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Dear Readers,
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I always try to challenge myself to do something different every three years. It’s how a writer grows, and there is nothing worse than being bored or writing the same book over and over again.

Perish the thought!

So, with the launch of the brand-new Singular Sensation series, I hope you discover that this new crop of heroes and heroines is just as exciting and fresh as you could want, and maybe you’ll find a new favorite book of all time!

Please enjoy Harcourt and Leah. The world I’ve created in this book is rich in details, the emotions will pull at your heartstrings, the situations the characters are placed in will make you think, and it’s my hope you’ll fall in love with the band of brothers in this new series.

We’re going to have fun in this journey together over the next year!
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To Trish Tiegs. Thanks for your unwavering support and for loving every book I put out. That means the world.
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A proper gentleman. A desperate lady. One little indiscretion that will change their lives.

Carew Harcourt Fitzwilliam—Duke of Edenthorpe—is dreadfully dissatisfied with his life. Engaged since childhood to a woman unsuited to him, he feels trapped and hopeless. What he needs is a distraction, which comes in the form of a possible jewelry heist. Too bad it has arrived with his best friend’s sister, now a beauty he can’t banish from his mind.

Miss Leah Haddington, only daughter of Baron Langley, can square with being overlooked by men in the ton due to her auburn hair and freckles, but being left penniless by her father’s gambling is beyond the pale. There’s only one man who can help retrieve a stolen bauble—her deceased brother’s best friend. It matters not that a forbidden attraction is brewing between them. He’s engaged to another, so where is the harm in a partnership?

As they plot and plan their way through ton ballrooms and a practice theft in a bid to snag a missing tiara, that desire ignites. A heated, passionate mistake, to be sure, for he’s to wed someone else in mere days, but the need to belong was too strong to ignore. When the theft goes awry and danger is brought to bear, they must both decide what they want more from life—staid security based in expectation and tradition, or unpredictable scandal born out of unexpected love.
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March 23, 1816

Rogue’s Arcade Club

London, England

Carew Harcourt Fitzwilliam—the fourth Duke of Edenthorpe—sat at his usual table at the club he’d founded called the Rogue’s Arcade. As a footman immediately rushed over with a snifter and a bottle of brandy, Harcourt nodded his thanks and then settled in to survey the activity in the common room beyond the open door to his private parlor.

Every other night since he’d founded the club in 1801 as a young man just out of Oxford—and three years before he took the title—he’d gathered here with his coterie, which was a fancy French word for cronies, friends, associates. The seven of them had gone through life together, bonded together through school, war, death, tragedy, and broken hearts. The purpose of the club was to finally usher in happiness and sinful pleasures so that they might return to the business of enjoying life.

Or at least some of them. Two hadn’t made it out of the war.

Located at 78 St. James Place, just down the road from other popular gentleman’s clubs, the Rogue’s Arcade served as a private place where he and his friends could discuss events of the day as well as commiserate with each other, for the horrors they’d seen in the war didn’t fade the moment they’d stepped back onto English soil. Support was needed now more than ever.

Beyond that, the club featured high-risk gambling on select nights. Only highflyers were allowed. If a man had debts, he wasn’t admitted. If a man couldn’t manage his coin, he wasn’t wanted, and there was no credit extension. They had poached the choicest bits of the demi-monde to add interest and a bit of side income. Additionally, he and the other founders had nabbed one of Prinny’s own chefs to cook for the members of the club. 

Over the years, the Rogue’s Arcade had become a second home, but in recent months, something had felt off. A key component was missing, and damn if he couldn’t identify it.

Harcourt took a sip of the exquisitely fine brandy—it was part of the stock one of the members had smuggled into England from France during the war—and sighed as the burn of the liquor went slowly down his throat. He’d turned seven and thirty a month ago and now he would wed in less than two weeks—twelve days to be exact.

To a woman he had been friends with since childhood but felt nothing romantic toward at all, but the union had been arranged between their fathers years before.

Perhaps that was the cause of his ennui. 

When he went to cross his legs at the knee, the scratch of paper against the leg of his trouser caught his attention. He usually didn’t occupy this chair but had wished for a different perspective tonight. When he scooted back his chair and peered beneath the table, his breath caught. A familiar maroon ticket embossed with gold met his gaze. With a shaking hand, he unsnagged it from a piece of wood that held the table together, and as he brought it to the light, his chest tightened with memories and grief.

“Ah, God.” Just seeing Emanuel’s name even though they’d all referred to him by his title of Langley—he’d just inherited the title of baron months before he’d died—sent Harcourt’s mind reeling back to that damned Peninsular battlefield. The echo of cannon fire in his ears, the stench of sulphur in his nose, the wet feel of blood on his fingers because it had seeped through his gloves...

Langley had died during that battle, all because he’d jumped in front of the enemy and took the ball meant for him—Harcourt.

Never will I forget. Nor would he ever forgive himself for that.

He swallowed the remainder of his drink in one gulp. Then gently, almost reverently, he smoothed his fingertip over the embossed entry ticket to the club with Emanuel’s name upon it. Each member of the club had been issued one in different colors, but Langley claimed he’d lost his shortly before he returned to the infantry.

Perhaps he had since it had become wedged beneath the table.

This especially didn’t help his blue devils. He stared at the ticket with the creased corner on the right-hand side. “I wonder what became of Langley’s sister,” he asked the room at large as he poured another measure of brandy into his glass.

And then was once more lost to memories.
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Spring 1805

Langley House

London, England

Harcourt had been seven and twenty while Miss Leah Haddington had been eighteen. She was entering her Come Out Season, and since he was home on leave for three weeks, his best friend—and her brother—had asked him to drop by to help make the ball a success. Obviously, he wouldn’t think of missing it, and even though he’d come into his title of duke two years before, his estates and responsibilities could hold until his stint in the military was done.

Langley had attained the rank of captain while Harcourt had become a major within days of his friend’s advancement, and though they were in different regiments, they always checked on one another. In larger theaters of war, sometimes they would join forces, but those events were few and far between. The men of the Rogue’s Arcade had been scattered throughout the battlefields, but through letters they had always been in constant contact.

Leah had been their shadow and adoring acolyte during summers in the country when they were growing up. She could ride and shoot and even fight like a boy... until she’d been sent to a finishing school while her brother and Harcourt had bought commissions and were sent to various fronts during the never-ending war with Napoleon.

When she’d returned to London, according to letters from her brother and other friends in Town who knew her, Leah had become a proper young lady, full of etiquette and charm, as well as demure manners and flirting enough that she had young bucks falling at her feet.

Yet she hadn’t taken for reasons unknown.

Though he detested ton events, Harcourt couldn’t miss that Come Out ball. He and Langley thought it a great lark and a huge joke, for she had been their young companion in the country, and they simply couldn’t take her seriously as a society lady, but now that she was grown, and she was determined to make a brilliant match to please her mother, they both had no choice.

So, that’s why he stood in a glittering ballroom watching the crush of people from the sidelines with a glass of watered-down punch in his hand while Langley joked at his side.

“What do you think my prospects are of finding a romance tonight?” his best friend wished to know as he roved his gaze over the gathering. 

There were way too many girls just out of the schoolroom, clad in white gowns with flounces and lace in attendance for Harcourt’s liking. He grunted. “Depends on how you are defining romance.”

Langley chuckled. “Perhaps not romance, then, but a liaison certainly before I return to my regiment.” 

“Then you should look farther afield than here.”

“Indeed.” A heavy sigh escaped him. “Though marriage is needed, and soon. Probably an heiress, for Papa left us in a rather precarious financial situation.”

“Damn. I understand that feeling.” Harcourt shoved his punch glass into a large fern and stepped away. When next he glanced up, he frowned. “Well, bother.” His fiancée approached their location. Though he hadn’t wanted her to attend this event, his leave was short, and they moved in the same circles since she was the daughter of an earl.

“Ah, there you are, Edenthorpe.” Lady Sarah exchanged pleasantries with Langley and then gave Harcourt air kisses. Her wheat-blonde hair gleamed in the candlelight, and her peaches-and-cream complexion bloomed in her gown of robin egg’s blue. Tall and willowy, she was every bit the sought-after look of perfect English womanhood.

“You certainly found me.” He gave her a nod. Though he liked her as a good friend, there was absolutely nothing romantic between them. Lord knew he’d tried for the sake of their families, but nothing had changed.

Of course, over the years since their engagement had been a long and formal one, they had come together carnally a handful of times, but each coupling had been uninspired. She hadn’t particularly enjoyed it; neither had he, but those times had been opportunities for a quick release, so he hadn’t minded.

When he had been inspired to come by an erection, that was.

Perhaps things would improve once they wed.

“Are you enjoying tonight’s event?” He only asked out of politeness while Langley watched with interest.

“Not overly much.” She shrugged and then sent an apologetic look at the new baron. “That is to say as Come Out balls go, it’s lovely, of course, but I have no use for the current crop of young ladies, and all the pastel gowns put me in a dismal mind.”

What an odd thing for her to say, especially since she was only four years older than Miss Haddington. Harcourt frowned. “Yes, well, I do hope you’ll reserve a dance for me later.”

She waved a hand. “Of course. For the moment I’m going to circulate. It’s early in the evening. Perhaps others of note will arrive soon.” Yet she looked as if she were waiting for someone...

Bloody hell. Everyone a person met didn’t need to provide a lift in position or power. Harcourt pinched the bridge of his nose. Why wasn’t he afforded the freedom to choose his own bride? Lady Sarah had the training and the pedigree enough to become his duchess, but what of the rest of it?

Langley nudged him in the ribs with an elbow. “When will you wed her?” His tone of voice suggested it would prove rather a trial.

He wasn’t wrong.

“Not soon if I have my way. I intend to remain involved in the military for as long as it takes to vanquish Napoleon. Then I’ll attend to the reins of my title.” Surely the war wouldn’t drag on much longer.

“What did your parents want?”

“For me to wed as soon as my commission expired.” He snorted. “We’re well past that, and I have no plans to leg-shackle myself for years.” Though he’d been forced back to London earlier that year when he’d been notified that his parents had been killed in a coach accident on a snowy country lane, he wasn’t quite ready to resign himself to the responsibilities of being the duke yet. “Besides, I’m still in mourning. I’m only here tonight out of respect for you.”

“You have my sympathies again, my friend.”

“I appreciate that.” A twinge of grief went through Harcourt’s chest, but he shoved that away. Now was not the time to explore any sort of emotion. “And to you as well. The both of us should have never been in these positions so soon in life.”

“Agreed.” The baron followed Lady Sarah’s progress around the perimeter of the room. “She’s attractive enough.”

“Yes, but I feel nothing for her, and she doesn’t inspire me to passion.” When he looked at his fiancée, there was no overriding need to spirit her off to an unoccupied room to fuck her with abandon.

“Give it time,” his friend said in a low voice. “Perhaps another few years will give you the right motivation.”

“Perhaps.” Or her father would put the pressure on him.

A murmur of appreciation went through the ballroom. Both he and Langley turned their attention to the double doors as Miss Haddington arrived, flanked by another young lady Harcourt assumed was her best friend.

“Ah, finally,” Langley groused. “My sister has apparently decided to make an entrance. Or rather her second one of the evening, for she apparently tore a hem shortly after the ball opened.”

“Indeed.” Shock went through Harcourt’s chest, for this was no longer the hoyden he used to know. “She’s certainly striking.” Her gown of pale yellow set off her auburn hair and laughing blue eyes. Slim and lithe, for her form hadn’t matured quite yet, she carried herself as a proper ton lady should, but there was no mistaking the mischief in her expression.

“Oh, it’s the hair. We’re both cursed with being redheads.”

Harcourt snorted. “Hers is rather more a ruddy color.”

“Go lead her out in a dance. I already did the pretty with her. It’ll give her a boost as she enters society. And God willing, I can manage her until she’s married off.”

It was a pity that women in their world were considered burdens, or worse, pawns in the game of position and wealth, going from one man to another as if they hadn’t minds or wills of their own. Hadn’t he done the same with the engagement that his father had handed him?

“Very well.” Easily, he made his way through the crush of the ballroom. And just as easily he plucked her from the group of young pups that had gathered around her. “I believe Miss Haddington is promised to me for this next set.”

Surprise reflected in her blue eyes, but she simpered up at him, and when her grin turned genuine, he nearly stumbled as he led her onto an open space on the parquet floor. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

God, how he despised the formality of the title. It reminded him of his father, and that wound hadn’t yet had time to heal. “Your brother encouraged me to ask you to dance.” It wasn’t well done of him, but she needed to know he hadn’t singled her out for any other reason lest the chit have stars in her eyes and expectations that couldn’t be met.

“Of course he did.” Her hand in his trembled as they waited for the waltz to begin. “However, I thank you regardless of the motivation. It’s been an age since I last saw you.” She swept her gaze over his chest. “You are rather dashing in your uniform.”

“Thank you.” He’d recently attained the rank of major, but she didn’t need to know that. Though proud of the red tailcoat with its bits of brass and various gold trims that signified rank, he’d rather be anywhere than here. “Are you enjoying your Come Out?”

“Oh, yes.” She giggled, and Harcourt was reminded how very young she was. “Is your brother in attendance as well?”

Another round of bitterness filled him. “No. Cecil has apparently defected and has run from his post. I haven’t seen him for a few months.” It was a sore subject with him still, for turning tail and running from military obligations was akin to being a traitor.

And it besmirched the family name.

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“As am I.” He would need to square with that at a later date.

When the opening notes trilled through the air, he led her into the first steps. Thankfully, it was a relatively small ballroom, so circuits about the room went by quickly. “I wish you nothing but success this Season, Miss Haddington. May you make a brilliant match.”

“I’ll be in demand, surely, once everyone sees that you’ve led me out.” She didn’t appear all that thrilled about the prospect, but he refrained from inquiring.

“That is largely the reason Emanuel pushed me into this.” When his gaze met that of Lady Sarah’s, he pasted on a dutiful smile, which she returned with equal politeness. What a damned coil he’d landed in, and not of his making.

“Oh, la.” Miss Haddington shrugged, and then the steps of the dance took her away from him. Once she returned, she resumed talking. “My brother wishes me off his hands. He enjoys the adventure and challenge of being at war instead of staying here at home.” Concern shadowed her expression. “Promise me that you’ll look after him when you can.”

He nodded. “I promise.” At least that was something he had control over. “No harm will come to him if I can help it.” He, Langley, and their five other close friends had become something of a sensation in their respective units. In certain circles, they were referred to as the Fortunate Seven, for in every battle, they all came away without a scratch.

Except his damned coward of a brother.

Perhaps it was only a matter of time, though...

“Good.” Her smile had once again returned, and he remembered that about her from their youth, as well as the splash of freckles over the tops of her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. “Perhaps the next time I see you, you will have married Lady Sarah.”

“Anything is possible.” He refused to commit to that life. Not now. Not yet.

The remainder of the waltz was conducted in companionable silence, and when it ended, Harcourt escorted her through the open double doors to a cozy terrace that looked out into a side garden and at the house next door. The early spring chill immediately cooled his overheated skin.

“Thank you for the honor of a dance, Miss Haddington.” Then, because he wished to further make the night special for her as well as indulge in a bit of a lark, he leaned into her and brushed his lips over hers. A tiny bit of something shot down his spine, but he dismissed it as a product of the evening, of being reckless on leave. “I wish you every happiness, Leah.” He used her Christian name in deference to their childhood history. “May you find a man who will keep you in that state.”

When she gazed up at him, she briefly touched her gloved fingertips to her lips. Emotions flitted over her face that he couldn’t read in the dim illumination from the ballroom. Finally, she nodded. “Thank you and may fortune be with you and my brother when you return to war, and all the best to you and Lady Sarah.” Then she gathered her skirting in her hands and fled back into the house.

For long moments, Harcourt remained on the darkened terrace. What the future held, he didn’t know, but the outlook wasn’t pleasant for him, no matter which way he looked.

[image: Shape

Description automatically generated]

Present day

Now, ten years later, he sat alone at his club, and the pain of losing his friend Langley came rolling back over him and left him cold.

He’d broken his promise to Leah, and as of yet, she had no idea, and that left him even more glum and jaded than he’d been ten years prior.

The clearing of a masculine throat wrenched Harcourt from his maudlin thoughts. “What is it, Hankins?” Serving as a butler or rather a keeper of the keys—and secrets—to the Rogue’s Arcade, there was no better man to head up operations than he.

“The Earl of St. Vincent has arrived and is asking for a private audience with you.” Of indeterminate years, Hankins was the epitome of discretion and protection.

“Show him in.” His spirits rose, for seeing another of his best friends would surely cheer him as well as provide insight.

“Very well, Your Grace.” Hankins nodded. “Do you require tea?”

“No, thank you. Dinner will be served soon.”

“Of course.” The butler glanced at the ivory-handled cane that rested near Harcourt’s chair. “Do you need another dose of laudanum, Your Grace?”

It was pleasant having someone look after him. “Perhaps when I return home. The pain is bearable just now.”

“As you wish, Your Grace.” As soon as the butler departed, the earl strode into the room.

“Ah, Edenthorpe. I’ve finally tracked you to ground.” Without ceremony, the other man seated himself at the table where Harcourt had taken up court.

“Where else would I be, St. Vincent?” If he wasn’t at his townhouse, he was here, and at least at the club he could avoid his fiancée and the looming wedding.

“Don’t come the crab with me.” Older than him by four years, Leopold Bollinger was as close to Harcourt as a brother could be. Then he frowned as he peered into Harcourt’s face. “You look tired.”

“That’s because I am.” He poured out another measure of brandy into his glass. That would make the third serving, and he really needed to call a halt if he wished to take a dose of laudanum later. The damned ball that had gone through his left thigh and shredded a good portion of muscle had done the job all too well. It had left him with unsightly scars and a permanent limp. “Filled with ennui, perhaps.”

Remembering the past did that to a man.

“I can well empathize.”

“Indeed.” 

St. Vincent was never supposed to be the earl. That responsibility had belonged to his older brother Alistair, but that damned fool man had perished a few years before, not in the war but in a drunken duel over the questionable charms of a harlot, leaving the title and scandal of Leopold.

“Does your brown study have to do with your impending nuptials?” The earl nodded his thanks when a footman appeared and set a bottle of red wine as well as a glass before him.

“Perhaps.” Harcourt stared into his glass. What would happen if he were to drown in those amber depths? “I’m not looking forward to it. Never had.” He shook his head.

After ten years, the only love he and Lady Sarah shared was of the platonic sort. Once he’d retired from military life and had returned home to take up the responsibilities of a duke, he and his fiancée had indulged in intercourse when the mood had struck, but there were only so many times he could perform carnally while she remained cold and almost nauseous during intimacy.

How the hell was he to overcome that?

“Does any man look forward to being thrust into parson’s mousetrap?” St. Vincent took a swig of his wine. “Do your duty and beget your heir. Then you can be done with it.”

Harcourt snorted. “If only it were that easy.” If Lady Sarah continued to be reluctant regarding his amorous attentions, begetting an heir would prove a difficult endeavor.

“Surely it’s not that bad. Your future duchess is handsome enough.”

“She is.” And she’d only grown more so in the intervening years. He sipped at his brandy. “That isn’t the problem.”

“Indeed, yet you haven’t taken a mistress.” The earl’s hazel eyes danced with amusement. “She must be phenomenal in the sheets for you to remain so loyal.”

“Bah.” Harcourt tossed his cares to the wind and drained his glass but declined a refill when his friend would have done so. “I am bored, St. Vincent. There is no challenge to living any longer.” When he’d been at war, there was always something to occupy his attention, and the excitement of staying alive had been addicting.

“Ah, and that is the true reason you’re in this state.”

He shrugged and slid the ticket across the table to his friend. “I found this earlier, which led me to thinking about Langley.”

“Oh, God.” The earl’s face blanched. “No wonder you are so maudlin.”

“Haven’t thought of him for a while now, yet I should have.” Harcourt leaned back in his chair. His fingers tightened on the head of his cane. “I should never forget what he did.”

“Nor have you.” St. Vincent lowered his voice, but compassion lingered there. “Yet it has been a long time.”

“Seven years.” That had been the day everything had changed for him—he’d changed when he’d watched the lifeblood drain from his best friend’s body. “Afterward, the memory of Leah’s Come Out ball triggered.”

Surprise etched across the earl’s face, highlighting the jagged scar that marred his left cheek. “Then you are nearly foxed.”

“Hardly.” He shook his head. “I need to remember what is important. Why I’m doing my best to champion returning soldiers with my charity.” It was an endeavor Lady Sarah didn’t particularly care for but had little say in how he spent his time or coin.

Langley had believed in him, had said something good would come from eventual union with his fiancée, had always maintained there was something to be thankful for in each new day.

God, I miss him.

St. Vincent watched him with matching sorrow in his eyes. “Have you heard from Miss Haddington recently?”

“I have not. Last I knew, she was in the country at her father’s crumbling estate as she and her mother sought to hunt down an obscure cousin to take up the title.”

“Did she ever marry?”

Harcourt shrugged. “Who can say? I have been busy with my own affairs.” There was no backing out of his incoming marriage, for he used the substantial dowry to bring some of his holdings out of disrepair. Shaking his head, he put Leah from his mind. “Have you taken new missions from the Home Office?” Years back, the earl had been promoted to a spy.

“No, but I’m itching to. Been an age since I stole anything.”

“And the smuggling? Is it well and truly over?”

“It is.” He lifted his wineglass in a toast. “My life is as boring as yours.”

A grin tugged at the corners of Harcourt’s lips. “You could marry. We can be miserable together.”

“I’d rather not.” Shadows clouded the earl’s eyes. “Romance isn’t a state for me.”

With a sigh, Harcourt raised his empty glass. “To Langley.”

“To Langley and the ones we lost over the years.” Sadness lined the earl’s face. “And may we find our way as well.”

“Hear, hear.” No sooner had he returned his glass to the tabletop than Hankins returned bearing a silver salver.

“This arrived for you just now, Your Grace. It requires an immediate response.”

“Damn.” Knots of worry pulled in his gut as he took the folded missive from the salver. His name had been hastily scrolled across the top section of the paper, and with some shock, he noted the stationery had come from this very club. “I shall summon you in a few minutes when I have a response.”

When the butler left, Harcourt unfolded the note while St. Vincent watched.

“Speak of the devil.” He met the earl’s gaze. “It’s from Langley’s sister.”
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Chapter Two
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March 23, 1816

Outside the Rogue’s Arcade Club

London, England

Miss Leah Haddington tried to ignore the chill in the air as she sat in the Langley closed carriage. Though the benches had once been well sprung and squabbed, the upholstery and springs had seen better days, and as she attempted to dash off a short letter, one of the broken springs dug into her backside.

Relocating slightly on the bench, she balanced a book on her knees and let the comforting scratch of a pencil against the paper fill the carriage’s interior. Before she’d left the townhouse, she’d rooted around in Emanuel’s study, and by chance she’d happened to find a few sheets of stationery that bore the name of his club. Not having any other paper available, she took one of the sheets. It was perhaps irony or fate, for the Rogue’s Arcade had been her destination anyway.

By the light of the one lamp lit inside, she scribbled out a note that she hoped didn’t make her sound like an escaped resident of Bedlam, for this was her last hope. At eight and twenty, unwanted with no prospects and nearly at the poorhouse door, what else was she to do?


Dear Lord Edenthorpe,



I realize this will come as a shock after all these years since we’ve seen one another—and especially after my brother’s death—but I am at my wit’s end. Circumstances have become quite dire and are worsening as we speak—or rather as I write. The one thing of value I own has been stolen. I need it back in order to fund my future as well as to look after my mother’s health. Please say I can rely on you and your skill, for my brother often spoke fondly of your gift for thievery. Had he lived, I am certain he would have honed his own talents from watching you.



Please meet me between the gate near Buckingham Gardens and the square of Tyburn Gallows in Hyde Park, just after midnight. I am desperate. Do send a reply to this missive so I know you intend to honor this request.



Respectfully,

Miss Haddington



As a way to summon assistance, it wasn’t bad. On the other hand, he might dismiss it entirely. She glanced out the window at the façade of the building where the Rogue’s Arcade was housed. Oh, her brother Emanuel had been overjoyed when he’d received his membership ticket! That had been years ago, shortly before he and his best friends had bought commissions and went away to war, but knowing that his skills in petty thievery were considered good enough to gain him entry into the private gentleman’s club had him walking on clouds for weeks.

Oh, what she wouldn’t give to disguise herself as a man and have a look inside for herself! It was completely unfair men had these private clubs when women weren’t afforded the same privilege. Emanuel had often teased her about that.

With a smile that felt all too sad, Leah folded the letter twice. She dashed the duke’s title across the top and then rolled down the window glass. Her driver stood waiting, so she handed him the note. “Please deliver this inside. Inform whoever answers your knock that this must be delivered to the Duke of Edenthorpe immediately, and that it requires a response.”

The young man glanced at the folded missive in his gloved hand and then back to her face. “Of course, Miss Haddington.”

“Thank you, Sam.” She watched as the driver bounded up the short walkway. As soon as he knocked, the red-painted door swung open, and he was granted admittance.

Now, I wait.

It’s what she’d been doing most of her life, ever since that long-ago night of her Come Out ball. Her father had expired a year before that, which meant her brother had taken up the title, but since he’d been involved with the military, he couldn’t readily make headway in digging the Langley coffers out of dun territory. Though she’d loved her father deeply, he wasn’t a keen gambler and fortune had never been with him. No one had known the terrible state he’d left the family in until Emanuel had inquired to Papa’s man-of-affairs.

All these years later, they were still reeling, and destitution was to be their lot in under six months if something wasn’t done. Already, Mama had had to sell the manor house in Derbyshire. That loss had pained Leah the most, for she rather despised London and all it stood for. She’d hoped to settle down somewhere on that property, in a little cottage just for her where she could keep ducks and chickens, and where she would never have to go down to London if she didn’t wish it.

Now, that dream had been dashed along with all the rest she’d had over the years. Sometimes, that was just how life was. But she refused to let go the hope of a cottage.

After everything, after all the grief and sorrow, after all the unrealized expectations, she wanted that time for herself and let society forget her.

When Sam returned to the carriage, she startled.

“Yes?” She leaned forward on her bench.

“Here is your reply, Miss Haddington.” He offered her a folded note. “What are you orders?”

With shaking hands, Leah unfolded the note, which had been written on the same stationery.


Miss Haddington,



I shall meet you at the specified location.



Respectfully,



Edenthorpe



She frowned. The note contained no nuance, no greeting, no joy at hearing from her, and certainly no extra words. What did that mean? Then she glanced at Sam. “It’s half past eleven. Please drive on to Hyde Park. The gate nearest Tyburn Gallows, please.”

The driver eyed her askance. “At this time of night?”

“Yes.” Stifling the urge to sigh, Leah tucked the note into her reticule. “It’s not an assignation, if that’s what worries you. This is a meeting, an interview of sorts, in the hopes I can hire the services of a gentleman for a bit of... work needing done.” The driver didn’t need to know she wished to steal a bauble from a marquess.

“Very well, but I refuse to leave you alone. Your mother will tear a strip from me if I do.” He left the window and seconds later, the carriage rocked as he climbed into his seat.

Leah shook her head as she rolled up the window glass. Since their circumstance had been drastically reduced over the years, the staff who’d remained loyal to them once the manor had been sold had come to London with them. Once most of her father’s gambling debts had been paid from the proceeds of that sale, there was barely enough to live from, so the salaries of the staff hadn’t been paid for a few weeks.

The loyalty of the people who lingered regardless of the Haddington pockets being to let never failed to send a wad of tears into her throat. What she and her mother had done to deserve such unfailing kindness, Leah surely didn’t know, but she appreciated it nonetheless.

Leaning back against the bench, squirming to try and find one of the squabs that hadn’t been crushed over the passage of time and usage, she let her eyes drift closed. In less than half an hour, she would see the Duke of Edenthorpe again. It had been ten years since she had been in his company, and at the end of it, he had given her a kiss. No matter that it had been brief or that he probably had offered it out of pity, it had been her first.

And she’d never forgotten the way it had made her feel, as if she’d suddenly been lit up inside by a thousand candles, as if the warmth of life had suddenly animated her body and had opened doors that had previously been closed to her. That one tiny brush of his lips over hers had been the day her life had begun anew. It had changed her, showed her what she should focus on and what she wanted to usher in womanhood.

But over the years, though she’d done her best to chase that feeling of exquisite surprise and happiness, those emotions had remained elusive, and had more or less died after Emanuel’s death, after the man she’d given her heart to had perished as well.

Thus, the reason she wished for a cottage with chickens and ducks. That sort of bucolic life wouldn’t break her heart and would never disappoint her.

By the time the carriage rolled through the gate and came to a halt near the specified meeting place, melancholy had settled upon Leah’s shoulders. She missed her brother, missed everyone she’d lost in the last decade or so, missed the way life had been when she had the world at her feet and her future shimmered brightly ahead.

As she took a few quick, deep breaths, she smoothed her gloved hands down the front of her light blue brocade pelisse. It matched the gown beneath, and though both were a touch finer than the occasion called, they were two of her most favorite pieces and gave her confidence, and a tiny, vain part of her hoped the duke would notice her as a woman, even though he was engaged.

When Sam swung open the door, she took his hand and accepted his help as she descended the few steps to the ground.

“The meeting will occur just down the path toward the clearing.” She tied the satin ribbons of her shallow-brimmed bonnet beneath her chin. “Please, let me go alone while you stay here. I shall keep within earshot. I promise.”

He nodded. “Holler loud, Miss Harrington if you are attacked.”

“I will. Thank you, Sam.” With a tight hold on the strings of her reticule, Leah walked through the darkness past the reach of the dim illumination from nearby streetlamps.

Usually, if she could at all help it, she avoided the dark, for it frightened her. Yes, she was a woman grown and well past the age where such things should still affect her, but the dark—complete, thick, total darkness—reminded her of death, of the cessation of life, of the end of everything. How could it not when she’d been forced to mourn for too many people over the course of her life?

When she reached the famed execution grounds where many men were put to death, and acts of free speech had been utilized by many famous orators over the decades, she frowned at the clearing. As of yet, new grass hadn’t come up, but there was the scent of growing things in the air. Hopefully, that meant spring wasn’t far off and that colorful flowers would dot the landscape. Shivering and with her breath visible in the chilly air, Leah paced in the shadows.

Another few minutes passed without anyone stepping forward, and with a sound of annoyance, she wrenched a pocket watch from her reticule. Once she flipped the brass cover open, she peered at the watch face. “Nearly midnight.” Would the duke show, or had he merely been humoring her? Nothing in the dim surroundings gave her the answer, so she slipped the bauble back into her bag. It was her insurance policy of sorts to encourage the duke to cooperate if he proved recalcitrant.

The watch had once belonged to her brother—a gift from the very duke she sought to meet with—in fact. She’d been present the day Edenthorpe had given it to Emanuel, but neither of the men had known that at the time.

As she paced by rote, she let her mind wander back to that time.
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Spring 1807

A year and a half after her Come Out ball, Emanuel, Leopold Bollinger, second son to the Earl of St. Vincent, and Carew—Harcourt he wished everyone called him or Edenthorpe if they were formal—were home on yet another leave. The war had been dragging on and on; it seemed England had been at war with France for an eternity. She’d been reading in the library when the men had entered, and if they saw her, they would have asked for privacy, for that’s how they were.

So, Leah retreated further into the bow window and had pulled the tie that held the curtains back. As soon as the draperies settled into place, all three men came further in the room. She peered between the crack of the curtains and unashamedly spied on them.

The duke spoke first. “Shall we remove to the Rogue’s Arcade, boys?” 

Oh, he was so handsome tonight! Her heartbeat accelerated when he came near to a sconce, and she could see him clearly. Tan breeches hugged his lean legs. His jacket of brown superfine hugged his broad shoulders while a gold brocade waistcoat called attention to his flat abdomen. The high polish on his Hessian boots spoke to his love—or that of his valet’s—of making certain everything about his person was just so.

The rumbling laugh came from Mr. Bollinger, who happened to be a brother to her friend Theresa. He was a few years older than the duke and had dressed in much the same way, but he wasn’t nearly as lovely or mysterious as the duke, and she didn’t care overly much for blond hair on a man. “Must you ask? Our leave is precious. I wish to spend it with copious amounts of brandy and in perfumed arms as much as I can.”

Edenthorpe chuckled. The sound sent delicious flutters through her belly. “I can certainly understand that.” He glanced at her brother. “What of you, Langley? Have you a want to choose a bedmate from the demi-monde or will you indulge in gambling?”

From her hiding spot, Leah frowned even as her cheeks burned with the knowledge these men bedded women for leisure or perhaps sport. But she shoved that bit from her mind to concentrate on the other. As if her brother had two sovereigns to rub together. As far as she knew, he’d never gambled once their father’s shame had become known.

“It remains to be seen what I’ll have an appetite for once we arrive.” As always, Emanuel remained neutral. “However, I won’t say no to the fine sprits you keep at the club.”

All three men chuckled.

“Indeed,” the duke agreed. “War is too much hell on one’s mind and we need to keep nearly pickled to retain our sanity. However, before we go, I’d like to give you this, Langley.” He tugged a brass pocket watch from his waistcoat pocket and then unattached the chain from the garment. “You’d admired this a while back, so now I’m giving it to you as a gift. From your brother in arms.” Edenthorpe put the bauble into her brother’s hand. “To a man closer to me than my own brother.”

“Hell’s bells, man.” Awe wove through Emanuel’s voice as he held up the watch for the other man to admire.

“Read the inscription aloud,” the duke encouraged with a grin that would forever be seared onto her soul for the joy in it.

“All right.” Her brother popped open the watch and his breath caught. He looked at Edenthorpe with a mixture of hero worship and thankfulness. “’To Emanuel. The best of the Fortunate Seven. Brothers forever. With respect, Harcourt.’”

Quickly, Leah put a hand to her mouth lest she make a sound that betrayed her presence. What a sweet and thoughtful gift!

“Damn.” Her brother shook his head. “I appreciate that, Edenthorpe. You are a good man.”

“Yes, well, it was nothing.”

Yet to her brother it meant the world.

Leopold wiped at a suspicious drop of moisture beneath one of his eyes. Perhaps it was true that when men went off to war, they grew closer than blood relatives. It was quite endearing to witness. “If we’re done being enamored of each other, shall we get on with the business of celebrating?”

“Yes, of course.” Again, the duke chuckled. “Let me ring for the carriage.”

While he went across the room and out of her eyesight, presumably for the bellpull, her brother looked again at the pocket watch and then switched it out for the one he usually carried. That one he put on top of the desk in the corner. The candlelight winked off the brass chain as he fastened in into his waistcoat.

“Come, Langley,” Leopold said as he clapped a hand to her brother’s shoulder. “Let me tell you about the choicest ladies who will be at the club tonight and perhaps persuade you to pick one of them. Every man deserves a willing woman in his bed, especially when it’s back to war he goes.”

She wasn’t able to hear her brother’s response, for all three men left the library, but she sat concealed in that window seat for long moments afterward pondering the bond they had between them and envying it. Though she had a couple of close female friends, their relationships weren’t nearly as solid and deep-rooted as what the men shared.

Perhaps that would change when they grew older.

But she would never forget what the duke had done for her brother or his self-confidence. That moment would be seared into her brain forever.
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Present day

“It isn’t wise to wander about the park at night unescorted, Miss Haddington, especially when you aren’t paying attention.”

The sound of his voice yanked Leah from her memories. She whirled about so quickly that her skirts twisted about her ankles. “Edenthorpe,” she breathed. Oh, good heavens, he’d come! “Thank you for meeting me, Your Grace.” It was the height of scandalous to be here—or anywhere for that matter—with him alone, and with him engaged to someone else.

“How could I not? Your note verged on the desperate, and I could do nothing less for Langley’s sister.” He stood a good five feet away from her and crossed his arms at his chest. “What do you want from me, Miss Haddington? It’s the height of scandal to be here at this hour.” His tone didn’t convey any sort of warmth or prior friendship.

Why?

Best to come straight to the point. She was no longer a young woman in her Come Out and neither did she hold an infatuation for him any longer. “I would like you to retrieve a tiara for me. It’s beautiful, silver filagree with rubies. I’d never seen such clear gems like them before. One large oval one in the middle with five smaller ones on each side. It belongs to my mother, a gift from Prinny himself given to her while she was at his father’s court.” That was how her father had met her, and if the stories were true, her papa stole her away from the Regent’s regard.

His dark eyebrows rose. “Now that is interesting.”

“I agree. I’d only seen the tiara in person once, and that was before my father died when my mother removed the tiara from his safe for fear he’d use it as collateral at a gaming table.” Oh, to air the family’s on-dits was outside of enough, but it had to be done. And she suspected Emanuel had already told the duke as much.

“It’s good she had the wherewithal to do that.” His dark eyes bore into hers. Unfortunately, the light was too dim to read his expression. “However, I have retired from the business of thievery, and will be married in twelve days besides.”

That seemed a shame, but he had been engaged for as long as she’d known him. “I can pay you.”

He grunted. “I don’t believe that. Langley was forthright about his coffers and how they came to be empty.”

“Yes, I’m sure. You were quite close.” She tugged a small leather pouch from her reticule and tossed it in his direction. “This is what’s left of my dowry, what Emanuel managed to set aside and out of my father’s reach.”

The duke caught the pouch with effortless grace. He weighed it in his gloved hand. The sides of his greatcoat flapped about his lean body. “How much?”

If all he cared about was wealth, she doubted this would prove an incentive, but it was a start. “One hundred pounds.”

“Ah.” He continued to stare at her. “Truth be told, your father probably gambled the tiara away, and your mother hasn’t the courage to admit it.”

Hot annoyance flashed through her chest. “He didn’t. I have my mother’s word, and I believe her.”

For long moments, he remained silent. She wished there was enough light for her to see him properly. Finally, he sighed and shook his head. “I’m sorry. This is not a job I want to undertake, not even for the friendship with your brother.”

“I see.” If she didn’t do something and quickly, she’d lose his assistance. Biting her bottom lip, Leah dug once more into her reticule. When she pulled out the pocket watch and let it dangle from its now-tarnished chain, the duke drew in a sharp breath. “Would you do it for this?”

“Where the devil did you get that?” Edenthorpe darted forward and took the watch from her fingers. At close range, she spied the heartbreak in his face. There was no mistaking the sorrow in his voice. “Your brother was truly the best of us.”

That echoed what he’d etched upon the lid of the watch.

“The world simply hasn’t been the same since Emanuel died,” she said in a near-whisper. “He adored you, though. Wished to follow in your footsteps. Wanted to restore the honor to his title like you have done.” The words were designed to manipulate, of course, but they were also true.

“Oh, God.” He brushed the pad of his thumb over the top of the pocket watch. “Your brother admired this watch once when I’d checked the time on a battlefield.”

“You gave it to him.” Not for worlds would she admit she’d borne witness to that.

“Yes. Had it engraved because I loved him like a brother.” His swallow was audible. “And now it’s back in my possession.”

“Yes. I’d say you and he have come full circle.”

The expression on his face suggested he warred within himself, but he clutched that watch tight in his palm while holding the pouch of coin in his other. That made him more endearing and not quite as lofty as a duke might be. Finally, after a few moments of silence, he spoke. “Have you seen the tiara in recent years?”

“Yes. Two years ago.” She found his gaze in the darkness, but it revealed nothing. “Mama brought it out to show it to some guests she’d had over to tea; oh, she was so proud of that gift!”

“It was never brought out since then?”

“No. Then last summer, Mama was forced to sell the manor house in the country due to unpaid taxes. Papa had sold off the paintings and everything else of value over the years to continue his gambling habit.” Having to admit her history aloud fired her cheeks with hot embarrassment. “A distant cousin of Papa’s inherited the remainder of the estates, but the tiara was hers and not included. When she went into the safe to get the deed, that’s when she noticed the tiara was missing.”

He turned the watch over and over in his hand. “You have searched for it, I assume?”

“Of course. Before we removed to London, we fairly tore the manor apart. There wasn’t much left at the end when Papa died, other than the furniture. That tiara has simply vanished.”

“I see.” Again, the duke glanced at the pocket watch. Eventually, he raised his head and held her gaze. “Why me? Out of all your brother’s military friends, out of all the Fortunate Seven, why did you choose me?”

“Why not?” Leah shrugged. She tamped on the grin that wanted to burst forth, for he was wavering. “You were obviously close to Emanuel, and your name is on the watch. You were the logical choice.”

“Logical.” He snorted. “I rather doubt life gives a damn for logic.” Bitterness wove through his voice, which made her curious about how he’d spent the years between now and that time she’d spied on him in the library. “In any event, Langley asked me to look after you, as a last request.” Emotion graveled his tone. “I promised him I would.”

“Then fulfil that promise now when I most need the help.” When he declined to comment, she sighed. “You’ve been absent since his death.” It would have been nice to have him come ‘round once in a while.

“I have had other things that demanded my attention.”

“Your betrothed.” It wasn’t a question. Was he terribly in love with his fiancée?

A slight grimace flashed across his face. “Among other things.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that, but you’ve also grown into a grouchy, old man.” Perhaps those words would spur him into action.

“Seven and thirty is not old.”

No, it was not. The duke was nine years her senior, but the gulf between them had never been wider. “Without that tiara, Mama and I are destitute. In fact, that dowry money is the last of our coin. We haven’t paid the servants a salary in close to a year.”

“The devil you say.” There was no mistaking the shock in his expression. When she nodded, not trusting her voice, he heaved out a breath. “Who do you think stole the tiara?”

“Lord Markham.”

“Bloody hell. The marquess?”

“Yes.”

“It makes sense, I suppose. He is a bit of a bounder but largely untouchable, even by my reach. He’s aligned himself with individuals with souls as black as his own.” Briefly, amusement crossed his face. “I once stole a painting from him years ago. However, he’s a close crony of the Regent’s. It’s entirely possible he wishes to sell the tiara back to Prinny.”

“It never occurred to me to think of that.” Which was why she required the duke’s assistance. “Does that mean you will help?”

He frowned all the more as he stared at her. “Where is your carriage?”

The change in topic had her brain racing to catch up. “Up the path, near the gate.”

“Did you come alone at this hour?”

Why was he insufferable? “I have my driver with me.”

“Except while you wandered about here.” Finally, he gave a sigh of resignation. “Come with me.”

“Where?”

“To my carriage. It’s parked next to yours.”

Then why the devil did he ask those questions? To see if she would lie? During the short walk back to the conveyances, they didn’t talk, and he didn’t offer her his arm, but once near the arch, he nodded at his driver then went around to her vehicle. After opening the door, he handed her inside.

As soon as she settled—once more accidentally sitting on the broken spring—he leaned in, his big body filling the doorway. An odd, tingling sort of awareness fell over her. But why? There was nothing romantic between them. He was merely her brother’s best friend.

“Why do you want the tiara so badly?”

“Are you daft?” Or had he not been listening? “For the coin.”

“So, then, the bauble has no sentimental value?”

Quick tears sprang to her eyes. She blinked them away. “Of course it does. It’s Mama’s treasure, a memento from her youth, but when in reduced circumstances, there is no room for that.”

“Do you need the coin to help put you in the Marriage Mart again?” His dark brown eyes were intense in the illumination from the carriage light. Now she discerned fine lines at the corners of his eyes and mouth, the gray that lay sprinkled through his coffee-hued hair.

“Ha!” Leah shook her head “I didn’t take all these years, save one.” As she shrugged, a shiver racked her shoulders. “Red hair and freckles are never in style.”

For the first time that night, a faint grin took possession of his lips, and she stared, for it completely transformed his face from exhausted protector to that of a wicked rogue. “To say nothing of your smart mouth.”

She snickered. How could she not? “Perhaps, but with the funds from selling the tiara, Mama and I won’t need to worry. Surely, I can find a governess position that will help with the creditors.”

“Fuck.” When her eyebrows raised from his use of vulgarity, he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Fine.”

“Fine, what?” She didn’t dare hope and refused to misunderstand.

“Fine, I shall help you—once we do an initial reconnaissance on Markham as well as create some sort of a feasible plan.”

Relief coursed down her spine, and if she wasn’t already sitting, she would have collapsed. “Thank you.” On impulse, she touched his arm. Heat ricocheted up hers to the elbow and she quickly withdrew. “You will let me assist, correct?”

“Absolutely. I refuse to take full responsibility for this folly.”

Folly indeed, especially with that sort of reaction. But then, she quickly reminded herself that she needn’t worry. The duke was engaged to be married in twelve days. Nothing scandalous would happen. They were merely agreeing to a partnership for one thievery job.

Leah grinned, and the duke retreated. “When do we start?”

He tucked the watch and the leather pouch into a pocket of his great coat. “I shall call at your townhouse tomorrow around one o’clock. We will discuss plans at that time.” Then he backed away and firmly closed the carriage door.

Finally, her fortunes were about to change! She collapsed backward against the bench and put a hand over her mouth to stifle the whoop of joy that wished to escape her throat. For the first time in many years, there was hope.
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Chapter Three
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March 24, 1816

Harcourt rubbed his temples with his gloved fingers. Another megrim plagued him, and this time he amused himself by trying to puzzle out why—too much brandy the night before, too little sleep, dreading his upcoming nuptial ceremony, or thinking overly much about the damn fool decision he’d made to assist Miss Haddington retrieve that missing piece of jewelry.

It didn’t matter why, truly. He only knew his head pounded and there was nothing he could do about it. Additionally, his ennui hadn’t lifted. In fact, it was more pronounced than ever. As he concentrated on ignoring the pain in his skull, he frowned out the window of his carriage.

The trip from his townhouse in St. James Place to where Miss Haddington and her mother resided in Manchester Square wouldn’t take long, but with the steady rain, that assessment might prove false. He didn’t care about that either. In fact, he was hard pressed to make himself feel at all, for if he invested too much into the horrible tale of destitution she’d already told him, guilt and responsibility would hold him captive.

I already have enough to attend to without that.

The promise he’d made to Langley as the man had died in his arms on that battlefield loomed like a specter, haunting his waking hours. What would happen if England went to war with another country? How many more lives would be lost to the hunger of those in power?

Then his thoughts meandered in a slightly different direction as he watched raindrops make their way down the outside of the window glass. The woman wished for him to steal a tiara from one of the most notorious lords in the ton. 

And damn his eyes if he wasn’t intrigued by the challenge. It had been many years indeed since he’d done any sort of thievery, and he rather missed skulking about London after dark.

While he pondered the possibilities, Harcourt removed the watch from his waistcoat pocket and stared at it. The piece had been his first purchase after he’d assumed the title of duke. Back then, the brass had been shiny and handsome. Now, the chain suffered from tarnish and portions of the lid were covered with the same. Almost immediately Langley had complimented the watch then he’d showed off his battered one with a cracked face. Harcourt had known in that moment he would give his watch to his best friend at the first opportunity.

He flipped open the lid, read the engraving, and struggled to breathe as a rush of feelings washed over him. Despite not wanting to care about anything, he could never manage to break free of the guilt and regret he carried over Langley’s death. If he’d only paid more attention to what had been going on, if he hadn’t been distracted by the frenetic pace on the battlefield, by the movements of his men, of eyeing the advancing line of the military, perhaps Emanuel would have been alive today.

He gasped for breath as the emotions intensified. The sound of Langley’s laughter still rang in his ears, for he’d been so delighted to receive the watch. When the feelings didn’t abate, he clutched the watch in one hand and rubbed the other over his aching heart. God, but he missed his friend. That hadn’t changed over the last seven years. Each time when he went to lean over and tell the young baron something and he wasn’t there, the pain renewed itself all over again.

For several moments, Harcourt let the emotions pass through him. Then he methodically stuffed them back down, deep inside his soul until the next time they escaped. As a shuddering sigh left his throat, he closed the watch and returned it to his pocket.

“I won’t fail you this time, Emanuel,” he whispered into the gloom of the carriage’s interior. He’d promised the man he would look after Leah, and that’s what he would do. If she wished for him to pursue the possibility of reclaiming her mother’s tiara, so be it.

It mattered not that he would marry in mere days. He had a mission to accomplish.

At least in this he would have a modicum of excitement.

By the time his carriage rocked to a stop in front of the unassuming townhouse on an equally unassuming street, his megrim had intensified, but he’d gained control of his person. There was nothing for it except to meet with Miss Haddington and discover more about the missing piece of jewelry.

After he pushed open the door, Harcourt exited the vehicle with his cane in hand and set his top hat upon his head. He hunched his shoulders against the rain. “I don’t know how long I’ll be, Hodgins,” he told his driver. Perhaps you should pull around to the mews. At least then you’ll be out of the weather.”

“I’ll be right glad to do so, Your Grace. Thank you.” With a click of his tongue and a slight movement of the reins, the driver set the carriage into motion.

Harcourt continued up a short walkway, dodged a puddle, and then arrived on the doorstep cold and wet. As soon as he knocked, the nondescript door swung open, and when he stepped into a short entry hall, another wave of nostalgia plowed into him.

Christ, how many times had he dropped by for a visit when Langley had been alive?

“I’m here to see Miss Haddington,” he told the ancient butler by way of a greeting.

“She and the dowager are in the parlor, Your Grace. Shall I take your outer things?” The man glanced down his long nose while peering through thick-lensed spectacles as Harcourt handed over his hat, gloves, and greatcoat, which the butler then stowed in a small closet before addressing him again. “If you would like to follow me?”

“Of course.” A frown pulled down the corners of his lips, for he hadn’t counted on Emanuel’s mother being in attendance. He tightened his hand on the ivory head of his cane. What did he say to his best friend’s mother knowing it was his fault her son died?

Hell, for that matter, what would he say to Miss Haddington? He’d never expected to see her again, so the likelihood of needing to reveal that horrible secret had been slim.

Now, it stared him in the face like an angry dog.

Ignoring that for the time being, he tried not to glance at the walls on his way to the parlor. Empty spaces where paintings had once rested were glaringly obvious even without sunlight to illuminate them—a testament to the fact what Miss Haddington had said was truth. Her father had certainly sold anything of value before he’d perished.

Which was exactly the reason Harcourt refused to admit any member of the aristocracy to the Rogue’s Arcade if they possessed gambling debts. It was a horrible sickness and a dreadful disease that was too difficult to climb out of without attempting to drag one’s fellows down as well.

After what seemed an interminable amount of time, he was shown into the parlor. His left thigh ached, which it normally did during rain or cold, but that was yet another thing he had to ignore. This was his life; he should have learned to cope with it by now.

“Lord Edenthorpe, my lady,” the butler intoned behind him. “Shall I bring tea?”

An older lady exchanged a look of inquiry with Miss Haddington then she shook her head. “Not just yet. I am still quite satisfied from breakfast. Thank you.”

Which was a genteel way of saying they hadn’t the provisions to waste upon an unscheduled visit, for tea was expensive and taxed heavily besides. And thanks to the recently ended war, it was difficult to import.

I had no idea it was this bad. Already, Langley would have been sorely disappointed in him. I should have called long before now.

Once alone with his hostesses, Harcourt came forward as they both rose to their feet. “Lady Langley. It’s good to see you again.” He took one of her hands and brought it to his lips. The lace gloves she wore had been darned more than a few times, which he chose to overlook.

“Ah, Your Grace, it has been quite a while.” The woman with upswept gray hair and soft wrinkles in her cheeks smiled. In her he could see shades of Emanuel, and his heart squeezed. “I’m glad you’ve come today.” Her black taffeta skirts rustled with her every movement.

“So am I.” That wasn’t a lie. Even though being in this house, remembering his best friend caused him pain, it reminded him why he was taking this current mission. Then he turned to the younger lady. Clad today in a gown of dark sapphire, it enhanced her eye color and set off her russet hair spectacularly. “Miss Haddington. A pleasure to see you again.” He gave her hand the same treatment that he had her mother’s, but the heat of her fingers on his was different. Her blue eyes widened just a tad before she dropped her focus to his cravat. Awareness of her tingled along his spine the longer his touch lingered. Hastily, he released her hand.

Surely, that couldn’t be what he’d felt. She was his best friend’s sister. There’s never been any sort of attraction between them before.

“What a treat you have called today, Your Grace.” Though Miss Haddington smiled at him, it wasn’t the exuberant gesture of last night at Hyde Park. “Come. Sit next to Mama and we can catch up.”

Where had she learned the art of dissembling so well? Looking at her, there was no trace of their impromptu meeting of the night before. With a frown, he gestured toward the only chair in the room. “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll sit here. It’s easier than trying to maneuver around the table with the cane.” To say nothing of having to struggle off the low sofa with embarrassment. Additionally, it meant a low table was securely between them. That shivery sensation was troubling; he didn’t wish to experience it again, for it meant trouble.

And wasn’t his future already planned? Tradition had guided his life thus far. There was no reason to break with it now.

“Of course, Your Grace.” Miss Haddington glanced at his left leg as she resumed her perch on the sofa. Once her mother had done the same, she smiled again, but the gesture didn’t light her face. “To what do we owe this honor?”

Ah, so she refused to talk about the clandestine nature of his proposed mission in front of the dowager. Interesting. He tapped the head of his cane as he rested his gaze on her. “I thought to drop in and see how you two ladies fared. Emanuel has been on my mind of late.” That wasn’t a lie. Even before Miss Haddington had summoned him out of desperation last night, he was always haunted by Langley’s memory.

A faint blush stained the younger lady’s cheeks. At least she had the decency to claim some embarrassment. “He is never far from ours either.” The words were quiet. She’d lowered her gaze to her hands clasped in her lap.

Certainly not the personality of the woman he’d met last night. “Of course.” Did the dowager know her daughter had traded Langley’s pocket watch to secure his help? Probably not. “If there is anything I can do for you, Lady Langley, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“I appreciate that, Your Grace.” She tugged a lace-edged handkerchief from the sleeve of her gown and dabbed at the corners of her eyes. “Emanuel’s death left a hole in our lives we struggle to fill.”

His chest tightened. “Perhaps you shouldn’t try. He shouldn’t be forgotten.”

“Agreed.” The dowager glanced at Miss Haddington. “Perhaps you should entertain Lord Edenthorpe. I’m feeling delicate at present. Seeing Carew and remembering how close he and Emanuel were, is rather too emotional for me.”

As far as he knew, Lady Langley was the only person who still called him by his Christian name. His parents had, as well, but they were no longer with him.

“Of course, Mama.” Miss Haddington touched her mother’s hand.

As the older woman stood, Harcourt scrambled to his feet. “Again, don’t hesitate to send a note ‘round if you should have need of me. Emanuel would have wanted it that way.”

She nodded. “I will bear that in mind, but you will be married soon. The last thing you need is the troubles of an old lady.”

Though she didn’t mean it as an admonishment, heat went up the back of Harcourt’s neck regardless. “It’s no trouble, Lady Langley. Truly.”

“Good afternoon, Your Grace.” The dowager slowly made her way from the room.

With a sigh, he resumed his seat with a look at Miss Haddington. “Is she always that stubborn?”

“Losing Emanuel after Papa has made her more closed off from people.” She shrugged. “I believe she enjoys being alone more often than not, and now that the tiara is missing, she’s nearly given up in wanting to remain in this world.” Her voice faltered. “Even though I’m still here. Even though she could still live for me.”

“You have my sympathies.” He couldn’t help but feel this mess could easily have been laid at his feet as well.

“I don’t want your sympathies, Your Grace.”

A huff of exasperation escaped him. “My name is Harcourt. Make use of it or refer to me as Edenthorpe.” As his megrim continued to make its presence known, he pinched the bridge of his nose. “It matters not as long as we drop the formal titles. They’re exhausting, especially when you and I knew each other since childhood.”

“I would prefer that anyway since I have difficulties believing you’re a duke.” Her shrug was an elegant affair. No doubt she’d honed how to harness the power of body language over the years she’d been in society. “You may call me Leah. Long ago you made use of my name. I welcome that again.”

“Hmm.” He narrowed his eyes when she left the sofa to perch on the end of the table, so close to him if she extended her arm, she could easily touch him. “I assume your mind regarding this mission hasn’t changed since last night?”

Might as well jump into it straightaway.

“It has not.” When she leaned forward slightly, the tops of her modest breasts were on display. He wouldn’t be alive if he didn’t peek, but perhaps that was her hope. What game did she play? This woman certainly wasn’t the young debutante he’d danced with at her Come Out ball. The fact she might have some life experience now both discomfited and interested him. “Has yours?” She arched a red eyebrow in question.

“That largely depends on the marquess. Before we can properly start, I must have proof he took the tiara.” It would be folly to accuse him otherwise, and it was something Harcourt refused to do with his wedding date rapidly approaching.

“Then it’s fortunate for you. I have that.” When she stood, the faint scent of violets wafted to his nose. Leah moved across the room, and at an occasional table, she took a small wooden box from the surface. Forced to glance about the room, he couldn’t help but notice the shabby furnishings or the nearly threadbare carpeting and draperies at the windows. Damn, but these genteel ladies had had a difficult time of it. Which brought on another wave of guilt. “My father’s safe is located in his dressing room. Emanuel hadn’t made use of the suite since he was away in the military most of the time. To that end, the rooms weren’t cleaned on a regular basis, especially when we were forced to reduce the staff.”

“Surely the marquess didn’t leave such a damning object behind such as that.” He darted his gaze to the box in her hand. Perhaps three inches by three inches, why would the man have cause to carry that on his person?

“Of course not.” She carried the box over to him and handed it over. Then she resumed her perch on the end of the table. “The evidence is inside. I found it perhaps six months after the marquess and his sister had attended dinner here.”

With much trepidation, Harcourt lifted the lid. The hinges were a bit rusty, so it was a rather tough go, but he managed it. Inside, a mother of pearl button in a silver setting rested on a bed of faded red satin. When he plucked it from the box and held it up between his thumb and forefinger, he frowned again. The letter “M” rested in the middle of the pearl, done in silver.

“You think this is for Markham?”

“Who else? No one in my family has that initial, and we don’t employ a valet any longer.” She met his gaze with so much hope mirrored in hers that the guilt came pouring back. “It’s easy to see what happened, isn’t it?”

“Perhaps you should walk me through your thoughts.” After he replaced the button in the box, he stared at it. He hadn’t spent much time with Lord Markham, so he wouldn’t know if the man wore this type of button all the time.

“You can imagine this scenario. His sister is engaged to keep Mama and I busy in conversation. To add to that, why would two people so high on the instep wish to share dinner with the widow of a baron, and one who’d emptied his coffers so badly years ago?”

Well, she had a point. “Proceed.” He closed the lid on the box.

“I don’t remember that dinner well, but I do recall the marquess had excused himself from the table shortly before dessert. We’d scrimped and saved for a month to serve that meal.”

“Where did he go?”

Annoyance crossed her face. “I believe he said he needed to relieve himself, so we assumed he went across the hall to the small room where the butler usually plates the courses before serving. There’s a chamber pot in a cabinet there.”

“I assume he went instead upstairs to your father’s suite of rooms?”

“Yes. The marquess was gone for an extraordinarily long time.” A frown pulled her pink-hued lips downward, and when he couldn’t stop staring at her mouth, she quirked an eyebrow.

Harcourt chuckled. “Perhaps he indeed relieved himself, but it was rather a larger job than merely pissing.”

“I wouldn’t know.” A faint blush stained her cheeks. “In any event, when he returned, there wasn’t a pleat of fabric out of place, and he certainly didn’t... reek as a man who’d just done... what you referred to.”

It was somewhat amusing this was where their conversation had gone. Langley would have landed him a facer for even hinting at something unpleasant in his sister’s company. “There is that, I suppose.” Damn if his attention didn’t wander once more to her bodice and the tempting glimpse of décolletage before he snapped it back to her face. Pull yourself together, Carew. You are engaged for Jove’s sake. “Do you recall if the buttons on his jacket or waistcoat looked like this one?”

“Indeed, I do, for Mama even complimented them. His sister even told us she’d had them ordered for his last birthday.” She clasped her hands together in her lap. “I’ll wager he popped one of them off when he reached into the safe after he moved a mirror off the wall. He’s a rather large man and the safe is in a tight corner.”

“I’ll give you that.” Harcourt tapped a finger on the box. “However, the tiara couldn’t merely be tucked into a pocket, so if he did steal it, where did he hide it?”

“He didn’t.” An expression of victory crossed her face. “The window was open. No doubt he threw the tiara outside, where it would have landed in the shrubbery. Then, once dinner had concluded and they left, he could have easily doubled back once his sister was in the carriage, plucked the tiara from the vegetation, and then carried it home.”

“That... That is actually a good theory.” His respect for her went up. “I suppose so late after the fact meant you didn’t find clues when you searched the shrubbery?”

“Correct. Now that I’ve told you this, are you willing to go forward?” 

As a slow grin curved her lips, he wondered what it would feel like to have those lips pressed against his. Harcourt cleared his throat and wished he could banish the inappropriate thoughts as easily. “Agreed. First, I need the opportunity to study him in his natural habitat. That is to say, I’d like to observe him at a ton function, and since I rarely accept invitations, I’ll need to ask around.”

“How fortunate for you, then, that you’ve partnered with me.” She stood, came close, and retrieved the box from his lap. The brief and very light touch of her fingers on his thigh had unexpected need streaking through his shaft. Amusement danced in her eyes. For the situation or from his reaction? “I’ve been invited to the Castleton rout in two days. According to the gossipmongers, Lord Markham is also scheduled to attend, for he is apparently friends with the hosting couple.”

“Impressive.” And somewhat disconcerting. Slowly, Harcourt rose to his feet. This woman who was no longer a naive debutante was suddenly entirely too dangerous for his peace of mind. “Do you wish for me to escort you there?”

“I’d hoped you would ask.” Then a shadow passed her face. “I’ll need to be quick and clever with a needle to alter a gown sophisticated enough for said event.”

Oh, God. His chest tightened, and familiar guilt poured in. “Please, go shopping. Perhaps you can find a gown with a modiste that has gone unclaimed or returned, and pray alterations will be swift.” He reached into the interior pocket of his jacket and withdrew the slim leather pouch she’d given him the night before. “Use part of this money to buy a few gowns; you’ll need them. With some of the rest, pay your damn staff.”

“But I—”

“No.” Shoving the pouch into her hand, he retreated to the door. “When the time comes for you to wed, I will provide a decent dowry for you myself.” With that, he fled as best he could with his limp.

How the devil was he to work alongside her now that inappropriate desire was slowly awakening? He was engaged, and he would never act on those thoughts, besides. It would be merely yet another subject in his life he was forced to ignore.

Except, eventually, all of that avoidance would break him.
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March 26, 1816

Leah bit the inside of her cheek to tamp the urge to cry out with anxiety. Her nerves felt strung too tight, and worry crawled over her skin as if she’d fallen into an ant’s nest. There was nothing for it, though, for she was in the Duke of Edenthorpe’s carriage, and they were headed to the Castleton rout where the Marquess of Markham was due to make an appearance.

Not knowing what to say to this man whose presence seemed too big and filled every inch of the vehicle’s interior, she clenched and relaxed her fingers on her lap. The gown she’d chosen to wear this evening was a peacock green silk. Dark blue embroidery lined the hem, bottom of the short, puffed sleeves, as well as the scooped bodice that showed a moderate amount of cleavage. The outfit had been made possible by the duke when he gave her back the dowry money.

What was more, she’d been able to pay for most of the outstanding wages to the staff as well as catch up some of the vendor bills that were in arrears. It was more than she and her mother had had yesterday, and he would probably never know how grateful she’d been for that boon.

“Uh, thank you again for the coin, Your Grace.” When he cocked a dark eyebrow, heat went through her cheeks. “Er, rather Harcourt. This night wouldn’t have been possible if not for you.”

“Piffle. Think nothing of it.” He shifted his position on the bench opposite hers. “You deserve every goodness in life after years of struggling.”

“Oh.” That was possibly the sweetest thing a man have ever said to her. Even including the wonderful year she’d been courted by an adorable soldier who perished quite tragically before he was able to ask for her hand. “It has been difficult,” she admitted in a soft voice. “I miss Emanuel, especially tonight.” To say nothing of the empty hole where her almost fiancé had occupied. Though Henry had been a military man and of the quiet sort and neither did he enjoy rubbing elbows with members of the beau monde, he would have given her endless compliments on her attire.

I miss those little niceties.

The duke stared at her with a frown, as if he’d been doing that for some time while she’d been lost in thought. “Why do you miss your brother especially tonight?”

“He would have adored going on this quest with us. In the past, he’d been involved in petty thefts here and there; his greatest successes had been while at the country manor, but he always thought you were so lofty and grand. Someone he aspired to be like.”

“Ah.” His gloved hand tightened on the ivory head of his cane that resembled the head of a dragon. It was the same mythical being on the signet ring he wore on the pinky finger of his right hand. She’d spied it a couple of days ago when he sat in her parlor. Had generations of Edenthorpe dukes likened themselves to dragons for their strength or their ferocity? “For what it’s worth, I miss him too.”

Honestly, Leah knew next to nothing about the man he was now.

Yes, during the halcyon days of their youth, they were often in each other’s pockets. The larks and scrapes they’d fallen into had been amusing as well as entertaining, but now, in this space where he was a powerful duke and she clung to the last vestiges of life above the poorhouse, he remained a mystery. An attractive mystery, a man who battled secrets he’d never revealed, a duke who stared down responsibility and would follow it to the letter.

It should be a sin for a man to look so handsome inside a dimly lit carriage while covered with a greatcoat. His brown hair had been arranged in a popular style beneath the top hat, and the knot of his cravat was complicated, which spoke to the skill of his valet. Though the cut of his evening wear was impeccable, and he wore it with an elegance she envied, he wasn’t one of those men who knew he was attractive and flaunted it. With Harcourt, his looks were almost an afterthought. Shadows clouded the depths of his dark brown eyes, and the slight frown that pulled down the corners of his sensuous lips was enough to accelerate any woman’s heartbeat.

How fortunate his fiancée was.

After a while, she couldn’t abide the silence. “Did you receive your injury in the same battle that took my brother?” If he was of a mind to share, she would appreciate insight into that time in both their lives. What sort of man had her brother been during the campaign?

“Yes.” The one-word answer was as noncommittal as the duke.

“Will you tell me the story?”

“No.” Edenthorpe turned his head to look out the window. 

Every time he moved, the most delicious scent filled the interior of the carriage. Citrus and sage, and it was highly intoxicating.

“Why?”

“It is in the past, and that is where it should stay.”

“Except the past doesn’t often stay there, especially when people we loved never made it out.” Did he ever think upon that dance and kiss he and she shared ten years ago? What caused him to fall into a brown study and brood as he did now? There were so many things she wished to learn about the duke.

A grunt was his only response.

Ah. Message received. Leah sighed. This man was full of secrets and sadness. So much so that she feared for his wellbeing. Why wouldn’t he let her past his defenses? Wasn’t she a friend? For that matter, why did she want to know? He’d no doubt confided those secrets to his fiancée. A stab of something went through her chest, but she refused to analyze what it was. Regardless, it was exceedingly odd.

Wanting to hear the sound of his voice again, she said, “I imagine you are looking forward to your wedding.”

“Perhaps.” It was too difficult to discern from that one word how he felt.

Merciful heavens, had there ever been a more impossible man? Leah rolled her eyes heavenward. “Is Lady Sarah wonderful? Are you going on a wedding trip?”

He huffed with apparent frustration as he rested his attention on her once more. “Have you always been this inquisitive?”

“Have you always been so dark and sulking?”

“I don’t sulk. I brood.”

“There is no difference, Edenthorpe.” But bantering with him had chased away the worst of the anxiety. “Besides, if we’re to be partners on this mission, shouldn’t we know more about each other? I’d like to think that inspires trust, and isn’t trust the foundation of any sort of jewel heist?”

“Perhaps.” His lips twitched. Where was the jovial man her brother had written to her about, the man who’d tried to raise the spirits of the men bound for the front lines? For long moments, he stared at her through the dim light of the carriage’s interior. “Lady Sarah is... companionable. She will be a most proper duchess—flawless, beautiful, elegant. It would appear our fathers had been quite correct when they arranged the marriage. We shall suit well.”

“Ah.” That sounded altogether dull and quite tiresome. Who wanted a flawless spouse? There was nothing to overcome, no goals to work toward together. Nothing that made someone special and unique. And he’d not mentioned anything about love, affection, or even happiness. It wasn’t reflected on his face. “I wish you good fortune in your union.” Though she’d been invited to the grand event, she hadn’t decided if she would attend.

What would Emanuel have done?

“As for my wedding trip, we are going to Rome, will be away from London for six months or so.”

“How lovely! To tour the Continent! That must be an amazing experience.” She could only imagine what such a thing would be like. The only places she’d been was London and the country where her father’s estate had been.

The duke relaxed, albeit slightly. He even gave her a tight smile. Why had all the joy been sucked out of his life? Why did it appear he wore the cares and concerns of the world upon his shoulders? “I am looking forward to the trip. There is something about traveling that puts everything into a different perspective, and the thought of sunshine is quite welcome right now.”

Leah nodded. “Emanuel talked of visiting America. It’s where Papa’s distant cousin lives. Er, I suppose used to live.”

“Did you finally locate the man, then?”

“Yes, eventually, after many letters back and forth between solicitors.” A sigh escaped her. “He is supposed to arrive in London next week and then can apply to the powers-that-be to take up the reins of the Langley title.” She clenched her fingers tighter in her lap. “However, if rumors are true, this cousin is as much of a wastrel as Papa was.”

“Well, the good thing is, the Langley coffers are empty, so he won’t get far at the gaming tables.” A trace of humor wove through his statement. “Once your cousin’s claim is approved, what will happen to you and your mother?”

“If you and I regain the tiara, I shall pawn it and then we will retire to a cottage in the country.” But the duke had the skills necessary to steal back the bauble.

He shook his head. “Why the devil would you want that?”

“Why not?” Leah giggled, for his expression was quite comical in its shock. “Some women want a life that is front and center within the ton; some want to be forgotten from it.”

“Ah.” When Edenthorpe rested his gaze on her, warmth filled her cheeks. “You want to be forgotten. Is that due to your family’s ill-fated fortunes?”

“Partially, but I’m also tired of putting myself into the midst of society and continually being overlooked, of being branded not good enough.” For a few seconds, she lapsed into silence. “Of having my heart broken for various reason and being left unwanted.” Her voice caught. “No one should feel thusly.”

Oh, why did she tell him that? He didn’t need to have an insight into her innermost thoughts, especially ones that showed a weakness.

“I can understand that,” he answered in a low voice. “When one is unwanted, that is the loneliest feeling in the world. As if you cannot escape that void, no matter how much you might wish for it.”

To what was he referring? Surely not his impending marriage. He’d been engaged for years. Decades, really. That had been plenty of time for him—or Lady Sarah—to beg off.

“I’m sorry you have ever been made to feel lonely.” Leah wished she could comfort him, but she didn’t have the right. “Do you want to talk about what’s bothering you? Emanuel used to always tell me I was an excellent listener.”

“Even if I did, I shouldn’t.” Shadows clouded his eyes. “I fear I’m trapped in tradition and expectation.” When his gaze met hers, a queer sort of tingling danced down her spine. “Relish your freedom, Leah. Some of us don’t even have that.”

The hopelessness in his tone tugged at her chest. “Freedom is all well and good, Edenthorpe, but I would like love as well. It was dashed away from me before I could enjoy it or even claim it.”

Would he ask about her past? Did she want him to?

“I’m sorry.” Again, the duke turned his head toward the window. “Perhaps you will catch a gentleman’s eye tonight.”

“That is not the purpose of attending this rout.” Would his current ennui compromise their mission?

“No, it is not.” The hand resting on the head of the cane tightened.

“Will Lady Sarah attend?” As of yet, Leah hadn’t met the duke’s fiancée. What sort of woman was she?

“She keeps her own schedule, and tonight she is promised elsewhere.”

“I see.” Why would a woman engaged to such a duke as Edenthorpe wish to spend the evening away from him?

Eventually, he stirred, shifting position again to accommodate his left leg. “Once we complete this job, promise me you will let a man court you. I’d like to know at least one of us has a happy future to look forward to.”

For long moments, she studied him. Finally, Leah nodded. “I promise, but don’t give up on yours either. Life has a way of surprising us.”

“Agreed, but history has shown me that those surprises haven’t been good ones.” A frown took possession of his lips as he continued to stare out the window at the darkness beyond.

What a poor outlook indeed. Leah folded her hands in her lap and vowed that if possible this evening, she would do whatever it took to make the duke smile. As a tribute to their childhood friendship.
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If her nerves were overwrought in the carriage, once she entered the lavish townhouse in Bedford Square, they grew exponentially worse, for Edenthorpe insisted she go into the rout first while he would circle around the square for a bit before he would conduct his own arrival. When she’d questioned him about it, he’d only shrugged and said it wouldn’t do to come to the same society event as a couple.

Of which they were not.

After handing off her wrap and bonnet to a footman, Leah strolled through the corridors toward the sound of conversation and laughter. With each step, she glanced about for Lord Markham, but she wasn’t successful.

The long curls that fell from her topknot bounced on her right shoulder, and the cool slide of the silk about her legs was quite decadent. It had been many years since she’d worn such finery or mingled amidst society, but the nearer she came to the drawing room on the next level of the townhouse, the more her unease grew. In a wealth of blondes, brunettes, and raven-haired beauties, not one woman possessed hair the shade of hers. Where there was lovely, unblemished alabaster skin, her cheeks, nose, neck, and décolletage were liberally sprinkled with freckles.

Why does that make me a sort of freak?

For that matter, why had she ever wished to find acceptance among such shallow views of perfection the ton required?

No sooner had she gained the double doors to the drawing room when the duke’s scent wafted to her nose. She turned about, caught sight of him, and her breath caught. Without the greatcoat and top hat, he was quite stunning... and nothing like the younger man she’d danced with ten years prior. His shoulders alone would draw women’s notice tonight, but her knees nearly went weak for his sharp jaw which the shadows inside the carriage had managed to hide. That led her to visually devour the strong column of his neck, imagine what it must be like to tug off that starched cravat to reveal the skin beneath...

“Ah, Miss Haddington,” he said into the tension-filled silence brewing between them. “How fortunate to find you at this event tonight.” A purr echoed through his voice as he came toward her, nodding at an acquaintance or two along the way. “It’s been an age since we’ve seen each other.”

“Indeed.” The word came out as a squeak, but she cleared her throat. This must be part of the clandestine theatrics he employed while on a job. “I’m glad to see you too, Your Grace.” Her hands shook so badly she hid them in her skirting. Would she ever be as suave as he?

The corner of his mouth quirked upward with a barely there grin. “Shall we go in? Perhaps we can catch up a bit. I knew your brother early on in the war before I was injured and sent home.”

“Of course, Lord Edenthorpe.” She preceded him into the drawing room where dancing was already underway, for they’d arrived rather late. As a consequence, she and the duke were forced to stay toward the sides of the room to avoid the exuberance of the country reel.

“I didn’t anticipate such a crush of people tonight,” he murmured with his attention firmly attached to the dancers.

“Since the Season has only just begun, and since the Castleton name carries heavy weight, of course the rout would be well attended.” Leah tried not to look at him, for the moment she did, not only would her expression reveal they’d seen each other before, but she would betray her astonishment at seeing him rigged out in evening clothes.

“Perhaps.” Once more, he frowned, but he lowered his voice. “Do you see the marquess?”

“Not yet.” Knots of worry pulled in her belly. “What if he doesn’t show after all?”

“The key to hunting is the art of patience.” He scooted along the wall to the top of the room, avoiding bits and pieces of furniture that had been shoved against the walls as he went. In short order, the reel ended, and a few people called for a waltz. The young lady at a pianoforte nodded, along with a young gentleman who played violin. Then the duke turned to her and held out a gloved hand. “Would you care to indulge me in this dance?”

Panic and confusion twisted up her spine. “You never said we’d have to dance,” she hissed out in a hurried whisper.

Harcourt snorted. “Miss Haddington, the best vantage point at a society function is from the dance floor.” He wriggled his fingers. “If we wish to catch sight of our quarry, we must have a clear vision.”

Drat the man! Of course he had a point. “Fine.” She slipped her hand into his. Immediately, low-grade warmth pushed upward to her elbow. “Be warned, though. I’m not nearly as skilled as you, for I’ve had little experience in practicing. Not since my second Season, truth be told.”

“That long?” Shock etched over his face as he rested his cane against the wall. “Now that is a true tragedy.”

“Don’t try to charm me, Edenthorpe. It won’t work.” Yet she allowed him to tug her into a clear spot on the marble floor.

“You’re here, aren’t you?” Amusement danced in his eyes, which was a huge change from the sorrow and guilt she’d seen on their previous meetings. He leaned closer to her. “Once we’re underway, monitor the area with subtleness. Once we locate the marquess, we’ll tail him in the event he leaves the room.”

The words recalled their mission and banished the worst of the nerves. Before she could respond, the first notes of the waltz filled the air. The duke led them off even though his expression reflected pain. “If this is too strenuous, we can stop.” His wound must have been more serious than she’d first thought.

“If a man—especially a duke—cannot mange to endure a waltz with a beautiful lady, then he isn’t much of a man, is he?” But the words sounded as if they came from around clenched teeth.

Heat sprang into her cheeks. “I possess a mirror, Your Grace. It tells me every day I’m not beautiful.”

“Poppycock.” He tightened his fingers on hers. “The opinions and preferences of the ton can go hang. Every woman is beautiful in her own way, but only the most perceptive of us can see that.” Since the drawing room wasn’t as large as a traditional ballroom, they made quick work of the turns, and due to the crush, he was obliged to pull her closer. “Never let society dictate who you should be. It’s the devil’s trap.”

How did he know that? Leah nodded and happened to look over his shoulder. A gasp escaped before she could tamp it. “He’s here,” she whispered and missed a step.

“Do not call attention to yourself.” The duke’s tone was clipped. Command rang in the words. “Tell me what you see.”

She nodded then darted her gaze between their quarry and the duke. “Lord Markham has entered the room.” Then Leah gasped again, and Harcourt squeezed her fingers in warning. “There’s a woman with him and,” she lowered her voice to a barely audible whisper, “that woman is wearing my mother’s tiara.”

The gall of the two!

“Don’t react. Don’t let on that you know or that you’ve even seen them.” The calm in the duke’s voice soothed her. He flicked his gaze about. “That’s Lady Shropshire. The marquess’ sister.”

“That tiara does not belong on her head.” Anger crashed into her.

“Indeed, but calm yourself. We’re going to exit the dance floor prematurely and then we’ll slip out of the drawing room.” Another wince of pain flitted over his face. “I’ll have to retrieve my cane later.”

Loud laughter emanated from the circle of people they talked to.

“What a lovely tiara, Lady Shropshire,” someone said. “I’ve never seen such color of rubies before.”

“Yes, it’s quite a piece,” the woman said with a wave of her hand. “My dear brother loaned it to me for the evening. It’s to go back in his vault after tonight. You know how Markham adores hoarding his treasures.”

Laughter circulated through the group.

Lord Markham chuckled. “I am quite like a dragon in that way.”

Harcourt’s fingers tightened on hers. “He is in no way like a dragon. Bastard,” he bit out, and Leah wondered if he was remembering the dragon on his ring and cane. “Dragons are brave and proud, protecting what they value most. This man is naught but a braggart and a blackguard.”

“We won’t confront them?” Indignation shook her. “The woman is wearing my mother’s tiara. That’s all the proof we need.”

“No.” Harcourt’s eyes bore into hers. “This is a reconnaissance mission only, remember.”

Why didn’t he understand how important that tiara was to her? She could simply rush across the room and pluck it from the lady’s head, accuse her of stealing. “But—”

“There is a finesse to things like this. I have experience; you do not.” So saying, the duke led her between a few couples and then smoothly to the sidelines, almost exactly at the point where they’d left his cane. Leaning close, he put his lips to the shell of her ear. “Remove from the room. Wait for me at the refreshment table. It’s near the card room. Eventually, Markham will wander that way.” Then he released her and melted into the crush of people.

How did he manage that, and could he teach her? With her mind reeling and anger seething in her chest, Leah made her way around the perimeter of the room while the marquess and his wife talked and laughed with two other couples. Oh, how she despised the man! What sort of person stole someone else’s property to give it to his sister so she could brazenly wear it out in public?

Not to mention, Lady Shropshire’s head and body were much too stout for such a delicate piece of jewelry. But there she stood, with her overly loud laugh and her little piggish eyes and a pudgy possessive hand on her brother’s arm.

Gah!

Yet she trusted the duke. If anyone could retrieve that tiara, it was him. His dossier of theft was impressive indeed. And hadn’t she seen him steal from his own father’s desk when she’d been a girl? As she thought black thoughts and the urge to curse sat on the tip of her tongue, Leah left the drawing room, fanning her face as she went in the event someone watched her. Perhaps the worst thing about Lord Markham showing up was the fact she hadn’t had time to enjoy the waltz in Edenthorpe’s arms.

Drat, drat, drat.

At the refreshment table, there was no sign of the duke, but when she glanced over her shoulder, Lord Markham and Lady Shropshire were just leaving the drawing room.

“Hell’s bells. What now?” Of course, no one around her responded to her whispered question. She didn’t want them to see her and perhaps make them take the tiara out of London.

“Leah!” The hiss carried so much annoyance in it that it could only come from one man.

When she glanced into the short cross corridor, she spotted Harcourt leaning against the wall, his cane in one hand, not three feet away. He gestured imperiously at her, showed her in no uncertain terms she was to join him. With narrowed eyes, she turned into the corridor. Once she’d joined him, she put a hand on a hip. “What the devil do you mean ordering me about?” she demanded in an aggravated whisper of her own. “They’re coming and—”

He yanked her to him. “Damnation, woman. Hush.” Then he pressed his lips to hers in a kiss designed not out of desire but of convenience to stem her arguments.

Immediately, she shoved at his chest, stared up at him with a mixture of shock and hunger shivering down her spine. “Why did you do that?” Outrage fairly quivered from her.

“It was needed for disguise.” He flicked a glance to the left. “And it’s still needed; they’ll pass this corridor in seconds. Why the hell are you so upset?”

The answer was easy and had been since her Come Out ball when she was eighteen. “Because I’ve wanted to do that to you for ten years.” Then she fisted her hands into his lapels, stood on her toes, and finally gave into that urge.

This time the kiss wasn’t about hiding, at least not for her. Oh, no. This time, the kiss was everything she’d hoped that first one had been, everything she’d dreamed it might be in the intervening years they’d been apart, everything it could have been had he not been engaged to be married in less than two weeks.

In the space of a few heartbeats, she forgot herself as she kissed him. And it was better than she’d ever thought. His lips were supple but firm as they cradled hers. Then, after a tentative pause, he slipped his arms about her, settled her more comfortably in the embrace, and proceeded to kiss her back.

Leah’s world spun. Heat flooded her being. She slid her hands up the hard wall of his chest and snaked them about his shoulders as he moved his lips over hers. Hot electricity surged through her blood, fed off his energy and returned to her. Every nibble at the sides of her mouth sent her spiraling, each nip to the bottom piece of flesh sent curls of need through her lower belly.

When a sound that was a cross between a groan and a growl left him, the duke flipped their positions. With his gloved hands cradling her head, he pressed her to the wall, layered his body against hers so scandalously that they’d both be compromised if seen, he continued to kiss her as if he had all the time in the world and that they’d been ensconced behind closed doors.

And she couldn’t have enough. Her heartbeat raced out of control.

Just when she would have dragged him into the nearest room to relieve him of his cravat, he lifted his head and then stepped back so quickly, she sagged and stumbled without his support. “They’ve passed the corridor. No doubt onward to their next destination tonight.”

She shook her head, for desire had begun to cloud her mind. “Right.” What did any of that mean? Had he not felt the connection, that instant attraction crackling between them? “What do we do now?”

About any of it, for she’d promptly forgotten about the tiara or their reason for being here in the first place.

Shadows returned to his eyes and the mask he’d no doubt perfected after long years of living as the duke fell over his face. Emotions he might have felt ten seconds ago were masked and hidden. “Exit the house. My carriage should be waiting at the curb. Allow the driver to hand you up. He’ll take you for a trip about the neighborhood then return. I shall join you in a moment. Discreetly.”

She stared at him with mounting horror and embarrassment. Heat rose into her cheeks. What was the penalty for kissing a duke, and an engaged duke at that? Was he furious? Had he perhaps enjoyed any of it? Would he hate her?

“But what—”

“We’ll proceed with our plans at another time, for we have all we need now.”

We do?

Confused, and with her heart still galloping, Leah hurried from the corridor without a backward glance.

Oh, Emanuel, why could you not be here to tell me what I should do now?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Five

[image: image]


[image: Shape

Description automatically generated]

––––––––
[image: image]


March 28, 1816

Eight days.

Harcourt was due to wed Lady Sarah in eight days, the woman he’d been engaged to since the age of twelve. In eight days, he would finally complete a responsibility to his title, but two nights ago, he’d kissed one of his best friends’ sisters, and what was meant to hide their faces from Lord Markham became something so much more.

With eight days until his nuptial ceremony, his life had suddenly been thrown into confusion, and all because Leah Haddington had come to London and asked for his help to retrieve a stolen tiara.

What the hell do I do now?

He hadn’t seen her since he’d taken her home that evening, and neither of them had said anything in the carriage. After all, what was there to say? A kiss had occurred, and what was more, it had affected him much more than anything he’d done with his fiancée. And bullocks if he hadn’t enjoyed that brief embrace.

With a growl of frustration, he ground the heels of his gloved hands into his eyes, for he hadn’t had much sleep the past two nights. When he wasn’t besieged by guilt and the memory of Langley’s face flitting through his mind, unadulterated desire had held him captive. Several sleepless hours had passed with a raging cockstand until he’d been forced to take himself in hand and relieve the tension.

How pathetic was he, getting off his rocks by fantasizing about Emanuel’s sister? Damn but Langley would have had his head for that; he would never have wanted Leah to hang about any of the members of the Rogue’s Arcade for the simple fact they’d all started out their lives as thieves of one sort of another. Hadn’t he always told him in letters that his baby sister deserved someone so much better in her life? And if at all possible, he’d wished for her to marry man who wasn’t a soldier either. Ex-military men carried too many memories, had seen too many horrible things to enjoy an unmarred life.

Yet Harcourt had spent portions of the last two nights going at it by wondering what she looked like sans clothes or how her lips would feel on various portions of his anatomy. And damnation, but there had never been a time that he’d done the same with Lady Sarah.

What is happening to me? He needed to keep their relationship to strictly a business aesthetic because anything else couldn’t be contemplated. His future was already planned and had been for decades. Going through with it to the bitter end was something he owed the memory of his father. The coin from the betrothal contracts had already been spent. There was no backing out and neither was there the possibility of begging off.

Oh, God, his life was beginning to unravel as if a crow were tugging at a loose string on his jacket. Or perhaps the anxiety of the looming nuptials was merely playing tricks with his mind. Yes, that sounded more reasonable than unexpected desire for a woman he remembered only from his youth.

Odd, that he much preferred the idea of tumbling into madness over the stresses associated with marriage than the possibility of finding his best friend’s sister attractive.
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By the time he entered the Rogue’s Arcade that night, another megrim pounded through his skull, and it was with much relief that he spied the Earl of St. Vincent already seated at their table in the private room.

“Ah, look who decided to show up,” the earl drawled as Harcourt dropped into a chair across the table from him. “It’s been more than a few evenings since we last spoke.”

“I have had other obligations.” He nodded his thanks as a footman brought over a cut crystal glass and a bottle of fine brandy.

“Ah, yes. Your impending nuptials.”

“Don’t remind me.” Harcourt poured a healthy measure of brandy into his glass, and when he set the bottle onto the tabletop, it was a bit more force than necessary. “Eight days until I wed Lady Sarah.” Somehow, he’d come full circle to his thoughts. “But that is not the reason I’m here tonight.”

“Oh?” Interest lined the earl’s face. “What is, pray tell?”

Harcourt took a gulp of his brandy. The burn of the liquid in his throat was most welcome. “I’d hoped you would drop by tonight, for I need to speak with you.”

“Why? You seem rather at sixes and sevens just now.”

If only he knew. “I want you to throw a ball.”

“A ball.” Confusion shadowed the man’s eyes.

“Yes.”

“Me? Why the devil for?”

Harcourt rubbed one of his temples. “To draw out the Marquess of Markham.” Given the randomness of this request, there was no wonder why the earl seemed at sea.

Leopold stared with his wineglass halfway to his lips. “Draw him out for what purpose? What the devil have you been doing with your time?”

That’s what I’d like to know.

After another fortifying sip of brandy, he began his story. “A handful of days ago, Langley’s sister sought me out. It seems there’s been a theft of a valuable tiara that belonged to her mother, and there is compelling evidence that Lord Markham took it. This tiara once belonged to Prinny himself, who gifted it to Miss Haddington’s mother.”

“It would need to be extremely compelling indeed for you to go after him.”

“Don’t worry. It is.” Harcourt poured out another measure of brandy into his glass. “Two nights ago, I accompanied Miss Haddington to the Castleton rout because Markham was rumored to be in attendance.”

“Was he?”

“Oh, yes. He brought his sister. She wore the tiara, brazen as brass, right there in front of everyone.” Truly, did people have no class, any respect anymore? “Miss Harrington wasn’t wrong about how stunning the bauble is. Rubies so clear you can see through them, and almost blood red. Fine silver setting. Tiny diamonds sprinkled throughout.” It would fetch a princely sum once she sold it if she was careful.

“Did Markham know Miss Haddington was in attendance?”

“I don’t believe so. She was dancing with me at the time.”

“Ah, because the dance floor is the best place to surveil a room.” The earl nodded. Then he frowned. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I thought you gave up dancing due to the pain your old injuries caused.”

Heat crept up the back of Harcourt’s neck. “I did.”

“Yet from your own admission, you danced with Miss Haddington.”

“Yes, and it hurt like the devil the whole time.” He sipped his brandy as he stared at his friend, daring him to say something contradictory.

“To what end?”

“To see if the marquess would do or say something that would give us a clue as to the whereabouts of said stolen tiara, but it wasn’t needed since the bauble was clearly on display.”

For long moments, St. Vincent rested a speculative gaze on him. “So, what good would me throwing a ball do? You have your proof already.”

Why indeed. It was a valid question. “I need you to throw the ball, so that I can slip into his house and search for his damned safe.”

“Why would he consent to come to an affair I hosted?”

“Because I’m going to provide bait to fix his attention.” When said aloud, this part of the plan sounded insane. Leah didn’t deserve to have that lech’s eyes upon her let alone put herself into his company, but he—Harcourt—couldn’t linger at the ball and neither could he remove her from the same.

The earl’s eyes rounded with surprise. “You intend to leave Miss Haddington at the ball for Markham to play with.” It wasn’t a question. He shook his head. “Despite the promise you made to Langley as he lay dying, you’d willingly put her into danger. Surely you know what kind of a man the marquess is.”

A swath of hot guilt cut through Harcourt’s chest. “I am aware, yes, but she is also aware of what’s needed in order to acquire this tiara.”

Wasn’t she? They hadn’t quite discussed that aspect as in-depth as he might have liked.

“All right. Let’s pause that for a moment.” St. Vincent drained his wineglass. “You are too discomfited for this to only be about stealing back a valuable tiara.”

He refused to rise to his friend’s fishing.

“Is Miss Haddington attractive? I’ve heard she’s got red hair and freckles.” St. Vincent grimaced as if those attributes were the farthest thing from beauty.

Oh, God. “Yes, she is. Her hair is a handsome auburn, really, and the freckles are almost gold in the right light.” When his friend narrowed his eyes, Harcourt cleared his throat. “She is no longer the young lady we knew from her Come Out ball.” Describing her in such a manner did her injustice. Despite his best efforts, an image of her swam into his mind’s eye. “Leah has a body made for sin. Beautiful blue eyes a man could lose himself in.”

The sound of St. Vincent’s laughter yanked him out of those wildly inappropriate musings. “Are you enamored of her, Edenthorpe?”

“Of course not.” He resisted the urge to tug at his cravat. Absolutely not would he tell this man about the kiss he shared with Leah or of his erotic dreams of her. “I’m to be wed in days, remember?”

“Do you?” the earl countered with an arched eyebrow.

Damn, damn, damn, but he’d almost forgotten that he wasn’t free. “Yes, I remember.” Irritation threaded through his voice. “It’s my life. It’s been the plan for years.” The fact it also seemed much a prison didn’t escape him, but there was nothing to be done. “She’s apparently spent most of her adult life in the country at her father’s manor until it needed sold for back taxes among other things.”

“Then she’s not savvy regarding the London ton or society.”

“Not much.” He assumed. It was something else he hadn’t asked her about.

“I see.” St. Vincent poured more wine into his glass. “So, now the two of you are scheming to steal back a tiara. You intend to instruct her how to flirt or learn the major movers and shakers within the beau monde, so that when you launch her into that pool of sharks to act as bait for Markham, you can then leave the scene while she’s drowning?”

“Yes.” Though that one word wasn’t as confident as it could have been. How could he do that to Leah knowing that even when she recovered the tiara, the marquess would probably still have it out for her? “I shall need you to keep an eye on her once I’m married and off on my wedding trip.”

To Rome with a woman who was ambivalent toward his romantic overtures.

Fantastic.

“Me.” St. Vincent snorted. “Look after a woman you are plotting thievery with. A woman you feel responsible for due to her brother dying in your arms.”

A woman he’d kissed nearly in public. A woman he couldn’t evict from his mind. A woman he had no right squiring about Town let alone kissing.

“Yes.” Guilt rose in Harcourt’s chest. Langley was killed because he’d pushed him out of the way at the last second and took a ball instead. Emanuel died in his arms, with his eyes still so full of trust and friendship. He expired while making him promise to look after his sister, make certain she was well provided for, that she’d chose a good man for a husband.

And his death was my fault.

“This is quite a sticky wicket, my friend.”

“That is putting it rather mildly.” He looked at the brandy bottle. Should he go ahead and drink himself into oblivion?

“Have you told Miss Haddington the truth of how Langley died?”

“No.” The word felt yanked from his suddenly tight throat. “Should I? Do I owe that to her now that she’s resurfaced?”

The earl shrugged. “That largely depends on the dynamics between you.”

Dynamics. Desire. Raw need. Did it matter what one called it?

Harcourt took a sip of brandy. If he didn’t leave Leah to just the sister of his best friend, scandal would be in the offing. “I will tell her after I retrieve the tiara. No sense having her dissolve into emotional tears during the mission.” He shook his head. “Unless Markham sells the tiara at auction, it should be an easy nab.”

“I doubt he’ll sell it. The man has more gold than Midas. Chances are when he discovered it came from the Regent, he wanted it and knew Langley’s mother and sister would prove easy marks.”

“Perhaps.” Though what difference would it make? Markham could just commission a more elaborate tiara. Hell, if he was a true contemporary of Prinny’s, he could simply ask for a memento.

“Unless Miss Haddington is having you on this whole time.” St. Vincent watched him over the rim of his wine glass. “Perhaps she’s trying to trick you into doing something scandalous, putting her into a compromising position. She is rather long in the tooth now, and you are not yet wed.”

Knots pulled in Harcourt’s belly. “Absolutely not.” That first kiss had been his doing... but the second? She’d initiated. “Leah wouldn’t do that. She hasn’t the guile, nor is she that calculating.”

For long moments, the earl stared at him. “What aren’t you telling me, Edenthorpe? I’ve known you for years; you’re hiding something. And you keep referring to Miss Haddington as Leah, which is unlike you.”

“You swear you won’t tell anyone? Not even the other members of the Rouge’s Arcade?” Even though most of them were the best of friends, he didn’t need too many men knowing his shame.

“Of course. My discretion is always guaranteed.”

“Good.” Harcourt nodded. “At the rout, it was necessary to hide from Markham in a corridor, so I kissed Leah.” As the earl gawked, he lowered his voice. “It should have ended there, but then, we kissed again, and there was quite a bit of heat present.”

“Well, damn.”

“Indeed.”

“And you are to be wed in mere days.”

“That won’t change.” This was his duty.

“Will you take Miss Haddington as a mistress?”

Harcourt reared backward as if he’d been punched. “Bite your tongue, St. Vincent. I would never malign her like that, nor would I betray Langley’s memory that way.” He shook his head. “It was merely an aberration that will not happen again.”

It couldn’t. He had a job to do. That was all. Once it ended, he would marry Lady Sarah while Leah would go on and live the life she’d always wanted.

“Make certain you remember that, else you’ll find yourself walking on thin ice.”

“Speaking of ice, I promised to call upon my fiancée tonight.” He scrambled to his feet. “Throw the ball, St. Vincent. In three days’ time. I need you to do this.”

The earl nodded. “What’s in it for me?”

“I shall owe you.” It wasn’t a promise he took lightly.

“Done.”
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A half hour later, Harcourt found Sarah in the Earl of Bradenwilde’s drawing room. She’d chosen to reside with her father during the long engagement.

“Hullo, Sarah.”

“Oh, hullo Edenthorpe.” She had the disheveled appearance of a woman who’d just enjoyed a good toss between the sheets. “I’d expected you earlier.” Her smile held an exhausted edge as she tucked a few strands of hair back into her chignon.

Well, damn.

“Ah, so you took advantage of your time, then?” When she looked at him with confusion, he continued. “Is there something you’d like to confess to me?” If she wished to take a lover—for it was obvious she didn’t love him—that was her prerogative, but he refused to allow it until she’d delivered him an heir. That was part and parcel of the betrothal agreement.

“About?” She smoothed her hands down the front of her peach silk gown.

Perhaps he’d been wrong; she might have been napping. He tamped on his annoyance. “Is there another man you’ve been trysting with?” As he approached, amusement danced in her hazel eyes. “I won’t tolerate it until you’ve done your duty by me. You knew that when you agreed to continue this engagement.”

“Oh, piffle, Edenthorpe. Put the ego away.” Sarah waved a hand. “I can honestly say there is not another man.”

“Good.” That only gave him a modicum of relief. “Is everything in readiness for the nuptial ceremony?” They would wed at St. Paul’s with many invited guests. His influence coupled with her father’s had garnered much interest in the event.

“Yes, of course.” The expression on her face suggested she wasn’t quite thrilled with the prospects, but she offered a tight smile when he settled beside her on the low sofa. The scents of arousal and an exotic perfume he didn’t recognize wafted to his nose. “My gown arrived yesterday, as did the tickets for passage to France and then onto Rome.”

Harcourt grunted. Irritation stabbed through his chest. What wasn’t she telling him? “The wedding trip should prove enlightening.”

She snickered. “Oh, you have no idea.”

A frown pulled at the corners of his mouth. “Meaning?” He tightened his hand on the head of his cane. Was he making a huge mistake?

“Meaning nothing more than we’ll be married and discovering how to interact with each other for the first time.” Her shrug was elegant, but concern lined her face. “Perhaps I’m merely nervous from everything that’s needed done.”

“I don’t doubt it.” What the hell was wrong with him? He should comfort her, but the thought of that put knots into his stomach. “Would you care for a drink?”

“Actually, I would. Thank you.” Such relief went through her eyes that he frowned as he stood. “Whatever is your preference.”

Why was she suffering from such anxiety? She’d long ago lost her innocence, and she wasn’t a novice in moving about the ton. And why the devil couldn’t she ever tell him what she wanted? The deferral rankled. He didn’t want a woman who mirrored his thoughts and tastes. Could she not think for herself? When he reached the sideboard, Harcourt poured out a glass of red wine for her and two measures of brandy for himself. The pounding in his head still bedeviled him, and even though he’d already imbibed in alcohol at the club, the moment called for it.

“Were you at the club tonight?”

“Briefly. I needed to speak with St. Vincent on a matter of some importance.” After shuttling the glasses across the room, he handed the wine to her and then reclaimed his prior seat.

“Ah.”

Damn, he despised stilted conversation. In the back of his mind, he recalled the banter he’d shared with Leah. Why couldn’t he have the same with his fiancée? “Six months away and alone will be good for us, I think. We shall be home for Twelfth Night celebrations.”

“Mmhmm.” Sarah took refuge in her wine.

A huff of frustration escaped him. His future stretched endlessly before him like an unwanted chore. “To say nothing of taking in the sights along the way.” A gulp of brandy helped reality go down easier, as did the burn in his throat. Perhaps what he needed was to get properly drunk so he wouldn’t have to think.

About anything.

“I’m sorry you missed dinner earlier.” She took another sip of wine.

“So am I.” Truly, he was. What he craved most in life was the closeness to another person—especially one he’d spend the rest of his life with. There was so much he didn’t know about Sarah even though their engagement spanned at least twenty years. “Oh, by the by, St. Vincent is throwing a ball in three days. We are invited, of course.”

Would she want to come with him?

“How lovely.” Sarah rested her wine glass on the table in front of her. “It will be good to make an appearance together in society. We haven’t truly done that since we chose a wedding date.”

“True.” At least she would make an effort. That was encouraging. Harcourt tossed back the remainder of his drink and then set the glass on a nearby table. For the moment, he didn’t wish to talk of the future, but he did need a distraction to evict Leah from his mind. She wasn’t part of his future and he needed to start acting like it. “Come here, love.” He tugged her over his lap so that she spilled haphazardly over him. “Perhaps I should kiss you senseless to start.”

“You can try.” The laughter that escaped her throat held a note of worry. “Or we can pop next door and play whist with the Carruthers.” There was an adamant note in her voice.

Why?

“I’d rather cajole you into bed.” And hope to God it felt different than their previous attempts. Perhaps in time there would prove a meaningful and exciting connection that might give him something to look forward to.

“Oh.” Sarah leaned into him, and when he claimed her lips with him, she didn’t exactly freeze in his arms, but neither did she return his embrace. It was uninspired at best. Additionally, she tasted of madeira, which she hated. What the deuce had happened earlier this evening?

After a few moments and an uninterested shaft, Harcourt pulled away. There was none of the electric need that had crackled between him and Leah. He met Sarah’s gaze. Anguish and guilt warred for dominance in those eyes. “Are you well?”

“Yes, of course.” With a small smile, Sarah slipped a hand between his thighs. She stroked his length, tried to arouse him with a few kisses, but his prick was as bored as his mouth. Eventually, she sighed against his lips and eased backward. “Perhaps we are both fatigued.”

“That’s understandable.” At least it was an explanation, but one thing was certain. Neither of them was interested in each other, to say nothing of in love. “We have both been busy with preparations and obligations.”

“Yes.” She eased off him and onto the sofa. “What of our future, Edenthorpe?”

There was nothing to do except shrug, for he truly didn’t know. “Honestly, I would like to have a couple of children, and relatively soon.” Once that happened, they could live at different properties if that was where life took them.

“You wish for an heir, of course.” Tears sprang to her eyes.

“I do. That won’t change.”

Sarah nodded. “That would be best for both of us. Have it over and done with.”

One of his eyebrows rose. “You don’t wish for children?”

“I truly don’t know. I haven’t thought about it, but it’s your duty,” she finished in a whisper without meeting his gaze.

“Indeed.” This was decidedly awkward and a trifle sad. “Well, I shall leave you in peace, then, for I have business elsewhere.”

“Oh? This late?”

“Yes.” Harcourt cleared his throat. “I’ve promised an old friend a favor, so I must think about that.” He eased off the sofa and renewed his grip on the cane. “I shall call tomorrow when we’re both more refreshed.”

“My schedule is hectic, so I’ll send a note ‘round when I’m free.”

Of course. Heaven forbid he call when she was tangled in someone else’s arms, for he wasn’t quite certain she hadn’t lied to him earlier. “Good night, Sarah.”

“Good night, Edenthorpe.”

Once in his carriage, he slumped back against the squabs and sighed. “Well, damn.” His thoughts immediately jumped to Leah, relived that kiss from the rout. His shaft twitched to life, and the longer he kept her in his mind, the more aroused he grew.

Hell’s bells.

Another night of taking himself in hand, and none of it had occurred due his fiancée’s influence. How could he endure this for the rest of his life?
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March 29, 1816

Leah tamped a sigh. The early spring day was gorgeous if cold, and as she attempted to quell the shivering, she looked about the views of Rotten Row from beside Harcourt in his open carriage. Early flowers popped, and those daffodils heralded the arrival of warmer temperatures with their cheerful yellow blooms, but her concentration wasn’t on them or what the duke was saying.

Who wanted to listen to dull commentary on titles and the men who held them when there was so much else to think about? Namely that kiss she’d shared with him nearly three nights ago. Two nights and half a day to be precise. The mission of reconnaissance to find proof that the marquess had the tiara had taken an unforeseen turn that evening when they’d left the drawing room. In that corridor, hiding from Lord Markham, the duke had kissed her, basically to shut her up, but when she’d been annoyed at him for taking advantage, she’d done the same to him.

That kiss had been everything she’d dreamed it might be after her Come Out ball ten years before, and what was more, the wicked promise—whether he’d been aware of it or not—still tingled through her lips. If she were honest, it tingled between her thighs, heated her blood until she went nearly mad from wanting to experience more of those kisses.

And what came afterward.

Except, Edenthorpe was engaged to marry in a handful of days, while she remained the sister of his best friend consigned to the background as he moved forward with his life.

“Miss Haddington, are you even listening to me?”

The annoyance in the duke’s voice brought her crashing out of her musings and back to reality. “Oh, um...” She shifted on the bench beside him, turned her head to glance at him. “I apologize. I’ve been woolgathering, true, but in my defense, your lecture is quite dry and frankly not needed.”

“Of course it’s needed.” A frown marred his handsome visage as he manipulated the reins. “You’ve said yourself you’ve been away in the country for years and have no idea who anyone is within the ton.”

“I did, and I’ll tell you again that learning who those men are is ridiculous and dull.” She smoothed her gloved fingers over her apricot muslin skirts. Another shiver danced down her spine despite the brocade spencer in apricot and sage green. “The chances of me encountering any of them is slim.”

“That’s not the point.” This time, he directed his frown at the ears of his dappled gray mare. “The Earl of St. Vincent is throwing a ball in two days. You and I are going. I need you to be prepared to converse intelligently with any of the other guests without giving away our mission.”

Well, that was interesting news indeed. “Will you escort your fiancée?” As of yet, Leah hadn’t had cause to do much more than meet the woman in passing, and even then, it was ten years ago. Lady Sarah hadn’t made much of an impression on her.

“I don’t know yet.” His hands tightened on the reins so much that his knuckles stood out even with his brown kid gloves. “Sarah maintains her own schedule. Often, her appointments and commitments run at cross purposes to mine.”

How utterly sad. Shouldn’t an engaged couple wish to do everything together, especially so close to their wedding date? “What sort of person is she?” Was she thrilled at the prospect of becoming his duchess? Was she out of her mind with anticipation to bed him with abandon while on their wedding trip? Heat slapped at her cheeks. She had no business thinking such thoughts.

“I don’t wish to discuss my fiancée at the moment.” His tone brooked no argument.

“Fair enough.” As an awkward silence brewed between them, Leah focused her attention on the few other passing carriages. Since there was still such a chill in the air, there wasn’t as much vehicular traffic on the throughfare as there could have been. “Is it not odd that I’m here with you instead of her, though, where everyone can see us together?”

He grunted.

“Ah, sulking again.” She once more contemplated him. A muscle in his cheek ticced as a testament to either his annoyance or his control on said emotion. “Why?”

“It’s brooding, and there is no particular reason.”

Was he thinking about that kiss too?

Before she could inquire, he spoke again. “Who I choose to go around with makes no difference to anyone except me. I am engaged to marry Lady Sarah; everyone in the ton knows this. And why wouldn’t I take the sister of my best friend for a drive while she’s in London?”

“That’s a good explanation.” And put in such succinct terms, it took the mystery and excitement of perhaps an illicit outing from her mind.

Damn his eyes.

“Shall we return to the lesson?”

“Absolutely not.” She’d rather pluck out an eyeball with a spoon than to listen to the history of various titles and the men who held them now or who they were married to. “I care nothing for the beau monde. After all, what have they done for me or even Emanuel other than cause him undo worry and make him seem less than due to empty coffers?”

“None of that was his fault.”

“Perhaps, and yes, I am well aware my father was a bounder, but my brother didn’t deserve to have that mess handed to him.” She glanced at her hands that rested in her lap. A wave of grief crashed over her. There was no rhyme or reason for it, and she never knew when it would come. “It was always uppermost in his mind, and I often wonder if that wasn’t what helped to usher in his death on that battlefield. He was distracted.”

The duke must have tightened his fingers too hard on the reins, for the horse tossed her head and blew out a breath. “Your brother wasn’t distracted.” He eased his grip, and the animal once more walked placidly along the roadway. “I’d never met a man more focused than Langley, especially during a battle.” Slowly, Harcourt shook his head. “He wasn’t supposed to be where he was that day; his regiment was a half mile off and in a valley.”

“Then why was he?” She hoped he would provide insight into that day so she could further understand her brother’s last moments upon this earth.

“Langley said his company had the battle in hand. He and a handful of other soldiers came to assist my regiment, for we’d become besieged.”

Though she waited, he didn’t provide more commentary. “And?”

“And now I’m left with the responsibility of looking after you, seeing you settled, perhaps married to a good man.” Emotion graveled his voice. “It was a promise I made to your brother as he lay dying.”

Beside her, the duke’s body went taut as if he were poised for flight. What drove him then and what did now? What secrets was he keeping from her? Not knowing, Leah pressed her lips together. Perhaps it was time to change the subject. “I still don’t understand why you insist on me learning more about the ton. We already know Lord Markham has my mother’s tiara. Why can we not sneak into his townhouse, skulk about, and then steal it back?”

“Ah, Miss Haddington, you’re refreshingly naïve.” The corners of his lips twitched but he didn’t let himself grin. “Real thievery requires planning else failure will be the result.”

She released an annoyed breath. “But I wanted to skulk.” It was such a lovely sounding word. Surely, the action that went along with it would be just as thrilling.

For long moments, he remained silent before he nodded. “Perhaps that can be arranged.”

At least he’d budged. A centimeter. “How?”

When he shrugged, his arm brushed hers. Tingling warmth raced up that appendage. “A trial run of sorts.”

“Such as?” She didn’t dare have her hopes up lest the outing never materialize.

“Sometime soon, I shall teach you how to lock pick. Then we can break into a home. Perhaps mine or a friend of mine. We’ll skulk about darkened corridors on a mission of sort.” He glanced at her, but his eyes weren’t alight with gaiety. “Is that something you’d have interest in?”

“Of course!” Leah fairly vibrated on the bench. “Do you promise?”

“I wouldn’t have offered it if I wasn’t serious.” The muscle in his jaw ticced again.

“When?”

“I don’t know.”

If she didn’t press, he wouldn’t do it and then time would get away from them. “What about tonight? Are you free?”

For long moments he was quiet. Finally, he nodded. “I am . Tonight is acceptable.”

“How lovely!” Finally, there was something to look forward to and would distract her from both the missing tiara and that kiss with him. “I can hardly wait.”

The duke chuckled, and the sound tickled through her chest so deliciously, she wished he’d do it more often. “First, you will learn this current lesson.”

She pulled a face at him like she’d done when they were much younger. “No, I will not. There is no point.”

“There is, especially if you marry a man of the ton.”

“Marriage is not my intent any time soon. Having my heart broken is not something I wish to live through again.” Well, drat. I didn’t mean to tell him that. “Whether he is a member of the beau monde or not.”

“Is that something you’d like to talk about?”

Damn his eyes for using the same tactics on her she’d tried to apply on him. “Not at this time.” Also, she didn’t want him to think her pathetic for having stars in her eyes about a man who hadn’t the courage to propose before returning to the front lines. Because of that, she had nothing to remember him by. No ring, no promise, no babe in her belly.

It was almost as if that romance had never happened, yet there were pleasant, happy memories from the whirlwind courtship. Eventually, if she didn’t keep pulling those times forward, he would indeed be forgotten.

Like so many others in my life.

“Very well.” The duke guided the horse a bit away from an oncoming carriage. When the vehicle passed, he nodded to the man driving it. “I assume when you ordered the gown for the rout the other day, you ordered ballgowns?”

“Of course.” The change of subject matter went a long way to diverting the wave of grief that had intensified by remembering her former suitor. “I had enough coin left over from my dowry after paying the staff to purchase two more gowns.” And they were pretty enough to gain her notice in any ballroom even if that was the exact opposite of what she wanted.

“I’m glad to hear that, for you’ll need fancy trappings when we need to draw Markham’s attention at the ball.”

Ah, so that was part of his plan then. Knots of worry pulled in her belly, but she declined to comment on that dropped clue. Suddenly, the fun and excitement had leeched from the mission.

When he guided the horse through the first arch of Hyde Park, a sigh escaped him. “Good riddance to Rotten Row. I detest that gauntlet.”

She frowned. “I assumed you enjoyed being seen since you’re such a lofty personage.” What had happened in his life to banish the devil-may-care young man she used to know? Now he was in tight control of himself and perpetually shadowed by grief and perhaps depression. Certainly, he wasn’t happy, not even in the face of his impending nuptials. For whatever reason, her heart went out to him. “Why would I wish to be an active part of the ton when it appears you are so miserable within it?” she asked in a soft voice.

“My circumstances don’t mean that yours will prove the same.” That muscle ticced again. “However, I do want you settled, married to a good man, so this upcoming ball will have two purposes. I owe it to your brother.”

“Oh.” Her chest tightened from the raw emotion in his tones. No wonder he was so adamant that she learn what he had to teach. “This is why reclaiming the tiara is of the utmost importance. Once I have that, I won’t immediately need to marry, but my future will still be settled. Therefore, you won’t feel responsible any longer.”

And in doing so, their association would end.

The duke cleared his throat. “What will you do once you have the bauble back?”

“Sell it. Buy a cottage in the country somewhere. Keep ducks and chickens to sell the eggs. Have a happy, quiet life far away from London and the ton’s horrid ideas of jaded, warped perfection.”

“I’m sorry you despise London so much, Miss Haddington.”

“My name is Leah. We are well beyond formalities by the point.” Why did he wish to keep a wall between them? 

“Perhaps we are.” He stared straight ahead as he concentrated on navigating the path. “If I had the power to change time, to set things differently in the past, I would.”

She clasped her hands together. “No doubt you would. On many counts, I suspect.”

“Yes. Then perhaps the perpetual knot in my chest would ease.” For long moments, he was silent as he guided the horse through the park. Here and there, spring flowers raised their colorful heads, and the air was scented with the promise of growing things. Harcourt straightened his spine. “Would you like to see one of my favorite spots in the park?”

“That would be quite lovely.” And perhaps give her an insight into how he’d become the man he was now.

“Good.” Again, the corners of his lips twitched but the gesture didn’t materialize into a full grin. “It’s just through here.” He guided the horse along the path, and near a thick stand of trees, he tugged on the reins. The vehicle came to a gentle stop. “We shall need to walk from here.”

For whatever reason, he was feeling maudlin, and it intrigued her. After he jumped to the ground, he came around to her side of the carriage and then handed her out. The pressure of his fingers on hers, even briefly, sent warmth to her elbow. “Do you come to Hyde Park often for reflection and calm?”

“As often as time allows. No matter the season.” He didn’t offer her his arm; she supposed it didn’t occur to him. Or perhaps it did but felt odd that she wasn’t Lady Sarah. Regardless, she kept pace with him as he left the path and went into the wooded area. With his cane and slight limp, progress was slow, but she didn’t mind. “Somehow, being in nature, away from the hectic pace and noise and pollution of London proper allows my soul to settle. Away from society, I feel as if I have a chance to be the man I’ve always been meant to be, even if that’s vastly different from who I became.”

Again, he spoke in riddles, and when he didn’t offer to clarify his statement, Leah frowned. “You don’t think you’re a good man now? A decent man? Someone others should look up to in society?”

“No.” So much emotion lingered in that one-word response, it practically rolled off him. “I am not.” His expression made him appear haggard, almost haunted, and again her heart went out to him.

“Would that I could take away the pain of your struggle if only to give you a moment’s peace.” When he stumbled on a bit of rotted log, she linked her arm with his to steady him. “No one, not even a duke, should carry the weight of the world on his shoulders.”

This time, when he glanced at her, he gave her a grin, but it didn’t light his eyes. “I appreciate the concern. Your brother would have been proud of the woman you’ve become.”

“Thank you.” Tears prickled the backs of her eyelids.

“Ah, here we are.” His voice was a bit lighter as he tugged her over to an oak tree with a wide trunk. “My father proposed to my mother beneath this tree.” Gingerly, he picked his way around hit, pulling away from her steadying hand. “And here.” He tapped a spot on the trunk. “Here are their carved initials. You can barely see them.”

Leah stepped closer to peer at the tree. Years’ worth of moss and dirt and growth had all but buried that long ago etching, but vaguely it was there carved inside an outline of a heart. 

“How sweet to know you have your very own legacy in the park you frequent often.”

“I’ve always thought so.” Harcourt stared at the faded bit of artwork with a faint grin. “For many years, my parents never tired of telling their story, of how they’d met and a month later were in love, which prompted my father to ask for her hand.” His shrug was elegant. “Until they grew to loathe each other later in their union.” A sigh escaped him. “By the time my mother died, she had taken a lover and my father had taken to drink, which probably ushered in his ultimate demise.”

The story was at odds with why he’d brought her out here. “Why is this your favorite place in the park if it provokes such sad memories?”

“It makes me believe in hope, that I might have a future filled with happiness and love.” When he glanced at her, a certain longing shadowed his eyes. “I need to keep clinging to that hope, Leah, for if I don’t, I’m going to lose myself in everything else.”

Truly, he was a man teetering on the edge, and she didn’t know how to help him. Was it the war that had changed him, her brother’s death, or the upcoming wedding that had stolen all the joy from him? “Are you enamored of your fiancée? If so, then you do have that hope. All love needs is a tiny little spark.”

For long moments, he was quiet. In the distance, the crunch of carriage wheels on the gravel pathway echoed back to her ears. Birdsong overhead gave credence to the hope he so desperately wished for. “Not exceptionally,” he finally admitted. “This union is a duty, an arrangement between her father and mine, stemming from a financial agreement years ago that strengthened both our positions and estates.”

“Love shouldn’t be dependent upon the exchange of coin or property.”

“Indeed, but when one is a duke, that is what one must do.” A certain hopelessness reflected in those brown depths that resembled the color of brandy in the sunlight.

“I’m sorry.” Leah touched his arm, wished she could comfort him more but didn’t dare. “Truly, I’d hoped you were marrying for love.”

“Me too, but I’ll carry on for the good of the title.”

“But what about the good of the duke? Of you and your needs?” Her heart squeezed, for he resembled a lost little boy in that moment. “Surely you are as valuable as your title.”

“Perhaps all of that will come in time.” After another few seconds of staring at the tree, he shook himself, and the emotions he’d shared vanished under that veneer of blank boredom. “I suppose we all fear being alone.”

“Ah, and that’s the real reason you are marrying in mere days.” How truly sad.

“Some of it. Beyond being trapped by tradition.” As he led her away from the tree, he picked his way carefully through the leaves that had fallen last autumn and other detritus on the ground. “But I am alive and here. It could be much worse indeed.”

It was her turn to remain silent. The quick peek into his life had been fascinating and heartbreaking at the same time. By the time they reached the bridle path and the full sunshine, nearly all vestiges of his emotions were gone. “I admire your fortitude in the face of uncertainty. I don’t know if I could marry a man I didn’t love, especially if there wasn’t the guarantee of that in the future.” It would make for a long, lonely life indeed.

“It is what one must do when one occupies a high perch in society.”

“Bah.” Leah shook her head. “Yet another reason to dislike the ton.”

“Indeed.” The duke grinned, and this time it was a genuine gesture that had a few butterflies dancing through her lower belly. “Let us speak on you for a moment.”

“Me? Why?”

“You have so much courage and determination in the face of your own circumstances. What are you afraid of? I’ve told you I don’t want to be alone.”

“Actually, you implied it. That was never a spoken fact.” But she’d glimpsed the truth all the same.

“Fair point.” He continued to stroll slowly toward the carriage.

She sighed. “However, I am afraid of rats, rodents of all kinds, really. Bugs.” The laugh that escaped fell slightly flat. “More seriously, being unwanted due to my looks or poor financial status.” Tears gathered in her throat. “I fear never knowing what desire feels like or never making a difference in this life.” Why had she told him that? It made her appear foolish and perhaps weak, but there was something about this man that invited confidences.

“Honestly, Leah, I think you are a singular sensation. Once you start a task, you cannot help but change the world.” He glanced at her with nothing but honesty in his eyes. “That’s the truth.”

Heat settled in her cheeks. “I shall settle for changing the prevailing viewpoints in London first.” But she was pleased with his praise, nonetheless.

All too soon, they reached the carriage, but he didn’t make any move to hand her into it. That was fine with her, for she rather enjoyed this intimate time with him. But the subject uppermost in her mind refused to quiet. Now was as good a time as any to bring it to the forefront.

“Harcourt?”

“Hmm?”

She edged about so that she could peer directly into his face. With the carriage at her back, she was shielded from any traffic that might come along the path. “Why did you kiss me the night of the rout?”

“To disguise our faces from Lord Markham. You know this.” He came a step closer so that only a couple of feet separated them. “Why did you kiss me?” There was an intensity in his eyes that had the power to steal her breath and accelerate her heartbeat.

The heat in her cheeks intensified. “I wanted to.”

“Why, though?” Another step brought him even closer. The hand that gripped the head of his cane tightened.

Embarrassed heat filled her chest to war with the need to kiss him again merely for the hell of it. What did it matter if she admitted a truth to him? He would marry in a few days, so there was no danger to her peace of mind. “Ever since you kissed me ten years ago, I’ve wondered what a proper kiss from you would feel like.” She shrugged. “So, when the opportunity presented itself, I took it. There is no crime in kissing a duke.”

Much.

Shock lined his face, but his eyes darkened just as they’d done moments before she’d kissed him that night. “Surely you’ve been kissed before.” It wasn’t a question.

“Of course.” Glad for the side of the carriage, she leaned her back against it, and before she knew it, yet another secret had escaped. “Three years ago, I met a soldier on leave. The father of one of my friends in the country had thrown a rout. We met there.” A shuddering sigh left her tight throat. “Henry was a darling man. There was an immediate connection.”

“Those are oftentimes the best ones,” the duke inserted in a soft voice.

“Yes.” Leah nodded. “We enjoyed a sweet but quick courtship and by the time his leave was up, we were in love. He returned to his regiment with promises of asking me a question soon.”

“Did he not?”

A wave of sadness crashed into her. Tears sprang to her eyes. “He never had the chance. Henry perished two weeks later.”

“War is a scourge to us all.” Compassion shadowed his eyes. He touched her hand, and her gaze flew to his. “Did you and he, ah, consummate your relationship?”

“No.” The urge to cry welled strong. A few tears escaped to her cheeks. “There wasn’t time. It would have been lovely, though.” She despised the wistful note in her voice. “To have that memory of him to carry in my heart.”

“I understand.” He reached out a hand as if wanting to cup her cheek but pulled back at the last second. “Did you kiss me from thinking of me or did you put him in my place? I cannot fault you if that was the case.”

“No!” How could he think such a thing? “I kissed you for the simple pleasure of kissing you.” Leah shrugged then scrubbed at the moisture on her cheeks. “Now, I know, and I can carry that in my heart.”

It might sound silly to man such as he, but she couldn’t help it. Life was fragile and fleeting. One needed something to help carry them through.

“Ah.” For one second, joy flickered in his eyes but quickly was hidden beneath sadness. “It cannot happen again, no matter how the first one came about.” His Adam’s apple bobbed with a hard swallow. “I am to be married in mere days.”

“I know.” The urge to cry renewed itself, which was odd. This man was nothing to her except an old acquaintance. “The other night was an aberration, born of emotion in the mission.”

“Yes.” He stared past her shoulder before meeting her eyes once more. “Did you, uh, enjoy the kisses?”

What an odd question. “Very much.” With a half laugh, half snort, she brushed at the remaining tears. “Does Lady Sarah not try to devour you each time you’re together?” She would if he were hers.

A flush crept up his neck above his cravat and collar. “I rather think she does not.”

What sort of gammon was that? “How disappointing.” And a shame.

“Yes, but I’m certain she is merely shy about intimacies.”

“After such a long engagement?” She shook her head while the shock of it circled about her mind. “I would have married you immediately.”

An unexpected chuckle left his throat. Amusement danced in his eyes. “I appreciate your penchant for plain speaking.” Then his smile turned sad. “Your brother often joked that I should have married you since we were forever together until you went to finishing school.”

That was the first time she’d heard such a tale. “And you to the military with him.” She sighed. “Emanuel always had such lofty imaginings.”

“Agreed.” The duke shifted his weight, readjusted his grip on the cane. “Regarding your brother...”

“Yes?” She stepped closer, needing to feel the warmth of him, craving comfort after such an emotional afternoon.

“I... When he...” Harcourt shook his head and darted his glance away. “It can keep for another day. We should return home. You’re shivering.”

Yes, but this time it wasn’t due to the chill. His nearness continued to affect her, but there was nothing she could do about it. “I hope your marriage is everything you need it to be and nothing you fear.”

“Thank you.” Again, he swallowed hard, went so far as to tug at an escaped lock of her hair at her temple. “I want to be wanted for myself, not for what my title can do. I’ve long grown tired of being a rung on someone’s ladder.” He sighed. “I dream of being needed by a woman.”

Oh, this poor man! In his revelations of the afternoon, she saw a broken soul that wished for acceptance and love like all the rest of them. She leaned into him, caught his scent, and nearly sighed from the ecstasy of it. “You are a good man, Harcourt. Never forget that.”

“I’ll endeavor not to.” Slowly, ever so slowly, he dipped his head toward hers, and just when she thought he might kiss her, he shook himself and eased backward a few steps. Was that regret or disappointment in his eyes? She couldn’t tell. “We are close to retrieving your tiara.”

“And then I can leave London.” And you. Suddenly, a wave of sadness swept over her, but she wasn’t the type of woman to steal away another woman’s man. He had his life; she had hers. Such as it was. “If I can survive that ball.”

“You will.” His charming grin was back in place as he assisted her into the carriage. “I will be there every step of the way. Lord St. Vincent will look out for you too. It’s the least we can do, in honor of your brother.”
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Harcourt rubbed a gloved hand along the side of his face as his carriage rolled to a stop in front of the Langley townhouse. Tonight, he would teach Leah how to burgle a home, steal something, and then get out before they were detected by the staff.

Thank God his friend Edward Marlowe, the Duke of Lockwood, had offered the use of his townhouse in the Fitzroy square neighborhood. The man was promised elsewhere this evening, and then knowing him, he’d spend a few hours with his mistress before returning home, so Harcourt and Leah would have as many hours as they needed to run through the faux theft. Though Lockwood had asked him why he sought to teach Miss Haddington the art of stealing, Harcourt hadn’t a good answer to that question, so he’d merely said as a tribute to her dead brother.

Lockwood had eyed him askance. “I shall wish to hear about it the next time we’re together at Rogue’s Arcade.”

Perhaps Harcourt could come up with a better story by that time.

He’d cautioned her to wear dark colors tonight in an effort to be discreet. Had she heeded that advice? Perhaps the more pertinent question was should he have invited her out for such a night? Leah had no experience in being a thief. Though he did, perhaps he shouldn’t corrupt her like this. Yet what would he have been doing instead? Calling at Sarah’s townhouse and wondering where the devil his life was headed? Dreading his upcoming nuptials?

When the door to his carriage was wrenched open, he nearly jumped off the bench, so lost in his thoughts had he been. “Leah?”

“Hullo, Harcourt.” No sooner had she climbed into the vehicle and closed the door than the conveyance sprang forward. “You didn’t forget about our assignation tonight, did you?”

How the devil did she figure he’d do that? Their candid talk in Hyde Park earlier that day had unexpectedly brought them closer. He’d revealed far too much about his life than he’d wished, but she’d rewarded that honesty with some of her own. Knowing they were both lonely souls grieving various things in their lives had brought him a modicum of comfort, and then right before he’d handed her into the carriage, he’d almost kissed her.

Again.

Directly following his admonition to her that they couldn’t indulge in such behavior again. What the hell is wrong with me?

But he knew. So did his member, for it had shivered to life the second she’d entered the carriage this evening. He was hard for her, aroused by her, desired this woman who was the sister of his dead best friend. Even though he was engaged. Even though it had been his fault her brother had died. Yet those feelings couldn’t be denied or ignored.

Damn it all to hell.

“No, I didn’t forget,” he finally said into the charged silence. “I’m teaching you how to pick a lock tonight and steal something without detection. Please don’t use this new knowledge to find trouble for yourself.”

“Like you did in years past?” The sarcasm wasn’t lost on him, but it was too dark inside the carriage to see her expression.

“That was different.” In the brief illumination lent by a streetlamp they passed, he was pleased to note she’d dressed all in black, and what was more, she’d managed to find a pair of black breeches. Her man’s lawn shirt had been dyed as well. “Uh,” he cleared his throat, “where did you procure this outfit?” And he couldn’t stop staring at her legs. Trim legs that led to softly rounded hips and a narrow waist set off perfectly from the shirttails tucked into the breeches.

Bloody hell.

Her giggle only further served to throw fuel onto the fire that was his building desire. “They used to belong to Emanuel. We’d had them dyed when Papa died.” She beamed at him from the opposite bench. “The waist is rather too large so I had to pin it, but I’m pleased with the outfit.” The black leather half boots gave her the air of a lady pirate and drew his attention back down the length of her legs.

Legs he could almost imagine wrapped about his waist as he thrust inside that lush body, or wrapped about his head while he tasted her...

Good God, man, get hold of yourself. This is Leah, and not your fiancée.

A snort escaped him. As if Sarah would ever let him bury his face between her thighs. “It’s quite effective.” How long would it be before he made a complete cake of himself?

“I think so too. The ease of movement from wearing breeches is amazing.” She patted her russet hair, pulled back into a tight bun at the back of her head. “It’s how I imagine thieves slink about the shadows.”

“Indeed.” How the devil was he supposed to do that now when his mind was distracted by the tempting picture she made? It was hell being this randy with no outlet. Just talk to her, Edenthorpe. She’s not a monster. Talk to her and distract yourself. With a nod, he leaned back against the squabs and tried to remember she was Langley’s sister. “The goal tonight is simple. Pick the lock on the front servant’s door. Sneak through the house without rousing the staff. Steal a bottle of brandy from the butler’s pantry. Bring it to the drawing room. Take a drink. And then leave before anyone knows we’ve been there.”

Leah nodded. “Sounds easy enough.”

If only she knew how easy a good thief made it seem. “Yes, well, Lockwood’s butler has the hearing of a rabbit. The real challenge of the evening will be not to rouse him while entering his pantry.” It had been some time since Harcourt had been inside the duke’s home. The exact floor plan escaped him.

“I don’t anticipate problems.” When she shifted on her bench and crossed her legs at the knee, he nearly swallowed his tongue. Why the deuce didn’t he feel this rush of lust for Sarah? She was just as feminine as Leah, perhaps even possessed with more curves, but he didn’t wish to spirit her off to a dimly lit room and tear off her clothing with his teeth.

“We shall see.” He glanced out the window and willed his growing erection to settle. Perhaps it was a good thing he would marry in a handful of days. Then he would leave London for his wedding trip and this foolish notion of needing to bed Leah would be behind him.

“You are rather quiet tonight, Edenthorpe. Is all well?”

“There is much on my mind, I’m afraid.” Like doing anything with this woman would be another betrayal to Langley’s memory.

“Ah. I imagine you’re worried about your nuptials.”

“Certainly.” At least that was the truth. And why they felt like a long walk to the gallows. Sarah was an exemplary society lady. Her pedigree was flawless, and her father had a wide set of connections. Theirs was the most anticipated match of the decade. He couldn’t disappoint her—everyone. This was his life, what was expected of him. Sarah’s reputation would be damaged beyond repair if he begged off now, to say nothing of the enormous scandal it would cause.

“It will come out right. You’ll see.” When Leah leaned forward and touched a gloved hand to his knee, he flinched, so great was the need that shot up his thigh. “If it doesn’t, perhaps it was never meant to be yours to begin with.”

“Except, it has. For more years than I care to remember.”

She snorted. “Then if you truly care for Sarah, you’ll know what you must do. It’s that simple.”

“I wonder.” He said nothing else, and the remainder of the drive was conducted in silence. It should have been that. Simple, but some of what Leah had said during that drive in Hyde Park haunted him. Does Lady Sarah not try to devour you each time you’re together? Oh, if she only knew how difficult and uninspiring it was being with his fiancée in a carnal capacity. I would have married you immediately. Never in his imaginings did he ever think Langley’s little sister would have fancied him back then.

Did she still? Sharing a couple of kisses didn’t necessarily mean such, and even if they did, he wasn’t free.

Perhaps he never had been, not to make his own choices.

Damned title.

By the time the carriage rolled to a stop in front of Lockwood House, knots of worry had formed in Harcourt’s gut. Was this the right thing to do, teach Leah how to pick locks and skulk about? But then she looked at him with round eyes full of excitement, and his reserve crumbled. “The key to this mission is to make as little noise as possible. No squealing with glee or squeaking in alarm. Understand?”

“Of course.”

“Good.” He grasped the door handle, wrenched it, and then pushed open the panel. Though it was well after midnight and the shadows closed around them as they left the safety of the carriage, a few vehicles moved up and down the quiet street. To his driver, he quietly instructed the man to return in forty-five minutes, then to Leah, he said, “Come along.” After glancing up and down, he led the way through a wrought iron gate. Instead of going up to the front door, he skirted around more decorative wrought iron and eased himself down the steps that led to the servants’ hall.

Once Leah joined him, he crouched down as best he could while the muscles in his scarred thigh screamed at him. From a pocket in his greatcoat, he removed two tools—the hallmark of any good lock pick. “One you’ll use as a tension wrench.” He held up the thin piece of metal with flared ends that was in the shape of an L. “This is inserted into the plug, or rather the part of the lock that turns, to apply tension to it. Hold it in place, if you will.”

“How fascinating.” Excitement threaded through the whisper.

“And this is a lock pick.” Harcourt held up a narrow thin piece of metal with a pointed, slightly curved end. “You use this to manipulate the inner parts, or pins, of the lock mechanism.”

“Ah, so once you hear a click from using the pick, then it’s unlocked?”

“Exactly.” The fact she was a quick study worried him more than it perhaps should. When he offered her the tools, her face lit as if he’d given her a gift. “Go ahead. Let’s see what you’re made of.”

“Thank you.” Leah scuttled in front of the door’s lock. Under his instruction, she inserted the wrench.

“All right. Now the pick.” When she did so, he nodded. “Good. While applying light pressure with your tension wrench to the keyway, you will push up the tiny pins inside the keyway with your pick, one by one.”

“How will I know that?”

“You can feel them with the pick. Take as much time as you need. There is no rush tonight.”

“This is... odd.” Then she gasped. “I think I can feel one!”

“Good. Push it up. When a pin is lifted enough, the tension from the wrench will prevent it from falling and the next pin can be set. You’ll continue to repeat this action. When all pins are set, the lock will open.”

“That doesn’t make me feel very secure anymore. Especially if even I can pick a lock.” As she worked, an expression of supreme concentration lined her face. In that moment, she strongly reminded him of her brother.

A wave of grief swept over Harcourt, and he was obliged to catch his breath. “Yes, well, that’s why the art of thievery is so attractive. It’s relatively easy to do, and if one is quiet and quick, moving inside a house can become child’s play.”

After a few minutes—and more than a few soft curses from Leah—the unmistakable sound of a click seemed to echo in the quiet.

“Congratulations. You’ve just picked your first lock.” He couldn’t decide if he was proud or aroused by her skill, but then he shoved everything from his mind. “Quickly now. Into the house.” With a badly tamped groan, he shoved into a standing position then pocketed the tools that she handed to him.

“This is quite exciting.” As soon as she slipped inside the servants’ hall, she dissolved into the shadows as if she’d been borne from them herself.

“Indeed.” Harcourt gently closed the door behind them. As he gripped the head of his cane, he again cautioned her to remain quiet. Going close, he put his lips to her ear. “The butler’s room is at the end of this hall. The housekeeper’s room is there.” He pointed to a closed door a few feet from where they stood while trying not to let her floral scent distract him. “The butler’s pantry is midway along the corridor to your left.”

She nodded. Without further discourse, Leah prowled along the corridor. There were no windows here, since this portion of the servants’ hall was on the interior, so the inky darkness was complete. Harcourt followed behind. Each step he took, he prayed they wouldn’t be found out, for though it wouldn’t be as scandalous as if being discovered by members of the ton, he’d need much fast talking and charm to extricate them both.

There was no door to the butler’s pantry, merely due to the fact that everything of value was stored in locked cupboards, drawers, and cabinets. After they’d both slipped into the room, Harcourt led her over to a large wooden cabinet with double doors. With a finger to his lips, he again withdrew the lock picking tools and handed them to her.

“This lock is smaller, but the general mechanism is the same,” he whispered. The words sounded overly loud to his ears.

“Oh, I’m so nervous.” Her first attempt to put the tension wrench into the lock failed. The tool clattered against the wooden cabinet door.

Damnation.

After a few heart-pounding minutes and no one came to investigate, Harcourt relaxed. “Try again.”

Leah stepped closer. The barely audible string of curse words and vulgarity that fell from her mouth shocked the hell out of him. Where the devil had she learned them? He’d thought Langley and the rest had been careful while in her company, but ten years had been a long time. Perhaps she’d picked such things up during his absence.

Click!

“I did it!” The pride in that soft exclamation tugged at his chest. “Now what?”

He pocketed the tools. “Open the cabinet and select a bottle of brandy.”

Of course, the panel she swung open creaked. I am too old for such things! His jaw hurt from how hard he clenched it while waiting to see if discovery was imminent, but when chaos didn’t descend upon them, he breathed a sigh of relief and urged her to continue. Once Leah had a brown glass bottle in hand, Harcourt closed the cabinet as best he could. It did not creak this time. A prayer of thanksgiving left his throat.

They wouldn’t be safe until they’d reached the second floor, and even then, detection could still happen. Leading the way back through the servants’ hall was nerve wracking, for with each heartbeat, he swore he heard bedclothes rustling. Had they woken the butler or the housekeeper? What if one of the pair was a light sleeper or prone to prowling the night in search of a snack?

Eventually, they reached a narrow set of stairs that would lead to the first story of the house. The trouble with wooden treads was that inevitably a few of them would squeak. Never had he put much thought into the problem, for he rarely visited his own servants’ hall or quarters, but perhaps he should now. By the time he and Leah gained the upper floor, a megrim was forming in his temples from the stress of the moment.

When he was a younger man, none of that bore consideration. There had been a certain rush, a level of excitement each time he went out for the purpose of stealing something. With Leah in tow, every second was fraught with worry.

For him or her?

But breathing was easier out of the servants’ hall. “The drawing room should be on the second story, at least if this floorplan follows mine.”

“I’ll wager I can beat you there,” she whispered seconds before she darted across the open space that served as a reception hall. Before he knew it, she’d gained the grand staircase that led into deeper shadows.

Impossibly, perhaps recklessly, he gave into the lark. “Cheater.” As fast as his shredded thigh muscles would allow, Harcourt followed her. Pain accompanied each step, but he ignored it. Laudanum awaited him once he arrived home, and there was brandy in the offing once in the drawing room.

Of course, he arrived at the designated safe spot later than she had, but he didn’t mind. Leah had thrown open the heavy drapes at one of the floor-to-ceiling windows. Moonlight illuminated the small area where she stood, and the russet color of her tightly bound hair glimmered. Her backlit silhouette fired his imagination and set a match to the tiny fires already simmering in his blood.

“I won!” Victory lay stamped across her face while a thrill threaded through her voice. She held up the brandy bottle. “This has been a singularly banner day that I’ll not soon forget.” A grin curved those kissable lips. “Thank you, Harcourt.”

“Truly, it was my pleasure.” Would he go through the experience again with her? Yes, but perhaps at his own townhouse. “All right, then. The last item on our list is taking a drink of brandy.” He gestured theatrically with his free hand. “If you’ll do the honors?”

Anticipation twinkled in her eyes. “I’ve never had brandy before.” But she pulled the cork from the bottle and tossed it away as if she were the lady of the manor.

“I’ll caution that it burns in the throat until you grow accustomed to it.” He couldn’t help a slight grin of his own, for in this, he would further corrupt her. What would Langley have said about that? Knowing him, he would have lectured but then allowed it, for he could deny his sister nothing.

“To a job well done.” Leah saluted him with the bottle, brought it to her lips, and then took a tentative swig. Seconds after swallowing, she entered a coughing fit while her eyes streamed. “Oh, that’s quite nasty.”

“It sometimes can be.” Harcourt took the bottle from her. This was somewhat of a special moment that wasn’t lost on him. After indulging in a few swallows, he set the bottle on a nearby occasional table. “And that, my dear, has concluded your first mission of thievery. Did you enjoy it?”

“Very much.” She gazed up at him, for she was quite short, and the blatant happiness in her blue eyes threatened to suck him under. “I wouldn’t mind doing this all over again.”

“Honestly, neither would I.” Then, because he’d apparently lost his damn mind and she looked so bloody fetching in her thief attire, he caught her into his arms and brought his lips crashing down on hers. His cane fell to the carpet with a dull thud.

For a fleeting second, Leah froze, met his gaze with surprise in her expressive eyes, but then she uttered a sigh mixed with a moan, looped her arms about his shoulders, and applied herself to kissing him back.

It was much as if a match had been dropped onto a pile of tinder. In next to no time, the heat of inferno consumed him. Needing so much more from her, Harcourt walked her backward until the window prevented further ambulation. When that contact wasn’t enough, he slipped his hands beneath her thighs and hefted her upward, pressing her back against the window and trapping her between that and his body. Dear God, she tasted of brandy and innocence and daring; it was a heady combination that he chased with every frantic meeting of their mouths.

It took very little coaxing for her lips to part. The second his tongue touched hers and the glide of satin and silk made the connection with his brain, Harcourt was lost. Over and over again, he fenced with her, explored her mouth, tangled with her tongue as if he were but a green youth who’d never kissed a woman before.

Leah gave him as good as she got. It was only natural her legs went about his waist, her ankles locked at the small of his back. The insistent pulse of his erection pressed tight into the front of his trousers, and desperate to alleviate the tension, he ground his hips into hers. That provided only a modicum of relief, and if anything sent more intense need pinwheeling through that organ.

When a tiny mewl escaped her, quickly followed by a barely audible moan, the last vestiges of his sanity wavered. She nibbled and nipped at his bottom lip then left his mouth entirely to press featherweight kisses beneath his jaw. When she found a particularly sensitive spot, desire exploded throughout his body. The rightness of having her in his arms, of kissing her thoroughly plowed into him with the force of a blow. Why didn’t he have this with his fiancée?

What the devil are you doing to me, Leah? And why the hell was he letting her?

There were no answers, not in that moment where he fell through heat and passion and want. Renewing his grip on her thighs, Harcourt turned her about, and still kissing her, he moved them to a long, narrow table that ran the length of a sofa back. When he planted her bottom upon it, a statuette tumbled to the sofa cushions and thankfully rested there.

But he was beyond caring.

As he encouraged her backward toward the sofa’s back and settled himself between her splayed thighs, he dragged his lips down the side of her silky throat. When undoing the strings that held her borrowed shirt closed didn’t gain him the proper access he wanted, he grunted then yanked the shirttails from her breeches. She was quite a willing participant, for she had his cravat undone in a thrice. Her lips were at the hollow of his throat, her breath steaming the skin of his chest she’d uncovered, and the sensations further worked to drive him toward the brink.

Desire guided him; he no longer thought with caution or common sense. He slipped his hands beneath her shirt, and dear God, she hadn’t worn a camisole or stays beneath. It was all too easy to cup her pert breasts, knead the soft flesh, and when a surprised moan pulled from her throat, he grinned against her mouth and dared to brush the pads of his thumbs over the rapidly hardening nipples. Damn his eyes for still wearing gloves that prevented him from feeling her softness of her skin or experiencing the pebbled surface of those tips, but there was nothing for it. As her back arched the longer he played, Harcourt shoved up the shirt so he could take one of those tempting buds into his mouth.

“Oh!” The low-pitched utterance spurred him onward. While he continued to torment the nipple with his lips and teeth, he teased the other with his thumb. Would that he could lay her out on a sofa or even the floor and divest her of the clothes to better kiss every centimeter of her skin, feel the heat of her on his fingers. “Harcourt, this is...” Her words dissolved beneath another moan of pleasure. “Ah, oh yes, do that again.”

Christ but he adored how responsive she was, how she found enjoyment from the smallest things. A chuckle escaped as he again flicked his tongue over that taut, tempting tip. Urgency tingled through his hardened length as well as his stones. There was nothing else he’d rather do than claim this woman’s body. Leah writhed from the attention. As he moved to take her other nipple into his mouth, one of her arms flailed out. It caught a vase of flowers and sent the arrangement hurtling to the floor. Unfortunately, the thing avoided the edge of the carpet and smashed against the hardwood.

The noise clanged into his passion-soaked brain, and he pulled away from the oh-so-erotic image of her sprawled over that table. “Now we’ve done it.” No doubt that would bring someone out to investigate. “Come.” He tugged on her hand, moved her from the table, barely gave her time to find her footing. “We must go.”

“But I thought...”

So did I. Beside the fact that he’d never live it down if he ravished Langley’s sister in the Duke of Lockwood’s drawing room after breaking into his house, the guilt that was steadily sneaking into his chest would bury him before long.

Leaving the house through the front door would put them at a disadvantage, so he retrieved his cane and moved as fast as he could across the room to the terrace doors. A hard twist to the handle had one of the French panes opening outward. With a tight grip on her hand, he exited the drawing room, not bothering to close the door behind him. In silence he led her down the handful of stone steps that dumped them into a back garden, then he pulled her around the house toward the street, where, thankfully, his carriage had just rolled to a stop at the curb.

“Quickly, get in. I’d rather not have anyone identify the crest on the door because of the damned streetlamp.” He swung the carriage door open and then more or less tossed Leah inside the conveyance. Two seconds later, he collapsed onto one of the squabbed benches. As soon as he closed the panel, he rapped on the ceiling with the head of his cane. “Miss Haddington’s residence, post haste.”

Bloody hell, what was happening to him?

His heartbeat continued to thunder in his ears, to say nothing of the raging cockstand. Thank goodness for the darkness inside the carriage. When he shot a glance to Leah, he didn’t quite trust the mischievous glint in her eyes.

“What were you saying about a kiss between us could never happen again, Your Grace?” The sweet sarcasm she’d managed to infuse into the question sent heat coursing up the back of his neck.

“Do shut up, Miss Haddington.” Only this time, he wasn’t the least bit sorry for what he’d done in that drawing room. Not even the ever-present guilt he carried from Langley’s death could dampen his high spirits. “We were swept away by the moment. That is all. Back to business as usual going forward.”

Yet how the deuce was he to forget what she’d felt like or how he still craved the heat of her on his tongue?

A sticky wicket indeed. St. Vincent would make jest of him when—if—he found out. He needed to forget about this incident and concentrate on their mission at the upcoming ball. Retrieving that damned tiara and having Leah out of his life was imperative to his future.

Wasn’t it?
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March 30, 1816

It was the night of the ball thrown by the Earl of St. Vincent. How Harcourt had manipulated the man into doing such a thing was beyond Leah’s ken, but she was due to arrive there in less than two hours. Truly, there were twelve other things she’d rather do than put herself into the midst of high society once more for the specific purpose of drawing the Marquess of Markham’s notice so that Harcourt could steal back her tiara.

Except, there was no other choice.

“You will look stunning in that gown.”

She turned as her mother came into her bedroom just as she deposited a fur lined cloak onto the back of a chair. “Thank you.” As of yet, she hadn’t donned said gown and stood instead in her chemise, stays, and stockings, but she had allowed her maid to dress her hair. The upswept tresses contained intricate twists and curls, held in place by pins and a few tortoiseshell combs. “It’s rather too extravagant for me, though.”

“Nonsense.” Her mother drifted over to the bed where the maid had laid out the turquoise gown. The two flounces at the hem had been decorated by clear glass beads. The same fancywork lined the low bodice. Even stationary on the bed, the beads twinkled. “It’s a beautiful creation and will have all eyes upon you.” She glanced at Leah with a hopeful smile. “Perhaps a gentleman or two will take notice and wish to pay their addresses. I’d say the evening would be a success if that happens.”

The last thing Leah wanted was to become the center of attention or an object of fascination. She loathed being in society but be there she must if she were to attain the goal of a cottage in the country. “I shall leave that to you. Keeping Markham’s attention on me is my primary focus.” And that terrified as much as being in a crowded ballroom did.

Edenthorpe’s plan had been simple enough when he’d explained it to her on the carriage ride home last night. She would try to engage the marquess in conversation and dancing if he was interested enough in the picture she made in the gown. After that, she would then keep him occupied at the refreshment table and then flirt with him if possible, giving the duke time to run to Markham’s townhouse, find the safe, and then bring the tiara back with him.

“Oh, it will be lovely have that piece again in my possession. It will secure our future nicely.” A faint grin played about her mother’s mouth. “Though I’ll be sad to see it sold. That was such a wonderful time in my life. When I was young and beautiful...”

“Mama, you are still beautiful. And especially in that gown.” The rust satin was perfect for her complexion, and a turban of the same color that sported an ostrich feather made her look regal. “Perhaps you’ll be the center of bachelor eyes.” Leah glanced at her maid, who shrugged. Hot guilt lodged within her chest, though, despite her attempt at levity. Her mother had a great attachment to the tiara. How could she—Leah—in good conscience sell the bauble for mere coin when it held such memories? But if she didn’t, they wouldn’t have a feather to fly with. “Has Cousin Richard arrived yet?”

“Yes. About an hour ago. He intends to accompany me to the ball.” She patted her hair, now mostly gray instead of auburn. “No doubt he wishes to ingratiate himself with a few highflyers and visit the gaming tables.”

Leah huffed. “As if there is any coin left for him to wager with.” And if she sold the tiara, she certainly wouldn’t tell Cousin Richard, for that would mean giving over all that coin.

“It matters not, dear.” Her mother patted Leah’s hand. “Finish your toilette. Richard and I will leave soon to position ourselves for the best view when Edenthorpe returns with that tiara.” She flashed a smile. “Are you certain you wish to arrive with the duke?”

“Yes. Why not?” Leah went to her vanity table on the pretense of inspecting a pair of opera-length gloves.

“Well, dear, he is engaged to someone else. It’s questionable as to why you’ve been in his company so frequently these last handful of days.” Her mother shrugged. “The tattlemongers will talk about you sooner or later.”

Heat filled her cheeks. “We are merely partners in the attempt to steal back the tiara, Mama. There is nothing to worry about.” She hadn’t lied to her mother so blatantly since she and Emanuel had run amok through the countryside with Harcourt while getting into scrapes.

After what happened between them last night at that townhouse, she was rather confused about just how to define their relationship. What did any of it mean? Remembering the feel of his hands on her body, his tongue touching hers, the knowledge that she’d aroused him to such passion sent heated tingles down her spine and between her thighs.

“As long as you realize that. Don’t let him charm you into anything else.” Her mother waved. “Sometimes dukes can be cunning and clever to have what they want from women.”

Leah snorted and threw an agonized glance at her maid, who gave her an amused grin. “Edenthorpe isn’t like that. He is very aware of his responsibilities and is an honorable man.” Though how honorable was he, really, if he was also a thief? “He’ll return the tiara to us, marry Lady Sarah in mere days, and then he and I will never see each other again.”

What a horrid thought.

“I’m glad to hear it. Now, he has a friend. The Earl of St. Vincent. He’s hosting the ball,” her mother said as she made her way to the door. “Perhaps he can steer the man your way tonight.”

“Anything can happen, I suppose.” There was absolutely no enthusiasm in Leah’s voice. St. Vincent didn’t flutter her heart each time she saw him. On the other hand, he wasn’t engaged to be married. “See you soon, Mama.” With a wave, she closed the door behind her mother and then leaned her back against the panel. “She means well, of course, but she has no idea what I want from life.”

Her maid snickered. “Lady Langley is a kind soul. I like her.” She gestured Leah over. “I suggested she put the feather in her turban. You need stays.” When she held up the garment, Leah frowned. “No arguments else your gown won’t lie correctly.”

What she wouldn’t give to run free through the countryside again with no worries about her future, and certainly she wouldn’t need to wear stays. With Emanuel on one side and Harcourt on the other, laughing and doing whatever they wanted without care for society. 

Before she went to finishing school and had her Come Out in all the proper ways.

Before everything changed.

Before she had fallen halfway into love with the duke.

Perhaps that was the trouble. If she hadn’t enjoyed his kisses so much, if she hadn’t let him touch her so intimately last night... if he hadn’t been so charming yet broken and haunted, she might not have gone down that path, yet here she was, heart full of longing for a man she had no right to look at let along spend time with.

A man who wasn’t free.

In silence, Leah submitted to her maid’s ministrations. She grunted when Martha laced her stays, sighed when the new petticoat of fine lawn went over her head. It felt marvelous against her skin. Then when the taffeta gown was held and she slipped her arms into the short, puffed sleeves, she trembled. How could she go through with the plan tonight when she couldn’t think clearly? Leah held her breath as the gown was smoothed over her body and Martha tugged the scandalously low bodice into place.

“Are you certain this isn’t an outrageous dress?”

“Absolutely not. It’s the height of fashion, cut like some of the gowns in Paris.” The maid quickly did up the handful of tiny pearl buttons at the back of the gown. “But you should have a necklace, at least.”

“Unfortunately, I have no jewelry.” Papa had seen to that. Everything that held any sort of value had been sold years ago. “I am just me without frills.”

“Well, you are stunning in that color. It sets off your hair wonderfully.” She fussed with how the folds of the skirt lay. “Will you go down now?”

“Not just yet.” Leah slipped her stocking-clad feet into matching slippers. “I need a few minutes by myself to set my composure.” And think about the decisions that had led her to this point. “I’m sure Danvers will let me know when the duke arrives.”

“Do you want some ginger tea to settle your stomach? Cook uses it all the time.”

“No, thank you. The nerves will settle soon enough.” Or she would run and hide until the duke went away to complete the mission by himself.

“Ring if you should need me. I’m going to turn in.”

Once Martha had left the room, Leah wandered over to the window. Her rooms overlooked the garden area behind the row of townhouses. The silvery light from the moon gave everything the feeling and look of a fairytale forest, and for one moment she imagined what it must be like to wander through such a place, where a hero of old waited for her on the back of a proud, white horse. He would slay all the dragons and rescue her from a dull and lonely life, take her back to his castle, and everything would be right in the world.

Except reality was never like the story books.

I am too young to resign myself to a life of solitude even if there will be chickens and ducks and wildflower meadows.

And everything she’d ever wanted... except the duke.

Then her thoughts turned to Harcourt and why he’d initiated those heated kisses from last night. Never in her life had she experienced such unexpected pleasure, and neither had a man touched that part of her body. No amount of flirting during her first few Seasons had managed to hook a man’s interest, and she’d hated her red hair as well as her freckles ever since.

Yet the duke hadn’t seemed to mind.

Was his attention merely from pity? Or worse, was it out of guilt or remembrance for her brother? Perhaps it didn’t have anything to do with her at all, for didn’t men become aroused by anything in skirts? She’d once heard that statement in passing.

Bored and worried with her stomach in knots, Leah wandered over to the cheval mirror in one corner of her bedroom. She frowned at her reflection even though the vivid turquoise did do wonderful things for her complexion, yet the bodice seemed so risqué. All eyes would surely be on her, which was part of the plan, of course, but already she wanted to shrink from that attention. Leading the marquess about felt disgusting to her senses.

“What the devil is taking so long up here?”

She gasped and whirled around at the sound of his voice. “Harcourt! What are you doing here? In my rooms?” It was the height of scandal to be sure, but somehow, she didn’t mind the looming gossip.

“Finding out why you aren’t downstairs and waiting.” He came further into her bedchamber, and his sage and citrus scent filled the air. “Danvers sent me up. My best guess is he didn’t wish to climb two flights of stairs.”

“He is quite old.” She couldn’t help her giggle. Having him in her personal space set her at sixes and sevens. And did the man need to look so handsome in his evening clothes? The expertly tailored clothing fit his frame like a second skin, and drat if that intricate knot of his cravat didn’t make her fingers itch to undo it merely to get at the warm skin underneath. “Did you send him to bed as well?”

“I did. The man was nearly dead on his feet. Once he’s snoring, he won’t rouse, I’ll wager.” When he grinned and the corners of his eyes crinkled, butterflies danced through her lower belly. “No sense in the man staying up when we’re fully capable of making our way out of the house unaccompanied.”

“You are too kind.” It was one of the things she liked about him, what drew her to him. Hadn’t he returned her paltry dowry to her? Then she once more regarded herself in the looking glass and frowned. “I was contemplating my gown and wondering if I should change.”

“Why the devil for?” With a sigh, the duke gently closed the door behind him.

Oh, dear. Still, anticipation buzzed at the base of her spine. That action alone would send them both into the gossip sheets, and with four days to his wedding. She gestured to her reflection. “I am simply not this person.” It was all a lie. Fine feathers didn’t make an equally fine bird.

“What person?” He stopped short of pointing his gaze at the ceiling, clearly frustrated.

Dear, silly duke. “The woman who can easily blend in with everyone at balls and routs, or be the graceful ton society lady without nerves.” Once more, she gestured to her reflection. “Or the sort of woman who can carry off this gown with any sort of authority. I feel like a street urchin who is playing make believe with a fancy lady’s clothes.”

The duke raked his gaze up and down her person. “I see nothing wrong with the gown. It’s gorgeous, or rather you are gorgeous in it.”

“Do stop, Your Grace.” She released a huff of frustration. “Additionally, my hair is red.”

“Auburn, actually, if we’re being honest.”

She rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t matter.”

“I agree. What is the point you are laboring to make, Miss Haddington?”

Good heavens. Surely, he wasn’t that dense. She whirled about to face him. “Red or auburn hair is not popular this Season or any other. I might as well be a pariah.” Then she pressed fingertips along her cheeks, danced them over her chest. “And I have so many freckles. For whatever reason, men are afraid of what they call ‘spots.’” A sigh escaped her. Why oh why had she consented to this insane plan?

Again, the duke looked her up and down. When his attention landed on her décolletage, his eyes darkened. “Your freckles are both adorable and wildly enchanting.” There was nothing but honesty in his face.

“Oh.” Heat jumped into her cheeks, but his praise didn’t stop her from thinking she was less than. “Do you remember when Emanuel learned archery and fencing?”

“Yes, of course. Why?”

“Well, I learned those things alongside him.” That wasn’t the point.

“I remember.” A grin flashed across his face. “You proved quite an impressive opponent against me at times. It used to make your brother so annoyed that we were well-matched in those sports he thought he should have conquered.”

“Yes.” Leah giggled then sobered as a wave of grief descended. “Until my mother was scandalized that I was doing such things and she sent me away to a finishing school. Where I failed miserably at being a lady.” She frowned, and when the duke pulled out the pocket watch he’d given Emanuel, another round of emotion went through her, bringing tears to her eyes. “Are we late?”

“Not yet.” He tucked the watch into his waistcoat pocket. “Are you quite finished feeling sorry for yourself?” A dark brown eyebrow lifted in challenge; the words tempered by another grin.

“I detest embroidery, Harcourt. Painting is quite dull. I’d rather not try my hand at running a household, and the only thing domestically I can do with any sort of confidence is make a decent pot of tea.” She shook her head. “All of that coupled with my looks and having nothing to recommend me makes me a rather odd duck.”

The duke bit back a laugh. “Well, making a correct pot of tea is nothing to sneeze at. Do you know how many people in this world cannot grasp that concept?”

“Don’t think to cheer me.” But she smiled, nonetheless. “I would much rather be wandering the countryside, finding my purpose there, than attempting to flirt in a ballroom full of people for the specific mission of attracting the marquess.” The thought of having to dance with him, possibly flirt convincingly enough to make him kiss her had knots of worry pulling in her stomach. She fussed with the puffed sleeves of the gown, tugged at the scandalously low bodice. “It sparkles too much, it’s too striking, and I feel exposed.”

This time, Harcourt did laugh, and the sound sent a host of tickles through her insides. “Isn’t that the point of dressing for a ball?”

“Well yes, but...” Leah shrugged. “What if Markham doesn’t find me alluring or attractive? You won’t have a chance to steal back the tiara.”

“Ah, Leah, how could any man in attendance tonight not find you both of those things.” He tightened this hand on the head of his cane. “You are stunning. Vibrant. On the verge of changing your life.”

“Ha!” She blinked away the silly tears. “You should have found a beautiful woman to carry off this gown and your distraction.”

“Stop talking gammon.” He took a few steps toward her. “I found the perfect candidate, and truth be told, you are quite distracting.”

His words broke through her displeasure and self-doubts. “Do you think so?” Feeling giddy and a bit reckless in his presence, she twirled about so he could have the full effect from the gown.

“I know so.” With a grin that made her knees weak, and her heartbeat accelerate, he closed the distance between them. “In fact, ever since you demanded my assistance in Hyde Park, I have been distracted by you in every sense.” He lowered his voice to a whisper that had her drifting closer, tucking his gloves into the pockets of his greatcoat before shrugging the garment off and tossing it to the foot of her bed. “I surely cannot have that because it clouds my ability to thieve properly.”

“Oh?” A tiny thrill went up her spine. Would he kiss her again? Her gaze drifted to his mouth as another round of heat filled her cheeks. “That will compromise our mission.”

“No doubt it will, but right in this moment, there is nothing I can do about that. When it comes to you, I am at sixes and sevens.” Gently, Harcourt tugged her into his embrace. His eyes had darkened with the same desire sparking through her veins. “Do you want me to show you exactly why you wearing this gown will catch the marquess’ eye?” Emotion graveled his voice while she nearly drowned in his presence, his scent, the feel of his arms around her.

“And prove a further distraction?” She planted a palm against the hard wall of his chest. “I won’t be the reason our mission fails.” Even if every part of her strained for every part of him.

“Ah, Leah. How adorably naïve you are.” The duke cupped her cheek, slid his fingers to her nape and dragged her ever closer, his gaze on her mouth. “Our mission won’t fail, for I intend to bolster your confidence and put an end to my distraction at the same time.”

A tremble moved through her person. If she wasn’t careful, she’d melt into a puddle at his feet. “Oh?” Her throat was suddenly dry. “What do you propose?” Please say you’ll kiss me again! “As long as it has nothing to do with acting like a lady in the ton, I’m game.” Her lips brushed his with each word. Butterfly wings tickled her belly.
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She was on the verge of something wonderful as Leah waited, breathless, for his next words.

“That’s all to the good, for what I’m proposing is something you—I’ll say we here too, but the bulk of that responsibility society will place on your head—will be flayed alive by gossip for if anyone were to discover...” His words trailed off, but then he kissed her, and oh, it was just as glorious as last night! Except now, there was an intensity, an urgency to the kiss that hadn’t been there before. This was the overture of a man who wanted nothing more than to devour the woman in his arms, the kiss of a man who’d grown tired of attempting to ignore the attraction between them.

Oh, dear. He wants me, desires me! This duke, my brother’s best friend, desires me.

And it was so much better than she’d ever dreamed it might be. This embrace eclipsed what they’d shared last night. With a sigh of pure indulgence, she pushed into his arms, lifted onto her toes, and kissed him back with enthusiasm and a passion that rivaled his.

Despite him being engaged, despite the fact she would lose him, despite being committed to a mission to retrieve her stolen tiara and the fact they were already neck deep in scandal, she wanted him. It felt all too good—too right—to be in his arms and kissing him as if the world would end tomorrow.

“Every time I’m in your presence, I discover just how helpless I am,” he whispered moments before he dragged his lips along the side of her neck. Need followed behind that sensuous touch.

“That is exactly what I feel too.” She worked at untying his cravat with a silent apology to his valet. “As if I wasn’t fully alive until you came along.” Why was she telling him this? They were due at St. Vincent’s ball in a half hour, and it would take almost that in the carriage.

“Your brother would alternately land me a facer or encourage me in the same breath.” Stepping slightly away from her, Harcourt shed his jacket and waistcoat. The garments fell to the floor with scarcely a whisper. When he caught her into his arms again, Leah tugged his shirttail from his trousers.

The need to touch his skin was overwhelming. Since last night and the desire he’d introduced her to, she’d thought of almost nothing else, and when she slid her hands up his chest, came into contact with the sprinkling of coarse hair there, a shiver raced down her spine. “I want nothing more than to see you.” A waver had entered the whisper, and just as quickly, she removed her touch. “We shouldn’t do this.”

“Why not?” He took possession of her hands and slowly tugged her toward the chair where her mother had draped the fur-lined cloak.

“You will marry soon, and I won’t be the reason for animosity in your union.” When she attempted to move away, keep distance between them lest she become much more enamored with him than she already was, he tightened his hold.

“How could there be animosity between two people who feel absolutely nothing for each other beyond friendship?” A certain bitterness threaded through his voice, and the sadness in his eyes pulled at her heart. “I need a connection to a woman, Leah. Let me at least have that with you in this moment.” The duke stumbled to a chair, taking her with him and when he fell into it, she came too, straddling his lap with the yards of her skirting billowing about them.

There was such a look of longing in his eyes, of being wanted that she felt a kinship with him while her heart broke for his situation. What would it hurt to further bond with him, when they both needed the physical link so badly?

The feel of him beneath her, the heat of him seeped into her being, and slowly, she nodded. “Only for tonight.” It was as if she’d uttered magical words that unlocked a new world to him, for he grinned, and with a growl, he claimed her lips again.

In next to no time, heat and pleasure caught Leah up in their vortex. With every subsequent kiss, desire grew and bloomed until they were both panting, their hands seemingly everywhere. She plucked at his cravat, finally rid him of the offending neckwear. His collar followed. The whole time the hardness of his arousal pressed into the place between her thighs that throbbed with anticipation.

“There is something incredibly satisfying and hunger inducing about undressing a handsome man,” she whispered against his lips. Oh, he smelled so good! Intoxicating, really, and all too easily she lost herself in exploring his form. Once his shirt was hanging half off his body, she applied kisses to that tempting chest with its contour of muscle and shadow.

When she put her lips over one of his flat, brown nipples and teased the little rigid bud with the tip of her tongue, Harcourt sucked in a breath and his hands tightened at her hips. She giggled, for it was such fun to play, to discover what he liked and what drove him nearly mad.

“I never knew you’d be a vixen.” The rumble of his voice at her ear had more acute awareness of him skittering over her skin. While nipping at her lips, he yanked at her bodice, continued to tug it down her shoulders. Then he made quick work of baring her breasts from the layers of fabric beneath. “Ah, Leah, you are exquisite.” Harcourt glided his lips over the upper swells of her breasts while taking them both in his large hands. “Those flecks of gold are like magic.” With each pass of his fingers over her tightening nipples, with each flick of his tongue and nip of his teeth on those sensitive tips, pleasure pinwheeled through her. Swirling, surrounding her, encouraging her to surrender everything to this man.

And when he dipped a hand through her skirting to slip it between her splayed thighs, she shivered with need. “Oh.” She gasped when he strummed his fingers over that part of her that no man had touched, shook as he parted her flesh and found the hidden pearl at her center. Barely had she time to say anything before sensations and heat ebbed outward from that point of contact to slowly encompass her whole being.

“What... What are you doing to me?” Slowly, she was going mad, slipping from her right mind as the feeling of pleasure he imparted worked to separate her from this world.

“Sending you over the edge into bliss.” Harcourt kissed her again, bossed her tongue with his, and each time he thrust into her mouth, he increased his ministrations on that tiny, swollen bundle of nerves between her thighs. “Surrender, Leah. Let me see the wonder on your face when you come.”

She didn’t quite know what that meant, but there was little she could do except let him have his way with her. All too soon, the pressure that had been building deep inside broke. That shattering raced through her insides, brought heat and pleasure with it. A surprised half-scream half-strangled sigh left her throat, and for the first time in her life, she was introduced to carnal release. Contractions rocked her core; bliss tingled down her spine, zipped between her breasts into that place between her thighs where she so much wished he was.

“That was...” Leah slumped into his chest and temporarily rested her head on his shoulder. “...wonderful.”

His chuckle in her ear reignited the fires in her blood. “It usually is and thank you for thinking so. That is quite refreshing to hear.”

What had this man’s life been like during his engagement period? Again, her heart squeezed for his circumstance, but it also brought her closer to him emotionally. “Perhaps, then, we should go tit for tat.”

“Meaning?” If possible, his eyes darkened further, and when he again touched that highly sensitive button between her thighs, he chuckled as she shivered.

“Just this, Your Grace.” Daring much, Leah released the buttons of his frontfalls, and when his hot, hard length fell heavily into her palm, she shivered again. “Let me bring you to pleasure now.” 

“Careful, love, else I’ll... argh!” His spine straightened as he wrapped her fingers around his length and slowly drew her hand downward.

Oh, such power a woman had over a man! Now she understood why Harcourt wished for her to provide a distraction with the marquess. Up and down, she pumped her hand. The feel of his member, both rigid and soft, like silk over steel, ramped that ever-present need that circled hungrily low in her belly. And good heavens! He was large and thick. When she cupped his stones, experimentally squeezed and released them, the tremors that racked his body transferred to her. He was as lost to this as she.

“Leah...” So much need wove through that one word that she grinned.

She squirmed on his lap, and he gasped again. “You want to put this inside me?” Once more she stroked her curled fingers down his shaft.

“Oh yes. Quite urgently, in fact.” He followed the statement by lightly biting the fleshy part of her earlobe.

“But... how?” Having him joined with her was beyond her wildest imaginings but worry knotted in her belly. “How will it be possible? You’re so large.” She felt completely green even though she’d often talked about just this with her friends at that finishing school, to say nothing of listening to the stories the maids told each other about various grooms and the occasional gentleman they’d trysted with.

The duke’s smile was dazzling, and she lost a piece of her heart to him. “Let me show you. Rise onto your knees.” When she did so, he gripped her hips. “When I thrust upward, you slam down onto me. Understand? If all goes well, we’ll find a rhythm that works for us both.”

“I think so.” Leah’s heartbeat raced. Her nipples tightened further, for each time he exhaled, that breath continued to excite her. She braced her hands on his shoulders and gave him a nod. “I want to feel you inside me.”

“As do I.” Then the wide head of his mysterious member flirted with her opening, and just as he widened his stance and flexed his hips so that his hard length penetrated her, he claimed her mouth again in a kiss that made her senses spin.

She dug her fingernails into his shoulders, concentrated on his kiss until the slight discomfort faded, and when he began to move within her body, she couldn’t help but moan and break the kiss. “I never knew...”

“Move with me, Leah. I’m not going to last long.” His voice shook from the strain he was no doubt experiencing.

At first, doing such a thing with him was highly awkward, and she slipped off his length more than once, but the duke was a patient teacher. Eventually, she figured out how to glide with him that brought pleasure to them both, and it was better than she could have dreamed. Oh, it was like heaven, that hot friction and depth, with him moving so deep and hard. The sound of flesh smacking flesh filled the air, punctuated by their soft moans and his whispered words of encouragement. There were no words to describe how she—how this felt—but she was so full, so complete, so... dear God she didn’t know how she felt!

His fingers dug into her hip and breast as his pacing became more frantic. Then one of her nipples was in his mouth, and each time he suckled hard, answering need throbbed between her thighs and she rode him a bit more enthusiastically.

The sensations of pleasure were so big, so overwhelming, so wonderful! When he put a hand to that swollen nubbin once more and she touched her neglected nipple, rolled it between her own fingers, her body stiffened, and she was no longer herself.

“Harcourt!” Leah shattered in his arms. For the second time that evening, she was hurtled over the edge into bliss as her entire being seemed to explode into shards of brilliant white light and waves of pleasure that brought tears to her eyes.

“I knew you’d be beautiful,” he murmured against the crook of her shoulder. While contractions fluttered through her core, he thrust three times more before joining her in that pinwheeling cloud of bliss. As his length jerked, she gyrated on him to prolong the sensations, but finally, she could bear no more, and she collapsed against him.

Almost immediately, concerns crept into the edges of her consciousness. They had taken no precautions. What if she became with child? Oh, the scandal, for of course he couldn’t marry her. What would happen to her, pregnant and with pockets to let? She didn’t even have her father’s country estate to run to.

Then residual clouds of wonderous pleasure engulfed her to blanket the worries. The duke wrapped his arms around her and held her so close the sound of his frantic heartbeat echoed in her ears. Leah clung to him, pressed tiny kisses to the strong column of his neck. Salty sweat and the raw taste of man came away on her palate, but that only made her want him more.

A weak laugh escaped her. “This was easily the most fantastic evening I’ve ever spent.”

“It’s not over yet.” His chuckle tickled through her chest and renewed her awareness.

“Will we do this again?” What a lovely way to spend the evening instead of at a ball.

“We cannot, and you know why, but I appreciate you sharing something this special with me tonight.” Harcourt chuckled and tucked an escaped lock of hair behind her ear. When he eased her slightly away to peer into her eyes, the longing had disappeared. Joy and surprise and perhaps slight guilt warred for dominance in those dark depths. “However, I’m thinking much clearer now, so what say we accomplish our mission?”

“But...” She didn’t want to leave the warm cocoon he provided. In this moment, she needn’t worry about anything, for she was safe and desired.

“Hush.” He brushed his lips over hers. “Once we do, you’ll be able to have the life of independence you’ve wanted. No more London for you.”

“Right.” Her throat closed with a ball of unshed tears. “The little cottage near a creekbank so I can keep chickens and ducks, and have nothing to do with society.” Yet suddenly, that dream had shifted, and she no longer wanted to be so far away from a world where she wouldn’t see this man regularly.

Even if he would never be hers.

“We both have destinies to fulfil. You knew that going in,” he reminded her in a soft voice. “This is what we must do.”

I don’t want that any longer. Could she change her fate? Could he?

Would this one tiny indiscretion affect her life? It was impossible to say, but one thing she knew for a certainty. Never could he discover that she might well be on her way to falling for him. It wouldn’t change anything for him, but it would mean everything to her.

How very sad and bittersweet love is.
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Shit. Shit.

Shit!

Harcourt raked a hand from his hair while Leah went into the adjoining dressing room. She’d slipped from his lap moments before to presumably clean herself and put her gown back in respectable order. But his mind alternated between spinning out of control and freezing from what had just happened.

He’d coupled with his best friend’s sister, the woman he was supposed to look after, the sister who still grieved her dead brother because of him, the partner he’d promised to help regain the one thing of value she had as an inheritance. To say nothing of betraying her brother’s memory by using her in the basest of ways.

Additionally, he’d taken her innocence when he was to wed another in four days.

Four days!

His life would change, and he’d be leg-shackled to a woman who had absolutely no enthusiasm for intercourse like Leah had shown. For the first time of his life, he would belong to a woman to whom he held no love and who didn’t love him. A woman who would hardly let him bed her, let alone wished to spend any sort of quality time with him.

Hadn’t Sarah said her time tonight had previously been spoken for so she couldn’t attend the ball with him?

The urge to retch steadily climbed his throat, but he staved it off with a few hard swallows. By all rights, he’d ruined Leah, should marry her, but he couldn’t, and she was relegated to the status of a mistress when she deserved so much better. From him. From everyone. From life in general.

What the hell was he to do now?

“I can almost hear you thinking, Edenthorpe.”

He jerked at the sound of her voice as she returned to the room. “Bloody hell.” Scrambling up from the chair, Harcourt quickly set his trousers to rights and then his shirt, but with each movement, the glance of her fingers over his skin, the touch of her hand on his member haunted him and renewed the awareness of her. “We need to remove to the ball, for now we’re hopelessly late.”

That wasn’t what he wanted to say at all!

“We shall arrive in due course.” She took up the white, fur-lined cloak and after bringing it to her nose—to breathe in his scent? —she fastened it about her shoulders. “Though, if given the chance, I would linger here. With you.”

Oh, God.

Though he breathed a tad easier now that her charms were properly covered with the cloak, knowing she wished to spend more time with him set him at sixes and sevens all over again. “Uh, that isn’t a good idea.” After retrieving the abandoned waistcoat, he struggled into it.

“Spoilsport.” She came close, stood behind him and set to work fitting the vest to him. As she manipulated the ties, heat crept up his back, for one round of intercourse had simply not been enough to evict her from his blood. “Let me assist with your jacket in lieu of a valet.”

“I would appreciate it.” In silence, he watched while she plucked the garment from the floor. “Regarding what we did tonight...”

“Don’t ruin it by an apology.” When Leah stood behind him once more and held up the jacket, he shoved his arms into the sleeves. She smoothed the garment over his back, and damn his eyes, but it took everything in him not to toss her onto that bed and make love to her all over again, to store up those memories so he could pull them out long after his life became a prison. “We needed each other in the moment. It was beautiful, and I have no regrets.”

Well bully for her.

What he wanted was a few fingers of brandy to take the edge off everything, but since that wouldn’t be obtained until they arrived at the ball, there was nothing for it. After he did up the buttons on his jacket, he bent for his collar and cravat, but she’d scooped them up ahead of him. “There might be... consequences from tonight’s—”

“Indiscretion?” she finished for him in a soft voice. “Perhaps, but if there are, I shall meet the challenges and will not hold you responsible.” When she gave him the cravat, he began the arduous task of winding the length of fine linen about his neck. The knot proved his Achilles heel, but Leah came around to stand before him and batted his hands away and gave him the collar.

“Let me do it. Many times I did the same for Emanuel.”

Langley, the man who was dead even now because of him, the man whose memory he’d betrayed by bedding his sister. He couldn’t breathe with her so close. Each time her fingers brushed his neck as she manipulated the cloth, awareness prickled through his body. But he didn’t want to talk about him; he wanted to continue kissing Leah until he forgot all the pain, all the guilt, all the hopelessness in his life. Then her words sank into his addlepated brain. “If you find yourself in certain... circumstances, I am responsible though.”

“But you are not free, Edenthorpe. Neither of us can ignore that. And as much as I like you, I have too much respect for myself—and you—to become your mistress.” Her head tilted slightly to the side as if she thought hard over her next words. “Honestly, I don’t understand how woman can do that, having only part of the man but not the whole.”

His respect for her edged upward. Damn, but she was a clever girl. “If you find you are increasing, I will set you up in a cottage wherever you wish, though. It’s the least I can do.”

“Stop, Harcourt.” Leah held up a hand. “No sense borrowing trouble.” Frustration lined her face. “You are ruining what was a special night.”

“I ruined you,” he retorted, and he hated himself for his lack of control.

“Perhaps, but I don’t understand why coupling with a man and losing one’s innocence has ruined anyone. It was quite... freeing.” She snorted and her infectious grin returned though it wobbled about the edges. “We enjoyed each other, Harcourt. Society might define it as a scandal, but such things aren’t their concern. What happened is between you and me.” Apparently finished with her task, she stood back to admire her handiwork. “It’s incredible how presentable you are once more. As if nothing untoward happened.”

Perhaps they would have left the room without any further discussion between them, if not for that tiny, barely discernable waver in her voice on the last word. Once he fit his collar into place, he ran his fingers through his hair to put it into some semblance of order, but his chest tightened by increments. “I don’t want to look as if nothing happened, though,” he admitted in a barely audible whisper. “I cannot consign that to the back of my mind, forgotten.”

A blush stained her cheeks. “Neither will I. It’s for us alone to remember and enjoy, to take out and savor over the years when we need something to remind us that there were once carefree moments, and we shared a tiny kernel of happiness.”

“Yes.” For a few fleeting seconds, his eyes blurred with tears, and he turned away lest she see them. “Grab your gloves. We have to go, else our chance to distract Markham will be lost.”

And he would have bedded her for little more than slaking his lust, which made him no better than their quarry. It had been so much larger than that.

No sooner had they settled into his carriage and the vehicle got underway, than Leah attempted to cheer him.

“I always had the notion that once a man bedded a lady, he would affect a much better mood, yet here you are, brooding again.”

The corners of his mouth twitched. “That is usually the case.”

“Perhaps we should have another go at it to see if you merely weren’t paying the proper attention the last time.”

Bloody hell. The proper attention was indeed given, which was why every aspect of their coupling remained imprinted on his mind. “There can be no repeat performance.” Though the thought of burying his prick as well as his troubles into her honeyed heat was tempting. “My concentration needs to remain on the mission. After all, that’s the reason you sought me out.”

In some ways, he wished Leah would have stayed in the country instead of coming to London and tracking him to Earth. Her presence had stirred up his emotions and his life until he didn’t know which way was up. However, if she hadn’t asked for his help and he hadn’t seen just how desperate her situation was, they wouldn’t be here now.

And he wouldn’t have known how sweet her lips tasted or experienced how soft her skin felt or let her stubborn determination bedevil him.

“True, and I want to steal the tiara from the marquess as much as you, but not if it will send you further into the doldrums.” She clasped her fingers in her lap. “I hope he tells me where his safe is straightaway. I’d rather not linger in his company long enough for him to take advantage.”

When Harcourt had assembled the plan, he hadn’t drawn close to Leah in the way he had. Now, the thought of that man’s hands pawing at her, his lips on hers left him shaking with anger and his gut roiling with revulsion. Didn’t he promise Langley he’d keep her safe from leches like Markham? Yet here he was, using her as bait for distraction.

“I don’t blame you but take heart. Men like him adore bragging about their wealth and conquests. You should be able to come by the information without incident.” Perhaps after he stole back the tiara, he’d return to the ball and land the man a facer on principle.

She nodded and turned her attention to the window. “This may very well be the last night you and I will work together on this mission.” The words were uttered in such a low pitch that he nearly missed them.

“Indeed.” Damn her eyes, he hadn’t thought on it exactly like that. I’m not ready. She’d brought life and light into his existence; a new reason for continuing on despite the unpleasantness of the task before him. “Should we recover the tiara tonight, you can go on to live the life you’ve always wanted. Away from London and the ton. Away from everything that makes you uncomfortable.”

Away from me.

Not that he had the right or the freedom to ask her to stay.

“Yes.” The delicate tendons in her throat worked with a swallow, put into stark relief by the illumination from a streetlamp as they passed. After several silent moments, she finally rested her gaze on him. “What you did with me tonight, what we did together, was that merely to bolster my confidence for the ball or because you truly desired me?”

Oh, God!

So much vulnerability lay reflected in her face that his heart squeezed. “Does it matter?” His voice sounded graveled, rusty, as if the words were yanked from him.

“Yes.” When she pressed her lips together, his gaze dropped to her mouth. “Nothing like that has happened to me, and it was... wonderful.” Briefly, she smiled, and the feeling of falling assailed him. “My brother always said that someday the right man would want me despite my perceived flaws. I’d like to hope if someone as high on the instep as you could feel desire for me then someone else might too.”

His chest constricted so hard he feared he would break in half. “Never doubt how much I desired you, Leah. Any man who doesn’t is a nodcock. You will make someone a lovely wife, and I hope St. Vincent’s ball will help you accomplish that.” A quick stab of jealousy went through him, and from the way his heart ached, it felt much like he’d been jabbed through that organ. Their futures were not fated to be entwined past this ball. He had to square with that.

There was no other choice.
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The only thing Leah wished to do was run away from the ballroom full of people, but she couldn’t, not when her part of the mission was so critical. She glanced across the room as the parquet dance floor emptied of people who’d just completed the last set. When she caught Edenthorpe’s eye, flutters filled her stomach. The duke currently talked with the Earl of St. Vincent and another man she didn’t recognize. They’d agreed he and she shouldn’t indulge in dancing tonight, for that would raise eyebrows since they’d done so at the rout earlier. The only item on her schedule was to engage Markham’s notice, flirt with him until he talked, and hopefully gain the location of his safe. After that, Edenthorpe would take care of it.

And their paths would separate.

She shifted her attention. Where the devil was the marquess? Near the duke’s location with a handful of people separating them, her mother talked with Cousin Richard. His waistcoat of puce made him easy to identify, and with his receding hairline and a belly that would go to fat soon if he wasn’t careful, he definitely shared her father’s bloodline. As he talked, he kept tapping his right hand against his hip. Perhaps it was a nervous habit.

Well, he would soon be the next Baron Langley, and she wished him luck. It would be a difficult endeavor with empty coffers and no connections.

Slowly, she moved about the perimeter of the ballroom. Couples filled the floor, for another set was ready to begin. Cousin Richard led her mother out for what would be a waltz. Then she saw him, the pompous bastard. His rotund belly strained the confines of his waistcoat of orange satin. His black hair was slicked back with a generous dollop of pomade, but it was the direct way he looked at people passing his location that made her frown. His dark eyes seemed to assess everyone he came into contact with, weigh their worth and their status, and then either reject them or tuck them away for later.

Lord Markham was someone who used people to his advantage. To him, everyone was either a steppingstone or a pawn... or worse yet, they were expendable. And now she needed to engage him in conversation so Edenthorpe could do his part.

Tamping on a shiver, Leah squared her shoulders, made certain her bodice was still in place, and then she went after her quarry. In the end, she didn’t need to begin a conversation, for the man wouldn’t let her pass.

“Ah, what a lovely surprise.” Lord Markham wasted no time in scooping up her gloved hand and raising it to his lips. While Leah tried to mask her unease, he continued with a grin that made her feel decidedly unclean. “What are you doing here, Miss Haddington? I wouldn’t think someone of your ill luck would know the Earl of St. Vincent.”

Interesting he wasn’t aware that her brother, Edenthorpe, St. Vincent, and a few other men were contemporaries from their school days. “Perhaps the earl doesn’t play favorites or figures a person’s place in society doesn’t matter.” She shrugged and frowned when he didn’t release her hand. “Besides, my cousin Richard will soon be the baron. It’s good for him to circulate.”

“Ah, yes. I met the man earlier this evening.” For a few seconds, the marquess’ piggish eyes landed on various couples who swirled past. “You are ravishing in that gown, my dear. Why don’t you and I take a stroll?” He didn’t give her time to agree or even protest, for he tucked her hand in his crooked arm and set them off around the ballroom toward the terrace doors.

As much as she disliked touching any part of this man, she nodded and let him lead her where he would. “Did your sister accompany you tonight?”

“She did not. Her gout is paining her just now, so I am on my own.” The rumble of his voice didn’t affect her as the duke’s did. “I came tonight because I couldn’t contemplate another dull evening at home.”

“Ah, you are for the gaming tables then.” When she glanced about the room and her gaze once more landed on Edenthorpe, he stared back with an unreadable expression. A brandy glass was clutched in his free hand. The Earl of St. Vincent looked her way as well. Had the duke told him of their mission?

“Among other things.” The marquess tugged her a bit closer than propriety allowed. They were almost at the terrace doors. “But I won’t indulge in wagering just yet, for there are some rather choice bits draped about the ballroom I might want to charm.”

Despite wishing to remain ambivalent regarding him, she couldn’t stop the shiver that sailed down her spine. But there was no way she would go out onto that terrace with him. The last thing she needed was to fall into the scandal of the Season and be stuck with this prig for the rest of her life. “Perhaps we should linger here for a while. I’ve rather caught a chill just now.” It would explain the shiver if he’d happened to notice.

“Ah, a scared little rabbit, are you?” He was tall enough to peer down at her and ogle her décolletage. “That surprises me.”

“Why?” Her heartbeat accelerated. What did this man know?

“You and Edenthorpe have been thick as thieves of late.”

Was that a play on words? She peered up at him, but nothing in the man’s expression gave away his thoughts. “He was my brother’s best friend. It is only natural he would call while I’m in Town.”

“Yes, I suppose you are correct. He’ll be married soon, and you wouldn’t wish to mar that in any way.” There was a gleam in his dark eyes she didn’t trust.

“The duke and I are nothing except friends. He has his life and I have mine.” That was the truth. If there was more emotion than usual in those words, she couldn’t help it. “He has merely been looking out for me and my mother until my cousin arrived.” It was as good of an excuse as any.

“Yet you are here tonight, and both you and your mother are wearing new gowns made in the height of fashion.” He narrowed his eyes. “How did you manage it with the Langley coffers drained? To say nothing of the fact that suddenly expenses against the townhouse have been paid up enough that vendors aren’t threatening you.”

Well, drat. How could he possibly know that? “I wouldn’t know, Your Lordship. Women aren’t clever enough to puzzle through ledger books. Perhaps there was an anonymous benefactor who wished to honor my brother’s memory.” It was a story that sounded plausible, and she was glad her mind hadn’t blanked out.

“Ah, that must be it.” Speculation filled his eyes. “There are ways to earn an income, Miss Haddington, if you should wish to save your family from rack and ruin.” He lowered his voice. “I am in need of a new mistress.”

So shocked was she that her lower jaw dropped. She yanked her hand from his arm. “I am not that sort of woman, Lord Markham.” How dare he blatantly proposition her in a room full of people!

As if he did this type of thing all the time, the marquess shrugged. “Give it some thought. No doubt I can do things to that lush body of yours you couldn’t begin to imagine.” His eyes narrowed as he turned his head. Leah followed his gaze and caught her breath, for the duke was slowly making his way toward them. “Certainly much better than that cripple could do.”

She curled her hands into fists and hid them in her skirts. “Edenthorpe and I do not have that sort of relationship.” As angry as she was, perhaps he would think it righteous indignation for his assumption. Surely, he couldn’t guess the truth of what they’d done tonight.

“Interesting. It’s much better to initiate innocents and mold them into what I need them to be.”

The urge to vomit swiftly climbed her throat. No wonder his previous mistress had departed. “I would rather die than come within fifty feet of your bed, Your Lordship.” Perhaps she’d sabotaged the mission, but in this moment, she didn’t care. This man was disgusting and as dirty as spilled ink.

“That’s a shame, but keep this in mind. Many men in London have diversified incomes. It would be tragic if your mother and cousin were evicted onto the streets because your rents became too far in arrears.”

Did that mean he was the note holder? She’d never had cause to inquire from her brother, and looking through his paperwork hadn’t revealed such a name. The only contact was a solicitor with a London address. Her stomach pitched again.

“Is there an issue here, Miss Haddington?” There was a warning in the duke’s voice as he joined them. “For a moment there, it appeared as if you’d heard something foul and wanted to slap Lord Markham for his effrontery.” He narrowed his gaze on the marquess. “Is that true?”

The men stared each other down as if they were fighting alley cats. Finally, the marquess shook his head.

“There is nothing untoward here, Edenthorpe. The lady and I were merely having a conversation. The results of which will be revisited at a later date perhaps.”

Beside him, Leah fumed. Not only had she failed her part of the mission, she’d let this man rile her. “On that subject, my lord, we are quite finished.”

“Time will tell.” He glanced between her and the duke. “If you will both excuse me? I have some young bucks to best in one of the card rooms.”

Once he’d reached the halfway point around the room and the waltz came to an end, Leah blew out a breath.

“That man is odious.”

“What transpired between you two?” Edenthorpe pulled her a bit away from the terrace doors when a couple wished to pass outside. “Did he reveal the location of his safe?”

“I couldn’t even broach the subject!” Panic rose in her throat and her voice came out as a squeak. “The marquess hinted that I should become his mistress to save my family from financial ruin.”

“That bastard.” The duke’s gloved hand on the head of his cane tightened. Abject hate flitted over his face before he buried it beneath that mask of boredom he’d perfected. “I’ll call him out for that. I swear it.”

“No, you won’t,” she hissed and laid a hand on his arm in the hopes of calming him. “It would call our plans into question.” She frowned. “Though I suppose it doesn’t matter since I failed tonight.” A life of thievery certainly wasn’t her forte.

“Don’t worry about that now.” Briefly, he took her hand and squeezed her fingers. “We will merely need to figure out another way to get that tiara.”

“How?” Oh, this night hadn’t gone according to plan, and because of her, that tiara still wasn’t back in her possession.

“I must speak with St. Vincent. Perhaps he’ll have an insight.” Harcourt met her gaze. “Will you be all right in the interim?”

“Of course.” She waved him off. “Go before someone decides to watch us more than the marquess is doing right now.” Just feeling his regard made her want to retch into the nearest potted fern.

“Damn him to hell,” the duke muttered. “I’m going to send Lord Lockwood over to escort you onto the dance floor. As protection.”

“It’s not needed—”

“I think it rather is. Wait here.” Then he was gone, making his way back around the perimeter of the room to where the earl talked with that other man. 

No sooner had he regained the fold of his friends when a blonde-haired woman in a bright yellow gown joined them as well. Her laugh was a tad overloud as Leah crept closer, and when she latched onto the duke’s arm, her heart sank.

Ah, that must be Lady Sarah, his fiancée. The woman he would marry.

Leah wilted. They were a handsome couple, and certainly well matched. When her knees no longer supported her weight, she collapsed onto the nearest gilt painted chair. Reality hit home at that moment. No matter what she’d shared with Harcourt tonight, no matter how special it had been or how much of a connection they had, he had a life that didn’t involve her. Truth be told, they would rarely move in the same circles—shouldn’t even now.

As he laughed at something Lady Sarah said, Leah pressed a hand to her throat. Tears rose and no amount of swallowing alleviated the tightness in her throat. She’d already lost him, and she suspected she’d never really had him to begin with.

Why, oh why did falling in love—and with the wrong man—have to hurt so much?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Eleven

[image: image]


[image: Shape

Description automatically generated]

––––––––
[image: image]


April 2, 1816

Harcourt rubbed his temples as he sat at a small table in White’s. A megrim had bedeviled him for the better part of two days, beginning with the knowledge that he’d coupled with Langley’s sister and then continuing through the failed tiara heist of two nights ago. The ball St. Vincent had thrown had been for naught.

And if he were honest with himself, there had been no reason for bedding Leah except because he’d wanted to. He couldn’t control his desire, had needed her in that one, shining moment, and the moment he’d done so, had joined their bodies, he’d been shaken to his soul, for it had been like the sweetest homecoming, as if had always been meant to happen.

Then, the whole night had been cocked up. First by Markham propositioning Leah in a public venue where Harcourt had very nearly called him out, and then by the unexpected arrival of Lady Sarah. When he’d assumed she had other plans, his heart had dropped into his stomach when she’d come into the ballroom, and the shackles had come metaphorically around his wrists when she’d staked such a possessive and quite public claim on his time for the remainder of the evening.

He’d had no choice except to send the Duke of Lockwood over to keep Leah company as well as protect her from Markham. Damn, but she’d looked so dejected and fragile as she’d collapsed into a chair at the side of the ballroom that night. His heart had gone out to her, for he couldn’t offer her the comfort she’d needed; he was quite stuck, but he only knew that whatever emotion Leah was feeling, he felt it too, and more than anything he wished he could make her smile.

None of that was allowed in his future. In two days, everything would change. What the devil was he to do now? With a sigh, Harcourt shoved his hands into his hair and slumped over the tabletop. The urge to cast up his accounts grew strong the longer he pondered the dismal mess his life had become.

“Why the deuce did you wish to meet here tonight? And at this outrageously early hour?” The annoyance in St. Vincent’s voice was unmistakable.

Slowly, he lifted his head to stare at the earl. It was only half past six in the evening. “I’d hoped Markham might make an appearance.” Honestly, time was running swiftly out if he wished to retrieve that tiara before his wedding day. “And we can share a meal together.”

“Yet the Rogue’s Arcade has better food as well as spirits.” The Duke of Lockwood joined them at the table. Mischief twinkled in his blue eyes. Raindrops sparkled in his light brown hair. Oh, was it raining? He’d not even noticed. “I’ll wager your current doldrums have more to do with a woman than an attempt at thievery gone wrong.”

“Why don’t the both of you go away if you aren’t going to prove helpful?” Perhaps if he did retch, his head would pound less.

“Bloody doubtful.” The earl narrowed his gaze on Harcourt. “Are you hung over?”

“Hardly.” He looked between the men, two of his best friends in the world, and a feeling of gratitude came over him. “Suffering from a megrim of unknown origin.”

“You have been in the clutches of the same for the bulk of the last couple of years, Edenthorpe.” Lockwood poured out a measure of brandy into three glasses. He pushed one of them Harcourt’s way. “Either ferret out the source yourself so you can remove it or make arrangements to see a physician.”

“It’s much easier to say that than to actually put it into action.” After a sip of brandy, he relished the burn of the liquor in his throat. Perhaps if he made a concentrated effort to drown himself in a bottle, his fears and failures would haunt him less.

“Why?” Of course St. Vincent would pursue the issue. “If you had to hazard a guess, what is the source of your headaches?”

It might make him look like the biggest cad in London, but perhaps admitting it would ease some of the pain. “My impending nuptials.” He continued to rub one of his temples. “There is absolutely no feeling between me and my fiancée except that of a long-time friendship. How the devil can I survive a marriage without a strong foundation?” Slowly, he shook his head as he raised his glass to his lips and sipped. “My parents hated each other after the first five years. Once I was born, once they had Cecil, they went their separate ways within the marriage.” Again, he looked at his two friends. “I don’t want that.”

Perhaps the thought had lurked at the back of his mind for a while, but he was glad that fear was out in the open now.

For long moments, Lockwood regarded him. “You cannot think of any other reason that Lady Sarah might not feel attraction for you? Not once in your long history together you haven’t seen evidence of why she might not care?”

What the devil was the man on about? “No, of course not.” Harcourt shook his head more vigorously than needed, but that only made it pound all the more. “I’ve known her since we were both youths. We’ve been friends for as long. One would think some sort of affection would spring up during that time.” The fact it hadn’t annoyed more than it should. After all, he was marrying the woman!

The earl and duke exchanged a worried glance. “Yet during the years your engagement has gone on, she hasn’t given you any sort of clue as to why she perhaps doesn’t prefer your amorous company, Edenthorpe?” St. Vincent shook his head. “Nothing at all?”

If they had something to say, why the hell wouldn’t they just say it? “I’m afraid not.”

Again, the men exchanged looks. After Lockwood drained his glass, he set it onto the tabletop and stared directly at Harcourt. “Perhaps you should break the engagement before your life is swallowed up with a larger problem.”

“If only I could. I’ve already spent the sizeable dowry her father gave me.”

St. Vincent shrugged. “Pay it back.”

“While I could do that, what of the scandal? What of our reputations? We would both need to leave London for a few years to live it down.”

The duke frowned. “Yet you would sacrifice your happiness, your future, to wed a woman with whom you share no love or even attraction?”

“It’s what my father wished, what he’d always expected of me.” And therein lay the rub. Would he always be a slave to the same due to the fact he was a duke? “Father was a good contemporary of the mad king, you see. I suspect the agreement was concocted by them over a whist table one night.”

“But they don’t have to live with the consequences. You do.” St. Vincent looked at him with faint pity in his eyes. “If she has no feelings toward you, will you even be able to beget an heir on her?”

That was certainly a fear. “I don’t know. We haven’t truly discussed plans. Honestly, it is growing difficult to encourage an erection in her company.”

And that was partially his fault, for he’d honestly thought his wedding day would never come. He’d planned to keep postponing it indefinitely, hoping that her father would expire, and he might have breathing room...

“Damn.” Lockwood snorted. “I thought you were more intelligent than this, Edenthorpe.”

“Yes, well, so did I,” he said with a fair amount of bitterness weaving through his voice. When the sound of Markham’s voice drifted to his position, he straightened his spine and searched the common room for the bastard’s form. “Finally.”

Both the men glanced in the direction of his attention.

St. Vincent groaned. “You haven’t given up the insane quest yet?”

“Of course not. I promised Leah, er, Miss Haddington. And if I don’t fulfil this mission, she’ll be left destitute.” He lowered his voice even further. “Markham issued a veiled threat to her the night of your ball, that failure to pay rent on their townhouse would result in eviction.”

Lockwood gawked. “Is he the title holder, then?”

“I would have no idea.”

The duke nodded. “I’ll discreetly inquire with his solicitor.”

“Thank you.” Harcourt followed the marquess’ progress through the room. A few men, no doubt hoping to improve their social standing by being the man’s acolytes, trailed behind, laughing at his jokes, and giving him empty praise. “What did he just say?” His spine straightened. “Is he attending the opera tonight?”

“Apparently so.” The earl shrugged. “What difference does it make?”

“It makes all the difference.” He shot to his feet so fast, the muscles in his left thigh protested, and he grimaced. “It means he’ll be out of his house. This is my chance to steal the damned tiara.” Once he did, Leah could quietly remove to a country cottage, and he would know peace, could concentrate on his wedding without distraction.

If she had never come into his life, would he even now feel differently about marrying Sarah? Could he have cajoled his fiancée into his bed?

He stifled a snort. Doubtful, that. It hadn’t happened recently, and not all that willingly in the past. But he did need to forget everything about Leah. Forget how perfect they were together.

“Sit down, Edenthorpe.” Lockwood’s tone brooked no argument, and neither did the man tugging on the hem of Harcourt’s evening jacket.

“But, I must go.”

“Sit.” Lockwood’s gaze bored into him. “I won’t ask again.”

It must be serious if the duke was that bothered. Harcourt regained his chair and then narrowed his eyes on his friend. “What, then?”

“What the hell is wrong with you?” the other man asked in a hiss. “You are taking too many reckless chances. When we were a thievery ring, you would never have done this.”

St. Vincent nodded. “I agree with Lockwood. Why are you so hellbent on this? Above and beyond seeing Langley’s sister taken care of?”

Oh, God. The time of reckoning had come, and he had no choice except to admit all to these men, some of his oldest friends.

When the earl poured another measure of brandy into Harcourt’s glass and shoved it into his hand, he nodded. “You are at sixes and sevens just now, have been for the last week or so. Explain, for you need a clear head for any sort of heist.”

This, at least, was true. He took a fortifying gulp of the brandy, and then heaved out a breath. “Ever since Leah came into my life, there has been a certain intense attraction between us. I... She... Well, we have shared kisses, and then before we arrived at your ball, St. Vincent we...”

Understanding dawned on the earl’s face. “You tupped her!”

Heat shot up the back of Harcourt’s neck. “Yes.” There was no harm in admitting it.

“I’d wondered why you were tardy, but merely figured there was traffic.” The earl looked at Lockwood, who shrugged. “I assume you had no issue doing the deed with her?”

“No.” In fact, thinking of how her body had felt against his, how tight her passage had been when he’d stroked into her, how the silky softness of her skin had nearly driven him mad, had arousal shooting through his length once more. “I don’t even know how it happened. It just... did. Neither of us asked for it; I certainly didn’t, but here we are.”

“Ah.” The duke nodded. “This is the crux of the problem, and the reason for the megrims.” He quirked an eyebrow while mischief twinkled in his eyes. “You are nearly in love with the woman, if you aren’t fully there already, but that only brings you guilt, for you are engaged to another. Additionally, you believe you have betrayed Langley’s memory by taking his sister to bed.”

“Yes.” A bit of relief twisted down his spine to have those worries spoken aloud.

St. Vincent slowly nodded. “Have you told her how her brother died?”

“Not yet.” He would need to do so by the time he gave her the tiara. “I suppose it would be an effective end to our relationship.” Again, he sank into a brown study.

“Good God, man, you are going tip over tail for her as we speak.” Amusement lined his expression. “Why don’t you make her your mistress? Then you can at least have a bright spot in your life. Many men have done the same. Wed for business purposes but love a mistress, have children with her.”

The earl nodded. “It’s almost expected from men with a title. There is no shame.”

“Except I wouldn’t be able to call her my wife. She would never be my duchess, and neither would those children be legitimate.” His chest tightened. “Besides, I would never ask that of her. Leah deserves so much more.”

But she also didn’t need to hide herself away in the country because she hated ton life.

St. Vincent appeared thoughtful. “Does Lady Sarah know where your affections are headed?”

“No. She doesn’t even know about Leah other than I’m doing a favor for her out of respect for her dead brother.”

“The plot thickens, so to speak.” Lockwood clapped a hand to Harcourt’s shoulder. “Perhaps in the end, nothing matters except the state of your heart. Gossip will eventually die. Another scandal will race up to eclipse yours. If you wish a life of happiness and love—and those are fine qualities indeed—you know what you must do.”

“Especially if you have a serious talk with Lady Sarah.” St. Vincent nodded. “That might tip your hand, for perhaps she has knowledge she hasn’t disclosed which might make you feel differently about wedding her.”

“Such as?” Why were they being so damned secretive?

The duke shook his head. “It’s not for us to say.” He leaned back in his chair, but there was concern in his eyes. “Go. Do what you must regarding the tiara. Fulfil that promise to Miss Haddington, but don’t lose yourself in the face of being honorable or following tradition.”

For long moments, Harcourt watched Markham, and when the marquess finally left the club, he stood. “I shall let you two know how things progress. In all areas.”

And may God give him the strength to survive as well as wisdom to see him through.
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The rain drummed on the carriage’s roof as he waited on the curb in front of Leah’s townhouse. Before he’d left White’s, he’d dashed off a quick note and paid one of the lads in the mews to deliver it for him post haste. He drummed the fingers of his left hand on his thigh.

Where the devil was she? Had she decided not to join him on this most important of nights? Time was limited. And even then, sneaking into Markham’s townhouse would prove problematic, for it was half past seven instead of well after midnight. The staff would still be alert and going about their chores of putting the household to bed.

Harcourt nearly vaulted off his bench when the door opened, and Leah scrambled into the vehicle. As she closed the door and settled onto the opposite bench, he exhaled sharply, for she was clad in the same outfit she’d worn when they’d practiced lock picking and stealing at the Duke of Lockwood’s home.

And she was every bit as tempting. Dear God, if he didn’t watch himself, they’d never make it to Markham’s home.

“I’m so excited I can barely compose myself,” she admitted as he rapped on the carriage roof. When the conveyance rocked into motion, she leaned forward on the bench. From the illumination of a streetlamp, excitement and fondness danced in her eyes. “Thank you for including me in this outing. I’ve... I’ve missed you these past days. After everything.”

The pounding in his temples intensified, only now his chest hurt too. How could he tell her the same knowing that once the tiara was retrieved, he would probably never see her again? The looming pain of that had the power to steal his breath. “We have had a bit of a whirlwind these past handful of weeks.” Beyond the sheer raw need he had for her, he adored Leah’s strength and determination in the face of adversity.

“Harcourt?”

“Hmm?”

“While we have this time to ourselves, I wanted to thank you. For everything.” A tiny waver threaded through her low-pitched voice. “Coming to London, spending days in your company, sharing various experiences with you...” She shook her head. “It’s been beyond splendid. I will never forget you.”

A ball of emotion rose in his throat and stuck there. The woman across from him was so genuine and without guile. She’d never involved herself in the usual ton games that women played, never angled for position, or used him for strategy. In her, he’d found an everlasting friend, and what was more, she liked him for the man he was.

Nothing more, nothing less.

Yet he would choose Lady Sarah over her because that is what his title demanded. What tradition dictated he do. What a promise to his father, given in his youth, had told him was right.

“Neither will I forget you, Leah.” Harcourt struggled to contain his emotions, for it wouldn’t do to break in front of her. “I hope you and your mother will live out happy lives wherever you decide to settle.”

“Thank you.” When she leaned against the back of her bench and pulled her knees up to her chin, she resembled the young girl he used to know from his youth. And she looked just as lost as she gazed out the window. “Mama was talking about remaining in London for the rest of the Season.”

“Why?”

“She hopes I’ll find a suitor—or three—and that I’ll marry before I can enact my plan of hiding in a country cottage.” A sigh escaped her. “She and Cousin Richard were busy at St. Vincent’s ball inquiring as to the marital and financial status of various eligible men in attendance.” Annoyance warred with bitterness in her voice. Both were uncharacteristic for her. “Cousin Richard no doubt wishes an advantageous match to fill the Langley coffers, while Mama merely wants me to find love like she had... before Papa learned to love coin more.”

They had both come from homes where love between parents died for whatever reason, and now he and she were searching for a lasting commitment, a romance to rival the ages, apparently, in a world where love, devotion, and fidelity were no longer valued.

How very depressing.

“As I’ve said before, you are a beautiful woman, Leah. Any man should count himself fortunate to win your heart.” And he would die a thousand deaths if he should ever read news of that in the papers.

It should be me. After everything, after what happened with her brother, after giving him my promise, I should be the one to marry her, to make her happy.

The thought caused him to reel in place. He wasn’t free to indulge in any of it. But if he had been, would he still feel the same? Was this merely the temptation of forbidden fruit? Or was it indeed as his friends had said tonight? That he was tumbling down that slippery slope into love with a woman who could never be his?

Devil take the lot of us.

A sound suspiciously like a stifled sob left her throat, but in the dark, it was impossible to see her expression. “Thank you. I hope you might dance at my wedding one day, as one last tribute to Emanuel.”

As surreptitiously as he could, Harcourt rubbed his chest where his heart was located, for that organ would surely crack in half the longer this conversation continued. “I would be honored.” Damn but he wished he’d drunk himself into oblivion at the club.

Reality was simply too painful to experience when sober.

“Good.” It was all she said for several long minutes.

Nearly to Markham’s residence, he roused himself. “I rather doubt we’ll need to pick a lock this evening since it’s early yet. So, we can either pay a call knowing the marquess is out and we’ll indicate we’ll wait a bit so I can slip upstairs. Or, we can find a way to sneak inside, hope to God we aren’t detected, find the safe, steal the tiara, and then gain the outside once more. All without alerting his staff.”

It was a tall order to be sure.

“I’d rather do the latter.” She glanced at him. “At this time of evening, most of the staff will be enjoying their dinner in the servants’ hall. The only ones that will be abovestairs are his valet and perhaps a chambermaid or two. Skulking about should prove relatively easy.”

“How do you know that?”

Leah shrugged. “Paying attention to what goes on in my own home.” The look she sent him was decidedly wry. “People with titles are not the only ones who should be given attention, support, or compassion, Edenthorpe.”

No one had chastised him like that before, and it was invigorating. A grin snaked across his face. “Thank you for the reminder.” At the back of his mind, the thought niggled that she would make an excellent duchess outside of her pedigree and financial troubles.

Did those things even matter when facing down a lifetime?

He rather suspected they did not. After all, he would wed an earl’s daughter whose father’s reach and influence was quite powerful. Making an enemy of such a man would be considered a huge misstep in society. Even if he was a duke.

Public opinion could change in an instant.

“A person notices many different things when their pockets are to let.” With a sigh, she set her booted feet on the floor. “And if one is fortunate, their staff is loyal, even if you can never pay them unless for the intervention of a duke.”

Heat went up the back of his neck. Their lives were forever intertwined in many different ways. Could he truly move forward into his future without having Leah there in some capacity? “It was the least I could do.”

She nodded. “Emanuel would have been proud of the man you’ve become over the years, Harcourt. Whenever you feel down about things, remember that.”

Hot guilt plowed into his chest. He needed to talk to her, and soon, before he was consumed with this lie he’d withheld from her. Hell, perhaps she’d be so incensed, she’d never want to see him again. It would make their parting easier.

Thankfully, the carriage lurched to a stop, which saved him from skewering himself just yet. Only a few windows in the townhouse were lit. Perhaps Leah was correct in that most of the servants were having dinner in the servants’ hall. And if the master was out, perhaps their duties were as well.

“Ready?” His hand was on the door handle. For convenience’s sake, he would leave his cane in the carriage.

“Yes. Are you?” A frown tugged at the corners of her kissable lips as if she rather doubted it.

“We shall find out.” Then he was out of the carriage and helping her out. Softly, he conferred with his driver, instructing the man to circle through Mayfair and they would catch up with him a couple of blocks over.

Taking her hand, he opened the gate and led Leah up the short walkway to a red-painted door. With a finger to his lips, he tried the doorlatch with the other. It opened at his touch. The panel swung inward on well-oiled hinges. Creeping forward, Harcourt slinked into the entry hall. Relief shuddered down his spine to find it empty. Though a couple of wall sconces burned, there was no butler or footman in evidence.

Tugging Leah close, He put his mouth to her ear and whispered, “We are going to edge toward the staircase. Go as quietly as you can. If someone appears, duck into the closest room or behind a piece of furniture. Understand?”

“Yes.” She gave him a nod and a tentative smile.

Moving quickly but silently was a more difficult endeavor than one would think, but they managed to reach the grand staircase without incident. Lamps were turned down; obviously the servants weren’t expecting Markham back any time soon. After every few treads, Harcourt paused to assess and listen to the atmosphere around him, but no one came. They gained the second floor and then climbed the stairs toward the third floor where the bedrooms were located.

Every so often, Leah would touch a hand to his back. He rather liked that fleeting show of support and trust.

On the third floor, Harcourt paused. The low buzz of conversation reached his ears from a room nearby. He looked at Leah, who shrugged.

“A maid and footman? Clandestine meeting?”

“I don’t know.” A door two rooms away rested partially ajar, but he tiptoed past. A giggle confirmed Leah’s guess, but he didn’t stop. The door at the end of the hall was his objective. If the floorplan was anything like his, that’s where the marquess’ suite was.

The door to the room where the servants tarried opened wider. There was no time to linger. They had to take the chance. “Come,” he mouthed and pointed to the door. When she nodded, he hurried the best he could with the limp. He pressed the doorlatch. The panel swung soundlessly open. Both he and Leah slipped inside. A single lamp burned on a table of what was a dressing room. The bedchamber beyond was dark.

“We’re as safe here as anywhere, but we must make haste.” Gently, Harcourt closed the corridor door behind them. “Search behind and under things for a safe, but don’t make any noise. With luck, we’ll locate it and leave before a half hour elapses.”

Please make that be true. He’d rather not land into scandal for a jewelry heist.
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Anticipation buzzed at the base of Leah’s spine while she moved silently through the dressing room in the search of a hidden safe. But being back in the duke’s presence was the real valuable prize for her. She would gladly trade away the tiara if it meant spending one more day with him. There was something about the broken, haunted man that called out to her.

Yet time was running out, for he wasn’t free.

When they’d searched the interior of the dressing room—pulling out drawers in the clothespress, rifling through hanging garments, pawing under cushions of all the furniture, checking behind the closed, floor-to-ceiling draperies at the two windows—they silently and as one accord moved into the attached bedchamber.

Harcourt stood in the center of the room with his hands on his hips as he glanced about the room. Then he trained his gaze on a large oil painting of two men on horseback, riding with the hounds on the chase of a fox. “Help me lift this from the wall,” he asked in a barely audible voice. “No doubt it will be heavy, so don’t drop your end.”

She nodded. “Lift me up so I can stand on this.” With a gloved hand, she tapped the low credenza. “I’m much shorter than you.”

“Fine.” With his hands on either side of her waist, Harcourt hefted her up and rested her bottom on the piece of furniture. When she thought he might kiss her, for he leaned into her, he gave himself a little shake and waited until she’d maneuvered to her feet. “Ready?”

“Yes.” Leah gripped the gilt edge of the frame with both hands while the duke did the same near the bottom. They both moved, but it took two tries to lift the wire off the nails it hung on. Just as he’d said, the painting in the frame was quite heavy, and the muscles in her arms strained. Seconds later, Harcourt guided the painting down to rest against the piece of furniture.

“Do you see a safe in the wall?”

“No.” She drew her fingertips along the paisley filled paper done in navy and mauve. “Wait. There is a panel here.” As he watched, she traced the edges of it. “What now?”

“Excellent work. Experimentally press the panel to release the hidden spring catch.”

When she did as he suggested, the hidden door swung open. “Look!” Behind the panel, a niche had been cut out. Inside, were a few necklaces, some sealed envelopes, and her tiara. “Oh, Harcourt, here it is!” Her hand shook as she reached inside the hole and withdrew the bauble. “I can hardly believe.”

“Yes, neither can I.” In the dimly lit room, his frown was all too evident. “I would have expected him to hide it better than that. This is hardly a safe.”

“Does it matter?” She gave him the tiara and then closed the hidden panel. The click when it locked seemed overly loud in the silence. “We have completed the mission.”

“There is that.” The duke rested the tiara on the credenza. “Quickly, now. We must replace the painting.”

In silence, they wrestled the piece of art back onto the nail. Then he assisted her off the credenza, where she scooped up the tiara and did an impromptu little gig of happiness.

“Oh, Edenthorpe, isn’t it wonderful?” When he didn’t appear as overwhelmed, she grinned at him and fit the tiara onto her head, and hoped it would stay in place. “We should celebrate.”

“Not here, surely.” Then he froze, for the unmistakable sound of the latch to the bedchamber door pressing echoed.

She shot a frantic look at him. “What now?” Though they had been whispering the whole time, it was as if they were now shouting.

“Into the dressing room.” He moved quickly, even with the limp, and as he passed, he caught her hand, tugging her with him. Barely had they gained the adjoining space when the corridor door opened.

“Shelton! Where the devil are you?”

No doubt that was the name of his valet. Which provided another avenue of potential discovery. Before she could wonder, Harcourt pulled her across the thick Oriental carpeting. At one of the windows, he ducked behind the curtain and took her with him. There were enough gathered folds and flounces to hide them sufficiently.

Another door opened from the other side of the bedchamber. Perhaps the valet had a small room that adjoined Markham’s. “I hadn’t expected you home quite so soon, Your Lordship. I assumed you would have stayed for both shows.”

“I found the first one dull. Besides, there are things I need to attend to here.”

Behind the curtains, Leah shook as fear went down her spine, but Harcourt wrapped his arms around her and held her close. That only imparted a modicum of calm. Would either of those men discover their presence? Her heart pounded, and she nestled closer into the duke’s chest. Small comfort that his pulse raced just as quickly, for it echoed beneath her ear.

As the drone of the marquess’ voice blended with that of his valet, Leah closed her eyes. Despite the danger of imminent discovery, awareness of the duke shivered around her. His citrus and sage scent teased her nose, made her mouth water to taste his skin. Not only did they run the risk of being found out and caught stealing, but there was no believable explanation of why they were alone together. Surely it was grounds to call compromise. It would ruin his life as well as his future, and then he would hate her.

It wasn’t the end to their association she hoped for.

He put his lips to the shell of her ear. In the barest of whispers, he said, “Stop worrying. All will be well.”

“By the by, Shelton, I intend to remove to Markham Hall in a day or so.”

“Why the devil for? You despise Hertfordshire, especially the north where your holdings are.”

“I do, but certain things have made a trip prudent. There are a few details I need to secure yet before we can leave, but I want everything in readiness.”

“Very well. I’ll begin packing tomorrow.” Rustling fabric indicated Markham was undressing.

Even from their hiding place, Leah recognized the confusion in the valet’s tones.

“Good.” A loud belch came from the marquess. “I’m for bed. The opera exhausted me and people watching wasn’t entertaining. See that my bed is turned down.”

“Of course, Your Lordship.” Footsteps retreated. No doubt the valet had left the dressing room. Heavier footsteps that followed served as a testament that the marquess had followed.

Seconds later, the unmistakable sound of him reliving himself into a chamber pot hidden by a privacy screen in the bedchamber reached her ears.

“We won’t have a better chance to escape than now,” Harcourt whispered into her ear. He crept out from behind the curtains. The room was empty, but the marquess was still occupied. The duke wasted no time in crossing the room. Silently, he opened the door to the corridor, glanced about and then pulled her into the hall with him.

The trip through the corridors and down the stairs was accomplished without incident. Apparently, once the marquess retired for the evening, the rest of the staff did so as well. Regardless, Leah barely breathed during that heart hammering flight. She spoke not a word once they were outside the house and scurrying along the rain-wet pavement toward the assigned meeting place where they’d find the carriage. Precipitation was hardly noticeable, merely an annoyance now, but one look at the duke’s face showed pain and worry. With a squeeze of his fingers, she hoped she conveyed support, for he’d taxed himself with stairs and the hurried pace without his cane.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, they reached the duke’s carriage. As the driver watched them, Harcourt wrenched open the door and quickly handed her up. When he entered the vehicle himself and closed the door, he rapped the top.

“Miss Haddington’s townhouse, please.” The carriage lurched into motion, and he collapsed against the squabs. “Now I remember why I retired from being a thief.”

“Oh, but it’s so thrilling!” She held out a gloved hand. “Look. I’m still shaking. That’s how exciting it was.” To say nothing of the fact the tiara was once more in her possession. There was a certain freedom in that knowledge, and it currently rested atop her head.

He snorted. “I believe I’m too advanced in years to go through that again.”

“Such gammon, Edenthorpe.” Waves of charged energy circulated through her veins. “You’re hardly old, and you are good at what you do. Why else do you think I hired you over the other men of Emanuel’s acquaintance?”

“Bah.” He waved a hand. “We were nearly caught.”

“But we weren’t.” Leah touched the tiara, glanced at her reflection in the window glass. The rubies and diamonds twinkled in the darkness. “Doing this mission has meant everything to me, Harcourt. I hope you realize that. It was almost like having my brother back for a little while.” She sighed as she trained her gaze back on him. “Except better due to what you and I have shared intimately. It was unexpected and wonderful.”

“Oh, God.” The agonized whisper echoed through the interior of the carriage. He put a hand to his heart. Was he about to have an attack? “Leah, I, ah must tell you something, and I should have discussed it at the outset of our relationship.” An expression of such pain lined his face that worry knotted in her belly.

“What is it? Are you ill?”

“Not quite.” He wrenched off his gloves and tossed them beside him on the bench. Then he rubbed his hands over his face, shoved them into his hair to leave it in messy, furrowed rows. “When your brother died, it was my fault.”

She frowned. “How do you mean? I thought he was shot on the battlefield.”

“Oh, he was.” The duke shook his head. “That day, the fighting was fierce. By some stroke of fortune or fate, my regiment and Emanuel’s were together in the same theater of war. Mine had taken heavy casualties by the afternoon. We were a tattered, raggedy bunch.” Emotion graveled his voice, made it shook as his eyes took on a far-off look. “By the time your brother arrived with reinforcements, we were beleaguered. I honestly thought we would all die that day.”

Leah sat quiet for fear that if she uttered a sound he would cease talking. Finally, she would have the story of how Emanuel had died from the man who was there.

Harcourt stared at her, but she doubted that he saw her. “My rifle was useless, for I’d run out of ammunition, and the nose was jammed with mud besides.” Slowly, he shook his head back and forth. “Cannon fire erupted all around us. There were so many screams—both from the living and the dying—it was difficult to discern. Smoke filled the air making it a nightmare to see correctly.”

“I can’t imagine what you went through,” she murmured in a barely audible voice.

He nodded. “For a bloody war the after effects of which are still ongoing.” When he stroked his fingers along the wounds on his left thigh, pain flickered across his face. “I’d thought I had found a decent hiding place behind a small hillock, but a French soldier had followed me. Before I could defend myself with my bayonet, he was upon me. He fired.”

It was almost as if she were there with him that way. Her heart pounded with fear. She cringed, for she knew what came next.

“Even though I’d darted away, the ball caught me in the thigh.” Over and over, his fingers rubbed at his thigh. “It hurt like the devil. Later, a surgeon told me the ball had torn through muscles and ligaments and nerves, said I’d always walk with a limp, especially since a fragment is still embedded deep in the muscle where he couldn’t get at.”

Leah pressed her lips together to prevent saying anything else even as her heart ached for what he’d been through.

“As I lay on the ground, unable to stand with the very real possibility that I would die there, for the Frenchman advanced upon me, I had the odd sensation of being back on my father’s country estate. There were fields full of wildflowers, and at the opposite end, you waited with your arms full of daisies.” He shook his head, turned his gaze to the rain-streaked window. “But in that distraction, I hadn’t seen that the enemy soldier had drawn a pistol. He took aim, and I braced myself to meet death.”

Tears filled her eyes. Even at the last, he’d thought of her. She remembered that day, for she’d gone out to pick wildflowers thinking it might cheer her mother to have a jug of them on the table for dinner. Her father had lost a substantial amount of coin at the gambling tables the night before—a precursor to the strain he would put on the family—but her mother had been both angry and glum about it. By the time she’d gathered as many flowers as she could carry, Harcourt, Emanuel, and Edward had come running into the field from the wooded area where they’d been doing whatever young men did.

It was one of the first times she’d been aware of how handsome he was, how she’d wished he would have noticed her.

“When the Frenchman cocked his pistol and pulled the trigger, suddenly there was a blur of red before my eyes. Another report of a pistol echoed, followed by a grunt, and then a heavy weight fell on top of my legs.” Regret and sorrow threaded heavily through his words. “When I realized what had happened, I was stunned. Emanuel had come running when he’d seen my dire situation. He didn’t hesitate to take the ball that was meant to kill me.” His words faltered. Tears fell to his cheeks, but he didn’t bother to wipe them away. “I scrambled out from under him. The Frenchman was dead from your brother’s shot. He’d fallen a few feet away, but Emanuel had been fatally hit. The ball ripped open a hole in his chest, and I couldn’t stem the flow of blood.”

“Oh, Harcourt.” With tears welling in her own eyes, Leah joined him on the bench. “I’m so sorry.”

He nodded but didn’t turn his head to look at her. “I held him in my arms until he drew his last breath, Leah. I told him how proud I was of him, how I couldn’t have asked for a better brother than he’d been to me.” A ragged sob escaped him. “The damned man looked me in the eyes and said I’d made his life better because I called him friend... brother... because I accepted him when he’d been so far beneath me—all of us—in rank. He gave his life to save mine, and I still have reconciled with that fact, for I’m not convinced I was worth it.” The emotion he fought through tugged at her chest. “We were all the same; no one was better, yet he died because he thought the world needed me more than it needed him.”

“Perhaps that’s what love is. It doesn’t pick and choose bits and pieces of a person to admire and adore. It just... does.” She slipped her arms around him and let him cry into the crook of her shoulder. “Emanuel’s letters were full of commentary from the front lines, but they also gave glowing accounts of you and what you’d accomplished. How you made him want to be a better man, how he couldn’t wait to indulge in an act of bravery, so you’d be proud of him.”

“Oh, God.” The duke clung to her; she’d never seen him so vulnerable before, and now that he’d let her in past his defenses and the veneer of staid Englishman, she lost another few pieces of her heart to him. “It should have been me left on that battlefield. I am nothing special, but Langley, damn, Langley had so much potential. He was so excited about his new title and how he might help change things for England.”

For a few moments, Leah cried along with him. They bonded in grief and in love for a man who’d meant the world to them both. Then she wiped at the moisture on her face, nudged him upright in order to peer into his eyes. “It was his choice, Harcourt. If your positions had been reversed, you would have done the same for him.”

“Yes.” He nodded. Surprise jumped into his eyes as if he hadn’t thought about the situation in that way before. “I would have. A hundred times over.” A tired sigh left him. “With his last breath, he asked me to look after you, to see you settled and married to a good man. I held him until I lost consciousness from blood loss. When I awoke, I was in triage with my leg tourniqueted and bandaged, waiting for the surgeon to remove the ball and stitch me up.”

“Did they at least bury the dead from that battle?”

“I’d like to hope they did. It would have been a grim job, indeed, to go through pockets for identification so the names could be listed in the papers and the families notified by post.” He leaned his head against the back of the bench. “Damn, but I’m so tired of the war, of what it’s taken from everyone in England.”

“Do you know what happened to your brother during that time?” She didn’t know his younger brother Cecil as well as him, only that he deserted his regiment and fled, which had brought scandal to the Edenthorpe name.

“I do not. He could be dead for all I know.” From the illumination of a streetlamp the carriage passed, exhaustion was evident in his face. “This is yours.” Harcourt tugged the watch from the pocket of his waistcoat.

“No.” She pushed it back toward him. “Emanuel wanted you to have it back. By all rights, it’s yours.”

His swallow was audible. “I don’t deserve it.”

“Hush, Your Grace.” Leah curled his fingers over the bauble. “I’m glad Emanuel was with you in his final moments instead of being alone and frightened.” It was the best anyone could hope for during that time.

“I failed his memory.” The watch went back into his pocket. “Said I would look after you, but I stayed away for ten years out of guilt, and when I did come back into your life?” A bitter snort issued from him. “I taught you how to be a criminal. Then I coupled with you.”

She brushed at the lingering moisture on his cheek. “It was great fun, though.”

A corner of his mouth twitched. “I’m not free when I should be, when you deserve more than I can give you, when I could have been happy—we could have been happy together perhaps. For Emanuel.”

“Oh.” Pain skittered through her heart as tiny cracks invaded that organ. It was the first time he’d hinted at his feelings for her, and it also came on the heels of the realization that these moments with him in the carriage were the last she would share with him. He would marry, and that would be that. Dear heavens, but this is the saddest thing. “My brother wouldn’t have wanted to see you haunted and racked with guilt.” She had no words to address his hint at them being together. There was no point. “I know my own mind, and my body is mine to do whatever I wish with it. I gave you my innocence as a gift, and I’m glad it was you.”

“Stop, Leah.” He turned his head into her palm and pressed his lips to her glove. “Oh, please don’t make this worse by excusing my behavior on all fronts.”

The dear man. Was there any wonder that she loved him? Every doubt she’d had slipped away like clouds in the sky. She couldn’t deny it any longer. “There are no regrets.” Feeling both maudlin and daring, she resituated herself until she straddled his lap. “I will never forget you or this time we had together.” Softly, she brushed her lips over his even as her pulse skipped and the ache in her heart increased. “I hope you will do amazing things over the course of your life. In Emanuel’s memory.”

“Damn you, Leah,” the words came out around a growl as his arms went around her. “Why do you have to be so bloody wonderful?” Then he kissed her with a hunger and passion as if his life depended on rendering her senseless.

And she surrendered to him, for it was the last time she would ever have him to herself.

What will I do without him?
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April 3, 1816

In one day, Harcourt would say vows to Sarah, and the rest of his life would start—the life he’d been both dreading and waiting to come to fruition since he was a youth.

As he stepped into the drawing room at Lincoln House, the last thing he wished to do was take dinner with Sarah and her father. In fact, all he wanted to do was hide in his own house with a bottle of brandy and to think about Langley.

About his sister and how he feared he was falling ever deeper into love with a woman he could never have.

Last night, in the carriage on the way to take Leah home, he’d told her the horrible truth regarding her brother’s death, and she hadn’t hated him for it. Instead, she comforted him with compassion and wise words. Within grief, their bond had deepened, and despite the promises he’d made to himself, he’d coupled with her in that blasted vehicle.

Frantic, emotionally fueled, hotly passionate and soul-searing intercourse so he would never forget what she felt like, tasted like, sounded like, in some misguided attempt to console himself for losing the best thing to have come into his life since her brother had befriended him.

Now, he was exhausted and heartsick, to say nothing of frustrated that expectation held him captive and would for the rest of his life.

“Good evening, Edenthorpe,” Sarah greeted with a confident smile from the sideboard. “Would you care for a drink?”

“Brandy, please.” When she brought over a glass, he nodded his thanks and then dropped into a chair. A spring breeze played through the windows, the scents of growing earth on the invisible currents. New life was erupting throughout England, so perhaps it was only fitting his married life would begin then too.

“Dinner is perhaps thirty minutes off,” she explained while she settled onto a low sofa near his location. “However, Papa has decided to eat at his club. I suspect he’d rather discuss politics and business than our upcoming nuptials.”

Who could blame him?

“I imagine you’re beside yourself with joy since there is only one day to go.” Less than that, really, since most of this day had already passed.

“I am... cautiously optimistic.” She took a sip of her red wine then set the glass on the low table in front of her. “Honestly, Edenthorpe, we need to talk.”

“Oh?” Heat went up his spine. Had she heard rumors regarding him and Leah? Did she suspect and frowned upon it?

Concern lined her face, and he was again struck by the fact she was, indeed, a beautiful woman in her own right. Perhaps at another time in another place he might have fallen for her, but even sitting here at her side, the only emotion he could conjure was fond acquaintance or friendship. And that had been rather strained over the past few months.

For long moments, Sarah pleated a section of her blue satin skirts before giving up the nervous habit to find his gaze with hers. “I have a confession to make. It’s a secret I’ve been hiding for too many years to count.”

“You have my full attention.” But he gripped his brandy glass with tightly clenched fingers. “What could be so bad that you haven’t trusted me with the secret?”

“There is a reason why we have no romantic feelings between us, why I feel so uncomfortable having you in my bed.”

Ah, finally he would find out the truth. In some anticipation, he leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees. “What is it?” Perhaps she’d been abused as a child or had suffered some other sort of trauma.

After a glance at the open door, she sighed. “Ever since I had my Come Out Season, I knew I was different.” The tendons in her neck worked with a hard swallow. “For as long as I can remember, I have preferred the company of other women.”

“That’s understandable, of course. You don’t have any siblings, and your mother died when you were still impressionable. Naturally, you would seek out women to spend time with.”

“No, you don’t understand.” A blush filled her suddenly pale cheeks. “When I was nineteen, I had my first kiss.”

Why the devil was she telling him this? The same story could be said for nearly every young lady in the beau monde.

“With a woman.” Her eyes rounded as she stared at him with a look of expectation. When he didn’t comment, Sarah sighed. “Since that time, I have fought against my feelings in the face of societal perfection, but I’m quite tired of pretending I am someone I am not. You and I have been engaged for nearly twenty years. As time went on and my abnormal... affliction some say... became more evident, my father grew increasingly agitated at making certain this engagement would stick.”

“What are you saying, Sarah?” He didn’t dare puzzle it out lest he was wrong.

She pressed her trembling lips together. “I am partial to female lovers, Edenthorpe. I am what is referred to as a lesbian. Those few times when you and I attempted intercourse? I struggled to cover my disgust and dismay because I don’t enjoy that act with men, and now, you and I will marry.” Tears sprang to her eyes. “However will I manage a lifetime of that, let alone enough of it to give you an heir?” Her voice broke on the last word.

“Dear God.” Harcourt gawked at her as if he’d never seen her before.

“You hate me.” It wasn’t a question.

“Never.” He rested his brandy glass next to hers and then took her hand. “Why didn’t you tell me before? I had no idea.”

Remarkably, she snorted. A few tears slipped to her cheeks. “I couldn’t bring myself to tell you, didn’t know how you would react.” She squeezed his fingers. “But how could you not know my preferences? I feared you would have ascertained it that day when you tried to initiate relations with me and accused me of having an affair with a man.”

“Ah, the day you looked well-loved and smelled of perfume.” What an idiot he’d been. “Of course! You weren’t necessarily lying, but you are having an affair.”

“Yes.” The word came out on a whisper. “Have you any questions for me?”

“Does anyone else in the beau monde know your secret?” This could have lasting complications for them both.

“Only my father. We’ve managed to keep everything concealed. I never bring lovers home, and when I do meet with them, it is very clandestine. After all, who would suspect two close female friends of that?” Her hand trembled in his. “Being a lesbian isn’t considered as much a criminal act as men who feel the same. While buggery can be punishable by death, proving a woman is a lesbian instead of enjoying a ‘passionate’ friendship with another female is a more difficult endeavor, so we’re left much to our own devices.” A half-laugh escaped her as she wiped her cheek with her free hand. “Of course, women in today’s world can rarely make a go of it alone. This is why we’re doomed to marry men we don’t love merely to survive.”

Her matter-of-fact way of speaking about the issue betrayed the years she’d no doubt spent in thinking about them. “And that is why you’ve kept to the engagement, why you had no qualms in the delay in actually going through with the nuptial ceremony.” When she nodded, Harcourt sighed. “I suppose in a way it’s good to know it’s not just me you can’t stand having touch you.” Another mystery solved.

“I tried, Edenthorpe. I really did.”

“No wonder your father offered such a large dowry. It was much to keep me quiet, for he assumed I knew.” And of course he wouldn’t want to have dinner with them tonight. The man was embarrassed.

“Yes. Papa wanted to ensure I was looked after by a good man who might not mind my preferences since we’d grown up together. It was a boon that he and your father had already struck that arrangement.” She stared at him with those soulful brown eyes, and his chest tightened. Time was running out, and his bride-to-be would rather not have his hands upon her person in any way. “But in the end, I could no more deny the person I am than I could be someone else entirely.”

“Which is essentially what you’ll need to be soon. A happy, healthy, grateful and elegant duchess, who has a doting husband.” The urge to retch climbed his throat. What a farce this had all been. What a sad commentary of their lives that they would both need to play their parts as if they walked the boards on Drury Lane. “I’m sorry, Sarah.”

“So am I.” She squeezed his fingers again.

“What do we do?” This was legitimate grounds for him to call off the wedding but plunging Sarah and her father into certain scandal turned his stomach.

“What can we do?” She shrugged and released his hand to push to her feet. “This union has been planned for years. It will break my father’s heart if you refuse to go through with it. I... When he passes on, there is no guarantee his heir—his nephew—will be as indulgent as he has been with my lifestyle.” Tears filled her eyes again. She grew more agitated as she paced. “I’m so grateful the man I’m to marry is such a good friend.”

A friend. An acquaintance. A man to whom we would play the foil. Panic surged through his chest. To wed a woman he could never love, or have a real relationship with, let alone beget an heir with. None of this was what he’d wanted, but honor prevented him from backing out now. After all, they’d been friends for years.

“You are quite fortunate.” Damn her eyes.

Unbidden, his mind conjured an image of Leah. Her blue eyes with amusement dancing in those cool depths. The golden-brown freckles he couldn’t have enough of and still wished to count. Hell, he’d still not seen her naked, but somehow that didn’t matter. Instead, he’d glimpsed her soul, had exchanged pieces of it with his. They were connected beyond the death of her brother. When he’d bedded her that first time, he’d lied when he said his distraction had ended. After their talk in the carriage last night, she was rapidly becoming his reason for living, for continuing to put one foot in front of the other.

Especially now.

“You seem troubled, Edenthorpe.” She frowned. “Is it because of me?”

“Not directly.” He shoved a hand through his hair. “I suppose since you revealed a secret, I should confess one of my own.” Except in doing so, what was between him and Leah wouldn’t remain only his. Would that tarnish the specialness of it? “When I told you I was doing a favor for Miss Haddington, that was true. But then, quite unexpectedly, our relationship became something more. We’ve coupled twice. I’m not certain I can classify it as an affair just yet.” What else was there to say?

She nodded, but relief lined her face. “I expect it, really.”

“You do?”

“Of course. I won’t give up my lover. You shouldn’t have to either.”

“But—”

“Do hush, Edenthorpe. You’ll have to take a mistress since I cannot provide you with a real life.”

“Yet I’d hoped we would both pledge fidelity to each other once the vows were spoken.” Wasn’t that what marriage meant?

A sigh left her throat. She gave him a look that brimmed with pity. “Be reasonable. It would be a long life indeed if we were stuck with each other in a marriage that is based on lies and perhaps an old friendship.”

Harcourt rubbed the skin between his eyes where a megrim was beginning to form. “I don’t believe I can, in good conscience, take Leah for my mistress?” She deserved so much more than that, even if she consented. Then another, more serious thought occurred. “Dear God. What if I have children with her?” It would be inevitable. They hadn’t been careful those two times they’d come together, for both couplings had been unexpected. He would wish to be a real father to that child, would want to share that life with Leah as best he could.

Sarah shrugged. She crossed her arms at her chest as she regarded him. “We can raise those children as ours in an effort to perpetuate the picture of a healthy, happy marriage. It would no doubt make your mistress’ life easier, and if one of those children is a boy, it can be your heir. We could kill two birds with one stone, so to speak.”

Oh, God. To pretend a child that belonged to Leah came from a different woman. To hear that child call Sarah “mama” when she most certainly wasn’t. “Since the thought of lying with me to render you into that state is detestable,” he said in a whisper. 

“If you prefer, I can possibly make that sacrifice.”

“Oh, thank you for that concession.” There was far too much sarcasm in his voice that he didn’t intend. “Again, I apologize.” He didn’t want any portion of a marriage forced.

“Then take a mistress.”

His head ached more fiercely, and the urge to cast up his accounts became all too acute. “I’m not certain I can do that.” He grabbed his brandy glass, drained the contents in one gulp and welcomed the burn of the liquor in his throat. “Please understand I want everything a marriage offers, Sarah. I want to settle down, have a nursery and a family, grow old with someone who cares for me as I do them. I want to know love and have that sentiment returned, to face challenges in life together, and celebrate victories by her side. None of that will be mine if I take a mistress, for my allegiance will be split.”

“Dearest, you can have all of that with me.” Sarah sat took her seat again. Her smile was genuine. “We needs must be creative about it.” Then her expression faltered. “Again, if it will make you happy, I will make the sacrifice if you wish to bed me with the express intent to get me with child.” Disgust and apprehension were evident in her eyes, and she didn’t try to hide the emotions. “It is a duty I must endure.”

Is that truly what she thought of him? And how the devil was he supposed to perform in bed knowing the whole time the woman he sought to make love to hated every moment of it? Desolation swept over him. He was well and truly trapped. With a shaking hand, he replaced the brandy glass on the table. “What if I provide enough of a scandal that you will be well within your rights to call off the engagement?”

“You are not known to be a rake or a rogue.” Sarah’s smile didn’t light her eyes. “No one would believe it.” She leaned over and patted his knee. “It’s best that you square with what your life will become, just as I have. It won’t be as terrible as you think.”

“Ha!” So much bitterness rode on that one-word utterance. “Except you’ll love another.” For she hadn’t mentioned fidelity, and he suspected he would pine after a woman he had no right to. A woman he couldn’t be with out of principal.

“It will all come out right. You’ll see.” Apparently thinking the matter settled, she took up a folded copy of The Times, opened it and leaned against the sofa back. “Oh, now this is interesting.”

“What?” He didn’t much care, and he certainly didn’t want to wait around to have dinner. The thought of food turned his stomach.

“The Marquess of Markham is rumored to have become engaged. It must be a love match.”

Harcourt snorted. “I doubt the man is capable of loving anyone except himself.” How could the next thirty or forty years of his life be contemplated when they already felt like a cold and lonely prison. “To whom is he pledged?”

Sarah gasped. “Miss Leah Haddington.” She looked above the paper’s edge at him with raised eyebrows. “Isn’t she the woman you’re interested in?”

“What?” His world imploded as he sagged into his chair. “How is that possible?” After what they had shared just last night? Had she not felt that connection? “She wished to remove to the country, to have a little cottage...”

“Who can say? The society blurb says the ceremony will be soon. No date specified, which means she is probably increasing. That’s how those things work.”

“I refuse to accept any of that as fact.” Leah despised the marquess. The fright she’d showed toward him the night of St. Vincent’s ball had been genuine. So had the disgust he’d dared to touch any part of her that night. “It must be a mistake.”

“Or else she knows you are out of her reach, especially once you and I marry.”

“Leah wouldn’t do such a thing.” The pain in his head fairly roared now. Oh God, had she lied to him this whole time? Had she employed his services merely for the shot at a quick coupling? Had she let him steal back the tiara while having a good laugh at him with the marquess later? He shook his head. None of that fit her personality. Something was very very wrong. “What’s the date of the paper?”

Sarah shuffled sheets. “It is from yesterday. Why?”

Yesterday, when he and Leah skulked through Markham’s residence. When they’d nabbed the tiara. When they’d been temporarily trapped in the man’s dressing room. A gasp escaped. Had he somehow known they were there? Foreboding shot down his spine. Was this a play for revenge? That made more sense than Leah hurriedly marrying a lech such as the marquess. “I’m quite certain it’s not true.”

Sarah frowned. “How do you figure? Things like this occur every day within the ton.”

“Because I know her. I thought well enough. We are... close.” Didn’t the fierce ache and tightening in his chest speak to that? 

“Oh!” She grinned and tossed the paper aside. “You love Miss Haddington.”

Did he? Heat went up the back of his neck. There was no reason to lie. “Quite possibly.”

“No wonder you are so upset. She betrayed you.”

“I don’t know about that.” He could hardly breathe, but above everything, he needed answers. Shoving to his feet, he gripped the head of his cane. If Leah was in trouble, he had to help her. “I must go.”

“Where? We are to have dinner together tonight. There are last minute things we need to attend to before the wedding tomorrow.”

As if that mattered now. “I shall need to break those plans.” He wished for help and counsel. “At the moment, I’m for my club.” And he hoped to God one or more of his friends were there this evening.

What the devil was happening to his life?
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April 4, 1816

Leah stood at one of the windows in the drawing room. Breakfast would be served soon. Her mother and Cousin Richard were to join her so they could discuss the immediate future now that Prinny’s tiara had been returned to them. Outside of looking forward to imbibing in hot tea, she stared out at the rainy Mayfair streets below. Though her residence was situated on the edge of the fashionable neighborhoods, there wasn’t much carriage traffic.

But her mind wasn’t on the upcoming meal.

Instead, she worried over the wellbeing of the duke. By the time she’d parted from him two days before after that raw, passionate coupling in his carriage, he’d sunk into a maudlin state she couldn’t cajole him out of it. If anything, after his confession about her brother’s death, he was even more broken than before. What she’d thought might have helped him to heal had only left him in more of a brown study. But then, his wedding was looming, and if he was a man who appeared conflicted about that, it was him.

And her heart broke for him. Why he thought there was no other option for him than sacrificing himself on the altar of tradition and expectation, she couldn’t fathom, but that honor and responsibility had been something that had attracted her to begin with.

As if he would choose me.

It was all well and good to enjoy trysting with a duke, but when it came down to his duties to his title, if he were free, he wouldn’t ask a society nobody who had no credentials and no dowry to be his duchess.

No matter what happened, she would never see the Duke of Edenthorpe again.

“I thought I would find you here.”

Her stomach lurched, for the visitor was not the duke. “Lord Markham. Why did the butler let you in here?”

“That is one of the pitfalls of not having enough blunt to pay your staff, Miss Haddington. They often have double the duties and are not where you need them to be.” The marquess came further into the room, but there was nothing congenial about his carriage or expression. “I showed myself in, for I wished to speak with you in any event.”

“Why?” Leah put a steadying hand on the windowsill, for she refused to come any closer to that man than absolutely necessary. The other hand she rested on her belly in an attempt to keep the urge to retch at bay.

“I think you know why.” As if he had all the time in the world or had been an invited guest, Lord Markham glanced about the room. His beady eyes no doubt noted the shabby carpets, the chipped legs of the furniture, the worn and faded cushions, the dreary curtains. Then his gaze fell on the tiara she’d left on a low table. “Ah, and here is the reason.” With his eyes never leaving her person, he snatched up the jewelry and held it in his large hand. “How did this come to be back in your possession?”

“It’s mine, or rather my mother’s. You were the one who stole it from me.”

“Hmph.” He scoffed, held the tiara up as if he wished to examine it closer to the candlelight. “I had it for two years before you decided to muck about in my life.”

“Mucking about?” Righteous indignation rose in her chest on a hot tide. “I was simply reclaiming what rightfully belonged to me!” With fists curled into her skirts, she advanced across the room. “How dare you think to steal it in the first place.” She despised seeing her mother’s tiara in his hand. That beautiful work of art would never be his again. “Why did you want it in the first place?”

To say nothing of why he was here.

“I remember the days when your mother was a member of King George’s court, long before he went mad. Prinny was immediately infatuated with her, for she was quite striking with her auburn hair and quiet spirit that couldn’t easily be manipulated.” The marquess tilted the tiara this way and that. Light sparkled off the jewels. “He gave her this tiara as a token of his affection, encouraged her to wear it every time she attended a function that he’d be at. We all warned him she wasn’t a fast woman and neither would she consent to be his next conquest, but he was blind to all that.”

How interesting. Her mother had never told her the story before. Perhaps she didn’t wish to share or perhaps she thought Leah would have thought less of her. “My mother has always been a gentle soul, but she was proud of that tiara. It was the one item of value she continued to hide from my father when he went looking for things to pawn to cover gaming debts.”

“Yes, Langley never had anything going for him, but for whatever reason, your mother chose him over Prinny. Possibly for a stable life.” He glanced again at the tiara. “Regardless, many of his set—me included—thought such a woman who left the court after merely a year there didn’t deserve such a treasure. It must be worth twenty thousand pounds if appraised properly. There are many gems here and the rubies are perfectly matched. That makes it expensive.”

Leah reeled. Twenty thousand pounds! That was a princely sum indeed. She could pay off the remainder of her father’s debts, catch up the staff’s pay, make the rent right on the townhouse and give the outstanding invoices from various vendors the attention they needed. With coin to spare. Never would she need to worry over her future. Never would she need to step foot into London again if she didn’t wish it.

“Ah, you are finally seeing the value of the treasure.” He set the tiara on the table once more. “I have no need to sell the piece; I have plenty of coin, but I can return the tiara to Prinny and solidify myself in his good graces, perhaps gain his support for a law I wish to put forth in the House of Lords.”

“So, you stole it? Why not just ask my mother to buy it?”

“Where is the fun in that?” The marquess clasped his hands behind his back. He raked his dark gaze up and down her body. “I’d hoped I could win it off your unfortunate father, but the piece never made an appearance. It was all too easy to take it that night, and I thought that was the end of the matter. But you went and hired Edenthorpe to retrieve that damned tiara.”

“Why do you dislike the duke?” She refused to give in to the tingles that danced down her spine from the mention of his name.

“That man and his friends stole many, many pieces from members of the ton back in their heyday. Me included, and men like me don’t take kindly to that. Neither do we forget.” He took a few steps forward. “Did you think I didn’t know you and the duke were hiding in my townhouse the night I was supposed to be at the opera?”

Dear heavens, he knew!

“How?”

“You really need to learn how to control your breathing around a man who arouses you, Miss Haddington. I heard you long before I was aware the duke was there as well.” He chuckled as if he’d just made the funniest joke ever. “Besides, even if I hadn’t heard you behind those curtains, I have a very loyal staff. Just because you didn’t see them doesn’t mean they didn’t spy you slinking about, following that damned Edenthorpe as if he were the greatest man to ever walk the Earth.”

Her heartbeat accelerated. “I shall ask again, Your Lordship. Why are you here?” Where the devil was the tea service? Her mother? Cousin Richard?

“I am here to make you an offer.”

“I beg your pardon?” Leah frowned as she remembered his slight from the night of the ball. “I will not be your mistress. And if you wondered, I don’t plan to become anyone’s mistress.” Not even for the duke. It would be too heartbreaking a life to only have a part of him.

“Oh, I’m well aware of your morals.” Another few steps brought him within touching range, but she retreated. “I am also aware that you are hopelessly in love with Edenthorpe.” When she refused to say anything and give him the satisfaction, he continued. “So, I’m offering you a choice. Marry me, or I will personally put a ball through his heart. It’s that simple.”

“What?” Her eyelashes fluttered. Perhaps she hadn’t heard him correctly, but she didn’t know which thread to concentrate on.

“In order to save the duke’s life, you will marry me.” He advanced and she backed up until the window prevented further flight. “I am quite a good shot, and the duke is already a cripple. His ability to move, especially in the dark, is compromised. Whether it be in Hyde Park where he likes to take daily sojourns or in the quiet of the night in his bedchamber, I will hunt him and put a ball right through his heart, so the choice is yours.” When the marquess leaned into her space, she shivered with fright and revulsion. “Save your lover, the man who has your heart, or live the remainder of your days knowing his death is on your hands, that you could have easily prevented it.”

“How... How do you know I care for him?” She could barely force out the words from her tight throat. A wave of dizziness assailed her, and she again clutched at the windowsill.

“Don’t play coy, Miss Haddington.” His laughter held no mirth. “Any idiot can see you’re far gone over him, but it can never be returned, for he’ll marry later this morning. There is nothing there for you.”

An ache renewed in her heart. It was almost as if she could feel that organ being ripped in two. “Why don’t you take the tiara back instead?”

“As I said, I have no use for more coin, and the tiara has now been given over in lieu of your dowry.”

What did that mean?

He was quick and grabbed her chin in his hand, holding her steady and making her meet his gaze. “But this sort of revenge is much, much sweeter. I will have you as my wife because you will hate every moment of it, and so will the duke, for despite his situation, he is nearly tip over tail for you as well.” 

The duke cares for me?

Leah whimpered and attempted to break free, but he merely tightened his grip.

His grin was a twisted mockery of everything good. “Every day that I claim your body, you’ll know there is nothing else for your life, and I’ll keep doing it until the day comes that you hate Edenthorpe and all you sacrificed so that he might live and never know why.”

Tears sprang into her eyes. “You are lying about your skill with a pistol,” she said in a near whisper.

“Do you wish to witness my skill, then.” The marquess shoved her back against the window, pressed his body into hers. “Who shall I shoot tonight: your ancient butler or your dear mother? Can you live with that death on your conscience too?”

Hot saliva filled her mouth. Icy fingers of fear wrapped around her spine. “No,” she finally managed to choke out. This odious man was impossible, and he held her over a figurative barrel. Above everything, she needed to keep everyone in her life safe. A tiara wasn’t worth their lives... and hers was a decent enough trade to keep Harcourt safe so he could live his life with perhaps a hope at happiness. “Fine.”

A smirk crossed his fleshy face. “I want to hear the words, Miss Haddington.”

“I will marry you to keep Edenthorpe safe, but I want your promise to leave him be.”

“Or what?”

She knew it deep down in her soul how it would end if he reneged on his part of the bargain. Staring up into his face, she hoped he saw her hatred for him. “I will kill you myself. Newgate holds no fear for me after I wed you.”

I love Harcourt too much to chance that he might be murdered by this brigand.

“You stupid, naïve woman.” His chuckle was an oily sound. “Don’t you know by now that love is never as grand as you dream it will be?” Then he smashed his mouth to hers, bit her bottom lip before wrenching away. “We will marry in two days at my country estate in north Hertfordshire, and then no one will ever see you again. At least until after I get my heir.”

She slumped against the window, and when her knees no longer supported her, she slowly slid to the floor as shock went through her body. What have I done? Would the duke ever know the sacrifice she made on his behalf? Would he care? Or was that merely what high ranking men in the ton did on a regular basis?

“I need to tell my mother.” The only thing Leah felt now was a curious growing numbness as it crept through her body.

“Your Cousin Richard is already doing that. In fact, I wagered on this very decision so went ahead and had a blurb printed in the papers that the engagement was underway.” The marquess reached down, wrapped a beefy hand around her upper arm, and yanked her to her feet. “You see, I own him as well, so he was my ace in the pocket as it were if you proved recalcitrant. Either way, you truly had no choice.”

“Women seldom do in this world.” The magnitude of that had never been driven home to her as strong as it was right now. The only man who’d ever treated her with respect and admiration—even as an equal—had been the duke.

And she would never see him again. Would he always wonder?

“I won’t tolerate disrespect from my soon to be wife.” The marquess lashed out with his free hand and cuffed her on the side of her face. When she cried out and flashing stars appeared in her vision, Lord Markham merely laughed. “You’ll learn the lessons soon enough.”

Tears slid down Leah’s cheeks as he escorted her from the room.

Oh, Harcourt, I’m so sorry.
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When Leah came awake, long shadows of the afternoon were beginning to fall. Her head felt fuzzy as if it had been stuffed with cotton, she couldn’t move her hands, and she was lying on what felt like the floor of a moving coach.

Why?

In the attempt to move into a more comfortable position, a moan escaped her throat, for her body ached. Had she been indiscriminately dumped in the vehicle without care? She stifled a snort. Of course she had. The marquess couldn’t be trusted. Hadn’t he shown that in the ultimatum he’d given her?

But she’d complied, had willingly gone with him from her house after he’d ordered her trunks packed, so why had there been a need to render her unconscious with bound wrists?

Vaguely, she recalled meeting Cousin Richard in the entry hall and the weird scent of something on a handkerchief as the marquess had pressed it against her nose and mouth, but there were no other memories after that point. Had he drugged her?

She blinked open her eyes to contemplate someone’s boots. Mud was caked on the soles and the toes were scuffed. The curtains had been drawn across the windows so it was impossible to discern where she might be, but if it was this late in the day, compounded with the relatively smooth ride—instead of on cobblestone streets—she probably wasn’t in London.

But why was she here at all?

Then another thought occurred. Did those boots belong to Lord Markham? Had he decided to kidnap her instead of conducting himself properly? Her stomach roiled, and the stench that arose from those boots made her want to retch. Only by swallowing a few times in succession kept that at bay.

Perhaps the man was insane.

Didn’t his threats against Edenthorpe attest to that? Fear shivered down her spine. That had been the only reason she’d agreed to his stupid scheme in the first place. Above everything, the duke must remain safe and sound and able to enjoy a long life. It mattered not what she might feel for him, or he for her, and she wasn’t entirely certain Markham hadn’t said that to further force her hand.

Yet...

She stifled a gasp. The marquess had admitted he’d already put the notice of the engagement in the paper, which meant he had already predetermined that he would threaten her into a rushed marriage to him. How long had he known that she and the duke had been in league to steal back the tiara?

Oh, God. I’ve been nothing but a pawn in his game this whole time.

The ache in her head thrummed in a dull wave. At least Edenthorpe was safe, then her heart sank. He would already be married. An ache moved through her heart, for he was truly beyond her reach, but she could go through with this horrible promise because he would live a long life.

It didn’t matter what would happen to hers, and if the marquess had his way, hers might not last as long as the duke’s.

Despite her best intentions, a muffled cry left her throat. Oh, but she would have adored sharing that life with Harcourt! Instead, her immediate future would be aligned with Markham and God only knew what he had in store. She whimpered, both out of fear and disgust. But if given the choice, she would have made the sacrifice again so the duke had a chance at happiness.

Without her.

Needing a distraction from her thoughts, Leah squirmed into an upright position on her knees only to stare into the face of Cousin Richard. “Oh, thank God.” She held out her bound hands. “Untie me.” Had he come to rescue her? Then her sluggish brain turned over. That couldn’t be right. Hadn’t the marquess said Richard was basically in his pocket?

“I’m afraid I cannot do that, Leah.”

Cold foreboding dripped down her spine. “Why?”

“Because you might escape. You have proved you are all too lively and clever.” He shrugged, and his expression was apologetic. “I’ve struck a deal with Markham to deliver you to his estate in north Hertfordshire.” His words stumbled. “Gave him the tiara as payment for your hand. I had no choice, you see.”

The information was both shocking and disturbing. “Why would you do that knowing what kind of man he is?”

“He holds the deed on the townhouse, and quite frankly, I need somewhere to live.” He shrugged again as if that explained everything. “Additionally, he holds many of my vowels. Bought them, you see, quite recently and made certain I knew it once I returned to London.” For long moments he remained quiet. “Must have been planning this for a while, and for me to avoid debtor’s prison and your mother sent to a poor house, I struck this bargain.”

At least he had the wherewithal to take care of her mother. Still, it all rankled. Why would Markham have planned this? Before she’d schemed to put the tiara back into her possession, he’d not ever moved in the same circles she did. “You had no right, Richard. This isn’t the Middle Ages, and women still have a choice.”

“Doesn’t matter.” He swallowed heavily. “When a man is facing certain pain or even death from the men who hold his vowels, he’ll do most anything to crawl out of that hole.”

“No.” Leah shook her head. “No! I won’t allow it. I’ve changed my mind. We’ll find another way.” Surely Edenthorpe could defend himself again Markham...

“Unfortunately, when one enters into a contract with a devil like the marquess, one is damned forever.”

Panic filled her chest, made her heartbeat thud erratically. Despite the moving coach, Leah swiftly turned and lunged for the door latch.

The sound of a pistol cocking rang in the silence.

“I wouldn’t do that, my girl. Markham didn’t say what condition you were to arrive in, but I won’t have my hide in danger because you tried to escape.” Richard pointed the nose of the pistol at her head. “Your father started all of us on this path to ruin. It’s only right you settle it, and I want a fresh start.”

How had life become so complicated so quickly? “None of this can be allowed to happen.”

Richard snorted. “Fate often has different plans.”

Her throat went dry. If only she had the use of her hands. “I will try to run away the first chance I have. Surely Markham will realize that.”

A blank expression filled Richard’s face. Was he hiding or did he truly not care? “And it’s my duty to prevent that, but at least you won’t be unwanted or on the shelf any longer. That has to count for something.”

“Oh, yes. Words cannot express how elated I am at that.” Sarcasm fairly dripped from her words.

“Well, then.” He offered her a small grin. “Markham will join you tomorrow evening for the nuptial ceremony.”

Would she be tied to a heavy piece of furniture in the interim? “But—”

“I’m sorry, Leah. Truly, I am. You seem like a bully of a woman, and if it weren’t for those damned spots of yours, I might have married you.”

Thank heavens for that.

“As it is, there is no other choice for either of us. So sit there like a good girl, or I’ll be forced into doing something unpleasant.”

Again, she tried for the door latch, but then pain exploded at the side of her head as Richard brought the butt of his pistol down against it.

“No. Please no...” As darkness sucked her under, she slumped back onto the floor.
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April 5, 1816

The tolling of church bells proclaimed the ten o’clock hour of the morning. In thirty minutes, he was due inside St. Paul’s for his nuptial ceremony, and quite frankly, Harcourt wasn’t in the mood to be trifled with today. His head pounded, his heart ached, and his stomach roiled, with not only the magnitude of what he was about to do, but also with worry for Leah. Part of him wished to be with her and keep her safe, but the part of him that had always followed where his responsibilities led knew he had to consign her to his past.

Their time together had come to an end. It was for the best.

But he couldn’t so easily put her from his mind. That bit in the paper from yesterday haunted him. He’d spent a good portion of his night at the Rogue’s Arcade, shut away for an intense counsel with the Earl of St. Vincent and the Duke of Lockwood. They’d discussed everything having to do with the marquess, and though an interesting tidbit about his relationship with Prinny had come to light, they doubted he would try anything violent. All agreed the blurb had been nothing but a ploy to either draw him out or pressure Leah into giving up the tiara. As of yet there had been no news or rumors of anything untoward occurring.

What was Markham’s game? Surely the man wouldn’t leave it at that without challenge.

Afterward, it had been well after midnight—too late to call on Leah—and he’d been nearly drunk besides, so he’d gone home and immediately fallen into bed. Of course, he’d had good intentions, for he’d meant to call on her this morning before he made his way to St. Paul’s Church, but he’d felt like a dog’s breakfast upon waking, whereupon his valet had taken him to task and called for a bath on penalty of death.

Apparently, Harcourt couldn’t make an appearance in front of his bride in the state he’d been. In short order, he’d been bathed, shaved, dressed, and had his toilette finished, which meant there’d been no time to visit Leah or anyone else, for St. Vincent had come to escort him to the church.

And now he was here, paused on the steps that led into the historical building, enjoying the last moments of freedom before he would pledge his life to Sarah, come what may.

“Are you well, Edenthorpe?” St. Vincent peered into his face with concern shadowing his eyes. “You look as if you’ll topple over at any second.”

How to explain to his friend what he was feeling when he didn’t understand it fully himself? “I seem to be at war with myself.” Tradition and duty were at opposite sides of scandal and love. “My heart is screaming at me not to do this, but my head is saying to hold the course, that this is what was always meant for me.”

“Yet you fear you will be miserable if you go through with it,” St. Vincent added with a nod. “After everything you told us last, and from what I can see now, you are tip over tail for Miss Haddington but haven’t the courage to do anything about it.”

“That’s hardly true.” If only it were a matter of bravery. He rubbed a hand along the side of his face. “There is nothing I can do about it.”

The earl laid a hand on Harcourt’s shoulder. His expression was somber as he looked at him. “This is your future, my friend. And when you are contemplating it, don’t discount the value of being happy. If you don’t feel that with Sarah, you will probably never have it.” After a squeeze to his shoulder, St. Vincent released him. “I once stood where you do. I once had loved a woman, but due to hesitation in declaring myself as well as fulfilling my duties as a spy for England, I lost her to another man.”

“You speak of Lady Cavanagh.” That had been a convoluted tale indeed, involving one of their mutual friends and a member of Rogue’s Arcade.

“Yes. If I were to ever fall into that state again, I would do things differently.” Shadows clouded his eyes. “Love is the pinnacle of what we chase during this life, Edenthorpe. When it’s gone, there is usually no taking it back. You will always regret that.”

“I appreciate the insight.” There were simply too many reasons why he couldn’t call the wedding off. Except... a life with Leah glimmered just out of reach. Would it truly matter if his reputation were disgraced, and gossip followed him for years to come? If he lost support or position in society? He glanced to the door of the church then back to his friend. “I need a few moments alone, if don’t mind.”

“I’ll wait for you inside... for whatever your decision might be.” Then, with a nod, the earl lightly jogged up the stairs and disappeared inside.

Before he could lose himself in his thoughts or even attempt to puzzle them out, the damned marquess sauntered up to him. He paused a step higher than Harcourt and looked down his nose at him. The man was dressed as if he were the groom, and if he wasn’t careful, he would cease to remain merely broad in a year or two, for his bulk would go to fat if he kept on with the excesses he currently enjoyed.

“I would have thought you’d already be inside, Edenthorpe. After all, you’ve looked forward to this very moment for at least two decades.” Faint amusement wove through the marquess’ voice. “Yet here you are, a man conflicted.”

He didn’t have the time or patience for this. With a narrow-eyed gaze, he glared at the man. Surely, there was more to that damned blurb in the newspaper than what he feared. “What do you want, Markham?”

“So touchy.” The marquess clicked his tongue. “I merely came by to offer my congratulations on the day of your wedding. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to attend.”

“More’s the pity.” Harcourt pulled Emanuel’s watch from his pocket and popped it open. Damn. Twenty minutes until time. “I really must go.” After snapping the watch closed, he dropped it back into his pocket, but another wave of pain squeezed his heart.

What would Langley have told him if he’d witnessed this mess?

“A moment, if you please.” Markham came down a step, holding his gaze until Harcourt wanted to knock the smirk off his damned face. “As you might have noticed, the announcement of my unexpected and recent engagement was in the paper.” When Harcourt didn’t rise to the bait, the man continued. “Miss Haddington has done me the honor of accepting my suit.”

The pain and tightness in his chest intensified. “So, it’s true?”

“Oh, yes.” A mocking grin escaped the marquess. “She was quite adamant about agreeing to a marriage, I might add.”

“Why the devil would Leah do such a thing? I saw her two days ago. Her attitude toward you wouldn’t have changed so drastically in that short amount of time.”

“Agreed, but desperation makes people do stupid things.”

“What does that mean?” he asked from around clenched teeth. The man was an odious prick who enjoyed tormenting his peers.

“When I first assumed there was absolutely no substance to Miss Haddington, she proved me wrong when I told her I would put a ball between your eyes if she didn’t agree to the union.”

“You bastard.” Harcourt’s body stiffened. He took a step toward the marquess, but Markham retreated with a victorious grin.

“I’ve never gone through my life wishing for more friends. Having leverage over people is a much more efficient use of my time.” Amusement danced in his dark, beady eyes. “And when you came into my circle, breaking into my home, mucking around in things that don’t concern you, my ire was engaged.”

That gave Harcourt pause. “You knew from the start, didn’t you?”

“I suspected.” Markham clasped his hands behind his back while he smirked. “But the moment I observed the two of you in public together, I knew what the bitch wanted. Why else would she have asked for the help of a washed-up thief?”

Warning shivered down his spine even as hot indignation filled his chest at the lord’s disparagement of Leah. “How did you know I used to be a thief?”

“Because it was you who stole a portrait of Marie Antoinette from my drawing room nearly twenty years ago. I couldn’t prove it, of course, but I promised myself I would bide my time to even the score.”

“Ah.” Despite the gravity of the situation, Harcourt grinned. “That piece fetched a decent price at auction.” No wonder Markham hated him.

“Wretch.” The marquess lashed out, catching him on the chin with a powerful right hook.

Harcourt stumbled backward a few steps. His jaw and cheek ached. “What the devil is wrong with you?”

“Just this.” The other man seethed; his hand curled into a fist. “You took something of value from me, so I took the same from you.”

What a blackguard. “A tiara and a woman do not share the same value, and you’d stolen the damned tiara to begin with.”

“That depends on your viewpoint.” The marquess laughed as if he were all too clever. “The stupid woman agreed to my suit after I presented my case.”

As if he’d been hit in the gut, Harcourt reeled again. “Then the rumors are true?” How could she do that? 

“Oh, yes.” His beady eyes glittered. “Apparently, Miss Haddington is so enamored with you that she would rather wed me than have you take a ball in the head.” When the man laughed again, there was no mirth in the sound. With his words, the remainder of the color blanched from the day for Harcourt.

“You threatened her.” It wasn’t a question.

“Indeed, I did, for she’s too feisty for her own good. Of course, I offered to show her my skill with a pistol by demonstrating on her mother, so that might have forced her hand as well.” 

Good God! The man is deranged. He couldn’t imagine the fright or terror Leah must have been under. “You will pay for this.” Harcourt would kill the man himself, he swore it.

“Oh, I rather doubt that. Truly, there is nothing you can do.” The dark smirk that split the bigger man’s face held nothing but mayhem. “Don’t look so worried, Edenthorpe. I’ll make certain to fuck dear Leah continuously until she has a babe in her belly just so I can savor knowing you are dying anew with each day.”

An invisible vice squeezed about his heart. The urge to retch grew stronger. How was any of this happening? He was a duke, damn it all. No one should even attempt to threaten him.

His gaze flicked back to the hated man’s face. “You would kill over a damned tiara?”

“Revenge is revenge, my friend, and the fact that the two of you are besotted with each other makes it that much sweeter.”

“Leah loves me.” Harcourt repeated the words with wonder in tone. What a lovely feeling that was.

“You are pathetic, Edenthorpe.” The marquess threw another punch, this time catching him in the belly. When Harcourt bent over with a groan and a series of coughs, Markham laughed. “It’s exactly one of the reasons I’m doing this to you.”

“Where is Leah?” The additional pain as well as the looming circumstances finally had at him, and he cast up the meager contents of his stomach right there on the steps of St. Paul’s.

“In a carriage headed for my country estate in north Hertfordshire. We shall wed there tomorrow evening.”

“You don’t love her.” No one should wed without that being present. That point had never been driven home as hard as it was now to him.

“Which is why this is so delicious. You do love her but have no freedom to act upon it.” The marquess’ cackling laughter made Harcourt’s stomach heave again. “What a conundrum.”

Finally, he had enough. “You leech-sucking bastard.” He lunged at the bigger man, but Markham deftly sidestepped his blow, and Harcourt had trouble regaining his balance on the steps with the follow-through.

“None of that, Your Grace.” Markham held out a hand as if he would help steady Harcourt. “If you harm me, dear Leah will receive the same treatment.” He glanced at the church doors that were beginning to open. “I wish you luck in your marriage, Edenthorpe, for it’s nearly time for you to step into parson’s mousetrap.” Another self-satisfied chuckle escaped him. “Perhaps you’ll wish the same fortune for me?”

“Go to hell, Markham.” Harcourt wiped at his mouth with the back of his sleeve. He was beyond caring about appearing proper in the eyes of society, beyond caring about anything.

“Oh, I’m quite certain I shall see you there first.” The damned smirk grew. “And if my luck holds, my new wife will conveniently die in childbirth while giving me an heir or an accident will befall her.” He shrugged as if didn’t matter. “I really don’t enjoy redheads. They are quite unpredictable and not nearly docile enough for my tastes.” Before Harcourt could respond, he threw another punch and caught him squarely on the jaw.

Harcourt stumbled and fell to his knees, awkwardly straddling the steps. “I’m not going to let this pass, you damned prick.”

“I look forward to the challenge.” Then the marquess maneuvered around him, ran down the remaining steps, hustled into a waiting carriage, and then was away before Harcourt could draw an even breath.

“Edenthorpe!” The sound of Sarah’s voice merely made him tired. He bowed his head as she hurried over to his side and assisted him into a standing position. “What happened?”

He barely glanced at her as so much pain wracked his body he could hardly see straight. Above all, hot anger coursed through his veins—at the marquess, at his father for putting him into this position, at himself for not having the courage to fight for what he wanted, at Sarah for needing protection from what society would do to her.

“I tripped.” Above all, his heart ripped asunder again and again until he gasped from the constant pain of it. As soon as he locked eyes with the woman he should already be wedding, the truth became crystal clear. I cannot do this. For the first time in his life, he would put his needs—the leading of his heart—ahead of everything else. “Sarah, we have to talk.”

Remarkably, her smile was soft. Understanding pooled in her eyes. “I thought we might.” The truth of everything lay reflected in her expression. “Come. The people in the church can wait.”

In gratitude, Harcourt followed her to the open carriage that waited at the curb, the one scheduled to convey them to her father’s house for the wedding breakfast. Once inside, she asked the driver to wait for there had been a change in plans. Then she put the whole of her attention on him as she sat beside him. With a shaking, gloved hand, she traced what would most likely be hideous bruises on his cheek and chin before too long. “Can I assume we are not marrying this morning?”

He flinched. “We are not.” As she nodded, he took her hand. “I cannot in good conscience wed you when—”

“Your heart belongs to Miss Haddington, and has for quite some time now,” she finished for him in a low voice.

“Yes.” That organ she spoke of ached rather fiercely. Could one die of a broken heart? And damn but his chest was so tight it was difficult to breathe. Every moment that he tarried here meant another that Markham had ahead of him and closer to Leah. But he must give Sarah the respect she deserved. “I tried to deny what I feel for Leah. I thought once I married you, I could leave her behind. But—”

“I know.” She squeezed his fingers. “I feel the same way about the person I love to distraction as well.”

When Harcourt peered into her eyes, saw nothing but truth and affection there, he sighed. How had they come so far off course that they were each ready to sacrifice happiness? “Will you tell me?”

Sarah nodded. “Her name is Miss Tabetha Applemore,” she said in a barely audible voice that he had to lean close enough to hear. “She is the daughter of a member of the House of Commons.” A tremulous smile curved her lips. “We are wonderfully happy together but—”

“—you were hoping for respectability, and I have disappointed you.” A swath of guilt swept over him. It seemed someone would be hurt no matter what decision was made this day.

“No. Oh, no, Harcourt, never think that.” She squeezed his hand. “There are times when we must listen to our hearts regardless of what our heads—and society—expect or demand from us.” A heavy sigh escaped her. “I should have realized that sooner. The both of us could have had much different lives by now.”

While that was true, perhaps he’d needed this engagement to explore who the devil he truly was and what he really hoped for in this life. “What will you do now?”

Her shrug called his attention to her gown of periwinkle silk. Truly, it was a lovely color on her, and her blonde hair had been intricately twisted and upswept. “I don’t know, but I’ll have Tabetha, so how bad can it be?”

Perhaps the answers they’d both been seeking this whole time were truly that simple.

“Indeed.” God, there would be hell to pay imminently. “Your father will kill me if Markham doesn’t first.” Quickly, he relayed what had happened that had led him to this decision.

“I shall talk to my father. He merely doesn’t wish my preferences to become public. The scandal would bury him, I’m afraid.” A sad note had crept into her voice. “It was the main reason I clung to this engagement.”

“I understand.” Oh so much, but in the end, society and its gossiping tabbies would do nothing for either of them. If they wanted to change their future, they had to do it themselves. Then he brightened. “Leave me.”

“What?” Confusion stamped across her face.

“I want you to leave me. I’ll tell everyone in the church that you have changed your mind. Take the tickets for our wedding trip, grab your lady, and then flee to Rome.” The more he talked about it, the more he warmed to the idea. “Enjoy yourselves. Hell, don’t come back. There is plenty of society life on the Continent. Or if you do wish to return to England, make sure you are wed to a man who doesn’t mind being a foil.”

Even though hope flashed in her eyes, she shook her head. “I couldn’t do that to you.”

“Why not? I’m offering you freedom, Sarah. Have the life you deserve and the happiness you should have always had I couldn’t give you.” He squeezed her fingers in reassurance. “I shall weather the storm in your stead.” When she would have voiced a protest, he rushed in. “Take this carriage. Your bags and trunks are already packed. Run. Don’t stop. I’ll make up an excuse, but I need you to go quickly.”

“You are going after Miss Haddington.” It wasn’t a question.

“I must.” For the first time in a long while, the grin he gave her was genuine, but then he winced at the pain the gesture brought. “I love her, and I need to tell her that. In fact, the only thing I need in life is her.”

“I’m so happy for you.” With a smile, Sarah leaned into him and bussed his unmolested cheek. “You and she are right—you fit.” She readjusted the angle of his top hat. “She makes you better. I could see it in your posture, your eyes, your attitude each time you’d been together.”

Heat went up the back of his neck and seeped into his cheeks. “I couldn’t live a lie any longer.”

“Neither can I.” They stared at each other with matching silly grins. “You’ll propose, I hope?”

“If she will have me after all of this.” Then he sobered as the reality of the situation came pouring in. “However, Leah doesn’t care for the ton or society life. She would have to be a duchess...” Would he lose her after all?

“Don’t worry about any of that right now.” Sarah pushed at his shoulder. “Go after her. Rescue her as you would have done me. You have more honor in your little finger than most men of the beau monde do their whole bodies.” Again, she shoved at him. “Win Miss Haddington’s heart and live your fairy story romance. Everyone deserves at least that.” A chuckle escaped her. “Write to me and let me know you’ve done so. I don’t wish to worry.”

As if the heavy shackles he’d worn for too many years to count fell away, he sighed, leaned forward, and kissed her cheek. “Thank you. And for what it’s worth, you are beautiful today, Sarah. Any woman would be fortunate to have you.” With a wink, he stood. “Go. I mean it. Run. Be happy. It’s no one’s business how. Don’t let this bit of freedom languish.”

“I will.” Tears sprang into her eyes. “Thank you, Edenthorpe. For everything.”

With a nod, he jumped out of the conveyance. To the driver, he said, “Lady Sarah’s townhouse, post haste.” He threw a pouch of coins up to the man. “Tell no one what you’ve heard today. Stay with her while additional luggage and everything else she’ll need is gathered. Then convey her and her companion to the London Docks as soon as you possibly can.”

“Of course, Your Grace.” The pouch vanished up the man’s sleeve, and then he maneuvered the carriage into traffic.

Harcourt waved to Sarah then ran back up the steps and went into the church. As soon as the door closed behind him, all eyes turned toward him. He stiffened his spine, cursed the additional delay, and sighed. “If I might have your attention?” A heavy swallow didn’t alleviate the dryness in his throat. “Lady Sarah has changed her mind. Actually, we both have, so we’ve called the wedding off. Unfortunately, we have found we won’t suit after all. Thank you for coming, but please, enjoy the previously planned wedding breakfast.” Avoiding looking directly at her father, Harcourt dashed from the church as several outcries and the low murmur of whispers reached his ears.

He had plans to make immediately.

The Earl of St. Vincent met him on the pavement. “What the devil has occurred? You’ve nearly started a riot in there.”

Quickly, Harcourt explained. “I must go, Leopold. Time has already wasted. I have to reach her before the marquess does. Before he marries her, does much worse to her.” Under no circumstances would he allow that man to put his hands, his mouth on her.

I will kill him first.

“I’m coming with you,” St. Vincent said promptly and escorted him down the street toward a carriage. “There’s a pistol under the driver’s box. You are welcome to it. Use it on the cur who had the audacity to steal Miss Haddington.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but it’s faster if we ride.”

The earl frowned. “Horseback for six or so hours?”

“Yes. Like we used to run neck or nothing in the war when numbers were needed by our superiors.” He flashed his best friend a grin. “For old times’ sake.”

A glint of excitement appeared in St. Vincent’s eyes. “I’m honored. And may God grant Markham latitude, for you won’t give him the same, even if you’ll go to Newgate for murder.”

Harcourt snorted. “Only time will tell on that.” His only objective right now was to rescue Leah. He couldn’t promise anything else.
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By the time the sun had set Leah was beyond annoyed at the situation. She must do something, but what and how?

“When will we arrive at the marquess’ country estate?”

It felt as if they’d been traveling forever already. They’d stopped at two posting inns along the way to switch horses. Once she’d been allowed out to do the necessary and have a spot of tea—where her wrists had been unbound—but always Cousin Richard was about, and the moment she was escorted back to the traveling coach, he’d tied her hands again.

“We are nearly there. Perhaps under the half hour now.” Her cousin’s eyelids were beginning to droop. Obviously, he was unaccustomed to both taking hostages as well as indulging in trips to the country in slow-moving coaches. “Once we arrive, I’ll escort you directly to your room, and there you will stay until Lord Markham gives the next set of orders. Since his carriage would have moved much quicker than this one—loaded down with his luggage—no doubt he’ll be waiting for us.”

She couldn’t remember what sort of traffic they’d encountered during the trip, for part of it she’d been forced to remain on the floor. It had been difficult to see anything from that angle. “And you’ll provide witness to the wedding.” How convenient for the marquess that this puppet of a man would serve two functions.

“Of course. Then I’ll leave you both to your lives.” He shrugged. “Now, do shut up. I’m being deviled by a megrim. Can’t wait to return to London. The country is so dull.”

“Right, because you cannot gamble away the coin Markham gave you in exchange for the tiara out here.” Leah no longer cared who she angered. She’d grown tired of men thinking they knew best for her life, or that they had the right to treat her like an object for wealth or revenge.

“I’m helpless to the vice. There are worse things.” He propped his muddy boots on the bench opposite him—next to her—and crossed his arms over his chest. Clearly, he was preparing to sleep the remainder of the trip away and he didn’t care for much more than that.

Leah glanced out the window. None of the terrain was familiar. She had no idea where she was. All she knew was that she didn’t wish to remain a prisoner. If at all possible, she would attempt to escape a marriage to Lord Markham, yet... She stifled a sob. Harcourt was already married. That far-flung chance of being with him had been removed, and since she had already spent her dowry and lost the tiara, she was worse off now than before she’d asked for his help.

What should I do?

Throwing herself on the altar of keeping a man safe didn’t seem like the smartest thing, but if it would keep him alive or allow him the opportunity to nurture happiness? Perhaps she should go through with this horrible wedding after all. In any event, she feared for her mother’s future as well.

“Promise me that you’ll keep my mother safe.” When Cousin Richard didn’t immediately rouse, she huffed and shoved at his feet. “Richard?” A snore escaped him. The pistol he’d held nearly the whole trip slipped harmlessly to the bench beside him, resting against his side.

All logical thought and common sense left her mind at that moment. Now was her chance to escape. If she could somehow find a way back to London, perhaps she could warn Harcourt of the threat from Lord Markham. Surely, he and his friends could come up with a plan to defend the duke if it came down to that.

Slowly standing, Leah leaned over the narrow aisle of the coach. Guiding both her bound hands toward her cousin, equally as slowly she lowered them, and when her fingers brushed the butt of the pistol, she stifled a cry of joy. Waiting and watching the man to make certain he remained in slumber, she slipped her fingers around the pistol and then incrementally pulled the weapon toward her.

Could she actually shoot someone in order to wound them or even kill? She didn’t know and she hoped she wouldn’t have cause to find out, but at least she could defend herself. Moving swiftly to the door, Leah pulled down the latch as best she could and then swung the panel open. The coach wasn’t lumbering along all that quickly and it would probably hurt when she hit the hard packed dirt of the road, yet she would risk it.

Life and destiny were never changed if one laid down and waited for rescue or even death.

She sent up a prayer and then with a held breath, Leah jumped. She didn’t land on her feet, but she did tumble to the ground and in the process scraped up her knees and elbows. Then her forehead brushed the ground as she came to a halt, but she shoved the pain and discomfort to the back of her mind and scrambled to her feet. The key to a proper escape was to keep moving.

Would they find her in the wooded areas that lined one side of the road? It was certainly better than chancing flight across the wheat field on the other side. As she moved toward the trees, she allowed a tight grin, for the coach continued to lumber down the road. No one had noticed her absence yet. If luck held, she could vanish into the trees and the shadows of oncoming twilight would conceal her.

Ten minutes into her flight, Leah discovered how difficult it was to run through trees without the balance of her hands, to say nothing of how her skirts kept snagging on twigs and shrubbery. And the frivolous slippers she wore weren’t constructed with thick enough soles to prevent stones and pebbles from biting into her feet. The damned marquess had spirited her away from her home without allowing her time to change from morning wear.

Well, no more. If he wanted her that badly for his twisted game of revenge, he’d have to catch her first and then dodge the ball of her pistol. For she’d meant what she said: she would kill him if pushed to it.

Eventually, the glamor of the adventure wore off. An hour of fighting her way through the wilderness lost its charm. Her feet hurt. A chill had seeped into her bones. And as an added insult, it had begun to rain. Though she’d tried to follow the main road, she still had no idea where she was and neither had she come upon tenant cottages or any other sort of habitable dwelling.

Heartsick and exhausted, Leah sank onto a fallen tree and gave into tears of frustration and fright. Though the driving force behind retrieving the tiara had been to remove herself from London, to hide away in the country, at the moment, she was rather sick of the bucolic scenery and the lack of civilization. What she wouldn’t give to see another living person or stumble upon a steaming cup of properly brewed tea.

When sounds of shouting drifted to her location, Leah pushed once more to her feet. With her heart lodged in her throat and her pulse hammering out of control, she picked her way through the underbrush and crept closer to the road. The cold butt of the pistol in her hands gave little comfort, for she would only have one shot and she had no idea of how to fire accurately.

“Oh, drat.” Her whisper seemed overly loud within the trees. Cousin Richard and the coach driver prowled along the road. They must have been truly motivated if they’d gained the ground she’d just covered so quickly.

“The damned woman has to be around here somewhere. She couldn’t have gotten far.” The irritation in her cousin’s voice was unmistakable.

“Lord Markham will have our hides if we’ve lost her,” the burly driver said as he tromped through the underbrush at the opposite side of the road.

“You have no idea.” Cousin Richard swatted at the underbrush as he approached the wooded area. “Chances are we’ll need to start looking through the trees. She’s clever and I wouldn’t put it past her to hide or even climb a tree.”

Leah stifled a snort. As if she could scale any sort of bark in skirts and slippers with torn soles and tied wrists, but she tried to remain hidden as best she could while watching the two bacon-brained idiots at the side of the road.

“We should have bound her ankles,” the driver added as he beat the plant life with a stout stick he’d acquired from God knew where.

“Yes, well, hindsight, Jones.” A waspish tone had entered her cousin’s voice. “Let’s find her before His Lordship discovers she’s gone.”

“Oh, it’s quite too late for that.”

A shiver of dread went down her spine at the sound of Lord Markham’s voice. Leah peered through the budding leaves of the bushes as the marquess dismounted a horse in the middle of the road. A lit lantern bobbed from his pommel. The golden pool of light was both welcome and terrifying in the gathering darkness.

Would he see her through the inky sky? The ivory muslin would certainly not be invisible behind the early spring foliage. The only chance she had was to hide within an evergreen cluster or behind a wide enough tree trunk.

“Ah, Lord Markham. There was no need to come all the way out here.” Her cousin’s tone had turned wheedling. “Jones and I will find your bride-to-be in a twinkling.”

“I think not. You have outlived your usefulness, Langley.”

“I’ll do better, Your Lordship. I swear it.”

As Leah watched in horrified fascination from her hiding spot, the marquess drew a pistol from the pocket of his great coat.

“Too little, too late.”

Bang!

She flinched from the sound of the pistol discharging and then pressed a hand to her mouth when Cousin Richard toppled to the road. A line of sickly red streamed from a hole in his forehead. Blood pooled rapidly beneath his body.

Oh, dear Lord. Markham just murdered my cousin!

The marquess dismounted. “As for you, Jones. I trusted you more than I did him.” The unmistakable sound of a pistol being cocked echoed in the silence. She shook with fear, for he apparently had a double barrel pistol. Emanuel used to talk incessantly about such a weapon sometimes when he’d come home on leave. “As it turns out, that trust was misplaced.”

“I had nothing to do with it, my lord,” the man said with certain terror quivering in his voice. “The damned baron was the one supposed to be watching her.”

“Then guilty by association. Hmm?”

Bang!

Seconds later, the coach driver fell to the road, as dead as her cousin.

A curl of smoke issued from the nose of the marquess’ pistol. “I know you’re out there somewhere, Miss Haddington, and as soon as I reload, I’m coming after you.”

Well, that would allow her at least a few minutes to put distance between them.

“And it might set your mind at least, but I no longer wish to marry you since you’ve proved to be more trouble than you are worth.”

“Thank the lord for small miracles, then,” she whispered into the darkness, and with her skirting clutched awkwardly in her still-bound wrists, Leah crept as quietly as she could through the trees. Surely there would be somewhere she could hide.

“Oh no,” the marquess continued as if they conversed in a drawing room instead this eerie place under cover of darkness with certain peril dogging her heels. “Instead, I’ve decided to give you the same punishment as your cousin.” The sound of a ramrod being shoved into the barrel of the pistol drifted to her ears. Her throat went dry. It meant he was nearly done reloading. “A fitting end, wouldn’t you say? Besides, in this way, your heartache can be alleviated.”

“You are completely mad,” she said into the darkness before she could recall the words. The only hope she had now was that he couldn’t see her. “You’ve murdered two men for no other reason than failing at their orders.”

“I am very exacting.” Apparently finished with his task, he cocked his pistol once more. “In death, all your pain will cease. Your silly love affair with the Duke of Edenthorpe will end and he can forever drown in guilt that he couldn’t save you.”

Pain flared anew in her heart, but she shoved it away. “He is beyond my reach now, but that doesn’t mean I won’t fight you to the last.” This man was unhinged. People with sound minds just didn’t go around and shoot people who made mistakes or couldn’t follow orders. The horror of that wouldn’t soon fade from her memory. And she had a pistol of her own. Not double barreled, it meant she had one chance. One little shot that could either maim or kill, depending on how accurate her shot was.

Aim for the thigh or the heart, Leah. That’s what Emanuel had always said a soldier should do. It would put a man down quicker than being shot in the shoulder or chest. If she didn’t think she could hit the marquess’ heart, the thigh was her best bet.

Continuing to pick her way through the underbrush, Leah moved around the trees and shrubbery with more haste than stealth. Time was of the essence.

“Come now, Miss Haddington. In death, you can join your brother. I’m sure you’ve missed him since the war took him.” The sing-song tone of Lord Markham’s voice was sickening. If he thought that would cajole her, he was more insane than she first assumed.

“Emanuel would never have wanted me to willfully let someone kill me.” Once, when he’d been home on leave, he’d attempted to teach her how to shoot a pistol, but she’d told him she wanted nothing to do with such things. She refused to have it anywhere close to her, refused to learn how to put more pain and suffering into the world.

I should have listened to him.

“Then go ahead and run. I enjoy a challenging quarry when I hunt.” He stepped off the road and she lost sight of him.

Drat, drat, drat.

Leah’s heartbeat pounded so hard through her veins she swore she felt the earth shake beneath her feet, but when the sensation wouldn’t cease, she darted behind one of the larger tree trunks and paused. It wasn’t her heart at all. In fact, galloping horses’ hooves made that sound. As she waited, with the butt of the pistol tightly gripped between her hands, she peered through the darkened skeletons of trees and shrubbery toward the road.

Two riders ran neck or nothing along the thoroughfare. When one brought his horse to a trotting halt, the other shot past. She didn’t know who they were, but the man who’d halted in the road had dismounted. Faint moonlight and light from a lantern tied to his pommel winked from the silver buttons on his evening jacket. Briefly, she caught a glimpse of his face in profile, a snatch of the unmistakable cane, before ducking behind the tree once more.

Her silly heart thumped and beat erratically all over again. Harcourt is here! Then her spirits plummeted. Why wasn’t he with his new bride? After all, it was their wedding night, and they were due to depart England on the morrow for the honeymoon.

“Markham? Where are you?” The command in the duke’s voice was unmistakable. “You wanted the chance for a duel? The chance to put a ball in my brain? Well, I’m here now. Forget about Miss Haddington and come meet me like a gentleman.”

What was he doing? Fear seized her heart. He shouldn’t be here. This was her fight; he already had his own life and responsibilities.

“The time for a duel has passed, Your Grace.” The marquess’ voice reverberated from somewhere close. The illumination from his lantern danced and skipped over the ground. “The only blood I want tonight is that of your doxy.”

Could he hear the rapid tattoo of her heartbeat? Sweat trickled down her spine to plaster the thin morning gown and robe to her skin. It was only a matter of time before he found her. Any movement on her part now would betray her position, but she caressed the hammer of the pistol with her thumb.

“Your fight is with me, Markham. Not her. You’re only doing this to get back at me.” His distinct gait rang in her ears as he made his way closer.

“What upset you more?” he continued, and she wasn’t sure if he meant to lull the marquess into a distraction or to more pinpoint his location. “Me stealing your painting years before or the fact that I once again came into your house and took something of value right beneath your very nose? Something you’ve long coveted? Something that you assumed would win you back into the good graces of the Regent?”

“You talk gammon, Edenthorpe.” A twig snapped nearby.

Leah stifled a gasp. He was perhaps ten feet away on the opposite side of the tree where she hid.

“There is nothing untoward regarding my relationship with the Regent and I.”

“No?” Bitter laughter came from the duke. “I’ve heard a rumor that you and he had a falling out. Something about your penchant for cheating at cards while he’s at the same table, thereby taking the man for more than he truly owed.”

“I would never do such a thing.” But a note of worry had crept into the marquess’ voice.

“Oh, but I think you would,” the duke replied. He was nearly upon the other man’s location. “I believe that you did, and when Prinny discovered your deception, he cast you out from his inner circle. But now that you have Lady Langley’s tiara once more in your possession, you’re certain to win back the Regent’s regard.”

How had the duke discovered that? Her respect for him edged upward to temporarily distract from the fear that held her in its grip. She also ignored the rain beginning to soak her from head to foot.

“That is my business.” The marquess was close and she shrank behind the tree. He set his lantern on the rough ground. “Once I dispatch your troublesome mistress and then put the promised ball through your brain, no one will know I had any sort of motive at all. They will assume I successfully tracked down the thieves who stole my property and dealt with them accordingly. After all, there were many witnesses who saw you attack me in front of St. Paul’s this morning.”

He and the duke had words before the ceremony? Before she had time to process that or even do much of anything else, he’d snuck behind the tree, grabbed a handful of her hair, and dragged her against his fleshy body.

Pain skittered along her scalp, and she cried out, dropping the pistol. “Run, Edenthorpe. He’s not worth your ire, and neither am I worth the danger.”

The duke stepped out of the shadows, looking as haggard and beat up as she’d ever seen him. The bruises on the left side of his face spoke to the fact Markham hadn’t lied. Rain plastered his brown hair to his skull. “Let her go.”

“I think not.” The marquess retreated out of the pool of golden lantern light. “You simply cannot manage to stay away from this woman, Edenthorpe. It’s a huge weakness on your part, so I will exploit that to my advantage.”

“Run, Harcourt. You have your whole life ahead.” When she elbowed the marquess in the stomach, he merely grunted and tightened his hold on her hair.

“Now, now, Miss Haddington.” He pressed the cold nose of his pistol into her ribcage beneath her right breast. “You should have some respect for people higher in rank. We control the ebb and flow of the ton.”

“That’s what you think, but the opposite is true. Everyone beneath you has a choice.” She met the duke’s gaze in the darkness, hoping he understood. “Each time someone goes against the tide of status quo, that’s when the world starts to change.” A whimper left her throat for he’d yanked at her hair. Tears sprang to her eyes. “But if many people join that effort, people like you will surely topple.”

Almost imperceptibly, he nodded, for they’d played that game before in their youth whenever they wished to force Leopold or Emanuel to change their minds.

“Perhaps, but unfortunately, your proclivity toward feistiness is at an end. Once I put a ball through your side and you slowly bleed out, I’ll have no choice but to defend myself against Edenthorpe’s crazed attack.” When he shrugged, he pulled her hair, and another wave of pain went through her head. “The end result is the same. Let’s not waste any more time, shall we? I have to find appropriate mourning attire and affect the proper attitude for when the local authorities drop by Markham Hall.”

In her mind’s eye, Leah saw her brother, standing before her as clear as day, in his red officer’s uniform. He looked directly at her. Remember the hoyden you were as a young woman, Leah. Now is not the time to do the right, the proper thing. Save yourself and save my best friend. This side isn’t ready for either of you yet. Then his image faded, and she was once more in the darkened forest being held hostage by the marquess with the duke looking on with murder in his eyes.

So, she did the one thing she’d learned from her brother as well as the duke in how to defend herself that long ago summer. With a cry of pure rage, Leah abruptly spun about, and she rammed her knee as hard as she could into the soft flesh between the marquess’ thighs. When he grunted and temporarily doubled over, she ran behind the tree, scooped up the pistol, and then pointed it at Markham’s head.

“Move one muscle and I will drop you like a deer.” Oh, please let that be true!

“Stupid woman.” The marquess charged at her like a bull. She hadn’t expected it and he caught her in the midsection with his shoulder. The impact sent her flying and she hit her back against a tree. The wind was knocked from her lungs as she came to a rest on the cold, wet ground. It was his turn to hold the pistol level at her head as she gasped for breath. “Goodbye, Miss Haddington.”

Never had she thought she would die in this horrible, lonely place. But she wasn’t a coward. Leah met the marquess’ eyes as he cocked his pistol. “A man like you always reaps what he sows, Lord Markham.”

“I’ve always thought that was a weak saying.” His index finger was on the trigger, and she braced for what would surely be even more pain when a cry split the night.

Edenthorpe rushed over with his cane raised. Seconds later, he swung and caught the marquess in his temple with the head of his cane. “I believe I asked you to leave her alone.” Though Markham dropped to one knee and there was a trail of blood at his temple that trickled down the side of his face, he wasn’t down yet.

But then, neither was the duke. He threw away the cane in favor of landing the man a facer, which toppled Markham onto his back. Then Harcourt came down over him, pressing a knee into one of his shoulders and semi-pinning him to the ground while he punched him in the face over and over as the rain drifted down.

Never had she seen him fiercer or more abandoned.

As her breathing slowly regulated, Leah scrambled to her feet. Pain in her midsection slowed her, but she was determined to make certain the marquess could never threaten her or the duke again. She bent, rooted through the wet leaves and other debris for the dropped pistol, and once her fingers came in contact with it, she grabbed it, and then straightened.

Only to be captured by a man who wrapped his arms around hers. As she sucked in a breath to scream, a familiar voice in her ear gave her pause.

“Easy, Miss Haddington. You’re safe now.” The Earl of St. Vincent ushered her away from where Harcourt and the marquess still tussled. First one man was on top and then the victory transferred to the other.

“No. Stop. I must help the duke.” She held up the pistol. “Let me shoot the marquess. He deserves it.”

“Oh, no doubt he does, but you don’t deserve to land in Newgate, especially not with the whole of your future ahead of you.”

She snorted and tried to leave his strong hold. “There is no future any longer, Leopold. Everything is horrid.” Her wet clothes coupled with the injuries she’d sustained and the fact she was out of danger all made her droop with exhaustion.

“Have faith, Miss Haddington. There are wonderful things yet in store for you.” But he didn’t let her go. Instead, he ushered her out of the wooded area and back onto the road toward the useless traveling coach. “Now, please sit in the coach and stay out of the rain. I’ll take your pistol,” he relieved her of the weapon, “and will assist Edenthorpe. Once the task is finished, we’ll all return to London, and everything will be as right as it was intended.”

“Please don’t leave me alone.” She couldn’t look at the dead bodies as they passed. “I don’t have the strength to fight off Markham if he comes back.”

“He won’t. Trust me on that.” Determination rang in his voice. He helped her into the coach, undid the knots at her wrists, and then saw her settled. “I promise I’ll bring the duke back to you in one piece, more or less.”

Tears filled her eyes. “Not for me, St. Vincent. For Lady Sarah.”

A mysterious grin curved the earl’s lips. “Indeed. Regardless, Edenthorpe would have my head if I didn’t take you from the immediate danger. We shall return shortly.” Then he firmly closed the door and loped away.

Several minutes later, the sound of a pistol report echoed through the night air.

Bang!

Barely had she wondered who had shot and who had received a wound, another one rent the silence.

Bang!

With a soft cry, Leah slumped against the squabbed bench with her heart lodged in her throat. Had the duke made it out alive? If he hadn’t, this whole sad Drury Lane production would have been for naught.

But she hadn’t the strength to slide out of the coach and search through the woods. To say nothing of the fear of what she might see.

It was now a game of waiting.
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Harcourt was barely aware that St. Vincent had ushered Leah away from the area, but it had been something they’d planned ahead of time. He only knew that as soon as he had the opportunity, he would beat the marquess bloody for his audacity.

But he hadn’t counted on the feral strength of the other man or his tenacity to survive. Markham got in a few punches of his own, and with each blow, Harcourt continued to come at him as a red haze of anger fell over his vision.

All too soon, St. Vincent returned. He pulled Harcourt from the bloodied marquess and didn’t release him until both of them had gained their feet. “I believe Lord Markham is quite aware how you feel, Your Grace,” he said with a heavy dose of humor in his tones.

“You’ll pay for this, Edenthorpe.” The marquess wiped at his nose that streamed blood with the back of a sleeve.

“I’m not the one who murdered two people on a public road, one of whom was a peer.” Dear God, but the new Baron Langley just hadn’t had luck with him and now his brains were splattered on the road. What would happen to the title now? When Harcourt would have lunged at the man, the earl held him back. “Nor am I the one who threatened to kill an innocent woman in cold blood.” He couldn’t help the warning growl in his voice, and even though his body ached in various places from the fight, he’d go at the marquess again until he was rendered unconscious. “All because you’re angry I stole a damned painting years ago.”

St. Vincent chuckled. “I remember that job. Fine painting, too. Who did you sell it too, again? Lockwood?”

“Mmm, possibly. He was one of the interested buyers.” It was neither here nor there now. “We shall summon the magistrate and let him have at you. After all, you did threaten a duke.”

“I rather think you won’t.” Before either Harcourt or the earl could move, Lord Markham yanked the pistol he’d dropped in the scuffle.

Bang!

Everything seemed to happen in a slow blur. The report of the pistol echoed off the trees. Shadows danced in the light of the lantern still on the ground. With a curse, St. Vincent shoved hard at Harcourt’s shoulder. Then the earl jerked backward, and with a cry of pain, he fell to the ground.

“Leopold!” Harcourt didn’t stop to think; he only reacted. It was outside of enough Markham had terrorized the people he loved. All of that stopped now. He dropped to his knees beside his fallen friend, yanked the pistol from the man’s waistband, brought back the hammer, and then fired.

Bang!

Markham grunted. He cursed and hurtled his pistol in Harcourt’s direction, but in the end, he fell to the ground. Blood oozed from the wound in his upper thigh.

“Best tourniquet that, else you’ll bleed out, and I would hate for you to perish before the magistrate can get his hands on you.” Then he dismissed the marquess from his mind in favor of examining St. Vincent. “Leopold, are you still with me?” He wasn’t strong enough to lose another best friend merely for a selfless sacrifice.

The earl groaned. He batted Harcourt’s hands away. “Leave off, man, and let me die in peace.”

Harcourt snorted. “You are not dying.” Finally, he found the wound. “The ball went through the fleshy part of your left shoulder.”

“Well, it burns like the devil himself is holding onto me.” The man flinched when Harcourt continued to probe the wound. “Bloody hell, Edenthorpe. Stop!”

“You need attention.” With a couple of tugs, he wrenched off his cravat while keeping half an eye on Markham who was attempting to gain his feet. “Press this to the wound.” Though seemingly every muscle in his body hurt, Harcourt once again stood. He limped over to the marquess’ location. “I’m growing weary of putting you down, Your Lordship.” Then he kicked the man and caught the loathsome toad in the temple. Finally, he crumpled into a lump near the lantern.

“What are we to do with him?” St. Vincent asked. Pain wove through his voice. He struggled to sit upright with his back more or less propped against a tree.

“Leave him here? Drag him out to the road and then send someone for the magistrate once we reach Markham Hall?” Not being the cruel sort, Harcourt divested the bigger man of his cravat then set about securing a tourniquet to the marquess’ thigh. As he tightened it with a stick he’d found, and tied it into place, he shook his head. “Is Leah unharmed?”

“As far as I know, she’s physically unharmed other than some bumps and bruises, no doubt obtained by Markham’s hand or that of her cowardly cousin.” When they’d discovered from Lady Langley that Leah had been escorted from the house by Markham and the new baron, it had been easy to piece together they’d been in league for quite some time.

All due to that damned tiara and what it might bring to both the men.

“We ought to let him die out here.” Harcourt once more struggled to his feet. Pain screamed through the war wound in his thigh while his face and stomach throbbed with aches of their own. He’d look like a proper dog’s breakfast in the morning. “However, I rather think a judge needs to sort out his crimes.” Rain worked to further wet his whole being.

“He’ll evade the charges,” St. Vincent warned. “No doubt he’ll throw enough coin at the problem, and it will vanish, along with the rest of them.”

Harcourt huffed. “True, except Prinny knows. I have to trust that counts for something. Without the Regent’s support, Markham will soon lose his adoring acolytes.” When he reached St. Vincent’s location, he retrieved his dropped cane. “Come. We still have much to do tonight.” He offered his free hand to his friend. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t wish to spend any more time on Markham land.”

“Agreed.” A grunt mixed with a groan of pain issued from the other man as Harcourt pulled him upright. “I also don’t relish riding back with his damned shoulder wound.”

“You can ride in the coach. I’ll drive the thing.” He led the way from the wooded area toward the road. The damned rain put a damper on his spirits. “From as much as I could gather, we’re under a half hour away from Markham Hall. We’ll stop there, send someone for the magistrate, demand someone act as driver, switch out the horses, and then come back this way. There was a posting inn about an hour south of here.”

“Sounds complicated.” St. Vincent threw his good arm around Harcourt’s shoulders. “What say we complete the journey to Markham Hall. After we have a couple of the footman retrieve their disgraced master, we can have them lock him in the wine cellar until the authorities can arrive. Then we call for a doctor. After that, we avail ourselves of Markham’s spirit collection and spend the night in his guest rooms.” He glanced at Harcourt. “I rather think I don’t have the strength to go all the way back to the posting inn tonight.”

“It’s your own bloody fault for putting yourself into harm’s way. That ball was meant for me.”

“Which is exactly why I shoved you out of the line of fire.”

“No one asked you to!” I don’t want any more of that on my conscience.

“It’s what good friends do, you stubborn, broken, fortunate man.” St. Vincent tried to laugh, but it sounded more like a wheeze. “You are the glue that holds us all together, and I won’t have you die on my watch.”

Harcourt gawked at the earl. “Is that what Langley thought too? You all took a pact to protect me?” When his friend didn’t answer, he pressed on. “I’m not any more important than you or him.”

“Gammon. You are our leader, the man who kept us the Fortunate Seven for as long as he could, the one who kept correspondence going between us when we were scattered all over the world. Hell, some of us are still not home in London, but you’ve gone out of your way to rouse us from the darkness, to pull us from the clutches of our demons while you wrestle with your own.” St. Vincent shot him a grin. “You say Langley was the best of us, but in truth, it’s you.” He chuckled. “That’s the mark of a great man.”

For the first time in Harcourt’s life, he was rendered speechless by a friend. “I had no idea you fellows thought like that.”

“You have been under a fair amount of stress lately, and quite frankly, you’ve forgotten it since Langley’s death, since your discharge.” The earl released a groan of pain. “We look out for each other, Edenthorpe. In the Rogue’s Arcade, everyone is a brother.”

“Thank you.” A wad of emotion stuck in his throat. “Perhaps it’s best we go on to Markham Hall.” But damn, it would delay his return to London as well as the plans he’d just dared to formulate in his head. The care of his friends came paramount to his own needs. “Ah, look there. The coach, just as we left it.”

“It’s damned fortunate the horses didn’t spook at the gunshots. Then we’d have to rescue Miss Haddington yet again.” There was no annoyance in the tones, merely pain and exhaustion.

“I’ll do so for as long as it takes to see her safe.”

St. Vincent snorted. “She thinks you’ve wed Lady Sarah, you know.”

“I know.” Harcourt’s chest ached. “There will be plenty of time in the morning to untangle the threads of this convoluted day.” But above all, he wanted to see for himself that she was unharmed.

It was slow progress to the coach, but they made it. As soon as he swung open the door, Leah flew out and flung herself into his arms, which displaced St. Vincent, who stumbled away with a half-stifled curse.

“I’m so glad you’re not dead.” Then she sobbed against his shoulder, trembling, for the thin garments she wore were damp and clinging. “I’ve been so worried since I heard the gunshots.”

Harcourt glanced over her head at the earl. The feel of her in his embrace, the heat of her washed over him like waves, and all he wished to do was remain there, but they were short on time. “I’m not dead due to St. Vincent’s interference.”

Leah pulled backward. “Truly?” She glanced between them both. In the dim light from the carriage lantern, bruises had started to form on her cheek. Smaller ones marred her chin as if the marquess had held her face in his grip.

“Indeed. Damned man shoved me out of the way when Markham fired.”

“Just like my brother.” She pushed out of his arms only to fling herself into St. Vincent’s. “Thank you. You are—he is—a good man.”

“Oh, don’t I know it.” The earl grinned like a wolf as he enfolded her into his embrace even though it must have caused him great pain. A stab of hot jealousy went through Harcourt’s chest, for he wasn’t fond of any man embracing her, not even a best friend. “Edenthorpe intends to drive the coach on to Markham Hall, where we shall overnight and rest.”

She pulled away. “Dear heavens, you need medical care.” With a frantic glance at Harcourt, she guided St. Vincent into the coach. “I’ll see about dressing the wound. Please get us to the hall as soon as you can.” Then she gasped. “What of Lord Markham? Is he alive?”

“Indeed, but unconscious and wounded. We’ll make arrangements once at the manor.”
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A longcase clock somewhere within the bowels of the house struck the midnight hour. Leah woke from a fitful slumber, for the bed, the room, the very sounds of the house were foreign to her, and knowing they belonged to the Marquess of Markham made her feel on edge. The morning couldn’t come soon enough, but the staff had been extremely accommodating, and when the footmen who’d retrieved the wounded and angry peer had locked him in the wine cellar, the whole attitude of the house had shifted to that of jubilation.

Obviously, Markham was a man hated by both upper and lower classes.

But through the flurry of activity that had followed their arrival, there hadn’t been time to talk to Harcourt, and she regretted that. Because of her, he’d missed his wedding night as well as the departure date for Rome with his wife. Yet without him riding to her rescue, she would have been either wed to the marquess or killed by his hand.

Now the danger had passed. There was a curious feeling of freedom that went along with the knowledge. It was quite heady, but none of that negated the jitters that played her spine.

After slipping out of the surprisingly comfortable bed, Leah donned the fresh robe of muslin and wrapped it over the matching gown. One of the maids had procured the outfit for her after a bath. The less she knew of its former owner, the better. She padded over the floor and at the door, opened the panel as quietly as she could. Once in the corridor beyond, she closed the door and then sneaked through the shadows until she reached the room the duke had been assigned. It was the height of scandalous, for he was a married man, but the urge to talk to him had grown strong, and if this was the only time she was afforded to tell him goodbye, she would take it. She’d rather not do it in front of witnesses.

Easily, the latch pressed beneath her hand. The door swung open on well-oiled hinges. She softly closed it behind her. “Harcourt?” Half a dozen steps carried her over the floor to the four-poster bed. “Harcourt, are you awake?” Her whisper sounded overly loud in the room. A candle guttered on the far bedside table near a stack of a few books. Perhaps he’d been reading before he’d fallen asleep. When there was no answer from the man reposing in the middle of the bed, Leah sat on the edge. With a shaking hand, she poked at his shoulder. “Your Grace?”

With a groan, the duke cracked open his eyes and stared through the shadows at her. “Leah?” When he realized it truly was her, those dark eyes widened. “What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to talk with you.” Her voice wavered. “It was so hectic earlier, you see, and...”

“It’s either too late at night or too early in the morning depending on your perspective for me to be craning my neck to look at you.” The deep timbre of his tones reverberated in her chest. “And I hurt too much besides. If you must talk, please join me on this bed.”

A shiver of need went down her spine. “I... I shouldn’t. It’s too much a temptation, and you’re married. I refuse to be the reason you break your marriage bonds before you’ve ever consummated your union.” Her cheeks burned from the implications.

“Well, damn.” The duke flung out an arm, which only called attention to his bare chest. “There are things I would say to you, Leah, that I didn’t have time to address earlier.” He patted the mattress. “Come.”

“But—”

“I promise, anything that occurs will be completely above board once morning arrives.” The bruises on his face in the candlelight were a hideous testimony to what he’d gone through on her behalf. He wriggled his fingers. “Honestly, I’m much too tired and in too much pain to do anything wicked, so please, join me.”

“All right.” Leah crawled beneath the bedclothes. She settled her head on one of the pillows and regarded him. The scent of eucalyptus clung to him, much differently than his usual cedarwood and citrus. “Do you truly feel poorly?”

“Everything aches. The stress on my thigh, coupled with the rain, as well as the blows I exchanged with Markham have taken a toll.”

“I’m sorry.” The heavy braid of her hair fell over her shoulder. “What else is there to say? You have no doubt made your wife angry by coming after me.”

His snort of amusement held a tired edge. “I am not married.”

“What?” Her heart, her entire body, froze, dependent on his next words. “But you have to be. Your ceremony was yesterday morning... You said that was expected of you...”

“It was, but that expectation began to unravel the night you and I coupled in your bedchamber, the night you wore that turquoise gown, and I started thinking, knew everything I’ve ever wanted was on the other side of my fear that was wrapped in tradition.”

“What happened to change your mind? And what of Lady Sarah?”

“Well, Sarah is in love with someone else. I advised her to run away with her lover, to take themselves off to Rome and enjoy life to the fullest.” The grin he shot her set off a ballet of butterflies in her belly. “I’m sure she and Tabetha will have a marvelous time. Quite frankly, I don’t expect them back for a few years.”

“What?” Leah rose up on an elbow. As she peered down at him, met his eyes in the dim light, and gawked at him. “Your fiancée is in love with a woman?”

“Oh, yes. And quite deeply, from all she’s said. Wonderfully happy from what I could see.” The duke’s expression reflected both amusement and relief. “I’m extremely pleased for them. Tabetha is a much better fit for Sarah than I could ever be. And when she explained that following one’s heart was better than doing something out of expectation or even for respectability, it finally hit home to me that I needed to do what made me happy.”

“Was her father angry?”

He shrugged and immediately winced. “If he was, I don’t know, for I left the church shortly after making her excuses. St. Vincent collected me and then we rode neck or nothing hoping to intercept Markham’s traveling coach.”

“You are free.” She couldn’t wrap her head around the fact. “Sarah is free, too. She probably felt like a prisoner as well, but something like that was kept such a secret when all she ever wanted was love, just like the rest of us.” It was sad that some types of love were destined to be hidden, at least for now.

“Quite. We are all essentially learning as we go along. Which brings me to the next item on my list of things to talk to you about.” He took possession of her hand, brought it to his lips. “Where I originally thought I’d failed your brother’s memory for not looking after you, I rather think this next bit will soothe his spirit better than anything else.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand, Harcourt.” But she clung to his hand as if he would suddenly vanish. “Perhaps you should arrive at the point.”

“Indeed.” He tugged at her hand. “Come closer, sweeting. I’m an old man.”

“Hardly.” But she snuggled into him, and he wrapped his arm around her. Oh, the naked plains of his chest were all too tempting, so she placed a palm to that warm skin. A giggle escaped when he gasped, and his stomach muscles clenched.

“I won’t waste any more time. I’m in love with you, Leah, and I suspect I have been since the night I taught you to pick a lock, but I knew it for a fact the night we stole the tiara from Markham’s home.”

Warmth filled her cheeks. “Yet you intended to ignore what your heart wanted and marry Lady Sarah anyway.”

“I was lost and shocked because Markham told me you promised to marry him. It was in the paper the night before my wedding.” A frown pulled the corners of his mouth downward. “My heart broke that morning; I felt as if you’d betrayed me, betrayed what we had.”

“I had to, Harcourt.” Again, she rose up on her elbow. “He threatened to kill you.” When she held his gaze, she fell into those dark brown pools. “All I wanted was for you to have a chance at a good life, a happy life... even if it wasn’t with me.”

“Why is that, I wonder?” His intense expression stole her breath.

“You well know.”

“Perhaps, but I want to hear you say it, Leah. I need to hear those words. During the whole course of my engagement, they were never uttered. Not by me and not by Sarah.” The soft note of vulnerability, of hope in his voice separated her from the remaining pieces of her heart. They flew into his keeping, and she couldn’t have been more thrilled.

“A duke’s prerogative?” When she chuckled, he reeled her closer. “Fine. Yes, it’s true. I love you. My fall began at the ball when you charmed your way beneath my skin—”

“—and your skirts,” he interrupted with a hint of the wickedness he claimed he wouldn’t indulge in.

She wouldn’t deny it, though. “All along, you’ve been nothing but solicitous toward me, have taken care of me when there was no need, came out of retirement to steal back the tiara at great personal cost, and now you’ve thrown over your engagement, tossed your title into a miasma of scandal because of me.” The waver had returned to her voice. “What woman wouldn’t love a man for that?”

“And now?” One of his dark eyebrows arched.

“And now I’m fairly shaking to discover what will happen next, but I’m fearful as well.” A shiver pushed down her spine. “Markham killed my cousin. He was Papa’s only surviving heir, we think. I have no idea what will become of Mama.”

“Leah?”

“The gossip alone will force us from London, but there is nowhere to go.” For the first time, the reality of her situation came hurtling in.

“Leah.”

She hardly knew he was speaking. “I suppose I could sell the tiara, since with Cousin Richard dead, it doesn’t need to go to the marquess—”

“Leah!” Then he moved, encouraged her onto her back, and pressed his mouth to hers, essentially stemming her words like he’d done that night of the rout that seemed like such a long time ago. When he lifted his head, they both grinned like fools. “If you’ll let me speak?”

“Yes.” Oh, he was strong, intoxicating, and all she wanted was to wrap her body around his in the hopes of showing him how she felt. Was that acceptable behavior when one was with a duke?

“You needn’t worry about your future or that of your mother’s. I will take care of you both.” He briefly kissed her again. “Please say you’ll marry me. At the first opportunity.”

Never had those words sounded so sweet! “Of course I will.” Then another thought tempered her happiness. “I suppose I’m to observe mourning due to Cousin Richard’s death.” That didn’t seem fair since she hardly knew him, and he ended up more or less trading her to the marquess for the payoff of the gaming debts. To say nothing of kidnapping.

“Ah, darling, you and I are already steeped up to our necks in scandal. What’s another one to add to the pile if you don’t wish to wait out the six months.”

“And being proper is so dull,” she added with a giggle.

“Indeed.” He settled himself more comfortably over her body, cradled her head in his hands, while a certain part of his anatomy hardened against her hip. “He basically betrayed you. I would think the tattlemongers would come down on our side.”

“If we even let them bother us.” Leah looped her arms about his shoulders. She slid a hand to his nape to furrow her fingers through the hair there. “It won’t matter, for I’ll have you. Unless you don’t believe I can rise up to the mark of being a duchess.” Frankly, that was one of her fears. “Oh dear, and that means I’ll have to go back to London and mingle within the ton...”

“Out of everything I worry about, your abilities are not one of them. After how you conducted yourself against Markham, I rather think there’s nothing you cannot do.” He teased her with a string of feather-weighted kisses that had her senses reeling. “I’ll be by your side, and who knows, we might be blacklisted and will never need to attend another society function.”

How exciting! “Then, Edenthorpe, I should be delighted to marry you.” This time, it was her who initiated their next kiss and when he became all too interested in exploring, she sighed. “I thought you were in too much pain to be wicked?”

“There is nothing wrong with my mouth, love, and there is nothing that says I cannot kiss my fiancée as much as I want. Then I’m going to tuck you in beside me and sleep. These past few days have proved exhausting.” Harcourt set out to do just that.

Leah grinned as she contented herself with becoming reacquainted with the duke. Her brother must certainly be glad knowing things had come together just as he’d always hoped.

Life was certainly mysterious, filled with emotions and overcoming problems, but as long as a person believed in themselves and had the support of another, truly there was nothing else needed.
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July 20, 1816

Harcourt couldn’t stop grinning. In fact, he’d done much of that these last few months as he and Leah had made plans to marry, which they’d done two days ago.

The private nuptial ceremony had taken place in the drawing room at his London townhouse. Members of the Rogue’s Arcade as well as their various sisters had come to witness the joyous event, as had Leah’s mother and some of her friends. They hadn’t wished for many guests, nor had they wanted the banns read. There was already enough scandal and gossip swirling about their names that the wedding didn’t need to be swamped with it too.

The Marquess of Markham had indeed managed to disassociate his name or any responsibility in the murders he’d perpetrated. His return to London hadn’t been without bluster, for he’d loudly and quite publicly set out to malign Harcourt’s name, accused him of attempted murder and never failed to tell everyone he’d been shot in the leg. Some of the fickle beau monde had taken Markham’s account of that day as the truth while others stood solidly by Harcourt. In the end, the marquess’ crass behavior left him more at the fringes of society than where the rest of them had landed, and soon enough the man would find weaker opponents to bully.

It didn’t matter. The second Harcourt had stood up for himself without revealing any of the details surrounding that day, public respect had swayed his way, for people loved a mystery. Markham had no more audience.

And Harcourt had wed the woman who held his heart.

Finally, he had the love he’d always dreamed of, and to wed Langley’s sister felt somehow sweeter knowing his best friend might be looking down at them and giving his approval. In that way, he’d managed to carry out Emanuel’s last order of looking after Leah and making certain she married a good man.

Though he wasn’t sure how good a man he was, he wasn’t exactly a bounder.

Now, as the traveling coach turned up the circular drive in front of Edenthorpe Manor within the Kent countryside, he uttered a sigh of perfect contentment. This was where they would spend their honeymoon, for his Leah hadn’t wished to go abroad. Knowing that her mother would spend the next few months visiting her friends and her sister, she’d hinted she would be perfectly comfortable to spend that time in the country... as long as he let her putter about in a section of garden that would remain hers.

Of course, he promised that she could. He even went as far as telling her he’d order ducks and chickens for her to tend while they were there. Never would he deny her anything.

When the coach rocked to a halt, he glanced at her—his wife. “We’re home. Welcome to Edenthorpe Manor.” As soon as the driver opened the door and put down the steps, Harcourt sprang out of the conveyance and was quick to hand his wife down.

“I cannot wait to explore the manor and take long rambles over the acreage.” She was absolutely stately today in a traveling outfit of turquoise, which put him in mind of the gown she’d worn the night of St. Vincent’s ball where he’d lost his mind and coupled with her.

For the first time in far too many years, Harcourt looked forward to every moment of his future. “It’s nearly teatime, love, and we’ve been on the road for a few days. Perhaps we’ll begin your tour tomorrow.”

“That is acceptable.” She slipped her hand through his crooked elbow. As they strolled toward the stone steps that led to the opening door of the manor, she lowered her voice. “But I must tell you, after two nights at posting inns where the atmosphere wasn’t conducive to physical relations, I am feeling rather impatient to have you to myself.”

Heat sneaked through his body as a thrill of anticipation went up his spine, but there was nothing he could bloody do about it, for the butler had greeted them, and they were presented with all his staff lining both sides of the entry hall, eager to see their new duchess and offer congratulations. It had been an age since he’d last visited Edenthorpe Manor, so there was much to catch up on.

Ninety minutes later, changed and refreshed, they were nestled in the spacious drawing room with a robust tea service. Sage green and rose colors were sprinkled throughout and put him in mind of a spring bower. The windows had been thrown open to encourage the summer breeze into the room. Gray clouds on the horizon promised rain later, but for now, sunlight streamed in and the sound of buzzing insects as well as bird song reached his ears.

“It still doesn’t feel real.”

“I agree.” When he glanced at Leah, the heat in her eyes and the way a seductive smile curved her lips temporarily stole his ability to breathe. “But here we are. We’ve persevered in the face of everything that should have broken us.”

“Yes, we have.” She set her teacup into its saucer and rested them both on the low table in front of her. “This happiness is a bit disconcerting.”

“Why? Isn’t that what you wanted all along?”

“Yes, but it frightens me. What if someone attempts to take it from us again?”

“I’d invite them to try, for I’ll defend it with the best of my ability.” He’d fought too hard for this life that he wasn’t about to give it up.

“That is comforting.” Leah glanced her fingers along the lace-edged bodice of her gown of peridot silk, which only drew his gaze to the enticing swell of her breasts over the fabric. “Are you quite finished with tea, Edenthorpe? I thought to retire abovestairs. Traveling is quite exhausting...” The wink that accompanied the words accelerated his pulse.

“Oh, quite.” Quickly, he downed the remainder of his tea and shuttled the cup to the table. Harcourt shot to his feet while scrambling for his cane. “Indeed, we should go up early to rest. In bed.” He offered her his free hand and tugged her into a standing position. “I’ll wager we’ll remain there for the duration of the evening, don’t you, Duchess?”

“Certainly.” She met his gaze and giggled. “It was a rather fatiguing trip.”

Never had he maneuvered up the staircase so quickly. Once at his suite of rooms, he pushed open the door. The soothing shades of blue surrounded him, and a breeze redolent with the scents of the English countryside wafted through the air. He promptly dismissed both the valet and the chamber maid.

“Ah, if you don’t mind, we’d like privacy for the remainder of the evening. Traveling has fatigued us, you see.” He knew that they knew it was merely an excuse to take his wife to bed, but he didn’t care as they exchanged amused glances.

“Of course, Your Grace,” the valet said with a nod. “Enjoy your evening.”

The second he was alone with Leah, Harcourt locked the door to the corridor as well as the door connected to the dressing room. Then he turned to her and held open his arms. “I am finally yours.”

Never had he been happier to say those words.

“Oh, Harcourt.” She closed the distance, flew into his arms with enough force that he stumbled backward a few steps, dropping his cane in the process. Then she pushed up onto her toes and kissed him with a hunger that fed his own.

As if a match had touched dry tinder, heat quickly consumed him. Tiny fires lit in his blood, and the longer he kissed his wife, the more he wanted her. Clothes were quickly shed; there was a trail of them that led to the bed, and when they were both gloriously naked, he scooped her into his arms and laid her atop the massive four-poster expanse merely to gaze upon the wonder that was his wife.

Pale skin splashed with faint brownish/golden freckles. The russet waves of her hair spilled upon the sheets, vibrant like molten fire. A matching nest of curls hid the charms at the apex of her thighs. Pert pink nipples, already pebbled, tempted, but the best part was the love shining in her blue eyes as she held out a hand to him.

That made all the difference, and it was something he would never have had with Lady Sarah. How stupid he’d been to have ever considered going through with that union.

But now he was here, and he was tip over tail for this woman in his bed.

Swiftly, he joined her, covering her body with his and kissing her with the leisure and possessiveness he’d wanted to do the long months of their engagement when they’d been forced to play the part of a proper society couple while Leah had observed at least the first half of her mourning period. God, but she was warm and soft and oh so willing!

“Harcourt?” She slipped a hand between them to find his hardened and very much aroused member.

“Mmm?” A surprised gasp escaped him when she curled her fingers about his length and began to stroke her hand over it.

“I want you to put a babe in my belly,” she whispered as she nipped and nibbled a line beneath his jaw.

A shudder of raw need went down his spine, both from her actions and her words. “You wish to start a nursery already?” His concentration fractured the more she pumped his member. If he wasn’t careful, he’d spend all over her instead of inside her.

“Yes, and why not? I won’t love you less if we have children.” Thankfully, she left off with her torture, but the reprieve lasted only seconds, for then she moved her wandering fingers to his nipples. Every pass, each stroke left him gasping with need. “I want to give you an heir to reduce your worry, then we can do wicked things to each other whenever and wherever we wish once that’s accomplished.”

“I like the sound of that.” To have a child that perhaps had hair the shade of auburn he adored on Leah but who looked like him. An heir. Never had he thought it was possible until this bit of stubborn womanhood summoned him to Hyde Park and asked for help. “Is there any wonder why I adore you?”

“Hmm, I think perhaps I could give you a few more reasons.” When she kissed him again, he was lost.

There were no more words for a long time; there simply wasn’t the need for them. They communed with touches and kisses, with nibbles and licks, with tongues and teeth.

Harcourt explored her body to his heart’s content, while she did the same to him. Each suckle on her nipples tugged moans and gasps from her, and when she writhed beneath him, he grinned against her skin and started the torture all over again.

Needing to feel her honeyed heat around him, he thrust inside her body, went as deep as he could, but instead of moving, he paused merely to once more taste her mouth. There was simply nothing like kissing Leah.

She sighed against his lips. For a moment, she held his gaze before her eyes shuttered closed and she slid her hands up and down his back. His wife knew exactly where each of his scars were, and eventually he would tell her the stories behind them. When she moaned and her movements became restless, he grinned. Eventually, she wrapped a leg about his waist in an effort to pull him ever closer.

As he nuzzled the side of her neck, he smoothed the hair back from her forehead. “I never thought the hoyden who bedeviled your brother and me through the countryside, the girl who bested me at archery would someday become my wife.”

The breathy giggle went straight to his stones and ushered him closer to the edge of sanity. “I never gave up on that dream.” Again, she claimed his mouth, and the satiny glide of her tongue against his threw him closer to the point of no return.

It was pointless to postpone what he most wanted. Holding the bulk of his weight on his forearms, Harcourt withdrew from her tight passage and thrust back in. His groan blended with hers. In her he’d found that missing something he’d chased all his life. It was a glorious feeling.

As he moved within her, she canted her hips, met each stroke, and pushed back with a vigor that matched his own. They indulged in a dance that was timeless and beautiful, and every time she cried out in pleasure, desire raced through his shaft. There would never be a point in his life when he wouldn’t need her, wouldn’t crave the closeness they shared.

“Harcourt, finish me.” The near breathless plea shattered the remainder of his control.

“Never let it be said that I failed to satisfy my wife.”

Deeper and deeper he pumped. Faster and faster, he thrust. Over and over and over he worked her body until they were both panting, straining against each other. Her fingernails dug into his back, and each of those tiny pinpricks of pain spurred him onward. Slowing his movements slightly, Harcourt put a hand between them to find the swollen pearl at the center of her being. He rubbed his fingers over that tiny bud, and that was all it took to send her over.

Leah’s body tensed and a second later, she gave a keening cry as her core contracted around his shaft. Her back arching, the touch of her hands on his back, the look of sheer wonder on her face was enough to hurtle him into his own release. Intense pleasure shuddered through his body; his length pulsed while still embedded in hers. He couldn’t help but shout out her name before collapsing on top of her with a racing heartbeat and heaving chest.

“That was marvelous.” Her breathy announcement made him grin. She pressed her lips to the column of his neck and then sighed. “I look forward to doing that again, but this time, I want to try it against a wall.”

Dear God, she would be the death of him, and he couldn’t wait. “Give me an hour or so to regain my strength and I’ll fulfil that wish, love.” He wrapped his arms around her and rolled them both onto their sides. “We’re going to have such fun together, sweeting.”

“I think so too.” When Leah snuggled closer to him, he tucked her head beneath his chin. “But promise me one thing.”

“Of course.” As if he could deny her.

“Might we please steal another piece of jewelry someday soon? I rather enjoyed skulking about with my brooding duke.”

Harcourt once more couldn’t contain his grin. “Whatever you wish, love. I should have known better than to think I was fully retired from a life of thievery.”

“As Emanuel always said, one is never fully reformed from that sort of life.” The warmth of her breath skated across his skin. “Do you think he’s pleased that we married?”

“I’d say he is.” He held her closer as his heart squeezed with a new wave of grief. “May we never forget him.” If their first child was a boy, he would name it after his fallen friend.

Life was built upon memories, both good and bad. The trick was to ride out the bad ones, acknowledge what they tried to teach, and then let them go until the next wave hit. In the interim, there was living to do and good memories to make to store up for later.

Finding someone who shared all of those emotions made everything more bearable, and he couldn’t wait to see where his life—their life—would go from here.

The End
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If you want to find out more about the other men of the Rogue’s Arcade in the Singular Sensation series, preorder:

One Secret Wish (Singular Sensation #2)

One Tiny On-Dit Later (Singular Sensation #3)
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