
		
			
				
					[image: 9781426894824.jpg]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: Carina_final.jpg]

				Compromising the Marquess
By Wendy Soliman

				England, 1814

				Leah Elliot sells secrets to survive. Donning boy’s clothes, she uncovers society scandals for a London gossip rag to support herself and her sister, who were left destitute after their father’s death. When she meets the dashing—and perhaps dangerous—Hal Forster, the Marquess of Denby, she learns he may be involved in treason. The rumor is too valuable not to sell, despite her attraction to him…

				Hal does have a secret, but he’s no traitor: he’s a spy embroiled in a mystery, seeking the man who killed his contact in France. He sees the alluring woman behind Leah’s disguise at once but is intrigued enough to play along…until he realizes that she’s the source of the rumors interfering with his investigation and forcing him into an unwanted betrothal.

				Now, Hal and Leah must work together to draw out the culprit and undo the damage caused by Leah’s gossip. Or will their passion only cause more scandal?
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				Dear Reader,

				I love the month of December when it comes to releases at Carina Press. This is our third year of publishing our special holiday collections, and I’m fortunate to be the one to edit the collections. It’s become our tradition to do three separate anthologies and this year we chose to do contemporary romance, science-fiction romance and erotic contemporary romance collections.

				Each of these three collections is amazing in its own right (not that I’m biased or anything), showcasing the talent of the contributing authors. In our contemporary romance collection, Romancing the Holiday, Jaci Burton wraps up her Kent Brothers trilogy with the story fans have been waiting for: it’s finally time to see Brody and Tori’s combustible attraction on page and cheer them to their happily-ever-after in The Best Thing. We’ll Be Home for Christmas by HelenKay Dimon returns readers to Holloway, West Virginia, as she gives us Spence’s story. Lila is more than a match for the delicious Spence and sparks fly when they go toe-to-toe. Last, but certainly not least, is newcomer to the collection, Christi Barth, with her delightful friends-to-lovers novella Ask Her at Christmas. And if you haven’t already checked out Christi’s full-length novel, Planning for Love, now’s a great time to treat yourself to this funny, emotional, captivating book.

				Heating up the pages, and I do mean heating up, are the three novellas in Red Hot Holiday, the erotic contemporary romance collection. If you’re looking for stories that are going to make what goes on under the mistletoe even more interesting, you’ll want to read this collection. I Need You for Christmas by Leah Braemel features a strong-willed, career-driven Mountie—and the sculptor who molds her to his will in the bedroom. In Wish List by K.A. Mitchell, Jonah discovers his lover, Evan, may be the one who can deliver the BDSM wishes on Jonah’s naughty list. And Anne Calhoun brings to the collection a stunningly powerful erotic romance that’s both deeply erotic and deeply emotional, with Breath on Embers.

				A Galactic Holiday is the third of our holiday collections, showcasing three science-fiction romance novellas with incredible world building and incredible characters. In How the Glitch Saved Christmas, author Stacy Gail takes us to our future, with bod-mods, enhancements, tech, artificial intelligence…and a growing love between two rival detectives investigating the case of the...appearing gifts. Traveling off world, Anna Hackett’s Winter Fusion delivers a story that’s also of two rivals. Rival negotiators Brinn and Savan must come to an agreement on behalf of their respective planets during the cold of Yule, and amidst the danger of a force that wants to stop their negotiations. Galileo’s Holiday by Sasha Summers takes us into deep space. Riley’s tugger has just been destroyed, but will she still have reason to be thankful as her relationship with Leo gives her a future to look forward to?

				In addition to these nine incredible holiday novellas, four fantastic novels release in December, each one the first book in a new seriesfrom the respective authors. For fans of Regency romance, Wendy Soliman kicks off her Forster series with Compromising the Marquess, in which the enterprising heroine supports her family by writing for a scandal sheet, placing her on a collision course with a marquess. In her steampunk romance The League of Illusion: Legacy, Vivi Anna begins a dangerous journey for three brothers. Each will find love while two brothers battle deception, jealousy and ruthless rivals to find and rescue the third.

				Fan favorite Dana Marie Bell’s new series, The Nephilim, begins with All for You. He’s not just the guy next door, he’s the angel next door. And it’s just become his job to protect her—while trying not to fall in love, or into bed.

				And this month we’re thrilled to introduce debut author Alison Packard with her debut contemporary romance title, Love in the Afternoon. When I grabbed Alison’s book from the slush pile to put on my eReader for the weekend, I had no idea I was in for such an amazing story. Though I’m not one to watch soap operas, Alison sucked me into the world of soaps and made me fall in love with Kayla and Sean. Soap opera stars, maybe, but characters you root for, relate to and want to turn the pages faster for so you can see them fall in love, definitely. If you’re a fan of Shannon Stacey, Victoria Dahl and Jill Shalvis, be sure to give this new author a try.

				I hope you find time to pamper yourself during the crazy holiday season. And if that pampering takes the form of a great Carina Press December release, even better!

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress
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				This one’s for Rachel, with love

			

		

	
		
			
				Acknowledgements

				As always, my deepest thanks to my talented editor Deborah Nemeth for gently keeping me on the right path. Thanks also to the entire Carina team, who do a sterling job.

			

		

	
		
			
				Contents

				Chapter One

				Chapter Two

				Chapter Three

				Chapter Four

				Chapter Five

				Chapter Six

				Chapter Seven

				Chapter Eight

				Chapter Nine

				Chapter Ten

				Chapter Eleven

				Chapter Twelve

				Chapter Thirteen

				Chapter Fourteen

				Chapter Fifteen

				Chapter Sixteen

				Chapter Seventeen

				Chapter Eighteen

				Chapter Nineteen

				Chapter Twenty

				Chapter Twenty-One

				Chapter Twenty-Two

				Author’s Note

				About the Author

				Copyright

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				Summer 1814 in Southern England

				“You’ve been away from the district for too long to appreciate the gravity of the situation, Lord Gabriel.” Mrs. Wilkinson, the vicar’s wife, screwed her features into an expression of extreme displeasure. “The ladies of the town daren’t walk the main street in broad daylight. They fear for their lives.” She paused to dramatically clutch her ample bosom. “Or worse.”

				Gabriel blinked, understandably confused. “Worse?”

				“Yes, much worse.” Mrs. Wilkinson settled her bulk more comfortably and glowered at him. “There, what do you have to say to that?”

				“I can assure you, madam, that your fears are quite without foundation.” Gabriel spoke in a smoothly reassuring tone. “The marquess is well aware of the situation and fully intends to—”

				Hal, the marquess under discussion, was observing this encounter in his formal library from a hiding spot in an adjoining secret passage. He didn’t discover what he fully intended to do since the formidable spokeswoman for this unwelcome group of visitors cut his brother Gabriel off with an impatient swipe of her hand.

				“That’s all very well. We’ve had such assurances often enough from Lord Robert, and now from you—”

				“But the marquess never does anything about it,” said Miss Lewis, the elderly owner of the draper’s establishment on the main street. “It’s as though our concerns are beneath his notice. It really won’t serve. It’s his responsibility to keep the village safe and prosperous. My business can’t survive if my customers are afraid to make their way to my door.”

				“Quite so,” added another female voice.

				“Where is the marquess?” Mrs. Wilkinson demanded to know.

				Miss Lewis threw Gabriel a darkling glance. “Too ashamed to show himself, I shouldn’t wonder.”

				Several heads nodded in agreement, setting bonnet ribbons dancing.

				“Really, his neglect of his duties is not to be borne.”

				Damn it, Gabe, you’ve allowed Mrs. Wilkinson to get fully into her stride. There’ll be no stopping her now.

				“We look to him for guidance and leadership. Or at least we would if we could find him.”

				As Gabriel, red-faced, struggled to exert himself, Hal shoved a hand over his mouth to avoid laughing aloud. Few people could handle Mrs. Wilkinson when she was in such a high dudgeon. Even he’d experienced difficulty on the few occasions when he’d been unable to avoid her, so young Gabe didn’t stand a chance. It was hilarious.

				It was also deucedly inconvenient.

				Gabriel ought to tell the old witch that she, at least, was in no danger from actual bodily harm. No one in the locality was quite that desperate. The same could be said for the three matrons accompanying her.

				“I really couldn’t say,” Gabriel muttered, looking more uncomfortable by the minute.

				I should bloody well think not.

				“Your evasiveness does you no credit, Lord Gabriel.” Mrs. Wilkinson thumped the arm of her chair in an unladylike display of frustration. “We could all be murdered in our beds, our throats cut from ear to ear, whilst the marquess is off carousing about town, getting up to I know not what, and he wouldn’t care one jot.”

				She has a point there.

				“I shall, of course, do my Christian duty and ask the vicar to pray for him, but even a man of God can’t work miracles when a soul is so very lost.” A squawk slipped past Hal’s lips. “What was that?” Mrs. Wilkinson asked, looking deeply suspiciously. “Is someone lurking back there?”

				“Rats, most likely,” Gabe said.

				“Rats! You have rats here at the Hall?” Mrs. Wilkinson looked scandalized at the mere prospect of any rodent having the temerity to take up residence at such an august establishment. She pulled her skirts more closely against her, as though expecting a rodent to run up her leg at any moment. Any creature foolhardy enough to attempt it would most likely be suffocated by the whalebones in her corsets. Hal could hear them creak each time she moved, even from within the depths of his hiding place. “Well, that just goes to show I’m in the right of it. If the marquess was here—”

				“Which we were told he was,” Miss Lewis put in indignantly.

				“Indeed. His carriage was observed passing through the village just this morning and so we didn’t lose a moment coming up to see him. We thought nothing of the inconvenience, even if it is a full five miles.”

				“But once again he’s disappeared,” Mrs. Mullet said in an aggrieved tone.

				“Absolutely.” Mrs. Wilkinson nodded vigorously. Hal was surprised that she didn’t put her eye out with the feather on her bonnet since it came perilously close to impaling her each time she moved her head. “However, as I was saying, if the marquess was here more often to attend to his property, then rodents certainly wouldn’t inhabit the wainscoting.”

				“No more would they abound in the Boar’s Head,” Miss Lewis said severely. “And I am not referring to the four-footed variety.”

				“I’m not sure what you expect me to say about the village.” Gabriel’s measured tone warned Hal that even his easygoing brother had reached the end of his tether. “I can however reassure you about the activities at the Boar’s Head. My brother keeps a very close eye on the business conducted there.” Well, that’s true enough. “You must understand that when men have been at sea for a long time, they can be a little wild when they reach dry land, but that doesn’t mean that they would—”

				Mrs. Wilkinson sniffed. “Wild you call it. I could supply a more apt description, but such language is not for the ears of the innocent.” She cast a glance over her shoulder before returning her attention to Gabe. “However, I’m persuaded that you comprehend my meaning.”

				“The men are merely letting off steam.” Gabriel ploughed on valiantly over Mrs. Wilkinson’s interruption. “However, they know better than to accost anyone who resides in the village. Or anyone at all, for that matter.”

				“How can you be so sure, young man?”

				“Have you heard of anyone actually being assaulted?”

				Well said, Gabriel.

				“Not precisely, but that doesn’t mean it hasn’t happened. Or that it won’t in the future.”

				“You are all quite safe.”

				Unquestionable. Hal was bored. “Come on, Gabe,” he muttered. “How difficult can it be to rid yourself of four tiresome women with more time on their hands than common sense?”

				Mrs. Wilkinson shifted in her chair, clearly not ready to let matters rest. “Have you considered the welfare of the Misses Elliott?”

				Who the devil are the Misses Elliott?

				Mrs. Wilkinson obligingly pointed behind her, which was when Hal noticed that another female occupied his study. He moved his eye closer to his spyhole and craned his neck to get a closer look at the creature in question. She was a great deal younger that her companions, probably no more than twenty. She sat ramrod straight in a chair placed as far away from the rest of her entourage as she could politely situate herself. He’d also bet half his fortune that she found the situation almost as diverting as he did.

				He looked at her with a little more interest. Her body was enveloped in a grey cloak, and an ugly straw bonnet hid most of her face from his view. Even so, Hal thought he could detect lively, dancing eyes beneath its brim and full, plump lips that couldn’t quite conceal her amusement.

				“Miss Leah Elliott and her sister are living in Sir Percy’s gatehouse, quite alone and unprotected.” Mrs. Wilkinson tutted. “Really, I said to my husband that it’s not right, but he’s too kindhearted to take Sir Percy to task and—”

				“Pray, don’t distress yourself on our behalf, ma’am.” Miss Elliott’s voice, pitched low, was firm yet easy on the ear, especially after half an hour of Mrs. Wilkinson’s strident lecturing. “Sir Percy is my uncle and he has made Bethany and me entirely comfortable. Besides, we are not alone. We have our servants and shall be here for just a few months.”

				“The younger Miss Elliott is of a delicate disposition. Her physician has recommended sea air and exercise, but she can hardly partake freely of both if she’s molested each time she steps outside her door.”

				“Has your sister been molested, Miss Elliott?” Gabriel asked.

				“No, nothing of that nature has occurred, I’m happy to say.”

				“Not yet at any rate,” Mrs. Wilkinson said, scowling in Gabe’s direction. “However, I myself was in the village only yesterday and saw a very rough sort of person looking at the young ladies in a most inappropriate manner. Had I not chased him away with my stick, I dread to think what might have happened.”

				“I’m sure Miss Elliott and her sister are much obliged to you,” Gabriel said, looking as though he too was struggling not to laugh.

				“Indeed we are.”

				“That’s as may be, but we still have not discussed the quite disgraceful behaviour at the Boar’s Head. Good heavens, there is drunkenness, debauchery, fistfights and all manner of unchristian activities going on in that place. The most unsavoury characters come and go at all hours, without the slightest thought for the disturbance they cause to the residents of the village.”

				“What nature of comings and goings are you referring to, Mrs. Wilkinson?”

				“Well,” she said, hesitating for the first time. “I’m not sure I’d care to detail the particulars. Such things are not for Miss Elliott’s delicate ears.”

				Miss Elliott sat a little straighter, if that was possible, now taking a lively interest in the conversation. It appeared as though she’d very much like to know what iniquities the patrons of the Boar’s Head were guilty of committing.

				“Well then, I can’t—”

				The door burst open and Hal’s sister Felicity whirled into the room, all sprigged muslin, bouncing cream curls and a dazzling smile. Gabriel looked highly relieved, as well he might. Mrs. Wilkinson had more than met her match now.

				“Gabriel, there you are. I’ve been looking for you all over. Oh,” Flick added, appearing to see his visitors for the first time. “Pray excuse me, I did not realise you were engaged.” Of course you didn’t. “How are you, Mrs. Wilkinson?” she asked with a disarming smile—the one that had always got her out of trouble with their parents and even appeared to appease this old battle-axe. “I trust you have fully recovered from the head cold that prevented you from attending the little party we put on at the orphanage last week?”

				“Thank you, yes, Lady Felicity, I am quite well again, only to be overset by—”

				“Oh, hello.” Flick, of course, wasn’t listening. She had a happy knack of hearing only that which interested her, but she was so charming that few people took offence at her incivility. She was now smiling at Miss Elliott. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Felicity Forster.” She dipped a brief curtsey. “How do you do.”

				Miss Elliott stood and curtsied also. She was a full head taller than Hal’s diminutive sister. A lock of quite the reddest hair he’d ever seen had escaped that dreadful bonnet. Presumably she had a whole batch of freckles across her nose to go with it. Her cloak fell away as she took Felicity’s outstretched hand, revealing a serviceable worsted gown in deep blue. There was nothing remarkable about her, other than that flaming hair and those dancing eyes, but she held Hal’s interest because she appeared to have a little backbone, albeit a rigidly upright one.

				“Good morning, Lady Felicity,” she said in that melodious voice of hers. “I am Leah Elliott.”

				“Then you must be Sir Percy’s niece. He told us you would be coming to stay. How lovely to meet you.” Typically, Flick linked her arm through Miss Elliott’s as though she had known her for her entire life. “You and I must be of a similar age,” she said boldly.

				“I am one-and-twenty.”

				“Then you are just one year ahead of me.” Felicity sighed. “Oh, how I wish I was of age. Then my three dreadful brothers wouldn’t try to govern every move I make.”

				Gabriel made a scoffing sound at the back of his throat, echoing Hal’s own thoughts. The day had yet to dawn when any of them could make Flick do something she didn’t wish to.

				“I’m sure they only have your best interests at heart.”

				“Well, I’m not sure of any such thing,” she said with a toss of her curls. “Such a fuss they make over the slightest little thing.”

				“You are fortunate to have relatives who care so much about your welfare.”

				“That’s easy for you to say.” Flick clapped a hand over her month. “Listen to me, talking without thinking. Hal will have it that it’s my biggest fault. I tend to forget myself, you see, and my tongue runs away with me.”

				Leah smiled. “Think nothing of it.”

				“You have lost your dear mama and papa, is it not so, Miss Elliott, and are now quite alone in the world, but for your uncle, Sir Percy?”

				“Yes, but my sister and I are reconciled to our loss. It was several years ago now.”

				“Even so.” Flick appeared to notice that the other ladies had stopped talking amongst themselves and were following the girls’ conversation with avid interest. “However, I long to get to know you and your sister. It will be delightful to have girls closer to my own age in the locality. May I call upon you?”

				Hal expected that such a request, coming from a lady of Flick’s status, would overwhelm Miss Elliott. Once again she surprised him with her calm civility.

				“We’d be honoured,” she said simply.

				“Good, and you must both come to dinner here as soon as it can be arranged.”

				“Well, I’m not sure if—”

				“Nonsense, I insist. She must come, must she not, Gabriel?”

				Gabe inclined his head. “We’d be delighted to see you and your sister as soon as Flick can make the arrangements.”

				Oh, Lord. Hal expelled a long breath, all out of patience with his impulsive sister. The last thing he wanted was two church mice at his table, too frightened to open their mouths. They’d probably be unaware which fork to use, how to pass a dish of peas, which side to place their bread.

				“Good, well, that’s settled then.” Gabriel stood up but it was a moment or two before Mrs. Wilkinson followed his example.

				“Be sure to advise the marquess of our concerns, young man,” she said, wagging a finger beneath Gabriel’s nose. “Otherwise, it won’t be me that calls next time, but my husband.” She pulled herself up to her full insubstantial height. “There, what do you say to that?”

				Thank heavens for small mercies.

				Gabriel rang the bell, Potter appeared with stately alacrity and showed the ladies out. As soon as the coast was clear, Hal emerged from his hiding place.

				“God’s teeth, Hal!” Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “How do you cope with them?”

				Hal laughed. “By avoiding them at all costs.”

				“And leaving them to me.”

				Hal elevated a brow. “You did say that you wanted to take on more responsibility here at the Hall.”

				“Yes, but dealing with that harridan wasn’t quite what I had in mind.”

				Hal helped himself to a measure of brandy from the decanter on the sideboard. “Rough with the smooth, little brother. Unfortunately one can’t pick and choose.”

				Gabriel grunted. “You appear to do so.”

				“I thought Miss Elliott has possibilities,” Flick remarked.

				Hal pulled the local newspaper from his sister’s grasp. “That isn’t for your eyes.”

				Flick pouted. “How else am I supposed to learn about Mrs. Fitzherbert’s latest doings with the prince regent?”

				“You’re not. Whoever writes all that gossip deserves to be clapped in irons.”

				Flick merely laughed and retrieved the paper from where Hal had thrown it. “What a charmingly old-fashioned view. I adore gossip.”

				Hal and Gabriel exchanged a look.

				“With regard to Miss Elliott,” Hal said. “Was it really necessary to invite her here?”

				“It’s all very well for you,” Flick said, casting the paper aside again. “You come and go as you please, getting up to I know not what. So does Robert, for that matter, and Gabriel’s having a grand old time of it at Cambridge. Whereas I—”

				“Will be going up to town for your second season. And,” Hal added, “you could have been comfortably married with an establishment of your own by now, had you deigned to consider any of the many suitable offers that came your way when you made your debut.”

				“Bah!” She flapped a hand. “They were all so stuffy.”

				“But rich enough to keep you in silk,” Gabriel pointed out.

				“Oh,” Flick said carelessly, “Hal can do that without my having to give anything in return.”

				“Felicity!” Gabriel said, shocked.

				Hal merely laughed. “Unless you bankrupt me with your extravagance first,” he said, unable to keep the affection he felt for the minx out of his tone.

				“Well, I fully intend to take up with Miss Elliott.” Flick’s smile was full of mischief. “I understand that her sister is quite the beauty.”

				“More than can be said for Miss Elliott,” Hal muttered.

				“Oh, I don’t know,” Flick mused. “I thought her face possessed great strength of character. And I absolutely adore the colour of her hair.”

				“Such lofty considerations being sufficient for you to decide she’s worth knowing?”

				“Beggars can’t be choosers. There are few enough young ladies in the district whom you would consider suitable companions for me, and I get lonely.”

				Hal ruffled her curls. “You have Miss Archer to bear you company.”

				“Archie is more a friend than a governess nowadays, but it’s not at all the same thing.” Flick canted her head. “The Misses Elliott might be impecunious but their relationship to Sir Percy makes them a perfectly respectable connection.”

				“Oh, God!” Gabriel groaned. “If you invite the Elliotts, I suppose you’ll have to invite Sir Percy too. I don’t mind him but his wife is worse than Mrs. Wilkinson, if that’s possible. No wonder Miss Elliott insisted upon inhabiting the gatehouse.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				“How did it go?” Meg asked.

				Leah removed her bonnet, cloak and gloves and handed them to their elderly housekeeper. “Actually it was quite amusing.”

				“Come into the parlour then. I have a fire going.”

				Leah frowned. “It isn’t cold, Meg. The expense—”

				“Miss Bethany was glad of the warmth.”

				“Of course.” Leah felt guilty for even bring the subject up. Her sister was far too thin, always felt the cold and seemed to catch a chill every time she was exposed to the slightest draft.

				“She will be anxious to hear all about your excursion.”

				“How is she today?” Leah asked. “She wasn’t up when I went out this morning.”

				“She has a little more colour in her cheeks, I’m happy to say.”

				“That’s good.”

				Bethany, reclining on a sofa, looked up when Leah entered the room. Pickle, Leah’s young black-and-white mongrel dog, lifted his head from his position in front of the fire and flapped his tail. Once his ears had received a good scratching, he was content to return to his slumbers.

				“Ah, there you are,” Beth said, smiling. “Did you know that Henry VIII ordered a Frenchman to behead Anne Boleyn because he was the most skilled executioner around?” She grimaced, indicating the open book on her lap. “He must have cared for her a little, I suppose.”

				“A quick death, you mean.” Leah quirked a brow. “You’ve become very bloodthirsty. Wherever did you get that tome?”

				“Our uncle sent it down from the big house. He thought it might interest me.”

				“Well, clearly he was right about that.” Leah bent to kiss her sister’s brow, trying not to make it too obvious that she was examining her closely for signs of improvement.

				“How did you get on?” Beth asked.

				“Very interesting, and I shall tell you all about it directly.” Leah flung herself into the chair opposite Bethany’s sofa. “But first, tell me how you feel.”

				“I do wish you wouldn’t worry so much,” Beth scolded. “I feel very well indeed.”

				“I’m glad to hear you say so.”

				“You have exaggerated my symptoms because you want people to think that’s why we came here, I understand that very well, but really—”

				“It is why we came here.”

				“No, dearest,” Beth said, reaching across to touch her sister’s hand. “We came here because we could no longer afford to pay the rent in Wapping.”

				“That’s not precisely true.”

				“Yes, it precisely is.”

				Leah gave up the argument. Beth may have guessed correctly that they were not well placed, but Leah would never admit just how close to the brink they actually were, or Beth would never consent to seeing a doctor for fear of incurring more medical bills. As it was, Beth wouldn’t admit the inflammation of her lung was anything more than a minor ailment. It was considerably more than that since she couldn’t stand the slightest exertion without becoming seriously short of breath.

				The doctor had recommended removal from the grime of London, suggesting that sea air would be more beneficial to his patient’s well-being. Leah wouldn’t wish her sister ill, of course, but their temporary removal from London had been a perfect solution to an increasingly pressing financial situation.

				Sir Percy was applied to and didn’t disappoint. For her sister’s sake, Leah would even have put up with living under the same roof as their detested Aunt Augusta. Fortuitously, the offer of the gatehouse was a happy compromise that suited everyone.

				“Have it your way.” Leah smiled at Meg as she bustled into the room with a tray of tea. “Thank you,” she said, accepting a cup from her.

				“Come on then,” Beth said, blue eyes sparkling with anticipation. “Tell me everything. I’ve been dying of curiosity. What was the marquess like? Is he very fierce? Did he send Mrs. Wilkinson away with a good set-down?”

				“None of those things because unfortunately he wasn’t there.”

				“Oh, bother. I so wanted to hear about him. Where have you been all this time then?”

				“We saw the youngest brother instead. Lord Gabriel. Mrs. Wilkinson tells me that he’s one-and-twenty and about to finish his final year at Cambridge.”

				“He must be very clever then, but is he handsome? Is what we’ve heard about the family’s good looks true?”

				“I met his sister as well. She was charming and put me quite at my ease. She intends to call on us, so you will be able to judge for yourself. But to answer your question, Lord Gabriel is tall, with thick blond hair and brown eyes. He had a hard time of it, dealing with Mrs. Wilkinson—”

				“Anyone would,” Meg decreed, grimacing.

				“Lady Felicity is also blonde. She’s very pretty and perfectly charming. You won’t be able to help liking her.”

				“That’s good.” Beth pondered for a moment. “I wonder why she wishes to know us, though. I mean, Forster Hall is very grand, whereas we...” She cast her hands round the small room, her words trailing away.

				“Why wouldn’t she?” Meg argued stoutly. “Her father was just an ordinary landowner, before the king elevated him to a marquisate.”

				“Hardly that,” Leah said, smiling. “He was the younger brother of the Duke of Dawlish and the current marquess is the duke’s heir.”

				“How can he be a marquess and heir to a dukedom?” Beth asked, frowning.

				“Sir Percy explained it to me. It seems his father was just plain Lord Forster when he was younger but very political. During the Gordon Riots—”

				“I read about those.” Beth shuddered. “It was a terrible time of unrest.”

				Beth liked to pretend that she didn’t have a quick mind but that was quite untrue. And she had a great love of history.

				“Indeed it was. Our military forces were stretched too thin to deal with civil unrest of that magnitude. They were deployed in the American War of Independence and in conflicts with France and Spain. The riots damaged Britain’s reputation across Europe and our neighbours saw our constitutional monarchy as inherently unstable.”

				“Those French devils would have seen to that,” Meg said.

				“Lord Forster conducted diplomatic missions across Europe, specifically in Austria to challenge the strong coalition the French had built, at the same time doing much to repudiate those rumours about our monarchy.”

				“Then he deserved to become a marquess,” Beth said, nodding decisively. “He was a patriot and a hero.”

				“Well,” Meg said, “whatever previous generations of Forsters might have got up to, I still maintain that you’re quite their social equals. Your mama was from a good family and your father was extremely well-read.”

				“But that hardly puts us on an equal footing.” Beth shared an amused glance with Leah.

				“I heard a very different account regarding the acquisition of the marquisate,” Meg said. “Rumour has it that old Lord Forster made himself indispensable at court, chose his allies wisely and was rewarded accordingly. Not that any land or riches came with the title, but he already had those in abundance. In fact, he used his wealth to buy himself favour, some would have it.” Meg frowned. “Of course, that was when the poor king was in possession of all his faculties, not like now.”

				“Rich gentlemen with the ear of the king make a lot of enemies,” Beth said. “I could recite any number of examples from recent history alone. I could also cite instances when rumours have deliberately been generated to occasion a rival’s fall from grace.”

				“I’m not sure you should repeat such rumours anyway, Meg,” Leah said gently.

				Meg merely sniffed. Employed by their parents before Leah was born, she’d been with the family ever since and felt free to speak her mind. She was quite one of the family and the girls had few secrets from her. Their only other help was Jonny, a young lad who had adopted them whilst they still resided in Whitechapel, carrying out all the heavy work in return for bed and board.

				“Besides,” Leah added, “Mrs. Wilkinson is firmly of the opinion that the current marquess does not follow in his father’s footsteps.”

				“Don’t believe everything that woman tells you,” Meg warned. “Just like Miss Beth’s historical figures, she probably has her own agenda.”

				“I think it very forward of Mrs. Wilkinson to express herself so freely to her betters,” Beth said. “I wonder the marquess puts up with it.”

				“Perhaps that’s why he avoids her,” Leah said. “Mrs. Wilkinson seems to think that being married to the vicar gives her some sort of divine right to speak her mind. From what I’ve heard of the marquess, he’s unlikely to tolerate being lectured to in such a fashion.”

				“Still, it’s a shame the marquess wasn’t there,” Beth said. “He’s quite a man of mystery, and very eligible by all accounts.”

				“I think he was there, actually,” Leah said, grinning.

				“Why do you say that?” Meg and Beth asked together.

				“Well, as I was waiting to get into Mrs. Wilkinson’s old carriage—what a squash that was, by the way. I felt quite sorry for the poor horse. Anyway, I was the last to get in. I happened to glance back at the house and saw a very tall blond man standing at the window, watching us.”

				“It must have been Gabriel Forster. You said he was tall.”

				“No, this man had his hair in a queue. I saw that much quite clearly.” And I felt a very strange sensation trickle through me when our eyes locked.

				“The marquess is reputed to wear his hair in such a fashion,” Beth agreed, nodding. “Presumably he had the good sense to steer clear of Mrs. Wilkinson, as you should have done.”

				“I don’t think it was very gallant of him to leave his youngest brother to face her displeasure. He was quite unequal to dealing with her.”

				“Most people would be,” Meg said.

				“Fortunately, Lady Felicity defused the situation. Without her, I daresay we would all still be there, enduring Mrs. Wilkinson’s diatribe.”

				Meg hauled herself to her feet. “Well, I must be getting on.”

				“Can I help?” Leah asked.

				“No, Miss Leah, thanks all the same. You don’t need to concern yourself with the kitchen. Besides, your uncle’s been kind enough to send a housemaid down each morning, so we’re well organised.”

				“I’ll wager Aunt Augusta doesn’t know about that,” Leah said beneath her breath.

				“So, what did you really learn?” Beth asked as soon as the door closed behind Meg.

				“A few snippets of information that might be useful. It seems the Boar’s Head requires further investigation.” Leah chewed her lower lip as she thought about the plan that had been incubating inside her head since leaving the Hall.

				“Oh no, Leah, don’t do anything rash. I couldn’t bear it if you were found out.” Beth put on a stern voice but a giggle still escaped. “Just imagine Mrs. Wilkinson’s reaction if you were caught frequenting such an establishment.”

				The girls fell into one another’s arms, laughing until they cried.

				“Don’t worry, I won’t be there,” Leah said, wiping tears from her eyes. “Leon, however, might put in an appearance.”

				Beth shook her head. “I despair, I really do. Is it really necessary to go to such lengths just to seek out scandal for Mr. Morris?” Beth picked up a copy of the same scandal sheet that had so engrossed Felicity earlier. “It seems to me that he has more than enough gossip to satisfy even the most curious nature.”

				“Well dearest, you said yourself that we needed more money if we are to move back to Whitechapel. Besides,” Leah added, “something odd is going on at the Boar’s Head, Mrs. Wilkinson got that much right. And, unless my instincts fail me, it’s something a deal more serious than drinking and debauchery.”

				“And you won’t rest until you discover what it is,” Beth said with a resigned sigh.

				Leah grinned. “Naturally not. Besides, Mr. Morris wants to print more than just society gossip nowadays.”

				“There’s plenty of gossip to be had in Brighton, what with the prince being there so often.” Beth looked thoroughly disapproving. Leah wished she could afford such refined principles. “With Mr. Morris situated there too, he never runs out of rumour and innuendo with which to regale his readers.”

				“He’s made a name for himself as the newspaperman to be reckoned with outside of London, so he would have me believe.” Leah smiled. “The gentry are wary of getting on his wrong side, and with good reason.”

				“Then I wish you would not associate yourself with him. I never have liked him, not even when he worked so closely with Papa, which is why I was so glad when he quit London.”

				“I know that.”

				What Beth didn’t know was that Mr. Morris’s sudden decision to leave the capital left Leah short of gainful employment and far shorter of available funds. Moving to the south coast, albeit some distance from Brighton, provided her with a temporary opportunity to right that situation. Gossip pertaining to any member of the aristocracy would fuel the collective curiosity of Mr. Morris’s readers, and Leah couldn’t afford to ignore such a prime opportunity.

				“There’s something about him that makes me uneasy,” Beth said. “Anyway, no good can come of your meddling in the marquess’s affairs.”

				Leah, already fired up for a new adventure, dismissed her sister’s concerns with a casual shrug. “You worry too much.”

				“That’s as may be, but I still hold that Mr. Morris is far too full of himself.”

				“He doesn’t want for ambition, but that’s to my advantage. If I can discover what iniquities occur at the Boar’s Head, I shall be assured a good payday.”

				“What makes you think that anything is going on there?”

				“The back door leads directly to that concealed cove we caught a glimpse of the other day.” Leah smiled. “A perfect landing place for contraband, wouldn’t you say?”

				“Is that where Mrs. Wilkinson thinks all the iniquities occur?”

				“Yes, but she’s not referring to smuggling. Word has got about town that the area is dangerous and so everyone avoids it.” Leah tilted her head, smiling. “Rather convenient for the smugglers, if they exist, don’t you think?”

				“Smuggling is not so very uncommon around these parts. Why would a little illegal activity in a small village so close to Dover persuade Mr. Morris to be generous? He’s always proved to have deep pockets and short arms in the past.”

				“Because the marquess is involved, of course, silly. I’m absolutely sure of it. And he would hardly concern himself with anything as mundane as rum smuggling.”

				Beth wrinkled her brow. “As always, Leah, you’re far too clever for me. How do you fathom that he’s involved?”

				“Because he’s here quite a lot but hardly ever seen, because he won’t confront Mrs. Wilkinson—”

				“You can’t condemn him for that.”

				“Perhaps not, but I’m sure he was there this afternoon.” Leah grinned at her sister. “He’s reputed to be a forthright gentleman and so if he was in residence, I can’t imagine him leaving his brother to face Mrs. Wilkinson without good reason. Like not wanting to discuss the Boar with her.” Leah set her chin. “I just know I’m on to something. I can sense it.”

				“And if you are, is it your intention to ruin the reputation of the most prestigious family in the locality by exposing their misdeeds?”

				“That rather depends upon what they’re up to.”

				Beth sighed. “I despair.”

				“Darling, you mustn’t fret so. You’ll set yourself back.”

				“I’m no longer unwell.”

				“Precisely my point. You shall recover completely and then make a splendid marriage. You’ll attract the attention of a dozen rich and handsome men, who will challenge one another to duels, just for the honour of dancing with you.”

				“Duelling is illegal.”

				Leah suppressed a smile. “I was not speaking figuratively.”

				“Even so, you can’t mean what you say. There is nothing particular about me. You’re simply biased because you’re my sister.”

				“You and Gabriel Forster would make a beautiful couple,” Leah said speculatively. “Both blond and beautiful, both charming, both—”

				“Stop it!” Beth threw a cushion at her sister. “Do stop it. You exaggerate so.”

				“I do not. You are beautiful, charming, you have a kindly disposition...in short, everything that a man could possibly want in a wife. Unlike me,” she added with a wry grin. “But in order for you to make an impression we must first raise the funds to furnish you with a suitable wardrobe.”

				“Oh no, Leah. There’s no need to go to that expense.” Beth became quite agitated, which brought on a coughing fit.

				Leah moved to sit beside her sister on the sofa, reached for a glass of water, and supported Beth’s head whilst she took a sip.

				“Better?” she asked when the coughing abated.

				“Yes, thank you. But to return to the subject under discussion, I can make whatever new clothes I need.”

				Yes, you can, but as things stand, we can’t even afford to patronise Miss Lewis’s dreary drapery. “Your sewing is exquisite, darling, but I would not have you strain your eyes.”

				“Then what else am I to do with myself all day?” It was as close to a complaint as Beth had ever come about her enforced idleness. “You can’t support us alone. Pray, allow me to do my part.”

				“Get well,” Leah said, gently pinching her sister’s cheek. “If you wish to help, then do that much for me.”

				“That I certainly shall. I feel so much better already.”

				Leah cuddled her sister, careful not to hold her too tightly and create another coughing fit. “You and I will do very well here for the summer. After that we shall just have to see.”

				“What about you, Leah? You seem to have me married off and settled but you’ve said nothing about your own aspirations.”

				“Me? Oh, marriage isn’t for me. I’m not the docile type, nor do I take kindly to being told how to behave.”

				Beth’s smile was laced with obvious affection. “That’s certainly true. But if the right gentleman were to—”

				“There’s no right gentleman for me, of that I’m quite sure. So instead of matrimony, I shall look after your children, write scurrilous articles for whichever newspaper will pay me the most, and generally make you ashamed of me.”

				Beth gurgled with laughter. “I shall never be ashamed of you, nor can you shock me, so don’t think to try it.”

				“Just as well,” Leah said, grinning, “because I think it’s time Leon put in an appearance at the Boar’s Head this evening.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				The sisters dined early, as was their habit. Beth, still weak from her illness, retired for the night before darkness fell. As soon as the door closed behind her, Leah swung into action.

				“We shall be going out in half an hour, Jonny,” she told their young lad.

				“Right you are, miss.” As always he displayed no curiosity and Leah knew he would do whatever she asked of him without asking awkward questions. Meg would be a very different matter but, for the moment, contented herself with a disapproving tut.

				Leah removed to her chamber. Turning herself into Leon necessitated the removal of her gown and petticoats. She seldom wore a corset, but her chemise remained in place. Wincing as she bound her breasts with strips of old sheeting, the task was soon accomplished. She then pulled on a pair of tight-fitting breeches and covered her upper body with a plaid shirt and jerkin. Her hair was more problematic. Falling almost to her waist, it took no little ingenuity and many hairpins to tame it into a bun on the crown of her head so that she could cover it with a full cap. Its distinctive colour worked against her when she wished to make covert investigations. If a strand should escape she was likely to be recognized immediately. Leah stifled a giggle when she imagined Mrs. Wilkinson’s reaction, were that to happen. The poor woman would probably have a fit of the vapours.

				As satisfied as she could be that her tresses would remain in place, Leah pulled on thick stockings and a sturdy pair of boots and wrapped a muffler round her neck.

				Jonny waited for her at the kitchen door, Pickle at his side.

				“Where are we going, miss?” he asked, striding along beside Leah and whistling to Pickle when he disappeared into the hedgerow, presumably in pursuit of rats.

				“To the Boar’s Head.”

				He nodded, making no comment as to the wisdom of such action.

				“I especially wish to discover what goes on behind that establishment.”

				“There’s a big open area that leads to the edge of the cliff. A path goes down to a cove.”

				“I know that, but what’s in the cove? That’s what interests me.”

				Jonny sniffed. “Might get a bit rough.”

				“That’s why I’ve brought you and Pickle with me.”

				“Best keep to the shadow,” Jonny said as they approached the tavern.

				Raucous laughter could be heard from within. A rough-looking sailor spilled out the door, a wench held tight against his side as he kissed her mouth and clumsily fondled her body.

				“Oh my!” Leah said quietly.

				The amorous pair disappeared round the side of the building, fortunately not in the direction that interested Leah.

				“If we go round this way,” Jonny said, “we can hide in those bushes near the edge of the cliff. That way we’ll see if anyone arrives but they won’t see us.”

				“Good thinking.” Leah could vaguely make out the shape of a ship at anchor. “I wonder whose boat that is.”

				“It’s the marquess’s schooner.”

				Leah shot Jonny a penetrating glance. “How do you know that?”

				He shrugged. “Common knowledge hereabouts.”

				Well, it was news to Leah. She wasn’t even aware that he possessed a ship. So much for her investigative powers. Still, she hadn’t previously been aware that the marquess might be of interest from a professional standpoint, so she forgave herself for not knowing.

				“Perhaps that’s where he disappears to whenever he wants to avoid the local townswomen.”

				“I wouldn’t know about that.” Jonny cast a considering look at the looming ship. “Do you want me to keep an eye out and see where he goes?”

				“No, Jonny, thanks all the same. That won’t be necessary.” At least Leah didn’t think it would be. “Is it here all the time? The boat, I mean.”

				“It comes and goes.” Jonny sniffed and Leah pretended not to notice when he wiped his hand across his nose. “Rumour has it that he did something important for the government during the war and used his ship to slip in and out of France.”

				“Did he now?”

				As they settled down to wait, Leah pondered that snippet of information, wondering if he did take after his father. It was colder than she’d anticipated. A sharp wind pushed in from the sea, chilling her bones. She shivered and pulled the collar of her jerkin up round her ears, winding the muffler over it. Light spilled from the windows at the back of the tavern, sufficient for her to see that the area of common land behind it was totally deserted.

				“Perhaps nothing will happen tonight,” she said quietly after half an hour of no activity at all. She was severely disappointed. She had been so sure she was on to something. Besides, after all the trouble she’d gone to, she really needed something interesting to occur.

				“It’s early yet,” Jonny whispered back.

				“We’ll give it a bit longer then.”

				Leah had cramp in her toes and was starting to lose all feeling in her fingers. The life of a newspaperwoman certainly wasn’t glamorous. Even so, she refused to be defeated and was unwilling to accept that she might have got it all wrong.

				“Someone’s coming,” Jonny whispered.

				Leah pushed the branches of her bush aside, her eyes widening with shock. A whole group of men, and some scantily clad women, spilled out of the tavern. Others entered the area direct from the road and formed a rough circle round the vacant plot.

				“What’s going on?” she asked.

				“Dunno, but I think it might be a mill.”

				“A mill?”

				“A bare-knuckle fight.”

				“I know what a mill is.”

				But she’d never seen one and wasn’t sure if she actually wanted to. A moment’s indecision was all it took to bring her to her senses. She was here to investigate and she couldn’t back down now, just because she didn’t much care for the sight of blood.

				She could see money changing hands. A man in a threadbare greatcoat and top hat was accepting bets. There was almost a carnival atmosphere as the group swelled in numbers, trading rowdy greetings and good-natured insults. Men stamped their feet, impatient for the activity to begin, others busied themselves with foaming tankards of ale.

				After about fifteen minutes, two men appeared, stripped to the waist. Clearly, they were the fighters. Leah crawled out of her hiding place.

				“Here, where are you going, miss?”

				“To watch, of course.”

				“I don’t think you should—”

				“Nonsense! This is very interesting.”

				Before Jonny could formulate further objections, Leah crept to the edge of the ring of men, standing on her toes and peering between their shoulders to get the best view that she could. The easiest place to hide was in a crowd. Besides, she’d never seen a man anything other than fully clothed before. If she was to be a full-fledged reporter, she really needed to broaden her horizons.

				Frankly, she was rather fascinated by what she saw. Muscled torsos, at least when their owners were literally fighting fit, were strangely compelling. Perhaps she could write something about that for the paper—give a female’s point of view without making it too apparent that it was written by a woman. Mr. Morris might find that sufficiently different to appeal.

				When the fighting started, Leah was impressed by the combatants’ skill. She was equally horrified by their brutality and single-minded determination to inflict as much damage on one another as possible. Kill or be killed, she supposed, hoping that thought didn’t reflect their true purpose.

				The two men danced round each another, seeming to know exactly when to strike. The noise was deafening as the spectators screamed for blood. They shouted encouragement and raucous comments, as though men beating the life out of one another was a cause for celebration. Leah felt she ought to be repelled but became caught up in the excitement of the event in spite of her misgivings. The smaller man’s nose cracked beneath an especially vicious blow that he failed to avoid. The crowd erupted into loud cheering as his opponent went in for the kill, pounding the poor man’s face until it was a river of blood.

				Leah looked away, feeling slightly sick but unwilling to admit as much to Jonny. Not that he would have noticed. He was totally taken up with the spectacle, face shining as he cheered loudly each time a blow landed. Leah directed her gaze round the clearing, seemingly the only person present not entirely focused on the fight. If someone was using the event as cover for something illegal, she ought to have been alert to that possibility rather than following the action, willing the smaller man to succeed.

				“Have you seen anything suspicious?” she asked Jonny.

				“Only that chap’s left hook,” Jonny replied, his gaze still fastened on the fight.

				“Oh, my goodness, the small man’s got up again.” Leah felt extreme agitation. “Surely he ought to stay down. We must do something to stop this!” She dashed forward. “He’ll be killed if we don’t.”

				Jonny grabbed her arm, showing a surprising amount of strength for such a thin youth. “You’ll be the one killed if you try that.”

				“Maybe, but this is barbaric—”

				“The small chap knows he has to fight on. There would be a riot if he gave in so easily.”

				“So easily? He just—”

				Another loud cheer, Jonny contributing to it as enthusiastically as anyone. “Did you see that, miss? I told you the little guy wasn’t finished. He just planted the big chap a right facer.”

				Leah blinked, hardly able to believe her eyes. The larger man was now the one prostrate on the ground. His smaller opponent stood over him on swaying legs, blood covering his torso, ready to strike again if his foe was foolish enough to stir. It seemed that he wasn’t. The fight was over.

				Men started to move and Leah suddenly had a clear view of the men standing across from her. She gasped when she noticed a tall man in well-cut clothes, blond hair tied back in a queue, looking directly at her.

				* * *

				Hal noticed the two lads and the scruffy dog emerge from the bushes when the fight started. More than that, he’d seen them arrive and conceal themselves there sometime before. They were both slight of build—probably no more than fourteen or fifteen years old—but he was pretty sure they weren’t locals. He’d certainly not seen them around before. Why hide? If they wanted to watch the fight, they only needed to arrive with the rest of the crowd. Hal wondered if they’d been sent here deliberately. If they were the scouts he’d been expecting these past weeks. Was this, at last, the break he’d been waiting for? It seemed unlikely. They didn’t look as though they could handle themselves if the going got tough, but too much was riding on his ability to keep on top of the situation here at the Boar’s Head to dismiss any possibility, however slight.

				He watched the fight with half an eye, all the while keeping the two lads in his sights. Who were they working for? Should he let them go and have Robert get one of his men to keep a watch on them, see where they led, or should he confront them himself?

				The decision was made for him when the fight came to an abrupt end. The challenger had a broken nose and one eye was completely closed. His injuries clearly lulled his opponent into a false sense of security. Taken unawares, he was now laid out cold and there was a stampede for Roker. He’d taken a drubbing tonight, since the champ was supposed to win. The two lads stood where they were, obviously unsure what to do next. Without hesitation, Hal strolled across to join them.

				“Are you lost?” he asked amiably, giving them an unobtrusive once-over.

				“What’s it to you?” asked the scruffier lad belligerently.

				“Merely passing the time of day. Or should I say, night.”

				His gaze rested on the second lad, who had yet to speak. There was something about him. Those slim legs, that pert backside...his gaze took in the boy’s face and he allowed himself to wonder. He’d seen those dancing eyes somewhere before. And quite recently.

				Realization came crashing in on him. He’d never seen a youth quite so perfectly formed, but the same couldn’t be said for the female of the species. This was that mousy creature who’d been part of Mrs. Wilkinson’s deputation earlier today. He hadn’t been able to see that her eyes were such a remarkable silver but if he still doubted her identity, those plump, highly kissable lips and the strand of red hair had that escaped her cap settled the matter.

				Surely the vicar’s wife hadn’t sent her, so what in the name of Hades was she doing here? It wasn’t safe for a young woman. If he could see through her disguise so easily, God alone knows, it wouldn’t take the rest of this mob long to make the connection. If that happened, there would be no saving her without undoing all the work he’d put in here for his own purposes.

				Quite why Hal felt such an overwhelming desire to protect the interfering creature from her own folly, he was unable to say. Whatever her reason for being here, it could only be bad news from his perspective. Even so, he admired her courage. He liked her a lot better like this than he did as a shrinking violet, cowed beneath the force of Mrs. Wilkinson’s indomitable will. It must have taken courage to come here with just a young lad and a scrawny dog to safeguard her...courage driven by a deep desire to learn what, precisely? Only one type of female ever came to this place, and Miss—damn it, he’d forgotten her name—certainly didn’t enter into that category.

				Hal felt a devilish desire to teach her a lesson. “Come inside, lads, and have some ale. It’s cold as the grave out here.”

				“No, it’s all right,” she said. Hal shot the woman—Miss Elliott, was it?—an inquisitive glance. She looked away, apparently realizing that she’d spoken in her own voice. “We need to be getting back.” This time her words were a gravelly slur, partly because she’d pulled a muffler over her mouth, covering half her features with it, but leaving the row of freckles that bedecked her retroussé nose delightfully exposed. Hal hadn’t known that he held freckles in such high regard.

				“Nonsense.” Hal clapped her on the back. She flinched but gamely stood her ground. “I wouldn’t hear of it.”

				“Oh, very well then.”

				The dog inserted itself between Hal and the woman as the three of them walked towards the tavern. It alternately growled and wagged, proving itself to be a most inept guardian.

				Hal bent to scratch its ears. “What do you call the mutt?”

				“Pickle,” said the lad. “He’s a stray.”

				“Nice dog.”

				“He’s good at catching rats,” the girl said with the hint of a mischievous smile.

				Ah, so she knew who he was. “I’ll bear that in mind if I ever find my home infested.”

				They entered the tavern. It was packed but Hal managed to secure a small table in the corner and ordered tankards of ale for the three of them. They were plonked on the table by a barmaid whose bosom literally spilled out of her bodice as she leaned over Hal’s shoulder. She roared with laughter, adjusted her clothing and directed a cheeky wink at him. Ale slopped over the table, trickling onto the girl’s lap. Hal had to resist the urge to wipe it away.

				Miss Elliott’s eyes almost popped out of her head as she looked round the place. It must have been obvious that there were many gentlemen present, congenially rubbing shoulders with the lower classes, all rank forgotten as they bonded over a sporting event. His brother Robert was leaning against the bar, deep in conversation with a crew member from Hal’s boat.

				The few wenches in the place were rushed, quite literally, off their feet as men paid for their favours. Miss Elliott’s gaze was fixed on Sally, a regular at the Boar’s Head, who was all but giving herself to a bosun at the next table. Hal nodded at the bosun—his own bosun, as it happened. He took the hint, stood up and led Sally outside.

				“Want a piece of Sally, do you, lad?”

				“Er, no, of course not.” The girl shook her head. “Whatever do you mean?”

				“Come on now, we’re all men of the world here and I saw you looking.” Hal was hard-pressed to keep his amusement in check. “I can arrange it, if you like, once she’s free. Shouldn’t be long.”

				“Er, no thanks.”

				“What’s your name, boy?”

				“Leon. What’s yours?”

				Hmm, clever. Flick had mentioned her name was Leah. “Henry,” he said truthfully. “Haven’t seen you around these parts before. Where do you work?”

				“We’re...er, looking for work. This is my brother, Jonny.”

				“What sort of work are you after?”

				“Anything that pays.”

				“Well, I might be able to help you there. Are you willing to go to sea?”

				“No,” said Jonny.

				“Yes,” said the girl.

				Hal leaned back and flashed an amiable smile. “Well, which is it?”

				“We have a few possibilities on land,” Miss Elliott said, appearing to recall that she had the welfare of an ailing sister to consider. “Besides, now that I think about it, I get seasick.”

				“That’s unfortunate.” Hal lifted his tankard and hid a smile behind it. He was enjoying himself enormously, pitting his wits against the girl. She was quick on the uptake but no match for him. “You haven’t touched your ale, Leon. Something wrong with it?”

				She picked up the tankard, took too long a draught and choked on it. Hal reached across and slapped her across her narrow shoulders.

				“Ouch!”

				“Sorry, did I hurt you?” Hal smiled at the chit. “A strong lad like you. Didn’t think you’d hurt so easily.”

				“It’s nothing.” She hid her face behind her tankard, much as Hal had done earlier, presumably in the vain hope of disguising a fiery blush.

				“We’d better be getting along, mi...I mean, Leon,” Jonny said, draining his tankard and standing up.

				“Oh?” Hal raised one brow. “Do you have to be somewhere?”

				“Well, er...there might be some work for us tomorrow and so we have to be up early to stand a chance of being taken on.”

				Hal stood also, focusing his attention on Miss Elliott, who remained seated. He could vaguely detect the swell of her breasts, even though he suspected that she’d bound them before covering them with several layers of clothing. “Well, if you change your mind about the work at sea, you can always find me here.”

				“What sort of work would it be?” she asked, ignoring Jonny when he tugged at her sleeve. Presumably he’d noticed more than one person glancing at her with speculative interest as soon as she stood up and displayed her appealing posterior. Hal should have anticipated that but he’d been having too much fun teasing her and, for once, had relaxed his guard.

				“Oh, just general deckhand duties. You wouldn’t mind that so much, would you, Leon? Bunking down with a lot of other lads can be quite jolly.”

				Miss Elliott swallowed, her blush deepening. “Well, I—”

				“Not shy, are you? We’re all made the same way.” The extent of Hal’s desire to discover exactly how Miss Elliott was put together surprised him. That tempting derriere, those deliciously slender thighs, caused no end of inappropriate thoughts to tumble through his head. He didn’t need the distraction of inquisitive virgins to deflect him from his purpose.

				“No, but like I said, I get seasick.”

				“Oh, you’d soon get over that. A tot or two of rum settles a queasy stomach quickly enough.”

				“Yes, well, thank you. We’ll think about it.”

				Hal held out his hand, forcing her to offer him her own. It disappeared into his and he held it there for a fraction too long, sparks of awareness jolting him as he did so.

				“Off you go,” he said gruffly, releasing her. “And take care out there.”

				Rob joined him as he watched the two of them force their way through the crowd.

				“Who was that?” he asked.

				“Miss Elliott.”

				Rob’s eyebrows shot upwards. “The girl Flick’s decided to take up?” Hal nodded. “What the devil’s she doing here, disguised?”

				“Good question.” Hal frowned. “But I don’t like it.”

				Rob laughed. “I could see how much you didn’t like it.” His expression darkened. “Should we be concerned about her?”

				“We can’t afford not to be. As you say, why else would she be here, unless she’s in the pay of our foes?”

				“It’s a bold move, sending a lass to do a man’s work.” Rob frowned. “But deuced clever. It never would have occurred to me.”

				“Quite.” Hal set his jaw. “Send someone after them to see if they contact anyone else.”

				“Will do.”

				“Tell your man to keep them in his sights and see if they talk to anyone. Tell him to make sure they get home unmolested, as well. I wasn’t the only man in here to notice her...er, attributes.”

				As Rob sauntered off to do his bidding, Hal tried to decide how best to get Flick to call on Miss Elliott sooner rather than later. He would need to make it seem as though he actually didn’t wish her to. If she guessed the truth, it would be a sure way to make her do just the opposite.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Leah tossed and turned, searching for the sleep that eluded her. Every time she closed her eyes, the events of that evening flashed through her mind in a chaotic jumble. The sheer brutality of the fight was still an unsettling open sore but her unexpected encounter with the marquess was even harder to analyse.

				She hadn’t known what to expect when instinct led her to the Boar’s Head, but the possibility of actually meeting him hadn’t once crossed her mind. Whatever was going on there—and she was more convinced than ever that something was—it had to do with him. The man had such presence that, annoyingly, she fell under his thrall in spite of herself, her own willpower leaking away beneath the sheer force of his personality. Blond hair several shades darker than his sister’s fell across his face. Well, the bits too short to be added to his queue did. His features were beautifully chiselled, his brown eyes full of unsettling intelligence, as though he’d seen through her disguise and was entertaining himself by toying with her.

				His handshake, the upward curve of his lips as he trained amused eyes on her, had made her head spin and her whole person feel unaccountably warm. Leah knew her reaction hadn’t been occasioned by fear. The breadth of his shoulders, the lithe grace that underscored his movements, the tensile restlessness she’d sensed about him, combined to unsettle her. She’d never met anyone quite like him before. Could his robust physicality be the result of time spent working on his boat himself? Leah laughed aloud at her foolishness. The marquess was reputed to be exceedingly wealthy. Why would he do his own manual work?

				But then, why would he frequent such a lowly establishment as the Boar’s Head, unless he was simply there for the fight, much as other gentlemen appeared to have been? Somehow she doubted that. His boat was moored in that secluded cove for a particular reason, and she was more determined than ever to discover what that reason was.

				She was up early the following morning, her account of the mill already written and on its way to Mr. Morris before Beth joined her.

				“How did it go last night?” Beth asked, kissing her sister and taking her usual place at the table.

				“Rather interesting, actually.” Leah supplied a heavily edited version, making no mention of the marquess.

				Beth grimaced. “I can’t imagine anything more disagreeable than seeing two grown men trying to kill one another with their bare hands.”

				“It’s not a spectacle that I’m in any hurry to witness again.”

				“Hopefully then, you won’t feel tempted to go near the Boar’s Head.”

				Before Leah could reply, Meg appeared.

				“Lady Felicity to see you,” she said, sounding rather flustered.

				“Oh, so soon?” Beth looked up from her embroidery, her face alight with interest. “What ought we to make of that, Leah?”

				“There’s only one way to find out. Show her in, Meg.”

				Lady Felicity, looking as fresh as sunshine in pale lilac muslin, tripped lightly into the room. “Miss Elliott.” She held out both hands to Leah. “Call me impetuous, my brothers frequently do, but I couldn’t wait a moment longer to further our acquaintance.” She turned to Beth. “And you must be Miss Bethany Elliott. How do you do.”

				Beth stood and curtsied. “I do very well, Lady Felicity. It’s kind of you to call on us.”

				“Please sit down, Lady Felicity.” Leah studied their visitor whilst she was engaged with Beth, unsettled by the similarities between the features of brother and sister. “Meg, some tea for our visitor, if you would be so kind.”

				“Don’t let me put you to any trouble.”

				“It’s no trouble to boil a kettle,” Meg said.

				Lady Felicity took the seat beside Beth and shook out her skirts. “What are you sewing?” Beth showed off her work. “It’s a runner for the dining table.”

				“How exquisite. I do envy you your talent. Personally, I can scarce set a stitch.”

				“Surely that can’t be true.” Beth looked astonished. “A lady in your position. I should have thought—”

				“It most certainly is. I simply don’t have the patience.”

				Beth laughed. “You and Leah have something in common then. She doesn’t care to sew, which is something I’ve never understood. How could any woman not wish to create beautiful things?”

				“We all have different talents, which is just as well or the world would be a very boring place,” Leah said. “Besides, you do well enough for us both, darling.”

				“Don’t try and pretend that you have no talents, Leah,” Beth said severely. “Not only are you very clever but you also sing like an angel.”

				“Oh,” Lady Felicity said, smiling. “How lovely. I so wish I could sing.”

				“Leah inherited some of our mother’s talent.”

				“You two are so lucky,” Lady Felicity said with a wistful sigh. “It’s already apparent to me that you’re very close. How I wish I had a sister.”

				“But you do have three brothers.”

				“Yes, I certainly do.” She wrinkled her nose. “But it’s hardly the same. I can’t discuss my heart’s desires or share secrets with them in the way I’ve always thought I might with a sister. And I most definitely can’t tell them about my paramours. They would either scare them off or call them out if I did.”

				“I suppose that’s to be expected,” Leah said, “but I always thought that I should like a brother.”

				“Well then, you can share mine, since I come with an invitation for you both to dine with us tomorrow evening, if you are free.”

				“Oh.” Leah hadn’t seriously expected the promised invitation to materialise. She exchanged a quick glance with Beth. There was more animation in her lovely eyes than Leah had seen there for many a long month, causing the refusal she’d been formulating to stall on her lips. Besides, if she met the marquess in a social situation, she might glean more information for her investigation. “Thank you, Lady Felicity. We would be delighted.”

				“I shall have to invite your uncle and aunt, of course.” She pulled a face. “But at least they’ll be able to bring you in their carriage. Unless you would prefer me to send one of ours for you? Say so at once if you would prefer it. It can easily be arranged.”

				“No, we wouldn’t put you to such trouble.”

				“I’m so glad you can come. It will be such fun and, of course, you will sing for us, Leah?”

				“Well, I’m not sure that I—”

				“Nonsense, I insist.” Lady Felicity stood to take her leave. “But now, if you will excuse me, I have other calls to make.”

				“Thank you again, Lady Felicity,” Leah said.

				“Oh, call me Flick, please.”

				“Flick?”

				“Everyone who knows me well calls me that,” she said, giggling. “If any of my brothers address me as Felicity, I know I’ve done something to earn their displeasure. If it’s Hal, I also know to make myself scarce until he has time to calm down.”

				Leah smiled. “The marquess has a temper, then?”

				“Only with me,” she said, screwing up her nose.

				“Well,” Leah said, “we shall certainly think of you as Flick, if that’s what you want.”

				“Absolutely. We’re now firm friends and I see no occasion to stand on ceremony. But now, you really must excuse me.”

				Leah escorted her to the door herself and waved her off in a curricle driven by a liveried groom.

				“Well,” she said, returning to the sitting room. “What do you make of that?”

				“I think she’s charming and that we shall enjoy her society.”

				Leah rolled her eyes. “Of course you do!”

				“Well, why wouldn’t I? I know you think I’m too trusting, but what possible motive could a lady in Felicity’s position have to befriend us, unless she was doing so by choice?”

				“You’re right, and I’m being a suspicious crosspatch. Forgive me, I didn’t sleep well.”

				“You do look rather heavy-eyed.” Beth frowned. “Are you sickening for something?”

				“Lord no, I’m never ill. You know that.” Leah paused. “But I still think there’s something odd about Flick’s determination to know us.”

				“Stop worrying about her motives and think about what you intend to wear tomorrow evening instead.”

				“What does that matter?” Leah dismissed the subject with a casual wave of one hand. “You’re the one who must wrestle with that thorny issue. You shall shine and I shall bask in reflected glory.”

				“No,” Beth said with uncharacteristic firmness. “I will have my way in this. My shot-silver silk is far too big for me since I became ill. I could adjust the hem, let the flounces down a little, so that it fits you.”

				“Oh, Beth, no, that’s your favourite gown.”

				“And no use to me if it’s too large.”

				“You could take it in.”

				“But you keep insisting that I shall regain my former figure, so what would be the point in that?”

				Leah flashed a rueful smile, aware that she’d been outmanoeuvred. Her most earnest desire, frequently expressed, was to see her sister restored to her former state of health. “Very well, darling, but you must promise not to tire yourself in making the adjustments.”

				Before Beth could respond, the door opened and their aunt came in unannounced.

				“Well, girls,” she said, dipping her head in acknowledgement of their curtsies. “What a to-do. Your uncle and me being invited to the Hall I can understand, but why Lady Felicity should think to invite you two is a complete mystery.”

				“Felicity is our friend,” Beth said quietly.

				“Felicity!” Aunt Augusta’s eyes bulged. “Felicity! Have you run completely mad, child? You cannot address the sister of a marquess in such a familiar manner, not even in private.”

				“She invited us to do so, aunt,” Leah said, resuming her seat.

				“What have you been up to, girl?” She narrowed her eyes at Leah. “As always, you’ve been too forward and disgraced us all with your antics.”

				Leah knew her aunt’s spite was occasioned by jealousy and wisely held her tongue.

				“What shall you wear tomorrow night, aunt?” Beth asked, effectively deflecting the woman’s wrath away from Leah.

				Leah tuned out of a conversation that centred on spider gauze, ribbons, flounces and the correct length for sleeves. She suddenly had an overwhelming urge to put to sea as cabin boy, under the auspices of a man whose intense gaze she couldn’t seem to dispel from her thoughts, and for whom she’d willingly suffer several bouts of seasickness.

				“I gave some leftover pork to Meg,” her aunt said, recalling Leah’s attention to the conversation. “I was unsure about it and thought to put it out for the dogs, but you might want to take a chance.”

				Leah bit her tongue, unable to think of anything to say that wouldn’t put additional strain on her already fragile relationship with her aunt.

				“Thank you, aunt,” Beth said sweetly.

				“What can you tell us about the Forster family?” Leah asked. “Were you not intimate with the late marquess’s second wife?”

				“Indeed I was.” Aunt Augusta tilted her chin and thrust out her chest. “We were constantly in one another’s company, until the old marquess died three years ago.”

				“His widow does not reside at the Hall?”

				Aunt Augusta sniffed. “No, there’s bad blood between her and the current marquess, and he would not permit her to remain in the district.”

				“Surely not?” Leah mused. “Why would he be so spiteful?”

				“I don’t know all the particulars because my friend found it too distressing to discuss the matter.” Without a word of thanks, Aunt Augusta accepted the cup of tea Meg handed to her and sipped at it. “This tea is too weak.”

				Leah and Meg exchanged a glance. “We prefer it that way,” Leah said.

				Aunt Augusta sniffed. “All I can tell you is that Lady Denby is not to blame for the rift with her stepson.”

				“How long ago did Lady Denby and the old marquess marry?” Leah asked.

				“Well, let me see.” Aunt Augusta’s features lost their customary pinched expression of disapproval as she showed off her intimacy with the local aristocracy. “Young Lord Gabriel was still in short coats. He could not have been more than five or six when his mother died. Since he is now one-and-twenty—”

				“Fifteen years then.”

				“It must be all of that. When Lady Denby and the marquess married, she naturally took up residence at the Hall and acted as step-mama to his children.”

				Leah nodded. “Why did that cause bad feeling?”

				“I’m not precisely sure.” Aunt Augusta’s words were accompanied by an eloquent shrug. “I do know that the current marquess was greatly attached to his mother.”

				“Are you suggesting that he resented his father’s remarriage?” Leah asked, frowning. The gentleman she’d crossed swords with the night before didn’t strike her as being that mean-spirited.

				“Perhaps he did, I really couldn’t say. He would have been fourteen or fifteen when his mother passed.”

				“An impressionable age,” Leah said, eager to hear more.

				“Indeed. My friend tried to be a good mother to her stepchildren but her efforts were not appreciated. Henry, the eldest, was away at school but I believe there was some unpleasantness whenever he came home.” Aunt Augusta sighed. “Then, of course, Lady Denby produced children of her own.”

				“She and the marquess have a family?” Leah hadn’t known that.

				“Oh yes, a boy and a girl.”

				“So Felicity does have a sister,” Beth said. “Well, a half sister.”

				“Yes, but there’s quite an age gap. I don’t think they were ever intimate.”

				“Where are they now?” Leah asked. “If the marquess doesn’t wish his stepmother to reside at the Hall, surely he can’t object to her inhabiting the dower house?”

				“You would think so, but she chose not to do so. The marquess left them one of his smaller estates—he has a great number scattered across the country—in Hampshire. They reside there, living on the funds that the marquess set aside for them, and are seldom invited to the Hall.”

				Leah’s mind whirled. It seemed that the current marquess had not treated his father’s second family honourably. There might well be something in that to interest Mr. Morris. Whatever unpleasantness had occurred, Lady Denby’s children were still his blood relations and ought to be acknowledged as such.

				“Do you still correspond with Lady Denby, aunt?”

				“Oh yes, I hear from her regularly. She’s anxious to know how things go on in the village. She lived here for so long that she grew very attached to the district.”

				“That’s understandable,” Beth said. “I don’t think it kind of the new marquess not to invite his step-mama for a prolonged visit. But still, we don’t know what caused them to become estranged and so are not in a position to judge.”

				“You may not be, young lady,” Aunt Augusta said severely, “but I know my friend is incapable of base behaviour and does not deserve to be treated so shoddily.”

				“I’m sure Beth didn’t mean to imply—”

				“The marquess is also the Duke of Dawlish’s heir,” Aunt Augusta informed them. “The Duke is his uncle. He never married and lives a reclusive life in his castle in Devon.”

				“He will be quite a force to be reckoned with one day, if he isn’t already,” Leah said.

				“Well, I must be getting along.” Aunt Augusta stood, as did the girls. “There is so much to be done before tomorrow. Be sure to be ready at six. Your uncle and I will collect you at that hour, and it wouldn’t do to keep the marquess waiting.”

				“We’ll be ready,” Leah assured her.

				“What did you make of all that?” Beth asked, as soon as their aunt left them.

				“I think that our aunt thoroughly disapproves of the new marquess because she’s biased in favour of her friend.”

				“That’s hardly to be wondered at, if her friend hasn’t been treated well.”

				“We only know one side of the story, Beth.”

				“True, and I can’t believe that Flick would be unkind to her half siblings, especially as she is so keen for a sister of her own.”

				“Aunt Augusta’s attitude puzzles me.” Leah nibbled thoughtfully at her forefinger.

				“What do you mean?”

				“Well, if she was such an intimate friend of Lady Denby’s, it seems rather disloyal to accept an invitation to her despised stepson’s house.” Leah shrugged. “Still, she clearly won’t let such considerations sway her. Being able to tell her friends that she’s been invited to dine at the Hall will outweigh any crisis of conscience she might temporarily experience.”

				“Yes.” Beth nodded. “If she’s considered her friend’s feeling at all, she’s probably told herself that she’ll be in a position to report back on the sorry state of affairs at the Hall.”

				“There has to be more to this family rift than we know.” Leah mangled her lower lip between her teeth as she thought it through. “I wish I could find out what it is.”

				“Leah, promise me that you won’t try to.”

				“Why would I do such a thing?” Leah asked, feigning incomprehension.

				“You don’t deceive me with that innocent expression.” Beth shook a finger at her. “I saw how you reacted to Aunt Augusta’s narration. You think it will be of interest to Mr. Morris.”

				“Well, I—”

				“Don’t! Don’t do it.” Beth became quite agitated. “I know you think we need the funds but are you really prepared to betray our new friend’s trust simply to place food on the table?”

				Leah sighed. “You’re right, of course.”

				Beth was right. It would be the height of bad manners to abuse Felicity’s hospitality, but Leah was forced by circumstances to be practical. She must harden her heart and do whatever it took to keep their heads above water.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Leah examined her reflection and barely recognized herself. The gown slithered over her curves, fitting her like a second skin, shimmering in varying shades of silver as the light caught it at different angles. Long resigned to being the plain sister, she felt a rush of excitement as she twirled in front of the mirror, understanding now why Beth took so much pleasure from her wardrobe. She felt feminine to her fingertips and even her punctilious aunt wouldn’t be able to find fault with her.

				“You’re a miracle worker,” she told her sister, kissing the top of her head.

				“The corset makes all the difference. I did tell you that it would.”

				“Yes, for once I don’t mind the discomfort.” Leah screwed up her nose. “Besides, my aunt would probably disown me if I appeared at the Hall not wearing one.”

				Beth giggled. “Now that’s good enough reason not to wear one.”

				“What about you, darling? Let me look at you.”

				Beth wore a muslin gown in a shade of blue that exactly matched her eyes. Leah had always liked that particular dress but was unsure how it fitted her sister so well when she’d lost so much weight. Presumably she had adjusted it, so why couldn’t she have adjusted the silver?

				“You look lovely.” Leah embraced her carefully to avoid crushing their gowns. “Although I rather feel as if I’ve been manipulated.”

				Beth smiled radiantly. “I haven’t even started on you yet, sister dear. Now sit down and let me attend to your hair.”

				“Oh, there’s nothing to be done with that,” Leah said with a rueful smile. “You know very well that it has a mind of its own. I shall simply pin it up and hope for the best.”

				“Not tonight you won’t.”

				Beth looked so determined, so much like her old self, that Leah didn’t have the heart to argue.

				“Oh very well, do your worst.”

				Beth picked up a brush and set to work. Half an hour later Leah could hardly believe the results. Her unruly corkscrew curls were piled neatly on top of her head, not a single strand daring to make a bid for freedom. Beth had somehow threaded silver beads through the resulting arrangement, leaving a few curls to obediently frame her face.

				“What in the world have you done to me?” Leah asked, cautiously shaking her head.

				Beth grinned, looking incredibly pleased with herself. “Just proving a point.”

				“Your talent is wasted on me, sweetheart.”

				“That’s where we disagree.” Beth linked her arm through her sister’s as they descended the stairs. “You have much to recommend you physically, as well as a quick mind and a sharp wit. I look forward to seeing you display all of those qualities in exalted company this evening.”

				“Well, for you I’ll willingly try.”

				They were ready when Sir Percy’s carriage arrived at the door. Aunt Augusta looked them over critically but apparently found nothing in their appearance to take exception to.

				“Well, girls, I suppose you’ll do,” she said, actually smiling as though she approved. “I’m glad to see that you’ve make an effort. Just remember your manners, and don’t put yourself forward, Leah.”

				“I wouldn’t think of it.”

				“It’s so pleasant to be going to the Hall again and we have your friendship with Lady Felicity to thank for that.”

				Another smile slipping past her aunt’s usually disapproving lips. She was nervous, Leah was surprised to notice. She had never before seen her show any signs of self-doubt but was pleased to have earned her approval for once and returned her smile. Content to allow her uncle’s bright chatter and Beth’s dutiful responses to fill the time it took them to travel the five miles to Forster Hall, Leah’s mind wandered. She wondered what would await them there and, specifically, if anything she might discover would interest Mr. Morris’s readers.

				Beth’s plea for restraint filled her ears and she experienced a moment’s guilt. But no more than that. She didn’t like what she intended to do. Exploiting Felicity’s friendship for profit was not an honourable course but Leah had little choice in the matter. The limited funds their parents had left them were fast dwindling. Had Beth not taken ill it might have been different, but her doctor’s bills had almost been their ruin. Leah would do whatever was necessary to keep them until such time as Beth could make a good marriage and save them both from the workhouse.

				The carriage was obliged to halt at the gates to the Hall, just as Mrs. Wilkinson’s had done two days previously. Leah thought that was rather strange.

				“The marquess does so enjoy his privacy,” Aunt Augusta muttered, looking inordinately pleased when they were given leave to drive on.

				Leah noticed several armed men patrolling the perimeter of the estate as their carriage traversed the long driveway. She didn’t think she was supposed to see them. None of the others appeared to, but Leah was deliberately looking, wondering about this excessive level of security.

				The carriage rattled to a halt and Leah returned her attention to the more immediate necessity of alighting from the conveyance gracefully. Two liveried footmen dashed forward to let the steps down. Uncle Percy descended first, holding out a hand to Aunt Augusta. Her haughty air obliged Leah to stifle a giggle. The girls trailed behind their aunt and uncle into the sumptuous entrance vestibule where they handed their outer garments to yet another waiting footman.

				“Let the entertainment begin,” Leah muttered, clutching Beth’s arm and ascending the stairs to the reception rooms on the first floor.

				* * *

				The prospect of spending the evening in the same room of Lady Wantage didn’t put Hal in the best of tempers. He disliked his stepmother’s ambitious friend almost as much as he disliked Lady Denby herself. However, if Lady Wantage was the price he had to pay for Miss Elliott’s company—a prospect that filled him with strong feelings of a very different nature—then so be it. Following their interlude in the tavern, the little minx and her motley protector had, according to Rob’s man, gone straight back to Sir Percy’s gatehouse without speaking to anyone or behaving in any way suspiciously. No one other than Rob’s man had followed them, or taken any particular interest in Miss Elliott.

				Hal tied his neckcloth with precision, securing the resulting arrangement with a sapphire pin. He straightened the hem of his waistcoat and slipped his arms into the coat Spencer held out for him. Dressed in black, with only the intricate pattern on his blue waistcoat to relieve the severity of his attire, his appearance perfectly matched his mood.

				Forbidding.

				“Right, Spencer. I suppose that will do.” Hal tightened the ribbon that held his hair back and grimaced at his reflection. “Be extra vigilant tonight.”

				“We have additional men patrolling the grounds and more still keeping the ship under watch. You don’t need to worry, m’lord. Everyone knows what to do.”

				“Make sure that they do. If word of this entertainment has spread abroad, our enemies might well decide to strike, thinking my attention to be diverted.”

				“I rather thought that was the point.”

				Hal nodded grimly. “Perhaps.”

				It was certainly the impression that he’d given his brothers and trusted staff. Hal disliked entertaining. He had more important business to attend to the majority of the time and so this deviation would not have gone unnoticed by his foes.

				“Interrupt if you need me,” he said to Spencer, walking through the door his man held open for him.

				Hal made his way to the family sitting room and found Flick already there—a vision in pink silk—along with his brothers.

				“Right, minx,” he said to his sister. “I suppose we had better show ourselves.”

				“Stop pretending that you’re not excited at the prospect of entertaining,” Flick said, taking his proffered arm. “You know very well that you’re looking forward to it.”

				Hal elevated a brow. “How do you make that out?”

				“Quite easily.” She shrugged. “Why else would you have asked me to arrange it?”

				“I don’t recall making any such request.”

				“Oh, you didn’t ask me in the usual way. If you ever do that, I shall probably think you’re sickening for something. You merely said that it would be a fate worse than death if you were obliged to entertain my new friends.” Flick offered him a transfiguring smile. “Naturally, I immediately understood that was precisely what you wished to do.”

				Gabriel laughed. “She has you there, Hal.”

				“You think so?”

				“She’s full of herself because Darius Grantley will be here.”

				“I invited his mama,” Flick said, a little too insistently. “Since Darius is presently at home, I could hardly exclude him.”

				“Of course you couldn’t.” Rob tweaked her nose.

				“Well, he is one of your closest friends, Rob, so I thought you’d be pleased to see him. After all, he’s hidden away in London half the time nowadays, working away at being a barrister for the poor and needy.”

				“Ah, so you did it for me then?” Rob laughed. “I beg your pardon, squirt. I didn’t realise that.”

				“I admire Darius’s determination to stand up for those less fortunate, who couldn’t normally afford the services of a good barrister. Someone has to take the part of the common man.”

				“Won’t pay the rent though, will it?” Rob remarked. “I doubt the poor beggars he defends are able to pay much at all.”

				Hal shook his head. “What motivates you, Flick? You turned down all the eligible gentlemen who could have kept you in style, yet you encourage an impecunious landowner.”

				“I do not encourage Darius,” she protested. “And he will soon be a great deal more than a landowner. He’s making quite a name for himself in legal circles.”

				“He’s making a name for himself as a supporter of lost causes,” Hal said, raising his eyes. “Is he ever tempted to accept briefs from wealthy clients?”

				“Money isn’t everything,” Flick said defiantly. “He has principles. It’s a rare trait in a gentleman, and one I admire. What’s more, he makes me laugh.”

				Hal glowered. “Just as long that’s all he makes you do.”

				“Absolutely.” Rob exchanged a loaded glance with his brothers.

				Gabriel sprang to his feet. “I say, he hasn’t made inappropriate advances, has he, Flick?”

				“Oh, you three are impossible!” Flick whirled on her heel. “I do so wish—”

				“I think we’re needed,” Gabriel said, downing his drink. “I hear arrivals.”

				Hal stood at the top of the stairs, ready to greet the first guests. Flick clung to his arm, still chattering away, denying her attraction to Grantley a little too vehemently. She had invited sixteen people altogether, which suited Hal’s purpose. With the four of them, they would be an even twenty at table. Lady Wantage wouldn’t be so annoying in a crowd. Besides, the numbers would provide Hal with the necessary cover to observe Miss Elliott whilst he endeavoured to fathom out what precisely she was up to and how it affected his business.

				The Grantleys were the first to arrive. Hal turned a barking laugh into a cough as Flick blushed when Darius took her hand. Flick rarely allowed anything to embarrass her. He shot a quick glance at Rob. Should they take her infatuation with Grantley seriously? He thought it would have passed by now but appeared to have stood the test of time. He was a handsome rogue, and charming too. Hal could see why he’d appeal to a sheltered young miss like Flick. His connections were respectable, as was Grantley himself, having applied himself to his career in the law with some distinction. But was he a fortune hunter? Perhaps he’d overprotected his sister and there could be no real harm in her having a little fun. Even so, Hal would keep a close eye on that young buck. No one, but no one, would take advantage of Flick’s kind heart.

				Hal inwardly groaned as he observed Lady Bentley ascending the stairs, her daughter Charlotte trailing in her wake.

				“I couldn’t exclude her,” Flick said sweetly. “It would have been an unpardonable slight.”

				“Perhaps not, but there’s no need to look so pleased with yourself,” he muttered out of the side of his month, resigned to having Lady Bentley renew her efforts to interest him in her daughter.

				“I was not aware that my appearance was in any way altered.”

				“Just so long as you don’t spring the Wilkinsons on me as well.”

				“Even I wouldn’t go that far.”

				“Ah, Lord Denby.” Lady Bentley stood before Hal, panting and wheezing after her climb up the stairs. “So here we all are.”

				“Indeed, Lady Bentley. Welcome to my house.” He greeted Charlotte with polite cordiality, now thoroughly regretting this soiree. There had to be an easier way to find out what Leah Elliott thought she was playing at.

				“Charlotte has been perfecting her performance at the pianoforte, Lord Denby,” Lady Bentley informed him. “Lady Felicity said there was to be music after dinner and I know how much you enjoy a decent performance.”

				Hal shot Flick an accusing gaze. It was the first he’d heard about music.

				“No doubt Charlotte will be persuaded to exhibit,” Lady Bentley added with determination.

				Hal didn’t doubt it. Somehow he managed not to groan aloud, watching as Flick smoothly ushered the Bentleys into the drawing room and ensured that they were supplied with champagne.

				“Music?” he said to his sister when she returned to his side.

				“Certainly. What else did you expect?”

				“Anything. Why could we not have cards?”

				“Because you get irritated with people when they don’t attend to the game. I don’t recall a card evening here that hasn’t ended in unpleasantness. At least if we have music, you can sit at the back of the room and fall asleep.”

				How Hal wished that was true. He contented himself with a grunt, wondering at Lady Bentley’s tenacity. To some degree he could understand her bafflement at her lack of progress. Charlotte Bentley was pretty enough, well-mannered and, as the daughter of an earl, very much a part of his world. She was also wealthy in her own right, thanks to a large legacy left to her by her grandfather. She had gentlemen queuing for her attentions but, encouraged by her ambitious mother, had set her sights on Hal. Her mother’s estate adjoined the Hall and, as an only child, it would become the property of Charlotte’s husband one day. Hal appeared to be the only person in the locality blind to the advantages of such a match.

				Sir Percy’s party was the last to arrive. Hal barely noticed Augusta Wantage and her quite disgusting air of self-importance. He spared just a few words for Sir Percy, whom he rather liked. He couldn’t remember what he said to Bethany Elliott, who was a very pretty little thing. His eyes were all for her sister, mainly because he was unable to believe the transformation in her.

				Miss Elliott certainly couldn’t lay claim to beauty—her sister left her standing in that respect—but Hal had beautiful women thrown at him everywhere he went. None of them had yet secured his interest in the way this little tease had so effortlessly managed. Leah Elliott’s figure was curvaceous, the hint of breasts he’d detected at their last meeting now obligingly displayed for his lazy perusal. Unlike her sister, who was unable to conceal her nerves, Miss Elliott appeared perfectly at her ease, silver eyes alight with curiosity as she levelled her gaze upon Hal’s face.

				“Ah, Leah, there you are!” Flick hugged each of the sisters. “You look wonderful, both of you.”

				Both girls dipped curtsies and exclaimed over Flick’s gown.

				“Hal,” Flick said, appearing to recall that he was standing, waiting patiently for an introduction. “May I present Miss Elliott and Miss Bethany Elliott, my particular friends. Leah, Beth, this is my beastly brother, the Marquess of Denby.”

				As the girls curtsied, Bethany’s eyes were demurely lowered. Not so Leah’s. They had yet to waver from his face, but her gaze was not full of the hope and blind adoration he’d become immune to over the years. Hers was more an expression of curiosity, as though she was trying to record his features to memory. Hal took Leah’s hand and lifted it to his lips. He expected her to simper, blush or let forth with a stream of nervous chatter. Such reactions were normal when he focused his attention on any young lady, but it seemed Miss Elliott was made of sterner stuff. She held his gaze, watching him with unnerving stillness as his lips brushed the back of her gloved hand.

				“Miss Elliott,” he said, acknowledging her poise by breaking eye contact first. “My sister has told me much about you.” He turned to her sister and inclined his head. “Miss Bethany. You are both welcome to my house.”

				“Come, Leah, I have need of you.” Lady Wantage’s imperious tone quieted the entire room. “Don’t monopolize the marquess,” she said, without lowering her voice. “It’s very bad form.”

				Hal watched her walk away, the sway of her slender hips bringing to mind just how snugly they’d fitted into the breeches she’d worn the other night. He shook his head, reminding himself that his only interest in the chit was to discover why she attended mills in a poor disguise as a lad. Absolutely nothing more.

				“Our young lad does well as a girl,” Rob said, siding up to Hal and following the direction of his gaze.

				“What’s her game, Rob?” Hal took a glass of champagne from the tray a footman proffered and sipped at it. “I’d give a very great deal to know.”

				“Might be pleasant trying to find out.”

				“Penniless virgins aren’t my usual fare.”

				“Needs must, big brother,” Rob said, chuckling. “Needs must.”

				“Talk to her sister. See what you can find out about their life before they came to Denby.”

				“Looks like I’ve been beaten to it,” he said, nodding towards Bethany Elliott. Gabriel had detached her from the rest of the party and appeared quite taken with her.

				“So it does. No matter, slip Gabe the word. I need to know if we’ve let a fox into the henhouse.”

				“Will do.”

				Hal’s attention was taken up by one of his guests. They spent half an hour in the drawing room, drinking champagne, conducting the type of polite social discourse that bored Hal rigid. Lady Wantage walked about the room, glass in hand, examining everything with a proprietorial air that deeply offended him. She would report every detail, every little change, to his stepmother in a disparaging fashion. Hal didn’t care, he merely objected to the woman herself. As far as he was concerned, she and Lady Denby were cut from the same cloth. Hal continued to observe his nemesis as she mentally catalogued his possessions. Whilst all the other ladies merely sipped at their champagne, Lady Wantage was on her third glass, causing Hal’s derision to increase.

				When dinner was announced, Hal didn’t hesitate to proffer his arm to Leah. “Would you do me the honour, Miss Elliott?”

				She looked surprised by the request. “Surely you ought to—” She cast a glance at some of the more senior ladies present, her aunt amongst them.

				“In my own home I do as I please. If any of my guests find that offensive, I daresay they will not come again.”

				“You make it sound as though you wish that were true.” She placed her hand on his sleeve.

				“A man in my position can afford to do as he likes.” He matched his pace to hers as they traversed the room, all eyes upon them. “It’s one of the privileges of rank.”

				“But surely, with that rank comes responsibility.”

				“I am fully aware of my responsibilities.” He shrugged. “I ought to be. I have had them drummed into me since I was in leading strings.”

				“It’s difficult for someone like me to understand how onerous that must have been. One sees only the outward signs of wealth and privilege.” Miss Elliott covered her mouth with her free hand. “Forgive me, I speak too freely.”

				“Not at all. Your frankness is a pleasant change.”

				Flick had organised everyone else, adroitly managing to finish up on Darius Grantley’s arm. Lady Wantage looked ready to commit murder when she found herself seated towards the foot of the table, away from Hal and his brothers, stuck between the old squire and another elderly gentleman who appeared to find much to admire in Augusta Wantage’s bosom.

				Hal seated Leah on his right, holding the chair until she had arranged her skirts to her satisfaction.

				“Thank you, Lord Denby.”

				He bestowed one of his most intimate smiles on her. “The pleasure’s entirely mine.”

				“You don’t look especially pleased.”

				Hal’s eyebrows shot up. “I admire your backbone, Miss Elliott. Flick is constantly telling me that my habitual expression is fierce, but not many people outside the family have the courage to point that out.”

				“Perhaps that’s because I’m not afraid of you,” she said with an arch smile. “Nor do I require your good opinion.”

				Then what do you require? “Tell me what brings you to Denby, Miss Elliott.”

				“My sister’s health. We live in Wapping, but I daresay you have no idea where that is.”

				“You suppose me ignorant of the geography of my own capital city?” he asked coldly.

				“Perhaps you know where it is, rather like one is aware of the existence of Italy, but I cannot imagine you having occasion to venture into such an unfashionable district.”

				“You lived close to the river?”

				“Yes, in Cinnamon Street.”

				“Then you were near to the timber yards I do business with. Perhaps we passed one another in the street.”

				“I was not aware that you had connections with the timber trade.”

				Hal arched a brow. “Is there any reason you should be?”

				“None whatsoever. I was merely making conversation.” She helped herself to a stuffed pigeon breast from the platter in front of her, picked up the correct cutlery and commenced eating. “It would appear strange if we had nothing to say to one another.”

				“You’re right, of course.” Hal’s mouth curved. He was enjoying Leah’s irreverent company, a breath of fresh air compared to the sycophantic grovelling he normally had to put up with at such gatherings. “You were telling me about Cinnamon Street.”

				She lifted her shoulders, simultaneously declining a second glass of wine from a hovering footman. “There is little to tell. My sister and I grew up there—”

				“Pardon the interruption, but your parents?”

				“Are both dead.” She spoke the words crisply, discouraging further enquiry. “Beth suffers with a complaint of the lung and her physician recommended sea air. I applied to our uncle for his advice—”

				“Your uncle is your guardian?”

				“Not since I reached my majority. Technically, I suppose Beth is still his responsibility, but in actuality it’s me who looks out for her.”

				“But your uncle still offered you the use of his gatehouse, I collect.”

				“Yes, most kindly he did, and thus you find us here.”

				“Your sister looks remarkably well this evening.” Hal spared her a brief glance as she conversed avidly with Gabriel, eyes sparkling, her cheeks pink with animation.

				Leah followed the direction of Hal’s gaze and smiled fondly. “I rejoice to see such a change in her.”

				“Shall you return to Cinnamon Street soon?”

				Leah hesitated. “Our plans are not yet formulated. I must be sure that Beth is entirely well before I subject her to another winter of damp river fog.”

				“Very wise.”

				“I am not prepared to take any chances with my sister’s health,” she said. Hal was surprised by the depth of his reaction to her determination. “She is all I have left in this life,” Leah added, so quietly that he barely heard her.

				“Then she is most fortunate.” Hal smiled at his enigmatic dinner companion. “How do you occupy your time here in Denby, Miss Elliott?”

				“Oh, I never want for occupation. Mrs. Wilkinson has been kind enough to take us under her wing.”

				“How fortunate,” he said drolly.

				“We came here to the Hall just a few days ago, actually. She was most anxious to see you but apparently you weren’t here.”

				“So Gabriel told me.”

				“Mrs. Wilkinson insists that you to do something about the Boar’s Head. She considers that iniquitous behaviour takes place there.”

				“Really?” Hal quirked a brow. “And what would she have me do about it?”

				“That is a question you ought to put to her.”

				“Since you are one of her disciples, perhaps you will have the goodness to enlighten me.”

				“She insists there is drunkenness and debauched behaviour. She doesn’t think any respectable woman is safe to walk the streets, even in broad daylight.”

				“Mrs. Wilkinson need have no concerns for her own safety.”

				Miss Elliott’s lips twitched. “I gather there was a mill there just the other evening.”

				“Mrs. Wilkinson told you that?”

				“No, but word gets about.”

				“It occurs to me that if the men are fighting one another, they will have no energy left to ravage the town’s women.”

				“Perhaps, but it would ease Mrs. Wilkinson’s mind to hear it from your own lips.”

				“Nothing is likely to ease Mrs. Wilkinson’s mind until we are all living such dull, blameless lives that we are totally miserable.”

				“You consider grown men fighting one another to be exciting?”

				“Absolutely.” He leaned towards her with studied nonchalance. “Would you not like to see for yourself sometime? Only then can you truly judge.”

				“Would you invite your sister to view such a spectacle?” She arched a brow. “How low your opinion of me must be.”

				He bowed his head. “Well said, Miss Elliott.” He touched her wrist. “It was a ridiculous suggestion and one for which you are perfectly entitled to take me to task.”

				“Apology accepted.” She frowned. “If that’s what it actually was.”

				Hal turned, answering a question addressed to him by the lady on his opposite side. He ought to pursue that conversation. He had already spent too long speaking with Miss Elliott.

				“How do you occupy your days here, sir?” Leah asked when he returned his attention to her. “Does organizing your lumber business take up a deal of your time?”

				“It is one of my many interests.”

				“Do you have a ship that transports the timber?”

				“Absolutely,” he said. “Why would the lumber warehouses be situated on the river otherwise?”

				“Of course.”

				Hal could hardly believe that two hours had passed when Felicity stood and the other ladies followed suit. It seemed more like half an hour. On his feet also, Hal helped Leah with her chair. He stood back as she followed the other ladies from the room, unsure if he’d learned anything about her that he didn’t already know. Miss Elliott certainly played her cards close to her chest.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				As Leah left the room, she was glad that Lord Denby could no longer see her face. The way he’d looked at her throughout the meal with such cool amusement had been most unsettling. He was merely countering the boredom he made little effort to disguise by toying with her, simply because he could, that much was obvious. Had he not told her at the outset that he seldom abided by the rules governing society? That was all very well, but she was no man’s plaything and ought to have felt insulted. Instead it took every ounce of ingenuity she possessed not to respond to his compelling charm.

				She was of no consequence. No one would take him to task for amusing himself at her expense. Worse though, she was fairly sure he’d recognized her as the lad from the mill. Why else would he have invited her to witness such a lawless spectacle? He ought to have been better mannered than to have mentioned it. It was insulting and she was quite out of charity with the infuriating man.

				Miss Bentley brushed past her without apology, looking on the verge of tears. She’d heard it said that his lordship was on the point of declaring for her. That being the case, surely he should have escorted his intended into dinner?

				Leah’s head spun as she tried to reason it through. She had now met Lord Denby twice, which was more than sufficient for her to deduce that he was both powerful and formidable. Was she insane, even thinking about delving into his private business? The marquess wasn’t the type of gentleman who would take kindly to interference in his affairs.

				She glanced at Beth, walking ahead of her in animated conversation with Felicity, and decided she was perfectly sane. For Beth to have the future she deserved, Leah must ensure there were funds available to make it happen. If, by so doing, she displeased an arrogant aristocrat with lethal good looks, a devastating smile and intelligent eyes that missed little, it was a price she would pay with a smile on her lips.

				Beth dropped back and linked her arm through Leah’s.

				“You were singularly honoured,” she said.

				“But I’m willing to wager that you had a better time of it with Lord Gabriel.”

				Beth’s radiant smile was a joy to behold. “He’s very charming and quite put me at my ease.”

				“And why should he not? You are by far the most beautiful young lady here.”

				Beth laughed. “Rubbish! But still, I’m so glad that the marquess didn’t require me to sit with him. I wouldn’t have known what to say to him. Poor Leah! Was it so very bad?”

				“He was amiable enough, I suppose, but I’m glad it’s over.”

				“I think Miss Bentley feels slighted.”

				“Then she’s a fool. She cannot seriously look upon me as competition.”

				“Her mother continues to whisper of a forthcoming announcement. She seems to think it’s quite a settled thing.”

				Leah had her doubts about that but since they had now reached the drawing room she kept them to herself. Their aunt joined them, appearing unsteady on her feet.

				“Well, miss,” she said, “you were honoured. What did the marquess have to say to you?”

				“Lower your voice, aunt,” Leah said, assisting Lady Wantage to a chair. “Everyone can hear you.”

				“What’s that to me?” When Leah remained silent, her aunt spoke again. “Was it really necessary to throw yourself at Miss Bentley’s fiancé and make an enemy out of her mama? I have worked so hard to cultivate her good opinion, and you have undone all my good work in one evening.”

				“Leah did nothing wrong, aunt,” Beth said stoutly. “She could hardly deny his lordship’s request without offending him. Whom would you rather be on poor terms with?”

				“Yes, you’re right, of course.” Aunt Augusta expelled a long sigh. “Just leave the field clear for Miss Bentley for the rest of the evening.”

				Before Leah could answer, Felicity came to the rescue by pouring tea and asking Leah to hand the cups round.

				“Sorry,” Leah mouthed, nodding towards her aunt, who appeared to be falling asleep.

				“Don’t give it another thought.” Felicity touched Leah’s hand. “We cannot help our relatives.”

				“No.” Leah rolled her eyes. “That’s certainly true.”

				The gentlemen joined the ladies a short time later and music was suggested. Leah was glad. It meant she could take a seat at the back of the room and become invisible. It was the best way to garner information, watching people when they were unaware they were being observed.

				Miss Bentley almost tripped over her skirts in her rush to reach the instrument. Her performance was polished. Leah couldn’t fault it, yet it gave her little pleasure. There was no passion in the execution and she found her mind wandering. The room was over-hot, the door to the terrace open directly behind her. On a whim Leah slipped through it. Everyone’s attention was on the pianist and she was convinced no one saw her leave.

				Alone on the terrace, Leah raised her arms above her head and let out a slow breath of relief. She really was the most unsocial creature on God’s earth. Everyone else appeared delighted with the evening’s entertainment but, having been treated to almost two hours of Lord Denby’s exclusive attention, everything now felt flat. Besides, she was still curious about all the security in the grounds. Perhaps she could discover a little more about the reason for it whilst everyone else was attending to the music.

				With that plan in mind she rounded the side of the terrace, peering into the semidarkness. The lawns sloped towards a large lake. On the other side of that, open woodland led to the edge of the estate. It was on the periphery of those woods that Leah had seen men patrolling with rifles over their shoulders. She squinted, thinking she detected movement, but it was now almost full dark and she couldn’t be sure. She sighed, wondering what she’d realistically expected to accomplish. It was natural enough in these unsettled times for the marquess to protect his family in any way he saw fit. There was nothing sinister about that. Besides, even if she could accost one of the men, she could hardly ask him what precisely he’d been appointed to protect.

				“You’re being ridiculous,” she said aloud.

				“In what respect?”

				Leah almost jumped out of her skin. She hadn’t heard anyone approaching. She turned, a hand pressed against her chest as her heartbeat slowly returned to normal, and confronted Lord Denby.

				“I didn’t know anyone else was out here,” she said, avoiding his question.

				“Evidently.”

				He said nothing more as he stood beside her—too close, surely?—and followed the direction of her gaze. Presumably he assumed she would find the silence unsettling, demonstrating just how little he knew her. In her capacity as a newspaperwoman she had learned to make silences work for her. The less she said, the more people felt compelled to confide in her. Since she did not desire Lord Denby’s confidence, she strolled away from him, moving farther along the terrace. He followed her.

				“If you tell me what it is that you seek, I shall be glad to direct you.”

				“Why do you suppose I seek anything?”

				“Why do you always answer a question with another question?”

				“I have an enquiring mind.”

				He chortled. “So it would appear.”

				“Should you not be listening to your guests perform?”

				“Music bores me, unless it’s played with passion, from the soul.”

				She blinked up at him. It was as though he’d read her own thoughts in that respect before she escaped the drawing room. “And yet the young ladies who have performed appear determined to impress you. Especially Miss Bentley. She will be devastated by your incivility.”

				“I daresay she’ll get over it.” He lifted his shoulders, as though he didn’t much care if she did not. “Shall you play for us, Miss Elliott? That performance, I can promise you, I shall attend to with great diligence.”

				“Unfortunately I don’t play.”

				“Ah, alas!”

				Leah gazed up at the sky. Darkness had fallen whilst they shot verbal arrows at one another. Stars dotted the velvety sky, seemingly close enough to touch. Leah would never tire of looking at them. She felt at peace in such moments, even with the large, unsettling presence of a marquess on the prowl at her side.

				“No wonder poets take their inspiration from the galaxy,” she said softly.

				“Looking at the sky puts you in a philosophical frame of mind?”

				“Always. My mother loved the stars. She taught Beth and me to recognize the constellations. That is the Bear over there,” she said, pointing to her left. “And I believe that might be Cassiopeia, Andromeda’s mother.”

				“Cassiopeia appears in November. I think that is most likely Circini that you can see.”

				“Perhaps, but I wish it to be Cassiopeia,” she said, a hint of impatience in her tone. “Must we always be so precise about everything? Can we not pretend? Where’s the harm in that?”

				His hand brushed her back. “We can do anything your heart desires.”

				Her breath caught in her throat and it was a moment before she spoke again. “Do you believe it’s possible to die from a broken heart?” she asked, her back still turned towards him.

				“The poets would have you think so.” His breath peppered her neck as he spoke quietly in her ear. “Why do you ask?”

				She let out a soft sigh. “I sometimes think that’s what happened to my mother. My father died and she simply lost the will to live. She couldn’t exist without him, you see, and had no desire to even try.”

				“You are a romantic, Miss Elliott?”

				“I am a realist, Lord Denby.” She finally turned to face him, only to discover he was a lot closer than she’d realised, looming over her, as lithe and dangerous as a predatory cat. He trapped her against the balustrade by placing one hand on either side of her body.

				“You believe in the power of the stars, you think your mother died of a broken heart and yet call yourself a realist.” He mocked her with his eyes. “How can that be?”

				“I love the solar system, I know my mother’s heart was broken and yet I am a realist. I shall never marry, you see, or fall victim to any power that cedes control over my heart to another.”

				He laughed aloud. “Don’t all young ladies dream of being swept off their feet?”

				“Not this one. I’ve seen the sorts of lives those ladies finish up living, once the gloss wears off.”

				“So cynical,” he said softly.

				“I have lived all of my life in an unfashionable district of London, Lord Denby, and am qualified to know what I talk about. I see for myself, every day, the consequences of unguarded passion.”

				The glint in his eye made Leah wonder if he planned to contest that assertion. Part of her hoped that he would—all in the name of research, naturally. The sensible side of her character caused her to recoil. Well-bred girls simply did not linger with aristocrats on deserted terraces. But since when had Leah given two figs for propriety? Even so, she ought to object and, indeed, she would have done, had her limbs not frozen in place.

				“Are you saying that nothing, or no one, could persuade you to fall in love?” he asked in a wickedly seductive purr. “Think carefully before you answer me. A lot of men might take a response in the affirmative as a direct challenge.”

				“I’m not afraid of you,” she said, her voice coming out in a breathless whisper.

				“Then you’re a fool. I’m a very dangerous man. Hasn’t your friend Mrs. Wilkinson made you appreciate at least that much?”

				“Mrs. Wilkinson would not go that far.”

				“Perhaps not, but how far do you suppose I would go to prove a point?”

				He lowered his head and, with agonizing slowness, his lips covered hers. Leah was mesmerized. In the dim recesses of her mind she knew she ought to object but a fine tremor in the pit of her stomach caused that fleeting resolve to flee. She was here to gain knowledge of this man. Perhaps she was about to achieve that objective a little more comprehensively than she’d imagined. His tongue tickled the corner of her lips in a teasing dance that melted her resolve and yet brought her to her senses. She pulled away from him, almost but not quite in control of herself, and offered him a brittle smile.

				“Not good enough, my lord. You will have to improve your technique if you hope to make an impression upon me.”

				He threw back his head and laughed—a deep rumbling sound that started in his belly and echoed through his entire body.

				“Be very careful, little Leah,” he said. “Such talk can only land you in trouble.”

				“I don’t see how.”

				“That, precisely, is my point.” He turned away from her. “The best place to see the stars is from the deck of a boat at night.”

				“Perhaps, but I don’t have a boat.”

				“I do.” He paused. “I also have need of a cabin boy.”

				Oh hell, so he really did know who she was. “Then you ought to advertise.”

				“I have very specific tastes. I doubt that anyone answering the advertisement would suit my exacting requirements.”

				“Then I fear the position will go unfilled, my lord.”

				“That depends upon whether or not the right candidate has the courage of his convictions.”

				“I doubt that a mere cabin boy would have the courage to express himself in the presence of such a great man as yourself.”

				He chuckled. “Do I detect sarcasm in your tone?”

				She flashed a brief smile but said nothing.

				“If the lad who I met the other day were to return late tomorrow afternoon, he would have the opportunity to observe the stars and,” he added, drilling her with an intense gaze, “forget the dictates of society and be himself.”

				“Whatever do you mean?” she asked, knowing perfectly well.

				“It’s sometimes easier to commune with our true feelings when we’re playing a part.”

				A flash of movement in the garden caught her attention. “What was that?” she asked, glad of an excuse to change the subject.

				“It’s one of my men wanting a word with me.” The flirtatiousness left him and he seemed distracted. His jaw tightened and a hard glint replaced the laughter in his eyes.

				“Why do you have so many men patrolling the grounds?”

				“To protect my family,” he said curtly.

				“Do they need to be so closely guarded?”

				“Your Mrs. Wilkinson would have it that we live in dangerous times.”

				“But you don’t take her allegations seriously.”

				“What makes you say that?”

				“If you did, you would receive her when she calls here and set her mind at rest.”

				“Then what would she do for entertainment? Trying to outwit me gives purpose to her days.”

				“I had not thought of you as a coward but by hiding from her you force me to reconsider.”

				His expression darkened and Leah wondered if she’d gone too far, all but calling a marquess a coward. Then he smiled. “I don’t suffer fools gladly, that’s all.”

				“Then you think she is a fool to be concerned about the happenings at the Boar’s Head?”

				He shrugged. “It’s a tavern, this is a seafaring town, and seamen must have somewhere to let off steam.”

				“Even if they terrorise the locality?”

				“Have you been terrorised, Miss Elliott?”

				“No, but that doesn’t mean—”

				“Leah, are you there?”

				Leah hadn’t realised how closely Lord Denby was again standing. Their bodies were almost touching when her sister’s voice caused her to jump away from him and turn back towards the house. Hal faded away, almost as though he’d never been there. Leah ran her tongue across her lips and knew that he had. She could still taste the essence of him lingering and wondered what had almost happened. What would have happened, had Beth not appeared when she did.

				“Oh, there you are.” Beth grasped Leah’s arm. “What are you doing out here all alone? I wondered what had become of you.”

				“I just needed a little air. It was so hot in there.”

				“I hope you’ve not been snooping,” Beth said severely.

				No, I’ve done much worse than that. I crossed swords with a dangerous marquess, defying him to make me fall in love with him. I even allowed him to kiss me.

				“Not at all.” Leah patted Beth’s hand and together they headed for the drawing room. “Is there still music?”

				“Yes, Flick is going to play and she asked me to come and find you so that you could sing.”

				“Oh no!” Leah glanced anxiously over her shoulder, hopeful that Lord Denby hadn’t overheard. She absolutely did not wish to sing in front of these people but, if she couldn’t avoid it, she would much prefer the marquess not to be in the audience. “I was hoping she’d forgotten about that.”

				“Nonsense, Leah. You will outshine everyone.”

				Leah shuddered. “I wish I shared your optimism.”

				“It’s not like you to be nervous.” Beth wrinkled her brow. “Perhaps it’s the grand surroundings that have made you uneasy. However, it’s precisely the sort of setting that Mama would have wished you to display your talent in. Take comfort from that thought.”

				“True, but even so—”

				“Besides, Flick specifically asked for you and it would be impolite to decline.”

				“I suppose so.” Leah sighed. “Come on then. Let’s get it over with.”

				* * *

				Hal remained in the shadows, waiting for the girls to regain the drawing room, belatedly thankful for the intrusion. He’d almost forgotten himself for a moment. Leah Elliott was a tantalizing little tease—the more so because she wasn’t trying to be—a compelling mix of intelligence and naïve curiosity. He wondered if she would rise to his challenge. If she did, perhaps he would finally discover why she felt the need to disguise herself as a lad and mix with the motley clientele at the Boar.

				He walked to the edge of the terrace and whistled just once. His bosun appeared from the shadows.

				“What’s the problem, Wright?”

				“Some party tried to get in through the gates a while back.”

				At last! “Someone known to us?”

				“Oh, aye. The blasted vicar and his wife.”

				“Damn! You turned them away, I take it.”

				“Course we did, but the woman was right put out about it. Said she needed to see you about something of the utmost urgency. I said you was entertaining and couldn’t be disturbed.”

				“She’d have known that, of course.”

				“Yes, she most likely wanted to worm her way in.”

				“Nothing would surprise me.” Hal slapped his thigh. “Bloody interfering woman. I suppose I’ll have to see her next time she calls.” Especially since Leah had told him he was cowardly to avoid her. “It’s obvious that she’s not going to give up.”

				“It might be best. Placate her somehow and she’ll leave us alone.”

				“I doubt that.” Hal let rip with a few choice swear words. “Anything else unusual?”

				“No, it’s quiet as the grave.”

				“Good, well, stay alert. Something’s going to happen soon, I can feel it.”

				“Let’s hope you’re right about that. The waiting’s starting to get to everyone.”

				“Is our guest comfortable?”

				“Yes, but bored. And frightened.”

				“Frightened is good. It might just keep him alive.”

				“Yes, but it might also make him rash.”

				Hal nodded. “I’ll see him tomorrow and try to reassure him.”

				“Right you are, m’lord.”

				Hal wandered towards the house, deep in thought about his problems. He felt frustrated, and not only because their enemy hadn’t yet struck. His difficulty was more fundamental than that. He couldn’t get Leah Elliott’s laughing eyes and guileless flirtation out of his head. Recalling the feel of her body beneath his hands, the softness of her breasts brushing against his chest as he moved in to kiss her, made him damned uncomfortable. What the dickens was wrong with him, getting into such a farrago about a chit of no consequence?

				Aware that he’d neglected his guests for too long, even by his standards, he strode back into the drawing room and stopped dead in his tracks. Flick was at the piano, which was a relief. At least she played lighthearted pieces with flair and didn’t take herself too seriously. Only this time she was accompanying Leah Elliott, who was singing like an angel. “Say Ye Who Borrow” was a favourite of his. He enjoyed Mozart’s work, and opera in general, but had never heard this particular song rendered in such a pitch-perfect soprano before. The little minx had deceived him. She’d told him she didn’t play.

				She hit a high note and held it as steadily as she held his gaze. Their eyes locked to the exclusion of everyone else in the room.

				Love’s witching spell.

				Was that what she was? A damned witch sent to deflect him from his duty? At that precise moment he neither knew nor cared, since she appeared to sing exclusively to him. Something inside him changed as she hit the final note and the room erupted into a frenzy of wild applause. Hal didn’t join in. He couldn’t seem to move, or to tear his eyes away from the vision in silver who received the congratulations of her audience with becoming modesty.

				“Not joining in the applause, my lord?”

				Hal swore beneath his breath. He hadn’t noticed Charlotte Bentley sidle up to him.

				“I tend to agree with you. Mozart’s beautiful song makes a moderate voice sound exceptional. I’m glad you were not deceived by such a showy performance.”

				“When I next hear someone with a moderate voice sing that song, then I shall be in a position to judge.”

				“Whatever do you mean?”

				“Miss Elliott’s voice is anything but unexceptional. Pray, excuse me.” Hal walked away. He had been determined not to approach Leah, but Charlotte Bentley’s spiteful tirade had just forced his hand.

				“You were not entirely truthful,” he said to her when he finally got the opportunity for a brief word alone.

				“I don’t believe you asked if I could sing, my lord.”

				“Perhaps it’s not a cabin boy I require, after all, but a siren.”

				“Didn’t such creatures lure sailors to the rocky coast with their enchanting music?”

				Hal elevated a brow. “You know your Greek mythology.”

				“Certainly I do. Unfortunately, however, I don’t possess a mermaid’s tail so will be of little use to you.”

				He chuckled. “You underestimate yourself.”

				“And you are neglecting your guests. Everyone’s looking at us.”

				He didn’t give a damn about his guests. “With a voice such as yours, we can overlook your lack of aquatic qualities. Your singing alone would be enough to lure my enemies to their doom.”

				“What possible enemies could you have now that we’re at peace with the French? Apart from Lady Bentley, perhaps, who’s currently glaring at you. Oh, and Mrs. Wilkinson, I suppose.”

				He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it. “You have not heard the last of this, Peisinoe,” he said quietly.

				“Peisinoe?” She frowned. “Oh, of course! Peisinoe was one of the sirens, was she not?”

				She flashed a brief smile which Hal returned. Before he could say anything more to her, his attention was taken up by his other guests. Rob joined him when he was next alone.

				“She has hidden talents,” he said mildly.

				“She’s up to something. I caught her on the terrace, trying to snoop round the grounds.”

				“Do you think she’s been sent to spy on us?”

				“Damned if I know what to think.”

				“I just got word that strangers have been in the Boar asking questions.”

				That got Hal’s attention. “What sort of strangers?”

				“Two men trying to look like seamen but not quite able to pull it off. Asking about The Celandine, who owns her, if they needed crew.”

				“So, they’ve turned their attention to the boat, have they?”

				“They didn’t get anywhere near it.”

				“Did they try to? Any strange wherries seen approaching?”

				“Nothing of that nature. One of the men made use of Sally’s services, then spent as long again asking a lot of questions about you.”

				“Ah, so I was right,” Hal said, rubbing his chin. “The hour is almost here.”

				Now all he had to do was to figure out where Leah Elliott fit in.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				“Our aunt seemed intoxicated last night,” Beth said as the girls broke their fast in a leisurely fashion late the next morning. “I heard several people laughing about her behaviour behind her back.”

				“She only has herself to blame for that.”

				“Yes, but it didn’t reflect well upon us. Besides, I feel for our poor uncle. He doesn’t deserve such censure.”

				“Then he should keep better control of his wife.”

				“Perhaps, but he is so kindhearted that—”

				They heard voices in the hall.

				“Oh lord, that sounds like Mrs. Wilkinson,” Beth said. “I wonder what she wants.”

				“Probably an account of last night’s proceedings. She will know that we were there, even if she pretends not to, and curiosity will get the better of her.”

				Beth frowned. “Why would she pretend ignorance?”

				“Because she doesn’t approve of our being there or, more likely, thinks she ought to have been invited too.” Leah shrugged. “Who can say?”

				The door opened and Mrs. Wilkinson bustled past Meg, the light of battle gleaming from her faded eyes. “What a to-do,” she said indignantly. “I have never felt so slighted. I went to see the marquess last night and, of all things, was not permitted past the gates. What do you say to that?”

				“We were there last night, Mrs. Wilkinson,” Beth said innocently. “We were invited to dinner with my uncle and aunt.”

				“Really!” She glowered at Beth. “Whatever possessed him to invite you two and yet overlook my husband? Not that I would have agreed to—”

				“I’m sure no slight was intended,” Leah said, struggling to keep her laughter in check.

				“It was Lady Felicity who invited us,” Beth added.

				“Ah, that would explain it.” Mrs. Wilkinson seemed appeased. “I daresay she needed to make up the numbers so that Miss Bentley could further her acquaintance with the marquess.”

				Leah raised a brow, deliberately obtuse. “Her acquaintance?”

				“It will be a good thing for the district as a whole when they marry.”

				“They are actually engaged?” Beth asked.

				“Oh, not formally.” Mrs. Wilkinson flapped a hand. “At least not yet, but it’s quite a settled thing by all accounts. I had it from Lady Bentley herself only last week.”

				“Is it really,” Leah said politely.

				“Absolutely. Miss Bentley is such a steady young lady. She will be a good influence on the marquess and recall him to his duties.”

				“I daresay she will,” Leah agreed, wondering why the prospect of the union unsettled her quite so badly. She’d barely exchanged a dozen words with Miss Bentley the previous evening but she seemed perfectly amiable and entirely suited to the role of marchioness.

				“His lordship having guests need not have prevented him from receiving me,” Mrs. Wilkinson said indignantly, setting her chin in a defiant line as she returned to the subject of her earlier grievance. “However, I am on my way to the Hall again now and will not leave until his lordship receives me.”

				“Do you wish me to accompany you, Mrs. Wilkinson?” After the previous evening, when Leah had all but branded the marquess a coward for not confronting his nemesis, she was curious to see how he would handle the situation. Besides, there might be something said that would interest Mr. Morris’s readers.

				“No, Miss Elliott.” Their formidable visitor shook her head decisively. “Miss Lewis will bear me company. What I have to say to his lordship is not for your innocent ears.”

				Leah thought of her far-from-innocent encounter with the marquess on the terrace and suppressed a smile.

				“Will you take a cup of hot chocolate with us, dear Mrs. Wilkinson?” Beth asked sweetly.

				“I really shouldn’t.” Mrs. Wilkinson glanced at the remnants of the girls’ breakfast and hesitated. “My duty, you understand.”

				Beth poured a generous serving of the steaming liquid into a large cup. “But you cannot confront the marquess without something to sustain you.”

				“Oh, very well then. I don’t suppose a delay of a few minutes will signify.” She took the cup from Beth’s hand with a brief nod of thanks. “Are those muffins fresh?”

				“Meg made them this morning.” Leah bit her lip to prevent a persistent giggle from escaping. “They’re still warm.”

				“Then perhaps I’ll take just one.”

				Mrs. Wilkinson consumed three muffins with remarkable speed, talking all the while about how she planned to get the better of the marquess. Finally replete, she wiped her fingers and, her corset creaking, levered herself to her feet.

				“Good luck, ma’am,” Leah said, standing also. “I hope his lordship is at leisure to receive you.”

				“Oh, he will be.” The stale aroma as Mrs. Wilkinson shook out her thick bombazine skirts made Leah want to sneeze. “I shall not take no for an answer.”

				Their visitor finally took her leave and Leah and Beth resumed their chairs.

				“I wonder why his lordship didn’t escort his intended into dinner last night,” Beth said. “Not that I blame him for preferring you, of course, but if he really is settled upon Miss Bentley, then you would think that—”

				“It does seem rather odd.”

				“All that speculation I heard seems to confirm it,” Beth said.

				“From Lady Bentley?”

				“Well, yes.”

				“One must suppose that she would not spread the rumours if it were not true. Unless she hopes to push the marquess into declaring.” Leah giggled. “And what surer way of spreading a rumour is there, if not confiding in Mrs. Wilkinson?”

				Beth bit her lower lip. “I see what you mean.”

				“Did Lord Gabriel remark upon the possibility of the union?”

				“No, he didn’t once mention it.”

				Leah smiled at her sister. “Then what did you two talk about for all that time?”

				“Oh, nothing of consequence.” A faint blush crept up Beth’s cheeks. “I think he realised I was a little overwhelmed by the splendour of the Hall and went out of his way to put me at my ease.”

				“That was kind of him.”

				“He also asked me a lot of questions about our family.”

				Leah’s head shot up. “What sort of questions?”

				“Just the usual. Why had we come to the district? Were our parents still alive? That sort of thing. He was very charming.”

				“And why wouldn’t he be when he had you all to himself for the entire meal?”

				“Leah!”

				“Well, it’s true, darling.”

				“You mustn’t read too much into his kindness.”

				Leah grinned. “If you say so.”

				“I do.” Beth bit her lip. “Remember that you promised not to write anything about the evening for Mr. Morris. If you did, it wouldn’t take his lordship long to realise who must have done it, and I wouldn’t have you—”

				“Don’t worry, I shall keep my word.” Leah patted her sister’s shoulder, not bothering to add that she had made no such promise about rumours concerning his lordship’s coming nuptials. Were Mr. Morris to be the first to publish such a delicious on dit regarding the most eligible marquess in the whole country, then even he would be moved to generosity, especially if Leah intimated that she had been in the same room as the soon-to-be-betrothed couple for several hours. The money from such a fabulous scoop would be a welcome boost to their flagging resources.

				“I’m very glad to hear you say so.”

				“You look pale, Beth. Do you feel tired?”

				“Yes, a little.” Beth rubbed her face between her hands. “I’m not accustomed to such late nights.”

				Leah frowned. For Beth to make that admission, she must be feeling very low indeed. “Then you shall not lift a finger today.”

				“I intend to sit quietly by the fire with a book.”

				“Good girl.”

				“What about you? Do you have plans?”

				Meg came in with the latest edition of Mr. Morris’s newspaper. Leah picked it up and idly scanned the pages.

				“Oh look,” she said. “Here’s my account of the mill.”

				“Let me see.” Beth read it, grimacing at the violence the article portrayed. “You write so expressively. Our father would be proud of you.”

				Leah winced. “Thank you, but I hardly think he would be proud of what Mr. Morris has become.”

				“No, he would not. You know how they disagreed about that.” Beth sighed, simultaneously wagging a finger at her sister. “I wish you wouldn’t attend such savage events. This fight sounds quite brutal. You’re far too reckless when you think something might interest Mr. Morris and don’t spare a thought for your own safety.”

				“Nothing will happen to me.”

				“You can’t possibly know that. Just because we’re in the country, it doesn’t mean there are no dangers waiting to snare the unwary.”

				Leah wondered if now was the time to tell her that she intended to join the marquess on his boat that evening. She also wondered when she had actually reached that decision.

				“Beth,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I promised not to write about his lordship’s dinner party and I shall keep that promise. However, Mrs. Wilkinson is right about the Boar’s Head. There’s something amiss there and I believe the marquess is somehow involved.”

				Beth raised a brow. “I didn’t know that you shared Mrs. Wilkinson’s opinion.”

				“I didn’t know it myself until I attended that mill. I just got this feeling that something wasn’t quite right.”

				“That’s because you wish it not to be.” Beth smiled. “I know your character, Leah. You long for something interesting to happen and when it doesn’t you aren’t above inventing it. I’m sorry that you’re bored, but—”

				“You mustn’t say such things. I am not bored,” Leah said, crossing her fingers behind her back. “There’s plenty to occupy me here. However, I maintain that something strange is going on at the Boar. Unless I miss my guess, that fight the other evening was an important one, the combatants well-known and guaranteed to draw a big crowd. So why would it take place in such a small village, unless the marquess used his influence to bring it here as cover for other activities?”

				“Now you’re starting to intrigue me.” Beth smiled. “As soon as I’m well enough I shall accompany you to this tavern and form my own opinion.”

				“It would probably be better if you didn’t.”

				“Oh, why is that?” Beth raised an altogether too innocent brow. “I thought you said it was perfectly safe.”

				Damnation, now was not the time for Beth to present rational arguments. “Be that as it may, the marquess has invited me, or should I say Leon, to join him on his ship this evening.”

				Beth groaned. “He knows it was you?”

				Leah lifted her shoulders. “Apparently.”

				“Does he not wonder why you were disguised as a lad?”

				“If he does, he didn’t demand an explanation.”

				“You can’t possibly go!” Beth leapt to her feet and became very agitated. “Have you taken leave of your senses, even considering it?”

				Leah helped her to resume her chair and then cuddled her. “You know very well that I must. To resist such an opportunity is quite beyond me.”

				“But alone with the marquess?” Beth shook her head. “If he really is doing something underhand, he certainly won’t want you interfering.”

				“If he is then he would hardly invite me to witness it.”

				“Then why has he invited you? Dearest, consider. We’re not grand young ladies. Our Uncle Percy is a sweet gentleman but quite incapable of protecting you in such a situation.” Beth’s eyes grew very wide. “If the marquess intends to ravish you, you couldn’t complain, not when you’ve deliberately put yourself in that position.”

				“He will not ravish me,” Leah said, patting Beth’s hand. Unfortunately.

				“You cannot possibly know that.”

				“Actually, I can.” And somehow she did. “Whatever the marquess is up to, he is still a gentleman to his fingertips. Nothing will happen to me.”

				Beth offered a halfhearted smile. “If you’ve quite made up your mind, I suppose I might as well save my breath. But be sure to let me have a full account tomorrow. I might as well enjoy your adventure vicariously.”

				“You can be sure that I’ll tell you it all.” Well, most of it. “Now, get some rest. I’ll check on you later.”

				Leah left her sister still looking uneasy and went to write an article for Mr. Morris about the marquess’s future bride.

				* * *

				Hal sprawled in his chair at the breakfast table, perusing the local newspaper. He barked a laugh when he read the account of the mill and passed it to Rob.

				“Well, now we know,” he said.

				“Know what?”

				“Miss Elliott’s reason for being at the fight.”

				Rob’s brows shot up. “You think she wrote this?”

				“Who else?” Hal rubbed his jaw, unsure if he was more annoyed or amused by his discovery. “If you entertain doubts, take a closer look at the phraseology.”

				Gabriel read the passage over Rob’s shoulder. “‘A brutally aggressive pugilistic display that caused the uncivilised mob—gentry and servant alike—to bay for blood.’” He laughed. “I see your point. No man would describe a common-garden mill as brutal.”

				“‘The combatants displayed to advantage,’” added Rob, laughing also. “She obviously appreciates a naked male torso.”

				Hal grunted, disturbed by that prospect of Miss Elliott’s appreciation being thus directed. “She must need the money. I’d been wondering about that.”

				“About what?” Rob asked, looking up from his coddled eggs.

				“She told me they lived in Wapping and that their parents are both dead. They’re now living in Sir Percy’s gatehouse, but on what?”

				“Ah, I see what you mean. Perhaps the parents left them provided for.”

				“Bethany told me that her father owned a printing press but died in an accident,” Gabriel remarked.

				“Which would explain Leah’s knowledge of the written word.”

				“It would also explain why she’s poking round the Boar,” Rob said. “If the Wilkinson woman put it into her head that something’s amiss there, then presumably she’d want to know what it is, just in case she could profit from it.”

				“You can hardly blame her for trying to support her sister.”

				Hal waved aside Gabriel’s defence of the pretty younger sister. “No one’s blaming her for anything.” Yet.

				“So long as she doesn’t get anywhere near The Celandine, she can’t do any real harm,” Rob said.

				“Ah.”

				“What is it?” Rob and Gabriel asked together.

				“Nothing of consequence.” Hal chose not to tell his brothers that he’d actually asked Leah to join him on board. They would probably think he’d taken complete leave of his senses and have him committed to Bedlam. He couldn’t help thinking so himself but was strangely reluctant to rescind the invitation.

				“Mrs. Wilkinson and Miss Lewis are here, my lord,” Potter said, entering the room in his habitual stately manner. “Are you at home?”

				Hal sighed. “I suppose so. Show them into the small sitting room, Potter. I’ll see them in a moment.”

				Gabriel laughed. “Can I be the one to hide this time and eavesdrop? I might learn something.”

				“Be my guest.” Hal pushed himself to his feet, deciding that Leah Elliott had a lot to answer for. Before meeting her he hadn’t thought twice about avoiding Mrs. Wilkinson when she endeavoured to interfere in his affairs. Branding him a coward was an effective way of recalling him to his duty.

				“Mrs. Wilkinson, Miss Lewis,” he said, striding into the sitting room. “What a delightful surprise. How are you ladies today?”

				They appeared taken aback by his civility. “I am perfectly well, I thank you, my lord, but—”

				“To what do I owe the pleasure?” He swished the tails of his coat aside and sat himself across from the old harridans.

				“It’s about the Boar’s Head.”

				“My brother told me of your concerns regarding that establishment.” Hal leaned forward, schooling his features into an expression of polite concern. “Tell me what it is precisely that makes you so uncomfortable.”

				“There was a fistfight there the other night.”

				“You astound me, Miss Lewis.” Hal adopted a scandalized expression, trying hard not to laugh. “I do hope you weren’t exposed to such a spectacle.”

				“No, indeed not. I locked my doors and kept my brother’s blunderbuss close at hand.”

				“Thank goodness.” He turned his attention to the other lady. “Did you see it, Mrs. Wilkinson?”

				“Certainly not!”

				“Then, excuse me, but how do you know that it actually took place?”

				The ladies exchanged a swift glance.

				“I can’t actually see the Almighty but that doesn’t mean He isn’t there.” Mrs. Wilkinson folded her hands in her lap, looking smugly satisfied with her argument.

				Hal raised one brow. “You’re comparing a brawl with the existence of God?”

				“No, of course not.” Mrs. Wilkinson’s self-righteous expression showed early signs of strain. “You’re deliberately twisting my words.”

				“No, madam, I’m merely trying to understand them.” Hal took a deep breath, already bored with this exchange. “Let’s, for the sake of argument, assume that the fight you refer to actually took place. In what way did that impinge upon the lives of the villagers?”

				“Well, I—”

				“Was anyone attacked? Were crimes against property or person committed?”

				“I’m not entirely sure.”

				“You would know if it were the case, would you not, Mrs. Wilkinson?” Hal forced himself to remain patient, knowing how important it was to keep the wretched woman away from the Boar. “The local populace looks up to you and keeps you informed of happening in the village, do they not?”

				“Perhaps.” Mrs. Wilkinson sat a little straighter. “I pride myself on doing my Christian duty.”

				“But it’s not safe for ladies to walk alone through the village,” Miss Lewis wailed.

				“Why on earth not?” Hal adopted a quizzical expression. “My sister frequents the village all the time.”

				“Always escorted by a footman, or a maid. Besides, no one would dare to lay a finger on Lady Felicity.”

				“This is a seafaring town, ladies, and the custom brought to the village by such men is welcomed by the tradespeople. Do you not sell them fripperies for their sweethearts, Miss Lewis?”

				“Yes, I suppose so, but I—”

				Mrs. Wilkinson glared at Miss Lewis, presumably because she knew nothing of the increase in her trade. That was probably because Hal had only recently thought to arrange it.

				“Perhaps they have money to throw about,” Mrs. Wilkinson said with a derisive sniff, “but they don’t attend church. Their souls are in dreadful peril.”

				“And there is drunkenness and coarse language,” Miss Lewis added.

				“Mrs. Jessop’s hens were so disturbed by the noise from the fight that they didn’t lay for two whole days.”

				Hal’s lips quirked. “How unfortunate, but since Jessop lives some distance from the Boar, I think their uncooperative behaviour must be a coincidence.”

				“Hens are very sensitive creatures.”

				“Rest assured, ladies, that I have taken your concerns to heart.” Hal stood to indicate that the interview was at an end. “I shall keep a close eye on affairs. Should anything happen that threatens the welfare of any resident of the village, I shall take swift and decisive action. On that you have my solemn word.”

				“Well, Venita,” Miss Lewis said, fluttering her sparse lashes as Hal extended a hand to help her to her feet, “I think that puts our minds at rest, don’t you?”

				“For now, perhaps.” Mrs. Wilkinson threw a darkling glance at her friend. “But the moment I hear of anything untoward happening, you may be sure that I shall be back.”

				Hal didn’t doubt it. “Thank you for bringing your concerns to my attention, ladies,” he said, handing them over to Potter and making a swift exit.

				His brothers looked up as he reentered the breakfast parlour.

				“God save me from interfering biddies,” Hal muttered.

				“Have you placated them?” Rob asked.

				Hal grimaced. “God alone knows. I’m for the boat. I need to check on our visitor.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Leah endeavoured to slip unobserved from the gatehouse that afternoon but was thwarted when she literally ran into Meg at the scullery door.

				“You didn’t ought to be gallivanting about like that,” she said, looking Leah up and down and tutting. “No good can come of it.”

				“Don’t fret so, Meg. Needs must. I’ll be fine.”

				“In London perhaps, but it’s different in the country. There aren’t so many people about and you’ll never pass for a lad.”

				Leah grimaced. Technically, Meg was her servant. In reality she was a surrogate mother who loved her and didn’t hesitate to speak her mind. She might be at leisure to worry about Leah’s reputation but Leah had no time to spare for such nugatory concerns. She couldn’t afford not to meet Lord Denby and would just have to rely on his instincts as a gentleman preventing him from taking advantage of her.

				She sighed. Hopefully he’d let slip a snippet or two of information that would interest the gossip-hungry readership of Mr. Morris’s newspaper. It had happened before. People became indiscreet when they grew accustomed to her presence. Admittedly, in those situations she’d been able to lose herself in a crowd and no one realised who she actually was. Lord Denby did know her true identity and she would be alone with him on his ship—a potentially lethal situation. Still, rather that than throw herself on her Uncle Percy’s charity indefinitely, a situation which exposed her to the constant diatribe of criticism that sprang from her aunt’s sour lips.

				Jonny straightened up from stacking logs, presumably because he thought he would be required to accompany her. Pickle, similarly minded, wagged his stubby tail, ran in several tight circles and scratched at the door.

				“Stay here, both of you,” she said, addressing her remark to Pickle.

				“Are you sure, miss?”

				“Quite sure, Jonny,” she said, wondering if she actually was. “Stay here and help Meg.”

				“Right you are then.”

				Grateful for his incurious nature, Leah set off for the Boar. As she trudged down the lane, she wondered where precisely she was supposed to meet his lordship. Presumably he would expect her to enter the tavern and seek him out. The prospect of cutting a path through the rough clientele of that establishment caused her a moment’s hesitation. Then she thought of her fast-dwindling resources, drew a deep breath and squared her shoulders in a defiant gesture.

				She could do this. She could.

				As she drew level with the tavern, Leah had cause to rethink her strategy. It was teeming with activity, people spilling out the door, milling about in groups and blocking the road. The raucous laughter and coarse language that assaulted her ears severely tested her resolve. Without Jonny, whom she now regretted leaving behind, she felt exposed and vulnerable, convinced that his lordship wasn’t the only person who’d seen through her disguise.

				She loitered on the expanse of ground behind the tavern, drawing several curious glances from the dubious types already lingering there. She ignored them and directed her gaze towards the beautiful boat anchored in the bay. It had been too dark, and she’d been too preoccupied, to pay it much attention the last time she’d been here.

				The tranquil scene settled her nerves. The sun was setting behind the brightly painted boat as it rocked gently with the tide. It looked so normal, so quintessentially English, that she wondered if she was wrong to suspect Lord Denby of sinister activities. As usual, her lively imagination was inventing trouble where perhaps none existed. She was suddenly filled with a ridiculous desire to sail off somewhere exotic with the handsome marquess, leaving all her problems behind for someone else to wrestle with.

				Except there was no one else. At least, no one to whom she would entrust her precious sister’s care.

				She couldn’t let her guard down. It might look innocent enough but, if she was right about the marquess being involved in secret activities, that boat must be at the hub of his operation. She didn’t know how she could be so sure. She just was.

				Leah shaded her eyes with her hand to try and see it more closely, wishing she had a telescope, or that she’d had enough time to educate herself about the ship before embarking upon this madness. She prided herself on her thoroughness and disliked undertaking anything without first doing extensive research.

				A wherry she’d noticed earlier had now reached shore but she barely spared it a glance. Instead her attention remained focused on the ship as she wondered what secrets it held and how best to persuade it to give them up.

				Feelings of anticipation and excitement gripped her. Perhaps she was being foolhardy but not for one moment did she consider herself to be in any real danger. She suspected the marquess of using the Boar and the village as a whole to cover his activities and yet felt perfectly safe with him. The conflicting messages coming from her brain left her feeling confused and disadvantaged.

				“She’s a ninety-foot schooner,” said a gravelly voice in her ear.

				Leah started violently. The marquess had crept up on her so quietly that she had no advance warning of his approach. She realised now that he must have been in that wherry. Unlike her, he was equipped with a telescope and, aboard his ship, must have seen her standing here. Even if she hadn’t recognized his deep voice, she would still have known it was him accosting her, even before she turned her head. The aroma of musky French cologne that had clung to him the evening before left her in no doubt at all.

				“She’s quite beautiful,” she said, still staring at the ship’s red and green hull. “How long have you owned her?”

				“For some years now. She’s ideal for my purpose since she can undertake ocean voyages, do close coastal work and ply inland waterways, all with equal ease.”

				“What is your purpose?”

				“Trade, naturally,” he said, sounding entirely plausible. “The Celandine can also sail close to the wind.”

				A bit like her master. “A useful trait,” she said.

				Finally turning to face him, she was unable to suppress a gasp when she observed his attire. He wore tight-fitting breeches, well-worn boots and a white shirt, open at the neck, with no coat over it. He was hatless, his hair in its usual queue. He looked more like a common sailor than a marquess, except for his presence, of course. There was something about him, a natural authority that would prevent anyone doubting his lineage. Curling blond hairs peeped out of the opening of his shirt, earning her fascinated scrutiny. Only when she espied his mocking smile did she realise that she was staring. Embarrassed to be caught gawping, she quickly averted her gaze.

				“Very useful,” he agreed.

				“Tell me, are you as wild as the flower you named your ship after, my lord?”

				He laughed. “I prefer to think of myself as untamed.”

				I’m sure you do. “Even though you have so many responsibilities?”

				“Especially for that reason. The Celandine is my escape, you see. The rules don’t apply when I’m aboard.”

				“Why is that?”

				He didn’t answer. “Don’t you have your brother and your dog to protect you today?” he asked instead.

				Leah shook her head. “No, I came alone.”

				“It’s unsafe around these parts for a young lad alone.”

				“But I’m not alone,” she pointed out with irrefutable logic. “You’re here with me.”

				He smiled at her then, a slow, complacent smile that lit up his features and made her insides churn with pleasurable sensations. “So I am.”

				His smiled broadened, pure predatory male. Unsure whether to be afraid or captivated, the dilemma inside Leah’s head didn’t bother to communicate itself to her body. She felt a rush of heat sweep through her as she held his gaze. It was madness, being here alone with such a dangerous man, and yet in her disguise as Leon she felt entirely safe. She instinctively knew that, whatever other mischief he undertook on that damned boat of his, he meant her no harm.

				“Shall we?” he asked, indicating the wherry pulled onto the shingle beach a short distance away.

				Leah hesitated for the briefest of moments and then followed him to the small boat. Two men stood guard over it and snapped to attention when they saw Lord Denby approaching. Without thought for his boots, he waded into the shallow water, turned to look at her less suitable footwear, shrugged and swept her into his arms. The breath left her lungs in an extravagant whoosh as he cradled her against his chest and carried her to the boat as though she weighed nothing at all. He lowered her onto the wooden bench in its bow and then climbed in to sit beside her. The boat tilted under his weight and then steadied. His two crewmen pushed it into deeper water, climbed aboard and took up their oars.

				Leah turned her face into the wind, enjoying the feel of the rushing breeze caressing her skin. Strangely at one with nature, she lost herself in the penetrating silence, the raucous noise from the Boar barely audible as they distanced themselves from it. The gentle lapping of water against the side of the small boat lulled her, as did the creaking of oars and the heavy breathing of the oarsmen as they bent their backs to their task.

				She could sense Lord Denby watching her, but he didn’t speak. Leah ought to have felt apprehensive, boldly allowing herself to be swept into his world. Instead she felt free. Free of obligation, responsibility and the perpetual need to chase scandal in order to survive. Perhaps it was her disguise that made the difference. She didn’t know the precise reason for her state of mind, nor did she much care. She trailed her fingers through the torpid water, her earlier feeling of excitement and anticipation roiling inside her. Something significant was about to happen to her—she could sense it and didn’t fight against it. For once, she would place her well-being in the hands of fate.

				Fate and the brooding sophisticate sitting as still as a statue beside her, casting her long, considering looks through unsettlingly intelligent eyes.

				Leah was disappointed that it took the small boat just a few minutes to reach The Celandine. She could have sat in the bow of that tiny boat and had those two men row her about forever. She supposed their arms would have got tired eventually but she wasn’t about to let such practicalities intrude on her fantasy. Today she wasn’t Leah, the realistic older sister, holding her family together by wit and guile alone. For the moment she was Leon, would-be cabin boy, with no responsibilities other than his own welfare, about to embark upon an adventure.

				As they approached The Celandine, a rope ladder was lowered over the side. Lord Denby grabbed it with one hand and held it steady.

				“Up you go, lad,” he said, offering Leah his other hand and pulling her towards the ladder.

				Leah glanced up. It seemed like a very long way. A man at the top of the ladder was waiting to help her, but she wasn’t sure if she could make the climb. She’d never admit it, but she was afraid of heights.

				Before she could decide what to do, her mind was made up for her. Lord Denby must have passed the ladder to one of the other men in the wherry because he bodily lifted her onto the first rung and gave her backside a hefty push. She could either stay where she was, swaying about on the bottom of that flimsy ladder, with Lord Denby’s hand assaulting her bottom, or she could climb.

				She expelled a long breath. And climbed.

				* * *

				A bolt of hot lust shot through Hal as his hand made contact with Leah’s derriere. He cursed his stupidity beneath his breath. He was an idiot to have brought her here and only had himself to blame. He now knew why she’d been at the mill so ought to have dismissed her from his thoughts long since and left her to her harmless scribbling. He would have done so too, except that he could hardly send written word cancelling their assignation—if indeed, that’s what it was. It certainly felt like it. Mrs. Wilkinson would be in alt if she got wind of a note from him to an unmarried lady. It was just the sort of thing she lived in expectation of discovering so she could discredit him.

				Hal had no intention of playing into her hands, which presented him with a problem. He couldn’t leave Leah unattended, open to all sorts of inappropriate propositions as she waited for him at the Boar. Every gentlemanly instinct he possessed balked at the very idea. His only hope was that she would decide against coming, even though he was fairly certain that her innate sense of curiosity would overcome any misgivings. It was the only reason he’d been watching for her from the poop deck of The Celandine, unsure whether he was more pleased or disappointed when she put in an appearance.

				Alone.

				No good could come from exposing her to the workings of The Celandine, especially since she relied on gossip and titillation to survive. He ought to have gone ashore, told her he’d had a change of heart, and escorted her home. Except, given her inquisitive nature, denying her access to his ship would only have made her more curious about it and set her to asking questions. That was the last thing he needed. Better to give her an abbreviated tour of the ship, take a short trip out to sea so she could admire the stars, and be done with it.

				It seemed so cut-and-dried before she got here. But now? He thought of all that was at stake, the trouble he’d taken to protect the visitor sequestered in the best cabin—his cabin—below, and decided that he must indeed have run quite mad. He was a meticulous man, a slave to duty, so there could be no other explanation for his totally out-of-character behaviour.

				Hal paused halfway up the ladder, ignoring the enticing view of Leah’s posterior as he endeavoured to assess the situation in a more rational manner. The minx had been a guest at his house but presumably knew better than to write about anything that occurred there. If she was foolish enough to be tempted, she must realise that her identity would be exposed and she’d be ostracized by local society. With the exception of Mrs. Wilkinson, the villagers were fiercely loyal to Hal’s family and wouldn’t take kindly to its secrets being exposed, or to its members being the focus of ridicule.

				The same restrictions applied to The Celandine. Hal breathed a little more easily. Provided he kept her well clear of his visitor, who was to keep to his cabin on Hal’s specific orders, he could enjoy her lively company without fear of reprisals.

				Leah reached the top of the ladder and his bosun pulled her aboard with ease. Hal followed her over the gunwales. The rest of the crew disappeared and the two of them stood facing one another on the swaying deck, completely alone. Her eyes were bright with curiosity as she observed the neatly furled sails, the scrubbed decks, everything tidy and shipshape.

				She glanced over her shoulder at him, her expression appreciative and just a little reckless. “It’s not a bit like I imagined.”

				“What did you expect to see? Drunken men rolling about, lack of order and discipline?” He quirked a brow. “You’ve spent too much time in Mrs. Wilkinson’s company and are starting to believe the stories she puts about.”

				“I’m not sure what I expected exactly. I’ve never been on a large ship before.”

				“This isn’t a large ship, but what she lacks in size, she more than makes up for in speed. There’s a lot to be said for that.”

				“That rather depends upon your purpose, I would imagine. If you were running from the French, then speed and stealth would indeed be an advantage.” She ran a hand across the painted guardrail, her eyes on its smooth surface rather than on him. “I can quite see that.”

				“We are no longer at war with the French.”

				“Nor are we entirely comfortable with their society. Wars create deep resentments, national pride often triumphs over political dictates, and people have long memories.”

				He smiled at her simplistic philosophy. “Then it’s fortunate that I have no business to conduct with the French.”

				“If you say so.”

				Hal, unwilling to continue that particular line of conversation, took her arm. “Come, I’ll give you a guided tour.”

				She followed him around the main deck, listening to his explanation of the sails and their individual purposes. He showed her the bowsprit, the fore and aft rigs and the topmast. She asked intelligent questions, nimbly climbing the steps to the spar deck, from which the crew dealt with the rigging when the ship put to sea. They explored the forecastle, where the crew quarters were and then lifted the hatch that led to the main accommodation below. She peered into the sparsely furnished cabin he currently occupied whilst on board.

				“It’s very much a man’s world.” She had clearly forgotten that she was currently posing as a member of the male gender herself. “I would have expected the master’s quarters to be much larger.”

				“We men don’t need the same creature comforts as the fairer sex, Leon, you know that.”

				“No, I suppose we don’t.” She returned to the companionway and pointed to the door at the end, the one that led to his actual cabin. “What’s in there?”

				“Stores,” he said, steering her firmly back towards the main deck. “Come, there is more for you to see yet.”

				She followed him without demur but kept looking back at that closed door. Damn the girl, why did she have to be so intuitive? Hal nodded to his bosun as soon as he stepped on the deck, and his crew sprang into action. Sails were hoisted and the anchor weighed. The small crew worked in harmony with one another, few verbal orders necessary. They had done this many times before, often under circumstances that required both speed and stealth.

				“We’re going to sea?” she asked.

				“I promised you a sight of the stars at night from the deck of my boat.”

				“Yes, so you did. I’d quite forgotten about that.”

				A sharp breeze blew off the land, filling the sails almost as soon as they’d been set. Bold and beautiful, The Celandine moved gracefully towards the open sea.

				“Come with me.” He led her towards the bridge and nodded to the helmsman. He vacated his position with a cheerful wink for Leah.

				Hal took the wheel and steered the ship out of the bay. He was conscious of Leah, face turned into the wind, looking surprisingly at home. And not the least bit seasick.

				“Do you want to try?” he asked her.

				She didn’t hesitate. “Yes, I’d like that.” She stepped up to him. “What must I do?”

				He shot her an ironic glance as several inappropriate responses sprang to his mind. “Take a firm hold of the wheel,” he said gruffly.

				“Like this?”

				Her hands looked far too small on the large wheel and he placed his own over them, directing her movements whilst trying to ignore the indefinable something about her that so attracted him. God’s teeth, this simply wouldn’t do.

				“Do you feel the wind blowing from the land?” he asked.

				“Yes, of course.”

				“Keep it on your left cheek.”

				“All right.” She made a slight adjustment.

				“Watch the compass.” He pointed to the instrument directly in front of the wheel. “Ensure that the needle points directly north at all times.”

				“Is that all?”

				“Isn’t that enough?”

				“I don’t feel as if I’m doing anything.” She glanced over her shoulder at him. “It seems too easy.”

				“The Celandine knows what to do. You’re merely holding her on course.”

				“I hope she doesn’t object to a stranger taking charge of her.”

				Hal smiled. Like him, she appeared to think of his ship as a living, breathing entity. “She has a tolerant nature.”

				Hal moved a little closer and pressed his body against hers. She made no objection, apparently focused on her occupation. If she even noticed his state of arousal, she made no comment upon it. A strand of her long red hair had escaped her cap. He curled it round his finger and tucked it back in place. Much as he would like to feel the weight of all her locks cascading through his fingers, were Leah to shed her inadequate disguise, it would probably break the mood. She felt safe in her role as his cabin boy, and Hal was happy to play along.

				The ship majestically cleared the headland and conveyed them towards the open sea. It was full dark, entirely tranquil with just the sound of the wind rattling the rigging and the soft lapping of the water against the hull intruding upon Hal’s introspective thoughts. Even the stars appeared to be on his side since not a cloud dared to obscure them. He had seldom seen a better display. He signalled to the helmsman waiting a discreet distance away, who stepped forward to resume his duties.

				“Where are we going now? What are they doing?” She pointed to members of the crew lowering the mainsails as Hal led her towards the forward deck. “Why are we stopping?”

				“Look.” He pointed upwards.

				“Oh!” With a sharp intake of breath she stared at the starry sky. “I had no idea it could be so clear, so beautiful.” She turned to look at him. “Why is that?”

				“There’s nothing to obscure them out here.”

				“As there is in London?”

				“Exactly. Even in Denby, it’s not the same. Did I not tell you, this is the only way to view the galaxy?”

				“Yes, and I can see several constellations quite clearly.” She offered him a raffish grin. “But if I try to name them you will most likely correct me and spoil the moment so I shan’t attempt it.”

				She leaned back, resting against his chest as though it was the most natural thing in the world. Yea gods, what had he set in motion? He desperately wanted to kiss her but manfully restrained his impulses. If he started down that road, something told him he would never be able to stop, and despoiling inquisitive virgins was definitely not his style.

				“Are we at anchor?”

				“No, it’s far too deep here.”

				“How deep is it?”

				“As deep as a man’s soul, I shouldn’t wonder.”

				“Soul deep,” she said dreamily. “I like that.”

				“Come,” he said gruffly when she shivered and wrapped her arms round her torso. “It’s time to eat.”

				He guided her to the forecastle and a position in the lee of the wind. His crew, at a signal from him, hoisted the sails and turned the boat back in the direction of home. It wouldn’t take long to reach their anchorage. Hopefully Hal could restrain his impulses for that long and then this self-imposed madness would be over with.

				A simple meal had been prepared for them and was laid out on the table, a lantern casting an eerie glow over the fare on offer. Fresh bread, a cold collation, crisp wine to drink.

				“Please,” he said, indicating a seat on one side of the table. “Eat.”

				He expected her to demur but she set to with gusto.

				“You’re hungry?” he asked, smiling.

				“Sea air always gives me an appetite.”

				“Then perhaps you would not suit as my cabin boy after all. I wouldn’t be able to bear the cost of feeding you.”

				“Or control me, either,” she said, her eyes sparkling with laughter.

				“No,” he agreed softly, “never that. It would be such a pity to tame that wild, impulsive nature of yours.”

				Hal ate little himself, content to watch his guest. Several times she reached for her cap, as though about to cast it aside, only to change her mind. She wouldn’t look at him, didn’t appear to feel the charged atmosphere, the expectancy that was so apparent to him. Or perhaps she did but didn’t recognize it for what it was.

				Sexual desire, damn it, swamped both his mind and his reason.

				As he watched her looking so at home on his boat, licking grease from her fingers, heat cascaded through him in unstoppable waves. There didn’t seem to be a damned thing he could do to control it so he gave up trying. What this woman had done to him, he was at a loss to explain. There was nothing remarkable about her. She wasn’t beautiful, nor was she particularly well-born. She certainly didn’t seem to set much stock by his elevated rank and wasn’t trying to impress him.

				Even so, or perhaps because of those reasons, she compelled him.

				“Sing to me,” he said quietly when she’d finally eaten her fill.

				He expected her to decline. Instead, without hesitation she opened her mouth and, unaccompanied, sang the opening bars of Fiordiligi’s aria from Così fan tutte, one of Hal’s favourite operas. Tingles ran down his spine as her voice soared, echoing across the deck. Eyes closed, she sang from memory and, clearly, from the heart. Hal’s own heart suffered a severe denting as he listened, allowing the music to seep into his core, astounded that her rare and special talent had not been exploited by those seeking to profit from it.

				So taken up was he that he didn’t realise they were no longer alone.

				“Mon dieu, Captain, where did you find such an angel?” asked an awed voice in French.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Lord Denby’s expression was thunderous, causing Leah to hit a false note and abruptly stop singing. She glanced over her shoulder as the marquess leapt to his feet, still looking furious, just as another man burst onto the deck. She caught the briefest glance of the young man who had spoken in French before he was bodily removed by Lord Denby and the stranger. She heard raised voices, speaking in French, as the intruder was escorted below.

				“Who was that?” she asked when his lordship rejoined her a short time later, still looking grim-faced.

				“A member of the crew who ought not to have disturbed us.”

				Leah didn’t believe him. “But he spoke in French.”

				“His father was French.”

				She wrinkled her brow. “He wasn’t dressed like a crew member.” She was sure she’d observed velvet knee breeches and a fine linen shirt that had no place on the person of a common sailor. “And his voice was quite cultivated.”

				“He thought he was going ashore this evening, until I sprung this little outing on the crew, obliging them to change their plans.”

				“If that’s all it is, why are you so angry about the intrusion?”

				Lord Denby let out a long breath. “Because I was enjoying your singing and now the moment has been spoiled.”

				It had been, he was right about that. Leah stood, watching the lights of Denby come into focus as the ship slipped back into the bay, as stealthily and silently as a ghost. Her head spun and she had no idea what to think, other than that Lord Denby had a Frenchman on board—very possibly an enemy of the state—and was displeased because he’d shown himself.

				She hadn’t believed Mrs. Wilkinson’s exaggerated tales about his questionable occupations. According to her, the marquess answered to no man and hadn’t deigned to fight for king and country during the war. Leah had thought the vicar’s wife generated such rumours because Lord Denby didn’t show her the respect she felt was hers by right. She now had cause to reconsider.

				Even Mrs. Wilkinson hadn’t gone so far as to suggest that Lord Denby was a traitor and Leah, in her heart, didn’t believe that he actually was. She couldn’t possibly feel such a deep connection with an enemy of the state. She worried away at the problem, wondering what she ought to do with the information she now held against him and whom she ought to tell about it, only dimly aware of the crew lowering the anchor and furling the sails.

				“Come,” Lord Denby said, making her start violently as he took her arm. “I will get you home.”

				She shook off his hand and started the descent of the rope ladder without his assistance, too preoccupied to worry about the precarious arrangement. The journey to shore was undertaken in awkward silence, so different from a few short hours previously when she had gleaned such pleasure in making the outward trip.

				The wherry hit the shore with a soft bump. Before she could protest, Lord Denby lifted her in his arms and waded through the shallow water with her once again cradled against his chest. But this time she felt no intimacy in the gesture. It was rather as though she were a burden to be disposed of and forgotten about as quickly as possible. She chanced a glance at his profile, taking in the grim set to his expression as he placed her on her feet. He was angry, but whether with her or the Frenchman she couldn’t have said.

				“Thank you,” she said stiffly, her limbs burning from the touch of his arms, her cheeks flaming with embarrassment. “I can find my own way from here.”

				“It’s not safe. I will escort you.”

				It wasn’t a question and so she accepted his company without comment, aware that he would have followed her anyway, no matter what she said. The closeness she had felt towards this complex aristocrat was now replaced by confusion and mistrust. One hour ago she would have spoken to him about almost anything. Now he was a complete stranger to her. Perplexed, disappointed, bereft even at the loss of their fledgling intimacy, she stretched her legs out and strode along as fast as she could. She wished to be rid of him as quickly as possible so that she could reason matters through without his distracting presence.

				She chanced occasional glances at him in the dim light thrown from windows as they passed through the village. He looked formidable. Gone was the relaxed individual who had shown her his boat with such obvious pride and listened to her sing with deep appreciation for her modest ability. Subdued menace emanated from him as he looked directly ahead, such deep animosity clouding his handsome features as to make her swallow against the ache in her throat.

				In many respects, the incident with the Frenchman had brought her to her senses. She felt a deep attraction toward the marquess, which was ridiculous. She mentally upbraided herself for being so foolish and hardened her heart. She owed it to society to find out more about the foreigner hidden on his boat and, if necessary, to expose his lordship for the traitor he might well prove to be.

				How he could be a traitor now that the war was over she had yet to fathom. There was no law against having a Frenchman on his vessel, but why such secrecy? The brief glimpse she had caught of the young man caused her to suppose that he was too youthful to have been involved in espionage when the war had still raged, but that didn’t mean that his lordship hadn’t exploited him in some other way, always supposing that he was a traitor to his country.

				“We are here.”

				His voice caused her to start. It was the first time either of them had spoken since leaving the shore. Leah had been too taken up with her introspective thoughts to realise that they had arrived at the gatehouse.

				“So we are. Thank you and good night.”

				She turned towards the side gate but the marquess’s hand on her arm stayed her.

				“Things are not always as they seem, Leah,” he said, lowering his head and whispering the words so closely against her lips that his breath peppered her face.

				His use of her name turned her insides to mush, which infuriated her. This man was nothing to her, and her body had no business reacting to his quite disgusting charm in such an obvious manner. She wanted to escape the searing intensity of his gaze, apparent even in the darkness, but didn’t seem able to move. Helplessly she stared back at him, aware that the situation required words but completely unequal to finding the appropriate ones—or any at all. She ought to ask questions or, at the very least, give him the set-down he so richly deserved. Instead she merely nodded dutifully, feeling like a fool as she waited to see what he would do or say next.

				“Go,” he said, his voice a rough command. “But think carefully before you act.”

				Still incapable of movement, he gave her a gentle push. It had the desired effect and she slid through the gate without a word of goodbye or a backward glance. She was conscious of him standing there, watching her even as she closed the kitchen door softly behind her and bolted it. He was still there when she reached her chamber and pulled back the curtains to look outside. She could just make out his impressive shape, standing where she had left him and staring at the gatehouse as though he’d never seen it before.

				Leah threw off her disguise, washed her face and hands in cold water from the ewer on her nightstand, slipped into her night rail and fell into bed. It was late but she knew sleep would elude her. She had much to think about. Decisions to make. She had just been presented with a journalistic scoop that would set the family up for life.

				But at what cost? If she was wrong she could destroy the reputation of one of the country’s foremost families beyond repair.

				But what if she was right?

				She thumped her pillows whilst a dull pain echoed the gesture from inside her head. She thought about dear, sweet Felicity and her kindness, treating her and Beth quite as equals. She thought of Lord Gabriel and his enchanting manners. Beth was quite taken with him. She had not seen her sister so animated in many a long month. Even if she was right to suspect the marquess, what right did she have to interfere? Perhaps a word in the right quarter would be enough and she could then leave it to others to delve. But to whom should she communicate her suspicions? Besides, as she’d already reminded herself, the war was over.

				In spite of all that, Leah knew she couldn’t let the matter drop. Nor could she jump in, speculating in her usual irreverent manner and leaving readers to draw their own conclusions. Before she did anything more she must gather more evidence, and to do that Leon must again make an appearance at the Boar. She would take Jonny and Pickle with her this time, question some of his lordship’s crew about the mysterious Frenchman and defer taking any action until she was more certain of her facts.

				Satisfied with her plan, Leah drifted into a restless sleep. A sleep that was haunted by a pair of sparkling brown eyes, warm amusement reflected in their deep richness. And something else—something she couldn’t quite put a name to. Each time she tried, the explanation slipped from her grasp.

				Visions of his lordship’s tanned skin blending with the dark blond of his hair remained in much clearer focus. Loose strands escaped his queue and perfectly framed his oval face, accentuating his rugged masculine beauty in a way that made her heart skip a beat.

				Woken by the depths of her feelings, she wondered how she could doubt him, even momentarily. She felt disloyal as his words echoed through her head.

				Things are not always as they seem, Leah.

				Had he been telling her to trust him? She wished she knew. But the question remained, if his actions were so innocent, why not tell her who the mysterious man was? Why not introduce them?

				She certainly didn’t believe his hastily concocted explanation and suspected that her scepticism must have been plainly apparent. He might consider it to be none of her business, in which case why take her to his ship and risk the Frenchman being seen? It made no sense at all, she decided as exhaustion claimed her and she finally drifted back into a restless sleep.

				* * *

				The following morning Leah fended off Beth’s questions about the evening with vague descriptions and half-truths. She wouldn’t even tell her sister about the Frenchman until she had something more specific upon which to base her suspicions.

				“You look very pale,” Beth said, squinting at Leah. “I hope you didn’t exhaust yourself.”

				“Not at all.” Leah smiled her reassurance. “The sea air must have made me more tired than I realised, that’s all. Besides, I was quite late coming home.”

				“Come on then.” Beth grinned at Leah. “There’s something you’re not telling me. Don’t hold back. I long to know what it is about the marquess that holds your attention, other than the obvious, of course.”

				Leah quirked a brow. “The obvious?”

				“Oh, Leah, stop being so obtuse. You and I both know that he’s a gentleman of consequence. A single gentleman of consequence,” she added, her eyes sparkling with fun. “And he’s taken an interest in you.”

				“No, he’s merely—”

				“You would have to be made out of stone not to feel the compliment. And I know you’re capable of very deep feelings.”

				Leah shook her head. “Beth, you’re misreading the situation entirely.”

				“Lady Felicity’s here,” Meg said, entering the room.

				“Oh, lovely!” Beth clapped her hands. “Do show her in.”

				Leah, grateful to have her conversation with Beth interrupted, felt apprehensive. A visit that would once have given her as much pleasure as it did Beth now filled her with foreboding. Before she had time to dwell upon her feelings, Felicity was upon them in a flurry of pink-sprigged muslin, a pretty lace shawl negligently draped over her arms.

				“Ladies,” she said in a breathless rush. “I come to throw myself upon your mercy.”

				“Good heavens,” Beth said, smiling. “Whatever’s wrong?”

				“What’s wrong is that I’m surrounded by three hulking brothers who watch my every move and act worse than gaolers, that’s what’s wrong.” Flick sat at the breakfast table and accepted a cup of hot chocolate from Beth.

				“What did you wish to do that they took such exception to?” Leah asked.

				“It’s Hal,” she complained. “He’s being even more impossible than usual. I said I intended to go into Dover to look at the shops and he put up all sorts of silly objections. Worse, he actually forbade me to go.”

				“Why?” Leah arched her brows. “Presumably you take an abigail or a footman with you.”

				“Of course I do,” Flick said, “but he seems to think I shall be snatched from the streets and held to ransom in some terrible dungeon somewhere, with water dripping down the walls, stale bread to eat and only rats for company.” Leah suppressed a smile at Flick’s colourful imagination. “Anyone would think we were still at war with the French.”

				Leah inhaled sharply. Had that statement been as innocent as it sounded or had her brother sent her to see what Leah intended to do with her knowledge about the Frenchman? “I daresay he’s only concerned for your welfare,” she said mildly.

				“I don’t believe that for a moment. It’s more a case of exerting his authority over me, simply because he can.” She paused to take a sip of her drink, thoroughly out of sorts. “I ought to have accepted Lord Melrose’s proposal, then I would be able to do as I pleased.”

				“Presumably you would then be obliged to do as Lord Melrose pleased,” Leah pointed out.

				“Yes, I suppose that’s true.” Flick pouted, and then grinned. “Besides, I did not love him and am quite determined only to marry if I fall desperately in love.”

				“Well, there you are then.” Leah smiled at their visitor. “How can Beth and I help you to regain your good humour?”

				“I am so glad you asked me that,” Flick’s smile turned into a glorious beam. “I wonder if you will both come back to the Hall and spend the day with me? My brothers can’t scold me all the time if you’re there to bear me company.”

				The last thing Leah wanted was to confront the marquess. She needed more time to think, and to plan, but Beth was already accepting the invitation.

				“We don’t have any fixed plans for the day, do we, Leah?” she said eagerly.

				“No, of course not. We’ll come with pleasure, but I thought you wished to go to Dover.”

				“No, I just said that because Hal was behaving like a beast and I needed to fight back. Besides, I have my drawing instructor coming later. Do either of you draw?”

				“Beth does,” Leah said. “Personally, I don’t have an artistic bone in my body.”

				“Anyone who sings as beautifully as you needs to do absolutely nothing else.” Flick rose to give Leah a sisterly hug. “The rest of us mere mortals must strive to do the best we can.”

				* * *

				Hal slept badly and was out of sorts with everyone, most of all himself. Whatever had possessed him to take Leah to The Celandine?

				He regretted snapping at Flick, it was hardly her fault, but until this business was cleared up he really couldn’t have her traipsing all over the place, even if she was protected. It would be inviting trouble since Flick never did anything quietly. She didn’t seem to realise it but she had presence, charm, exuberance and great beauty—attributes that would tempt not just the people Hal was concerned about. Compromising Flick would be an ideal way to get him to do their bidding, which was why the Hall was so heavily guarded. Until this matter was resolved, Flick would not travel beyond Denby unless he escorted her personally.

				Rob threw him speculative glances across the breakfast table, clearly wondering what was wrong. Hal would have to tell him sooner or later, and he wasn’t looking forward to it. He didn’t need his brother to tell him what an imbecile he’d been.

				“You were a bit hard on Flick earlier,” Rob remarked.

				“She needs to learn to do as she’s told.”

				Rob rolled his eyes. “Miracles take a little longer. Besides, there’s no need to take your frustration out on her. She only wished to go shopping.”

				“I know.” Hal sighed. “It’s all the waiting, it’s getting to me.”

				“It’s getting to us all.”

				“Where’s Flick now? Perhaps I’ll apologize and offer to escort her to Dover myself.”

				“She’s gone into Denby. I gather she wants to bring the two Elliott girls back here for the day. She didn’t think you could object to that.”

				“Damnation, I really don’t—”

				“Good God!”

				“What’s the matter?”

				Rob waved the newspaper he was reading beneath Hal’s nose. “I didn’t realise I should be offering you joy,” he said, smirking.

				“What the devil are you talking about?”

				“You and the Bentley girl. It would appear that your betrothal is all but a foregone conclusion.”

				Hal snatched the paper from Rob’s hand and read the article. “God’s teeth, she’s gone too far this time!” He slapped his thigh with the flat of his hand.

				“The Elliott girl?”

				“Who else.” Hal stood to pace the room, quietly fuming. “I thought she was well-bred enough not to write about anything she heard in this house.”

				“She might not have heard it here. Lady Bentley is deliberately spreading the rumours, you know that. Mrs. Wilkinson is her ally, so—”

				“Verbal rumours are one thing, but this—”

				“Calm down, Hal,” Rob said, frowning as he stood also. “It means nothing. It isn’t like you to get so agitated about a little gossip.”

				“It puts pressure on me, keeping me in people’s minds when I most want to be invisible. Every matron in the district will call here now, on the pretence of seeing Flick, of course, just to discover if it’s true.”

				“Hmm, I see what you mean.” Rob leaned his chin on a fisted hand as he thought it through. “You can’t deny it without seeming discourteous, and if you say nothing it will be taken as the truth.”

				“Exactly.”

				“Well then, big brother, you’d best stop procrastinating and get yourself leg-shackled. That would squash the rumours soon enough.”

				Hal glowered. “Is that the best suggestion you can make?”

				“It’s high time you led by example,” Rob said, laughing.

				“I’ll be damned if I’ll marry the Bentley girl.”

				“Then take yourself off to town when the season starts and find someone else.”

				“I’d take myself off somewhere anyway, if I could. That would put paid to the rumours. But I can’t leave here until we’ve resolved the problem of Jean-Philippe, and in the meantime Lady Bentley and her wretched daughter will lead me a merry dance.”

				“Very true.” Rob managed a brief expression of sympathy, even though he still appeared to find the situation diverting. “So what shall you do?”

				“Right now?”

				Rob nodded.

				“Right now I intend to have it out with Miss Elliott.” Hal stormed from the room, still clutching the offending newspaper, and banged the door behind him with considerable force before a footman could step forward and close it for him. He strode along the corridor, causing another footman to hastily flatten himself against the wainscoting before Hal bowled him over. He took the stairs three at a time and made his way to his sister’s sitting room. Feminine laughter emanated from within, further souring his mood. No one deserved to be so carefree when he had the problems of the world resting on his shoulders.

				He tapped on the door and threw it open before Flick could respond.

				“Hal,” she said, glancing up from a sketch pad and frowning. “Whatever’s the matter? You look ready to commit murder.”

				Hal forced himself to bow to the Misses Elliott, both of whom had risen and curtsied when he entered the room.

				“Excuse me, Flick,” he said through gritted teeth, “but I have urgent need of a word with Miss Elliott.”

				“With me?” Leah looked suitably surprised, as though she didn’t know damned well what he wanted with her.

				He waved the newspaper in her direction. “Now, if you please.”

				The colour drained from her face when she saw the reason for his agitation. Ignoring the shocked expressions on the faces of their two sisters, he held the door open and ushered a reluctant-seeming Miss Elliott through it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Leah followed Lord Denby along the corridor, scurrying to keep up with his breakneck pace. The rigid set to his features indicated an incipient rage and she didn’t dare ask him to slow down. She was slightly breathless when, having passed what seemed like a thousand closed doors, he finally stopped and opened one. He ushered her inside with an exaggerated bow that could best be described as insulting.

				With no other choice open to her, she defiantly tilted her chin, determined not to be bullied even if she deserved his displeasure, and entered the lion’s den. She found herself in a man’s study—his, presumably. It wasn’t the same formal room in which Lord Gabriel had received Mrs. Wilkinson and her deputation. This one had a used feeling about it, function winning out over formality. Anxious though she was about the forthcoming confrontation, she still took a moment to appreciate its basic appeal, approving of what she saw.

				Morning sunshine streamed through several full-length windows that offered a fine prospect over the sculpted grounds. The walls were lined with bookshelves, the worn nature of the spines indicating that they weren’t just for show. Leah’s heart lurched at this reminder of happier times. Under other circumstances she would have begged permission to see what treasures lay buried there, spending as long as she could get away with losing herself in the old masters she had once studied with such pleasure.

				A large desk dominated the centre of the room, papers piled neatly to one side, a blotter perfectly centred, a selection of pens arrayed beside the inkwell. An arrangement of comfortable chairs was situated around a table in front of the windows. He indicated one, still not saying a word. She sank into it, only to regret it when he remained standing, looming over her like a very angry, decidedly predatory demon.

				“Have the goodness to explain this.” He threw the paper onto her lap.

				Glancing down, she observed that her snippet about his lordship’s pending nuptials took pride of place at the top of the page. It was set in bold type that looked cheap and gaudy, and was placed beneath a caricature of the marquess himself. Her first instinct was to plead ignorance, her second to impishly wish him joy.

				She chanced another glance at his features and understood that denial, or indeed flippancy, wouldn’t serve. He clearly knew what she had done. It was equally apparent that he was furious with her interference, as indeed he had every right to be. “What would you have me say?”

				He expelled a long breath. “So it was you?” He sounded disappointed.

				“How did you know?”

				“There was no one else at the dinner party whom it could possibly have been. They are all well known to me and too well-bred to do such a thing.”

				Ouch! She probably deserved that.

				“Besides, you wrote the article about the mill.”

				“What makes you suppose that?”

				“The same premise as before. The gentlemen who attended wouldn’t have done it, the workers couldn’t write that fluently. Most of them can’t write at all, come to that. Besides, no man would describe a fistfight in such flowery language.” He fixed her with a hard glare. “And so we come back to my original question. Explain, if you possibly can, why you felt the need to spread such a malicious rumour.”

				“Is it not true?” she asked, playing for time.

				His lip curled. “Is that all you can say?”

				“I heard it spoken of as quite a settled thing,” she said weakly.

				“Which was excuse enough to abuse my sister’s hospitality, to say nothing of her friendship? Does that mean so little to you, or do you exploit every situation you find yourself in for monetary gain?”

				She lowered her eyes, wishing he would sit down so they could discuss this in a more rational manner. Not that there was much to discuss, she could quite see that now. She was in the wrong, had jumped to conclusions without checking her facts and owed him an apology.

				“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t think it would do any harm.”

				“You clearly didn’t think about anything other than your own comfort,” he said coldly.

				“I still don’t see—”

				“No, you don’t, that much is apparent, so let me explain the consequences of your selfish actions.” He paused to draw breath. “Lady Bentley will see this, or have it drawn to her attention. She will lose no time in spreading word of it amongst her acquaintance and, before you know it, I will find myself engaged by default.” He favoured her with an icy glare. “Or more to the point, through your fault.”

				“But I thought you liked Miss Bentley.”

				“Why on earth would you think that?” He looked genuinely perplexed by her assumption. “In your profession I should have thought you’d understand how unreliable gossip and innuendo can be.” He paced in front of her, placing his feet down so heavily each time he passed her position that the floorboards shook. “It would be too much, I suppose, to expect you to verify your information before publishing.” He fixed her with a scathing glance. “Where would be the fun in that?”

				He was like a caged tiger, pacing, striking out—albeit verbally—gouging dents in her heart with his contempt. Too late to do anything about it, she realised how much she had treasured his brief good opinion.

				“I’m sorry if I got it wrong,” she said softly. “Does it matter so very much?”

				He stopped pacing and loomed over her again. “Are you so wrapped up in yourself that you’ve not listened to a word I’ve said?”

				“No, of course not. I merely don’t see why it should—”

				“I guarantee that Lady Bentley will call here before today is out, on the pretence of seeing my sister, but in reality to lay claim to the prize she’s had in mind for her daughter ever since she came out.” He pinioned her with a scathing gaze. “That would be me, just in case you still harbour any doubts.”

				“Oh, Lord!” Leah buried her face in her hands. “I’m so very sorry. You’re right, I didn’t think about the consequences.” He had resumed his pacing but abruptly stopped still again. She couldn’t bring herself to look at him but could sense his gaze assessing her. “You are a gentleman and so you can’t issue a public denial, which means you could be forced into a union just to protect the lady’s reputation.”

				“It’s a little late for regrets,” he said coldly.

				“It seemed to me that you were quite comfortable with Miss Bentley.”

				“She has been my neighbour for years, we mix in the same circles.” He threw his hands in the air, clearly exasperated by her slowness. “Of course I’m comfortable with her. But, as an observant member of the newspaper fraternity,” he added harshly, “it will not have escaped your notice that I deliberately avoided taking her into dinner precisely so as not to excite her expectations.”

				“Ah, so that’s why you took me in.”

				“Why else?”

				“Why else indeed.” Leah shook her head. “I really did think you had an understanding.”

				“Even if we did, it would have been between the lady and myself. In polite society we invite people into our homes secure in the knowledge that they won’t regale the world with any snippets of unsubstantiated gossip they might happen to hear there. But,” he added, concentrated fury radiating from his eyes, “someone like you couldn’t be expected to know that.”

				Something inside Leah changed as he flung this latest accusation at her. She had apologised, felt terrible for the trouble she’d caused, but simply would not allow him to insult her. What had happened to the suave sophisticate—relaxed and agreeable—who had entertained her on his boat the previous evening? The man who had treated her as an equal, making her feel witty and amusing and leaving her with the impression that he admired her? Well, he might think poorly of her but what she had done was nothing in comparison to harbouring enemies of the state on his property, and she would lose no time in telling him so.

				She sprang to her feet and confronted him, arms akimbo. “Thank you. You have made your position perfectly clear and I now understand precisely what you think of me.” It was her turn to pace as she struggled to contain her temper. She brushed past him, forcing him to give way. She made no apology for her rudeness. He already had such a low opinion of her that it hardly signified. “But there are worse things to be than socially inadequate.”

				“We are talking about you, not ambiguities.”

				“Then let me make myself plain.” She had her back to him but whirled to face him so fast that she almost tripped over her skirts. He reached out a hand to steady her—instinctively, she suspected, since he clearly had no desire to touch her. “Hiding enemies of the state on one’s boat is hardly on the same level as indiscreet gossip.” She snatched her arm from his grasp and glowered at him, daring him to defy it. “There, is that equivocal enough for you?”

				The brittle silence that greeted this remark caused a chill settled on Leah’s spine. The icy set to his features, his aura of barely suppressed menace, pierced her to the core, causing her to wonder what she had set in motion. As always, when riled, she had spoken without first considering the wisdom of her words. It was too late to recall them and so she faced him without blinking, determined not to break the silence herself.

				“I suggest you think very carefully before you put pen to paper on this occasion,” he said tersely, his brows drawn together in an expression of extreme distaste.

				“Why should I?” She shrugged. “The young man is French and you are very evidently hiding him. You knew how I make my living before you took me to your boat, you just admitted as much.” She shook her head. “I could only conclude that you were playing some very clever game, dangling a prize scoop under my nose, thinking I would be too timid to pursue it.” She paused, nibbling at her lower lip as she thought it through. “But why?”

				He caught hold of her shoulder, forcing her to look at him. Taken by surprise, her teeth sank into her lip, drawing blood. She cried out in pain.

				“So, you now consider me to be an enemy of the state,” he said witheringly.

				She lifted her shoulders. “What else am I to think? You keep your ship hidden in the bay, you have watchmen patrolling every inch of this estate, you won’t allow your sister to travel even as far as Dover unescorted and, besides all that, Mrs. Wilkinson says you did nothing to support the British cause during the war.”

				He barked an angry laugh. “Mrs. Wilkinson is three farthings short of a shilling.”

				“Then why won’t you tell me who the young man is?”

				“You first.” He propelled her towards the seat she’d just vacated and forced her to sit. With a defiant toss of the head she did so. Leah was relieved when, instead of continuing to prowl around, he took the seat next to her. “Tell me why you write for that god-awful rag,” he said wearily.

				She wanted to tell him to go to the devil. It was no business of his how she occupied her time. One glance at his handsome face, the harsh planes softened a little now that his temper appeared to be spent, and she had a change of heart. After all the trouble she’d caused, he deserved to know the truth. She and Beth would no longer be welcome at the Hall, so what did it matter? He could hardly think worse of her than he already did.

				“I don’t suppose you’ve ever had to worry about feeding your family,” she said in a challenging tone. “Nor have you had to concern yourself with debt collectors, scraping together the money for the rent or—”

				“You’re referring to the time after your parents died?”

				“Yes.”

				“But your uncle. Surely he—”

				“My mother was Sir Percy’s elder sister. My father was their younger brother’s tutor.”

				“Ah, now I start to see.”

				“My father was the youngest of six children, born to a respectable middle-class family in Hertfordshire. He was an academic who flourished at Oxford and obtained a first in English. As a younger son he was, naturally, expected to make his own way.”

				“Which is how he became a tutor?”

				“Yes, Mama’s younger brother was an invalid and couldn’t attend school. Fortunately, from Papa’s perspective, he had an enquiring mind and so the two of them were ideally suited. The problem was that Papa had the temerity to fall in love with my mother, and that love was reciprocated. My grandfather wouldn’t countenance the union, and so they eloped.”

				“Your grandfather disinherited his daughter?”

				“Yes, he did.” Leah sighed. “I never met him but I understand he was a cold man, used to having his way in everything, and there was no place in his heart for an undutiful child.”

				“How did they survive?”

				“Mama had a small inheritance left to her by her grandfather, which her own papa could do nothing to curtail. They moved to the unfashionable district of London where Beth and I still reside, and Papa started a small bookshop, mostly dealing in rare first editions.” Leah smiled. “Times were not easy but my earliest memories are of nothing but love and laughter.”

				“Go on,” he said softly when she paused, lost in the past.

				“We were never cold or hungry, and never wanted for reading material.” Her eyes greedily scanned the loaded shelves in the marquess’s study. “Papa educated us both, taught us to question everything and never be afraid to search for the truth.” The marquess settled an indolent gaze on her, reminding her that was precisely what she hadn’t done when passing on gossip to Mr. Morris. She blushed and hastily continued. “Unfortunately Papa wasn’t business-minded. Sometimes he enjoyed a book so much that he couldn’t bear to sell it, even if he had a customer desperate to own it. Other times, people would come to the shop, spin a hard-luck story, and he would part with rare tomes at a fraction of their value.”

				The marquess nodded. “I’ve known such people.”

				“Mr. Morris came upon us one day.”

				His lordship sat a little straighter and frowned. “Morris?”

				“The gentleman who owns the newspaper I write for.”

				“Humph, I’d hardly call the owner of that rag a gentleman.” He rolled his eyes and settled himself more comfortably in his chair. “Excuse me, pray continue.”

				“Morris was a travelling book dealer. He convinced my father to go into printing books as well as selling them. Papa’s assistant, Jenkins, thought it a good idea and persuaded Papa that they would be able to produce books more cheaply for those most in need of them. Papa felt everyone was entitled to the pleasure of reading, you see, and, unlike Mr. Morris, barely gave the profits a second thought.”

				“So your father dealt in rare books, produced new ones and...let me guess, started a scandal sheet as well.”

				“No, not the newspaper. Mr. Morris kept suggesting it but Papa was adamantly opposed. It caused endless arguments between them but Papa held firm.”

				“How old were you at the time?”

				“Fourteen. I spent every spare second in the shop, helping to catalogue the books, although a lot of the time I got distracted into reading them.” Leah smiled at the memory. “I learned a lot about the printing process at the same time and knew almost as much about running the business as Papa and Jenkins did.”

				“How did your father die?” he asked softly.

				“A fire,” Leah said on a heavy breath. “We lived above the shop but thankfully we were not at home when the fire broke out. Or ought not to have been. Papa went back for something...” Her voice caught and it took her a moment to recover. “And got trapped in the fire.”

				“I’m sorry.” His lordship covered her hand with his own. Leah held his gaze for a protracted moment, aware of the tears swamping her eyes but strangely unembarrassed by them. “That must have been hard for you.”

				“Yes, his books mattered so much, right to the end.” She took a deep breath, conscious of the dark weight of his gaze still focused on her profile, assessing her. “But,” she added, sighing, “nothing could be saved and he died for no reason.”

				“And your mother never got over it?”

				“No, she didn’t. I was sixteen and everything was left to me to arrange. With what little money we had saved I found new accommodation for us and tried to take care of Mama. But she didn’t want to be looked after. She lost interest in everything and, no matter what Beth and I tried, we couldn’t regain the mother we loved so much.”

				“What did Morris do?”

				“A few of the most valuable books had been locked in a strongbox. Even so, they were damaged by smoke and couldn’t be sold for their full value. He did what he could and gave me the proceeds.”

				The marquess hoisted one brow. “And offered you employment?”

				“No, that came later. After Mama died we were desperate. Beth’s illness didn’t help. She was weak all the time, unable to do much for herself, plus the cost of her medicine, you understand.”

				He nodded. “You must have been terrified.”

				“Yes, that’s a fair assessment of my state of mind. I had lost my parents and had no intention of losing my sister too.”

				“I begin to understand.”

				“I knew a lot of people in the vicinity—maids, footmen, ostlers and such, all employed by the important families in London. They often let snippets of information about their employers drop. Mr. Morris had become a pamphleteer and I offered him whatever I picked up in return for remuneration.” She stopped talking and met his eye. “It didn’t seem so very bad when it was impersonal. I didn’t know the people involved and the stories couldn’t be traced back to me.” She paused and found the courage to meet his eye. “I understand now the sort of damage I must have done. I’m very sorry. Can you forgive me?”

				He took her hand in his, turned it over and gently placed his lips to the inside of her wrist. It was the very last reaction she had expected, and the seductive stroke of his lips as they made contact with her skin caused her insides to melt.

				“Think no more about it,” he said gruffly.

				“I shall ask Mr. Morris to print a retraction as soon as he can.”

				“No, that would only make matters worse.”

				“Then what can I do to put things right?”

				“I daresay I’ll think of something.” He released her hand and smiled, all predatory male again, causing her breath to lock in her throat and for the room to suddenly feel over-warm. “Could you not have found some other way to support yourself and your sister? With a voice like yours I should imagine that the theatrical agents would have fallen over themselves to procure your services.”

				She smiled, already shaking her head. “My mother encouraged me to sing from an early age. She had a beautiful voice too. I had classical lessons all the time, no matter how short money was.”

				“It shows.”

				“Thank you. I believe Mama harboured hopes of my singing in society, earning a reputation and a husband into the bargain.” Leah flashed a brief smile. “But she was adamant that I not go into the theatre. She and my music master, Mr. Davidson, frequently quarrelled about it. He felt I could have forged a career in the opera but Mama considered that vulgar, and I promised I would never go down that path.”

				“No more vulgar than writing for Morris’s rag,” he said. Leah merely shrugged, aware that he was right. “How did your mother hope you would find a way into society when, forgive me, you were living in Wapping?”

				“Simple. She and Sir Percy became reacquainted just before my father died. Brother and sister had always been close but my grandfather forbade Sir Percy to contact Mama. However, once he died there was nothing to stop them becoming reconciled.”

				“Which is how you come to be living in Sir Percy’s gatehouse.”

				“Yes. Sir Percy was kind enough to come to town and help us when Mama was taken. He said that if ever we needed any help, I was to call on him. I was sorely tempted on several occasions but I’d met Aunt Augusta—just once but that was sufficient to know she wouldn’t welcome us.”

				“But you came anyway?”

				“Yes, Beth’s medical expenses took most of my remaining money.” She met his gaze. “I could no longer afford the rent and used her illness as an excuse to come down here. She does need sea air but doesn’t know the full extent of our pecuniary situation. When she worries about anything, it sets her back.”

				“I begin to understand now why you rely on Morris,” he said softly. “You’re right, I’ve never had to concern myself with the state of the family’s finances. I assume he pays you well, given that you’re the daughter of his late partner?”

				“Well—” Leah spread her hands, aware that he did not, although it felt disloyal to say so. As a female, she was lucky to find employment in such a field and counted her blessings. “The pay varies in accordance with the quality of information I provide him with.”

				“And since living in the country you don’t have access to your sources.”

				“They were no longer of any use to me.” She played absently with her lower lip, choosing her next words with care. “When Mr. Morris abandoned his pamphlet in London and moved to Brighton, thinking to launch a paper centring on the prince’s activities in that town, I lost my main source of income. Throwing ourselves upon Uncle Percy’s charity was difficult for me because I have far too much pride for my own good, you see. That’s why I grasped the opportunity to resume my previous occupation and regain some financial independence.” She lifted her eyes to his face. “In the process I abused your hospitality quite shamefully, Lord Denby, and I humbly apologize.”

				He acknowledged her statement with an inclination of his head. “We all do what we must to survive in this world, Miss Elliott.”

				“Even so, it cannot go on. I had hoped to see Beth comfortably settled before I gave up working for Mr. Morris. When I only have myself to support it will be a different matter. I could take a position as a governess, or a singing instructor, I suppose, but I’m reluctant to commit to anything that will separate me from my sister.”

				“Your concern for her welfare does you credit.”

				“It’s very easy to love someone as sweet as Beth. I deserve no credit for that.” She fixed him with a candid gaze. “There, my lord, you are now privy to all the particulars of my existence, such as it is. I have no more secrets to impart but, I believe, you do.”

				“Presumably you refer to my guest on the ship?”

				“Precisely. You have my word that nothing you tell me will find its way to the columns of Mr. Morris’s publication, although I would not blame you if you don’t believe me.”

				“I do believe you and it’s not that which causes me to hesitate. It’s just that it’s a matter of state and not actually my secret to tell.”

				Leah widened her eyes. Nothing could have surprised her more. “Do you mean to imply—”

				A knock at the door cut her off midsentence. His lordship barked an order to enter and Potter appeared in the aperture.

				“Pardon the interruption, my lord, but Lady Bentley and several other ladies have just now called to see Lady Felicity.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				“Damnation!” Hal sucked in an angry breath. “They didn’t waste any time. I thought they might at least have restrained themselves until this afternoon.”

				“Lady Bentley doesn’t strike me as the procrastinating sort,” Leah said guiltily.

				“It would appear not.”

				Potter stood statuelike in the doorway, awaiting further instructions. He clearly knew all about the unfortunate piece in the newspaper—Hal would have been surprised had it been otherwise—which was why he’d been informed of the ladies’ arrival.

				“Are they in the small salon?” he asked.

				“Yes, my lord.”

				“All right, thank you, Potter.”

				The butler withdrew, closing the door gently behind him.

				“What shall you do about her?” Leah asked.

				“Avoid her for the time being, until I can think of a way to scotch the rumour.”

				“Won’t that make things worse?”

				Hal scowled. “Probably, but what choice do I have? Besides, I avoid the ladies who visit Flick like the plague as a general rule, and if I were to join her now it would be seen as confirmation of the gossip.”

				“Yes, I suppose so.” Leah tilted her head, sucking absently on her index finger, deep in thought. In spite of his problems, Hal found the sight oddly compelling. She was totally preoccupied, almost unaware of his presence, and he couldn’t seem to pull his gaze away from her.

				“It seems to me,” she said speculatively, “that the best way to dispel the tittle-tattle would be to show public affection for another lady.”

				“And finish up embroiled with a different female.” Hal shuddered. “Thank you for the suggestion but I have no intention of extracting myself from the fireplace, only to land in the centre of a very different sort of blaze.”

				“You escorted me into dinner the other evening, did you not?”

				“Yes.” Hal, guessing the direction her thoughts had taken, shot her a look of exaggerated circumspection. “I deliberately gave the impression that I favoured you in order to avoid Miss Bentley.”

				“Exactly, and so if you now appear in the small salon with me on your arm—”

				“Out of the question!”

				“Am I that repulsive to you?” she asked quietly.

				“I was thinking more of your reputation.”

				“I owe you a favour. It was me who landed you in this mess, remember? Don’t worry, Lord Denby,” she said with a vibrant smile. “I shall expect nothing from you. I most certainly won’t consider myself betrothed, I’m sure my uncle won’t pursue you with his blunderbuss, and I have no other male protectors for you to be concerned about.” Her smile widened, her features glowing with mischief. “What do you say?”

				“I say that you’re cork-brained.” Hal studied her, wondering if she might actually have hit upon the solution to his difficulty, but shook his head to dispel that possibility. He couldn’t ask it of her, even if she was entirely to blame for this farrago. “Thank you for offering to make such a sacrifice but there must be another way.”

				“All the time you stand here thinking about it, Lady Bentley will be furthering her cause downstairs.” Leah stood up, her attitude exuding fiery courage and stark determination. “The plan will work if we want it to,” she said, her eyes glistening almost as though she looked forward to her own disgrace.

				“Possibly, but—”

				“Do you have any better ideas?” she asked, actual laughter in her eyes.

				“Well...er no, not at this precise moment.”

				“Then we’re wasting time.”

				He let out an elongated sigh. “Very well, but you will have to pretend to be besotted. Do you think you can manage that?”

				She wrinkled her brow. “I’ve never been a particularly good actress, which is another reason I didn’t pursue a career in the opera. But still, since the situation is so grave, I shall do my very best to convey that impression.”

				Hal roared with laughter. “Minx!” He proffered his arm. “Come along then. Let’s get this charade over with.”

				They reached the door and he was about to open it but, chancing a glance at Leah, he changed his mind.

				“What is it now?” she asked.

				He canted his head, examining her face with a critical eye. “Something isn’t quite right. You don’t look like a young lady whose affections are engaged.”

				“I don’t quite know what you expect me to do about that.”

				“Can’t you at least try to look at me with adoration?”

				“Hardly. I already told you...oh!”

				Without giving her any notice of his intentions, he swept her into his arms, dropped his head and covered those lush lips of hers with his own.

				Firmly.

				It was something he’d wanted to do since first meeting her, and she’d unwittingly presented him with the ideal excuse to exorcise that particular demon. It wasn’t a delicate kiss, like the one they’d shared on the terrace. This time he meant business. He savoured the heat of her mouth, stoking his own passions as his tongue tantalizingly stroked its corners, daring her to offer him ingress.

				When, with a soft sigh, she parted her lips, he felt ridiculously triumphant and didn’t hesitate to take advantage of her unspoken invitation. His tongue foraged, feeding from her sweetness as he explored the contours of her mouth with bold, sensual sweeps. Her tongue tangled with his in an erotic dance that was in danger of slipping beyond his control. The soft curves of her body, supple and inviting, pressing against his chest only made matters worse, causing him to utter a strangled oath and break the kiss.

				They were both breathing hard as they separated. Leah’s eyes were clouded, not just with confusion but with passion she was too inexperienced to conceal, her lips delightfully swollen.

				“That’s better.” He lifted his hand to twist an errant curl behind her ear. “No one will be left in any doubt about our feelings for one another now.”

				She frowned. “How can you say that?”

				He chuckled. “You look as though you’ve been thoroughly kissed.”

				“Humph!” She looked rather flustered, and for once had nothing more to say. That, in Hal’s experience of the hoyden, was definitely unique.

				Grinning, his good humour fully restored, he finally opened the door and ushered her through it ahead of him. It was either that or kiss her witless. The extent of his desire to let the world go hang whilst he took the latter course of action surprised him. He was immune to feminine wiles—God alone knew, he’d had enough experience of avoiding them—but this one had attracted his attention on all levels, simply because she wasn’t attempting to impress him.

				“Ready?” he asked, once again extending his arm.

				“I was ready some time ago.”

				So much for rendering her speechless. “No you weren’t.” He grinned at her, suspecting that the gesture projected a not-entirely-civilized aura. Only reasonable since right now his thoughts, his desires, were anything but civilized. “But you are now.”

				“Don’t forget you owe me an explanation about your Frenchman.”

				“That won’t be possible this morning. It’s complicated and we can’t spend the rest of the day together, even if we are playing a part.”

				“I suppose that’s true, but don’t think to deter me by procrastinating, or by flamboyant demonstrations of affection, either.” She tilted her chin, obviously trying to look severe but not quite managing it. “I am completely immune to such tactics.”

				That was precisely what Hal had hoped to achieve but he wasn’t altogether surprised that she’d rumbled him. Miss Leah Elliott, he was fast discovering, had an intelligent head on her slender, rather shapely shoulders.

				“You didn’t appreciate my demonstration of affection?” he said, affecting surprise.

				“Stop avoiding the subject.” She shook a finger beneath his nose. “I will have my explanation and that’s an end to the matter.”

				“Why? You’ve already given me your word that you won’t write about it, and you don’t really believe I’m a traitor.”

				“Curiosity,” she said succinctly. “I’ve always had an enquiring mind. My father encouraged me to ask questions all the time.”

				“You’re a bluestocking?”

				“Hardly. Just a rare female who likes to remain informed. If you don’t tell me about your Frenchman it will eat away at me, and I’ll have no peace until I find answers for myself.”

				“Now that I can believe.” Hal rolled his eyes and sighed. “All right, have Leon meet me at the Boar at dusk.”

				“Very well.”

				Apparently satisfied with that arrangement, Leah descended the long sweeping staircase on his arm. Heads close together, they would appear to the casual observer to be engaged in deep, intimate conversation. In actual fact Hal was struggling to stop Leah from laughing aloud. Immersing herself in the role she was playing, she obviously found the entire situation amusing. He tried frowning but her levity was infectious and he too began to laugh.

				The small salon was situated directly at the foot of the stairs, and the doors were open. Polite feminine chatter reached Hal’s ears but, as their descent was observed, the voices abruptly faded away.

				“They must have seen us,” Leah said, stating the obvious.

				“That is rather the point.”

				Hal swept her into the room with an elegant flourish and bowed to the ladies. He ignored Flick, whose mouth had dropped open in astonishment.

				“Good morning, ladies,” he said. “How kind of you to call on my sister. I trust I find you all in good health?”

				Lady Bentley recovered first. “Lord Denby, I thought...that is to say, I was given to understand—”

				“I believe you know Miss Elliott,” he said, proceeding to introduce Leah to Lady Bentley’s two companions, who’d not been at the dinner party. “Leah, my dear, I think you will be perfectly comfortable if you sit here beside your sister. I shall stand directly behind you, just in case I can be of any service to you.”

				“You’re doing it too brown,” Leah whispered in his ear as she took her seat.

				Beth’s eyes almost popped out of her head but she had the good sense to hold her tongue. Flick and Hal between them kept the conversation flowing, with occasional contributions from Beth.

				Lady Bentley looked as though she’d sucked on a lemon as she sent frequent disapproving glances in Leah’s direction. She was clearly bursting with curiosity. It was also obvious that she still didn’t look upon Leah as serious competition for her darling daughter, meaning this whole charade had been for naught.

				Now that Hal thought about it, what other conclusion could she possibly have drawn? Lady Bentley probably planned to berate Hal for displaying his mistress so flagrantly, since what other position could Leah possibly occupy in the life of a respected aristocrat?

				Ten long minutes later the deputation took their leave.

				“What on earth was that all about, Hal?” Flick asked as soon as the door closed behind the departing matrons.

				“Ask Miss Elliott,” Hal said, making his own rapid exit.

				* * *

				Leah assuaged Flick’s and Beth’s curiosity with vague half-truths. “Lord Denby mentioned something about Lady Bentley misunderstanding his intentions,” she said.

				“Ah,” Flick said, a mischievous smile tugging at her lips. “I see.”

				Beth shot her a narrow-eyed glance, clearly not deceived. Flick looked equally unbelieving but was too well-mannered to press her. They must have heard about the article in Mr. Morris’s newspaper—Lady Bentley would have wasted no time in dropping that juicy on dit into the conversation. Leah felt a fresh bout of shame wash through her. She had given Beth her word that she wouldn’t report anything she heard at the dinner party, and her sister would think she had reneged on her promise.

				The girls escaped soon after luncheon, conveyed back to the gatehouse in style in one of the Forster carriages.

				“I know what you’re thinking, Beth,” Leah said as soon as they were alone. “And I don’t altogether blame you, but what’s done is done and at least I managed to put things right, after a fashion, for his lordship.”

				“Perhaps, but at what cost to yourself?”

				“Bah, that’s of no consequence.” Leah waved Beth’s objections aside. “I’ve learned my lesson and won’t repeat my mistake.”

				“I’m glad to hear you say so.”

				They hadn’t been home for more than half an hour before their aunt descended upon them.

				“Well, miss,” she said, sailing into the sitting room and glaring at Leah with unmitigated dislike. “What have you to say for yourself?”

				The girls stood and curtsied. Aunt Augusta didn’t acknowledge the gesture.

				“Good afternoon,” Leah said calmly.

				“Flaunting yourself with Lord Denby, indeed!” Aunt Augusta threw herself into a chair and rested her head dramatically in her hands. “I shall never be able to show my face in this town again.”

				Leah arched a brow. “I fail to see why.”

				“I heard it all from Lady Bentley. She kindly made a point of calling to see me, just to make sure I knew how you conduct yourself when left to your own devices.” Leah wanted to interrupt but knew any such attempt would be futile. Her aunt needed to vent her spleen so it would be as well to let her get it over with. “Cat got your tongue, has it, young lady?”

				Oh, so she was allowed to speak. “There’s nothing mysterious or unseemly about my behaviour.” Fortunately her aunt couldn’t possibly know about that wretched kiss. “Lord Denby merely conducted me into the salon where Flick was entertaining, nothing more.”

				“Nothing more, you say!” Aunt Augusta’s eyes bulged, her face red with rage. She leaned close to Leah to emphasise a point, the aroma of brandy strong on her breath. “Lord Denby is about to become engaged to Miss Bentley. He is nothing to you.”

				“If he is betrothed to Miss Bentley, I don’t understand why you’re in such high ropes.”

				“You’ve made a laughingstock of us all. I shan’t be able to visit the Hall again.”

				Since, as far as Leah was aware, she had only been invited there once since her friend had moved away, she failed to see why her aunt was in such a dudgeon. “I didn’t think you approved of the marquess, aunt, so why should being deprived of his society concern you so much?”

				“Stupid girl, you understand nothing! If one only associated with people one approved of, one would have very few engagements.”

				“Look, I don’t mean to—”

				“Lord Denby could only be interested in you for one possible reason.” Aunt Augusta shuddered. “It’s too sordid for words.”

				Leah’s temper was rising and she struggled to maintain a façade of impeccable calm. “I don’t have the pleasure of understanding you.”

				“Oh, you understand me perfectly well, just as I start to understand you. Well, it won’t serve. You will not have anything more to do with him, young lady, do I make myself clear? Your uncle is too softhearted for his own good. He took you both in, against my specific advice I might add, and this is how you repay him. Well,” she said, shaking a finger at Leah, “if one more word of inappropriate behaviour reaches my ears, then you will be out of here before the day is out.”

				“I have not—”

				“I’ve told Lady Bentley that it’s all an unfortunate misunderstanding and she need not worry about you embarrassing her daughter when she’s on the brink of becoming betrothed. Her ladyship was kind enough to overlook your disgusting want of propriety and has invited Sir Percy and me to dine next week.”

				Aunt Augusta was unable to keep the pride from her voice, causing Leah and Beth to share a glance. So that’s what this visit was really about. Leah’s conduct had forced Lady Bentley to recognize their aunt when previously she had barely noticed her. As the widow of an earl full of her own self-importance, a mere baronet’s wife wasn’t the sort of person she would usually consort with.

				“It has never been my intention to embarrass anyone,” Leah said in a placating tone.

				“Make sure it stays that way. If you wish to remain living here, keep away from Lord Denby and leave the coast clear for Miss Bentley.” Aunt Augusta gathered up her reticule and made for the door. “Don’t say you haven’t been warned.”

				The girls returned to their seats, neither speaking. Leah was furious. With Lady Bentley for being so determined and with herself for writing that damned article. She’d placed their living arrangements in jeopardy by playing a reckless game with Lord Denby that had gone dangerously awry. When would she ever learn?

				She was unsettled by her aunt’s diatribe, more disturbed still by the speed with which news of her behaviour had spread through the village. She didn’t much care for her own sake but Beth, she now realised, would be tainted by association.

				Only the loud ticking of the long clock disturbed the silence as Leah continued to fume. Then, quite without warning, Beth burst into unladylike guffaws of laughter. It was the last reaction Leah had expected.

				“What is it, darling? What do you find so diverting?”

				“She really is—” Beth paused to mop her eyes. “I didn’t realise that her pretentiousness ran quite so deep.”

				“Yes, well—”

				Beth curled up with laughter again and Leah, seeing the funny side of it, joined in. They laughed until they cried, caught one another’s eye and laughed some more.

				* * *

				Disguised as Leon, Leah made her way to the Boar just as the sun was setting, determined not to prejudge Lord Denby’s motives for harbouring a Frenchman. Or to dwell upon that damned kiss. She touched her lips and then repeatedly ran her tongue across them. They still felt bruised. Desire trickled through her at this physical reminder of his crushing passion. If he could put that much feeling into an act that was precisely that—a ploy to deceive others and which meant absolutely nothing to him—then she envied the lady who eventually won his heart.

				Lord Denby was evidently a man of extremes. His anger was as violent as his male appetites and he’d woken in her—albeit unintentionally—a deep hunger to experiment. Leah, through her reading, knew a great deal about the finer details of relationships between the opposite genders. Up until this point theory had always been enough for her, but she now nursed a raging desire to experience them for herself. Even though she planned to discontinue her tarnished career as a gossipmonger, she couldn’t as easily turn off her curious nature. Having decided against marriage was no impediment to furthering her experience. If anything it was an advantage. There was only one gentleman of her acquaintance who agitated in her the desire to know more. She was on her way to meet him now and he most certainly wouldn’t consider her a suitable candidate for matrimony.

				The question was, would he be prepared to accommodate her request? More to the point, how ought she to go about enticing him?

				Her mental perambulations brought her to the Boar. There was less activity there this evening, making it harder for her to blend in with the crowd that customarily spilled outside its doors. Her arrival was observed by more than one patron. She felt uneasy, wishing now that she’d at least brought Pickle with her. She’d hardly reached the now-familiar stretch of ground behind the tavern before the marquess materialised, dressed as casually as he had been on the previous evening.

				“Come,” he said, not wasting time with words.

				He took her arm and led her to the small inlet where the wherry had beached yesterday. She wondered if they would again go to The Celandine but he turned her towards the lee of the cliff face instead. A blanket had been laid on the shingle and he invited her to sit. It was now almost full dark but one small lantern, set on a rock, illuminated the scene.

				Light danced across his lordship’s features, which appeared tense, almost as though he was conducting some sort of inner battle with himself. He hadn’t once looked at her and she wondered if he was having second thoughts about confiding in her. Well, it was too late for that. If he imagined he could fob her off with vague explanations and half-truths, he clearly didn’t comprehend the extent of her dogged determination.

				Leah seated herself on the uncomfortable pebbles and cast him an expectant glance. Lord Denby perched on the edge of a boulder, still looking everywhere except at her, and was quiet in a way that seemed to suck the atmosphere from the air.

				“I promise not to tell,” she said, trying for a flippant tone, unsure if she’d succeeded when he finally turned to look at her and grimaced.

				“I should never have taken you to the damned boat,” he said.

				“But you did.” She tilted her chin, concerned by the worry lines she could now detect etched in his forehead. “Is it so very bad?” she asked quietly.

				He clearly didn’t consider that the question required an answer. Instead he sucked in a deep breath and, glancing once again at his boat swaying serenely at anchor, started to talk.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				“Mrs. Wilkinson can usually be relied upon to spread inaccurate rumours,” he said with a mirthless grin. “In the case of my war record, she didn’t disappoint.”

				“Let me guess,” Leah said softly. “You served your country with distinction.”

				He inclined his head. “I like to think so.”

				“And yet you deliberately led Mrs. Wilkinson to believe otherwise.” The lips he had so enjoyed kissing just that morning turned up at the corners. “Why would that be?”

				He lifted his shoulders, pausing to select exactly the right words. “My work was of a delicate and secret nature. Many lives depended upon my discretion. There’s only so much I can tell you, even now. Emotions still run high, people who followed their consciences and risked their lives for their beliefs aren’t safe.” He drew in a long breath. “The Celandine’s qualities came into their own during the war. We slipped in and out of France all the time, ostensibly smuggling but in reality helping the government to keep their spy network intact and informed.”

				She opened her remarkable eyes very wide. “You were a spy?”

				“More a spymaster. We transported people into sensitive areas, brought back reports of enemy manoeuvres, that sort of thing.”

				“Dangerous work.”

				He dismissed that suggestion with a casual shrug. “But essential.”

				“I would imagine so, but it hardly explains the presence of a young Frenchman on your boat.”

				“Not all Frenchmen were supportive of Napoleon’s mad tactics.”

				She considered his words for a moment before responding. “And presumably not all English backed our cause.”

				“Quite.” Hal’s eyes lingered on her features, bright and inquisitive in the flickering lantern light. In spite of all he knew about her, in spite of the problems she’d caused with Lady Bentley, he somehow knew he could trust her and decided to tell her the absolute truth. “The young man you saw is Jean-Philippe Ramon, son of the Comte de Boulogne. The comte was one of Napoleon’s most trusted advisors.”

				“Oh!”

				“Jean-Philippe is just seventeen.”

				“Go on,” she said when he paused again.

				“The comte was the French ambassador to his majesty’s court at St. James’s, until war broke out and he was recalled. At first a staunch Napoleonic supporter, he gradually began to question his leader’s objectives and came to the conclusion that he was putting personal ambition ahead of his country’s best interests.” Hal threw his head back and closed his eyes. “Certain factions within our government were still secretly in communication with the comte, and when they learned of his dissatisfaction he was persuaded to work for us. He supplied us with invaluable information that probably shortened the duration of the war and saved many lives from being needlessly sacrificed.”

				“Then he had great courage. I can imagine the struggles he must have had with his conscience.”

				“He was an honourable man and I was privileged to call him friend.”

				“Why is his son hiding on your boat?”

				“Because his father was murdered a month ago.” Hal ground his teeth. “Sliced through with a sword like a side of beef.”

				“French patriots presumably discovered what he had done.”

				“No, it wasn’t the French who killed him.” Hal held her gaze. “It was an Englishman.”

				Leah gasped. “How can you possibly know that?”

				“Because Jean-Philippe was in the house at the time. He heard a commotion and raised the alarm. He was just in time to see the man who did it before he fled.”

				Leah raised a hand to her mouth. “That’s terrible.”

				“He’s lucky to be alive. The assassin knew he’d been seen and tried to come back for Jean-Philippe. Fortunately I was already on my way to France in response to a summons from the comte. I discovered what had happened but Jean-Philippe was long gone. I had arranged with his father that if he was ever in trouble he should wait for me in a small house on the outskirts of Paris. I went there, just in case, and found Jean-Philippe had had the presence of mind to go there and wait for me. He was with the other man you saw on the boat. His name is Marcel Martell and he is Jean-Philippe’s tutor.”

				“Does Jean-Philippe know the identity of the killer?”

				“No, that’s the problem. He’d seen him with his father once before and knew he was English because he heard them talking in that language, and because of his clothing. He will be able to recognise him if he sees him again, obviously.”

				“And so you must try to ensure that he sees him, without putting him in danger.”

				“Yes.” Hal sighed. “That’s about it.”

				Leah frowned. “Why would an Englishman kill someone who supported our cause?”

				Hal flashed a brief, humourless smile. “You’ve gone straight to the heart of the matter.” He drew a deep breath. “Jean-Philippe’s father was one of our most prized assets in France and only a very few people knew he was working for us.”

				“So whoever killed him must have been one of the select few who knew his true identity.” She wrinkled her brow. “But why kill him when the hostilities had come to an end?”

				“I don’t actually know the answer to that, but I can guess.”

				“The killer was doing the reverse,” Leah said slowly. “Feeding information to the French.”

				“Precisely. Jean-Philippe’s father had sent a message to the Admiralty shortly before his death, asking for a meeting. He said he had information that was too sensitive to set down on paper, which was why I was on my way to see him in person.”

				Leah looked off into the distance, as though seeking inspiration. “He knew the identity of the English traitor and so had to be silenced.”

				“Yes, that’s what we—the Lord of the Admiralty and I—suppose. It can only be one of four men and we aim to draw the culprit into a trap. I’ve put out word that Jean-Philippe is under my protection for that precise purpose.”

				“Which is why the Hall is so well guarded?”

				“Yes, and also why I won’t install Jean-Philippe there. I won’t place Flick in the immediate line of danger. Besides, keeping him on the ship with my small and loyal crew to guard him is a much safer option. The staff at the Hall is loyal too, but word would still somehow leak. With such a large establishment, it’s inevitable.” He shook his head. “It’s better this way.”

				“Especially if the Boar is a disreputable establishment, no longer frequented by local ladies because no respectable female would be seen dead in there,” Leah said with a smile that, even in the flickering lantern light, affected him profoundly.

				“Exactly. I had the landlord lower the price of ale for local seamen who served during the war as a token of my thanks. Word spread through the district quickly, of course, ensuring a steady flow of not especially reputation individuals to the locality.” Hal laughed. “Most of them probably never served a single day for king and country, but that’s no matter. They’re making themselves useful to me now.”

				“You expect agents working for the killer to infiltrate the Boar?”

				“Yes, it’s no secret that my brothers and I are in and out of that establishment all the time. In their place I would set someone to follow one of us, hoping to be led to Jean-Philippe.”

				“That hasn’t happened yet?”

				“No, no one has tried it. We’d know if they had because we’re constantly on our guard.” He expelled a long, frustrated breath. “I was so sure it would work.”

				“It’s a clever plan,” she said, nipping at her lower lip with her teeth, an unconscious habit of hers that he rather enjoyed observing. Expect he’d prefer to be the one doing the nipping—and not just at her lip. “They can’t get to The Celandine because your crew would see a strange wherry approaching long before they reached the ship. And if they follow you or your brothers, presumably you have a plan in place to capture them and discover who they work for.”

				“Yes, much good it’s done me. All this time and nothing. Even Jean-Philippe is starting to think that he overreacted and is in no actual danger.”

				“I won’t ask you to tell me the names of the men you suspect, but at least tell me this much. Are they gentlemen?”

				“Yes, they’re all titled. I had thought of inviting them here, but only as a last resort. For one thing, it might arouse their suspicions.”

				She picked up a handful of shingle and allowed it to slip through her fingers, clearly mulling her plan over before she shared it with him. “You persuaded sailors to come to the Boar with promises of cheap ale, did you not?”

				He nodded. “Absolutely, but that was different. And I don’t want to expose Flick to the society of possible traitors.”

				“Yes, I can quite understand that. I was about to suggest...”

				He focused his gaze on her profile. “What devilment do you have in mind this time?”

				“That you throw a celebratory ball at the Hall to honour the gentlemen who fought for our side, but perhaps it wouldn’t—”

				“No, you have something there.” Hal sat up a little straighter, staring intently at her. “It would be the most natural thing in the world to invite the suspects to such an event. They probably won’t question such a patriotic gesture but, even if they do, I’m willing to wager they won’t forgo such a prime opportunity to get close to me. And it would be a lot easier to ensure Flick’s safety in such a situation. But it will take some planning and I don’t have time on my side.”

				“Balls can be planned very quickly if one has the will, money and manpower to make it happen.” She tilted her head and smiled at him. “I believe you have all three, and I will help Flick to bring it about, if you like.”

				He did like, very much indeed. “Thank you. She will doubtless appreciate your support.”

				The idea was taking hold. He and his brothers had decided against any social interaction with the suspects a few weeks previously but the situation had changed, Jean-Philippe was becoming restless, and so chances needed to be taken.

				“You ought to have one room, or perhaps several rooms on the nursery floor, locked and heavily guarded. Whoever is here looking for Jean-Philippe will snoop around the house when the ball is in full swing and they’re least likely to be detected, and find that guarded door. I certainly would,” she added with an impish smile.

				“I daresay, but if I take up your idea then you must promise me not to venture from the safety of the ballroom.”

				She widened her eyes. “Why would I do that?”

				He chuckled. “Because you can’t help yourself. Even if what you say is true, that you no longer intend to write for Mr. Morris’s rag, you still have an untamed side to your character, thirsty for adventure.”

				Hal very much hoped that Leah intended to end her association with Morris. Aware that financial expedience might cause her to have a change of heart, he’d despatched a note to a man he trusted, asking him to look into Morris’s background as a matter of urgency. Something about that man didn’t ring true—and that wasn’t only because of the trouble he caused with his scandal sheet. Hal couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d somehow cheated Leah. Out of what, he couldn’t have said, but he’d long since learned to trust his instincts.

				“You don’t make me sound very attractive,” Leah said with a reckless laugh.

				He reached forward, pulled the cap from her head and her glorious red hair tumbled free in a wild tangle of corkscrew curls, almost reaching her waist. “On the contrary, I find you compelling,” he said softly. “One good turn deserves another. You have suggested a way to resolve my problem, so what can I do for you in return?”

				A soft gasp escaped her lips, almost as though she’d been waiting for the question, but she didn’t immediately speak.

				“There must be something you want.”

				“Yes, actually there is.” She sat a little straighter and leaned towards him. Her hair fell forward and Hal felt a strong compulsion to reach forward and run the silky strands through his fingers. Something about this obstinate, disobedient, unconventional and highly intelligent female appealed to him on a baser level. “Lord Denby, I should be exceedingly grateful if you would tutor me in the art of...er...” She lowered her eyes, hesitating for an eternity. “Amour,” she said defiantly, raising her eyes to his face again, a faint challenge evidenced in the defiant tilt of her chin.

				“What!” He thought he’s misheard her, but even in the dim lantern light he could see a fiery blush creep up her cheeks, deep enough to match the colour of her hair. “What madness is this?”

				“I’m in perfect control of my senses, I thank you, and entirely serious in my request.”

				Hal could see that she did actually mean what she said. “Why?” he asked, suddenly feeling the urgent need for a strong tot of brandy.

				“Do you find the prospect so very disagreeable? I’m sorry if you do. I don’t mean to be a trial. I’m a fast learner so it shouldn’t take up very much of your time. Besides,” she added, shrugging but again avoiding his eye, “you did ask how you could be of service to me.”

				Hal made a helpless gesture with his hands. “When I made that offer, I didn’t have the deflowering of maidens in mind.”

				“I’m sure you didn’t but, you see, you really only have yourself to blame,” Leah said. “You must by now have noticed my innate sense of curiosity. Indeed, you’ve already remarked upon it.” Hal nodded, incapable of saying a word. “My father’s to blame for that. He encouraged me to learn everything I could about a subject if it interested me. He said I should be in possession of all the facts so that I could make up my own mind and not rely on others’ opinions.” She shrugged. “It’s a habit I’ve never been able to break.”

				“Yes,” he said, finding his voice, “but even so—”

				“You aroused my interest when you kissed me today.” She reached up to touch her lips, as though she could still sense his kiss lingering upon them. “It wasn’t a subject that had ever engaged my attention before but you made me wonder... Well,” she continued in a voice that suggested they were discussing something mundane, like the price of corn, “the damage is done and I won’t rest now until I know more.”

				“When you are married, that’s the time to learn about such things.”

				“You’re not married,” she pointed out, pinioning him with a knowing look.

				“That’s different.”

				“Because you’re a man?” She shook her head. “I don’t see why.”

				She didn’t know what she was asking. Hal could happily sweep her into his arms and ravish her right then and there on those uncomfortable pebbles. He realised now that he’d spent half the time he’d been here with her resisting that very urge. And now here she was, offering herself to him as though it was a scientific experiment. It was enough to drive a man demented.

				“The answer is no, Leah,” he said.

				She pouted. “Do you find me that unattractive?”

				“Not at all, but you have to—”

				“I know I’m not beautiful like Beth, or well-bred like the ladies you’re accustomed to mixing with, but still.” She glanced down at her hands primly folded in her lap. “We’re destined to be in each other’s company for the next week or two whilst we arrange this ball. I don’t see why we can’t make a little time for ourselves.”

				Against his better judgement he lifted a hand and gently traced the curve of her face. “I think you’re quite lovely.”

				“There’s no need to say that. I know it isn’t true. I have freckles,” she said dramatically, making it sound like a contagious disease. “My nose is too long and my jaw too...well, it just isn’t right. But when you kissed me in your study earlier today you made me feel...well, special,” she said, not looking at him. “I found it rather pleasant.”

				“Rather pleasant!” If she carried on insulting him, she’d get her wish because he’d feel compelled to change her opinion. “Is that the best you can do?”

				“My apologies. It wasn’t my intention to damage your masculine pride,” she said, chewing her lower lip in an obvious effort not to laugh. “You must forgive me if I’m being gauche but I don’t know how else to express my wishes. You see,” she continued, propping an elbow in her bent knee and resting her head in her hand, “despite your reluctance, I’ve quite made up my mind to discover what happens next. Oh, and if your fear is impregnating me, rest easy on that score. From my reading, I’m well aware that there are ways to avoid that fate.”

				She fixed him with a sincere yet meltingly innocent gaze, as though daring him to defy her. He didn’t because he was too busy choking.

				“I beg your pardon,” he said, when he recovered the power of speech.

				“Don’t be coy, Lord Denby, it doesn’t become you.”

				“You’re serious,” he said, shaking his head. “You’re actually asking me to seduce you.”

				“I believe I am.” She smiled, clearly gaining in confidence. “As you know, my reputation is now quite in tatters. My aunt called round this afternoon and scolded me for a full half hour. I am not to throw myself at you, apparently.”

				“I’m sorry about your aunt.”

				“So too am I,” Leah said with a rueful grin. “I have Beth’s future to consider.”

				“And require your uncle and aunt to acknowledge you in order that your sister can gain a foothold in society?”

				“Precisely. I shall have to behave perfectly from now on—at least in public—in the hope of regaining my aunt’s good opinion.” Leah grimaced, not looking too optimistic about achieving that ambition. “It also seems that Miss Bentley has not given up on you, or rather her mother hasn’t.”

				Hal rubbed his face with his hands. “So we ruined your reputation for nothing.”

				“And removed any impediment that might prevent us from continuing with our charade.”

				“I don’t anticipate seeing Lady Bentley or her daughter in the near future, so that won’t be necessary.”

				“I rather think they plan to see you.” Leah flashed a brief smile and as quickly averted her eyes from his face. “I don’t plan to ever marry, so I don’t feel bound by the rules that govern society. I shall see Beth comfortably settled and then find an intellectual pursuit to see me through to my old age. That being the case, there can be no possible harm in your complying with my request. Unless you find me entirely repulsive—”

				“That’s not it.”

				“In which case I shall excuse you and find someone else to satisfy me.”

				Hal spluttered, wondering if her choice of words had been deliberately provocative, and didn’t quite know what to say.

				“I am quite determined to see this through,” Leah said, “and once I make my mind up about something, I never change it.”

				Hal stared at his companion, for once lost for words. Moonlight reflected in her hair, turning it the colour of fire, and her silver eyes regarded him with absolute determination. She was serious about this. Her words, so innocently spoken, had aroused him. He shifted, seeking a more comfortable position, unable to find one. This naïve temptress had offered to help them organize a ball and in return had primly asked him to seduce her. His erection throbbed, his body entirely ready to comply with her request. His mind barely less so.

				“Will you do it, Lord Denby? Will you satisfy my curiosity?”

				Only by dint of his own iron self-control did he manage to repeat his earlier denial.

				“No,” he said. “I won’t.”

				* * *

				Leah’s face burned with humiliation. She seldom thought about her appearance, simply because it wasn’t anything special and didn’t engage her interest. For the first time she understood that it really did matter. If she was more feminine, took more trouble to highlight her better features, held her impertinent tongue and disguised her intelligence, perhaps the marquess wouldn’t be quite so repulsed by what he saw. And he must be repulsed because, unless her research was woefully wide of the mark, most men would jump at the proposal she’d just put to him.

				“Very well.” She stood and averted her gaze from the face that now hovered mere inches from her own. “You’ve made your disinterest quite apparent and I’m sorry to have embarrassed you. I should be getting home.”

				“Leah.”

				He placed a hand on her shoulder and she couldn’t avoid turning to look at him.

				“Yes, my lord, what is it?”

				“If we’re to become more intimately acquainted then you ought to address me as Hal.”

				“But didn’t you just say—”

				“I said I wouldn’t seduce you, and I meant it. I won’t take your virginity, sweet Leah,” he said softly, cupping her face with his hand, his thumb gently tracing the line of her jaw. “But there are many others things we could safely do. Things that will help you understand the pleasures you’ll forego if you really mean not to marry.”

				“What things?” she asked, staring straight into his eyes, although she was fairly sure she already knew.

				“I intend to change your mind about matrimony.”

				“You’re certainly welcome to try.” She licked her lips, which suddenly felt incredibly dry. “But from my personal observation, I find little evidence to support any argument that the marital state is particularly kind to my sex.”

				“And yet you claim your mother died of a broken heart.”

				“My parent’s marriage was the exception to the rule.”

				“How can you be so sure?”

				“Because I observe people and I have yet to notice any other union based on such an all-encompassing love. Nothing less would tempt me into marriage. I’ve seen what it does to women. I would no longer be allowed to hold opinions of my own, or do anything without first gaining my husband’s approval. Worse, I’d be expected to obey him in all things, even if he was quite wrong in his opinions.”

				He laughed. “I can see that might cause you some difficulties.”

				“Absolutely. I could never marry a man I didn’t love and respect, nor one who didn’t allow me the freedom to be myself.” She shrugged. “Since I cannot imagine that such a paragon exists anywhere in the universe—and even if he does, he’d never be interested in me—I think it safe to say that you won’t change my mind.”

				The gleam in his eye was positively lethal.

				“Come here,” he said, pulling roughly into his arms. “It’s time for your first lesson.”

				Her body collided with his, causing the air to leave her lungs in an extravagant whoosh as it bounced against the solidity of his chest. She looked up at him, expecting him to kiss her again. To her surprise and considerable disappointment he merely traced the line of freckles across her nose with his forefinger.

				“Far from being unsightly, they lend character to your face.”

				Leah screwed up the nose he’d just touched, the skin tingling where he’d made contact with it. “You make me sound like an actor in a play.” Even so, she was aware of her expression softening. “Character indeed!”

				Hal sighed. “What must I do to convince you of my sincerity?”

				“Oh, there’s no necessity for that. I don’t requirement compliments. After all, our affections aren’t engaged. We’re merely experimenting.”

				“Precisely my point. To pursue those experiments with the proper degree of passion, we must feel agreeably disposed towards one another.”

				Leah looked at him askance, unsure whether he was serious or merely amusing himself at her expense. “And that requires complimenting one another?”

				“It’s absolutely essential.”

				“Must we learn more about one another’s ideology as well?” she asked, wiggling in his arms.

				“Keep still!” he said, sucking in a deep breath.

				“Sorry, did I do something wrong?”

				“Nothing.” He grimaced as he spoke, making it sound as though she’d done a very great deal. “What do you wish to know about me?”

				All sorts of questions sprang to Leah’s mind. She wanted to know more about his work in the war. She wanted to know why he wasn’t on good terms with his step-mama. But most of all she wanted to know why he was unmarried.

				“Why do you wear your hair in a queue?” Leah winced as the words left her lips. She might not be able to attract him on a physical level but she had hoped to at least impress him with her intellect. Instead she’d asked the inane sort of question that any empty-headed miss would most likely voice.

				“Because I spend a lot of time at sea,” he said, not appearing to object to her curiosity. “It’s easier that way.”

				“Apparently you’re not a slave to the dictates of fashion.”

				He shuddered. “Absolutely not.”

				“It suits you,” she said, reaching up to touch the tail at the back of his head.

				“Thank you.” He smiled at her. “There, we’ve already paid each other a compliment. It’s not so very hard, is it?”

				“Why are you on bad terms with your step-mama?” she asked, emboldened by his languid state to ask such a personal question.

				“I will tell you one day,” he said, his tone making it apparent that the subject wasn’t open to debate at that particular moment.

				“Very well. I’m sorry about my inquisitive nature. It’s always getting me into trouble.”

				“But essential in your line of work?”

				“Yes.” Leah’s fingers rested on his shoulder. On a whim she reached down and touched the chest hairs peeping from the opening at the neck of his shirt. “I’ve never seen a gentleman such as yourself anything other than fully dressed before,” she said, unable to keep a note of curiosity out of her voice.

				“Then you will, all in good time,” he promised, finally dropping his head to offer her the kiss she’d almost given up on.

				His lips were as firm as she recalled. Firm and demanding. This time she knew what to expect but the almost arrogant authority that governed his actions, the feel of his large hands spreading across her back as his arms crushed her against him, still made her head spin.

				She was drawn towards Hal Forster but hadn’t expected to be quite so tempted by him. She fully intended to remain in control of the experiment she’d persuaded him to participate in, but the pure sensuality of the man tugged at her on a level she appeared unable to command. Desire flickered as she instinctively parted her lips beneath his. His mouth played against hers as his tongue delved and explored.

				Her hands were round his neck. She found the end of the ribbon that held his hair in place, pulled it free and ran her fingers through the thick tresses as they fell loose. They tumbled to his shoulders. Clearly surprised, he broke the kiss, eliciting a cry of protest from Leah.

				“You seek to undress me, little one?”

				“I was curious to see your hair, much as you wished to see mine.”

				“And so we continue to explore one another.” He took her hand and led her back to the blanket. He sat down, leaned his back against the boulder, not appearing to notice the discomfort of the pebbles, and pulled Leah into his lap. “How shall you live if you discontinue your work as a scribe?” he asked, his hands sliding confidently over her thigh.

				“Hmm?” Sensation reverberated through her like thunder as the motion of his hands filled her with selfish longing. She reminded herself that this was merely an experiment, it was essential to remain in control of her senses. “I have a little of the funds left that Mr. Morris gave me when Papa’s business was ruined.”

				“Enough to keep you both?” He nuzzled her neck, dropping a delicate line of kisses down its length, causing chaos with her turbulent emotions.

				She dropped her head back, giving him clearer access to her throat. “Just so long as we can stay at the gatehouse for a little longer,” she said breathlessly.

				“Why should you not?” His voice was muffled as his tongue lapped at the hollow at the base of her throat.

				“My aunt doesn’t want us there.” She shivered at the odd sensation rippling through her midsection. “If I don’t behave as she decrees, she’ll use it as an excuse to have my uncle evict us.”

				He chuckled. “Then it’s fortunate she can’t see you now.”

				The shirt Leah had tucked into her breeches appeared to have come loose. Her eyes refused to open but she knew it must have done because she felt cool air peppering her torso. Then a large hand came to rest on the linen of her chemise. Her first reaction was one of shock. Then her addled wits reminded her that she’d asked for this.

				She opened her eyes and chanced a glance at his profile as his hand crept higher, sucking the breath from her lungs. His features were soft, his expression caressing her as tenderly as the hand that remained on her thigh. He trained bright brown eyes on her profile but didn’t break the mood by speaking. With his hair falling around his face, rippling muscles visibly at work beneath the thin linen of his white shirt, he reminded Leah of a Viking warrior—strong, fearless and regal. Yes, definitely regal. There could be no mistaking that this man had been born to lead.

				He made her feel safe in a way she’d forgotten was possible. She and Beth had been alone in the world for five long years. Leah had felt the responsibility she bore for her sister every single day of those years. There had been no time to think about her own aspirations, but she hadn’t resented that sacrifice. Now, though, for however long her brief dalliance with this haughty aristocrat lasted, she would be selfish and think only of her own needs.

				His hand reached her breast and brushed against it so gently that at first she thought she’d imagined the contact. Even if she had there was no imagining the surging tide of heady emotion when his hand closed about one sensitized peak and gently caressed.

				“You like that?” he asked, his voice a husky whisper, so deep and low she could barely make out the words.

				“Yes.” She instinctively pushed herself into his hand.

				“Patience, little one,” he said, flicking her rock-hard nipple with his thumb, sending shivers of liquid excitement trickling down her spine.

				“I am being patient.”

				His laugh was soft and infectious. “No you’re not. You’re following your instincts. Usually that’s a good thing, except when in pursuit of pleasure. You see, pleasure ought never to be rushed.”

				“If I’m to follow my instincts, does that mean I can touch you in any manner I wish?”

				“No.”

				She angled her head, curious to know what she’d said to make him react so firmly. “Why not?”

				“Because I’m the instructor and you are the pupil.”

				She offered him a challenging smile. “I believe you’re afraid, my lord.”

				“Of you?”

				“Why else would you insist upon complete control? I understood that in matters of amour both parties should give and take.”

				His hand continued to caress her torso, stopping frustratingly short of her breasts, which no longer appeared to engage his interest.

				“Good heavens, whatever gave you that idea.”

				“Some of Papa’s books,” she said. “He had rare editions of erotic verse.”

				“And he allowed you to read them?”

				She could hear condemnation in his voice. “Of course. I did so about a year before he died.”

				“When you were fifteen?”

				“Yes. I’ve already told you, he encouraged me to broaden my mind.”

				“What did you read?” he asked, the hand on her thigh moving to her shoulder, where he picked up strands of her hair and let them fall through his fingers. He was no longer touching her inappropriately but the gesture still affected her profoundly.

				“Er, poems by Sappho of Lesbos.”

				Leah sensed rather than observed the elevation of his eyebrows. “In Greek?”

				“Certainly in Greek. It was a rare tome and one of my father’s most prized possessions. He vowed never to sell it, even though he was offered a goodly sum for it. That and other rare books like it were both his pleasure and his security for his family should he fall upon hard times.” Her voice caught and she expelled a sorrowful breath. “Unfortunately, in spite of his precautions, they weren’t secure enough to withstand fire.”

				He brushed his hand down the length of her hair and returned it to her thigh. “But they gave both him and you pleasure for a time.”

				“Yes, at least there’s that.” She smiled up at him, his features flickering in and out of focus according to the whim of the lantern. “I’ve also read Fanny Hill.”

				“Have you indeed!” His eyes expressed both surprise and amusement. “Then your education is complete and you have no need of me.”

				She jerked upright on his lap, removing her head from its comfortable resting place on his broad shoulder. “My education is theoretical. I require practical experience.”

				“If you’ve read Fanny Hill, then I’m surprised you asked me what else we could do.”

				“You refer to Phoebe instructing Fanny when she first arrived in London?”

				“Indeed. I’ll be your Phoebe, but I won’t be your Charles.”

				He lowered his head. Anticipating his kiss, she lifted her face, their lips melding in soft acquiescence. His kisses varied in intensity, but the passion and force that drove them was always volcanic. Leah pressed the breasts he’d just caressed against his chest, wishing there wasn’t the barrier of clothing between them, too timid to suggest removing it in such a public place.

				She could feel the strength of what Fanny would have referred to as his “wonderful machine” pushing into the back of her thighs and wriggled until it was closer to the place where she wanted it to be. Hal immediately broke the kiss and tipped her off his knee.

				“My rules, remember,” he said harshly.

				Leah, frustrated by his intransigence, was plagued by a different sort of desire to the one he’d just engendered in her. It was the desire to pick a fight with him. She wanted to tell him she was at least as determined as he was to have her way. If he thought she would allow him to hold back from his role as Fanny’s Charles, then he still had much to learn about her character.

				She resisted, frightened of scaring him off when he had been patently reluctant to enter into the arrangement in the first place.

				“Of course, my lord,” she said with a sweet smile.

				“Hal,” he reminded her as he picked up the blanket, folded it across his arm and steered her back towards the Boar.

				“Hal,” she dutifully repeated, scraping her hair back beneath her cap.

				“Just remember that you came to me for instruction and so we will play this game according to my rules.” Damn him, was he now a mind reader? He stopped walking and fixed her with a stern gaze. “Are we agreed?”

				“Yes, your terms are entirely satisfactory,” she said primly, crossing her fingers behind her back as she spoke.

				His deep throaty chuckle, full of wicked intent, caused her insides to roil.

				“Oh, you will be,” he said. “That I can guarantee.”

				“Shall you adopt my suggestion of a ball?” she asked, thinking it wise to change the subject as they made their way towards the gatehouse. She would never win an argument about romantic love with this master of the art.

				“I’ll talk to Rob about it when I return home but, yes, I think I very likely will.”

				“Good.” She flashed a brief smile in his direction and nodded her approval. “That poor young man must be running mad with all the waiting. He saw his papa murdered and must now hide away like a common criminal.”

				“He is starting to get impatient,” Hal acknowledged. “If I decide to go ahead with the ball I shall have Flick enlist your help, and that of your sister, with the preparations.”

				“With the greatest of pleasure.”

				They had reached the gatehouse. He bowed over her hand and kissed it with almost comical formality. Only the light in his eye gave her an indication of his true thoughts. He looked like a handsome pirate with his long hair still loose, waving about his shoulders. She wanted him to kiss her once more. Properly. With passion that hinted at the delights to come but knew he wouldn’t do it, not in such an exposed place.

				“Until tomorrow,” he said, releasing her hand and standing back so that she could walk through the gate he’d just opened for her.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				Hal strode back to the Boar, repeatedly shaking his head, unsure what he’d committed himself to. Leah Elliott was a complete puzzle to him—like no other woman he’d ever met. No sooner did he think he understood her than she revealed another aspect to her character that rendered him speechless.

				He mentally catalogued all he’d learned so far, wondering what further revelations he still had to look forward to. He was fairly sure she had hidden depths and he was in for further surprises. She single-handedly supported her sister, selflessly setting aside her own aspirations to secure her sibling’s future. It probably made her skin crawl to have anything to do with Morris’s tawdry publication but she contributed to it anyway, doing what had to be done in order to survive. She sang like an angel, was attractive in an unconventional sort of way, possessed a body that would reduce even the most devout monk to self-flagellation, and considered reading erotic poetry in Greek to be a normal activity.

				To cap it all, she had now calmly invited him to bed her, simply because the subject had piqued her curiosity. Hal scrubbed a hand down his face, willing to admit, at least to himself, that he was in trouble. He was in trouble because as soon as he touched her he wanted more. A damned sight more than a gentleman of honour could ask of her. She might be willingly offering it but, in spite of her intelligence, Hal wasn’t convinced that she fully understood the implications of that offer.

				He reached to the Boar and collected his horse from the ostler. Perhaps a fast canter home would dampen his ardour.

				Somehow he doubted it.

				Rob and Gabriel were both at home. Hal took a moment to retie his hair and then joined them in the drawing room, helping himself to a snifter of brandy.

				“I think I have a solution to our problem,” he said by way of greeting.

				“Good.” Rob cast aside the book he was reading and focused his attention on Hal. “Our visitor gets daily more restless.”

				“What’s your solution then?” Gabe asked.

				“A ball. I know we discussed having an entertainment of some sort and dismissed the idea, but Jean-Philippe is running out of patience so we’ll have to make it work.” Hal seated himself beside the fire and grinned at his brothers, waiting for the explosion that wasn’t long in coming.

				“A ball?” Rob’s looked astounded. “How the hell will that help? Somehow I find it hard to believe that you’ve developed a sudden yen for dancing.”

				“You hate entertaining,” Gabe reminded him.

				“Our suspects don’t appear to be in any hurry to visit us, so what say you that we take matters into our own hands?” Hal paused to take a long sip of his drink. “The ball will be to celebrate our victory over Napoleon. A lot of other people have held similar events so it won’t seem out of the ordinary. And since I worked closely with all our suspects, they’d feel slighted if I didn’t invite them.”

				Rob nodded. “It makes a peculiar sort of sense, I suppose. But are you sure it’s safe to have them here, at the Hall, I mean? When we discussed something less grand before, you worried for Flick’s safety.”

				“I shall ensure that she’s well protected throughout the night.”

				“If any of the suspects decline the invitation then presumably we can cross them off the list,” Gabe said.

				“Exactly so.”

				“I’m not convinced it will work, but it’s worth a try,” Rob rubbed his chin and scowled off into the distance. “Jean-Philippe is so bored that he’s starting to sulk. I spent all the evening on board playing chess with him, and letting the young tyke win, I might add, all the time trying to persuade him it won’t be for much longer.”

				Hal chuckled, knowing how hard it must have been for his chess master brother to deliberately throw a game to an inferior player. “We all have to make sacrifices.”

				“Some more than others.” Rob levelled his gaze on Hal’s face. “Seriously though, we’ve been telling Jean-Philippe that it will soon be over for a month now. It’s not what he wants to hear and he no longer believes it anyway.” Rob shrugged. “Can’t say as I altogether blame him for that. He’s not the brightest spark in the tinderbox but even he must have realised by now that we’re not making any progress in identifying his father’s killer.”

				“Balls take time to organise,” Gabe pointed out.

				“Not necessarily.” Hal rang the bell. “Potter,” he said when the butler materialized, “I plan to give a ball. Can all the arrangements be put in hand in ten days?”

				Potter, to his credit, didn’t flinch. “If I can hire additional staff, my lord, then I don’t anticipate any difficulties that Mrs. Goodson and I between us won’t be able to manage.”

				“Good man. I’ve leave it to you to inform Mrs. Goodson.”

				“That could be a problem,” Rob said. “Hiring outside help, I mean. We don’t want strangers on the estate.”

				“Can you find all the people you need in the village, Potter?”

				“Undoubtedly, my lord.”

				“Very well then, hire whoever you need, just so long as they’re locals.”

				Potter inclined his head. “Twenty additional persons should be sufficient.”

				“I shall discuss the arrangements with Lady Felicity in the morning and I’ll leave it to the three of you to get things organised. Other than a list of the people whom I wish to see invited, I’ll not get involved.”

				Potter looked relieved to hear it. “As your lordship pleases.”

				“Well, big brother,” Rob said after Potter left them. “Let’s hope your lordship’s pleasure bears fruit.”

				Hal, his mind still occupied with Leah’s extraordinary demands and pleasures of a very different nature, almost choked on his brandy.

				* * *

				Flick wasn’t given to lying in bed, so Hal knocked at her sitting room door at an early hour the following morning. He found his sister occupied at her writing desk. Whoever she was corresponding with, she clearly didn’t wish Hal to know about it, and hastily covered her half-written missive with a blotter.

				“Good morning,” she said, swivelling on her seat to face him and offering him a dazzling smile, presumably intended to divert his attention from her letter. “What have I done to deserve such an early visit? Presumably you’re displeased with me. I can’t think why that should be, but—”

				“For once I have no complaints to make about your conduct,” Hal said, suppressing a smile.

				“Well, that makes a pleasant change.” Flick wrinkled her brow. “So what—”

				“I plan to give a ball to celebrate our victory over Napoleon,” he said, throwing himself into a chair, simultaneously steeling himself to withstand her surprise and a barrage of questions.

				“Good heavens, what’s brought about this sudden desire to entertain?” she asked, elevating one brow. “First a dinner party and now this. If I didn’t know better, I might think you’d developed a sociable disposition.”

				“Nothing that drastic, I assure you. But even I must accept that our heroes should be properly recognized. Since, as Mrs. Wilkinson is so fond of reminding me, I’m the figure of authority around these parts, I ought to lead by example.”

				“Certainly you ought, but that’s never prevented you from following your own path in the past.”

				“Do you want to play the part of my hostess or should I look elsewhere?”

				“Well, of course I do! What a silly question.”

				“It will mean a lot of work.”

				“Do you want it to be for the benefit of our returning forces?”

				“Can a benefit be organised within the next ten days?”

				“Don’t be so silly.” Flick waved a hand. “Even ordinary balls take months to organise. If we are to turn it into a benefit then it will take even longer.”

				“This one won’t.” He stood to kiss the top of his sister’s head and made a mental note to think of some other way to support returning servicemen who had no employment awaiting them. “Ten days it must be.”

				“Oh, very well then.” Flick surprised him by putting up no further objections. “But I give you due warning that it will be bedlam here at the Hall between now and then.” She wagged a finger at him. “This is your idea, so don’t you dare complain.”

				“Me, complain?” Hal raised a haughtily innocent brow. “When do I ever do that?”

				Flick snorted but refrained from comment.

				“Here.” He handed her the list of people he wished her to invite.

				She scanned it and paled. “There are hundreds of names,” she wailed.

				“It wouldn’t be much of a ball if there were less than that.”

				“You’ve left off a lot of local names.”

				“Well, of course we must invite our neighbours, but you know who they are. I’ll leave the addition of their names to you.”

				“We shall have to invite Lady Bentley,” Flick said with an impish smile.

				“Naturally.” Hal schooled his features into a neutral expression as he headed for the door. “I’ve already primed Potter and by now he’ll have spoken to Mrs. Goodson.” He paused, turning back to face her with his hand on the doorknob. “You can’t do this all alone,” he said in a negligent tone. “Why don’t you get the Elliott girls to at least help you write the cards?”

				Flick cast him a considering look. “Yes,” she said slowly. “That’s a good idea.”

				* * *

				Hal returned to his study to find a report awaiting him from the investigator he’d put on to Morris. It confirmed much of what Leah had told him. The unworthy cove had set up as a pamphleteer in London very shortly after Leah’s father’s death. Too shortly, surely? His suspicions on high alert, Hal scowled and read on.

				



				Morris excels at setting others to do his bidding, whilst he sits back and rakes in the rewards. As well as his pamphlets, he also paid a number of Covent Garden lightskirts to pass on information about their customers. He then blackmailed them—the customers, that is. He was clever in that he didn’t target the aristocracy, probably aware that they would close ranks against him, but rather cits and supposedly respectable members of the middle classes.

				He miscalculated when he attempted to put the squeeze on Dominic Read, a textile merchant of growing reputation. I couldn’t find out precisely what Read did to drive Morris out of London, but he clearly didn’t fear exposure and called Morris’s bluff. Morris certainly hasn’t spent much time in the capital, as far as anyone knows, since decamping to Brighton in some haste.

				He claimed he left the capital because he wanted to start a regional newspaper in an area close to the Prince Regent’s playground. He has done that but I get the impression that he left town more from necessity than choice.

				Morris is now well established in Brighton, printing books as well as his paper. I haven’t yet been able to discover if he continues to use blackmail in his new environment but I am on my way to Brighton now and will report again when I have learned more.

				



				Hal folded the missive, deep in thought. He’d been wondering about Morris’s true purpose in deserting the capital. Now he knew that London had become unsafe for him. He also suspected that he’d somehow used the fire at Elliott’s print works to his advantage. Had he gone so far as to set it himself? It seemed unlikely since he gained nothing from it, but Hal’s instincts told him that the man knew more about it than he’d apparently let on.

				Hal was determined to discover what that something was.

				* * *

				Flick’s warning about the disruption that the organization of a ball would cause came back to haunt Hal since he could no longer call his house his own. Everywhere he went he tripped over servants, many of whom he didn’t recognize, polishing anything that didn’t move with supernatural vigour. They stood on ladders to dust chandeliers, polished silver that already looked sparkling clean, and rearranged furniture under Potter’s exacting command. The doors to the ballroom on the lower floor had been flung open, and the activity there was the most intense. An army of footmen moved with precision across the wooden floor, sweeping, polishing and applying chalk.

				Feminine voices emanated from the main library.

				“This one is for Major Harper,” Flick’s voice said. “He lives a mile or so on the other side of the village in the big ugly square house on the hill overlooking the cove. He’s an appalling old wind-suck who fancies himself as quite the dandy. Be on your guard if you’re unfortunate enough to dance with him, ladies, and it’s not your toes you need to look out for.”

				Flick continued to describe each of their neighbours in equally colourful terms as she wrote out their invitations. Hal poked his head round the door and found Flick, her old governess Miss Archer, Leah and Bethany industriously bent over piles of cards, pens scratching away. He couldn’t see the surface of the desk for the paper that covered it. He knew that Cowling, his secretary, was similarly occupied but he’d had the good sense to take himself off to his own lair.

				As though sensing his presence, Leah glanced up, caught his eye, blushed and as quickly looked away again. Hal suppressed a frustrated grimace, resolutely determined to discover in the not-too-distant future exactly how much of Leah’s delectable body was affected by her rosy blushes.

				“Good afternoon, ladies,” he said. “Hard at work, I see.”

				“Good afternoon, Lord Denby,” the younger Miss Elliott said shyly.

				“This is going to cost you a very expensive ball gown,” Flick said, trying to look displeased but unable to hide her excitement at the thought of such a large gathering—one at which she would, as hostess, be the centre of attention. If there was one thing Hal’s sister excelled at, it was being feted and admired.

				Hal rolled his eyes. “I didn’t doubt that for a moment.”

				Flick’s words made him doubt something else, though. Even if Leah and Beth possessed ball gowns, they wouldn’t be suitable for such a grand occasion. He would not have them attract derision by being unsuitably attired, but how the devil was he supposed to persuade his proud Peisinoe, as he thought of her, to accept the trifling gift of a new gown? The subject required his urgent attention, that’s not to say a little subterfuge.

				“Ring for the carriage, please, Hal. I shall deliver some of the local invitations myself immediately.” Flick flexed her writing hand and winced. “If I address one more card today my fingers will seize up.”

				“Take Beth with you, if you don’t mind,” Leah said, glancing at her sister.

				“Oh no,” Beth said, shaking her curls. “There’s still much to do. I’ll stay here and help you.”

				“You look pale. You’ve overdone it. Go with Flick and take a break. The air will do you good.”

				“Certainly you must come,” Flick said. “And you too, Leah. The rest of these wretched cards can wait.”

				“No, I shall continue here,” Leah said. “But, Miss Archer, you look quite done in. Perhaps you should retire to your chamber and rest for a while.”

				“I could do a little more.” The little governess, who was well past her prime, looked to Flick for guidance.

				“Nonsense, we’ve worked you too hard,” Flick said. “Take the rest of the day off. We have made good progress and can manage well enough without you.”

				“Very well, if you’re sure.”

				Miss Archer stood, curtsied to Hal and left the room.

				Hal, perfectly aware of Leah’s true purpose, bit back a laugh at the easy way in which she managed her companions. He returned to the sanctuary of his own study, the only area of the house unaffected by the upheaval, and waited.

				She knocked less than ten minutes later.

				“Come in,” he said, conscious of the amusement in his tone and the anticipation coursing through his body. “Miss Elliott.” He raised a brow in faux surprise as she closed the door quietly behind her. “What a pleasant surprise. Was there something I could do for you?”

				Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “Not you perhaps, but if Phoebe is at leisure to receive me?”

				Hal locked the door behind her, reached for her hand and led her to the chaise situated in an alcove away from the windows. He waited for her to arrange her skirts and then sat beside her.

				“You’re still quite determined to do this?” he asked, unsure how he wished her to respond.

				“More so than ever,” she said with an emphatic nod.

				“Well then, let’s not waste the opportunity you so artfully created.” He shifted sideways and was rewarded with a clear view of her profile. “What do you remember about Phoebe?”

				“She was directed to indoctrinate Fanny by the bawd who took her in. She was charged with awakening her passions so she’d know what to expect when a gentleman was introduced to her bed.”

				“So she was.” Hal twisted one of Leah’s curls round his finger, tugging gently, his eyes devouring her profile. “How did she go about it?”

				“They slept in the same bed and Phoebe paid homage to Fanny’s lovely body.”

				“La amour sapphist. The fantasy of every red-blooded male.”

				Leah’s expression showed surprise. “Such situations would be of interest to a man?”

				Hal chuckled. In spite of her extensive reading on the subject, she was still so much the innocent. “Certainly it would be.” Hal ran his arm across her shoulders, idly fiddling with another escaped curl. “How did Phoebe incite Fanny’s interest?”

				“Fanny was naïve, and frightened. She’d overheard talk. There would be a good market for her maidenhead and she was to be broken like a young filly to the mounting-block.” Leah shuddered. “That would be enough to frighten any young girl.”

				But not this one, apparently. Her eyes were round with curiosity rather than fear. “I’ve always thought that information was deliberately allowed to reach her ears, giving Phoebe a viable excuse to step in and comfort her.”

				“She felt safe with another woman because she didn’t have...how did Fanny describe it?” Leah paused. “‘A wonderful machine,’” she added, giggling.

				That laughter was Hal’s undoing. With a smothered adjuration he bent his head and captured her lips in a deep, drugging kiss. The intensity of her response surprised him. Her hands, with their long elegant fingers, reached for the back of his neck as she leaned into him with enthusiasm and not the least embarrassment. Resisting taking the inevitable step was going to be harder than he’d anticipated, and definitely required him to remain fully clothed, regardless of the discomfort caused to his throbbing erection.

				Hal broke the kiss and pushed gently until she was lying on the chaise.

				“Think of this chaise as Fanny’s bed,” he said, turning the words into a playful invitation.

				She nodded, clearly incapable of speech. Hal, unable to suppress a smile, loosened the ties that were conveniently situated at the front of her gown and slipped the bodice down her arms. She wore no corset and her firm breasts were now visible through the thin material of her chemise. He sucked in a breath, able to fully appreciate the magnificence of her body in a way that hadn’t been possible in the dim lantern light the previous evening.

				His hands hadn’t deceived him. She was every bit as lush as he had thought. He reverently cupped a breast, moulding, caressing, all the while watching carefully for any signs of distress, or for a change of heart. There were none. Instead she squirmed with impatience, biting her lower lip as she offered him a sultry smile. Unsure whether to be encouraged by the spontaneous nature of her reaction or to be put on his guard by it, Hal dropped his head and suckled a hard nipple through her chemise. His actions elicited a long moan.

				“You like that?”

				She sighed. “Very much indeed.”

				“Do you think Fanny felt reassured when Phoebe did the same thing to her?”

				“Huh?”

				It was obvious that his question hadn’t registered. Instead she furtively rubbed her thighs together, much as Fanny had done when with Phoebe. Taking the hint, he lifted her skirts and ran a hand along her lower leg, taking his time to raise it higher.

				“How did Phoebe introduce herself to Fanny’s most intimate places?” he asked.

				“Er...she introduced a finger into the quick, I think.”

				“She did indeed.” Hal’s hand brushed against the curls at the apex of Leah’s legs. “Shall I do that to you?”

				“If you don’t,” she said, her face flushed, her voice fractured, “I shall think myself very badly used.”

				Laughing, Hal nudged her legs apart, drinking in the sight of her exposed sex. “Don’t ever believe you’re not beautiful,” he said, his voice thick as his fingers continued to tantalize and taunt.

				“Don’t, Hal. Please, I need to—” She rotated her shoulders as though trying to relieve a physical ache. Hal knew how she felt. “The feeling, it’s...I can’t describe it.”

				“‘She brought me again to the crevice so favourable to our curiosity,’” Hal quoted, gently inserting one finger inside Leah, watching her reaction closely.

				She gasped, her eyes wide with shock.

				“How does it feel?”

				“Strange, intrusive and yet, I don’t know, like I’ve always been waiting for something like it.”

				“Ah, but you’ll never know the full extent of what you’re missing since you don’t plan to marry.” He removed the finger, sucked it into his own mouth and grinned. “You taste as sweet as summer,” he said, licking his lips with exaggeration. “Did reading about Fanny’s experiences make you feel the way you do now?”

				“No, I found it informative, nothing more.” She opened her eyes even wider still. “You appear to know the book very well. I believe you just quoted a passage verbatim.”

				Hal laughed. She didn’t need to know that he’d reread the appropriate passages the night before in anticipation of this moment. “I first read the book at the same age as you, except I didn’t do so with my father’s prior knowledge and consent. All the students at Eton were talking about it, I knew my father had a copy in here, and well—”

				“Of course!” Her soft smile melted his already vulnerable heart. “An essential part of any schoolboy’s education, I would imagine.”

				“Precisely.”

				She wriggled her lovely body into a more comfortable position, apparently unembarrassed by her state of semi-undress, even though he was still fully clothed. “But now you must finish what you started.”

				“Tell me what you want me to do, sweet Peisinoe.” He leaned closer, breathing the words against her ear. “Use Fanny’s language.”

				“My ‘mount-pleasant,’” she said on a fractured breath. “It would please me if you touched it again.”

				It would please Hal too. It would probably also drive him insane. Even so, he did as she asked, one finger continuing to delve inside whilst his thumb found her nub and agitated it. He bent his head to take a nipple into his mouth and ruthlessly increased the pressure of his thumb. She shattered beneath his fingers almost immediately, crying out as she bucked her hips against his hand.

				Smiling, Hal removed his hands, watching her as, eyes closed, she absorbed the full force of her first orgasm.

				“Welcome back,” he said, smiling when she opened eyes still cloudy with passion and looked up at him with genuine surprise.

				“I had no idea,” she said.

				“You would hardly have needed my services if you did.”

				Leah returned his smile. “Perhaps not.”

				“Knowing from Fanny’s account of it how one lady could please another, or indeed, please herself, were you never tempted to try it alone?”

				“No.” She looked rather shocked. “The thought never occurred to me.”

				“Good.”

				“Why does that please you? Surely you don’t disapprove. I thought you broader minded than that.”

				“No, I don’t disapprove of the theory. I’m merely pleased to have been the first to give you practical experience of your theoretical knowledge.”

				The explanation appeared to satisfy her and so he adjusted her gown, helped her sit up and retied the ribbons.

				“Thank you,” she said primly, trying ineffectively to rearrange her wayward curls into some semblance of order.

				“The pleasure was all mine.”

				“What shall we do next?” she asked, avoiding looking at him as she continued to fuss with her hair. She would have been better served to splash water over her face to cool it down, or do something about lips, swollen from his kisses.

				“How did Fanny describe the male organ?” he asked. “Other than as a ‘wonderful machine.’”

				“Let me try and remember.” She closed her eyes and tilted her head to one side. Hal resisted the almost overwhelming urge to kiss her again as he waited for her response. “‘An engine of love assaults’ was one way.”

				Hal crossed the room and reached to the shelf that held his copy of the book. He pulled it down and turned to the appropriate page.

				“‘Grasp a column of the whitest ivory,’” he read. “‘Beautifully streak’d with blue veins, and carrying, fully uncapt, a head of the liveliest vermilion: no horn could be harder or stiffer, yet no velvet more smooth or delicious to the touch.’ Fanny certainly had a way with words.”

				Leah licked her swollen lips. “Yes.”

				“How did she come to see this great white ivory column?”

				“Voyeurism. She and Phoebe concealed themselves and watched one of the other girls with her lover.”

				“And Fanny found the sight highly inflammatory, did she not? Phoebe was obliged to satisfy her lust in much the same manner that I just satisfied yours.”

				“Yes, rather frantically, right there in that cupboard.”

				“When passion strikes as fiercely as it stuck Fanny, location is of no consequence.”

				“Is that what we’re to do next?” she asked. “Observe others engaged in the act?”

				Hal regarded her closely. “Would you like that?”

				“Yes,” she said slowly. “I rather think I’d find it informative.”

				Hal roared with laughter. “I wouldn’t have you remain uninformed and so shall arrange it.”

				She took the volume of Fanny Hill from his hands and flicked through the pages. “This feels like such an old friend. And this edition is remarkably well preserved, just as my father’s...” She frowned, turned to the front cover and gaped. Her eyes swivelled between the book and Hal. All colour drained from her face and she looked to be on the verge of swooning. “This is my father’s copy,” she said in a strangled tone. “It’s one of the books that was destroyed in the fire.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Hal leapt forward, catching Leah as her legs buckled beneath her. His strong arms encircled her body, preventing her from crumpling to the floor, as she surely would have done otherwise. He helped her back to the chaise they’d just vacated.

				“Sit down and give yourself a moment,” he said. “You’ve had a severe shock.”

				Leah drew in several deep, calming breaths. Slowly her world stopped whirling and her wits were restored to her. Hal poured her a glass of water and held it to her lips, forcing her to take a sip.

				“Thank you,” she said, pushing the glass aside. “I feel better now.”

				“You’re quite sure about the book?”

				“Let me see it again.”

				He fetched it and placed it in her lap. Leah examined the binding, noting the dent in the leather at the top.

				“My father’s assistant dropped it and caused that damage,” she said. “Papa was quite cross with Jenkins and berated him for his clumsiness. I was there when it happened and so I remember it perfectly well. My father so seldom got angry that it stuck in my mind.” She opened the cover and examined the flyleaf. “Look at this.” She pointed to the initials neatly inscribed in one corner. “My father didn’t write his full name in his books, nor did he use a nameplate. He felt it would adversely affect their value if he ever had to sell them. But he took the precaution of initialling them as a protection against theft.”

				“So you’re absolutely sure.”

				“Yes.” She met his gaze and almost flinched. His eyes, softened with a heady combination of pleasure and passion when he’d been acting as her Phoebe, had now taken on a diamond-hard gleam. The marquess, she was fast discovering, wasn’t a comfortable person to be close to when he was displeased about something. “Where did you get it?”

				“I’m unsure.” He shrugged. “Part of Cowling’s duties is to seek out additions to my library.”

				“It must have been fairly recently.”

				“I agree with you. It isn’t the original copy of the book that I borrowed from my father, of that I’m quite certain.” He flashed a brief, mirthless grin that failed to banish the menace from his eyes. “That particular tome has dog-eared pages marking the most salacious passages. I, and two brothers after me, saw to that.”

				Leah rolled her eyes. “I daresay.”

				“I believe this, and several other valuable books, were added to my library a year or two ago.”

				“Which others?” She made to stand up but he placed a hand on her arm that stopped her. “Stay there. I’ll look.” He crossed to his bookshelves. “I know they were all of an erotic nature, so they’re probably shelved together.” He ran his hands along several spines. “Here we are,” he said, delivering another tome to her. “I’m certain this one arrived at the same time. I remember it particularly because it’s a rare first edition I’d been long hoping to acquire.”

				Leah glanced down at the worn cover of Erotopolis, The Present State of Betty-land. She knew, even before opening it, that it was her father’s most prized possession.

				“It was Papa’s,” she said, blinking back tears and then lifting her face to meet his gaze. “How can that be?”

				Hal seated himself beside her, took her hand in his and answered her question with one of his own. “Where did your father keep his rare books?”

				“In a strongbox that served several purposes. It kept the books safe from thieves, protected them from the elements and, here’s the irony, was supposed to also guard against fire.”

				“Morris told you he’d recovered them, I believe you said.”

				“Yes, but he said they were badly damaged by smoke. He had them restored as best he could and sold them for a fraction of their worth, giving the proceeds to me, less his expenses, of course.”

				“And yet these books were never exposed to fire,” Hal said softly.

				“Yes, I realise that.” She wrinkled her brow. “He deceived me. But how?”

				“That we have yet to ascertain.”

				But it looked to Leah as though he already had thoughts on the matter. “Tell me,” she said.

				“Morris was a blackmailer.” He told her a brief story about such exploits driving him out of London.

				“And yet he told me there were greater items of gossip to be gleaned from the prince’s court in Brighton because there was less formality, which was why he moved there.”

				“He still had you supply him with snippets from London.”

				“Yes, but not nearly as much as before, which greatly affected my circumstances. I thought he was doing it because he knew I needed the money.” She blinked back tears. “I’m starting to see that I was much too trusting.”

				“He kept throwing scraps your way because didn’t want you to think about those rare books he stole from your father?”

				“Yes, that must be it.” Leah shook her head, angry now at being so easily duped. For never having suspected Morris’s honesty. “He wasn’t normally given to generosity but I was desperate enough not to question his motives.”

				“And well he knew it,” Hal said through tightly compressed lips.

				“Do you think he blackmailed Papa into giving the books to him before he died?” Leah closed her eyes, desperately hoping it wasn’t the case but unable to think of any other reason for their being in Morris’s possession. “That would explain why he lied to me about their condition.”

				“Your father doesn’t strike me as the sort of person who would lay himself open to blackmail.”

				Leah shook her head. “No, nor me. He certainly held true to Mama. But what else—”

				“All in good time. Are you strong enough to stand?”

				“Yes, I think so.”

				She took the hand he extended and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet. The room remained in perfect focus, which she took to be a good sign. He steered her towards a chair in front of his desk, unlocked the door to the hall and rang the bell twice, apparently the signal for Cowling to attend him. When the secretary responded, Hal was sitting behind his desk, their respective situations entirely respectable.

				“My lord?”

				Hal indicated the two books on his desk. “We acquired these a year or two back. Can you recall from whence they came?”

				“It was closer to four years, my lord. They came from a reputable bookseller with premises in Bond Street. He is retained to notify me whenever items that might interest your lordship come into his possession.”

				“Do you recall the name of the seller?” Leah asked.

				“Dresden and Sons, miss.”

				Leah exchanged a glance with Hal. “I know them,” she said.

				“Do you have a receipt for that purchase, Cowling?”

				“In my office, my lord.”

				“Fetch it, if you please.”

				Leah and Hal waited for him in stultifying silence, each occupied with their own thoughts. Leah had never much liked Mr. Morris, but she had trusted him implicitly. It now appeared that her trust had been grievously misplaced.

				Cowling returned and placed the receipt on Hal’s desk.

				“Thank you, Cowling, that will be all.”

				The secretary bowed and left the room.

				“Let me see.” Leah jumped up and examined the receipt. “I can hardly believe it!” she cried. “Almost all of the books on this list correspond with those owned by my father. And, oh—”

				“What is it?” Hal, who was standing also and reading over her shoulder, appeared alarmed by the sudden change in her.

				“These prices, just look.” She was too outraged to do more than point at the amount paid for Erotopolis.

				“That’s less than it’s worth. Cowling did well.”

				“But I did not. That sum alone would have kept Beth and me in luxury for several years.” Leah picked up a paperweight, sorely tempted to hurl it across the room in an effort to relieve her anger and frustration. Apparently sensing it, Hal removed it from her hand and placed it out of her reach.

				“Before we decide what to do about this,” he said gently, “let’s first examine the rest of the books on this list and see if they also belonged to your father.”

				A short time later, Leah confirmed that they all had.

				“He had eight precious books and you now own six of them,” she said. “The two most valuable of all are not amongst them.”

				“If they were that valuable, Morris would have known it and probably sold them at auction.”

				“Yes, no doubt. He was awake on all suits when it came to the book trade.” She whirled about the room, too animated to remain still, her skirts whipping round her ankles and tangling with her feet. “Perhaps now you understand why I’m so reluctant to place my future in the hands of a man.”

				Hal’s own hand coming to rest on her shoulder stopped her in midpace. Muscled arms closed about her as he pulled her body against his own. She closed her eyes and rested her head on his broad shoulder, not averse to taking temporary comfort from his strength in spite of this latest example of male duplicity.

				“I understand you better than you imagine, little one,” he said softly. “Well enough to guess the nature of your thoughts at this moment.”

				“Then you will be aware that I feel so helpless,” she said, the incipient rage that coursed through her body reflected in her brittle tone. “I can’t prove my case against Morris, so there’s absolutely nothing I can do about him and he’ll get away with it.” She stamped her foot, narrowly avoiding his toes. “It’s infuriating.”

				“You might not be able to, but I can.” He placed a finger beneath her chin and tilted her head back until their gazes collided. “I have power and influence. Will you trust me to use them and right the situation on your behalf?”

				She blinked up at him. “How can you do that?”

				“I’ve no idea yet, but I have intelligence of his misdeeds on my side, which I shall somehow use to my advantage.” He lowered his gaze to her lips and his voice to a persuasive purr. “Morris is a blackmailer and a common criminal. He won’t get the better of me, on that you have my solemn word.”

				“Very well,” she said without hesitation. “I trust you, but you can’t have forgotten that you have concerns of a more immediate nature to occupy you.”

				“Morris will keep,” Hal said. Leah sensed power, strength and determination in the tightening of his jaw. He appeared as angry as she was, but controlled it better. “What he won’t do is escape.”

				“I do have one condition,” she said, feeling a lightness of heart at direct variance to her present circumstances.

				“Name it.”

				“Kiss me,” she whispered. “I need to feel reassured.”

				The words had barely left her lips before, with a wolfish smile, he bent his head, hair flopping across his brow, and did as she requested.

				* * *

				How Leah got through the rest of the day, she couldn’t later have said. When Flick and Beth returned they found her industriously writing cards. They weren’t to know that she’d made up for lost time, and expended some of her anger, by writing at a breakneck speed.

				“You’ve done splendidly.” Flick nodded approvingly at the neat pile of written cards.

				“How did the deliveries go?” Leah asked, smiling at both ladies, pleased to see the bloom returned to her sister’s cheeks.

				“Everyone’s in alt. Lady Bentley is convinced that the ball is really being held in her daughter’s honour, your aunt is delirious with joy, simply because she’s been invited, and Mrs. Wilkinson thinks that Hal’s only doing this because she took his behaviour to task.”

				Leah laughed. “Nothing unusual in any of those reactions.”

				“Our aunt’s entire attitude towards us has undergone a marked alternation,” Beth said. “We now can’t do anything wrong in her eyes and she’s delighted that we’re helping Flick.”

				“I’m delighted.” And hopeful that we won’t now be evicted.

				“Are you all right, Leah?” Beth asked, frowning at her sister. “You look a little odd.”

				“I’m fine,” she said, leaning back in her chair and stretching her arms above her head. “Just stiff from having sat in one place for so long.”

				“You’ve done too much,” Beth scolded. “I knew that would be the case if we left you alone. You think to reduce my duties by increasing you own.”

				Leah smiled a secret smile but said nothing, her insides flooding with warmth as she recalled the precise nature of her recent activities.

				“We shall have tea,” Flick said, ringing the bell. “That will soon revive you. We were offered it everywhere we went but declined. Had we not, we would never have made all our calls, so we’re quite ready for a cup ourselves.”

				Tea was duly served and Leah made a herculean effort to contribute to the conversation, even though she was thoroughly preoccupied. Not, as ought to have been the case, with Mr. Morris’s shameful deeds but with deeds of a very different nature carried out by the master of this house with expertise, tenderness and exquisite attention to detail.

				* * *

				When the carriage was sent for the girls the following morning, they were told upon arrival at the Hall that Flick was in her chamber.

				“Lady Felicity asked that you join her there as soon as you arrived,” Potter informed them.

				“I wonder what she’s up to now,” Leah muttered as she and Beth climbed the stairs.

				They entered Flick’s pretty sitting room and found it buzzing with activity.

				“Oh, there you are, just in time,” Flick said gaily, waving to them. She stood on a stool, clad only in her chemise and stays. Three women, clearly a modiste and her two assistants, flocked round her, holding various fabrics against her skin. “I’m being fitted for my new ball gown. Isn’t it exciting? What do you think of this pale rose silk, Beth? Does it become me or do you think I’d be better with the blue?”

				Leah stood back whilst Flick and Beth, heads together, had lengthy discussions about a subject that engrossed them both. With the fabric finally decided upon, Flick clapped her hands.

				“Right, ladies, now it’s your turn.”

				Flick’s voice jolted Leah back to the present. “Thank you, but we cannot—”

				“My treat.”

				“You can’t buy us ball gowns!” Leah cried, shocked.

				“Of course I can,” Flick countered airily. “Were it not for you two, I seriously doubt whether we would be ready in time.”

				“Nonsense, you have an army of—”

				“You don’t understand. If there was a delay, Hal might very well change his mind and call the whole thing off.”

				“Yes, but—”

				“You do realise that I’ve tried every stratagem and ploy my inventive little mind could come up with over the years to get Hal to entertain here at the Hall. All to no avail.”

				“Does he dislike entertaining so very much?” Beth asked.

				Flick rolled her eyes. “You have no idea! He has a reputation for being the most unsociable creature on God’s earth. He gets away with it, of course, because he is who he is. However, apart from my come-out in town, when he really had no choice, he refuses to entertain and let me play the part of his hostess.”

				“By pleasing himself I’m sure he doesn’t mean to curtail your enjoyment,” Leah said, feeling the need to defend the marquess.

				“Well, I don’t know why he’s had a change of heart. I’m just glad that he has.” Flick frowned. “I’m sure he’s testing me, thinking I won’t be able to pull it together in time, but I fully intend to prove him wrong.” Her frown transmuted into an angelic smile. “You have done me such a service and so you must allow me to do this small thing for you in return.”

				Leah shook her head. Gowns made at short notice by one of Dover’s premier modistes would cost a small fortune. Even if Hal did somehow manage to recover the money that Morris had taken from her, she had more sense than to waste it on ball gowns. Besides, she knew the real reason why Hal was holding this ball and he definitely wouldn’t cancel.

				“Thank you, Flick, but we can’t—” Leah caught the longing look in Beth’s eye and hesitated. “Well, perhaps Beth would benefit from something new.” Who knew what eligible gentlemen might attend the ball? “My silver gown will do quite well for me. What I wear doesn’t signify.”

				“Oh no!” Flick folded her arms, looking as though she would be prepared to argue all day if necessary. “We’re wasting time here. I will have my way, Leah, so give in and let’s be done with it.”

				“Very well then!” Leah said, her words producing identical grins from Flick and Beth. “Thank you, Flick, but I insist upon repaying the cost as soon as I can.”

				“We’ll talk about that another time.” Flick clapped her hands. “Right, you first, Beth.”

				Beth’s gown was quickly agreed upon, requiring little or no input from Leah.

				“Your turn, Leah,” Flick said. “What do you have in mind for my friend, Mrs. Denton?”

				Mrs. Denton cast her eye over Leah’s figure with a professional eye and smiled. “With your height, and given that you’re not a raw young miss, I think we can do something a little different.” She snapped her fingers at one of her assistants. “The turquoise silk.”

				All three girls gasped as the shimmering sample was produced and held against Leah’s arm. It was a perfect foil for Leah’s hair, which prohibited her from wearing a lot of the brighter colours on offer. Mrs. Denton grabbed a sketch pad and drew an elegant portrait of a lady wearing a sleek column, the bodice respectably high, nothing especially remarkable about it.

				Then she drew a view of the back of the dress that produced gasps of approval from Flick and Beth.

				“This silk drapes beautifully,” Mrs. Denton explained. “We shall have it fall from your shoulders to your waist.”

				“Baring my entire back?” Leah initial reaction was to demur, even as part of her brain wondered how impressed Hal would be by it. “I’m not sure I ought to reveal quite so much flesh in the marquess’s ballroom.” However much she might wish to do so in private.

				“I think it will look fabulous,” Flick said. “I so wish that I was tall enough to carry it off.”

				“I agree,” Beth said, grinning at her sister. “Live dangerously, Leah.”

				“But it’s so daring, and I need to stay on our aunt’s good side, remember.”

				“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Beth said. “Our aunt is so excited about being invited that she probably won’t even notice what we wear.”

				Knowing when she was beaten, Leah nodded. “Very well,” she said. “Thank you, Flick.”

				“It’s I who should be thanking you.”

				As soon as she had a moment to herself, Leah went in search of Hal. They hadn’t seen him all morning but she knew he had to be behind this gesture with the gowns. Leah would admit it to no one, but now that she’d become accustomed to the idea, she was quite looking forward to her new apparel. Showing the staid citizens of Denby that she wasn’t as dowdy as they probably thought would amuse her.

				Reaching Hal’s study, she knocked at the door, suddenly shy about the prospect of seeing him again. Excitement also churned within her as she waited for his response. She never knew what to expect when she saw him, which only added to his allure. His voice rang out, bidding her to enter. Taking a deep breath, she turned the handle and stepped inside.

				“Good morning,” she said, closing the door behind her and leaning against it. She took a moment to adjust to the sight of him, so handsome yet oddly forbidding, as he stood and offered her a smile.

				“Good morning, Leah.” He smiled as though genuinely pleased to see her.

				“What do you mean by insisting that we have new gowns?” she asked, not giving him the opportunity to charm her into forgetting her purpose. “I know it was you,” she added, cutting across the interruption she could sense him formulating.

				“Do you have ball gowns?”

				She hesitated. “No, but we don’t need them. We have respectable evening gowns and they will do perfectly well.”

				“I thought your sister was destined for a fine marriage.”

				“Hal,” she said firmly, “it was a kind thought but we don’t need your charity.”

				“It isn’t charity,” he said easily. “I fully intend for you to repay me when we recover your rightful funds from Morris.”

				“And if we don’t succeed with that objective?”

				“If we don’t you will make your name as an opera singer, the world will fall at your feet, and riches will flow.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Well, isn’t that the only other course open to you?”

				“Yes, but I didn’t tell you I was even considering going against my mother’s wishes.”

				“Perhaps I begin to understand you almost as well as you understand yourself.” He rubbed his chin and smiled as though he felt thoroughly pleased with himself. “Either way, I can wait to be repaid.”

				“You really are the most infuriating man,” she said, unable to prevent a small smile from escaping. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

				“No one but you would ever dare.”

				She nodded, mollified. “Now that we’ve established that I will repay you, I ought to get back to Flick.”

				He crossed the room, pulled her into his arms and offered her a disappointingly brief kiss. “You’re quite charming when you’re angry.”

				“You can’t know that because you’ve never seen me angry.” She paused. “Not really.”

				He had. He’d seen her yesterday when she first discovered Morris’s treachery but he obviously didn’t want to remind her about that.

				“I shall be away for the next couple of days,” he said. “I’m only in the way here, what with all this chaos. Send word through Cowling if you need me. He always knows where I am.”

				“Very well,” she said, gulping back her disappointment. She had been hoping that her second lesson would come about sooner than that. Still, she supposed a gentleman with his responsibilities had matters of greater import to occupy his time.

				“Don’t worry,” he said, as though reading her mind. “I haven’t forgotten our engagement.”

				“Whereas I have barely spared it a thought.”

				He chuckled, clearly not deceived. “I will make the necessary arrangements very soon and send you word.”

				She wriggled out of his embrace and left the room, resigning herself to waiting as patiently as she could.

				But patience had never been Leah’s strong suit.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				Hal gave Leah a moment to clear the vicinity of his study and then left the room himself, in search of his brother Rob. Together they made their way to the stables, claimed their horses and rode to the Boar. The wherry awaited them on the shingle beach.

				“I hope you can talk him out of this?” Rob said as they were rowed towards The Celandine. “He’s got himself into a right state and won’t listen to me.”

				“We’ll see.”

				They boarded the ship and made their way straight to Jean-Philippe’s cabin. They found him pacing about the enclosed space like a caged tiger. Marcel Martell seemed relieved when Hal and Rob appeared, presumably because they would now be the focal point for Jean-Philippe’s ire. Sure enough, the young man whirled to face them, his handsome face pinched with anger.

				“Ah, so you are come at last, Monsieur le Marquess. I began to think you had abandoned me.”

				“Good morning, Jean-Philippe,” Hal said amiably.

				“How would I know if it’s a good morning, or indeed morning at all for that matter, being cooped up here all day?”

				“You’re perfectly at liberty to stretch your legs on deck.”

				“Bah, that’s not much better. I am sick and tired of looking at the sea.”

				“It won’t be for much longer,” Hal assured him.

				“So you keep saying.” Jean-Philippe thumped his fist against the wall. “But nothing happens. I shall go mad if I have to stay here for another day.”

				“Your time here is drawing to an end. We’ve thought of a way to draw the murderer out.”

				“Tell me what you intend.”

				Jean-Philippe became less sullen when Hal explained about the ball.

				“That’s an inspired idea! Action, at last. I shall attend, of course, and—”

				“No,” Hal said. “It wouldn’t be safe for you to be there.”

				“Only I can recognize the murderer,” he pointed out smugly.

				“The murderer, if he attends, will try to sneak upstairs and find you. We shall have people looking out for him.” Hal spoke with finality. “Safer that way.”

				“Mon dieu!” Jean-Philippe threw his hands in the air and scowled. “This is insupportable.”

				“We’re trying to keep you alive,” Rob reminded him.

				“You think I’m a coward, Lord Robert? That I cannot defend myself?”

				“Not at all, but you must understand that—”

				“How many times must I tell you? It wasn’t a nobleman who did the deed, but one of his minions. A trusted minion, who will almost certainly attend with his master if they think there’s any chance of my being there.” His expression closed down. “He will be required to deal with me in the same manner as my father.”

				“Precisely my point,” Rob muttered.

				“I will keep to the shadows, watch the servants come and go, and identify him that way.”

				Hal and Rob exchanged a speaking look. “Very well, Jean-Philippe,” Hal said. “You and Monsieur Martell can attend, but only under certain conditions.”

				The spoiled young Frenchman’s dark mood lifted faster than morning sea mist. “Whatever you require of me,” he said, bowing to Hal. “I am entirely at your service.”

				Hal spelled out the conditions under which he would allow his visitor to come ashore on the day of the ball. “You must stay in the guarded room upstairs until all the guests are arrived. Rob or I will come and get you, just before the supper interval. You can then observe the servants from a safe location and advise me when you see the man who killed your father.” Hal hesitated. “If you see him.”

				“Très bon,” Jean-Philippe agreed without hesitation. “I will do as you ask.”

				Satisfied that the young buck would behave himself, Hal stood, bringing the meeting to an end. “Go ahead to the wherry,” Hal said to Rob. “I need a brief word with Wright.”

				Hal tracked his bosun down and succinctly outlined his requirements. If Wright was surprised by them he showed no sign of it. He merely flashed a salacious grin and saluted Hal.

				“Fine by me,” he said.

				“You could have told me you’d had a change of heart about the lad coming to the ball,” Rob said as they were rowed back to land.

				“I hadn’t, not for sure. I wanted to test his mood for myself first.” Hal glanced skywards, taking a moment to formulate his thoughts. “He’s a spoiled young pup, used to having his own way. He would have heard about the ball some other way if we didn’t tell him ourselves and would probably have tried to do something rash.”

				“I suppose you’re right. He’s not actually a prisoner, and if he really gets fed up with being cooped up on The Celandine, there’s no telling what mad scheme he might dream up.”

				“Precisely. Anyway, he’ll have Martell to rein him in. That man’s a strong protector and loves the boy, perhaps a little too well—”

				Rob quirked a brow. “You think they’re sodomites?”

				“Don’t you?”

				“Can’t say I’d really thought about it.”

				“What constantly occupied your thoughts when you were Jean-Philippe’s age?”

				“The same thing that does now.” Rob laughed. “You’re right, though. He hasn’t once asked for the services of a wench.”

				“Precisely.” Hal nodded. “Martell won’t allow any harm to come to his protégé.”

				“Let’s hope so.”

				“If Jean-Philippe’s at the Hall, it means we can have most of the crew there as well, helping to protect him.”

				“Good point,” Rob said approvingly. “They’re trustworthy and loyal to a man. If anyone can keep Jean-Philippe safe, it’s them.”

				They waded to shore from the wherry. Rob had business in town but Hal reclaimed his horse and headed for Dover. He had another appointment to keep.

				He rode fast, reaching the Bell Inn an hour and a half later. He surrendered his sweating horse to the ostler, who ran forward to claim it, and strode into the inn. Parsons, as instructed, was waiting for him in a private parlour. Hal didn’t want to be recognized by acquaintances, or for their discussion to be overheard. Once food and ale had been provided and the door closed against inquisitive eyes, Hal got right down to business.

				“What news of your investigation, Parsons?” he asked.

				“Morris is a slippery eel, and no mistake,” his investigator grumbled. “He lives above his secondhand bookshop in Brighton and runs his sorry excuse for a newspaper out of the back room. All sorts of dubious-looking characters are in and out all day, but most of them go through the back door.”

				“I see.” Hal leaned back in his chair, rubbing the bridge of his nose in thoughtful contemplation. “Do you think he’s transferred his blackmailing scheme to Brighton?”

				“No, m’lord. I intercepted one of the coves who I’d seen go in the back way several times. Bought him a pint of ale and soon got the whole story.” Hal smiled. His investigator was nothing if not resourceful. “Our friend Morris has deviated into moneylending.”

				Hal sat a little straighter. “The devil he has! Charging a pretty penny in interest too, unless I miss my guess.”

				“So my hapless drinking companion would have me believe. He borrowed a guinea two months past and now owes three. The wretched man doesn’t have a hope in hell of repaying the debt, so Morris uses him to strong-arm other debtors. The man hates what he’s doing but fears Morris too much to refuse. He reckons Morris wouldn’t think twice about harming his family if he doesn’t do as he’s told.”

				From what Hal knew of the man, he wasn’t surprised to hear it. “Morris probably saw how profitably the Jewish community handled such matters in London but knew better than to try and encroach upon their business there.”

				“That’s what I reckoned.” Parsons helped himself to a third slice of ham.

				“I’d very much like to get into Morris’s premises, especially his living quarters, to see what gems he has hidden there. People of his ilk always keep evidence, records.” Hal needed definite proof that he had in fact sold on Leah’s father’s books. “But if he never leaves the place—”

				“I only said he didn’t leave the premises during business hours. As soon as he closes up, he often spends the evening in a nearby tavern. I real imbiber, he is.”

				“Excellent! Can you set one of your men to keep him in ale whilst you take a look round?”

				“Certainly I can. What am I looking for?”

				* * *

				Leah immersed herself in the preparations for the ball. She and Beth spent the next two days at the Hall, taking their meals with Flick, continuously occupied with the myriad arrangements necessary to make the event a success. They saw Lord Robert occasionally, Lord Gabriel rather more often, but of Hal there was no sign at all.

				“It astonishes me,” Beth said, as they returned to the gatehouse late on the third day, “how much can be accomplished when one has an army of servants at one’s disposal.”

				“Not to mention money and influence,” Leah added, wearily casting her bonnet aside. After all the bustle and excitement at the Hall, to say nothing of Flick’s infectious enthusiasm, she was looking forward to a quiet evening with just her sister for company.

				“The excitement has rejuvenated me,” Beth said, smiling. “I feel quite myself again.”

				“Perhaps the improvement has something to do with a certain handsome young man who appears to enjoy your company.”

				Beth blushed deeply. “Lord Gabriel is merely being polite,” she said quickly, addressing the comment to her folded hands.

				“Have a care, Beth. I wouldn’t see you hurt.”

				Beth kissed her sister and scurried off to her room. Leah watched her go and sighed. It was all her fault. She had encouraged Beth to think that she could marry well. And indeed she could. But Leah had been thinking more of the middle classes—a solicitor, perhaps, a merchant or even a curate. Impecunious daughters of a disgraced tutor simply did not marry marquesses’ brothers.

				Or marquesses, for that matter.

				“This came for you,” Meg said, appearing from the direction of the kitchen and handing over a folded and sealed note.

				“Thank you, Meg.”

				“Aye well, supper’s almost ready.” Meg waddled away, leaving Leah to read her note in solitude. She glanced at it, instinctively knowing who it must be from, even though he hadn’t used the Denby seal. She tore it open, her heart racing with anticipation when she read the brief message.

				Have Leon come to the Boar at dusk.

				It was signed with a flourishing H.

				Tiredness was replaced with a maelstrom of very different emotions as anticipation coursed through her. Would he really arrange for her to watch others making love? She really didn’t see how that could be achieved. Had they been in London it might have been different but this was just a small village. Even so, he had promised and Hal wasn’t the sort of man to go back on his word.

				His lordship might have power and influence but Leah was fast learning that she had a few devices of her own that she fully intended to deploy. Hal had been aroused—very aroused—during the interlude in his study. The bulge in his breeches had been impossible to ignore. Power surged through her as she recalled the heady feeling that knowledge afforded her at the time. Hal desired her and she intended to exploit that weakness to her own advantage. Hal might be determined that he wouldn’t play the part of Charles to her Fanny.

				She was equally determined that he would.

				The sisters ate supper together but Beth appeared preoccupied. She didn’t seem to notice that Leah barely spoke and retired almost as soon as she was replete.

				“Don’t come to the Hall tomorrow if you’re still fatigued.” Leah brushed the hair from her sister’s forehead and kissed her goodnight. “You’re overexerting yourself.”

				“Nonsense, I’m having a fabulous time. Stop worrying so! A good night’s sleep is all that’s necessary to set me straight.”

				Which was precisely what Leah wouldn’t be getting.

				As soon as Beth’s door closed, Leah changed into her disguise and, taking advantage of Meg’s absence from the kitchen, quietly let herself out the side door. Pickle looked up from his place in front of the kitchen fire and wagged his tail. Leah held a finger to her lips and he immediately settled back to his slumbers. Perhaps it wasn’t wise to venture out alone but in spite of Mrs. Wilkinson’s concerns, this was still a fairly quiet village. She hadn’t been accosted thus far since, from a distance at least, her disguise was convincing and no one would pay much attention to a scruffy lad. Once she had covered the short distance to the Boar, she could rely upon Hal’s protection.

				She made her way rapidly to that establishment in the dwindling light. Hal stepped up behind her before she’d even reached her destination, dressed as casually as he always did when frequenting the local hostelry. She took a moment to examine him, feeling a blush creep up her cheeks as he smiled that slow, deliberate smile of his that promised so much and affected her all the way to her toes.

				“Are we going to The Celandine?” she asked.

				“No.”

				“There how?” Did he mean to go back on his word? “Don’t imagine that I—”

				“Shush!” He took her hand and led her to the opposite side of the tavern, ensuring that they stayed in the shadow. An external staircase she hadn’t noticed before led directly to the upper floors.

				“This way,” he said.

				She followed him up the stairs, her heart thudding painfully against her chest. She was nervous, curious, even a little afraid, but not once did she consider turning back. Hal had arranged this exhibition at her request and she very much wanted to see it.

				“Are you still sure?” he asked, turning to face her as they reached the top of the steps.

				“Absolutely sure.”

				“Very well.”

				She followed him into a dim corridor with closed doors on either side. He opened one of them and stood back to let her precede him into a modest bedchamber. Completely alone.

				“How?” she asked, instinctively whispering.

				“In the same way as Fanny and Phoebe.”

				He led her to the wall adjoining the next room and pointed to gaps in the boards. She peered through one that suited her height and saw a mirror image of the room they occupied. It too was empty.

				“Have patience,” he said, turning away from his own spyhole, set higher in the wall. “The players will be here directly.” He reached for a bottle of wine she hadn’t previously noticed on a table behind the door and poured them each a glass.

				“You appear to have thought of everything,” she said, taking a healthy sip in the hope that it would dispel her sudden shyness.

				“I aim to please,” he said, with a mock bow.

				He’d bowed, he’d plied her with wine, but he had yet to touch her. Leah was sure that if he did, she would no longer feel quite so unsure of herself.

				“Are those gaps in the boarding deliberate?”

				“Naturally. You’re not the only one with a healthy curiosity. The landlord makes a good profit from customers with voyeuristic dispositions.”

				“Presumably with the prior knowledge and consent of the participants.”

				“Absolutely. There’s nothing new about this. It’s been happening for centuries. I blame Eve myself. If she had resisted that apple—”

				“What a typically male opinion,” she said, sniffing.

				“The Hall is a warren of concealed passages,” Hal said, laughing at her feigned disapproval. “Some devised with such purposes as this in mind. Others as hiding places.”

				“I thought they were escape routes for past generations disloyal to the king.”

				He chuckled. “That too.”

				“You hid in one on that first occasion when I visited with Mrs. Wilkinson. I saw you at the window when we left.”

				“Ah well then, I plead guilty and must throw myself on your mercy.” He looked amused by the prospect of being at anyone’s mercy. Leah doubted if it had ever happened before, nor would it now. “There is even a long passageway that leads from my study all the way to the dower house.”

				Leah wrinkled her brow. “Whatever for?”

				“Rumour has it that my great-great-grandfather set his mistress up in that abode and was able to visit her whenever the mood struck without getting his boots dirty.”

				Leah laughed. “Ah, the power of amour,” she said softly.

				“Talking of which...” He took the glass from her hand and led her back to the wall. “There’re here.”

				He must have supernatural senses since Leah hadn’t heard anyone arrive. She felt her cheeks warm, and then the rest of her body as anticipation roiled through her. So too did doubt. Should she really do this? If she didn’t say she’d had a change of heart right now, it would be too late.

				She said nothing.

				Instead she peered through the wall. And gasped. “That’s your bosun,” she whispered. Wright shed his clothes in seconds and cast them on the floor. “And Sally from downstairs.”

				“Shush, speak quietly. The walls are thin.”

				“Do they know we’re here?”

				Before he could answer, Wright turned towards the wall and, laughing, bowed low.

				“Oh my!” Leah clasped a hand over her mouth, now blushing more furiously than ever. Wright was very well endowed and clearly proud of it.

				“Is his machine fierce enough for you?” asked a husky voice in her ear.

				Leah moistened her lips. “It looks very angry.”

				Hal choked on a laugh. “More impatient, I’d say.”

				He stood behind her, his body pressed against hers. His machine felt every bit as impatient as Wright’s but Leah, fascinated by what she was seeing, tried not to think about that.

				Wright pulled Sally into his arms and kissed her long and hard. He pushed her scanty bodice from her shoulders and bared her full bosom. Leah’s own breasts itched and tingled as Wright’s large hands roamed across Sally’s, pinching at the nipples and, at one point, breaking the kiss so that he could feast on them. Laughing, Sally ran her hands across the back of his head, encouraging him with throaty growls.

				Her flimsy gown fell round her feet and she was clad now only in a thin chemise. Wright disposed of that as well and, holding hands, the pair turned towards the wall as though looking directly at Leah.

				“What’s your fancy tonight, sir?” Sally asked her customer.

				“The backdoor, if you please,” he said, pushing her towards the bed.

				“Ah.” Hal’s sharp intake of breath told Leah that things weren’t going according to his plan. “I don’t think you should—”

				“Shush, this is intriguing.”

				Hal expelled a long breath and wrapped his arms round Leah’s waist. Instinctively she leaned back against him, enjoying the feel of his erection pressing against her behind, enthralled by what was taking place in the room beyond. She barely noticed when Hal loosened his hold on her and removed her jerkin. And then her shirt. She was fully aware though when his hands reached from behind, released the bands that bound her breasts and caressed them with gentle, agonising slowness. Recklessly she pushed her chemise off her shoulders, baring herself to the waist.

				Leah watched as Sally climbed onto the bed on all fours, pushing her derriere towards Wright, who was directly behind her. He grabbed at her pubic bone, rather harshly, Leah thought. Even so, the sight was almost painfully erotic and, without thought, she pushed her behind into Hal’s crotch. She heard him mutter several expletives as he moved a little further back. But Leah wouldn’t let him escape and moved back also, settling her bottom exactly where she wanted it to be.

				“‘The sound and sight of which thrilled to the very soul of me,’” Hal quoted in her ear, his voice a throaty drawl. “‘And made every vein of my body circulate liquid fires.’ Do you have liquid fires circulating through your veins, Peisinoe?”

				She nodded, watching Wright as he grabbed Sally’s breasts, now swinging like pendulums beneath her, and gouged hard.

				“He’s very violent with her,” she said.

				“Perhaps she enjoys violence. Fanny wasn’t averse to it.”

				She said nothing as Wright continued to take whatever he wanted, with Sally’s laughter driving him on. Then he slipped a finger into his mouth, wetted it and transferred it to Sally’s anus. Leah gasped, appalled yet fascinated.

				“Is he going to sodomise her?”

				Hal dropped his head to Leah’s shoulder and feasted on her neck. “I rather think he is. Have you seen enough?”

				“No, I want to see it all.”

				She didn’t have long to wait. Wright might be an exhibitionist but he didn’t appear to have much patience. He removed his finger and replaced it with his weapon, thrusting quite violently into Sally. It must have been painful but Sally’s face, a blank canvas, showed no reaction at all.

				It was over in seconds, Wright panting and swearing as he reached his climax. They collapsed on the bed together, sweaty and out of breath, but only for a moment. Time was clearly money from Sally’s perspective and, presumably, she would do this, or something like it, several more times before the night was out.

				Suddenly Leah no longer found it exciting, but cheap and tawdry.

				* * *

				Hal watched her turn away, not quite able to hide her disapproval. She appeared to become aware of her naked torso and tried to pull her chemise back into place. He placed his hand over hers to prevent her.

				“You’re disappointed?” he asked.

				“No, not exactly, but it just seems so—”

				“This is how it would have been for Fanny.” Why was he trying to reassure her? He’d set this thing up deliberately to demonstrate how clinical, how brutal, these professional couplings usually were, for the woman at least. He had hoped to put her off further experimentation and avoid placing himself in the direct path of temptation. “She didn’t voluntarily enter this profession, any more than Sally did. It’s simply the way things are.”

				He pulled her into his arms and kissed her with gentle passion, desire raging through him as she sighed softly and kissed him back. Her arms twined round his neck as he pulled her close, her soft curves resting against the angular planes of his body as though they belonged there. He ought to take her straight home, just as he’d planned. Instead, driven by a force greater than his own will, he devoured her mouth like a dying man being granted a final wish. His hands found her firm, pert breasts as he deepened the kiss, now determined to show her that not all lovemaking had to be as clinical as the display they’d just witnessed.

				“What is it?” he asked when she pulled out of his arms.

				“Your shirt,” she said. “Take it off.”

				“I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

				“Well, I do. I want to feel your bare skin against mine. Is that so very bad?”

				Yes, bloody disastrous. Even so, unable to resist the supplicant expression in her sparkling silver eyes, he pulled his shirt free of his breeches and tossed it over his head. She reached out a hand and ran it down the length of his torso, tangling her fingers with the hairs that adorned it. Hal sucked in a breath, refusing to react in any way. Not that she was likely to be fooled for long. If she glanced down, she’d see for herself just how profoundly he was actually affected by the mere touch of her fingers. He’d worn his loosest breeches but they were proving to be not nearly loose enough.

				Hal endured her questing fingers, their touch as light as a butterfly’s wing, by thinking about other things. It didn’t help much. He was still acutely aware of their progress, and it was slowly killing him. Somehow he managed to keep his arms at his sides and resisted the desire to kiss her witless. And more. Her expression was profoundly sensual and he would have given much to know what she was thinking. Attempting to interpret those thoughts, whilst suppressing his own increasingly desperate need, caused him to become careless and it took him a moment too long to realise that her fingers were on the buttons to his breeches.

				“What are you doing?” he asked, clamping a hand over hers to stop its progress.

				“I want to see.”

				“No, absolutely not!”

				“Are you afraid I’ll be disappointed, having admired your bosun’s proportions?”

				Hal grunted. “I’ve kept my part of our bargain,” he said, reaching for his shirt. “There’s nothing more to be done.”

				“I was curious to know if you were made out of the same...er, mould as Fanny’s young man, Will.” She canted her head and regarded him with an impish expression from beneath lowered lashes. “That ‘superb piece of furniture’ nature had ‘so liberally enriched him with.’” Her smile was soft, sultry and sinfully tempting. Instinct over experience. “Do you think you would stand the comparison favourably, my lord marquess, or are you afraid to try?”

				“Witch!” Hal sighed deeply, just for a moment sorely tempted. Honour and common sense came to his rescue in the nick of time. He made do with swatting her rear before helping her back into her clothing. “I’m not so insecure about my manhood that I would succumb to such an obvious challenge.”

				Leah pouted. “I can’t imagine you being kept awake by feelings of insecurity of any type.”

				“Come,” he said, chuckling as he slipped an arm round her waist. “I shall get you home before I forget myself entirely.”

				“Must we go?” she asked boldly.

				“Yes,” he said, not looking at her. “We absolutely must.”

				“But we haven’t...that is to say—”

				“You wanted to observe,” he said, turning towards the door. “You have done so. There is nothing more to be done here.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				On the evening of the ball Leah sat stock-still as Flick’s maid put the finishing touches to her hair. Unable to shake off her disgruntled mood, she burned with embarrassment every time she thought about the way Hal had rejected her. She had thrown herself at him, which perhaps hadn’t been wise, but there was no occasion for him to make it quite so insultingly obvious that he didn’t desire her. He’d been very aroused when they observed Wright and Sally at play but had still cast her aside, presumably so that he could seek gratification elsewhere.

				She felt mortified and ashamed, wondering how she could ever face him again. He’d kept out of her way since their assignation at the Boar, so that difficulty hadn’t yet arisen. She hadn’t caught more than the occasional glimpse of his retreating back and he certainly hadn’t sought her company. Nor did he try to contact her with information about Morris—if indeed he hadn’t abandoned that task as readily as he had her. Presumably he was afraid that she would accost him like the immoral doxy he thought her to be if he allowed her to get too close. Any respect he might have felt for her had been killed off by her brazen behaviour and she really only had herself to blame for that.

				Since her tryst with Hal, Leah’s time had been completely taken up with preparations for the ball. Even so, recollections of all she had observed and experienced on that fateful evening kept creeping past her guard, filling her with a strange yearning that refused to be quelled. Alone in her bed at night she tortured herself by allowing memories of his searing gaze and marauding hands to flood her mind, daring to imagine where it might have led if she hadn’t been quite so brazen.

				Enough!

				Leah refused to dwell upon what might have been. She sat a little straighter, vowing to dismiss him from her mind forever.

				“He is gone and I shall forget all about him,” she muttered mutinously beneath her breath. “I don’t need him, or anyone else to make my way in this world.”

				“Did you say something, miss?” the maid asked.

				“Oh no, I was talking to myself.”

				Flick had suggested that the girls remaining at the Hall all day, dine with the family and spend the night there. She made it sound as though their presence was essential to the well-being of the entire event. Leah suspected that with her usual perspicacity she understood their need for an experienced maid—a service not available to them at the gatehouse.

				Since there weren’t to be any guests for dinner it really would be a family affair and Leah was conscious of the honour. Like it or not, Hal would have to acknowledge her. Leah’s stomach lurched at the prospect, her recent vow to forget all about him already showing signs of strain. Well, if she had to face him, she would do so with equanimity and keep her hurt feelings a closely guarded secret.

				Flick glided into the room, a vision in rose silk, her blond hair piled in a profusion of disorderly curls that framed her lovely face and accentuated her lively personality.

				“You look beautiful,” Leah said, smiling at the lady she was now privileged to call friend.

				“Perhaps, but you have yet to see your sister.”

				The wait wasn’t long. Beth joined them, looking breathtakingly lovely in a sapphire blue gown that almost exactly matched the colour of her eyes. Leah didn’t need to ask what had caused the translucent glow to her skin, the expectancy that shimmered beneath her expression as she accepted their compliments with becoming modesty. Once again, Leah wanted to advise caution but didn’t have it in her to spoil Beth’s pleasure. Tonight the rules didn’t apply. They would let fate dictate their actions and worry about the consequences later.

				“There you are, miss.”

				The maid stood back, smiling at her handiwork, as well she might. She had somehow managed to tame Leah’s corkscrew curls into submission. Shorter ones framed her face, more were piled behind her head, with long tendrils trailing down her back.

				“It’s needs something,” Flick said, tilting her head to one side.

				“It looks fine to me,” Leah said.

				“I know.” Flick rummaged in her jewel box and produced two lovely combs studded with diamonds. “Here, add these, Milly.”

				“No, Flick, they’re valuable,” Leah protested. “And knowing how clumsy I can be, I shall probably lose them.”

				“Nonsense, I insist that you take them as a present.”

				“Absolutely not! I couldn’t possibly.”

				“Yes, you can. I’ve already given Beth that lovely fan she’s holding so you must have something too. Without you both I never would have managed all the preparations.”

				“They do look lovely,” Milly said, setting the combs in Leah’s hair and standing back to admire them. “Lady Felicity is right. They’re the perfect finishing touch.”

				Leah had to agree. She still had grave misgivings about wearing the combs but knew it was an argument she would never win.

				“Right, Milly, help Miss Elliott with her gown,” Flick said, clapping her hands. “I’m longing to see the finished result.”

				Thankfully the design didn’t allow for Leah to wear stays. She slid into the cool silk that Milly held out for her, standing perfectly still as the maid tightened the concealed ties at the waist and beneath her breasts. She twirled in front of the others, suddenly fearful about their reaction. She didn’t wish to look ridiculous in this rather innovative gown.

				“Well?” she said anxiously, when neither Flick nor Beth spoke.

				“It’s stunning,” Flick said. “The back drapes beautifully. You have a lovely back and your hair trailing down it is the perfect teaser.”

				“You will eclipse us all,” Beth said, hugging her sister.

				“It’s just as well you stayed here today,” Flick said, laughing. “Your aunt would expire with jealousy.”

				“Are you trying to undermine my confidence, such as it is?”

				“Of course not, but I long to see her face when she first observes you looking so svelte.”

				“Aunt Augusta is already out of sorts because we’ve been invited to stay over,” Beth said, chuckling.

				“Serves her right for being such a crosspatch.” Flick headed for the door, which Milly opened for her. “Come along, then. Dinner is about to be served but we ought to let my brothers admire us in all our splendour first.”

				That was precisely what Leah most dreaded, but there was no avoiding it. She took a deep, fortifying breath, stole one final glance in the mirror, picked up her fan and followed the others from the room.

				* * *

				Hal blamed Leah for the fact that he’d growled at everyone these past few days. How he’d been persuaded to indulge her curiosity he was at a loss to explain. He’d gone too far and didn’t like what he’d exposed her to one little bit. He’d done everything he could to avoid her since the incident at the Boar, unsure whether he’d be able to resist her if she tried to resume their amorous games. She compelled him like no other female ever had, and he simply couldn’t put her out of his mind. But she was forbidden fruit, he reminded himself for the umpteenth time. Even so, he ardently wished to be of service to her and if he couldn’t have her bodily, at least he could bring Morris to account.

				Except even that hadn’t gone according to plan. The damned man had changed his habits and not ventured from his establishment these past several days. In one respect that was good since Hal had no excuse to send for Leah and be exposed to temptation. Mostly, though, it was tiresome. If this business could be resolved she would no longer be his concern. Flick wouldn’t need to have the girls constantly at the Hall after the ball, and Hal might then be able to get images of Leah out of his brain. At the moment they were lodged fast and clearly had no intention of vacating his head.

				He would dance with her tonight. He knew he wouldn’t be able to resist, however much he tried to tell himself that it would be unwise. He wondered what creation the modiste had dreamt up for her. Would she actually wear the diamond combs in her lovely hair? Flick had shot him the strangest look when he’d passed them to her, suggesting them as a gift for Miss Elliott since her assistance had been pivotal in arranging the entire affair. His sister’s mouth sometimes ran away with her but Hal instinctively knew that she wouldn’t reveal where the combs had really came from.

				He had spent the afternoon supervising the installation of Jean-Philippe and Martell in the old nursery, two of his most trusted men guarding the door. Martell was also armed and ready to use his weapon in defence of his master. Only Potter knew the identity of their additional guest. Anticipation trickled through Hal, and not only because he would soon see Leah again. One way or another, the situation with Jean-Philippe would be resolved this evening, which would relieve him of a huge responsibility. He set extra men to patrol the grounds, instilling in them the requirement for additional vigilance.

				He had just finished dressing in his evening clothes when Spencer informed him that a person by the name of Parsons required to see him on a subject of the utmost urgency.

				“At last! Have him shown into the study.” Hal adjusted the frill of his cuffs, took a brief disinterested glance at his appearance and headed in that direction himself.

				“What news?” he asked.

				“Don’t know why Morris didn’t venture forth,” Parsons said without preamble. “There was a lot more activity than usual, even after business hours, so I suppose that would explain it. Word must have spread about his services.”

				“You did finally get in there I take it?”

				“Course we did. It wasn’t any trouble finding his secrets either.” Parsons rolled his eyes. “People are so predictable. A loose floorboard in his bedroom concealed a tin box.”

				“And you brought me its contents?”

				“Naturally.” Parsons withdrew a thick sheaf of papers from the inside of his coat and handed them to Hal.

				“Thank you.” Hal scanned them quickly. They were a veritable gold mine of information, containing details of all the blackmail the weasel had ever carried out. Interesting, but not what Hal was looking for. His patience was finally rewarded when he found receipts for Leah’s father’s books, one of them signed by Hal’s secretary.

				“Thank you, Parsons.” Hal paced the room, thinking fast. He would like to have Morris brought to him immediately after the ball to account for his actions and to make restitution to Leah, but his first priority had to be Jean-Philippe. If his father’s murderer was apprehended tonight then Hal would be required in London. Nothing took priority over that. “Stay ready to bring Morris to me as soon as I send you word.”

				“Very good, m’lord.”

				Hal rang for Potter, who appeared to escort Parsons out. Hal himself then headed for the drawing room. Both of his brothers were already there but he barely had an opportunity to greet them before the ladies made their entrance. Hal’s eyes immediately sought out Leah. He felt extreme satisfaction as he saw the diamond combs nestled in her hair. He also felt relieved at the nature of her attire. Her gown was the perfect colour for her and the tight sheath flowed elegantly over her figure, displaying its curves to their best advantage before billowing into ruffled skirts that whispered about her legs.

				His relief was attributable to the neckline. It was respectably high, helping to keep his mind off the pretty breasts concealed beneath it. Then she turned sideways and his muttered curses caused everyone in the room to glance his way. The gown completely bared her back in a manner ten times more sensuous than something as obvious as revealed bosom. Hal simply stared at her, unable to help himself.

				“Ladies,” Rob said, showing a degree more composure than Hal could muster. “Have we been introduced? Has anyone seen my tiresome little sister anywhere about?”

				Everyone laughed and it broke the tension. Potter circulated with a tray of drinks, affording Hal an opportunity to regain control of himself. Against his better judgement, he continued to frequently glance Leah’s way. He couldn’t do much about that but had better fortune with his voice. Apart from bidding her a curt “good evening,” he had yet to address a single remark to her.

				There being only six of them present, his incivility was in danger of becoming obvious. His siblings were used to his introspective moods, and probably thought nothing of it, but such self-indulgence really wouldn’t do when they had guests. Thus recalled to his duty, when dinner was announced he offered his arm to Leah.

				“I wouldn’t burden you with my company, my lord,” she said tartly.

				Ouch, he’d deserved that. “But you deprive me of the pleasure of it instead?”

				“There’s no need to be gallant,” she said in an undertone. “I perfectly understand your repulsion and don’t blame you for it.”

				“Repulsion?” What in the deuce was she talking about?

				“You know very well what I refer to,” she said, colour invading her cheeks.

				“The others are staring,” he pointed out, still holding out his arm. With patent reluctance, she placed her hand on it. “Shall we wipe the slate clean and start again?”

				“Is that possible?”

				“I fail to see why not.”

				She moved into step with him as he led her to the table. “Well, I—”

				“That gown is a triumph,” he said softly as he held out the chair on his right-hand side and waited for her to arrange her skirts to her satisfaction. The process didn’t detain her for long. “You are to be congratulated.”

				“Thank you. Your insistence upon it will probably bankrupt me.”

				“But you will still enjoying wearing it.” He waved a hand. “Don’t bother to deny it. It shows in your face.”

				“Is Jean-Philippe safely installed?” she asked in an obviously deliberate change of subject.

				“He is indeed.” Hal sighed. “Now we must wait.”

				“And have all the suspects accepted your invitation to the ball?”

				“Only two of them.”

				“So, presumably you have absolved the other two from blame.”

				“Yes, if they’re connected, I fail to see how.”

				“Now that the time has come, will you tell me whom you suspect?” she asked in an undertone. “I might be able to help keep watch on them.”

				“Lord Phillips and Sir Michael Humphrey,” Hal said grimly.

				“I’m sorry,” she said. “You obviously look upon them both as friends, which must make it difficult for you.”

				Hal let out a long sigh. “You’re right but I’m resigned to the possibility that one of them might be a traitor.”

				“Enough of this glum subject,” she said in a light tone. “Let’s talk about something else.”

				“With the greatest of pleasure.” He offered her a charmingly correct smile. “Tell me, Miss Elliott, what brings you to this part of the world.”

				She burst out laughing and suddenly the tension between them evaporated.

				* * *

				The suspects’ names meant nothing to Leah but she stored them away in her memory, determined to identify those two individuals as soon as she could. In the meantime she tried not to stare at Hal, her lethally handsome Viking with his swarthy complexion and penetrating brown eyes, as he waged a charm campaign to win her approval for reasons only he understood.

				She tried to remain immune but before the meal had even started she was already fighting a losing battle. She looked to the others for a diversion but there was none to be had. Beth and Lord Gabriel were talking quietly to one another, oblivious to the rest of them. Flick and her brother Robert seemed to be bickering about Flick’s continued interest in Darius Grantley.

				“You will have to make do with my poor company,” Hal said with a languid smile.

				Silky blond hair fell across his brow as he leaned towards her, and she was hard-pressed not to reach out and push it back in place. Something in his complacent expression told her that he knew it, which vexed her. It was enough that she’d earned his derision through actions driven because she was unable to quell her passion. She wouldn’t have him think that her interest in him ran deeper than that.

				There was something different about him tonight. He was preoccupied but trying not to show it. Well, of course he was! She was in a dudgeon because she felt neglected, whilst Hal had far weightier matters on his mind. If all went to plan, someone he had known and trusted for a long time would be branded a traitor and murderer before the night was out.

				If the plan went awry, the brave young Frenchman currently quartered in the old nursery could finish up dead. The burden of responsibility he bore might well be too heavy, even for his broad shoulders. Leah wanted to reach out and touch him, tell him she understood, and apologize for her self-absorption.

				His attention was briefly diverted by Flick calling upon him to support her defence of Grantley. Leah observed the casual affection with which he deflected that request and died a little inside. Somehow, without her even realizing it had happened, she’d lost all touch with reality and recklessly fallen deeply and desperately in love with this suave, highly intelligent, compellingly complex aristocrat. It was most irksome and highly improper. If Lord Gabriel stood too high on society’s ladder for Beth, any aspirations she might have fleetingly entertained about Hal Forster were just plain ridiculous.

				Leah gave herself a mental shake and turned to address a remark to Lord Robert, seated on her other side. Thus the meal passed in a blur. The ladies didn’t withdraw since, when it ended, the first guests were already making their way up the long driveway.

				“Come on then, Hal,” Flick said, standing. “Time to do your duty.”

				Leah and Beth excused themselves. By the time they made their way to the ballroom, it was already filling up, Hal and Flick standing together at the head of the stairs to greet their guests. Unfortunately almost the first person Leah saw was her aunt, already well into a glass of champagne. She beckoned them over and she and Beth had no choice but to attend her.

				“Well, girls,” she said. “What an evening this will be. I am pleased to see you so respectably turned out, although how you can afford it when you’re living on your uncle’s charity is a mystery to me. Still, I’m pleased that your intimacy with Lady Felicity has got you both noticed.” She appeared almost cordial, for once. “This reminds me of when I was a girl. I attended assemblies like this all the time in London.”

				Leah and Beth exchanged a brief glance. Their aunt considered that she’d married beneath herself, which accounted for her bitterness. Sir Percy didn’t have a town house and actively disliked society.

				“Did you dance with anyone well-known when you attended those soirees, aunt?” Beth asked.

				“Well, actually, yes I did.” Aunt Augusta reached behind her to place her now-empty glass on a passing waiter’s tray and grabbed a new one. At the same time she caught sight of Leah’s naked back and gasped. “What the devil do you think you’re about, girl?”

				Leah refrained from rolling her eyes. Just for a moment there, her aunt had almost revealed a more pleasant aspect to her character. “I’m not sure I—”

				“You have ideas above your station, but it won’t serve.” She paused to draw a furious breath. “You will leave the gatehouse by the end of the month. I won’t have you disgrace me in such a fashion. Besides, if you can enjoy such finery, you don’t need your uncle’s help to make your way in the world.”

				With that she tottered away, leaving the girls gaping in her wake.

				“Well, we were going to return to London, weren’t we?” Beth stole a quick glance at Lord Gabriel, who chose that moment to approach and request her hand for the first dance.

				“We are now,” Leah muttered beneath her breath as Lord Gabriel excused himself and swept Beth away.

				Leah too was much in demand when the dancing started. She barely remembered the names of her partners, nor what she spoke to them about. All the time she kept a surreptitious watch on Hal, who had yet to dance, despite being besieged by a plethora of matrons with young daughters in tow, principally Lady Bentley. He prowled the circumference of the ballroom, frequently exchanging a word or two with the footmen set to watch the two suspects. Was she the only person who could sense the charged atmosphere? It was a waiting game and she knew, deep within her core, that something decisive would happen before the sun rose.

				The musicians struck up a waltz, which was Leah’s cue to leave the ballroom. She had no desire to waltz with anyone, except the one person forbidden to her. She would use the time to do a little sleuthing of her own, and see if she could detect anything odd in the behaviour of Hal’s suspects. The culprit might be wary of his lordship but they would never suspect her. It was a situation that cried out for a woman’s touch.

				Before she could put her plan into action a large hand came to rest on the small of her bare back.

				“My dance, I believe,” Hal said in a deep, persuasive drawl.

				“You ought to dance with someone more suitable,” she said primly.

				“And I’ve told you before, in my own house I do as I please.”

				“I doubt that tenet is restricted to your own house,” she said archly, swinging into his arms anyway, aware of half the eyes in the room focused on them with varying degrees of interest.

				“You’re probably right about that.” He offered her a tender smile that literally made her toes curl inside her slippers and her heart to do a strange little flip inside her chest.

				They moved smoothly into step with one another. Leah was unable to disguise her pleasure at the honour he’d bestowed upon her, hard though she tried. His dancing was superb and it felt as though her feet floated above the floor, following effortlessly where his led.

				“Are you good at absolutely everything you do?” she asked, intimidated by his proficiency.

				“So I’m told.”

				She was about to berate him when she looked up and saw laughter in his eyes. “You wretch! You’re teasing me.”

				He laughed harder, tightening his hold on her waist. “You’re an easy person to tease.”

				“I’m glad I supply you with such good sport,” she said, inverting her chin, wondering if she could have worded that less ambiguously. Any reference to their previous activities, however oblique, now caused her great embarrassment.

				“You supply me with a great many things, my dear, but sport isn’t one of them.”

				“Lady Bentley is glaring at us,” she told him. “So too is my aunt.”

				“Lady Bentley and your aunt would do well to mind their own business.”

				She was about to tell him that she was her aunt’s business and that said aunt had, in a fit of jealous rage, just made her homeless. In the end she didn’t do so. It would sound as though she was asking for his help, which she most certainly was not.

				All too soon the dance came to an end and it was almost time for the supper interval. Hal’s attention was taken up by one of his guests so Leah wandered alone on to the terrace, requiring a moment’s solitude and fresh air. She leaned on the balustrade, breathing deeply, trying to think about anything other than Hal Forster. So hard was she concentrating on her efforts that it was a moment before she realised someone had called her name. She glanced about but the terrace was completely empty. Shaking her head, she decided she must have imagined it.

				But no. There it was again.

				“Miss Elliott. Over here.”

				Without thought for the consequences, she followed the direction of the voice. Perhaps one of the outside guards needed an urgent word with Hal but couldn’t enter the ballroom. She had spent most of her waking hours on this estate over the past ten days, and many of the staff now knew her by name. She turned a corner, looked into an alcove where she thought the voice had come from.

				“Is there anyone there?” she asked.

				She received no response. About to walk away, she sensed a presence behind her. Her skin prickled and she was suddenly afraid. Hal had warned her not to wander outside alone but she hadn’t taken his warning seriously. No one was interested in her.

				She realised how wrong she was to think so when a hand was clamped over her mouth and a dark sack was pulled over her head. Before she knew what was happening, or could do anything to defend herself, she was almost swept from her feet and spirited away.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				Hal so enjoyed his dance with Leah that he let his guard down and was immediately swamped by guests requiring his attention. He had no choice but to exchange a few words with each of them. He then checked with Rob and was told that nothing out of the ordinary had occurred.

				“We’d best leave Jean-Philippe safely upstairs until the supper interval is well under way,” he said. “Not much longer now.”

				“You still think the killer will be dressed as a guest?”

				“Yes, I do. Jean-Philippe wouldn’t be expected to go anywhere near the servants’ quarters, and so the servant will need to mingle with the intention of isolating Jean-Philippe.”

				“Not as difficult as it sounds, given the noise level in this place and the constant flow of bodies,” Rob said, nodding his agreement. “Let me know when you want him down then.”

				Hal kept a weather eye on the two suspects just the same and avoided any female who might trap him into dancing. So far Phillips and Humphrey hadn’t done anything to draw attention to themselves. Not that he’d really expected them to. The traitor was cautious and would leave the dangerous stuff to his minions.

				It was now the supper interval and Hal set out to look for Leah, meaning to escort her in, but she was nowhere to be found. Annoyed to see Lady Bentley bearing down on him, he quickly made himself scarce. Still no sign of Leah and a feeling of deep unease trickled through his spine.

				“Have you seen Leah anywhere?” Flick asked, moving to join him at the edge of the supper room. “I was hoping to persuade her to sing before the dancing recommences.”

				Hal’s feeling of unease increased. “I thought she was with you,” he said.

				“No, nor is she with Beth.” She nodded to the other side of the room where Beth and Gabriel were taking supper together. “And I very much doubt that she would voluntarily throw herself into her aunt’s company.” Flick shrugged. “She’s proved popular with the gentlemen this evening but I doubt that she would—”

				“When did you see her last?”

				“Well, I noticed her going out on to the terrace after your dance.”

				Hal grasped his sister’s arm. “Did anyone follow her?”

				“Not that I noticed.” Flick frowned. “Is something wrong, Hal? You look ready to murder someone and you’re hurting me.”

				“Sorry.” Hal released her. “Everything’s fine. There’s nothing for you to worry about.” Hal set off for the terrace, Flick at his heels. “Stay inside.”

				Flick continued to dog his footsteps, throwing questions at him. When she was obliged to pause and answer a question someone else addressed to her, Hal seized the opportunity to grab Darius Grantley.

				“I have to be somewhere,” he said in an undertone. “Keep Flick occupied. Don’t let her out of your sight.”

				To his credit, Darius merely raised a brow and nodded. “Will do,” he said.

				The terrace was completely deserted, everyone inside again partaking of refreshment. Hal strode its length anyway, methodical and thorough. Jean-Philippe would be getting impatient. He couldn’t ignore him for much longer. If he could just find Leah. He called her name but there was no answer. About to return to the house, he noticed something bright lying on the ground. When he bent to pick it up, his heart stalled.

				A tortoiseshell comb, studded with diamonds.

				Hal swore, certain now that she had been abducted by someone acting for the murderer. But why? Hal pocketed the comb and strode back to the house, the answer obvious. He’d only danced once the entire evening, with Leah. The murderer probably mistook his interest in her for something more than it actually was and intended to use her to somehow get to Jean-Philippe. A murderous rage enveloped him as he tried to assure himself that they wouldn’t harm Leah. They needed her alive.

				The first person he saw when he reentered the house was Rob.

				“What’s amiss?” he asked. “You look demented.”

				“Leah’s missing,” he said tersely.

				“Missing? How can you be so sure in this throng?”

				Hal pulled the comb from his pocket and showed it to Rob. “I found this on the terrace.”

				“She could have dropped it and not realised it.”

				Hal clung to that thought. “Possibly, but somehow I doubt it.”

				“Perhaps her sister will know where she is?”

				Hal glanced in Beth’s direction. She was still sitting alone with Gabriel, their heads almost touching. “I don’t want to distress her. She knows nothing of our true purpose tonight.” Hal shrugged. “Leah might simply have visited the ladies’ withdrawing room, but if she has she’s been in there a damned long time.”

				“Why not send a maid to look for her?”

				“Yes, perhaps I’ll do that.”

				“You don’t think she’s done anything reckless, do you?” Rob asked. “Taken matters into her own hands in an effort to impress you? I told you not to involve her in this.”

				“She rather involved herself. This ball was her idea.”

				Rob shook his head. “I know you’ve taken a liking to her, but you never should have let her aboard The Celandine.”

				“It’s a bit late for recriminations.” Hal pinched the bridge of his nose, mentally upbraiding himself for not having taken better care of her. In spite of Rob’s voice of reason, he knew something bad had happened to Leah.

				“Ah, Lord Denby, there you are.”

				Hal only just refrained from rolling his eyes. Lady Bentley distracting him was the last thing he needed.

				“Your servant, ma’am,” he said, inclining his head, as did Rob.

				“What a splendid gathering. It will be the talk of the district for decades.” As long as that’s all they talk about. “I was just saying to my daughter that I was sure you wouldn’t mind helping her to—” She glanced around, looking vexed when her daughter failed to materialise. “Where is the wretched girl? She never can be found when she’s needed.”

				Thankfully, Lady Bentley moved away.

				“You search down here,” Hal said to Rob as soon as she was out of earshot. “I’ll start on the upper floors. She might simply have retired to her room for a respite.”

				“On my way.”

				Hal conducted a systematic search of his enormous house, currently filled to capacity with over three hundred people, in the vain hope of finding one redheaded siren in a lovely turquoise gown. With each minute that passed, his anxiety grew. What the devil had become of her? Females didn’t just disappear in the middle of balls. He ran up to the room that had been allocated to her for the night—as far away from his as it was possible to be situated—but the only sign of her was a bonnet he recognized that the maid hadn’t tidied away.

				Hal’s heart lurched. Something wasn’t right. Leah knew the dangerous game they were playing here tonight and wouldn’t voluntarily have hidden herself from public view.

				Would she?

				* * *

				The hand remained clasped over Leah’s mouth, forcing the smelly sacking into her mouth whenever she attempted to open it. She was unable to bite the hand for the same reason. There were at least two of them, one on her left gagging her mouth, another holding her right arm and forcing her to walk forward at so rapid a pace that she almost fell over her skirts. She wanted to tell these people that they’d captured the wrong lady—she had nothing they could possibly want. She tried to slow down but they literally dragged her along, scraping the toes of her thin dance slippers along the ground until the fabric tore.

				The fear occasioned by the original attack transmuted to anger. Just what did these ruffians think they were doing? How could they have got into the estate with all the extra guards Hal had in place? Questions without answers whirled through her head. Perhaps they had mistaken her for a lady of quality and hoped for financial gain from her abduction. She’d been alone on that terrace. If they’d been lying in wait for an opportunity to pounce, they might have noticed the diamond combs in her hair and thought her a worthy prize.

				“Take the damned combs,” she would have shouted if she could. “I have nothing more to offer you.”

				A chill passed down Leah’s spine. Perhaps abduction wasn’t their goal after all, in which case she could well imagine what they required of her. It was one thing offering her virginity to Hal, but entirely another to have it forcibly taken from her by these ne’er-do-wells.

				Leah, struggling to breathe inside the vile sack, forced herself to think rationally. This was clearly a case of mistaken identity, and so she would tell her abductors when she was in a position to speak. In the meantime she ought to concentrate. Try to discover who these rogues were and where they were taking her. Neither of them had uttered a word since snatching her from the terrace what seemed like hours—but was actually probably only minutes—ago. No help there.

				They were still on the terrace. She knew because she could feel the flagstones beneath her damaged slippers. Reason told her that they must be walking away from the ballroom. The house was illuminated with the light from a thousand candles. Even though the guests would now be concentrating on their supper, the terrace was lit by flambeaux, and anyone glancing out the window couldn’t fail to notice a woman with a sack over her head being dragged along by two men.

				The terrace wound round three sides of the house. On the opposite side to which she’d been apprehended were the stables. They would be overflowing with coachmen and the conveyances used to transport the guests here. Her abductors couldn’t risk taking her that way.

				Leah quelled her fear by reasoning it through. She had taken the opportunity to acquaint herself with the estate’s geography whilst walking in the grounds during brief breaks from overseeing the arrangements for the ball. She ought to use that knowledge to her advantage. If her captors were here under false pretences they wouldn’t risk being seen. So, the only place they could safely take her was to the woodland beyond the gardens on the side of the house she’d been snatched from.

				Except Hal had men patrolling the perimeter, precisely to stop anyone sneaking in through the woods. Perhaps he’d withdrawn some of those men. Since his suspects and their minions were attending the ball, they had no need to arrive by less conventional means. Even if he hadn’t, the perimeter was vast, providing endless spots through which intruders could pass. If anyone was determined to get in undetected, they could almost certainly manage it. Leah had heard Hal say as much to Rob.

				Her upper arm hurt where the man on her left was holding it in a vicelike grip. She would be bruised but suspected that would soon become the least of her concerns. The other man had removed his hand from her mouth, presumably because even if she attempted to scream they were beyond the rage of any likely rescuer. Grateful for that small freedom she opened her mouth wide anyway, only for it to fill with the putrid sacking as she breathed in. She spit it out, gagging, and heard a faint laugh from one of her captors.

				Without warning she was lifted from her feet, each captor grasping one arm. Steps. She could hear their booted feet descending the steps at the end of the terrace. This impression was confirmed when they placed her back on her feet and she felt damp from the grass seeping between the torn toes of her slippers. When, still holding her arms securely, the men dragged her onto a gravel path, Leah felt a surge of optimism. This path led to the dower house. She’d never been inside it, but that must be where they were heading. There were no other buildings close to the main house in this part of the estate.

				She heard a door opening and was pushed inside, which is when her optimism abruptly faded. They could only want her indoors for one purpose. A dim light filtered through the sacking that covered her face. She was being propelled backwards and tried to resist. It made not the slightest difference. Her legs collided with a seat, which she was pushed into. Then the sack was pulled off her head and she could see again. Cautiously she blinked several times, getting accustomed to the light from the single candle burning in the room.

				Leah was furious. She was also afraid but was damned if she’d let it show. If these thugs thought she was a helpless young miss who’d never had to lift a finger to help herself, then they were about to discover that they’d abducted the wrong person. She had been brought up in a part of London where life was cheap, survival a constant struggle. Since the death of her parents she’d had to grow up quickly in order to support herself and her sister. She’d learned a few tricks along the way and wasn’t above putting them into practise now given the least opportunity.

				She slowly looked up at the man standing directly in front of her. He wasn’t dressed like a common criminal, nor in the style of a gentleman. She had no idea who he was. Then her gaze rested upon the second figure and she expelled a long, relieved breath.

				“Jean-Philippe!” she cried. “Thank goodness. How did you know I was here?”

				* * *

				Hal was about go downstairs again to see if Rob had been more successful when inspiration struck. Jean-Philippe! It would be just like her to go and visit him in his lair. Hal was about to ascend the stairs when a footman intercepted him.

				“This was just left for you, my lord. It’s apparently urgent.”

				“Thank you.”

				Hal took the note from the footman’s hand, his stomach lurching when he recognized Leah’s handwriting. He’d seen it on enough of those damned invitation cards to know it at a glance.

				“Who left it?” he asked sharply.

				“It was delivered to the men on the gate, my lord, by an urchin. He said he’d been given a shilling by a cove to deliver it at once.”

				Hal’s fear intensified. Any lingering doubts that Leah was lurking in some quiet corner of the house, lost in a book, were now well and truly scotched. He dismissed the footman, barely in control of his anger and fear.

				Why in the world would Leah write to him at such a time?

				Before Hal could read Leah’s note, Rob came thundering down the stairs from the nursery.

				“They’re gone!”

				“What!”

				“Jean-Philippe and Martell. Their room’s empty.”

				“The guards?”

				“Knocked out cold. They’re coming to now but don’t remember a thing.”

				Hal ground his jaw, furious that he’d been so easily outwitted. “This was a damned stupid idea,” he said, pacing the corridor in a futile attempt to relieve his anger. And his worry for Leah’s safety. “I never should have done it.”

				“What’s that you’re holding?”

				“A note from Leah.”

				“Ah, so she’s okay.” Rob frowned. “But why is she writing to you?”

				“I’ve no idea but presumably she isn’t safe, otherwise there would be no occasion to write to me in the middle of a ball.”

				“I suppose not.”

				“I’m assuming that she and Jean-Philippe both disappearing at the same time is no coincidence, but I’m damned if I can think of a connection between them.”

				“It’s deuced odd.” Rob scratched his head, sending thick locks of hair cascading across his brow. “Best see what she has to say for herself.”

				Hal opened the note and quickly scanned it, swearing aloud at its contents.

				My dear lover, he read. I am instructed to inform you that I’m well and unharmed, at present. “What the devil?”

				“What is it?” Rob peered over his shoulder, grinning in spite of the seriousness of the situation. “Lover, eh?”

				Hal didn’t answer, but instead carried on reading.

				If you wish to see Jean-Philippe again you are to meet my captors in the boathouse when the fireworks start at midnight. Come alone and keep your boots dry as you make your way there. The note was sighed, Your loving mistress, Leah.

				“That doesn’t help much,” Rob said with a frustrated sigh. “Why are they so interested in you when they already have Jean-Philippe?”

				“I’ve no idea, but here’s another question for you. Why is Leah pretending that we’re lovers when we’re not?”

				“Presumably because that’s what her captors think. You did only dance once this evening, with her.”

				Hal nodded. “True, but—”

				“There was a lot of gossip doing the rounds about that dance. That she might be your mistress, people can accept. That you would invite her to this ball and slight other women by dancing only with her scandalized the matrons.”

				“You know why I didn’t dance with anyone else.”

				“Hal, if I hadn’t known better, I would have shared the common opinion about your attachment to Leah. You’ve been vigilant all night, but when you danced with her, Jean-Philippe could have been snatched from beneath your very nose and you wouldn’t have noticed.” Rob lifted his shoulders. “Come to that, he probably was.”

				Hal smothered a curse, aware that his brother was right. He never should have allowed himself that dance with Leah. Nor would he have, had he been aware that it would place her in danger.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				Jean-Philippe’s gaze clashed with that of his companion. The satisfaction that communicated itself between the two men caused Leah’s fledgling hopes of rescue to evaporate and for the truth to come crashing in on her.

				“It was you.” Leah pointed an accusing finger at Jean-Philippe. “You killed your own father.”

				He offered her a mocking bow. “I can claim some of the credit, although I didn’t act alone. My faithful tutor here helped me to carry out the plan. Oh, excuse me, where are my manners. You two haven’t been introduced. Miss Elliott, allow me to present Monsieur Martell.”

				Leah stared in bald disbelief as Martell executed an elegant bow, almost as though they were in a social setting. Older and stronger than Jean-Philippe, he was obviously the one who’d inflicted so much damage on Leah’s upper arm.

				“At your service, mademoiselle.”

				“How very daring of you both,” she said scathingly. “But what is all this to me? Why have you brought me here?”

				“We need the attention of your lover.”

				“My lover?” Leah shook her head, still able to smell that dreadful sacking on her hair and shoulders as she did so. Her lovely dress would be ruined and she hadn’t even paid for it yet. Quelling such inconsequential thoughts, she hastened to make her position plain. “I fear you’ve miscalculated. Much as I dislike ruining your plans when you’ve gone to such trouble, I don’t have a lover.”

				Jean-Philippe smirked. “Come, come, there’s no need to be coy. The marquess brought you to his precious boat. He’s never taken any other woman there whilst I’ve been on board, or before that, either. I heard the crew remarking about how unusual it was.”

				Leah shrugged. “That means nothing.”

				“If more proof was needed, I watched from the balcony when he danced with you tonight. You, and no one else.” Jean-Philippe’s laugh was cruel, insulting. His eyes ranged over her body, clearly not impressed with what he saw.

				“You are allowing your imagination to run away with you. You have drawn ridiculous conclusions from one innocent dance, merely because they are what you wish to believe.”

				“His lordship enjoys creating a stir by flouting his lowly born lover in front of society’s elite. They might, perhaps, have overlooked your presence, but showing you such decided partiality truly scandalized them.” The young man’s face glowed with malice, and very evident dislike for Hal, as he warmed to his theme. “Perhaps he has French blood in his veins.”

				Leah was about to repeat her denials regarding her relationship with Hal, but at the last minute she held her tongue. They thought it was the case and anything she said to the contrary was unlikely to dissuade them. Besides, whatever it was they wanted, Hal’s imaginary affections were pivotal to their achieving it. Best play along and see if she could discover precisely what they were about.

				“Your intention is to escape Lord Denby and return to France, is it not? Although I don’t quite see why, unless someone else who is now here in England saw you commit the murder.” Leah wrinkled her brow, sure she was missing something important. Keeping this young man talking, encouraging him to boast about his achievements, might shake the missing ingredient free. “Anyway, I can see that Hal keeping you securely locked up on his boat whilst he awaited the appearance of a murderer only you could identify—”

				“I thought that a rather clever touch,” Jean-Philippe said smugly. “They consider me a mere boy, a dutiful son incapable of patricide, and so no one doubted my account.”

				“But you didn’t expect to be detained afloat for quite so long?”

				“No, that was irksome, I grant you. The marquess was a more vigilant protector than I’d bargained for, but I knew he would get tired of confining me there eventually and relax his guard.”

				“Again I ask the question, now that you’ve escaped, why not just disappear? Why bring me here?”

				“Oh, I’m sorry, didn’t I explain?” He folded his arms across his thin chest, very aware that he’d withheld that vital explanation. “I need you to write a note to your lover.”

				“And why would I oblige you in that respect?”

				“Isn’t it obvious?” He shared a complicit smile with his companion. “I intend for you to lure him into a trap so that I can kill him, of course.”

				* * *

				“She’s trying to tell me something,” Hal said, tapping the note against his thigh. “She’s trying to tell me where she is.”

				“How so?” Rob asked.

				“The business of being lovers. We never were, but I told her about the tunnel from my study to the dower house. I said our great-great-grandfather kept his boots dry when he went to visit her by using that tunnel.”

				“Clever girl!” Rob slapped Hal’s shoulder. “Come on. What are we waiting for? If they have Leah in the dower house, then presumably Jean-Philippe is there too.”

				“Have you sent someone upstairs to look after the injured guards?” Hal scowled. “Not that they deserve it.”

				“Yes, already done.”

				“Right, go downstairs and ask Darius not to let Flick out of his sight. Doubt that he’ll argue about that one, but I want to be sure she’s protected.”

				“What about Gabe? I expect he’ll want to come with us.”

				“No, ask him to keep Leah’s sister similarly engaged. Then round up Wright. Make sure you’re both armed and make your way to the dower house without being seen. Wait outside for my signal.”

				“What will that be?”

				“No idea yet, but you’ll know it when you hear it.” Hal grimaced, fear for Leah’s safety and determination to rescue her fuelling the gesture. “I shall go by the tunnel and surprise the scoundrels.”

				“You shouldn’t go alone, Hal. These people are ruthless, and I need you to stay in one piece. I have enough to deal with chasing off the contenders for my chess crown. I have absolutely no wish to become a marquess by default.”

				“But if you come with me, then our dear stepmother could finish up a little closer to achieving her ambition of having her son grab my title.” This time it was he who slapped Rob’s shoulder. “I know those tunnels. Leah’s captives have no idea they exist, which gives me an advantage. Even so, stealth is more important than strength of numbers.”

				“Very well, big brother, but if I hear screaming, or any sort of disruption, Wright and I will go in regardless.”

				“That’s good to know.”

				The brothers shook hands and, grim-faced, went their separate ways.

				* * *

				All Leah’s bravado left her in an extravagant whoosh of escaping air. This young whelp was deranged. Growing up in the lap of luxury, what cause did he have to resent his father so? Leah glanced at Martel leaning casually against the mantelpiece. The cynical light in eyes that didn’t waver from her face answered her own question.

				He had yet to speak a word but Leah suspected that he was the brains behind this evil scheme. Constantly at Jean-Philippe’s side whilst his father aided the British cause, he had fed on his charge’s dissatisfaction, manipulating it for purposes of his own.

				“Why would you wish to kill Hal?” Leah asked, too shocked to keep her voice completely even. “All he ever did was try to help you.”

				“He turned my father into a traitor, he and people like him!” Jean-Philippe said, flushing red with rage.

				“No one forced your father to do what he did. Presumably he was guided by his principles.”

				“If you had any idea what it was like for the aristocracy in France after that damned revolution, you wouldn’t entertain such a spurious notion.”

				“You can’t know what France was like in those days either,” Leah pointed out in a reasonable tone. “You’re far too young.”

				“My grandfather had to hide out like a common peasant to avoid the guillotine,” he said, talking over Leah’s interruption—probably not even hearing it. “Our lands and wealth were grabbed. All we had was what my grandfather and father managed to hide away before they made their escape. They lived lives of drudgery until that devil Robespierre was finally done away with and life slowly returned to normal. My father and grandfather reclaimed our lands and gradually restored our family to its rightful position.” He paused to flap a hand, obviously warming to his crazy theme—a theme that had been planted in his head by Martell. “And then, my father became a traitor to all he’d striven to achieve by working against France for the benefit of the English.”

				“Perhaps he could see what is now evident to the rest of the world. Napoleon was a dangerous megalomaniac who had to be stopped.”

				“My father was going to move us to England,” Jean-Philippe almost screamed. “Apparently senior members of the French army suspected him—rumours of retribution abounded and he needed to move for his own protection. Your government were happy to accommodate him, but to even consider such a move...bah! To turn our backs on everything my grandfather stood for, suffered for, without even consulting me.” He cast a glance at Martell, expelling deep, angry breaths through his nose. “It was not to be borne. It would have been history repeating itself and we couldn’t allow that to happen.”

				“And so you murdered your own father without a qualm.”

				“Not without a qualm, non. I’m a reasonable man so I explained my misgivings and gave him the opportunity to change his mind.”

				Leah screwed her features into an expression of distaste. “Oh well, then, that makes it perfectly all right.”

				“He didn’t take me seriously. He just laughed and said I would do as I was told.” Jean-Philippe narrowed his eyes, his expression rife with bitterness. “He made the same mistake he’d made many times before, treating me as a child with no thoughts or opinions of my own.”

				It was deathly quiet in the room as Leah thought about this ideological, dangerously unbalanced young man’s rationale. Most of what he’d said made a chilling sort of sense, but she couldn’t quite believe that he’d come to England just to kill Hal. Why take such an enormous risk? She decided to push him on that aspect of his story. “You must have had opportunity to attack Lord Denby on the boat. Why wait so long?”

				Jean-Philippe rolled his eyes. “Idiot! His crew are fiercer than any watchdog. They would have known it was me and I never would have left that boat alive.”

				In a moment of clarity Leah understood what had really happened in France. “No one seriously suspected your father of treason,” she said slowly. “He wanted to move to England for other reasons.” She paused to assimilate her thoughts. “He became accustomed to English ways whilst serving here as ambassador at the king’s court and enjoyed the respect his position afforded him. Offered the opportunity to resume that life by way of thanks for his services to the crown, he chose to accept it. That is what you could not tolerate.”

				“You know nothing,” Jean-Philippe spat sulkily.

				“He felt it would be expedient to leave France for a while, until things settled down, just in case there were any doubts circulating about his loyalty. You, on the other hand, couldn’t risk the slightest rumour emerging about your father’s real activities during the war and his reasons for returning to London. It would have tarnished your precious family name beyond recall. And so you hid out in a place where you knew Lord Denby would find you, having first made it known that you’d seen an Englishman kill your father and were chasing him down. You would have then returned to France, quite the young hero, and taken over your father’s title and estates.”

				“And so I still shall.” He grinned, disconcertingly confident. “Now, mademoiselle, it’s time to write that letter. Tell Lord Denby to meet us at the boathouse before the fireworks start at midnight.”

				“Why would I deliberately draw my lover to his death?”

				Martell levered himself from his position by the fireplace and stood directly in front of her, his eyes as cold and hard as ice. “There’s no saving Lord Denby,” he said. “But if you do as we ask, then your own life will be spared.”

				Of course it will. “How do I know I can trust you?”

				“Because you have my word,” Jean-Philippe said grandly.

				“But I know what you did. How do you know I wouldn’t tell the authorities?”

				“Bah!” Jean-Philippe waved his arms in dismissal. “Who would listen to you, a paid courtesan? I saw how the gentry viewed you with extreme distaste when you danced with Lord Denby. If you don’t do as we ask, we shall still spare your life but make it very obvious that you killed his lordship.” He threw a gleeful glance Martell’s way, clearly delighted with his twisted logic. “The result of a lover’s tiff.”

				“Very well then,” Leah said, with feigned reluctance. “You leave me with no choice.”

				In actual fact she was keen to write. She’d think of a way to warn Hal, which would give him an advantage. There was over an hour before the fireworks were due to start. A lot could be achieved in an hour.

				She wrote quickly, trying not to make it appear obvious that she was carefully choosing her words. They would read her missive and she worried about the rather obvious clue she’d left.

				“What’s this?” Martell bashed the paper with the back of his hand. “This business about keeping his boots dry.”

				“It’s a signal that I wish him to make love to me,” she said, smiling sweetly. “A secret way we have of communicating. When he reads that phrase, he will know the note isn’t a forgery.”

				“And he is so keen to experience your charms that he would come to you in the middle of a ball?”

				“Oh, yes,” Leah said with absolute confidence.

				The two men exchanged a brief glance and nodded.

				“Very well.” They opened the door and passed her note to someone waiting outside. “Deliver this to the gatehouse at once,” Martell said in French.

				Damn, Leah hadn’t stopped to think there might be more of them. She fervently hoped Hal wouldn’t come alone, wondering what she could do to even up the odds if he did. She eyed a heavy vase on the table close to her. If she could divert their attention now, perhaps she’d manage to bash at least one of them over the head with it.

				As though reading her thoughts, Martell produced a strong length of rope and bound her hands behind the back of the chair, hurting her shoulders as he yanked her arms back with unnecessary force. He then smirked as he lifted her skirts and secured her ankles to the legs of the chair. The ropes were so tight that she was afraid they’d cut off her circulation. Not that it really mattered. Unless Hal got here in time to rescue her, she would soon be dead anyway.

				In spite of their assurance, she was well aware that she couldn’t be allowed to live.

				* * *

				Hal strode to his study, closed and locked the door behind him. He found his trusted dagger in a desk drawer and slid it into his waistband. He thought about a pistol but dismissed the idea. Rob and Wright would carry firearms aplenty. Hal contented himself with just a knife. He wasn’t about to discharge a gun anywhere near Leah if it could be avoided. Bullets had a habit of going astray, especially in small buildings.

				Holding a lantern in one hand, Hal released the catch behind the third bookcase on the left. The shelves swung forward without making a sound, revealing the steps leading to the dark passageway beyond. Grimacing, Hal descended, anger and determination strengthening his resolve. If Leah’s captors had harmed one hair on her head, he would not be responsible for his actions. He ground his teeth, too intent on his purpose to spare time to examine the intensity of his feelings. The degree of chronic fear for her safety that gripped his heart like a vice.

				Progress was frustratingly slow since the passageway was narrow and hadn’t been used for a long while. Some small pieces of rock had fallen, littering his path. He didn’t think that any noise his boots made in contacting them would penetrate the thick walls of the dower house. Unwilling to take that chance, he was obliged to place each foot carefully, testing the ground beneath it before transferring his full weight onto it. Quelling his impatience, he speculated upon the situation he was likely to be confronted with, convinced he was missing something vital.

				Hal stop dead in his tracks when a truth so obvious that he ought to have seen it weeks ago hit him broadside. It was too much of a coincidence that both Leah and Jean-Philippe would disappear at the same time. Whoever had taken Leah had done so to lure him to her aid. Phillips and Humphreys knew nothing about Leah. They had only met her for the first time that night and nothing about their behaviour this evening had roused his suspicion to the slightest degree. Even if, as Rob suggested, his partiality for Leah had been apparent and one of them was the traitor, there would have been no opportunity for them to arrange her abduction.

				Jean-Philippe on the other hand, had seen Leah on his boat, had probably watched Hal kiss her. He had certainly heard her beautiful voice and must have gauged the profound effect it had on Hal, even in the brief time they were on the deck together before Hal had Jean-Philippe bundled away.

				Could it be? Was it really possible?

				Did Jean-Philippe actually have it in him to murder his own father?

				Hal’s every instinct, everything in him that was good and honourable, rebelled at the thought but he could think of no other explanation to fit the facts.

				He had absolved his suspects and no one else had been sniffing round Denby, asking awkward questions whilst Jean-Philippe had been on board The Celandine. Hal only had Jean-Philippe’s word that an Englishman had killed his father but he, and his superiors at the Admiralty, had accepted it without question. None of them had considered that a mild-mannered, rather underdeveloped young man—still a youth really—could possibly be involved. It had been a brutal, frenzied attack that had killed the comte, one that still caused Hal to wonder if he was on the right track.

				Hal had only met Jean-Philippe on a couple of occasions before the hostilities came to an end. Prior to that he had mostly been at the comte’s country estate, safely tucked away with his faithful tutor, Martell.

				Ah, Martell!

				Hal slowly recommenced walking, finding it far easier to believe that Martell had something to do with the comte’s death. There was something about him that had never sat comfortably with Hal. His saving grace was that he was devoted to his young pupil—perhaps too devoted. Hal had actually been glad that Jean-Philippe had someone with him whose society he enjoyed whilst confined on board The Celandine.

				As he continued his cautious approach to the dower house, Hal became increasingly more certain that he was correct. Even so, he still had trouble accepting that he’d actually been duped by the young pup and his handler. He ground his jaw, determined, first and foremost, to rescue Leah. Then the pugnacious Frenchmen would pay for their dastardly deeds.

				He reached the steps that led up to the dower house and paused, convinced that he could hear something—some melodious sound completely at odds with the circumstances. It took him a moment to realise that what he could hear was singing.

				Beautiful singing.

				His heart lurched. Leah was pouring her soul into Countess Almaviva’s aria from The Marriage of Figaro. Hal recognized the haunting beauty of a piece that had always been a favourite of his. He enjoyed opera and had once confessed to Leah that he particularly enjoyed Figaro.

				“What the devil,” he muttered. Why had she chosen to sing at such a moment?

				Then it came to him. She was warning him of the dangers. Unlike her captors, she knew he would approach the dower house via the tunnel but she couldn’t be sure that he would have figured out Jean-Philippe’s duplicity. Figaro had been banned in Vienna during the decade before the French Revolution, considered dangerous because of its satirical take on the aristocracy.

				The admiration Hal felt for Leah’s quick-wittedness and bravery strengthened his resolve. She must be terrified and yet had remained levelheaded enough to think of a way to warn him that was unlikely to register with her captors. Hal rose to the challenge, determined that her resourcefulness would be rewarded with quick and decisive action on his part.

				So resolved, he found the catch that opened the door, took a deep, fortifying breath and pushed it forward with one decisive thrust of his hand. He stepped through it, taking in the scene that greeted him at a glance. Leah was bound hand and foot but still singing beautifully enough to soften the hardest of hearts. Jean-Philippe and Martell certainly seemed enthralled—so much so that it took them a moment to realise Hal was actually there.

				Leah stopped singing and slumped against her bonds. “You are come at last,” she said softly.

				“Did you doubt me?”

				“Never.”

				Casting her a glance intended to convey confidence, he walked directly towards Martell, whom he considered the more dangerous of the two. The man had already recovered from the shock of Hal’s arrival and was reaching for his weapon. Without breaking stride, Hal knocked the pistol he’d drawn to the floor and sent Martell tumbling after it. The Frenchman reacted quickly, rolling into the fall and reaching for the pistol again in the same movement. Hal applied his booted foot to the man’s hand, increasing the pressure until he heard bones crack, and Martell screamed in agony.

				He hadn’t worried unduly about Jean-Philippe, not considering him particularly dangerous without the support of his mentor. Besides, all the commotion of his brief scrap with Martell would be enough to bring Rob and Wright running.

				Except no one came bursting through the main door. Unperturbed, Hal turned to Jean-Philippe, ready to deal with him, only to find he had a pistol of his own. With a murderous glint in his eye, he trained it directly at Hal’s head, holding it in a rock-steady hand.

				“You shouldn’t have done that,” he said in a glacial tone.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				Hal’s appearance caused the strain Leah had been holding at bay to settle about her like a dull ache. Convinced that he’d be able to handle these two without input from her, she sagged against her bonds, physically and mentally exhausted and more than happy to cede control of the situation to him. A ferocious scowl etched deep furrows in his forehead and he looked ready to commit murder. A shudder passed through Leah. She had always sensed that he would be dangerous when roused and was glad not to be on the receiving end of his fulminating anger.

				The thought had barely crossed her mind before he lost the advantage. It happened so quickly that she barely recalled how it had happened. One moment Hal was in command, the next Jean-Philippe was training a gun on him. There was a commotion outside, presumably Hal had brought others with him, and they were dealing with the rogues stationed there, but no one immediately came to Hal’s rescue.

				Another moment and it would be too late for them to do so.

				She glanced at Jean-Philippe’s handsome young face, screwed up with bitterness and hatred. With Martell out of the picture she had hoped that his resolve might falter. The resolute set to his features caused that aspiration to wither before it even took hold. She could see by the icy determination in his eye that he would carry through with the crime he’d come here to commit, with or without his partner’s help.

				Unfortunately for him, he wasn’t the only person in the room who had reason to act with cold disregard for the sanctity of life. Leah loved Hal with an unrequited passion that gave her strength and purpose. She wasn’t about to watch him gunned down by a maniac with a grudge to bear and would gladly sacrifice her own life if it meant that his would be spared.

				Martell nursed his injured hand, uttering expletives beneath his breath, no longer a danger. Jean-Philippe stood close to her chair, all his attention trained on Hal. He seemed to have forgotten all about her. She watched his evil smile as his finger slowly tightened on the trigger. Hal stared at him, helpless to do anything as Jean-Philippe took his time, savouring the moment.

				“Think about what you’re doing,” Hal said.

				“Are you going to beg for your life?” Jean-Philippe tittered. “I thought you had more dignity than that.”

				“I was merely pointing out the futility of your actions, which hardly amounts to begging.” Hal stood a little straighter, towering over the Frenchman, as though to prove his point. “Kill me by all means, but you won’t leave this estate alive if you do.”

				“Hah, still so arrogant. In case it slipped your notice, Monsieur le Marquess, it is I who has the pistol.”

				“Indeed.” Hal levelled a malevolent stare on the young man, his eyes as black as obsidian, no emotion evident in his tone. “But do you have the courage to use it, that’s the question?”

				“I killed my father,” he said proudly.

				Hal quirked a brow. “Did you?” His glance moved towards Martell, still clutching his broken hand. “I rather thought you had a little help with that.”

				Jean-Philippe’s features twisted with anger. “Then you are about to learn differently.”

				Leah listened to this exchange, her mind whirling. Hal must be keeping him talking in the hope that help would arrive. But he had miscalculated, that much was obvious when she noticed Jean-Philippe’s finger tighten on the trigger a little more. Hal was a fraction of a second away from death.

				Unless she did something to prevent it.

				With no time to left to think, Leah acted on instinct alone. She rocked her chair until it lurched sideways, crashing into Jean-Philippe at the exact moment he fired his shot, sending him sprawling to the floor. Still bound to the chair, she had no way of breaking her fall. Her head made hard contact with the wooden floor, sending a debilitating ache shooting through it. She blinked back the pain, watching Hal move with agility to disarm Jean-Philippe.

				Finally the front door crashed open but before she could determine whether the newcomers were friend or foe, she lost consciousness.

				* * *

				Leah opened her eyes, unaware how much time had elapsed since the brief, brutal confrontation between Hal and his enemies. She immediately shut them again, the thumping pain on the inside of her skull eliciting an agonized groan. Where was she? Her thoughts were a tangled mass of nonrecollection. The feel of crisp linen sheets told her she was in bed, but not her bed, surely? Her uncle’s gatehouse didn’t run to such expensive linen. She opened her eyes again, more cautiously this time, and jumped when she heard gunshots.

				“Shush!” A large hand gently brushed against her brow. “It’s just the fireworks.”

				She looked up and found Hal sitting beside her, a frown creasing his beautiful brow. “What happened to me?” she asked, still dazed. “Where am I?”

				“You were in the dower house but are now safely back at the Hall. How do you feel?”

				She wiggled her limbs and winced. “Like I’ve been trodden on by a large horse.”

				“You saved my life,” he said, choking on the words.

				She managed a brief smile. “Any time.”

				“Do you remember what happened?”

				“Yes, I think so. Jean-Philippe was going to shoot you.” She sighed, fighting the temptation to surrender to sleep. “Couldn’t allow that.”

				“He would have done, too, but for your quick thinking. I made the mistake of goading him instead of trying to placate.”

				“Placation wouldn’t have worked. He was quite determined to do away with you. He boasted about it.”

				His hand continued to gently caress her face. “You have a nasty bruise on your temple where you hit the ground, and chafing on your wrists and ankles where those bastards bound you so tight.” He ground his teeth. “We shall send for the doctor once the ball is over.”

				“No, it’s not necessary.” She placed a reassuring hand on his arm. “I have no serious injury.”

				“You can’t be sure of that.”

				She smiled. “You say I saved your life so you must allow me to decide whether I need a doctor fussing over me.” She thought of her aunt’s reaction if news of such a situation where to reach her ears, which it surely would. She winced for a reason that had nothing to do with her thumping head.

				“Very well,” he said with patent reluctance. “Have it your way, for the time being, at least.”

				“I ruined my lovely gown and I haven’t paid you for it yet.”

				“Nor shall you. It is I who is in your debt.” He dropped a featherlight kiss on her brow. “Your thinking to sing Figaro was inspirational.”

				“I thought you would understand why I’d done it.”

				“When we discovered Jean-Philippe missing, I finally realised that he must be his father’s actual killer.” Hal grimaced. “I’m a mutton-headed fool for not having suspected him earlier.”

				“Why would you? He’s looks like nothing more than a child. Martell was the driving force.”

				“Yes, I came to realise that too. Father and son didn’t spend much time together, whereas Martell was constantly in Jean-Philippe’s company, easily able to influence his impressionable mind.”

				“Do you have any idea why they really did it?”

				Hal shrugged. “Greed, I would imagine. They wanted to continue with their relationship and have money and power enough that people would turn a blind eye to their proclivities.”

				Leah blinked. “What relationship?” Hal said nothing, leaving her to think it through. It didn’t take long for the truth to dawn. “Ah, I did not realise,” she said.

				Hal expelled a long sigh. “I doubt Martell was too happy when his protégé insisted upon coming after me. The mistake he made was being too convincing. Jean-Philippe believed the yarn that Martell spun about his father’s treachery and needed someone to blame. I think he also saw himself as an avenging angel. I never knew him that well but I believe he had a great attachment to his grandfather. He was certainly spoiled and indulged, accustomed to getting his own way.”

				“What will happen to him now?”

				“They’re both secured in the dungeons, along with their helpers. Dealing with them held Rob and Wright up outside the dower house. Two ruffians for hire who slipped into the grounds tonight and acted as their eyes and ears. They will all be transported to London tomorrow to answer for their crimes.”

				“And so they should.”

				“I shall have to go with them, Peisinoe, much as I would prefer to stay here with you. There will be reports to write, meetings to attend whilst we decide how best to deal with them. I shall be gone several days.”

				“Of course you must go.”

				“You will oblige me by remaining here at the Hall, you and your sister, until I return.”

				“No.” Leah shook her head and immediately regretted it when the pain reasserted itself. “That wouldn’t be proper. We shall return home tomorrow.”

				Hal tried to dissuade her but Leah was adamant. She was also realistic. She had no excuse to spend more time at the Hall, especially when her true purpose was merely to feast her eyes on the man whom she’d fallen so comprehensively in love with. She had to look to her own future now, and to Beth’s, and that future was unlikely to interlock with Lord Denby’s.

				* * *

				Hal’s few days in London turned into ten. His patience, never his strong point, had almost reached its limit when it was finally decided to incarcerate Jean-Philippe and Martell in a gaol beneath the Admiralty building that few people knew existed.

				The difficulty was that if they were sent back to France, Jean-Philippe would get an opportunity to crow about his father’s treason. The French courts might then overlook his murderous attack on his father and, instead, hail him as a hero. The British couldn’t afford to take the risk, especially since one of the men whom Hal had set to guard them in the nursery at the Hall had subsequently died as a result of the severe knock on the head he received.

				Again, prosecuting could be difficult since Hal would be required to explain why they had been imprisoned there in the first place. And so the decision was finally taken to hide them away until it could be decided what best to do with them. That could take a considerable while since the wheels of bureaucracy turned at a frustratingly slow pace.

				All the time he was kept in town, Hal’s thoughts constantly returned to Leah. Several times he was tempted to send word to her, explaining the reason for his delayed return. He didn’t do so because he was convinced it couldn’t be much longer before he was absolved of responsibility for young Jean-Philippe. But ten days!

				Furious, he stomped through the rooms of his town house, ready to commit a murder or two of his own. Very few staff were at the house at this time of year, most of them having moved to the Hall along with the family at the end of the season. Glad of the solitude, he poured himself a large brandy and sat in front of the drawing room fire, relived to the core that it was finally over. He was now free to leave town, but he wouldn’t be going straight home. He would make a detour to Brighton first and attend to some long-overdue business there.

				He reached the seaside town the following afternoon and met with Parsons at an agreed location. Exchanging the minimum of words, they made their way to Morris’s bookshop. From Parson’s description, Hal guessed it was the man himself who stepped from behind a towering pile of books and bowed low. He summed Hal up with one glance of his furtive eyes, clearly recognizing a gentleman of quality when he saw one.

				“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Morris said in a sycophantic tone that made Hal wince.

				Without responding, Parsons slipped the bolt on the door.

				“I say, sir, what do you think—”

				Hal risked soiling his gloves when he placed one hand on Morris’s chest and pushed him into a chair. “I am here at Miss Elliott’s behest,” he said.

				“Miss Elliott?” Morris wrung his hands. “Such a charming young lady. Her father and I were in the way of business together. It was a tragedy what happened to him.”

				“Especially as that tragedy was of your making.”

				“Me, sir?” Morris feigned surprise. “Why ever would you say such a terrible thing? He was my greatest friend.”

				Hal removed his tainted glove, slapped it against his palm and fixed Morris with an icy glare. “To get your hands on his valuable books. Books that he’d steadfastly refused to sell to you.”

				“How dare you, sir!” Morris attempted to stand and express his indignation. With just one finger Hal pushed him back into his seat. “I’ll have you know that his books were damaged almost beyond redemption in that unfortunate fire. However, out of the goodness of my heart, I had them restored as best I could and sold them for what I could get.”

				“Oh, we know what you got for them.” When Hal named the precise figure, all colour drained from Morris’s face. “The question is, why did that sum not reach Miss Elliott’s account?”

				When Morris opened his mouth and then shut it again like a dying fish desperate for oxygen, Hal moved in for the kill.

				“I neglected to introduce myself. I’m the Marquess of Denby and have taken it upon myself to seek justice on behalf of Miss Elliott and her sister.” Hal had thought it impossible for the weasel of a man to pale even more, but he managed it at the mention of Hal’s name. “Now then, why don’t we discuss what you are going to do to make things right?” Without waiting for a response, Hal continued. “You shall arrange for the full value of the books to be made over to Miss Elliott. We shall be perfectly comfortable here whilst you write the order to your bank.”

				“But I paid Miss Elliott—”

				“A mere fraction of their value. You will now pay Miss Elliott their full value plus, what shall we say, Parsons, an additional ten percent interest, perhaps?” Hal nodded. “Yes, that seems perfectly fair.”

				“I can’t, I won’t—”

				“You can and you will, if you want to remain a free man. Make the direction to my bank.” Hal handed him a piece of paper with the particulars. “I’m unsure if Miss Elliott has an account of her own.”

				“How do I know you won’t gull her?”

				A penetrating silence greeted this foolish slur on Hal’s honour. The sound of wheels on cobbles and the odd cry from a street urchin were the only sounds inside the cluttered shop as Hal left Morris to ruminate on his own stupidity.

				“I shall pretend you didn’t say that,” he eventually said, fixing the dastardly cove with a glare of icy contempt.

				“I did not mean to imply—”

				“Just write!” Hal tapped the paper in front of the bookseller.

				Morris scribbled the direction to his bank in accordance with Hal’s dictation.

				Satisfied, Hal folded the note and placed it in his pocket. “Thank you. Now, as to your future, Morris, you’ll close up shop here and leave these shores forever. Forget about your moneylending—”

				“Why would I do that?” He puffed out his chest, dredging up a little courage now that his future was being threatened. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”

				“You’ve done plenty wrong. I know you arranged for that fire to be set that killed Miss Elliott’s father, and I’m in a fair way to proving it.”

				“My contacts in Whitechapel are proving very talkative,” Parsons said in a matter-of-fact tone. “His lordship’s money has a way of loosening tongues. It’s only a matter of time before we find the poor fool who did your bidding, and then you’ll both swing for your crime.”

				* * *

				Leah had a hard time explaining her disappearance from the ball and subsequent injury to Beth and Flick. She suspected neither of them believed that she’d slipped and fallen on the damp terrace stones but had the good manners not to press her on the point.

				True to her determination, the girls returned to the gatehouse, Flick insisting that she would call upon them very soon. The days slipped by and Leah’s anticipation of seeing Hal again gradually faded. He had seemed so determined, so grateful, when she last saw him but other matters had quickly claimed his attention. Her lingering hopes that he would make good on his promise to extract funds on her behalf from Morris dwindled also, along with her crazy notion that she and Hal had formed some sort of a bond. She shook her head, reminding herself again and again that she was being unrealistic.

				Unable to settle long to any activity, Leah directed her anger at herself for almost believing he was sincere in his desire to help her. Had life not already taught her that it was futile to rely on anyone else? Besides, she could manage her affairs very well without Lord Denby’s interference. She didn’t need the soft touch of his lips as they played against hers, the unsettling intelligence in rich brown eyes that sparkled with appreciation when she sang for him. Hal was nothing more than an amusing distraction, one she could easily dispense with.

				Thus resolved, Leah set her mind to the future direction of the lives she was responsible for, a situation made necessary when a few days after the ball her aunt called at the gatehouse. Leah had hoped that she might reconsider evicting them, but that didn’t prove to be the case.

				“You are a grave disappointment to me, Leah,” she said coldly, “and I refuse to recognize you. In spite of my warning you still threw yourself at the marquess quite shamelessly, wore a dress that made you look no better than a trollop, and then conducted yourself as though that’s precisely what you are.”

				By dancing one dance? “I am sorry you think so, aunt,” Leah said in a dignified tone, folding her hands in her lap and refusing to explain herself.

				“Lady Bentley has cut all connections with me, thanks to you. I, in turn, shall cut you.” She stood up, collected her gloves and turned her back on Leah and Beth. “Just remember that you must leave this property by the end of the month and not bother your uncle or me ever again.”

				“I’m sorry, Beth,” Leah said when their despised relation had departed. “I appear to have made us homeless.”

				Beth took her sister’s hand and squeezed it. “It’s not your fault. We can easily find somewhere more agreeable to live.”

				If only it were that easy.

				A week later, Leah received a response to a letter she’d written, which finalised her plans. With a sinking heart, she sat Beth and Meg down and told them they’d all be returning to London.

				“I shall seek a career as an opera singer,” she said, trying to make it sound as though the idea excited rather than appalled her.

				“But Mama didn’t wish you to take that route,” Beth said in an anguished tone. “She was quite adamant on the point.”

				“It won’t be so bad. Singing isn’t looked upon as being a disreputable career for a woman anymore, quite the reverse, in fact. Catalani is rumoured to have earned two thousand guineas last year, singing at the King’s Theatre.” Leah’s feigned enthusiasm felt strained in the light of the identical expressions of disapproval that greeted her statement. “Only imagine how well we could live on that. Not that I expect to earn nearly as much, even if they will have me, but I’m sure I shall be able to keep us all very well.”

				“This is because of me, isn’t it?” Beth said, tears in her eyes. “My medical expenses have brought us to this sorry pass.”

				“No, darling, you mustn’t ever think that.” Leah sank to her knees in front of her sister and took her hand. “It’s my fault for not dancing to our aunt’s tune. She’s taken me in dislike and is determined to be rid of us because I’ve damaged her standing amongst the people she wishes to impress.” Leah dredged up a smile. “I almost feel sorry for her, you know.”

				“How could you?” Beth asked, eyes wide with shock. “She hasn’t treated us well.”

				“She’s disappointed with her lot, that’s all. She regrets marrying Uncle Percy and yearns for a more glamorous life. Her attitude towards us improved when she gained admittance to the Hall, thanks to our friendship with Flick, but now—”

				“Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

				“I don’t suppose our uncle is happy about her telling us to leave, because he feels responsible for us, but he can’t seem to stand up to her.”

				“But our friends at the Hall—”

				“Lead lives that will never encroach upon ours,” Leah said, kindly yet firmly. “I have written to Mr. Davidson—”

				“Your old music master?”

				“Yes, I’ve acquainted him with my plans and he’s invited me to stay with him and his wife whilst I audition for the King’s Theatre Company.” Leah forced herself to flash a radiant smile. “Only imagine that.”

				“You are to go to London already?” Meg asked.

				“I must.” Leah, feeling ridiculously close to tears, couldn’t maintain her smile. “It will be for the best.”

				“But how will you get there?”

				“Easily enough. I shall take the cart that leaves from the Boar tomorrow morning. That will convey me to Dover and I shall catch the post from there.”

				“You can’t go alone,” Meg said firmly.

				“Indeed she cannot,” said a masculine voice from the doorway. “But it will be my pleasure to escort her.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty

				“Ha...Lord Denby.” Leah jumped to her feet, tingling exhilaration rippling down her spine. “I didn’t hear you knock.”

				“Jonny showed me in, but he seems to have disappeared.” Hal watched her with unnerving stillness, compelling her to break the silence that settled between them.

				“I wasn’t aware that you had returned to Denby,” she said, wishing she could recall the words as soon as they passed her lips. They made it sound as though she cared.

				“I have just now got back.” His body, swathed in a caped driving coat, his boots dusty from travel, supported his words. Leah wondered what had compelled him to break his journey at the gatehouse rather than return directly to the Hall.

				Before she had the opportunity to ask him, Meg lumbered to her feet.

				“I have work to do,” she said, beaming at Leah as she left the room.

				Beth stood as well and curtsied to Hal. “Lord Denby,” she said. “Pray do excuse me. I have a letter to write.”

				Leah suppressed a smile. They weren’t exactly being subtle. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Leah asked in a prim tone when the door closed softly behind Beth.

				“How are you?” he asked at the same time, placing his hat and gloves on a side table and crossing the room to lean against the mantelpiece. He was still watching her closely, an indolent smile playing about his lips. The walls of the small room appeared to shrink inwards as he stood there, unlike her, the epitome of calm composure.

				“I’m perfectly well, thank you,” she said, resuming her seat. “Did you complete your business in town?”

				He sighed and moved towards the seat facing hers. “May I?”

				“Please.”

				He shrugged out of his greatcoat and threw it across another chair before sitting down. “It took far longer than expected but, yes, things were finally resolved, after a fashion.”

				“I’m glad that evil young man is safely under lock and key.”

				“Why are you going to London?”

				Leah hesitated, wondering whether she ought to tell him the truth. What business was it of his? “I have decided to make a career in the opera,” she said, tilting her chin, defying him to suggest that she didn’t possess the requisite skill. “My tutor has arranged an audition at the King’s Theatre.”

				“Financial necessity compels you to go against your mother’s wishes?” he asked, his voice a soft, lilting caress that affected her all the way to her toes. It was almost as if he actually cared.

				“Yes, that and the fact that my aunt does not wish us to remain living here.”

				He made a disgruntled sound at the back of his throat, breaking the brief intimacy between them. “Then she’s a shortsighted fool.”

				Leah quirked a brow. “What do you mean by that?”

				“No matter. My opinion of your aunt is not germane.”

				“Nevertheless...”

				“You asked me once why I so disliked my stepmother. She and Lady Wantage are cut from the same cloth, so their friendship never surprised me. They are both social-climbing, insensitive females who think only of their own welfare.”

				“I know my aunt can be self-centred but I didn’t realise your step-mama was like that as well.”

				“You’re fortunate enough not to have met her. If you had, you wouldn’t have remained in ignorance for long.” Hal’s features settled into an expression of extreme distaste. “Even before my beloved mother was cold in her grave, the fortune hunters closed in on my father, Cynthia Barlow at their forefront. I was too consumed with my own grief to give it much thought. Then I went back to school. When I came home at the end of the next term Miss Barlow already had her claws into my father and he was besotted by her.” Hal expelled a frustrated breath. “She was very beautiful, not much older than me and charming to all of us. That changed within days of her having my father’s ring on her finger. It got a great deal worse when she bore him a son.”

				“Why?” Leah frowned. “Surely there was a place for all of you in your father’s affections. She did not need to feel insecure.”

				“I am my uncle’s heir,” he said.

				She blinked. “Yes, so I’ve been told but I’ve never understood why.”

				“The Duke of Dawlish, my father’s brother. He never married, you see, and because of that my stepmother saw no reason why her son should not become my father’s heir.”

				“But surely—”

				“That was nonsense, of course. As his eldest son his title would always be mine, but Lady Denby, accustomed to getting her heart’s desire, was blind to logic.”

				“Presumably your father made provision for his second family. Why was that not enough for your stepmother?”

				Hal sighed. “That I’ve never been able to fathom. What I do know is that Flick was the one who bore the brunt of her ill-temper and, believe me, your aunt’s fits of pique are nothing compared to Lady Denby’s. Us boys were at school most of the time but poor Flick was stuck with her. She talks little about that period in her life, which makes me imagine it was a lot worse than she pretends. Perhaps one day she will tell me.”

				“You are not to blame.”

				He smiled intimately at her. “And yet somehow I feel responsible.”

				“Your father obviously didn’t accede to his wife’s request.”

				“No indeed. Although he never said as much, I believe he knew he’d made a mistake almost at once.”

				“Now I understand why she isn’t welcome at the Hall and I don’t in the least blame you for that.”

				“She was well provided for but still exceeds her income. I pay Giles’s school fees and I actually have some hope of him turning out to be worthwhile, now that he’s no longer under his mother’s direct influence.” Hal scowled. “But my stepsister is as grasping as her mother. Quite a lost cause, I’m afraid.”

				“There is much gossip in the village about the split in the family.” Leah touched his hand. “You are the injured party but can’t set the record straight without damaging your family’s reputation.”

				“You know me better than to imagine that a little gossip causes me lost sleep.”

				“Even so.”

				“Enough about me,” he said, shaking his head as though dispelling further unwelcome thoughts about the past. “What matters is that you do not need to sing for your supper.”

				“I beg to differ. I am—”

				“Morris has given up the blunt he obtained for your father’s books.”

				Leah’s entire body jolted as she sprang to her feet, suspicion and joy competing for dominance inside her addled brain. “What? Are you sure? How can that possibly be?”

				“Perfectly sure.” He flashed that compelling smile of his that made her regret the loss of their brief intimacy. Then he named the amount he had obtained from Morris. It was so much that she fell back into her chair before her legs gave out on her, her head swimming with confusion.

				“But that’s far more than he obtained for them,” she said dazedly.

				Hal shrugged. “He was moved to generosity.”

				Or threatened, bullied, cajoled—Leah didn’t much care what tactics he’d employed to regain her funds. All she felt was an overwhelming gratitude towards him for involving himself in her affairs.

				“Thank you,” she said with heartfelt sincerity. “It would be far better for Beth’s health if we settled somewhere far away from the noise and dirt of London. Thanks to you we shall be able to do so.” She paused, her mind already alive with possibilities. “Perhaps we shall take ourselves to Bath. There will be ample opportunities there for Beth to be admired.”

				Hal looked as though he was about to comment on her plans, but in the end he merely stretched his legs in front of him, crossed his feet at the ankles and waited. It was obvious that he expected her to say something more, to express her thanks more profusely, which surprised her. She hadn’t thought him that high in the instep. After all, she had saved his life. Didn’t that make them even? Then it occurred to her what she was missing and gasped aloud.

				“By paying out these monies,” Leah said slowly, “Mr. Morris has all but admitted that he stole the books. So it must follow...follow that he—” She fell silent, too overwhelmed to continue.

				“Arranged for your father to be killed? Yes, very likely.” Hal reached across the space that separated them and took her hand. “He won’t admit it, of course.”

				“But he must be forced to!” Leah cried, greatly agitated.

				“Indeed he must, and that’s why you might wish to accompany me to London tomorrow anyway, even though you no longer need to join an opera company.”

				“Why London? Mr. Morris is in Brighton.”

				“For now, but during our conversation I suggested...er, rather forcibly, that he leave these shores permanently. I intimated that I was close to finding the man whom he paid to set the fire and that it was only a matter of time before I did.”

				Leah clapped her hands. “And that man would be in London. You think he will go there to bribe him into remaining silent.”

				“That’s my expectation, yes. He has no wish to leave England. I’ve already greatly depleted his funds by forcing him to pay you what you are entitled to. If he has to give up his lucrative moneylending business, he will find himself in dun territory.”

				“Then we must go to London at once.” Leah leapt to her feet again, her heart pounding, her emotions in hopeless disarray. “We can’t afford to let him out of our sight.” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “What if, instead of trying to bribe the man to keep quiet, he actually kills him? I wouldn’t put it past him.”

				Hal stood also, took her arm and gently guided her back to her seat. “Have a little faith, Peisinoe,” he said softly. “First, Morris was still in Brighton when I left him a while ago. His only means of travelling to London is by post, and the earliest he can leave is in the morning. Besides, I have someone watching his every move and we will know the precise nature of his activities every step of the way.”

				“Why would you go to so much trouble for my sake?” she asked, genuinely perplexed.

				“You saved my life.”

				“And you have made recompense by forcing Morris to pay me what he owes.”

				“To answer the other part of your questions, I don’t believe Morris has it in him to kill anyone. He is a small man, and he’s a coward. He acquires information about others and then uses it to force them into doing his dirty work. I suspect that whoever the arsonist is, he’ll be a burly fellow, well able to take care of himself.” Hal shook his head. “Even so, I shall return to London on the morrow. I am convinced that Morris will soon be in the capital himself, he can’t afford not to be, and then we shall have the satisfaction of proving his guilt.” He paused, smiling at her. “I assume you wish to be there.”

				“Absolutely!”

				“Then I shall collect you at nine tomorrow morning. Even if Morris catches the early stage, we shall still be there before him.”

				“I can’t believe that I worked for that man all these years, grateful for any scraps he threw my way, when all the time he was responsible for my straightened circumstances.” Leah felt fit to explode. “Yes, my lord, I most definitely wish to be there.”

				“That’s what I thought you would say.” Hal stood. “I think it best not to mention your change in circumstances to anyone, not even your sister, until the business with Morris is resolved.”

				Leah frowned. “Why is that? I should like to ease Beth’s mind about our finances.”

				“Then you would have no reason to go to London.” He pinioned her with a significant glance. “Especially not alone with me.”

				“Ah yes, I see,” she said, walking with him to the door and offering him her hand. “Thank you,” she said with a wealth of feeling. “My mind is already greatly relieved.”

				He ignored her proffered hand and pulled her into his arms instead, captured her mouth with hungry urgency and as quickly released her again.

				“Until tomorrow then.”

				And he was gone.

				* * *

				When Hal pulled up at the gatehouse in his travelling chaise the following morning, Leah was dressed in a russet-green travelling ensemble, a fetching straw bonnet perched on top of her curls. The rest of her household stood on the threshold and waved her off, making no comment about the impropriety of the travelling arrangements. Hal hadn’t supposed that they would. As far as they were aware, Leah would be staying with her music tutor and his wife when they reached the capitol, but Hal had very different ideas about her accommodation.

				He raised the subject when they stopped at a posting inn to change horses and take refreshment. She was so fixated on proving Morris had arranged her father’s murder that it was apparent she hadn’t spared a thought for her accommodation whilst in the capital.

				“As we expected,” he said, “Morris left Brighton on the London stagecoach early this morning. I received word just before I left the Hall.”

				“Good.” Leah nodded so firmly that she set the ribbons on her bonnet dancing beneath her chin. “The wait will not be a long one, then. Patience, you see, is not my strong suit.”

				“I’m aware of that and if you won’t mind the unorthodox arrangement, it might be more expedient for you to stay at my town house.”

				She looked up from her dish of hot chocolate and raised a brow. “Why is that?”

				“The men watching Morris will report to me there. If he makes contact with anyone suspicious, speed will be of the essence.”

				“Then yes, I’ll do that.”

				“You need not fear for your reputation. I only have a skeleton staff at the house at this time of the year and they know better than to talk out of turn.”

				Leah offered him a wan smile. “My aunt would have it that I have no reputation left to be concerned about.”

				“Your aunt should look to her own behaviour before she assumes to criticize others.”

				“What do you mean by that?”

				“Nothing. If you’ve finished, then let’s resume our journey.”

				They reached Grosvenor Street early in the evening. Hal alighted from the carriage, stretched and then walked round to help Leah down before the groom who had come running could do so. He watched her taking in the façade of his home. He was so used to it that it barely registered with him but he imagined that to Leah it must seem rather grand and imposing. Even so, she didn’t allow it to show, and when he offered her his arm she placed her hand on it without hesitation. They ascended the steps to the front door, which was opened by the senior footman in charge of the house in Potter’s absence.

				“My lord,” he said, bowing.

				“Green, this is Miss Elliott. Has a chamber been prepared for her in accordance with my instructions?”

				“Naturally, my lord.”

				A young maid came forward and curtsied.

				“Mary, show Miss Elliott to her room and help her with anything she needs. Come down when you’ve refreshed yourself,” he added to Leah, “and we will take supper together.”

				* * *

				Leah followed the maid up a wide staircase to the first floor, along a wide gallery with portraits of past generations lining the wall. They appeared to follow her progress with disdain, as though wanting to know what she thought she was doing there. Leah tilted her chin and didn’t supply them with an answer, mostly because she was asking herself the same question. They continued on past a row of closed doors, until the girl finally stopped in front of one of them.

				“This is for you, miss.”

				She opened the door and stood back so that Leah could enter the room first. She tried not to show just how impressed-—and intimidated—she felt. The entire gatehouse would have fit into this one chamber with ease.

				“I’ll just bring up some hot water, miss,” Mary said. “I expect you need a good wash after your journey.”

				A short time later, washed and changed into a serviceable gown that definitely didn’t do justice to her surroundings, Leah went downstairs again. She found Hal waiting for her, flipping through some papers as he sat beside the fire in the small sitting room.

				“Ah, there you are,” he said looking up and smiling. “We’ll dine at once, Green.”

				“Very good, my lord.”

				A message arrived just as they were finishing. Hal scanned it quickly and stood up.

				“Things are happening quicker than I anticipated,” he said. “Morris arrived, went to several taverns, spoke to a few people and then went to an alehouse in Mill Street. He’s been there in close conversation with one man ever since.”

				“Then we must go there too,” Leah said, placing her napkin aside and standing up.

				“I shall go,” he said. “It’s not the sort of place for a lady to be seen at night.”

				“Then why am I here?” she asked. “I lived in that part of town for years, remember? I’m not afraid. Besides, I shall be with you.”

				It was obvious that Hal wished to argue the point but in the end he agreed with an abrupt nod. Just as well since had he not done so, she would simply have made her own way to Mill Street, and she suspected that he knew it.

				“Stay close to me at all times,” he said. “Green, have the town coach brought round at once.”

				Mere minutes later they were inside a coach again, a different one to that which had conveyed them to London. How many conveyances did Hal own? With such banal thoughts running through Leah’s head, they rattled along as fast as Hal’s coachman dared to travel through increasingly narrow streets, the cobbles damp and slippery for the horses to negotiate after a recent shower. Hal appeared to know the district as well as she did—he was full of surprises—and tapped on the roof with his cane as they approached Mill Street.

				“Keep going round,” he said to his coachman, “and don’t wander far. If all goes to plan, we shall have need of you again very soon. Try to pass the end of this road every couple of minutes.”

				It seemed a rather tall order to Leah but the coachman nodded, seemingly unperturbed by the bizarre instruction.

				“Come,” Hal said to Leah, reaching for her hand. He paused to pull the hood of her cloak over her hair and led her towards the tavern. “Are you ready?”

				“I’m quite prepared,” she said, surprised that her voice sounded so even when it felt as though an entire horde of butterflies had taken up residence in her stomach.

				Hal pushed through the door to the tavern and stopped just inside it, surveying the occupants of the taproom. He saw someone he obviously knew through the thick cloud of smoke that hovered in the air and made his way towards him, keeping a firm hold of Leah’s hand.

				“This is Miss Elliott,” Hal said when they reached the man. “Leah, meet Parsons, my investigator.”

				“Mr. Parsons,” Leah said, acknowledging the inclination of his head.

				“They’ve gone into the back room, just the two of them, and closed the door,” Parsons said.

				“Then perhaps we should join them,” Hal said, clenching his jaw. “Do you have a couple of men out front?”

				“Aye, Morris won’t get past them. They already know who he is.”

				“Good. Right, stay close behind us, Leah, and do whatever I ask of you.”

				“I won’t be any trouble.”

				There was tension in Hal, she could sense it. He didn’t know how this would go any more than she did, and it struck her then that this marquess—this gentleman of elevated status and privileged rank—was risking his all for her sake. If she hadn’t already been comprehensively in love with him, she suspected she would have become so at that point, since no one had given much thought to her welfare since the death of her father. She reached for his hand, staying him.

				“Thank you,” she whispered, drinking in the sight of his beautiful features in case she never saw them again.

				“You’re welcome, Peisinoe,” he said softly. Then he turned to the man beside him. “Miss Elliott’s safety is our primary concern, Parsons, always remember that.”

				“I can take care—”

				“Got it,” Parsons said, winking at her with easy familiarity.

				They pushed through the door to the room where Morris was closeted with his partner in crime. The two men, heads together over a narrow table, both looked up and glared. Leah took one look at them, forgot all about Hal’s warnings to remain behind them, and dashed forward.

				“Jenkins!” she cried, her voice a startled quaver. “You? You killed my father?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-One

				Morris and Jenkins leapt from their seats, wearing identical shocked expressions. Jenkins looked as though he was going to reach for a weapon. He glanced at Hal and Parsons and thought better of it.

				“You know this man, Leah?” Hal asked.

				“Yes, he was my father’s most trusted assistant,” she said bitterly, shaking her head repeatedly. “He pretended to be devastated when Papa perished in that fire.”

				“And so I was, Miss Elliott. Really, it wasn’t supposed to—”

				“Shut up, you idiot!” Morris shouted.

				“He spent all his time with us, comforting us, making himself useful after Papa died,” Leah said, disgust in her voice. “And then—” She clasped a hand over her mouth, looking as though she might cast up her accounts. “That’s it, isn’t it? That’s why you were persuaded to do it.”

				“I didn’t do anything. I—”

				“He wanted to marry Beth,” Leah told Hal. “Papa wouldn’t countenance the match and anyway, Beth had no interest in him. You thought that if we were alone, without much money, and came to depend on you, she would have a change of heart.”

				“I didn’t do anything, Miss Elliott, I swear it.”

				“Then why are you here with Morris?” Hal asked. “He just got off the stagecoach and this tavern was one of his first ports of call. If I ask the innkeeper, I’m sure he’ll tell me that you’re to be found here every evening at this time. A few questions in the right ears and Morris discovered that out for himself, if he didn’t already know.”

				“We met by chance,” Morris said, his voice full of smug insincerity, “and you can’t prove any different. Two old friends having a drink and passing the time of night, nothing more than that.”

				“Then why the need for a private room?”

				The men exchanged a loaded glance but neither answered Hal’s question.

				“I now have all the information I need and you will both be arrested for arson and murder,” Hal said easily, tugging at Leah’s arm until she finally moved behind him again.

				“Here, you can’t do that,” Jenkins said, paling.

				“You will both hang for your crimes. Unless, of course, one of you was coerced into acting against your will and is prepared to turn king’s evidence.”

				“He made me do it!” Jenkins cried, pointing an accusing finger at Morris. “I’ll tell you everything.”

				“Fool!” Morris muttered.

				“I owed him money, see. I like to gamble and it got out of hand. He picked up my notes and said he could make them disappear, and find a way to make Miss Beth look more kindly upon me, if I’d do just one small thing for him.”

				“A small thing!” Leah tried to step forward again but Hal held her too tightly. “To burn alive the man who had done you so many kindnesses, to—”

				“No one was supposed to die!” Jenkins tore at his hair. “I just had to steal those books that your father was too stubborn to sell and make it look like a burglary. But your father arrived unexpectedly. He was supposed to be out with the rest of you, but he forgot something and came back for it.”

				“We were going for a family picnic in Vauxhall Gardens,” Leah said quietly, reliving that dreadful day in her mind as she had done so many times in the past. “Papa had promised to read to us from a new book he was excited about but left it behind.” She sighed. “He went back to fetch it even though we tried to persuade him not to go to the trouble.” She felt close to tears. “How I wish we’d insisted that he not bother.”

				“His unexpected appearance made things awkward for you, Jenkins,” Hal said.

				“Mr. Elliott wanted to know what I was doing there on a Sunday. He got suspicious when he saw I had one of his precious first editions in my hand, there was a tussle, an oil lamp fell over, and before I knew it the whole place was alight.”

				“So you escaped and didn’t try and help my father.”

				“I did try, really I did, but he,” he said, pointing at Morris, “was waiting outside to take the books from me. I gave them to him and went to go back in and help Mr. Elliott.”

				“You saved the books before you saved my father?” Leah cast him a look of disdain. “What sort of man are you?”

				“If I had my time over, Miss Elliott, I would do things very differently, I swear it. Besides, I still could have saved him but he deliberately tripped me up.”

				Morris puffed out his chest. “I did no such thing.”

				“He sat on me until it was too late to do anything. It’s his fault he died. He said it was better that way.”

				Hal glanced at Leah, tears streaming down her face. He longed to comfort her but now wasn’t the moment. “If Mr. Elliott had lived he would have known that you stole the books and you would have led the authorities to Morris. He couldn’t afford to let him live.”

				“I don’t, I—”

				They all glared accusingly at Morris, the atmosphere rife with tension, Hal’s accusations still ringing in the air. It was Jenkins who eventually broke the brittle silence.

				“I ain’t taking all the blame, Morris.” He stood up rather abruptly, knocking his chair to the floor, diverting everyone’s attention for a split second.

				It was all Morris needed. He bolted for a door or at the rear of the room that presumably led to a back alley. Hal swore, restraining Leah when she attempted to go after him.

				“Where will he go?” Hal asked Jenkins.

				“He still has a room in a house on the top floor in Davis Street.”

				“That alley’s a dead end,” Parsons said. “I had one of my men check it. He’ll have to go over a high wall, or somehow cut through one of the buildings to get away.”

				“Can I trust you to stay here with Miss Elliott?” Hal asked Jenkins.

				“I don’t want him anywhere near me.” Leah shuddered. “I would come with you, but I would slow you down trying to climb walls in this gown.” She gave Hal a little push when he still lingered. “Go! Don’t let him get away.”

				“I swear I won’t run,” Jenkins said. “This has been on my conscience for too long and I’m prepared to face the consequences.”

				Hal believed him. He seemed like a basically decent man who’d got in over his head with a gambling habit, tempted by love for Leah’s sister to do something that turned deadly.

				“Come on, Parsons,” Hal said grimly. “And, Jenkins, if you do anything to harm Miss Elliott, I swear I will find you and personally tear you limb from limb.” He fixed the hapless man with a gaze of firm resolve. “I have the means and determination to do it. Never doubt that for a moment.”

				“I won’t harm a hair on her head. You have my word on it.”

				And with that Hal was forced to be content. With a quick, speaking glance at Leah, he and Parsons left through the back door at a run.

				“Which way?” Hal asked.

				“Go right.”

				Hal did, and ran directly into three burly individuals armed with cudgels. He could dimly make out the shape of Morris standing well back behind them.

				“Do you think I’m bird-witted enough to go anywhere unprotected?” he sneered.

				Hal cursed his stupidity in underestimating Morris. He hadn’t survived in his disreputable business for as long as he had without taking precautions, and Hal ought to have realised that. Those calls he made at taverns earlier had, presumably, been necessary to round up this disreputable crew and establish them in this alleyway, just in case he had need of them.

				“You’re certainly a fool if you think you can attack a marquess and expect to get away with it,” Hal said carelessly, eyeing the menacing posse blocking his path but knowing better than to show any fear.

				“A marquess?” One of the cudgel-bearing men said, looking unsure. “No one said nothing about no marquess.”

				“You’re getting well paid to ask no questions,” Morris barked. “Just get it over with.”

				The leader of the three stepped forward, grinning as he raised his bat high and aimed it at Hal’s head. Hal, breathing deeply and evenly, contemplated him with an air of quiet disinterest. The thing about thugs for hire, he had good reason to know, was that they possessed considerably more brawn than they did brain. That was usually enough to intimidate their foes into surrender. Not so Hal. As the man’s arm came crashing down, Hal twisted to one side, at the same time grabbing the smallest of his three assailants by the arm. He caught him by surprise and threw him into the path of the cudgel. The man screamed as it hit his arm with enough force to shatter the radius.

				That man was out of the fight. It was now two against two since Hal didn’t count Morris.

				The third man—the one who’d expressed doubts—turned to flee, but Parsons caught him and laid him flat with one vicious blow to the chin. Unfortunately that wasn’t the end of it since Hal had underestimated a desperate man’s willingness to act out of character. Before he could shout a warning, Morris produced a dagger and slashed at Parsons, stabbing him in the stomach. A surprised look on his face, Hal’s investigator folded in on himself and fell to the ground clutching his stomach to stem an alarming flow of blood.

				“Give it up, your lordship,” Morris said in a sarcastic tone. “You can’t beat this man.” He pointed to the original cudgel bearer. “No one ever has, but even if you manage it, you’ll then have to face me and my dagger. I’ll wager you thought I wouldn’t have the backbone to use it, but now you know better.”

				“I’ll take my chances.”

				“Good, but whilst you’re fighting us, your friend here will bleed to death.”

				Unfortunately he was right. Taking Hal’s silence for indecision, Morris bared his yellowing teeth and grinned.

				“If that ain’t enough to make you back off, all I’ve to do is go back in there and have a little chat with Miss Elliott.”

				“I would strongly advise against that,” Hal said in a monitory tone that silenced most men. Not so Morris, who merely sneered.

				“With you out of the picture, Jenkins will soon come to heel. He’s incapable of thinking for himself, you see.” Morris looked thoroughly pleased with his twisted logic. “Now then,” he said, extending his hand. “That banker’s note, if you please. I know you have it with you.”

				“It seems that you’ve won, Morris.” Hal glowered at him. “For now.”

				The idiot had given him a perfect opportunity to delve into his inside pocket. Hal did so, pretending to search for the document in question.

				“I’ve won forever. You like the little doxy in there, that much is obvious. Why else would you put yourself to so much trouble? No doubt you’ve set her up in a little nest somewhere.” Morris shrugged his loathsome shoulders. “Can’t say as I blame you. Always did think she had more mettle than that prettier sister of hers. Still, it won’t take me much effort to find out where you’re keeping her. You try anything and she’s history.” He leered at Hal. “Do we understand one another?”

				“Perfectly, I thank you.”

				As Hal’s hand closed around the hilt of his own dagger he sent up a silent prayer of thanks for fools who were too used to intimidating to imagine that anyone might have the courage to fight back. He withdrew the blade in one swift movement and buried it deep in the thigh of the thug who’d unwisely chosen that moment to step in for the kill. He howled, his expression a mixture of surprise and pain, and hopped away, bleeding profusely. Hal didn’t spare him a second glance but turned to face Morris, who no longer looked quite so sure of himself now that he had no one to cover his back.

				“It seems that I had a dagger all along,” Hal said. “Fancy that. Now then, do you really think you can overcome me and get still away?”

				Morris had no choice but to try. He lunged at Hal, screaming invectives, his face twisted into a mask of hatred. He was a small man, but wiry and surprisingly strong. He butted his head into Hal’s gut, a sensible move that Hal hadn’t expected and which momentarily unbalanced him. He spared a glance for Parsons. He was moving, doubled over, towards the back door of the inn. Good. If he got help now then he might just survive.

				Morris charged again, which dispelled all other thoughts from Hal’s mind. Still winded from the blow to the stomach, this time he wouldn’t underestimate the cunning of his desperate opponent. Before Morris even reached him, a movement to his left distracted Hal. To his dismay, the thug Parsons had laid cold was back on his feet and moving towards Hal with murder in his eyes.

				Hal had to make an immediate decision. The thug was stronger, a real street brawler, but Morris was more cunning and totally desperate. But he never fought his own fights unless he had to. Assuming he would cede to his hired bruiser, Hal made up his mind.

				He swung towards the thug and struck out with his dagger, at the same time dancing clear of Morris, just in case he still tried to move in. He didn’t, apparently more than happy to stand back and watch the action. Hal caught a brief glimpse of a smug grin on Morris’s face when Hal’s blade missed its target and the thug stumbled clear of it. Obviously Morris was convinced that his lout, who was enormous and used to fighting dirty, would finish this business. He too was grinning when he regained his balanced and advanced again.

				A strange sense of foreboding enveloped Hal, as did a deathly sense of calm, even though the thug was now bearing down on him with his cudgel raised. Too close to avoid the blow, Hal could only twist his head out of its path, taking the full force of the man’s considerable power on his shoulder. The pain was excruciating, creating stars before Hal’s eyes. With no time to recover, he immediately went on the offensive, lunging for the man’s heart with his dagger. With his weakened shoulder, the blow lacked the necessary force, merely tugging at the man’s shirt and nicking the skin beneath. His opponent grinned as he pulled back one massive fist and landed it on the side of Hal’s jaw, hard enough to break it, or so it felt. Leaving Hal with no time to dwell on his injury, the man waved as he moved in for the kill.

				Morris came at him from the opposite side, leaving Hal with a choice to make. Should he take on the man mountain with the cudgel, or the determined murderer with a dagger?

				He’d been in a similar situation once before, one from which he was lucky to emerge unscathed. Praying that his quotient of luck hadn’t run out, he watched his two opponents closing in on him, weapons raised. He had one shot at this and it all depended upon timing. Noise from the tavern filled the narrow alleyway—an alleyway from which there was nowhere to run, even if he’d wished to. Not that he would ever run from a fight, however heavily outnumbered, but that wasn’t the point. It gave a man comfort to know there was a way out, even if it wasn’t an honourable one.

				Hal refocused his mind, standing stock-still, almost as though he’d given up the fight. At a nod from Morris the thug moved forward, cudgel raised, from his left whilst Morris closed in on Hal’s right. Hal controlled his breathing and forced himself to wait. It could only have been for a matter of seconds but felt more like his entire life.

				Discipline. If he moved too soon he would finish the job for them.

				Now!

				Hal fell to his knees at the precise moment when Morris lifted his dagger. Instead of finding Hal’s soft flesh, he buried it in his own man. The thug looked down at the blood spilling from the left side of his chest as though he couldn’t quite understand where it was coming from and slowly crumpled to the floor. Counting on Morris’s momentary surprise, Hal sprang back to his feet, aware that Morris’s dagger was still inserted in another man’s chest, and knocked the despicable man clean off his feet. All the pent-up anger and, yes, fear that had gripped him added force to his punch. Morris’s head hit the cobbled street with a heavy thwack. Blood spilled from the wound and he didn’t move.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Two

				Before Hal could return to the tavern to fetch help, Leah came out of it at a run, too worried about Hal to spare a thought for her own safety. He caught her as she ran headlong into his arms.

				“Are you all right?” she asked breathlessly. “When I saw Mr. Parsons I was so scared—”

				“I’m fine,” he said, wincing at the pain in his shoulder. “And you should have stayed inside.”

				“I couldn’t. I was too worried about you.”

				“Thank you, disobedient child—”

				“Disobedient!” Leah puffed out her cheeks. “Remind me next time not to worry about you.”

				“I sincerely hope there won’t be a next time.”

				“So do I.” Leah shuddered. “I was petrified.”

				“How’s Parsons?” Hal asked.

				“We’ve managed to stem the bleeding. The wound is not as deep as it appeared, thank the Lord, and a doctor’s been sent for. But Morris?”

				“Let’s get this mess cleared up, then we’ll talk.”

				“You are hurt!” she cried, gently touching the side of his face where the thug had landed that blow.

				He flashed a mirthless grin and nodded to the two prostrate men. “Not as much as they are.”

				The doctor arrived and stitched up Parsons. Hal arranged for him to be quartered overnight in a room at the inn. In the morning, if he was well enough to be moved, Hal would organise that as well. His two men, stuck in the street outside the whole time and blissfully unaware of the murderous attack taking place in the alley, would remain with him. The runners were called and Morris, conscious again, and Jenkins too, were taken off to gaol along with the ruffians.

				“Now,” Hal said to Leah when they were finally alone. “Perhaps we can go home at last.”

				There was a brittle silence inside the carriage as it made its way through the now-empty streets. In Grosvenor Street Green opened the door to them, too well trained to show any reaction to Hal’s dishevelled clothing and battered face.

				“Send up hot water,” Hal said. “And then you may go to bed.”

				Leah didn’t say anything, other than to wish Hal good-night. Somehow she knew that the night was far from over but that, for propriety’s sake, pretended otherwise. Mary awaited her and helped her to disrobe.

				“There, that’s fine, thank you, Mary,” Leah said when the maid had helped her into her night attire and brushed her hair out. “You may go to bed now.”

				“Very good.” Mary bobbed a curtsey. “Thank you, miss. Good night.”

				Alone, Leah retained her seat in front of the glass, wondering what she was supposed to do now. Sleep was out of the question. The indefinable something in the air between her and Hal since besting Morris told her at least that much. Should she go to him, or meekly sit here waiting for him to call on her.

				Since meekness wasn’t in Leah’s character, she stood, grabbed a candle from the dressing table and headed for the door before her nerves got the better of her. Standing in that dimly lit corridor with its endless row of closed doors, she realised she had no idea where Hal’s room actually was. Wasn’t the master bedroom in grand houses always situated in the front, centre? Leah made her way to that door, put her ear to it and smiled when she heard muttered curses coming from within.

				Without knocking she turned the handle and went straight in.

				“You can’t do that on your own,” she said, gulping when she saw him sitting shirtless on an enormous bed, muscles rippling as he attempted to attend to his cuts and bruises.

				He looked up at her, her rugged conquering hero who would never actually be hers. He didn’t speak, nor did he seem surprised to see her. Their eyes locked, and a deeply disturbing jolt rocked her entire body.

				“Let me,” she said, somehow snatching her gaze from the torso that so fascinated her and crossing the room to join him. She took the cloth from his hand and gently applied it to his bruised face. Still he didn’t speak. “Does it hurt anywhere else?” she asked.

				Instead of responding, he removed the cloth from her hand and threw in on the floor.

				“I was about to come to you,” he said.

				“Yes, I know.”

				He appeared amused by her lack of modesty. “You do?”

				“We have much to talk about.”

				“I wasn’t planning on doing much talking.”

				“Oh.” He pulled her onto his knee. “Then what—”

				“We didn’t finish reenacting Fanny’s story.”

				“That’s hardly my fault. I was quite willing. It was you who—”

				“Shush, that was then.” He planted a light kiss on the end of her nose, almost as though she were a child come to wish him good-night. At that moment, sitting on his knee wearing nothing more than a nightgown and thin robe, she felt like anything but a child. She felt wanton, desirable, adventurous, wild—curious and unafraid.

				“What changed?”

				Instead of answering her, in one decisive action he pulled her into his arms, lowered his head and plundered her mouth. The seductive strokes of his tongue as it forced its way between her lips made her head swirl and her heart soar. This is where she wanted to be, safe and secure in his arms and in his bed. She sensed the urgency behind his actions and returned his kiss instinctively, liquid heat flooding her body in dizzying waves.

				Since he started this, she was determined that this time he wouldn’t fob her off with anything other than complete fulfilment. She had never completely abandoned that ambition, and this opportunity was too good to pass up. They were alone for the entire night in a house where no one would dare to disturb them. No one would ever know, so her behaviour wouldn’t harm Beth’s prospects, his bed looked altogether too comfortable and...well, they were attracted to one another, were they not? Where was the harm in it?

				Perhaps she ought to reassure him, set his mind at rest. He should be made aware that she wouldn’t cling, would make no further demands on him afterwards. Tomorrow she would return to her sister, her head full of plans to secure a happy future for her sibling now that she had the funds to make that possible.

				Yes, that was what she would do.

				All thoughts of speaking fled her addled brain when Hal deepened the kiss and, simultaneously, allowed his hands to wander to her breasts, caressing them through the thin fabric of her night attire. Desire shot through her as his hands explored, moulding and caressing, stoking the heat that was growing hotter by the second deep within her core. Her nipples were rock hard, sensitive to the touch. She somehow managed to gasp when he pinched one of them, even though she was still being comprehensively kissed.

				He broke the kiss eventually and smiled down at her, breathing heavily as passion swirled in the depths of his eyes.

				“You’re overdressed,” he said softly. “What can we do about that?”

				Without waiting for an answer, he stood her back on her feet, pulled the tie at the waist of her robe and pushed it from her shoulders. It fell to the floor with a soft swish and remained there, forgotten by them both. He tilted her head, observing her as though she was a work of art, standing in front of him clad only in her thin nightgown and her shift. A candle burned behind her, presumably giving him a very good view of all that lay beneath it. But it seemed it wasn’t enough for him. He undid the tie at her neck, grasped the hem of the garment and whipped it over her head. It joined the robe on the floor. So too did her shift.

				For the first time in her life, Leah stood before a man completely naked and strangely composed. Perhaps it was the light of admiration she could detect in his eye that banished any embarrassment she might otherwise have felt. Boldly she raised her hands to the breasts he’d just caressed, and moulded them between her fingers, pushing the rosy nipples together as close as they would go.

				“God’s teeth, Leah,” he said, his voice a strangled cry. “Carry on like this and you’ll surely kill me.”

				He stood too and seemed about to lift her onto the bed but she fended him off with a hand. It didn’t seem fair. He was stripped to the waist but still wearing his breeches and stockings, whereas she wasn’t wearing a stitch.

				“Your turn,” she said, nodding towards his clothing.

				She thought he might raise the same objections as he had when they’d been together at the Boar. Fortunately he didn’t. Without removing his gaze from her face, he unbuttoned his breeches and pulled them down, removing his stockings at the same time. When he straightened up again he stood proud—very proud—in front of her, still watching for her reaction.

				Leah licked her lips, enthralled. It was all very well reading about such things as the male weapon but seeing one in the flesh, so to speak, especially such an impressive example, was entirely another matter.

				“‘A fierce erect machine,’” she said, her voice strangely husky. “I think Fanny might not have been so impressed with Charles, had she been fortunate enough to know you.”

				With a bark of laughter, Hal lifted her from her feet and they tumbled together onto the bed, bare chest against bare breast, the amalgamation explosive. He kissed her again, his hands wandering the length of her legs, lingering on the outside of her thighs but not parting them. Did he know just how moist she would be if—when—he did so? It felt like a river running between her legs. She would have been alarmed, had the feeling not been quite so volcanic, and had she not known from her reading that it was an entirely natural response to arousal.

				Daringly she reached a hand between them and touched Hal’s weapon. It twitched when her fingers made contact, as did he.

				“Did I do that wrong?” she asked.

				“No, sweetheart, but you would be better advised to let me direct operations.”

				“Am I not to participate? Fanny always did.”

				“Not the first time.”

				Leah lay back, smiling. So there would be a first time. He really didn’t mean to hold back. As she had once before, she pulled the ribbon from his hair and watched it tumble round his shoulders, her brave Viking now in a completely natural state, just for her.

				He rolled off her, giving his hands greater freedom to roam. And roam they did, following in the wake of his lips as he kissed first her lips, then the column of her neck, pausing to lap at the pulse beating at its base. No quarter was given when those questing lips reached her breasts. His teeth joined the party, nipping at her nipples, taunting her until her head thrashed from side to side, her whole body in danger of sensual overload.

				When he had teased her almost to the point of insanity, his lips continued on their journey, slowly making their way down her stomach until they finally reached the sodden hair at the apex of her legs. He tasted her and looked up, amusement in his eyes.

				“You’re a little damp,” he said, stating the obvious.

				“Hal,” she said on a tortured breath. “Please.”

				Her desperation appeared to communicate itself, but still he held back.

				“What comes next? I seem to have forgotten.”

				Leah harrumphed. “Then perhaps I ought to find more able teacher.”

				He lightly tapped her thigh. “Ah, just a moment, I think I recall now. A finger into the quick, is it not?”

				He parted her thighs and sought out her entrance, gently probing the moist passage with one, or was it two, fingers? Leah sighed and wiggled against his hand, wanting more. Always more.

				“‘She brought me again to the crevice so favourable to our curiosity,’” Hal murmured, driving his fingers deeper, adding a third. “Is that what you want, sweet Peisinoe?”

				“No, my lord, I want what Fanny would describe as your ‘engine of love assaults.’” She giggled. “Rather desperately, it would seem.”

				“Very well, since you ask so persuasively.”

				Leah could sense that Hal was nowhere near as controlled as he would have her believe. With her legs still parted, he positioned himself above her, watching her face as he placed himself where his fingers had so recently probed.

				Leah tensed when he nudged against her entrance, hesitated and then drove himself into her with one deep thrust. As her body captured his erection, she screamed. This was no longer enjoyable.

				“Sorry.” He stilled completely and tenderly brushed the hair away from her brow. “Are you all right?”

				“Yes, I think so.” Leah took a deep breath and a long moment to accustom herself to the feel of him inside her, filling her completely. It had hurt but the stinging pain was already receding and she’d come too far to stop now.

				She lifted her hips experimentally. A slight soreness remained but he started to move again and she forgot all about her momentary discomfort.

				Hal appeared to know exactly how far to go before holding back and making her beg for more. Leah wasn’t beyond begging. She knew what she wanted and felt empowered to go after it with a wanton disregard for her pride.

				She wanted him. She needed so desperately to feel complete that instinct took over and she pushed up to meet his next thrust.

				The muscles on Hal’s forehead stood out as he strained to hold back. Laughing, she again met him as he thrust, unprepared for the cataclysmic result of her inexperience. Waves of unimaginable pleasure spangled throughout her body.

				She cried out, opening her legs wider and lifting her hips in perfect time with his motions. Shivers of liquid excitement tingled down her spine as Hal increased the pace, let forth an elongated groan, and liquid of a very different nature shot deep inside her.

				Exhausted, Leah wiped perspiration from her brow as Hal collapsed beside her, breathing deeply. At last! At last she understood what all the fuss was about. What she had condemned herself to forfeit for the rest of her life.

				“Are you all right, little one?” he asked a short time later.

				“More than all right.” She leaned up on one elbow and smiled at him. “Thank you, Hal. Now I know.”

				“Indeed you do.”

				“Why did you change your mind?”

				He cocked one brow. “What do you mean?”

				“You were adamantly opposed to taking my virginity. You said only my future husband could do that.”

				“He just did.”

				Leah laughed, thinking she’d misheard him. “What do you mean?”

				“This isn’t quite the way I intended things to go,” he said, pulling her into his arms and resting her head on his chest, “but I’ve known for a while now that I intend to marry you.”

				“Me!” Leah’s laughter was tinged with a touch of regret. “That’s very gallant of you, but quite unnecessary. I came to you, remember, both in Denby and here, tonight.”

				“And if you hadn’t, then I would have come to you and proposed before we allowed passion to sweep all before us.” He sat up, leaned against the headboard and pulled her with him. “I love you, Leah Elliott. You are clever, principled, loyal, you sing like an angel and you don’t suffer fools gladly. What more could I want in a marchioness?”

				Leah gaped. He was actually serious. He really did want to marry her! He’d even professed to love her. She could think of a thousand reasons why the union wouldn’t work, not the least of which was her lowly birth—something which would cause him to be ostracised by society. But if it didn’t matter to him? Leah was sorely, so sorely, tempted to accept him.

				“I’m hardly marchioness material,” she said lightly.

				“No, you’re more duchess material,” he agreed.

				“Oh heavens, I’d forgotten about that!” Leah’s hand flew to her mouth. “Your uncle will probably disinherit you the moment he sets eyes on me.”

				“Actually, he’ll adore you. We’ll take The Celandine to Cornwall and visit him.”

				“Why are you so sure he’ll like me?”

				He answered her question with one of his own. “Why do you suppose he never married?”

				“I wondered about that. Presumably he was under pressure to produce an heir but was unable to find a lady he could stand to share his life with.”

				“Not exactly. He found exactly the right lady and fell headlong in love when he was still in his twenties.”

				“What happened?”

				“The lady was deemed unsuitable and he was forbidden to marry her.”

				Leah sighed. “How sad.”

				“She had a beautiful singing voice, just like you. My uncle wouldn’t go against his parents’ wishes and marry her without their approval. Instead he set her up as his mistress and never looked at another woman, in spite of being besieged with aspirants for his hand wherever he went. It was his revenge, you see. As far as he was concerned, my father could produce the next heir and if the world didn’t like it, it could go hang.”

				Leah laughed. “He sounds like a fine gentlemen.”

				“Oh, he is. His mistress bore him several children before her death and I get along well with all of them. He’s made provision for them and would pass on the title to his eldest son, if he could, with my full approval.”

				“Presumably that’s not possible.”

				“No, it’s not.” Hal laughed. “People explain away his mannerisms as eccentricity, which apparently makes them acceptable. He speaks his mind and can be appalling rude if he doesn’t like someone, as my stepmother has good reason to know. She launched herself on my uncle once, hoping to charm him into favouring her son with financial rewards. The duke chased her away with his stick.”

				Leah smiled. “If even half of what you say about her is true, then it’s no less than she deserved.”

				Hal pulled her into his arms. “But you have yet to give me an answer. Will you be my wife, sweet Leah, or do you condemn me to a solitary life?”

				“You must be very sure of my answer.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Well, you were adamant about my husband taking my virginity but did so before you proposed.”

				“That wasn’t arrogance, if that’s what you’re thinking. Far from being sure of your feelings, I find myself anxiously awaiting your decision. I really didn’t mean to force your hand by compromising you. Had you not come to me, looking so irresistibly lovely, I might have behaved in a more gentlemanly manner and proposed first, as I had every intention of doing.”

				His agonised expression caused Leah to explode with laughter. “I do believe you’re nervous, my lord marquess, which must be a unique feeling. Unless I miss my guess, you’re seldom unsure of yourself.”

				He grasped her shoulders and stared intently into her eyes. “Don’t keep me waiting, sweet Leah. Tell me at once what’s in your heart.”

				She met his dark, anxious gaze and felt her heart swell with love. If he didn’t give a fig for society’s view, what was it to her? Unconventional behaviour clearly ran in his family.

				“Yes please, Hal,” she said, gently framing his battered face with one hand and bestowing a butterfly light kiss on his lips. “I would very much like to marry you.”

				* * * * *

			

		

	
		
			
				Author’s Note

				The London Times was founded in
					1785 by John Waters. As underwriter at Lloyds, he lost severely due to a
					hurricane in Jamaica. With his remaining resources he purchased the patent
					rights to a typesetting process and started an advertising sheet, including in
					it minor news items. He was unable to sell his typesetting process but made
					enough money from the paper, then called The Daily
						Universal Register, to survive. He was paid the massive sum of £300 a
					year to print stories favourable to the government. In 1788 he changed the name
					to The Times and began to print gossip in an attempt
					to make the paper more popular. This led to his being fined and put in Newgate
					for two years over a story he printed about the Prince of Wales.

				Was Waters the pathfinder for the tabloid press? There were
					certainly pamphleteers in the Regency period, printing single sheets that were
					sold cheaply on street corners featuring sporting events, criminal cases and
					crim.cons. (Regency speak for “criminal conversations”—a euphemism for
					adulterous liaisons). However, the type of local newspaper that my villain
					Morris produces in Compromising the Marquess may or
					may not have existed. If it did, I like to think that Leah was also ahead of her
					time, reporting salacious society gossip that all classes of society were
					anxious to read about, much though they might pretend otherwise.

			

		

	
		
			
				Lose yourself in more Regency romance from Wendy Soliman.

				The Perfect Imposter

				Struggling to escape her past and make ends meet as a modiste, Katrina Sinclair hopes the daring new wardrobe she’s designed for her childhood friend Julia—now a marchioness—will attract the business she desperately needs. But Julia’s help comes at a price: Katrina must take her place at a house party.

				Leo Kincade has been tasked with catching a traitor who steals from house parties to fund Napoleon’s armies. Three women are suspected—including Julia. But when Leo intercepts her at the party, he finds an impostor who stirs an attraction stronger than anything he felt for Julia.
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				A Scandalous Proposition

				When a beautiful woman bursts into Lord Adam Fitzroy’s room seeking refuge, he assists her. He’s intrigued when he later spots her entering the local house of ill repute. He is shocked when his mother introduces the woman as her new paid companion. Adam agrees to keep Florentina’s nightly activities a secret…on one condition: she must spend one wicked night with him…
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				Of Dukes and Deceptions

				When Nicholas Buchanan, the Duke of Dorchester, accepts an invitation to visit a country farm, he counters his boredom by striking a wager that he’ll bed the poor relation, Alicia Woodley, before the end of his stay. Alicia’s unimpressed by his grandeur and wants as little as possible to do with him. But when her life is endangered, quite possibly from those closest to her, it is Nicholas who seems determined to ensure her safety. As they conspire to uncover secrets that the family wants hidden at all costs, they discover a passion that surpasses all obstacles…
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				We like you—why not like us on Facebook: Facebook.com/CarinaPress
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