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To the Heroines of Chaos, with love





Prologue


1811

At twenty years of age, Winifred Wallace had to her name one dress, seventy-two pounds sterling, and three necklaces dripping with diamonds.

When one was utterly alone in the world, Winnie reflected, it was rather a good thing to be rich.

Unfortunately, as she could not bring herself to sell, pawn, or otherwise divest herself of the necklaces, her funds were somewhat circumscribed. She was not, however, too poor to rent a small cottage and a plot of land on the farthest tip of western Wales.

No, money was not the problem. She had the funds. And yet, as she stared at the Viscount Loxley’s elderly steward across the desk, she felt suddenly, alarmingly unsure of herself.

She had the money—and yet she did not know if she could bring it about.

The steward stared at her over his half-moon spectacles. Winnie put her hand inside her large netted reticule and squeezed the coins that clinked inside. The coins felt cool and hard and real beneath her hands. They would not vanish. She could do this.

“You’ve come to rent the cottage?” the grizzled man repeated. “You mean to … raise sheep?”

“Yes,” Winnie said. She flipped the coins nervously between her fingers, hidden by the fabric of the bag. Four coins for the Southdown ram. Another two for the ewes. One for the materials to build the hay-rack, and another four for the winter’s fodder.

And twenty for the first year’s rent—if she could just persuade this man to let her have the cottage.

“You,” the steward repeated. He nudged his spectacles with the tip of one gaunt finger. “Alone.”

“Yes,” Winnie said again, more definitely.

She loved sheep. She was an expert on sheep. She had borrowed every book on animal husbandry available at Heavisides’ Select Library; she knew the precise time to wean a lamb from its mother and the earliest indications of hoof-ail. She could discern a Southdown from a Merino at twenty paces.

At least, theoretically. She had never actually seen a sheep at closer than twenty paces. In fact, Winnie had never been on a farm of any kind, had never even left London prior to her flight a week ago.

But she’d known, somehow. She had known it was coming, from the brittle brilliance of her mother’s smile and the violent rapping on the door at night. When her mother had spilled handfuls of guineas and jewels on the chaise longue and flashed her signature feline smile, Winnie had not even been surprised.

“Take your pick, beauty,” her mother had said. “I’m for Paris. Do you want the Champs-Élysées, or the money?”

Winnie had chosen the money.

She thought her mother had been expecting it. Their final parting.

Eliza Wallace might not have understood her daughter, who hated glitter and flash, whose greatest desires centered around a library and a flock of sheep, but she knew Winnie. She’d known what Winnie would choose.

Perhaps, those last months, when Eliza had worn her bodice ever-lower, had charmed just one more aristocrat and stolen just one last pair of diamond ear-bobs, she had been thinking of her daughter. Perhaps she had been setting aside this money for when they would eventually part: Eliza for France, and Winnie for her precious sheep farm.

Or perhaps not. Perhaps Winnie only wanted very much to believe that her mother had cared.

Winnie raised her chin and looked at the steward across his desk. “I can afford the rent. There is no reason for you to balk. I am well prepared to establish my flock on these lands. I will make no trouble for you or for Viscount Loxley.”

“But a woman alone”—the steward’s voice was reedy and uncertain—“it’s just not done. The men in the village will be at you night and day! The viscount likes for things to be proper, you know.”

And for the first time since her mother had left, a trickle of anger slid in between Winnie’s fear and uncertainty and frantic desire for independence. The men would be at her night and day? And yet she was the one to be punished—simply because she was not married?

It was asinine. It was unjust.

For once, Winnie could understand why her mother had taken such pleasure in having her way with wealthy men, in deceiving them and stealing from them, and leaving them so utterly besotted that they almost did not mind what they’d lost.

Winnie gritted her teeth. No. No. She would not lose her cottage over this. There had to be another way. There had to be a solution to this problem.

She could think of only one.

Slowly, she made herself relax the tense muscles of her jaw. Slowly, ever so slowly, she forced her lips up into a smile. Her mother’s smile, wide and feline and entrancing.

It had the intended effect. The steward looked suddenly uncertain.

“Sir,” Winnie said, “you’ve misunderstood entirely. There will be no men after me because I am already married.”

“You … are?” The steward gazed at her doubtfully. Winnie amplified the smile. “Are you a widow then?”

“Certainly not.” That would not do. A young widow? She’d be inundated by gentleman callers on the morrow. Winnie searched her imagination.

“My husband and I are estranged,” she decided. “He has chosen to remain in London, while I have elected to live independently here in Llanreithan.”

“And he does not mind, your husband?”

Winnie waved a hand airily. “He is a modern man.” Inspiration struck, and she made her face stiffen a bit, as though she were hiding a wound. “He has … found other companionship. It is of no consequence to me, of course.”

She allowed her voice to crack on the final word. Dear God, she was her mother’s daughter, for all that she did not want to be.

The elderly steward leaned forward. He had softened toward her. She could feel it.

“And you so young!” he said. “A sin, that’s what I say. Is that why you introduced yourself as Miss Jellicoe when you entered?”

Oh blast, she had. Hell. She had chosen her pseudonym on the mail coach as she’d ridden from London to Llanreithan. She’d plucked the name from the address on an envelope that she’d watched slip from a satchel of letters and fall onto the street. The wind had caught it; the envelope had fluttered into the air and then wheeled merrily up, up, into the sky and away.

“Ah,” she said. She pinched her own thigh through her skirts until her eyes started to fill with tears. “Yes. You’ve found me out. I should not have tried to deceive you, only it has been so difficult to come to terms with my separation from my husband.”

She made her voice grow rather tragic. The steward leaned forward, utterly enthralled. “In fact, I am Mrs. Spencer—”

Oh hell, why had she said Spencer? It had just popped out, familiar on the tongue—the very pseudonym her mother had used in London, and thus utterly unsuitable.

“Er,” she tried again, “Mrs. Spencer…”

Think, Win, think! A town, a name—the place you were born—say something!

“Halifax,” she said. “I am Mrs. Spencer Halifax.”





Chapter 1


Ten years later

Spencer Halifax, Earl of Warren, looked at the jailer. The man was built like a bull—a short bull—and appeared to be missing at least three fairly important teeth.

“You are certain?” Spencer asked. He tried to peer again into the dimness of the tiny ring of cells, but it was no use. It was too dark, and the building was too windowless, and the cells were entirely too fetid. “You’re certain she’s in there?”

“Oh, aye, she’s in there.” The jailer spat directly on the floor. “A hellish vixen, she is. She’s been here eighteen hours, and the only moment of peace I’ve had is when I went to piss. Screeching and caterwauling to wake the dead and—”

The jailer paused and looked up at Spencer. It was several inches up, and his loutish form seemed to quail a bit, deflating under Spencer’s gaze. He did not, perhaps, often encounter men who could outmatch him in a fight without breaking a sweat.

“Who did you say she was to you?” the jailer asked.

“I didn’t.”

Spencer thought again of the letter he’d received from his solicitor. Of the hours he’d spent on the coach staring in consternation at the fair copy of the ten-year-old marriage record.

Winifred Halifax.

Mrs. Spencer Halifax.

“I believe,” he said, “that the woman you have incarcerated in this hellhole is my wife.”

The jailer choked. “Ah—begging your pardon, sir, but surely—surely—”

The man looked up into Spencer’s face and appeared to think the better of what he was about to say.

“Take me to her,” Spencer instructed, and the jailer backed nervously away.

As he followed the jailer deeper into the dank interior, Spencer tried to gather his wits.

Two months ago, his best friend and solicitor, Henry Mortimer, had brought to him a newspaper clipping. A woman calling herself Mrs. Spencer Halifax had come to Henry’s attention after the startling commercial success of her naturally dyed woolen embroidery floss.

Mrs. Halifax’s Handmade Thread, the advertisement read. Rich lustrous embroidery for les femmes à la pointe du raffinement—for the first time available on English shores.

The implication that Mrs. Halifax had just sailed in from Paris with boxes of high-grade woolen yarn struck Spencer as rather amusing. He doubted there was a Mrs. Halifax at all—certainly not the seductive golden-haired Aphrodite in heavily embroidered evening wear who graced the advertisements.

Henry had found it all somewhat less funny. “Does it not trouble you that the woman is parlaying your name for attention?”

“She’s not calling herself the Countess of Warren, is she?”

Henry had looked put out. “Of course not—she could be jailed for that. But I suspect she looked you up in Debrett’s and used your name for her own notoriety.”

“We have plenty to go around.” Between their wealth, their connection to one of the royal dukes, and his twin sisters’ flamboyant talent for getting themselves into scrapes, the Halifax name was not precisely what it had been when Spencer’s father—the fourth earl—had been alive.

But that fact gave Spencer a hot, uncomfortable feeling in his chest, so he tried not to think about it.

Henry had compressed his lips. “Be that as it may, I question her motives.”

Spencer had rubbed his temples, wondered briefly if at twenty-eight he could be old enough to need spectacles, and told Henry to look into Mrs. Spencer Halifax and her woolen thread if it pleased him to do so.

Henry, who was both diligent and clever, had tracked down Mrs. Halifax’s advertisement printer, and from there her man of business. Spencer had been startled to discover that she was real and living in a place called Llanreithan, which was decidedly not in France but rather in Wales.

According to Henry’s formidable investigative skills, Mrs. Halifax lived alone in Wales while her husband—Spencer Halifax—made his home in London.

Henry had shuffled his papers with an air of agitation. “Does this not concern you?”

“Why would it concern me? Surely I cannot be the only man with the name in a city of a million inhabitants.”

“All of you exhaust me,” Henry had mumbled.

“Who?”

“Halifaxes. All of you. Damn it.”

Spencer had waited patiently for Henry to elaborate, but no revelations appeared forthcoming.

That had been the end of the matter—though in truth, Spencer found himself thinking of embroidery rather more than was his usual—until Henry had stormed into Spencer’s office one evening before dinner, looking fantastically disheveled.

Spencer blinked. He had seen Henry discomposed a time or two in their decade of friendship—thrice, probably, though one of those times Spencer had been so deep in his cups he could not precisely recall Henry’s appearance—but it was not a usual occurrence.

“I found the banns,” Henry declared. His hair was standing on end above his left ear.

“Whose banns?”

Henry withdrew a battered leather portfolio from his brief-bag. “Yours.”

“What the devil could you possibly—”

Henry flipped open the portfolio across the polished surface of the huge mahogany desk. “It’s that woman. Mrs. Halifax, in Wales. I wanted to confirm that she was not using your name for her own nefarious purposes—”

“Nefarious purposes? For God’s sake, Henry, she makes thread.”

“So I looked for record of her marriage. It took a few weeks—the post seems rather slow between here and that particular part of Wales—but her parish church assured me that the marriage was all aboveboard. They had a copy of the banns themselves, you see.”

Spencer stared at his friend. “I don’t understand what any of this has to do with me.”

“They had a copy of the banns,” Henry explained patiently. “Not the real thing. Because the real banns were filed here in London ten years ago. They sent me their copy when I raised the specter of legal action—”

“You did what?”

“Look, Spencer! Look at the damned banns!”

Dear God, Henry must be agitated. Spencer looked.

And then he blinked, rubbed his eyes, and looked again.


I certify that the banns of marriage between Spencer George Halifax of [illegible smudge] Mayfair and Winifred Wallace of 79 Hackney Road were duly published in the Church of Saint Mary le Bow for the first time on January 12th of 1811, for the second time on January 19th of …



He looked back up at Henry. “What on Earth…”

Henry scrubbed his hand through his hair, disordering it further. “I told you. I told you the woman had some ulterior motive. That is you, Spencer. She’s used your name. She’s used your address!”

Spencer George Halifax. “I’m certain there are plenty of men with George as their second name,” he protested. “For God’s sake, it’s the king’s name.”

“Are there any other Spencer George Halifaxes living at Number Twelve Mayfair?”

Spencer stared down at the handwritten page. “Are you certain that says twelve? I rather think it might read twenty. Or eight, if I tilt the page a bit…”

“It is undeniable,” Henry said flatly, “that for whatever reason, this woman has chosen to pass herself off as your wife.”

“I was eighteen in 1811, for Christ’s sake. I wasn’t getting married—I was getting drunk with you at Cambridge.”

His parents had not yet died. He had not yet become the earl. He had still been just plain Spencer, wild and careless and young.

“I went to Bow Church,” Henry said, “but their records for that year were lost in a fire.”

“Good God.” If this Mrs. Halifax was some kind of confidence woman—not that he believed that she was—she was proving to be shockingly good at covering her tracks.

“I suggest you go down to Llanreithan and determine from where they’ve procured this copy of the banns. If this Mrs. Halifax claims to have the original, perhaps you can examine it more closely.”

“To what end?” Spencer asked. “I’m not going to bring the woman up on charges, for God’s sake. She has done nothing to harm me or mine.”

“You don’t understand.” Henry ran a hand through his hair again and looked down at the desk. “If the original records cannot be obtained to prove that this Spencer George Halifax was not you Spencer George Halifax, then this semi-legible fair copy might be all that we have to go on.”

“Meaning…?”

“Meaning that if this Mrs. Halifax claims she is married to you—with these banns as evidence—you might not be able to contradict her.”

“I—what?”

“Spencer.” Henry’s dark eyes fixed on him with an expression he could not quite interpret. “In the eyes of the courts, you might actually be married to this woman.”

That information had been highly motivating. Spencer had packed, given the very thinnest of excuses to his sisters, Margo and Matilda, and set off for Wales the very next day.

Llanreithan was about as far from London as it was possible to be and still be on dry land—a full week’s travel by coach. He was not fond of long carriage journeys. Despite nearly a decade of forcing himself into the proper mold of the Earl of Warren, he still preferred to be out-of-doors as much as possible, his face to the sky and his feet in the dirt.

Henry had taken a first at Cambridge. Spencer had mostly clung to Henry’s coattails, and tried to do what he’d thought his father would have wanted him to do.

That memory was enough to force him into the carriage where he belonged, though he would rather have been on horseback, riding alongside. He would have preferred the frigid drizzle of autumn rain and the exhaustion of a long day’s ride, rather than the stiff-limbed discomfort of a day in repose. But he was the earl now, so he did what he was supposed to do.

By the time he’d arrived in Llanreithan, a minuscule village consisting of a single main thoroughfare, he’d mostly convinced himself that the entire thing was some kind of bizarre misunderstanding.

Spencer George Halifax. There had to be plenty of those.

Didn’t there?

After he’d seen the horses settled at the village’s sole inn, he’d gone inside and asked after Mrs. Halifax. He’d introduced himself as the Earl of Warren—traveling in the family coach made that somewhat inevitable—and refrained from giving his personal name.

The inn’s landlady—a pale wizened woman with a permanent purse to her lips—had, if anything, grown even more pinched. “Mrs. Halifax? You’ll have to ride on to Treffynnon, then, m’lord. That’s where they put her last night, the great steaming goats.”

“What’s in Treffynnon?”

The landlady made a little huff of outrage. “The jail.”

He had not been able to glean much more than that. The landlady had muttered rather evilly about “sheep” and “goats” and “jackasses” and Spencer honestly was not sure at what point she’d switched from livestock to curses.

He’d retrieved one of his horses from the stable where it had been posted for all of a quarter-hour and ridden on to Treffynnon, unable to contain his curiosity.

Was his wife—

Dear God, he quashed that insane thought promptly.

Was this totally-unknown-to-him Mrs. Halifax infamous for her crimes then? Perhaps she had already attempted to use his title and been caught out?

Perhaps he could interrogate her while she was incarcerated and be back at the inn by suppertime, secure in the knowledge that her real husband—whoever the poor sod was—could be easily distinguished from himself.

Treffynnon was a marginally larger village—he would still hesitate to call it a town—and a bluff man leading a scraggly flock of sheep boomingly directed him to the jail.

But as he entered it, he found himself growing uneasy. The place was foul; the jailer more so. He wondered, a bit bizarrely, if in the eighteen hours she’d been jailed, Mrs. Halifax had been given enough to eat and drink. If she could even bring herself to eat and drink, given the stench that seemed to permeate the building.

“Here she is.” The jailer stopped in front of a cell and made a flourishing gesture with his arm. “Your lady wife. In the flesh, as whole and hearty as when she came here. Sir.”

By God, the man had changed his tune. It made Spencer feel a little sick. How had the woman been treated before he’d arrived? And how would they go on to treat her if he—her supposed husband—abandoned her again?

He peered through the small barred square in the door. Inside the dim cell, what had appeared to be a pile of rags thrust itself upright and turned into a woman.

At least, it seemed to be a woman. He could scarcely make her out. She was begrimed from head to toe, her hair so dirty he could not discern the color. She had mud smeared across her cheek and she smelled of—

Ah. Hmm. Perhaps that wasn’t mud on her face. Perhaps it was sheep shit.

“Pritchard,” she said, “what the bloody hell is going on?”

Her voice was a shock. Spencer had expected the lilting tones of Wales, but her accent was precisely modulated, somehow aristocratic despite the oaths tripping off her tongue.

“I’ve brought you a visitor,” Pritchard said loudly, and then muttered something under his breath that Spencer did not like the sound of.

Spencer stepped away from the door to face the jailer. “What are the charges against her?” he heard himself ask.

“Thievery,” said Pritchard and spat again on the floor. “Trespassing.”

Dear God, this place was bleak. Spencer wouldn’t leave a dog here. Hell, he wouldn’t leave a sheep here, despite the place smelling distinctly of their excrement.

“This is absurd,” the woman said. “Turner Green has had it out for me ever since my ram beat out his at the county fair in 1816.”

“Mr. Green tells it differently—”

The woman let out a tiny shriek, like the short blast of a whistle. “Of course he does, the muckworm! I was rescuing my lamb on his property. I’d bet my best ewe that Turner Green knocked the damned fence down himself so he could accuse me of theft—I am going to kill him when I get out of here—”

“Threats,” said Pritchard. “Attempted assault.”

“I have not assaulted anyone, you blasted nodcock!”

“Nearly scratched my eyes out, she did,” Pritchard informed Spencer.

The woman in the cell was growing agitated, flinging her arms about and fluffing up within her rags like an outraged chicken. “Maybe if your eyes hadn’t been pointed in the direction of my bosom, you would have dodged in time!”

The smaller man looked uneasily at Spencer. “No harm in looking.” He attempted a sickly chuckle, which died in his throat when Spencer did not echo him.

Christ. Jesus bloody bollocking Christ. This was not his responsibility. He did not know this woman. He didn’t owe her anything.

“No one’s come for her?” he asked.

“Not until you.”

There was no one else. He looked around at the dank walls, oozing moisture from the frigid rain outside. He glanced again through the bars at the woman’s rags, at the mud and shit and whatever other horrors coated her face and hair.

Whatever she had done, she did not deserve this. He could get her out, take her back to her home, and question her there.

The woman had started at the unfamiliar sound of his voice; he suspected she could not see him well from inside the dark cell.

“Pritchard,” she said, “who is that?”

This was probably a terrible idea. Henry suspected she was a confidence woman, and Henry was the most sensible person Spencer knew. The rational thing would be to leave her here: let her solve her own problems and rescue her own damned sheep.

But as much as he tried, Spencer couldn’t always make himself do the rational thing.

“How much?” he asked Pritchard.

The jailer, who’d just opened his mouth to answer Mrs. Halifax’s query, hesitated, looking back and forth between them. His gaze landed upon Spencer, and the fact that he ignored Mrs. Halifax utterly only strengthened Spencer’s sudden, demented resolve.

“How much for what?”

“To have her out of here. To make the charges against her go away.”

“What the devil—” began Mrs. Halifax.

Avarice did not improve the jailer’s face. He named an eye-popping sum, and Spencer did not hesitate to count out the coins.

Within the cell, Mrs. Halifax had gone quiet. The only sound was the clinking of coins, then the groan and shriek of metal as Pritchard pulled open the door.

She emerged, blinking, into the dim light outside the cell. When she caught sight of Spencer, she stopped short, her head going back to look up into his face.

She was of average height for a woman, which meant he still topped her by eight inches or so. She wore several layers of clothing—all of it as thickly coated in muck as her face and hair—and had a thin blanket knotted around her neck like a cloak. Christ, was that all they’d given her to stay warm overnight?

The thought disturbed him, and he took a sharp breath through his nose.

He regretted that instantly, and tried not to be too obvious as he eased back away from her.

“Who are you?” she murmured under her breath as they made for the exit. “What’s your business with me?”

He fixed his gaze on her face, trying to make out her expression beneath the grime. “My name,” he said softly, so that the jailer would not hear, “is Spencer Halifax. And I’ve come to ask a few questions of my wife.”





Chapter 2


Winnie considered with some bemusement the possibility that she was hallucinating.

Even as she considered it, she rejected the notion. If she had grown malnourished and fevered in the ghastly jail cell, she would have fantasized something logical. A bout of drunkenness for Pritchard in which he succumbed to unconsciousness and dropped the keys within her reach, perhaps. Maybe Turner Green’s timely death from sheer moral decrepitude and the resulting dismissal of the charges against her.

She would not have hallucinated a husband.

There was no Spencer Halifax. She had made him up whole cloth. And for heaven’s sake, if she had occasionally invented a picture in her mind of her imaginary London husband, he certainly hadn’t looked like that.

When she’d come stumbling out of the dark cell, even the dim light of the hall had dazzled her eyes. And then the man had dazzled her further.

He was enormous, tall and broad-shouldered and muscled of thigh, with overlong reddish-gold hair. His riding clothes were expensive—she could tell that at a glance—and he looked the faintest bit flushed and windblown. As though he’d just come off a hunt, perhaps: a great javelin in his hand as he took down a boar in the forest.

Fasten a beard to his face and the man would be the picture of a marauding Viking. A Norse God.

Perhaps she was hallucinating. She’d certainly gone rather muzzy-headed.

“Who are you in truth?” she managed to get out as the towering man dragged her across the yard toward where a dappled gray horse stood hitched to a post.

Good Christ, the horse was huge too.

“Who the devil are you?” he countered.

“I am”—she tried to yank her elbow out of his grip—“Winnie Halifax.”

“Mrs. Spencer Halifax?”

“Yes!” she said reflexively, and then promptly winced at the expression on his face.

His voice was something of a growl. “Like hell you are.”

She yanked at her elbow again. They were rapidly approaching the horse. “Let me go!”

“Not on your life. I didn’t secure your release from that cell so that you could steal my damned horse and ride off with it—”

“Horse thievery is a capital offense in this country, sir.” She tried to pretend she had not been considering whether she could manage exactly that.

“So is posing as a countess!”

“It most certainly is not.” At twelve, Winnie had memorized the list of capital crimes in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, mostly to ensure that her mother wasn’t committing any of them.

And then his words registered. “A countess?”

“Indeed.” He mounted the horse in one smooth movement and then, heedless of the muck that covered her body, dragged her up in front of him and into his lap. He banded one arm about her middle and took the reins in his other hand. “I am Spencer Halifax, the fifth Earl of Warren. And you, Mrs. Halifax, have a great deal of explaining ahead of you.”

It was at this point that Winnie considered swooning.

This idea was suggested in part by her vision, which had gone slightly gray about the edges. Her brain, however, proffered a quick treatise on the strategic value of a tactical collapse. She could go limp, perhaps slither right off the horse and run as far and as fast away from this man—this Viking earl, for heaven’s sake—as she possibly could.

But she must’ve given herself away. His grip on her waist tightened further, and he bent his head to her ear. His voice was a grim whisper. “Don’t even think about it.”

She swallowed and nodded and did not swoon.

Mr. Halifax—no, oh God, he would be Lord Warren, wouldn’t he?—led them swiftly to Llanreithan. Winnie’s sheep farm lay on the outskirts of town, but he didn’t direct his horse toward her residence. She prayed he did not know where she lived. Instead, he directed the horse to the village’s only thoroughfare and stopped at the Slippery Hen, the village’s sole inn.

He brought the horse around to the inn’s stables without once loosening his grip on her arm. He saw to the horse’s tending and installation alongside three more well-matched grays. And then Winnie saw in the courtyard a gleaming polished coach, a lacquered blue-and-red crest emblazoned on its side, and felt that fuzzy sensation in her head again.

The man had not been lying. He truly was an aristocrat.

He hauled her inside the inn. Mrs. Upholland, the landlady, froze in the act of placing a tankard of ale in front of Archibald Davies.

“A room,” Lord Warren said shortly.

Mrs. Upholland’s normally pinched expression had been replaced by one of outright shock. “Winnie? Is that you under all that muck?”

She winced. Surely she was not so unrecognizable.

She looked down at her blackened fingernails and grimy hands and decided that she was. “Yes, Mrs. Upholland,” she said. “It is I.”

Mrs. Upholland’s sour expression returned. “I’m going to tear a piece from Turner Green’s hide, you see if I don’t. Letting them take you down to the jail like a common criminal—”

Winnie appreciated this moral outrage on her behalf. She was, in fact, a common criminal, but she certainly hadn’t stolen Turner Green’s lamb. She would rather have died. He had no idea how to prevent hoof-ail.

“And you!” Mrs. Upholland went on, turning to Lord Warren, who still clung to Winnie’s arm. “Some lord. Asking for a room for yourself and Mrs. Halifax like she’s a loose woman!”

Lord Warren interrupted this startling defense of Winnie’s honor with the simple expedient of raising her dirty hand to his chest. “I apologize for not introducing myself more properly,” he said. “I am Lord Warren, yes. But my given name is Spencer Halifax. I am Winnie’s husband.”

Mrs. Upholland’s tirade cut off abruptly.

In fact, the entire dining room seemed to go silent at this declaration.

Oh bloody hell.

Winnie knew almost everyone inside the inn’s doors. Over the last decade, she had spun dozens of yarns about her supposed philandering husband in London. She had occasionally produced a letter from him; once he had supposedly sent her ribbons, which she had cast dramatically into a pile of manure (in full view of as many of Llanreithan’s residents as possible). She had not known if they’d believed her story of a husband, so she’d tried to make it as detailed as possible.

The details had not been in Spencer Halifax’s favor.

Archibald Davies stood up slowly. The rector was a Black man in his middle fifties, balding and bespectacled. He’d never had an unkind word to say to Winnie, even when she’d fallen asleep during Sunday service and let the lamb she’d been carrying in her voluminous overcoat escape up the aisle.

He looked up at Lord Warren. He had to tilt his head to meet the man’s eyes, and yet he seemed entirely undaunted. “How dare you?” he demanded. “How dare you show your face here after what you’ve done to your wife these past ten years?”

Oh bollocks.

Winnie tugged their linked hands from Lord Warren’s breast to her own. He, apparently gobsmacked by the unexpected verbal assault, did not resist. “We’ve, er, reunited,” she squeaked. “A terrible misunderstanding. There were never any”—curse her imagination—“naked ladies cast in bronze in the drawing room. My mistake.”

Lord Warren goggled at her.

“We’ll take that room, Mrs. Upholland,” she said, “and perhaps a bath as well.”

And then she dragged Lord Warren up the stairs before anyone in the dining room recalled the rest of the stories she’d told them.

There was an empty room at the end of the hall upstairs, the door standing open, and she practically shoved the earl through before closing it behind them.

And then they were alone. Together.

She stared up at the man—at Spencer Halifax. His red-gold hair gleamed in the late afternoon light. The sun through the window sparkled off the buttons of his coat, which was faintly besmeared with grime transferred from her person.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “How are you—who are—and why—”

She could not seem to complete a sentence. Her fingers had made their way to a lock of her own muddy hair—a soothing gesture she tried not to use in front of other people.

“I am Spencer Halifax,” he said again. “Spencer George Halifax. Of Mayfair.”

Her mouth opened and then shut again. She leaned back against the door, needing the firm solid weight of it to hold her up.

“You cannot be,” she said. “I made you up.”

His jaw flexed once before he spoke. “What do you mean?”

“I—I invented you. Ten years ago. When I came to Llanreithan, I wanted to rent a plot of land from the Viscount Loxley, only his steward would not permit the place to be held by an unmarried woman. So I—I told them I was married.”

His expression stated his disbelief more plainly than words could have. “To me? To the Earl of Warren?”

“No!” She pressed her fingers into the rough wood grain behind her, desperate for something to anchor her. “Of course not. I chose the name Spencer because my mother—my mother—”

Oh God, she could not tell him about her mother.

Her mother had been a well-known seductress of aristocratic men. Eliza Wallace’s false identities, her deceptions, her unfortunate habit of pilfering jewelry—all of those things had led to her disgraced flight from London a decade ago.

But if this man connected Winnie with her mother, he would never believe this to be an innocent mistake. He would think she had done it on purpose—to entrap him somehow—to take his money as her mother would have done.

No. She could not tell him about her mother.

“Spencer was my mother’s maiden name,” she improvised. “And Halifax the place I was born. In Yorkshire.” That much at least was true.

“And George?”

“It was the first name I thought of! It’s the king’s name, for heaven’s sake.”

He made a slightly strangled sound.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m terribly sorry to have involved you. But I did not mean to do so. I did not know you existed, and I have no intention of making demands upon you. Far from it. I’m very grateful to you for securing my release from that godawful cell”—she shuddered—“and I can certainly make restitution for the money you spent doing so.”

Thank heavens for her thread. It had all been worth it—the lying and pretending, the books and sheep and hard lean years at first—because she was independent now. She could pay him back, with interest if he demanded it, from the profits of Mrs. Halifax’s Handmade Thread.

She had for herself the life she had always wanted. She had her sheep, her farm, her snug little cottage. She had a life that was almost without fear.

And she was happy, most of the time. Only … she had not realized how lonely independence would be.

But she’d been alone for a decade now. She’d learned—she’d tried to learn—not to mind it.

The earl shook his head. “It’s not about the money. If you are as innocent as you claim, then why in God’s name did my solicitor turn up a copy of marital banns with my name on them?”

“He found what?”

Lord Warren’s face hardened. His eyes, which had been a rather pleasant summer-ish shade of blue, went icy. “Do you claim not to know of it, then? This record of the banns?”

“I—I—”

Of course she knew about the record of the banns. She’d forged the bloody paper, had she not? Two months after she’d arrived in Llanreithan, when one of the villagers had been unrelenting in his displays of interest.

She licked her lips. “I wrote the banns. I needed some proof to show the rector of my marriage.” She’d needed Archibald Davies’s help, though she could not bring herself to say that, not now, not to this man.

She was independent. She did not need anyone’s help. She’d long ago stopped wishing for it.

“I stole into the rectory one evening and rifled through the blank banns records that Mr. Davies keeps on hand for weddings in the village. And then I went home and drew up my own. I dated it the winter before I came here, and I told Mr. Davies that it was a copy of the real thing.”

“Is that your name on the banns? Your real name?”

“Yes.” She swallowed against a sudden tightness in her throat. She had wanted …

It had been a stupid, nonsensical thing. A brief flare of irrational desire that had burned in her as she’d scribbled her own name on the forged banns.

Llanreithan was her fresh start. Her chance to do things the right way, not the way her mother had done. She had wanted, in that small way, to be honest. Even in the face of all her other deceptions.

“I am Winifred Wallace,” she said. The name felt strange on her tongue—foreign. She had not said it in a decade. “The banns are not real. They never were. I made up your name, and I wrote that you lived in Mayfair because—because I thought it was beautiful there. I smudged the house number so that no one could ever look it up.”

“Jesus,” the earl said. He rubbed his hand on the back of his neck, and a lock of his ginger hair fell across his brow. “Jesus Christ.”

“It’s a forgery,” she said again, more strongly this time. “You have nothing to fear from me.”

“Miss Wallace,” he said, “you have no idea what you’ve gotten us both into.”

“I don’t understand.”

And then, to Winnie’s slowly unfurling horror, Spencer Halifax explained.

He told her about the fire that had destroyed the records—the real records—at Bow Church, the location she’d chosen for the banns because it was the closest church to where she and her mother had lived in Cheapside.

He told her that the address was his, more or less, and the second name. He told her that without the ability to confirm the real banns that had been read in 1811—and without a parish registry from that same year to prove no such marriage was recorded—the false banns were all that existed.

“My solicitor,” he explained, “believes that we may in fact be legally wed.”

Somewhere in this recital, Winnie’s face had gone numb. Her fingers were wrapped in her hair. “Surely … not,” she choked. “I cannot—we cannot—that’s impossible.”

The man looked grim. “Indeed. I was only eighteen in 1811—still three years from my majority—”

Good heavens, she was older than he?

“But Henry—my solicitor—is not certain whether my age in 1811 matters. If you would be willing to testify, under oath perhaps, that your banns were falsified, I’m certain we could have things put to rights—”

Her fingers found the doorknob behind her back. “And face criminal charges?” Her voice had risen slightly in pitch.

She could not go back to jail. Once had been enough. Without this man, she might still be there, hungry and cold and—

“No,” he said. “No, damn it. I don’t mean to—I don’t want that. Christ.”

“Can we not simply destroy the record I created?” she said, a trifle desperately. “I can steal it back from the rectory and throw it in the grate.”

“That might have worked, except”—an expression of chagrin appeared on his handsome face—“when your rector replied to us, he took the liberty of sending a fair copy to the Church of St. Mary le Bow as well. We’ve no way to tell how many church officials have seen the records by now.”

She blanched. “I suppose we cannot burn the records of every church from here to London.”

“Perhaps not.” His jaw tightened and then released, a quick throb of muscle. “My solicitor suggested that, if necessary, we might petition for an annulment.”

Oh dear God. An annulment. For their false marriage.

It was absurd. Ludicrous. What was there to annul? They had not married in the first place!

And yet—if they were to keep her forgery of the banns a secret, perhaps an annulment would be the quickest and simplest solution. As preposterous as it seemed, she supposed an annulment could be done quietly. Heaven knew, it would be easy enough to prove they had never resided together, nor shared a bed.

It was a ridiculous plan, and yet—and yet—

She thought it might work. In fact, an annulment could provide clarity to the Llanreithan villagers for what they’d seen today. An annulment could explain why her husband had appeared for the first time in a decade, only to promptly vanish and never be seen nor heard from again.

“How?” she said cautiously. “How do we do it?”

“You’ll have to come with me to London. To testify in Westminster.”

Oh God. Oh God, oh God, oh God.

She could not do it. Someone might recognize her—might remember her connection to Eliza Wallace. Her mother had stolen three necklaces from aristocrats richer even than this one, necklaces Winnie still had in her possession, and which surely would get her jailed if anyone ever discovered them hidden away in her cottage and—

She froze, hand still locked around the cool metal of the doorknob.

The necklaces.

She still had them. She had fretted for a decade over what she might do with them—sell them, bury them, post them to an orphanage and let fatherless children like her own past self reap the misbegotten profits.

But suddenly, for the first time in ten years, a new option presented itself.

If she went to London with the Earl of Warren, she could return them.

Lord Warren was an aristocrat. He would know where the original owners of the jewelry lived: the Roxburys, the Brownbrookes, the Noakes. She would wrangle the information from him somehow—she could do it; she was her mother’s daughter—and then leave the necklaces on their blasted front steps. She could be rid, once and for all, of the ill-gained prizes from her mother’s final Season.

She would be free. Free of the decade-old guilt from her mother’s misdeeds.

And too, if the annulment could be procured, she would be free of her own damnable lie about Mr. Spencer Halifax.

She looked up at the earl. His gaze was fixed on her, cool and blue and considering. His hair was still dashed over his brow; his coat still smudged with muck from her own sheep.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll do it.”





Chapter 3


Spencer waited in the hallway outside the bedchamber and wondered at what point his life had ceased to make logical sense.

Had it been when he’d inexplicably freed this woman from her prison cell?

Or earlier? When Henry had turned up in his study with an advertisement clipped from a newspaper and bearing the name of his purported wife?

Or perhaps even earlier than that. When his sisters had discovered a love of scandal and become known as the Halifax Hellions, maybe.

When their parents had died. When Spencer, all of nineteen, had become the earl.

It seemed almost harder to recall the last time that he had known with any confidence what to do. It had certainly not been any time in recent memory, with his sisters or the earldom or the baffling woman behind the heavy oak door.

Two chambermaids had come up a quarter of an hour ago with buckets of steaming water and a hip bath for Mrs. Halifax—hell, ought he call her that?—to attempt to cleanse herself. He was not sure it would be possible with a single bath. He suspected she would require a body of water.

The chambermaids had blushed and giggled as they’d looked at him, and, when they’d departed, Mrs. Halifax—Miss Wallace? Winnie?—had directed a pinched look in his direction.

“Though Fanny and Kitty might think you are my long-lost husband,” she’d said grimly, “I know you are not. You can wait in the hall.”

For God’s sake. He’d felt his face grow a little warm. Had she thought he meant to stand over her while she bathed?

In truth, it didn’t seem a terrible idea, what with the woman’s propensity for flight, but he had scruples, for God’s sake. He was not given to nonconsensual voyeurism.

“I’ll take one of those,” he muttered, and swiped one of the buckets on his way out of the room.

He was still scraping the film of sheep shit from his jacket when Winnie opened the door.

“All right,” she said. “I’m ready. We’ll have to go downstairs. I’ve thought it through and there’s nothing for it. Try to pluck up. Whatever abuse they have planned for you, it won’t go on long.”

He had no idea what she meant. His mind had been wiped clean of language.

Mrs. Halifax stood in the threshold, clad in a damp, clinging, mostly-clean gown. Her hair was wet and her face had been scrubbed until her skin was rosy. She smelled of lemons.

She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

Now that she was free of grime, he could see the delicate point of her chin, the high rise of her cheekbones. Her lower lip was wider than the top, the faintest suggestion of a petal-colored pout. Her eyes were a pale, pale green.

Her hair was pulled over one shoulder, dripping onto her dampened bodice, which was molded to the curves of her bosom. He could see a handful of droplets clustered around her collarbone, heavy and clinging, waiting to fall. He felt breathless—tense—poised to watch them slip over the ridge of bone and run loose and wet down in the shadow between her breasts. He was transfixed. He—

He made an inarticulate noise and stepped backward, nearly crashing into the opposite wall.

Oh sweet circles of hell, what new disaster was this?

The alluring golden-haired seductress on the advertisements for Mrs. Halifax’s Handmade Thread was real? The grimy, ragged, odoriferous woman he’d clutched to his chest on the back of his horse was in reality this—this—goddess?

“No,” he said.

She blinked at him. Jesus Christ, even her blink was astonishing, slow and serene, drawing his eyes inexorably to the long gold-tipped lashes that fell over her perfect cheekbones. “No?” she repeated. “You don’t want to go downstairs? Unless you mean to escape through the window, I’m not certain there’s another option.”

He strove for sense. “We needn’t escape through the window.” He did not suppose there was a window in the building that would fit him anyway. Were he to become stuck in a window-casing, Mrs. Halifax would flee in a moment, an outcome he was trying quite studiously to avoid.

At least, he’d meant to avoid it. He’d meant to keep her with him, caught up by his side, until he had her in front of a solicitor or a judge or, ideally, both. He needed to bring her back to London, take her to speak to Henry and then on to Westminster, should it be necessary to legally sever their relationship.

But suddenly his plan of keeping her within arm’s reach at all times seemed perhaps not altogether wise. He’d thought nothing of sharing a carriage with her and only her for days on end.

Until he’d properly seen her, in all her lemon-scented glory.

Suddenly, the carriage ride seemed fraught with peril, and all the peril involved his own traitorous eyes and the way they wanted to rest upon the elegant planes of her body. His fingers, and how they wanted to brush across that full lower lip.

He absolutely could not think that way.

The woman was a forger. A criminal. She lived in Wales and lied about her name and feuded with a neighboring sheep farmer. She was the furthest thing imaginable from the proper countess he ought to want.

At school, Henry had been the studious one, the methodical one. Spencer had been wilder, more adventurous. He’d pulled Henry into radical coffee shops and houses of ill-repute. He’d shown his best friend an entire erotic library stocked behind the counter of a sweetshop and had once persuaded Henry to steal a marble bust from Clare’s Court for the purposes of a raucous costume party.

And then his parents had died. He had become the earl. He was not like his father—he did not take to it naturally. Henry would have been better—far better—in charge of the earldom, as careful and responsible as the old earl had been.

Spencer’s own inclinations were to ride on horseback all the way to Wales, to pull an utter stranger out of jail, and then haul her with him to London. But he had to be more cautious—he had to be other than who he naturally was. He was the Earl of Warren, and he had to hold on with both hands to the role he’d found himself in, lest he forget himself entirely.

“I am relieved to hear you favor the stairs,” Winnie Halifax said, “as I’ve already gone tumbling into a muck-heap once in recent memory. If I recall correctly, this particular room looks out over the manure pile. The staircase seems safer by far.”

Spencer was not so certain. As he followed her down the hallway, he could not stop himself from taking in the line of her neck, bared by the way she’d pulled her hair over her shoulder. Her skin was losing its rosy flush, fading to lightly tanned gold.

The damp fabric clung to her hips. Her figure was athletic—he could recall the taut curve of her waist beneath his arm when he’d held her to him on the horse. She was strong, this woman, from shearing sheep and making thread and everything else she did to survive.

Strong and clever. Lovely beyond belief.

He gritted his teeth, fixed his mind upon her crimes, and did not look at her arse again.



They were a good ten miles east of Llanreithan when Winnie saw the flash of yellow out the window.

She’d persuaded the earl to stop by her farm before they’d departed from the village, and she’d had the devil of a time attempting to keep him from following her into her cottage. No doubt he thought her a wayward, unpredictable sort; he seemed loath to take his eyes off her. But she’d eventually persuaded him that her sheep needed counting and had managed to redirect him toward the pasture.

She could not have him watch while she hid the necklaces in her traveling bag. God knew what he’d think.

Actually, she could rather guess what he’d think, and it wouldn’t be so very far from the truth. He would think the necklaces were stolen, which they were. He would think that she, Winnie, was the thief—perhaps he would think she meant to pawn them in the city.

She’d considered it, from time to time. When her first ram had died of a sudden colic, and the winter had been long and lean. When a storm had demolished a full mile of fencing, and her roof had leaked, and the cobbler had told her that her boots couldn’t bear another year of resoling.

Yet even then, she hadn’t pawned the necklaces. They weren’t hers; they’d never been hers.

She was going to give them back.

But the Earl of Warren would not believe that, of course. She could not tell him.

So she’d packed the necklaces at the bottom of her travel bag, beneath her two dresses and the lovely, foolish slippers she’d brought with her from London a lifetime ago, silvery and spangled and a decade out of fashion now. And when she’d emerged from the house with her bag and made for the pasture, Spencer Halifax, the Earl of Warren—her counterfeit husband—had been engaged in a friendly chat with Tommy, Mrs. Upholland’s only son.

Tommy had taken charge of her sheep while she’d been briefly imprisoned, and she’d need him to do so again for as long as she was in London with Lord Warren. Three weeks, at most—surely it would not be longer than that.

But it made her feel itchy and uncomfortable to ask Tommy for help; almost as discomfited as she felt watching Tommy and Lord Warren chat as though they’d been friends since boyhood. When Tommy saw her, his expression grew serious, and the more she tried to press funds upon him, the more he resisted, his shoulders rising stiffly toward his ears.

This was how she’d always felt in Llanreithan, though it had been a decade since she’d come to the little Welsh village—never quite at ease. Always just slightly on the outside, not quite certain how to please. She had discerned from her mother how to seduce and charm and trick, but her mother had not taught her how to befriend. Winnie had never managed to learn that.

Eventually she’d argued Tommy Upholland into submission, given him enough coin to make his brows go up, and related probably far too many instructions for a man who’d grown up around sheep. She knew Tommy; he was a good sort, quiet and earnest. And yet she could not quite stop the lecture on fly-strike that pushed its way past her lips. By the time she and Lord Warren left the farm, Tommy had gone silent, and she’d wanted to kick herself.

She did not know how to ask for help. Never, in her entire life, could she recall having someone whom she trusted enough to ask for assistance nor from whom she’d known it would be freely given. She did for herself. She did not know how to do otherwise.

But she’d put her discomfort forcibly from her mind when she’d gotten into the carriage with Lord Warren. She’d thought to question him about his plans for their arrival in London, but to her surprise, he removed a book from his traveling bag, opened it in one large hand, and appeared to lose sight of the rest of the world.

It was disturbingly attractive, the small book resting on his knee, his gaze as entranced as though he were charmed by a faerie. Her ginger Viking husband, it seemed, liked to read.

So instead of speaking with him, she’d admired him briefly from beneath her lashes—purely as an aesthetic object, of course, like a statue or a painting or a particularly luscious and toothsome dessert—and then resorted to staring out the window.

Which was why, when she spotted a little flash of gold behind a screen of trees, she was at the glass in an instant.

Lord Warren looked up from his book. “What is it?”

She shushed him, pressing her nose right to the crystalline windowpane. The sight came again—a meadow beyond the trees that lined the road, and in that meadow, gold on gold.

“Stop!” she squealed. “Stop the carriage! We must halt!”

And before the carriage had fully come to rest, she flung open the door, leapt down onto the soft loam, and hurled herself into the woods.

The familiar scent met her nose even before she was fully in sight of the meadow: a warm, sweet smell, like dripping honey. She felt a brief spasm of delight, and she caught her skirts in her hands and ran, her half-boots sinking a little into the spongy soil.

Her heart leapt when she found the little clearing that she’d spotted from the carriage. It was all there, exactly as she’d thought: a grove of spiky stalks covered in tiny, four-petaled yellow flowers. She clutched a stalk in her hand, laughed, and brought it to her face, her pulse bounding in delight.

She was still standing like that, her eyes closed, her nose full of the creamy scent, when the Earl of Warren’s voice met her ear. “Find something that pleases you?”

Quite close to her ear, in point of fact. She opened her eyes, looked up and up until she met his blue gaze. She felt a sudden flip in her lower belly, a pleasure that was not due to the clearing full of yellow flowers.

“Ah,” she said nervously. “This is a plant I use to make my dyes. Lady’s bedstraw. The pigment, when extracted from the roots, makes a kind of pearly rose-pink—my most popular color of thread. The demand has exceeded what I can comfortably supply from the fields around Llanreithan, and I’ve been in a state wondering how to cultivate more. I—”

He was staring down at her, a peculiar expression on his face. She closed her mouth on the anxious tide of words. Absurd—she was absurd to lecture him on Galium verum and the economic intricacies of her handmade embroidery floss. He had no reason to care.

“I need to mark the site,” she said. “So that I can come back here later and determine whether the landowner will permit me to harvest the plants. After London, I’ll need to be able to find this place again.”

His brows rose. “And that’s why you demanded that we stop the carriage?”

Yes, she had rather demanded, hadn’t she?

“It will only take a moment.” She tried to make her voice sound blithe, the verbal equivalent of a flick of her fingers. “I shall climb a tree and see if I can identify any nearby landmarks.”

“You shall climb a tree?” he repeated.

The skepticism in his voice only strengthened her resolve. “Certainly. I am a sheep farmer, Lord Warren. I spend most of my waking hours performing physical tasks. I am perfectly capable.”

“That was not precisely my concern.”

But he did not say anything else as she made for an enormous wych elm, its heavy limbs trailing near to the ground. She hitched her skirts up in her hands and then—trying to pretend Lord Warren wasn’t three feet away—knotted her skirt and petticoat together above her knees. Her legs were decorously encased in stockings, of course—though one stocking had a large hole in it at the back of her knee.

She felt a trifle warm, though the early October sky was overcast.

She ignored the temperature. She ignored everything except the feel of the elm’s bark under her palms, the sturdy weight of the limbs beneath her boots as she climbed, putting the earl soon out of her immediate line of sight.

Before long, however, she found herself stymied. She twisted, easing her body farther out onto the limb, her fingers scrabbling against the yellow autumn leaves that blocked her view, but it was no use. She could not see beyond the trees around her. She could not safely gain enough height to mark their location.

“All right up there?” Lord Warren called. His voice—what a lovely voice he had, deep and rich and warming.

Winnie swallowed and scrambled back down.

Once she’d reached the relative safety of earth, she unknotted her skirts hastily and gave a negating shake of her head. “I could not climb high enough to see. There’s still too much foliage.” She looked around the clearing ruefully—the other trees were either far too short for her purposes or much too tall and impossible for her to climb. “If only it were December and all the branches bare. Perhaps on the way back from London I can try to spot this clearing again.”

Though the lady’s bedstraw would not be in flower then, of course. Disappointment was a pang in her chest that she tried to quash.

“I can climb,” the earl said.

“You?”

His brows drew together, a baleful auburn line. “Of course. Why shouldn’t I?”

“Ah…”

Because he was an earl? Because his boots probably cost more than every stick of furniture in her cottage put together?

Because he had no reason to help her. She could not imagine why he would do it.

“I don’t suppose you can climb any higher than I did,” she said. “You’re too heavy to risk the higher branches.”

His eyebrows continued to look offended. “I am more than a head taller than you, Mrs.—Miss—ah—” He abandoned his futile attempt to call her by any kind of name, and tried again. “If I stand on the same branch that you did, I’ll have a significant vertical advantage. Tell me what to look for.”

He peeled off his jacket, loosened his cravat, and put one shiny boot to the lowest branch.

Her head spun slightly, which she told herself was from his inexplicable behavior and not from the sight of his posterior, put in high relief by the absence of his jacket and the tautness of his trousers as he bent his leg.

“Tell me if you can see a river,” she managed. “That would be the Cleddau Ddu. Oh, or a bridge! And if you can see the ruins of an old motte and bailey castle, I’ll know precisely where we are.”

He began to climb. The second limb creaked alarmingly beneath his weight.

Winnie’s mouth felt dry. “Do you know,” she heard herself say, “I’m not entirely certain this is necessary.”

His voice floated down, well above her now. “I’m fine.”

Certainly he was fine now. But what if the branch cracked beneath his weight?

What if she killed him? My God, they’d think she cooked up this plot to inherit his fortune, for heaven’s sake. If she had no desire to be a countess, she certainly had even less desire to be a dowager countess.

And, too, she—

She liked him. She liked the way his ears had gone pink when she’d ordered him from her bedchamber. She appreciated, in some bone-deep and unexpected way, how he had tackled the problem of their hypothetical marriage without once blaming her—though the situation was without question her fault. She admired the way he spoke to his groom and all the villagers they’d encountered, free from snobbery or condescension.

“Come down,” she said, more firmly this time. “I can look for this clearing another time.”

“It’s all right. I’m nearly there now.”

There was another creak, louder and more ominous. The branches thinned nearer to the top of the elm—Winnie had seen it herself.

“No,” she said. There was a dreadful feeling in her chest, a hot prickling worry, a sort of guilty remorse. “I’ve—I’ve erred. This isn’t lady’s bedstraw. I’ve made a mistake. It’s—it’s—” She tried to think. “Woad.” Another plant she used for dye, but he didn’t need to know that.

“Why do they call it that?” His deep voice sounded farther away now.

She gritted her teeth. “Woad?”

“Lady’s bedstraw.”

Creak. And then a soft pop, like the cracking of wood. She blanched. “In medieval times, they used it to stuff mattresses,” she said. Her voice had taken on a faint, high-pitched desperation. “It smells different when dried. Less sweet. Keeps away fleas and bedbugs. Sometimes women would tuck it into their bodices too. It’s said to be a powerful aphrodisiac. Increases virility. Causes sudden and uncontrollable—er—sexual desire—”

She clamped her lips shut, but it was far, far too late.

“Bollocks,” she heard Lord Warren say. And then she heard a large booted foot scraping against bark, followed by a cacophony of splitting wood, rustling leaves, and blistering oaths.

Winnie didn’t think. She leapt forward toward the base of the tree, threw up her arms, and tried to catch him when he fell.





Chapter 4


Six days later, Spencer sat across from his so-called wife in the carriage and tried not to look at her face.

Or, more specifically, at the black eye he’d given her when his elbow had connected with her cheekbone during his abrupt descent from the elm.

The livid bruise had faded more quickly than he would have expected. It was now a sort of yellowish-green, the color of celery that had been roughly handled. The mark had certainly dissipated faster than his memory of the event.

When his foot had slipped from the branch—a situation he would have liked to blame entirely upon Mrs. Halifax but unfortunately was his own damned fault—he’d mostly felt a spike of embarrassment. But when he’d realized she had hurled herself beneath him, he’d felt nothing but cold terror.

Had she done it for him? To try to rescue him?

It seemed ridiculous. She was probably half his weight. If he hadn’t clutched her in his arms and rolled, he’d have crushed her.

Instead, they’d ended up flat on the ground, his ears ringing, her eyes tearing from shock and pain. She’d been prone atop him, and the tall golden stalks of lady’s bedstraw had been everywhere about them. The rich scent of honey had filled his nose, and as his vision had cleared, the terror leaking slowly away, he’d felt—

Nothing but her. Winnie. Her long, lean body stretched full-length against his own. Her loose hair, a softer, silkier color than the flowers, had tickled his cheeks and neck and lips. One of his hands had been pressed to the small of her back, and he could feel the gentle rise of her buttocks just beneath his smallest finger.

He’d wanted to shift his hand down. He’d wanted to reverse their positions and press her into the ground.

That memory—pinpoint sharp and dizzying—had not faded nearly so well as the bruise on her face.

He had, at least, identified a landmark before his ignominious descent from the tree, so that she might find her plants again later on. He tried to remind himself of that fact whenever he glanced across the carriage and saw the discolored mark beneath her left eye.

God. He had given the woman a black eye. His sisters were never going to let him live this down. Mrs. Halifax was the most alarming and dangerous creature he had ever encountered, and he wished very much he could stop thinking about her face.

They’d spoken at some length during their journey away from Llanreithan. She had described—briefly—her former life in London and her estranged mother.

She and her mother had lived in Cheapside. Eliza Wallace had been a paid companion. She’d left for Paris in 1811, when Winnie was twenty.

He sensed there was more to the story than she was letting on. Her pale green eyes went cool when the subject of her mother came up. The effusive delight that lit her face when she spoke of her sheep, her dyes, the advertisements she evidently drew by hand, faded from her expression, and her remarks grew clipped. And he—

It was foolish, to be certain, but he did not like to see her dimmed that way.

He’d been struck silly by the look on her face when she’d run into the grove of lady’s bedstraw. Her eyes had been squeezed shut, her tanned tapered fingers holding the tiny yellow blossoms to her nose. She’d smiled so blindingly that he’d lost his breath staring at her.

She’d been as far as possible from the filthy, incarcerated woman he’d found in the jail in Treffynnon. She’d looked unfettered. She’d looked fully alive, somehow, there in the meadow, surrounded by golden plants and the scent of honey.

He could not remember the last time he himself had felt that unconstrained.

He’d gotten to know her these last six days. She’d been almost formal at first: a bit reserved, a little uncertain. Nothing like his sisters. But when he drew her out with questions about the things she loved—sheep and thread, yes, but also Paradise Lost, the precise color of a purpling dusk, and the coagulating properties of Galium verum when applied to milk—she grew enthusiastic. She waved her hands about. She pointed out the window. Her lashes fluttered down, then up again as she peered into his face, as though she could not believe he was interested in what she had to say.

But he was. He’d never before known that he cared what caused the color variation in single and double Gloucester cheese, but apparently he did—at least when Winnie was teaching him. He’d never before known someone so filled with energy and passion. She fairly gleamed with it.

He had hoped that extended proximity to her might dull the shock of her beauty, but thus far he’d shown no signs of growing accustomed to her. She remained distressingly attractive. Between the lingering celery-colored bruise beneath her eye and the general appeal of her person, it made him uncomfortable just to glance in her direction.

“Have you considered,” she asked suddenly, “what you will tell your staff about me when we arrive?”

He was forced to look at her. She wore a dark, drab-colored dress, which only called his attention to the flaxen strands of her hair and the golden perfection of her face—a jewel glowing against a simple setting.

It was deeply offensive.

“I suppose we shall tell them you are Lady Warren,” he said.

She winced.

Though they had not been forced to share a bedchamber at the various inns on the way to London—and Spencer thanked Providence for that—they had introduced themselves as Mr. and Mrs. Halifax. She had resisted—with a conviction that bordered on desperation—the use of his title.

Perhaps she did not want to be a countess. Spencer could understand that. He did not particularly want to be an earl.

“Will your sisters not be at home?” she asked. “You are not concerned about turning up with a temporary wife?”

He had told her something of his younger twin sisters, Margo and Matilda. She’d not heard of their escapades all the way in Wales, a fact which rather surprised him. He’d imagined the antics of the Halifax Hellions were known from coast to coast.

“They’ll be home.” He shifted uneasily in his seat and resisted the urge to loosen his cravat. “I shall just have to explain things to them, I suppose.” He saw her face grow set, and he hastened to reassure her. “I shan’t tell them about your forged papers, of course. Though if anyone would understand a scheme so preposterous, it would be Margo and Matilda.”

“Oh—no.” Her gold-tipped eyelashes fluttered briefly. “You may tell them. This disaster is no fault of your own. I can’t imagine you want them to think you’ve wed and then annulled the marriage all within the space of a month.”

He was not even certain such a thing was legal. Still—

“No,” he said. “I won’t tell them. It’s not my secret to reveal.”

“Perhaps you can say that I am your cousin, and we can keep the annulment quiet.”

He arched an eyebrow at her, and she pursed her lips, the plush lower one thrust forward into a pout.

“Fine, yes,” she said, “I suppose they’d know if they had a Welsh cousin. Could I be a new business partner?”

“Staying in our home?”

“A very friendly business partner? No?” She tapped a finger on her lower lip. He wished she would stop doing things with her mouth. “Perhaps you’ve inherited me as a ward. No, that won’t work, given my age.” She tilted her head and widened her eyes. “Can I pass for an ingenue of twenty?”

“No.”

The innocent expression transformed into a scowl. “How polite of you to say.”

“We shall simply have to tell them you are Lady Warren. There will be no stopping the annulment from making the papers anyway, once we begin legal proceedings.”

She had a stubborn look about her, something to do with her chin. “We do not yet know if a legal proceeding will be necessary. You needn’t tell your sisters a defamatory tale about yourself that may not even be true.”

He did not, in point of fact, particularly want Margo and Matilda to think that he had married in haste and was now repenting in—well, also haste—but he could not think of a way around it. He tried to project an air of responsibility around his sisters. They no longer had their mother and father, and he was a poor consolation prize. It was the least he could do to try to be steady for them.

He felt sometimes that he’d spent the last nine years trying to transform himself, trying to become the decent and thoughtful man his father had been. His father would have known what to do with Margo and Matilda—how to care for them properly, how to make sure that they were at once protected and given space enough to grow.

He’d not known that. He’d only tried—he was still trying—to keep their heads above water. To keep them as safe and happy as he could make them.

“You are either my wife to the household,” he told Winnie, “or an unmarried woman living in my home without a proper chaperone. As you have been posing as my wife for the last decade, I think that continuing the charade has the lowest chance of harming your reputation.”

Her lips parted. Spencer added that to his running tally of Things Winnie Must Stop Doing with Her Mouth.

“My reputation?” she said incredulously. “I am a thirty-year-old Welsh sheep farmer, not a debutante. I am not trying to ensnare a duke on the Marriage Mart. I don’t care what people say about me.”

He shook his head. “I’ve seen what a scandalous reputation can be like for a young woman. There are whispers, rumors—a bookshop in town stopped admitting Margo and Matilda some years back. It would be unpleasant for you.”

It had been unpleasant for Margo and Matilda. He knew it had, despite their bravery.

“My reputation can go hang. Spencer—” She broke off, seemingly as startled as he at the sound of his Christian name on her lips.

He recovered first. “Yes. Call me Spencer. It will strengthen the pretense that we are wed.”

“You needn’t try to protect me,” she said. “I am responsible for my own deception ten years ago. I can accept the consequences.”

“Winnie.” That stopped her in her tracks, just as the sound of his own name had. “I know I don’t have to protect you. But it does not hurt to try.”



When they arrived at Number Twelve Mayfair the following afternoon, however, his sisters were not in residence.

Spencer stared blankly at Fairhope, the family’s grizzled and melancholy butler, who had been reduced to wringing his hands.

“Lady Matilda left first,” Fairhope explained. “And then Lady Margaret followed along with Mr. Mortimer. They’ve, ah—I believe all three have left you some form of correspondence, my lord.”

“Where the devil did they all go?”

“Scotland, my lord.”

“For the love of God, why?”

Fairhope’s long face had the greenish cast of someone whose dinner of jellied eels had just begun writhing in his belly.

“Never mind,” Spencer said. “Better to have the story from their own hands. Henry’s letter at least should reflect some semblance of sense.”

Fairhope did not look as relieved as Spencer might have expected.

Winnie, on the other hand, appeared absolutely delighted beneath her blackened eye, for no reason that Spencer could discern. She caught his hand and dragged him away from Fairhope before he could manage to introduce her.

“This is wonderful,” she said. She was on tiptoe, her mouth as close as she could get to his ear. Her gloved fingers lay lightly on his upper arm. He could see her in glimpses: the worn leather of her half-boots, the ties that knotted the front of her pelisse. The heavy coil of golden hair at the nape of her neck.

“Wonderful how?”

“Your sisters need never find out about me at all. With any luck, we can have this situation sorted out before they return.”

He looked over her head at Fairhope, who was alternately stealing looks in their direction and pretending professional disinterest. “This does not change the matter of your reputation. I trust my staff—they will treat you as kindly as they treat the twins, whose reputations are distinctly checkered—but there will be whispers nonetheless. You will have to play the part of the countess or else be branded some sort of fallen woman.”

Winnie drew back a little and looked him in the eye. Her pointed chin was set. Her pale green eyes were not cool now—no, they fairly blazed with decision.

“Fallen it is,” she said.

And then she kissed him.

His arms came around her automatically as she threw herself at his chest. Her fingers were in his hair, her mouth pressed lightly to his, and he was surrounded by her, by lemons and honey.

He barely had time to register the sensations—warm taut sweet—before she was gone.

He gaped at her as she turned on her heel and made for his butler, peeling off her battered kidskin gloves. Before his eyes, her walk transformed into one he had not seen before—a slow, feline prowl. Her hips swayed. One lock of her hair had worked loose from its pins, caressing the back of her elegant neck.

“Good afternoon,” she said to Fairhope. Even her voice sounded different, a sensual hum at the back of her words. “My name is Mrs. Coplestone-Scott. His lordship has generously agreed to host me here while I resolve a few lingering entanglements from my—ah—late husband’s estate.”

Fairhope’s face evinced no expression whatsoever. He bowed. “Welcome to Lord Warren’s household, Mrs. Coplestone-Scott.”

“Thank you,” she murmured, low and throaty. “I look forward to his lordship’s hospitality.”

Jesus Christ, she made the innocuous sentence sound like the promise of sexual favors. Spencer found himself suddenly and inappropriately aroused.

“I’ll review my correspondence in the library,” he choked out. “That’ll be all, Fairhope.”

And then he grabbed Winnie by her ungloved fingers and dragged her down the hall.





Chapter 5


“What the devil were you thinking?”

Inside the library, Winnie tipped back her head to meet the earl’s gaze. He looked outraged and a bit disheveled—he’d gone pink about the ears again.

She really ought to stop looking at the man’s ears, for heaven’s sake. It was peculiar. Though in truth a fascination with his ears was probably safer than an obsession with his mouth—which had been startlingly warm and soft as she’d pressed herself against him.

She swallowed, then gave a shrug that was more careless than she felt. “Now your staff will believe I am a lusty widow. If your sisters hear of it, you can tell them you very kindly assisted me with my legal troubles and fought off my advances all the while.”

“Damn it, I thought we’d agreed—”

“I took the initiative.”

When she’d heard that his sisters were not in residence, the idea had sprung fully formed in her mind. It had been irresistible.

She’d heard him speak of his sisters, the hellion twins, a dozen times on their journey from Llanreithan, more often even than he had spoken of his beloved late father. It was clear that he adored them—Margo more sensitive and wild, Matilda loving and stubborn—and that he wanted them to think well of him.

There was no need for him to take on the consequences of Winnie’s lies. It would reverberate through his life for years to come if his sisters thought him so reckless as to marry and then annul the marriage within the span of weeks. They would want details, explanations—things Spencer could not give without deceiving them repeatedly.

She knew what it was like to live with a lie always on her lips. She did not want that for him, and she did not understand why he was so set on doing so. The thought of him wanting to protect her—she, Winnie, who did not deserve his sacrifice—made tension rise between her shoulder blades.

She did not know how to accept such a thing. She could not.

Spencer ran his fingers through his hair, disarranging the thick red-gold weight. “Where on Earth did you get the name Coplestone-Scott?”

“I made it up on the spot,” she said primly.

“I should have known.”

Winnie clenched her jaw against the unexpected flinch his words engendered.

Of course he should have known. That was what she did, was it not? Lied. Deceived. Invented stories that suited her own purposes.

For twenty years of her life she had studied her mother: the way she spoke, the way she moved. She had trained herself to emulate her mother’s tone of voice, the angle of Eliza’s head and the unruffled calm of her hands. These things—the social grease of polite phrases, the natural fluidity of the body—did not come naturally to Winnie. But she had taught herself, painfully, sometimes in front of a mirror while she watched her own mouth move.

She had not realized she remembered those lessons so clearly. It had been easy—so shockingly easy—to slip back into the role. Even after all this time.

In the carriage, from time to time, she had considered telling Spencer the truth about her mother and the necklaces. He’d laughed when describing his sisters’ antics; he had not judged them for what others might have called frivolity or recklessness.

She’d thought perhaps he would not condemn her scheme to return the jewels. He might even understand. But her hopefulness was outweighed by her fear—that she would end up back in a cell, perhaps. That she would involve him in her machinations and he would somehow suffer.

So she had not told him. She did not plan to.

“You should read your letters,” she said stiffly. “I can make myself scarce. I’m sure Fairhope can show me to my chamber or—”

He sighed and moved toward a wide mahogany desk. “Never mind. Stay here. I’ll only be a moment.”

As he seated himself and sorted through his correspondence, Winnie let herself circle the perimeter of the library. It had been a long time since she’d seen such a trove of books. Her mother had not kept many in their apartment, so Winnie had done her reading tucked between the shelves at Heavisides’ Select Library. The thin cloth bindings on the circulating library’s books had smelled like a new beginning.

Here the books spilled jumbled and worn from the shelves. She could see the evidence of his absent sisters: board-bound novels, their pages thumbed and curled at the corners, dozens of art books piled haphazardly at the edges, leaning drunkenly against one another.

As she continued her circumnavigation of the room, her steps naturally drew her back to Spencer’s desk. On the shelves beside him stood books on estate management and law and investing, each lined up neatly and alphabetized.

He muttered something to himself as he stared at the letters.

“Is something wrong?”

He tilted his head toward her, as if surprised to find her so close. There was a long pause, and Winnie felt heat rise in her face. Perhaps he did not want to confide in her. Perhaps she ought to have stayed quiet. Somehow her fingers found a lock of her hair that had come loose from her pins.

But finally he shook his head. “I’m not certain. Matilda says she has eloped with the Marquess of Ashford.”

Winnie disguised an exclamation as a cough. She recalled the notorious marquess even from ten years ago in London. She was fairly certain he was said to have murdered his wife.

His first wife, presumably, if Matilda was his new bride. That seemed rather inauspicious for Matilda.

“But Margo,” Spencer went on, “says Matilda has not eloped—at least, I think that’s what she means by, Not to worry—we’ll be back home as uncoupled as ever! Henry also says not to worry, which I would find reassuring except that the letter contains eleven obscenities.”

“He is not, er, usually given to swearing?”

“Not as a general rule. In two separate places, he appears to have inserted the word Margo without noticing.”

Winnie pressed her lips together to smother a laugh. “I see. Is your life usually so … unpredictable?”

“Unfortunately,” he said, “yes.”

Standing beside him while he sat over his letters gave her a different vantage of his face. Even seated across from him in the carriage she’d had to look up to meet his gaze. She had grown accustomed to the sharp line of his jaw as seen from beneath. From above he looked younger, somehow. Less an invulnerable Viking warrior and more … touchable. She longed suddenly to slide her thumb from the ridge of his cheekbone down to the faint depression at the side of his mouth.

It would be a dimple, she thought, when he smiled.

But he was not smiling now. In fact, he looked rather miserable, baffled and wretched, as he shook his head. “I don’t know what the devil to do.”

“About your sisters?”

“Yes. I’m not sure if I should try to chase them down—or go straight to Ashford’s country seat—if Matilda’s even there at all—or wait to see if Henry writes me again—” He broke off and scrubbed a hand through his hair, disarranging all that heavy red-gold.

Her fingers itched to push it back. To ease him, if she could. “Do you trust them—your sisters?”

“Of course I trust them. I’d trust them with my life.”

She tipped her head. “Do you trust them with their own?”

He made a small despairing sound, and flicked his eyes up to meet hers, half-amused and half-agonized. “I trust them to know their own minds, if that’s what you’re asking. I don’t trust them not to set fire to every inn between here and Scotland and reignite hostilities with France.”

“They’re twenty-five years old?”

“Yes.”

“You became Lord Warren at nineteen. I started a sheep farm at twenty.”

“That’s different. They’re my sisters, for Christ’s sake. They’re my responsibility. I have to—I have to—”

She could not help herself. She reached out and touched his hand, which had tightened into a fist. “Give them a little time to figure things out for themselves.”

Her bare hand looked small atop his. She did not think of herself that way—she was not small or fragile. Her fingers were darker than his, tanned where his were freckled. She had little scars and nicks from shears on her left thumb. Her fingers were tough and strong. Working hands. Not the hands of a countess.

As she watched, he opened his hand under hers. Slowly—ever so slowly—as though her hand was a wild bird, alight atop his own, and he did not want to frighten her away.

Suddenly, unaccountably, her heart was pounding in her ears.

He splayed his palm on the desk. Her fingers settled into the lines between his. The tip of her index finger trembled and curled up—sliding against the little V between his first two fingers.

His breath caught—or hers did. She had not known she craved this—skin on skin.

She snatched her hand away. Too quick—too quick and too clumsy—he would notice how off-balance she seemed. Heat rose in her face, fanned down her neck. She wanted to put her hand to her chest and cool her suddenly burning skin.

She wanted his hand there. Her belly flipped.

Fortunately, she was saved from any more inappropriate touching by virtue of Spencer’s sudden, slightly hoarse burst of speech.

“You should make yourself at home here.” He waved at the library. His voice had a faintly desperate edge. “With the library. The books, I mean. Read whatever you like. We have … I’m sure we have something on thread. Or sheep. Margo and Matilda have some novels. I…” He trailed off, looking at the soldierly little rows around his desk.

“These are yours, here?” She’d seen him bent over a book in the carriage, small in his large hands. He had been hasty with it, turning the pages rapidly, shoving it into his bag. She could not reconcile that memory with these neat lines.

“Yes.” He shifted beneath her gaze, a trifle uneasily.

“These books seemed untouched.” She tipped her head to where his sisters’ novels and art books sprawled. “Not the way those books are touched, at least. Touched and read and lingered over.”

“I do read them.” He hesitated, just a moment, before continuing on. “They were my father’s books. I am careful with them, that’s all. I try to put them back the way he left them.”

His words—his care—made her chest hurt.

She wanted, suddenly, to get away. To be free of this man and this place—his cautious diligence, the responsibility he held in those large, careful hands.

She could hurt him. She did not want to hurt him.

She needed to get these bloody necklaces back to their rightful owners and out of this beautiful house.

“I will need to visit my man of business,” she said abruptly. “There may be some changes to my schedule of production while I am here.”

It was true, no doubt—she would need to visit the London office that arranged the distribution of her thread.

But it was not the whole truth. She meant to ascertain the whereabouts of the three aristocrats from whom her mother had stolen the jewels. She had a scheme coalescing in the back of her mind—something to do with a maid’s uniform and a delivery of soft cheeses—but she would need time to work out the details.

“I’m sorry you had to come,” Spencer said. His deep voice still held the echo of a rasp. “But you won’t need to be here long. You’ll go home. Everything will be—just as it was.”

Of course. His words were reminders, small and sharp as electric shocks.

She would go home. Nothing had changed. She was still Winnie Wallace, despite the name she had invented. She was still her mother’s daughter. She was still alone—as she had always been—and it didn’t matter how much she wanted …

But she could not put words to what she wanted. Not now, not when what she wanted was close and enticing and impossibly far out of her reach.

“Yes,” she said, “you’re right. Everything will go back to normal.”





Chapter 6


In the week following her arrival at Number Twelve Mayfair, Winnie watched with increasing perturbation as Spencer received and discarded invitation after invitation.

Each one seemed a missed opportunity. If Spencer accepted one of the dinner overtures, she could press him for information regarding the guests. If one of the men from whom her mother had stolen the necklaces seemed likely to be present, she could not pass up the chance to attempt a return.

She could follow Spencer in a hired hack, perhaps, and disguise herself as a serving maid. She could bump into one of the aristocrats and drop his necklace at his feet. Now that her black eye had faded, she didn’t think she would draw too much attention.

Her mind spun out more and more outlandish scenarios to return the jewels at various events. At a society dinner, she could slip into the kitchens and deposit Lord Noake’s diamonds and rubies in his chocolate pot de crème. At a garden party, she might conspire to temporarily separate Lord Brownbrooke from his hat and slip the acrostic necklace inside the band. At Spencer’s club—well, she did not know how precisely she could make her way into the club, but she imagined it would involve an elaborate costume and possibly fake mustaches.

But Spencer did not seem inclined to accept any invitations.

Indeed, the only correspondence that Spencer had replied to was a letter from Henry Mortimer, his best friend and solicitor, which informed him in sheepish, besotted fashion that Henry and Spencer’s sister Margo would not be returning immediately to London. Because they had eloped.

Spencer had taken on the look of someone whose house had just slid from its foundation off a cliff and into the sea.

“Eloped?” he said dazedly. “Margo and Henry? Together?”

Winnie peered over his shoulder at the letter. “I think that’s what he’s implied, yes. When he’s written, We’ve eloped.”

Spencer blinked furiously at the page of neat script, as though a coded message might reveal itself somewhere in the spaces between the words. When he was done gaping, he turned it over on his desk and put his hand to his face.

“You did not notice an attachment between them?” she inquired cautiously.

“I—” He scrubbed his fingers over his face and then looked at her. His dimple was nowhere to be found. “Hell. I should have known, shouldn’t I? I should have seen what was between them.”

“Perhaps it came on rather suddenly.”

He shook his head. “I ought to have been paying better attention. Our father would have—” He broke off, his jaw tightening as he cut off the words.

“Spencer,” she said, “it seems to me you’ve been doing quite well.”’

He rubbed at the back of his neck and did not look at her when he spoke. “I’ll write to Henry now that I know where he is. I’ll ask them to come back. There’s no one else I trust half so well with our legal entanglement.”

He did not appear to be upset with his sister and his friend. Rather, his frustration seemed turned inward—at his own lack of foresight, perhaps. His expectations of himself seemed impossibly lofty. The Earl of Warren, in his mind, ought to be perfect, invulnerable to error.

She wondered if he thought his father had been so.

Spencer let loose a short sigh and went on. “Unfortunately, it may be two weeks or more for Henry to receive my letter and then return. I know you have responsibilities awaiting you in Wales. You’ll tell me if there’s anything I can do to help? Anything you need in the meantime—clothing or carriages or…?”

He was so nice. So bloody earnest. It was far more attractive than invulnerability, and much harder to shore herself up against.

It was difficult, in the face of all that goodness, to deceive him. But she did so anyway.

“I should like to go and look at rich people,” she said.

He blinked.

“For my thread,” she said, as cool and calm as though she were not lying to his face. “I’d like to see how ladies are wearing it. The latest styles in embroidery. Where might we go to see the ton in flocks in October?”

His expression of bemusement had cleared. He looked relieved to have something productive to do, some way to aid her. “Perhaps shopping? On Bond Street?”

“And you’ll go with me?” She wanted him there to point out Noake or Roxbury or Brownbrooke if any of them made an appearance—but she could not tell him that.

“Of course.”

Guilt was a hot curl in her chest, but she made herself meet his eyes, and smile, and thank him.

She thought, as they took his carriage the following afternoon to the Western Exchange, that her plan seemed simple. She had the necklaces in her reticule, folded into handkerchiefs and ready to pass off to their original owners. She had prepared several conversational gambits to induce Spencer to put names to the shoppers he recognized, particularly the various members of the peerage.

If Fortune smiled upon her, she might find one or more of the three aristocrats on this very first engagement. She might find all of them!

Fortune, as it turned out, frowned.

The first flaw in her plan emerged when they arrived at the Western Exchange. She had gone shopping with her mother from time to time in these aristocratic environs, where wealthy patrons vanished behind elegant window displays.

She’d known—she’d thought she’d known—what to expect. But in the ten years since she had been in London, the mercantile landscape had undergone a transformation. Shops had been taken over by bazaars and arcades. The Western Exchange—a building which hadn’t even existed in 1811—was a whirling hive of exquisite, expensive personages.

Beneath the forbidding gaze of the porter, Spencer swept Winnie inside the gleaming structure. Its gilt columns rose heavenward; everything was glass and sparkle and things for sale. People carted parcels and nibbled elegant cakes; tiny well-appointed children shrieked after puppies on strings. There were milliners with glorious fruit-covered confections of hats, drapers and furriers and artists hawking their wares in galleries. Everything was decorated—already—for Christmas.

Perhaps, in her decade in Llanreithan, she had forgotten the sheer scale of London. How would she find Roxbury or Noake or Brownbrooke amidst all this clamor?

She set her jaw against the sudden temptation of despair. For whatever it was worth, she was her mother’s daughter, and she did not mean to give up.

She asked Spencer to take her somewhere out of the way, where she might watch the passersby at her leisure. He took her elbow and led her to a little teashop in a corner that seemed calculated to attract the smallest members of the ton: the standings held sweets, toys, and a display of extremely noisy and colorful green macaws.

Over tea and coffee and buttery shortbread studded with dried cherries, she asked Spencer to point out anyone he knew.

“Do you know,” he said between enthusiastic bites of pastry, “I’ve never thought so much about thread in my life?”

His dimple made an appearance.

Winnie refused to be charmed by the inexplicable witchcraft of that small imperfection. She forced her gaze back to the crowds of fashionable shoppers. “I find it becomes an obsession more easily than one would think.”

“Do you make the thread yourself?”

“Yes,” she said distractedly. A particularly well-dressed clump of people had broken off from the general horde. “Do you know them?”

“Mm, yes. The Duke and Duchess of Stanhope and their family.”

Blast.

“Wherever do you find the time?” Spencer asked. “Shearing, feeding, gathering plants for dyes—you do the work of ten, I think.”

Her fingers drummed on the table until she caught herself and picked up her teacup instead. “I like to keep busy.”

He laughed. “Are you bored? Here, I mean—in London?”

She looked down at her fingers, which were tracing circles round and round the side of the teacup, directly over what appeared to be a decidedly phallic spring onion.

Oh God, whatever she was here in this exquisite teashop—surrounded by Christmas greens and tropical birds, inappropriately fondling vegetable matter—she certainly wasn’t bored.

Before she could reply, she heard someone say, quite plummily and distinctly, “At your service, my lord Noake.”

She dropped her teacup. The spring onion stared accusingly up at her. Her head craned around, searching for the speaker.

“Win?” Spencer asked. “Everything all right?”

“Perfectly well,” she managed. “I thought that, er, one of the parrots had gotten loose.”

She heard the plummy voice again. “I can pack this one up with the rest if you’d like, Lord Noake? Have them sent on to your residence?”

A different voice, a lighter tenor. “That would be fine.”

Noake—she was certain she’d heard the name!

She peered around again, but she could not see them. The two speakers—Noake and someone else, obviously a shopkeeper of some kind—must be on the other side of the thin partition that separated the teashop from the mercantile section.

This was her chance. She could find them—find Noake himself. She could conspire to reunite him with his jewels right here in the bazaar. She might never have such a felicitous opportunity again.

She threw herself to her feet with such vigor that she nearly upset the tea table. The spring onion gave a warning rattle.

Spencer stared at her in bemusement. “Parrot again?”

“Ah—” For heaven’s sake, Winnie, talk! “Ah—no. I’ve realized that I may not be back to Llanreithan by Saint Nicholas Day.” She backed away from the table, trying not to overturn her chair. Why was this teashop so small? “I always send Mrs. Upholland a mince pie. I shall need to … to order one.”

“Right now?”

“Yes,” Winnie said definitely.

“If you give me a moment, I can take you—”

“No!” she said. She’d aimed for cheerful—it came out slightly hysterical. She modulated her voice. “No need. You”—she waved her hand—“settle up here. I’ll be right back.”

“All right.” Spencer had taken a rather soothing tone, as one might use for an incensed toddler. “If that is what you wish.”

She nodded, clutched her precious reticule to her chest, and walked out of the teashop without looking back.

On the other side of the partition was a counter displaying leather goods, just beside the exhibition of macaws. She affected calm and arrayed herself at the edge of a group of governesses and their various small charges, trying to look as though she belonged.

Noake—where was Noake? She didn’t see any gentlemen within sight. Had he gotten away?

Disappointment flared in her, but she fought it back. Even if he had gone, the shopkeeper had mentioned sending something to Noake’s residence. Perhaps she could note the address for her own use at a later time. Or—the idea came upon her in a flash of golden light—she could transfer his necklace from her reticule into one of his packages and have it delivered to his house for her.

It was worth a try. She angled her hat so that it obscured her face and made her way toward the standing. The top-hatted shopkeeper was not looking at her—his eyes were fixed with genteel hunger on a much more lavishly dressed couple browsing the perfumery.

“Fine leathers!” he called. Winnie’s heart leapt—it was the same plummy voice she’d heard address Lord Noake. “Saddles and harnesses, carriage accoutrements of all kinds.”

It was the same shopkeeper. This was the stall Noake had patronized. She had to get behind that counter.

Could she create a distraction? Something to get the shopkeeper away from his stall for a moment, something that would—

A parrot squawked near her ear, and she twisted abruptly to look in its direction.

The parrots. The stand of vibrant, noisy, conspicuous green macaws.

She darted a glance between the top-hatted shopkeeper and the bird stall. Close—they were very close. Close enough that a distraction at one stall might …

Oh God, she was going to regret this, wasn’t she?

She took a breath and squeezed herself in between the leather-goods stall and the tropical bird exhibition, where she was struck by a piercing odor that was definitely not the perfumery. She made her way to one of the large cages and found herself face-to-face with one of the macaws. It had an enormous hooked gray beak, topped by a plume of scarlet feathers. Its eyes were small and black and fixed upon her. Its head tilted silently from side to side as it stared at her.

She reached out for the cage’s fastening, meaning to flick it free and then dash away. As she did, the parrot’s huge hooked beak parted slightly and then snapped shut with an avid, hungry click.

She had never thought herself particularly frightened of birds, but she had also never before met one with a beak the approximate size and shape of a scimitar.

“Madam,” said a crisp woman’s voice at her side. “May I help you with the bird?”

Winnie glanced at the woman. The hell with it, she thought.

Then she transferred her gaze to the other side of the stall, pointed dramatically, and squealed in her highest and loudest soprano, “Oh! That bird! It’s getting away!”

The bird seller turned in shock, and, quick as a flash, Winnie reached out and unfastened the door to the birdcage in front of her.

The macaw hopped delicately forward—once, twice.

And then it stretched its great green wings wide and launched itself, flapping vigorously, into the air. The bird seller let out a piercing shriek and began to chase after the parrot, hopping so wildly she put Winnie in mind of a bird as well.

Winnie flicked the locks of three more cages. From the corner of her eye, she saw the first bird’s claws catch on the hat of a tall blond woman. Artificial cherries began to bounce and roll across the floor of the stall, each one striking the polished marble floor with an audible ping.

That was when the screaming began in earnest.

Winnie didn’t stay to see what happened next. She ducked behind the parrot exhibition and crouched low to the ground. Oh—hell—the floor behind the exhibition was covered in bird excrement and now so was her hem. That explained the odor.

She scuttled to the side, putting herself in view of the leather-goods counter. The top-hatted shopkeeper was bawling something indistinct, pointing at the birds. His genteel accent had vanished altogether.

This was her chance—now, while everyone was distracted. She clutched her reticule to her chest, crept along the back of the bird stall, and prepared to run—crawl?—for the next counter over.

That was when she met the monkey.

It leapt down from somewhere up above her, landing lightly in between Winnie and the leather-goods stall.

It was roughly a foot tall. Its fur was black and shiny, except for a jaunty white ruff about its face and shoulders. Its tail wound about its body, smooth and sinuous and prehensile. It held out its small furry hand, palm up, as though inviting her to dance.

“No, thank you,” she whispered inanely.

It put its hand on its hip. If a monkey could look exasperated, this one certainly did.

“I beg your pardon,” she muttered. “I have—ah—very important business. Human business. I’m sure you understand.”

She clamped her reticule under her arm and began to crawl around the creature. It skipped in front of her, positioning itself once more in her path.

“Pardon me.” She tried to crawl faster. Her knee squelched through something unmentionable. “If you wouldn’t mind letting me go around you—”

The monkey no longer looked exasperated. It got down on all fours beside her, like a terrible roguish dog, then reached out and caught the fluttering hem of her dress.

“Oh,” she said, “no, no—let go, please.”

It didn’t let go. She set down her reticule, reached for the hem of her dress, and tugged.

The monkey pounced. It seized her reticule and scampered eagerly in the direction of the leather-goods stall.

“Oh bollocks!”

The monkey looked back, its face alight with pleasure. She briefly hallucinated that the monkey too had a dimple.

“Come back,” she hissed, crawling after the creature. “Come back, you naughty thing.”

The monkey ignored her. It made several impolite monkey sounds, then leapt onto a pile of saddles positioned just behind the counter. Its clever fingers fiddled with the knotted opening of her bag.

Oh bloody hell, could the monkey undo knots? Was it a monkey or a small, fluffy demon?

Winnie gave up the notion of finding Lord Noake’s package. She gave up on dignity, anonymity, and any other personal desire aside from retrieving the necklaces.

She stood up and strode for the monkey. “Here now,” she said firmly. “Give me that. It’s mine.”

The monkey leapt higher, to a rack of bridles and then onto the counter itself.

The top-hatted shopkeeper finally noticed them. “What the devil—”

“Pardon us!” Winnie said airily. “So sorry! Just a moment—”

She dove for the monkey and missed. It knocked over the rack of bridles, which collapsed to the floor with a crash.

“Who are you?” demanded the shopkeeper. “Who let you back here?”

Winnie ignored him, picked up her skirts, and hurdled the rack. The monkey had paused in its flight, and its fingers deftly loosened the drawstring top of the reticule.

Oh God, oh God—she had to get the bag back before the monkey turned this unfortunate situation into an outright catastrophe.

She picked up a tooled leather glove and tossed it into the air, a high arc in the opposite direction of the monkey. The animal’s curious gaze caught and tracked the glove, and while it was distracted, Winnie reached out and snagged the silk drawstring of the reticule.

She pulled hard. The string slid right through the drawstring top of the bag and came free in her hand. She watched with a detached sense of imminent doom as the top of the reticule spilled open. Three necklaces, dripping with diamonds, slithered out onto the floor.

The monkey, sensing disaster, dropped the reticule, turned tail, and ran.

Winnie, also sensing disaster, turned very slowly back toward the shopkeeper. The glove she’d thrown had landed on his shoulder, and while she watched, it slid slowly off and fell to the ground, like a bizarre dismembered hand.

“What is this?” he demanded. His gaze took her in, from the toes of her battered, excrement-covered boots to her grimy knees and dingy, drab-colored dress.

Then they both looked at the fortune in jewels on the floor.

This was bad. This was very bad.

“M-my mistress,” Winnie said desperately, “sent me to get her necklace clasps repaired—”

“Sure she did,” said the shopkeeper, “and I’m the ghost of Napoleon.”

“No,” Winnie said, “I—hold a moment, I can—”

What could she do? Bribe him? Grab the necklaces and run?

Perhaps she could weep. Perhaps she could claim to be a duchess in disguise. Perhaps she could pretend she only spoke modern Greek.

The shopkeeper forestalled any of these ideas by grabbing her about the wrist. “You can go straight to the magistrates’ office, my duck, and see how they like your story there.”

The magistrates’ office. The stolen necklaces. Back in a cell—close and dark and—

Winnie let out all her breath in a rush, looked heavenward, and feigned a swoon.

It was surprisingly effective. She let herself go completely limp and thanked Providence that the shopkeeper retained his grip on her wrist long enough to lower her the rest of the way to the ground.

She heard a woman’s shriek—somehow they must have captured the attention of the passersby. Her ear caught the sound of fabric tearing—oh blast, that would be her other stocking—followed by at least half a dozen obscene words from the shopkeeper.

And then, to her extreme horror, she heard someone she recognized.

“For the love of God, give the woman some air.”

It was Spencer. His voice was precisely as deep and mellifluous as ever.

Oh no. Oh hell.

She resisted the urge to fling her hand over her face and kept her eyes closed. If I can’t see you, you can’t see me, she thought wildly.

“What’s going on here?” Spencer’s disembodied voice asked.

“Found this woman sneaking about my stall with a bag full of stolen jewels,” said the shopkeeper plaintively. “Going to take her and the gems to the magistrate—there might be a reward, by the look of what she had in her bag.”

Winnie thought of imprisonment. She thought about rubies and diamonds and pink topaz stones the size of quail’s eggs. She thought about her sheep. She wondered how long it would be before she climbed a tree or saw the sky again.

And then Spencer’s voice—his very rich, very deep, very confident voice—said dryly, “A reward. Of course. Unhand the Countess of Warren, if you don’t mind, and I’ll see to it that you are well-compensated for your troubles.”

His voice was suddenly warmer, closer to her ear, as though he had knelt beside her. “Wake up, Win. I’m going to need my wife conscious and vertical for this next bit.”





Chapter 7


“The prime minister is just over there,” Spencer murmured, “if you’d like to meet him.”

Winnie’s face felt hot. In fact, every inch of her skin felt hot, her cheeks burning, her heart pounding in her ears. “Have you lost your mind?” she hissed, keeping her voice barely above a whisper so as not to attract attention.

Though they were attracting plenty anyway. Spencer had taken her by the arm, as cool and assured as if he’d anticipated all of this—as though he’d expected to find her unconscious and accused of grand larceny in a leather-goods stall. He’d ordered twelve full kits for his carriage horses before they managed to extract themselves.

Things had not improved from there. In the bazaar proper, he’d introduced her to several of his fellow peers, who had gazed at her in frank disbelief before bowing and addressing her as Lady Warren.

Lady Warren! She was going to strangle him.

“At least let me introduce you to the dowager Duchess of Vale. You’ll like Lisbet. She used to be an anarchist.”

She clenched her teeth so hard she feared something was going to give. Perhaps her sanity. “Stop introducing me to your friends,” she ground out.

“It would certainly strengthen the pretense that we are wed.”

“We ought not to be strengthening the pretense, Spencer!”

“It is rather late to disavow it.”

“Oh my God,” she murmured. “You are a madman. I have accidentally married a lunatic.”

At that, the corner of his mouth quirked. “Do you know, I had the same thought a few minutes ago?”

“I am covered in the excrement of several looted American animals,” she whispered. “This is really not the time, Spencer.”

Spencer’s hand caught her waist. He pulled her close—far too close—and her thoughts went a trifle blurred.

“One more,” he murmured. His voice was at her ear again.

Why did he do that? She could feel his breath, and she shivered, gooseflesh rising along the back of her neck.

“One more introduction, because Lisbet will be good to have on our side,” he went on, “and then we’ll go home. And then I’d like to know what on Earth you were doing in that stall.”

She let him do it. He introduced her to the duchess—a tiny, ravishing woman in her middle years—and all the while maintained his tight grip on Winnie’s waist. It was not quite proper, but the duchess did not seem half so perturbed as Winnie felt.

Though perhaps perturbed was not the word. His hand was large and warm at her side; she could feel his muscular thigh pressed up against hers. She was dizzied, short of breath. Her lower belly felt taut and loose at the same time.

By the time he called for the carriage and swept her back outside, she could not tell if confusion or outrage held precedence among her emotions. Agitation seethed in her; her nerves felt close to the surface, jagged and raw.

The moment they were alone in his coach, the words were on her lips, even before the vehicle rocked into motion. “What were you thinking?”

“Mostly that I was surprised the shopkeeper was taken in by your swoon. You had your eyes screwed so tightly shut, I feared they would stick that way.” His dimple emerged as he looked at her.

Her fingers itched to do some violence to his person. She wanted to jostle him, upset his cravat and undo his buttons, shove her fingers in his hair and—

“They all think we are married!” she half-shrieked. “Everyone will have heard of it by the end of the week. Your sisters—”

“Yes,” he said, and as she watched, the playful expression vanished from his face. “They will all believe it.”

“Why did you do it?”

The wheels of the carriage rattled, hard ash wood thudding rhythmically against the stones of the street.

He didn’t speak. He didn’t speak, and she wished she hadn’t asked at all. What had she thought he would say? For you, Winnie Halifax. It was all for you.

“It was the right thing to do,” he said finally. “The only thing to do.”

“How can you say that? You will have to tell your sisters—”

“Did you think I would leave you there in the bazaar?” he asked abruptly. “Let the shopkeeper turn you over to the magistrate?”

“Yes.” Her voice had quieted. Winnie realized she sounded as if she were on the verge of tears, and—perhaps she was. Perhaps that was why the sight of his calm face was blurred before her.

His jaw tightened. “Well, I wouldn’t. Whatever you think of me.”

“You had no reason to do otherwise! You ought to have done it. You ought to have let him take me. All of this is my fault—you never would have been drawn into this situation without my actions ten years ago—”

“What situation?” he said. “What were you doing in that shopkeeper’s stall? With all those bloody jewels?”

“I couldn’t tell you—I couldn’t let you—” Her voice fractured on the words.

“You couldn’t let me what?” he asked.

“I don’t—”

“Tell me, Winnie.” His arms flexed, his shoulders moving beneath his coat, as though to stop himself from reaching for her.

She was so tired of being alone. She wanted him to reach for her, wanted his body pressed solidly against her own. She wanted it so much it felt like a wound.

But she could not do it. She could not ask for more from him—not when he had already given her so much. He had saved her from incarceration, not once but twice now. He had sacrificed his reputation, his good name—for her. For her.

He had done it without even knowing the truth. He had not demanded to know to whom the jewels belonged or how they had come into her possession.

She did not understand it.

In her lap, her hands moved. She watched herself pluck up her reticule. As if a puppet held her strings, she overturned the little bag and let the necklaces pour into her lap.

The late-afternoon sunlight flickered in through the windows of the carriage. The stones glowed, a flickering, unearthly incandescence against her brownish skirts. Pink and black, blue and blood-red, and threaded through everything, the cold fire of diamonds.

She could not bear to look at him. She had to explain. She had to make him see before he could think that she—before he—

“I did not steal them,” she got out.

God, she even sounded guilty, her words tinged with desperation, her voice too high.

He was not going to believe her. She kept her eyes fixed on the jewels in her lap.

“I promise,” she said. Stupid, idiotic words. “I was trying to give them back. I know—I know it looks terrible. I know I have lied backward, forward, and sideways, but I swear to you, this time, I’m telling the truth.”

Oh God, she could not cry. She wouldn’t let herself. But there was an awful dry burning feeling in her throat, and—

“All right,” he said.

Her heart stumbled. She did not lift her gaze. The burning sensation in her throat rose to her eyes like a threat, and she tried to fight it back. “What do you mean?”

“All right,” he said again. “You did not steal them. Where the devil did you get them? They look like they came off the neck of goddamned Empress Joséphine.”

She lost control of herself and looked up. His calm expression had not changed, though his hair had fallen down across his brow.

Despite her stalwart efforts, she tasted salt at the corner of her mouth. “You—believe me?”

“Yes.”

“Why?” She didn’t have control of her voice. It swooped and wobbled like an uncertain bird. “Why should you believe me? You have seen me lie a dozen times—”

“Perhaps half a dozen.”

“The fact that I am here in London is predicated upon my deception!”

“Win,” he said, and he reached out and took her hand. “I’ve seen you lie to protect me. I know that you’ve lied to survive. But mostly I’ve seen you tell the goddamned truth—even when it did not serve you. You admitted straightaway that you used my name, that you forged the banns. I can still see you throwing yourself beneath me under that elm, for God’s sake.”

“That was—”

“Honest,” he said. “Real. Tell me about the jewels, Winnie. Where did they come from?”

She looked down at his hand holding hers in her lap. Their bare fingers tangled with each other, with ropes of diamonds and colored gems.

She had never told anyone. She had built a new life for herself. Had pushed the memories of her mother and their life in London down so far she’d thought she need never face them again. But the feel of the necklaces, the diamonds spilling between their fingers, burned on her palm.

She unlinked her hand from his, because … because she did not want to depend upon him. Because depending upon him terrified her.

And then she took a breath and told him about her mother. She told him the real reason she had left London a decade ago—her mother’s sudden frantic-edged brilliance, the rooms they’d taken and then left again the next week. Eliza’s final departure.

Take your pick, beauty. I’m for Paris. Do you want the Champs-Élysées, or the money?

She told him to whom the necklaces belonged as she refolded them carefully into their linen handkerchiefs and then tucked them back into her reticule. She described her plans to return the jewels directly to their owners and explained what she’d been doing in the leather-goods stall.

When she finally stopped talking, their carriage had long since reached the house at Number Twelve Mayfair. The grooms had unfastened the horses while they spoke, and now everything was quiet. The fading sunlight caught on Spencer’s hair, lighting it like cloth-of-gold, like glittering threads in a fine heavy weave.

He did not say anything. His gaze was steady, measured, fixed in the middle distance.

She breathed.

Finally his focus resolved back onto her face. She wanted to cringe away from those penetrating eyes. Her armor was made of a thousand splintered shards, and the will she usually marshaled to hold herself together did not seem in evidence.

“Did you not consider the post?”

Of all the things she’d thought he might say, that had not even—

“I beg your pardon?”

There was a bare thread of amusement in his voice. She could hear it, winding like a ribbon of honey through his warm baritone. “In the last ten years. You did not think to post the jewels?”

The feeling of fragility receded. She would not shatter. Perhaps he had known—perhaps he had seen how close she was to collapse.

“Of course I thought of it,” she said indignantly. “I did not know their addresses.”

“You could have written to a solicitor, perhaps.”

She pursed her lips. “And revealed my interest in their whereabouts? The daughter of the woman who robbed them in the first place? If my identity had been discovered—”

“All right,” he said, “I understand. But Winnie—why didn’t you just drop them in the Thames? Why all the … the parrots and the subterfuge?”

Her fingers had risen to her coiffure without her noticing. She found herself worrying a lock of hair against her collarbone.

How to make him understand? Could he understand?

“I took the money my mother gave me to start my farm,” she said, “even though I knew it was ill-gotten. I used every penny of those seventy-two pounds to build my life. I used your name, though I did not know it belonged to you. I am proud of what I have made these last ten years, but every part of it is built upon a false foundation. These necklaces—they’re something I can fix. A crime that, for once, I can put right.”

He looked at her, long and slow. “I can understand that, I think.”

“You can?”

“That’s why you came, is it not? Not for me—not just for the annulment. You could have stayed in your cottage and pretended none of this affected you. But you wanted—what? Justice? Forgiveness?”

“The slate wiped clean.” Her voice was almost inaudible, but he heard her anyway. She knew that he heard.

He nodded, and then he put out his hand. “Let’s go inside. And then we’ll work out how to put things to rights together.”

Her lips parted. “We’ll … what?”

“Work it out,” he said again. “I’ll help you. It will be easier, the two of us together, than you alone.”

She could not make sense of him. It was everything she wanted—someone at her side, Spencer at her side, calm and steady and reassuring. But there was no reason for him to do it. She could not allow it, could not accept this gift she did not understand.

“Why?” she asked.

His gaze, when he spoke, was on her face. “I want to,” he said.

She had no defense for that.

His eyes were blue, a calm blue, a honey-sweet June blue. His freckled hand was open before her.

She put her fingers in his and let him help her down from the carriage.





Chapter 8


Spencer had roughly twenty seconds to feel confident in his life choices before all hell broke loose again.

Winnie’s fingers were in his. Her hand—God, he had developed something of a fetish for the calloused brush of her palm.

He had suspected from the first moment she had slipped into her cottage and emerged holding a travel bag tight to her chest that she had ulterior motives. He had tried to make her feel comfortable enough to tell him whatever secret she kept. When he’d seen her melt slowly to the ground behind the leather-goods counter, his first thought—well, second, after he’d ascertained her well-being—had been a surge of curiosity and relief. Finally, he’d thought, he’d find out whatever the hell she was hiding.

And now she’d told him.

He had thought for a moment that she would not accept his help. He recalled the way she had resisted the assistance of her neighbors in Llanreithan—determined to do everything herself, not to be indebted to someone else.

But she had taken his hand. They were in this, finally, together.

Everything would be well, he told himself, as he towed her up the steps to Number Twelve. They could sit down in the library and conspire about the jewels. All professional. All business. No more sneaking about.

And then Fairhope opened the front door, and Spencer sensed catastrophe a moment before it occurred.

Fairhope’s long, gloomy face was … glowing. He had tears in his eyes.

“Oh,” he said damply, “your ladyship!”

He was looking at Winnie.

This, Spencer thought, was not a good sign. When they’d last been in the house, Winnie was still Mrs. Coplestone-Scott. Surely … surely Fairhope could not already have heard …

Fairhope bowed so deeply he nearly prostrated himself before Winnie, rebounded to his full height, and then turned on Spencer. “It is the greatest honor of my life to welcome the new Lady Warren, my lord.”

Spencer stifled an insane urge to laugh. “I suppose,” he said, “that news traveled from Bond Street faster than our carriage?”

“Indeed, my lord. Please accept congratulations on behalf of myself and the household on your union.” Fairhope bowed again, though Spencer noted that the bow he directed at his lord did not even approach the depth of the bow he’d directed at Winnie. “I have readied the countess’s suite.”

“Ah.” That was …

He had not anticipated that. Some small part of him had supposed he might not need to make his staff aware of the alteration in Winnie’s status. Indeed, the extent to which anything had actually altered was somewhat unclear in his mind. He still needed Henry to clarify whether they were, in fact, married.

He had not, under any circumstances, imagined Winnie in the countess’s suite. Number Twelve was a large residence by London standards, but the earl’s and countess’s suites had been designed by what Spencer had always presumed was a rather lusty architect. While each suite had its own bedchamber, they shared a combined bath and dressing room. The walls were disturbingly thin. Every time she went to wash—or dress—or stand before the long mirror and unpin all that heavy hair, pulling it over one shoulder, tipping her head beneath its weight to bare the golden column of her throat—he would hear—

He chanced a glance at Winnie. She was standing stock-still beside him, a gracious smile pinned to her face.

“Wonderful,” he managed. “Thank you, Fairhope. I shall, er, show Lady Warren to her rooms.”

As he led her to the stairs, the rest of the residence’s staff peeped around corners. He heard murmurs and gasps. One small, distinct sigh.

Oh hell, this was going to be the very devil to untangle, and his sisters had not even returned. He gritted his teeth and adjusted his hand underneath Winnie’s elbow, in case she decided once again to swoon.

Inside the countess’s chamber, Winnie blinked at her surroundings.

“The bath,” he said idiotically, gesturing to the open doorway that framed what was, indubitably, a chamber for bathing. “We share it. The earl and countess, I mean. And the dressing room is here as well. My wardrobe is in there, and we can have the maid bring your—” He paused, looking at her with sudden concern. “Do you need new dresses? You can borrow something of my sisters’, if you like. Or, hell, just use their account at the dressmaker. I can check my books and see which shop they frequent.”

She had her hands on her hips and her expression looked a little dangerous. Her lips were pursed distractingly. “Are you satisfied?”

“Not at the moment.”

She blinked at that.

“Ah, that is,” he said, “I should like to make certain you are comfortable here. The door—I believe all the doors between the chambers have locks. If they don’t, I’m certain I can have them installed. Actually”—good Lord, he wished he didn’t sound so unhinged—“come to think of it, perhaps I can move to some other room.”

“That will not be necessary.”

Relief at her words mingled with … other things. Images. Winnie in bed, mere steps separating his chamber from hers. Winnie between crisp white sheets. Winnie in her night-rail. He had no notion what her night-rail looked like, but in his mind it was short and transparent and he could see her arse.

“Perhaps it would be better if I retire elsewhere,” he rasped. “For the annulment.”

She looked aggrieved. “This is perfectly fine. Your staff can testify to the fact that both the beds have been slept in.”

Winnie in bed, one long leg tossed up over his shoulder, while he—

“Both beds,” he repeated. “Yes.”

“Are you … quite all right?” Her head was tilted to the side, the expression of exasperation replaced by one of concern. “I don’t mean to intrude upon your private domain. Of course, if you had not told all and sundry that we are married, I would not be here in this chamber in the first place, so perhaps—”

“No,” he said. “Er, yes. I’m fine. You are not intruding.”

Or at least, not in the way she meant. She was certainly intruding upon his mind. Unlocking desires he had tried to bury: for adventure, for spontaneity. For her.

“All right,” she said. “Do you want to talk about the necklaces? Perhaps we could review the invitations you’ve received and map out some likely scenarios for returning them in the coming days?”

He could picture it—Winnie in his chamber, seated at his escritoire, her hands full of his set-aside correspondence. He would come up behind her. Touch the curve of her neck. Slide his fingers under the fabric at her shoulder and—

“Perhaps tomorrow.” His voice was hoarse. “It’s … late. We should retire.”

It was four o’clock in the afternoon. They had not even had dinner.

“Oh,” she said. “All right.”

“Do you need anything?” he managed to say. “A maid, or—”

Your frock unfastened? The pins pulled out of your hair?

“No,” she said, “I can do for myself. I’ve been doing so for a long time.”

He nodded and fled through the bath to his own chamber. He shut the door behind him.



The next day was no better. Winnie woke early. He could hear her off-key humming through the wall when he opened his eyes to the glittering early-morning light.

When he went down for breakfast, she was there as well, dunking the corners of an iced biscuit into her tea. She gave him a guilty sort of smile and popped the entire biscuit into her mouth, her lips curving over a smothered laugh.

He ordered himself to get hold of his mind. His thoughts about her mouth were veering from unseemly to downright pornographic.

They spent the morning together. Inside the library, she showed him the necklaces and the pages she had neatly sliced from one of his books displaying the crests of the Noake, Roxbury, and Brownbrooke peerages.

Roxbury’s necklace was ghastly, made of enormous pink stones that Winnie told him were topaz, but Lord Brownbrooke’s was easily the worst.

“It’s an acrostic style,” she said. “That’s why the stones don’t match.”

Spencer gazed at the gold-bezeled stones, a heavy line of brilliant colors. “What does it mean?”

“It spells out a name. Fire opal—that’s an F, you see. Then lapis lazuli for L. Onyx, ruby, amethyst.”

He tracked the glittering orange, then brilliant blue, then black and red and purple. “Flora? Did your mother go by that name? Or was this stolen from someone else?”

He read amusement at the corner of her mouth. “Neither. He gave this one to my mother—she did not steal it. But Flora was his wife. He lifted it straight from her jewelry box without realizing what he’d done.”

Spencer coughed.

She looked up at him, the corners of her pale green eyes crinkled on a laugh. “I have to admit, I did consider selling this one. I’m not certain he deserves it back.”

“I’ll support your decision either way.”

Her face was so expressive—the little flicker of movement at her mouth, her eyes, the angle of her head. She was pleased, hesitant, still a little amused. She folded the necklaces back into their handkerchiefs. “I don’t believe I deserve it any more than he does,” she said finally. “It’s not mine to sell. We ought to find a way to give it back to his wife.”

Spencer had seen all kinds of talking in his years in the Lords—great grand speeches about what was right and proper. The pinch-faced responses to his sisters’ antics from matrons who’d once been friends with their mother.

He could not think of one single time he had seen someone with a sense of fairness like Winnie’s. A desire for her own clear-eyed justice and a determination to bring it into being.

“We’ll do it,” he said. “We’ll figure out how.”

He made his excuses then—he needed to see a solicitor—had to review his correspondence, meant to meet with the estate manager for his property in Norfolk.

Mostly, he needed a cold gulp of October air, because it had become suddenly and inescapably clear to him that he had developed a tendre for Winifred Wallace Halifax.

The woman who just might be his wife.

He had been attracted to her from the first. Well, perhaps not the very first, when she had been covered in sheep shit—though he had certainly felt an unexpected flash of something when he’d pulled her up against him on his horse, her body pressed hard into his own. But his initial attraction to the physical properties of her person—which were numerous, compelling, and increasingly impossible to stop thinking about—seemed suddenly secondary to the appeal of her. Of Winnie.

His sheep-farming, jewel-returning, clever, stubborn, ethical counterfeit countess.

These sentiments seemed ill-fated.

He recalled with precise clarity the look of horror on her face when he’d announced her as his wife. The desperate pitch to her voice when she’d talked of returning home—everything going back to the way it was. She did not want to be here, in London, with him—she was here only temporarily, to repair the situation her mother had set wrong.

She wanted to go home. In a few weeks—when the necklaces were returned, when their annulment was achieved—she would leave.

His sudden inflorescence of feelings, blooming in his heart like late-autumn Michaelmas daisies, did not enter into it.

After meeting with the various people who all excellently managed his earldom, he went to his club. He spoke to a number of his friends from school, none of whom he could recall specifically later on. He stayed for dinner. He thought to write Winnie a note explaining his absence, took up a stray quill, and then tossed it back down again.

She was not actually his wife. He did not need to explain his whereabouts.

But she would expect him. She would be alone at the table, her heart-stopping face flickering gold in the candlelight. She would—

He picked up the quill, dashed off a note, and gave it to the porter to send to Lady Warren at Number Twelve Mayfair.

And then he sat down again with someone—probably a friend, he had no notion—and chose for his first course French brandy.

When he finally made it home—after dinner, after Winnie should be asleep, given how early she’d woken that morning—he nodded to Fairhope and slipped into his dimly lit bedchamber. He closed the door softly behind him, not wanting to wake her. He knew how well sound traveled between their chambers.

How close she was.

But inside the bedroom, as he took off his jacket and made for the door to the dressing room, he realized Winnie was not in bed. He breathed in, and a lemon-scented swirl of humid air met his nose.

He stopped halfway to the dressing room.

The air curling up from beneath the door to the bath was warm, touched with steam. He could smell Winnie’s soap. As he stood, motionless, he heard the soft sound of water, rippling against the lip of his copper tub.

Winnie was in the bath.

He swallowed, backed away from the door, and laid his coat carefully across the spindles of his desk chair.

Winnie was in the bath. Her skin would be flushed pink from the heated water. Her hair—would it be wet from washing or piled up on her head to stay dry, little tendrils curling damply around her face?

Wet, he decided, and pictured her shifting the damp mass over one shoulder, the water cascading down—

He swallowed again. His mouth felt parched. He needed a glass of water. He needed more brandy. No—he’d had quite enough brandy as it was.

He unbuttoned and removed his waistcoat and laid it over his jacket. He took off his cravat. The skin at his neck felt hot; his whole body, in fact, was racing with heat. He sat down on the edge of his bed.

There was another splash from the bath, more soft sounds.

He stood up. He should go—somewhere—downstairs? He should go into the library and read something painfully, mind-numbingly dull.

He smelled lemons.

He sat back down.

She would have to get out at some point. She could slip and fall. Really, it was only the honorable thing for him to stay here, in case she required his assistance.

She would have to get out. She would have to dry herself, the cool linen of his towels sliding down along those pink-flushed limbs, clinging to her damp skin. He could see her in his mind’s eyes, all the slim golden curves of her, sliding the towel up the back of her neck. Into her hair. And then down—down across her delicate collarbones and to her breasts, following the droplets of water along her skin.

Oh Jesus, he could no longer pretend this was the honorable thing to do when somehow he had his trousers unfastened and his hand wrapped around his cock.

Winnie, her face flushed and her green eyes on him—because in his mind it was his hand now, holding the towel, trailing the edge along her breasts, teasing her nipples until they were tight and hard beneath the thin linen. He would use his mouth on her, his tongue, the edges of his teeth.

He stroked himself harder as he breathed in the scent of her soap. He wanted to run his tongue all over her, on her neck, between her thighs. He wanted to hear what sounds she made—he thought she’d be loud, his Win, unable to hold back, gasping and moaning out her pleasure. Oh God, he wanted to hear, to know, to see—to watch her come on his cock—

“Spencer?” she said. Her voice was muffled, as if through the door.

He looked blindly up, and for a moment, he was so goddamned confused that he nearly strode across the room, yanked the door open, and pressed her up against the wall.

Winnie in the bath, Winnie naked, Winnie dizzy and drunk on pleasure, Winnie—

Jesus Christ. He lunged for sanity and his trouser buttons.

“Ah,” he gasped, “yes?”

“You are there,” came her voice through the door. “I knew I heard you.”

Fucking hell, he couldn’t imagine what she’d heard. A groan slipping through his teeth, perhaps. He hoped he had not said her bloody name.

He felt lightheaded, his fingers shaking as he did up the buttons of his trousers. “I’m here.”

“Might I come in?”

He still had a flagrant erection. He flipped the tail of his shirt over his lap, which did little to help, rearranged his legs, and then finally flung his elbow onto his knees and leaned forward in the least-casual pose imaginable. “Certainly.”

The door between his chamber and the bath came open. More humid lemony air rushed in, and with it came Winnie, as flushed as he’d imagined and wrapped to the chin in a dressing gown.

In his dressing gown. She must have taken it out of his wardrobe. The heavy quilted wool, a dark blue-and-green tartan the twins had given him years ago, dragged on the floor when she walked. She hiked the edges up a bit as she slipped into the room, and he could see her bare toes beneath.

Dear God, why was he still so aroused? He’d never been so hard in his life—from the sound of bathwater and the sight of her naked feet, of all things.

“I hope you don’t mind,” she said, and gestured at herself.

He could not help himself. His gaze slid all the way down her body and then back up again. He could see very little in truth—the dressing gown was thick, camouflaging her modest curves despite the tie knotted around her slim waist.

But somehow it was almost more erotic—his own dressing gown clinging to her body. The fabric that had touched his bare skin now caressing hers. Would she have a shift on beneath it? Or if she took a step toward him, would he see her long athletic legs slipping naked through the place where the garment parted?

She took a step toward him.

“I don’t mind,” he managed. “Take whatever you need. This is your home. For, ah, as long as you wish it.”

“Thank you,” she said. Her voice sounded a little lower than usual. Everything about her was softer here in the dim room, lit only by the coal burning in the grate. Her typical vibrant energy was muted—no—banked, rather, only waiting to flare back into life.

He wanted to make her burn. He wanted to stoke that flame with the rush of his own breath. With his mouth. His teeth.

She seated herself at his desk chair, tucking her feet up under her, revealing a brief flash of pale calf before she rearranged the edges of the dressing gown. “I only wondered if you’d discovered anything while you were out today. I read every single gossip column I could get my hands on—and visited my man of business to try to explain this Lady Warren affair”—she shuddered, which Spencer did not fancy—“but I’m still not certain where we might track down the individuals we’re after.”

“I did, actually,” he said. Some small bit of blood seemed to be circulating in his brain again. “Noake, I think, seems the most promising for our first attempt. I’ve been invited to a dinner party on Friday evening with some of my allies in the Lords. Noake ought to be there. I’ll dash off a note and tell them we’ll attend together.”

“As the earl and countess,” she said, and winced again.

Yes, his erection had definitely begun to flag. Her visible dismay was helping.

“That’s right.”

“And have you considered how we will return Noake’s necklace? He cannot know it came from me—and I will not have your name mixed up in this either, so do not even propose it.”

He eyed her, and the dressing gown she’d slipped out of his wardrobe. “I believe,” he said, “I have the beginnings of an idea.”





Chapter 9


“Again?”

Winnie bit her lip. Spencer looked slightly aggrieved across from her in the carriage. This was at least the third time she’d made him rehearse their intended program for the evening. “Once more.”

She fingered the floral embroidery she’d worked into her evening gloves. She’d taken herself off to the Halifax family’s favored dressmaker—though she’d paid the woman herself, she could do that much—and had brought home a new pair of stockings and a white dress in a fine cotton crepe, close enough to her size that she could hastily tailor it to her body. She’d stitched shimmery pearlescent roses into its bodice and its little puffed sleeves and then sewn matching roses into her gloves.

She looked acceptable. She thought she did. She didn’t want to embarrass him, posing as his countess. She had tried, these last days, to remember everything her mother had taught her; she’d spent half of one dreary morning buried in an etiquette book she’d found in a corner of the library so orderly she was certain it had never been touched.

Spencer, meanwhile, looked absurdly, blindingly handsome. The man seemed to be exerting some kind of gravitational pull. She could not stop looking at him.

He loomed large across from her in the carriage. His red-gold hair was tamed, his jaw freshly shaven, the strong planes of his face never more apparent. Beneath his midnight-blue coat, his shoulders stretched and flexed as he moved.

She knew fabrics. She could tell at a glance he wore no padding beneath the garment as some fashionable gentlemen did, creating the illusion of musculature.

His musculature was entirely authentic. Palpable. She recalled the feel of him—the brush of her lips against his, the solid strength of his body—

And then realized with a start that he was speaking.

She removed her gaze from his shoulders.

“We should arrive about fifteen minutes early to Lord and Lady Yardsley’s,” Spencer recited patiently. “We’ll stay in sight of the parlor doors so that we can catch a glimpse of Noake when he comes in. We’ll make note of precisely what his overcoat looks like.”

Winnie took up the now-familiar narrative. “I’ll sneak into the cloak room during dinner and put the necklace into his overcoat. With any luck, he’ll discover it when he puts his coat on to leave.”

“And even if he doesn’t,” Spencer said, “he’ll have it with him. Whether he finds it while in his carriage or back at his house or when his valet brushes out his coat, it’ll be back in his possession.”

“It sounds simple, does it not?” She found her lips were dry, and she tried to moisten them. “I hope—I hope—”

“Win.”

Her gaze flew to Spencer’s. That was what she called herself in her mind—it felt so intimate on his lips.

She tried not to look at his lips.

“You know,” he said, “that you didn’t steal these necklaces.”

“I know. Of course I know.”

“Do you?” He reached out, trailed one finger over the edge of her satin glove, which drooped just above her elbow. “It’s not your fault that you have the jewels. You were not the one who stole them. If this doesn’t come off, we’ll find another way, even if I have to leave the thing in Noake’s robes when he gets dressed in the Lords.”

“Oh—no—I couldn’t let you—”

“It’s not your fault,” he said again. “And you’re not alone.”

Looking at him—at the sturdy confidence in his solid frame, the calm security in his face—she almost believed him. It was so tempting to believe him. She felt herself in a state of constant tension, trying to remember that none of this was real.

She was not his countess. She didn’t live in the elegant house at Number Twelve Mayfair; the library and the big copper tub and the hot water at all hours of the day were temporary luxuries.

You won’t be here long, he’d said. Everything will go back to the way it was.

The carriage slowed to a halt, and the corner of Spencer’s mouth turned up. “Come,” he said. “Let’s give back some diamonds.”



Of course, it was absurdly difficult to keep the front door within their sights. The Marchioness of Yardsley kept trying to beckon them into a sitting room, and Spencer and Winnie were forced to make increasingly absurd excuses not to go.

First, Winnie pretended to be unable to untie her pelisse. This ruse had the advantage of some accuracy, as her fingers were trembling. It had the disadvantage of making the new Countess of Warren appear an utter ninny, and she feared to let it go on too long before Spencer’s friends became concerned for her faculties. Eventually she relented and gave her pelisse to the footman, who took it into the small parlor temporarily functioning as a cloak room.

After the pelisse incident, Spencer exercised his own invention to keep them within sight of the entry. He gave his hat to the footman and then decided, bizarrely and without explanation, that he needed it back.

Feeling mildly frantic, Winnie proceeded to ask several pertinent questions about the art on every single wall visible from the entryway. Lady Yardsley looked puzzled, but answered cheerfully enough.

After that, with an expression of faint desperation, Spencer inquired whether the marquess still kept his hounds, and then asked to go into the kennels to visit them.

Whilst Spencer was off communing with dogs, Baron and Baroness Noake blessedly and belatedly arrived for dinner. Winnie felt faint with relief.

The Noakes were presented by the Yardsleys’ butler, and Winnie went to work memorizing the precise details of the baron’s overcoat.

Black, of course. Double-breasted. Ivory buttons. And—one small mercy—a striped satin lining of white and violet. She’d be able to pick out that lining easily amidst all the other outerwear in the cloak room. She thanked Providence for Noake’s unexpected taste in interior facings.

When Spencer returned—his face windblown and his jacket lightly flecked with dog hair—Winnie caught his arm and drew him off to the side of the sitting room. She went up on her toes to bring her mouth closer to his ear.

“I’ve got it,” she murmured. “I can recognize Noake’s greatcoat.”

His hand went to her waist, steadying her. It was … large. Warm. Extremely distracting. “Excellent. During dinner?”

She put her hand on the small of his back in recompense. Was this too much touching for polite society? She did not know. She couldn’t remember what the etiquette book had said. In fact, with the heated rumble of Spencer’s voice in her ear, she wasn’t sure she could recall how to read.

“Yes,” she said softly. “During dinner.”

“You have the jewels on your person?”

She glanced briefly down at her bosom. The necklace was stuffed underneath her breasts, levering them rather higher in her stays than they might normally have been. “Yes. I’m ready.”

His hand on her waist tugged her ever-so-slightly closer. Her gaze lifted, meeting his.

He was smiling, just a little. “Yes,” he said, “you are.”

His confidence warmed her. Steadied her. She wanted to lean into him and let him take her weight.

But the jewels pressed into her skin, a tangible reminder of why she was here. She made herself smile back—as though she too were confident, as though her smile were not a lie—and went on his arm into dinner.

She waited through the first remove—slivers of pheasant in tiny choux pastry, which would have looked delicious had she not been too sick with nerves to eat—and made her move in the second.

It was a soup course. The broth was a rich brown color, bursting with neat slices of stewed parsnips and carrots. She took a spoonful, lifted it to her mouth, and dumped it directly onto her bodice.

She gave a very convincing gasp—at least, she rather thought so—and clapped her fine white cotton napkin to her breasts. “Oh goodness!”

Lady Yardsley made a sound of dismay. “Oh, my dear! Your lovely embroidery!”

Winnie decided she liked Lady Yardsley.

“Have you any turpentine?” asked Miss Thampuratti, the throaty-voiced woman who sat at Spencer’s side across the table. “The best for grease stains, you know,” she said confidingly to Winnie. “I am a painter.”

“Not at all, not at all,” put in the dowager at Spencer’s left. This woman, Winnie had discerned through conversation, was Miss Thampuratti’s amoureuse. “It’s hartshorn you want, and a warm iron after—that’ll bring it right out.”

“Let me call my maid,” said Lady Yardsley. “I’d be lost without her, utterly lost.”

She half-rose from the table before Winnie could interrupt her. Somehow, Winnie hadn’t expected this outpouring of feminine—almost motherly—advice. It quite took her aback before she managed to recover herself.

“Oh no, please.” She came to her feet, gesturing for Lady Yardsley to resume her place. “I wouldn’t dream of putting you out. I can fend for myself. I’ll nip down to the kitchen for a little soap and hot water. Don’t bestir yourself, please.” She let herself flutter a little. “I’m ever so embarrassed—my first time meeting you all, and I’ve made a cake of myself already. Might we pretend this didn’t happen?”

She wasn’t as good at this role—the bashful young wife—as she was at the femme fatale. She’d had only her mother to pattern herself upon, and her mother hadn’t been bashful a day in her life. But somehow, she seemed to manage it. Lady Yardsley sat back down. “I’ll have one of the footmen show you down to the kitchens, then?”

Winnie accepted gratefully. She let the footman escort her to the kitchens, assured him she could make her way back to the dining room without abetment, and then attacked her bodice with hot water and lye for roughly half a minute.

She made excuses to the harried undercook—who seemed quite relieved to see her go—and then slipped off to the small parlor at the front of the house where the coats and cloaks had been stored for the duration of the dinner.

She’d expected a liveried footman to be in place—had planned excuses and rebuttals—but the parlor stood open, lit only by the starlight glimmering in the window. She slipped inside and pulled the door closed behind her.

It was dark in the room. The outer garments, removed from their wearers, had been folded neatly and laid across a mahogany sideboard in the corner of the parlor. When the guests began to assemble near the entryway at the evening’s close, the garments would be shaken out by the footman and returned to their respective owners.

She picked her way around an armchair, a side table, and a large settee before she made it to the sideboard. There she rifled through the folded outerwear, trying to disarrange as little as possible, searching for the violet-striped lining she recalled from Noake’s greatcoat.

Three coats in, she caught a glimpse of purple, dusky in the starlight. Her fingers trembled as she unfolded the coat. Yes, there it was—the striped satin lining, the ivory buttons. She dipped her fingers into the interior pocket. It was large and empty—a perfect receptacle for the diamond-and-ruby necklace.

She swallowed as she unfastened the hooks at the seam of her bodice, loosening it enough to slip her fingers into her stays and lift out the necklace she’d concealed there. The jewels were warm from her skin as she slipped them free—much warmer than her fingers, which were icy and a little clumsy.

It was a beautiful necklace. The rubies were surrounded by diamonds at all sides, haloes upon haloes of glittering stones. Together the jewels formed a collar; in the front, where the necklace would rest just above the wearer’s breasts, more rubies dangled, teardrop-shaped and so dark red as to be almost black.

Her mother had stolen this necklace from Noake—pilfered it from the baroness’s jewelry-case while Noake had been fetching more champagne. Noake’s necklace had been one of the last thefts—one of the final incidents that had motivated Eliza’s departure from England.

Ten years. It had been ten years since she had seen her mother.

She wrote to Eliza thrice each year: at Christmas and Easter and Michaelmas. She still wrote, even though the names and addresses that her mother used in France had changed often enough that she no longer knew if her correspondence made it to her mother’s hand.

It had been three years now since she’d heard anything back.

She’d told herself for so long that she did not mind being alone. But still she kept posting her missives, letting them free like stones dropped into a pond.

She held the jewels, warm and solid, and remembered her mother. Eliza had been made of glitter and flash, delicate fingers and sweet perfumed skin, hair the same color as Winnie’s own. As fleeting and insubstantial as a flame.

She had tried to believe that Eliza had stolen the jewels for her, Winnie. Her daughter. Perhaps it was why she had held on to the necklaces as long as she had—wanting to make of them more than they were, as if she could wring love from them through the grip of her hand.

But they were only stones, not love. They were not hers to keep. They never had been.

With one careful breath, she made herself let it all go. She slipped the necklace into the pocket in Noake’s greatcoat. Let one fingertip linger for a moment on the satin.

And then the door to the parlor came open.

Her gaze shot to the entryway.

It was Spencer—thank God, it was Spencer there in his midnight-blue jacket, his red-gold hair falling over his brow.

“Win”—he was nearly across the room at her side already—“what the devil’s taking so long?”

She found herself frantically folding the greatcoat, trying to remember exactly how she’d found it. “What are you doing here?”

“What am I doing? I thought this was the bloody plan! During dinner, didn’t we say?”

“I—” They had said that. Only she’d meant—“I didn’t intend for you to get mixed up in this any further than you already are, Spencer! I meant that I would return the jewels myself whilst you stayed at the table.” She nudged the edges of Noake’s greatcoat, pushing it into careful equidistance between the garments on either side.

“For God’s sake,” Spencer growled, “you don’t have to do everything yourself, you bloody-minded woman. I sent the footman guarding the door off on an errand, but he won’t be gone forever.” He clapped a hand atop hers, which had been straightening the buttons on all the coats she’d touched. “Looks perfect. Let’s go.”

“Are you certain—”

“Yes,” he said, and took her hand in his.

They both heard it then—a soft, light voice just outside the parlor door. A murmur of words.

Close. Too close.

Spencer caught her by the waist and dragged her down to the floor behind the settee, concealing both of them in its shadow.

Winnie caught her breath on a soundless gasp. She practically fell atop him—his legs braced under her hips, her body half-turned so that her back was against his chest. He stopped their fall with one arm and then, silently, eased them down, bending his elbow, letting her head come to rest beneath his chin.

The voice came closer. Lady Yardsley? A servant? Winnie couldn’t tell.

Spencer tried to shift beneath her. His breath tickled her ear—softly, so softly. As he moved, his free hand caught on the side of her bodice, which was still partially unfastened. His thumb snagged against the hooks, tugging the garment down.

They both froze.

The soft feminine voice was joined by another voice, deeper. “Could’ve sworn I left this door open.”

Winnie could feel Spencer’s heart pounding rapidly in her ear. His breath was coming quickly too—she could feel each rush of air in her hair, against the sensitive curve of her ear. He was so warm beneath her. If she tilted her face up, she could find his throat with her mouth.

She heard the sweep of the door against the plush rug as it opened.

Her own breathing turned erratic. With every soundless inhale, her chest lifted—and with each indrawn breath, the side of Spencer’s thumb brushed against her breast, separated from her skin by nothing but her thin chemise.

“Looks all right,” said the male voice. He was closer now—so close that Winnie thought she might be able to see the edge of his shoe in the shadows.

She tried not to breathe, not to move. Spencer too was motionless. Every muscle of his body was taut, rigid. She could feel the rock-hard breadth of his thigh between her own.

And his breath: quick, light, tickling her ear and neck.

It was like a caress, soft and ephemeral—like a touch sliding along her skin. Her lips parted on a silent gasp.

Her thighs felt—loose suddenly. As though they were spilling apart, softening, inviting him between them.

This was madness. The footman moved away from them, his shoes vanishing around the settee. Her nerves felt spiky, crackling with clarity. She could feel everything—Spencer beneath her, his body hard and hers melting against him.

“Good and fine,” agreed the female voice. “Come on, Reg—quick. I’ve got a quarter-hour before Pennywhistle will be screaming for help with the ices.”

“Oh God. Annie. I shouldn’t. What if someone comes by?”

“It’s dark, Reginald,” murmured Annie. “No one will see.”

“Hellion.”

“Spoilsport.”

“Annie—”

And then there were no more words—at least, none that Winnie could make out—only whispered endearments and soft sounds that were not words at all.

She felt dazed—drunk. She felt she ought to have been frightened, but the fear didn’t come. Her mind was full of Spencer. His silent breath in her ear, their bodies pressed together, her legs spilling apart as his thumb grazed the outer curve of her breast.

She wanted to turn into his hand. She wanted his body above hers, all that solid warmth touching her, pressing into her. Her skin felt wildly sensitive, every tiny stroke of his thumb magnified, rippling down into the soft ache between her thighs.

Spencer tilted his head down. His mouth—she thought his lips almost brushed her ear.

Was he going to try to say something? To whisper in her ear?

He couldn’t do that. They might be overheard.

She angled her head up to stop him from speaking. Her mouth brushed his.

She could feel his breath, soundless and unsteady, on her lips. She could feel his fingers, his thighs, his heart beating frantically against her.

It was the gravitational pull of him again, drawing her mouth to his, her heart to his chest.

She stopped resisting and kissed him. She was silent, soft and unhurried, as her mouth moved on his, as his lips parted. She lifted her fingers to his face and stroked his cheekbone, the hard line of his jaw.

He kissed her back.

He was quiet too—quiet as he teased her with lips and tongue and teeth. Quiet as he slowly drove her mad.

In the violet-edged darkness, he sipped at her mouth. She felt a soft, hot suction—felt it at her lips and tongue and an answering pull between her legs. Her thighs loosened farther, parting over his, and he shuddered noiselessly against her.

It should not have been erotic—the shadowed silence, the threat of discovery—and yet it was. Dizzyingly so.

His fingers found the tugged-down edge of her chemise. His thumb played there—slipping between fabric and skin, dipping under the lacy edge and then back up, tiny delicate strokes that felt like little licks of flame. Desire tightened her lower belly.

He broke away from her mouth to press hot, quick kisses along her jawline. He paused beneath her ear and licked her there.

She trembled against him. He took her earlobe between his teeth and bit down, just hard enough for her to feel it.

The sounds from Reginald and Annie were louder now, more impassioned.

Winnie shifted, angling her breast into Spencer’s hand, baring her neck for his mouth. She felt as much as heard the hiss that escaped from him as her buttocks nestled more firmly into his groin. He was—ah—as aroused as she was, his erection pressed unmistakably into her hip.

His thumb ran along the edge of her chemise. She knew she could not make a sound, so she arched up into him instead, trying to nudge his fingers down inside her bodice where her nipples felt tight and aching.

His fingers stayed light, not quite inside her chemise, but his mouth came down hard instead, sucking at the place where her neck met her shoulder. It felt—oh, merciful heavens, it felt good, sweet and unrelenting.

She ran her palm up the inside of his thigh. His breath came out in a silent rush, and his thumb dipped down, sweeping along the outside curve of her breast.

Her head fell back. The soundlessness of their touching—the gasps and moans of the couple they were hiding from—somehow it all aroused her further. They felt alone together—alone in a dark, warm world of fragmented pleasure and spinning, spiraling need.

She slid her palm higher. She wanted to drive him wild—she wanted to feel him shed all that careful control—

He bit her. She gasped, a single tiny inhalation. He shuddered again, his hips lifting, pressing his erection harder against her.

Reginald and Annie were louder now, lost in their own coupling, and so she took a risk. She tipped her head, put her mouth to Spencer’s ear, and breathed, “More.”

He didn’t whisper anything back. He stilled for a moment, and then his hand came down to grip her thigh, clamping hard, holding her motionless against him. She writhed a little—her heart was racing—she felt hot and dizzied and desperate.

His hand started to move, making circles on her thigh. His mouth moved too, kissing her neck, licking and sucking at her skin. His palm moved to the inside of her knee, rising higher with each circle of his hand.

She needed—oh God, she needed him to touch her. She was hot and aching, her breath coming in needy pants, and she tried—she tried to regulate her breathing, but his hand moved higher and higher, and she couldn’t stop her gasps, not when his thumb found the crease of her pelvis, not when his hips jerked erratically against her.

One last crescendo of sound from Reginald and Annie, then gasps and a single shivery laugh. “Have to go,” murmured Annie. “The ices.”

“Jesus, Annie—”

She laughed again. “Pennywhistle will kill me if I miss the ices!”

“I might already be dead. My heart’s beating out of my chest—”

The voices trailed off.

Winnie didn’t move. Neither did Spencer—his hand had gone still, motionless and hot in its place high on her thigh.

They were alone.

They were alone, and she wanted him to flip her over and have her right there on the floor. She wanted his fingers on her skin.

She didn’t want this to end, not now. Not yet.

She spoke first, a bare whisper in the dark room. “I don’t … wish to stop.”

Spencer groaned, low and deep, into her ear. “Winnie. I want—I want—”

“So do I.”

He pressed his fingers hard into her thigh and then seemed to come to a decision. He stood, dragging her to her feet.

She felt a moment of crushing disappointment—this was it then and don’t you dare cry—before he locked his hand beneath her elbow and towed her in the direction of the closed door.

“Let’s go.” His deep voice was a rasp.

“I—what?”

“I want to take you home. I want anything—everything—anything I can get. Jesus, Winnie, I just want my mouth on you again.”

“But … the dinner…” They had stopped before the door.

“Fuck the dinner.”

A horrified laugh escaped her lips, and then he was kissing her again, leaning back against the heavy oak door and pulling her into him. “Want you,” he murmured against her mouth. “Just you.”

It was impossible not to kiss him back. Sweetness was rising in her, a tenderness that felt far more terrifying than the desire he’d kindled. But still she let him kiss her, and she kissed him back. Slowly.

“We have to go back,” she said finally, and the sweetness was in her voice, honey and a laugh. “They’ll think it peculiar if we vanish without a word. And on the same night the necklace reappears—”

“Oh hell.” He dropped his forehead to hers. “I forgot. You’re right.”

“Shall I”—her fingers were on his shoulders, the gravitational pull—“go back first?”

“You’d better. I’m going to need a minute. Or ten.”

Her gaze dropped to his falls, where his erection pressed against the buttons of his trousers.

“Yes,” he said, “precisely.”

His hand roamed up her back, then down, a long glide that felt like a wick catching fire, her whole body lighting beneath his touch. She licked her lips.

His gaze flickered to her mouth, then to the still-open seam of her bodice. “This is going to be the longest dinner of my life.”

“Fortunately, I think we’ve missed at least three courses.”

“Thank God,” he said darkly. “Go on ahead. Before I lose the last tenuous grip on my self-control.”





Chapter 10


Spencer tried not to touch her on the way back to Number Twelve.

Dinner had been—well, not easy, but not impossible. He kept seeing her, though. Even when he was not looking at her, he saw glimpses at the corner of his eye, her cheeks pink, her eyes alight.

It was as if he could see her in image and afterimage: Winnie neat and proper at the dinner table, and Winnie on the floor, in his lap, coming apart beneath his mouth.

At dinner he could not touch her. They were surrounded by people—his friends, his political allies—and she was as far out of his reach as a fantasy.

But when they reached the carriage, he handed her up with his fingers beneath her elbow and felt the warmth of her through his gloves. He sat across from her and knew that if he moved—if he leaned into her—she would come with him. He could pull her into his lap. He could splay her legs across his thighs and bury his hands under her skirts the way he’d been wanting for—he couldn’t remember how long he’d been wanting that for.

He couldn’t remember ever wanting anything else.

But he knew if he touched her in the coach he’d be greedy for more, more than he felt he could do in a moving vehicle. He wanted to please her. He wanted to do this right—wanted privacy and space and time and time and time.

So he did not touch her. But he looked. He looked his fill. Alone in the carriage, he made no secret of the fact that he could not keep his eyes from roaming her face, her neck, the long slender column of her body in her flower-strewn dress. He remembered the feel of the stitching, the puckers and knots beneath his fingers as he’d touched her.

He remembered how she’d felt. He thought of it as he gazed at her: the quick frantic pulses of her breath, the tipped-back desperation of her throat.

A flush slowly worked its way up her neck. He watched, and she watched him back, her pale green eyes heavy-lidded.

He was so aroused by the time they returned to Number Twelve—just from looking at her—that he was almost afraid of what would happen when he had her alone in the bedroom.

But Winnie didn’t seem afraid. She flashed a wide sweet smile to Fairhope and then took to the stairs, her skirts caught in her gloved fingers.

She led him up the stairs and paused, hesitating, at the door to his bedchamber. “Here?”

“God,” he said. “Yes. Here.”

And then he reached round her body, pushed open the door, and pulled them both into the room. He shut the door behind them, grabbed her by the waist, and pressed her up against the smooth wood. Her legs parted—he moved between them—and then there was no space left, nothing but the sweet accommodation of her body and his mouth on hers.

She kissed like a dream. Her mouth was hot, responsive, open. He licked her, licked into her mouth, and she shuddered. Her fingers wound their way into his hair, and the feeling of it was heaven, was wanting-more, was letting-go. He took her heavy bottom lip between his teeth—God, he loved that lip, loved the way it looked, loved the feel of it in his mouth—and sucked, flicking his tongue, until she gasped.

He kissed her and she kissed him back—slow and patient until she wasn’t. Her hands twisted in his hair, tightening, and he relished the sensation of her growing need. Her hips rocked against him, and Christ the sweet little jerk was so good against his cock.

His mind felt—not altogether there, as though everything had been stripped away except Win, lemon-sweet Win, here under his mouth.

His hands were still at her waist, but his thumbs had started tracing circles on her abdomen, and she squirmed in his grasp. She pulled back, just a little, and so he moved his mouth to her neck, licking. Pressed wet sucking kisses right there, where her skin was thin. He was going to leave marks, wanted to leave marks, and the part of him that knew he ought not feel that way was barely a whisper in his head.

“Touch me,” she murmured. “Spencer. I want you to touch me.”

He was touching her, wasn’t he? With his mouth and his tongue, his hands on her waist, his erection pressing against her through the layers of their clothes, and—

His mind cleared, just a bit. He realized he still had her pushed up to the door, and all their clothes were on, and he needed to get her naked or else he was going to die.

“Happily,” he said, and then he picked her up, his hands fitted precisely to the curves of her arse. She locked her legs around him as he carried her to his bed.

God, it was almost painful to release her. He wanted to keep her just like this—as close as it was possible to be to her. Closer. The soft friction of her body pressed to his sent a shudder of need through him. He wanted all her skin sliding against all of his, an endless turning of pleasure upon pleasure.

But not just yet. He had intentions for her.

He dropped her on the edge of the bed and knelt at her feet.

“Oh,” she said. She looked over the edge down at him. “You—er—have you lost something?”

He muffled his laugh in her skirts and then nudged them up to her knees. He reached for her foot and divested her of one battered satin slipper. He pressed his lips to her ankle. His tongue came out and traced the lacy pattern of her stockings.

“Oh,” she said on a gasp, and fell back onto her elbows on the bed. “I … That’s—unexpectedly—”

He took off her other shoe. He kissed her there too, then moved his mouth up her calf. He could see the defined curve of muscle right through the lace. He tasted her skin—could have sworn he tasted citrus beneath her sweetness.

He dragged his mouth higher, licking the back of her knee. Christ, it was intoxicating—the flashes of skin against frail white lace. Her taste. The little sounds she was making in the bed above him, sweet surprised sounds, tiny gasps and whimpers.

“I love these stockings.” His tongue found its way into a gap in the lace near the top of the stockings, halfway up her thigh. “I was going to take them off you, but I don’t think I can.” His mind was besieged by visions of Winnie in nothing but her stockings: bent over for him, his hands full of her arse, her fingers locked on the bedpost. “I want to buy you a hundred pairs.”

His tongue traced the edge of the stocking, where the garter ribbon held it up. Somehow his hand was pursuing a similar course on her other leg, his fingers dipping in and under the lace, working from the outside of her thigh to the tender inner curve. He loved the hot silky feeling of her skin beneath his fingers, loved the way she twisted into him. She seemed desperate—uncertain whether she wanted his hands or his mouth at her center. Each shudder and lift of her hips was a throb directly to his groin—he wanted to shove her skirts the rest of the way up and bury himself inside her.

God. God. He still hadn’t undressed her, and he’d meant to. He kept losing himself in her, in the sight and taste of her. He could undress her later, he thought dizzily, after he licked her cunny until she screamed.

“Win,” he murmured, shifting her skirts, licking the crease of her pelvis, “can I kiss you here?”

Her gloved fingers were clenched in the sheets at her side, her breath coming in short gasps. “I…” she managed. “I haven’t ever…”

That got his attention. He let her skirts fall back a bit and raised his head to look at her. “You haven’t—no one’s done this to you before?”

She struggled back up onto her elbows. Christ, the sight of her face had his mind reeling again—she was flushed and glassy-eyed, her hair falling down around her shoulders. She looked like the goddess of debauchery, like sugar-sweet pleasure come to life.

“No,” she said. “I’ve never done precisely this before.”

“Have you”—he hesitated on the words, but he needed to ask—“have you done any of this before?”

“A little,” she said. “Very seldom. And never … relations.”

He took a deep, shaky breath.

“Have you?” She lifted one brow in challenge. “Done this before?”

“Ah—” He told her the truth. “Yes. But—not so very often either.” And then more truth, his fingers still clasping her thigh. “It feels different. With you.”

The pink in her face, which had faded as they spoke, billowed gloriously back. “For me, too.”

He lifted his hand from her leg and took her gloved fingers between his own. With careful, precise tugs, he worked at each fingertip to loosen the glove. Then he slid it off, inch by inch, letting the cool satin caress her skin. When her arm was bare, he turned her hand over and kissed the place where her pulse beat in her wrist.

Her breath shuddered out.

He licked her there, then sucked, hard, at her skin.

“Spencer,” she gasped, “I would very much like for you to do what you said before.”

“What?” he said, and took the tip of her finger into his mouth. He sucked there too, and she whimpered. Her hips worked restlessly on the edge of the bed, squirming against nothing.

“Kiss me,” she said.

“Mm.” He relinquished her finger and slid the glove from her other hand. He set his mouth to the bare skin at the inside of her elbow. “Here?”

He kissed her then, teasing her with little nips and quick light suction.

“Not there,” she gasped. “Are you certain you’ve done this before?”

He laughed. “Are you in a rush?”

“Yes!”

God, he loved that she was. He loved the way her knees were pressing into him on either side, the way her feet flexed and pointed, the urgent movements of her body drawing him closer, pulling him in.

“But,” she said suddenly, “we cannot … we cannot…” She struggled for words and then managed, in a rush, “copulate.”

That was a word that had never before struck him as particularly arousing. Now he wanted to make her say it again, wanted to watch the press and pop of her lips on the most erotic p in all the material universe.

“We cannot,” he agreed, moving back between her legs to put his lips to the inside of her knee. “I would not take anything from you, Win.”

“It’s not about that,” she said. “My virginity, that is. The hell with that. I meant the annulment. If it turns out we do need an annulment, we cannot get one if we—if we—lie together.”

Jesus Christ. It was a shock of ice water, a cold plunge into the freezing Thames.

The annulment. He hadn’t once thought of it. Somewhere in his mind, he’d lost track of who she was, of how she’d come to be here.

She wasn’t really his wife. She was going back to Wales once they disentangled themselves from one another.

And this was not disentangling.

He felt a sudden rush of uncertainty. A fear that he was going wrong in some way—that he should not take things any further. It was too unsteady, too unresolved. He did not know what to do.

Ought he … what? Go? Leave her?

Go down on his knees—well, stay on his knees, rather—and ask her to forget the whole Welsh-sheep-farm-and-thread situation and stay here with him instead?

Ask her to give up her entire life?

God, what a bargain. Her own carefully built life for him—for a role as countess that she did not wish for.

He realized he’d gone still. He closed his eyes and pressed his cheek against her knee, trying to pick apart his surprise and indecision and unexpected hurt.

“Spencer,” she said. “I don’t … I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin things. Only I thought that you’d—”

Her voice was choked, and she broke off abruptly.

He’d hurt her, he realized. He’d hurt her with his sudden silence, for all she would not say it aloud. Brave, stubborn woman.

He ran his fingers soothingly up and down her calves. The lace under his fingers was fragile, almost rough against the fine-grained perfection of her skin.

“No,” he said, and kissed her knee. “I’m sorry.” He kissed her again, again, little hums of apology and succor. “I’m sorry, Win.”

He stood and came to the bed beside her. She turned on her side to face him, but he shook his head. “Sit up. Turn around. I’m going to take this dress off of you.”

The anxious expression on her face transformed into one of relieved delight. It made him smile back at her, though part of him still felt unsettled. He wanted more. He wanted to make things irrevocable between them, and he—

He was an idiot. The loveliest, cleverest woman in the world was flushed and smiling in his bed, and he had the temerity to act as though that wasn’t enough?

It would have to be enough. She was a gift, a dream made of lemons and honey, and he would not treat her any other way.

She sat and turned. His fingers went to the hooks at the side seam of her dress, and he flicked them free.

“I want to undress you,” he murmured. “And then I want to please you.”

He nudged the dress off her shoulders and watched as she pulled her arms free. Her shoulders were mostly bare now, slim and muscular. He touched her lightly with his thumb, right there in the small revelation of her skin.

“There are all sorts of things we can do,” he said, “that are not relations.” He ran his thumb slowly down the column of her spine, sliding over the now-visible fabric of her chemise. “I’d really like to make you come.”

“Oh,” she gasped.

He stroked the top edge of her chemise along her back and then he couldn’t help himself—he followed his finger’s path with his mouth. Her skin was shockingly warm, unbearably arousing.

He moved to her stays, working at the laces. He was not as practiced at this as he might have wished in this particular moment, and the shaking in his hands did not much help. But he managed, and rewarded himself by cupping her ribs in his hands and then sliding up, up, until he felt the bottom curve of her breasts. He kissed her: the back of her neck, her shoulder, behind her ear.

“Or,” he said into her skin, “we need not do anything at all. We can sleep, if you like.”

“No,” she said definitely. “I would not like.”

He untied the ribbon at the top of her chemise and tugged it loose. The chemise went the way of her dress and stays, off her shoulders, puddling around her waist.

And oh God, the sight of her—he could look down and see her bared breasts, his own hands against her ribs.

He meant to go slowly. He meant to discover her inch by inch, with the pad of his finger and the tip of his tongue. But her head tipped back against him, baring her elegant throat. Her lips parted on one trembling breath, and her chest lifted, her stiff swollen nipples rising, and his hands were on her skin, and he had to—he had to—

He lost his head. He dragged her up to standing, letting her dress and undergarments fall to the ground so she was naked before him, naked except for those goddamned stockings. He pulled her back to his chest and filled his hands with her breasts.

She made more lovely, greedy sounds, and rolled her hips back against his groin. Her fingers wrapped themselves in his trousers, scrambling for purchase, pulling him close.

He kissed her neck and caught her nipples between his fingers, rolling and pulling and pinching—oh fuck she liked that, liked it just this side of too-hard.

He let go—she gave a helpless, unhappy sound that had his sanity fraying—and untangled her right hand from his trousers. He transferred her fingers to her breast.

“Touch yourself,” he rasped. “How you like it. I want to watch.”

And then he moved his own right hand between her thighs.

Her legs parted, making space for him. She was slick with arousal, and she groaned as he touched her, groaned and rubbed herself against his fingers. Her thighs clamped down as if to keep his hand in place.

He wasn’t going anywhere. God, he was going to die like this, watching Winnie’s fingers work her own nipple, his aching cock pressed to her backside, and her gloriously hot, gloriously wet quim on his hand.

“Fuck,” he said, “oh fuck—”

He had no sense of finesse. She was gasping and whimpering with every breath, touching herself, riding his hand. Her fingers on her breast weren’t gentle, so he wasn’t gentle either as he worked the swollen bud of her sex.

She tossed her head and her voice broke. “Don’t stop. Don’t stop.”

She was frantic and wild and desperate, and so was he—goddamned desperate to make her come.

She did. She came hard on a sob, and her body shook against his, her eyes squeezed shut and their bodies pressed so hard together that if he could’ve fallen into her, he would’ve.

When she stopped shaking, he let her slide down to the bed and then he followed her, stretching himself out beside her not-quite-naked body. She lay still, breathing hard, eyes closed, and he let himself take her in.

She was in his bed. Her skin was lovely in all its shades—more tanned on her face, paler on her neck and paler still on her chest and belly. Her breasts were high and small and pert, and her nipples were reddened. Her legs were long—so, so long, he wanted to see them around his waist—and the lace at one of her stockings had somehow torn, revealing a handspan of perfect gilded calf.

He felt briefly—ludicrously—almost vexed by how damned beautiful she was. It was absurd to want her as much as he did—dangerous. But he could not stop.

Her eyes came open and she turned toward him. Their faces were very close now; he would need only lean into her to get his mouth back on hers. He wanted it. He wanted to kiss her hard.

“I should like to return the favor,” she said. Her voice was just on the edge of raw, and the sound of it sent a taut spiral of desire all the way through him. “If you’ll let me.”

“It’s not a trade,” he said, “nor a barter.” And then he came up on his arm, came over her, and pressed her down into the mattress.

She made a surprised sound, and he caught it with his mouth. He kissed her, open-mouthed and lingering, and then moved to her neck and her breasts and her belly.

“It’s definitely”—his tongue swirled around her navel, and she groaned—“not a bloody favor.”

And when he made her come again, it was with her leg hooked around his shoulder, and his fingers deep inside her body, and his tongue working over her. He felt her climax around his hand, tasted it, and stopped thinking about danger, about wanting too much. He stopped thinking anything except fuck and Win and yes.

And when she asked if he would take off his bloody clothes, for heaven’s sake, he did. When her fingers circled him, and her mouth sucked hot and wet against his neck, he let her. He ground himself against her calloused hand, and she made more soft wanting sounds, and when his release came, it was the sweetest pleasure he had ever, ever known.

And when he pulled her half onto his chest, she slept, and he slept with her.





Chapter 11


“I could drop it into his brandy decanter,” Winnie suggested.

Spencer stared blankly at her over his coffee. She had discovered that he preferred it to tea, though he liked it so creamy and sweet that she was surprised he could tell the difference.

“How would you obtain access to his brandy decanter?” he asked.

She chewed on her lower lip. “Or perhaps I could place it inside the lid of his pianoforte.”

“I do not understand how you mean to get inside Roxbury’s house—”

“I could pretend to be a piano tuner.”

He gazed impassively at her.

“Do you think it necessary that I know how to tune a piano?”

He laughed, and—God, she was doomed—her heart performed a small gallopade.

It had been five days since they had returned Lord Noake’s necklace. In the intervening time, they had attended a host of social engagements in a fruitless attempt to cross paths with the two remaining necklace owners. At each event, Winnie had played at countess, trying to charm Spencer’s staff and his friends and even his political enemies. She did not think it could hurt.

Spencer was the very picture of gentlemanly behavior during the day—pulling out her chair, fastening her pelisse, escorting her with careful strides so that she needn’t lengthen her step to match his. He woke late, and slowly, and over breakfast he liked to ask her questions and listen to her ramble, a half-smile alight on his mouth.

At night he was—well, at night he was also the picture of gentlemanly behavior, she supposed, except that the picture would have gotten someone arrested.

He liked her ankles round his neck and her stockings on. His hair grew darker when he perspired, and it felt delicious in her hands, particularly when his red-gold head was lodged between her thighs.

He was shockingly solicitous. Nothing in her very small store of experience could possibly have prepared her for such a thing. He brought her to climax with his mouth and his thick freckled fingers, repeatedly, every night. Sometimes he teased her—making her wait, blowing a cool stream of air right where she was throbbing with heat—but mostly he seemed rather more invested in her repeated, cascading orgasms, as though he might win a prize for the number of times he toppled her over the edge.

He kept his trousers on, or a sheet between them, and he was so damned decorous about it that occasionally she wanted to scream.

He was always in control. She ought to have appreciated—no, she did appreciate—how careful he was. How concerned for her well-being and the future of their entirely separate legal lives. He was a man who cared very much for doing the right thing, and she admired that about him.

She also wanted to tear his trousers off. She wanted to wrap her lips around his member and suck until he couldn’t speak. She wanted—

Bloody hell. She was so very, very doomed. She wanted him to tup her into the mattress whilst declaring his passionate and irrevocable love for her, Winnie Halifax, his true and forever countess.

It was a catastrophe. Here in the creamy morning light of his dining room, with his eyes warm on her over his coffee cup, she could see clearly how alone she had been in Llanreithan. How lonely.

She had not known how to let anyone in, and after the first year or two, no one had tried. But Spencer—he slipped past her defenses so easily. With a milky teacup prepared just how she liked it. With a question about her thread. With a thumb brushed over her cheek in a room stippled by starlight.

Her return to Wales was going to break her heart. In the mornings, when she woke at dawn to the soft London din of coal-cutters and cart deliveries, she resolved to end it, or at the very least to seize control of the situation somehow, to do something to protect herself against future pain.

But then he woke as well, and smiled drowsily, and pushed down the bedsheets beside him. “Come back to bed,” he would say. “You look cold.”

And she went, helplessly, to her ruination. She did not know how to stop it.

“What about a Christmas gift?”

She blinked, rousing herself from her tragic reverie. “A Christmas gift?”

“Mm.” Spencer pondered his coffee. “Roxbury, I mean. If I can find him at our club, I could perhaps pay one of the porters to present him with a festive anonymous package.”

She pursed her lips. “Absolutely not. This task is not yours. I won’t have you darting about the city with a fortune in stolen jewels on your person.”

“And you should?”

“We have been over and over this—”

He sighed and set down his coffee cup. “Yes. We have. I’m sorry.”

Her heart trembled in her chest. He was so kind. So respectful. So bloody infuriating.

She swallowed. “What about fencing? Does Roxbury enjoy sport? I could sneak into the parlor and wrap it about his saber.”

Spencer’s lips clamped down, a gesture of suppressed amusement. She pondered what she had said, heard the double entendre of her words, and pretended not to notice the way her face grew very hot.

“Ah,” he managed finally, “I have never seen him at the fencing parlor.”

“Boxing? Dog-fighting? Boating?”

“No, God no, and probably not in November.”

She groaned and put her face in her hands. “Have you any idea what he does like?” she mumbled around her fingers. “He certainly has not been in attendance at any of the dinners and parties we’ve gone to.”

“He’s quite active in Parliament,” Spencer said abstractedly. “Which is not in session at the moment. Likes opera.”

She lifted her head. “Is that right?”

“Mm. I believe he keeps a private box at the Theatre Royal.”

“Does he?” Her brain leapt into action, spinning out possibilities for herself, the theater, and a chain of pink topaz stones each nearly the size and color of a cherry. “I could disguise myself as a servitor, perhaps. Bring the necklace in on a tray with a bottle of champagne. Or—no—I could slip in early and place it under his seat cushion. Or—wait—do you keep a private box?”

“No.”

“That’s all right.” She waved a hand. “I can work it out. Perhaps I can hire a hack this evening and go perform some reconnaissance—”

“I’ll take you,” he said.

She looked up.

The corner of his mouth lifted. His dimple emerged. “You don’t need to hire a hack, Win. Give me a day—let me pour the butter boat over some fellows at the club tonight. I’ll procure an invitation to someone else’s private box for the weekend. We’ll go together.”

“We … will?”

“Yes,” he said. “Don’t dress like a servitor. Dress like the Countess of Warren.”



She dressed like a bloody countess. Spencer had encouraged her to wear one of his sisters’ gowns, but a quick perusal of the twins’ wardrobes suggested that Margo and Matilda were at least four inches shorter than she was and decidedly larger in the bosom—thus proving that men were idiots.

Instead, Winnie picked the floral embroidery out of her white crepe dress, overdyed it a luminous glass green, and sewed a pattern of iridescent spangles in between her breasts. Whilst returning to the carriage from the draper’s shop that sold the spangles—alongside a handsome display of Mrs. Halifax’s Handmade Thread—she found herself drawn to an elegant hosiery. In the window nestled a pair of white silk stockings with openwork lace all up the back, from ankle to thigh.

She bought those too.

When Spencer handed her up into the carriage that evening, she lifted her skirts in one hand just high enough to reveal the bare skin on the back of her calf, crisscrossed with fine silken threads.

He swallowed audibly.

She expected him to tug her toward him in the carriage—to kiss her, perhaps run his hands up the back of her legs beneath her skirts. But he did none of those things.

All the way to the theater he did not move or speak. He looked at her—only looked, slow and lingering. She could feel his eyes upon her form, and her skin hummed with restless desire.

By the time they arrived at Drury Lane, she felt as though she were the one who had been seduced. Her belly was tight, anticipatory and fluttering. His fingers beneath her elbow felt like a promise.

Inside the Theatre Royal, Spencer led her up the stairs and to the private box they’d borrowed for the evening from one of his evidently vast circle of acquaintances. It seemed to her that they could not have been more different—not only the gulf in their social positions, but in the very fabric of their lives. Spencer had his sisters, his collection of friends and fellow peers. He seemed well-known and well-liked; she recalled his ease with Tommy Upholland in Llanreithan before they’d departed.

Winnie had her sheep.

At least, she supposed, peering about the capacious private box, her sheep were not cursed with terrible taste.

“This,” she said distinctly, “is dreadful.”

Spencer followed her gaze.

Every visible surface in the box was gold or fringed or gold-fringed. There were six marble sculptures lining the back wall, all of which featured nymphs and satyrs in various states of frolic and undress. The wallpaper was aubergine, the carpet oxblood, and the chairs so heavily gilted that Winnie was actually afraid to sit upon them.

“It is rather. I think Percival inherited it from his father.”

“Who was … an appreciator of the bacchanal?”

“I believe he had it kitted out this way to impress a certain Italian opera singer for whom he harbored an infatuation.”

“Did it work?”

The corner of Spencer’s mouth quirked. “Is it working on you?”

She pressed her face into a glower, and he laughed.

She moved to the front of the box, gazing out into the milling audience. Her fingers traced the spangled reticule she’d guiltily borrowed from one of Spencer’s sisters. The performance had not yet begun, but Spencer had told her people would continue to promenade and gossip and purchase tiny buns to dip into their cups of sweet wine and fruit liqueur.

He came up beside her, his hand coming to rest at the small of her back. “Just there,” he said, inclining his head in the direction of the boxes near the back of the theater. “The one with the columns and the green draperies and the chairs pulled all the way up to the balustrade. That’s where Roxbury will be. He is truly a devotee—he’ll be here on time and with his opera glasses at the ready.”

“What do we do until then?”

“Wait,” Spencer said. His thumb brushed against the buttons on the back of her dress, the smallest caress. “Watch.”

Before long, Roxbury and his party arrived, clearly visible from their vantage. Spencer named the people in the box—Roxbury’s wife, his dowager mother, a tufty-haired adolescent son.

An employee of the theater came at some point to press champagne and tiny ginger-cream tarts into their hands. The orchestra hummed to life, and though, as Spencer had predicted, the general din of conversation remained, the music still swept through Winnie.

She had never been to the opera before. Her mother had gone—and often—but it had been an opportunity to display herself, a chance to ensorcel some new gentleman. An adolescent daughter would not have aided that project, and so Winnie had remained at home.

She loved it. She would never have guessed how much she would love it. There was no social whirl to participate in, no endless pitfall of conversation to guard against. There was only the music, and the gaslight, and the taste of cold sweet champagne on her tongue.

The gulf between herself and Spencer was nothing and everything. He was beside her—his thumb idly grazing the back of her neck—and she could touch him if she wished. Reach out and link her gloved fingers with his.

She could do it—she meant to do it, meant to savor every moment of their intimacy while she still held it in her hand. But no matter how close she felt to him in this moment, none of it was real. This was not her life. She was a pretender—after all this time, she was not so terribly different from what her mother had been.

But she would not take from him. And she would not—would not—hurt him.

She wrapped her fingers in a lock of her own hair. Tears pressed hotly at the back of her eyes, but she did not let them fall. “This is lovely,” she murmured, her voice soft enough that she did not know if he would hear her over the sound of the soprano’s clear, agile voice.

But he did. He brought his thumb around to her chin and tilted her face toward his. “Lovely,” he agreed. “The most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

She felt hot, wary, uncertain of his words. Wanting was a greedy tide in her, rising to her skin. Not just for the touch of his mouth to hers or his body pressed against her own. No—God, she could never do things by half-measures, could she?

She wanted more and more. She wanted forever.

The soprano’s voice slid delicately into silence, the air vibrating with absence. Spencer broke his gaze from hers.

“Intermission,” he said. “It’s time.”

She took a breath and wound her fingers harder into her hair, once, twice. And then she made herself let go. “I’m ready.”

Spencer let his hand trail down the side of her neck, her shoulder, all the way down her arm, and then made for the door. He captured the attention of a uniformed servant and passed a note and small weight of coin into the man’s hand.

They had composed the note together the previous evening. Spencer had proposed an anonymous offer to meet to discuss Roxbury’s political ambitions, but Winnie had shaken her head.

“Write that you have gossip to reveal about his most intransigent political enemy. Something shocking, which you can only reveal in person. Initials only—no names. And whatever you do, don’t sign it.”

Spencer had dimpled at her, and her heart had leapt to see it. She supposed she ought to feel a trifle embarrassed—that she was tempting this decent, upright man into her world of deception—but she could not quite find it in her heart to feel so. He looked bloody happy.

And their intentions were good. She thought it would be all right.

They allowed a few minutes for the servant to deliver their note, and then made their way down to the reception room where their message had told Roxbury to appear. This was the most uncertain moment of the plan—they needed Roxbury’s entire party to leave the box, not just the man himself.

They ordered coffee and pretended to be engrossed in conversation while they waited. And then, to Winnie’s intense relief, Roxbury appeared in the doorway, alongside his wife, his mother, and his lanky flaxen-haired son.

Spencer squeezed her hand once, and then they parted. He made for the Roxbury family—he would keep them talking until she returned.

And Winnie walked calmly in the direction of the Roxbury box, the reticule containing the pink-topaz necklace clutched in her fist. She need only pretend confidence, she thought. No one would stop her. She looked like a blasted countess—and if anyone asked, she was. At least for the moment.

She strolled—briskly, but not suspiciously fast—to the elegant green-and-white box Spencer had pointed out. She peered inside: it was empty, exactly as they’d planned. She slipped through the door, pressing herself against the wall. Which seat—which seat had been Roxbury’s?

The closest to the front of the box, she thought. The one pressed all the way up against the balcony’s ledge.

Of course it would be the one in the bloody front. She slipped the necklace from the spangled reticule and held the cool weight of gemstones in her palm. There was no time for hesitation—and the reluctance and grief that had stayed her hand at the Yardsleys’ dinner did not seem half so keen this night.

She walked coolly forward, her head tilted away from the glittering gas lamps, and dropped the necklace into the center of Roxbury’s chair.

A voice came from the shadows—a thin creak, like the sound of two aged, rusted metals rasping against one another. “Is someone there?”

Winnie did not think. She whirled and dove behind one of the green velvet draperies.

There was rustling from the box, as of a wispy body moving against the thick carpet. “I thought I heard someone,” the frail voice quavered. “Roxbury? Is that you? Do you have my ginger biscuits?”

Oh God. Oh hell.

Someone had remained in Roxbury’s box. They had not seen this elderly woman—she must have been too deep in the shadows to be spotted from their vantage across the theater.

Her mind raced. Ought she try to make a break for it? If she ran, the elderly woman might not see her well enough to describe her later.

But her glittering gown, her sparkling reticule—if the woman could describe her, the necklace’s return might somehow come back to trouble Spencer. She couldn’t have that.

Perhaps she could slither out along the ground like a worm. Perhaps she could vault over the ledge—oh hell this was a disaster—

And then, from her muffled place behind the drapery, she heard Spencer.

“Viscountess Roxbury,” he said, his deep voice pitched just overloud. “Your grandson bade me come up to your box and fetch you down. The reception room is all out of ginger biscuits, and he’d like to know what you want instead.”

“Warren?” said the woman, warmth entering her reedy voice. “Is that you? Good heavens, boy. Are you an operagoer these days?”

He laughed. Winnie loved that laugh—it was the best sound she had ever heard—she had no idea how he had known she was in trouble and she could not possibly have been more thrilled that he had.

“My wife is the opera aficionado,” he said. “Come, take my arm.” He raised his voice even louder. “I’m taking your whole family up to my box to meet her.”

“Your wife? Since when? Piffle, boy, I’m not that old—I know I haven’t forgotten your wedding. Or did you elope like your parents? Gracious me, what a scandal that was…”

Their voices faded. Winnie waited a slow thirty-count, her heart pounding in her ears. And then she picked up her skirts and her reticule, peeled herself out of the drapery, and ran.





Chapter 12


She made it, barely.

She had her head tipped back against the wall and her hand pressed to the glittering spangles between her breasts when Spencer and the Roxbury clan arrived at the box.

She fixed her widest, shiniest smile to her face and hoped desperately that it was dark enough in the box to disguise the fact that her face was flushed from exertion and her hair was falling down in clumps that tickled her collarbone.

“Ah,” Spencer said, slipping one arm round her waist, “there you are.”

Winnie leaned—helplessly, breathlessly—into him. He introduced her to the Roxbury family, including the very elderly twice-dowager viscountess, whose lively brown eyes belied that quavering voice.

She hardly knew what she said. Spencer’s palm was warm and solid on her hip, and his thumb traced little circles there, around and around. She was dizzy with relief, undone by the press of Spencer’s body against her own.

And when the Roxburys left the box, it was bare seconds before Spencer’s mouth was on hers, laughing against her lips.

It was sweet. It was so sweet.

They broke apart, and Winnie pressed her fingers to her mouth—to stifle her demented giggles, perhaps, or maybe to hold the kiss against her lips.

“Bloody hell,” he said, “I had no idea if you’d be here when we arrived.”

Her laughter broke free, the heady combination of relief and exhilaration fizzing like champagne in her blood. “I ran.”

“Where were you? I saw the damned necklace on the chair—Jesus, I’ve never moved so fast in my life, trying to put myself between the old viscountess and the sight of the thing. She’s canny as the devil.”

“I was”—she laughed again—“in the draperies.”

“God.” He pulled her against him, ran his hands along her back as if to assure himself that she was whole.

She clutched back at him. “How did you know I needed you?”

He pressed his face to her hair, and she felt the whisper of his breath against her ear. “Bleeding Roxbury went to order ginger biscuits and, when they had none, said he’d pop back up to the box to ask his grandmother what refreshment she preferred. I swear, Win, I thought I’d gone blind for a moment. All the blood left my head.”

She still felt amusement curling within her—and tenderness too, slow and sweeping. “It’s all right.” She went up on her toes and pressed her lips to his neck. “We did it.”

His palm was on the small of her back, and as her lips moved against his neck, he swept his hand down, cupping her buttocks. He made a sound, a rough and hungry sound, and her lingering laughter faded.

She wanted him. Silvery and dangerous, her desire had crept in around the corners of his laughter, between the steady grip of his fingers and the dimple at the edge of his mouth. And he wanted her too. Perhaps not the same way—not the sharp-edged consuming desire that filled her—but it could be enough. She would make it be enough.

His deep voice was a murmur in her ear. “Go stand in front of the balustrade.”

She pulled back and stared up at him, uncertain.

“I know you wanted to watch their box,” he said. “Make sure they found the necklace.” There was a flush staining his neck, and his pupils looked wide and dark in the gaslight. One of his hands cupped her face, and his thumb brushed against her cheek. Rubbed slowly and deliberately over her bottom lip. “I want you to stand by the railing so I’m not so tempted by this goddamned mouth.”

Her lips parted.

He pushed his thumb into her mouth, the barest intrusion. It was enough for her to feel his skin against the tip of her tongue. To taste him—sugar, ginger, cream. He made a harsh, low sound before he pulled away. “Go.”

She caught his wrist, pressed a kiss to his thumb, and then moved to stand in front of the balcony’s ledge.

The ledge was solid gilt plaster that came to her waist; above it, she was in full view of anyone who cared to look. She did not think anyone close enough to make out her heated skin, her disheveled coiffure. Spencer moved to stand just behind her as she gazed out across the theater in the direction of the Roxbury box.

His hand came to the nape of her neck. His thumb moved slowly across her bare skin, and she shivered. His fingers slipped beneath the back of her gown, pulling the bodice taut against her nipples, which had grown painfully tight and sensitive.

He traced the edge of her dress, coasting along the back of her neck and then up behind her ear. He held her nape in a careful grip, at once possessive and fearfully gentle.

“God, Winnie,” he said hoarsely, “you make me want to do such wicked things.”

Her breath shuddered out of her. “What things?”

His fingers went tight on her skin, a leashed demand. She pressed her lips together, trying to stifle a moan as desire pooled in her belly.

Across the theater, she watched Roxbury and his family enter his box.

Behind her, Spencer’s grip relaxed. He took a lock of her loosened hair between two fingers. And then, very slowly, he used the soft strands to trace the low-cut front of her bodice, where her breasts rose and fell erratically.

“I want to touch you here,” he murmured, “in full view of this whole damned theater.”

Her hair brushed along her skin. Every one of her nerve endings felt ablaze, sensitized to full awareness of even the lightest sensation. Her nipples were tight points beneath the front of her gown.

She felt dazed. She watched Roxbury across the theater—she thought she saw him exclaim as he came to his chair.

But here, in their private box, her mind was fogged with lust, her body languid and her brain slow to react. The theater around her seemed shimmery and unreal; her world was Spencer and the beating pulse of desire between her legs.

She felt the sudden hot press of his mouth at the back of her neck. She could not stop the gasp that broke from her lips.

His hand released her hair, trailing almost casually over the front of her gown, dragging against the tips of her breasts. She heard herself groan as his hand slid past her nipples, down her belly, coasting over her sex. Her fingers caught the top of the ledge and clung there.

“I want to go down on my knees behind you,” Spencer said, “where no one can see. I want to push your legs apart and feel how wet you are for me.”

Her thighs were loose and slackened. Her fingers, locked on the railing, held her up.

His hands came down over hers. He pressed into her—his hard length grinding against her lower back and his body pressing hers against the ledge.

She moaned as her sex pushed hard into the plaster.

“Do you want that?” he growled into her ear. “Do you want everyone in this theater to see how goddamned magnificent you look when you come?”

She pressed her hips back against him, and he swore and gritted out her name.

She turned in his arms. He looked half-undone—the earl, always in control, so easy in himself, was suddenly pink-cheeked and glassy-eyed.

She wanted him undone the rest of the way. She reached up and ran her fingers along his cravat, feeling his throat bob underneath the press of her nail. His jaw tightened as he gritted his teeth. His fingers bit into her waist.

“I want to touch you too,” she said. “I want to take this off of you and touch you everywhere.”

His thumb slipped down and stroked over the prominence of her hipbone, then the crease where her thigh met her pelvis. She had on a chemise, a petticoat, and the cotton crepe—and still she felt the hot press of his thumb, felt it on her skin and between her legs.

“God,” he rasped. His eyes flickered over her face, her mouth, her breasts rising and falling against the spangled bodice. “How are you real?”

She dipped her finger underneath his cravat and tugged, loosening it. Gave in—just a bit—to the desire to take him apart. “Take me home.”

He shuddered as her fingers coasted down his chest. “I don’t know if I can make it home.”

“Hurry, then,” she said.

He did. He half-dragged her down the stairs, as if he thought she would need to be rushed.

It was minutes for their carriage to be brought round, minutes outside in the damp November night, but she didn’t feel the cold. Spencer held her, her back to his chest, his hand flat and warm across her abdomen. She felt half out of her head, his palm tracing wide circles against her, each one a slow throb of desire.

Arousal slicked her sex and the tops of her thighs as she squeezed her legs together.

She realized she was clenching a lock of her own hair when his fingers came down over hers. She gasped and loosened her grip, almost embarrassed, but he only inclined his head and put his mouth to her ear.

“You want me to pull your hair, Win?”

She made an inarticulate sound.

He wrapped his fingers in her hair exactly as hers had been. The gentle tug—soothing when she did it herself—became under his hand a lightning strike, a discharge of electricity that rode her skin and ended in the keen throb between her thighs.

“Tell me if you don’t like it,” he rasped. “Tell me when to stop.”

By the time the Warren carriage came to the front of the theater, Winnie was trembling with need.

He handed her up—she realized when his bared fingers touched hers that she’d never even put her gloves back on—and followed her in.

Instead of sitting beside her, he sat himself across from her and dug his fingers into his knees. The inside of the carriage was dim, lit only by moonlight and the streetlamps outside, but she could tell that his knuckles were white.

“What are you doing?” Her voice was breathless, her palms pressed against the plush velvet of the squabs. She’d thought—in the carriage—she’d thought finally he would touch her skin. Her breasts. The open place at the backs of her stockings.

“I can’t—” He swallowed. “I’m trying to remember that we are in a carriage, and I cannot get those goddamned legs of yours around my waist.”

“Why not?”

One of his big hands had drifted up the thick muscle of his thigh, his palm pressing down against the fine fabric of his trousers. She wondered if he even realized he had done it. She could see his cock, stiff and straining against his falls. His hand moved lazily up.

“The windows,” he managed. His eyes were hot, devouring her. She let one of her own hands slide over her knee, tugging the fabric of her dress up to reveal her stockings, and he made a helpless sound. “Anyone—could see. And we—there’s no time—”

She leaned across the squabs and tugged at the tie that held the thick leather curtain open at the window. It came undone in her hand and the fabric unspooled, blocking out most of the light. Then, wordless, she repeated the action on the other side of the carriage.

Only a little light spilled in at the edges. Before her eyes adjusted to this new dark, Spencer had her wrists in his hands. He dragged her across the empty space between them and pulled her up to straddle his hips.

“Oh God,” he said. His mouth was on her cheek, her ear, her neck. “Oh Jesus, Winnie, I want you.”

She pulled at his cravat and bared his skin, wanting to see, to touch, to taste—

“Wait,” he gasped, “wait—”

And then, clutching her body against his, he half-opened the door to the carriage.

She squeaked in surprise, her thighs tightening around his hips, and he emitted a sound that could probably best be described as a whimper.

“Thomas,” he said to the coachman, “don’t go home. Drive—anywhere. Keep driving until I tell you to turn around.”

There was an obliging murmur in response, and then Spencer pulled the door closed, yanked her skirts up, and found the bare skin of her backside with his hands.

His touch felt delicious, his fingers kneading into the muscle of her buttocks, and she was greedy. Hungry for more. She slipped free the buttons of his waistcoat, dragged his shirt from his trousers, and slid her hands up his abdomen. His skin was hot—his chest solid and muscular, sprinkled with hair.

He groaned as her hands traced his body, and his head tipped back against the cushion. “That feels so good. I can’t think.”

“Don’t,” she said, and then she put one hand on the cushion beside his head and kissed him.

He groaned again as her mouth met his. One of his hands came free of her skirts and found the back of her head, twining into her hair, holding her against him. His other hand squeezed her flesh, cupping and molding her, and his mouth was frantic and hungry on hers. He kissed and sucked at her lips, her tongue, and every little suction was a desperate demand. His mouth pulled the knot of desire in her belly tighter, and his hands rocked her pelvis against his.

He hissed as she moved against him, his fingers tightening in her hair, and she almost sobbed. She broke their kiss, sliding her hand from the cushion beside his head to his chest, then to the bunched-up yards of her skirts between them.

“Spencer,” she gasped, “I need—I need—”

“I know,” he said, “I’ve got you.”

And then his hands were at her breasts, scooping into the low-cut bodice to pinch and roll her nipples.

And it felt good—it felt impossible, as though each pluck of Spencer’s fingers was a drag along her clitoris. The knot in her belly was so tight—her breasts felt full and aching, and she could feel her sex clench on the rising tide of her own climax.

But she wanted—she wanted—

She fought with her skirts until all the fabric between them was gone, billowing out over her knees. Her hands slipped beneath the soft crepe.

One of Spencer’s hands went around to her back, steadying her. “Yes,” he said, “yes, Win, touch yourself. I want to see you come like this. Oh—fuck—”

Her fingers had slipped against her sex, moving through folds soaked with her arousal, and then continued on, her palm sliding firmly up the length of his erection.

He jerked against her, helplessly riding her hand. His face was a study in desire and desperation, his lips parted and kiss-swollen, his lids lowered over lust-glazed eyes. His hand slid from her breast up to her neck, his thumb stroking her jaw, her mouth.

“God, your hand,” he groaned. “Touch yourself. Tell me how wet you are. Christ, I’d kill to feel you on my cock.”

With one hand, she circled her clitoris, barely nudging the swollen peak, and she heard herself make a raw, needing sound.

With her other hand, she slipped loose the buttons of his falls and found his sex, thick and iron-hard.

His hand on her back had turned to a hand on her buttocks, urging her against him, but at the touch of her fingers on his bared cock, he froze. “Win,” he rasped, “we—I—we can’t—”

“I know,” she said—and she did know, the cursed bloody annulment, and yet—“I want to feel you—only touch you—can I—”

“Yes,” he said, “please.”

She stroked him, circling him with her fingers, and then the hand on her buttocks tightened, closing what little space remained between them. Her sex ground against his erection; her clitoris rubbed slickly against his flesh as his cock dragged through her folds.

“Jesus, you’re so wet—I want you to come like this—can you come like this? I want you to—I want—”

Devoid of speech, he showed her. His arm flexed, raising her, dragging their bodies together. She whimpered at the friction against her hypersensitive flesh, then gasped as he did it again—again—again—

“Touch yourself,” he gritted out. “Touch us both.”

Her fingers slid through wetness, stroked herself, wrapped around him. There was nothing but this soft shadowed world—her pleasure and his, her fingers, his cock, her name in his mouth, and the tightening grip of her climax. She felt feverish and desperate, her body drawing tighter and tighter, her release so close she felt she might shatter.

“That’s good,” Spencer was saying, “that’s so good—oh fuck, Winnie—”

She came hard, shuddering, sweat beading on her skin and dripping between her breasts, and her climax went on and on, and Spencer held her through it, grinding their bodies together.

He was still murmuring sweet filthy words, eyes squeezed shut, when she slid off his lap and down onto the floor of the carriage between his legs.

His eyes came open. In the dark humid interior of the carriage, she found the shadowed planes of his face—his expression of agonized delight when he realized what she was about.

She circled his erection with her fingers, and his hips jumped, thrusting into her hand. She leaned forward and tasted the moisture on his cock—her own wetness and the beaded liquid at his tip.

His voice when he spoke sounded almost pained. “You don’t have to.”

She swirled her tongue across the head of his member before she spoke. “You want me to?”

“So much. So goddamned much. But I’m—I can’t—I’m already on the edge. I would spend in your mouth.”

“I want that.” She wanted it desperately—wanted to see him fall apart for her. Wanted every scrap of his control gone.

She tried on him what he had done to her countless times these last days. She licked. She sucked. She used her fingers, which slipped easily along his length, wet from her mouth and her own arousal.

“Oh God,” he gasped. One of his hands was in her hair, tight, how she liked it. The other clung desperately to the cushions. His hips pumped, tiny pulses into her mouth. “You can—oh yes, suck like that—you can stop if you—oh Win, your mouth—you can stop if it’s too much—oh fuck Winnie yes—yes yes yes—”

And she sucked and stroked, and he tightened his grip on her hair, and with a last gasp of “Now, Win—” he spent himself in her mouth, hot and flooding.

When his release ended, his hand slipped bonelessly from her hair. His chest rose and fell erratically, and his fingers twitched on the squabs.

“Come here to me,” he mumbled.

She did. She moved to his lap, settling herself on one sturdy thigh and leaning against his chest. His cravat dangled loose. His waistcoat was unfastened, his shirt untucked, every button of his trousers freed. His eyes were closed, and his expression was so relaxed she might have thought him asleep.

Undone. He was completely undone, exactly as she had wanted. And still he was not hers, not really.

But she could pretend. She was good at that. She could make herself believe that this was enough. She put one hand to his sweat-damp brow and traced his cheekbone with her thumb.

“I like the opera,” she said.

His eyes opened. He took her in, and in his face was pure amazed appreciation.

How are you real? he’d asked.

In the dark secret universe of their bodies, of this carriage, everything felt real, and everything felt right.

His mouth curled up, and one of his arms came around her, cradling her against his body. “I like it too,” he said, “with you.”





Chapter 13


They were in the library when everything went to hell.

Winnie stared down at her very excellent hand of cards and then up at Spencer’s smothered grin. “You made that rule up.”

His amusement broke out around the edges, which presented itself as a vexingly attractive smirk. “I didn’t. It’s called repique.”

“And you have double the points I have now?”

He gave in and laughed outright. “I win. Your forfeit, my lady.”

The morning after the opera, they’d received a beautifully engraved invitation to a ball hosted by the dowager Duchess of Vale—the former radical to whom Spencer had introduced Winnie in the Western Exchange. Her Grace’s ball would host virtually all of the aristocrats who’d chosen to remain in town for the coming Christmas season, and Winnie’s close attention to the gossip columns suggested that Lord and Lady Brownbrooke might be there. Spencer had accepted for both of them.

The days since then had been bitterly cold, and so they’d stayed inside where it was warm and charmed. They had laughed a great deal and had not spoken of the last remaining necklace.

Winnie was afraid to talk about it. She wanted to return Brownbrooke’s jewels—was desperate to do so. And yet, when they were finished with that task, what more held them together?

The annulment, she supposed. They were not done with one another yet.

In the ten days since the opera, she’d seen her man of business again, then sent several pages of notes in response to a sunny letter from Tommy Upholland, along with a substantial order of mince pies.

By the afternoon before the duchess’s ball, she and Spencer still had not made a plan of action. He seemed disinclined to bring it up, and when they had finished their very late breakfast—the man was utterly slothful in the mornings, and she enjoyed it far too much—he offered to teach her to play piquet.

She’d grasped the rules rather quickly, to her mind, given that every lost hand required her to remove an article of clothing. This, Spencer had assured her, was not how it was usually played at his club.

“I hardly think this is fair, given your perfidy,” she said, pushing her lips into a pout. He liked that. He had told her so, under circumstances that made her blush to think about. “I propose we both take something off.”

“Do you know, I’d thought to suggest the very same.”

She was down to her chemise and stays and one single stocking. Spencer, the toad, had lost only his cravat. She’d insisted on the cravat’s early departure—she liked to look at the bare triangle of skin at the base of Spencer’s neck.

“How about your jacket?” she suggested.

“I’d thought perhaps my shoe.”

She added a flutter of the eyelashes to her pout. “Your jacket for my stays. I will extend no further quarter.”

“You lost,” he protested. “Why do you get to make conditions?”

“I only lost because you did not properly explain the rules!”

He peeled off his jacket, hooked a finger into the top of her stays, and towed her, laughing, up against him. He tangled his fingers in her hair and pressed his mouth to her neck.

“Mm,” he mumbled. His mouth was warm on her skin, and she shivered. “You know, if you’d surrendered your hairpins first, you’d still be fully dressed.”

She dragged her hands up his back, relishing the taut slope of his body. “I thought of that, in fact. Thought you’d be more distracted this way.”

“Scoundrel,” he said. His mouth came to hers on a honey-rich laugh. “Wicked little minx.”

He tasted of honey too—like sweet July honey drizzled over tea cakes. His kiss was as warm and infinite as summer, as a grove of lady’s bedstraw golden under the sun.

There was a knock on the library door.

They sprang apart. With a muffled exclamation, Winnie grabbed for her dress—tossed heedlessly over the back of an armchair—and yanked it on over her chemise and stays. She fought with the hooks at the side seam. Spencer smiled at her, one fleeting roguish dimple, and kicked her petticoat beneath his desk and out of sight.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“It’s me.” The voice was male, and obviously familiar to Spencer, because his eyes widened. “Us, actually. Margo and me. Fairhope said you were in here.” The voice hesitated. “He said to knock?”

Winnie felt heat boil up to her cheeks as she wrestled her way into her second stocking. Her shoes—where the devil were her shoes?

Spencer looked at her, mouthing, Henry—all right?

She half-shrugged, half-nodded helplessly, and Spencer went to the door, unlocked it, and pulled it wide.

At the threshold of the library stood a neat, serious-faced man of about Spencer’s age, his arm locked tight around a plump redhead who could only be one of Spencer’s sisters. There was a delighted grin on her freckled face—Winnie had seen Spencer make that same expression, when he was most pleased and not afraid to show it.

“Spence!” the woman said, hurling herself at her older brother. Her beaded reticule whacked him in the side. “You’re back! We’re back!”

He embraced her, their gingery heads bent together. Winnie felt her heart squeeze at the sight—all that open-hearted affection. The ease between them.

“Margo,” Spencer said. “God, it’s good to see you.”

He pulled back from her embrace and directed his glance at the grim-looking man who still stood in the threshold.

Henry Mortimer, Winnie supposed this was—Spencer’s solicitor and his closest friend. He looked like a man facing the gallows.

“Congratulations,” Spencer said. “Mr. and Mrs. Mortimer, is it?”

“Spencer,” Henry said. His voice came out a croak, and he cleared his throat. “I apologize most profoundly for not—ah—declaring my intentions toward Margo sooner.”

“Henry,” Spencer said, “do not be an idiot.”

Henry closed his mouth.

Margo laughed. “I told you,” she said to the room at large. “Didn’t I tell you? Everything would come right.”

“I wish I had been there for your wedding,” Spencer said. “I ought to have been there. But I don’t blame you—either of you—for the hastiness of your marriage. When you have a chance at happiness, you hold onto it. You don’t dither about and let it slip away.”

“I have learned that,” Henry said fervently. His gaze had moved to Margo, sweet-faced and rosy. “I had never thought to have such happiness. I never once believed that I—that Margo—” He dragged his gaze away from his wife and looked again at Spencer. “Well. That is why I didn’t say anything.”

“I’m glad for you.” Spencer’s voice had gone thick with emotion. “I’m so glad that you have each other.”

Henry appeared to have half-collapsed against the doorframe in relief. And Spencer …

Winnie could not entirely make out his expression. There was welcome in it and pleasure in the comfort of family around him. And yet she could pick out an edge of uncertainty in his face as well. As though his life had been rearranged, and he was not quite sure where he fit any longer.

Margo, meanwhile, was casting curious glances at Winnie.

At her disheveled hair and her missing shoes, no doubt.

“Good afternoon,” Margo said. “You must be Mrs. Halifax. Henry has had word of you from my brother.”

“Yes,” Winnie said. She felt heat in her face and could do nothing about it. “My felicitations on your marriage.”

Spencer stepped up beside Winnie and rested a hand on her shoulder. She wanted to wince, to cringe away—she knew how it must look, his clothes disordered and her shoes vanished into the ether.

It was stupid. She was a complete and utter nodcock, she knew, for although she reminded herself—daily, hourly, sometimes by the minute—that none of this was permanent, she still did not want Spencer’s family to think ill of her.

“This is Winnie,” Spencer said.

“When we came into the house,” Margo said cautiously, “Fairhope told us that you were in the library together. Lord and Lady Warren, he said. It made me wonder if circumstances had, er, changed? Since the letter Spencer wrote three weeks ago?”

Winnie’s heart made a funny revolution in her chest.

Everything had changed between them. Everything—and nothing at all.

“I am not Lady Warren,” she said. “I have no wish to deceive you—to deceive any of you. The truth is that your brother has sacrificed a great deal to help me right an old wrong.”

“Win.” Spencer’s fingers brushed hers where they had tangled in a lock of her hair. “You don’t have to do this. We don’t need to tell them.”

“We do,” she said. She did not take his hand. “We need Mr. Mortimer’s legal assistance. And I—”

She had always thought Spencer ought to tell his sisters the truth. But now that she knew him—knew his care and decency, his fears that he would let them down—she could not bear for him to do otherwise. She would not be the cause of a rift between them.

“Sit,” she said instead. “Let’s all sit down.”

They took their seats in broad wingback chairs by the fire. She could see her blindingly white petticoat under Spencer’s desk from this vantage, and she maintained a vague and desperate hope that his sister would not notice.

Carefully, thoroughly, she and Spencer related everything that had happened since his arrival in Llanreithan. Margo’s face was an open book—horror at the tale of Winnie’s brief incarceration, utter shock at the description of the forged marriage record. She looked amazed at the description of their schemes to return the necklaces and then rather exuberant at the story of the opera box escapade.

“Spence,” Margo said, when he finally ran down, “I cannot believe this. Matilda and I spent the last month mourning the end of the Halifax Hellions, and now it turns out you’ve taken up the mantle in our absence.”

Spencer blinked. “How is Matilda? She says she’s well, but she’s sent you quite a lot of letters.”

“Ah,” Margo said, “perhaps we might discuss that later.”

“Spencer,” Henry broke in, “this is a hell of a mess.”

“I’m sorry,” Winnie said. Her remark rang over-loud in the quiet library, and she winced at the sound of her own voice. “I’m so sorry. I never intended any of this.”

Henry gazed at her. His mouth was set in a sober line. “You’ve acted—”

“Rashly,” she said. “I know. I’ve erred. I—”

“Logically, I was going to say.”

She quite gaped at him before she remembered to shut her mouth.

“I can understand why you chose to invent a husband,” Henry went on. “Our society does not give way easily for women with independent spirits. It takes audacity to make the world bend for you.”

Winnie did not have the faintest idea what to say. She had not presumed …

She ought to have guessed, she supposed. She should have known that Spencer would surround himself with people as generous and kindhearted as he was.

“As Lord Warren’s solicitor,” Henry went on, “I might have preferred for you to choose another name for your counterfeit husband, but I see that it was unconsciously done.” His gaze flicked from Winnie’s face to Spencer’s, and his stern mouth went sterner. “With only the forged banns to go on, we might easily have put into place precautions against any legal claim by either of you upon the other. A written-out confession in Mrs. Halifax’s hand, to be stored in a secured repository at your bank, perhaps. Or a writ of error signed by a discreet bishop.”

Henry’s gaze drifted as he spun out juridical fantasies—and then he refocused abruptly on Spencer. “Be that as it may, it’s too late now. You have trotted Mrs. Halifax about town on your arm and displayed her to all and sundry as your wife. If you mean to separate now, it will require more decisive legal action.”

Winnie chanced a glance at Spencer. His jaw was tight, his fingers clamped on the arm of the chair. He made no other move; he did not look back at her.

“What do you propose?” he said finally.

“The easiest grounds for an annulment are fraud. If we can show in the Ecclesiastical Court that Winnie forged the banns—or that you were unaware of the event entirely—the annulment should be granted without issue.”

“That is not an option.”

“It would be by far the simplest—”

“No,” Spencer said. “Such an action would open Winnie up to public infamy at best or prosecution at worst. She—” He hesitated. Swallowed. “She has her business to consider. What else, Henry?”

Henry took a breath. “Divorce, I suppose, is also out, then. The requisite Parliamentary proceedings for such an event would be both expensive and defamatory. The only remaining option is to prove your—ah—failure to engage in subagitation.”

Though Henry’s voice was even, his face had gone quite red.

Winnie stared at him in baffled bemusement. Spencer did likewise. For a moment, no one spoke.

Finally, Margo broke the silence. “Marital relations,” she clarified. “He means you’ll have to prove you haven’t been shagging Mrs. Halifax up against the bookshelves three times a day.”

“Good Christ, Margo.” Spencer looked as though he might welcome a lightning strike.

“Indeed,” Henry said. “Thank you, love. Ah—assuming that avenue is equally unsupportable, I suggest—”

“That’s fine.” Winnie heard herself speak, though her lips felt stiff and dry. “We can swear to that. I’m still … That is, we haven’t…”

Everyone in the room except for Margo seemed unable to make eye contact.

“Ah,” said Henry finally. “Well then. I can prepare the documents for the courts, I suppose.”

“Or,” Margo said, “you can stay married. It would certainly be easier.”

Winnie felt suddenly underwater, her ears muffled and her chest tight.

Stay married? To Spencer?

She felt a brief flare of hot possessive greed.

It would be so easy. To look at him, all beseeching. To tell him that she was worried for her business—for her livelihood—if the scandal of their annulment got out.

He would say yes. She knew he would. He was so careful, so good—he had pulled her out of a jail cell when he thought her a confidence woman. He had declared her his wife in front of half the ton. She had seen him sacrifice himself, his desires, for the earldom—to play the role he thought he was meant to play.

He would sacrifice himself for her. And she could have him. She could have exactly what she wanted—Spencer hers, all hers. Temptation was a ripe fruit, falling into her open hand. She could have him—have everything.

No. No. She could not.

She could not simply take because she wanted him. If she compelled him to remain married to her, she would be worse a thief than her mother had been. Far worse.

It would not be a matter of a reticule full of gemstones. She would steal his future. She would take his options away from him—rob him of the chance to marry for love—strip away his choices for the rest of his life.

She would not hurt him. She had promised herself that from the first. She could not go back on that now. She could not let him give up his life—even if he would do it, without a thought, because he believed it was the right thing to do.

“No,” she said. It had been only a moment—a taut, congealing silence after Margo’s words. No one else had spoken. “No, that’s not an option. I am going back to Wales after we return the final necklace.”

“Win,” Spencer said.

She stood on numb legs. “I beg your pardon, Lady Margaret. Mr. Mortimer. My congratulations again.”

“Win,” Spencer said again, “wait.”

“Prepare the paperwork,” she said. “I’ll sign whatever I need to sign. Testify in any court that requires it of me.”

The words were out of her mouth, hanging clear and cold in the quiet library, and she made for the door almost blindly. She wanted to go to her bedchamber, only her things were tangled up with Spencer’s there. Her room smelled of him. A button from his trousers had rolled beneath her bed. She had not slept by herself—not once—since the night of the Yardsleys’ dinner.

The wooden staircase felt cold under her stockinged feet as she went alone up the stairs.

Her feet were still bare. She had left her shoes in the library—and her petticoat—and her heart.





Chapter 14


Spencer followed Winnie into her bedchamber.

He felt a right arse. She had said—as clearly and plainly as if she’d tattooed it upon his bloody chest—that she did not want to remain married to him. And yet here he was, chasing her down, as though he might argue her into loving him.

Because that’s what this was. He’d realized it—hell, he didn’t know when he’d realized it. When he’d seen her face light up at the opera, all luminous gold, like she burned from the inside out. When she’d flung her body beneath his under an elm in the middle of Wales. When she’d taken his hand.

The moment he’d seen Henry and Margo in the library, though, he’d finally had the words for what he felt. He’d seen it in the astonished glances Henry kept directing toward Margo—as if he could not believe she’d chosen him. As if he had to assure himself that she was still beside him.

He recognized that expression. It had made itself familiar on his own face, whenever he looked at Winnie.

When you have a chance at happiness, you hold onto it, he’d said to Henry. You don’t dither about and let it slip away.

But what did you do if you were the only one who wanted to hold on?

She faced away from him, silhouetted against the window that looked out over the mews.

“Win,” he said, “I don’t think it’s such a terrible idea.”

She didn’t turn.

“We won’t be able to keep an annulment out of the papers,” he said. Stupidly. Pleadingly. “If it becomes connected to your business, it could harm you. We might just … continue on as we’ve been. It hasn’t been so bad, has it?”

These last weeks had been the best of his life. He had felt more himself at her side than he could ever recall feeling, and when they’d tumbled together into each new adventure—into the carriage—into his bed—none of it had felt like a mistake.

He had never felt that he was fit to be the Earl of Warren. But to be Winnie’s? Yes, he could believe that he’d been made for that.

She spun on her heel, and he could see that she’d been crying. Her nose was red and her eyes were swollen, and she was still the most exquisite woman in the entire world.

“Stop,” she said fiercely. “Stop trying to rescue me.”

“I—” He hesitated, struck by the vehemence in her voice. “I’m not.”

“You are,” she hissed. “I am not one of your sisters. I am not part of your earldom. I am not your responsibility. I am not your wife. None of this is real!”

It felt like a slap. He took a step backward from the force of her words. But—damn it—he loved this woman, this stubborn independent scoundrel of a woman, and he was not going to let her go without a fight.

“None of it?” he said. “Because it felt awfully goddamned real to me.”

He crossed the room to where she stood at the window. She didn’t step back—she didn’t cower, not his Win. She only stood, her green eyes wet and blazing as she met his gaze.

He took a lock of her hair and rubbed it between his fingers. “You feel real,” he said. He let go of her hair and ran his thumb up her throat. Brushed the soft skin beneath her ear. “It feels real when I have my mouth on you and you’re begging me not to stop.”

She reached up and caught his wrist in her firm calloused grip.

“Tell me what you want.” His voice was harsh—a demand. He didn’t care. If all she wanted from him was this—mouths and limbs and sweet screaming pleasure—then by God let her say so.

“I don’t want anything,” she said. “I don’t need anyone.”

“Damn it!” His voice snagged on the words. Broke. “You’re allowed to want things. Nothing terrible will happen if you let someone in. The world won’t fall apart.”

Her fingers banded his wrist. He could see the taut muscle of her upper arm flex and then release.

Don’t let go. Don’t let me go, Win.

She looked up and met his eyes. “The world won’t fall apart,” she said, “but I will.”

His other hand came up and cupped her face. “What do you want, Winnie? Tell me what you want, and if it’s within my power, I’ll give it to you.”

“I know you will,” she whispered, as though it broke her heart.

He bent his head and kissed her mouth. He tasted salt on her lips, and the frustration and hurt that had snarled in his chest seemed to loosen—went feather-light and tender, like his hand on her cheek. Like the shifting grip of her fingers upon his wrist.

“Winnie,” he murmured against her mouth. “Win. My Win. Tell me what you want.”

She didn’t answer, not in words, but she caught his shirt in her free hand and pulled him closer, harder, dragging the edge of her teeth across his lower lip.

She was a fever in his blood, need clawing into his belly. The incandescent ignition of flint on steel. He thought there might never be an end to wanting her.

He put his hands into her hair, and she gave a tiny gasp that raced across his skin. Her hair was soft and heavy, sliding between his fingers. He gripped it harder, so that it would not slip away. Her mouth was open; her tongue touched his lips. Her give, his take—a shared and mounting need.

He pushed her back against the wall with his body. She gasped again as her back met the unyielding plaster, gasped and then moaned. Her fingers yanked his shirt out of his trousers and coasted against his skin. He felt the small bite of her nails along his spine.

Blood throbbed to his cock. He pulled her hair, baring her neck, and found her skin with his teeth.

Mine, he thought as he sucked at her skin, mine, goddamnit, mine for the whole bloody world to see.

But … no. That wasn’t right. This wasn’t what he’d meant to do.

He hesitated. He kept one hand in her hair the way she liked, but he let his other hand slide down. He touched her eyelashes—still wet, damn it, what a jackass he was—and then her cheek. He stroked her lips with his thumb, first the top and then the full lower one, kiss-flushed and damp.

“Don’t stop,” she breathed against his fingers. But she had softened too—her nails dragged up his back not like desperation, but like a slow and steady ascent.

“Never,” he said. “Never, Winnie.”

He unfastened the hooks at the side of her bodice and slipped the dress from her shoulders. He worked open the knot of her stays and tugged the undergarment free. Winnie in turn loosed the buttons of his waistcoat, pulling it from his body. She leaned into him, kissed the bare skin at his throat, let her tongue trace the hollow there.

He shuddered at the sensation of her mouth on him, the delicate stroke that he felt in his bollocks. She ran her hands up his thighs, teasing slowly inward, but he nudged her back.

“Wait a moment. I want to look at you.”

She paused, moistening her lips with one flick of her tongue. His belly tightened at the sight, at the memory of her mouth on his cock.

But he did not reach for her, as much as he wanted to. She stood before him, her eyes up, her lashes spiky with tears. He realized she was trembling.

The window faced away from the afternoon sun. The light passed delicately over her body—no glinting ridges or dark hidden shadows. Everything seemed softer, diffused in some way. In her thin chemise and stockinged feet, she was as vulnerable to him as if she’d been naked.

He wanted …

He didn’t know what he wanted. He wished she would put out her hand for him to take. He wanted to go down on his knees before her—he wanted his head between her thighs, he wanted her sobbing out his name, and at the same time, he wanted to humble himself before her. He wanted to beg.

Hell, he wanted her to beg, wanted her to need him a thousandth part as much as he needed her.

“Please,” she whispered. “Please, Spencer.”

It would have to do. He closed the gap between them, pulled her chemise up, and stroked all the way from her hips to the sides of her breasts.

She exhaled, quick and sharp, and then gripped his hair. She pressed herself up into him, coming onto her toes, and his body felt tight all over, his heart thudding against his ribs and his cock desperate for more. He caught her buttocks in his palms, a groan escaping between his teeth at the sensation, and pulled her up, closer, harder.

She lifted one leg and locked it around his hip. They touched—his mind blurred at the feel of her, so hot he could feel her bare wet sex on his erection straight through the thin fabric of his trousers.

“God,” he rasped, “oh God, I can’t—”

Her fingers were at his falls, unfastening the buttons, yanking his trousers down. Her hand closed over his length. His hips jerked convulsively, his cock sliding through the circle of her fingers.

He heard someone gasp, heard a rough low moan as their bodies slid together. Her leg around his hip opened her—he slipped easily against her folds. For a moment the head of his cock pressed against her entrance, and the sensation was nearly blinding in its pure electric pleasure. She was so hot—so wet—

“Wait,” he gasped.

“You,” she said. “That’s what I want. I want you, Spencer.”

He froze, his erection notched against her, his mind reeling. “Say it,” he ordered. “Say it again.”

“I want you. I want you inside me.”

Her words sent a searing shudder through him, and his cock slid into her, the barest half-inch, her body slick and soft and ready for him. She shivered too, pleasure passing from his body to hers, and he groaned and picked her up, lifting her above his sex.

“Not against the wall,” he said, and carried her to the bed.

He laid her down and stepped out of his trousers, peeling off his shirt before stretching out next to her on the bed. It was her bed this time—her suite. Winnie’s. His wife’s.

He pushed her chemise slowly up her body, kissing her thighs, her mound, her belly. He slipped the delicate cotton over her head and this time he did not stop to admire her. He pulled her up against him, licking the curve of her breast, plucking at one nipple and pinching it as it tightened. He teased and sucked at her breasts until she was flat on her back, writhing, one leg splayed open to reveal her sex, pink and slick and swollen.

He stroked her there, lightly at first, with the pad of his finger. She whimpered and bucked against him, and she said his name, over and over, as he slipped first one finger and then another inside her. As he pumped them, slow and deep, while he licked her. She was beyond speech by the time she came, only sweet pleading sobs that made him want to spend in the goddamned sheets.

He had meant to make her come again—had meant to go more slowly—but his world had shrunk to Winnie and her breathless little gasps and the fevered clench of her body around his fingers, and he had to—he had to—

He was above her, pressing against her, whispering, “Tell me you’re certain, Winnie, promise me,” and she was saying yes and please, and he was lost. He worked his way into her—sweet and hot and more and more—a slow patient entry and withdrawal that nonetheless had him near to shattering.

“Tell me if you need me to stop,” he said.

“Don’t stop.”

He took her at her word. He moved in her, and her head tossed from side to side, her hair sweaty and tangled and spilling in waves over the sheets like a fortune of gold. She was beautiful—and he loved her—and he wanted this to be good for her—and, God help him, he wanted to come.

“Can I—try—” He slid one hand beneath her knee and pulled her leg up. The angle shifted, and he came even deeper into her on his next thrust. He groaned and pressed his face against her neck. “Oh God, Win. Tell me if it’s too much. Tell me—”

“Not too much,” she gasped. She hooked her leg around his waist, and he thought he would lose his mind—his fantasy, Winnie in her stockings, her legs wrapped round him—so much better than he could ever have imagined because it was real and because she wanted him.

He shifted his weight to one arm and brought his hand down between them, touching where they were joined and watching her face. Her hips jerked erratically as he moved over her clitoris. Her heel dug into his back.

“Want to watch you,” he said. “Been dreaming of watching you come on my cock—oh fuck—” Her body had jerked at his words, the walls of her sex tightening around him.

He tried to think. She liked his rhythm fast and almost too hard, she liked his fingers inside her when she came—she liked this, he could tell she did, her wordless sounds going raw and frantic, and he could not spend inside her, he could not—

Her thighs trembled when she came. Her hips worked convulsively, her face flushed and her lips parted on the sweetest cry he’d ever heard.

He withdrew half-desperately when her shudders slowed—fisted his cock and squeezed, groaning at the slick feel of her arousal coating him. He stroked himself, a handful of hard, quick pulls, and then his orgasm was upon him, his seed spilling on Winnie’s thighs in a hot rush that was bliss, that was relief, that was mine mine mine.

When he got his breath and his wits back, he used the tail of his discarded shirt to clean his spend from her skin. He slipped loose the ribbon of her garters and kissed her there before he peeled the stockings off. With his palm he followed their path, all the way down, slow and soothing.

He pushed his thumb into the arch of her feet, first one and then the other. Her soft exhalation gave him a different kind of pleasure, a Winnie-at-her-ease pleasure, a satisfaction that came from having contented the woman he loved.

When he judged her near to sleep, he moved back up to lie beside her, drawing the linens over them both.

She would be sore. It was not yet evening—he could ring for a bath for her. They had plenty of time before the duchess’s ball.

But not now, he thought. He would allow himself this luxury: to feel her long body next to his and not to move just yet.

When she spoke, it was with her eyes still closed and her fingers curled into a lock of her sweat-dampened hair. “We can lie.”

He had no idea what she was about. “What do you mean?”

“To the courts,” she said, “for the annulment. We can still lie. They do not have to know that this … that we…”

His blood ran cold.

He had thought—

You, she’d said. I want you.

He’d thought she’d meant … everything. The marriage, the earldom, his great idiotic bleeding heart. He’d thought she’d wanted it all.

But she had not said that, had she? It had been his own foolish hope, his own blinding need for her.

“We could,” he said, “yes.” He felt as though he had ice in his veins, sharp jagged crystals. He did not know how they did not shatter as he sat up and let the linens fall to his waist. “That’s … what you want?”

He had promised her. Whatever she wanted, if it was within his power, he would give to her.

Even if what she wanted was her freedom. Even if what she wanted meant he could give her nothing at all. Not even himself.

She didn’t say anything, only turned on her side away from him in the bed. He could see the long slender line of her back beneath the sheet.

Don’t let go, he thought. Don’t let me go, Win.

But she did not seem to hear him.





Chapter 15


The night air felt wintry on Winnie’s nose and throat as she stepped down from the carriage. The Duchess of Vale’s residence on Grosvenor was lit by gas chandeliers—another thing Winnie had never seen. The lights in the windows glittered off brass and crystal, larger and warmer than a candle flame, but all she felt was cold: sharp and scouring.

Spencer had lain beside her in the bed for a long time. Neither of them had spoken.

She had not been thinking clearly. She had gotten lost somehow in him, in his scent and his body and his eyes, searching and honest. Tell me what you want, he’d said, and she had. She had wanted him. She still wanted him, fiercely and possessively.

She had wanted Spencer, and he had given her all of himself, exactly as she’d feared.

It had not been until afterward that she’d realized what she’d done. By taking Spencer to her bed, she had entrapped him. One more tie binding them together; one more snare that he could not escape.

He was a good man. It would not occur to him to deceive the courts. He would go along with the marriage—he would not even condemn her, at least not at first.

But how long until he realized what she had done? How long until he looked at her—a sheep farmer, a jewel thief, nothing like a countess—and regretted his choices?

How long until he left?

Do you want the Champs-Élysées, or the money?

She had told herself for ten lonely years that she did not want more—did not want love and companionship, did not want a family. One more lie to add to her tally of deceptions; one more untruth that Spencer had swept away with the warm touch of his freckled hand.

She wanted more, now. She wanted Spencer, and she wanted him forever.

It hurt already, the wanting. It would hurt far more when he left her.

She had told herself a thousand times these last weeks that she needed to protect him. She could hurt him, if she was not cautious—hurt him with the effects of the lies she’d told, disrupt his careful life, wreck his relationship with his sisters. She could hurt him so easily.

But what had hidden, curled beneath the words, had been the truth of her fear.

He could hurt her.

Each day she lost herself in him a little more. In the slow exploration of his gentle hands, the joy at the corner of his mouth. His diligence, his playfulness, his care. Each day she fell more in love with him, and each day she knew the pain to come would be even sharper, even keener.

And she was lonely—cowardly—terrified of her own vulnerability and the coming pain.

Eventually he had risen, pressed a kiss to her bare shoulder, and dressed quietly before going out through the connecting door. She had watched the angle of the light change through the window until it was full dark, and she could see her own reflection in the glass.

She’d gotten up. She’d gone to the desk, drawn paper and a quill from the drawer, and written page after page, scribbling and crossing things out, working until the words were perfect and then making a fair copy. She’d written all the way through dinner, and when Spencer had knocked on the door to ask if she was coming down with him, she’d told him she would meet him at the duchess’s ball.

“Don’t wait for me,” she’d said. Her voice had sounded unnaturally calm to her own ears. “I’ll be there later on.”

“Win,” he’d murmured back, “tell me what you mean to do. Let me help.”

“Nothing outrageous. No more adventures. I promise.”

It was the truth.

He hadn’t said anything more.

She’d scrubbed the ink from her hands and prepared her letter for the post. She dressed her hair and adjusted the tailoring of the silk gown she’d purchased earlier in the week. It was a deep navy, with an inset panel of silvery sage green; the flowing drapes of fabric covered her from neck to toe, hinting at the column of her body when she moved. It had reminded her, when she’d seen it in the dressmaker’s shop, of Spencer’s dressing gown. It had made her laugh.

Finally, when it had been full dark for hours, she slipped the last necklace, the dreadful acrostic spelling out FLORA, into her reticule. She had no need for subterfuge this night.

When she opened the door, she saw that Spencer had left a tray of food outside for her, and when she went downstairs, she learned he’d hired a hack and left the Warren carriage for her to take. She would emerge from the carriage alone, but with the solid protection of his name ever-present.

His forethought only strengthened her resolve—even as it broke her heart.

She left her letter to be posted and went to Grosvenor Square.

The majordomo at the entrance to the Vale mansion had an eye for detail. He had spotted the Warren crest on the carriage as Winnie stepped out of the vehicle, and when she made her way up the steps to the front door, he bowed. Beneath his hair powder, he had a youthful face and kind eyes.

“Lady Warren,” he murmured. “Allow me to announce your arrival.”

She was reminded of the moment she’d held the ruby-and-diamond necklace in her hand at the Yardsleys’ dinner—the warm weight in her palm, the almost-glimmer of the jewels in the darkened parlor. The bittersweet hesitation she’d felt at the loss of that last tangible connection to her mother.

But she could not wring love from a stone. She knew it.

She could not be Lady Warren any longer.

She took a breath and let go.

“My name is Winnie Wallace,” she said. “I need a moment of Her Grace’s time. Only a moment, and then I’ll depart.”

The butler took her in—the expensive column of her dress, the carriage she had emerged from. All these signs and signals by which her identity was read and interpreted. All of it lies.

But she had told the truth, from her own mouth, and that was the best she could hope to do.

He nodded. “Shall I announce you?”

“No.” She took a quick, unsteady breath. “No, I think you’d better not. Thank you.”

He bowed and let her in.

She slipped through the entryway, reticule strings tight in her fingers. She did not see Spencer immediately among the small crush. That was good—it would be better, she supposed, to see him after it was done.

Or not at all.

She found the Duchess of Vale—the woman Spencer had told her would be on their side. The duchess’s tiny form was recognizable even in the crowd of aristocrats. She held a lit cigar clamped between two fingers, and she was gesticulating with it so enthusiastically that a gentleman near her had to shy back for fear of losing his waistcoat embroidery.

“Your Grace,” Winnie murmured softly when she reached the woman. “Could I speak to you privately?”

The duchess blinked up at her. “Lady Warren! I almost did not recognize you without your general air of deshabillé.”

This struck Winnie as rather a nice way of saying, Now that you’re no longer covered in bird droppings.

“I am still the same,” she said. “The same woman I’ve always been.”

The duchess linked her arm with Winnie’s as they meandered toward a quieter part of the room. “And where, pray tell, is your husband? The gossip columns suggest he remains glued to your side at all times.” One of her dark brows arched. “Seems promising.”

The words stuck in Winnie’s throat. Not mine. Never. “Somewhere hereabouts,” she said. “Your Grace, I’d like to ask you for a favor.”

“Would you indeed? Tell me more.”

Winnie swallowed. She tugged loose the string of her reticule and reached inside for the acrostic necklace. She pulled it out and handed it to the dowager. “This necklace belongs to Lady Brownbrooke. It’s been … lost for a number of years. If she’s here this evening, would you tell her that someone gave it to you to pass along to her? Not … not Lady Warren,” she said hurriedly. Her voice broke a little on the words. “Just … a woman. A woman named Miss Wallace who found herself in possession of this necklace and spent a long time fearing what would happen if she gave it back.”

The duchess stared at the heavy weight of colored stones in her hand. “I see,” she said. Her keen brown eyes came to Winnie’s face, appraising, and Winnie feared just how much the other woman saw.

“I will return this to Flora,” the duchess said finally. “I will not mention your name.”

“Nor Lord Warren’s?”

“Nor Lord Warren’s,” the duchess agreed. She slipped the stones into her own reticule, which was feathered to match her headpiece. “You have my word.”

It was done then.

How long—how long had Winnie feared to ask for help in this way? How long had she been afraid to tell the truth and to venture even this small risk of rejection? It seemed to Winnie that her whole life had been built upon the desire to protect herself—to act the way she was supposed to act, to court only approbation and never judgment.

It went against the fundamental precedents of a lifetime to ask the duchess for this favor. And yet the woman had granted it so easily. As though it were not an importunity to be asked. As though her help were freely given.

Winnie wanted to find Spencer. She wanted to tell him everything, wanted him to sweep her into his arms, wanted to celebrate with sweet champagne on their mouths and their mouths on one another.

But she could not do it.

She turned to leave and found herself looking into the stupefied face of an elegant older gentleman in a floral waistcoat.

“Eliza?” he whispered.

She heard a strange buzzing in her ears. She took a step back. “No,” she said. Her fingers clutched a lock of her hair, a desperate frantic grab, but the old soothing gesture did not work. Her grip might as well have been on air. Fear stiffened her spine, made her mind sluggish.

“No,” she said again, “I’m not Eliza.”

“Who are you?” the man said.

“My name is Winnie Wallace,” she said hoarsely. “Eliza was my mother.”

“Brownbrooke,” the dowager duchess broke in, “this woman is my guest.”

“Lisbet—” The man’s voice was choked, his face growing flushed. “Do you know who this is? This is Eliza Spencer’s daughter. She’s the very picture of her mother, that goddamned scheming little adventuress.”

So this was Brownbrooke—this pale, almost delicate-looking man. He had loved Eliza, or thought he had. He had been one of the most furious when he’d discovered Eliza’s theft—furious and heartbroken and disbelieving. He’d believed she’d loved him too.

I know, Winnie thought. I felt the same way when she left.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I have to go.”

“You’re damned right you have to go!” Brownbrooke’s voice had increased in volume. “You don’t belong here. How dare you? How dare you even think to show your face here?”

And then there was a warm hand at her back, a strong solid form pressed up against her own.

Spencer. Here to rescue her. Again.

“Brownbrooke,” he said. His voice was low and pleasant and terrifying. “I suggest you think carefully about how you speak to the Countess of Warren.”

Brownbrooke made a choking sound. “The Countess of Warren? Jesus Christ, Warren, you’ve married the little cat? Don’t you know who she is?”

The buzz in her ears had become a roar. No. No. She could not let Spencer do this again.

“No,” she said. “No, he hasn’t. I’m not the Countess of Warren.”

Spencer caught her elbow. “Win—”

“We were married under false pretenses,” she went on. It was only the practice of a lifetime that kept her voice calm now. Each word was a raw scrape against her throat. “The earl did not know my true identity. We have already begun the annulment proceedings.”

“Winnie—”

“No,” she said. She turned her gaze from Brownbrooke to Spencer. His face was tight, his eyes intent on her. “I have already written to a solicitor. My solicitor, not yours. I have made my confession. It’s done, Spencer.”

“Jesus.” His voice had gone strained. “Why?”

“I could not ask you to sacrifice any more of yourself,” she whispered. “I knew you would, if I let you. So I took matters into my own hands.”

Spencer stared down at her. His hand was still on her back, and every muscle in his body felt tense, almost vibrating with suppressed emotion. In the glittering gaslight, his eyes were the color of yearning, the color of a summer storm.

And then he turned away from her.

She had a moment of sheer agony—scarcely adulterated by the part of her that told her she ought to be glad. This was what you asked for, Win, wasn’t it?

And then Spencer started to speak. His eyes were on Lord Brownbrooke. “Winnie is not her mother.”

She froze on the cusp of flight.

“Winnie is nothing like her mother,” Spencer told Brownbrooke, “and I know that even though I did not know Eliza. Winnie is good and generous and fair-minded down to the bone. She could run rings around me if she wanted to with that dazzling brain of hers, but she doesn’t, because for some benighted reason, she seems to like having me along.”

Winnie had no idea how Brownbrooke or the duchess or anyone else in the room was responding to Spencer’s sudden torrent of words. She could not tear her eyes from his face.

He regarded the man across from him steadily. “I knew who Winnie was from the first. I fell in love with her exactly as she is. She’s honest and brave as the devil, and you’d realize that if you took one damned look at her and stopped seeing someone else.”

He swung his gaze to Winnie. “I met her in a little town in Wales,” he said. His voice had dropped, his words for her now. “And I was hers from the moment I saw her.”

“Spencer—”

She did not know what she meant—whether she wanted him to stop or say it a thousand times.

She realized she was crying when his thumb brushed her cheek. “Winnie,” he said. “My Win. You are an adventure. You are a marvel. You are the love of my life and everything I want—in Wales or here or wherever you’ll have me. But if the annulment is what you want, then I will not forestall you.”

Spencer … loved her?

Her mind seemed to have snagged on the words, tumbling and tripping over them. Spencer loved her. He did not want her to go.

Her lips parted. She looked at him—at his beloved face, serious and tender and hopeful and afraid. “I don’t want that,” she said. “I don’t want the annulment.”

His gaze was locked on hers. “Say it again.”

“I don’t want the annulment, Spencer. I never did.”

“Jesus, Win,” he said, and took her face in his hands and kissed her. It was quick and frantic, loving and true, and then he broke away from her. He turned to the people encircling them, whom Winnie had largely forgotten.

“Brownbrooke,” he said. “Your Grace. It’s been—ah—a lovely evening.”

Lord Brownbrooke was staring in arrested shock at Spencer. A small crowd appeared to have gathered behind him.

The duchess, meanwhile, looked mildly electrified. Her feathered headpiece appeared to have doubled in size from the sheer power of her excitement. “Indeed it has,” she said. “Go home, you absurd creatures, and stop creating an uproar in my ballroom.”

“Thank you,” Winnie said, “for your help—for—”

“Never you mind,” the duchess said.

And then Spencer was dragging her outside and tossing her rather vigorously into the carriage, and then he was beside her and beneath her and around her. His mouth was on hers.

The world was in his kiss, and then the world was hers, because Spencer had given it to her.

“Wait,” she gasped, breaking away from his mouth.

He lifted his head. Somehow she was in his lap, pulled against his chest, his arms wrapped round her body. “I would wait forever,” he said, “for you.”

Quite thoroughly and dramatically, Winnie burst into tears.

“Win,” Spencer murmured. He brought her fingers to his mouth and kissed them one by one. “Don’t. Please don’t. It’ll be all right.”

“Why would you say those things?” she demanded.

Through the haze of her tears, he looked somewhat dismayed. “To Brownbrooke, you mean?”

“Yes.” She yanked her hand out of his grip and wiped at her face. “Were you … trying to rescue me again? You needn’t. I did not ask you to.”

Absent her hand, he kissed the crown of her head instead. The top of her cheekbone. “I said them because they’re the truth. I love you. I fell in love with you the way everyone who meets you does. I consider myself in good company.”

She felt as though the dam that usually held her emotions back—carefully constructed over a lifetime of pretending not to feel them—had somehow come apart under the force of his declaration. She felt everything at once: terror and love and—worst of all—hope.

“They don’t,” she said, almost desperately. “People don’t…”

He gave a half-exasperated laugh and dragged her closer, his hand clamping down over her thigh as if to hold her in place. “Yes, you stubborn impossible woman, they do. Mrs. Upholland was ready to take a pound of my flesh for speaking churlishly to you even before she found out I was your purported husband. Her son raved about you for a quarter hour, and I’m still afraid of that bloody rector of yours.”

She could not stop crying. Her tears were as unruly as the rest of her emotions, her brain struggling to make sense of her own lonely past.

Perhaps … perhaps she had not been so alone as she’d thought.

And perhaps she had been wrong too about Spencer. About what Spencer wanted.

She felt brittle—fragile with the terrible force of her hope.

“Margo,” Spencer went on, “has already sent two notes demanding to know how I’ve cocked up the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“You … haven’t,” Winnie choked out. “It’s been me. All me. I’ve been so terrified, Spencer. To admit—to say—”

She broke off. His hand was on her face, his thumb coasting over her lashes, her cheek, her lower lip.

“Tell me,” he murmured. “Tell me what you want, Winnie. Don’t be afraid.”

She was afraid. It was foolish—she was foolish and rigid and impotent, her armor held so tightly to herself that she did not know how to peel it away and let him see into her heart.

But he was here. Loving and calm and steady and true. And she could try to be brave—for him.

“I want you,” she scraped out, “forever.”

His face lit, a slow sunrise behind his eyes. “You have me,” he said. And then, slowly, so carefully and slowly, he took her face in his hands and kissed her.

She kissed him back. His heart was pounding so hard she felt it under her hands. His pulse raced almost as fast as her own. But then—

“Wait,” she said. She pulled back to look at him.

He regarded her with a wealth of patience. I would wait for you forever.

“I love you,” she said. “I love you, Spencer George Halifax of Number Twelve Mayfair. I would not spend another day parted from you if I had my choice.”

“God, Win,” he said and dove for her.

Her mind resurfaced some minutes later. Her hands were in his hair, and his mouth was pressed to the bare skin of her neck. Somewhere along the way she’d yanked off his cravat, and she whimpered as his lips coasted along her skin, and—

“Wait,” she said again.

He pulled back. His dimple asserted itself beside his mouth. “Yes?”

She was breathless. Her skin felt hot and sensitive. “The annulment,” she said. “The letter I sent to my solicitor. I asked Fairhope to post it before I left for the ball. It might be too late.”

He laughed, a rich laugh that shimmered through her like sunlight. “We’ll go over in the morning and see if we can stop it. And if we can’t—” He paused to kiss her.

“If we can’t?” she asked, when his mouth came away from hers.

“Then I’ll marry you again tomorrow.”

They kissed until she ran out of breath, kissed until the windows of the carriage grew a thin layer of fog. They kissed until the carriage stopped in front of Number Twelve Mayfair and the groom rapped tentatively on the door.

“You’ll come with me?” he asked. “You’ll stay?”

“Forever.”

He pressed his face into the curve of her neck, his fingers digging into her waist. “Forever,” he repeated against her skin. “Forever, Win. I like the sound of that.”

Forever.

It sounded like a vow, like a kiss, like a gentle steady hand at her back. An impossible dream made impossibly true.

Spencer stepped down from the carriage and put out his hand for her.

Forever was the most beautiful word she’d ever spoken, she thought—and the most true.

She took his hand.
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Chapter 1



… You may be interested to hear that Peter Kent has finally inherited. You remember what he is like, do you not? One pities the House of Lords.

—from Lady Selina Ravenscroft to her brother, Lord William Ravenscroft, His Majesty’s Army, Seventh Division, 1815




Peter suspected the project was doomed.

It had not been a good idea to begin with. Surely he could have found another way to satisfy his half sister’s desire for a rapier—one that did not involve dressing her in boy’s clothes and smuggling her into a fencing parlor on Bond Street.

He should have sent for a rapier, not gone out to fit her with it himself. He could have had someone bring a sword to his house.

He was supposed to be a duke, for Christ’s sake.

Peter Kent, the ninth Duke of Stanhope—for all that he’d never set foot in England until two years ago, when he’d become heir presumptive to the dukedom and the Earl of Clermont had dragged him unceremoniously away from his home in Louisiana.

He was the duke now. Had been for three-quarters of a month. People called him Your Grace. He had more money than God.

These facts did not seem to matter to his half siblings.

“Lu,” he said to his sister, slightly horrified to hear pleading in his voice. “You sure you don’t want the kitten? We might buy it a little collar…”

He’d brought his siblings a soft, fluffy gray kitten in a basket that morning. Freddie, his ten-year-old half brother, had nearly come out of his skin at the sight of the thing, but Lu had quelled Freddie with a wordless scowl.

Freddie, at least, had wanted the kitten.

“No,” said Lu flatly. “No kittens. Its tail looked like a chimney brush.”

“Its tail looked soft,” mumbled Freddie disconsolately.

“It has claws,” offered Peter. “And teeth. Sharp little teeth.”

He’d felt a right jackass in the carriage on the way to their house that morning, trying to stuff the kitten into the basket. The idea had seemed so promising. What child could resist a kitten?

He’d had one brought in from his country seat in Sussex—because, in-bloody-explicably, he had a country seat in Sussex. And people who brought things at his request.

And then the damned kitten kept popping out of the basket and climbing his coat sleeve with its little needle claws and sinking its tiny teeth into his ear and shrieking like the hounds of hell were after it.

Pop pop went its claws as he’d pried it from his coat. Then meeeewwwww as he shoved it into the basket. Then ouch Jesus blasted cockered ratsbane, let go of my goddamned thumb!

And then Lu didn’t even want the kitten. She’d turned up her nose as if she were the ninth Duke of Stanhope and not his illegitimate twelve-year-old sister, the natural daughter of a dead man who thankfully would never darken her door again.

Peter hadn’t even known about Freddie and Lu until he’d gotten to England. He hadn’t been able to protect them from their father’s neglect and cruelty. Just like he hadn’t been able to protect Morgan.

But he was damned if he wouldn’t protect them now.

It would help, though, if he could get the children to trust him. Or at least like him. Or even tolerate his presence without glaring suspiciously in his direction.

“I want a rapier,” Lu said. “So that I might stab people with it.”

You, her eyes said. So that I might stab you.

“I’m not sure that there’s actual stabbing in fencing.”

“How do you know?” Lu asked. “Do you fence? Is there fencing in America?”

“I fence.”

Good God, the child didn’t need a rapier to know exactly where to place the knife in his gut and twist. Yes, he was American. Yes, he was damned out of place here on this cold, foggy island, and in the fencing parlor, and in the House of Lords. And no, he hadn’t been to Eton and Oxford, and no, he didn’t know how to convince the Court of Chancery to give him guardianship of Freddie and Lu, and no, he didn’t know how to get Lu on his side.

And no, and no, and no.

But for the rapier, he could say yes.

“I mean to demand satisfaction,” Lu murmured, almost inaudible over the sounds of the street. “From the world.”

God, she was a terrifying creature.

“Good,” he said. “Let’s buy you a rapier. But listen, Lu, don’t talk, all right?”

Her brows drew together. “Whyever not?”

“Because you sound too much like a small, bad-tempered lady.”

She glowered. “I am no lady.”

“Well, you sound like one, so keep quiet.”

“How would you know? Are there ladies—”

Peter frowned at her, and to his surprise, she closed her mouth mid-sentence. Frowning? Was that how he was supposed to act like a guardian? God, he hoped not, because the expression on his face made him feel like his father, and he resented it with every fiber of his being.

“In New Orleans?” he finished for her. “Yes, Lu, there are ladies in New Orleans. My mother was a lady.”

“Oh,” she said.

Beneath Lu’s chastening hand on his shoulder, Freddie said, “Was?”

“She died,” Peter said, “a long time ago.”

“Our mother died too,” Freddie said.

“He knows, Freddie,” Lu said irritably. “That is why he is trying—and failing—to pry us away from Great-great-aunt Rosamund.”

Ah, yes, their current guardian. The beloved Great-great-aunt Rosamund, who was not, as far as he could discern, actually related to the children, and who did not appear to recognize them whenever he returned them from one of their outings.

After their mother’s death, the children had been passed like unwanted puppies from household to household, settling most recently upon a very elderly thrice-removed aunt. Rosamund nodded off mid-conversation. She rarely rose from her chair. She occasionally referred to Lu as Lucinda, but sometimes she called her Lettice and sometimes Horatio Nelson.

But despite all that, Lu acted like she wanted to stay with the woman—even though Peter could buy her a whole room full of fencing masters and send Freddie to Eton and give them everything he’d always wanted and never had.

“Lu,” he said now, “I’m telling you, if you talk, it’s not going to work. So show me how much you want the sword by keeping your mouth shut, and we’ll walk out of here with one strapped to your hip.”

She scowled, but she did it. They strolled quite casually into the fencing parlor.

A quarter of an hour later, they strolled back out. Lu was red-faced at the extravagant lies Peter had invented to account for her refusal to speak. Freddie buried his laughter in his hand, and Peter held the sword nearly above his own head to ensure that Lu couldn’t stab anyone with it.

Which was how he found himself—bracketed by children and with a small sword held aloft out of a still-sputtering Lu’s reach—when they collided with Lady Selina Ravenscroft.
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