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      “I doubt there are many confirmed bachelors in Bath at this time of year.” Lady Octavia Sewell’s mouth thinned in a mirthless smile.

      Her cousin, Lady Pandora Osbourne, turned away from the window. “Enough for me to make good my side of the wager, I can assure you.” In truth, she’d just spotted a determinedly-single gentleman she knew giving alms to a disabled beggar by Pulteney Bridge.

      “But you have nowhere near the size of hunting ground you might have in London. Are you not nervous that you may fail to make good your boast of being the best matchmaker in the country? It’s September already, and the Bath season has yet to begin.”

      “I’m not in the least bit nervous.” Pansy tucked a wayward silver curl beneath her lace-edged cap. “Who says I can’t make more than one match in a month? There’s plenty of time for me to win ownership of Grandmother’s diamond tiara. Why—I already have an idea for my next project.”

      A rustle of silk and the heady scent of otto of roses proclaimed Octavia’s arrival at the window. “Your target is outside? Which one is he? He must be totally against wedlock, you understand, so if you’re thinking about marrying off that military officer talking to the veteran, you’re doomed from the start. He’s far too handsome to escape the parson’s mousetrap for long. You can’t choose him.”

      Pansy smiled to herself. What her cousin did not know—because she was too lazy to do the research—was that the officer had not two pennies to rub together. He was therefore the perfect mark for her next scheme.

      “That gentleman is Captain Giles Harewood. I happen to know that he can’t afford a wife because he’s supporting a brood of sisters. Despite his height, good looks, and measured charm, he can never marry well, so he has decided not to marry at all. Ask anyone who’s anyone in Bath—they’ll tell you.”

      What the man needed to tempt him into wedlock was an heiress, but he had not a cat’s chance in hell of winning one. Unless she, the best matchmaker in England, stepped in to assist him…

      “He has a kind heart, as well as his exceptional good looks, to recommend him.”

      Lady Octavia snorted. “Neither of which will put food on the table, Pansy. I don’t know any mother prepared to let her daughter marry into poverty, no matter how unmarriageable the girl might be. If yon fellow really does have pockets to let, I fear he’s beyond even your skills.”

      “Which makes the challenge of finding him a match even more enticing.”

      Octavia abruptly turned away from the window and glared at Pansy, then broke into her tinkling laugh. “You’re serious, aren’t you, my dear? Well, I shall await developments with interest. But don’t forget the terms of our wager. Whoever you find to match with the good captain must be off the marriage market, on the shelf, a confirmed spinster—”

      “Yes, yes. I haven’t forgotten the terms of our agreement. But I’ll need time to settle on a suitable young female now that I’ve picked my mark.”

      “You must also hope that the captain will be staying in Bath. A military man might be called away at any moment.”

      Pansy nodded solemnly, hoping the gleam in her eye was hidden from her cousin. Because she knew something Octavia did not, and that was that the impecunious Captain Giles Harewood planned to remain for some time in Bath in hopes of bringing in a prize that would make his fortune. He was after the leader of a massive smuggling network, believed to stretch from the Dorset coast up into Wiltshire, Hampshire, and even as far as Gloucestershire. The reward money had been increasing in direct relation to the annoyance of the customs officials, constantly deprived of their rightful revenue.

      Sadly, the captain would find little assistance in Bath, since most of the wealthy residents bought their tea, fine lace, tobacco, and brandy as contraband. At least—their housekeepers and stewards did. The ton wouldn’t sully their hands by dealing directly with such low-life.

      But if Pansy were to drop hints, she might encourage him to stay long enough to put her matchmaking plan into action. Lady Octavia needn’t know what methods she employed—she’d never agreed when they’d made the wager that she would play fair.

      Pansy reached for the quizzing glass that hung around her neck and gazed at the two men across the street. “Remind me, cousin, of what you consider to be ineligible? In a young woman, I mean.”

      “She must be too short or too tall, too fat or too thin, preferably poor as a church mouse, with a bad complexion, a lisp, a squint, bad breath, or red hair and freckles, for good measure.”

      Pansy groaned inwardly at Lady Octavia’s shallow assessment of womanhood. “Not every man cares about a lady’s looks. Or the size of her purse.”

      “Ha! I defy you to find any that don’t. I can’t imagine a single fellow at the Assembly Rooms next week who won’t be tempted by either beauty or a fortune. Unless he’s a fool.”

      Pansy continued to stare out the window. The captain had been joined by another scarlet-clad officer, and both had moved away from the beggar, their heads close like fellow conspirators. She must engineer a meeting with Harewood very soon and take his measure so that she knew how to proceed.

      There was a flurry of movement beyond the glass, and she pulled back from the window with a gasp.

      “What is it?” Octavia hurried to her side.

      “Only that the one-legged beggar by the bridge is a fake—a trickster of the worst kind. He has just unfolded his ‘missing’ leg, pocketed his capful of coins and dashed off toward Sydney Gardens. Our heroic warrior has wasted alms on the undeserving.”

      “Ah. So, Giles Harewood has been made a fool of. I told you that the possession of a generous heart was a failing. You’ll have your work cut out for you, cousin. I’m going to celebrate the fact with a glass of sherry—if you have no objection.”

      “Help yourself.” The sherry was good, her supplier reliable. Pansy wished she could say the same for the brandy—weak as a virgin’s water. She must tell her butler to have words with the wall-eyed ruffian who sold them the liquor. The man always delivered after dark, and she had no illusions about the source of her brandy. Nor did she believe that the correct duties had been paid. But since everyone got their luxuries this way, she felt no guilt.

      Maybe Captain Giles Harewood would be less of a problem than she’d supposed. If he could be hoodwinked by a beggar, she would surely be able to manipulate him into marrying whomsoever she chose.

      Grandmother’s tiara would be hers by Christmas.
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      Miss Alexandra Isaacs had learned many things at finishing school, but how to run a vast smuggling empire in Regency England was not one of them. This was why she’d spent the best part of the night trying to discover—without being arrested—if one of her men had been watering down the Dorset Circle’s brandy. Such treachery would never have happened in Papa’s day—no one would have dared to cheat the infamous Isaac Abrahams.

      Alex was currently attired in men’s clothes, these being better suited to nefarious nocturnal dealings. She’d scrambled over gates, scaled walls and pushed through hedges, and had been about to give up the entire enterprise when she discovered an unlocked French window.

      Huzzah! This gave her direct access to the library in Lady Pandora Osbourne’s Bath residence—there was bound to be a decanter of contraband brandy in there! Yes, there it was, on a low side-table. She stole across the room, removed the stopper, and took an unladylike swig of the cognac.

      “Merciful heavens! What the devil are you up to?”

      Alex spun around, hurriedly gulping down the liquor. It burned her throat—but not as much as it should. A million curses on whoever had watered it down!

      “Madam, please don’t be alarmed.” Her voice was rough from the brandy, hopefully concealing the fact that she was no man. “I’m from the Dorset Circle, come to make sure your cognac is of good quality.”

      How daft that sounded—couldn’t she have come up with a better line? Standing with her legs apart, she prayed she looked like a man and locked gazes with the new arrival.

      The black-clad female raised a quizzing glass and examined her, taking in everything from Alex’s battered boots and worn woolen jacket to the old-fashioned tricorn hat that concealed her russet curls.

      Alex exhaled slowly, her fingers still clutched around the decanter. Thankfully, the woman hadn’t screamed upon finding a strange man in the house, but such scrutiny was dangerous. She stepped into the shadows. Hopefully, the lady would only see what she was supposed to—a tall, gangly youth, narrow-shouldered, and lacking in muscle.

      “It would take more than this to alarm Pandora Osbourne. You don’t fool me for one moment.”

      Alex’s jaw clenched—she’d been discovered by Lady Osbourne herself—what appalling luck! The crystal decanter trembled in her hand, so she set it down quickly and remembered to bow rather than curtsy.

      “I swear I’m telling the truth, madam—the butler or the housekeeper normally deals with the Circle.” Was she managing to sound like a man at all? Maybe she should stop talking. Or wave her pistol around a bit to frighten the unwelcome intruder, then escape.

      No. That was the last resort. “I’m no thief, I promise you. If I were, I’d have been out of that window in a heartbeat.”

      “Move into the light.”

      “I will not.”

      “Pah! No need—it’s plain enough that you’re no man. Come now, explain yourself.”

      This female was used to command. Alex was rapidly losing control of the situation.

      “I’d best not linger, your ladyship. It will be full dark soon, and I can’t risk being caught by the watch.” Or by the soldiers. There were far too many redcoats in Bath at present.

      “Nonsense.” Lady Osbourne strode across the room, snapped the shutters closed, then lit a lamp on the desk. It picked out silver glints in her elaborately curled hair, and Alex could see she’d once been strikingly beautiful. Unlike herself.

      “You’re going nowhere, my girl.”

      Why hadn’t she made a run for it when she had the chance? This was a foolish errand—she should never have come in person. Her mind returned to the pistol tucked in her belt and the knife sheathed in her boot. They were there as deterrents or for self-defense—but how did one defend oneself in a situation like this?

      “I regret disturbing you. I’ll be on my way now.” She took hold of the shutter bar, hoping she sounded authoritative.

      “I have but to make one movement or cry out, and my footman will have you by the heels.”

      Alex turned slowly. Lady Osbourne was by the fireplace with the bellpull in her hand.

      “A scream could summon the entire household but would be undignified.” She pointed to a chair. “Be seated—I wish to speak to you.”

      Short of shooting her way out or assaulting one of the Circle’s best customers with a knife, there was little Alex could do. She must brazen it out.

      Lady Osbourne steepled her fingers. “Don’t tell me again that you are not a girl. Speaking as if you have a throat full of gravel is not enough to hide your femininity, nor is your inelegant way of moving.”

      Inelegant, was she? Well—she knew it. Her teachers had utterly despaired of training her in the skill of deportment. Alex had hoped this lack of female refinement would enhance her disguise. But, evidently, she was less convincing than she’d hoped. It was the kind of mistake that could get her killed if she wasn’t careful.

      “I don’t wish to appear feminine.”

      Men’s clothes, breeches, and stockings, or trousers, were far more convenient when going on rum runs, bestowing barrels in secret cellars, or leading donkeys along the narrow coastal paths of her home county of Dorset. She felt—she hoped—that dressing up like one of the men made the other smugglers respect her more.

      “Nonsense. I daresay you have some hare-brained reason, but every girl likes to be beautiful. You would be mad not to want to.”

      But who would she look beautiful for? That boat had sailed long ago, when she’d developed legs as long as a stork’s, cultivated a rash of freckles, and grown so tall that she overtopped every other female in the school, including the adults.

      She pushed the chair back and stood but was prevented by an authoritative gesture.

      “I’m not finished with you yet. No, don’t scowl at me. You know you can’t go until I let you. I’ve already seen that bulge beneath your jacket, but we both know you won’t use your weapon. You can’t escape through the house. And even if you get out through the French window, you’ll still have to scale the wall. You must be adept at climbing.”

      “I suppose I must be.”

      Lady Osbourne stared at her intently a moment, then nodded to herself. “Well, I’d prefer you to do less of that in future as no doubt would your mama. I presume you’re Mrs. Louisa Isaacs’s daughter—I read in the Chronicle that you’d lately arrived in Bath. You take after your father rather than your mother—I met him once. Isaac Abrahams. Could you not have changed your surname to something a little less obvious than his Christian name, if you wished for anonymity?”

      Alex’s jaw dropped. How could her identity have been discovered so swiftly?

      “I can see that you are, indeed, Miss Abrahams. I mean, Isaacs—your expression says it all. Never challenge anyone to a game of cards, child—you would betray your hand the instant it was dealt to you.”

      There was no point in further denial. Alex straightened her shoulders and spoke normally. “Of course, I won’t shoot your ladyship, or attack you—it would be bad for business. Now—I sense you want something from me. Does it have something to do with contraband?” She hoped she sounded forceful and confident.

      “Aha! So, it is as I surmised. Your late father did not abandon his wicked ways when he turned informant in exchange for a pardon. He must have known he was in his last illness when he did so, and that he had nothing to lose. He was just cocking a snoop at the authorities and when he died, his smuggling empire carried on without him. I wondered who’d inherited his empire—he had no son that I ever heard of. Your mama? Surely not—she is very much the fine lady. You?”

      Lady Osbourne moved closer and raised her quizzing glass. Alex eyed the door beyond and wondered if it were true about the footman just outside. Was it worth the effort of escaping? Although she had come here with the best intentions, her plan was unraveling by the second—and this woman already knew too much.

      Gliding over to the decanter, her ladyship poured two snifters of brandy, handed Alex a glass, then took a seat opposite.

      Alex sipped her drink and grimaced.

      “I must apologize for the cognac, your ladyship. It’s why I came, to find out what was amiss with that batch of liquor. There have been complaints—we’ve lost custom.”

      “What made you suspect he was watering it down?”

      “He?”

      “I know about that wall-eyed villain who sneaks our supplies in through the coal cellar. Be assured—I know everything that goes on beneath my roof, child, wherever that roof happens to be. The man has been watering down the spirits to make them stretch further and pocketing the extra money he makes. You, of course, objected to this and required proof before confronting him. Which means you are in charge. Interesting.”

      So that was that. Alex might as well admit to it all. “Exactly. I have a purse here so I can reimburse—”

      “I don’t want your money—I don’t need your apologies. But I may be able to find a purpose for you.”

      Alex spluttered into her brandy. “What use could I be?”

      “Never mind that now. For the moment, I’ll make myself useful to you—I’ll help you sort out your double-dealing miscreant, and if I can’t do it directly, I’ll find someone who can. I mean to present you with a potential husband.”

      A husband? What was this woman playing at? What on earth did Alex want a husband for? That would risk everything she held dear.

      She held Lady Osbourne’s gaze. “I have a business that requires my full attention, and the fewer people who know what that business is, the better. A husband would be a hindrance rather than a help.”

      Her ladyship lifted her chin. “On the contrary. You need a husband to run what you must surely by now have discovered to be a man’s business. You won’t get the respect of your underworld associates by simply dressing as a man. But your husband, if he were the right sort of man, would command exactly the loyalty you need. And the person I have in mind for you is just such a one.”

      She had someone in mind already? This Lady Osbourne was a shrewd woman who could wield more power with a word or a look than a general with an entire army at his back. But Alex mustn’t succumb, simply because her opponent was of superior birth. There was too much at stake.

      “You’re asking a great deal of me.”

      “And you’re risking a great deal. I’m sure you’d rather fall in with my plans than feel the noose tighten around your neck or be transported to the colonies. Make no mistake—you’d have a babe in your belly by the time you arrived onshore, and no idea which of the men who’d forced himself on you was the father. Trust me—my way is far more civilized. I don’t wish to expose you, but be in no doubt that I can cause you, your mama, and your customs-avoiding friends a good deal of harm.”

      Alex swallowed. How could she counter this kind of threat? Perhaps her father’s second-in-command, George Prowse, was right—she should have let him take over. A woman was far more vulnerable than a man. Perhaps then he wouldn’t have felt obliged to line his pockets by short-changing the customers. If it was him…

      She stalled for time. “So, how exactly do you plan to find me a husband? And what makes you think anyone would be interested in me? I’m not exactly the toast of the town, nor what you would call a diamond of the first water.”

      Lady Osbourne’s eyes glittered at the word ‘diamond’.

      “I can see that you are not, but I don’t need you to improve your appearance or behavior. The man I choose for you won’t care for any of those things.”

      Gazing at her ladyship’s determined expression, Alex spared a moment’s sympathy for whoever the unlucky fellow might be. No doubt he had been—or was about to be—blackmailed in a similar fashion to herself. Maybe they could be fellow conspirators and escape both the leg shackles of marriage and the influence of the implacable Lady Osbourne.

      “If I can’t beautify myself, how will I attract a beau? Unless you’ve inveigled some poor fellow in the same way you have me. I wonder that your conscience can allow you to importune people so.”

      “Perhaps one day you’ll find out and understand my motives. But for now, be assured that I won’t force you to marry. Once you’ve been introduced to your suitor, I’ll leave you in peace and play no further part in the courtship. And if, by the time the Bath season starts in earnest in October, neither of you has seen the sense in your marrying, our arrangement will be at an end. You may both continue depressingly, joylessly single.”

      Lady Osbourne came to stand before Alex’s chair, so she rose and unwillingly shook the hand that was extended to her.

      “Do we have an agreement?” Her ladyship’s hand was as cold and hard as her nature.

      “We have an agreement.” At least for now. “So, may I take my leave?”

      Her ladyship’s mouth widened, and her eyes sparkled. “Which way do you intend to go, may I ask? Shall I have you escorted to the front door? Or will you scramble back over the wall? I must have some prickly bushes planted beneath it and ensure that this door is locked at all times.”

      Alex knew how much servants talked, and dared not test her disguise out on the main street. “I’ll leave the same way I entered,” she said stiffly.

      “Very well. You and your mama will receive an invitation from me to attend a ball at the Assembly Rooms at the end of the week. Be sure to come—I shall accept no excuses. You know what’s at stake.”

      A cloud of dread descended on Alex as she raised the bar and pulled the shutters open. How could she possibly allow herself to be courted by a gentleman for a whole month? It didn’t matter that she’d be freed from her obligations thereafter—if any man spent time with her, he’d have to be a fool indeed not to discover the source of her income or the unconventional way in which she spent her time. Once unmasked, how was she to save her neck? She also had responsibility for the well-being of those who risked themselves and their families for the Dorset Circle. Low-life they might be, but there was a code of honor common to felons. Even more importantly, the well-being and security of her mother were at stake.

      This was a game of hazard she could not afford to lose.
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      Captain Giles Harewood leaned toward his companion, keeping his voice low. “An enjoyable soirée, if I may say so. And a very successful one, don’t you think, Percy?”

      He then laid his ace atop the pile of cards to the accompaniment of muttering from his fellow players.

      “I’m done here,” grumbled one of them. “I can’t believe your luck, sir. For a man who claims he rarely gambles, you seem remarkably successful at it.”

      Lieutenant Percy Willmott stared at Giles. “We were doing so well, and you had to spoil it by beating everyone so often they refuse to play with you. Don’t you understand it’s only polite to lose from time to time?”

      “You don’t have three sisters to support, Percy. An army wage barely covers their pin money, so I’ll take my coin wherever I can find it. If it comes out of the pockets of fools, why should I feel guilty?”

      “You’ll be called out for that sort of attitude one day, my friend.”

      Giles collected his winnings and tidied the cards into a heap. “That’s not likely to happen at a Lady Osbourne soirée. We’re rubbing shoulders with members of the ton, you understand. Mostly, they behave themselves. Except in matters of paying taxes and customs duties.”

      “Keep your voice down, Captain.” Percy winked. “We can never be sure if we’re among friends or enemies.”

      Giles leaned back in his chair and swilled the brandy around his glass. “Enemies, I suspect. The brandy is French, the lace adorning the ladies’ gowns is from Brussels, and the house tobacco tastes salty—tainted by seawater, perhaps? If only we could ask our hostess a direct question about the source of these goods—but I know we won’t get a direct answer. We’ll have to continue sneaking around like thieves in the dark if we want to do our duty by the poor, beleaguered customs officers and catch the contrabanders.”

      “Gentlemen! I trust you enjoyed your game?”

      Both Giles and Percy pushed their chairs back, stood erect, then swept their hostess exaggerated bows.

      “Indeed, we did—and have benefited greatly. I hope your guests won’t be offended.”

      “If they are, Captain, I will have to cross swords with you.”

      Lady Osbourne’s smile did not reach her eyes, and Giles wondered what he could have done to upset her. Not by being successful at cards, surely?

      He assumed his most charming smile, reached for her hand and kissed it. “Then I vow to do whatever it takes to amend my error.”

      She tapped him with her fan. “I was hoping you might say that. If you’ll excuse us, Lieutenant, I’d like a private word with your companion.”

      Puzzled, Giles followed her from the cardroom and along an ill-lit corridor into the library. Lady Osbourne seated herself behind a desk and indicated a chair in front of it. Most peculiar! He knew he was about to be quizzed, but used to the rough simplicity of army life, he had no idea what to expect nor how to deal with it.

      “I hope I haven’t genuinely offended your ladyship. I assure you—it was done in complete ignorance.”

      “Never mind that. I have a proposition to put to you which will be to your advantage.”

      A proposition, indeed? The only proposition he was interested in hearing these days was one which would enable him to catch the ringleader of the Dorset Circle of smugglers. Although he was doing his duty, he’d been offered a share of the reward money—a vital contribution to his sisters’ dowries. However, Lady Osbourne was hardly likely to give up information about the Circle, even if she had any.

      He cocked his head to one side and waited.

      “I understand that your circumstances could be improved. Forgive me for being indelicate.”

      He waved a hand dismissively. “I’m a military man, my lady. I’m not likely to be put to the blush.”

      “Then I’ll be blunt. What would you say if I offered you the chance of marrying an heiress?”

      Giles shook his head. This was not what he’d expected.

      “I would say that you are very generous, my lady. But unnecessarily so. I don’t wish to be married. The life of an army wife is never a pleasant one, and I wouldn’t want to be beholden to an heiress—I’d rather make my fortune in my own fashion.”

      “Do you mean that you’re too proud to live on another’s money?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You’re very blunt.”

      She chuckled. “I know it. I see no point in beating about the bush. Especially not with a military gentleman such as yourself. I understand you’re currently in Bath hoping to bring to justice a notorious ring of contrabanders. I have it in my power to assist you with this, but only if you’re prepared to help me.”

      He could help her by marrying an heiress? How on earth could that be?

      “I’d like you to court the lady in question for a month. You may find that you change your mind about the benefits of marrying into money. If you wed the lady in question, you will no longer need to risk your life chasing down a band of desperate cutthroats for a mere two hundred guineas in reward money. Others can take up the cause in your place. Lieutenant Willmott, for example. He must need advancement as much as you do.”

      “I know I risk being thrown out onto the street by saying this, but it smells of a scheme, your ladyship. I distrust women’s schemes entirely—I prefer to go about my business in a way that I understand. I won’t be drawn into plots devised by wealthy and influential people. I’m a plain man, Lady Osbourne, and thus I feel obliged to speak plainly.”

      “You disappoint me, sir. Are you not the least bit interested in my proposal?”

      “I regret that I am not.”

      “Then I suggest we agree on a wager—I’ll make it worth your while. You’ve been lucky at cards tonight, so you may also be lucky at the dice. Will you trust to Fate?”

      Giles rose to leave. “Really, my lady—I must be on my way.”

      “Are you so ready then, to turn your back on the information I have for you concerning the smuggling ring?”

      He grasped the back of the chair. “What information?”

      “I know the name and location of the ringleader. I’ll let you have both if you win the game.”

      If only that were true! “And if I lose?”

      “You will, as I have said before, court the lady of my choice until the season begins next month.”

      “And you expect me to marry her?” The very idea filled him with alarm.

      Lady Osbourne snorted. “I doubt any coercion will be needed on my part. You’ll make your own choice, but I’m certain it’ll be the right one.”

      So, he wouldn’t be forced to wed anyone. The prospect of capturing his prize and the reward money for so little effort was tempting. He looked Lady Osbourne directly in the eye, but she didn’t blink—he could read no falsehood there. Maybe he should play the game. What did he have to lose? Perhaps appearing as a besotted suitor would be good cover for him, giving him access to social events that he might not otherwise attend. He could narrow down the list of nobility and gentry with the closest ties to smuggling.

      “Very well.” He returned to his seat. “What shall we play?”

      No sooner had the words left his mouth than he realized his mistake. One should never let one’s opponent choose the game. He would have to hope that his luck held.

      “Dice. As there are only two of us, I suggest that I play the role of Banque, and you can play against me in a game of Hazard.”

      Lady Osbourne tugged open a drawer in her desk and extracted two dice which she placed on the walnut surface. She then produced a notebook and pencil.

      “For keeping score,” she replied in response to his raised brows. “I like to keep a close eye on everything. I take it you know how to play Hazard?”

      Of course, he did.

      She handed him the dice. “Do you want to throw to decide on your Main?”

      “No. I’ll begin with seven.”

      His luck did not desert him—it was a good call. Indeed, as the game progressed, the little ivory counters moved between himself and the bank with pleasing regularity. However, as time passed, with neither party in the ascendant, his opponent grew impatient and began tapping the dice on her desk.

      “I weary of this. Shall we stake all on the outcome of your next throw? I must return to my guests, or there’ll be gossip. And I’m sure you have other things to do with what remains of your evening. Name your Main.”

      He understood her ladyship’s frustration. Indeed, he was becoming bored himself. Perhaps it would be better to get it over and done with. If she genuinely knew who the ringleader of the smugglers was, he would find a way to get the information out of her, one way or another. It didn’t matter overmuch if he lost this game—she could dangle no heiress in front of him that would cause him to change his plans.

      He called seven again and promptly threw two sixes.

      The blood beat in his temples as he stared at the dice. What were the chances that having called seven, he would throw out and thus lose the game in a single round? Hardly any sixes had been rolled during the game, but to throw two of them at such a vital point in proceedings was a significant misfortune.

      Lady Osbourne clapped her hands in triumph. “Your luck has abandoned you, Captain! But I swear—you won’t regret losing to me. Fate has made her choice—as have I—and you’ll meet the young lady in question at my assembly on Friday. An invitation will be delivered to your billet in the morning.”

      She dropped the dice back into the drawer, and he heard the key being turned in the lock. Then, before he could object, her ladyship had swept from the room. When he followed her a few moments later, it was to find her in deep conversation with a couch-load of matrons and clearly beyond his reach.

      His heart sank. What manner of scrape had he got himself into this time, and how could he get out of it without losing face? The last thing he wanted was for Lady Osbourne to tarnish his reputation. In fact, the last thing he wanted was for Lady Osbourne to draw any attention to him at all. Perhaps it would be easier to go along with her scheme. There might be some entertainment to be had—some adventure, even. As long as the so-called heiress in question did not have two heads, he was almost sure he could play the part of the besotted admirer for a month.

      Almost sure.
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      When Alex was introduced to Captain Giles Harewood by Lady Osbourne, her breath quickened. Well, whose wouldn’t? He was tall—well over six foot—splendidly built but muscular, and he had the most delightful curly brown hair and hazel eyes.

      Not to mention the fact that he was wearing regimentals. Even though she should, in light of her current business, live in fear of any man in such apparel, her heart always skipped a beat at the sight of a handsome officer. Uniform made gentlemen look so smart, so capable.

      This fellow had excellent manners too. Instead of concentrating his attention on her, he greeted her mother with a beaming smile and a kiss on the hand. As his considerable charm washed over her, Mama blushed and fluttered her eyelashes.

      Oh, dear. If Captain Harewood could win Mama over with such ease, Alex was already short of one ally. She must ensure her mother never found out that both she and the gallant captain were entangled in this heinous scheme of Lady Osbourne’s. Particularly if that scheme was supposed to lead to marriage because Mama would immediately side with her ladyship.

      Mama had insisted Alex be sent to finishing school and on the Grand Tour to forge her into suitable marriage material. The last thing her poor, late Papa would have wanted—Mama always said—was for Alex to take over the smuggling business. But Alex knew full well that if she had not stepped in, Papa’s empire would have been taken over by someone untrustworthy like George Prowse—or undermined entirely.

      There had been several suspicious incidents since Alex’s return to England, the weak brandy being the least of them. Gangs of men had gone to meet boats that never arrived, barrels of rum had gone missing, and revenue men and militia had turned up in places where they weren’t supposed to be, resulting in the seizing of cargo. Only quick thinking had saved her men from capture.

      If she couldn’t get to the bottom of it soon, the Circle members would be at the mercy of the law, and their families would suffer. Despite the illegality of her trade, Alex abhorred poverty and what she saw as unfairness and couldn’t bear to see people deprived of their livelihood. It was a heavy responsibility, keeping the Circle going, but she could see no way out of it.

      Becoming aware of a presence close by, she lifted her head to find Captain Harewood gazing at her, his lips curved in amusement.

      “Miss Isaacs—you wound me. I’ve asked you more than once for a dance, and you turn on me nothing but a deaf ear. As we’ve spoken no more than two words to one another since our introduction, I cannot imagine how I’ve offended you.”

      “Oh, forgive me, sir. I was wool-gathering.”

      Her voice sounded breathy, her utterance foolish. Well, it would do no harm for him to think her empty-headed. This was the man Lady Osbourne wanted her to consider as a potential husband, and it was far safer if he didn’t realize she was clever. Maybe she could behave like a simpering fool for the entire month and put both him and Lady Osbourne off the whole horrendous idea of marriage. Was he a willing participant in the scheme, or a conscript? She still didn’t know.

      “You haven’t answered my question.” His voice was low and pleasing, and his eyes held a mocking twinkle.

      “I prefer not to dance.” She was all elbows and knees, or so her dancing mistress had told her.

      “That is not the question I wanted answered,” he said softly. “I asked if I had offended you.”

      Neither her finishing school nor her traveling had prepared her for an intimate conversation with a gentleman. She sensed she was already on the verge of getting into exceedingly deep water with him and had no idea how to avoid it.

      “Still nothing to say?” He pressed a hand against his chest. His very broad, very buttoned-up chest. “You drive the knife deeper.”

      At this point, she was supposed to flutter her eyelashes and wave her fan about, then shake her head in denial. Wasn’t she?

      “I—” This wasn’t going well at all. She didn’t know how an empty-headed, simpering miss would respond to such an approach. Neither did she know what a clever bluestocking might say by way of a put-down.

      The captain took her elbow in a persuasive grip and steered her toward an empty corner of the room. Catching Mama’s eye, she made frantic gestures, but Mama simply nodded, a beatific smile on her face. There would be no help from that quarter.

      “If you won’t speak, then let me speak for you. I shall be plain. The moment I first saw you, I knew I must make your acquaintance. I can tell that we are two of a kind—we don’t need to follow the conventions, to dance or make polite conversation. Just like good friends, we can be open and honest with one another. You probably think me too forward.”

      She nodded vigorously and grabbed a glass of punch from a passing footman.

      He gave a rueful smile. “I confess that I am too forward. But I don’t know how long my business will keep me in Bath, and I can’t afford to waste any time.”

      Did the man know, she wondered, that she was no willing participant in this meeting engineered by Lady Osbourne but was a victim of genteel blackmail? What had the woman said—or done—to the captain to make him pursue her in so determined a manner?

      Bother it. It was high time she stopped gaping like a hungry fish and recovered her wits. She ought to find out what this redcoat was doing in Bath—any information that would keep the Dorset Circle out of the eye of the military would be invaluable.

      “I apologize for my awkwardness. I’m new to Bath society and have been introduced to nobody here but yourself and our hostess, so I confess that I’m feeling overwhelmed and shy. But I’m grateful you’ve made me feel less like a wallflower with your attention, although I still don’t understand your reason.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Does a man need a reason to seek the company of a delightful young lady? It’s only natural, surely?”

      She bit back a laugh. “Delightful? How can you possibly establish that fact when you’ve been barely two minutes in my company?”

      He moved closer, leaning down so that his hazel eyes were staring directly into hers. His eyelashes were dark and silky, framing his eyes most pleasingly, but the twinkle of mischief had gone.

      “I’ll be candid with you—I’m impressed by your lack of artifice. You have made no effort to conceal your delightful freckles. You haven’t hidden the brilliant fire of your hair. Your gown is made from the best possible stuff and trimmed with fine continental lace, and the whole paints a picture of authentic beauty that dazzles. I know what you’re thinking—that a young lady should be petite, with a rosebud mouth, a porcelain complexion, and guinea-gold curls. But that’s just a fashion, which will pass in time and eventually be rendered worthless. So, I beg you, don’t think that because your attributes are not in fashion, they render you plain or uninteresting. In my opinion, the effect is entirely the opposite. You fascinate me.”

      Although she knew it was all rot, Alex was enjoying his outpouring of praise. It was something she was entirely unused to, and even if it was all flimflam, these were the best compliments she’d ever been paid. She was finding the man’s proximity enjoyable, too. Topping her by a good four inches, he made her feel small and delicate for the first time in her life. Feminine, even. And the way his body’s heat conveyed itself to her pricked her skin with a thousand tiny points of delight.

      “I’ve monopolized you too long.” He let out an exaggerated sigh. “It’s high time I returned you to your mama.”

      She tore her eyes away from the buttons on his waistcoat. So many of them! What would it be like to slowly undo them and feel the firmness of the broad chest beneath? The buttons on his jacket intrigued her, too. Were the flaps meant to join up and button across his chest in cold weather? There was so much gold braid, and the fringes on his epaulets swayed as he breathed. He looked like the statue of a Greek god—but clothed—and detailed in gold leaf.

      “Miss Isaacs?”

      She gazed up at the square jaw and saw his mouth tilted in wry amusement.

      “Oh!” Had she made her perusal so obvious?

      “I said that we should return to your Mama, as I would like to be better acquainted with her. But take care not to leave us alone together, or I shall discover all your secrets.”

      Alex stopped drifting in delicious speculation as ice flooded her veins. All her secrets?

      “Miss Isaacs? Miss Alexandra Isaacs?”

      She spun around to see a footman holding a folded paper out to her. Alarmed, she nodded.

      “An urgent message for you, miss.” The man bowed and retreated, leaving her staring at the note.

      “Not bad news, I hope? Perhaps I can be of assistance.” Captain Harewood’s face was all concern.

      Recognizing the handwriting in which her name had been written, she knew that the redcoat was the last person who ought to see the note. The paper would prove to be blank when unfolded, and that would arouse his suspicions immediately.

      “Forgive me, sir. I have a sick friend, and this note summons me to her.”

      “Let me fetch your wrap and call up a chair. Or I’ll escort you wherever you need to go.”

      Damn the man! Why did he have to be so well-mannered?

      “No need, sir. I can fend for myself. I’d be obliged if you could tell my mother that I’ve had to step out a moment, but not to worry if I’m required to stay away.”

      She turned and hurried for the door, clasping the note in her hand. Its arrival meant only one thing, and her heart thundered like a cavalry brigade at the prospect.

      She and their tenant at the Boar Inn, John Erskine, had a secret code to identify what business she was needed for. The use of her whole name on the outside of the page meant that the worst had happened—they had been found out, and she needed to get herself to the Boar post-haste. The Circle’s operation here in Somerset was under threat, and the latest consignment must be hidden or moved on immediately.

      There would be a fast horse concealed around the corner, and a bag containing her male clothing, so she could ride unmolested once she’d changed. She had to pray that her suitor, Giles Harewood, made no attempt to find out what she was up to, or the entire enterprise could be destroyed.
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      When Giles made his apologies to Lady Osbourne and left the assembly, it was not to pursue the mysterious Miss Isaacs—much as he might have wished to.

      It was duty that called him away, in the shape of an urgent summons from Lieutenant Willmott. An anonymous note sent to their billet claimed that a large consignment of contraband brandy was to be discovered at a tavern some miles south of Bath. Hoping this would lead them to the ringleader of the Dorset Circle, Giles quashed his regrets about the ball and made for home.

      When he got there, however, it was to find a scene of pandemonium. It required a well-directed punch and much bellowing to calm his men down and establish what had caused the fracas.

      “Corporal Richmond was accused of cheating at dice,” Willmott explained. “This led to him exchanging blows with Masterson, and, as you can imagine, it wasn’t long before the rest joined the fray.”

      Giles frowned at his second-in-command. “Couldn’t you stop them?”

      “Trust me—I would’ve enjoyed emptying the piss-pot over the lot of them, but at that point the note came, so I had to find a runner to fetch you.”

      Shrugging out of his scarlet regimental coat, Giles pulled a dark cape over his shoulders, then surveyed the rabble in front of him. One by one, they stood to attention, falling quiet beneath his steely gaze.

      “I hope you villains are sober enough to ride with me to the Boar Tavern. If our luck is in, we’ll capture our smugglers there and seize some contraband liquor. Success means you’ll get a share of the prize money—so long as I can trust you to put it to good use. No—not you, Richmond. You can stay here and tidy up the mess you’ve made. Masterson comes with me, so I can keep you two hotheads apart.”

      Flinging his dress sword into a corner, Giles exchanged it for a saber and swapped his dancing shoes for riding boots. Then he strode into the exercise yard to ensure there were horses and weapons enough for the forthcoming raid. Curse his men for their drunken brawling! Time was of the essence, and they’d wasted too much already.

      Trotting at the head of his troop as they marched along the empty streets, he took a moment to reflect that everything he’d been striving for since his return from the battlefield was within his grasp.

      As they passed the Pump Rooms, lamplight flickered on a new ‘Wanted’ poster. He grinned—the reward for capturing the Dorset Circle’s leader had gone up by another fifty guineas. Perfect! To spend the first half of his evening with the enchanting Miss Isaacs and the second half achieving his ambition was cause for celebration. And success would free him from Lady Osbourne’s power.

      This realization didn’t bring him the satisfaction he’d expected. It was a shame to make a lady’s acquaintance, then immediately drop it. Especially when that lady was so thoroughly mystifying as Miss Alexandra Isaacs. It made a pleasant change to talk to someone almost face-to-face without getting a crick in the neck. He must see if he could teach Miss Isaacs to dance if the opportunity ever afforded—they’d fit together extremely well. Lady Osbourne would have made a good choice had he been in the marriage mart. Which he wasn’t. His share of the reward money would only stretch to modest dowries for his sisters, not to supporting a wife for himself. A pity.

      He ran a finger around the inside of his collar—his thoughts were starting to wander down forbidden avenues. To distract himself, he turned to Willmott.

      “So, Lieutenant, of what crime has Corporal Richmond been accused?”

      Willmott ducked to avoid a branch sticking out over the highway. “He used loaded dice, apparently.”

      Cheating was a heinous crime. No wonder the men had been fired up. “What proof does Masterson have?”

      “They were playing with Richmond’s dice, and every so often, he tapped them on the table.”

      “How is that a problem?”

      “It means they’re loaded. You drill out chambers within the dice, fill them with mercury, then plug the holes. Tapping the dice makes the mercury move inside and weighs the dice down to fall the way you want them to.”

      Giles discovered that he’d slowed his mount so much that the rest of the troop, despite being on foot, was overtaking him. Willmott pulled his horse to a halt and stared over his shoulder, frowning.

      Giving himself a mental shake, Giles returned to the head of the group. “Interesting. I may have fallen foul of such a trick myself—I’ll have to look into it. But not now. We have work to do.”

      His horse picked its way around a pothole, and he thanked the gods there was a good moon tonight and light, wispy cloud. It meant that they could see their way and avoid any ambush or sentries the smugglers might have posted. He stroked the polished stock of his pistol. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to use it— it was essential that the ringleader be captured alive, or the reward would be forfeit.

      A half hour’s brisk march brought them near the tavern, and he whispered to his companions to leave the road. He and Willmott tethered their mounts, then stole along the grassy droveway that edged the road, muffling their footsteps.

      It must be well-nigh one o’clock by now. There shouldn’t be anyone up and about at this hour, but as Giles approached, he saw lights swiftly extinguished. No coincidence, surely?

      His senses heightened—the prickling on the back of his neck told him the tavern had been a hive of activity just a few moments before. There was no point giving the occupants any additional time to prepare, so he strode forward, kicked in a panel of the door, and reached through to unbolt it.

      As the door crashed open against the wall, he reached back for Willmott’s lantern, then turned to the men.

      “Guard all doors and gateways in case our quarry attempts to escape. Lieutenant, take the ground floor, and Masterson and I will take upstairs. We’ll round up everyone we find and meet back in the taproom.”

      By this time, a red-faced innkeeper in nightshirt and bed cap had appeared. A middle-aged female, with a wrap thrown over her nightgown, leaned over the banisters and glared at Giles.

      “What’s going on? Explain yourself, sir!”

      He gave her a mocking bow. “Forgive the intrusion, ma’am. I have reason to believe there are wanted criminals beneath your roof. I have a license from the Customs Office to apprehend them.”

      “Our customers went home hours ago, and there’s only one person staying.”

      “You must bear with me while we search the premises. Far be it from me to dispute the word of a lady, but in my profession, I’ve learned that few people tell the truth to a man in uniform.”

      He mounted the last few steps, shone his lantern into the room from which the woman had just emerged, and noted the rumpled bedsheets. He gave a mirthless smile. Easily staged. After a good hunt, he progressed to the adjoining room, but it was locked.

      He turned to the innkeeper’s wife. “What’s in here?”

      The woman folded her arms across her bosom.  “The guest I told you about. A young lady who was taken ill and left behind by her companions. I’m charged to take care of her until they return.”

      He rolled his eyes—a likely story. Some wench who had run off to be with her lover, no doubt. Well, that didn’t matter to him. He needed to see with his own eyes every resident of the inn, whether they be illicit lovers or not. He wouldn’t be satisfied until his men had examined all the rooms for hidden caches under the floorboards, tunnels, and secret cellars concealed behind stacks of ale barrels. And there were any number of places the ringleader might hide—he’d even heard of escape holes in chimneys so well sealed that a fire could be lit in the grate without smoking out the occupant.

      A shout from below diverted him from his intention of disturbing the young lady. Leaving Masterson to stand guard in the passage, he chased downstairs to the taproom and found Willmott peering into the vast fireplace.

      “I haven’t found anyone but the staff so far. But there’s something afoot here, sir.” He placed his hand on the large curfew covering the fire. “It’s scorching hot, so the fire has only just been extinguished. Why would anyone do that?”

      Giles bent and touched the curfew, then pulled out his kerchief and wound it around the handle, removing the vessel from the fire. Willmott was right. The fire had been a roaring blaze not ten minutes ago. Why had they put it out so quickly? And why was there a heap of fresh soot at the back of the fireplace? There was a scatter of it on the hearthstone, too.

      He raised his lantern, poked his head in, and gazed up the chimney shaft. “I can’t see anything. But it’s possible contraband was hidden here. Or even a person. But we’ll have to let the bricks cool before we can investigate.”

      He pulled back and turned to Willmott. “Leave a man here to watch these two.” He indicated the innkeeper and a tousle-headed pot boy who had just appeared. “I’m going to continue my search upstairs. There’s something amiss here—I’m sure of it.”

      He arrived back on the landing just in time to see the landlady issuing from the locked room. He glowered at her.

      She stiffened. “I was just making sure that the young lady wasn’t afraid. She must have thought we were under attack. I’ve assured her that it’s just a troop of common soldiers and she has nothing to fear from you.”

      He pushed past her and stalked into the room. A curse upon the woman—she and the chamber’s occupant would have had plenty of time to hide any trace of wrongdoing.

      The room was lit by a flickering candle over an empty fireplace. A completely empty fireplace. No coal, no logs, and a surprisingly clean grate and fire-back. But before he could puzzle out why this should be, Giles’s attention was arrested by the young woman sitting on the end of the bed. His heart jolted.

      “Miss Isaacs?”

      She shot him an appalled look. “Captain Harewood?”

      An icy cold invaded his gut. It was impossible that she should be here. Unless…

      His fingers trembled as he seized her arm, pulling her upright. She was still wearing her dark green evening gown with the short sleeves—surely, she would have changed had she been visiting a sick friend?

      Her skin was hot to the touch, and a spot of soot marred her cheek.

      He resisted the urge to wipe it away. “What are you doing here?”

      “I told you, sir.” She struggled in his grip, but he kept her ruthlessly imprisoned. “I was called away to visit my sick friend, but all the excitement of the ball, followed by the ride, brought on a migraine, and I could move no farther. Let me go. I need to lie down.”

      A likely story—although it might explain her pallor and the greenish tinge around her mouth. How he wanted to believe her! Releasing her, he let her sit back on the bed.

      “I’m sorry to hear you’re unwell, and I apologize for my intrusion.”

      “I’ll forgive you if you leave me alone. Every movement, every word I speak is like church bells sounding in my head or the thump of a blacksmith’s hammer.”

      He stood. There was little more he could do here—he couldn’t very well search this room without distressing Miss Isaacs or making her sicker. How frustrating! But as she settled back on the bed, the mattress lifted just enough for him to see some dark cloth sticking out. He brought the lantern closer and saw the cuff of a man’s shirt, covered in soot.

      His throat went dry. “Off the bed, if you please.”

      She was about to protest, but then her eyes met his, and she moved without complaint.

      Thrusting the mattress back against the wall, he extracted an entire outfit of men’s clothes, soot-stained and dirty.

      Her face went whiter still.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Although he hardly needed to ask. There had been a man here, one who had been involved in dirty work, such as hiding a stash of contraband goods in the chimney—or removing them from thence to a safer place. And she knew who that man was.

      “Where is he?”

      “Where is who?”

      Exasperated, he caught her shoulders and gave her a little shake. “Where is the man to whom these clothes belong?”

      Her breath hissed between her teeth, and his attention was caught by the fullness of her lips. Had someone recently enjoyed those lips? And more? Her evening gown was sufficiently crumpled to suggest it.

      Bile burned his throat. Everything about this woman was a lie. Did Lady Osbourne know it? Were they both pulling the wool over his eyes, laughing at him? Why not dangle a jade who consorted with smugglers in front of a revenue man and make him pursue her. What an entertaining tale to share with her fellow tabbies over the tea table!

      His voice came out as a growl. “I know the kind of man you have been with. You’re not going to tell me you didn’t know what he was involved in?”

      He had pulled her close to him, and her head was forced back so she could look at him. Her eyes were wide, the cloud of her red hair framing her face like fire—untidy, utterly wild. And so very enticing.

      His temper flared. He shook her again. “Who is he? Would you have me arrest you and question you in a cell?”

      Her jaw tensed. “I have no idea what you mean, Captain. Unhand me at once. I thought you were a gentleman, but now I realize you’re quite the opposite. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      “I note you don’t answer my question.” He kept his voice low but made sure she was in no doubt of the warning it carried.

      “I have no idea what those things are doing there. As soon as the megrim hit me, I collapsed into bed with a dose of laudanum. I barely knew whether I was asleep or awake until you burst in so rudely and made me feel worse. I suggest you step back a pace or two, sir, in case I cast up my accounts on your coat.”

      He felt her breath on his face and smelled the sweet scent of the punch they’d both enjoyed earlier—in such a different world and such different circumstances! Perhaps he should feel ashamed of accusing her. He’d overstepped the mark.

      He released her. “This isn’t the end of our conversation, Miss Isaacs. For the moment, I suggest you find yourself another room while my men search this one. If anything is found to suggest that this place has been used by smugglers, then everyone here will need to be examined by the authorities in the morning. Good night.”

      He spun around and stalked out, then clattered down the stairs to join the rest of his men. The question that should have been uppermost in his mind was that of her guilt. He should have been asking himself if she knew more than she’d revealed, if she’d come here for a tryst with some contemptible fellow.

      But no. That wasn’t what was on his mind at all. The only thing he could think of was how deuced close he had come to kissing her.
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      “He knows, Mama—I swear it!”

      Alex’s mother let the drape slip back into place and turned to face her.

      “Of course, he doesn’t know—how could he? You’ve been so careful—we all have. He is here as an ardent suitor, and you should be glad of it.”

      Alex rolled her eyes, then peeped through the gap between the curtains again. Down below, Captain Giles Harewood lounged against the wall of the building opposite, smoking a pipe and occasionally glancing up at the windows of their rented rooms.

      “Why don’t you just let him in? All the neighbors will be gossiping about the fact that he’s lurking outside our door. You know how dangerous gossip can be.”

      Should she let him in? Or would he simply grill her about that business at the Boar? She’d learned subsequently that he had interrogated everyone within a mile of the inn in the week after their unfortunate encounter. She was the only one to have escaped further questioning, having claimed illness ever since her return to Bath. Which was a bore, since neither she nor Mama dared go out. She might as well be in prison.

      What would happen if she and the captain were left alone together for any length of time? She shuddered—for more reasons than one, she wasn’t prepared to find out. The man must get fed up and leave eventually or be called away. But until then, her smuggling business was stagnant—she couldn’t send messages to the rest of the crew because she knew the captain would intercept them.

      “Why don’t you let him in and have it out with him—how bad could it be?”

      “Mama—you didn’t see him when he scented his prey. The ferocity on his face! All his good manners abandoned him—he wants me so badly.” She flushed. “By which I mean that he wants whoever runs the Dorset Circle. I don’t know what to do.”

      “You could give it up, you know. Why not sell the business to someone else? We’d probably have enough money to get by, and you’d be free to marry. With a good dowry behind you, you could get anyone, especially if you tried to make more of yourself. Then the money we spent on your education would not have been wasted.”

      Alex chewed on her lip. Perhaps Mama was right, but how did one go about selling an illegal enterprise? Could one rent it out, like a building? Lord only knew what was happening with the Dorset Circle right now, with her unable to contact or direct it in any way. She was the one who had the ledgers and the maps, she was the one who knew when the boats were coming in, and she was the only one who had enough knowledge of arithmetic to recognize when the books did—or didn’t—balance.

      Her second-in-command, George Prowse, must be in his element—the double-dealing scoundrel. What would he be doing right now? Watering all the liquor? Paying less to the suppliers and charging the customers more? Putting together enough evidence to betray her to the authorities and get her out of his hair for good? This impossible situation was tying her up in knots—she hadn’t slept or eaten properly in days. And all the time, the broad-shouldered captain with his implacable expression and his head full of suspicions was waiting to pounce.

      If she were lucky, he’d continue thinking that she consorted with smugglers, not that she was one, and that the men’s clothes had been hidden beneath the bed as an expedient. Let Harewood think she’d had a lover’s tryst with the owner of the clothes—she didn’t care for his good opinion. She didn’t need it. What she needed was for him to be gone from her life.

      She must write to Lady Osbourne and renege on their agreement. Lady Osbourne’s knowledge was less dangerous than Captain Harewood’s suspicions—he had the resources to expose everyone involved in the business. What was she supposed to do?

      She peeked between the drapes again. Yes, still there. As though sensing her regard, Harewood gazed up, and his eyes met hers.

      She was transfixed. Her heart rose into her throat, blocking her breathing. He held her gaze—then, as she remained mesmerized, he gave her a slow, predatory smile.

      She tugged the curtains back into place and stepped away, spluttering indignantly.

      “I’m going to send a note to Lady Osbourne. Maybe she can help.”

      Mama, who had not been told about the agreement between Alex and Lady Osbourne— because she might have approved—frowned.

      “I can’t imagine how. She has no power over a military man.”

      Alex pursed her lips. “She has more power than you know.”

      “But if the captain is on the lookout for smugglers, and he thinks they have a connection with us, he’ll just read your note.”

      “Then I’ll have to word it so it won’t give anything away.”

      Sitting at her writing desk, Alex penned a brief missive.

      Lady Osbourne,

      There is no longer any point to our agreement, and I wish to be released from it. You must excuse me—I have been very ill and am unable, therefore, to assist you.

      Yours respectfully, Alexandra Isaacs.

      The note was duly sent, and both she and her mother watched the captain stall their servant and scan the note before allowing the man on his way. The redcoat then had the audacity to glance up at their window and wave.

      Mama narrowed her eyes at Alex. “He won’t believe you’re unwell if you spend all day making calf-eyes at him from the window.”

      “I’m not making calf-eyes.” Alex huffed in annoyance. She would be happy if she never saw that ruggedly handsome countenance again. “Very well. I’m going to take off my gown and lie down for a while. Please send Letty in with some lavender water and rosemary to cast on the coals to make it more like a sickroom. Then, if Lady Osbourne chooses to visit, our story will be more credible.”

      Lady Osbourne did not come to visit. Instead, she sent a note back, presumably one that had been opened and read by Harewood.

      It read:

      I never renege on an agreement. Nor do I release anyone from one. You must speak to Captain Giles Harewood and sort out your differences in person.

      I’m certain your Mama would be glad to avoid any scandal or anything that might spoil her newly-acquired standing in Bath.

      P. Osbourne

      No one, it seemed, was on her side. Alex really was beginning to feel ill. If only Papa was still here! He would have devised some cunning plan. If he could outwit the authorities, then so could she. She sprang from her bed and shouted for her mother.

      Mama bustled in, breathing fast. “Oh, my dear! Whatever is the matter?”

      “I have a scheme that will rid us of both the danger of discovery and the unwanted attentions of Captain Giles Harewood.” It was a desperate remedy, but then, the situation was desperate.

      “I’m relieved to hear it. Despite his appearance of charm and good nature, I find the officer’s custom of opening our correspondence decidedly unpleasant. Having once thought of him as a good marriage prospect for you, I can now tell you I have eradicated him from my list of potential suitors.”

      Mama had a list? Then it was more important than ever that Alex carry out her plan, and the two of them escape Bath as soon as possible.

      “I am going to need laudanum, white lead, and rouge. We’ll need the services of an apothecary and an undertaker. And we’ll have to bribe them if we can’t fool them. But you must write the messages to summon them—Harewood knows my handwriting now, and if my ploy is to succeed, he must think me no longer capable of writing.”

      Mama’s eyes were wide. “What on earth are you scheming about now, Daughter?”

      “I’m going to try something  used by one of the most infamous smugglers this country has ever seen.”

      “I can’t imagine what you mean.”

      “I am going to confound Captain Giles Harewood once and forever. I’m going to die.”
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      Miss Alexandra Isaacs was as clever as she was beautiful. Whether or not she was involved with lowlife contrabanders, Giles couldn’t help but admire how she’d stood up to him. They’d met but twice, and there was so much he didn’t know about her. And a great deal that he wanted—dash it, needed—to know. He must wear her down in the end—especially if he was to save her neck. The reward money had gone up by another hundred guineas, and he was still trying to work out how he could take the smuggling ring down and collect the reward without harming Miss Isaacs.

      She couldn’t evade him forever. And her smuggler lover, whoever he was, was bound to try contacting her. When he did, Giles would be ready to take him. Had Lady Osbourne known, when she’d forced him to court Miss Isaacs, that the young lady’s heart was already taken? And why had her ladyship told him that the young woman was an heiress? He’d seen no sign of great wealth about her person, nor that of her mother, and their rented dwelling, though respectable, was nowhere near as lavish as the rooms occupied by Lady Pandora Osbourne.

      There was something rank about the whole business. Why had he been fed false information about a cargo of liquor being stashed at the Boar? Was someone trying to implicate Miss Isaacs’s lover? Or did they have something against the young lady herself?

      He hated being made a fool of. He was sure there had been contraband there, but he simply hadn’t had enough men for further searching. Those who’d accompanied him had already made themselves look ridiculous by tearing apart haystacks, shoveling a heap of manure from one spot to another, and dragging the nearby millpond with pitchforks.

      The only peculiar thing they’d discovered was a short shaft running from the taproom chimney into the room Miss Isaacs had been sleeping in. Somehow, the smuggler—or smugglers—must have reached that room by scrambling up the chimney before climbing out the window and escaping across the roof. How they’d accomplished this without being seen by the soldiers outside, Giles had no idea.

      His gut told him that Miss Isaacs was the key, and he couldn’t afford to let her out of his sight until she’d given him the information he needed. Let Lady Osbourne think he was courting her, let Bath society think he was a jilted lover who refused to give up—it didn’t matter. He would triumph in the end.

      There was a bustle about the house this morning. An apothecary had been sent for, and Giles had let him into the house without questioning him. If someone was ill, it was no business of his. Besides, he suspected it was just a ruse on Miss Isaacs’s part to convince him she was too sick to receive him. As he’d attended more than one siege during his army career, he knew how to play the waiting game. The occupants of the house would tire eventually, and he’d get what he needed.

      The front door clicked open, and Giles straightened to see the apothecary hurrying out, his bottles making a cacophony of clinking in his bag. He caught the man’s eye and raised a questioning eyebrow, but the fellow shook his head dismissively and hurried off down the street.

      The hairs stood up on the back of Giles’s neck. Had he read the situation wrong? Was Miss Isaacs genuinely sick? If so, he’d just wasted an entire week. No, not wasted. He’d taken forbidden pleasure in the few glimpses of her he’d been granted, and allowed his thoughts to wander down those amatory avenues again.

      If he were free of his commitments—and if her heart did not belong to a worthless criminal—they would deal very well together. Was this something that Lady Pandora Osbourne had foreseen? Was this why she’d cheated at that game of Hazard—because she knew she was pointing him in the direction of his perfect mate? He was now positive that she had cheated—her tapping the dice on the table had been no idle action.

      Flexing his shoulders, Giles had just decided it was time someone else took over the watch for a while when another gentleman approached the Isaacs’s front door. He was clad in black, carried a notebook, and had a measuring tape spilling out of one of his voluminous pockets.

      Giles straightened immediately and strode toward the fellow, grasping his elbow before he could knock on the door.

      “May I ask your business, sir?” He scanned the new arrival, looking for any indication that he might be Miss Isaacs’s beau or some go-between for the smuggling ring to which that beau belonged.

      The gentleman, a fellow somewhat advanced in years and very respectable-looking, reached into an inner pocket and opened his card case.

      “Henry Finchhorn, at your service. Bespoke coffins and other funerary arrangements.”

      Giles dropped the card like a burning coal. An undertaker?

      The old man stooped, dusted his card off, and handed it back to Giles. “You’ll find my services very reasonable, so you may as well keep it.”

      “I cannot believe that anyone in this house has died. I think you’ll find when you enter that you’ve been hoodwinked, sir.”

      The man removed his glasses, wiped them on his sleeve, and replaced them. “I mean no disrespect, but people are generally correct when they believe someone has passed away. Now, if I can be of no further use to you, pray let me carry on about my business. It is most painful for the family and therefore, best dealt with swiftly.”

      If this man was a smuggler in disguise, he was putting on a laudable act. To go to the trouble of having business cards printed out was a sign of true cunning.

      The undertaker peered at Giles. “Is the household under arrest?”

      “Overt surveillance only. I’d be much obliged if you tell me exactly what’s going on behind those doors when you come out again.”

      “Why do you not go in yourself?”

      “I wouldn’t be admitted, even if I brought a warrant, and I don’t want to have to use force. I have a connection those within and hope that in time they’ll come to their senses and tell me what I need to know.”

      Finchorn shook his head. “I will never understand the workings of the military.” He turned away and knocked on the door.

      Giles’s weary limbs tensed painfully, and he paced up and down the pavement, trying to get his breathing back under control. This couldn’t be right. She couldn’t be dead. None of them could—it was all a ploy. It had to be. He grasped the iron railings in front of the house until they bit into his palms. He must feel nothing—he must remember his duty. Which was to capture the leader of a notorious band of smugglers by whatever means necessary.

      Something caught his eye, and he glanced up. How very appropriate! It was a fresh wanted poster, pasted over the previous ones. The reward money was now set at five hundred guineas.

      Wealth indeed! It was time he stopped letting his heart rule his head and took action, even if he was afraid of what he might find. He was a soldier and an officer, fearful of nothing. Bolstered by new determination, he marched up the steps of the Isaacs’s house, only to encounter the undertaker coming out, slow of step and pale of complexion.

      “You are done already?” Giles couldn’t conceal the tremor in his voice.

      “It doesn’t take long to measure up a young lady for a coffin.”

      An icy fist seized Giles’s heart, squeezing it in an agonizing grip. “Which young lady?”

      “It was the young lady of the house, a Miss Alexandra Isaacs. I did not wish to linger any more than I had to—there may be contagion within. You should be grateful they didn’t admit you, Captain—they did you a favor.” Finchorn touched his hat and trotted away.

      Giles was at the door before he even knew he’d reached it. As soon as it opened a crack, he forced his shoulder inside and pushed it back, almost knocking over the manservant who’d opened it.

      “Where is she?”

      The fellow gaped at him, and he resisted the urge to take him by the shirt front and shake him. “Where is Miss Alexandra Isaacs? And where is her mother?”

      The man’s eyes flicked in the direction of the stairs, and without waiting for further instruction, Giles took the steps two at a time and headed for the nearest open doorway.

      There he was met by a sight that stopped his heart. In the bed lay Miss Alexandra Isaacs, her face as pale as the sheet pulled up to her chin. Her mama sat in a chair nearby, a handkerchief pressed to her eyes.

      She leaped up at Giles’s entrance, then subsided into her chair and let out a tremulous sob. “Oh, Captain! I cannot believe it! How could she have been taken from us? She had barely lived! What happened at that tavern where she fell ill? You were there—did you see anyone who might have brought this plague upon us?”

      His body had lost all feeling, but he forced his feet to take him across to the bed.

      Alexandra’s hair looked damp as if she’d had a fever. Her eyes were closed, her pallid lips were drawn together, and the skin of her face was marked by a rash of red dots. He could see no sign of life.

      She couldn’t be gone. This was all wrong. He leaned over and laid a hand on her damp hair. Her face, in repose, was even more beautiful than he remembered.

      He’d never dealt with the death of someone like Alexandra Isaacs and hadn’t realized until now how much she’d touched his heart. How he longed to salute those lifeless lips, caress that pale cheek, hold her delicate hands in his own, and chafe the warmth back into the limp body!

      He pulled his hand away, and his vision blurred.

      Then he noticed there was something on his hand. White powder, from where he’d brushed against her brow. Hope charged through him like a lightning strike.

      He shot a sideways glance at Miss Isaacs’s distraught mama but the woman had covered her eyes with her handkerchief again.

      “A great loss,” he murmured, leaning down to brush his lips against the “dead” woman’s forehead. The vile taste made him rub his lips at once and spit into his handkerchief. White lead—if he wasn’t much mistaken.

      He moved closer to watch the silent face beneath his own. Was that the tiniest flicker of an eyelid? Feeling bolder, he ran his thumb across Alexandra’s lips and was intrigued to see that it, too, came away white. No one in their right mind put white lead on their lips, so this must be flour. Her mouth was rosy and inviting where he’d wiped the powder away, so he bent his head and pressed his lips against hers. Their ripe fullness was cool to the touch but not cold. If he pressed a hand to her breast, would he feel her heartbeat? His own quickened at the idea.

      “A final farewell.” He kept his voice low enough that her mother wouldn’t hear, but he was certain Alexandra heard him. Even so, she made no sign but persisted with the charade of being deceased.

      If this scenario hadn’t given him such a shock, he would be laughing at its absurdity. But all he wanted to do now was draw her into his arms and kiss her until she could no longer resist—and must be forced to come to life again.

      His lips were close to her ear. “The prince’s kiss has not aroused the sleeping beauty. I wonder what else might serve?”

      He slipped the sheet down to her waist. Had her ribcage lifted a little? If he put his hand on her chest, he would feel her breathing, no matter how shallow she tried to make it. Leaning close in delicious anticipation, he detected the distinctive odor of laudanum. Great heavens—she was drugged! Had she done it herself, or had this been done to her?

      Well—there was one way to find out. He traced a line from the hollow of her throat down her breastbone, then fanned his fingers over her breast.

      The nipple quickened beneath his touch and he allowed himself a satisfied smile.

      That wouldn’t happen if she were dead, would it? He’d stake his life on that. Grinning broadly, he brushed her breast again, then gave it a gentle squeeze.

      After that, everything happened very quickly. The ‘dead’ woman reared up, slapped his face, and shouted a string of invective he would never have expected to hear from a gently-bred young lady. At the same time, Mrs. Isaacs aroused herself from her grief and took a swing at his head with a nearby vase.

      Fortunately, he sidestepped this, but as the vase contained both flowers and water, his waistcoat was soaked.

      He couldn’t contain his laughter. The windows literally rang with it. But he barely had time to enjoy his triumph before both women launched themselves at him, and he was forced to take each of them by the wrist and push them onto the bed.

      “Miss Isaacs. I’m glad to see you so well recovered. Mrs. Isaacs—you can dry your tears and cancel the undertaker. There’s no point in the unnecessary expense of a coffin now.”

      He shrugged out of his jacket, unbuttoned his waistcoat, and flung it over the back of a chair.

      “While that dries, I mean to have a frank and honest discussion with your daughter, Ma’am. There’s a good deal that needs to be sorted out. I promise that I will take no legal action regarding your deceit, although I’m certain you must’ve broken some law or other by pretending to be dead. However, what I do in the long run remains to be seen.”

      “You are abominable, sir.” Alexandra had found her voice at last.

      “And so are you. Mrs. Isaacs—please leave us now. No one is to set foot inside that door without my permission. And I beg you—don’t attempt to contact anyone or leave the building until I’m done here. Fear not—you’ll be included in our negotiations in due course.

      Goodbye.”

      As soon as the door had closed behind a very unwilling Mrs. Isaacs, Giles pulled Alexandra into his arms and kissed her soundly.
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      Harewood’s kiss left Alex limp and full of yearning. She shook her fuddled head. No—it couldn’t be the sensation of his hungry mouth on hers. It must be the laudanum making her weak at the knees, snatching away all willpower. The room swayed.

      “Whoa!”

      She was caught up and pressed against a sturdy chest.

      “Unhand me, you unmannerly lout!” Her words were slurred—she sounded as if she’d just reeled out of some country tavern, totally intoxicated. Curse it!

      She pushed at him, but made no headway, and when she lifted one foot to attempt a kick, she lost her balance and collapsed against her foe.

      Help was needed. Desperately.

      “Mam—”

      “Hush.” The captain pressed a finger against her lips, and the heat in his gaze quelled her. If she tried to cry out again, that look told her, he’d kiss her into silence. If she let him do that, she’d be utterly lost. No—she was lost already. Her body simply refused to fight him.

      When he settled himself into a chair with her in his lap, she didn’t even try to wriggle free. Well—there was no point in hurting herself, was there? She’d only fall if she attempted to run away. Part of her knew that this was not a safe position for an innocent young lady, particularly one wearing nothing but a nightgown. Another—more treacherous—part of her relished the delicious wickedness of being in Harewood’s lap.

      “Here.” He reached for the washcloth, dipped it in the bedside basin, and handed it to her. “Wipe that stuff off your face. It tastes foul, and I can’t imagine it’s doing you any good. Or would you like me to do it?”

      She lifted a limp hand, then groaned. “You do it. If you must.”

      As he smoothed the cloth across her face, she noted that his touch was surprisingly gentle for a man of the sword. He wiped her throat as well but ventured no lower—he had some decency left, then.

      “I’m so sleepy. Can’t I go to bed?” Her voice still sounded slurred. Wherever had she found the energy to slap his face? Why had she been unable to find the strength to resist his lips?

      “Not yet. First, you’re going to tell me all your secrets.”

      Couldn’t she just go to sleep now? Her head felt so heavy—too heavy. She could feel herself drooping.

      “Poor darling. You’ve tried so hard.”

      He stroked her hair, then tucked her head against his shoulder. Curiously, despite knowing him to be her enemy, she felt soothed and protected in his arms. His hand moved down and began rhythmically stroking her back. It felt so good.

      “Now, then. Either you find my pursuit of you so odious that you must stage your own death to avoid me, or there’s something greater afoot.”

      This was unfair, to lull her into a sensual haze and then quiz her.

      “I can’t tell you. People might be harmed.”

      She should be fighting him right now, running for the door and calling for help, not letting his physical presence imbue her with heat, lighting little fires across her skin. Curse that apothecary for leaving an entire bottle of laudanum behind! She must have taken far too great a dose.

      “Miss Isaacs. Alexandra. You and I have something in common. And because of that, I believe we may help each other.”

      What could she possibly have in common with an army captain working for the Customs Office?

      “Tell me what Lady Osbourne has said to you.”

      Ah! He was only interested in Lady Osbourne. Her true secret was safe—for now.

      “Presumably the same that she said to you. She wants me to let you court me—for a month.”

      “I have a similar story. So, we are both victims of her machinations.”

      “How has she coerced you into this?” So, he wasn’t willingly pursuing her? Her traitorous heart plummeted.

      “She played upon my word as a gentleman and the honesty of my nature.” There was self-mockery in his tone. She ought to watch his expression but was too comfortable to move. She liked the rumble of his words in his throat, the movement and deep resonance in his chest.

      “She simply blackmailed me.”

      No! Why had she volunteered that? Next, he’d be asking her what the blackmail was about. Oh, why was her mind so confused? Why was Harewood’s touch so compelling, and why was she filled with an overwhelming urge to pour all her troubles out on his broad shoulder?

      “Because of your involvement with the smuggling ring?”

      She stiffened. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Don’t worry. You have my word that I won’t harm you. But you must promise me you’ll give up any connection you have to the Dorset Circle, or I won’t be able to protect you, or your mama, for long.”

      “What’s the Dorset Circle?”

      “It’s too late for games, my sweet. I can tell from your untutored response to my kiss that you aren’t protecting a secret husband or lover. Remember the soot-stained clothes beneath your mattress at the Boar? In a pocket, there was a paper addressed to you. The one you received when we were at Lady Osbourne’s assembly if I’m not mistaken.”

      Even through the drug-induced fog, Alex realized she’d made a deadly error. She should have burnt that paper or thrown it into the River Avon before anyone else got their hands on it.

      He didn’t cease his stroking, and his voice remained steady. “You’ve been very clever and courageous, but this is not something a gentlewoman like yourself should be associated with. You must give up all connection straight away. I won’t ask you to reveal the names of the contrabanders because I know that would be abhorrent to you. But it’s my duty to find them out. I forbid you to put yourself in harm’s way by trying to warn them.”

      She didn’t feel able to warn anybody at the moment. If she’d known the laudanum was going to render her virtually helpless, she wouldn’t have touched a drop.

      Maybe she didn’t need to give up leadership of the Dorset Circle. Perhaps she had lost it already. George Prowse must be reveling in her absence.

      “Tell me, for you might as well—how did Lady Osbourne find you out?”

      “You’re so sure I’m involved? I hardly think a note with my name on counts as proof.”

      “Come now. We both know the truth. Right now, I’m the only one who can protect you, but you must trust me.”

      He was certainly more trustworthy than Prowse. Had any of the other contrabanders turned against her, tired of being commanded by a woman?

      She wanted to trust him, but it would be hazardous to do so. And yet—the affection he was bestowing on her seemed real enough.

      “You’ll protect me?”

      He kissed her hair. “I’ll do my damnedest.”

      Alex sent up a silent prayer, then made her decision. “I was tasting Lady Osbourne’s brandy—without her permission. And wearing men’s clothes. I had no expectation of being caught. I meant well. I was only trying to find out if the brandy had been watered down by a certain person.”

      Harewood exhaled heavily, and his hand stopped moving. “Then you are no mere acolyte—you are an important part of the Circle.”

      Silence settled around them, and a solitary tear squeezed its way out of the corner of her eye. How different things could have been! This could be a real courtship, not a sham. She would be a regular young female with no perilous secrets, enjoying the honest attention of an attractive man. Her hand clutched his shirt, but she couldn’t bring herself to speak. She’d revealed too much—he’d be calling for his men soon, to carry her off to the cells.

      He spoke softly, as if to himself. “I wondered where that information about the Boar had come from.” He gave her a gentle shake. “The Circle must have an informant. There is no honor among thieves—have you never heard that? As I said before, this is no occupation for a female, particularly not one gently-bred and barely out of school.”

      She shook her head, then wished she hadn’t. His face blurred as she pulled away and attempted to look him in the eye.

      “I’m not barely out of school. I have done the Grand Tour and I’m almost twenty years of age. I’m extremely good at arithmetic and have been keeping the accounts.”

      “What dire circumstance would make you consort with smugglers?”

      “Why should I tell you?” If he hadn’t made the connection between the late smuggler, Isaac Abrahams of Dorset, and the Isaac ladies in Bath, she wouldn’t be the one to enlighten him. “You’ll have me arrested.”

      “Not immediately. Perhaps not at all.” There was a teasing note in his voice. “If you are merely their accountant, we may be able to extricate you, but I need to know if you deserve it. After all, there is a considerable price on the head of the ringleader.”

      “You’ll only get the money if you give me up.”

      There was another silence. He held her away from him, and she could feel his eyes boring into her.

      “You? Are you telling me that you are in charge?”

      Was that so very hard to believe? Damn it, why was she letting her pride get in the way? Everything she’d been trying to hide was just spilling out. What was it about this man that undermined all her strength?

      Maybe unburdening herself of her secrets would make her feel better. She’d been shouldering a heavy responsibility, largely because she didn’t want to see the families of the smugglers suffer from loss of income. They had seemed happy for her to “inherit” the enterprise at the time. Well, most had.

      Captain Giles Harewood had an intelligent head on his shoulders. He might be able to help her find a way to resolve matters. If he was in need of money…

      “You could take over.”

      His chest heaved with mirth. “Me? You need to sober up, girl. That’s a ridiculous idea.”

      “But if you don’t want to give me up to the authorities, and I don’t want any of my men to be punished, then I don’t see what else there is to do. I’m offering you an empire and the income that goes with it. There are inns, farms, and barns that we own throughout the West Country. You’d have a life of adventure, with constant surprises, perils, and challenges—no different from being a soldier.”

      “Little fool.” He pressed his lips against her forehead, filling her with heat right down to her toes.

      She had to hope that his apparent admiration and affection were genuine, or she had just put herself into the power of someone even more dangerous than Lady Pandora Osbourne.

      “I think we must assume that my answer is no and always will be. But let’s discuss matters with Lady Osbourne—we can’t have her outing you before we’ve worked out what to do.”

      “But what can we do?” She liked the sound of that ‘we’. “How can we change her mind? She seems so determined to make a match between us.”

      “If that’s what needs to happen to keep you safe, I’m happy to oblige.”

      Clarity started to return, and Alex sucked in several rapid breaths. “Do you mean you would still court me, even knowing what you do?”

      His gaze fixed on her face. “I sense that our fates are bound together. I’m averse to seeing you swing from the gallows which means, alas, giving up my hopes of winning the prize offered for your capture.”

      “Then you must take the Circle from me so you won’t be out of pocket.” She was trying to sound businesslike, but had no idea if she was succeeding.

      His fingers grazed her cheek. “I have an idea. If we can square matters with Lady Osbourne, perhaps we can lay all the blame upon your informant. Give me his name.”

      It came hard to betray another. Could she be absolutely certain?

      “I’m not sure, but it could be George Prowse. He’s my second-in-command, the only one who knows almost as much about the Circle as I do.”

      “It’s highly likely he’s the one who’s been sending anonymous notes, if he knows as much as you say. He meant to betray you by bringing me to the Boar Tavern, but your other associates must have got wind something was up and managed to warn you in time. Have there been other instances where you’ve avoided capture by the skin of your teeth?”

      “Indeed. Mostly, it’s been the men or the goods put at risk. Not me.”

      “He must be running out of patience. With you safely out of the way, he could take over the Dorset Circle. From what you’ve told me, it must be worth far more than the reward money.” Harewood’s jaw clenched. “I shall enjoy hanging the villain.”

      Alex shuddered, and he pulled her closer.  “Don’t be alarmed. You are not yet yourself—but I can do the thinking for both of us. We will untangle this web. And may yet both come out of it better off.”

      There was a knocking on the chamber door, and before Alex could move from her incriminatingly intimate position, a pale-faced Mama appeared in the doorway. Right behind her was Lady Pandora Osbourne, triumph written all over her face.
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      Giles promptly stood up, interposing himself between Alexandra and the intruders.

      “What is the meaning of this? I asked not to be disturbed.”

      Lady Osbourne was uncowed by the warning in his tone. “Exactly as I predicted! This match was meant to be. And if it does not take place, Mrs. Isaacs, the scandal will destroy both of you!”

      How could a member of the nobility stoop so low? If her ladyship were a man, Giles would have called her out. He fought to restrain his fury.

      “We’ve all had enough of your threats, Lady Osbourne. You and I are going to have a frank and honest discussion, and I’ll put an end to your tricks. I advise you to do nothing foolish. I can have a whole platoon of soldiers surrounding your house, and you’ll be dragged out on a charge of receiving illicit goods—what will your neighbors think of that?”

      “Bravo!” Alexandra’s whisper thrilled him, and when her fingers closed around his hand, he found he was puffing his chest out like a turkey-cock. But they were not out of the woods yet. He had an uncomfortable feeling.

      Lady Osbourne glared at him through her quizzing glass. “The girl’s mama will support me in this. Mrs. Isaacs cannot wish her daughter to be subjected to Society’s scrutiny—which is exactly what will happen if you don’t continue to court her and put it about that you are to be married.”

      Given his reaction to the news of her death, and the great hole it had torn inside him, Giles had no intention of losing Alexandra—or thinking he’d lost her—again. Courtship was something he was prepared to consider now—but on his own terms. No one would dictate how he behaved with Alexandra.

      “I would never force a young lady into marriage. And Miss Isaacs must make her own choice—I won’t have her pressured into anything.”

      “Very noble, Captain.” Lady Osbourne narrowed her eyes. “But as I’m sure you now know, she’s the leader of an infamous gang of contrabanders. More than her reputation will be at stake when that comes out.”

      He drew in a breath to calm his thudding heart. How good a liar was he? It wasn’t something he was used to doing. Deuce take it. He was an officer. He’d given commands on the battlefield—he was easily a match for Lady Osbourne.

      “I regret that you’re mistaken there, Lady Osbourne. The guilty party is a certain George Prowse, as I’m sure your butler will inform you. I have a small consignment of men out even now, searching for him.” Well, he would have, as soon as he was able to send a message.

      “All of which means,” he added, “that your ladyship will have no hold over me, either, as I will have found my prize and claimed the reward money.”

      Alexandra squeezed his hand, but he released her. Inside he was exulting, but he was still facing off their greatest enemy and could bear no distraction.

      “Now, if you have nothing better to do than go around casting aspersions and upsetting decent citizens, Lady Osbourne, I’ll escort you back to your lodgings.”

      He mustn’t assume he’d won Alexandra over by standing up to their blackmailer. There was much work to do, and he had to use subtlety, not charge in like a Hussar.

      “Madam,” he said, bowing to Mrs. Isaacs, “perhaps you would care to take your daughter to the coffee house, and when you’ve revived her, you might join Lady Osbourne and myself so we can clarify matters.”

      He glanced down at Alexandra. Was that luminosity in her blue eyes a sign of admiration? He hoped it was. Her good opinion meant the world to him.

      Turning his back on the two matrons, he took Alexandra’s hand and gazed at her for a long, luxurious moment. For the first time in his life, he recognized the gorgeous, golden glow of hope. He could be happy. More than happy—he could be ecstatic! But he’d have to play his cards right to make her come to him willingly.

      Throat dry, he pressed his lips briefly against her hand and turned away, hoping she hadn’t noticed the trembling of his fingers. Bowing to an astonished Mrs. Isaacs, he offered Lady Osbourne his arm and escorted her out.

      The lady showed no sign of being beaten or even out-of-sorts. She held her head high and looked as if she was honored to be walking down Great Pulteney Street in the company of a military officer.

      But as soon as they were behind closed doors, in the library where they had sealed their bargain two short weeks ago, the façade was dropped.

      “I don’t enjoy being made a fool of, Captain.”

      “Neither do I, your ladyship. I respect your position, but I’m not afraid of you—I’m too lowly a fellow for you to do me much damage. But we’ll leave that aside for now. I don’t intend to seek my revenge, but trust me, if you say one word against Miss Alexandra Isaacs, I will destroy you. Do we understand one another?”

      She glared at him, huffed out a breath, then sank into the chair behind her desk.

      “So, what exactly do you propose to do?” Her voice held no emotion.

      “I may well do what you hoped and court Miss Isaacs. But as I said before, that will happen according to my agenda, not yours. And I hope she’ll be a willing participant, not one whose hand has been forced by a cheat.”

      Lady Osbourne’s bosom heaved. “You dare call me a cheat, sir?”

      He smiled grimly. “Only because it’s true. But I think that fact may be to my advantage. Now, Miss Isaacs will be joining us shortly. Before she does, I’d like to borrow your dice.”

      Her ladyship gaped for a moment, then shook her head, reached for the dice shaker, and tipped its contents onto the table top.

      “No—not those. The ones in the drawer in front of you.”

      The atmosphere in the library became icy. After a brief battle of wills, she unlocked the drawer and pulled out the two dice they’d used for their game of Hazard.

      He tried not to gloat. He’d never have known about the cheating if not for a quirk of Fate.

      “Now, perhaps you should go into your withdrawing room and call for tea—you’ll be receiving your visitors very shortly. Please detain Mrs. Isaacs, and send her daughter to me. We won’t want to be disturbed.” He still wasn’t certain what he meant to do, but he knew for sure it must be done in private.

      “You are no gentleman, sir!”

      “Perhaps not. But you must have thought me a gentleman before because you knew I would honor my word when you pressed me into that dice game. I’m too much the gentleman to suggest that you are no lady—for all I know, many gently-bred ladies think it acceptable to cheat at the gaming table. However, since I may gain from this affair, I bear you no grudge.”

      “Pah! You would never even have met the chit were it not for me. You’ll soon learn how capable a matchmaker I am.”

      Maybe he would. But there was still a lot to play for. He stood and opened the door for her, and after a loaded pause, she stalked out, her expression as dark as a thundery sky.

      There were more important matters to deal with than Lady Osbourne. There was his unexpected, visceral reaction to the supposed death of Alexandra Isaacs, his exultation at discovering it wasn’t true, and the thrill of delight that pulsed through his body whenever he touched her.

      Right. He must carry out his plan and pray for success. He rolled and tapped the dice several times to insure he understood how they worked, then penned a note to Lieutenant Willmott and bribed one of Lady Osbourne’s footmen—handsomely—to deliver it without his employer’s knowledge.

      Outside, in the walled garden beyond, a blackbird broke out in optimistic song. Giles strolled to the window, and gazed out.

      “Well, my fine feathered friend, you’ve left it a bit late in the season to proclaim your territory and attract a mate. I sincerely hope that I’ve not left it too late myself.”

      His future now hung on the fall of two dice. This was not a happy situation for a man who disliked gambling, but if the prize was to be Miss Alexandra Isaacs, it was worth whatever he had to give.
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      Alex had never imagined that she’d miss the presence of Captain Giles Harewood. But miss him she did. She’d adored the way he stood up to Lady Osbourne. Such quiet command! How many men could silence someone like her?

      It was very proper that he’d been made a captain—he had not only the air of command but the wit as well. She wondered what his next assignment would be and whether his life would be put at risk. And discovered that she cared very much that it should not be.

      Her heart had beat a rapid tattoo in her breast whenever he touched her, especially when he made such brazen use of her body. She ought to hate him for it, but she was as excited as a maid at her first ball, fluttering her fan at the most handsome man in the room.

      Well—as far as she was concerned, Giles would be the most handsome man in the room. Incredibly, he seemed to see past her flaws and blemishes. Indeed, it even looked like he’d forgive her for her criminal activities.

      But should she trust him? She didn’t even trust herself. She was still feeling giddy from the laudanum and the wickedly intrusive touch of Giles’s hands and lips. A flame had been ignited inside her, and the excitement that sparked through her body refused to die down. The feelings he incited were so heady, that she was eager for more.

      Having washed and dressed in a fumbling rush, Alex hastened to the coffee house where she downed three coffees in rapid succession. She barely gave Mama time to finish just one cupful before hurrying her off to Lady Osbourne’s.

      But when Alex was escorted into the library, she felt a flutter of alarm. Oh, that dreadful moment, when Lady Osbourne had caught her tasting the brandy! Her heart had almost burst in horror.

      As she gazed at Giles Harewood, her heart began pounding again. He came out from behind the desk to kiss her hand, and his smile sent heat cascading through her. She tilted her chin, desperate not to be overthrown by his charm—he represented the law, and she had too much to lose.

      She took the chair offered to her, sat down, and folded her hands coyly in her lap. “I believe you have some manner of proposal to make, Captain. Proposition, I mean.”

      She felt heat steal into her cheeks. Proposition sounded even more dangerously tempting!

      Giles seated himself opposite and gazed at her. His eyes twinkled with mischief, but she could not tell if he was laughing at her or at himself. All she knew was that the effect made him even more compelling. Damn the man!

      “I think you will appreciate it if I speak freely, Miss Isaacs. Or may I call you Alexandra?”

      “Miss Isaacs will serve for now, sir.” She sounded as prim as a schoolmistress.

      “Please be sure that I’d be very happy to make you my wife, but I’m prepared to embark on a regular courtship to insure we’ll suit. However, there’s one point which will always come between us and ruin our chances of happiness.”

      She knew what was coming next, and her heart sank. It looked like she wasn’t about to enter the marriage mart, after all.

      “I cannot wed someone involved in smuggling. I need you to desist immediately.”

      Her heart pressed against her ribs. It sounded so stark, so uncompromising.

      She licked her lips. “And how do you propose I do this—even if I were interested in a proposal from you?” Which, of course, she wasn’t. Was she?

      “Let Mr. Prowse have what he wants—sell him the enterprise. He won’t have long in which to enjoy it because I shall capture him and claim the reward money.”

      The idea of Prowse running the Dorset Circle after what he had done to undermine her was anathema.

      She shook her head. “He can’t be trusted. He’s not my father’s equal. Nor am I, but at least I play fair and would never endanger the men’s safety.”

      “Whether you marry me or not, you must abandon this enterprise. I cannot bear the thought that you’re putting yourself in danger. Trust me—you’ll be caught in the end and the punishment will be harsh, perhaps execution. Even if we deal with George Prowse, there’ll be some other man in your crew who hates being governed by a woman and is ready to betray you.”

      It was a mad idea, but the words were out of her mouth before she could stop them. “As I said before, you could take over, but as my husband. That was what Lady Osbourne suggested to me. She said that even if I were not respected, my husband would be.”

      His expression was grim. “I don’t know her motives and I don’t trust them. And nor should you. She put us both in an untenable position, and I’ll not forgive her for that. But you may take my word for it—I’ll never take up smuggling. If Fate still decrees that our paths are entwined, I want our lives together to be long, happy, and secure. I’m not against a little danger or adventure, but selling contraband? No.”

      She had come so close to loving him. If only he wasn’t as stubborn as a mule and high-and-mighty with it. She forced her voice to remain steady. “Then I can see no hope for us.”

      He leaned across the desk. “Would you be prepared to put yourself in the hands of Fate, Miss Isaacs?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “Will you stake all on the throw of the dice?”

      “Do you mean—play for it?” Was he crazed, as well as stubborn?

      “Exactly that. It’s how Lady Osbourne overcame my resistance.”

      He reached for her hand and stroked his thumb across her palm. She quivered at the contact. The scoundrel—how dare he vanquish her resistance so easily?

      “What happens if I win?” She must assume there was something in it for her.

      “Should that happen, I promise to deal with George Prowse in such a way that he never troubles you again. I’ll get a transfer and give up my pursuit of the Dorset Circle. Does that sound worthwhile?”

      It definitely did. Just as long as he kept to his part of the bargain. “And if I lose?”

      “You give up smuggling and become a respectable married woman. Married to me, of course. Let’s make that absolutely clear.”

      She had to admit—it would be splendid not to have the responsibility. The element of danger had made her feel alive—it was true—and the wearing of men’s clothes thrilled her because it was forbidden. However, she sensed this man could offer equal danger, equal excitement, but of a very different kind.

      Perhaps she should do as he suggested and put her future in the hands of Fate—clearly, she hadn’t done a terribly good job of things herself. If only Mama hadn’t been too genteel to step into Papa’s shoes! Perhaps the two of them working together might have managed it better.

      She made up her mind. “Very well. What shall we play?”

      “I think it appropriate that we play Hazard, the very game in which Lady Osbourne ensnared me.”

      Giles pushed a dice cup into the middle of the desk. “There. Shall I be Banker?”

      She nodded. Although she knew how it worked in theory, she didn’t know the game well enough to undertake that role.

      “Do you want to throw for your Main or just declare it?”

      “I choose seven.”

      He shot her an admiring look. “You understand about probability then? Seven is the number most likely to come up.”

      “I told you I was good at arithmetic.”

      “So, you did.” He smiled as he handed her the dice cup.

      She rolled a four and a five. Not the best start.

      “Nine is your Chance number.” He gathered up the dice and tapped them before pushing them back toward her. “Roll again. But not an eleven or a twelve, or you’ll be out automatically.”

      What was the likelihood of her throwing a double six at such an early stage? So slim that she felt supremely confident of her win. Only—did she really want to win?

      Without looking up, she could feel his gaze burning into her. The outcome of this game meant everything to him—did he really want her that much? She’d never felt wanted before. It overwhelmed her.

      It was completely against the grain to want to lose. But as Alex took the cup in her hands and shook the dice, she sent out a silent prayer that they would add up to eleven or twelve. She closed her eyes and cast the dice onto the table.
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      Giles let out a low whistle. “Well—I guess that’s cocked dice. You must throw again.”

      One of the dice had fallen from the table to the floor, and the other had rolled against a book where it now balanced on one edge.

      To Giles’s surprise, Alexandra made no move to pick up the dice.

      “You said that this dice throw would be directed by Fate and that we must be governed by the result.”

      He nodded. What was she playing at? Her mouth was firm, her expression solemn.

      “Maybe this is the end result. There must be some other solution that we have not yet discovered. A compromise whereby neither of us feels that we have lost. Perhaps that’s what Fate is telling us.”

      He stared. This was a positive development. Perhaps compromise was the way forward after all—he was prepared to sacrifice anything just to call her his.

      “I fear I may be besotted with you, Miss Isaacs. I’m on the verge of abandoning all my principles in order to secure you. Does that sound idiotic?”

      Her blue eyes were earnest. “Not in the least. I’m pleased that you think you like me. I’m not used to it.”

      “I don’t think it. I know it.” And indeed, he did—when he’d thought her dead, his heart had been shattered. The brutal agony of that moment had revealed the truth—he was well and truly smitten.

      His voice shook. “You may think that while I lingered for days on end in sight of your house, I was only trying to trap you or find evidence of your guilt. Certainly, that was part of it, but as time went on and I examined my feelings further, I discovered something unexpected. How I longed to glimpse you through a gap in the curtains or on your doorstep! You didn’t oblige me, which made my need to see you all the greater. You cannot imagine my horror when I received word of your demise. I thought my pursuit had driven you to it. Happily, that was not the case, for I would never have forgiven myself. I would never have felt whole again.”

      She sighed. “A pretty speech, Captain. Whether or not it is true, I don’t know, but my heart urges me to respond with a similar declaration. However, in my present state, I don’t trust my feelings. Let us talk of practicalities, rather. But while we do, let me say that I wouldn’t object to you calling me Alexandra. ‘Miss Isaacs’ sounds too formal under the circumstances.”

      “Alexandra.” The word tasted sweet on his tongue. “I’d be honored if you called me Giles. Now, sit beside me while we think of another way out of this tangle that will satisfy us both.”

      Having her so close was a mistake. He wanted more than anything to take her in his arms and kiss every freckle on her face and experience the delight of her slender body crushed against his. Trying to concentrate under such circumstances would be impossible.

      How could they find a safe way forward that didn’t deprive his sisters of their dowries or himself of the means to keep a wife? He pressed his fingertips together.

      “You have legitimate businesses, as well as the illegal one, do you not?” He meant the Boar Tavern.

      “The inn? Yes—it’s one of ours. The innkeeper and his wife are tenants. We own the Boar lock, stock and—”

      He raised his hand. “Don’t say ‘barrel’. I’m still smarting from the way you outwitted us when we raided the premises. Pray, tell me—was there no concealed contraband at all? Was our informant—presumably Mr. Prowse—incorrect?”

      She flushed. “We had been due to move the barrels out that night, but one of the donkeys went lame, and the moon was so bright, I thought we’d make too easy a target. So, I had the men temporarily stash the barrels of rum, brandy, and the tea boxes in a cache next to the dung-heap. The dung-heap that your men dug through. If I hadn’t feared discovery so much, it would’ve been funny, your men moving all that noxious dung and depositing it directly over our hiding place. I suppose we put you to great trouble.”

      He rolled his eyes, then chuckled. “That’s the way of it—each side must outwit the other. Sometimes I think we all enjoy the game of cat and mouse—until lives are on the line. Now, if you own the Boar, is there any reason why we could not, once we are married, run it purely as a legitimate business? We would then have an income for our family, and I could devote the reward money to my sisters’ dowries. I have three of them, you know—I look forward to introducing you. Best not to say anything about your recent business dealings—they are even more straightlaced than I.”

      Not that he felt in the least bit proper now. Honesty could go hang when there was no advantage in doing the right thing. How quickly this young woman had wrought a change in him!

      “I’d still be giving up smuggling, though, wouldn’t I?” 

      “Essentially. But if any of your old confederates needed a place to hide—a bolt-hole, if you like, I’m sure I could turn a blind eye. I know you care about these men and their families, and I respect that. We could even buy ourselves an inn if the landlord of the Boar is unwilling to move.”

      “I don’t know who I could sell the business to. One doesn’t just post a bill saying ‘smuggling empire for sale’, does one?”

      “Maybe the men can run it amongst themselves. Then there would be no ringleader, and everyone would be responsible for everyone else. It would be harder for anyone to be involved in double-dealing as your George Prowse has been.”

      He watched with pleasure as a smile stole over her face. “It could work. It really could. But you’d be giving up your life as a soldier.”

      “I think I could adjust to inn-keeping perfectly well. I’ll resign my commission, but not before I have collected the price on the ringleader’s—that is, George Prowse’s—head. I’ve promised a portion to each of my men—they have, after all, had to shift a dung-heap while under my command. I owe them something.”

      She shared his amusement, and he loved how her eyes lit up. It was all he could do not to take her in his arms at that moment and seal their bargain with a kiss. There was much he still needed to know about Miss Alexandra Isaacs, but he was very much looking forward to finding out. He wanted to witness her every mood, experience every nuance of her expression, see the changing colors in her eyes and the different tints of her hair, depending upon the light. Most of all, he wanted to see it loosened and spread across the pillow next to his. How incredible it would be to fill his life with joy rather than duty!

      Her soft fingers clutched his hand. “Oh, Giles—do you really think we can do it? We’d both be giving up what we were used to, what we felt was our responsibility.”

      He gave in to temptation and took her in his arms. “Making us perfect for each other. For love—for true love—I would be prepared to make any sacrifice.”

      Giles had never expected to hear himself utter those words to anyone. His opinion of Lady Pandora Osbourne soared. If she really had foreseen that he would fall in love with Alexandra, she must have supernatural powers.

      The tension in his chest told him how much it mattered that Alexandra should return his feelings. Taking her face between his hands, he sketched her cheekbones with his thumbs, then leaned in and stole a kiss.

      To his delight, she pressed her lips against his, then opened for him, allowing him to invade the exquisite intimacy of her mouth.

      All sense of time, all sense of place was lost. Breathing no longer seemed important, just kissing and exploring, and stoking or sating desire. She had to push against his chest to break the sensual spell and win herself respite. It bolstered his male pride to see how breathless she was, how moist and full her lips were. He could drown in the cerulean depths of her eyes.

      She linked her hands behind his neck. “Shall we see where Fortune takes us, Captain? I, too, am prepared to risk sacrificing much in the name of love.”

      In the name of love? His heart swelled until he thought it would burst.

      “Come, my darling.” He folded her against his chest and tucked her head beneath his chin. “Just hold me, and love me, and I’ll face down an army for you.”

      And he blessed Fate—and the unerring skill of Lady Pandora Osbourne—for opening his eyes and his heart to the red-headed goddess in his arms.
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      “May I have this dance?”

      Alex gazed up at the tall figure dressed in regimentals now bowing in front of her. Her smile was serene as she rose to her feet and took his hand.

      “You hardly need ask, Captain. But beware of inviting me more than a couple of times, or there’ll be gossip.”

      His smile sent heat coursing through her.

      “If the tabbies only knew what we got up to when we escape your mama, there’d be every reason for gossip. But to the outside world, we’re a well-behaved, betrothed couple, and the gossipmongers have nothing.”

      As Giles whirled Alex around the floor at the last big ball of the Bath season, she felt as noble and elegant as a queen. With her height almost matching his and her body attuned to his movements, no one could have accused her of lacking in elegance. Indeed, she was aware of more than one head turned in her direction.

      One person, in particular, was eyeing them through her quizzing glass.

      “Lady Osbourne looks exceptionally pleased with herself.”

      Giles’s hazel eyes gazed into hers.

      “I’m afraid I can look at no one but you, my darling. And I confess, I have no interest in Lady Osbourne at this precise moment. Is she wearing her usual black? I used to think it made her look like a crow.”

      Alex chuckled. “It did rather, yes. And no. She is out in full regalia tonight, and I believe the woman sitting beside her—who looks like she’s been chewing lemons—is her cousin, Lady Octavia Sewell.”

      “Both rarely seen in the company of their husbands, I surmise?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “I imagine the cousins have to take their pleasure where they can. They’re not as fortunate as you—they don’t have a tall, handsome, regimental captain following adoringly in their footsteps.”

      She loved him when he was in a teasing mood. The truth was that she loved him in any mood.

      These last few weeks had been more thrilling, more exciting than anything she had ever dreamed of. And once they were married, she knew there was even more to look forward to.

      “I suppose this is the last time I’ll be seeing you in regimentals.” The sigh in her voice was genuine.

      “Indeed. Once I’ve resigned my commission, I’ll no longer be entitled to wear them.”

      Her gaze snagged on the tantalizing buttons of his waistcoat. Maybe if they could slip away at some point…

      She shook her head to rid it of such lascivious thoughts. “Your sisters appear to be enjoying themselves.”

      “Yes. It was generous of Lady Osbourne to invite them considering they are just the sisters of a soon-to-be country innkeeper. Who knows? They might even meet their future husbands tonight. I have every hope they’ll make happy marriages, though I doubt they’ll ever achieve the ecstasy I plan for us.”

      Alex was flushing again. Feeling interested eyes upon her, she quickly changed the direction of the conversation.

      “What have you been doing since we last met?” Giles had been away from Bath for the past few days and his absence had been agonizing. There was a tension about him now that both alarmed and thrilled her—she sensed he was bursting with news, but what could it be?

      “I don’t want to damage your opinion of me but I must confess to having been underhand.”

      What could he possibly have done that was dishonest? It wasn’t in his nature. Or was it?

      “It would take something terribly unpleasant to shake my good opinion of you.” No—that was a lie. She couldn’t imagine anything that would alter her love for Giles.

      His eyes danced with mischief. “With the assistance of Lady Osbourne and her butler, George Prowse has been lured into the open. The butler arranged a liaison with him at one of the local coaching inns and got the man so intoxicated, he was unable to escape when my men arrived. The reward has been duly claimed and distributed.”

      So—Prowse had been taken. This was not the best news—what if he were to expose her and Mama? Alex shuddered and all the gaiety leached out of her.

      Giles squeezed her hand. “I know what you’re thinking, my love, but be assured—he won’t be revealing any secrets to the authorities. They were foolish enough to allow him to escape. Unfortunately, his freedom didn’t last long—he was taken up by a press gang.”

      This was all so confusing! She shook her head, and almost trod on Giles’s foot. He steered her back into the rhythm of the dance with expert skill. There was a distinct smirk on his face.

      “Shall we say that both the escape and the press gang were engineered by myself? I have a contact in the Navy who owes me a favor and I called that favor in. George Prowse will not set foot upon England’s shores for some time.”

      That was something, at least. “But he could still denounce us. Couldn’t he?”

      Giles’s hand pressed against her waist, and he brought her closer to him. “He’ll be too afraid to open his mouth—the Navy’s not fond of smugglers. Besides—I requested that he be taken as far away from these shores as possible. He’s been warned that if he sets foot in this country again, he’ll go straight to the gallows. Harsh, I know, but one cannot use half-measures against such a fellow.”

      The music came to an end, but Alex wasn’t ready to relinquish Giles’s company. When he returned her to their party, she complained of a headache and requested that he escort her home. Mama was enjoying herself far too much to offer to chaperone her, and Alex made sure to slip away before anyone else could be found to accompany them.

      Perfect! If this was the last time that she was going to see Captain Harewood in his uniform, she meant to make the most of it. He had no objection to her ruse and tucked her hand under his elbow with proprietorial pride.

      They emerged onto the street, where a bright moon reflected off the cobblestones. The lamps had been lit, and many of the houses sported their own flambeaux, cheerfully dispelling the autumn chill. A few people still strolled about, most of them simply talking and enjoying the evening while the link boys hung about the street corners, chattering loudly.

      As she and Giles were about to ascend the steps to her front door, Alex noticed a gentleman hurrying along the street—and felt a stir of recognition. The man was smartly-clad, mostly in black, and wearing an old-fashioned tricorn hat. His pockets bulged, and from the corner of one of them dangled the tail end of a tape measure.

      Giles doffed his hat and bade the man a good evening. The fellow stared at him, then looked at Alex, and his jaw dropped. His eyes rolled back into his head until only the whites were visible, and she started forward, afraid he was about to fall. The man blinked, let out a thin cry, and broke into a run, teetering past them and waving his hands in the air in apparent terror.

      She glanced up at Giles. A smile was spreading slowly across his face.

      “I do believe that was—”

      “The undertaker we called to measure me up for my coffin. Oh, the poor fellow—he thinks he’s seen a ghost!”

      A peculiar sensation fizzed in her stomach, and her body began to shake. And then she did something very unladylike. She laughed out loud—madly, hysterically, outrageously—until the tears ran down her cheeks.

      Holding her close, with his forehead pressed against hers, Giles laughed too, then pulled her into a rib-cracking embrace.

      She traced her fingers down his cheek. “Oh, Giles—I don’t think I have ever been happier in my entire life.”

      “Neither have I, my love, neither have I. Deuce take it—I need a drink after all that hilarity. Perhaps we can go indoors and find something suitable.”

      She was very happy to go indoors, but the last thing on her mind was quenching her thirst. A very different kind of need assailed her now.

      As soon as they were inside, she pulled him into the drawing room. “Do you mind if we do something before we get our drinks?” 

      His voice was softer than silk as he inquired, “What did you have in mind, my lady?”

      “I want to find out what happens underneath all those buttons. Would you mind?”

      She rapidly discovered—if his response was anything to go by—that he didn’t mind at all.

      Later—many kisses and caresses later—Giles poured them both a cognac and leaned back against the sofa, gazing at his glass with a self-satisfied smile.

      “I propose a toast.”

      “Do you, indeed?” She could barely take her eyes off him, with his hair charmingly tousled and the lamplight etching the compelling line of his profile. Her heart was full—she wanted this moment to last forever.

      “I do. Pray—raise your glass to Lady Pandora Osbourne and her matchmaking skills.”

      She joined in the salute. “To Lady Osbourne. Her methods weren’t exactly ethical, but in our case, we can agree that the ends justified the means.”

      “We can indeed, my love. We can indeed.”

      Then Giles leaned in and kissed her, and she knew that whatever Fate had to throw at them, they would weather the storms side by side. No couple was more perfectly suited than Alexandra Isaacs and her gallant Captain, and she knew that every minute would be spent in joy and laughter, and every beat of their two hearts would be in unison—now, and until the end of their days.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Do you want to know more about the MARRY IN HASTE COLLECTION?

      

        

      
        Why not read a sample from Book #1, I LOVE TO HATE YOU, a steamy little number in which an insufferable (but tasty) aristocrat gets his come-uppance?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Hedenham House, Suffolk, 1811

      Miss Athene Hartville, her mind too busy for sleep, was admiring the crisp full moon through the window when a sudden draught plucked at and extinguished her candle.

      As the entire passageway went dark, she heard footsteps approaching. No rustle of skirts – it had to be a man. But which one of the many currently residing at the Duke of Burlington’s Hallowe’en house party?

      The man was striding directly toward her. Of course, she must be outlined against the moonlit window. Why didn’t he speak?

      Firm hands grasped her waist, and before she could utter a sound, his lips were on hers. Then, as quickly as he had appeared, he was gone, leaving her hot-faced, shaky, and shocked.

      What had happened to her candle? She fumbled along the cobwebby sill for the tinderbox, then reignited her light. Shadows fled from the passageway but revealed nothing more than a gallery of closed doors and a plinth at the end featuring a bust of the emperor Marcus Aurelius. Holding her candle high, she hurried down to the end of the landing, but a single flame did nothing to illuminate the stairway and the great, dark hall beneath.

      He must have come from the opposite landing where the single gentlemen and married couples were accommodated. She paused, surprised at how breathless she was after traversing so short a distance. It was chilly now—the fires in the reception rooms below had been put under curfew a good hour ago. Should she seek the warmth of her bed, or continue across the gulf lying between the East and West wings of Hedenham House? Because if a gentleman had thought her worthy of a kiss, that gentleman required further acquaintance.

      Necessitated it, in fact.

      “Miss Hartville. Wandering about the corridors in the dead of night? I must assume you are lost.”

      She managed not to leap out of her skin and throw her candle in the air at the sound of the male voice.

      Just.

      “Not at all. I was…taking the air.”

      Oliver Paviland, Viscount Rushbourne—the most Detestable Man on Earth—looked down on her with cool grey eyes. “At one o’clock in the morning? I suspect a tryst, rather.”

      It couldn’t have been him who’d kissed her, could it? No. They’d been sworn enemies since they were children. Ever since he’d been beastly to her and she’d retaliated by getting him stuck in a drainage pipe—and telling him she would leave him there to die. Small revenge on her part. He deserved more.

      Mind you, it would be typical of him to steal a kiss in the dark, the blackguard, to tease her.

      Her cheeks heated and she prayed it hadn’t been him. Because the kiss had actually been quite enjoyable. Heaven forfend! No. Rushbourne was more likely to put a toad in her bed than kiss her.

      “What I do, and when, is no concern of yours. I might point out that you are also wandering the corridors at a ridiculous hour.”

      He raised his lamp, making her blink. “I have no nefarious reason. I’m off in search of the linen cupboard for an extra blanket. Shall I fetch one for you as well?”

      Indeed? She narrowed her eyes. “You didn’t steal a kiss from me a moment ago, did you?”

      His head shot back. “Steal a kiss from you, Miss Heartless?” He used the nickname which had so amused him as a child. And had so incensed her. “I would rather such a thing were given.”

      “Charming as ever,” she grumbled, kicking herself for having accused him. Now, she would never hear the last of it.

      He smoothed a hand over his dark, sleep-tousled hair. “So, Miss Heartless has caught the eye of a gentleman, has she? Although he may have mistaken you for someone else in the dark.”

      “It is of no matter to me whether it was by accident or design,” she huffed. “I care nothing for kisses, stolen or otherwise.”

      His voice was hard. “I didn’t think you would, Miss Heart—"

      “Don’t say it.” She couldn’t bear the nickname he’d endowed her with when she was ten. Of course, she had feelings, of course, she had a heart. But her parents had died when she was young, and a succession of unsympathetic relatives and hateful schools had forced her to at least give the appearance of resilience.

      Now things were very different. But she was on the verge of another negative change in her circumstances, and she was running out of options.

      “Very well, I won’t, since you ask. Old habits die hard, dear girl. Old habits die hard.”

      Dear girl, was, if anything, even worse than Miss Heartless, especially from this striking, far-too-privileged fellow. It was patronising. Oh, but wasn’t he the most odious man to have ever existed?

      She balanced her candlestick on the curling end of the bannister rail so she could put both hands on her hips. “It’s most unfortunate I didn’t know in advance you’d be here. If I had, I should not have come.”

      “What? And miss out on my teasing you? I thought you might enjoy the attention.”

      “I do not.” It was hard to resist stamping her foot. “I have all the attention I need, thank you very much. I’m used to my own company, as you would know if you’ve followed my history at all.”

      “If I said I had, would you care? Oh, I should tell you, Harry’s here. He occasionally asks me for news of you.”

      Harry? She immediately pictured a winsome little boy, overshadowed by his much older brother. Harry had followed her around too when they were children, but to worship, not to torment. Whether he would ever have championed her against his brother, Athene never knew, as the clumsy child usually ended up having to be carried back into the house, his knees muddied and bloodied, and his face wet with tears.

      “I suspect Harry has grown up a gentleman, unlike you, sir. He sent me condolences on the death of my aunt. You did not.”

      “At the time, I did not believe you would have welcomed such an offering.”

      “Surely I’m the only judge of that.”

      “Are you saying you would have been pleased to receive a letter from me?” There was a spark in his dark eyes.

      “Not at all. It would have been perfectly horrid. Anyway, I don’t believe the idea ever occurred to you. As you thought I had no heart, you probably assumed I didn’t care about losing my nearest relative in all the world.”

      Much to her annoyance, tears scalded her eyes. She shouldn’t care about this man’s opinion. Why did his words hurt her? For they hurt her as much now when she was a full nineteen years of age, as his teasing and tugs on her ringlets had when she was but ten.

      At that tender age, she’d vowed to hate Oliver Paviland, the future Viscount Rushbourne, forever. It still appeared to be a fair idea. Although revenge would be even more satisfying.

      “You are not yet married.”

      Her chin shot up. “You appear to think me lacking in the finer feelings. Which, in your book, would make me unfit for marriage, or motherhood.”

      What on earth was she doing, standing here, disputing with her arch-enemy at the top of the stairs? She should toss her head and walk away. Whoever had kissed her in the dark would be long gone by now.

      Unless they were listening. She sincerely hoped they weren’t listening.

      Rushbourne had moved closer. The warmth emanating from his body dispelled the chill, and she involuntarily swayed towards him. In such proximity, she discovered how tall he’d become. It couldn’t have been him who’d kissed her—the perpetrator had been closer to her own height. And the mystery gentleman hadn’t given off the same unsettling male energy as Rushbourne.

      “I would delight in being proved wrong,” he was saying. “About the feelings, that is. Not the other.”

      What had they been talking about? Oh, marriage. “Obviously I’m not married, or I’d have changed my name.” He wouldn’t be speaking to her in so familiar a fashion if she were married, would he? He must know she wasn’t. He was making certain of the fact, for some dubious reason of his own. Probably so he could torment her about it. “I don’t think my married state, or lack of it, is any concern of yours, however.”

      “It shouldn’t be, should it?” He was gazing at her intently, the vile creature, trying to make her feel small and threatened.

      “Then why do you ask?” She was trying not to snap and sound shrewish. He needed to appreciate she had grown into a wonderful, educated, sophisticated woman. One deserving of his respect.

      Assuming Viscount Rushbourne was capable of respecting anyone.

      He ignored the question. “By my reckoning, you must be… what? Twenty?”

      “Not yet. I am but nineteen.”

      “My apologies.” He gave her a mocking bow. “I confess myself very surprised you are not yet wed.”

      That situation was soon to change. She very much hoped the partner of her future life was at this house party. She simply didn’t happen to know who he was yet. Perhaps the fellow who’d kissed her?

      Rushbourne had moved again, and she had to crick her neck to meet his dark gaze. Why must he always stand so close? He’d done it even as a boy. Had he no idea how infuriating it was? Though even if he had, he’d see no reason to change his behaviour.

      “I care not what you think, Rushbourne. I never have.”

      “Such cruel words, from so beautiful a mouth.”

      Great heavens! A compliment? No, an insult. A bit of both? Confused, she took a pace backwards. “As I said, I’m not interested in your opinion, good, or otherwise. You have no right, and no reason to interrogate me. Good night.”

      She reached for her candle and turned back toward her corridor, only to find the wretched man had cut off her retreat. Damn him for being so broad-shouldered and imposing. His banyan was a perfect fit, tapering in at the waist and closed with silk-covered buttons across his deep chest. The garment drew one’s eye to his splendidly proportioned form—as was doubtless his intention in wearing it.

      “Going so soon?” He sounded disappointed.

      “I’m tired.” She fought the urge to rail at him. To give a bully the battle they wanted only brought them back for more.

      “We haven’t finished our conversation. I’ve barely managed to get near you the past seven years. I recall seeing you on fourteen different occasions at least, and you’ve avoided me at every single one. So, there’s a good deal of catching up to do.”

      “This is hardly the time or place, even if I wished to talk to you. Which I don’t.”

      “But the mystery of your anonymous beau and the stolen kiss in the dark are fascinating topics. I can’t imagine you letting the incident go without worrying over it for days. You always were a terrier.”

      She hadn’t planned on letting the incident go. Trying to find out who had kissed her was, in fact, essential, since her purpose in attending the party was to catch herself a husband. If only she could be sure the man who had kissed her wanted a wife. It had been a chaste enough kiss, so the fellow was no rake. But could the intentions of a stealthy kiss-thief be considered honourable?

      “Hah! You’re as curious as I. I knew you would be. Was the man old or young? If we track him down, shall I call him out?”

      She repressed her frustration with a deep breath. Maybe she should scream. It would get rid of Rushbourne soon enough. It had when they were young. But was she still capable of the same piercing sound she’d managed as a child?

      “I don’t wish to talk about it. Now, are you going to get out of my way, or bully me into staying, exactly like you did as a boy?”

      Damn. What had happened to her sophisticated poise?

      The light of his lantern flickered, making his cheeks look darker. “Bully you? Of course not. I’d never force you. What do you mean, I bullied you?”

      Soon she would be gnashing her teeth. Or pushing him down the stairs. Perhaps, if she set fire to his banyan, she might get rid of him.

      “You appear amused, Miss Heartless. It entertains you, does it, to cast unfair accusations about?”

      “Enough!” She threw up a hand. She had far more important things to think about than him. Her entire future for one. “I’m going to bed.”

      “A pity.” His voice had softened. Coming from him, the intimate tone was unnerving. “I had hoped we could investigate this mysterious occurrence together. After all, our host couldn’t possibly approve of men roaming the passageways in the darkness, hunting down unchaperoned young females to kiss.”

      He hadn’t changed a bit, the insufferable man. Always determined to get his way, regardless of what anyone else wanted. And for him to have the downright effrontery to deny the charge of bullying—it was unbelievable.

      “As I said, I’m tired.” She would not be drawn into any further argument. “And if you had anything of the gentleman about you at all, Viscount Rushbourne, you would stand aside and let me go.”

      The brightness in his eyes sputtered out, and he stood back abruptly, a soldier standing to attention. She scurried past before he could change his mind, almost extinguishing her candle in her speed.

      He must have moved quickly too, for before she had even reached her room, she heard a door snap shut in the opposite corridor.

      As she paused with her fingers on the door handle, she wondered about the shadow that had crossed his face. Had she somehow managed to affect him? If so, it meant he was vulnerable to her opinion.

      And if he was vulnerable, she might, finally, after all these years, be revenged on the man who’d made her young life such a misery. And who, though she’d never let him know it, had had such a significant effect on the woman she’d become.

      Revenge didn’t go far enough. Viscount Rushbourne needed to atone for the sins of his youth.

      She, Miss Athene Hartville, named after the goddess of war, was going to find a way to bring him to his knees.
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      Enjoyed that snippet? Why not check out the rest of the story? You can buy I Love to Hate You on Amazon, or read it for FREE on Kindle Unlimited.
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