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      League Rule Number 8:

      As a man’s independence is inextricably tied to his wealth, it is vital that no woman should be allowed to meddle with it, no matter how fine her eyes might be.

      

      Excerpt from the Quizzing Glass Gazette, May 29, 1821, the Lady Society column:

      

      Lady Society is issuing a challenge to Lord Lennox. She can’t help but think he is afraid of a certain lady who is in direct competition with him.

      Come now, Lord Lennox, what holds you in such fear and trepidation that you cannot be seen with her in public? At Lady Jacintha’s ball you turned tail and fled when the cunning lady stepped out onto the dance floor.

      You cannot hide forever behind your fleet of ships, nor can you call upon your friends for support. The League of Rogues are fast succumbing to the charms of Eros and taking wives. Perhaps they know something you choose to remain ignorant of? For a man of such intellect and acumen, surely you cannot let that stand.

      I challenge you, my cool, collected baron, to spend one night with the lady and be on your best behavior. Wedding bells, dare I say, shall ring shortly thereafter.

      

      “You want me to do what, my lord?”

      Ashton Lennox stared at the gray-haired banker sitting across from him in the offices of Drummond’s Bank. He knew what he was asking of the other man was daring—and quite possibly illegal. Nonetheless, retaliation was required against certain players in his field of business. That didn’t mean his demands wouldn’t frighten any banker with good sense.

      “It’s as simple as I said, Mr. Reed. I want you to deny Lady Melbourne gold credit if she should come to you seeking a loan.” As he spoke, he let his words come out in that cold, smooth voice that brooked no argument, and he finished by brushing his fingertips over his trousers, smoothing them out. By the age of thirty-three, Ashton had learned how to make men do his bidding with a cool stare and an imperious tone. Those who crossed him or dared to go against his wishes often ended up suffering a blow to their financial positions.

      “But, my lord,” Mr. Reed said, his eyes as wide as teacup saucers, “she’s always been a valued client here—”

      “I’ve no doubt of it, but you and I have an understanding, do we not?” Despite his tone, it was not a question. Ashton met Reed’s now frightened gaze. “It was I, as you’ll recall, who assisted you in selecting the consols to invest in last year. You were able to buy a country house in Sussex with the profits you made, were you not? I would think you’d like to keep my counsel on future matters.”

      The old banker’s throat worked, and he managed a shaky nod.

      “I am grateful, of course, but with regard to the lady in question, she is…” He struggled for words.

      “Troublesome?” Ashton supplied, the word escaping on a growl as his cool demeanor threatened to unravel whenever he thought of her.

      Lady Rosalind Melbourne was more than just troublesome. As owner of Melbourne, Shelly & Company, she’d spent the last several months stealing bids on shipping lines and purchasing other companies by underbidding him.

      The woman was a menace. He’d done everything a reasonable man could do by offering to buy out her shares and attempting to go about his own business, but she’d undermined his every effort—or more to the point, every legal effort. Had she been a man, he would have admired her tactics, the way she outflanked him, outmaneuvered him at every turn.

      But she wasn’t a man, she was a woman—an intoxicating, beautiful, infuriating menace of a woman, with a fiery Scottish temper that pushed him out of his own control.

      The situation was not acceptable. Control was his foremost weapon and his first line of defense. Where other men lost their bodies to passions, their minds to obsessions and their hearts to love, he always stayed in control of himself.

      Except when it came to Rosalind. If she hadn’t been a woman, he would have called her out long ago and settled their differences on a field at dawn. It took a moment for him to regain his focus on the matter at hand.

      “Are we in agreement, Mr. Reed? You will do as I’ve asked?”

      Ashton rose from his chair and towered over the banker.

      Swallowing hard, the older man nodded. “We will, Lord Lennox. Lady Melbourne will find her requests for credit denied until you direct me to do otherwise.”

      Ashton inclined his head in approval and left Reed’s office. He straightened his cravat and retrieved his hat from the rack in the corner outside the office. Once at the front entrance of Drummond’s, he hailed a hackney.

      “Where to, my lord?” the driver asked.

      “Berkley’s Club.” Ashton climbed inside the coach and leaned back with a sigh.

      “Very good, my lord.”

      After this morning, an afternoon at Berkley’s was exactly what was needed. He didn’t enjoy using such drastic measures, but there was more at stake here than professional pride. Lady Melbourne’s companies were being used by the only man in England who worried Ashton enough to make him lose sleep at night.

      Sir Hugo Waverly had been seen visiting with the captains of Lady Melbourne’s ships, and his men, or men whom Ashton suspected worked for Waverly, had been on her passenger lists more and more frequently. He suspected Waverly was using Rosalind’s companies somehow. It was unclear what Waverly was up to, but Ashton believed it wasn’t good.

      There was a secret war going on, one fought not with guns or swords but with eyes and words, and not on open plains but in the shadows. Hugo had declared this war some time ago, and Ashton had been mustering a defense in his own silent way. It was in the best interest of the League to take control of the situation, which at the moment meant taking control of Lady Melbourne’s companies so that he could analyze her business activities and see how Waverly might be linked to them.

      Ashton had visited five banks in the city this morning and had secured promises from each that Lady Melbourne would not be able to obtain credit. That way, when his friends called in their notes at each bank, she would not have the means to pay for their notes in gold.

      It would crush her. At least temporarily. The woman would not be down for long; Ashton wasn’t foolish enough to believe he could ruin her. But a temporary blow to her income and self-sufficiency would be enough to bring her to heel.

      Lady Melbourne brought to heel. A delicious thought indeed. I will own you, Rosalind.

      Unable to stop himself, he thought back to the night when he’d caught her alone in an alcove of a theater. The intention had been to talk with her, convince her to leave his companies alone, but then he’d touched her and that plan had vanished, and something more primal had emerged.

      He’d tried to use her body’s response to his against her by bringing her to the brink of passion, only to let her suffer without relief as a reprimand for her unorthodox business tactics. It had been a foolish indulgence, yet in that moment he had been unable to help himself.

      It also hadn’t worked.

      Instead, she’d turned the tables on him, and he’d come undone with the tight stroke of her hands. The memory of seeing her drop one dainty white glove at his feet, in a manner befitting a challenge to a duel, still made him hard. A duel of wits fought with seductive means… It was just how he liked to play his games. And now he’d met a woman who played as wickedly as he did.

      Moves and countermoves, like a game of chess. Grudging admiration for her was impossible to deny, but he was determined not to let her win.

      The coach rattled to a stop in front of the elegant townhouse that had been the home of Berkley’s Club for more than fifty years. Berkley’s had not been the only gentlemen’s club Ashton had gained an invitation to, though it had been the only one he’d accepted. It had appealed to him, for those moments when he wanted to escape business discussions, political issues, and other things most clubs were famous for. Berkley’s was strictly a club for men who wished to escape the whirlwind of life in London.

      The club was also the only place where he and his closest friends—the League of Rogues, as the papers had dubbed them—could settle in comfortably, away from the scandal rags and the gossip of that damned Lady Society. Her articles in the Quizzing Glass Gazette seemed determined to out their secrets for the amusement of London’s elite. She’d been the one to make their nickname so famous over the last few years.

      Ashton would readily admit that the League’s title had always been an apt description of the original five members: Godric, Lucien, Cedric, Charles and himself. With the addition of Godric’s recently discovered younger brother, Jonathan, they were now six.

      Over the years, some of their activities had been ruthless, callous and even dangerous. But things were changing. The dark memories of the past were being buried by new ones, better ones. At least in some ways. They were settling down—a thing Ashton had never thought possible.

      It had all started when Godric had abducted a young woman for revenge only to fall in love with her. Now, like ivory domino tiles, they were all falling one by one for women they could not live without. Lucien, one of the more scandalous rogues, had fallen for Cedric’s sister, Horatia. And just last month Cedric had surprised everyone by proposing to Anne Chessley, the heiress.

      Ashton had realized with some alarm that the League now stood equally divided between free men and those leg-shackled in matrimony. Their afternoon club discussions had changed from topics of seductions and conquests to the upcoming births of babes.

      If we aren’t careful, the League will change from a force to be reckoned with to a laughingstock. The power we’ve collected could be squandered, and our enemies will close ranks and try again to destroy us.

      The thought made his blood freeze in his veins. The past year had been spent dodging one deadly event or another. The more the League let itself become divided by wives and children, the easier it would be for Waverly to harm the people the League loved the most.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t wish well for his friends. They were happily, madly in love with their wives. But the power they’d all worked hard to attain since leaving university could crumble. New giants would arise from the dust of their fall and new enemies as well. Ashton could not rest until he was certain they were all safe.

      Until then he slept with one eye open, and such a duty weighed upon him more and more each day. As the oldest of the members, he felt obligated to be the League’s protector.

      The cab halted at the entrance to the club. “Berkley’s Club,” the driver announced.

      “Thank you.” Ashton stepped out of the cab and paid the driver before walking up the steps. A young lad finely dressed in a Berkley’s uniform opened the door for him. Ashton handed the lad his coat and hat.

      “Looking for anyone in particular, my lord?”

      Ashton tugged on his waistcoat. “Essex, Rochester or Sheridan.” He waited to see if any of the titles registered with the boy.

      The footman’s face lit up into an almost reverent expression. “Of course. They are having drinks in the Bombay Room. Do you know the way, my lord?”

      “Yes, thank you.” He wandered through the club, passing tables and chairs of men drinking, talking and quietly enjoying a respite from the demands of society. The warm armchairs were welcoming by the fires burning in the hearths, and the smell of food and brandy teased his nose. Berkley’s was like a second home.

      The Bombay Room had Indian-themed décor and was located on an upper floor. The door was already ajar, and the sound of familiar voices inside filled him with warmth. He allowed few things to matter deeply to him, but the League, aside from his family, was the most important thing in his life.

      The first thing Ashton heard as he pushed open the door was Cedric Sheridan’s chortling.

      “Ash will be furious. Lady Society is calling him out.” The viscount was leaning back in his chair, holding a copy of the Quizzing Glass, grinning.

      “Again?” the others asked.

      “It’s a good thing whoever writes that column remains anonymous. Ash would destroy her.”

      “Nothing ruffles Ash. He’s far too clearheaded.” Godric St. Laurent, the Duke of Essex, reached for the paper and scanned it. “Wait until Emily reads this. She is convinced that Ash and Lady Melbourne need to meet in a proper setting where they are forced to be civil.”

      Lucien Russell, the Marquess of Rochester, stood by the window and turned at Godric’s words. “That’s all Horatia has been talking about for the last month. She said Anne invited them to tea with Lady Melbourne this afternoon.”

      Ashton stood in the doorway, listening to the three married members of the League discuss their wives with lighthearted amusement. He burst out laughing, startling his friends, who hadn’t been aware of his presence. “Good Lord, you let your wives meet for tea?”

      Lucien was the first to respond. “You know how much trouble it is to try to stop them. If I ever said no, Horatia would throw an embroidered pillow at my head. Followed by a vase.”

      “They are as bonded to one another as we are, I’m afraid,” said Godric. “Even gave themselves that blasted name. The Society of…” He trailed off, forgetting.

      Lucien moved his hands in the air, as though displaying the name in the air. “The Society of Rebellious Ladies.”

      “Quite.” Cedric chuckled and put his booted feet up on the nearest table. “So long as Audrey isn’t among them, they can’t get into too much trouble.”

      Ashton wasn’t entirely certain he agreed with that. Audrey Sheridan was Cedric’s youngest sister, and while she was trouble enough, Ashton knew the other ladies were almost as talented at getting into mischief.

      “Ash, have a look.” Godric handed the Gazette to him as Ashton took a chair next to him.

      He glanced down at the article they’d been discussing when he arrived. His temper soon flared.

      “Hiding behind my fleet of ships, am I?” The growl that escaped him was completely unexpected. Struggling for calm, Ashton closed his eyes and counted to ten in Latin as he’d done all his life when quelling his temper. When he opened his eyes again, he was smiling. It mattered naught. His plan was set in motion, and soon Rosalind would be dealt with.

      “Well, she does have it right about you three.” He checked the article again to recite the exact words. “‘Succumbing to the charms of Eros and taking wives.’”

      Godric plucked the paper from Ashton’s hands. “I wish I knew who wrote this drivel. Probably some old bat on Upper Wimpole Street who can’t find a proper way into the ton, exercising her vengeance for not being among the elite few.” His slightly sarcastic tone hinted at his dislike of his own class.

      Lucien swirled his glass of brandy and left his position by the window to take an empty chair by Cedric. Inspiration seemed to strike him.

      “Why don’t we put our darling wives on it? It would certainly keep them busy and out of our affairs for a change if they were off solving a mystery.”

      Cedric laughed. “I dare say they might even learn who she is, but there is no way Emily, Anne or Horatia would betray one of their own. And as hard as we try, there’s no stopping them when it comes to our affairs.”

      Ashton nodded his agreement. But the problem that lay heavy upon his heart was the danger that one part of the League’s past presented to the women in their lives.

      As if echoing Ashton’s trepidation, Godric crossed his arms, a grim look in his green eyes. “That reminds me, where do we stand on the Waverly matter?”

      Ashton was seized with tension, every muscle knotting. Waverly always drew out dark memories and old fears, along with a tide of guilt.

      There was a time that Hugo was merely an annoying privileged sod they’d met at Cambridge. But due to an old family vendetta, Waverly had attempted to kill their friend Charles, but another student had died that night instead. One who had been blameless and only trying to make peace. It was a moment that had changed all their lives.

      Ashton’s palms twitched, as though he could feel the taint of that innocent man’s blood still coating his hands.

      “He’s been seen at the docks where my fleet is, but I haven’t been able to ascertain what his intentions are at present. I suggest we all watch one another until Waverly’s next scheme reveals itself.”

      Godric tried to hold back a scowl but failed. Patience had never been one of his virtues when he felt action could be taken.

      Ashton reached into his waistcoat and pulled out a small pocket watch on a slender silver chain. It had been one hour since he’d given his instructions to the last of the banks regarding Rosalind’s credit. In less than half an hour, the men he’d met with would be sending in notices to Rosalind’s bank to demand their notes be cashed in for gold. The little Scottish hellion would pay for embarrassing him at the theater last month.

      If only I could see her face the moment she realizes she’s ruined.

      Of course, he wasn’t so cruel as to send her to debtors’ prison. The woman would get her fortune back in time, after he learned what secrets Hugo held within her business, after she learned he was not to be trifled with. Lady Melbourne deserved such a lesson for challenging him.

      “Good God, Ash is grinning. That’s never a good sign,” Lucien muttered.

      Ashton broke out of the almost gleeful thoughts he’d been having.

      “Ash.” Godric’s tone was full of warning. “Care to share with us what is going on in that head of yours?”

      Cedric, Lucien and Godric all leaned forward, as though afraid to be overheard despite the privacy of the club’s Bombay Room. The grandfather clock in the corner chimed the hour, but it did not distract his friends’ rapt attention.

      Ashton slipped his watch back into his coat pocket and met their stares.

      “As of one hour ago, I set a plan in motion that will financially break Lady Melbourne. It will allow me to put a stop to her activities and therefore hurt Waverly.”

      “She’s in league with him?” asked Cedric.

      “All I know for certain is that he’s been using her ships to his own ends, and I want to stop him. He’s partnered with her in several companies, and I wish to gain access to her books as well as shipping manifests. But the only way I can review her companies is to have a claim on them myself. Therefore, I’ve bought up most of her debts—not that she had many. I will own her in all but name.”

      A low whistle escaped Cedric’s lips. “Ash, our wives have invited her to tea this afternoon.”

      For the first time in a long while, Ashton felt gleeful. “If only I were there to see her face when she learns the truth.” To see her beautiful gray eyes wide with shock, her lips parted as she sucked in a surprised breath… It would be almost as beautiful as having claimed her body in his bed. But since he could not have her body—one did not sleep with one’s enemies, after all—this would have to suffice.

      It was several moments later when his friends finally broke the silence.

      “It’s not because of the incident at the theater is it?” Lucien queried. “You’re wanting revenge because she got the upper hand in that alcove?” Cedric snickered, and Godric cursed under his breath. It was not the response Ashton had been expecting. In the past, this would have been normal for the League. They would have been congratulating him for such a victory.

      “What?” Ash demanded hotly when the others remained silent.

      Godric rubbed a hand through his dark hair. “What if Lady Melbourne takes this too personally and brings those wild brothers of hers down from Scotland? I still have nightmares about the last time I tangled with them. One of them broke a bloody chair over my back. I was left to pay for the damages to the tavern we fought in.”

      “Three wild Scotsmen do not scare me.” Ashton had never lost a boxing match, and he had never lost a tavern brawl either. While Charles was the group’s true pugilist, Ashton’s skill was on par with his, though he fought only when necessary.

      “No, one should scare you,” grumbled Godric. “Three should terrify you.”

      “Isn’t anyone else worried that right now our wives are entertaining the victim of Ash’s scheme?” Cedric asked. “If they discover we knew about this, I’m liable to be spending the next month sleeping in my study rather than in bed with my wife.”

      The murmurs of agreement from Godric and Lucien made Ashton scowl at the lot of them.

      “I’m starting to believe Charles was right. You are all getting soft.”

      Charles had once said that love and marriage were tearing the League apart, destroying its strength. At the time Ashton hadn’t been inclined to believe him, but of late…

      A rap on the door made them all turn to the entrance of the Bombay Room. A young lad opened the door, his eyes wide and hands shaking a little with the letter he carried. Their reputation still held some in awe, at least.

      “Excuse the intrusion, my lords. I have an urgent letter for Lord Lennox.” The boy’s face darted between them. He sensed he’d interrupted something and no doubt felt the invisible tension present in the room.

      Ashton waved at the lad. “Bring it here.”

      The boy practically threw it at Ashton and fled.

      “At least someone still has the good sense to be afraid of us,” Godric sniggered.

      The thin paper contained a short message from his youngest sister, Joanna.

      

      Ashton,

      You must come home at once. Our two tenant farms caught fire last night and are completely destroyed. Thankfully no one was hurt. The families are safe but without shelter. Please come home. The farmhouses will need to be rebuilt at once.

      Yours,

      Joanna

      

      Ashton calmly folded the letter and tucked it into the inner pocket of his coat.

      “Bad news?” Lucien inquired.

      “It’s from my sister. She says my two tenant farmers’ houses burned down. I must go home at once.” He rose from his chair.

      “What about Lady Melbourne?” Cedric asked.

      “What about her?”

      Cedric raised a brow. “You set her up for financial ruin and now you’re leaving London?”

      A slow smile spread across his face. “If she decides to come grovel at my feet, please feel free to send her to my estate. I’ll be happy to entertain her apologies there.”

      He swept his coat on and left the Bombay Room, leaving his friends behind.

      If only it would come to that—Lady Melbourne on her knees, begging him for forgiveness, her gray eyes bright with pretty tears and her long dark hair swept back in a Grecian fashion. Those long curls caressing her neck…

      Yes, Ashton had imagined the scene too often in the last week. How he’d tell Lady Melbourne that if she really wanted to appease him she could think of a few creative ways to make amends, behind closed doors. Not that he could trust her even in bed, and he’d certainly never coerce a woman to bed him, but such fantasies were worth exploring in his head.

      Ashton departed Berkley’s and hailed a hackney. He would have his valet pack light so they could reach his estate quickly. Joanna’s note was troubling. While fires were common enough, the fact that both his tenants were miles apart was troubling.

      I do not believe in such coincidences.

      Once again he imagined a chessboard in his mind. A game was in play, the League versus Waverly, and the clock was ticking down to each move and countermove.
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      Hands sliding up her outer thighs, raising her gown, warm breaths soft against her cheek, bright blue eyes aflame with wicked desires and the fall of pale-blond hair…

      “Lady Melbourne?”

      Rosalind Melbourne came back to herself. She was sitting in a cozy armchair in a sunny parlor with blue walls. Three sets of feminine eyes were focused on her, all a little concerned. A moment ago, she’d been listening to her hostesses talk about the latest scandals and political intrigues when the conversation had turned to marriages and the men in their lives. It was only natural for her thoughts to turn to Ashton when his friends had been mentioned. And that had led to memories from the last time she’d seen him…at the opera…when they’d both lost control.

      I should never have allowed that man to kiss me, nor should I have touched him. It was a mistake.

      She reached for the cup of tea nearest her on the table. “I’m sorry. I was woolgathering.”

      “It’s quite all right,” Lady Sheridan said, smiling again. “We’re so happy you’ve had a moment to meet with us.”

      Rosalind smiled back at her. Anne was one of the few women in the ton she tolerated. Most of the simpering fools did not particularly like her either. As a Scottish lady having come from a crumbling castle with three wild brothers, bless them all, she’d had no chance of ever fitting in with normal London society, even when she’d married Lord Melbourne, God rest his soul. The man had been in his sixties when he’d asked for her hand.

      That day was never far from her mind. Whenever her brothers hadn’t been around, she’d caught her father’s attention, and he’d taken his anger out on her. On that last night she’d run from Castle Kincade, almost blind with pain. She’d walked nearly two miles barefoot to the nearest village. Her father’s blows still burned her face and back.

      She’d stumbled into a tavern in the village and fell into Lord Melbourne’s lap when she’d tripped over a loose floorboard. He’d taken one look at her face and with a scowl had said, “No one should treat a lady thus.”

      He’d insisted on buying her dinner at the tavern. After he’d seen that she was warm and fed and wearing a new pair of boots he’d bought from a barmaid, he’d taken her straight to a blacksmith and married her that night.

      Poor Henry. Such a sweet man.

      After her marriage to Henry, she’d moved into her new London home, and he had died in his sleep only a year later. It had been a long time coming, but now she was the mistress of her own destiny. The dear man had tutored her in the ways of business strategies and banking. She’d always had a natural knack for it, but he had helped foster in her a confidence and knowledge that left her strong and able to stand on her own after his death. His companies had become her empire and would remain hers unless she remarried. Under English law, it would then transfer to her new husband, and she would become property herself.

      My life wouldn’t be mine ever again.

      She had no intention of letting that happen. Being a powerful widow was preferable to being a married slave.

      “Lady Melbourne, I understand you have a number of shipping companies?” the Duchess of Essex queried before sipping her tea.

      The duchess, who had insisted on being called Emily, was a lovely creature with violet eyes, auburn hair and a smile full of mischief and cunning.

      “Yes, that is correct,” Rosalind replied. “I took over my late husband’s company and have been growing it by acquiring other shipping lines as they go on the market. Sea trade can be a risky endeavor, but it has proved fruitful so far.” She smiled a little, happy to be talking about business. It was one of her joys in life, the pursuit of companies, the acquisitions, the shipping. The mental challenges of running the companies that formed her fortune had always been vastly rewarding.

      The other two ladies, Anne, Viscountess Sheridan, and Lady Rochester, who insisted on being called Horatia, exchanged glances. Rosalind wasn’t daft. The three women had been doing this from the moment she’d come inside the Sheridan household for tea. She suspected they’d invited her to Curzon Street for some purpose, and she wished they would simply come out and ask her whatever it was they were interested in.

      “Do you do any business with Lord Lennox?” Horatia asked. Her cheeks had gone pink, betraying the direction Rosalind had feared the conversation was headed. Given their husbands’ close friendships with Lennox, she had been expecting this.

      Rosalind sighed. “Lord Lennox…” The infernal baron had an uncanny way of coming up. It was he who had been on her mind moments ago. The man who’d ruthlessly kissed her in a theater alcove. He’d been out to punish her for her interference with his business, but that chastisement had turned to an attempt at passion, no doubt with the intent of leaving her alone and longing for him.

      She had to fight hard to contain the little smile at that particular memory. She’d seen through his ploy and turned it against him, and he’d been defenseless against her. She remembered dropping her glove at his feet, a parting challenge before she’d left him to handle the problem of his stained trousers.

      Lennox would no doubt be planning something to obtain his revenge; his ego would not allow otherwise. But these ladies were married to friends of his, so she would need to answer carefully.

      “Well, our business interests, while shared, tend to put us in direct competition.” She hesitated to say more. It was possible that anything she told these three women would make its way back to him through their husbands. The secret behind her success came from the subtle balance of obtaining information from others and keeping it away from indiscreet ears.

      On more than one occasion, she’d come across the jilted lovers left in Ashton’s wake—widows, daughters or unhappy wives of those he was in competition with. They had provided him with information over the course of an evening, often in bed, and he had used it to his advantage.

      But he had also left a fair number of women who were willing to talk about him and his tactics as well. Rosalind had used that information to her own advantage and had been able to track his movements and strategies, even anticipate his business goals and outsmart him on more than one occasion.

      Emily nudged Horatia’s elbow. Horatia spoke up.

      “I’m sure you must think we are spies on behalf of our husbands, but I assure you that is not the case.” Horatia set her teacup down. “The reason we are asking is to protect you, if we can.”

      “Protect me?” Rosalind set her own cup down, a flicker of unease darting through her like a startled rabbit in the underbrush. “Whatever from?”

      Emily cleared her throat. “What we mean to say is that we know Lord Lennox. We know what he’s capable of when he’s in a mood, that is. All of us admire your courage and your ability to compete among the men. And we don’t want Ashton, that is, Lord Lennox, to upset you simply because he has his trousers twisted. I adore the man, but like the rest, he can become harsh in his business matters where his pride is pricked. We only wish to protect you, Lady Melbourne. We ladies must stick together.”

      “Well…” What did one say to that? Rosalind plucked at her rose-colored day gown and glanced away, feeling a tad awkward.

      “Have you any way to know if your finances are protected?” Anne asked quietly. “Cedric, that is to say, my husband, once said Ashton will challenge a man by dealing a blow to his banking abilities, such as his credit and his debts.”

      Rosalind felt her stomach drop out. These ladies were serious about Lennox. And she’d certainly pricked the man’s pride. She’d bought three companies out from under him in the last month and had wooed old trading partners of his to her lines. But surely he wouldn’t do something so drastic. But she had taken out credit lines to buy the last few companies, and her own bank was light in gold if any of her notes came due at this moment.

      “But surely he wouldn’t…” She went over the numbers and scenarios in her head. She saw it. A vulnerability. What if…?

      Suddenly the room was too hot, too closed. She needed air.

      “Quick, Anne, open a window!” Horatia gasped.

      Rosalind rushed from her seat following Anne, who opened a window facing the back gardens. She leaned against the sill, her hands digging into the wood as she sucked in the fresh spring air.

      “There, there,” Anne soothed. “Breathe and you’ll be fine.”

      Rosalind wished it were so simple. But if Lennox was setting that plan in motion, she would have little chance of stopping him, unless she could get to the banks and ask for more credit to cover the gold cash-outs. But that wouldn’t solve her debt problem if he bought the debts. She would then still owe him everything.

      “What can we do to help?” Horatia asked.

      It took several long moments for Rosalind to recover. Her stays were too tight, and dizziness swamped her.

      “I’m afraid I must go—” If she could get out in front of this, she might survive.

      “Of course,” Emily replied. “Would you like someone to go with you?”

      “No!” Rosalind gasped, then recovered herself. “I mean, no thank you, Your Grace. I’m afraid it would not do to have you walk into a bank with me. They act poorly enough when I go in—I should not like to see how they react to a duchess.”

      Emily grinned, her violet eyes twinkling. “Nonsense. I have no qualms about scandals. You forget who I am married to. Scandal is nothing new to me.”

      Rosalind debated her options. She wasn’t all that fond of accepting help, but something about Emily was reassuring. Neither she nor Horatia nor Anne seemed to be the sort of women who allowed men to control them, not even their husbands.

      “Well, if you wouldn’t mind.” She finally sighed and rubbed her temples.

      “Not at all.” Emily shared another of those secretive glances with Anne and Horatia.

      “Might I ask, why are you helping me, Your Grace?” Rosalind closed the window facing the garden and focused on the three women. “I cannot help but notice you keep looking at each other.”

      Horatia blushed. “We’ve all had to put up with men in the past when they’ve caused trouble. We wish to help you, and we know Ashton can do great harm to your business.”

      “I’ll ring for my coach.” Emily rose from her chair and pulled a slender cord on the door.
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      Half an hour later the coach bearing the Essex coat of arms rattled to a stop outside Drummond’s Bank. It was the bank where Rosalind kept the majority of her lines of credit.

      Rosalind and Emily climbed out of the coach and proceeded toward the bank, ignoring the stares of men and women on the street. It had amazed Rosalind to learn on the ride over that Emily was a skilled businesswoman herself. She’d handled her uncle’s accounts, then taken over her husband’s once she married. Through the course of the conversation, Emily had told her a fantastical tale of abduction, intrigue and eventually love, which had resulted in her marriage to the Duke of Essex. The local papers had certainly not given any of those details.

      As they reached the door to the bank, Rosalind drew them up short. “Are you positive you wish to go in with me? There will be talk—more than talk—if you do.”

      With a chuckle, Emily replied, “It’s been quite some time since I’ve been considered scandalous, so it’s time to dive back into the gossip, I think.”

      If Rosalind’s nerves hadn’t been so raw, she would have laughed with her.

      The inside of the bank was filled with men of business and members of the peerage, talking, perusing papers and making business deals. A collective hush filled the room when she and the duchess entered. Women were not supposed to enter such a realm without a gentleman escorting them. It was something she’d gotten used to, the quelling gazes of men who wished to intimidate her into leaving. But she never gave in. There was nothing any of them could do to her. After living most of her life at the hands of an abusive father, she was done letting men dictate her life.

      “Is it always like this?” Emily leaned in to whisper. “The way they stare at you?”

      Rosalind answered with a faint nod.

      Suddenly a tall, dark-haired man with honey-brown eyes stepped out of the crowd and approached them. Rosalind recognized the gentleman. She had half feared that Emily’s husband or one of the other so-called Rogues would be here to intercept her, but this man was not one of their number, though he was an acquaintance of theirs.

      “Your Grace.” His smile dispelled some of the tension around them. There were still a few grumblings, but the majority of the men returned to their previous conversations.

      “Lord Pembroke! How lovely to see you,” Emily greeted the man and turned to Rosalind. “Lord Pembroke, this is Lady Melbourne.”

      Pembroke bowed over her hand and pressed his lips to her knuckles. “A pleasure. What brings you ladies to Drummond’s?” Pembroke’s eyes darted around them, but he did not seem entirely surprised at their being in such a bastion of masculine activity.

      “We’re resolving an issue,” Emily said. “Rosalind, who is it we need to see?”

      “Mr. Reed.”

      “Very well.” Pembroke offered an arm to Emily and she took it, winking at Rosalind while he escorted them to Mr. Reed’s office.

      The banker was settled at his writing table, poring over several letters. He glanced up and froze when he saw Rosalind, Emily and the Earl of Pembroke in his doorway.

      “Lady Melbourne?” Her name escaped the banker in a stutter.

      “Mr. Reed.” She took a seat in front of him and studied the older man closely. His skin had taken on a white pallor, and he began to shuffle all manner of papers and items on his table. This did not bode well.

      “What may I do for you?” Mr. Reed asked as he slid a finger beneath his neckcloth and tugged on it.

      “I wanted to see about extending my line of credit.”

      “Your credit…” Mr. Reed swallowed and smiled a little, but the expression was forced.

      “Yes, I have several notes out, and I am afraid they may be called in.” She hesitated when Mr. Reed’s glance darted away and then back.

      “Lady Melbourne, I do regret to tell you this, but I cannot extend any further lines of credit.”

      Knots formed in Rosalind’s stomach. She leaned forward in her seat. “Why not? Do you need more collateral?”

      Mr. Reed shook his head. “I cannot extend your credit under any circumstances.”

      “Why is that?” Lord Pembroke demanded.

      Rosalind saw he had remained with her and Emily. He was now scowling as he leaned against the door frame to Mr. Reed’s office.

      “Well, it’s bank policy to make decisions that protect our stability and—”

      “Mr. Reed,” Emily cut in gently, though Rosalind caught a hard glint in the young woman’s eyes. “You have a daughter coming out this year, do you not?”

      “Why, yes. Amelia. My youngest.” Mr. Reed sighed and dropped his head a few inches.

      “She’s a lovely girl, I recall,” Emily continued. “And she could make a good match if she had help, say if a duchess sponsored her?”

      Rosalind blinked. Was Emily actually offering herself as a sponsor to the banker’s daughter?

      Mr. Reed’s face lit up. “Why, that would be wonderful.”

      Emily raised a gloved hand. “It would be an honor to sponsor her, but I’m afraid that I simply could not do it unless I trusted you, Mr. Reed, in all things.”

      The banker stared at Emily for a long moment. “You would help Amelia find a good man, with say ten thousand pounds a year?”

      Emily’s smile grew. “I have quite a few suitable candidates in mind already.”

      When Mr. Reed spoke again, his voice was low and he leaned close. “You must not tell him that I betrayed his confidence.”

      “We shall not. Now, who has told you not to allow any credit extensions? I assume someone ordered that, correct?”

      “Lord Lennox.”

      It was the name Rosalind had dreaded to hear. Hearing her worries confirmed sent spirals of panic through her. So Lennox was finally making his play, after a month of letting her believe she was safe following that night in the theater.

      “Thank you, Mr. Reed.” Emily glanced toward Rosalind.

      Pembroke looked horrified. “Wait a minute. Lennox is trying to stop you from obtaining credit? Whatever for? I know him. He’s a ruthless man of business, but not to ladies.”

      With a mirthless laugh, Rosalind fisted her hands in her skirts. “It seems I am to be the exception.” How fortunate am I? Her inner voice was a tad impolite, but who could blame her? Lennox had her back against a wall, and she wasn’t handling it very well.

      “Lady Melbourne, I was advised not to give you details. However,” Reed said, glancing at Emily again, “I’ve been informed he also bought the debts you have and will be sending demand payments through proxies this afternoon.”

      Rosalind sank in her seat. That was far worse than the gold demands she’d been expecting, but it was oh so clever as well. A personal touch, to let her know exactly who had bested her.

      “Why that pompous, bloody bastard!” The curse did not come from Rosalind, but Emily. “Just wait until I get my hands on him. He’s supposed to be the most gentlemanly of the League. Ooh!” Emily’s hands were curled into fists, and anger sparked in her eyes.

      Pembroke growled and looked at the two ladies. “That is indeed a very low thing to do. If you give me the nod, I’ll have half the ton give him the cut direct by this evening, and he’ll be tossed out of his club.”

      “Thank you, James, but that won’t be necessary. I’ve a better plan in mind to deal with our misbehaving friend.”

      Rosalind laid a hand on the duchess. “Please, Emily, you need not get involved—”

      “Nonsense. That is precisely what I must do. But first, we have to get you home, Rosalind.”

      “But I need to handle the notes—”

      Emily smoothed out her skirts. “Let me see to that. You must handle Ashton.”

      “How on earth do you suggest I do that?” She had her own ideas, of course. Strangulation being at the top of her list. But she was also curious as to what Emily might say.

      “You are rivals, correct?” Emily asked.

      “Yes.” Lord help her if they were rivals in anything besides business.

      “And how would you handle a business rival?”

      Finally Rosalind felt like smiling. “By finding his weakness. Breaking him down from the inside.”

      “And do you know any weakness you might exploit?”

      Her thoughts went back to the theater. One heated encounter in that alcove and he’d lost his control, but she’d kept hers. She’d won.

      And I can win again.

      Emily clapped her hands at the sight of Rosalind’s cunning smile. “See, you have the right of it. I’m certain you can use that to your advantage. Now let’s get you home so you can change into something more suitable for seduction.”

      The banker sputtered in shock, and Pembroke covered a laugh with a polite cough. “Allow me to escort you ladies to your coach.” Pembroke nodded his goodbye to Reed.

      “Thank you, Lord Pembroke,” Rosalind said, but her mind was still reeling.

      Seduction? She hadn’t necessarily thought of that sort of plan, but there was logic to it. If it could get her back what was hers, her life, her independence, then she would play him like a fiddle if she must. But she’d only ever been with one man before, her late husband. Sweet and gentle in bed he had been, but his touch had never burned the way Ashton’s had, nor had her entire body felt as though it was on the edge of something dark and wild when they had kissed.

      But she detested Lennox. He knew just how to prod her until her barely leashed temper snapped. How was a woman to enjoy herself in bed when she wanted to strangle the man with his own bedsheets? Was he even capable of being seduced? She doubted he ever let himself be free enough to fall completely for a seduction, but what else could she try?

      By the time she finally parted ways with Emily and Lord Pembroke, she had become thoroughly agitated. No, that was not nearly a strong enough word, but the words that came to mind were most unladylike.

      As she reached the front door of her townhouse, her butler was there, anxiously holding out a letter.

      “What is it, Pevensly?” She took the letter from his shaking hands.

      “A man under the employ of Lord Lennox delivered this. He told me you must read it immediately and that he would be back within the hour to see that the letter’s instructions are followed.”

      With trepidation, Rosalind peeled off her gloves and broke the seal on the letter as she entered the hall. Pevensly close the door behind her.

      The letter was written elegantly, and yet as she began to read, it felt more mocking with each stroke of the quill.

      

      My dearest Lady Melbourne,

      As I’m sure you are now aware, Drummond’s Bank as well as every other bank within your immediate traveling distance has been given strict orders not to extend or offer you any additional credit. All of your notes will be cashed in by my proxies if I hear of you trying to buy them back.

      Additionally, I have purchased all of your debts. At this moment, my accountants and solicitors are taking a full account of your affairs at your offices in London and Brighton. Your entire fate lies in my hands. The house you stand in at this very moment? Mine. The clothes upon your back? Also mine. I own you, Lady Melbourne, in all but name.

      What does this mean? I am putting you on the street. Your servants may remain at the house and I will see to their continued employment, but you, my cunning rival, must seek home and hearth elsewhere until I decide what to do with you.

      I own you.
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      I own you.

      The words from Ashton’s letter blurred as Rosalind struggled to breathe. No, he couldn’t do this to her. Shock paralyzed her body, her muscles tensing painfully.

      The past came rushing up from the depths where she had buried it, swallowing her in its icy waters, unable to stop the memories as they enveloped her.

      The cold castle corridors, wind whistling through the faded, tattered tapestries. The booming shout of an angry father.

      “You think you can tell me what to do? You little wretch! I own you, and you aren’t worth the breath in your lungs!”

      A cup of mead exploded against the wall where Rosalind, only sixteen, hid behind a half-opened door. The aching sorrow of her mother’s recent death hung in the halls like an invisible cloud. It had sent her father over the edge.

      “Rosalind,” a deep voice chided from behind the hall. Rosalind jumped, but her older brother Brock steadied her. “Leave Father alone—he’s been drinking.”

      The door crashed open as their father, Lord Kincade, launched himself at Rosalind.

      He swung a balled fist at her, but Brock knocked the hand away.

      “Oh! Think you’re a man to take me on? No son of mine would dare!” He moved fast, too fast. The punch knocked Brock onto the floor. Rosalind too was hit, spiraling wildly as she bounced off the wall and fell beside Brock.

      “Pieces of shite, the both of you! Not worth the clothes on your backs! I should sell you both for the uselessness you are to me.” Their father snarled like a wild boar and stalked down the hallway, leaving them alone.

      Tears leaked from her eyes as she reached for her aching jaw. It felt like it was broken. She knew it wasn’t, but it hurt like the very devil.

      A hand settled on her shoulder, causing her to flinch. “’Tis only me,” Brock said gruffly, but there was a gentleness to his tone. It wasn’t proper for a young lass to cry, but she couldn’t stop. Living in fear of her father every day was chipping away at her soul.

      “I can’t do this anymore,” she whispered. “He’s going to kill me.”

      Her older brother was still no match for their father, but she knew he would keep taking blows for her. All of her brothers would.

      “Rosalind, what are you talking about?” Brock cupped her chin, but she whimpered at the flash of pain and pulled away.

      “I’m not staying. I have to get out of this house. Ever since Mother died, this hasn’t been my home.”

      Her brother brushed the tears away from her cheeks, and his gray eyes, so like her own, were as silver as a waning moon up on the moors.

      “Rosalind, this is your home. It will always be your home. And we shall protect you.”

      Rosalind believed him, but she was no fool. As the exact likeness of her mother, she could not stay here and continue to risk her father’s wrath. She would have to leave one day. But she would need a way out, a place to land.

      If only there was a man who could find in his heart to marry her, she might be able to escape. But who would want the broken daughter of the cruel Lord Kincade?

      The past faded, leaving a bitter taste upon her lips and tiny thorns embedded in her heart.

      This home was the one she’d made for herself, the one her late husband had let her run. It was her world, and that damned fool Lennox thought he had the right to take it all away from her? To cast her out?

      She stared at the note and realized she hadn’t finished reading it.

      

      I am not a cruel man. If you wish to discuss the situation, you may join me at my estate. However, you may not take your coach as that too falls under my control now. I’m sure if you were to come to me, we could come to some arrangement that would benefit us both.

      Lennox

      

      “An arrangement that would benefit us both?” she muttered. Anger and panic rippled through her, dueling for dominance. That damned bloody Englishman. She wanted to strangle him, but the truth of her situation was dire. He had full control over her and was toying with her the way a cat would a mouse. Something had to be done. Perhaps Emily’s suggestion to seduce the man was indeed a good idea. Rosalind sensed an opportunity here. If Lennox desired her and believed she’d come to heel, she would prove just who was the one in control when she brought him under her command.

      But she was taking her own coach, Lennox be damned!

      I have to face him. Perhaps the duchess’s advice about seduction wasn’t so unreasonable after all.

      “What is it, Your Ladyship?” Pevensly asked. His dark brows knit together in concern.

      Rosalind stared at the address on the parchment, frowning, then handed it to him.

      “You may read it, but please do not inform the rest of the staff—I don’t wish them to worry. Would you please have my coach pulled around in an hour? I am going to sort this out. Rest assured I will come back. Please do not let the servants grow overly concerned.” She left Pevensly gaping after her in the hall as she rushed up the stairs, calling for her lady’s maid.

      “Yes, Your Ladyship?” A woman not much older than her appeared through an open doorway at the top of the stairs.

      “Pack my valise at once. The best clothes you can find. Don’t bother with hats. I won’t have space for the boxes.”

      Claire met her as they walked toward her room. “Is this about that man who came by earlier? Pevensly was near frantic when the man left. Seems he suggested you would not be happy when you returned from your errands this morning.”

      There was no point in hiding the truth from her. The woman’s observations missed nothing; it was why she made an excellent maid.

      “Lord Lennox has just tried to buy my life away through my debts. He’s ordered me out of this house.”

      Claire raised a hand to her lips, but just as quickly that hand curled into a fist. “Surely you won’t let that stand.”

      “I will not. I plan to travel to his estate at once to remedy this error.”

      Claire nodded. “Ah. Then I shall be accompanying you, of course.”

      “No, that won’t be—”

      “It will be,” Claire insisted. “You’re a lady. You must have a maid accompany you, and none of the other girls know you as well as I do. I’ll not lose my head in a time of panic.”

      That much was true. Claire was a mother hen who watched over the household, but the woman had a backbone of iron too.

      “Very well, you alone may come. But be warned, the means I intend to use to regain my life are best kept private.” She trusted her staff, but secrets were always easier when one did not have too many keepers. “Thank you, Claire. Pack as much as you can. We leave in an hour.”

      She left her maid to pack while she went to her study to write a few hasty letters. She had a number of business partners who would need to be apprised of the situation immediately. Rosalind could only pray that they would be forgiving given the dire situation. She knew Sir Hugo Waverly would be most understanding. He, more than anyone, was aware of her competitive history with Lennox. Indeed, he had fostered many ideas that had led her to triumph over Lennox in battles of bidding and company purchases.

      She sorted through the letters on her desk and paused when she found a palm-sized package addressed to her. The ink on the return address was blurred from rainwater, but it seemed to be from Scotland. Her heart began to pound as she unfastened the twine and opened the parcel.

      An object wrapped in a handkerchief fell into her hands. She unbound the handkerchief and studied the object.

      It was a pocket watch. Turning her attention to the handkerchief, she noticed an all-too-familiar letter K stitched into the corner. Kincade. Her father carried these. A lump grew in her throat at the thought. Had he finally discovered where she was? Had he known all along? Would he come for her and demand she return to Scotland with him?

      She blinked back tears as she unfolded the cloth further, finding a single sheet of parchment tucked inside. A letter. She read it with shaking hands.

      

      Rosalind,

      Keep this safe, keep it close. Take it home to Scotland. I’ve entrusted your brothers with a secret that even they do not understand. You may yet have the chance to undo the evils I have created in my life.

      Montgomery

      

      The pocket watch was a heavy gold piece with no remarkable engravings upon it. She opened it to see a simple clock face, and it appeared to be broken. What sort of game was her father playing? Whatever it was, she had no desire to go along with it. She folded the watch up in the handkerchief and set it back in the parcel next to the letters. There wasn’t time to worry about it now.

      She hastily finished the letters to her business partners, and with a final curious glance at the package she left her study. She found Claire busy packing in her chambers.

      “Would you see that the stack of letters in my study is also packed? I shall need to read them and respond as necessary while we are at Lord Lennox’s estate.”

      “I’ll see to it at once.” Claire departed, and Rosalind sat down on her bed, her mind still racing as she decided what she was to do about Lennox. She would have to worry about her father and his enigmatic gift later.
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      Jonathan St. Laurent stood at the entryway of a fashionable townhouse on Half Moon Street. The keys to the door felt heavy in his palm, and his heart gave a quick thump. The residence had once belonged to a baron, Lord Chessley, who had passed away in early April. His daughter, Anne, had married Jonathan’s friend Cedric three weeks later.

      “Scandal be damned,” as Cedric had said. Since Cedric and Anne both resided in his London townhouse on Curzon Street, they’d had no use for a second house and had chosen to sell it.

      Now Chessley House was his. He’d met with the butler and housekeeper, and it seemed the entire staff except for Anne’s lady’s maid, who had agreed to stay on with him. Yet he felt strangely off balance being the one in charge of a household.

      He’d spent his whole life as a servant of the Duke of Essex, only to discover that Godric was his half brother. After the late duchess had passed, Godric’s father had secretly remarried his wife’s lady’s maid, and Jonathan had been the result of that union. The secret, but legitimate, son of a duke.

      After that revelation his life had been turned upon its head. He was thrust into Godric’s world and was even considered one of the League of Rogues. But now he was contemplating marriage and settling down.

      He snorted. Perhaps not the settling down. The woman he was interested in was not at all tame, and she’d likely never settle down. But he’d wanted to at least have a home to offer her when he proposed.

      “Sir.” The butler emerged from the servants’ quarters. “I did not know you’d be here today. Please come in and let me take your hat.”

      “Thank you.” Jonathan handed his hat to the man. It was still strange to be a gentleman. He’d been a footman, a gardener, and a valet for the last ten years, and it was difficult to curb old habits, such as wanting to see to his own hat or shutting the door behind himself.

      “How is the house? Do you and the rest of the staff have everything you need?” Jonathan asked.

      “We’re quite fine, sir. You received this note an hour ago. I was just about to have it delivered to Lord Essex’s townhouse.”

      A sealed letter was handed over, and Jonathan unfolded it. A familiar hand had scrawled a few lines.

      

      Jon,

      Meet me at the Fives Court at two this afternoon. I’m of a mind to bloody a few noses in the ring. Should be good fun.

      Charles

      

      Jonathan snorted. Charles. The Earl of Lonsdale was always up to something. Not that Jonathan was surprised. He’d grown up living on the fringes of the League’s world and was well aware of the antics they got into. Now he was one of them.

      He grinned. Duty calls, I suppose. It would be no hardship to join Charles to watch him box.

      “Is there anything you need from me, sir?” the butler asked.

      “Er…no, I’m going out again. I’m not sure if I’ll be back for dinner, so don’t let the cook worry about preparing anything. Cold cuts and a bit of wine will be fine when I return.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      Jonathan glanced at the clock by the base of the stairs. Half past one. He needed to leave immediately. He waved off his hat when the butler held it out.

      “No need for that where I’m going.” He turned right back around and headed outside, relieved to see the hackney hadn’t yet left.

      “Are you still available?” he asked the driver.

      “I am.” The driver jerked the reins up, and the black mare stomped and chomped her bit in irritation.

      Jonathan climbed up into the cab beside the driver, and the vehicle rocked precariously.

      “Where to?”

      “Fives Court on St. Martin’s Lane in Leister Fields. You know it?”

      The driver flashed him a grin and smacked the ribbons on his mare’s flanks. “I do.”

      Jonathan then slipped into the hackney and it jolted forward.

      By the time they’d reached Fives Court, the sounds of a wild crowd could be heard outside the old brick building that housed the boxing events. Nearly a thousand men could press into the building and surround the square sparring ring.

      Jonathan hopped out of the cab and paid the driver before turning to face Fives Court.

      “Three shillings!” a lad cried out at the entrance. “Just three shillings to watch the pets of fancy fight in the ring!”

      Pets of fancy. Jonathan chuckled. Charles was no one’s pet and likely hated the nickname for the pugilists who fought there.

      The little lad held out a grubby hand to him as Jonathan approached.

      “There you are.” He tossed the boy his three shillings.

      “Thank you, sir. The fight just started.”

      “Oh? Who’s up now?”

      “Some blond-haired bloke. Lonsdale, I think, and another man who I don’t know. He’s a bit of the home-brewed if you ask me.” The cheeky lad grinned.

      “Lonsdale’s fighting someone with little training?” That was unexpected. Fives Court matches were supposed to be between men trained and approved by Gentleman Jackson, London’s finest boxer.

      “He’s a milling cove all right, Jackson approved, but he cheats if you ask me,” the lad whispered conspiratorially.

      “Well this should prove interesting indeed.” Jonathan slipped through the doorway and glanced around the interior of the high-ceilinged building. Dozens of men near him were hollering wildly as two men on a raised platform circled each other, gloved fists raised.

      Charles stood bare-chested facing a man equal his height. Charles was well-toned, strong, and muscled, but his opponent was a massive beast, a real bruiser. There was a fair bit of blood on the other man’s chin, and Charles was dancing lightly on his feet and grinning like the devil himself. That wasn’t a good sign, at least for the other fellow.

      “Knock his block off!” a high-pitched voice cried out ahead of him. It stuck out over the low-voiced shouts of the men around him. Jonathan began weaving through the crowds, shouldering his way to the front of the platform. At the edge of the ring two lads were waving and cheering Charles on.

      “Draw his cork, my lord!” the second lad cried as Jonathan drew even with them at the edge of the ring.

      The profile of the first young man was one he recognized instantly. Tom Linley, Charles’s servant and man-about-town, though barely old enough to be called a man. Jonathan had always felt something was off about him. He couldn’t quite put a finger on what it was. The lad was…shifty, or perhaps simply secretive.

      Secrets. The flashes of fear and defiance he had seen in the lad’s eyes in the past had been a warning Jonathan couldn’t ignore. There was something going on with Linley that puzzled Jonathan. But his loyalty to his master was equally evident now in the prideful expression he wore as he whooped and hollered.

      “Give it to him, Charles!” The second lad’s voice was…higher. Too high. Jonathan leaned forward to peer around Linley’s face, and his heart pounded against his ribs. That darker-haired lad was no lad at all. The breeches he wore fit snugly around his…no…her full, feminine buttocks.

      “Audrey?”

      The dark-haired boy froze and slowly turned his way.

      It was Audrey. Audrey Sheridan, Cedric’s little sister and a notorious hellion. She was also the woman he was considering courting. There was certainly no taming that wild creature.

      His possible future wife was wearing trousers, standing in a crowd of men who smelled like alcohol and was watching a boxing match at Fives Court.

      Audrey’s mouth parted as she wet her lips. She hastily reached up to check her costume and tuck a few stray wisps of her hair back under her cap.

      “Audrey,” he growled, stalking over to her. Linley finally noticed him.

      “Hello, Mr. St. Laurent. Have you come to see the match?”

      Jonathan barely spared Linley a glance. “Audrey, what in blazes are you doing here?” His fingers curled around her upper arm.

      Audrey struggled in his hold. “Let go of me!”

      “Not until you tell me what you’re doing!”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I’m practicing disguises.” Her little pink, all-too-kissable lips formed a delicate pout.

      “Disguise?” Did she have no sense of the danger she was in? If one of the men around her realized she was a woman, she could be hurt, she could be… He shuddered and shook his head. No. That would not happen because he was taking her out of this place at once.

      “If you don’t unhand me this instant—”

      “You’ll what?” he challenged. “I’ve half a mind to redden that little bottom of yours so that you cannot sit down for the next week!” His threatening tone attracted more than one glance from the men around him.

      Audrey’s warm brown eyes were filling with flames from her temper.

      “Everyone is staring. You had better let go of me.”

      “She’s right, Mr. St. Laurent,” Linley leaned in to whisper.

      Jonathan hated to admit they were correct. Several men were losing interest in Charles, and the other man in the ring. They had instead turned to watch him and Audrey.

      “Hellfire and damnation!” he cursed and dropped his hold on her arm.

      With a far too dainty huff, Audrey plucked at her little blue waistcoat and checked to make sure the cap on her head was still concealing what he knew was a coiling of silken dark-brown hair. He’d gotten addicted to the way her skin tasted and the honeysuckle sweetness that clung to her tresses. From the moment he’d met her, Audrey had tied him into knots.

      Sighing, he forced his attention back to Charles. In the short time he’d been distracted by Audrey’s ruse, it seemed Charles had suffered. One of his eyes was a dark red, and blood trickled down the side of his chin from a split lip.

      “What’s the matter with Charles?” Jonathan asked Linley.

      The lad shrugged, but his blue eyes were narrowed as he focused on the two men in the ring.

      “My lord is fighting fair, but the other fellow is set on fibbing him.”

      “Fib?” Jonathan hadn’t had much experience with boxing.

      “Fibbing is a beating,” Linley explained.

      “Poor Charles,” Audrey murmured. The initial excitement in her eyes from the first part of the fight had faded. The bigger boxer swung a gloved fist and Charles ducked, but he was panting hard. That wouldn’t do at all. Charles was not allowed to lose a match, not if Jonathan could lend some support.

      Jonathan rested his palms on the edge of the platform. “Finish him, Charles!”

      Charles’s gaze drifted across the crowd as he danced away from his opponent. When he caught sight of Jonathan, he started grinning again. “Wondered when you’d show up!”

      Jonathan almost chuckled. “Here we go.”

      Charles dodged back, then forward, then to the side, his blows coming swift and hard. The other boxer didn’t see it coming. Charles was finally displaying himself to advantage. The crowd cheered, and the men were shouting wagers on the quickly changing odds.

      A masterful uppercut caught Charles’s opponent off guard, and then he stumbled back and fell like a stone. His body hit the platform with a loud smack, and every man with odds on the bruiser winced. Chest heaving, Charles whooped in triumph and peeled off his gloves, tossing them to a man just off the edge of the ring. Then he slipped under the ropes and hopped off the platform.

      “Jon,” Charles greeted, his gray eyes sparkling with delight. “Just stalling for time until you showed up.” He reached for a cloth a man passing by held out, and he wiped sweat and blood off his face.

      Audrey beamed at him, sidling closer. “Well done, Charles.”

      Jonathan tracked the movement, a strange prickling sensation under his skin. He did not like the way Charles was standing there bare-chested and not at all aware that he was flaunting that chest in front of a virginal woman who was barely past her debut season.

      “What did you think, lad?” Charles asked Linley.

      The boy pressed his lips together in thought before replying.

      “You missed an opportunity to gouge his eyes when he had you on the ropes.”

      Charles burst out laughing. “That’s not how pugilism works, lad. This isn’t a street match, but of two men with honor.”

      “Humph.” Linley grunted in clear dissent. “If he wasn’t fighting fair, why should you?”

      But Charles was focused on Jonathan again. “Glad you got my note. We need to talk.”

      Shooting a glance at Audrey, Jonathan nodded grimly. “That we do.” He planned to give Charles another black eye if he didn’t have a good reason for bringing Audrey to a match like this.

      “Don’t you think we ought to send the lady home?” He jerked his head at Audrey.

      Her eyes narrowed again, and she crossed her arms. “Oh no. I am staying here.”

      “Absolutely not.” Jonathan eyed Audrey reproachfully and then looked to Charles. “Perhaps we ought to meet later?”

      “I had a letter this afternoon that Ashton is in need of help at his estate. We ought to meet there this evening,” Charles suggested.

      “Very good, I’ll see you tonight.” He turned to Audrey. “Now, you’re to come with me. I am going to escort you straight home, and you’d better pray your brother isn’t there so I don’t have to explain where you’ve been.” He grabbed her arm again.

      “Charles! You can’t let him drag me out of here,” Audrey protested.

      Jonathan shared an intense gaze with Charles, who smiled. “Well, you remember my advice.”

      “I do.”

      “Advice? What advice?” Audrey snapped.

      “That I carry you out of here and put my hand to your backside if you raise another word of protest.”

      Audrey bit her lip and tugged her arm, but Jonathan was adamant. She was not going to stay here where it was dangerous. Without letting her speak another word, he scooped her up and threw her over his shoulder. Ignoring the pounding of her fists against his back, he carried her out of Fives Court. She screeched like a little hellcat, spitting and clawing and drawing all manner of bad attention to the both of them.

      “I’ll get you for this!” she vowed.

      “I’m sure you’ll try, darling.” He smacked her bottom in playful punishment as he headed for a waiting coach.

      “Curzon Street, please,” Jonathan told the driver and then opened the coach door and tossed Audrey inside. It was going to be a long ride, and he’d have to guard his loins from her little booted feet.
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      Ashes drifted across the fields like snow. The sight was eerie in the middle of a sunny English afternoon. The ruins of his tenant farmer’s home were nothing more than blackened cinders and smoldering beams. It cast a strange contrast to the bright flowers in the field nearby and the contented bleating of sheep that dotted the roadside. A watchful sheepdog sat with them, his tail wagging in the dust. Several village children peered over the top of a waist-high stone fence along one side of the road, staring bleakly at the place that had once been someone’s home.

      Ashton rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and loosened his cravat as he studied the ruins.

      “How did the fire start, Mr. Higgins?”

      The farmer stared in bleak anguish at the destroyed remains of his home.

      “I don’t rightly know, my lord.” The man scrubbed at his eyes as though to hide any evidence of fresh tears. The Higgins family had lived on this land and in that house for seventy-five years. And now it was gone. Mr. Maple and his family on the neighboring farm had suffered an eerily similar fate. Ashton knew what the man must be feeling. A sense of loss and shame at not being able to provide a roof for his children and wife. There was only one thing to do be done.

      Ashton clapped a hand on Higgins’s shoulder. “You and your family will be settled into quarters at Lennox House until we have new homes built for you and the Maple family.”

      The farmer paled. “No, my lord! We couldn’t possibly—”

      “Nonsense. I won’t hear a word against it.” Caring for his tenants was a matter he took seriously, and his prosperous financial situation would have a good purpose in rebuilding the homes. He would not allow them to go without shelter. It was a gentleman’s duty to see to the well-being of his lands and his tenants.

      “Thank you, my lord,” Higgins said, glancing down as he did so.

      “Let’s return to the manor house, and I’ll see that your family is settled in.”

      He and Higgins mounted their horses and followed the dirt road home. Behind them came a wagon with the children, pulled by two plow horses. A young woman stood on the front steps of the grand old Lennox House. A breeze tugged at the skirts of her pale-blue day gown. Long blond hair that matched his own was coiled on the top of her head in the fashion of the day. No bonnet, of course. His little sister Joanna detested the things.

      “Ashton!” She rushed down the steps as he slid off his gelding and handed the reins to a waiting groom.

      “Joanna.” He smiled and opened his arms. She hastened to embrace him. It never failed to puzzle him that not one man in England had tried to court her since her come-out. She was lovely, if a bit shy, but exceedingly intelligent and formidable at conversation. He’d settled a large dowry on her, hoping to tempt some of the braver bucks to come calling, but none had. Perhaps what he saw as virtues in her were not considered desirable traits by other men. They were fools if that was the case.

      “Thank you for your coming home so quickly. Mother and I have been frantic for the tenants. We’ve assumed you might wish to bring them here until the new homes could be built.” Joanna saw Higgins and his passel of children standing hesitantly a few yards away. “Mr. Higgins, please come in. Your wife and children will be settled as well, and we’ve prepared new rooms for everyone.”

      Ashton watched his sister with pride as she escorted the weary and stressed farmer along with his excited brood into their home. Following them at a distance, he paused at the grand stairs. Joanna would make a fine head of a household someday, if only he could find a man to marry her. If Jonathan St. Laurent hadn’t already taken an interest in Audrey, Ashton would have been tempted to turn the younger man’s attentions to his sister. He wanted a man he could trust to love and care for Joanna, not some buck fresh from university who was looking to run wild in London.

      A cool voice interrupted his thoughts. “So, you’ve returned.”

      His mother, Regina Lennox, stood at the top of the stairs. Still lovely for a woman her age, she made an impressive sight in a cranberry-red gown.

      “I was summoned. Therefore, I returned.” He smacked his hands against his thighs, sending a cloud of dust in the air before coming up the stairs to join her.

      “At least you care enough about the farmers to return.” Judgment lay heavy in Regina’s tone. It pricked his heart, but he shut down any emotions before they could show on his face.

      “Don’t start, Mother. I am not in the mood.”

      “As you wish.”

      As a boy he had adored his mother, and she had doted on him and his siblings. Yet after he was sent away to Eton, their father had burned through their fortune at the gaming tables. His mother had suffered from their fall from society when her friends turned their backs on her and she was invited to fewer and fewer dinners and balls. For a woman like his mother, who thrived on human company, she felt increasingly trapped and alone. And all of this had worsened when their father was run over by a carriage while leaving a gambling hell. He’d died and left their lives in utter shambles.

      Ashton had come home and done everything in his power to put the family back into a good position. But his mother hadn’t responded to his actions with joy. Rather, she’d told him that his need for money and power had made him just like his father.

      The words had cut deep, and the coldness he’d felt from her since that day had left him wounded and angry. Even the memory left a bitter taste in his mouth. Needless to say, family dinners at Lennox House were damned awkward—when he bothered to come home for them.

      Regina continued as if their previous exchange hadn’t happened. “We are having guests tonight for dinner. The Mertons will be here at seven. It would be good for you to attend.”

      Ashton paused at the top of the stairs, meeting his mother’s eyes. For a long moment neither of them moved, the silent challenge hanging in the air.

      “Merton still has an unmarried daughter, does he not?”

      Regina’s eyes narrowed. “He does.”

      “Ah, therein lies the problem. I have no intention of dining with a family you seek to ally with by marriage.” Ashton tugged his cravat free of his neck as he waited for his mother’s inevitable outburst.

      “Not everything is about alliances, child. Sometimes it’s about love and affection. Heavens, I knew you had too much of Edmund in you, but I had hoped there might be a bit of me in you somewhere as well.” Hurt and anger flashed in her eyes, surprising Ashton. But he’d spent too many years suffering her callous remarks about his cold heart and ruthless soul to be affected by her now.

      “I’m a coldhearted bastard, Mother. Isn’t that what you called me? That isn’t about to change,” he replied, his tone frosty. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to wash off this ash and see to some matters in my study. Charles and Jonathan will arrive tonight, so please have the housekeeper prepare two rooms in the south wing.”

      His mother said nothing, but he knew she would do as he asked. She may have disliked her eldest son, but she was always a warm and gracious hostess, even to the League.

      Ashton strode to his chamber and started stripping off his clothes. His shoulder, the one that had taken a bullet last Christmas, still twinged with the occasional phantom pain. The muscles protested as he stretched the arm a few times. He stared into the mirror, startled by his face, which was still dusted with ash from the fire. Lines bracketed his mouth, and a weariness shadowed his eyes. He looked…like his father, with a pale, ghostly cast to his cheeks and a haunted expression in his eyes. The dark thought made him splash cold water on his face, wiping away the remnants of his personal nightmare. The last thing he ever wished was to be like the man who’d destroyed his family’s world.

      He didn’t turn away as his valet slipped into the room.

      “A hot bath is ready for you in your dressing room, my lord.”

      “Thank you, Lowell. How are the Higgins and Maple families settling in?”

      Lowell, a young man of his midtwenties, grinned. “Well, my lord. The children are running about the kitchens, and Mrs. Gibbs can’t make plum tarts fast enough to keep them fed.”

      A smile curved Ashton’s lips as he headed for the dressing room to bathe. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      Mrs. Gibbs adored children, and the two tenant families would keep her happily occupied for some time. Lennox House rarely entertained guests. Their nearest neighbors, the Mertons, were the only guests to attend the infrequent house parties for dinner. Ashton spent all of his time in London or at the estates of his friends, preferring to avoid his mother except when business necessitated his return.

      Sometimes he stayed at the bachelor residence of his younger brother, Rafe, or the estate of his older sister, Thomasina, who was married to Lord Reddington. Reddington was a good man, and Thomasina was utterly in love with him. They already had three children who were quite delightful whenever they visited.

      Ashton hadn’t ever given much thought to having a child, but if they were anything like Thomasina’s brood, he’d be a proud father someday.

      Ashton stepped into the hot water and sank into it chest deep, sighing. His head dropped back to rest on the lip of the tub, and he tried not to think of the future, marriage or babies. If he never married, the estate would pass on to Rafe, but Rafe had no head for business. He preferred living life to excess and was not particularly gifted at learning how to earn what he lost at the gambling hells. Their mother had no delusions about Rafe or his behavior, which put all the more pressure on Ashton to be the one to settle down and have the required heir and a spare.

      Lord… Godric, Lucien and Cedric had found it easy enough to manage their wives. But Ashton couldn’t imagine being leg-shackled to a woman he couldn’t completely trust to do as he told her. It wasn’t that he wanted a woman he could control, but more that he needed someone who would trust him without question in difficult times.

      And he wanted someone sweet to take to bed each night, a woman who would purr and sigh as he made love to her, even if they were a bit rough at times. He wanted a strong but gentle woman who enjoyed passion. He’d slept with plenty of women, sometimes in the conquest of his business affairs, but none had satisfied him. There had always been something lacking.

      He raised one hand out of the hot water, letting the drops splash back into the tub, rippling outward as he thought about what he truly desired. He wanted a certain fire in a kiss that burned him like an all-consuming blaze. Ashton wanted to be with a woman and completely lose himself inside her. Truth be told, there had only been one woman who had affected him in that way, and she was the last woman on earth he could ever trust.

      The Scottish hellion he couldn’t seem to stay away from, not since the moment he realized she was to be his competition.

      Rosalind Melbourne was too cunning, too untrustworthy, far too much his equal in ruthless business tactics for him to ever trust her, in his bed or out. Yet when he had kissed her, he’d nearly lost his mind and his control. Something about her, the mutual struggle for power and pleasure, drove him insane with lust. If he ever bedded her, neither of them would be able to walk for days afterward. They’d most likely break a bed in the process, the thought of which he enjoyed immensely.

      A slow smile twisted his lips as he thought of what it would be like to call that wild lass his.

      She’d likely smother me after I fell asleep and flee to Scotland by dawn.

      But not before he bedded Rosalind properly…many times and in many ways.

      Yes, that would be a bloody good night.
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      Sir Hugo Waverly reclined in a seat at the back of the card room in Boodle’s Club, watching the evening unfold with little real interest. His mind was on more important matters. A cloud of cigar smoke hung at the base of the chandeliers like dark clouds, casting shifting shadows among the lights from the candles. Men threw cards upon the tables, gathering and losing fortunes over hasty gambles. But Hugo was not a betting man.

      If I cannot secure my odds, I will not play.

      The door to the card room opened, and a man Hugo knew entered. It was one of his most trusted men, Daniel Sheffield. With Daniel’s help, Hugo ran the most efficient and effective spy ring in the country, which, sadly, was not saying much. Spycraft as a whole in England was woefully amateurish, and it left his country vulnerable. It also made those who took the game seriously, such as Sheffield and himself, indispensible. They’d saved the Crown from more than one foreign war, and yet they would never be given credit for their actions.

      But there was more to life than accolades. He was well compensated, both financially and through the power and influence his position afforded. He could blackmail just about anyone to do anything he required. If a man couldn’t be bought, he could be threatened, and that was enough for Hugo.

      One step below the Crown. It was the closest a non-royal such as himself could ever be to ruling England.

      Hugo made no sign that he noticed Daniel’s entrance. Daniel toyed with his pocket watch, lingered by a table where men were playing faro, and with a discreet glance, waited for Hugo to nod slightly before he approached.

      Daniel took a full minute to make his way through the room. He paused to collect a drink from a passing waiter, then meandered over to Hugo’s table and chose a chair not close but not too far either. Tucked under one arm was the Quizzing Glass Gazette, and he slowly lifted it up to peruse the articles.

      Lady Society’s gossip column was clearly visible from where Hugo sat, and he scowled at the name. What drivel! If he could be bothered to find out who the woman was, she would have an accident that rendered her incapable of writing ever again. He was tired of her endless parade of articles that painted the League of Rogues as heroes. They weren’t men to be admired or feared; they were fools. Dangerous fools. Fools he would destroy in good time.

      The creak of wood told him that Sheffield had shifted his chair an inch closer. When Hugo ever so discreetly peeled his own paper aside, he saw Sheffield’s hand gently rolling a glass of brandy.

      “Fair weather today, but I saw a chance of clouds,” Sheffield observed.

      Hugo stiffened. That meant a situation he was having monitored was not going according to plan.

      “What sort of clouds?” he asked.

      Sheffield set his glass down on the table, and beneath it was a carefully folded note. “Black.” Hugo laid his paper down and let it cover the surface by Sheffield’s glass. Then he carefully nudged Sheffield’s drink aside and covered the note.

      “The lady I’ve recently become interested in,” Sheffield added quietly, “has decided to visit friends in the country.”

      That would be Rosalind Melbourne. So, the Scottish raven had taken flight to the country? That was worrisome. She preferred to stay in town, and he preferred that as well. It made it easier for him to keep an eye on her affairs. So far he’d been fortunate enough to manipulate her into taking him on as a business partner, then coaxing her into disrupting Ashton Lennox’s shipping companies.

      “Which friends is the lady visiting?”

      “The baron’s.” Sheffield took his half-empty glass from the table and drank.

      Lennox? That was not good. Hugo wanted her and Lennox to remain at odds. If they were ever to form an alliance, half of his current schemes could easily unravel. The logistics of altering those plans with reliable substitutions would be bothersome to say the least.

      He would need to find a way to entice Lady Melbourne back to London where he could keep a close eye on her.

      “Hmm. Well, we can deal with that soon. Did the baron suffer any losses today?”

      “He did. Two tenant houses burned down last night. It will keep him occupied and away from London.”

      “Excellent.” That was just as he intended. He and Sheffield were arranging the transport of some agents to France, but Lennox had been keeping a close eye on Waverly’s actions of late. Too close. And Lennox and his men had a tendency to stumble into his missions and wreck them. It would be just like them to be responsible for a war because they refused to keep to themselves. So Sheffield had seen to a decent distraction to draw Lennox away from London for a time.

      Sheffield cleared his throat. “One more matter to attend to,” he whispered, with a slight nod at the paper he’d tucked under the glass. “Urgent.”

      Hugo slid his paper back toward his lip, deftly grasping the note Sheffield handed him. He noted the red wax seal—Scottish in design. The seal was one he recognized. Kincade. That conjured up some old memories.

      Ten years ago he’d been a young man just entering the service of His Majesty. England had recently signed an act that united Scotland and England, but already there were separatist rumblings. Hugo’s job had been to suss out the leaders of the movement before it could gain popularity. And he had, a loose alliance of Scottish landowners who called themselves the Anti-Unionists.

      Over the span of a year, all but one of its nine leaders had been dealt with in a series of accidents. Only one man remained, Montgomery Kincade—Rosalind Melbourne’s father.

      The wily bastard had betrayed his compatriots for a hefty sum and to have his own life spared. It would have been prudent to take care of Kincade as well, but the man was cunning and had protected his interests well. He had warned Hugo that if he should die under accidental or suspicious circumstances, a collection of letters that Hugo had foolishly written would be exposed.

      Such a thing would ruin Hugo. Beyond the damage to his reputation, the Scots would want him dead, and the Crown would disavow him to protect the tenuous relationship between itself and Scotland. They might go so far as to ensure he had an accident of his own.

      He would not have made such a mistake now, but he’d been young then.

      There were few things Hugo forgot, but this…this was one thing he wished he could. Ironically, it had been this very mission that had ensured his place among his peers and helped him to the position he was in today.

      With a steadying breath, he broke the seal and read the letter. It was coded in the pattern of the old cipher he’d used ten years ago. It required a special device, one which Hugo had designed himself, to decode. He still carried it with him and occasionally used it for less important communications. He slipped it out of his pocket and set the symbols to match in the upper left corner of the letter, which then gave him the key to deciphering the rest of the message.

      

      Sir Hugo,

      It has been many years since we last spoke, but my memory is still sharp. I write to you from my deathbed. You cannot punish me any longer. That is up to the Lord now.

      But do not think that you have won. I took money in exchange for silence when you murdered my fellow countrymen, and they call to me for revenge. I can ignore them no longer.

      I still have every letter you wrote, with the code set out. Soon, the only person I trust will receive the device you once gave me, along with instructions to find where I’ve hidden the letters. They will expose you at last for what you are.

      Soon your king and your country will know how many you murdered for the sake of your precious nation. A nation built on lies. A nation that kills its own people when they so much as suggest standing up for themselves.

      I’m laughing at you, Waverly. Laughing from beyond the grave. I suspect I will be seeing you in hell soon enough.

      

      Kincade

      

      Hugo couldn’t breathe. The cipher device and the letters…the letters that could condemn him and ruin his life. And they were being sent to…whom?

      Hugo scanned the letter again, searching for a clue. The only person I trust. He trusted no one, because he had been willing to betray anyone.

      Except perhaps his family. If there was someone he trusted, it would have to be family. He thought back to what he knew of the man. Four children. Three sons and a daughter.

      But it made no sense. Exposing those letters would destroy the Kincade name as well as his own. He wouldn’t trust his heirs to destroy their own futures.

      Rosalind, however…

      Her wealth and status were independent of the Kincade name. And from what he knew from their meetings, there had been no love between her and her father. Quite the opposite. For that very reason, the old bastard could assume she’d be more than willing to expose her father’s sins.

      And she was en route to see one of his greatest enemies, presumably with the cipher in her possession. But not the letters. He still had time to find those before she did.

      “Bloody hell,” he whispered.

      “Anything to be concerned about?” Sheffield asked.

      Hugo folded the letter and pocketed it. As soon as he was home he would burn it.

      “A ghost is trying to haunt me. Reach out to our man inside Lennox’s estate. Have him send reports to our agent in Lonsdale’s employ. I want them to find a way to steal back a cipher device that may be in Lady Melbourne’s possession. It looks like this.” He raised his own for Sheffield to see before returning it to his pocket. “I want Lady Melbourne’s residence searched in case she left it behind. If it is not found, find a reason for Lady Melbourne to return to London. I will be able to handle her myself.”

      “I’ll see to it.” Sheffield rose, and with a casual glance about the room, he set his empty brandy glass on the table and left Boodle’s card room.

      Hugo felt the weight of Kincade’s letter in his waistcoat pocket. Rosalind possessed a weapon that could destroy him, and she was about to go straight toward one of his enemies with it. But on its own it was nothing more than a trinket. A curiosity. He would find a way to stop her from finding the letters before he did.

      His nerves began to steady. Having a plan of action always calmed him. But as if to betray him and remind him of his concerns, his hands shook as he set down his glass.

      Damn the League of Rogues, damn them all.
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      Brock Kincade was slumped over his escritoire in his small study at Castle Kincade. The last candle he could afford to spare was burning down to the end of its wick, the wax pooling at the base of the candleholder. Outside, the wind whistled through the tapestries and cracks in the stone and glass, filling every room with an inescapable biting wind, even in the spring.

      The papers in front of him blurred together as exhaustion plagued him. But he had to stay awake in case he was needed. It seemed that the weight of the world crushed down upon him. Upstairs his father was dying, and the thought of it was leaving Brock’s life in a state of upheaval.
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"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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