted out the coins quickly, wanting the girl safely away from the men as soon as possible. “Take her upstairs.”

 

“Whatever you’re wanting, gov’ner.” The man turned, but Colin pulled him back.

 

“I’m looking for a man named Harper? Is he here?”

 

The man nodded his head toward the young singer. “See the one with the girl? That’s the bloke.”

 

Harper was a beefy man who was stroking the singer’s skirt with hungry fingers. Colin took the innkeeper by the collar. “Get her upstairs, now.”

 

The crowd near the stove dwindled as the innkeeper hurried the young singer upstairs, and Colin waited patiently. Soon the men were once more occupied with their jokes and their drink.

 

And Colin turned his attention to Mr. Harper.

 

He staggered toward him, slapping a forceful hand on his back. “Bloody hell, Harper. Out making mischief tonight, are ye?”

 

“Do I know you?” The balding man squinted up at Colin, his eyes glazed with drink. Recognition soon followed, and his eyes widened with fear. “Haverwood.”

 

Colin pressed his knife against the back of the man’s neck. “So you know who I am after all? That makes it so much easier.”

 

Harper stood and quickly made his way through the small crowd, Colin keeping a tight arm around him.

 

With cautious eyes, Colin guided the man away from the noise and crowds of the tavern. Once outside, he let his blade slide against the frightened man’s throat. “Now then. Perhaps you’ll tell me what you’re doing trying to kill Miss Banks?”

 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, milord.”

 

Colin sighed with heavy frustration, not able to withstand much more. “Do you know why you’re alive, Harper?”

 

The foolish man shook his head, still somewhat drunk.

 

“I killed the highwayman you sent last evening. He was a stupid man, but I think you’re smarter than that, much smarter. Aren’t you, Harper? And that’s why I’m going to let you live.” He drove his fist into the man’s gut. “But I won’t make it easy for you.”

 

Harper doubled over in pain, coughing and retching. “No.”

 

He pulled the man upright and threw him against the thin, wooden walls of the pub. “Let’s start again. Who hired you?”

 

“I don’t rightly know the man’s name. Looking for a malefactor to do some out and out, he was, and I took the blunt he was offering. Didn’t mean no harm to you, milord, honest.”

 

“Only her?”

 

The man nodded and Colin thought of killing him right then. Instead he brought out a piece of flint and began to sharpen his knife. “What did he look like?”

 

Harper swallowed and watched the back and forth movements of Colin’s hand. “Cagey swell, thin, a regular gawky he was, with eyes that darted like a bird’s. He wore spectacles, kept sliding down his nose.”

 

Colin could recall no such man. He continued sharpening, sparks flying as the steel stroked the stone. “A gentleman?”

 

The man shook his head. “No. Merchant. The warbler had a right slippery tongue.”

 

“Did he say what he was after?”

 

“No, milord, talked about his jacket and the new clothes he wanted to buy, but nothing about why he wanted her harmed.”

 

A dandy? Perhaps it was a man the club had done business with, or someone in her past. “How were you to be paid?”

 

“He gave me a third straightaway and said I’d get the remainder after he’d heard word that the lady was dead.”

 

Damn. He put the whetstone back in his pocket.

 

Colin raised his blade and moved forward until the big man was backed against the wall. “If you lay a hand on the lady, if someone so much as sneezes in her presence, I’ll return.” He let the knife sink into the flesh just enough to draw a drop of blood. “Have you ever watched a pig being butchered, Harper? The squealing can ring in your head for days.” He pulled the man closer, smelling the stench of ale and the scent of fear. “Do we have an understanding?”

 

“Aye. You’ve got me word, milord.”

 

“That’s an admirable sentiment, but much too late.” He drove a fist into the man’s meaty jaw. “Good night, Harper. Sleep well.”

 

Colin went upstairs, anxious to be done with this place. He could feel the ghost of his father walking amongst the dragons below. He entered the darkened room, a thin candle burning near the small bed. The girl lay atop the ragged blanket, the moon casting sad shadows on the hollows of her thin body.

 

She was nude.

 

“What’s your pleasure, Jack?”

 

He stepped back as if struck, all his father’s crimes now coming to bear. “Please, no.”

 

“Sir?” She stretched out before him, and smiled a woman’s smile, expecting him to use her.

 

He closed his eyes and prayed. With all his heart he prayed, for no longer were his father’s victims faceless and empty. The foul taste of gin rose in his throat and he swallowed.

 

His father would have taken the young girl, used her mightily until her screams echoed louder than the drunken cries from below. His father would have slit her meager throat with a merciless knife, and then laughed while her blood ran over his hands.

 

He heard the rasping voice of the old earl.

 

Blood will tell.

 

“Sir?” She sat up, rose on her knees, and reached for him.

 

He put his hands in front of him, keeping her away. “I’m not him. Can’t you see?”

 

“Sir?”

 

He blinked.

 

It was the voice of a child. A child that needed his help. He shook his head and quickly drew off his coat, throwing it over the girl’s naked body.

 

Her small hands tugged at the lapels, the garment enveloping her. She looked up at him with blue, blue eyes, and he took a step back, expecting fear, but there was none. There was no life at all.

 

“I want to help you. What’s your name?” he asked.

 

“Nancy. You’re not wanting a bite?”

 

“No,” he said quickly.

 

“What ye after, then?”

 

“I don’t want anything from you.”

 

She studied him for a moment. “Everyone wants something.”

 

“That’s a very harsh belief for someone so young.”

 

“I’m no fool.” She spat out the words as if she were angry at herself.

 

“How old are you, Nancy?”

 

“Thirteen, I’ll be fourteen in November.” She stood and began to dress and he turned his head. “If you’ll not be needling, I must go downstairs.”

 

He gestured for her to sit down. “No. Everything’s been arranged. Do you live here?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“And your family?”

 

She shrugged, the insignificant gesture of someone who had stopped caring long ago, and he was saddened by her loss.

 

“How long have you been here?”

 

“A year. It’s not a bad place. I have me own bed, the food is passable and most nights Mr. Hardiston ain’t too stingy with the coal.” A scurrying noise came from the corner and she grinned. “Harvey keeps me company.”

 

“You have a pet?”

 

“Hardly.” She laughed. “He’s a rat.”

 

“Where did you live before?”

 

“Ackworth.”

 

Good God. “Ackworth? The foundling home?” Surely he had misunderstood.

 

“Yes.”

 

How had she found herself here? “Did you run away?”

 

“No, the master sold me off to Mr. Hardiston as soon as I passed twelve.” Thoughtfully, she nibbled her lip. “Could you take me back?”

 

Colin sank down on the bed and ran a hand through his hair. An orphange selling children? It was more than possible, but not something that Colin could stomach. The mines, chimneys, prostitution, all were clamoring for young workers. Colin made up his mind quickly. “I’m not returning you there.”

 

“I had friends at Ackworth.”

 

“We’ll take care of your friends.” He would arrange to have them transported to St. George tomorrow. And then he would visit the headmaster himself. He didn’t know the man, but perhaps Mr. Twizzlerot knew of him. “Are there many children there?”

 

“Yes. There was one . . . Ethan. But you mustn’t tell him about . . . this.”

 

“I give you my word.”

 

“Gor, your word! A fat lot of good that’s worth. My mother gave me her word I’d have a pony for my eighth birthday. My father gave me his word he’d never leave.” She plucked at the bedcovers. “Mr. Hardiston gave me his word that it wouldn’t hurt a bit.”

 

Colin smiled tightly. Mr. Hardiston was going to pay. “Nancy, I give you the word of a DragonSlayer.”

 

She looked at him curiously, her blond hair falling in her eyes. “What’s that?”

 

“A long time ago, there lived a knight that was strong and noble and brave. In another country there was a dragon that demanded the sacrifice of a young maiden every spring. Each year, a maiden came forward and then was devoured by the dragon. The knight heard rumors of the dragon and came to help the people. When he met the maiden who was to be sacrificed, he fell in love. He was determined that she would live and so he went to slay the dragon. They fought a terrible battle for some time, but finally, he thrust his sword into the dragon’s heart, and killed the creature.”

 

“And did the DragonSlayer marry the princess?”

 

“Of course.” The child knew how her fairy tales ended, but he didn’t have the heart to tell her the truth. In Colin’s book, the DragonSlayer had died alongside the dragon. He laid out a hand. “I give you the word of a DragonSlayer.”

 

She raised her eyebrows. “You’re no better than the rest. There ain’t no such things as dragons.”

 

He sat back, surprised that such a grown-up child could still be so innocent. “Of course there are. They may not breathe fire, or have wings that cut through the air, but they still live.”

 

“I’ve never seen one.” She nodded her head wisely. “I’d remember.”

 

“Wyverns or hydras? They’ve long died out. But dragons walk the land. Every day, every night.” The noise from belowstairs drifted in the air. “Especially at night.”

 

She hugged herself. “You really believe all that?”

 

“I’ve seen the dragons, Nancy. Haven’t you?”

 

She plucked at the ragged bedcovers, then nodded.

 

“You’ll accept my word?”

 

She nodded again.

 

He stood and gathered his coat. “Let’s leave this place.”

 

“Where’re you taking me, sir?”

 

“Home.”

Chapter Twelve

 

In the end he had no choice. He took her to Sarah’s. If Iris wondered about the propriety of his arriving late at night with a child in tow, she contained her consternation well. Although he did notice she made no effort to curtsy.

 

“Well, this is certainly not what I expected. You keep surprising me,” Sarah said as she entered the room. She held out her hand to the child and smiled. “Hello, my name is Sarah.”

 

Nancy hid behind Colin and Sarah raised an eyebrow at the gesture.

 

“I’m not going nowhere with her.” Nancy nodded in Sarah’s direction. “You said I was to stay with you.”

 

“If that’s what you wish.” He wondered how to deal with this new development, realizing his household was no place for a child.

 

“Colin, is she a relation of yours?” Sarah studied Nancy, searching for a resemblance, while the young girl tilted her chin and glared daggers at Sarah.

 

He heard the unspoken question in Sarah’s words and hurried to reassure her. “No, a friend. I remembered what you said about wanting to hire a girl to help in your kitchen.” He stared intently at her, hoping she would understand his meaning.

 

And of course she did. “Oh! Yes, yes, I see. And you thought Nancy would fit the bill, is that right?” She looked at the girl and then tested the muscles in Nancy’s arm. Slowly she shook her head, and leaned back on her heels. “I don’t know, my lord. She seems so small. I wager she couldn’t lift more than two plates at a time.”

 

“Two?” It would not do to smile, so he scowled instead. “What are you saying? Nancy, surely she’s wrong. I think we should take that wager, what say you?”

 

Nancy dismissed Sarah with a haughty toss of her head. “Of course I can lift more than two plates. What do you take me for? Nothing more than a babe? I’m nearly fourteen, you know.”

 

“Oh.” Sarah stepped back. “Perhaps I should reconsider.”

 

“No, we won’t have that, will we?” Colin replied easily, quite enjoying himself. “A wager is a wager. Nancy, should we let her wangle free?” He left the choice to the girl.

 

Nancy shifted her gaze from Colin to Sarah.

 

“What’s it to be, her or me?” Colin asked.

 

That made up her mind easily enough. “I choose you.”

 

Sarah raised her brow. “Wise girl,” she murmured under her breath.

 

Nancy tugged at his arm, and Colin bent low. “What are we going to take her for?” Nancy whispered.

 

Colin thought for only a moment. “A pony.”

 

“Gor! A pony!” Nancy tilted her head in Sarah’s direction. “You have horses, miss?”

 

Sarah sighed heavily and waved a languid hand. “Yes, and they are so difficult to maintain. All the feeding, watering, grooming, and then,” she put a hand on Nancy’s arm, “after all that, you must ride them.”

 

“Oh, that sounds miserable.” Nancy’s voice held nothing but awe.

 

“It is. The very worst.” Sarah took a deep breath and rubbed her hands together, watching Colin with a mischievous smile playing on her lips. “And if I win, what shall I collect?”

 

Nancy looked at Colin, nibbling her lip. “I don’t have nothing to offer up,” she said in a low voice.

 

“Yes, you do.” He winked at her. “Harvey.”

 

“Harvey? Oh, no . . .” Then her eyes grew wide with realization and she giggled. “Very cheeky, sir.”

 

Sarah eyed the two of them, tapping her foot, looking the very picture of a harsh headmistress. A very appealing headmistress, of course, which somewhat spoiled the whole effect for him. “Harvey?” she queried.

 

Nancy squared her shoulders and looked Sarah straight in the eye. “My pet.”

 

“A very fine pet,” Colin added, earning an angelic smile from Nancy.

 

And that was how the wager came about.

 

Nancy carried ten plates after much discussion over the necessary distance that would qualify. She pleaded to attempt thirteen, but Iris intervened saying Miss Nancy had won the bet square on, and Miss Sarah needed to own up to her losses.

 

Quite pleased at her victory, Nancy was ready to claim her prize that evening, but Sarah feigned exhaustion, and promised that at first light she would let Nancy choose her pony herself.

 

Satisfied that Nancy would be well taken care of, Colin donned his coat. The child sidled next to him, worry in her eyes. “You’re leaving?”

 

“Yes, just for the night. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

 

“What’s she going to want from me?”

 

He realized that soothing the girl’s heart was going to require more than a pony and he sighed. “I’d imagine you’ll wash some dishes and if she’s feeling quite fatigued, she’ll probably make you ride her horses for her.”

 

Her eyes filled her face. “Gor! Does she get fatigued very often?”

 

“All the time.”

 

Nancy gazed at Sarah in awe. “Gor!”

 

“Everything’s going to be all right now.” He whispered the words, but she heard them just the same.

 

“She’s not going to hurt me?”

 

“No one’s going to hurt you, Nancy. I give you my word.”

 

“The word of a DragonSlayer?” Slowly she held out her hand.

 

“Aye, the word of a DragonSlayer.” He lay his own on top of hers. “Now, go with Iris, and don’t let her scare you when she curtsies.”

 

The girl threw herself in his arms and hugged him tightly. He tensed for a moment, unsure of what to do. Finally, he patted her slowly on the back and rested his head on her dirty blond hair. For the first time in his life, he knew the softness of a child’s skin, the extraordinary piece of innocence that still stubbornly clung to the small body, and he smiled.

 

Nancy kissed his cheek and then followed Iris upstairs, leaving Colin alone with Sarah.

 

“She’s a saucy young girl,” Sarah murmured, breaking the silence.

 

“Yes.”

 

“Is she an orphan?”

 

“Yes. I suppose I should have taken her to St. George, but I thought she would adapt better here. With you. She’s been through much.”

 

“What is St. George?” she asked, looking at him quizzically.

 

“A foundling home. I’m the benefactor.”

 

Her eyes looked at him wistfully. “You care much for the children, don’t you? You would make a fine father.” She put a dainty hand over her mouth. “Oh, I shouldn’t have said that, should I?” She didn’t look the least bit contrite.

 

“Do you ever want children?” He didn’t want to think of an offspring with his blood, with his father’s blood. The vile blood would die with him. He stared at the wall, studying the fleurs-de-lys in her wall coverings.

 

“Yes. Do you think it’s wrong of me? Perhaps four. A boy, tall and handsome like his father, and perhaps cunning, like me. Another who’s gentle and kind, like their father, and impulsive, like me. And one who’s honorable and good, like his father, and so very happy. Like I would be.”

 

He could see them all. A family. She had her future entirely planned. He began to sweat. “And the last?”

 

“A girl. With her father’s eyes, like the finest sherry.”

 

Colin looked at her, met her gaze, and saw the reflection of their children. Sherry colored, so poetic for the eyes of a killer.

 

The dream vanished as quickly as it had come and he changed the topic of conversation. “You’ll let Nancy stay here?”

 

“Of course,” she said once more, as if he were silly to ask. “Where did she come from?”


 

“I gave her my word I’d say nothing.”

 

“The word of a DragonSlayer?”

 

“Yes.” Something within him glowed at the warmth in her eyes. “Will you trust me?”

 

“Perhaps.”

 

After she seated herself on the settee and stared at him expectantly, he sat down next to her. “And now, perhaps you’ll tell me if you found Mr. Harper.”

 

He told her of the man Harper had described, asked her if she knew such a man, but she shook her head. “I can ask François; perhaps he can recall this mysterious man who seems so determined to do me in.”

 

She spoke so cavalierly and he shuddered. “There have been no more accidents?” he asked.

 

“None,” she said. “In fact, it’s been quite tedious.”

 

“Sarah, do you know of any reason why someone would do you harm? Perhaps Alcyone’s? Some lick-penny patron who finds his gambling debts insurmountable?”

 

She shook her head. “No one knows I have a financial interest in the club. Except for the comte. And you.”

 

He traced the fine carving on the arm of the settee. “Perhaps a man in your past then?”

 

“No,” she answered quietly. “There are no men in my past.”

 

He blew out a breath, happy to be able to breathe once again. “Good.” He ran a hand through his hair.

 

She leaned in closer, smelling like everything he had wanted but never had. “You are a wealthy man, with power, a title. Have you considered that it might be you who is the target?”

 

“Yes. But I can take care of myself. It’s you I worry about.” Both times, she had been in his company. While he was nearby, she was not safe. He should leave her alone. Get out of her life.

 

She cleared her throat delicately. “Perhaps there is some lady in your past who is unhappy with the recent gossip in the newspapers?”

 

“No,” Colin replied, hoping she wouldn’t notice the hot flush he felt in his cheeks.

 

“Are you sure?”

 

“There’s no place in a soldier’s life for romance. I have had no time for women.” Sometimes he had visited the brothels with the other officers, watched them go off with their whores, but he always kept his distance, never getting too close to temptation. Ah, but he had wondered. He’d listen to their tales of conquest, how the women would moan with pleasure, sigh with delight, and he’d dreamed—but never touched.

 

As he needed to touch her now.

 

He moved away from her, away from temptation, and then noticed the hurt that flashed in her eyes. It was time for him to go. To give his warrant and run while he was still able. Tomorrow he would visit the Comte at Alcyone’s.

 

“My lord?” Her eyes captured him, and he couldn’t breathe.

 

If he were another man, he would kiss her now. But his clothes were rough, his hands dirty, and he believed he smelled of horse. He coughed instead. “I should go now.”

 

“It is late.” He watched the wild pulse beat in her throat and when he met her eyes, they were wide and trusting. He was such a foolish man.

 

He stood, looking down at her. “I can’t see you again.”

 

“What? I thought this evening, when you brought Nancy here, that perhaps . . . ” Her words died.

 

“No.”

 

With a mutinous set to her jaw, she stood and then brushed the dust from his lapels, standing so close he could smell her scent. The scent of her goodness and honor and virtue surrounded her like a shield. Everything he had always desired to be, everything that he would never have.

 

Finally, when she was satisfied, she took a step back and looked at him squarely. “I know you have feelings for me. What they are, I don’t think I quite understand.” She angled her head. “Is it because of who I am?”

 

“No.”

 

“Then why?”

 

“This is impossible.”

 

Her cheeks flushed with anger, and she crossed her arms across her chest. “I see. If I were a lady of fine lineage, would it suddenly become possible?”

 

“No.”

 

“You say that as if it were the truth. What are you thinking, Lord Haverwood?”

 

“I should leave.”

 

She smiled. “And yet here you stand. The door is over there.” She pointed and he stood fast. “It’s not so easy, is it? To deny what you feel so strongly. I must confess some admiration that you would attempt it. You’re a much more disciplined person than I.”

 

Why couldn’t she see him for what he was? Didn’t she understand? His head began to ache. “I will hurt you.”

 

She laughed. “And so you skewer my heart instead? I must say, I find your brand of chivalry most peculiar.”

 

If he thought of his dragons, would it help? “I can’t give you the life you want.” Sirrush, lindorms, the Carthaginian serpent.

 

“What life could you give me, my lord?” Her gray eyes glinted like steel. “That of a mistress?”

 

He could imagine her in his arms, in his bed, her body locked beneath his. He took a step toward her. The dragons were no help at all. “No!”

 

“Ah, now I’m beginning to see. You respect me too much to take me as your mistress, but not enough to take me as anything more.”

 

“Sarah, I would hurt you.” He should leave, yet while she stared at him with such desire, he was mesmerized.

 

“Isn’t it worth it to try? You’re a very poor actor, Lord Haverwood. You’d marry another woman looking at me the way you stare at me now, kissing me the way you did in your carriage? People will talk. People are talking already.”

 

He fisted his hands tightly. “I can’t.”

 

She lifted her chin and smiled with effort. “All right. Go if you must. I will see you again, though.”

 

He wanted to hold her so badly it hurt. Wearily he shook his head. “You mustn’t. Don’t do this to yourself. Don’t do this to me.”

 

“You may be able to ignore what is between us, but I will not. I could not live with myself. You stand before me denying your fate so vehemently. Yet look at your hands. You’ve clenched them so hard, you’ve drawn blood.”

 

Colin unfurled his fingers, stared at his palms, the telltale trails of scarlet betraying him. He closed his eyes, refusing to look at her. “I must go.”

 

“By all means. Don’t let me stave off your retreat.”

 

For only a moment he stood frozen. But when he regained his senses, he turned away from her. She skirted around him, and held open the door. He took one step backward, away from her. He must do this. He stood tall, locked his hands behind his back, the DragonSlayer once more. His voice was firm and flat. Resolute. “I won’t see you again.”

 

Her face fell, just for a moment. And then she recovered quickly. “I would not wager on that, my lord. No matter how you choose to delude yourself, there is much unfinished between us. I bid you good night.”

 

Colin left quickly, closing the door behind him.

 

• • •

 

After the earl left, the room was quiet, deathly quiet. Everywhere Sarah looked, she could see him still. She picked up a heavy vase from the table, and uncaring of the daylilies and water it contained, flung it across the room. Instead of the soothing crash she had hoped for, however, it bounced harmlessly on the carpet, the water spilling out upon the floor, and the flowers strewn about haphazardly.

 

Oh, why couldn’t she hate him? Sarah wondered. Why couldn’t she curse the very path that he trod, the very chair that he favored with his presence? Why, indeed. Wasn’t it easier to deny her own breath than to deny her feelings for him?

 

Yet he seemed so afraid. She would continue her fight, because she knew no other way. She had not been taught how to concede, only how to win. But where there once was confidence, she now felt doubt, an ugly specter that turned the night black and the clouds dark with gloom.

 

For the first time since her father’s death, she knew what it was to need so badly, and yet have the one card she required just beyond her grasp. She could not cheat, or pull a trump from her sleeve with the earl. If she could, she would have won long ago. But this was not a game for her anymore. She had so much more to lose than a stack of bloody counters. He had shown her that what she believed in could become as solid and real as his strength. That what she thought was only a dream could become her life. She would not turn back again. If he chose to fight, so be it. Please, dear God, be merciful. For if she lost, she didn’t know if she would wish to survive. Not anymore. She sank into the chair where he had sat, letting the chair’s arms embrace her, and now, all alone, she cried.

Chapter Thirteen

 

Two days passed before Sarah discovered the full extent of the earl’s stubborn nature. Catherine Lambert came to call early in the morning, the unfashionable hour a harbinger of what could only be unsettling news. Iris guided the young visitor to the morning room and stood, waiting expectantly until Sarah ordered her out.

 

“Miss Banks! You must do something.” Catherine was attired simply, her lack of frills a testament to her obvious distress.

 

Sarah pasted a smile upon her face and gestured for Catherine to be seated before seating herself. Only one thing could cause such misery in the child. “About what?”

 

Catherine sank into a chair, wringing her hands. “It’s the earl. He’s come to see Papa.”

 

The earl. Sarah swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “For what reason?” She asked as if she didn’t know.

 

Catherine lowered her head and began to sob loudly, a great racking noise that echoed in the room. Sarah patted her hand in what she hoped to be a comforting manner. “Buck up, Catherine. Tell me why he came to see your father.”

 

“Oh, Miss Banks! I won’t marry him, I won’t.”

 

Her heart stopped. He had actually done it. She would have wagered everything she had that he would not have gone through with it. He’d been bluffing, surely. “Did he ask you?”

 

Catherine looked up and sniffed, bleary-eyed and miserable. “He asked to pay his address.”

 

Sarah began to breathe again. “May I say the world has not yet ended?”

 

“No, but now it’s only a matter of time before it does.”

 

Only a matter of time. Had she been wrong about him? No. She wouldn’t believe it, even now with all the evidence pointing to the contrary. “Catherine, you must calm yourself.” Why was he so determined to marry the girl? “Would it be so awful if you were to marry the earl?”

 

“No.”

 

Perhaps the Lambert family had some hold on him. That would explain much. “You would have many advantages if you were to marry the man.”

 

“Yes. I know.”

 

“I’m sure your family is most pleased with the prospect of having a countess for a daughter. Were they expecting such a fine connection?” Perhaps a debt of honor that he owed the family.

 

“No, they never dreamed that I would make such a match. If the rumors had never began, I would most likely be betrothed to Mr. Lawson.”

 

“Oh.” She would have to think more about this, but for now, a crying girl was sitting in her morning room, one she could not in all conscience ignore. “Is all this anguish due to Mr. Lawson?”

 

Catherine took out a handkerchief and wiped her eyes. “No, it’s because of me. I don’t want to be sold to my husband. Our family is not destitute, simply not quite as comfortable as my mother would choose. Why is it that I must be sacrificed for everyone else’s happiness? The earl looks at me as if I’m nothing more than a leaf of cabbage. He shows no emotion at all. It’s as if I’m a stranger to him. Mr. Lawson may not be my one true love, but he’s a far cry from having a stranger in my bed.”

 

“Catherine!” Sarah’s words were strangled, not because she was shocked, but because the vivid image of the earl—Colin—in Catherine’s bed made her stomach cramp unbearably.

 

“We must do something!” Catherine’s face brightened. “I could elope!”

 

“Catherine, no.” Sadly, it would be far too scandalous for the girl.

 

“Then you must do something. You could elope! Just think, the earl will dash off after you, mad with jealousy, and challenge your intended to pistols at dawn! Oh, think of the scandal! And quite so romantic as well.”

 

Sarah looked at Catherine in disbelief. For the first time, she realized the girl’s dreams were more fanciful than Sarah’s, and that was saying much indeed. “Catherine. No.”

 

Catherine flounced in her chair. “Well, you must do something.” Her look turned sly. “You love him, don’t you?”

 

Love? Perhaps Juliette was right and it was only desire, perhaps it was only fate, or perhaps it was only a need to live a life she had always wanted. Yet this cataclysm of feeling he stirred inside her was the most exquisite pain, the most exquisite pleasure. If poets and courtesans and minstrels had founded their livelihoods on such emotions, surely she was equally entitled. “Yes.”

 

“Then what will you do?”

 

“Catherine, it’s not quite so simple—”

 

“Perhaps if I pretended to be dead?” She slapped her forehead. “I can’t believe I haven’t told you! It was the most awful thing! A highwayman attacked our coach last evening, and if not for the driver’s quick thinking, I’m sure the big oaf would have killed us all. It was a grand adventure! Can you imagine? A highwayman? An attack? Oh, I could almost faint from the excitement!”

 

Sarah’s first thoughts were that yes, she could imagine someone attacking Catherine. Something anonymous, so no one would know. She shook her head, ashamed at her own spitefulness. But if the girl—No, she mustn’t think such evil thoughts. She smiled and patted the girl’s hand. “It’s a good thing you escaped the man’s nefarious intentions.”

 

Catherine balanced her hands on her knees. “Yes, he was the most awful man. And he was so huge. And so mean. And you should have seen his fingers. All dirty, and—” She shuddered. “Well, I’m certainly glad to be alive.”

 

Sarah smiled patiently. “We’re all so glad you’re safe.” Safe to marry the earl. Her stomach began to cramp once more. It simply wasn’t fair. Even highwaymen preferred Catherine to herself. Perhaps if she curled her hair?

 

“He said he knew who I was. And he’d read the papers, too. He said the earl didn’t need me for a wife. Can you imagine?”

 

Actually, Sarah did agree with the dirty-fingered highwayman. The earl didn’t need Catherine for a wife. He needed Sarah. What would happen if he did marry Catherine? And even now he did seem hell-bent on his path to matrimony. With Catherine. “I don’t even want to think of such an awful occurance,” she replied, quite truthfully.

 

The object of Sarah’s pitiful jealousy bobbed her head, her lustrous curls bouncing. “Well, I’m sure I’ll recover. I’m not such a ninny as my mother would make me appear.”

 

Sarah disagreed, but held her tongue and pasted an intent look on her face, as if she weren’t the most miserable female alive.

 

“We must discover a way for the earl to fall in love with you.” Catherine drummed her fingers on the chair arm. “If I arranged another attack—a sham—then I could pretend to die and I’d run away—for a short time, of course—until you and the earl were married.”

 

She smiled with more confidence than she felt. “Catherine, before you arrange your own demise, let me try once more.”

 

“Oh, thank you. I knew you’d come through. What everyone says about you—they’re all wrong.”

 

“Well, yes. Your defense is quite touching.”

 

“There’s to be a ball on Saturday. You must be there.”

 

A ball. It seemed rather fitting that their battleground would be in the ballroom of the ton. It was a place she once longed to be; now, she didn’t care in the least. It was the earl she longed for. He had shown her time and time again how determined he could be. By all rights, she should have admitted defeat. Let the cursed man marry Catherine. But when he kissed her, when he protected her from the others . . . How could she abandon that? She could not. “All right. I’ll be there. Wish me luck, Catherine; it is exceedingly likely that I will fail.”

 

“Oh, la. I can think of a myriad of plots to trap the man.”

 

Sarah had thought of them all. Schemes had whirled in her head, making her dizzy from the thought. Yet she, Sarah Banks, had discarded them all. She wanted to be good and honorable for him. That was what he deserved. “I’ll not cheat.”

 

“But it’s not as if he doesn’t care for you, and you could do it in such a way that he’d never know. No one would ever know. You’re very good.”

 

“Catherine, your faith in my sharper wiles is quite inspiring, but I won’t play false with the earl. Not this time. It’s much too important.”

 

Catherine twisted her handkerchief between her fingers. “Please don’t fail me. I can’t marry him.”

 

Sarah patted the girl’s hand once more; a more unlikely alliance could not be found. “Don’t worry and don’t plan your own kidnapping, or mine for that matter. This is between the earl and I. He’ll turn about. Of course he will.”

 

She prayed she was telling the truth.

 

It was late that afternoon when Colin rode out to visit Mr. Twizzlerot at St. George. He had received word that the children from Ackworth had all been moved to their new home, and this time he would see for himself that all was well.

 

St. George was a well-kept, tidy building filled with the merry noise of playing. Everywhere he looked he saw the stamp of children. It was a far different world from the somber, sad place where he grew up. As a child, he saw dragons everywhere. And now, because of him, these children were living a much happier life. At least for them, there were no more dragons.

 

For a moment he stood at the door, letting the sun warm his back, and the unfamiliar warmth of pride settled within him. In this at least, he had done well.

 

His marriage to Miss Lambert was the honorable thing. If he let the Wyndhams take charge of St. George, all would suffer. He would not let that happen.

 

A maid greeted him at the door and he followed her to the headmaster’s office. An older woman with dark hair and a severe black gown approached, smiling in greeting. “May I help you?”

 

“I’m looking for Mr. Twizzlerot.”

 

“He’s not here today. I’m Miss Pritchard, his assistant. May I be of service?”

 

“Yes.” He inclined his head politely. “I’m Haverwood.”

 

“Oh, my lord!” she cried, her curtsy a picture of efficient movements. “How very nice to finally meet you. I suppose you’re here for your report. I told Mr. Twizzlerot that you would not appreciate dillydallying, but with the children coming from Ackworth and all, we’ve been somewhat shorthanded, and I’m afraid the details have suffered.”

 

Colin smiled awkwardly as the woman’s sharp eyes studied his face. He wanted to escape, but he remained steadfast. “I understand perfectly. I was here to check up on the children, not to castigate Mr. Twizzlerot.”

 

“Yes, of course. We’ll not tarry, then. You’re a busy man, I’m sure.” Miss Pritchard walked briskly to the doorway and waited for him to follow. “Let me show you what your generosity has done for us.”

 

What your generosity has done. He repeated the words in his head, savoring the import. For ten years he had struggled to find something to redeem him. Perhaps today he finally had.

 

The rooms were clean and large. The dining area consisted of one long table that spanned from wall to wall, with chairs of varying sizes lined up neatly around it. The kitchen was hot and steaming, the cook preparing a meal that smelled quite appetizing.

 

Finally they came upon the schoolrooms, where a young tutor was reading to the small class. Colin counted twelve heads, dark hair, light hair, happy, sad, large, and small, all momentarily enthralled by the young man’s every word.

 

The murmuring began when a small girl noticed the visitors at the side of the room, eyeing Colin with wide eyes. Eventually the tutor sensed the distraction and turned to see what was causing the disturbance.

 

In a matter of only moments, Miss Pritchard had the children lined up in a neat row, each taking their turn, bowing and curtseying, and reciting their names as if they were grateful to make his acquaintance. Colin stood a little taller and his smile grew broader.

 

Inside him he wondered whether he would ever have children of his own. No, he would be the last of the dragons. Cady’s blood would die with him.

 

A tall lad approached, blond and lanky, but he did not bow, instead he curled his fingers and slammed his fist into Colin’s stomach.

 

Colin blinked with surprise at the unimposing blow, wondering if the boy had seen through him. But the cold green eyes of the lad did not hold fear, instead they shot sharp daggers of dislike.

 

Miss Pritchard grabbed the young man by his ear and dragged him away before he could continue his assault.

 

“Miss Pritchard,” Colin called, curious about the lad.

 

She halted, the boy struggling to free himself from her unrelenting fingers. “Yes, my lord?”

 

“May I speak to the boy alone?”

 

The woman frowned, and he thought at first she would say no, but she nodded her head in acquiescence. “You may use the office.”

 

The boy kept his head bowed as they walked the narrow corridor and when they got to the small room, Colin sat upon the headmaster’s desk and gestured for the lad to take the small chair. “Do you know who I am?”

 

“You’re the earl,” the lad replied in a sullen voice.

 

“Well, yes, but I was trying to ascertain if you punch everyone, or if you had some particular motive for choosing me to use as practice.”

 

“You moved us.”

 

“I see,” he said, not understanding at all. “You didn’t want to be moved?”

 

“No.”

 

“Why?”

 

“It’s none of your business.” The lad looked up and glared with cold green eyes.

 

“It wasn’t until you walloped me. Rather a healthy hook you have, although if you don’t curve your arm quite so much, you’ll find yourself doing much more damage.” He smiled weakly, but the boy remained unmoved. “So why didn’t you want to come here to St. George?”

 

Silence.

 

Colin thought for a moment, trying to imagine what Sarah would do if she were here. She handled these situations much better than he. “Is there some problem with your bedding?”

 

“No.”

 

“Is the food palatable?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Does Miss Pritchard beat you senseless?”

 

“Blimey. She couldn’t take me if I was wearing blinders.”

 

Colin turned his face so the boy wouldn’t see his smile. “So you have no objection to your lodgings here,” he said, drumming his fingers on the desk. “I can only assume that your problem was in leaving Ackworth.”

 

“Right canny-witted one you are.”

 

The boy had a smart mouth, rather like someone else he had recently met. “What’s your name?”

 

“Ethan.”

 

Ah. Although he didn’t understand why he had earned a blow, he began to gain some glimmer of the true situation. “Have you ever been in love, Ethan?”

 

“Course I have, I’m fourteen.”

 

He needed to confirm his suspicions. “What was her name?”

 

“Nancy.”

 

Sarah would have been quite proud of him if she were there. “You must’ve loved her very much.”

 

“I still do. She’s coming back to me, you know.”

 

And there it was. “She was coming back to Ackworth, you mean.”

 

“She promised she would.”

 

“And she wouldn’t find you here at St. George, would she?”

 

The lad shook his head.

 

“And that’s why you felt the need to bury your fist in my gut?”

 

Ethan brushed a lock of hair out of his eyes and nodded.

 

Colin cleared his throat and clasped his hands together, quite proud of himself. “I have some news for you then. Your Nancy is working for my friend. She’s a very nice lady, although at times she’s quite stubborn.”

 

“Yes, Nancy can be as stubborn as a mule when she chooses.”

 

Colin chose not to correct the boy and nodded as if he understood perfectly. Which, of course, he did.

 

For the first time, the lad smiled. “Could I see her?”

 

“It can be arranged. And there’ll be no more hitting?”

 

“No.” The boy stared first at his shoes, and then looked up. “Unless you earn it.”

 

“Of course.” Colin slid off the desk. “Let’s go and find Miss Pritchard.” He placed a tentative hand on the boy’s shoulder.

 

They found the woman cooling her heels in the hallway outside, and she hurried to grab Ethan once more. “You do realize you’ll be punished, young man. The earl has been more than generous with all of us, and you should have better manners.”

 

Colin interrupted. “I’ve already taken care of the lad’s punishment.” He scowled at Ethan in a manner that Giles used when he was most displeased. “He’ll not be punching anyone anymore.”

 

“Is that right?” Miss Pritchard glared at the boy, raising one threatening eyebrow.

 

Ethan nodded sheepishly, quite effective really.

 

“Very well. Off with you, then. Don’t forget to bring in the wood.”

 

“Yes, miss.”

 

They watched as the boy ran off, and Colin was rather pleased at the spring in the lad’s step. His work for today was done; it was time to go home. He walked outside, Miss Pritchard’s long strides matching his own. “Did Mr. Twizzlerot inform you of the goings-on at Ackworth?”

 

She pulled a long face. “Yes. Quite horrible. The indecency of someone to treat those poor babies in such a heartless manner.”

 

“I was going to speak to the headmaster at Ackworth myself. I don’t approve of such dealings.” The headmaster would soon learn the extent of Colin’s disapproval. “Did you know the man?”

 

The woman shook her head. “No. Mr. Twizzlerot had visited there several months ago, but all he mentioned was how prosperous Ackworth was, and how he wished he could do as much good here for the children at St. George.”

 

“Then you know nothing about the child-labor trade? No one’s approached you? Mr. Twizzlerot’s said nothing?”

 

“No, I fear we have a quiet life here. We’re far removed from the doings of the city.” She looked around the countryside with fond eyes. “You have done wonderful things with your contributions. When Mr. Wyndham visited here, I don’t mind confessing that I was afraid for us all. I hope you will continue your patronage after your marriage.”

 

Colin stared at the building, noting that it needed a new coat of paint. “Of course. I don’t anticipate any changes at all.”

 

Miss Pritchard shielded her hand from the glare of the afternoon sun. “Thank you, my lord. So we’ll be expecting the good news soon?”

 

Colin stared at the woman. “Good news?”

 

“Yes. Of your engagement.”

 

“Oh, I see.” He twisted his hat in his hands. “Within a few weeks, I’m sure.” He had delayed as long as he could. May was approaching. War was approaching. He no longer dreaded the thought of marrying Miss Lambert. He could think of her without feeling the tension in his body, without the lust burning him within. All was well. Yet deep inside him, part of him yearned for just a bit more.

 

“Thank you for your kindness.” He placed his hat on his head, ready to leave. “You’ll tell Mr. Twizzlerot I was here?”

 

“Yes, yes, my lord.”

 

He mounted his horse and rode off, turning one last time to look at what his generosity had done. Miss Pritchard stood at the garden gate, waving happily, waiting until he disappeared. It seemed he was capable of some good after all. As long as he was far away from Sarah, the dragon was dead.

Chapter Fourteen

 

Sarah watched, exceedingly fascinated by the energy that permeated the ballroom. Mothers and chaperones threw sharp gazes at the bored young bucks that stood immune to the matrimonial nets being cast in their direction. Young ladies, festooned in varying hues of white and silver, used their skittish fans and shy glances as instruments in their quest for true love. An aura of desperation surrounded the entire display, and nowhere did the desperation emanate stronger than from Sarah. She only hoped her anxiety was invisible to those who might be watching with interest, namely the earl.

 

“Don’t you think you should go over and speak to him?” Catherine whispered behind her fan.

 

“No. We must maintain an appearance of carelessness,” Sarah whispered back.

 

“Miss Lambert, perhaps you should join your mother?” Juliette interjected, her normally placid face lined with disapproval, her low opinion of Sarah’s conduct completely apparent.

 

“Leave her be, Juliette.” Sarah leapt to Catherine’s defense, predominately because she had considered approaching the earl, but her appraisal of the situation indicated that such a bold move was premature. However, the earl, coward that he was, had yet to breach the wall, and Sarah, never of a patient sort, was growing exceedingly tired of the waiting.

 

Mr. Lawson approached their dour trio, nervously smiling at Catherine and clearing his throat. “Miss Lambert, would you care to dance this evening?”

 

Catherine blushed and stammered her agreement, and the two departed for the dance floor.

 

“You should not be here.” Juliette’s voice was low and stern.

 

“I’m merely assisting a friend.”

 

“You’re making a fool of yourself. No man is worth such humiliation. They are talking about you, do you doubt it?” Juliette glanced about the room, obviously correct in her assessment. There were the whispers and the disapproving stares that Sarah had known for so long.

 

Sarah’s greatly diminished supply of confidence decreased a bit more, but she refused to let it show. “Do you think I care? When Haverwood’s attention shifts in my direction, the price I paid will not matter in the least.”

 

“Bah! The man’s intentions are questionable and highly suspect. He has shown no interest, done nothing to encourage you, and has not even looked at you this evening.”

 

Harsh words, harsher still for the truth they contained. Sarah turned away, the last vestiges of her imaginary world slipping from her grasp. He had done nothing. He had kissed her, one passionate embrace. Always careful to never show his emotions when they were in public. Only when they were away from the prying eyes of the ton had he even deigned to treat her with little more than civility. Oh, he admitted he wanted her, perhaps he pitied her; yet never had he given her any reason to believe that he loved her, that he could ever love her. With the faith of a child, she had believed otherwise, turning herself into a moon-bitten ninny, letting all of the ton watch her debacle for their own amusement. He had tried to tell her, she had stubbornly refused to listen, believing that she was right, that she could win. Yet how far was she willing to go before she walked away?

 

Her embarrassment, her moment of defeat would not be additional fodder for the morning papers. There would be no public spectacle tonight. Instead, she smiled tightly. “You’re right, Juliette. If you’ll excuse me, I think I need some fresh air. Then we will leave.”

 

Outside was solitary, the air crisp, the moon high and bright in the sky. She hugged her arms to herself and listened to the strains of music and the sound of laughter that came within. Why had she ever thought she could belong? She found a secluded corner and sat on the stone bench, looking up at the moon and the stars and wondering why they had abandoned her. She remembered the proud, strong woman she had once been, and mourned her loss. So many times she had watched men reduced to nothingness by the lure of the gaming table and the smell of victory, and she had been so arrogant and smug as she watched their fall. So sure she would never succumb to such weakness. And this night, here she was, her pride gone missing, no strength left within her. She would grasp at whatever crumbs he threw her way. Was this really love? It didn’t seem strong or honorable or kind, more something that was shameful and debilitating. It was a wicked potion that had robbed her of everything she valued in herself. She sighed.

 

The perfume of the flowers lay heavy in the air. There would be no flowers for her. The earl had not sent her flowers. She laughed and wiped her tears. What a foolish girl she had been. There was no future between them; there never would be, at least not as she had imagined. He wanted her, but she didn’t know if that was enough. She had sworn she would never sell herself to a man, and yet here she sat, considering that very fate. There were no more cards for her to play, no more trumps she could pull from her sleeve.

 

It was over. She gave a choked laughed, even as the humiliation washed over her. It had never been.

 

A shadow fell across her. “Are you all right?”

 

She swallowed. He was here. No doubt to protect her once more. Silly man, the one she most needed protection from was him. “Of course, right as a line. Fit as a fiddle.” She looked away, hoping he would overlook the wet trails on her cheeks.

 

“You’re looking exceptionally well this evening.”

 

It was such a bald-faced lie, she smiled. “Exceptionally well for a shameless woman who is the joke of society? Exceptionally well for a foolish ninny who has still to learn her lesson? Who even now wants things she can’t have? Is that what you meant to say, my lord?”

 

“No, that’s not what I meant at all.” He sat down next to her, his body warm and inviting.

 

She fisted her hands in her skirts, fighting not to touch him. “Forgive me, if I have misunderstood much. You’ve been quite an unremitting man recently.”

 

He met her eyes evenly. “Yes. I gave you fair warning.”

 

He could sit there, so close to her, and all the while, pretend. What was real to him, what was pretend? Did he care or was it a game? Her temper flared. “And what did you hope I would do? Watch idly by while you commandeer a path that is for no one’s benefit. Not even yours. Or did you want to dangle yourself in front of me, to see what sort of dance I would perform?”

 

“I have never misled you.”

 

“No, you’ve been very careful, haven’t you. Perhaps if you were a rake or a man unworthy of my trust, I would reconsider. But you’re not. Are you? Is this a prank or a joke? Am I an object of your pity?” The words twisted into sobs, and to her horror she began to cry in earnest, burying her face in her hands.

 

“Sarah, stop.”

 

Sarah, stop. Oh, how she wanted to stop. Wanted to halt this numbing blackness within her. Wanted to ease the pain within her. But she couldn’t. Still she went further, even while her mind screamed to cease. “Why should I? There are so few things I want anymore. Society has taken my reputation, and you’ve taken my dignity. I used to be strong, my lord. Implacable. My father called me the unsinkable Sarah. Look at what I’ve become. My father would never forgive me.” She raised her head, glaring at him, hating herself. “Are you proud of what you’ve done, my lord?”

 

He stood, tall, strong, and so far away. “You’ve done this to yourself. Let go. You’re risking far more with me than you know.”

 

Even now he was still trying to protect her. “My virtue? Is that your meaning?” She tried to sound uncaring, but she heard the way her voice caught, still hoping.

 

He bent before her, his tone pleading. “Dear God, Sarah. No more. I’m not that strong.”

 

She leaned forward, wanting to hurt him, as he had hurt her. His eyes flared with desire and she saw his need. She licked her lips, teasing and taunting. “Oh? The DragonSlayer has a weakness? Am I your weakness, is that it? It seems only fitting, as you are mine.”

 

“No.” The word was nothing more than a whisper between them.

 

She raised her hand. “If I were to touch you, would you break, my lord?”

 

Quickly, he stood. “No.”

 

His hands were fisted at his side, his body tense and stiff. Still he fought her; a thrill of victory coursed inside her. “You’re a liar. Shall I prove it?”

 

“Go inside now.”

 

She rose from the bench and stood before him. “Why should I? I have one more card, my lord.”

 

“Goddamn, Sarah, this is not a game.”

 

“No, it is much more, isn’t it?” She picked up his hand, tracing the lines, the hard calluses. “You have such gentle hands. Yet they are so strong. When you touched me, I’d never known such pleasure existed.” She looked at him curiously. “Will you touch Catherine that way?”

 

“No!” The single word echoed in the night.

 

“You feel it, too, don’t you? This chain that has bound us together and is pulling me under. I’ve lost already and I know that, but I don’t care anymore.”

 

“My God, how am I supposed to walk away from you?”

 

There was such despair in his voice that her heart ached for him; yet she would not give up. “Why do you even try?”

 

His dark eyes held her own. “Sarah, you will come to hate me, and fear me . . .”

 

She would never fear him; he was her protector. “I could hate you no more than I hate you now.”

 

“I can’t touch you. I can’t marry you.”

 

Deep in her heart, she had known such words were coming. All the idle dreams and scraps of reverie were just that. Dreams. A man of his position would never marry her. She was a Banks, never anything more.

 

He gripped her fingers tightly, and she stared at their joined hands, unwilling to sever the bond between them. Perhaps in time, after years had passed and she had been relegated to complete disgrace, she would hate him more. Bitterness would fester and the wounds would lay untreated. If she were wise, she would run from him and prevent such pain. But Sarah had never been wise, and that was her fatal flaw. Instead, she lowered her head to his hand, laid her lips gently against the warm skin. “Then I beg you, take me as your mistress, for I hold your touch above my honor.”

Chapter Fifteen

 

Colin lost all bits of control. He had no more strength to fight her. He had no more will. His lips crushed hers, and he kissed her as if there would be no more days. He wanted her and nothing else mattered. Tonight he was going to take. He pressed her back against the tree, praying she would be frightened, praying she would slap his face, anything to stop him. Far from stopping him, she wrapped her arms around his waist, pressing closer. Her lips parted, welcoming him, inviting him to taste her.

 

And he did. He ravaged her mouth with no restraint at all, no finesse, no gentleness. He kissed her with the tongue of a dragon, held her in the brutal grasp of a lindorm. His hands roamed freely, touching the silk of her shoulder, finding the curve of her back, the softness of her breast. He pressed her back further, needing more, his body poised and ready. He took her skirts in his hand, and lifted. And Sarah, poor Sarah. He heard her whimper, but for Colin, it was far too late.

 

Yet there was another noise. From behind them. The laugh of a hyena. Colin lifted his head, breathing heavily, trying to focus on the fool who had interrupted.

 

“Now, isn’t this cozy?” The slurred voice came from a jackal who wore his cravat tied up to his ears. Bloody coxcomb.

 

Colin took a step toward the sot. The man was almost too drunk to stand, certainly not capable of any real harm. Colin took a deep breath, fighting for control.

 

The man lurched forward, stabbing a hand through the air. “No need to stop on my account. If I had a woman as accommodating as your Miss Banks, I’d certainly rather be out here sampling her wares.”

 

The slap of anger that fired his blood stunned him. “You’ll pay for that.” Colin took a step forward and felt an insistent tug on his coat.

 

“Looking for satisfaction, are you?” The man tossed a glove on the ground.

 

“Dueling with pistols?” Colin laughed. He moved quickly, backing the man against a tree, and pulling out his knife from his coat. “Not my style, friend.”

 

“Colin!”

 

Sarah. Dear God. He wanted to drop his knife, shove the man into the bright house with all the others, and forget all but the feel of her body pressed against his own.

 

“All nice and warm, isn’t she? Bet it doesn’t take long to quench your needs with that one. I don’t blame you one bit.”

 

It began again. Colin shuddered, the fury pounding in his mind. He braced his forearm across the man’s neck. “I don’t think you’re going to live to find out.”

 

“Colin!” Sarah ran to his side.

 

He turned, his eyes narrowed, focusing. She shouldn’t be here. “Go inside.”

 

“No, this is my fault.”

 

The dragon squirmed under his arm. “Sarah, let me take care of this.”

 

“You’re going to kill him.”

 

Her look, her eyes staring at him with something akin to horror, slit through his heart. “No. You must believe me. Please.”

 

“Swear.”

 

He could not meet her gaze any longer. She had no more faith than he did. “I swear on my life. Please. Go inside.” He was pleading with her now.

 

With one long, thoughtful look, she turned her back and walked away, leaving him alone with the dragon.

 

He watched her go, before shifting his attention to the skinny man who had caused them such pain. He grabbed him by the Horse Collar with more force than necessary, the starched linen giving way under his hand. The man moaned, echoing the ache that Colin felt. He slammed the man’s head against the tree and then let the insensible man crumple to the ground.

 

Colin leaned back, the hard bark of the tree easier to bear then the empty blackness he felt in his soul. The son of Jack Cady was alive.

 

Sarah found her way inside, wandering blindly until she found an empty chamber. She sank into the nearest chair and buried her face in her hands. What had she done? She had offered herself to him, he had taken. Yet nothing was as she had wanted. His kiss was a wondrous thing, and when he touched her, with such passion, and such desire, she was swept along with little thought to consequence, little thought to the innuendo and whispers and the laughter that would accompany such a liaison. The earl of Haverwood and the notorious Sarah Banks. A gambler’s daughter. A cheat. A doxy.

 

She had heard such accusations before, but there had been little truth in them. And now? She would be his demimonde, his paramour, his whore. A fitting end for her, exactly what society had foretold.

 

Tonight, when faced with such disgrace, the earl had nearly killed a man. She, used to such scandal, would have sniffed and walked away, but for a man of honor, a man wanting to do right, he could not ignore such insult. Colin belonged in the first circles of society, and rather than helping him assume his proper place, she had lowered him to the rank of a rounder.

 

She could not do this to him. To them. She could not. This was not right.

 

Yet her skin still ached for his touch one last time, her lips longed for his kiss, and her heart—her heart absolutely refused to consider they were not fated to be together.

 

She had never been honorable, or good, or kind. Her thoughts had always been of herself. But for him, for once, she would do the right thing.

 

Weary and defeated, she wanted to rail and raise a fist in the air, but instead she would remain calm, dry her eyes, and find the earl. Tell him he could have his wish. She would stop her foolish quest. And abandon the finest man she had ever known.

 

Colin heard the laughter and music that came from inside the house and knew that Sarah was safe. He wasn’t ready to face her yet, didn’t know if he ever would be.

 

The man at his feet lay motionless and Colin knelt, checking for injuries.

 

“What have you done now?”

 

Colin looked up into the disapproving eyes of Scovell. “A minor altercation, nothing more. What are you doing here, sir?”

 

“You didn’t kill him, did you?”

 

“No.” The dismay in her eyes had stripped away his anger. “Did you come looking for me, sir?” The damanable thing about men used to spying on others was that their private affairs were never considered private. And there wasn’t even a war going on.

 

“Napoleon’s bound for France.”

 

Correction. There was now.

 

Etiénne stepped forward, and nodded to Scovell briefly, who did not acknowledge the Frenchman at all. Colin rubbed his eyes tiredly, wanting nothing more than a bottle of port, a book on western dragons, a roaring fire, and one last kiss from Sarah. Perhaps two.

 

Wonderful dreams, but that was all they were.

 

He took a deep breath, ready to be the damned DragonSlayer once more. “They’ll be calling up the troops?”

 

Scovell glared at Etiénne. “Why are you here? You’re supposed to be in France. I’ll not be sharing English plans with a bloody French spy.”

 

“I asked him to remain in England. I needed help with a personal matter.” Colin folded his arms tightly across his chest, determined not to tug at his cravat.

 

“And because of your personal crisis, we have no intelligence from Paris?”

 

Etiénne broke in, smiling cheerfully. “I thought you didn’t trust what I had to say, being as I’m a bloody French spy.”

 

Scovell stepped forward, his dress sword clanking against his thigh. “Sometimes a desperate man must make do with what he can. Wellington is depending on me for information. The troops are scattered all over the country.”

 

The absence of leadership was less than inspiring. “Where is General Grant, sir?”

 

“Teaching school.” Scovell kicked at the soft ground. “I’ve called him back up as well.”

 

“Il est grand temps,” Etiénne replied in a mocking tone.

 

“What did you say?” Scovell sneered.

 

“I was merely commending your quick thinking, mon ami.”

 

Colin intervened before the two men came to blows. “Sir, I’m assuming you came here looking for me. What did you need?”

 

“Send him away,” Scovell gestured toward Etiénne.

 

Colin nodded to Etiénne. “Go home for tonight. I’ll watch over Sarah.”

 

Etiénne shot Colin one last skeptical glance and then left with a careless wave.

 

Scovell paced on the lawn, the large fobs on his waistcoat jingling, his dress sword clanking against his thigh, announcing his presence wherever he walked. “Wellington wants Grant to put together the intelligence plan and he asked that all the exploring officers be contacted. We’re waiting to see what prize Napoleon will be going after first.”

 

“The throne in Paris. The man wants his crown returned.” It all seemed rather obvious to Colin.

 

“You haven’t changed your mind?”

 

“About what, sir?”

 

“Returning to battle. There are other positions that are less expendable.” The man stood still for a moment, ceasing the annoying jingling and clanking.

 

“No, I’ll be there.” He was a DragonSlayer. Where else did he belong?

 

“Call up your men and tie up your affairs, Haverwood. I don’t know how much time you’ll have.”

 

“Yes.”

 

Scovell stalked off into the night, the noise of his decorations following in his wake. The drunken lout on the ground moaned loudly and Colin thought about pummeling him once more, just to shut him up. Instead, he untied his cravat and stuffed the damned thing in his pocket, hoping Wellington would return soon. God help them all if Scovell was in charge. Although sometimes God did bless fools. He looked up at the winking stars, and took a deep breath. He hoped so, for he needed all the help he could get. Time was running out. He had to get married very soon. He had no choice.

 

But before he did anything about his marriage, he needed to find Sarah.

 

Sarah headed in the direction of the gardens, commanding her feet to move forward.

 

“Miss Banks?” A man approached, clad in the gold livery uniforms of the household, his arms full of deep-red roses.

 

“Yes?”

 

“They’re for you. From Lord Haverwood.”

 

“Roses?”

 

He thrust the flowers in her arms, the heavy perfume filling the air. She smelled of the roses, dangerously close to tears. Colin was going to make her decision so very difficult. There would be no more carriage rides, no more balls, no more wonderful moments in his arms.

 

“You’re to meet his lordship at his carriage. He’s anxious to depart, said you’d understand his reason.” The man nodded toward the blossoms. “A man gives a woman this many roses and he must be wanting to make amends.”

 

Sarah closed her eyes, wishing the evening were done with. “I’m quite sure of it.”

 

“Would you like for me to collect your coat, miss?”

 

“Yes, please.” She would tell him her decision, and then she would find the comtesse and go home. It was the right thing to do, but it hurt so terribly.

 

The man brought her cloak and she followed him to the grand portico that graced the entrance of the house. She practiced her speech, gathering her courage. She would be strong. She would recite her empty words, walk away bravely, and go home where she could fall apart in peace.

 

She clasped the flowers in her arms tighter, the lighted lanterns casting flickers of light on the stone columns of the portico. The long line of carriages did not include the blue and gold Haverwood crest. She walked up and down, searching once more, thinking perhaps she had missed him.

 

Finally, she stopped her search. He wasn’t here. The cold wind whistled, catching the leaves of the elm trees, and she decided to go inside.

 

A heavy hand clasped her shoulder and she jumped in surprise. “Colin?” She spun around, hoping and dreading it was him.

 

The large man was broadly muscled, solidly built, with a rough face that had met many a fist. “Miss Banks?”

 

She stayed silent, not willing to confirm her identity to the stranger.

 

He studied her red hair and laughed, the color seeming to be confirmation enough. “The earl wants you to come with me, miss.”

 

She shook her head, moving closer to the sanctity of the house. She should never have come outside, a fact she would have realized sooner if her wits weren’t so scattered.

 

The man took her arm in a firm grip. “Now miss, don’t be taking on airs. You’ll make the earl right unhappy, you will.”

 

She tried to shake off his meaty paw. “Let go of me.”

 

His smile turned dark and feral and real fear bloomed inside her. “After all the time I took picking the flowers for you, I’d be right hurt if you fought me.” Slowly, he licked his lips, his hands gripping her tighter. “But you can go ahead and try.”

 

Sarah tried to scream, but he was quicker. The rough hand struck her face and she blinked, watching as the world began to gray and spin. She felt herself being lifted, shoved against a hard carriage door.

 

The foyer of the house was empty. Where the hell was she? A footman approached and Colin cornered him before the man could escape, panic starting to eat at his gut. “Have you seen Miss Banks?”

 

The man stared at Colin with confused eyes. “I gave her your message. She’s outside, waiting at your carriage.”

 

Dear God, he’d left no message for her. Colin ran outside, praying he got there in time. He ran down the line of carriages like a madman, ripping open each door as he passed.

 

And then he saw the trail of roses. Red, like drops of blood.

 

He looked up and the bastard was struggling to put her in the last carriage on the row. Her head was rolling loosely, her hair waving in the wind like a tossed flame.

 

No.

 

He ran faster and faster, his eyes seeing only the long strands of her hair.

 

She was alive, of course she was alive. She couldn’t be dead.

 

But he wasn’t fast enough. He was five strides short of reaching the carriage, when the door slammed and the carriage pulled away.

 

He climbed on the nearest carriage and lifted the reins, hoping the beasts were fast. With a cry that would have frightened the vilest of men, he gave them their head.

 

Turn after turn they went, hooves thundering, and still he urged the horses faster, until their sides gleamed with foaming sweat.

 

But he did not let up. He couldn’t.

 

She was alive.

 

Sarah opened her eyes wide, trying to fight against the darkness.

 

“ . . . supposed to kill you right out.”

 

She began to hum, anything to stay awake, sniffing deeply, smelling the flowers, smelling the man’s sweat.

 

“ . . . one look at you, and just couldn’t . . . Not yet. Not until I . . .” His hand fumbled at her dress, her breasts, squeezing sharply until she hurt. “ . . . fine teats, just like a set of rosebuds . . .”

 

She shuddered as the silken petals brushed lightly over her chest and he laughed. “Oy, miss, now you smell like roses too.”

 

Starting to come awake, she struggled, kicking uselessly with her slippers.

 

“What you taste like? Roses?” His soured hair covered her face and she felt his tongue licking her breasts. Her stomach heaved. “Something sugary, though.”

 

She struck at the side of his head.

 

With one hand, he wrenched her arms over her head, pulling sharply. “What did you go and do that for, miss?” He bit down on her nipple and she screamed. He slapped her once more, her head whacking the wooden seat.

 

This time when the darkness came, she didn’t fight it.

 

• • •

 

Colin whipped at the reins, yelling and cursing at the horses. He needed more in order to catch the rickety carriage ahead.

 

She was alive.

 

The road became rough and uneven, cobblestones gave way to dirt, and still they raced onward, the brown buildings and dark trees blurring into huge shadows. Ships. The docks. He wiped the sweat from his eyes.

 

Ahead of him, the carriage wheeled and veered recklessly. Stupid man. The driver turned and smiled mockingly, and then spurred his horses with a snapping whip.

 

Colin prayed to God and yelled at the animals, yelling until he had no more voice.

 

Of course she was alive.

 

A sharp curve loomed in the road, and he watched the foolish coachman in front of him take the curve without slowing. He held his breath, praying, praying for her safety.

 

The carriage tipped and tilted and he thought for a moment it would right itself.

 

He was wrong.

 

With a heavy crash, the carriage hit the ground, wheels spinning uselessly, dirt and mud exploding in a cloud around it, the coachman flying off in a dead heap. The horses worked against their bounds and pulled free, running off in fright.

 

Colin fought at the reins, jerking his vehicle to a halt. He jumped to the ground and then ran forward. A large man sprang from the interior and took off into the shadows, but Colin didn’t waste time giving chase.

 

Of course she was alive. With a grimy hand, he scrubbed at his eyes.

 

He climbed inside, and found her crumpled in the corner, blood spilling from a gash in her forehead. “Sarah.” Blood. There was so much blood. He cradled her in his arms, using his handkerchief to halt the flow.

 

A strong pulse was beating at the base of her throat, just as he’d known it did. Her breathing appeared even and regular. But why wouldn’t she come to? “Sarah.” He brushed a gentle finger across her cheek, smoothing her hair away her face.

 

“Colin?” Her eyes remained stubbornly shut, but she smiled, a beautiful sight.

 

Thank you, God. “Are you in pain? I’d like to move you, but I’m afraid to. Can you tell me where you hurt?”

 

“Don’t . . . feel . . . anything.”

 

Oh, God. That was much worse. “I’m going to lift you Sarah. Tell me if I hurt you.” He climbed out of the carriage and lifted her into his arms. They were in the middle of Blackwall, small buildings littered here and there, the stench of fish filling the air, the sound of the river lapping close by. He spied a light from one of the warehouses nearby. “It’s all right. You’re safe now,” he murmured against her cheek, praying he was right.

 

She lay silently in his arms, quiet and still as he carried her so carefully. At the warehouse, he struck his boot against the solid wooden door, the noise loud enough to wake even the soundest sleeper. A man poked his head outside, cursing at the intrusion, until he spotted Sarah.

 

“There’s been an accident. Can you get a doctor?”

 

The man opened the door wide and led Colin to the small living quarters upstairs. “Can you get some water to clean her wounds? And some rags, or blankets, or something. What is your name?”

 

“Ellis, my lord.”

 

“Be quick then, Ellis.”

 

While the man went off on his errand, Colin unfastened her cloak and pulled it aside, trying to determine how badly she was hurt. Her bodice was torn down the front, and Colin’s blood turned cold when he saw the bruises around her shoulders and breasts.

 

The bastard would die.

 

Colin forced himself to continue, storing his rage for later.

 

There were no broken bones. He used her cloak to cover her and keep her warm, and after far too much time had passed, Ellis appeared. “What took you so long, man?”

 

“Sorry, sir,” the man apologized meekly.

 

“No. Here. Let me take those from you.” He took the bucket of water and the rags from the man. “Can you get a doctor? I’ll pay you whatever you need.”

 

Mr. Ellis stared with concern at Sarah’s pale face. “I’ll not let your missus down, my lord.”

 

Colin wiped at the blood that had dried on her lip, and leaned forward, touching her face with timid fingers. Her jaw was swollen. The blackguard had hit her. For that, he would die—slowly. “Sarah?”

 

Her fingers lifted and he covered them with his hand. “I’m here, Sarah. Don’t be afraid. The dragons are gone now.”

 

Colin paced about the room, anxious each time Sarah moaned or tossed in pain. The doctor, a quiet man with gentle hands and confident air, finished his examination, taking longer than Colin would have liked. There was a nasty bruise on her head, her jaw would ache, but thankfully it wasn’t broken. She would be sore for several days, but after that, everything would be fine.

 

After plying her with laudanum to ease the pain, the doctor took the money that Colin offered and left as the first light of dawn peeked over the horizon.

 

Mr. Ellis poked his head through the door frame, knocking quietly. “The doctor told me your missus would be fine, my lord. Good as if she were new, sir.”

 

“Can we stay here for a few hours? I don’t want to move her yet.” She looked so pale and small, the bruises already darkening her face. He felt so bloody helpless.

 

“Of course, my lord. Take as much time as you need.” Mr. Ellis closed the door quietly, leaving them alone.

 

Colin lay down on the bed and held her in his arms. She was safe now, but he wasn’t going to let her out of his sight. Not anymore. They would be married. He could procure a special license and they would be married as soon as possible. He needed a wife and Sarah would be his choice. For her, there were no dragons he would not fight.

 

He stroked her hair, comforted by the steady beating of her heart. When he closed his eyes, Sarah safe and secured in his arms, the warmth of morning’s first light drifted across the bed.

 

And the DragonSlayer slept.

Chapter Sixteen

 

Sarah struggled to open her eyes, her head pounding, the sounds of yelling and swearing harsh to her ears. Wagon wheels thundered somewhere outside and the noise echoed in her head, causing it to the ache even more desperately.

 

Last night. The other man.

 

She began to struggle, to fight, but her head felt so heavy, and her eyes would not open at all.

 

Where was she? Where was Colin?

 

She shivered, her body shaking with cold. She burrowed closer to the warmth beside her. A solid wall that would protect her. Ah, yes. There he was. Colin. He had found her. She was safe now. Warm and safe and protected, sheltered by the wall that no one could breech.

 

She groaned and buried her head against him, hearing a strong heartbeat that matched her own, beat for beat. She knew that sound and for long moments she listened, letting it calm her. But she hurt.

 

The man. A large man. Splinters of bright light shattered in her brain, and she closed her eyes tightly and pushed the thoughts away, only letting herself think of Colin and nothing else.

 

She wanted him to awaken, to tell her all was going to be all right, but her fingers did not want to move, and she could not raise her arms more than a bit.

 

He stirred, his lips pressing against the top of her head so sweetly, her very heart sighed. There was such safety in his arms. And yet, last night . . .

 

No.

 

Instead she raised her hammering head, wanting only his taste on her lips, wanting only his arms about her.

 

His lips met hers so tenderly, so gently. Yes. This was the man that she needed, the man she craved.

 

Now she was safe.

 

She moved closer and curled her fingers in his hair, answering his kiss. No other man would have her, only Colin. She slid her legs against his own, needing his strength, letting it seep inside her, slowly, warming her. His kiss deepened, became more insistent, and she responded as if her life depended on it.

 

This was Colin after all.

 

His fingers began to pull at her dress, moving beneath the flimsy fabric, grasping her breasts. The moment he touched her nipples, her head fell back, the waves of pain knifing through her. She felt as if she were on fire, her body shuddering, breath heaving. As her vision grayed, she fought against the darkness, the world spinning, memory overtaking her.

 

God, please, no.

 

She struggled to breathe, to calm herself.

 

But the pain. Her breasts. It hurt so badly. She wanted the darkness again. She should fight him, she knew what he was capable of. He had hit her. Hadn’t he? Hit her with his hands that held her so tightly. She struggled, confused, and scared.

 

He was so big, so large.

 

She needed to find Colin. His hands. Dear God, his hands. They were so rough.

 

Oh, no. Please, no.

 

She tried to fight, but she couldn’t move. He held her so tightly, his arms like iron chains around her.

 

He wouldn’t have her. She wouldn’t let him have her.

 

She tried to speak, to scream, but she couldn’t escape his mouth.

 

Colin?

 

He didn’t answer. Oh God, where was he?

 

Colin was losing his mind. His body ached, his sex hard and hot, goading him on. Each time she moved against him, the dragon sharpened its claws. Blood no longer flowed through his veins. What ran through his body was the hot, licking flames of dragonfire.

 

The air reeked of vinegar and he didn’t care. The shouting of the dockworkers rattled the windows and he didn’t care. He felt the shabby bedcovers, the hard boards, the sharp, pungent ticking against his face and he didn’t care.

 

It didn’t matter where they were or how they got there. She was the only thing that mattered now.

 

The smell of her, the sweet fragrance that was only hers, drove him mad.

 

He dared not open his eyes, for if he saw fear in her own, God damn his soul to hell, he didn’t know if he could stop.

 

Now he knew what it was to want, to need so desperately. Now he understood why men let their lust rule them. Her gasps were coming quicker, her hands pushing against his chest, and he heard her call his name. Not in desire, but in desperation, and he opened his eyes then, knowing what he would see.

 

Her hair was tousled, her lips full and swollen, the bruises on her shoulders flourishing an angry purple and green. And when he had gathered his courage fully, when he had steeled himself for the slow loss of his dreams, he looked into her dark gray eyes.

 

Fear.

 

She had been hurt, traumatized by the men from last night, and he had treated her no better.

 

“Colin?” Her voice was a mere whisper, and his Sarah, his wonderful Sarah buried her face in her hands and began to cry.

 

Awkwardly he reached for her, but he couldn’t touch her. Not now. His hands fell uselessly to his side. He removed himself from the bed, putting a safe distance between them.

 

He had spent his life running and hiding. He didn’t have to run any longer. He had played his silly games thinking he could fool the world. Oh, he’d done that, but as he watched the great wracking sobs that shook her body, he realized he couldn’t fool himself.

 

“We’ll be at Rosemont by nightfall,” he heard himself say.

 

She lifted her head, her eyes so sad. “I’m to be your mistress?”

 

“You’re to be my wife.” His tone so bland, so casual, as if he were discussing politics, as if he believed he wasn’t the blood son of the most vile man he’d ever known.

 

As if he wasn’t the dragon.

 

Goddamn his rutting soul to hell.

Chapter Seventeen

 

The ride to Rosemont was blessedly quiet. He wanted her for his wife. She had won. If her body didn’t ache, if her head weren’t so numb, she was certain the thought would have cheered her. As it was, she felt nothing at all.

 

He helped her into the carriage, handed her a blanket, and then sat alone in the corner, staring out the window.

 

She felt close to tears. “You’ll stay with me there?” She didn’t want to be alone.

 

“Yes.”

 

They were to be married; they were going to the country, together.

 

By tacit agreement, no words were spoken of the events of that morning and the previous night. If the shadows loomed darker, and the wind blew colder, she could do nothing about it. In time she would adjust. She could only hope.

 

Absently she rubbed her arms, and Colin looked at her, his dark brows drawn together with worry. She wanted to reach out and smooth away the tired lines that didn’t belong on such a young face.

 

She didn’t, however. Since the morning, he hadn’t touched her, although he had seen to all of her comforts. He had spoken only when necessary, but his silence wasn’t one of anger, rather a cool, civilized polish that worried her far more. She wrapped the scratchy wool around her, wishing it were his arms.

 

Eventually the laudanum wove its magic spell, making her woozy and limp, and she leaned her head back against the cushions, letting the rocking motion of the carriage dispel her worries and lull her back to sleep.

 

When she woke, it was night, and she was no longer in the carriage. She was alone in a large, soft bed. The flames from the small lantern jumped in the chill breeze, casting threatening shadows upon the wall.

 

So this was her new home.

 

Shaking with cold, she got up and walked to the window, staring at the dark emptiness, seeing nothing but ghosts. A large man with rough hands and a booming voice. Her father had taught her to laugh at ghosts and goblins. To fear nothing. She was turning into a coward of the worst sort and she didn’t like it at all.

 

The wind whistled and she jumped and then laughed at her own silliness. There was nothing to be afraid of.

 

The scent of roses rolled through the air, a sweet smell that caused her stomach to churn. She moved slowly, swallowing with care.

 

With shaking hands, she closed the casement, fastening it firmly. The sound of the wind disappeared and only silence remained. Content now that she had banished her fears, she sat down in a nearby chair.

 

She stared hard at the wall, glaring at the shadows, daring them to unsettle her nerves again. In time, the tremors passed. Her breathing slowed and her stomach calmed and she made a game of changing the looming shadows into dancing animals. What had been a man, she conjured into a fat elephant. The specter that was his hand turned into a barking dog. It was quite easy when she applied herself. This was a battle she wouldn’t lose.

 

Feeling braver, she walked toward the gilt mirror that sat above the chiffonier. She had avoided looking at her reflection, and for the first time she studied her bruises. No wonder Colin acted distant today.

 

Her jaw was large and swollen, the cuts in her lip and chin just beginning to close.

 

With a curse she had learned from Colin, Sarah whirled around and wiped at her eyes. When she looked up, she noticed the filigreed vase. An arrangement of roses stood tall and straight.

 

Her stomach cramped and heaved and she swept the vase onto the floor, the porcelain smashing into ragged bits. Still not satisfied, she grabbed a book and beat upon the flowers, over and over.

 

She had to destroy them.

 

With each blow, the red petals turned black, the remains scattering across the floor, and still the sickly scent filled the room.

 

Pounding and pounding, as if it were his smirking face she was destroying.

 

His arms closed around her and she fought, and kicked, and clawed, and screamed, but he would not let go. Her head rang, her jaw throbbed, and she thought she would retch, but still she fought.

 

He didn’t hit her, though. His large hands were calm and gentle, not rough. His quiet voice soothed and hushed her with silly nonsense. His strong arms held her loosely, letting her beat against him until her hands ached.

 

As quickly as it came, the rage disappeared. She mustn’t cry, so instead she sat quietly in his arms.

 

“It will be alright, Sarah. Whatever is wrong, it will be alright.”

 

“The roses. I don’t like them anymore.”

 

“They’re gone, Sarah. I give you my word, the roses are all gone now.”

 

She managed a tired smile and fell asleep on the floor, safe against his chest.

 

Three days passed before they were married. The bride was bruised and battered, yet the minister wisely held his tongue. After the vows were said, there was no joyful celebration. Instead, Colin went outside the grounds alone and got splendidly drunk. The one thing he had done right in his life—St. George—was now protected, solely in his name. Now if he could only restrain himself from savaging his already weakened wife.

 

He watched the night fall, watched the single light glow from Sarah’s window, and wondered if she was preparing for bed. By all rights, he could go to her, and take his pleasure. Instead, he took a sip from the bottle of brandy, letting the spirit soothe the edges from his need.

 

She was improving, her smiles coming more often, but her movements were slow and awkward and the bruise on her jaw still flared angrily. Each time he saw her face, he wanted to weep. He should have kept her safe, he was responsible for her injuries. Soon he would have more answers. He had brought her here, to Rosemont, so she would be safe from those who tried to kill her. Rosemont had always been his haven, and now it was hers. He would find the man who hired Harper, and then he would go to Belgium. If he were to die in battle, she would’ve been married to a war hero, rather than a highwayman’s son. With his name, his wealth, she would have the respectability that she craved. And with that thought, he lay down in the grass, watching the stars and the moon, wishing for much that he didn’t have, and satisfying himself with another swallow of blessed forgetfulness.

 

It had been two days since their marriage, and Sarah had seen little of her new husband. She had penned a letter to Juliette, assuring her that all was well. When she signed her name, she remembered Juliette’s lack of faith, and with a bit of childish vindication, added a wide flourish, “The countess of Haverwood.” Juliette really should have had more confidence in her.

 

She read the letter she had received that morning from Catherine, laughing several times. Mrs. Lambert had sunk into the doldrums and was now determined to find a new husband for her daughter. Catherine was equally determined to find the man of her dreams, just as Sarah had done. Sarah penned a response and wished her the best.

 

The doctor visited each day, which she thought was an unnecessary extravagance, but Mr. Giles said that the earl insisted. And so she was prodded and poked, and treated like a sickly cow. She had to suffer such indignities alone, each day sulking a little more, and finally, lacking a more elegant solution, she badgered a housemaid to give her new husband a summons.

 

The knock came quickly enough; perhaps she could have worded her message a bit less urgent, but then he would not have come so quickly. She adjusted her robes and sat up in bed. “Come in, please.”

 

He stood in the doorway, looking at her intently. “Is there something wrong? Are you in pain?”

 

She waved her hand. “Right as a line. Can you come and sit? For a moment?”

 

He hesitated, but then nodded. “Of course.”

 

She smiled charmingly. “How are you?”

 

Confusion settled in his fine sherry eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

 

“Oh, I was worried.”

 

“Why?”

 

“Because I had not seen you. I thought perhaps you might have been taken ill, or worse.”

 

He looked suitably taken to task. “I’m sorry. My manners are very poor.”

 

“Yes, for a man who was just married, they’re abominable. I believe there’s something amiss here, perhaps, my husband?”

 

“You’ve been hurt.”

 

“I’m better.”

 

“You still need your rest.”

 

“Is that why you haven’t touched me, or is there something else? Am I a candidate for Bedlam, or so unappealing that you cannot bear the thought of being near me?”

 

His laughter contained much bitterness. “You must be joking.”

 

“Unfortunately, no.”

 

He remained silent.

 

Finally, she spoke, needing to understand. “Why? Why were you going to marry Catherine?”

 

“Because of St. George.”

 

“The foundling home?”

 

“The orphanage had been entailed by the late earl. If I were not married by my twenty-eighth birthday, a rather nasty firm would have taken it from me.”

 

That explained much. A noble cause for a noble man. And nothing that involved his feelings for Sarah at all. “So you needed a wife.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Any wife would do.” She said the words with disappointment, not bothering to hide her feelings from him.

 

“Sarah, I couldn’t leave you alone in London. I could give you my name, respectability, my protection.”

 

She cocked her head. “And anything more? I’m very greedy, my lord.”

 

“It’s too soon. You should rest.”

 

“When?”

 

“When you’re well, we’ll talk more.”

 

“I can read the papers, you know. There is talk of war. Would you leave me as you once said?”

 

“Not until you’re safe.”

 

Sarah laughed bitterly. “A small measure of comfort at least. There’s been no news?”

 

“No, Etiénne is in London, searching for the bastard who . . .” He trailed off and looked away.

 

“Hurt me. I swear, I will be fine.” It was a vow she made with herself and with him.

 

“Of course.” He still had yet to meet her eyes. He turned to leave.

 

“Colin, may I ask something of you?”

 

“Of course.”

 

“Would you kiss me?” He looked at her then and panic flared in his eyes. She hastened to reassure him. “A small kiss, nothing more. The other man . . . I still remember. I want something else to remember now. Please.”

 

He sat down on her bed and cupped her face in his hands. His gaze was so gentle, so tender, and she felt wayward tears well in her eyes. She closed her eyes, waiting nervously, aware of every move that he made by his touch, his smell, and finally, his taste. His mouth came down on hers slowly, brushing gently. She pressed her lips against his, and she struggled with her fears. Her stomach began to cramp, and she fisted her hands, fighting herself. But then she opened her eyes, needing to see his face, nothing more. Not the darkness. And there he was, so very real. So very strong.

 

He raised his head and stared at her. For long moments they simply stared and she lost herself in his gaze. When he looked at her, with such affection, she let herself hope once more. Perhaps it would all be all right. If there was any man who could make things right, it was Colin. Her husband. Her smile was slow and tremulous, and deep inside her mind, she felt the rebirth of healing begin.

 

After he left her alone, she hugged the covers close and her smile grew. Soon, very, very soon.

 

Giles picked up the china figures that decorated the room of the new Lady Haverwood, carefully polishing and dusting each one. He hummed under his breath, not wanting to disturb her sleep. The noonday sun was already warming her chamber, and she should be waking shortly. He hummed a little louder.

 

She was a breath of fresh air in a house that had stewed in silence too long. Her bruises looked less pronounced in the morning light, although her skin looked pale, almost translucent.

 

He smiled as he put down the hideous little dragon and started to polish the mirror.

 

“Hello, Mr. Giles. Where is my husband?” Ah, the young lady was awake. Fancy that. He turned, a suitably respectable expression on his face, although it was difficult. She had an impish smile that she flashed whenever necessary, and he was as susceptible as the next man. She boxed her pillows and stuffed them behind her back.

 

Giles ceased his polishing and went to assist her. She was fluffing her pillows all wrong; the goose feathers needed to be aired and plumped, not flattened. “He’s a very busy man, my lady. The government, the estate, his charities, even the villagers depend on him.”

 

“Really? I had no idea.”

 

Giles nodded solemnly. It had been a hundred years since the villagers depended on a Haverwood, but he liked to see the young mistress’s eyes turn soft and dreamy.

 

“Do you think he’ll finish soon?” she asked, reaching for her cards on her bedside table and then idly shuffling them between her fingers.

 

“I don’t know how long he’ll be,” Giles answered, telling the absolute truth. The young master was currently locked in his study meticulously packing away each one of his books. He had packed and unpacked the boxes several times now.

 

“Don’t you think I should help him? Wouldn’t that be what a proper wife would do?”

 

Oh, she was definitely in love. The glow in her eyes, the determined lift to her chin as if she were planning a battle. Just the daunting kick the young man needed. Giles brushed his moustache to hide his smile. “My lady, in time the earl will be most appreciative of your support.” He hoped. “Perhaps the best thing you can do now is recover.”

 

“I’ll be up this afternoon then.” She laid her cards on the table at her side and threw the covers aside.

 

“But the doctor, and the earl—”

 

“Pshaw.” She flashed her smile as if nothing were amiss. “I’ve been in the cursed bed for several days now and I’m in the very pink of health. Patience is not one of my strong suits.”

 

“Of course, my lady.” Giles clicked his heels together and nodded politely. There’d be hell to pay, and Giles would probably suffer the worst of it, but it would be worth it. After so many years of tedium, things were finally beginning to look up.

 

It took Sarah a while but she finally located her husband. Sarah rapped firmly on the large study door, waiting until Colin bid her entrance. The room was a big, monstrous place of dark wood and long shadows. Colin looked completely at ease behind the heavy desk, a thin volume in his hand. The entire desk overflowed with books, with several stacks piled on the wooden floor. Crates and boxes were strewn about, some filled with leather-bound volumes, some empty. She smiled at her discovery, feeling as if she had stumbled upon some unexpected aspect to her husband’s nature.

 

Colin looked up from his reading. “Sarah? You should be resting.”

 

“Are you awfully busy?”

 

“No.” He put away the book and frowned, studying her face. “How are you feeling?”

 

“Would you like the truth?”

 

The beginnings of a smile twitched at his mouth. “Yes, please.”

 

“I do despise those malingerers that do nothing but grouse about every little ache and pain, so I wanted to make sure this was something you really wanted to know and didn’t ask merely because it was the thing to do.” Her nerves were causing her to chatter like Iris.

 

His smile grew to a grin. “No. Yes. You must be better. Are you?”

 

“Perfectly fine. Quite as good as new. Shipshape.” She waved her hand. “Right as rain.”

 

“Did you sleep well last night?”

 

“Yes. You’ve been very kind. Although . . .”

 

“Although?”

 

Her hands twisted in her skirts and she plunged forward, wanting to create new memories to replace the others. “You know the sun is quite an excellent healer, and I haven’t seen the gardens yet, but I hesitate going out alone. For a walk. Because . . .” She couldn’t think of one clever reason why she couldn’t go alone. She shouldn’t have told him she was feeling so fit.

 

He raised a brow. “Yes?”

 

A mythical map adorned one wall, a picture of monsters and ships and the crashing sea. “I might get lost. And in the midst of the towering shrubs, I might have a relapse. And swoon.” He looked quite skeptical, but he was a very smart man. “And of course there would be no one to hear me because I would be—”

 

“All alone,” he finished for her, watching her carefully. “We mustn’t have that. I suppose I’ve been neglecting my manners.”

 

“Horribly.”

 

He looked suitably taken to task. “That bad?”

 

“The very worst,” she replied easily.

 

“Very well then, we’ll eliminate that problem right now.” He looked over his desk and blew out his breath. “I didn’t want to finish this anyway.”

 

Glancing at the title, expecting some boring military dissertation, she was surprised once more. She picked it up and opened it. “The Diabolical Nature of the Western Dragons: A Treatise On the Philosophical, Physiological, and Mythological Aspects and Their Effect on Civilization.” She tilted her head. “Western dragons?”

 

“You’ve stumbled upon my hobby.”

 

She flipped through the book, studying the creatures that leaped from the pages. “Which one is this?” She sidled closer to him, pointing to an angry creature with piercing eyes, crusty scales, and wicked claws.

 

“A sea dragon. A female god, Tiamet, transformed herself into this creature when her lover was slain and created an army of fiendish monsters to avenge his death. Marduk agreed to kill the beast and sliced her heart in two.”

 

“Brokenhearted to the end.” She turned the page, her shoulder brushing against his arm. He took one small step away. “And this?”

 

“A wyvern. According to legend a young girl raised the dragon as a pet, but eventually his carnivorous nature shone through and the villagers demanded the head of the beast. A brave knight, Garston, slew the dragon, and the villagers lived in peace once more.”

 

She studied him. “What happened to the little girl?”

 

“The legend doesn’t say.”

 

“How sad.” She studied him, the way his fingers traced the pages so lovingly. “You know them all, don’t you? Will you teach me about them?”

 

“Perhaps some other time.” He slammed the book shut and put it away. “We should go. Out. Walk.”

 

She would come back later and read his books, learn about the creatures that so fascinated him. She took his arm and went outside.

 

Walking in the sunlight with Colin was exactly the soothing balm she needed. She sighed happily and leaned against him in a suitably weakened manner. A large lake graced the front of the grounds, and to her delight, at the back was a perfectly manicured formal garden, full of flowers in first bloom.

 

“Iris and the remainder of your staff should be here by the end of the week.”

 

Sarah was looking forward to seeing her maid once more. The quiet house desperately needed Iris’s gift for tongue-wagging. “You don’t mind that I sent for them?”

 

“Not in the slightest. Iris will be a great help for you and I was worried about Nancy; I’d like to see her settled.”

 

“She’s adjusted very well. Every now and then she speaks of Ethan and mentions Ackworth as well. The papers reported that it had been closed.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“And you’ll say nothing about the role you played in that?”

 

He remained stubbornly stoic and she sighed.

 

“I suppose I didn’t want to know anyway.” She stared at the bruise on her hand and saw how the color was fading. Soon it would be gone. “Have you heard from Monsieur D’Albon?”

 

He stopped and looked at her closely. “No, nothing yet. I have guards here, Sarah. No one will hurt you. I swear.”

 

She didn’t want to worry him and so she smiled as if it didn’t matter. “I’m being silly.”

 

“No, you’re not being silly at all.”

 

They continued walking in silence and she let the warm breeze wash over her. The day was far too lovely to spoil it with talk of the attack. His hand was strong on her arm, and when she was with him, she knew she was safe. She took a deep breath of fresh air and marveled at the bouquet of splendid color as far as the eye could see. “Look at all the flowers. I love springtime, don’t you?”

 

“I must admit I’ve never given it much thought before.”

 

She was appalled and threw her arms wide. “But surrounded by all this, how could you not notice it?”

 

“Surrounded by what?”

 

“Well, for instance, here is a cornflower.” She darted forward, spying another familiar plant. “And a begonia.” She ran her fingers down a row of cerulean blooms shyly peeking out. “And this is, well, I don’t know. But it’s very pretty.”

 

He picked the fragile blossom and handed it to her. “Now I will notice.”

 

His smile touched her, a treasure she would lock away. Today the splendid memories would start anew. Staring at the lazy clouds, the flowers that glittered brighter than all the jewels in the ton, she felt such peace. How could she not be happy here?

 

They wandered quietly through the gardens, each lost in their own thoughts. Row after row they walked. Each line was carefully cultivated. Someone spent much time providing for these gardens. Amidst all the color, one large square plot stood empty, the dirt fresh and newly sown. Such a barren place. She studied the broad expanse of sod, wondering what should be planted there.

 

“Sarah?”

 

In the nearest corner of the square, nearly buried under the brown soil, the flash of red caught her eye. “What have you done? Buried someone in your garden?” Bending down, she began to dig until she discovered what she had been looking at.

 

A rose petal.

 

She sank to her knees and swallowed, not because of her fears or dreams of an awful man. Because one man, so strong yet so unassuming, had thought to banish all the roses. A wave of warmth swept through her, touching her much deeper than the sun’s sparkling rays. She let the soft dirt run through her hands and knew the other man would never bother her again. Her heart was too full.

 

“Blast.” He grabbed the petal out of her hand and pulled her to her feet. “Sarah? Are you all right?” he asked, rubbing her hands.

 

She grinned in a foolish manner.

 

This man was her husband, and by God, she loved him with all her heart.

 

“Sarah?”

 

He would probably think her dotty if she asked him for another kiss. “Colin?”

 

“Yes?”

 

All at once, she glimpsed what love really was. Her girlish infatuation and desire were no substitute for this warm washing of feeling that ran through her. This was what Juliette had tried to tell her, but she had been too stubborn to learn. She needed more from him than his protection. Much more. And now, here he stood, tall, handsome, rubbing her hands, tender concern in his eyes, and she blinked against the shimmering light that had revealed her feelings. With a woman’s eyes, she stared back.

 

“We should go back. You’re not feeling well.”

 

“No!” She winced at the volume of her response. She sounded like an idiot. Yet she was still fluttering inside and if her mind wasn’t as quick as it normally was, well, she couldn’t be held responsible, he was wholly to blame. She twisted her skirts, searching for some excuse. “Not yet. You still have much to tell me.”

 

“You look pale.”

 

Certainly not the most romantic of men, but she had no patience for poets. “Let the sun do its job, then. I don’t want to go back inside. Tell me about your home. Yes, Rosemont. This place is rather large for one man. What of your family? Your parents? Were they happy here?” She would be happy here with him, she knew it.

 

He took her arm and continued to walk, albeit slowly, as if he were afraid she would swoon. “My mother died when I was young. I don’t remember much of her.”

 

“I never knew my mother.” Her father had said her mother had no patience for his games, that it was only the two of them. He had made her childhood an adventure certainly, but there were times when she wished for more. “You had no brothers or sisters?”

 

“No.”

 

Just the boy and his father in this lumbering mansion. “And your father? Was he handsome like you?”

 

Colin stopped and gazed at the formidable house and was silent for so long, she believed he wasn’t going to answer. “I’m very much like my father.”

 

“He must’ve been very proud of you.”

 

“No, the old earl was not proud of me at all.”

 

How could this be? She leapt to her beloved’s defense. “Then he was a fool.”

 

“No, merely hurt.” Colin spoke like a man who had accepted his situation long ago, and her heart wept. Did no one see who he was? This would never do. She tugged at his arm and ensured he was going to listen.

 

“May I tell you something?”

 

He nodded, and she began. “When I was a little girl, I believed my father was the smartest man alive. He was jolly and carefree and taught me how to laugh at all that society had ordained. After I met you, I realized I was wrong about my father. I had raised him to such exalted heights when I should have opened my eyes to who he really was. I love my father, I always will, but he wasn’t a very good father. I suspect your father wasn’t a good father, either. But that is who he was, and you’re who you are.”

 

Something flashed in his eyes. Was it fear or pain? She couldn’t determine, but then he gazed at her with such tenderness in his warm sherry eyes she had difficulty breathing.

 

“I don’t always see things as they are,” he replied with a husky voice.

 

“And I’m very grateful for it.”

 

“Why?”

 

“If you were an astute man, you would have never married me.” And she thanked God that he had.

 

Cocking his head to one side, he narrowed his eyes. “Are you fishing for compliments?”

 

“Not if they’re untrue.”

 

He smiled, and she pointed to him in triumph. “Ah! There it is. I believed it’d disappeared forever.”

 

“What?”

 

“Your dimple.”

 

“You’re flirting with me, aren’t you?”

 

“You’ve caught me in the very act.” She needed his touch so desperately. “I supposed if my knees gave way and I pressed a languid hand to my forehead, you’d simply let me fall to the ground.”

 

He shook his head. “I’m not that easily gulled.”

 

“And if I were to clutch at my stomach and double over in pain, you would be too smart to sweep me into your arms and carry me into the house in a dramatic manner.”

 

“Of course,” he said, daring her to continue.

 

She fanned herself with her hand, and closed her eyes.

 

“Sarah?”

 

She smiled bravely.

 

“That was all nonsense, wasn’t it? You haven’t overdone it, have you?” He laid a hand on her arm, and she sighed with delight.

 

Her knees dipped and he swore, scooping her up in his arms. She rested her head against his chest, listening to his heart. In the end, it would belong to her. It was the very least the man could do, since she had so easily lost her own.

 

“Sarah?”

 

The wonderful man sounded frightfully concerned and she felt guilty. She opened her eyes, flashing him a triumphant smile from the security of his arms. “Caught you.”

 

He began to laugh and carried her inside. “Yes, I think you have.”

 

Cornelius Twizzlerot read the short announcement for the fourth time that day. The earl of Haverwood had wed Miss Sarah Banks of London on the ninth of April, the year of our Lord, eighteen hundred and fifteen, at a private ceremony in Wellesley.

 

He laid the paper down on his desk and sighed. Well, tush! The woman simply would not die. Of course, the men he had hired were less than competent, but he could only afford so much. So, the earl had chosen Miss Banks in the end. He had felt rather guilty about sending a man to kill Miss Lambert. Thankfully, the girl hadn’t been hurt after all.

 

A less resourceful man would have abandoned his plans and given up. But Cornelius felt no need for such dire measures. He had prepared for all alternatives, and the marriage of the earl of Haverwood was a possibility he had foreseen.

 

After all, there was still the matter of the letter from the previous earl.

 

The thought of blackmail made him uncomfortable, but it was much tidier than murder. Killing an earl just wasn’t done, although when Bonaparte was in power, Cornelius had hoped that the sword of some pushy Frenchman would have done the job for him.

 

Some brief vestiges of hope remained, though. War was once again on the horizon, and there were still two months remaining before the earl’s birthday. Cornelius didn’t want to dirty his own hands if he could help it. He studied his fingernails and stroked the smooth, pale skin of his hands. He was man of thought, not of action. A philosopher, a lover, not some baseborn ruffian who skewered men with a knife.

 

Yes, social ruin would be fitting justice for the earl. After all, the man was subjecting the entire country to an outrageous masquerade. The scandal would be just as delicious as when the duke of York’s mistress was discovered selling commissions for a profit. However, for a fair price Cornelius was willing to keep his secret. The earl had more than enough money, and Cornelius merely wanted a business enterprise of his own. He wasn’t that greedy.

 

The smell of porridge wafted through the air and he realized it was nearly suppertime. Surely the brats were weary of all that porridge, every day. Margaret might be a satisfying lover but she had yet to cook one satisfying meal.

 

In time, money wouldn’t be a problem and he could eat whatever he desired. The closing of Ackworth had made him nervous. The headmaster there had been so confident, so full of promises of riches for all. But now he realized that this was a difficult business he had considered embarking on, but the alternatives, porridge and shabby trousers, did not sit well. After the earl was no longer an issue, he would contact Mr. Wyndham, they could begin his new adventure, and the money would flood his coffers. But for now, it seemed porridge was the menu du jour.

 

The most galling thing of all was that he would have to dig into his own meager savings in order to pay Mr. Roberts and Mr. Harper. It pained him to pay for a job so savagely botched. If he were an ethical man, he would simply honor his debts. Frankly though, the behemoth Mr. Roberts terrified him and the thought of once again entering that horrid house of pestilence made him ill.

 

The ill-kept man did not know who he was nor where he lived and he hoped he never would. In time, the man would forget about the whole unsavory affair. Surely there was no honor among thieves.

 

Mr. Harper knew when to keep silent. He had many interests to protect, mostly his own. He would cause Cornelius no problems.

 

No, his most pressing problem was the rumbling in his stomach. He stowed away the paper and got to his feet. He would eat Margaret’s miserable porridge for the next few weeks until he had a proper discussion with the earl.

 

And once St. George was safely in his hands, he would hire a fine cook and eat whatever he chose. On that happy thought, he left to go suffer the lumpy porridge once more.

Chapter Eighteen

 

In the following days, life for Sarah was quiet, serene, peaceful. . . and devilishly tedious. Sarah’s new husband had not touched her since the day in the garden, as if the happy interlude had never happened. Not a kiss, nor a caress, nothing that even resembled a mild token of affection. She smiled and laughed and flirted shamelessly, casting long, languid, gazes in his direction.

 

And all for naught.

 

He treated her with a polite deference that for another woman might have been disheartening. For Sarah, it was a declaration of war. That evening at dinner, Giles had outdone himself. The low light of candles flickered, casting everything in a golden glow. She had dressed in her blue silk, the same dress she’d worn at the theater, hoping to rekindle the memories of the night they first met. Colin’s eyes had flickered for a moment when she walked in the room, but he had said nothing, only nodding politely.

 

The food was delicious, the sherry potent and warming, only her own charms seemed lacking. By the end of the evening, Giles bustled into the room, an army of servants clearing the table. The butler clapped his hands once and as quickly as they came, they disappeared.

 

“My lady, sir, I’ll bid you adieu.” He closed the doors behind him, leaving them alone.

 

It was the time she had been waiting for. She smiled timidly, and Colin stood, so tall and handsome.

 

She plucked at the tablecloth, her eyes downcast, and when she heard his footsteps, she shuddered with delight. Soon she would be in his arms once more.

 

He advanced until she could see him standing before her. Attempting an elegant, sophisticated bearing, she rose, and placed a gloved hand on his arm.

 

For three beats of her heart, he stared at her hand. And then, without warning, he reached behind her, picked up her glass of sherry, and placed it in her hand. “Good night, Sarah.”

 

He turned and left.

 

By the fifth night, as once again he departed innediately after dinner, she was frantic.

 

She knew she could feign illness or pretend the nightmares had reoccurred, and he would run to her side, but now both possibilities seemed abhorrent to her. She could not deceive him or take advantage of his considerate nature. No, she must win her husband in a fair manner.

 

However, she was not above utilizing all the weapons at her disposal. She donned her most daring gown, a fetching creation of sea-green muslin with a silk overskirt, which floated about her like a cloud. After thinking for a moment, she discarded her stays. Knowing her husband, he would abandon all attempts before one lace was undone and that would never do. She let her hair hang loose on her shoulders, and studied herself in the mirror, pouting in a prurient manner.

 

Tonight. Yes, tonight she would discover exactly why the man she married had been hiding. She searched the house to no avail; her husband had completely disappeared. However, there was one other place he might be and tonight, in her best dress and her most undaunted demeanor, she would leave no card unturned.

 

Tonight he would be hers.

 

Once outside, the elements teased her, reminding her of her sorry state. The night wind whispered in her ear, the first splatters of warm rain kissed her cheeks, and every now and then, one of the silken flowers would sway in her direction and lightly stroke her arm.

 

Holding her head high, she marched down to the path to the lake. She spied his lonesome figure sitting in the soft rain, staring into the black night, his shoulders slumped as if they carried the weight of the world. Did he not realize that she was well? That she ached for his touch? That she wanted to be his truly? Well, he would certainly realize it after she was done with him.

 

The further she walked, the harder the rain fell, and by the time she reached the gentle slope where he sat, it didn’t matter that she had brushed her hair until it shone, for it hung limply about her shoulders like strands of sodden moss. Her gown clung to her legs in what she could only hope was an alluring manner, but her spirits were still high.

 

For she was Sarah Wescott, the new countess of Haverwood, and Sarah never lost.

 

Colin welcomed the rain. His mood was foul, and the bottle of port he had polished off was not numbing his mind nearly enough. Why should he even try? He picked up his knife and stared at the blade. Black Jack Cady’s merry blade. The old earl had bought it for him as a souvenir from his father’s hanging. His father had carried this very knife in hands that were so like Colin’s. He studied his hands, long, square fingers, a workman’s hands. He had killed men, just as his father had. An all-consuming blackness flared inside him when he was angry, when he realized the power of his knife. The first time he killed a man, the power had terrified him, yet in the darkest places of his mind he had been mesmerized.

 

War had given him a reason, a place for his rage, and Colin had learned to master it. But war could not teach him to be gentle with a woman. In war, there were no women except for the whores and the victims. Until he had met her, he had always been a man in control.

 

Now he was a man going slowly and painfully insane.

 

Everywhere he turned, she was there, watching him with her thoughtful eyes, smiling at him in silent invitation. His hands would move of their own volition, reaching out to stroke her hair, or touch her skin. He wanted his wife so badly it burned.

 

He tried to bury himself in his books, but he only saw her face among the dragons. Finally, he had resorted to wine, but even the port brought no relief. He had made his way outside and by his count, he should now be completely foxed. Unfortunately, amidst the pouring rain he could hear her voice and see her sultry curves outlined so boldly against her gown. God, her thighs.

 

“Colin!”

 

He blinked with surprise, realizing that either she was really there before him or else he was dreaming rather vividly. Again. “Go away,” he said rudely.

 

“No, I won’t.” His dream sat next to him, an angel descending into his own private hell. She was much too close, a pale beacon of light that shimmered through the sheeting rain. But the storm and the night didn’t hide enough.

 

Her dress clung tightly to her breasts. He couldn’t look away, staring in fascination at her nipples that were so clearly visible beneath the fabric. He shouldn’t be leering so enthusiastically. Even in his cloudy state he knew he was spinning happily into dangerous oblivion.

 

He took a dry swallow from his empty bottle. Better to look as if he had other things on his mind.

 

“Are you angry at me?”

 

Angry? “No.” His fingers flexed and he swallowed with difficulty.

 

“Why don’t you touch me?”

 

His head began to spin, the rain dripping into his eyes. He didn’t want to, but he stood. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

 

“I do.” His dream stared him down with stubborn eyes.

 

“You’re still not well.” He walked in a circle, and tried to think of other excuses, but he could only think of her bare skin, awash in the rain.

 

“I would not ache so, if you would but kiss me.”

 

“Sarah, I wouldn’t stop at kissing you.” Even now he was eyeing her gown, thinking how he would unfasten it.

 

She leaned back, a siren luring him to the rocks. With a slow, sly smile, she answered very simply, “I know.”

 

He took a step forward, thinking of nothing more than spreading her thighs and impaling her on his length. But then she looked up with such trust that it sliced his heart to ribbons. “No.” Not now. He wouldn’t be gentle, tender. He would lunge at her like his father’s son.

 

She was up on her feet instantly, rain spiking her lashes. “Why?”

 

“You were hurt.”

 

“I won’t let myself think of that anymore. I will not let that snake get the better of me and ruin what I have with you. We’ve been married for ten days, yet not once have you touched me with affection.” She tugged at his arm. “What do I do to win?”

 

He clenched his fist in frustration. “This is all a damned game to you, nothing more. I’m a man, Sarah. Flesh and blood. The devil’s blood.” Slowly, insidiously, he moved closer.

 

“And so you think it’s not important to me? You’re important to me. But I don’t understand, Colin. You’ve laid out some odd set of rules and I can’t follow them. I don’t even know what they are.”

 

Jagged lightning lit up the sky, and his father’s blade flashed in the dark. Colin was tired of fighting her, fighting himself. The wine had blurred the edge of his control, and all he could think of was taking what she offered. Tasting what was forbidden.

 

He swallowed, seeing the jeering face of the old earl, seeing the swaying corpse of his father. The rain pounded harder, but this time he would not walk away. The old earl thought he carried the taint of his father, and there was a part of Colin that was afraid it was true. It was time to discover who had been right all those years.

 

The knife lay so still in grass, his security and his curse. He wouldn’t let himself hurt her. He would die first. He would give her the power to do it. “This is what you want?”

 

She nodded.

 

“My rules, Sarah. Only my rules.” He sat down on the sodden ground and held out a hand. She followed blindly. He let his mind run now, let all the greedy needs spill forward. “Do you remember the night at the theater?” His fingers tugged at the bodice of her gown, just enough to leave her shoulder bare.

 

“Yes.”

 

“I’d never seen a woman so lovely before. In the candlelight your skin glowed like cream, but your hair burned like flame.” He pressed his lips against the place he had exposed. One single kiss. “It was the most erotic image I’d ever seen. I stood there so stupidly, I couldn’t move, couldn’t think.” He laughed. “No, that’s not true. I did think. I wanted to see your skin against mine. I wanted to take you right there. Did you know that, Sarah?”

 

“Dear heavens.”

 

He pulled the bodice down further, trailing his finger over the swell of her breast. “I do think, Sarah. All the time. About this.” The fabric dipped lower, and jealously he watched the raindrops glide down the white flesh. He couldn’t stand not touching her and so he followed the water’s path, taking the rain in his mouth, tasting the salt of her skin.

 

When she smiled, that slow and confident curve of her lips, he drew in a long, much-needed breath of air that did nothing to clear his mind.

 

She moved whisper close and stroked his cheek with her hand. “Do you know what I think about?”

 

It was his turn to shake his head in silence.

 

“How strong you are.” She ran her hands underneath his shirt, his muscles tensing at her touch. Slowly she drew the shirt from his shoulders, letting her fingers learn the line of his arm. Her fingers were so small and pale, touching him so gently as if he were the delicate one, not she.

 

“Every time you took me in your arms, I cursed anything that pulled me away.” She explored the muscles in his upper arm, testing and touching in a studious manner that had him entranced. “So powerful that I wished I were prone to the vapors just so you would sweep me up once more.

 

“And your eyes.” She touched a finger to his long lashes, tracing his brows. “So tender in one moment I wanted to weep, so wicked the next that I wanted to be locked away, just the two of us, until I understood exactly what secrets a man and woman shared.”

 

He felt as if he’d been kicked in the gut.

 

“Will you show me?” she asked, a whisper that roared in his head.

 

Oh, he wanted to show her, he had certainly had enough dreams about it. He’d never been with a woman before, but he found himself nodding stupidly just the same.

 

With both hands, he drew her dress down lower, baring her fully to the waist. His hands slid down her sides, her clothes falling away beneath his questing fingers. When she lay nude before him, lush and damp, his eyes feasted on her, following her breasts, her dusky nipples, the curls of fire that hid between her thighs. He should tell her how beautiful she was, how perfectly her skin glistened in the moonlight and rain, but he couldn’t find any words at all.

 

So, he put everything into his kiss, hoping she would understand.

 

Her response was passionate fire, her lips warm and wet, and he pulled her closer until she was locked against him, his hands sweeping the curves of her hips, discovering the softness of her back, cupping her bottom, letting her sex nestle against his own. His lust surrounded him, squeezing tightly, and he nearly exploded.

 

Not yet.

 

As he peeled away his boots and breeches, the glint of his father’s blade winked in the night. She stared up at him with bemusement, her mouth sweetly open.

 

He slid against her, the moisture sealing their bodies together. “Sarah? There’s something I want you to do for me.” Swallowing with difficulty, he picked up his knife. “I want you to take this.”

 

What had been heat and desire in her face turned to confusion. “What?”

 

He wrapped her fingers around his blade. “It’s for you.”

 

“For what?”

 

“Protection.”

 

She shook her head, still not understanding. “No one will harm me here. For God’s sake, Colin, we’re all alone.”

 

He looked away, watching the lightning flash in the sky. “Not to protect you from someone else. To protect you from me.”

 

“You’re not going to hurt me.”

 

“I said, my rules.”

 

“Not like this.”

 

It was much too late for him to turn away, but he could pretend and he started to rise. “If that’s what you want.”

 

She stopped him with a hand to his arm. “You really think you’re going to hurt me? That you could?” There was such disbelief in her voice that he believed she was right. But he looked at her hand, small and delicate, gripping his arm that had killed so many men. He wouldn’t take the risk that she was wrong.

 

“Yes.”

 

“You’re a fool.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“I can prove you wrong.”

 

This was the Sarah that he loved. “That’s what I’m praying for.”

 

“Give me the bloody knife. So I’m to hold this?”

 

“Yes. You cannot let go of your weapon. A man is most defenseless right here,” he pointed to his throat, “and if you slice the artery, he won’t survive.”

 

“You’re not going to hurt me,” she said, a snap in her voice. There was fury in her eyes, frustration, but he still saw her desire lingering there, and it licked at him, fed his hunger.

 

“You keep believing that, Sarah, just don’t let go of the knife.”

 

Carefully he lowered himself on top of her, waiting, expecting something from her, but he didn’t know what. He kissed her once more, gently, tenderly, even as he brought her hand to rest against his chest, so that he felt the prick of his blade against his skin. Only when he knew she was safe did he move with purposeful intent.

 

He nudged her legs apart with his knee, and let his sex linger at the top of her thigh. Her eyes were locked on his, her jaw resolutely set, and he waited for her to tell him no, waited for her to call a halt. But instead she stared, daring him to continue.

 

As if he could stop.

 

He pushed once, but her flesh gave no more than her will. She was warm inside, surrounding him like a hot vise. It made him dizzy. The muscles in his hips flexed urgently, aching to drive inside her and he gritted his teeth. He pushed harder, watching, waiting for the cry, waiting for a scream, but she only stared in determined silence. He was further inside her now, throbbing, harder than he’d ever been in his life, and wondering how something that felt so exquisite could be going so terribly wrong. He brought her no pleasure, but her face was tight and stubborn, and so to spite her, he thrust once more, yet still the wall remained.

 

A shudder rippled through her, the blade skimmed down his chest, and he froze. “I’m hurting you.”

 

In an instant, the blade was back near his throat, her eyes burning as black as the night. “If you leave me now, I will kill you.”

 

“Anything to win, right, Sarah?” Once again he thrust inside her, harder this time, his control slipping each time she moved underneath him.

 

“I am the countess of Haverwood,” she muttered through gritted teeth.

 

His wife. Oh, God. He plunged inside her, his muscles tensing as he let himself feel. He moved freely now, back and forth inside her, finding the rhythm, riding her as he had ached to do from the first time he saw her.

 

More, more. He drove deeper within her, finding a freedom he’d never had, had never felt.

 

Feeling, sensation, and power all came together and swept him away. He exploded inside her, the black enfolding him, the last rumbling of thunder rolling softly in the distance.

 

Magnificent.

 

He felt as if he could pluck the very stars from the sky for her, he had touched them. He nearly laughed, he was turning into a poet, but it was still difficult to breathe. There wasn’t a dragon he couldn’t slay, a mountain he couldn’t climb. He would bring her mounds of flowers, tickle her nose with them. She was wonderful and he rolled off her so he could tell her so.

 

His wife lay on her back, her eyes closed, one small tear sliding down her cheek. He jerked as if shot, wondering what had happened. Dark blood, mixed with his seed, coated her thighs, and her arms bore the marks of his hands.

 

He hadn’t even noticed.

 

Bastard.

 

Her lips moved, and he leaned closer, but it wasn’t necessary; her voice rang loud and stubborn.

 

“I never lose.”

Chapter Nineteen

 

Surely he would wake up and find this was a bad dream. He eyed his wife and counted carefully to himself, hoping to be conveniently jarred out of his nightmare. Finally, he sighed. Damn, he wasn’t that lucky.

 

Sarah sat up, took a deep breath, and lifted her face to the last raindrops that fell from the sky. Her eyes, which normally hid nothing from him, were now full of secrets, and he despised himself for putting them there.

 

Bravely, he spoke. “How are you?”

 

“Right as rain, fit as a—”

 

Colin held up his hand. “Tonight you’re allowed to malinger if you choose. I think I’d feel better if you did.” He rubbed his head, trying to ease the pounding. It was as if Beowulf had just stepped on the center of his forehead.

 

“I don’t malinger.” She reached out and gathered her clothes.

 

“No, you don’t.” He touched the bruise on her arm. “I’m sorry.”

 

“This is what you’re apologizing for?” She jerked her elbow upwards, almost hitting him.

 

Slowly it dawned on Colin that Sarah wasn’t about to cry or faint. She wasn’t terrorized as his mother had been. There was no fear in her eyes. Her jaw was set quite firmly. No, his wife was angry. Angry, of all things. At him. “But I hurt you,” he said, almost to himself, trying to understand why she wasn’t shrinking from him. He hadn’t killed her, she hadn’t killed him, although he really wouldn’t blame her one bit if she had.

 

“Not in the way you believe.”

 

“Tell me how I hurt you.” His head throbbed more painfully as he tried to muddle through this. There was some profound truth dangling just beyond his fingertips.

 

“You don’t trust me.”

 

That was patently untrue. He crossed his arms over his chest. “I would trust you with my life.”

 

“Yes, but that’s the easy part, isn’t it? You just don’t trust me with the truth.”

 

She had him there. But there were things about him she would never know. “Of course I do.”

 

She sat on the grass, wringing her dress as if she were a laundress, watching him with eyes that knew too much. “Then tell me why the knife was so important, Colin? Why was it necessary?”

 

Why? He turned away and stared up at the black sky. Because he dared not risk that the old earl had been right. Because he couldn’t bear to see her shrink from his touch. But if she knew the truth, if she knew who he was, who his father was, why would she ever want to love him? “Sarah, I need some time. Will you give me that? It’s late.”

 

He held his breath, waiting for her answer. Finally she nodded. “Very well, you have until morning.”

 

“I didn’t hurt you? That is, other than the business of trusting you? You’re sure?”

 

“Of course I’m sure. A slight twinge, nothing more. I told you that you wouldn’t.”

 

“Yes, you said as much,” he murmured, still unable to believe he hadn’t hurt her.

 

“You should believe me. I’m always right, you know.”

 

He hadn’t hurt her.

 

She began to dress, and for a few moments Colin watched in awe. She was his wife, he had just possessed her, albeit rather ham-handedly, and she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever known.

 

He was the luckiest man alive.

 

He stood and picked up his breeches and boots, wanting so badly to whistle, but that would certainly be in poor form. Still, he could not refrain from dwelling on the moments before, the feeling of being inside her.

 

He lost his breath and the ground started to spin, and he realized that standing had been a mistake.

 

So he sat back down and didn’t allow himself to think about such things.

 

After pulling on his breeches, he stood resolutely and locked his hands behind his back. He dared not touch her, but he did stand very close. So close he could see the worry in her eyes. So close he could smell the scent of their lovemaking. He closed his eyes until the spinning subsided. “We’ll talk in the morning, Sarah.”

 

She nodded, her lips curving up slightly, which he liked to think was the beginning of a smile. “The next time, there will be no rules unless they’re mine,” she stated quite firmly.

 

He kissed her, simply because he couldn’t help it, but very carefully. Then he walked her back to the house.

 

The next time. Did there exist three more magical words? Perhaps there were, but he wouldn’t think about that. Right now, his body still hummed from the first time.

 

In his mind he had always believed that if he ever bedded a woman, he would transform into the demon that his father had been. Yet he felt just the same. It was humbling to discover he was mortal after all.

 

The grass gave way beneath his bare feet as they walked in silence, feet that looked just the same. The air was clean and fresh, newly washed by the storm. He studied his hands, studied his fingers. Just the same.

 

But things weren’t the same. He could look at the world with new eyes. He had taken a woman, and not just any woman, but Sarah. She didn’t turn away from him.

 

Even now, she could be carrying his child. The child of a DragonSlayer.

 

Ah, tonight the air smelled sweet and clean. The old earl had been wrong.

 

Black Jack Cady was dead and so was his son.

 

The night was still young and he had two things left to do. First, he had to create an explanation that she would believe. He would never tell her the truth, never let her find out who he really was. Now that he had her, he would not let her go. He could think of something. After that, he needed to lock himself away in his study. Sarah had given him more pleasure then he ever knew existed. He had some reading to attend to, for now it was her turn. He had to learn how to pleasure his wife.

 

Moonbeams spilled on the grass as the clouds rolled away and Colin turned, scanning the grounds, looking for the dragons, but finding none.

 

His father’s blade glinted in the grass, and Colin smiled, smug and sure. He had no use for it anymore; the damned thing could wait until the morning.

 

Giles stood in the open doorway, the letter from London perfectly aligned on the silver tray. He coughed discreetly, but still the earl paid him no mind, his attention focused on the book in front of him. Curious, Giles stepped into the room, determined to discover which beastie or monster had so fascinated the young man today.

 

When he happened to glance at the detailed picture on the page, he froze. The young man was not looking at dragons, he was studying the intricacies of the female anatomy, which in itself was rather a relief to Giles.

 

Averting his gaze, and taking the opportunity to notice that the study had been restored to its former, orderly state, Giles coughed—quite loudly this time.

 

Colin closed the book with a loud thump and shoved it off the desk. “What the devil are you doing creeping around here like a ghost?”

 

“A letter arrived from London, sir. By messenger. I felt it needed your immediate attention.” He placed the tray on the desk. “Although if this is an inconvenient time . . . ” he raised an eyebrow.

 

“What did the letter say, Giles?”

 

Giles took a deep breath, prepared to defend his honor, but apparently it was not necessary today. The earl plucked the piece of paper off the tray and read it himself.

 

“Damn.” The earl folded the paper in half and raked a hand through his hair.

 

“Bad news, sir?” he asked, wondering if the young man considered orders to leave for London immediately bad news or good.

 

“Is Sarah asleep?”

 

“I believe so, she hasn’t come downstairs. Should I wake her, sir?”

 

“No! No, um, I’ll see to my wife this morning. She should sleep.” The earl looked about the room. “Are there any flowers in this house?”

 

“Flowers, sir?” Giles pretended ignorance.

 

“That’s what I said.”

 

“Well, no, I don’t have any, although,” he studied the room as well, noting that it did look rather harsh, “perhaps I could cut some and place a few arrangements around the room.”

 

The earl waved his hand. “No. Forget that I said anything. I’ll take care of it.”

 

Colin got up and stamped out the door, leaving Giles alone. He sighed and picked up the letter. There was a kink in the rug and he stooped to straighten the offending wrinkle. There, much better. The book lay strewn about in the very manner that the young master abhorred, so he picked it up, ready to place it upon the shelves where it belonged. Of course, in order to determine exactly where it belonged, Giles would need to study the subject matter and then shelve it appropriately. He opened to the first page and raised his brows.

 

The air grew hot and Giles sat down in the bulking chair that the earl was so fond of. He stroked his moustache and turned to the next page. The man’s interests were certainly expanding. Fascinated, Giles read on. A loud knock came from the front door, but Giles would not be disturbed. He closed the door to the study, poured an ample glass of port, and sat down to continue reading.

 

Fascinating.

 

Something was tickling her nose. A rich exotic perfume, velvety. Flowers. She smiled and opened her eyes to an enormous bouquet of color. Daylilies, cornflowers, bluebells. She sat up straighter and yawned, the sun far too bright for early morning. Her thighs cramped in a painful manner and she couldn’t restrain her wince.

 

“You’re all right?” The flowers spoke with a deep voice that made her smile.

 

“Ah, so there is someone hiding behind the bouquet, after all.”

 

The flowers lowered and Colin stared at her in concern. “I’m sorry.”

 

“No more apologies, please, although if it causes this”—she swept the blossoms in her arms—“I might let myself weaken and allow it.”

 

“How are you feeling?” His brows were drawn together and there were tired lines at the corners of his eyes. He looked much worse than she felt and she wanted to make everything right for him.


 

“In perfect health, fit as a fiddle, right as—”

 

“Yes, we’ve been down that road before. You’re a very poor liar, Sarah.”

 

“Because I’m feeling quite magnanimous this morning, I’ll not correct you.”

 

“You’re still angry?”

 

“No, I’m waiting.” She folded her arms across her chest, and took a deep breath, treading lightly over what she sensed was very dangerous ground.

 

“Yes, well, I wanted to protect you.”

 

“Protect me? How?”

 

“Sarah, you’ve been through such difficulties, I was afraid you’d think me no better than the bastard that attacked you.” He watched her very intently. “I couldn’t bear that.”

 

“So if I held the knife, I wouldn’t be afraid?”

 

He nodded. “Yes.”

 

“Colin, I could never be afraid of you. You’re very strong and stubbornly committed to protecting me—”

 

“Someone does want to kill you,” he reminded her.

 

“And they’ve stopped, haven’t they?”

 

“It’s only been ten days.”

 

“Eleven,” she reminded him.

 

“Eleven,” he admitted. “But it’s too soon to act as if the threat doesn’t exist.”

 

He looked so earnest, so sincere, and she knew he worried about her safety. But as far as she was concerned, the whole story was the biggest bit of poppycock she’d ever heard from him. However, she was content to bide her time and let him divulge his secrets in his own manner.

 

Except for one thing.

 

“There’ll be no more knives.”

 

“None,” he replied easily, much too easily.

 

“I don’t need a weapon when I’m afraid. I only need one thing.”

 

“And what is that?”

 

“I need you to hold me.”

 

“Are you afraid now?”

 

She didn’t know if he was teasing or if he meant the question, so she took no chances on a misunderstanding. “No, I could never be afraid of you.”

 

“I should have been patient and slow and tender, and so many things that I wasn’t.” He drew her into his arms and held her tightly, his lips against her hair.

 

She could never stay angry at him; he was much too hard on himself. “It doesn’t matter, I love you anyway.”

 

He made no reaction, there was no change whatsoever, as if she had said nothing out of the ordinary. How long would it be before he noticed? He continued on and she smiled. Apparently quite some time.

 

“You were right. I did hurt you some, but that was because you’d never been with a man before, not because of something I did. Other than your virgin’s pain, I didn’t do anything to hurt you, did I?”

 

“No.”

 

He sighed. “Good. That is, it’s not good that I hurt you, of course, but because that was the cause of your pain. It shouldn’t hurt anymore because now you have. And I have.” He took a deep breath. “It really is quite fantastic.”

 

She nestled against his chest, never having heard him speak in such length before. And she was more than content to listen.

 

“It will be much nicer next time, I promise. We’ll wait a bit. I won’t rush you. Did you know that if—”

 

The door burst open. “Mum!”

 

Iris forgot her curtsy and flew into the room, pushing Colin out of the way and hugging Sarah very tightly. The flowers were thrown to the floor, and Sarah sighed. Oh well, there would be time for romance later. Nancy shuffled in behind Iris, her gaze immediately lighting on Colin.

 

“Look at this!” Iris tilted Sarah’s face toward the window, checking her faded bruise, tsk-ing appropriately.

 

Colin settled himself in a corner, so as not to be in the way, and Nancy settled not too far behind him.

 

“Good morning, Lord Haverwood.” She curtsied, flouncing her skirts in quite a good imitation of a small Iris.

 

“Good morning, Nancy.”

 

Giles burst into the room, huffing, his moustache twitching wildly. “I tried to stop them, sir, but this termagant . . .”

 

“Termagant! You’ve got no shame, calling me a termagant, you pompous old windbag.”

 

“Iris!”

 

“Giles!”

 

Sarah stared at Colin and she knew just when her earlier declaration of love registered. He blinked twice, took one step back, and then watched her somberly as if he were doubting his ears.

 

“He wasn’t going to let us see you. Can you imagine?” Iris rested her arms across her ample bosom.

 

“The countess needs her rest.” Giles stood his ground.

 

Sarah smiled at Colin rather shyly, but it was important that he know her feelings.

 

“Well, of course she does, and who do you think is going to see that she gets it?” Iris stomped over to the window and closed the heavy maroon drapes. “She doesn’t need this light.”

 

Giles’s face burned red and round and he marched forward, his moustache bobbing ominously. He ripped the curtains wide. “She likes the sun.”

 

Colin tilted his head and his brows knitted together.

 

Iris snapped the curtains closed. “Dark!”

 

Giles pulled them apart once more. “Light.”

 

Iris, who when confronted could turn as mean as a cornered cur, smiled with malice. “Don’t cross me, old man.”

 

Colin watched Sarah intently, the question settling in his fine sherry eyes.

 

She nodded and fiddled with her bedcovers.

 

“You’re no young miss yourself, you linen-draped virago.”

 

Colin stared harder.

 

She nodded very distinctly, so there was no miscommunication.

 

He understood. “Out! Now! Everyone!”

 

Oh, he understood very well.

 

Nancy stared at him, hurt that he would yell so. Iris’s mouth fell open, and she looked quite ready to sink to the floor. Giles simply looked relieved. “Yes, quite right, sir.” The butler grasped Iris’s arm and propelled her forward. He frowned at Nancy and pushed them both out the door, slamming it in Iris’s face. He dusted his hand on his spotless trousers. “There. Quite well done, sir.”

 

Colin glared.

 

“Surely you’re not lumping me with that riffraff?”

 

There was murder in Colin’s eye.

 

“You’d think a man would show more gratitude . . .” Giles turned on his heel and then looked back over his shoulder. “Find someone else to do your dusting, then. I’m a butler!” The door slammed behind him.

 

“You’ll have several fences to mend,” she murmured, suddenly feeling quite nervous.

 

He shook his head and advanced quite purposefully. “I don’t care.”

 

She swallowed and stared the blossoms on the floor. “Iris trampled my flowers.”

 

“Are you sure?” he asked intently, the question having nothing to do with her flowers. He sat on the bedstead and cupped her face in his hands, very gentle hands.

 

“Yes.” She nodded mutely, wishing for some witty remark, but her mind was foolishly blank.

 

“Even after last night?”

 

There were parts of last night she wanted to forget, or at least to understand, but there was so much more to remember. Most of all, she believed in him. “Yes.”

 

“I swear on my mother’s grave, I’ll never hurt you again. I’ll make it up to you.”

 

She was absolutely certain he would crawl through hot coals if she but asked, and her heart melted. “We’ll start again and there will be nothing to make up.”

 

“Will you tell me once more?”

 

When he stared at her so, as if she were something so precious, she could not breathe. She didn’t understand what he was afraid of, why he always touched her with such caution, but it didn’t change her feelings. “I love you so very much.”

 

Colin blinked, wondering if he had ached for the words for so long that he had just imagined them, but she sat next to him, staring up as if he were the noblest man on earth, and he knew it wasn’t his imagination.

 

Her words settled inside his chest, rumbling their way up to his throat, robbing him of his ability to speak. And then they waylaid his mind, blocking out all but her face. Soft gray eyes, flushed cheeks that rounded when she smiled, the mouth that was made for his, and the stubborn chin that would never give up.

 

Even on him.

 

After a futile search for words, he finally stopped trying and kissed her. He had searched his whole life for someone to love him and now he held her in his arms. Heaven could not be this sweet.

 

He hoped she understood, and when he pulled away and looked into her eyes, seeing the sparkle, seeing the stars, he thought perhaps she did.

 

Carefully he removed himself from the bed, wanting nothing more than to stay. However, she looked tired and pale and he was not enough of an animal to force himself on her again. There were other things to attend to. Right now he needed to get a message to London. He needed Etiénne at Rosemont as soon as possible. In the morning Colin would set out for London, but he would not leave Sarah alone.

 

Much to Sarah’s surprise, the mysterious Monsieur D’Albon arrived at Rosemont that evening. Apparently her husband had requested his presence. His worn trousers were coated with dust, his dark hair falling forward over his face. He looked tired and worried, and in sore need of refreshment, but Colin wasted no time with pleasantries. The two men engaged in a spirited discussion in the study, which was unfortunately not quite loud enough for her to discover why Monsieur D’Albon had chosen to visit at such an odd hour, or why Colin had invited him.

 

When the two men emerged and joined her in the drawing room, Colin looked unmoved and Monsieur D’Albon looked as if he needed to hit something, and the most likely target seemed to be Colin. Sadly of course, this seemed to be their usual demeanor.

 

Sarah stood, made a show of adjusting her skirt, and placed herself directly in front of Colin. A parlor was no place for pugilistic nonsense. “Good evening, Monsieur D’Albon. You’re looking very refreshed tonight.”

 

The gallant man lifted her hand to his lips. “Merci.”

 

“You will be staying with us this evening, won’t you?”

 

Monsieur D’Albon lifted a challenging brow to Colin. “Unless you’ve changed your mind?”

 

“Etiénne is in sore need of a respite for a few days.” Colin ground out the words with little enthusiasm.

 

Sarah looked at Colin, trying to discern what misguided thoughts were currently wending their way through his labyrinthine brain. “How delightful. Colin neglected to mention we were expecting guests.”

 

Was this sudden foray into entertaining to prevent her from being alone with him? She was getting so close to the truth. She knew it. He sorely underestimated her more tenacious leanings if he thought she could be diverted so easily. She shot a telling glance, intended to convey that very thought. He looked nonplussed, instead flinging open the drawing room doors and bellowing.

 

“Giles!”

 

The efficient butler did not appear.

 

“Giles!” Colin bellowed louder.

 

There was no need for bellpulls in his house. She made a note to herself to have the useless decorations removed. “Perhaps he’s retired for the night?”

 

“Sulking in the pantry would be closer to the truth,” Colin muttered, taking Monsieur D’Albon’s coat and throwing it over a dainty chair. “There’s a guest chamber near the back of the house. Up the stairs, to the left. It’s yours till I return.”

 

“Return?” The word implied many things, none of which boded well. She let the full force of her displeasure reflect on her face.

 

Etiénne shook his head slowly and stared at Colin with something akin to pity in his eyes. “You should have listened to me, my friend. I told you what would happen.”

 

Colin waved a careless hand at Etiénne, who seemed to take such cavalier treatment in stride. “See to yourself. I’ll speak to Sarah.”

 

The storm clouds were gathering over her head and growing darker by the minute. Monsieur D’Albon disappeared up the stairs and Sarah sat down on the sofa, folded her hands in her lap, and waited. Retreat was a development she had not prepared for.

 

Colin raked a hand through his hair and paced in front of her. “I’ll be leaving for London in the morning.”

 

“How lovely. I’ll go with you, of course.” And that took care of that issue. Sarah rose, hoping to escape before he would argue.

 

“I don’t want you in the city, Sarah. I’ll only be gone for two days.”

 

Blast, she had moved too slowly. With a heavy sigh, she settled back on the sofa. Two days sounded like the veriest part of an eternity when they were making such great strides. “Two days is a very long time.”

 

“You won’t even notice I’m gone.”

 

Not notice? Did he not realize how she needed him? He stopped pacing, looking wonderfully handsome and solid in nothing more than breeches and the simple, linen shirt he was so fond of. No, her eyes never lingered on the filigreed furniture or silk and satin furnishing of the house. Even the pictures of fiery dragons paled beside him. He thought she wouldn’t notice? He was not obtuse and she had not been subtle. Perhaps a more analytic approach would sway him. “Why are you needed in London? I’m assuming this is something more than a desire for a new hat?”

 

His hand flew to his head, ready to remove his hat. The one that didn’t exist. He frowned and then the pacing resumed. “Would you like for me to bring you back something?” he asked, not looking at her at all. “A new dress? Something with frills, perhaps a French design? Or a book?”

 

Alarm bells pealed vigorously in her head. He was stalling and seemed intent on studying the pattern of the Savonnerie rug. Something was definitely afoot. She chose the offensive position. “Why are you going?”

 

He looked up from his diversion and met her eyes, his gaze very serious, very somber. “I’m to retrieve my orders. The army is calling up all the exploring officers and they’re being shipped out to Brussels.”

 

War. Suddenly the intimate little nest that Sarah had envisioned for the two of them grew larger, and there were vipers inside. “Bonaparte.” She wanted to rant and rage, but contented herself with digging her hands into her thigh, until the pain in her leg dimmed the pain in her heart.

 

No. It would take more than a little, plump-nosed tyrant to rob her of her husband. Soundly she cursed the French emperor, his progenitors, his army, and most anyone else that believed that matters of politics or world domination took precedence over matters of the heart.

 

“Yes, Bonaparte.” He didn’t try to deny the truth.

 

Desperately, she latched on to all alternatives. Perhaps she had underestimated his sense of honor. Perhaps he would resign his commission. “Will you be going to Belgium?”

 

“I won’t leave until I’m convinced you’re safe.”

 

She saw her opportunity and charged forward. “Perhaps I’ll never be safe. Who knows what scoundrels could be lurking in the dark, waiting to do me harm? Poison, bullets, or perhaps a sword through the heart.”

 

“Don’t say that, please.”

 

He blanched, and yet thought she could tolerate the vision of a bayonet through his heart so easily? “Couldn’t they defeat the pesky flea without you?”

 

His jaw set in a mutinous manner that worried her all the more. His hands clasped behind his back, a warrior’s stance. “I’m a soldier, Sarah. It’s what I do.”

 

She stood and glared at him, praying for many things that now seemed uncertain: his safety, his child, long evenings that involved nothing more than sighing in his arms. “I don’t like it.”

 

“Nor I. But I’ll return. I give you my word.”

 

“You’ll be careful? You must swear.” She would hold him to his promise and never release him.

 

“Yes.”

 

“May I make one request before you leave?”

 

“I’ll only be gone for two days.”

 

It wasn’t the two days that worried her anymore. “It will seem eons. Stay with me tonight.”

 

“It’s too soon. You need to rest, let your body recover.”

 

“I just want you to hold me in your arms, nothing more. Please. If their poison-tipped arrows and jeweled swords and blazing pistols are all aiming for my heart, you should be there to protect me.”

 

He smiled and she worried how many more smiles she would see. “You needn’t impart so much drama in your speech. I daresay if you would’ve asked me nicely one more time, I would have agreed,” he replied easily.

 

“Would have agreed? So you’re telling me no?”

 

“No, I’m telling you yes.” He glanced up the stairs. “I should check to see that D’Albon found his quarters.”

 

“Yes, a cordial host should be looking after his guests.” She moved closer, already missing him and he wasn’t even gone.

 

“But then it’s not that difficult to locate the room.” He picked up a loose strand of her hair and tucked it behind her ear.

 

“Iris is in the next door over. She would assist if there was anything he required.”

 

“If she didn’t waylay him first.” He picked up her hand and matched their palms together. His so large, hers so small.

 

“Iris?” Iris with Monsieur D’Albon?

 

“There’s not a woman alive who can resist Etiénne when he spouts that French nonsense.”

 

Loyal to her husband, Sarah felt the need to correct that assumption. “I would.”

 

“You don’t desire a man that can fawn over you and cut a fine leg and turn your head?”

 

The uncertainty in his voice tugged at her heart. “You turned my head from the very start.”

 

He tilted his head and frowned, looking at her intently. “Why?”

 

She entwined her fingers through his. “Your strength. You are so unassailable. I knew you were the man I’d needed all my life.”

 

“I can’t give you poetry and I think my singing would frighten you.”

 

“I don’t need any of that. I’m weary of empty promises.” Her father had given her so many.

 

“You’re sure?”

 

She nodded and smiled, making sure he understood. “Bring the cards upstairs and I’ll let you win just to prove my devotion.”

 

His eyes stroked her face leisurely and she flushed with pleasure. “And what are we playing for?” he asked, his voice quiet.

 

“Compliments or kisses, winner gets to choose.”

 

His smile widened quite wickedly. “I suppose D’Albon can take care of himself.”

 

“My thoughts exactly.”

 

Colin won four hands of commerce and eight hands of vingt-et-un in all. He tilted the last game in her favor for the sole reason that he wanted to see her face rapt with excitement when she won. He let his winnings accumulate, not daring to touch her, not yet.

 

She disappeared and then returned dressed in a night-shift that buttoned to her neck, the sleeves falling to her hands. Not an inch of flesh was left bare. She looked demure, innocent, and Colin began to sweat in earnest.

 

He took in his own attire and winced. He should change into a nightshirt as well, so she wouldn’t think him presumptuous and vulgar. Unfortunately, he didn’t own one. Always hated the way the collar tightened painfully about his throat.

 

Sarah perched on the bed, her legs folded under her, her hair falling around her shoulders like a blanket of fire. “Will you be leaving early tomorrow?”

 

He could only nod, his mouth painfully dry. Praying for wisdom, he removed his boots, letting them fall to the floor with a deafening thump. Why was it easier to face the long length of a French rifle than his wife wearing virginal white?

 

“Monsieur D’Albon is here to keep watch while you’re gone, is that it?”

 

Ah, something to think about besides his wife’s flesh. “Yes. Stay close to the house.”

 

“It’s perfectly safe now. No one would dare harm the countess of Haverwood.”

 

He thought of his mother, her wild eyes, the way she whimpered when anyone came near. A title guaranteed nothing. “Stay close to the house,” he repeated in a tone that brooked no arguments. “Tell Etiénne if you’re going outside.”

 

She frowned, and he thought she would argue and was happily surprised when she didn’t. “Nancy asked to visit St. George. I suppose this means we can’t go?”

 

“We’ll all go when I get back from London in two days.”

 

She toyed with her gown, and then looked up at him shyly from under her lashes. “I believe we have a debt to settle.”

 

“Twelve to one,” he replied, reminding himself of his honorable intentions, wondering if they were possible, and then kicking himself for getting into such a tight spot.

 

With her.

 

She clambered over to where he sat, the vestal virgin with sinful eyes. The bed, which seemed so large earlier, suddenly was far too small, too comfortable, too soft. He pulled his shirt free of his breeches, and his witty wife, who was never at a loss for words, remained silent, watching him with a smoky gaze that turned every inch of him to stone.

 

Twelve kisses. Twelve kisses.

 

Then she would curl up in his arms and they would sleep.

 

His immovable, rock-like sex stirred in rampant protest.

 

He jumped off the bed. “I should go.”

 

“But you promised.” The vestal virgin had found her tongue after all, arguing in favor of her own sacrifice.

 

“To be perfectly correct, I didn’t promise.”

 

The warm gray eyes chilled. Obviously the vestal virgin didn’t want to split hairs.

 

He was strong, brave, he could do this. He was the DragonSlayer. God. Twelve kisses loomed over his head like a sinking noose. He rubbed his throat, expecting to find a rough-hewn hemp knot there, but sensing his fate was already decided, he nodded anyway. “You look tired.” He sat down on the bed and moved one inch toward her.

 

“Not that tired,” she replied quietly, still toying with the white gown.

 

A vision of white thighs wrapped around his own slapped him in the face and he jerked back. No, it was too soon. He had sworn he would not hurt her, not again. Drawing a deep breath, he pulled his shirt over his head.

 

He settled himself against the bedpost and reached for her. Twelve kisses. He could ask for twelve compliments in lieu of her lips, he thought calmly, rationally. However, when she turned her face toward his, it wasn’t her words he needed, but her taste.

 

Like a starving man, he bent his head and took, feasted, plundered. He wasted no time to savor, or sip, instead he kissed her as a greedy glutton would. Her head fell back, her hair spilling over his arm, and he was more than happy if he never tasted anything else but her.

 

But he was the DragonSlayer. It was too soon.

 

Eleven kisses.

 

He lifted his head and desperately looked about the room for something to distract him.

 

Nothing captured his attention but her, her lure too strong. His eyes never strayed from her flushed face or her lips, softly parted, waiting.

 

He lowered his head and answered her invitation, softly this time, gently, nothing more than an exchange of sighs.

 

Ten kisses.

 

Each time he met her lips, it was harder to draw away. She curled her arms around his neck, her breasts branding his skin. Raising his head became more and more difficult, as he could think of nothing more than returning to her mouth.

 

Four kisses.

 

He pulled her down until she lay on top of him, her gown riding up dangerously, her thigh nestled quite calmly against his own.

 

Three kisses.

 

His hands delved beneath her gown, finding the soft curves of her bottom, pressing her tightly against him. Someone whimpered and he believed it was himself.

 

No. He was the DragonSlayer. It was too soon for her. He had plunged into her last evening as if she were nothing more than a scabbard. A welcome scabbard, hot, tight. He suckled at her bottom lip, just as the books had said and shuddered when he heard her soft moan. She tasted like ambrosia, ambrosia mixed with dragonfire.

 

Dragons. He needed to think of dragons. A Piasa. Eyes that can sear a man’s skin with a single glance. “Its wings are wide enough to touch either side of the Thames, with great ivory claws,” he murmured against her ear.

 

And soft curves that could slay a man with only a touch. Her hips rocked against him and his eyes crossed.

 

Two kisses. He needed to think of the dragons.

 

The Leviathan. “It’s rumored to live beneath the sea, arising when the storm peaks, called above by the sound of thunder.” Her lips grazed his neck and he could feel himself drowning, and he turned his head, taking her mouth, gasping, unable to breathe.

 

He rose for air.

 

One last kiss.

 

He had to think. Dragons, yes, the dragons. He would not kiss her, not until he had control. She raised her head in protest, but he pressed her back against his chest. He couldn’t look. Not yet. “Ssh. You should sleep now. I’ll tell you about the amphipteres. Snakes with wings. Small wings, so tight, so warm. No, that’s not right. Huge jaws and two tongues, massive teeth. Very popular in Arabia. They’re extinct now, for good reason. Not very smart creatures, the male species. When the female is impregnated, she bites the head of the male. Very wise of her. Unfortunately for the poor male, she continues until he loses his head completely.”

 

He began to stroke her hair, feeling the most sincere empathy for the creature. “Not that you could blame the serpent for losing his head. He probably never noticed, stuck inside her like he was, probably never experienced anything so absolutely marvelous before and was too shocked to know what bit him.”

 

Slowly he continued his stories, his voice quiet and even.

 

She grew still in his arms and he exhaled slowly. “And then there’s the ourobus. It’s Egyptian in origin, although some scholars argue the point and say it was first seen in Greece. I believe those that are in favor of Egypt; it only makes sense, and the drawings seem to indicate an actual sighting. But that’s neither here or there, and unless you’re an ourobus yourself, it really doesn’t matter. The interesting thing is it devours its own tail, locked in an ever-tightening coil. It spends an eternity feeding on itself, then growing again. What a sad creature. Always alone, never quite getting things right.”

 

Her arms fell limp against his side, her head heavy on his chest, her breasts rising softly in an even rhythm.

 

She was asleep.

 

He kissed her forehead and leaned his head back against the pillows. He had done the right thing. He was a DragonSlayer after all.

 

Every muscle within him ached, and her thighs trapped his groin like a set of sharp, bloodthirsty fangs. He moved experimentally, feeling every tormenting inch.

 

This is what he had wanted. The DragonSlayer had won.

 

Damn.

Chapter Twenty

 

The next afternoon, Colin arrived in London. Dark gray clouds loomed overhead, the streets muddy and filled with ruts that jarred his carriage at every turn. All in all, it was devilishly miserable. With every woman he saw, he looked twice, but none were Sarah. He certainly knew she was at Rosemont, safe, out of harm’s way, but he wished she were with him. And so he continued to look, knowing it was a futile search, but Colin considered himself something of an expert on futility. To turn the son of a highwayman into an earl was a process akin to domesticating a rat. A bright blue bonnet caught his eye and he turned, just in case. Of course he was wrong.

 

The paper bills plastered along the city streets announced Bonaparte’s triumphant return to Paris. Louis XVIII had abdicated his throne without hesitation and Colin was frustrated enough to ride into France and kill the new Emperor with his bare hands.

 

He visited the solicitor and the terms of the old earl’s will were finalized. At last, St. George was his. Fully. When he left, he walked a little taller. In this, he had done well.

 

The meeting with Scovell was blessedly brief. Colin was to sail to Belgium before the month was out. The usual sense of excitement, the chase for glory, and the challenge of the battle were all gone. He had pledged his service to his country, and he would serve it well. But he would be damned if his remains would be buried on some isolated hillside in Belgium.

 

He was coming home to his wife.

 

However, before he set one foot in foreign dirt, he would discover who had wanted his wife killed and if they were still intent on such black-hearted diablerie. So he returned to the Dog and Duck to find out if Mr. Harper had broken his word. This time, the man would not escape so easily. Today he had no patience for a greasy-plumed puttock who would sell his heart to the man with the fattest purse.

 

He donned his worn coat and peasant hat, and covered his boots with mud. Giles would bluster and bounce ponderously over the mess, but he would recover in time. He always did.

 

Colin visited four public houses before he finally located Harper. He took a chair next to him and shoved his flintlock against the man’s well-fed side.

 

“Hello, Harper. I hope you’ve had a nice day up until now. I’m afraid it’s about to turn very nasty.”

 

Harper looked up from his ale, foam dribbling down his chin, panic in his eyes. “Begging your pardon, sir, but I haven’t done nothing.” His hand slid under the table, but Colin moved quickly, grabbed Harper’s stubby fingers, not wanting to discover what the man had been reaching for.

 

“The two maggots that attacked my wife were not your doing?” Not feeling the least bit benevolent, Colin ground the barrel against the man’s kidneys. “Why should I believe you?”

 

“For God’s sake, man, it’s the truth! I swear.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Tell me what the men looked like. Maybe I can help you.”

 

Satisfied, Colin leaned back in his chair. “That’s the spirit. One was a thin man, with shaggy blond hair. He was killed in a coaching accident a week ago.”

 

“Eustace. Never knew anything more. Kept to himself.”

 

“It doesn’t matter, he’s dead. But his partner. A big man. Bigger than you, Harper. Dark, lanky hair and bowlegged.”

 

“Don’t know that one. Sorry, sir.”

 

Damn. Colin laid his pistol on the table and stared at the man in disgust. “Why should I believe that you had nothing to do with my wife’s attack? Why should I believe you at all? What possible reason could I have to trust you?”

 

“I swear, sir. On my life. The swell didn’t offer but twenty pounds to get the job done. I’ve got better ways to make me quids, ways that won’t get me killed.” The man’s wide eyes darted toward the weapon lying on the table.

 

Colin bided his time, more than happy to wait and see if Harper could be trusted after all. He steepled his fingertips. “Are you married, Harper?”

 

The man bobbed his head.

 

“What’s her name?”

 

“Elizabeth.”

 

“Do you love her?”

 

“Very much.” Harper’s face reddened, his eyes turned hard. “I’ll not have you threaten Elizabeth. I don’t care who you are.”

 

Colin laughed. “Threaten? I’m not threatening your wife. I’m trying to have a conversation with you, but it seems I am failing miserably. Here’s a hundred pounds. You’ve got your face stuck in your glass like a thirsty camel when your family is waiting for you.” For Elizabeth’s sake, he hoped Harper was on the up and up, but the malevolent gleam in the man’s eye spoke very poorly of Colin’s hopes.

 

“What?”

 

“You heard me. Get out of here. Go home. Take care of your wife. If you’ve lied, I’ll be back. You’ve used up all your chances, Harper. There won’t be any more.” Perhaps Harper would pay attention and learn something. Colin picked up his weapon and tucked it away, then got up to leave.

 

Then he heard it. Half-cock. The metallic click that a soldier learned to recognize in order to live. He turned, staring at the old pistol Harper held in his hand. “What are you doing?”

 

“I’ll not have you coming in here every time your wife trips over her foot and keelhauling me for it. I’m afraid of no man.” Harper spit on the floor.

 

Colin shook his head, wanting nothing more than to be able to leave this wretched place. “Harper, sit down. You’re drunk and don’t know what you’re about.” Which made the weapon all the more dangerous.

 

Harper had apparently chosen this moment to learn bravery. “No, gov’ner. I’m going to kill you.”

 

There had been a time in Colin’s life when he would have fired a shot without hesitation, thinking nothing of taking the man’s life. Today he simply felt old. “Harper, put down your pistol. You won’t survive this.”

 

The idiot laughed. “Sorry, gov’ner, you’re wrong.” Harper let the hammer fall, but Colin moved to the left, pulling his pistol free and firing.

 

He never missed.

 

Harper stumbled to the floor, blood pooling from the hole in his chest. Several of the patrons moved away, but most simply resumed their drinking. Colin glanced toward the innkeeper wondering whether there would be trouble, but apparently these were typical circumstances for the crowd that frequented here.

 

Colin picked up the money he had given to Harper, and stuffed it in the innkeeper’s palm. The man never blinked an eye. “I’m looking for a man.”

 

The innkeeper bobbed his head, looking anxiously about the room. “I heard your talking. It’s Roberts, John Roberts.”

 

Colin sighed in relief. At last, the dragon had a name. John Roberts was a dead man. “Where can I find him?”

 

“He comes here some, but not too often. He likes the ladies. There’s a nugging house on the east side you might find him at on a cold night. Talk to the arch doxy there.”

 

Colin added a few guineas to the pile in the man’s hand. “Half is for the mess. The other is for his Elizabeth.” He tipped his hat and left, wanting badly to be home. Unfortunately, there was much left to do.

 

The Red Nobbin was a small establishment full of women of all shapes and sizes, and all with little modesty. Most wandered the front room with a swagger that spoke of boredom rather than seduction, their blouses low or missing altogether, Some were attired in ruffled knickers rather than dresses, quite an interesting fashion that Colin wasn’t sure he understood.

 

Only one other man besides Colin was brave enough to breach the walls during the day, and the poor man seemed to be passed out on a nearby chair. The main room overflowed with furniture that looked to be capable of telling many a tale. The couch was worn from much use and covered with stains that Colin felt no compulsion to investigate further. Several chair arms had been broken in half. The room reeked of tobacco, sex, and suffocating perfume that followed him whenever he moved about. He pulled at his collar, anxious to find out what he could and then beat a hasty retreat.

 

He ordered a glass of beer and a buxom woman with heavy, dark hair propped herself against his arm, stroking his sleeve in a persistent manner.

 

“I’m looking for John Roberts.”

 

The fingers stopped their stroking and her eyes narrowed to slits. “What you wanting him for?”

 

“I’d like to hire him for some work. I’m told he’s very good. One of the girls here is his favorite, is that correct?” He pressed a few guineas into her leathery hand.

 

The gold appeased her and she tucked the money away into her blouse. “Talk to Annie. She’s over there.”

 

Colin made his way across the room, trying to ignore the curious gazes that followed him. Annie was a small woman, skinny and pale, who spent more time looking at the floor than at the rest of the world. He cleared his throat. “Annie?”

 

Without saying a word, she led him to a shabby room upstairs, trudging along, her skirt hanging limply over thin hips. He followed quickly, wanting to be seen by as few as possible. When she finally spoke, it was in a thin voice, reciting a listing of her services and the appropriate fees.

 

“Actually I’m looking for information. There’s a man I believe you know. John Roberts.”

 

She shook her head, strands of tangled brown hair falling in her eyes.

 

Colin scrubbed his forehead in frustration, feeling the onslaught of a headache. “I’ll pay whatever you want. I need to know where to find him.”

 

“He’ll kill me,” she replied flatly. “I’ll not be wagging my tongue like a sap skull.” Silently she began to straighten the covers on the iron bedstead that occupied the room, her fingers moving without hesitation.

 

“After I find him, you needn’t fear him again.” He spoke softly to her and leaned against the thin walls, hearing the fervent swearing of a man occupying a woman next door. He moved away. This was not what he came for.

 

“You’re aiming to kill him?” Her mouth curled into a sneer. It made him uncomfortable to see such a harsh expression on her serene face, but he answered her truthfully.

 

“Yes, I am.”

 

She stopped her work, watching him carefully. “John’s a scaly bastard. You’ll not survive.”

 

His heritage made him far worse than Mr. Roberts. He smiled. “You’ve no reason to worry for me.”

 

She clucked her tongue, pulled at the bedcovers, smoothing her hands over the blanket, and then pulling again, repeating the feat until finally not a wrinkle remained. “It’ll cost you five quid and you must remain here for the hour. The girls will know something’s amiss if I show myself downstairs too early. I’ll not have John hearing of this.”

 

Colin nodded. “Where is he?”

 

“He keeps a room on Bunhill Row. Up near the top of the building.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “He spends most of his nights away.”

 

“I’ll find him,” Colin answered easily. He would find him, discover who had hired him, who wanted Sarah dead, and then he would kill the man. “Thank you for your help.”

 

A timid smile lit her face and she was almost pretty for a moment, but then the smile disappeared, leaving the toilworn countenance once more in place. She stood awkwardly, shuffling from one foot to the other. “Why you wanting him dead? Does he owe you money? He’s been crowing about the blunt he’ll be gettin’ soon, wanting to find the rascal that owes him. Is that what you’re about?”

 

“There’s no money involved. He hurt someone that’s very important to me.”

 

She grinned. “A woman, aye? John ain’t never bothered with killing on my account. She must be a plum piece.”

 

“She is.” He didn’t think Sarah would like being referred to in such terms, but it was the truth after all.

 

“And you treat her like a queen.”

 

“Not nearly as well as I should.” He still had much to repair, and he would begin as soon as he returned home. Home. He wanted to be there, liked being there; no longer was it just a hiding place.

 

“I don’t believe you’d be treating any woman badly. You’ve got gentle eyes.”

 

They were his father’s eyes and they were far from gentle. He smiled politely. “Thank you.”

 

Her eyes flickered over the bed, and noticing another wrinkle, she pulled at the blanket. “What did you do to her? If you don’t mind me asking, that is?”

 

He’d made love to his wife like an idiot. Not that he would ever confess that to anyone. Especially a woman who was a professional at making love. A professional. He paused in his thoughts and considered that. Someone who knew so much more than he did.

 

And she was a woman. She would know. The thought was very tempting. Was it worth holding himself up to her ridicule and embarrassment in order to wring a few well-pleasured sighs from his wife’s well-shaped mouth. Of course it was. “May I ask you something?”

 

“Whatever you want. It’s your money.”

 

He swallowed. “You’ve been with men before. That is, it’s your livelihood, so I’m not attempting to insult you.”

 

“I ain’t no virgin, if that’s what you’re dancing round to ask. There’s a girl downstairs that can be a virgin if you’re wanting a bit of sport. It’s extra and a bit messy, but she’s an actress and likes the practice.”

 

He shook his head quickly. “No, I’d like to ask you a question.” His tongue seemed rather large inside his mouth and he couldn’t quite find the words he was searching for.

 

She seemed to enjoy his discomfort. “Go ahead. Spit it out.”

 

Finally, he drew a deep breath and plunged ahead. “Can a man pleasure you? No, that’s not exactly what I meant. What can a man do to bring physical satisfaction to a woman? Something to make her feel extraordinary?”

 

With a slack jaw she stared, finally dropping on the bed. “You’re asking me, a whore, how a woman finds her pleasure?”

 

She giggled, making him feel like a schoolboy, but he stood firm. “Surely some man has made you feel something. It would certainly seem unfair if they hadn’t.”

 

She thought for a moment and then a slow smile emerged. “There were some.”

 

So a woman could experience the same things a man did. That dizzying rapture that made him feel extraordinary. “What did he do?”

 

Her smile widened and she lifted her skirts. “I can teach you.”

 

He held up his hand. “No, no. Can you just tell me?”

 

“A shy one, aye? She’s a lucky one, your sweetheart.” She looked at him then, the way Sarah gazed at him, as if he was worthy. He had always looked away from a woman’s eyes. But a man could grow accustomed to that look. She seemed to think nothing of it and continued. “A woman needs time to ready herself. Men are always wanting things fast, as if they was at the races. No reason to rush, though. A man should stroke her, kiss her, and go slowly about your business. When she’s ready, then you mount her.” She shot him a wry look. “That’s what a man is supposed to do.”

 

Stroking Sarah, kissing Sarah, mounting Sarah. God, he was getting dizzy again. He leaned back against the wall and this time ignored the noises on the other side. “Do you know when you’re ready? How does a man know?”

 

She shrugged. “You just do.” Then she thought a little harder. “No, you can test her with your fingers first.” She laid back and pillowed her head on her hands. “A man’s fingers can work magic if he’s gentle with a woman. Just like a wizard and his wand, weaving this way and that. Aye, there’s nothing like it.”

 

From the blissful expression on her face, Colin realized this was very important. He waited, wanting to hear more. He wanted to surprise Sarah, kiss her, stroke her . . . The room began to spin and he shook his head until the spinning stopped.

 

“There was one gent, a Frenchman, and he used his tongue inside me. Nearly leapt to the ceiling, I did, when I realized what he was about.” She stretched like a contented cat. “But I’ll never forget him.”

 

The door to the room opened and an older woman poked her head inside. “Oh! Apologies to all. I’ll be leaving you.”

 

“No, no, come in.” Annie looked at Colin and nodded wisely. “This is the one you want to be talking to.”

 

The woman cocked her hand in interest, and then entered, settling herself in a chair, her back straight, like a schoolmarm. A schoolmarm in a nunnery, though it did seem appropriate.

 

“You’re wagging your tongue? Wasting this man’s time?” The woman’s voice was rough and grating, a woman used to being obeyed.

 

“No, you don’t understand. He’s asking how to pleasure a woman.”

 

Colin coughed lightly. “I think you’ve answered most of my questions. I’ll be on my way.”

 

“No, no, you should talk to Camilla. She can tell you more than I ever could.”

 

The older woman stared until he felt the heat of a blush creeping up his cheeks. Finally she laughed, a high, cackling sound that caused Colin to wince. “It’s the quiet ones that are always the best, ain’t it though.” She wagged a finger at him, once more the schoolmarm. “You’ll need a pen and paper, boy, or are you thinking you’ll remember this?”

 

Tossing the remains of his pride at her feet like a pagan sacrifice, he nodded grimly. “I’ll remember.” This was for Sarah after all.

 

“It’ll cost you dearly.”

 

“I’m willing to pay.”

 

“Don’t plan on her squealing with delight the first few rounds, but you’ll learn soon enough. Just keep after it, and in time, she’ll be trailing after you like a bitch in heat.”

 

He had always been a quick learner. For Sarah’s sake, he would try just a little bit harder. It would be his most undeniable pleasure. He smiled. “Of course.”

 

Colin stayed at Bunhill Row until the sun was setting, but John Roberts was nowhere to be found. Nor had anyone seen him. That made Colin very uncomfortable. Where was the man and what was he doing? He had thought Sarah was secure at Rosemont. All the accidents had been in the city. Perhaps he had made a mistake. However, Etiénne was there and he could take care of Sarah. The grounds were sealed as tightly as a fortress, and no one could advance on her without being seen. No, she was safe.

 

However, he had found part of the answers he was seeking. Etiénne could return to London and watch for Roberts. Colin would stay by his wife’s side. He coaxed Beowulf into a trot, wanting to be home before Sarah was asleep.

 

He wanted to see her, talk to her, let her beat him at cards. Most of all, he wanted to hear her say she loved him once more. Good God, how did he ever get so lucky? He wouldn’t question the fate, merely accept it, and hope she hadn’t changed her mind while he was gone. But Sarah was no mere schoolgirl, who would turn her heart at a turn in the weather. No, only something of momentous proportion would cause a change in her feelings.

 

Like the truth.

 

That was a sobering thought.

 

He pushed it aside quickly. He had fooled everyone but the old earl. But Colin was older now, he had shed the skin of his father, and no one would be the wiser. Sarah loved the DragonSlayer. And for that, he could pretend for the rest of his life.

 

The moon was quite high in the sky by the time Colin arrived at Rosemont. Giles greeted him at the door, still sulking, but took his coat and hat, and shot a disapproving glance in the directions of his boots. Colin smiled and hummed to himself.

 

He was home.

 

He found Etiénne in the study, the Frenchman looking quite comfortable, his stockinged feet propped up on the desk, polishing off a glass of brandy. “How was London?”

 

Colin leaned against the fireplace and downed a glass himself. This wouldn’t take long, and then he could go find Sarah. “The same as it always is. I discovered the name of the man who attacked Sarah.”

 

“He is still alive?”

 

“I didn’t find him, and I don’t like leaving her alone.”

 

“All was quiet here.”

 

“Good. Can you go to London and watch for the man?”

 

The feet came off the desk with an indignant thump. “Do I look like one of your servants? I should be in Belgium.”

 

England didn’t need the man’s help as badly as Colin did. He glanced up at the ceiling, wondering if Sarah was asleep yet. “You’ll be there soon enough and you owe me several favors, if I remember correctly.”

 

“Someday your markers will all be used up.”

 

“But not today,” Colin answered curtly, torn between being hospitable to a man who he owed many favors and running upstairs to hold his wife.

 

“No, I like your Sarah too much to let her down. She won two hundred pounds off me while you were gone.”

 

Colin undid the knot at his throat and prowled about the room. “I’ll pay you back.”

 

“No, she beat me honestly.”

 

Would she be glad to see him? “Consider it a fee for your service.”

 

Etiénne shrugged and then changed the subject. “What did Scovell say?”

 

“I’m to sail before month’s end.” He looked up at the ceiling once more, wondering what she was wearing.

 

“That won’t be long.”

 

“No, but I made good progress today. I’ll find out who is behind the attacks before then.”

 

“You sound very sure of yourself, my friend.”

 

“I have to be, I don’t have a choice.”

 

Etiénne stared at the fire and finished his drink and then stood and yawned. “I’ll leave in the morning. It will be good to return. Celine will have missed me.”

 

Colin offered him another drink, but thankfully, the Frenchman declined. Etiénne waved his hand.

 

“Go see your wife, Haverwood. I don’t need a nursemaid. She’s been missing you terribly.”

 

Terribly? Colin didn’t need to be told twice. After washing the day’s dirt from himself, he dressed and went to see Sarah.

 

She was sitting alone in her room, playing cards. He stood in the doorway for a moment, needing to catch his breath, to slow the frantic pumping of his heart. She talked to herself. He hadn’t known that before, but there she was, muttering, and talking to the cards as if they were old friends. She frowned and chewed on her lip as she drew from the deck. He wanted to touch her, but he didn’t know that he could stop once he started. And tonight would not be for him, tonight would be for her.

 

She looked up and saw him and then smiled. “You’re home.”

 

Home. Yes, he was. He captured her image in his head, the way her cherry lips curved, the way the lamplight turned her eyes to silver. It was a portrait he would save for when he was in Belgium. That smile alone would get him home.

 

He must have moved, because he was close to her now, able to see her pulse beating in her throat, able to smell the soap she used, but still he couldn’t touch her. Not until he had control. When she was nearby, he had none, and it scared him so.

 

“When did you arrive?” She sounded as edgy as he was.

 

“Less than an hour ago.”

 

“Will you have to leave? The papers said the soldiers are already leaving.”

 

He wanted to soothe the panic from her voice, but still he dared not touch her. When he replied, his voice was rougher than he intended. “Can we save it for the morning?” She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. “You look well.”

 

“I’m perfectly fine, right—”

 

Quite simply, that was the end of his control. He kissed her. Oh, God, he had missed her so. Her hands curled into his hair, her mouth moved against his as if she were speaking, but he couldn’t understand, couldn’t do anything but feel.

 

He picked her up and carried her to the bed, and then laid her down gently. “You’re sure you’re feeling well?”

 

She rolled her eyes, and he very nearly kissed her again. “They’ll be no more talk about my well-being or your dragons. Do you agree?”

 

He stroked her hair, strands of silken fire spilling over his hand. “You’re going to insist, I suppose?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“And if I don’t? If I insist on spending all night holding your hand?”

 

“You’re making a joke, aren’t you?” He heard the uncertainty in her voice, though.

 

“Well, actually, no.”

 

“Colin—”

 

He put his hand over her mouth before she could finish. “Caught you.”

 

She pressed a kiss against his palm, her eyes dancing. “You are a wicked man.”

 

“The very worst.” He began to kiss her neck, finding the hollow behind her ear, and discovering the small spot low on the her throat that caused her to purr like a cat.

 

“And a cad to be worrying a frail woman such as myself.”

 

“Despicable.” He took her mouth, matching their hips together, losing his breath when she pressed closer.

 

Desperately needing to breathe, he broke free of the kiss, but she continued doggedly. He brushed his hand over her body, back and forth, slowly as she talked. “And if you believe that I will forgive you so easily, tearing off to London, leaving me here to twiddle my thumbs—could you do that again? Yes, that very place, thank you—if you believe that I—oh, my. You’re seducing me, aren’t you?”

 

Colin shook his head, feeling quite pleased to see her losing her wits. “I believe my skills at seduction are very poor.”

 

“I would not consider succumbing to anyone less than a master of the art.”

 

The thought of her being with anyone else was a very poor joke. He stopped his stroking. “You’ll succumb to no man but me.”

 

She kissed him gently. “My heart has no room for anyone else.”

 

“I love you, Sarah.”

 

“I know, but I did wonder if you ever were going to tell me.”

 

“I think I fell in love with you the first moment I saw you. No, that was lust.” He laughed. “The day of the wager, when you let the card fall. That was when I fell in love.”

 

She fell back against the pillow and stared at him, aghast. “Dear heavens, why? I was going to rook you.”

 

“Yes, you did think you were rather clever, didn’t you?”

 

“And I was. But you make me want to be better than that. I’m a person now that I never dreamed I was capable of being. What you do, how you treat others, your kindness, I’ve never known such things could exist in one man.”

 

When she whispered words like that to him, he knew his journey was over. Now he was the DragonSlayer. “I will never disappoint you, I give you my word.”

 

“I don’t need your promises, silly man. You could never disappoint me.” She said it so prosaically, as if the words meant nothing. Yet for Colin, it was as if someone had proclaimed his world was flat, not round. He pulled her in his arms, and buried his face in her hair. “Please don’t ever leave me.”

 

His fingers shook as he tried to unhook the intricate fastenings of her dress, but the bloody things wouldn’t give. He cursed in frustration, his hands clumsy, awkward things that would not cooperate. Seeing his difficulty, she moved his hands aside. “I’ll help.”

 

Her gray eyes locked on his, so dark and mysterious. Her fingers were much more efficient, yet they still seemed far too slow, but one by one the tapes gave way. She slid her dress over her shoulders, down over her hips, giving the most breath-stealing wiggle as she tossed it aside.

 

The stays were next, the laces secured at her back, and she was unable to reach them on her own. He untied the cursed things, wondering if they had been invented simply to hinder a man’s needs. At this moment, he felt able to slay one and forty dragons in order to see his wife’s bare flesh.

 

By the time she was clothed only in her shift, his patience had worn as thin as the material that covered her. He pulled, hearing the fabric rip, but not caring in the least.

 

He reached for her, fast, furious, hasty.

 

No, no, no.

 

He let his hands fall to his sides, diggings his fingers into his palms, determined to fight his lust.

 

“Colin?” She knelt before him on the bed and pulled his shirt over his head. The sight of so much white skin, her breasts, round and begging for his touch, made him ache and throb in ways he’d never known before. Her nipples brushed against his chest and he jumped.

 

Oh, God.

 

“Wait,” he said hoarsely. She looked ready to argue, but he pressed her back slowly, until she lay beneath him. He took one long breath, and the anger in her eyes turned to confusion. He smiled, his fingers brushing her shoulders, following the curves, tracing the shadows. He pressed his lips there, using his tongue to taste her skin, her scent filling him, arousing him. For a moment he closed his eyes and counted very exacting in his mind, waiting until the calm returned.

 

With tender hands he cupped her breasts, his thumbs brushing her nipples, watching her eyes flare with desire. “I owe you an apology for the other night. I should have done things differently.”

 

His hands followed the curve of her stomach, slow, moving in lazy circles, and he watched her carefully, noting what places made her groan, and then he revisited those places once again. “Your method of apology is quite . . . refreshing,” she whispered, her hips curving upward into his hands.

 

He caressed her thighs, drawing a line from her knee to her hip, moving carefully from the outside in, until he reached the red thatch of curls sheltered between her legs.

 

Softly he touched her, and at her gasp, he moved his hand away. “Did I hurt you?”

 

Her lower lip was caught between her teeth, her eyes were wide, but she shook her head.

 

“Should I touch you again?”

 

Quickly, she nodded.

 

For that, he would pay Annie and Camilla extra. He found the folds of skin that covered her, she was all liquid warmth, and he put a finger inside her. It was something akin to heaven and hell, feeling her close around his finger, thinking of her closing around his sex, and he swallowed a groan.

 

He explored the walls of her womb, finding the small piece of her that would bring her pleasure. He stroked carefully, her quiet whimper music to his ears. She took a pillow between her hands, crushing it, her head moving restlessly from side to side, as if fighting herself.

 

She didn’t know the power of the storm inside her, and he would not cease until she did.

 

And so he put his mouth on her.

 

She tasted of salt and musk and he nearly exploded himself. He suckled and pulled, using his tongue, letting his teeth rasp over her satin flesh, concentrating only on her, determined to forget the enlarged, aroused, heavily tortured piece of his flesh that made it rather difficult to move.

 

She made sounds then, strange, muffled sounds, and he looked up. She had buried her face in the pillow and looked close to suffocating herself. Well, he wasn’t nearly done yet. He smiled with purpose, and let his lips trail up over her stomach, her navel, and then return to her sex. He wasn’t nearly as gentle this time, he sucked hard, her body bucking and twisting against invisible bonds, but he was relentless.

 

Each time her hips rose, he drove her harder, each time she dug her heels into the bed, he drove her faster. Finally, she surrendered. The pillow flew across the room, and she shrieked like a banshee.

 

Her face was flushed, her mouth open and gasping for air, her hair a mass of tangles, and her eyes looked wild and unfocused. With a grim smile of victory, Colin discarded his breeches, and positioned himself between her thighs.

 

This time he would bloody well get it right.

 

When he entered her, he nearly lost it all. Every single one of his intentions and every bit of his control disappeared to some other place where he was not. He closed his eyes, and in his mind, recited the names of the largest, fiercest dragons that ever existed. Her hands slid up his chest, curled over his shoulders, and drew him further inside her.

 

He began to move, slowly, carefully. Her gaze never wavered from his face, her mouth open, not speaking. Her hips answered his rhythm, and they began to move as one.

 

Could this act, this complete joining of two people, ever be wrong? Everything about it seemed so right, so necessary. He smoothed the hair away from her face, wanting to tell her how much he loved her, how absolutely he needed her. She had given him a life he didn’t know he had. But words seemed worthless now. Instead, he bent his head, touched his lips against hers and lost himself in the silver depths of her eyes.

 

As she stared at him, their bodies entwined, Sarah struggled to breathe. He was so strong, so powerful, and yet he could humble himself before her so easily. His movements were slow and careful, almost timid. She pulled him closer, until her breasts were flat against his chest, until she felt the beating of his heart, and then she kissed him.

 

She wanted to seduce him, wanted him to lose the iron bands of control that seemed to restrain his movements. The wildness was gone, and she rather missed it. Timidly her tongue crept in his mouth, and moved with his, moving in time with their bodies. She arched her hips against him, wanting to feel his muscles tense, wanting to see the dangerous glint in his eyes.

 

His breath came quicker, and he thrust faster, each stroke going deeper inside her, but his eyes remained constant, determined. And so she tried again. With cunning purpose, her hands explored the hard muscles at his back, the curves of his flanks, and still his eyes were steady.

 

She buried her face in his neck, feeling the slick sweat that polished his skin. She pressed soft kisses against his flesh, and he moved faster.

 

Everything within her belonged to him completely. He was the man she had waited for all of her life, and now he loved her.

 

His chest pumped quickly, and she moved with him, letting the pleasure wash over in warm waves. Gradually, she forgot her resolve, and lost herself in his lovemaking. She could feel the steady building of pressure inside her, she knew what it was this time, would welcome it, not fight against it. And she locked her legs around him, arched her back, her fingers digging tightly into his shoulders.

 

As soon as she found her release, he thrust quickly, deeply, and with one last stroke, he shuddered and collapsed.

 

She held him tightly, treasuring the feel of his body sheltering hers, wondering how long it would be before he left again. She felt tears spilling from her eyes, but she didn’t move to wipe them away. She began to pray, to bargain with God, anything that would keep him with her. She wanted his body heavy on hers for more than tonight, she wanted to make him smile for more than a week.

 

Blindly she found his lips, kissing him once more. She wouldn’t let him leave her. Not ever.

 

“Sarah?” He wiped the tears from her cheeks and rolled until she lay on top of him. “What is it?”

 

“You can’t go to Brussels. Promise. Give me your word.”

 

“It will be fine.” Gently, he stroked her back, her hair, letting her cry.

 

“You don’t know that.”

 

“Of course I do.”

 

“Promise me you won’t go. You mustn’t do that.”

 

“I love you, Sarah. Nothing will happen.” He kissed her tenderly, and tucked her in his arms.

 

Her tears dried and some time later she fell asleep, and it wasn’t until the next morning that she realized he’d never given her his promise.

Chapter Twenty-one

 

They were all going to St. George today. Nancy had been badgering everyone, one minute anxious to leave, the next worrying about Ethan and what he would say and telling everyone she’d changed her mind. Sarah, understanding the girl’s nervousness completely, sat her down in a chair, and tried to relieve some of the girl’s nervousness.

 

“Nancy, what’s bothering you?”

 

The girl rested her chin on her fists, staring at Sarah mutinously. “He won’t want to see me at all. By now, he’s found some new pretty bit of muslin, he’ll have no use.”

 

Having no personal experience with the fickleness of a young boy’s heart, Sarah wondered if perhaps that could be true. And there was nothing like a bit of jealousy to stiffen up a young girl’s spine. “Perhaps he has. But I can’t believe her eyes would be such a fine shade of misty blue. And her mouth would certainly not make as pretty a cupid bow as yours. Nor would her mind be nearly as sharp.” She sighed. “But, you must make the sacrifice after all. Leaving him for some cow-eyed miss with big teeth.”

 

Nancy looked up, a glint of fire in her eyes. “Cow-eyed? I’ll flog meself before I let some young noddy turn cow-eyed over Ethan.”

 

At last there was progress. Sarah stood and dusted her hands on her skirt. “Then perhaps we should be moving along, and stop dawdling. The sooner you see your young Ethan, the sooner you can rescue him.”

 

The carriage ride to St. George was quite short. Nancy sat with her face pressed against the glass, Colin was in good spirits, seated next to her, far too close for her to forget the events of last evening.

 

Not that she could ever forget; she would take those memories to her grave. She had never dreamed herself capable of achieving such an unbridled state of insensibility. Good heavens, was it any wonder the demireps wandered the streets with such a smug smile? Now she knew exactly what that smile meant. She put a finger to her lips, wondering if she was wearing such a smile. Oh my, she was smiling. Would everyone know?

 

She turned to Colin and he smiled at her, and she felt a warm blush heating her cheeks. There was such possession in his look, in his very touch. Had Giles noticed this morning? She thought hard, trying to recall the butler’s expression and how he had treated her. He had served her breakfast with the usual aplomb, but perhaps his moustache had twitched with a touch more good humor than normal. Had he known? Or worse, had he heard?

 

Mortified, she buried her face in her hands.

 

“Sarah?”

 

He was touching her again. She jumped.

 

He took her hand gently. “You’ve no need to be nervous.”

 

She frowned at him, and whispered, “You shouldn’t look at me in such a manner in front of the children. They can sense these things, you know.”

 

She gave him high marks for trying not to laugh. Only a single, low chuckle emerged before he stared at her solemnly. “I’ll do my very best.”

 

Yet still there was a gleam in his eyes, a knowing, wicked gleam. Not satisfied, she leaned toward him. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

 

“You’re turning into a prude, aren’t you?”

 

“A prude! No, but I think there are moments that do not need to trumpeted from the rooftops.”

 

He smirked. Like a well-pleased rogue, he smirked. “Like you did? That’s what’s bothering you, isn’t it?”

 

He should be pleased. Last night he had undid her completely. And because of that, she twisted her hands in her skirt and answered somewhat truthfully. “Perhaps.”

 

“I’m surprised at you.”

 

She glanced anxiously at Nancy and whispered behind her hand. “Why? Because I believe in privacy?”

 

“No, because you’re letting what other people think affect your actions. How did you manage to live so peacefully for so many years if you cared what everyone thought?”

 

“I kept most things to myself.” Thank you very much.

 

He took her hand and pressed a soft kiss to her wrist. “So, you’re not going to scream anymore?”

 

“Colin!”

 

“Sorry.” He stared out the window, a well-pleasured smile on his face. She sighed in defeat and wondered if he would come to her bed again tonight. She remembered the feel of his hard muscles under her hands and the feel of him inside her. That thought was so delightfully wicked, she shifted in the seat, her thighs clenching together. Her face grew hot, but all the way to St. George she was smiling.

 

The foundling home was a charming place with trailing white blossoms winding their way through the slats in the rough-hewn fence and a small yellow puppy barking in the yard. A Miss Pritchard appeared, introducing herself to Sarah and Nancy, and walked them inside. Sarah liked the woman well enough. She seemed so capable, with a dab of flour covering her cheek. Sarah wondered if she should say something, but decided to remain silent.

 

The older woman took great delight in introducing the children. They saw babies just out of their nappies, toddling about on uncertain feet, and the younger boys and girls, but there was no sign of Nancy’s young Ethan. And no sign of the mysterious Mr. Twizzlerot.

 

Nancy situated herself behind Colin, smiling at those she knew from Ackworth, but not once venturing out from behind her shelter.

 

Finally, Sarah took matters in her own hands. “Is Ethan here?”

 

Miss Pritchard looked surprised for a moment, but recovered. “Yes, he’s outside with Mr. Twizzlerot.” She raised her brows and whispered. “They’re having a discussion.”

 

That sounded rather ominous, so Sarah donned her most vacuous expression and smiled prettily. “Would you mind terribly interrupting and bringing him here? I’m very anxious to make his acquaintance, I’ve heard so much about him.” She patted the woman on the hand. “You’ll be a dear woman and go get him, won’t you?”

 

Confused, but smart enough to obey a countess, the woman left.

 

After a few moments, Ethan appeared and Sarah was shocked by Nancy’s transformation. The girl positively glowed. Hesitatingly she moved forward, shuffling her feet, her hands twisting this way and that. The boy looked just as nervous, his face flushed, his eyes darting around the room, but they always came back to rest on Nancy.

 

At last they stood a mere footstep apart, now both of them staring at the floor. Nancy broke the silence first. “Hello.”

 

It took some time for Ethan to respond, “ ’ello,” and when he did his voice cracked.

 

Apparently no other words were necessary, the two young people standing there, not touching at all, their feet shuffling in some sort of primitive mating ritual.

 

Sarah sighed and sidled next to Colin. It was quite the most romantic thing she’d seen and when his arm curved about her waist, she rested her head on his shoulder.

 

“What is that chicken-breasted whore doing here?” A foppish man with a purple waistcoat appeared, pointed his finger at Nancy, and spoiled the whole effect.

 

Four pair of eyes settled on the horrid man.

 

Nancy burst into tears as well and ran outside. Ethan took a moment to punch the rude man in the stomach and then ran after the girl. Sarah waited for Colin to berate the man for such harsh language, but instead he stood there silently, a hard look on his face.

 

However, when Colin spoke, there was no anger in his voice, only a deadly calm. “Sarah, why don’t you find Nancy and wait outside for me. I’ll talk to Mr. Twizzlerot and be there shortly.”

 

She would have loved to stay, to see the ugly man receive his comeuppance, but there was a stillness about Colin that was rather frightening, and so she went to find Nancy and comfort the girl.

 

Colin watched the oily man, wanting to pound his own head for not having realized what was happening earlier. St. George. His pride and joy. Selling children. His gut twisted. He had tried to do something good and honorable, and all he’d done was fail. He studied the man that Nancy had recognized from the Dog and Duck. The man that had paid to have Sarah killed.

 

“Mr. Twizzlerot, I presume?” There was all the caginess, all the gawkiness that Harper had described. And eyes that darted like a bird.

 

“My lord! Welcome to St. George.”

 

“You’re a dead man.”

 

“Oh, now, let’s not be too hasty.”

 

Colin pulled out his pistol. “All right. I’ll kill you slowly instead.”

 

The man pushed up his spectacles and shook his head. “Put that away. Think what your missus would say. Killing an unarmed man.”

 

“She’d be quite pleased.” But he put his pistol away. He had never shot a man in cold blood before. He wouldn’t start now. The magistrate could take care of this fool.

 

“Now, Lord Haverwood. I’m not going to do anything to hurt your lady anymore. Give you my word. Wouldn’t do me any good, anyway.” The man motioned for Colin to sit down. “Let’s discuss this in a reasonable manner. I feel like I’ve known you for some time.” He pulled out a chair and settled himself, crossing his thin legs at the ankles. “My uncle, Sebastian, ran the orphanage for years. He heard so many stories of you from the previous Lord Haverwood.”

 

He should be wondering what he was going to do with the man. Should be thinking about how to summon the magistrate, but instead Colin sat forward, morbidly curious about the man who had made his life so hollow. “The old earl came here?”

 

“He wanted to see what you had done actually. He was quite interested. You didn’t know?”

 

Colin shook his head. After all that time Colin spent trying to please the old man, the man had finally come around. Giles had never said a word.

 

“He and my uncle were fast friends. Two old blokes sharing their miserable stories, trying to top each other’s miserable lives.”

 

Colin pulled at his cravat, wondering at the predatory gleam in the man’s eyes. However, Colin didn’t believe the old earl had said anything. The man would have cut out his tongue before he would admit publicly that Colin wasn’t his son. “Go on.”

 

Twizzlerot sat forward, his eyes large behind his spectacles. “You look rather pale, Lord Haverwood. Could I get you some tea?”

 

“Why don’t you say what you want and then I’ll cart you off to the magistrate.”

 

“Magistrate? No laws been broken. I’ve sold no brats yet.”

 

Colin closed his eyes and fought for control. He could kill the man so easily and feel no remorse. Instead, he focused on the one good thing in his life: Sarah. “And what of your attempts to murder my wife?”

 

“Well, posh. What’s a few bad mistakes between friends? Besides, if you notify the authorities, Lord Haverwood, I’ll see you and you lovely wife ruined.”

 

“There’s nothing you can do that would touch either one of us.” Colin met the headmaster’s eyes evenly, determined to give nothing away. The man was bluffing.

 

“Oh, yes, there is. You see, my lord, I know who your father really is.”

 

Sarah sat in the carriage, feeling as useless as a second set of thumbs as Ethan comforted Nancy.

 

“Don’t you worry none, I’ll call the man out. Can’t be listening to such nonsense.”

 

Nancy cried harder and Sarah wondered if it really was all nonsense. It certainly explained much, except for one important piece of the puzzle: How Nancy knew Twizzlerot.

 

Then she remembered the day Colin had brought Nancy home. The day he’d been to the Dog and Duck to meet Mr. Harper.

 

The child-selling at Ackworth. And the cold look in Colin’s eyes. Was Mr. Twizzlerot selling the children at St. George? Sarah shivered as she thought of the way Colin had stared at the gangly man. That did seem the most likely conclusion.

 

With a pained heart, she watched Nancy’s shaking shoulders and hoped Mr. Twizzlerot would pay dearly. The bastard.

 

Nancy looked at Ethan and began to sob even harder. “Please go away, Ethan. You’ve got chores.”

 

Sarah eyed the tattered rag the boy was using to wipe Nancy’s face and took her kerchief out of her reticule. “Ethan, could you take this and dip it in the well?”

 

Ethan raised his chin, and stared her in the eyes, and she realized the boy was going nowhere.

 

He pulled Nancy closer. “Bugger me chores. You need me.”

 

The girl sniffed, and when she looked at him, her blue eyes were desperate, tears spilling down her face. “I’ve been very bad.”

 

Quietly, Sarah slipped out of the carriage, and neither one noticed. It would be some time before Nancy’s scars would heal, and Sarah only hoped Ethan was up to the task.

 

Colin’s fingers found the handle of his knife, the cold steel comforting. His instincts were simply to kill the man. No one would be the wiser. In that manner, all the bad things Twizzlerot had done would be avenged. Wasn’t that what a true DragonSlayer would do?

 

Yet the man sat in his seat, gloating, secure as a goose after Christmas, his purple cravat wound around his neck just like a bow. Why couldn’t the damned man have a weapon, a rock, anything? Yet he only sat there, looking like a foolish bird. Firmly, Colin clasped his hands in his lap. He had no stomach to butcher such a spindly-legged goose in cold blood. “What do you want?”

 

The man steepled his fingers and peered at Colin owlishly. “Absolutely nothing. You leave me in peace. If you’re the benefactor for St. George, I’ll accept that, and leave you and your missus alone. Wanted to do this for some time. I’ve been poor for far too long. Mr. Hardiston tells me in no time at all, I’ll have a profitable business.”

 

A cold wave of disgust swept over Colin as he actually considered the proposal. He stared at the faded planks in the floor where, over time, the afternoon sun had turned the wood pale with no substance or color whatsoever. That was the life he had had before. A lonely existence that he would not go back to again. “And you’ll turn girls into whores, apprenticing boys to the sweeps?”

 

“Very much so. Quite simply, it’s a nice wage. Have to wait until the girls come of age, but once they are twelve, it’s all perfectly aboveboard and honest.”

 

“You tried to have Sarah killed.”

 

“And I wasn’t very good at it, was I?” Twizzlerot grimaced. “All’s well that end’s well, though. Thank heavens she’s alive, and because of your quick thinking, all the bad men are dead. It’s just the two of us now, Lord Haverwood. I’d like you to continue as the benefactor.”

 

Colin sat stiffly, still considering the man’s words and hating himself for it. “I should kill you.”

 

“That’s what Cady would have done.” He paused for effect. “But you’re not like him at all, are you?”

 

“More than you’d like to believe.”

 

The man outstretched his legs and wiggled his longboat feet. A buffoon, nothing more. A buffoon who could destroy Colin’s life, destroy Sarah’s life as well. Everyone would know who he was. He had to protect Sarah from that. She was his wife, his love, his life.

 

“Why don’t you think about what I said? Have a picnic with your pretty wife. My, my, think of how disappointed she would be.”

 

Yes, she would be ruined, damaged far beyond what her father had done. He didn’t know what she would do when she discovered who his father was. Sarah was brave and bighearted, but when she realized whom she had married, would she stay? Would she stare when he wasn’t looking, trying to find the resemblance? Would she want children, knowing the blood they would carry? He really didn’t want to find out.

 

Tired and wishing he were somewhere else, Colin stood and walked to the door, once more touching his father’s knife, once more tempted to let the blade fly and let fate decide where it landed.

 

No, he was too much of a coward. Instead he faced Twizzlerot, a last show of bravado. “I’ll return with your answer.”

 

The man laughed and bowed mockingly. “I already know your answer. You don’t have a choice.”

 

When Colin appeared, Twizzlerot sauntering behind him, Sarah ran up the walk. “He’s the one, isn’t he? Should we go to the authorities?” She tugged at his arm, but he merely shook off her hand. What was wrong?

 

“Where’s Nancy?”

 

Sarah nodded toward the carriage.

 

“Get in then, Sarah. We’re going home.” Colin’s eyes were hard and cold, and Sarah shivered.

 

“After what he’s done? He’s been selling the children, hasn’t he? Just like at Ackworth.”

 

“I haven’t broken any laws. I’m an innocent man, just a businessman,” replied Mr. Twizzlerot, grinning like the devil.

 

Colin faced the man, his fists bunching, and Sarah waited for him to plant a facer, right in the man’s smug little grin. Instead, his hands fell to his side. “A businessman who tried to kill my wife. Don’t test me, you little bird.”

 

“Kill me? Why?” Sarah stared, puzzled by Colin’s strange behavior and the horrible man’s confidence.

 

“Because if I wasn’t married, the accounting firm of Wyndham would take charge of St. George.” Colin turned to Twizzlerot. “I am assuming you have business dealings with Mr. Wyndlam?”

 

“Oh, yes. Quite an affable man. He is as fond of the children, as I am.”

 

Sarah found her tongue at last. “Now, wait a moment. Both of you.” She pointed a finger at Twizzlerot. “You tried to kill me?”

 

For the first time, the man looked shamefaced. “Actually, I paid someone to kill you. Well, I haven’t actually paid him yet. Of course, considering the botched job that he made of it, I think I’m justified. And don’t worry, my lady, I’ll do you no harm. Not anymore.” He grinned at Colin. “Me and the earl, we have an understanding now.”

 

No! The vile man should be punished. Sarah turned her attention to Colin. “How will you stop him then? You did dismiss the man, at least didn’t you?” Colin stared ahead, not looking at her. What had happened? “If you didn’t, I will.” She marched up the path, ready to confront Twizzlerot, but Colin caught her arm and twisted her around.

 

“Sarah, let’s go home.”

 

“Not until you tell me what happened in there.”

 

“We’re leaving.”

 

She shook her arm free. “I will not leave until you tell me what will happen to that wretched man.”

 

Colin ran a hand through his hair and pulled his cravat loose. He looked so beaten, so sad. “I don’t know.”

 

She stared at him, trying desperately to understand. “What has happened to you? You’ve walloped men who’ve insulted me. You’ve saved Nancy from only God knows what. You’ve bought up markers from half the ton in order to protect me. And now, there’s an awful, little man who sold children”—it sickened her to think about it—“children into squalid existences, and you’re going to protect him.”

 

“He hasn’t sold any children, Sarah.”

 

“But that’s his plan, isn’t it? Just like at Ackworth. Deny it!”

 

“Sarah, please. Will you trust me?”

 

How could he even talk of trust? “No! You’re not the man I married at all.”

 

“You don’t know the man you married.”

 

She stamped her foot, wishing it was Twizzlerot’s face she was destroying. “Oh, yes, I do. Very well. He’s honorable, and brave, and does the most wonderful things, simply because they’re right. He has more courage than an army of knights.”

 

“You’ve been deceived. It’s time you realized it.” He spoke coldly, with no emotion whatsoever.

 

“I have always believed in you,” she said, pleased when he winced at her words.

 

“Twizzlerot will ruin your life, Sarah. And mine as well.”

 

“How?” There it was. That dark cloud that hovered around him. What the devil was he hiding, and why wouldn’t he trust her?

 

He stared off in the distance, stubbornly silent. “We should go. It’s getting late.”

 

He had said he loved her, just not enough to tell her the truth. That hurt most of all. Knowing she was beaten, she gave up and walked away. “Very well.”

 

Cornelius leaned against the doorjamb and watched the Haverwood carriage rumble away, admiring the fine side trim, and the elegant lines. He was quite pleased with the day’s events. The earl was sitting firmly in his pocket. He smiled at the sun, picked a white rose from the garden, and even patted the pup on its fluffy head. He stuck his thumbs in his canary waistcoat pockets; soon he’d be able to sport fancy fobs, perhaps gold buttons. No more linsey-woolsey for himself; now he could afford a bottle-green frocked cutaway coat. Like Brummel. He could picture himself, strutting through the London streets. He’d buy himself a cane! Yes, the very picture of a cit.

 

“’Allo there, mate.” John Roberts emerged from the woods like an utter sloven, his hat dirty and misshapen, his poor-quality muslin shirt with a hole in one sleeve. Disgraceful. And when Cornelius recovered enough to find his tongue, he would tell the draggle-tail so. Well, perhaps later. He took a step backward, wanting nothing more than to find the safety of St. George.

 

“Oy, now you’re to be running away?” The big man followed him inside, and pulled a pistol—a very large pistol, one of those blunderbuss things—from behind his back. “Or maybe you’re just bumbling in there to find your pocketbook. You didn’t think I’d forget about me money, did you?”

 

Cornelius Twizzlerot had done many rather unscrupulous things, but he hated lowering himself to dealing directly with ruffians. As he stared into the hardened eyes of Mr. Roberts, he knew exactly why he had avoided such tagrag scoundrels.

 

Quite simply, he didn’t want to die.

 

Colin felt every rut in the road, every clod of dirt the wheels ran over, and every deuced turn. Sarah refused to look at him, which in itself was a good thing, considering her eyes held nothing but disdain. His stomach felt sick at the thought of the rest of the world knowing what the old earl had known. Treating him as the old earl had done. Sarah trusted in him, she believed in him. Surely it was more important to protect her, to protect him, than to worry about Twizzlerot. He could just pay the man off and send him on his way. It seemed a fine solution. Wasn’t it?

 

If Sarah knew all the facts, knew what he was protecting, she would not be so quick to judge him. Perhaps she would judge him. Judge the son of Jack Cady. That’s what he feared most of all. He pulled at his cravat, tugging until the stiff linen hung limply around his neck.

 

Nancy looked over at him, her eyes shooting daggers. The driver took a particularly sharp turn and Colin’s head rapped against the carriage. He deserved every bump and bruise that he received.

 

If the truth were revealed, they would all suffer. The carriage bounced once more and he wanted to retch.

 

Yet he’d lived his life as the son of a murdering bastard, and if he turned his back now, walked away from St. George, he couldn’t live with himself.

 

So be it. Colin held up his hands in defeat and then rapped on the ceiling. “Driver, turn back.”

 

Sarah looked at him, not affectionately, but at least her gaze held respect. When she knew the truth, when she left him, that would be cold comfort, but it was something.

 

“The driver’s name is Nicholas,” Sarah said.

 

Colin rapped once more. “Nicholas, turn back.” He looked at Sarah, needing to redeem himself again. “I’ll take care of the man but it won’t be pleasant.”

 

She met his eyes. “I don’t care.”

 

And the carriage turned around.

 

Cornelius tried to stand his ground, but the rumbustious man terrified him, and his knees began to quake. Where were all the grimy children? Where was Miss Pritchard? Death was looking him in the eyes, and he was alone. Desperately he tried to reason before he suffered the embarrassing fate of soiling his worst pair of trousers. “You didn’t do what I asked. I would have paid you if the woman were dead. But she was just here, healthy, hearty, looking completely alive. Nothing dead about her at all.”

 

“What’s your name?”

 

Cornelius bowed and pushed his spectacles up his sweat-dampened nose. “Twizzlerot, Cornelius Twizzlerot at your service.”

 

Mr. Roberts gestured toward the office. “Why don’t you find that money that you owe me and then I’ll be on my way.”

 

“Pardon, sir, but perhaps you should put your weapon away. This is a foundling home for children.”

 

The base-brained man looked about the empty room, heard the sound of voices outside, children at play, and shook his head slowly. “A foundling home’s a sweet place to be arranging a murder. Miss Banks or yours, if you don’t get me money.”

 

Oh, my. This was going to be difficult. “There is a slight problem. If you’ll be kind enough to return tomorrow, I could gather the necessary funds that you need. We had to feed the children, you know, and perhaps your monies were put to good use, feeding their hungry, little mouths.”

 

“I don’t care about no mewlin’ brats. Do you have the blunt or not?”

 

Cornelius took his kerchief and wiped his brow. He should have worn his pantaloons today. If a man is going to die, he should at least look his best. “You’re going to kill me if I don’t, aren’t you?”

 

Unfortunately, Mr. Roberts only laughed.

 

Colin dared not look back. He’d gathered his courage, and he would follow through. Instead he trampled up the walk, focusing on the door. He raised his hand to knock, but the scene in the window caught his eye.

 

John Roberts, holding a gun on Mr. Twizzlerot.

 

He stood there, frozen, thinking very carefully. There was the answer to all his problems, right in front of his eyes. Roberts would kill Twizzlerot, Colin would kill Roberts, and the whole mess would be over and Colin would be the hero.

 

Tied things up nicely, didn’t it?

 

Twizzlerot had gotten himself into the mess, had tried to get Sarah killed, and this was nothing more than he deserved. And if the timing had been different, Colin would have been too late anyway. Roberts looked angry enough to spit, and Colin believed that by the time he counted to three, Twizzlerot would be dead.

 

And Colin would be free.

 

But then Mr. Twizzlerot turned his rat-like eyes in Colin’s direction, filled with such pleading, such utter fear, that Colin couldn’t ignore it.

 

Damn.

 

He drew his weapon, clicked the hammer to half-cock and shoved the door open. Roberts turned, grinning when he saw Colin in the doorway. As if he were glad to see him. God, was everyone an idiot?

 

Well, there were some things that Colin could never forgive. Hurting Sarah was first and foremost among them. He fired.

 

Roberts crashed to the ground and Twizzlerot, damn his miserable cowardly hide, fell to his knees at Colin’s feet, rubbing and polishing Colin’s boots. Colin kicked at the man. “Get up, for God’s sake.”

 

The man was blubbering like a baby. “Lord Haverwood, you saved my life.”

 

Sarah rushed inside and came to a halt when she noticed the body of Mr. Roberts prominently displayed in the middle of the wooden floor. She stared at him, then stared at Colin, and then walked to where the body lay. She pulled up her skirts and with a great show of strength, kicked the dead man. Once, twice, three times.

 

Finally satisfied, she stood next to Colin and slipped her hand in his. Perhaps everything would work out after all.

 

Colin turned his attention to Twizzlerot. “What am I going to do with you?” The man had the survival instincts of a shipboard rat.

 

Sarah glared at the headmaster. “You should cart him off to Australia.”

 

The stupid man smirked. “She doesn’t know, does she?”

 

Colin raised his pistol, so very tempted. “The prospect of your death is gaining in appeal every time you open your mouth.”

 

But the threat was too late. Sarah, his quick-thinking Sarah, was eyeing Colin with interest, as if she knew his secrets. She turned to Twizzlerot and then looked back at Colin. “Colin?”

 

“We’ll talk later, Sarah.”

 

She nodded uncertainly, but there was trust in her eyes. He had never known someone to have such trust in him, such faith. How could he not help but love her?

 

“Australia is a fine place for the man, I think.”

 

Sarah began to smile, and Twizzlerot blustered, his thin face marked with distress. “I’ll tell your story to the newspapers.”

 

Her gaze shot toward the weasel, her face red with anger. “You will not! If you continue to bother my husband, I’ll see you dead myself. My husband has no secrets from me.”

 

Such faith she had in him, such completely undeserved faith.

 

Twizzlerot wheezed. “And what about the rest of the world? What sort of scandal would there be if the rest of the world came to know exactly who his lordship is?”

 

“Scandal?” Sarah scoffed and paced around Robert’s body. “Sir, I was born and raised in scandal, I have waded through it all my life. If you believe my husband would be swayed by the prospect of long-gone history, you don’t know him very well.”

 

Colin looked at her with quiet admiration. Even when she was lying through her teeth, he loved her so completely. In this, he would not disappoint her.

 

Colin turned to Twizzlerot and a great weight lifted from his shoulders. “You’re going to Australia, you half-witted tatzelworm. The magistrate can escort you to Dover. If I pay enough, they’ll be no questions for anyone. But listen carefully. If my wife gets hurt from anything you say, I’ll see you dead. It doesn’t matter where you end up, I’ll not have her hurt. Do you understand?”

 

The thin man scuffed his shoes against the wooden floor. “I’m not going anywhere,” he muttered, taking a letter from his pocket. He met Colin’s gaze, foolishly defiant. “I’ve got proof.”

 

Colin’s patience ended and he cracked the man in the jaw with his pistol. Twizzlerot crumpled to the ground. Colin picked up the paper, stuffed it in his pocket and called for Miss Pritchard.

 

But there was one thing in his life he had done right. He turned to Sarah. “Do you know I love you very much?”

 

“Yes, I do, but I still want an explanation.”

 

Colin winced. “Of course.”

 

Miss Pritchard fetched the magistrate while Colin watched over Twizzlerot. The magistrate didn’t ask any questions at all. Of course, the purse of coins seemed to lighten his spirits considerably and he bundled Twizzlerot into his cart and drove away a happy man.

 

It was rather later by the time they arrived at Rosemont and thank God, Sarah didn’t press him immediately. She bundled Nancy upstairs, asking Giles for tea. Colin went to his study and stared at the yellowed envelope that could only mean trouble. One more opportunity for the earl to mock Colin from beyond the grave.

 

He poured himself a long drink of port and settled into his chair. For some time he simply looked at the outside, the awkward handwriting that had belonged to the earl. The man was a bastard, but a bastard ranked one step above a murderer and having a murderer for a father was one step above being alone. At one time, Colin would have chosen to live the solitary life of a DragonSlayer. But now Sarah had taught him too much and he had learned too well. He didn’t want to contemplate a future alone.

 

He turned the letter in his hands. Sarah had loved him as he was, but not since he was a boy had he considered the possibility the old earl could ever accept him as a son. He had been disappointed so many times, yet here he held a letter from his father. His father. He said the words aloud, conjuring up an image of the old earl’s wizened face and the shock of gray hair.

 

Perhaps the man had experienced a change of heart.

 

No. Years of the man’s curses echoed in his head. He stood, prepared to burn the bloody thing and be done with it.

 

But wouldn’t he always wonder? Wouldn’t he always look back with regret, knowing the empty piece inside him would never disappear?

 

Sarah had given him faith in himself. No matter the words, he would survive. Shrugging his shoulders, giving the old earl one more chance, he opened the letter and read.

 

Dear Colin,

 

I kept waiting to hear news of your death, but it never came. God does bless the wicked, doesn’t he? I never understood your fascination with St. George, I tried for some time, but never could. Nothing but a bunch of brats anyway. Sebastian seems to care for them, and he’s a smart man, so perhaps there’s something to it.

 

But enough of that. I bet you’re married now. You were always so eager to please. I thought if you were married, it would keep you off the roads, keep you from brutalizing some poor innocents. Smart, aye? A man can do what he wants with his wife. The city of London will never know what I’ve saved them from. I always wanted to be the hero. But so did you. Bloody ironic, I’ll say. The son of Jack Cady, the hero. Not while I’m alive, which isn’t to be much longer. The doctors say I’m dying. I’ll wager you’re glad to see the last of me.

 

I’ll say my farewells. I’ll be joining Mary in heaven. There’s a place for you with your father in hell.

 

—Haverwood

 

Yes, once again, Colin was wrong. He leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and rested the cool glass against his forehead. Silly of him to think the earl had changed. He would burn the letter and get on with his life.

 

“Sir?”

 

Colin sat up and looked at Giles. “Yes?”

 

Giles handed him a handkerchief and Colin could only stare, confused.

 

“Dust, sir. It’s getting in your eyes.” Giles turned away and straightened Colin’s desk.

 

“I suppose that’s your way of telling me I need to hire you more help.” Tears, of all things. A man didn’t cry, a DragonSlayer certainly never cried. It was a sign of weakness. Colin wiped his face, and quickly dried his eyes, Giles watching him closely.

 

“What? Must I blow my nose as well?”

 

“No sir, you might lose some precious bit of your mind.”

 

“The letter was from the earl.” And now he would destroy it. He lifted the glass from the oil lamp and held the letter over the flame until the fire caught, and then tossed it in the fireplace. He braced his arm against the mantelpiece, watching as the paper curled and blackened. Finally it was gone. He felt some sadness. Any happiness he had in his life would never come from having a father.

 

“Sir, I feel I should say something.”

 

“It would take a bigger man than I to rein in your tongue. What is it?”

 

“The man was cock-brained. This missive was nothing more than his own form of putrid posturing, sir. You’re not to take it to heart.”

 

Colin turned and narrowed his eyes. “You knew he left it, didn’t you?”

 

Giles nodded. “I never read it though. The earl wanted to leave it at Rosemont. I threatened to destroy it. After Rosemont, St. George was the place closest to your heart. He didn’t trust his solicitor, thought the man charged too much for his services.” Giles rolled his eyes.

 

“Why didn’t you say something?”

 

“There are times when reticence is the most appropriate action. I was trying to protect you, sir.”

 

Colin was humbled by the admission, but he was no longer a boy. “I’m a grown man, Giles. I don’t need your protection.”

 

“Sorry, sir. It’s a dastardly habit that I should wean myself away from.”

 

Colin stared at the man, the only man who had stood by his side for so many years. He smiled gratefully. “Don’t change your behavior on my account.”

 

All this time Giles had been such a fixture in the house and he never considered the man’s other life, never wondered if the man’s lonely existence rivaled his. “Why didn’t you ever have a family of your own?”

 

Giles began to poke at the books on the study shelves, moving the myriad porcelain dragons like he was playing chess. All the while, avoiding an answer.

 

However, now Colin was curious. “Giles?”

 

The man turned slowly and lifted his hands. “Every day I’d tell myself, I’d find someone later. You needed me, sir. One morning I awoke, and the earl was dead, and you were away on the Continent, and I realized I was a fussy, old man and it was far too late.” His moustache bobbed. “Your fate was sealed then, sir. You’re all the family I’d ever had.”

 

Colin had been so engrossed in his own problems he had never considered one more possibility. A bastard for a father, a murderer for a father, or a butler. Yes, one very special butler ranked high above a bastard, high above most men that he knew. Foolish of him to have missed it. “A fine bit of comfort I’ve been.”

 

“If I had to pick a son of my own, he would have been just like you, sir.”

 

And how did a man answer such wonderful words as that? “Thank you, Giles.” He’d answer it stupidly of course, but Giles seemed to appreciate the poor effort.

 

“You’re turning maudlin, sir. I’ll have Iris attend to the cleaning of this room immediately. Much too much dust.”

 

“No need to bother her, Giles. I’ll not be wallowing in sentiment like an old lady.”

 

“She needs something to keep her busy. Spends too much of her day with her tongue wagging and her mind blank.”

 

Colin heard the change of inflection, the softening of the maid’s name, and the way the man refused to meet his eyes. He looked at Giles and quirked his brow.

 

Giles scowled in return. “You’re looking quite smug, sir. What is it?”

 

Colin shook his head. “Nothing, Giles. Nothing at all.”

 

After the evening meal, Colin took Sarah into the drawing room and closed the doors. He had thought for some time about what he would tell her, whether he would lie to her. However, she would see through any lies, he knew that, and although she might not say anything, she would wonder.

 

Truth be told, he was tired of his secrets.

 

She sat down on the settee, smoothed her skirts, and looked at him expectantly.

 

“You look very beautiful this evening.” And she did, the threads of silver in her gown matching the gray of her eyes, her fiery hair twisted atop of her hand. She looked very elegant and confident, the wife of a nobleman. The aspect of his parentage loomed larger and he swallowed.

 

“Thank you.” She continued her appraisal of him, which only caused him to pace about the room. The white walls looked so bleak and pale. Perhaps they should redecorate. “Do you think we should paint this room a different color? Something more bright, cheerful? Yellow? What do you think, Sarah?”

 

She chose to ignore his pitiful attempts at procrastination and shot him a telling glance with her gray eyes.

 

Oh, enough. Better to spit the words out, rip out his heart with one quick jerk. “I’m Jack Cady’s son.”

 

She folded her hands across her chest. “That’s impossible. You’re an earl.”

 

Ah, denial. Yes, he had been through that stage as well. He studied a chair back in some detail before he could continue. “He raped my mother and then I was born after an appropriate interval.”

 

“The poor woman. How would they know who your father was?” She continued her protests, as if the truth were too horrid to face.

 

Understanding completely, he sighed and braced his hands on the back of the chair. “I look just like the man, Sarah.”

 

Her gaze was somber, appraising, and he nearly looked away. Instead he met her eyes squarely, letting her discover for herself the brutality she had overlooked within him.

 

“Very well.”

 

He looked at her twice. “That’s it? Do you know how many women he killed? Seventeen.”

 

“I’m quite sorry for them, but that’s long ago.”

 

He resumed his pacing, steeling himself for her rejection. “He used a knife, just like I do, Sarah.”

 

“No, you use a knife to protect people, he used his to hurt people.”

 

He searched for a suitable reply. “He was rough and clumsy, pure evil.”

 

“Probably so.”

 

“That’s my blood.” She couldn’t argue that.

 

“That’s poppycock. You’re as evil as a puppy dog.”

 

Yes, she could. She was making this very difficult. He tried to make her see sense. “What if we have children? Have you considered that? What would they be like?”

 

The foolish woman smiled, as if he were discussing flowers, or paint, not their future. “Well, I’ve decided we should have four boys rather than three. And God forbid if one of the boys has my hair. Poor child, he’d never hear the last of it.”

 

“You’re making a joke of this.”

 

She shook her head. “I’m sorry. But it doesn’t matter to me in the least.”

 

“You’re just saying that now. In time you’ll be looking at me with suspicious eyes.” Shrinking from his touch.

 

“Why should I?”

 

Because he would hurt her. “I’m his son.”

 

“No. You’re just a man. A gentle, kind man with a generous heart. That is who you are, not Cady.”

 

He swallowed, his mouth dry. He could almost believe her.

 

She put her hands on her hips and stalked about the room. “This is what Twizzlerot was threatening you with?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Wretched man. I hope he spends many hours scrubbing the deck. Isn’t that what they do on those ships?”

 

Colin really didn’t know, but he did like the image of the man on his bony knees, scrubbing away the mire and muck. “He could say something.”

 

She continued on, discussing the future as if he were to be a part of it. “The man is a twit. No one will listen, even if he does.”

 

“I won’t make you stay with me.”

 

“This is difficult for you to understand, isn’t it?” She walked toward him and pulled his head down to whisper quite loudly in his ear. “You are the most wonderful man I’ve ever known. I told you that several times and I’m tired of repeating myself because you’re too stubborn to believe it. I love you, Colin. Why should I turn my back on the very best part of my life?”

 

He pulled away, wondering if perhaps she were a bigger fool than himself. She could make light of his father, his fears, but there was one piece that he could not control.

 

His lust.

 

With other women, he could turn away. With Sarah, there had never been a choice.

 

“What if I hurt you, Sarah? Sometimes when I look at you, I can’t think, can’t even breathe. You’re so small, so fragile, and I’m terrified I’ll hurt you.”

 

Sarah stared, seeing the real fear in his eyes, the brave man who was afraid of nothing. Except himself. Finally, she understood. “And so you clamp down on yourself until you won’t. Isn’t that right?”

 

“I try. But I’m not always successful.”

 

As long as he skirted the edge of the cliff, he would always have his fears. However, if he jumped, he would finally know what she knew. He would never hurt her. She thought for a moment, but when confronted with a problem, Sarah saw only one solution. Very deliberately, she went to the door and locked it. Putting a fine swing in her hips, she made her way back toward him. “Should we wager on this?”

 

He turned pale. “W-what?”

 

“I don’t believe you could hurt me, whether or not you keep that deuced rein on yourself.”

 

“This isn’t a horse race, Sarah. You could get hurt.” He pulled at his cravat, and she moved his hands aside.

 

“Here, let me. You’ll never hurt me, and deep inside you already realize that. Let go, Colin.” She tugged the knot until the ends came loose and used the fabric to pull him toward her, locked in her grasp as it were. “Do we have a bet?”

 

He still looked nervous, but when she pressed against him, she noticed that parts of him were not nervous at all. She slid his best jacket to the floor, the material crumpling into a heap. Giles would be up in arms.

 

“This is foolish,” he said, but let her kiss him. After four long beats of her heart, he was participating quite energetically.

 

She sensed him weakening and exploited it mercilessly. “Don’t you feel it? That hot wine that pumps through your veins?” She untucked his shirt from his breeches, wanting to touch the warm skin underneath.

 

“I’ll not agree to such nonsense.” But his voice wavered.

 

She kissed him, pressed against him like a wanton, satisfied when finally his hands settled on her waist.

 

“You could never hurt me.”

 

“You don’t know how I feel,” he whispered in her ear, his jaw rasping against her neck.

 

She tilted her head, sighing when his lips nuzzled her skin. “Tell me, then.”

 

“You make me dizzy.” He slid his hands inside her bodice, touching her breasts.

 

She felt herself grow warm and wet, biting her lip as he kissed and suckled. “You make me the veriest hussy alive.”

 

“God, I sit across from you, drinking tea, and I think of being inside you.”

 

Afternoon tea would never be the same anymore. “I thought of having you in the carriage this afternoon.” She lifted his shirt over his head, tossed it over a chair, and whimpered weakly at the sight of his broad chest, the hard lines of his muscles, and his tanned, sleek skin.

 

His hands were working quickly at the tapes on her dress. “I very nearly pulled up your skirts the night the highwayman interrupted.”

 

She smiled as the fabric pooled around her ankles, and delicately kicked it aside. “As long as it’s only me and no other woman.”

 

He turned her around and began unlacing her stays. “I wouldn’t have the patience to undress another woman. Surely you don’t need to wear these at home?” He slid them off her shoulders and let them fall to floor.

 

Sarah considered for a moment, but she was a countess now and should act accordingly. “A lady wouldn’t be seen without them.”

 

“A lady wouldn’t be seen clad only in her stockings in her drawing room, either.” He bent before her, and began to untie the garters at her thighs. She saw the nefarious gleam in his eyes, the way his hands were lingering between her thighs and before he could undo her wits completely, she pulled him upright.

 

“There’ll be none of that in the drawing room.”

 

He looked around the various furnishings in the room, shucked the rest of his clothes, and settled on the settee. Happily, she followed him. When he kissed her, she watched carefully, noting the bits of restraint that still remained in his gaze. “Let go, Colin.”

 

Tenderly, he smiled at her. “Of course I will.”

 

She didn’t believe him for a minute. She settled herself in his lap, wiggling in delight as his hands touched her breasts, but she would not forget the wager. He had seduced her so deviously last evening, but she would not be so easily gulled tonight. She pressed him back against the cushions, all that hard flesh mixed with the damask pillows. Such lucky pillows. Rife with purpose, she pressed closer and pulled the pins from her hair, shaking it loose.

 

His eyes darkened to black, and she raised her brows. Her arms locked around his neck, and she lowered herself until the hardness of his sex jutted impatiently against her stomach. She kissed his mouth, his neck, his ear, whispering softly, “Let go.”

 

He kissed her desperately, wildly. And when he lifted his head, his chest was heaving. “You make me forget.”

 

She touched her lips to his lightly, wishing for more experience, wishing she knew how to put him over the edge. “I want you to forget.”

 

Still he fought, and she kissed him again, using her tongue until his hands clasped her bottom, pressing her hard against him. His flesh was so large, so hard. “Sarah, I can’t think.”

 

His fingers loosened, splayed over her back. “Do you know about the basilisk?” he asked, his voice unsteady.

 

She moaned, equal parts of frustration and fury. However, she was a Banks and thank God she had her wits. “Think of the lindorm instead, Colin. The dragon so sad. Wanting a bride so very badly. Do you remember how he turned into a man?”

 

Colin groaned, and she knew he remembered. She eased herself on top of him, swallowed hard, and sank further, until he was inside her. For a moment she forgot the story, let herself sink a little deeper, sighed as his arms wrapped around her. “Dear heavens.” She took a deep breath and shook her head. “Yes, exactly like that. The dragon wrapped the maiden up in his coils, and with great care he began to love her, as a man would.” She raised her hips, let herself rise and then fall.

 

His eyes were closed and he was still, so still, that at first she thought she was doing nothing but making a fool of herself. But then he looked up, stared at her with such longing she sighed, and he began to move inside her, hard and certain. Oh, my. She struggled to keep her wits about her, and doggedly continued. “With each stroke, his skins fell away, and the maiden quite forgot who was making love to her.”

 

For Colin it was very nearly paradise. He tried to go faster, but each time he moved, his elbow rapped against the settee. Finally, frustrated with the tiny thing, he slid off to the floor, taking her with him.

 

“Yeow!” she cried, rubbing her head. Obviously not his finest moment.

 

“You’ve bumped your head, didn’t you? Sorry.”

 

“It’s not your lovemaking that’s going to hurt me, it’s this bloody floor.”

 

He felt the need to defend himself. “My dear, the drawing room was your idea, not mine.”

 

She rose above him, all tempting breasts and silken hair, everything he had ever desired. “You’re distracting me from my purpose.”

 

She sank on top of him, rocked forward, and he grew dizzy. “Purpose?” She wanted to drive him mad. That was her purpose. She was winning.

 

She leaned down to kiss his lips, her hair falling about him. “I’m trying to seduce the man I love.”

 

Her eyes glimmered like liquid silver, completely trusting. She had told him he wouldn’t hurt her, and wasn’t she always right? He wanted so badly to let go. She made it so tempting. He rolled them over until he was on top of her, kissed her very gently, and slowly began to move.

 

Each time he sank inside her, his mind turned a little darker. Each time she moaned, he forgot for a little longer. When she looked up at him, her eyes were glittering and black. “Take me.”

 

He closed his eyes, hearing the sound of their bodies slapping together, feeling the sweat that drenched their skin. She moaned and he drew courage from the sound of her pleasure. He felt her lips against his ear, kissing, murmuring, sending him spiraling into the darkest places he had never been. “Colin, take me. Please.”

 

There was an urgency in her husky voice, a command that he could not ignore. He thrust hard and deep and then she gasped. For a moment he thought he had hurt her. But he opened his eyes, looked at her flushed face, her eyes blank with passion, and he realized she had been right all along. He could never hurt her.

 

And his control snapped. He went faster, she followed. He plunged deeper, she clenched tighter. With each stroke, he thought he could take no more, but instead he plunged farther inside her lair, not stopping to think, just letting himself feel.

 

Now there would be no turning back.

 

One final thrust, and his body tensed, his head fell back, and he let himself fall.

 

The blackness and void turned bright and full of color and then his mind began to come alive once more.

 

He looked at Sarah, relieved to see her smiling smugly, watching him, her hair tangled, and damp with sweat. He pressed an easy kiss against her nose and thought of moving off her. He was so heavy. But he wasn’t quite able to move yet and she didn’t seem to mind.

 

He felt like laughing, but thought it would involve too much effort. “I believe you won.”

 

“I’m not quite sure. Can we try again?”

 

He loved her so much. God only knew how he ended up with such a beautiful woman that could love him. He didn’t want to leave her. If there were some way he could stay, he would.

 

Now he wouldn’t think of leaving her, instead he would think of when he returned.

 

He brushed the hair out of her face and stared, seeing love reflected in her eyes. For him.

 

“Colin? What is it?”

 

“I’ve decided I owe the Fates much.”

 

“Why?”

 

“Because they gave me you.”

 

It was much later when they emerged, fully dressed, Sarah trying to retain as much dignity as possible. Giles stared at them both, taking in Colin’s mussed jacket, and Sarah’s flushed face, and his moustache twitched appropriately. “Would you like a glass of wine, sir? My lady?”

 

Sarah shook her head quickly, and Colin whispered in her ear. “He knows, Sarah.”

 

She pursed her lips and glared at him. “You’re a very wicked man.”

 

His eyes moved slowly over her, caused her to blush, and then he raised her hand for a kiss. “Aye, and I’ve got a very wicked wife.”

 

It was early when Colin rose. He sat in a chair and watched Sarah sleep, listening to nothing but the early morning song of the birds outside. Already he had packed the few things he would need. He had to go find Etiénne in London, although there was a part of him that considered letting the man stew, watching the dead man’s house and waiting an eternity for a man that would never appear.

 

Sarah tossed in the bed, reaching out for him. He liked the feel of her in his arms at night, the warmth of her breath, and the way her hair would splay about his chest. Belgium would be miserable compared to the paradise that he had found here.

 

With a rumbling groan, she sat up, her hair tangled about her face, rubbing her eyes. “What are you about at this time of morning?”

 

“I have to go to Brussels.”

 

Instantly, Sarah was awake. She cocked her head, wondering if perhaps she had misheard him. “You said you wouldn’t go.”

 

“I said no such thing.”

 

It was far too early for this poor form of humor. “Colin, if you think I find this amusing—”

 

“No, I don’t believe you find it amusing at all.”

 

She tried to wrap the covers about her, but her hands were terribly clumsy and she couldn’t get the devilish thing to knot, and it seemed to go on forever. Finally, she beat at it helplessly. Damn the sheet. Damn him. Why did he have to be so brave now? “Why? Why in God’s name do you want to go and get yourself killed? That’s what this is about, isn’t it? Some bloody need to die a hero. Well, I don’t want you dead.”

 

His eyes met hers, not wicked, not humorous, only somber, and that scared her most of all. “I’m not planning on getting myself killed.”

 

“You don’t know, do you?” She shot out the words, her mind thinking of ways to keep him at Rosemont and keep him safe.

 

He smiled sadly. “No.”

 

“How could you do this? You talked about not wanting to hurt me. If you really didn’t want to see me hurt, you’d stay here. Where you belong.” Why did he want to leave her? To carve out some piece of her that she never even knew existed.

 

“You told me I was honorable and brave. A man fights for what is right. You can’t have it both ways, Sarah.” He stood, the discussion at end. “I’ve left instructions for you in the study. I’ll need someone to take over at St. George. I have two names of women that would be suitable. They both live in London currently, but there is no reason for them to live there anymore. Take Nancy to see Ethan every now and again, better still, give the boy a job in the stables here. He’s getting too old to be in a foundling home anyway. Giles can see to your finances, although you’re certainly qualified to handle them yourself. I know you’re very good with sums. I’ll tell Giles.”

 

He was wearing his boots and his coat was probably waiting for him downstairs. She had thought he would always be there for her. And wasn’t that always the way? You thought it would be forever, and suddenly forever is today. “You’re just going to leave, aren’t you? Would you have left while I was sleeping?”

 

“No. Have I overlooked anything? Do you have any questions?”

 

She looked at the window behind him, watched the sun rising on the horizon. The flowers were blooming, the trees green and filled with leaves. All the birds were singing and flying about. She was terrified, and the world seemed happy and cheerful. Why was there no thundering or storming? Where were the hurricanes? She waited, but there was no rain. Not one dark cloud in the sky. He was leaving her and the world wasn’t going to end and put her out of her misery. “Can you leave tomorrow?”

 

He shook his head, stubborn to the end.

 

She licked her dry lips, not daring to take her eyes off him, afraid he would disappear. “I have a request.” She needed one thing from him before he left.

 

“Of course. What is it?”

 

“I want you to give me a child.”

Chapter Twenty-two

 

The summer was dreadfully hot. Each day she would walk with Iris, or ride with Nancy. Anything to pass the time. She went to London the first week he was gone and met the women that Colin wanted to employ. Annie was a quiet woman who worked in, of all things, a brothel. Four times she thought of asking exactly how the woman knew her husband, and four times she bit her tongue in silence. When John Roberts’s name slipped out of Annie’s mouth one day, Sarah heaved a great sigh of relief. She should have known better.

 

The other woman was Mr. Harper’s widow. They never talked of Mr. Harper’s death, and Sarah didn’t know if the woman knew who shot him, or whether it mattered.

 

Both women settled in nicely at St. George, and Sarah went there often to visit. She regaled the children with tales of dragons and knights, and quite affectionately they dubbed her The Dragon Lady. Sometimes it was difficult to smile and pretend, and although she imparted a bit more drama in her stories than Colin, she felt closer to him when she was spinning the tales.

 

Alcyone’s was doing quite well and the profits were used to build a new building for St. George. When Colin returned, she would give the majority to François; she had no need for it anymore.

 

Nancy was beginning to smile more, and Ethan had adapted quite readily to working at Rosemont. As for Iris, she was a puzzle. Disappearing mysteriously for long bits of the afternoon, singing to herself, meandering through the house as if she had nothing better to do.

 

Sarah felt like a spectator of a play in which everyone had a role but her. She had nothing to do but wait. The waiting drove her insane.

 

Each morning she studied the newspapers, reading each bit carefully. When she read the news of the loss at Ligny, she cried for hours until Giles very discreetly pointed out that the troops that were defeated were Prussian, not English. She yelled at the man, yelled like an east side fishwife, asking him how he knew that Colin was still alive. Later, she apologized profusely. She got little sleep, and was prone to rail about at the drop of a hat. Everyone knew it, and treated her with patience, quiet words, and bits of sympathy. The sympathy was what she hated most of all—as if he were already dead, and she was a widow.

 

The world carried on. And every night, she donned one of his shirts, and cried herself to sleep.

 

And thus her days progressed until finally there was news of Waterloo. A magnificent triumph. Napoleon’s defeat.

 

And still there was no news of Colin. The newspapers talked of soldiers going to Paris, soldiers returning home. But there was no news of Colin at all.

 

She took up with her cards again. Playing against herself, over and over. Meticulously keeping score of her wins and losses, until she won every hand and had no need to bother anymore.

 

It was a humid afternoon in September, and as usual, Sarah was miserable. She played her cards once more, finally throwing the damned things on the floor.

 

Nancy poked her head through the door. “Mum, there’s a rider coming.”

 

For a moment Sarah let her hopes soar, and then, after having disappointed herself so many times before, she clamped them down tightly. Slowly she walked to the front entrance and looked past the long line of trees, until her eyes found the single rider, clouds of dirt following in the wake of the horse’s furious hooves.

 

The horse could be Beowulf. It looked large and from this distance, perhaps it was a sorrel. She rubbed a hand over her belly, the feel of their child reassuring.

 

She walked further, still retaining a close rein on her heart. She shielded her eyes from the glare of the sun and she realized she still held her cards in her hand. Silly goose. She should take them back inside and put them away. They would be having company shortly. Perhaps the rider would want tea. But her feet refused to obey an order to move from their spot.

 

Gradually, she could discern the figure of a man. Wearing a hat. A ragged, peasant hat. Hadn’t she seen it before?

 

Her feet moved faster, and still she refused to let herself believe. A small flutter of joy warred stubbornly with her common sense.

 

But in no time at all she was running, her slippers pounding against the ground. Foolish girl. Her hopes would be dashed once more.

 

The rider was closer now. She could just make out his face. She was dreaming this, wasn’t she? Of course it was a dream. Clumsy and awkward, she fell, tasting the grit of the road, feeling the scratches on her hands.

 

Dear heavens, this was no dream.

 

She wiped her hands on her skirt, got to her feet, and then she ran. Ran as fast as she’d ever run before. He looked thinner and there was a bandage on his arm, but he looked so beautifully alive.

 

The sun beat down like a hammer, dust circling all about her, and she laughed. She let herself laugh. Dear God, he was alive. Faster she ran, her sides aching, and she could see him now. He wasn’t smiling, so intent, so serious. Oh, she loved him so.

 

She could almost touch him. She reached out her hand, just a bit farther . . .

 

Without breaking stride, he whipped her up off the ground.

 

And everything was right once more.

 

He held her. So tightly, she couldn’t breathe. Beowulf slowed to a trot, then slower still, as if knowing they were home.

 

Thank God, he was home. Close in his arms, she let herself feel the beating of his heart.

 

For long moments, he simply held her. For long moments, she wanted nothing more than to be held. Her heart quieted, her tears slowed, and she dared to look at him. To finally know this was real.

 

She trailed her fingers along the stubble at his chin, touched the new hollows of his cheeks, and pushed back his hat until she could smooth the hair that fell at his forehead.

 

Now she could let herself remember his touch, remember the hard strength of his arms.

 

He was home.

 

He clasped her face in his hands, his fine sherry eyes studying her closely, always concerned. “You’re all right?”

 

It was as if he had never left.

 

She could think of no answer for him. No way to tell him that she had never known such relief, no way to tell him how she almost went mad with the waiting, no way to tell him that he was more than a part of her now. She could think of nothing but silly nonsense, and that’s what she answered with.

 

“Right as rain, fit—”

 

He kissed her, knowing he would never leave again. Now he was home.

 

The DragonSlayer was no more.

Epilogue

 

The honorable Timothy William Wescott was born January 24, the year of our Lord, eighteen hundred and sixteen, heir to the seventeenth earl of Haverwood. The boy has his father’s dark hair and his mother’s gray eyes. Curiously enough, the child was named after his proud godfather—their butler.
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